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Abstract 

Elections are important because they hold the promise of empowering voters to hold 
leaders accountable. The sad reality, however, is that voters in many countries are 
marginalized because of widespread election fraud. Field experiments in three differ-
ent countries are here used to show that high-quality civil society observers can re-
duce fraud on election day. The results also confirm that all regimes are not equally 
sensitive to such interventions. For the first time new fraud forensics techniques are 
used to examine observer effects. I argue that a reduction in detectable fraud forces 
authorities to engage with the electorate more directly, instead of focusing their ef-
forts on bureaucratically manipulating the outcome. It is suggested that when faced 
with monitoring, autocrats substitute election fraud with other forms of manipula-
tion, in the form of vote buying and intimidation. This in itself constitutes a perverse 
form of empowerment of voters, perverse since the process continues to be both un-
free and unfair.  
 

JEL Classification: P16 (Political Economy), D72 (Political Processes and Rent-Seeking), D73 (Corrup-
tion). 
Keywords: Autocratic Adaptation, Election Fraud, Empowerment, Field Experiment, Election Observa-
tion, Fraud Forensics, and Vote Buying. 
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Introduction 
In democratic theory elections are thought to empower the demos and legitimize the 

delegation of power to the ruler. Elections, it was thought, would end tyranny (Mad-

ison, 1788a).1 Yet in the world of today many rulers distort the electoral process to 

the extent of completely marginalizing the demos in the process. If votes are not even 

counted, then the whole process clearly becomes farcical. Since fraud-reducing inter-

ventions, like monitoring, have become a central component of contemporary elec-

tions it has become increasingly hard to completely falsify election results (Hyde, 

2011). However, little is known about the micro-dynamics of fraud reduction, auto-

cratic coping strategies, and what role individual voters play.  

Most of the literature on election monitoring has focused on international observ-

ers (Kelley, 2009, Kelley, 2012). Parallel to observer missions that consist of foreign-

ers spending less than one hour per polling station, there is also a significant number 

of domestic civil society organizations involved in election day monitoring.2 Domestic 

observers are more familiar with local conditions and are often assigned to a polling 

station for the whole duration of voting and counting. Millions of dollars have been 

spent on training and deploying domestic observers, but little is known about the 

effects of such interventions. A recent trend to use random assignment of observers 

allows for an estimation of causal effects on fraud. Never before have randomized 

domestic observers been studied in detail. Understanding observer effects is im-
                                                
† Postdoctoral Fellow, Columbia University – The Harriman Institute, sf2614@columbia.edu. 
* Acknowledgements: earlier version of the paper presented at Columbia University – Harriman Insti-
tute, George Washington University – IERES, IPSA Workshop on Electoral Integrity organized by 
Pippa Norris in Madrid 2012, and the ASN Convention at Columbia University. For helpful comments 
thank you Donald Green, Cyrus Samii, Andrew Little, Bernd Beber, Alexandra Scacco, Josh Tucker, 
David Szakonyi, Michelle Brown, Eli Feiman, Jesse Dillon Savage, Jonathan Mellon. For help with 
collecting data, thank you Julie George, Cory Welt, Erik Herron, David Szakonyi, ISFED (Georgia) and 
Mikheil Benidze, Coalition NGO (Kyrgyzstan) and Dinara Oshurakhunova and Altynbek Ismailov, 
EMDS (Azerbaijan) and Anar Mammadli and Bashir Suleymanli. 
1 Madison starts Federalist No.53, on The House of Representatives with the proverb “where annual 
elections end, tyranny begins.” Two hundred years later Huntington notes about the third wave of de-
mocratization, that “elections are not only the life of democracy; they are also the death of dictatorship.” 
2 Note that both domestic and international election observation missions also have a long-term pres-
ence that cover all phases of an electoral cycle. The focus in this paper is on election day monitoring 
and specifically on monitoring the voting and counting at the polling station level by so-called short-
term observers. 
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portant since it reveals something about how non-democratic rulers adapt to demo-

cratic interventions. Apart from telling us something about an increasingly relevant 

category of regimes (Levitsky and Way, 2010), such knowledge can also be used to 

improve democracy assistance efforts.  

Reducing blatant election fraud is a central first task in making the electoral pro-

cess more democratic. In the presence of blatant fraud all other interventions in the 

electoral process become meaningless. Interestingly, recent cross-national evidence 

indicates that an improvement in electoral standards is actually associated with 

worsening governance standards (Simpser and Donno, 2012). It is therefore possible 

that an improvement in one arena can lead to setbacks in another. Election manipu-

lation clearly comes in many forms and I will here argue that rulers can adapt to 

monitoring and learn how to cope with improvements in some electoral standards, 

while continuing, or even increasing, abuse in other arenas.  

Experimental data from three countries with a history of election fraud is here 

used to estimate the effect of high-quality domestic observers. The treatment is do-

mestic observers assigned to polling stations throughout the country on election day. 

Observers are randomly assigned and they cover the selected polling station starting 

from the opening procedures in the morning, all the way to the finalization of the 

result protocols in the middle of the night. In all three cases the votes are counted at 

the location of the observer treatment. Hypothetically a treatment in the form of a 

high-quality observer should reduce observer-detectable fraud, i.e., fraud that takes 

place inside the polling station where the observer is stationed. This is a form of bu-

reaucratic election day fraud. Precinct level turnout is used as a proxy for turnout-

enhancing fraud, which mainly consists of ballot box stuffing or multiple voting. In 

addition, digit-based fraud forensics is used to measure vote-count fraud.  

It is shown that observers deter bureaucratic fraud. Turnout is reduced by 1-3 

percentage points in the presence of observers and miscounting disappears when sub-
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jected to monitoring. There are differences, however, in how fraud is used in different 

regimes. Furthermore, it is shown that more authoritarian regimes are not as sensi-

tive to domestic observers, and in some cases bureaucratic fraud therefore continues 

even in the presence of observers. Solid autocracies, like Azerbaijan, are simply not 

as sensitive to democratic interventions, like the more competitive cases of Georgia 

and Kyrgyzstan. We also find that government affiliated candidates and parties do 

not suffer from the presence of observers. This might at first seem puzzling. But as 

the theory of fraud compensation developed in this paper suggests, fraud-

perpetrating incumbents are able to compensate for the presence of observers by in-

terventions that are less detectable. In the more democratic cases, it is stipulated 

that these compensation efforts mainly consist of luring undecided voters to turn out 

and intimidating potential oppositional voters. As a result, the ruling party does not 

necessarily suffer from the presence of observers.  

Monitoring therefore potentially makes voters count by reducing miscounting and 

other forms of blatant fraud, and by forcing authorities to engage with the voters 

more directly. This is at the heart of the theory of democracy. As Madison noted in 

Federalist Paper no. 57, the restraint of elections is related to representatives being 

forced to habitually recollect “their dependency on the people.” In a context where 

bureaucratic fraud prevails, this necessary dependency is not affirmed through elec-

tions. When observers reduce bureaucratic fraud it therefore opens up for a perverse 

empowerment of the people. Perverse since the process continues to be both un-free 

and unfair, as the ruling party compensates with the use of intimidation and vote 

buying. The main difference being that when monitored the ruling party cannot rely 

on bureaucratically manipulating the elections. Since authorities do not necessarily 

have full control over events outside the polling station, such a shift in power opens 

up for the opposition using the same techniques and might therefore lead to more 

competitive elections.  
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The paper proceeds as follow. First, I will present some theoretical considerations 

and develop a simple model to illustrate the logic of observer effects and the substi-

tution of one manipulation technique for another. Second, I devote considerable at-

tention to methodological issues, above all to measurement considerations. Finally, I 

provide detailed evidence of observer effects in the experimental setting, both in 

terms of indications of turnout-related fraud and fabrication of vote totals.  

Theoretical Framework 
Borrowing from the literature a fourfold classification scheme of electoral malpractice 

is envisioned, along two axes: whether or not it is irregular or fraudulent; and the 

level of intensity (Lehoucq and Molina, 2002). As an example of the first category 

there are procedural violations, like election officials not being present or voters not 

signing the voters’ list. These offences are low intensity irregularities and are often 

due to carelessness or inexperience and are therefore not thought to affect the results. 

