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Abstract

This article examines the perception of electoral integrity in Austria and Germany, two established
democracies with robust electoral systems. Despite their high standards, both countries have faced
significant challenges regarding electoral integrity. In Austria, the 2016 presidential election was annulled by
the Constitutional Court due to procedural irregularities affecting postal ballots. In Germany, widespread
organizational failures during the 2021 federal election—including missing ballot papers—prompted the
Federal Constitutional Court to order a partial rerun. Although no evidence of intentional fraud was found,
these breaches were deemed sufficient to undermine public confidence in the electoral process and raise the
guestion to what extent is electoral fraud perceived in Austria and Germany and whether electoral integrity
is therefore rated low in both countries. The analysis proposes a multidimensional conceptualization of
electoral integrity, incorporating fraud risk perception (voting by mail vs. in the polling station), populist
voting, and feelings of economic insecurity. Methodologically, the study applies a harmonized set of survey
indicators to enable explorative cross-national comparison and uses multivariate regression models to
identify individual-level predictors of electoral confidence. Drawing on two surveys—conducted in Austria in
2020 and Germany in 2025—the analysis reveals that the perceived risk of voting in person or by post is
linked to a negative assessment of institutional integrity, but not to external influences such as foreign
interference or manipulation through biased information on social media platforms. This is particularly
interesting because, in the two well-functioning democracies studied, the former risks are objectively
considered to be significantly lower than, for example, the influence of misinformation on social media.
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1. Introduction

Public confidence in the integrity of democratic elections is fundamental to the legitimacy and stability of
democratic systems. When citizens doubt whether elections are conducted fairly and competently, trust in
political institutions erodes and the willingness to accept electoral outcomes declines, posing a serious
challenge to democratic governance (Birch, 2011; Garnett & James, 2023; Norris, 2013). Importantly, such
doubts need not be grounded in proven electoral fraud. Even in contexts where robust institutional
safeguards render deliberate manipulation highly unlikely, perceptions of threats to electoral integrity can
nonetheless gain traction, shaped by political narratives, administrative irregularities, and heightened media
scrutiny (Garnett & James, 2021). These perceptions alone—irrespective of their factual accuracy—can
undermine democratic legitimacy, depress political participation, and foster political cynicism (Banducci &
Karp, 1999; Birch, 2010; Bowler et al., 2015; Schnaudt, 2024a; Vliegenthart et al., 2024).

Crucially, citizens rarely evaluate elections in legalistic terms or make precise accusations of fraud. Instead,
they assess whether elections are conducted with integrity, attributing potential problems to different sources.
On the one hand, concerns may focus on the performance and fairness of domestic electoral institutions,
such as election administration or vote counting. On the other hand, elections may be perceived as vulnerable
to external or systemic influences, including foreign interference, coordinated manipulation, or distortions
arising from digital information environments. These attribution patterns point to analytically distinct types
of perceived threats to electoral integrity, which are likely to be shaped by different political experiences and
individual-level factors.

Despite the centrality of these issues, much of the existing research treats public evaluations of electoral
integrity as a unidimensional phenomenon, typically capturing a general sense of whether elections are
trustworthy or compromised (Norris, 2018; Norris et al., 2020; Schnaudt, 2023a; Schnaudt & Wolf, 2023).
Recent scholarship has increasingly emphasized the need for a more differentiated conceptualization.
Studies highlight that citizens distinguish between trust in the competence and impartiality of domestic
electoral institutions and concerns about external threats, such as foreign interference, coordinated
disinformation, or algorithmic amplification on social media platforms (Graham & Svolik, 2020; Partheymdiller
et al., 2022; Tucker et al., 2018; van Prooijen & Douglas, 2018). Building on these insights, this article
conceptualizes public evaluations of electoral integrity as a two-dimensional construct. The first dimension,
institutional electoral integrity, captures perceptions of procedural fairness, administrative competence, and
balanced media coverage. The second dimension, external threats to electoral integrity, refers to perceived
risks arising from actors or processes external to electoral institutions, including foreign organizations and
distortions within the digital information environment. These dimensions reflect fundamentally different
attribution logics and are therefore expected to respond to different individual-level determinants.

Austria and Germany offer compelling cases for examining these dynamics. Both are consolidated
democracies with long-standing electoral institutions and high international standards of electoral
administration. Yet, in recent years, both countries have experienced high-profile disruptions that triggered
public debates about electoral reliability. In Austria, the Constitutional Court annulled the result of the 2016
presidential election due to procedural violations in the handling of postal ballots. Although no evidence of
deliberate fraud was found, the ruling directly implicated the institutional integrity of electoral
administration. In Germany, widespread organizational failures during the 2021 federal election—most
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notably missing ballot papers and logistical breakdowns at polling stations—led the Federal Constitutional
Court to order a partial rerun. Here, too, investigations revealed no intentional manipulation, but the events
raised concerns about administrative capacity and procedural competence. In both cases, media coverage
and political debate amplified public attention to electoral vulnerabilities. These vulnerabilities, however,
remain analytically distinct from concerns about manipulation by external actors.

