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Abstract In this paper, we investigate how trust in traditional and
social media correlate with misperceptions of electoral integrity.
Relying on insights from political communication research on expo-
sure to misinformation and selective exposure mechanisms, as well as
insights on the different roles of traditional and social media in differ-
ent regime types, we argue that misperceptions of election integrity are
likely driven in large part by the interplay between the trust people
have in different media sources and the context (i.e., the level of press
freedom) in which the elections take place. Using data from a survey
conducted in 25 countries across the world, we find that trust in infor-
mation from traditional media decreases misperceptions, while trust in
information from social media increases misperceptions. However,
both these effects are smaller when press freedom is restricted.
In countries with low levels of press freedom, trust in social media is

even associated with lower levels of misperceptions.

Election integrity varies widely around the world, from elections marred by
blatant manipulation and fraud to elections that are largely free and fair
(Garnett et al. 2023). However, citizens’ perceptions of election integrity do
not always match objective measures of election quality, as citizens may still
distrust high-quality elections or, conversely, trust elections of low quality.
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In this paper, we seek to explain what drives such misperceptions of elec-
tion integrity.

Accurate citizen perceptions of election integrity are essential for democ-
racy. An informed citizenry would ideally notice if elections are rigged, sub-
sequently mobilizing and protesting to hold their government accountable
and demand clean elections. Conversely, citizens would ideally also notice
when elections are free and fair. Fair and democratic elections legitimize the
elected government, foster political trust and satisfaction with democracy,
and generate acceptance of election outcomes by opposition parties and citi-
zens (Moehler 2009; Moehler and Lindberg 2009; Norris, Frank, and
Martinez i Coma 2014; Norris 2014, 2019; Mauk 2020).

Misperceptions of election integrity may lead to either unduly positive or
unduly negative evaluations of election integrity by citizens. Rigged elec-
tions perceived as clean by citizens may help legitimize and stabilize elec-
toral authoritarian rule (Donno 2013; Schedler 2013; Simpser 2013).
Conversely, if elections are free and fair but citizens nevertheless perceive
them to be rigged, legitimate elections may end up triggering unwarranted
civil conflict and destabilizing democracy (cf. recent examples in the United
States and Brazil).

The existing body of research on perceptions of electoral integrity sug-
gests that traditional media plays an important role in the accuracy of per-
ceptions of electoral integrity (Coffé 2017). Furthermore, previous empirical
work underlines that the influence of the media is an important factor in the
perception of electoral quality, especially given the recent decline in the
quality of election media coverage (e.g., increased misinformation, digital
propaganda, and cyberattacks) and the “erosion of public confidence” in the
media (Norris and Gromping 2019, p. 10). While some research has been
conducted, there is still an incomplete understanding of the relationship be-
tween trust in traditional and social media and misperceptions of electoral
integrity. This is especially true across different countries and in the current
high-choice media environment, in which there has been a sharp rise in so-
cial media usage. Indeed, Coffé’s study (2017), while seminal, only included
general internet use and found no effect of internet use on electoral misper-
ceptions. It remains to be seen whether such findings also hold in the cur-
rent, more social media-focused environment. In fact, what follows will
demonstrate they do not.

In this paper, we analyze the sources of misperceptions of electoral integ-
rity, drawing on insights from political communication research on exposure
to misinformation and selective exposure mechanisms, as well as those on
the different roles of traditional and social media in different regime types.
We argue that misperceptions of election integrity are likely to be largely
driven by the interplay between (1) the trust people have in different media
sources available to them; and (2) the context (i.e., the level of press
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freedom). The extent to which citizens trust media sources will likely deter-
mine how the information obtained through these sources affects their (mis)
perceptions of election integrity. We also consider a wide variety of informa-
tion sources, including social networks such as friends and family, politi-
cians, and social and traditional media. In general, we expect that some of
these sources, most notably social media, are more likely to spread misinfor-
mation about elections, and therefore are more likely to increase mispercep-
tions of election integrity. Previous work demonstrated that health
misinformation is more prevalent on social media (Suarez-Lledo and
Alvarez-Galvez 2021). Moreover, during the 2016 election in the United
States, 5 percent of social media posts on Twitter (tweets) containing politi-
cal links were from fake news sources. It should be noted, however, that this
was highly concentrated, with very few people being exposed to the tweets
that contained misinformation (Grinberg et al. 2019). Conversely, traditional
media should decrease misperceptions of election integrity. However, we
expect these differences to be (partly) context dependent In contexts where
media freedom is low and the traditional media is likely under significant
control by the incumbent governments, social media frequently serves as an
alternative source of correct information. Therefore, in low-media-freedom
contexts, we expect trust in traditional media may lower misperceptions to a
lesser degree. Conversely, in contexts with less press freedom, trust in social
media may yield fewer misperceptions. For instance, Reuter and Szakonyi
(2015) found that using Twitter and Facebook increased people’s (correct)
perceptions of election fraud during the 2011 Russian parliamentary elec-
tions, as these were the platforms that were used to spread information about
electoral fraud by the opposition.