Irregularities of a higher intensity include distribution of liquor and other forms of 

vote buying on election day.3 These efforts could shape the results, but they are not 

necessarily illegal and thus not considered fraud in the narrow sense. More serious 

attempts to shape the results include multiple voting, ballot box stuffing, and falsifi-

cation of result protocols. These efforts are all considered fraud, even if the level of 

intensity varies.4  

Electoral manipulation is an umbrella term that includes everything except low-

intensity irregularities. Efforts to skew the electoral process can take place during 

any time of the electoral cycle, ranging from pre-election, election day, to post-

                                                
3 At times their classification is confusing, for instance Lehoucq and Molina consider vote buying to fall 
in both the high-intensity irregular category as well as in the low-intensity fraudulent category. See 
LEHOUCQ, F. & MOLINA, I. (2002) Stuffing the ballot box: fraud, electoral reform, and 
democratization in Costa Rica, Cambridge University Press. 
4 As an example of high intensity fraud Lehocq et.al., mention coerced voting, that is, individuals are 
forced to vote in a certain way.  
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election (Schedler, 2002). A specific allocation in what I call the manipulation portfo-

lio is given by the relative cost-benefit of each intervention.5  

Democratic theory has long considered the role of elections to function as a con-

straint on elected officials (Madison, 1788b). The idea about constraint rests on the 

assumption that votes are cast and counted properly. If the voice of the people is 

distorted by electoral manipulation then the accountability mechanism falls apart. It 

has been noted that “electoral authoritarianism” is one of the most prevalent forms of 

political organization throughout history (Przeworski, 2009). Rulers have a tendency 

to assert control over different components on an election.  A long history of manipu-

lation ranges back to early modern England and Napoleon III (Kishlansky, 1986, 

Zeldin, 1958, Posado-Carbó, 1996). The important question for our purposes concerns 

the role of individual voters. Electoral control refers to a system where the state re-

tains control over all parts of an election (Posada-Carbo, 2000). Here voters only 

come in as a secondary concern. Electoral control can be asserted throughout the 

electoral process, ranging from limiting candidate entry to full-scale falsification of 

the results. Another qualitatively different form of manipulation is based on relation-

ships of deference, patronage and clientelism. Posada-Carbo suggests that we treat 

this latter form of manipulation as a distinct category, calling it electoral influence. 

In focusing on the election day, I will instead use bureaucratic fraud when referring 

to state asserted electoral control and voter manipulation when talking about elec-

toral influence. Note that in terms of opportunities for political contestation there is 

more room to maneuver for the opposition in the latter case since the ruling party 

does not have a monopoly on voter manipulation.  

Election observers present inside polling stations could theoretically have an im-

pact on whether or not voters are part of the equation on election day. In an era 

where monitoring has become ubiquitous the costs of conducting bureaucratic fraud 
                                                
5 Or, in the words of Schedler, the menu of manipulation SCHEDLER, A. (2002) The menu of 
manipulation. Journal of Democracy, 13, 36-50. 
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increases (Hyde, 2011). In terms of effects of different forms of monitoring, the litera-

ture provides some contradictory empirical evidence: in Armenia, the presence of 

observers decreased incumbent vote-share (Hyde, 2007), while in Indonesia, the share 

of the incumbent actually increased (Hyde, 2010). Apart from measurement problems 

these findings highlight two important issues. First, as the Indonesia case suggests, 

the ruling party is not always the one perpetrating fraud. Hyde argues that since it 

was the challengers that were the fraud perpetrators, a reduction in fraud actually 

benefitted the ruling party. Second, the question about observer effects on individual 

voters has not before been theorized, much less measured.  

In terms of autocratic adaptation, it has been argued that monitoring techniques, 

like domestic observers, may displace rather than remove irregularities. In a field 

experiment on a central pre-electoral component, voter registration, it was shown 

that the rate of increase in voter registration is lower whenever domestic observers 

were present (Ichino and Schundeln, 2011). Some of these deterred registrations 

spilled over to nearby electoral areas, i.e., manipulation efforts were simply displaced 

in the presence of monitoring. Cross-national studies have also suggested that elec-

tion monitoring has a measurable negative effect on the rule of law, administrative 

performance, and media freedom (Simpser and Donno, 2012). The explanation for 

this observed pattern is that monitoring induces incumbent rulers to resort to other 

less detectable forms of manipulation as a form of compensation.  

A model of fraud reduction and compensation 
Let me here present a stylized example of fraud reduction and compensation at the 

micro level within one and the same precinct.6 The basic argument is that there is a 

set of manipulation techniques that a ruling party can use on election day. Assume 

that a polling station has 1,000 voters and that we have the following hypothetical 

                                                
6 In the literature displacement or substitution are often used to describe what I here refer to as com-
pensation.  



 8 

distribution of voters: a) Pro-Government – 300 voters; b) Oppositional – 200 voters; 

and c) Passive – 500 voters. A proportion of all polling stations are subject to a par-

ticular monitoring technique, for instance domestic observers. The effects of monitors 

could have the following consequences in terms of vote counts. There are two differ-

ent regime types: autocracies and hybrid regimes (Diamond, 2002). 

Table 1. Stylized Example of a Polling Station, by Treatment Condition 

  Real voters Voter manipulation Bureaucratic 
Fraud     

Treatm. Govt Opp Opp sup-
pressed 

Govt 
mobiliz 

Govt 
stuffed 

Govt 
mis-
count 

Turn-
out 

Govt 
% 

Control 300 200  -    -   +25 +25 52.5% 66.7% 
         T - Autocracy 300 200  -    -   +10 +30 51.0% 66.7% 
         T - Hybrid 300 175 –25 +50 - - 52.5% 66.7% 

*Note: T stands for treatment. The real government vote share, i.e. “real votes” for the government candidate is 350 
in the monitored precincts and 300 in non-monitored precincts.  
 

We here assume that pro-government voters turn out no matter what. We further 

assume that there is a unified and capable central government that can adapt to 

observation interventions. This applies well to dominant party regimes. A proportion 

of the oppositional voters is sensitive to government pressure and might not vote 

when intimidated. The authorities can choose to use two main forms of manipula-

tion: bureaucratic fraud and voter manipulation. Bureaucratic fraud takes place in-

side the polling station and consists of ballot box stuffing or fabrication of vote to-

tals. Voter manipulation happens outside the polling station in the form of vote buy-

ing or pressure to lure passive voters or intimidation to suppress oppositional voters. 

Monitors are only assigned to observe what happens inside a polling station. The 

first line in the table describes the scenario with no observers, the control group. 

Here authorities rely on stuffing and miscounting in order to receive the desired vote 

total. A portion, here 25, of the votes for the opposition is transferred to the ruling 
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party during counting. This strategy is superior to the more labor-intense efforts that 

involve engaging with the voter directly.  

In autocracies, the presence of monitors changes the relative balance between ma-

nipulation techniques. If a polling station is monitored, the most blatant forms of 

fraud, like ballot box stuffing, becomes more expensive, due to them being easier to 

detect. Efforts will instead be devoted to fabricating the vote totals, another form of 

bureaucratic fraud. Observers might still be able to detect fabrication of vote totals, 

but the regime simply does not care. In this scenario compensation consists of minor 

adjustments in the bureaucratic fraud portfolio. The second row illustrates how the 

ruling party achieves the same vote share with a bit less stuffing and a bit more mis-

counting. Note that fewer ballots in the box results in a small negative effect on offi-

cially reported turnout.  

In hybrid regimes where the sensitivity to observers is higher, bureaucratic fraud 

largely disappears when observed. The only option for the ruling party is, therefore, 

to engage voters directly through a process of intimidation and buying voters outside 

the view of the observers. In the presence of observers, the government therefore 

needs to get a higher proportion of real votes cast, since they cannot steal votes from 

the opposition during the count. This is the scenario where voters experience per-

verse empowerment. The third row in the table shows that identical turnout and 

government vote share can be achieved with a combination of suppression and mobi-

lization.  

In both cases monitoring leads to a reallocation in the manipulation portfolio, a re-

allocation that reflects the cost structure of each manipulation technique. This simple 

stylized model makes the following predictions for electoral returns in the presence of 

monitoring: 
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1. Fewer stuffed ballots and/or fabricated votes in monitored precincts 

(H1) 

The fraud-reducing effect of observers depends on the particular fraud techniques 

that are being deployed. Some regimes rely on old-school techniques of stuffing bal-

lots, while others focus on tampering with the result protocols during the counting 

process. The goal for the ruling party is to reach the same level of support irrespec-

tive of the presence of observers. Thus, the second hypothesis stipulates: 

 

2. No effect on government vote share in monitored precincts (H2) 

Research Design and Data 
In general, studies of election fraud are based on either single-country case studies 

using ethnographic work, memoirs, formal complaints and legal cases, or cross-

country comparisons using expert assessments on the electoral process (Lehoucq and 

Molina, 2002, Lehoucq, 2003, Cox and Kousser, 1981, Kelley, 2009, Kelley and 

Kolev, 2010). Only a few studies have used micro-data from polling stations, and 

here mostly focusing on turnout anomalies, or government vote shares as proxies for 

fraud (Myagkov and Ordeshook, 2001, Myagkov et al., 2009, Hyde, 2007, Hyde, 2010, 

Herron, 2010). In this paper I complement these approaches with a direct measure of 

vote-count fraud: digit distribution tests (Beber and Scacco, 2012, Mebane, 2011).  