The present study addresses the following research question: How do individual-level factors—such as
perceived voting risks, economic dissatisfaction, populist orientations, and political alignment—shape
evaluations of institutional electoral integrity and perceptions of external threats to electoral integrity?
By answering this question, the article contributes to the literature on democratic confidence and electoral
legitimacy in three ways. First, it advances a theoretically grounded, multidimensional conceptualization of
electoral integrity perceptions. Second, it leverages harmonized survey data to provide a rare comparative
assessment of these dimensions in Austria and Germany. Third, it offers new insights into the distinct
mechanisms through which citizens evaluate institutional performance and external vulnerability in
contemporary democracies.

The results show that the perceived risk of voting in person or by post is linked to a negative assessment of
institutional integrity, but not to external influences such as foreign interference or manipulation through
biased information on social media platforms. This is particularly interesting because, in the two
well-functioning democracies studied, the former risks are objectively considered to be significantly lower
than, for example, the influence of misinformation on social media. In addition, the analysis reveals that
institutional competence and external vulnerability are shaped by separate mechanisms. Assessments of
institutional integrity hinge mainly on procedural issues and winner-loser dynamics, whereas partisan
alignment—especially populist support—plays a central role in shaping perceived external threats. Economic
dissatisfaction further conditions these relationships, strengthening negative evaluations in Austria but
contributing little to explanations in Germany.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Conceptualizing Electoral Integrity Beliefs in Austria and Germany

Perceptions of electoral integrity differ fundamentally from empirically verified instances of fraud. While the
latter are rare in established democracies and typically subject to judicial review and institutional redress, the
former are shaped by subjective interpretations, political narratives, and contextual cues (Garnett & James,
2021; Norris, 2018; Sheagley & Udani, 2021). Following Birch (2011) and Norris (2013), this study adopts
the concept of electoral integrity beliefs—the belief that elections are conducted fairly, transparently, and
competently—as the central lens for understanding public evaluations of electoral integrity. Prior research has
often conceptualized electoral integrity beliefs in overly simplistic terms—as a binary judgment of whether
elections are generally fair or manipulated (Norris, 2018; Norris et al., 2020; Schnaudt, 2023b; Schnaudt &
Wolf, 2023).

Many large-scale surveys, such as the European Social Survey, rely on single-item indicators to measure
electoral trust, typically asking respondents to rate the overall fairness or freedom of elections. While useful
for general cross-national comparisons, such measures lack the granularity required to capture the nuanced
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ways in which citizens may differentiate between various types of concerns, such as administrative failures,
media distortion, or foreign interference (Schnaudt, 2024a). This one-dimensional approach risks flattening a
complex attitude structure into a single evaluative dimension, thereby obscuring the underlying sources
of electoral skepticism. Recent theoretical and empirical contributions argue for a more refined
conceptualization. For example, the Election Perception Index explicitly adopts a multidimensional
framework to account for different stages and aspects of the electoral process (Garnett et al., 2024).
However, this multidimensionality has not yet been implemented in cross-country surveys. Similarly, Norris
(2013) emphasizes that irregularities—and by extension, perceptions thereof—can emerge at any point
across the electoral cycle, from registration and campaigning to vote counting and post-election
adjudication. Building on these insights, it follows logically that citizens’ perceptions of electoral integrity are
also likely to be structured along multiple, distinguishable dimensions, rather than reducible to a single
judgment about overall electoral fairness. Building on this literature, we propose a two-dimensional
framework of perceived electoral integrity (Garnett et al., 2024; Norris, 2013).

Norris (2013) differentiates between first-order and second-order electoral malpractices based on their
impact on democratic processes. First-order irregularities—such as the suppression of opposition candidates
or the denial of free voter choice—are typically associated with authoritarian regimes and directly undermine
the core principles of electoral democracy (Norris, 2013, p. 564). In contrast, second-order malpractices are
more subtle and commonly observed within established democracies. These include technical shortcomings,
administrative errors, or procedural irregularities that, although not necessarily intentional, can still
undermine public confidence in the integrity of elections (Norris, 2013, p. 566). This study focuses on
perceptions of such second-order issues, emphasizing how they are interpreted by citizens in the absence of
verified fraud. This is because these second-order malpractices are also those that already occurred in both
countries under investigation in 2016 and 2021.

Within second-order malpractices, we propose distinguishing between two dimensions: the assessment of
institutional integrity and the assessment of external threat. The first dimension reflects institutional
skepticism, encompassing concerns about vote counting and misconduct by electoral authorities.
The second dimension captures external and media-related threats, including fears of foreign interference or
manipulation through biased information on social media platforms. These threats, while often less directly
tied to electoral administration, can similarly distort perceptions of democratic fairness. By distinguishing
between internal institutional concerns and systemic or exogenous influences, this framework enables a
more differentiated understanding of how electoral distrust is structured in democratic societies.