We tested our hypotheses using novel survey data collected in February
2023 from 25 countries across the world with different levels of electoral in-
tegrity, which we combined with EIP’s Perceptions of Electoral Integrity ex-
pert data (Garnett et al. 2022). Results from multilevel analyses confirmed
our initial expectations: overall, trust in traditional media reduced misper-
ceptions while trust in social media increased misperceptions. These effects
depend on the level of media freedom: in countries with low press freedom,
the traditional media effect was significantly smaller, and for social media,
the effect is even reversed.

The paper is outlined as follows. The next section provides a brief review
of existing research on citizens’ perceptions of election integrity, outlining
what we know and don’t know yet about (mis)perceptions of election integ-
rity. We subsequently outline our theoretical expectations for how trust in
different media sources affects misperceptions of election integrity in con-
texts of varying media freedom and present the hypotheses to be tested in
this paper. The third section describes the data and methods used, and the
fourth section presents our results. We conclude with a reflection on the
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implications of our findings for a better understanding of misperceptions
about election integrity.

Explaining (Mis)Perceptions of Electoral Integrity

What causes misperceptions of electoral integrity? The burgeoning research
literature on citizens’ perceptions of electoral integrity indicates that for
most citizens in most elections, perceptions of electoral integrity are accurate
(Norris 2013; Mochtak et al. 2021). However, misperceptions do occur, and
the goal of this paper is to acquire a better understanding of why, when, and
for whom misunderstandings about election integrity arise. Existing research
on citizens’ perceptions of election integrity has focused on two broad ex-
planatory approaches to understanding citizens’ perceptions: citizens’ access
to information about the electoral process and citizens’ partisan perceptions
of the electoral process.

In describing how people obtain information about the quality of elec-
tions, theories from psychology, communication, and political science point
to several sources of information: direct personal experience, media (tradi-
tional and social), and social networks. Direct experience is an important
source of information for citizens who follow the election campaign and
vote, as they are able to directly observe any irregularities, such as long
waiting lines at polling stations, ballot shortages, or, more seriously, unbal-
anced media coverage, voter intimidation, and ballot-box stuffing. Indeed,
direct experience with problems in election administration has been shown
to affect citizens’ perceptions of election integrity in contexts as varied as
the United States, South Korea, Southeast Europe, and sub-Saharan Africa
(Kerr 2014; Bowler et al. 2015; Cho and Kim 2016; Mochtak et al. 2021). In
addition to direct experiences, citizens can also become informed about elec-
tion integrity through the experiences of others in their social networks.
Therefore, when a citizen’s family, friends, or neighbors experience irregu-
larities at the polling booths, those experiences may affect the citizen’s
perceptions of election integrity even though they did not experience the
problems themselves. Information from political elites can also affect
citizens’ perceptions of election integrity. Clayton et al. (2021) found that
citizens who were exposed to Donald Trump’s election-rigging claims dem-
onstrated significantly eroded trust and confidence in elections. More gener-
ally, the fact that elite accusations of electoral fraud are often successful in
mobilizing electoral protests around the world suggests that cues by politi-
cians about election integrity are important sources of information for citi-
zens. Finally, the media are also essential in informing citizens about
irregularities in the electoral process. Indeed, the accuracy of perceptions of
election integrity is higher among citizens who are more frequent users of
traditional media (Coffé 2017). Clearly, citizens obtain information about
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the quality of elections from a variety of different sources. However, the im-
pact of these sources on (mis)perceptions of election integrity is likely to dif-
fer depending on the degree of accuracy of the sources and how they enable
the spread of election misinformation (Norris et al. 2020). In an environment
that is highly dependent on media and digital information, traditional and so-
cial media in particular play key roles in shaping people’s perceptions. We
therefore focus on the trust people have in the information stemming from
those two sources.

Trust in Traditional and Social Media and Perceptions of
Electoral Integrity

Important sources for electoral information include traditional media (e.g.,
television, national and local newspapers, and radio) and online social media
(cf. Coffé 2017). Elections are often exhaustively covered by the media. In
addition, politicians and political parties frequently use digital media, such
as organic and paid political content, to directly reach the electorate during
election periods (Kruikemeier 2014; Stier et al. 2018). In general, in coun-
tries with higher levels of press freedom, scholars are in general optimistic
about the role of the media in informing citizens about elections. When
more citizens read or watch political information (e.g., news), particularly
offline, citizens become informed, knowledgeable (De Vreese and
Boomgaarden 2006), and aware of the most important current social and po-
litical issues (Beckers et al. 2021).