Causal inferences can be questioned in the absence of sound identification strate-

gies. Much of the literature relies on including covariates in the analysis in order to 

solve the selection problem of monitoring not having been randomized.7 In her 

ground-breaking article on the effect of election day international observers, Hyde 

considers observers as approximating random (Hyde, 2007). The fact is, however, 

                                                
7 Susan Hyde’s Indonesia study is the exception, where there was an explicit randomization HYDE, S. 
D. (2010) Experimenting in democracy promotion: international observers and the 2004 presidential 
elections in Indonesia. Perspectives on Politics, 8, 511-527.  
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that the monitoring organization that she examines has never used random assign-

ment for their observers. To this day, individual observer teams are simply given a 

list of polling stations in their area of responsibility and are freely able to choose 

which polling stations to observe. Perhaps observers are motivated by either conven-

ience or by an interest in observing fraud. This predisposition introduces a bias in 

the estimates. For instance, if more competitive precincts are chosen, then the vote 

share for the ruling party will be lower by default in the observed polling stations. In 

this scenario causality is reversed, lower vote share for the ruling party causes obser-

vation.  

In the study at hand the identification problem is solved by design. In a field ex-

periment in three countries with a track record of election fraud I measure effects on 

fraud in two separate elections in each country. This level of detail from so many 

experiments has never before been used to test causal hypotheses about fraud. The 

research design is that of an experiment with high quality domestic observers as the 

treatment. All the polling stations (precincts) are divided into a control group and a 

treatment group prior to the deployment of observers on election day. The design 

here is given as a by-product of the deployment of internationally funded domestic 

election observers. The author was not involved in the randomization of the treat-

ment, but the process followed the same well-established protocol in all three cases 

(Estok et al., 2002). A randomization check illustrates that there is little or no differ-

ence between the control and treatment groups (see appendix).  

The main unit of analysis in this study is the lowest level in the election admin-

istration, the polling station. In the cases examined here the average size of a pre-

cinct is approximately 1,000 voters. Work at the polling station level is conduced by 

a precinct election commission, whose members include representatives from different 

parties. Importantly, in all three countries the counting of the ballots takes place at 
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the polling station by the members of the election commission. This is therefore the 

level where fraud is expected to happen.  

Measuring the Dependent Variable: Election fraud 
Measuring election fraud is inherently difficult since it is an activity that is clandes-

tine for most parts (Lehoucq, 2003). In this article I use three measures of fraud: 

precinct level turnout, last digit vote count deviations, and ruling party vote share.  

Turnout can be taken as a good first proxy for election fraud. It has been argued 

that the distribution of turnout across polling stations should approximate a normal 

distribution (Myagkov et al., 2009). Suspicious deviations, like abnormal humps at 

the right-hand tail suggest that turnout has been artificially inflated in a relatively 

large number of precincts, thus producing the hump. This measure theoretically cap-

tures ballot box stuffing, multiple voting, or outright fabrication of the vote counts 

(Klimek et al., 2012). Such a measure would not, however, be able to distinguish 

between these different forms of fraud. A Kernel density plot with data from all poll-

ing stations gives us a first indication of the level of turnout-fraud.8 A Kernel plot is 

a non-parametric estimation of the probability density function of a random variable. 

Smoothing the distribution helps us spot irregularities when compared with the ex-

pected normal distribution. The unit of analysis here is the country as a whole. His-

tograms with small bin sizes is another technique that sheds light on unnatural peaks 

at certain thresholds, for instance even numbers like 60 or 80 percent, suggesting 

that polling officials were aiming for certain quotas (Lukinova et al., 2011) 

Another approach in terms of turnout is to regress turnout on precinct level char-

acteristics (Herron, 2010). Here the unit of analysis is polling stations. If a fraud-

reducing intervention was assigned randomly and has a detectable negative effect on 

turnout, it suggests that there was turnout-enhancing fraud in non-monitored polling 

                                                
8 Turnout density plots for Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, and Russia (as a point of reference) are 
presented in the appendix.  
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stations. However, since turnout clearly depends on a range of things, and not only 

fraud, such an analysis runs the risk of suggesting fraud-reduction, even if the mech-

anism was not necessarily deterrence of polling station officials. For instance, it is 

conceivable that knowledge about the presence of observers also has a negative effect 

on real turnout in the sense of voters being more hesitant to show up when moni-

tored (Driscoll & Hidalgo, 2012). However, in a context where there is a history of 

turnout fraud, precinct level turnout can be taken as a good proxy for fraud. More 

specifically, as I will argue here, turnout is a good proxy for ballot stuffing and/or 

different forms of multiple voting. Even if theoretically the reported turnout could be 

due to fabrication of results protocols, the more likely scenario in former Soviet re-

publics is that officially reported turnout directly follows from the number of ballots 

in the box. Turnout-enhancing fraud is thus related to increasing the number of bal-

lots cast. The reason is that technically the vote count always begins with establish-

ing the total number of ballots in the box. This is the first exercise in vote counting 

and all officials as well as observers are often very attentive. The number of ballots 

in the box is consecutively compared to the number of signatures on the voter’s list 

and a separate tally of how many ballots where put into the box, which is something 

that an official, sitting next to the box, records during the day. This in essence 

means that falsifying turnout is more difficult than falsifying vote totals for individu-

al parties, therefore making turnout a good proxy for ballot stuffing and multiple 

voting. 

Falsification of electoral returns, on the other hand, can best be studied with the 

help of digit-based tests that examine the distribution of digits of individual vote 

counts. Comparisons are here made with the expected distribution if the vote-count 

was clean. Intuitively it makes sense that the last digit would follow a uniform dis-

tribution if the vote count is large enough. Say that a candidate receives over 100 

votes in one thousand polling stations. If the votes were counted properly it is ex-
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pected that the last digit would be a zero 10 percent of the time, a one in another 

ten percent, and so on. A uniform distribution on the last digit simply means that 

each digit occurs with a 10 percent frequency. If the vote count has been fabricated, 

that is generated by humans just writing down a number that comes to mind, the 

distribution would deviate from uniform. The reason for this is that humans, when 

prompted to produce a random list of numbers, actually favor small numbers on the 

1-9 scale (Boland and Hutchinson, 2000). If there is a natural distribution of digits in 

vote counts and the actual election returns differ from this, it can be taken as evi-

dence of vote count fraud. Some scholars focus on the last digit (Beber and Scacco, 

2012), while others focus on the second digit and stipulate that the distribution 

should follow a so-called Benford distribution (Mebane Jr, 2006, Mebane Jr and Ka-

linin, 2010). The Benford argument is that leading digits in real-life sources of data, 

like financial data or electoral returns, should follow a distinctly non-uniform pat-

tern. The relative frequency whereby each 0-9 digit would occur should be .120, .114, 

.109, .104, .100, .097, .093, .090, .088, and .085. Again, if the numbers have been con-

sciously manipulated by humans a deviation from the expected distribution can be 

expected. The statistical test for deviation from the expected distribution is a Pear-

son chi-square goodness-of-fit test.  

The last precinct level measure is vote share for the ruling party, which according 

to some authors can be understood as a proxy for fraud (Hyde, 2007, Hyde, 2010, 

Herron, 2010). As with turnout, the main problem here is that vote shares depend on 

many other things, and not only on fraud. There is, then, an omitted variable bias if 

we do not account for other relevant factors that affect vote share for governing par-

ties. However, since the observer treatment in this project was randomly assigned, 

such biases are of less concern unless ruling parties adapt to the presence of observ-

ers. The problem with using ruling party vote shares as a proxy for fraud is the as-
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sumption that the incumbent is incapable of compensating for not being able to use 

fraud inside monitored polling stations (see the theoretical model).  

The treatment 
There is a range of election observers deployed to monitor most elections. In more 

closed authoritarian regimes there is only a limited coverage and mostly by pro-

regime forces, like ruling party observers and friendly foreign observers. Only a hand-

ful of countries do not allow for active monitoring of voting and counting. In much of 

the academic work the focus has been on international election observation missions 

(Hyde, 2007, Kelley, 2012). However, there is a range of domestic actors as well. Po-

litical parties are usually the most active actors, as party proxies in polling stations. 

Foreign funded domestic NGOs are also used in many countries. 

The treatment in this study consists of domestic election observers coordinated by 

a local Non-Governmental Organization (NGO). Domestic NGO election observers 

are not a new phenomenon, but recently there has been a trend to use more rigorous 

social science methods in the deployment of observers (Estok et al., 2002, Pavia-

Miralles and Larraz-Iribas, 2008). The purpose of election observation in general is 

both deterrence and inference (Estok et al., 2002). As long as the sample of precincts 

is selected randomly it allows for a so-called Parallel Vote Tabulation (PVT) where 

results obtained by observers can be compared with officially reported returns. This 

is the inference part of domestic observation. The mere presence of observers is also 

thought to affect the behavior of precinct level officials by deterring blatant fraud 

(Hyde, 2011). Due to financial and logistical limitations, observers are usually not 

allocated to more than 20-30 percent of the precincts. However, in some cases NGOs 

have coordinated among themselves to assure an almost complete coverage.  