2.2. Explaining Electoral Integrity Beliefs: Three Core Mechanisms

Although electoral fraud is extremely rare in established democracies such as Austria and Germany, a
substantial share of citizens perceives elections as manipulated or untrustworthy (Partheymdller et al., 2022;
Schnaudt, 2023a, 2024b). This raises the question of why individuals develop such perceptions in the
absence of concrete evidence. Building on existing research, we identify three mechanisms that shape these
beliefs: First, perceived procedural vulnerabilities may lead citizens to question the competence and fairness
of electoral institutions; second, ideological mobilization by populist actors can frame elections as
manipulated by corrupt elites; and third, broader societal dissatisfaction, particularly linked to economic
insecurity, may foster generalized skepticism toward the electoral system (Auerbach & Pierson, 2021;
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Beaulieu, 2014; Birch & ElSafoury, 2017; Foster & Frieden, 2017; Norris et al., 2020; Pérez-Curiel
et al,, 2021).

These mechanisms map naturally onto two distinct dimensions of electoral integrity. Concerns about
institutional electoral integrity reflect perceptions of domestic procedural competence, such as the fairness
of vote counting or the reliability of election administration, whereas perceptions of external threats to
electoral integrity capture beliefs about manipulation by outside actors, including foreign interference or
social media distortion. This two-dimensional framework allows us to test targeted hypotheses linking
procedural risk, partisan cues, winner-loser dynamics, and economic dissatisfaction to each dimension,
providing a more nuanced understanding of how citizens form beliefs about electoral trustworthiness.

2.2.1. Perceived Procedural Risk

The first mechanism focuses on how individuals evaluate the technical and procedural integrity of elections.
Even in the absence of documented fraud, perceived risks associated with the administration of elections may
undermine confidence in the integrity of electoral institutions. In particular, perceived risks related to election
day procedures, such as overcrowded polling stations, organizational failures, or inadequate oversight, directly
implicate the capacity of electoral authorities to conduct elections in a competent and impartial manner. Such
concerns are therefore closely linked to evaluations of institutional electoral integrity, as they reflect doubts
about the effectiveness and reliability of the organizations responsible for administering elections:

H1a: Higher perceived risk of voting at the polling station is associated with a negative assessment of
institutional electoral integrity.

In contrast, perceptions of risk associated with postal voting tend to activate a distinct interpretive
framework. Postal voting is often perceived as especially vulnerable to fraud due to its reliance on mail
systems, the absence of public oversight during ballot casting, and its perceived exposure to third-party
interference. Unlike in-person voting, postal ballots are completed in private settings and handled outside
the immediate control of election officials, which can foster beliefs that they are susceptible to manipulation
by external actors rather than institutional mismanagement (Herron & Smith, 2021; Nemcok & Peltoniemi,
2023; Wagner & Lichteblau, 2020). As a result, perceived fraud risks in postal voting are more likely to
translate into concerns about external threats to electoral integrity, rather than into generalized doubts
about institutional competence:

H1b: Higher perceived risk of fraud in postal voting is associated with a negative assessment of external
threats to electoral integrity.

Country-specific experiences further shape the salience of these perceptions. In Austria, the annulment of
the 2016 presidential runoff due to procedural irregularities in the handling of postal ballots—despite the
absence of deliberate fraud—has heightened public sensitivity toward mail voting and reinforced its
association with electoral manipulation (Liechtenstein, 2024; Snyder, 2025). In Germany, by contrast,
controversies surrounding election administration, such as the partial rerun of the 2021 Berlin elections,
primarily concerned election day logistics rather than postal voting, while allegations of mail-in ballot fraud
have largely been propagated through partisan narratives lacking empirical support (“Mostly false,” 2022;
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Witting & Bateson, 2021). These differing experiences suggest that perceptions of postal voting fraud may
be particularly potent in shaping beliefs about external threats to electoral integrity, especially in the
Austrian context.

2.2.2. Populist Mobilization and the Winner--Loser Effect of Electoral Integrity

A second explanatory mechanism emphasizes the role of political communication and ideological framing in
shaping public perceptions of electoral integrity (Birch & ElSafoury, 2017; Brown & Cormack, 2021;
Pérez-Curiel et al., 2021). Right-wing populist parties, in particular, frequently portray elections as
instruments of elite manipulation and employ fraud narratives to challenge the legitimacy of democratic
institutions. As conceptualized by Akkerman et al. (2014) and Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser (2018),
populism is grounded in a moral dichotomy between a virtuous and homogeneous people and a corrupt elite.
This worldview inherently encourages skepticism toward established political procedures, including
electoral administration.

Rather than emerging from detailed evaluations of electoral procedures, beliefs about electoral fraud—
especially those concerning external threats to electoral integrity, such as manipulation or interference—are
often shaped by partisan cues and repeated elite messaging. Longitudinal research demonstrates that
persistent electoral defeat reinforces distrust in elections, while repeated electoral victories only partially
restore confidence (Daniller & Mutz, 2019; Schnaudt, 2023b). Beyond this winner-loser dynamic, populist
supporters are particularly susceptible to fraud narratives, as populist elite rhetoric frames political
outcomes as the product of elite manipulation rather than fair democratic competition.