The NGO missions are planned together with the National Democratic Institute 

(NDI) and other donors, like the European Union. All of the implementing local 

partners are members of the European Network of Election Monitoring Organizations 
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(ENEMO), a group of 21 nonpartisan civic organizations from Europe and Eurasia. 

These nonpartisan organizations are the leading domestic election monitoring groups 

in their respective countries. Potential election observers are identified by the NGO 

well in advance and training is organized. These observers are often the most well-

trained and highly regarded observers in these countries. At the time of the training 

the observers do not know where they will be deployed. Approximately a week before 

election day an official from the observer organization draws a region or district 

stratified random sample without replacement, based on a complete list of all polling 

stations.9 The number of polling stations is determined by the budget for the mission. 

At least two observers are selected for each polling station in order to allow them to 

take shifts. The sample of polling stations varies from 500 to 840 in the cases includ-

ed in this study. The proportion of observed polling stations constitute 15-20 percent 

of the total number of polling stations. The list of selected polling stations is not 

revealed to the authorities prior to deployment on election day. There is no reported 

failure-to-treat, meaning that all randomly selected precincts were observed on elec-

tion day. 

Interestingly, there is anecdotal evidence of authorities showing an interest in the 

list of polling stations that will be observed. For instance, in Kyrgyzstan in 2010 the 

servers of the NGO responsible for the observation mission were hacked right after 

the random sample had been drawn. This resulted in them having to draw a new 

random sample. As a rule, the authorities should not be able to find out where the 

observers will be on election day until the opening procedures start, roughly an hour 

before polling starts on E-day. The fact that authorities cannot plan ahead for rolling 

out so-called compensation mechanisms means that only a competent ruler would be 

                                                
9 In the case of Kyrgyzstan 2010, Azerbaijan, and Georgia polling stations are sampled from the ordered 
list by an equal- probability systematic sampling procedure, also called interval sampling. Here sampling 
starts by selecting an element from the list at random and then every kth element is selected. In Kyrgyz-
stan 2011 a simple random sample approach was used, stratified by region (oblast’). 



 17 

able to compensate on such a short notice. This is especially relevant since there are 

indications of vote buying happening already prior to election day.  

In terms of the quality of the observers it should be noted that randomly assigned 

observers can be considered the toughest possible observation treatment. The reasons 

for this are manifold. First, the organizations selected for Statistically Based Obser-

vation (SBO) are only the most well-established and professional organizations. Se-

cond, observers for SBO mission are often better trained. One of the reasons for the 

SBO methodology in the first place is to focus on the quality of observers instead of 

the quantity. Randomizing observers means that fewer observers will be used and 

therefore that more resources can be devoted to training per observer. Third, unlike 

other domestic observers, the observers studied in this paper are not tied in any way 

to local level power brokers. Other organizations often rely on observers that live in 

the community where they will be deployed, simply for logistical reasons. The ran-

domization in SBO missions means that observers are more autonomous in relation 

to local level fraud perpetrators. Fourth, the selected observers are deployed to the 

precinct for the duration of the whole day and therefore put constant pressure on 

election officials. In contrast, international observers, like the European Union and 

OSCE, only spend 30-60 minutes in each polling station. It is therefore quite possible 

that election officials behave well for the short period that they are being watched, 

but that fraud continues once they have left. Finally, there is survey evidence that 

suggests that voters consider domestic observers more effective.10 

Model 
The relationship between observers and election fraud will be estimated in two dif-

ferent ways. First, since there is no problem of non-compliance, due to the fact that 

precincts could not opt out of being observed, by using the simple “intent-to-treat” 
                                                
10 In a post-election survey of voters in Kosovo 51 percent believed that domestic monitors are “more 
effective in monitoring elections” than international monitors, compared to only 16 percent saying that 
international monitors are more effective BRANCATI, D. (2012) Building Confidence in Elections: The 
Case of Electoral Monitors in Kosova. 
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estimator I can measure the effect of a polling station receiving the treatment (ob-

servation). In addition to t-test, linear regression will be used for improving the pre-

cision, using structural and historical covariates. This level of information about in-

dividual precincts allows us to reduce unexplained variation in the observed fraud 

outcomes. The first sets of estimates are from a simple linear regression of the form: 

 

Yi = α0 + βTi + βkXki + εi   [1] 

 

where Y is government vote share or turnout in polling station i, T is an indicator 

variable for treatment status (observer dummy) in polling station i, Xk is a vector of 

k control variables, and εi are unobserved random error terms. The controls are a 

dummy for the size (log) of the precinct, capital city, turnout and margin of victory 

in the most recent preceding election. The standard errors are calculated using 

White’s heteroskedasticity-consistent estimator. 

Second, I conduct an analysis of vote-count fraud separately for monitored and 

non-monitored polling stations using digit-based tests. This will tell us whether or 

not vote-count fraud remains in the treatment group. Due to the sensitivity of the 

digit-based test statistic it was necessary to match the data in order to get an equal 

number of observations in both control and treatment groups. Matching was done 

using a genetic matching search algorithm, as developed by (Sekhon, 2008). Genetic 

matching uses a weighted Mahalanobis distance to determine the optimal weight 

that each variable should take. For balance tables, see appendix.  

Finally, for a detailed analysis of the compensation I utilize turnout data reported 

in 2-4 hour time intervals during election day. This level of detail when it comes to 

turnout data has never before been used in analyzing electoral manipulation.  
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Country cases 
There are several ways to find out about the integrity of the electoral process around 

the world. The list of expert assessments include data from election observation re-

ports (Kelley and Kolev, 2010, Birch, 2012); coding based on other sources (Hyde 

and Marinov, 2009, Simpser, 2012); and Freedom House’s electoral process 0-12 point 

score (Freedom House). Expert assessments paint a grim picture of the former Soviet 

republics in the first decade of the new millennium. The former Soviet cases com-

promise the 12 non-Baltic former constituent units of the Soviet Union. In terms of 

fraud, election observation reports suggest that the overall quality of elections in 

these countries was “unacceptable” and that there were moderate to high-degree 

problems (Kelley and Kolev, 2010). An average of 4.06 on the 0-5 scale suggests that 

the post-Soviet region is by far the most problematic region in the world in terms of 

electoral integrity. These findings suggest that the post-Soviet region is an excellent 

candidate for further study, since I want to make sure that there is baseline fraud. 

This way I can estimate the effect of a fraud-reducing intervention. 

The three cases selected for the study fulfill the following requirements: a history 

of election day fraud; micro-level electoral returns made public; and randomly as-

signed domestic NGO observation missions. The three cases--Azerbaijan, Georgia, 

and Kyrgyzstan—offer a variation in terms of regime type, ranging from dominant 

party autocracy, dominant party hybrid, to competitive autocracy.  

Azerbaijan 
In Azerbaijan the Aliyev family has dominated politics for most of the last 40 years. 

The country has an abundance of oil and gas resources. The 2008 presidential elec-

tion saw Ilham Aliyev, whose father also served as president, re-elected for a second 

term by a landslide victory, with almost 90 percent of the vote. The following year, 

in 2009, the two-term limit was removed in referendum where 92 percent voted to 

approve the measure. Most recently, in the 2010 parliamentary elections, interna-
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tional observers noted that the elections did not constitute “meaningful progress in 

the democratic development of the country” (OSCE, 2010b). In 2010 the final report 

from the international election observation mission noted that “the vote count was 

assessed negatively in 47 of the 152 polling stations where it was observed (32 per 

cent)” (OSCE, 2010). It should be noted that authorities did not limit their un-

democratic interventions to election day. Over half of the candidates nominated by 

opposition parties had their registration cancelled (OSCE, 2010). 

Georgia 
The country experienced a traumatic transition from Soviet rule with civil war and 

secession of autonomous regions as a result. In the fall of 2003 after a flawed first 

round of parliamentary elections there was a revolt that is commonly referred to as 

the “Rose Revolution”. Politics remain competitive, even if Mikheil Saakashvili easily 

won re-election in 2008 and continues to rule with a loyal almost 60 percent majority 

in the parliament. In 2008 there were two elections, in January a presidential race, 

and a parliamentary election in May, which was also won by the ruling party. In 

terms of overall assessments and specific irregularities both domestic and interna-

tional observers highlight considerable procedural problems. In the presidential elec-

tion it was noted that these elections were the first genuinely competitive post-

independence presidential elections. Even if voting overall was assessed well by 90 

percent of the international observers, a regional pattern was noted, where in some 

regions almost a fifth of the precincts were assessed as bad or very bad (OSCE, 

2008). Almost a quarter, 23 percent, of the counting locations observed was assessed 

negatively. In the parliamentary race, which was even more competitive, the interna-

tional mission notes that authorities made efforts to conduct elections in line with 

international commitments (OSCE, 2008). Still, 22 percent of the polling stations 

were assessed negatively in terms of counting.  
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Kyrgyzstan 
Since its independence from the Soviet Union, Kyrgyzstan has gone through deindus-

trialization and significant migrant flows. In terms of regime type it started to di-

verge from its neighbors in the early 1990s in terms of allowing for political liberali-

zation. It was even argued that Kyrgyzstan was an “island of democracy,” ostensibly 

in a sea of autocracies (Anderson, 1999). Elections are generally rather competitive, 

even if the opposition often has been poorly organized and authorities have continued 

to use Soviet-era manipulation techniques. After re-democratization efforts under 

President Roza Otunbaeva, the 2010 parliamentary and 2011 presidential elections 

saw significant improvements, as noted by both domestic and international observers 

(Koalitsia 2010, OSCE 2010; 2011). These parliamentary elections constituted a fur-

ther consolidation of the democratic process, even if an urgent need for “profound 

electoral legal reform” was noted (OSCE, 2010a). Even when candidate registration 

was inclusive and the electoral campaign was open there were significant irregulari-

ties on election day, “especially during the counting and tabulation of votes” (OSCE, 

2011).  

Cross-Country Comparison 
The two most recent electoral cycles in each of the three country cases were selected. 

As the summary table illustrates there is a lot of variation in terms of competitive-

ness, as bluntly measured by the mean winner’s vote share per precincts.  
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Table 2. Fraud Measures at the National Level 

Case E-type Win. 
vote 
(%) 

Turn- 
out 

Dishonest 
(Gallup) 

Expert  
Asses. 
(FH) 

Turnout  
fraud 
(Kernel) 

Digit 
fraud 

 

AZ10 Parl 51.7% 42% 47% 1 Y Y 
AZ08 Pres 89.0% 76% 22% 2 Y Y 
KG11 Pres 63.0% 61% 76% 6 N N 
KG10 Parl 14.7% 56% 83% 6 N Y 
GE08 Parl 56.8% 54% 57% 6 N Y 
GE08 Pres 53.5% 56% 80% 6 Y Y 
*Note: Gallup World Poll (GWP): the ratio of no/yes on the direct question about honesty of elections. Note that the GWP 
score for Georgia Presidential elections comes from the year before. The elections were held in January 2008 and the survey 
was held in late 2007. The Freedom House (FH) electoral process 1-12 score with higher values indicates better elections, 
lagged with one year. The turnout Kernel is interpreted visually and for fabrication I use the reported p-values from the last 
digit chi-square test statistic (see appendix).  

 

The paradoxical pattern of negative expert assessments, as indicated by a low Free-

dom House score, and positive voter assessments, using Gallup data, is striking. For 

instance, in the case of Azerbaijan’s presidential election in 2008, experts rate this 

election as a 2 on the twelve-point scale, even if less than a quarter of the voters 

seem to have any complaints about the process. In terms of expert assessments both 

Kyrgyzstan and Georgia perform three times better than Azerbaijan, while voters in 

these cases assess elections as much more dishonest. How can we reconcile these two 

contradictory findings? A possible explanation might be found in the perverse em-

powerment thesis, which stipulates that less fraud inside polling stations, causing 

more positive observer reports, might push authorities to engage more directly with 

the electorate using other forms of manipulation. This way, experts would assess 

elections as procedurally better, at least in terms of voting operations, but voters 

themselves would be more exposed to dirty campaigning.  

A more detailed country-level analysis of elections in former Soviet republics sug-

gests that there continues to be both vote-count fraud and turnout-enhancing fraud 

in the form of multiple voting and ballot stuffing. Examining turnout kernel density 
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plots reveal an unnatural hump at the right-hand tail in the cases of Azerbaijan, in 

the two most recent elections, and Georgia in the 2008 presidential elections. The 

anomaly at the right-hand tail indicates that there were a significant number of poll-

ing stations that had a very high turnout compared to the mean turnout levels. Fur-

thermore, a digit analysis shows that there are a suspiciously high quantity of zeroes 

as the last digit in all cases; except Kyrgyzstan after the democratic transition in 

April 2010.11 Reports from both domestic and international (OSCE) observers sup-

port these findings. That is, all three country-cases have a track record of some form 

of ballot box stuffing, multiple voting, and vote-count fraud. The question is, what 

are the effects of domestic observers on these old habits and to what extent are vot-

ers part of the equation. 

Results 
The empirical strategy is to first present the null result in terms of ruling party vote 

share and thereafter address the evidence for fraud reduction and compensation. 

Ultimately elections are about getting votes. If observers reduce fraud then one 

would expect the fraud-perpetrating party to suffer in terms of vote shares. As has 

been argued, this only holds if dominant parties are unable to compensate when 

faced with polling station observers. The results from the elections examined here are 

consistent with the null effect hypothesis (H2). The ruling party is not being pun-

ished in terms of precinct level returns by the presence of an observer in any of the 

cases.  

  

                                                
11 The chi-square statistic significantly deviates from the uniform distribution with an associated p-value 
of <.01 percent in Azerbaijan 2008 and 2010, Georgia 2008, both presidential and parliamentary, as well 
as in pre-revolution Kyrgyzstan in 2009. In 2010 in Kyrgyzstan the p-value is .039, still significant, but 
in the presidential elections in 2011 the p-value is .419 indicating that vote-count fraud no longer oc-
curred on a systematic level (see appendix). 
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Table 3. Observer Effects on Vote Share (Ruling Party) 
Case Control n Treatment n Difference t-statistic p-value 
AZ10 50.36% 4,069 49.60% 521 -0.76% -0.592 0.277 
AZ08 87.44% 4,511 86.98% 840 -0.47% -1.586 0.056 
KG11 56.68% 1,817 57.32% 498 0.64% 0.362 0.641 
KG10 15.28% 1,773 15.57% 491 0.29% 0.530 0.702 
GE08 (Pa) 57.44% 2,919 57.99% 682 0.55% 0.718 0.763 
GE08 (Pr) 53.55% 3,042 52.37% 402 -1.18% -1.060 0.145 
* Note: The full dataset is used. The dependent variable is vote share for the incumbent party. In Azerbaijan the ruling party 
is YAP and any candidate associated with them is counted as a ruling party candidate. In Georgia the ruling party is UNM 
and in the parliamentary elections I only include the party list results and not the single-member district candidates. Georgia 
Pa refers to the parliamentary elections and Pr to presidential. In Kyrgyzstan the ruling party was SDPK, which held the 
presidency and the Prime Ministership. Two-tailed t-test used.  

 

For increased precision in the estimates an OLS specification with all the controls 

included was tested and the results are essentially the same.12 The only difference is 

that in the Georgia 2008 parliamentary elections, the positive observer effect is sig-

nificant (p<.01) and higher (1.8%). Granted that party machines could both over- 

and under-compensate it is not sufficient to examine only a t-test or a regression 

coefficient. The estimates could be misleading due to such treatment effect heteroge-

neity. One solution to the standard errors being inaccurate is to test the sharp-null 

hypothesis that the treatment effect is zero for all observations. Using randomization 

inference, where a large sample of possible randomizations are simulated, I can calcu-

late the probability of obtaining an estimated ATE at least as large as the one I ob-

tained (Gerber and Green, 2012). 

                                                
12 Regression table presented in the appendix.  
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Figure 1. Distribution of the Estimated ATE under the Sharp Null Hypothesis of 
No Treatment Effect – Ruling Party Vote % (Georgia, parliamentary 2008) 

 
* Note: Georgia Parliamentary Elections, May 2008. Using the R package for performing randomization-based inference for 
experiments (Aronow & Samii, 2012). The number of iterations is here 100,000. 

 

The red line in the graph shows the observed average treatment effect (ATE). The 

sharp null cannot be rejected in this case. As a matter of fact, the sharp null cannot 

be rejected in any of the six elections.13  

There is thus no observer effect on the vote share of the ruling party. There are 

three possible explanations for the null effect. Either, observers do not reduce bu-

reaucratic fraud and thus there would be no reason to expect a reduction in the vote 

share in the first place. Or, fraud is reduced, but the political machine of the incum-

bent is able to compensate by using voter manipulation. Third, there is also the pos-

                                                
13 All of the tests are presented in the appendix.  
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sibility that all parties use bureaucratic fraud, or that no party is using such fraud. 

In both of the latter cases one would not expect any effect on the vote share.  

The fraud-reducing effects can be determined by analyzing treatment effects on 

turnout and fabrication of vote totals. Starting with turnout, we see that there is a 

negative effect on turnout. The magnitude ranges from one to two percentage points, 

an effect significant at the 1 or 5 percent level, except for the case of Georgia where 

the effect is not significant.  