In both Austria and Germany, populist parties actively disseminate such narratives, though their resonance
may vary across contexts. In Germany, the Alternative for Germany (AfD) has repeatedly questioned the
integrity of elections by highlighting alleged vulnerabilities of postal voting, despite a lack of empirical
evidence supporting these claims (“Mostly false,” 2022; Witting & Bateson, 2021). In Austria, the Freedom
Party (FPO) operates in a context where judicially documented—but largely technical—irregularities can be
rhetorically leveraged to suggest broader institutional failure (Liechtenstein, 2024). Exposure to and
acceptance of these narratives increases the likelihood that supporters of populist parties perceive elections
as threatened by external forces (because these narratives transform perceptions of administrative
shortcomings into claims about external manipulation), even in the absence of direct personal evaluation of
electoral procedures (Partheymdiller et al., 2022; Schnaudt, 2023a):

H2a: The vote intention for a populist party should be accompanied by a negative assessment of
external threats to the integrity of the elections.

Beyond ideological framing, evaluations of electoral integrity are strongly shaped by winner-loser effects.
Extensive research shows that individuals whose preferred party wins an election exhibit higher levels of
political trust and more favorable evaluations of democratic institutions, whereas electoral losers are
significantly more likely to express dissatisfaction with political processes and outcomes (Daniller & Mutz,
2019). These effects extend beyond short-term emotional reactions and systematically influence
perceptions of institutional fairness and legitimacy.
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From this perspective, support for a governing—or electorally successful—party should be associated with a
more positive assessment of institutional electoral integrity, reflecting greater acceptance of electoral
outcomes and confidence in the procedures that produced them. Conversely, electoral losers are more
inclined to question the integrity of electoral institutions, independent of objective indicators of
electoral quality:

H2b: The vote intention for a winning party should be accompanied by a higher rating in the assessment
of institutional electoral integrity.

2.2.3. Economic Dissatisfaction: Electoral Distrust as a Symptom of Broader Discontent

Economic dissatisfaction is likely to be a decisive factor in the negative assessment of electoral integrity.
This is based on the well-known negative correlation between economic performance and political support.
Kolin and Aarts (2021) show that a positive economic assessment is one of the main factors for satisfaction
with democracy. Electoral integrity beliefs should be understood less as a precise assessment of electoral
procedures and more as an expression of diffuse socio-political dissatisfaction. Individuals who perceive
themselves as economically insecure or socially marginalized are more likely to experience political
alienation, manifested in a weakened sense of political efficacy and reduced attachment to democratic
institutions. This alienation, in turn, fosters institutional distrust, heightens cynicism toward political elites,
and promotes skepticism about the fairness and legitimacy of democratic processes more broadly (Foster &
Frieden, 2017; Ivanov, 2023; Kolln & Aarts, 2021).

Prior research consistently demonstrates that subjective economic dissatisfaction—that is, individuals’
perceptions of their personal economic situation—is closely linked to lower levels of political trust and
institutional confidence (Foster & Frieden, 2017; Goubin, 2020; Sahin et al., 2024). Citizens who feel
economically disadvantaged may therefore be more inclined to question the integrity of elections, both by
expressing negative assessments of institutional electoral integrity and by endorsing beliefs that elections
are threatened by external manipulation or interference. In this perspective, electoral integrity beliefs
function as cognitive shortcuts that help individuals make sense of perceived systemic failure and unmet
economic expectations:

H3: Reported economic dissatisfaction is associated with higher levels of both (a) a negative assessment
of institutional electoral integrity and (b) a negative assessment of external threats to the integrity
of elections.

We expect this relationship to be stronger in Germany than in Austria. The German populist
discourse—especially that of the AfD—more frequently ties economic grievances to systemic political failure,
reinforcing a narrative that elections are controlled by elites who ignore the needs of ordinary citizens (Jung
& Jung, 2022; Lengfeld & Dilger, 2018). In Austria, while the mechanism is still relevant, slightly higher levels
of economic satisfaction and different populist framing may attenuate its explanatory power.

In sum, this study advances the understanding of electoral integrity beliefs by integrating three
complementary mechanisms within a two-dimensional framework. First, perceived procedural vulnerabilities
(H1a, H1b) shape evaluations of institutional competence and external threats by highlighting how specific
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features of election administration—such as polling station organization or postal voting—can be interpreted
as risky or manipulable. Second, ideological mobilization by populist actors and winner-loser effects (H2a,
H2b) influence perceptions of electoral integrity beyond procedural realities, as partisan narratives and
repeated electoral losses or victories condition citizens’ trust in institutions and susceptibility to claims of
external interference. Third, diffuse societal dissatisfaction, particularly economic insecurity (H3), fosters
generalized skepticism toward both institutional integrity and external threats, reflecting broader discontent
with the political system. By combining these mechanisms within a two-dimensional conceptualization, this
study provides a theoretically grounded and nuanced explanation for why citizens in consolidated
democracies may perceive elections as untrustworthy, even in contexts with minimal documented fraud.

3. Methodology, Datasets, and Measurements

To investigate the determinants of electoral integrity beliefs in Austria and Germany, we draw on two
independently collected but methodologically harmonized survey datasets. Both surveys include rich
information on political attitudes, populist orientations, economic evaluations, and sociodemographic
characteristics, along with a shared item battery measuring perceived electoral fraud.

3.1. Case Selection

This study compares Austria and Germany to examine public opinion on electoral fraud and its negative
consequences for the assessment of electoral integrity. The case selection follows a most similar systems
design, as both countries share key structural and institutional characteristics that are central to the research
guestion. Austria and Germany are consolidated parliamentary democracies with proportional electoral
systems, high administrative capacity, comparable media landscapes, and historically high electoral integrity,
according to the Electoral Integrity Project (Garnett et al., 2024). The Electoral Integrity Project uses expert
opinions to assess the integrity of elections worldwide and awards Austria a score of 85.7 out of 100 for the
last election prior to the survey data used here (2019) and Germany a score of 84.4 out of 100 for the last
election prior to the survey data used here (2021; Garnett et al., 2024). These similarities allow for a
controlled comparison in which observed differences in citizens' beliefs about electoral fraud are less likely
to be driven by institutional variation and more plausibly linked to attitudinal factors.

The analysis draws on survey data from Austria collected in 2020 and from Germany collected in 2025.
A key contribution and novelty of this study lies in the unique level of cross-national comparability enabled
by the use of identically worded survey items to measure the dependent variable in both countries.
The employment of word-for-word equivalent items substantially reduces concerns regarding measurement
error, semantic ambiguity, and cultural interpretation, which frequently limit comparative research on
perceptions of electoral integrity. This high degree of measurement equivalence strengthens the validity of
the cross-national comparison and allows differences in reported beliefs in electoral fraud to be interpreted
with greater confidence as substantive rather than artefactual.

Despite the advantage of using identical wording for the central items in both analyses, there are also
differences between the two countries and surveys, which make the study an exploratory one. First of all, it
is comparable that both countries had to deal with allegations of electoral fraud and election reruns for
formal reasons in the run-up to the respective surveys. However, in the case of Austria in 2016, this involved
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a complete repeat of the federal presidential runoff election (Kazim, 2016), while in the case of Germany, it
involved a partial repeat of the 2021 federal election in some districts of Berlin (“Wahlwiederholung in
Berlin,” 2024). The time lag between the original election and the subsequent legal correction or rerun also
varies. While in Austria the FPO quickly lodged an appeal and the Constitutional Court ruled on it in 2016
(Kazim, 2016), the procedure in Germany took two years and also had implications for the Bundestag
(“Wahlwiederholung in Berlin,” 2024). This means that the two events may have had a different impact on
the presence of the topic among respondents at the time of the 2020 and 2025 surveys.

Secondly, the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the popularity of postal voting and the possible
consequences for the risk assessment of postal voting security in both countries are only comparable in
some respects. There is a debate in right-wing and right-wing populist forums about the integrity of postal
voting in Austria (Kern, 2024), while Germany attempted to counter false information on social media about
the 2021 election and postal voting with a dedicated website set up by the Bundeswahlleiterin (2021).
By acknowledging these temporal differences explicitly, the study refrains from making causal claims about
temporal dynamics and instead adopts an exploratory perspective.

3.2. Austria: The Austrian Corona Panel Project

For Austria, we use data from wave 16 (October 2020) of the Austrian Corona Panel Project, a longitudinal
online survey initiated in March 2020 to monitor public responses to the Covid-19 pandemic. While the panel
was originally designed to track health-related, psychological, and socio-economic developments, later waves
included political variables such as vote intention, trust in institutions, and attitudes toward democracy. From
March to July 2020, surveys were conducted weekly, and thereafter monthly (Kittel et al., 2021).

Wave 16 is particularly relevant for this study, as it introduced a newly developed item battery measuring
perceptions of electoral integrity. Unlike expert-based assessments (Garnett & James, 2021; Norris, 2013)
or vague single-item measures, this approach operationalizes fraud perception as the subjective probability
that various types of electoral malpractice may occur (Sheagley & Udani, 2021). Respondents were presented
with six randomized statements addressing different facets of potential fraud, such as incorrect vote counting,
misconduct by electoral officials, and external influences via social media or foreign organizations. From these
items, we construct a multidimensional index of perceived electoral integrity.

3.3. Germany: Post-Election Survey Following the 2025 Bundestag Election

For Germany, we use data from a post-election survey conducted in the immediate aftermath of the early
federal election held on 23 February 2025. The survey was fielded by Bilendi GmbH and funded by the Fritz
Thyssen Foundation. It targeted a sample of residents in Germany aged 18 to 74, using a quota sampling
strategy stratified by gender, age group (five categories), and federal state. Fieldwork took place within one
week after the election and was optimized for mobile devices to ensure accessibility and high response quality.
The realized gross response rate was 40.59%, with an average interview length of 29 minutes and up to
289 questions, depending on filter routing (Marschall & Bernhard-Rump, 2025).