Table 4. Observer Effects on Precinct Level Turnout 
Case Control n Treatment n Difference t-statistic p-value 
AZ10 51.62% 4,689 50.32% 598 -1.30% -2.057 0.020 
AZ08 76.45% 4,511 75.22% 840 -1.23% -2.651 0.004 
KG11 65.16% 1,817 62.81% 498 -2.35% -2.264 0.012 
KG10 59.62% 1,687 57.63% 460 -1.99% -2.503 0.006 
GE08 (Pa) 56.41% 2,876 55.61% 661 -0.80% -1.095 0.137 
GE08 (Pr) 53.55% 3,042 52.37% 402 -1.18% -1.060 0.145 
* Note: The full dataset is used. The dependent variable is turnout. One-tailed t-test is used since the fraud-reducing  
hypothesis states that turnout would be lower in the treatment group. 

 
For increased precision I use an OLS specification, producing similar effects, in the 

0.7-2.4 percentage range, significant at the 5 percent level or lower in all but Azer-

baijan 2010 (! -.0074, p-value of 0.142) and the parliamentary elections in Georgia (! 

.0063, p-value of 0.225).14 The sharp null in terms of turnout effect can be rejected in 

all cases, except for the parliamentary elections in Georgia 2008.  

The mechanism explaining the negative turnout effect is most likely due to less 

fraud in monitored polling stations. Knowing that there is a history of artificially 

inflated turnout in the post-Soviet region, we immediately suspect that there is simp-

ly less turnout-enhancing fraud in the presence of observers. If we think of turnout-

fraud as something orchestrated by precinct level election officials either by stuffing 

ballots or allowing for multiple voting, then the mere presence of an observer should 

have a deterring effect.  
                                                
14 Regression table presented in the appendix. 
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There are, however, two alternative explanations for the turnout effect that need 

to be addressed. First, the deterrence could theoretically work through the voters. If 

voters are intimidated by the presence of observers it should have an effect on lower 

turnout. Since rumors about observer presence spread fast it is possible that voters 

learn about this in the morning of election day. For instance, a voter who has been 

targeted for vote buying might be afraid of showing up in the presence of observers. 

On the other hand, domestic non-partisan election observers would hardly intimidate 

voters who are only out to duly execute their right to vote. Second, and rather more 

worrying, observers might de facto disenfranchise voters due to increased pressure on 

election officials to require proper identification documents from voters. Perhaps elec-

tion officials feel a need to follow strict protocol, in terms of voter identification, in 

the presence of observers. In rural communities where everyone knows each other, 

voters that might otherwise be able to vote with insufficient identification, might 

thus be disenfranchised by the presence of observers. Even if theoretically possible, 

the alternative explanations remain unlikely in the cases considered here.  

The second measure of bureaucratic fraud concerns the fabrication of vote totals 

at the end of the counting process. The observer effect on the fabrication of vote 

totals is best measured by analyzing the distribution of the last digit of the numeric 

entries in the final results protocol. The precinct commission secretary, in the pres-

ence of observers, completes the protocols once the counting has been finalized.15 The 

last-digit fraud measure is a more specific proxy for bureaucratic fraud than turnout. 

Digit fraud is an explicit behavioral measure of bureaucratic fraud and it is mainly 

driven by human biases in number generation.  

Since the test-statistic is sensitive to differing sample sizes, I here use the genet-

ically matched data where there is a roughly equal number of observations in the 

                                                
15 Only three-digit vote totals are included in the analysis in order to avoid biased estimates. For small 
parties with only a few votes there will naturally be a skewed distribution on the last digit, with more 
zeroes than nines etc.  
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control and the treatment group.16 Analyzing the distribution of the last digits sug-

gests that observers reduce vote-count fraud in the case of the legislative elections in 

Georgia. There is no significant deviation in the treatment group where the chi-

square goodness-of-fit test is a low 5.48 with a p-value of .791. In the control group 

in Georgia there is an abundance of zeroes and the chi-square statistic is a high 20.11 

and the p-value is .0172, suggesting that the returns were tampered with. 

Figure 2. Last Digit Distribution by Treatment Condition (Georgia, Parliamentary 
2008) 

 
* Note: Only three-digit vote counts are included, including the “total number of voters” entry. The dotted line indicates the 
expected uniform distribution under conditions of a clean vote count and the capped spikes in red indicate the 95-percent 
confidence interval for each individual digit (point-wise). 

 

                                                
16 Genetic matching using size of the polling station, previous turnout level and previous ruling party 
vote share. Matching conducted separately within each election district, rayon in the case of Kyrgyz-
stan.  
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To test whether the difference between the two treatment conditions is statistically 

significant I calculated the likelihood that such a large difference in the chi-square 

statistics would be observed. First, I generated two 100,000 chi-square random devi-

ates with nine degrees of freedom (since there are ten digits) and subtract one from 

the other.17 The resulting simulated differences can then be compared to the observed 

difference in the case of Georgia (see above). This will tell us how likely it is that 

such a large difference in the chi-square statistic, in the Georgian case 20.11 - 5.48, 

will be found if the null of no difference is true. In this case the probability is 0.0227, 

indicating that the null can be refuted.  

In Azerbaijan, on the other hand, falsification continued unabated even in the 

presence of observers, as illustrated by the graph of the distribution of the last digit 

in the presidential elections of 2008. Here the difference between the chi-square sta-

tistics is not significant, suggesting that there was no observer effect. Not only was 

there no effect, but the evidence from the treatment group indicates that fabrication 

of vote totals continued even in the presence of observers.  

                                                
17 In R, using the command rchisq(100000,9) - rchisq(100000,9).  
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Figure 3. Last Digit Distribution by Treatment Condition (Azerbaijan 2008) 

 
* Note: Only three-digit vote counts are included, including the “total number of voters” entry. 

 

Even in the 2010 parliamentary elections in Azerbaijan the difference between the 

treatment and the control group is not statistically significant. That is, observers do 

not reduce this type of fraud in Azerbaijan. Finally, in the case of Kyrgyzstan digit 

fraud does not seem to be occurring, as evidenced by the fact that the last digits 

follow the expected uniform distribution in both treatment conditions.18 

So far, I have found that observers reduce bureaucratic fraud in all cases. The ex-

tent to which bureaucratic fraud occurs, however, differs between the cases. Ulti-

mately, the interest here is to illustrate how the ruling party adapts to being ob-

served. To illustrate the compensation mechanism that can explain the null effect on 

                                                
18 An analysis of earlier elections in Kyrgyzstan, 2007 and 2009, suggest that vote-count fraud used to 
be widespread, with p-values of <.01 percent in last-digit tests.  
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the ruling party, let us focus on the two dominant party regimes, Azerbaijan and 

Georgia. These cases are the most likely cases of compensation since there is actually 

a party capable of compensating. In the case of Azerbaijan bureaucratic fraud in the 

form of falsifying the final results persists even when observed. If the negative turn-

out effect of observers is due to fewer stuffed ballots then compensation in this case 

could be as simple as adding fictional votes when completing the results protocols. 

The fact that fabrications of vote totals persist in the presence of observers suggests 

that compensation in more autocratic regimes could be done without having to in-

volve additional real-voter engagement. Therefore Azerbaijan is not a case of observ-

ers causing perverse empowerment.  

In Georgia, on the other hand, observers seem to reduce bureaucratic fraud to al-

most nothing, as indicated by the digit test in the treatment group, as well as de-

tailed observer reports suggesting that ballot stuffing occurred in only 1 percent of 

the observed polling stations.19 The question remains about the null effect on the 

ruling party. Since the party of power in Georgia is constrained in the use of bureau-

cratic fraud, compensation needs to involve real voters out of the view of observers. 

There is limited evidence from outside the polling station, but we can use turnout 

data throughout the day to illustrate the flow of voters (and ballots) during the day. 

Electoral authorities in Georgia (and Azerbaijan) report turnout during voting at 2-4 

hour intervals.  

Considering the sequencing of fraud on election day it is crucial to understand 

three phases of the election day: opening, voting, and counting. During the opening 

procedures, an hour before voting starts, the treatment status is revealed. This is 

when the observers first show up at the polling station. The theory assumes that 

polling officials in observed locations notify the party machine about the presence of 

observers, essentially telling the party that they are now restricted in committing 

                                                
19 Compared with ten percent in the case of Azerbaijan (ISFED, 2008). 
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fraud inside the polling station. This is what triggers the compensation mechanism 

outside the polling station. The compensation can take the form of decreasing oppo-

sitional turnout and/or increasing pro-government turnout, as theorized earlier. Both 

of these techniques are associated with different time horizons. Intimidation of oppo-

sitional voters could be activated immediately when the treatment status is revealed 

since these voters reveal themselves when approaching the polling station.20 Addi-

tional mobilization of hesitant pro-government voters, on the other hand, requires 

more time since these voters need to be located and persuaded. Taken together this 

means that we would expect lower turnout in the treatment group in the morning 

(H3) and higher turnout later in the day (H4).  

Table 5. Observer Effects on Precinct Level Turnout (Georgia, parliamentary 2008) 
Turnout Control Treatment Difference Test statistic  
8am - 12pm 44.17% 42.71% 1.46% t= 2.7602 

    Pr(|T| > |t|) 0.0058 
12pm - 5pm 35.85% 35.16% 0.68% t= 1.4366 

    Pr(|T| > |t|) 0.1509 
5pm - 8pm 19.98% 22.13% -2.14% t= -3.7805 

    Pr(|T| > |t|) 0.0002 
Turnout (full) 56.41% 55.69% 0.71% t= 0.9800 
  (2876) (660)   Pr(|T| > |t|) 0.3272 
* Note: The full dataset is used. The dependent variable throughout the day is the proportion of turnout reported per time 
period. Adding up the proportions for the three time intervals thus adds up to 100%. Final turnout is the officially reported 
aggregate turnout. Two-sided t-test. 

 

In the parliamentary elections in Georgia there is a negative turnout effect in the 

morning. Hypothesis H3 therefore finds support in the data. We cannot determine 

whether the lower reported turnout in the treatment group is due to intimidation of 

oppositional voters or due to ballot stuffing in the control group. Later in the day, 

when the theorized perverse empowerment is fully activated, the effect should be 

positive. Indeed the effect is the reverse in the evening, between 5 pm and 8 pm, 
                                                
20 At the local community level the party machine has a good overview of which households support 
which parties. The post-Soviet surveillance apparatus is still rather intact at the local level.  
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with treated polling stations reporting 2.14 percent higher turnout, significant at the 

.1 percent level. This means that hypothesis H4 also finds support in the data. It is 

the same situation as above: we cannot know for certain where this positive effect 

comes from, but the observed pattern is consistent with the theory of perverse em-

powerment.  

Since stuffing is extremely marginal in Georgia the increase in turnout in the 

treatment group is most likely driven by “real voters” and not by stuffed ballots. The 

turnout pattern throughout the day lends support to the idea about “real turnout” 

increasing late in the day in monitored polling stations as a consequence of the ruling 

party mobilizing voters to compensate for not being able to conduct bureaucratic 

fraud when observed. In the case of Azerbaijan there are no significant turnout ef-

fects throughout the day until 8pm when the final turnout is established.21 This is 

consistent with what we would expect. As was already indicated, authorities in 

Azerbaijan continue bureaucratic fraud even when observed. There is therefore no 

need to further engage the voters in this case.  

Finally, there is the case of Kyrgyzstan where there is no dominant party capable 

of compensating for not being able to stuff ballots. In such a regime the null effect on 

the weak ruling party should not surprise anyone. The author himself observed 

firsthand how several different party agents stuffed ballots in a rural polling station 

in southern Kyrgyzstan.22 In non-observed polling stations this is probably occurs 

more frequently, which artificially boosts turnout in the control group. Since most 

parties are engaging in such behavior the net zero impact on the party vote shares 

should not surprise anyone.  

                                                
21 In t-tests the values are less than 1 during all the time intervals in 2008 (see appendix).  
22 As a short-term election observer for the international election observation mission, OSCE/Odihr, in 
the 2011 presidential elections. The author was stationed in the polling station with another interna-
tional observer for over 12 hours, until midnight when the counting was completed.  
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Conclusions 
The analysis has confirmed the suspicion that there is election fraud in all three 

countries, even if significant improvements have been made compared with earlier 

electoral cycles, especially in Kyrgyzstan and Georgia. Experimental data on observer 

effects confirm that fraud is reduced in all cases when monitors are deployed. Howev-

er, regimes differ in their sensitivity to election observers and especially in the more 

autocratic case of Azerbaijan there are indications that fraud continues even in the 

presence of observers. 

The three country cases considered here vary significantly. Azerbaijan presents the 

case of a solid autocratic state where the regime has the capacity to fully shape the 

whole electoral cycle. Here, fraud remains widespread, as evidenced by both observer 

reports and the analysis of micro-data from across the country. At the margins, ob-

servers reduce some types of fraud, but the regime is able to compensate by simply 

shifting from one type of bureaucratic fraud to another, as in relying less on ballot 

stuffing, but compensating in the counting stage. The voters remain marginalized.  

The case of Georgia, on the other hand, is a good illustration of perverse empow-

erment, where observers reduce the extent of bureaucratic fraud, but where authori-

ties are able to compensate by engaging voters with other manipulative techniques. 

As in Azerbaijan, there was a strong and capable ruling party in Georgia that could 

re-direct the political machine when observed. Finally, Kyrgyzstan is a case with a 

weak ruling coalition whose support in the southern part of the country is limited. 

This means that at the national level there is no capacity for the ruling party(ies) to 

compensate for not being able to use fraudulent means when observed. The experi-

ment with observers show that turnout-enhancing fraud is significantly reduced, but 

since more than one party benefits from such fraud, the net effect on the different 

parties is zero. This form of fraudulent competition involves both election bureau-

crats and voters. The fact that fraud in competitive authoritarian states is not only 
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something that the ruling party is engaged with is often neglected in the literature of 

fraud. Most of the time it is simply assumed that only the ruling party is capable of 

utilizing fraud as an electoral technique.  

Due to a lack of micro-level data on vote buying and intimidation the phenome-

non of perverse empowerment can at best only be alluded to. Future studies designed 

to incorporate more evidence from outside polling stations would be a great contribu-

tion. As a methodological note, I would suggest not only do we need to develop bet-

ter measures of fraud, but we also need to embrace research designs that allow for 

estimation of causal effects. The ground-breaking fraud literature focusing on pre-

cinct level data is more specific in terms of measurement, but here the main chal-

lenge is identification (Hyde, 2007, Herron, 2010). In the absence of explicit randomi-

zation causal inferences are very difficult. The new trend in democracy promotion of 

making use of randomization is therefore promising (Hyde, 2010). 

To sum up, election monitoring has a positive effect on the integrity of the elec-

tions on election day in terms of reducing bureaucratic fraud. The effect is especially 

strong in countries that are already democratizing. Reducing fraud occurring at the 

polling station level is a noble effort and should be part of any effort to improve the 

electoral process in emerging democracies. However, such a reduction potentially 

shifts the focus of manipulation outside the polling station. Even if problematic, this 

does constitute a form of empowerment of the voter. Instead of election officials fab-

ricating protocols and stuffing ballot boxes, the ruling party has to focus on the vot-

ers. Election monitoring therefore has the promise of Making Voters Count. Perverse 

empowerment can explain why voters, when asked about honesty of the elections, 

rate them as less honest in the more competitive cases where the ruling party might 

rely more on compensation mechanisms when faced with observers (see table 2). In 

more democratic regimes that are sensitive to election observers, as is the case in 
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Georgia and Kyrgyzstan, it is possible that voters are more actively involved in the 

process, even if process itself is far from free and fair.  
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Appendix 
 

Randomization Check 
The assignment of observers was random in all five elections and there should there-

fore be no bias in how the treatment was applied. To assure the reader of the ran-

dom draw of polling stations I here present a randomization check with respect to 

some relevant variables.  

Table 6. Randomization Check with Historical Data 
Election Variable Control N Treatment N Diff. t-Stat. 
AZ10 Size 934.24 4670 944.91 599 -10.663 -0.565 

 Capital 0.18 4912 0.17 606 0.011 0.647 
 Turnout 0.76 4750 0.76 601 0.004 0.657 
 Margin vict. 0.83 4750 0.82 601 0.011 2.56 
        

AZ08 Size 921.28 4511 918.68 840 2.601 0.154 
 Capital 0.19 4519 0.17 840 0.02 1.349 
 Turnout 0.52 3705 0.51 735 0.01 1.521 
 Margin vict. 0.34 3722 0.33 735 0.017 1.706 
        

KG11 Size 1298.65 1817 1335.51 498 -36.862 -0.941 
 Capital 0.09 1779 0.09 493 -0.003 -0.209 
 Turnout 0.59 1659 0.59 459 0.005 0.609 
 Margin vict. 0.1 1741 0.1 487 -0.004 -0.725 
        

KG10 Size 1250.33 1732 1195.41 481 54.913 1.601 
 Capital 0.09 1817 0.1 491 -0.003 -0.207 
 Turnout 0.8 1650 0.81 449 -0.011 -1.523 
 Margin vict. 0.72 1685 0.73 466 -0.016 -1.069 
        

GE08, Pa Size 949.31 2920 1054.46 684 -105.152 -5.249 
 Capital 0.19 2920 0.22 684 -0.03 -1.759 
 Turnout 0.58 2716 0.58 648 0 0.024 

  Govt. vote 0.55 2746 0.56 654 -0.004 -0.416 
        
GE08, Pr Size 1025.39 3042 1007.68 402 17.70 .637 
 Capital .21 3042 .21 402 -.002 -.117 
* Note: The size of the polling station and whether or not it is in the capital city is taken from the same year as the treatment 
was applied. Turnout and Margin of victory is taken from the most recent preceding election. For Georgia the ruling party 
vote share in the most recent election is presented instead of margin of victory. 
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Matched data 
Matching was performed in order to achieve more precision in the treatment effect 

estimates. Matching was also necessary to come up with a comparable set of pre-

cincts from the control group that would match the number of observations in the 

treatment category. The reason for this is that the digit-based fraud test is very sen-

sitive to the number of observations.  