The questionnaire included an extensive set of variables on media consumption, ideological orientation, trust
in political institutions, populist attitudes, and perceptions of electoral fraud, using the same six-item battery
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as in the Austrian dataset. This deliberate harmonization allows for direct cross-national comparison, while
the German case offers a relevant context following notable organizational failures during the 2021 election
and renewed public attention to electoral integrity in 2025 (Marschall & Bernhard-Rump, 2025).

3.4. Dependent Variable: Two Dimensions of Electoral Integrity Beliefs

To measure electoral integrity beliefs, we rely on items used in the Austrian Corona Panel Project (Kittel
et al., 2021) and a previous study by Partheymdiller et al. (2022), which employed a multidimensional
electoral integrity item battery. This battery captures different aspects of perceived electoral malpractice,
ranging from procedural concerns (e.g., incorrect vote counting, misconduct by electoral boards) to external
threats (e.g., foreign interference, social media manipulation). Respondents were asked to rate their
agreement with six randomized statements on an 11-point scale. Because a variable for assessing the risk of
postal voting is to be analysed to test H1b, one of the six items is removed from the dependent variable.
This item originally asked whether respondents believed that postal votes were counted correctly. The same
item wording and response scales were used in both surveys. Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for
all six items. Higher values indicate stronger beliefs in electoral fraud. However, compared to the original
study, the item “Postal votes are manipulated” was removed, as a variable for the perception of the risk of
postal votes is to be used in the regression analysis.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the dependent variable.

Variable Austria Germany
Min Max Mean SD Mean SD

Institutional electoral integrity concerns

Votes are not counted correctly. (recoded) 0 10 253 275 252 261
The media do not report in a balanced way. (recoded) 0 10 455 285 467 311
The electoral board does not behave correctly. (recoded) 0 10 272 268 261 262
External threats to electoral integrity

Foreign organizations intervene in the election. 0 10 437 304 544 3.00
Social media, like Twitter and Facebook, bias the election. 0 10 561 278 565 298
N (listwise) 1,171 1,645

Notes: Higher values indicate more negative electoral integrity evaluation; data not weighted. Sources: Austria: Kritzinger
et al. (2020), Germany: Marschall and Bernhard-Rump (2025).

In both datasets, we construct composite indices of electoral integrity beliefs using exploratory factor
analysis with varimax rotation and Kaiser normalisation to check how many factors could be formed from
the five items and whether the same three dimensions found by Partheymdiller et al. (2022) could be
identified (Table 2). Two consistent components with an eigenvalue greater than 1 emerge: (a) institutional
electoral integrity concerns (e.g., vote counting, board misconduct) and (b) external/media-related electoral
integrity concerns (e.g., social media bias, foreign interference). These serve as dependent variables in our
regression models. It is not surprising that the two items addressing the role of traditional and social media
fall into two different factors in the empirical analysis. The item addressing the general balance of reporting
belongs to factor 1 because both Germany and Austria have a publicly funded media system that is
supposed to ensure balanced reporting (Grassmuck & Thomass, 2023). The second item, which addresses
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the external influence of social media on elections, empirically fits well to the second factor because it
concerns an external threat to the integrity of elections.

Table 2. Results of the exploratory factor analysis.

Austria Germany
Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 1 Factor 2
Institutional External Institutional External
concerns threats concerns threats
Institutional electoral integrity concerns
Votes are not counted correctly. (recoded) 0.89 0.89
The media do not report in a balanced way. 0.65 0.73
(recoded)
The electoral board does not behave correctly. 0.89 0.89
(recoded)
External threats to electoral integrity
Foreign organizations intervene in the election. 0.76 0.89
Social media, like Twitter and Facebook, bias the 0.86 0.87
election.
Eigenvalue 21 1.3 2.3 14

Notes: Exploratory factor analysis with varimax rotation; data not weighted. Sources: Austria: Kittel et al. (2020), Germany:
Marschall and Bernhard-Rump (2025).

3.5. Independent Variables and Controls

For the regression analysis, only comparable variables were selected from both data sets, or harmonized
where necessary, as in the case of vote choice and education. The perceived risk of fraud at polling stations
and in postal voting was measured on a 5-point scale (O = very low risk, 4 = very high risk) to test H1a and
H1b. Respondents’ voting intention was included as a dichotomous variable indicating support for populist
parties in both countries (H2a), and a dummy variable for governing parties was used to control for the
winner-loser effect (H2b). In Austria, vote choice was measured prospectively. Support for governing
parties—the Osterreichische Volkspartei (OVP, Austrian People’s Party) and Die Griinen (The Greens)—
captured the winner-loser effect, while support for the FPO assessed populist vote choice. In Germany,
vote choice was measured retrospectively based on the 2025 Bundestag election. Support for governing
parties—the Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands (CDU, Christian Democratic Union), the
Christlich-Soziale Union in Bayern (CSU, Christian Social Union), and the Sozialdemokratische Partei
Deutschlands (SPD, Social Democratic Party)—captured the winner-loser effect, while support for the AfD
indicated populist vote choice. In addition, we tested an alternative operationalization of winner-loser
status based on support for the single strongest party rather than for the governing coalition. Across both
countries, this specification does not yield a statistically significant winner effect. We interpret this as
further evidence that winner-loser dynamics in coalition systems are sensitive to how electoral alignment is
operationalized. To avoid overinterpreting unstable effects, we retain the coalition-based measure in the
main analysis.

Personal economic circumstances were assessed on a 5-point scale ranging from very poor (0) to very
good (4). Gender (female = 1), age in years, and two education dummies (lower and medium education, with
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high education as the reference category) were included as control variables. The independent variables
show comparable demographic distributions between Austria and Germany (Table 3).

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of the independent and control variables.

Austria Germany
Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD

Independent variables

(H1) Fraud risk: Polling station (0-4) 0 4 0.83 1.08 0 4 1.03 1.20
(H1) Fraud risk: Postal voting (0-4) 0 4 1.59 1.30 0 4 1.54 1.35
(H2) FPO (Austria) / AfD (Germany) 0 1 0 1

(Ref: all others)

Winner-Coalition (Ref: all others) 0 1 0 1

(H3) Personal economic situation (0-4) 0 4 2.51 1.04 0 4 2.11 1.02
Control variables

Dummy: Gender (Female = 1) 0 1 0 1

Age (in years) 16 87 4218 1745 18 74 47.03 15.19
Dummy: Education low (High = 1) 0 1 0 1

Dummy: Education medium (High = 1) 0 1 0

N (listwise) 1,040 1,726

Sources: Austria: Kittel et al. (2020), data not weighted, Germany: Marschall and Bernhard-Rump (2025), data not
weighted.

4. Results

This study aimed to identify the individual-level determinants of electoral integrity beliefs in Austria and
Germany—two consolidated democracies with recent procedural disruptions to their electoral processes.
Drawing on a multidimensional framework of electoral integrity, we formulated three hypotheses relating to
procedural risk perceptions, economic dissatisfaction, and populist orientation, controlling for the
well-established winner-loser effect. Table 4 presents the regression results for Austria and Germany,
distinguishing between two analytically distinct dependent variables. Model 1 captures skepticism toward
the integrity of core electoral institutions, combining perceptions of vote counting accuracy, media
impartiality, and the behavior of electoral authorities. Model 2 focuses on perceptions of external and
informational interference, including foreign intervention and the role of social media in biasing elections.

The results provide nuanced support for the proposed hypotheses, revealing distinct mechanisms underlying
citizens’ perceptions of electoral integrity. Regarding H1a, perceived risks associated with voting at polling
stations are positively and significantly related to negative evaluations of institutional electoral integrity in
both Austria and Germany, indicating that procedural and administrative vulnerabilities strongly shape
perceptions of institutional performance. In contrast, Hlb—linking perceived risks in postal voting to
external threats—is not supported in either country; in Austria, the relationship is even slightly negative,
suggesting that concerns about postal ballots are interpreted primarily in terms of institutional procedures
rather than as indicators of external interference.
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Table 4. Regression results.

Austria Germany
Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2
Institutional External Institutional External

concerns threats concerns threats
(H1) Fraud risk: Polling station (0-4) 0.97*** 0.45 0.45*** 0.23**
(H1) Fraud risk: Postal voting (0-4) —0.40*** 0.03 0.49*** -0.01
(H2) FPO (Austria) / AfD (Germany) (Ref: all others) —-0.23*** -0.03 —0.37*** 0.19***
Winner-Coalition (Ref: all others) 0.67*** 0.10 1.30*** -1.63
(H3) Personal economic situation (0-4) 0.48*** 0.40*** -0.28** -0.18
Dummy: Gender (Female = 1) -0.03 -0.23 -0.05 -0.39**
Age (in years) 0.00 0.01* -0.01* 0.01*
Dummy: Education low (High = 1) 0.04 -0.02 -0.01 -0.40
Dummy: Education medium (High = 1) 0.00 0.20 0.13 -0.28
N 873 873 1,526 1,526
Adjusted R? 0.41 0.07 0.46 0.07

Notes: Standardised beta values; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .005; data not weighted. Sources: Austria: Kittel et al. (2020),
Germany: Marschall and Bernhard-Rump (2025).

With respect to populist support, H2a is confirmed in Germany: Voters of the AfD report higher perceptions
of external threats to electoral integrity, reflecting the party’s framing of elections as vulnerable to
manipulation by outside actors. In Austria, however, FPO support does not significantly predict external
threat perceptions, likely because the party emphasizes institutional irregularities over narratives of external
manipulation. Consistent with H2b, alignment with the governing coalition is associated with more positive
evaluations of institutional electoral integrity in both countries, demonstrating a clear winner-loser effect:
Governing party supporters perceive elections as more competent and fair, while opposition supporters
report greater institutional skepticism.