Matching was done using a genetic matching search algorithm, as developed by 

(Sekhon, 2008).Genetic matching uses a weighted Mahalanobis distance to determine 

the optimal weight that each variable should take. Below I present the balance table 

that the matching resulted in. 

Table 7. Balance Table for Matched Data 
 Summary of Balance   Percent Balance Improvement 

Case Variable Means 
Treated 

Means 
Control 

SD 
Control 

Mean 
Diff  

 Mean 
Diff  

eQQ Med eQQ 
Mean 

eQQ Max 

AZ10 District 37.58 37.58 25.95 0.00  100.00 100.00 78.44 50.00 
 Size 1069.61 1046.68 434.25 22.93  75.87 80.00 57.48 -6.09 
 Turnout 0.58 0.58 0.15 0.00  80.27 -29.20 -72.21 -221.79 
 Margin vict. 0.34 0.34 0.26 0.00  -2.73 -16.21 -15.92 -27.58 
           

AZ08 District 68.13 68.13 35.74 0.00  100.00 0.00 -8.37 0.00 
 Size 891.88 893.51 449.29 -1.63  92.15 53.49 48.85 87.11 
 Turnout 0.51 0.51 0.15 0.00  98.23 41.25 41.24 32.98 
 Margin vict. 0.33 0.33 0.24 0.00  87.87 66.19 60.57 20.43 
           

KG11 District 30.09 30.09 17.62 0.00  100.00 0.00 -27.01 0.00 
 Size 1372.24 1374.14 683.16 -1.90  95.87 61.40 60.57 94.21 
 Turnout 0.59 0.59 0.13 0.00  87.91 -10.13 -71.48 -74.74 
 Margin vict. 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.00  -62.94 35.14 35.35 88.76 
           

KG10 District 29.62 29.62 16.32 0.00  100.00 100.00 57.37 40.00 
 Size 1246.99 1246.36 599.29 0.63  98.15 -6.67 8.91 96.02 

 Turnout 0.82 0.82 0.12 0.00  98.91 60.56 53.00 77.26 
 Margin vict. 0.74 0.74 0.27 0.00  99.98 -17.45 -15.56 -41.43 
           

GE08 District 37.58 37.58 25.95 0.00  100.00 100.00 78.44 50.00 
(Pa) Size 1069.61 1046.68 434.25 22.93  75.87 80.00 57.48 -6.09 
 Turnout 0.58 0.58 0.15 0.00  80.27 -29.20 -72.21 -221.79 
 Margin vict. 0.34 0.34 0.26 0.00  -2.73 -16.21 -15.92 -27.58 
           
GE08 District 0.12 0.12 0.01 0.00  94.28 74.19 76.23 90.97 
(Pr) Size 37.76 37.76 25.10 0.00  100.00 0.00 49.70 18.18 
 Turnout 1028.02 1025.79 464.60 2.23  92.71 81.82 81.13 95.93 
* Note: District is either election district (SMD) or rayon. Size is the number of voters, turnout and margin of victory are 
taken from the most recent preceding elections. For the presidential elections in Georgia 2008 there is no preceding data.  
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Online Appendices 
 

Kernel Density Plot of Turnout 

 

 

* Note Epanechnikov kernel function (data: Full). Note that in Kyrgyzstan 2011 there is a natural explanation for the bimodal 
distribution. The country is divided into two equally large regions, north and south, and in the presidential elections when the 
northerner won turnout was much lower in the south.  
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Last-Digit Tests – Country Level 

 

 

* Note: Only three-digit vote counts are included, including the “total number of voters” entry. 
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Observer Effects on Vote Share (Ruling Party) - OLS 
 

 AZ10 AZ08 KG11 KG10 GE08 
(Pa) 

GE08 
(Pr) 

 b/se b/se b/se b/se b/se b/se 
Observer 0.016 -0.001 -0.003 -0.004 0.012+ -0.005 
 (0.021) (0.004) (0.023) (0.007) (0.007) (0.013) 
Size (ln) -0.002 -0.004 0.006 -0.043*** -0.017* -0.068*** 
 (0.017) (0.004) (0.022) (0.008) (0.007) (0.011) 
Capital 0.091** 0.024*** 0.229*** -0.003 -0.143*** -0.236*** 
 (0.032) (0.006) (0.023) (0.011) (0.009) (0.012) 
Turnout 0.375*** 0.015 0.141 -0.052+ 0.183***  
(hist.) (0.109) (0.016) (0.091) (0.031) (0.031)  
Competitiveness 0.131* 0.006** -0.043*** -0.061*** 0.048***  
(hist.) (0.055) (0.002) (0.010) (0.008) (0.004)  
Constant 0.234 0.898*** 0.302 0.462*** 0.689*** 1.043*** 
 (0.162) (0.030) (0.185) (0.068) (0.059) (0.072) 
N 715 1393 835 700 1157 695 
R2 (adj.) 0.028 0.012 0.057 0.219 0.466 0.338 
F 5.14 5.15 34.62 31.22 182.73 272.79 
p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
* Note: Genetic match data used. The dependent variable is turnout in percentage. OLS. Standard errors are calculated using 
White’s heteroskedasticity-consistent estimator. Significance levels: + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
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Sharp Null – Ruling Party Vote 
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Last-Digit Tests by Treatment Condition 
Only three-digit vote counts are included, including the “total number of voters” en-

try. 
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Observer Effects on Precinct Level Turnout – OLS 
 

 AZ10 AZ08 KG11 KG10 GE08 
(Pa) 

GE08 
(Pr) 

 b/se b/se b/se b/se b/se b/se 
Observer -0.006 -0.010+ -0.032* -0.025** 0.002 -0.016 
 (0.008) (0.005) (0.013) (0.010) (0.006) (0.010) 
Size (ln) -0.062*** -0.033*** -0.047*** -0.109*** -0.067*** -0.063*** 
 (0.006) (0.004) (0.011) (0.009) (0.007) (0.009) 
Capital -0.011 -0.071*** 0.006 0.042* -0.006 -0.060*** 
 (0.016) (0.009) (0.021) (0.018) (0.006) (0.010) 
Turnout 0.354*** 0.148*** 0.298*** 0.160*** 0.632***  
(hist.) (0.047) (0.021) (0.053) (0.043) (0.034)  
Competitiveness 0.058** 0.016*** -0.007 -0.007 -0.002  
(hist.) (0.021) (0.003) (0.006) (0.009) (0.003)  
Constant 0.674*** 0.946*** 0.794*** 1.221*** 0.647*** 1.036*** 
 (0.065) (0.036) (0.099) (0.083) (0.058) (0.061) 
N 807 1393 835 700 1157 695 
R2 (adj.) 0.275 0.326 0.097 0.247 0.538 0.146 
F 59.66 143.08 20.68 48.10 189.67 59.04 
p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
* Note: Genetic match data used. The dependent variable is turnout in percentage. OLS. Standard errors are calculated using 
White’s heteroskedasticity-consistent estimator. Significance levels: + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
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Sharp Null – Turnout 
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Turnout over Time 
 

 Georgia (Pa), 2008 Azerbaijan, 2008 
 8-12 12-5 5-8 8-12 12-5 5-8 
 b/se b/se b/se b/se b/se b/se 
Observer -0.003 -0.011+ 0.014* 0.004 -0.001 0.002 
 (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.007) (0.007) (0.005) 
Size (ln) -0.075*** 0.039*** 0.036*** -0.032*** 0.015** 0.006 
 (0.007) (0.006) (0.007) (0.006) (0.006) (0.004) 
Capital -0.019** 0.045*** -0.026** -0.063*** 0.029* 0.042*** 
 (0.006) (0.006) (0.008) (0.012) (0.012) (0.010) 
Turnout -0.143*** 0.034 0.109*** 0.122*** -0.051+ -0.036+ 
(hist.) (0.026) (0.025) (0.028) (0.030) (0.030) (0.021) 
Competitiveness 0.005+ -0.007** 0.002 -0.001 0.001 -0.001 
(hist.) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
Constant 1.042*** 0.060 -0.102+ 0.627*** 0.331*** 0.103** 
 (0.051) (0.048) (0.054) (0.050) (0.047) (0.033) 
N 1149 1149 1149 1387 1227 1227 
R2 (adj.) 0.192 0.138 0.045 0.127 0.031 0.048 
F 36.89 34.19 10.74 33.84 7.57 10.13 
p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
* Note: Genetic match data used. The dependent variable throughout the day is the proportion of turnout reported per time 
period. Adding up the proportions for the three time-interval thus adds up to 100%. Final turnout is the officially reported 
aggregate turnout. OLS. Standard errors are calculated using White’s heteroskedasticity-consistent estimator. Significance 
levels: + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
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