Finally, regarding H3, the relationship between economic dissatisfaction and perceptions of electoral
integrity appears context-dependent. In Austria, reported economic dissatisfaction is associated with greater
concern about both institutional integrity and external threats, supporting the hypothesis that broader
socio-economic disaffection amplifies skepticism toward electoral processes. In Germany, by contrast,
economic dissatisfaction shows a weak or inconsistent relationship with these perceptions. This finding
contrasts with the expectations outlined in Section 2.2.3, where prior research suggested a stronger
relationship in Germany, indicating that other factors—such as partisan cues or populist messaging—may
play a more prominent role in shaping citizens’ evaluations of electoral integrity there.

In addition to the main explanatory variables, we included several socio-demographic controls—gender, age,
and education level—to account for potential confounding factors. Gender and age exhibit occasional
significant effects, while educational attainment is largely unrelated to electoral skepticism. Model fit is
substantially higher for institutional integrity skepticism (Model 1) than for skepticism toward external
interference (Model 2) in both countries, indicating stronger explanatory power for evaluations of domestic
electoral institutions.
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Overall, these findings underscore that perceptions of institutional competence and external vulnerabilities
are influenced by different mechanisms. Procedural concerns and winner-loser status primarily shape
assessments of institutional integrity, while partisan alignment—particularly support for populist parties—has
a more pronounced effect on perceptions of external threats.

5. Conclusion and Discussion

This study provides a nuanced understanding of citizens’ perceptions of electoral integrity by distinguishing
between institutional electoral integrity and external threats. The findings indicate that procedural risks,
such as concerns about voting at polling stations, primarily shape evaluations of institutional performance,
while support for populist parties is more strongly associated with perceptions of external manipulation.
Alignment with the governing coalition further reinforces confidence in institutional integrity, reflecting the
well-established winner-loser effect. Economic dissatisfaction amplifies these perceptions in Austria,
highlighting the interplay between socio-economic disaffection and skepticism toward electoral processes.
In Germany, however, economic dissatisfaction has a weaker and less consistent effect than expected based
on prior research. This suggests that citizens’ evaluations of electoral integrity there are shaped more
strongly by partisan cues and populist narratives than by socio-economic considerations.

While this study advances the understanding of electoral integrity beliefs in consolidated democracies,
several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the analysis focuses on Austria and Germany—two
high-functioning democratic systems that have experienced procedural controversies but virtually no
documented large-scale electoral fraud. This selective case design necessarily limits the generalizability of
the findings beyond comparable Western European contexts. At the same time, existing cross-national
research suggests that similar mechanisms linking procedural concerns, political alignment, and institutional
trust can be observed across a broader set of European democracies, indicating that the patterns identified
here are unlikely to be entirely case-specific (Birch, 2008; Daniller & Mutz, 2019; Garnett & James, 2023;
Schnaudt, 2024a).

Second, the surveys were conducted at different points in time—Austria in 2020 and Germany in 2025—
each following salient electoral controversies that heightened public attention to procedural issues. In Austria,
the annulment of the 2016 presidential election shaped subsequent debates, while in Germany the partial
rerun of the 2021 Bundestag election renewed concerns about electoral integrity. Although these temporal
differences introduce potential contextual variation, the shared post-crisis nature of both cases provides a
meaningful basis for comparison.

Third, the use of cross-sectional survey data and regression analysis allows for identifying systematic
associations but does not permit causal inference. Reverse causality and unobserved confounding factors
therefore remain possible. Prior research using longitudinal and panel designs suggests that economic
evaluations and repeated electoral losses can exert lasting effects on political trust and democratic
satisfaction (Daniller & Mutz, 2019; Kolin & Aarts, 2021). Future studies employing longitudinal or
experimental designs would thus be well-suited to further disentangle causal pathways and to trace the
evolution of electoral integrity beliefs over time.
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Notwithstanding these limitations, the findings offer several robust insights. Perceptions of electoral integrity
are shaped by distinct mechanisms across the two examined dimensions. Perceived risks associated with
voting at polling stations are primarily linked to negative evaluations of institutional electoral integrity in both
Austria and Germany, while concerns about postal voting do not consistently predict assessments of external
threats. This pattern suggests that procedural and administrative vulnerabilities are more strongly associated
with institutional evaluations than with perceptions of external interference.

In addition, support for populist parties is associated with heightened perceptions of external threats to
electoral integrity, particularly in Germany where AfD voters exhibit significantly greater concern for such
threats. By contrast, in Austria, support for the FPO does not significantly increase perceptions of external
threats, possibly reflecting the party’s stronger emphasis on institutional irregularities rather than external
manipulation in its public messaging. Furthermore, alignment with the winning coalition parties is
consistently linked to more positive evaluations of institutional electoral integrity, demonstrating a clear
winner-loser effect in both countries.

Taken together, the results demonstrate the importance of analytically differentiating between institutional
and external dimensions of electoral integrity beliefs in order to more accurately assess the sources and
implications of negative electoral integrity evaluations in contemporary democracies.
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