Traditional media, defined as mass media outlets where journalists func-
tion as gatekeepers, is often found to have a positive impact on knowledge
about politics and current affairs (Beckers et al. 2021).1 For instance, Soroka
and colleagues (2013) found that exposure to public news broadcasts leads
to knowledge about hard news facts. Wei and Lo (2008) found that increased
exposure to traditional media (i.e., television, newspapers, and online news)
improved attention, elaboration, and knowledge about elections. Finally,
Norris et al. (2020) found that in the United States, exposure to news and
journalistic stories about political affairs—as opposed to simply “tuning in”
(p. 118)—had a positive impact on perceptions of electoral integrity. The
most important argument for this relationship is that in democracies, the tra-
ditional media has high journalistic standards. Journalists consider it

1. Alternate terms for traditional media are “old media” and “legacy media.” There are problems
with both these terms. The term “old media” does not convey the fact that almost all modern
“old” media makes use of “new” technologies in producing and distributing its content (Langer
and Gruber 2021). The term “legacy media” suggests that these media predated the internet.
However, some television programs, radio stations, and newspapers were founded after the ad-
vent of the internet, and therefore cannot be accurately termed “legacy.” For these reasons, we
opted to use the term “traditional media” in this study.
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essential to be autonomous, accurate, and reliable in their reporting (e.g.,
through verification and fact-checking), compared to social media, where no
journalistic gatekeeping takes place (for an overview, see Gil de Zuniga and
Hinsley 2013). When people have more trust in traditional media, they are
also more likely to consume it (Kalogeropoulos et al. 2019).

Some people have a less positive view of traditional media, arguing that
television, for instance, is mainly used for entertainment purposes and is
not likely to lead to an informed electorate (e.g., media malaise theories;
for an overview, see Newton 1999). Others have argued that a more parti-
san and polarized media system, which makes politics sensational, hostile,
and less trustworthy, increases division and exposure to misinformation
(Tucker et al. 2018), which could lead to more misperceptions about elec-
tions and election integrity. However, empirical evidence for these media
malaise theories is contested at best (Van Aelst 2017). Moreover, when ex-
amining the available empirical evidence, Coffé (2017) found that “the fre-
quency of the use of traditional media relates significantly more positively
to citizens’ capacity to make accurate judgments about the electoral pro-
cess in societies with open media environments compared with societies
with restricted media environments” (p. 292). Based on this finding, as
well as previous work in political and communication science on the posi-
tive association between traditional media usage and political knowledge,
we expect the following: people who put more trust in information from
traditional media are more likely to be exposed to more accurate and reli-
able information about elections. As a result, we expect them to have
fewer misperceptions about electoral integrity. It is important to note that
we cannot completely rule out the possibility of effects running in reverse
causal order, as could also be the case for social media. However, previous
research has examined whether media trust can both be an antecedent vari-
able steering news selection and play a conditional role in the relationship
between news usage and perceptions of societal problems (Shehata and
Stromback 2022). Using longitudinal panel data, they demonstrated that
citizens’ use of public service and alternative news affected their percep-
tions of societal problems. They also found that media trust influences
news selection and (partly) conditions media effects. In addition, a survey
experiment found that exposure to fact-checks about Trump’s false claims
about the integrity of the US electoral system increased participants’ confi-
dence in the integrity of the electoral system (Bailard et al. 2022). While
these results do not offer any formal causal interference testing, they sup-
port our expectations regarding the correlation between trust in traditional
media and lower levels of misperception.

HI: The more trust people have in traditional media, the fewer misperceptions
they have about electoral integrity.
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For social media, defined as “online platforms that allow a user to send,
share, and consume information” (Jacobs and Spierings 2016, p. 3), we ex-
pect to see the opposite effect. It is often asserted that social media con-
tains more inaccurate information because there is no journalistic
mechanism that verifies or checks the information. Also, direct communi-
cation via social media fuels this spread of (mis)information. Populist poli-
ticians and parties regularly use the label “fake news” (Egelhofer and
Lecheler 2019) to undermine journalistic evidence and objective knowl-
edge (Mclntyre 2018; Norris and Gromping 2019). Such politicians also
use social media to “name and shame” journalists and question their ethi-
cal standards (Jacobs et al. 2020, p. 615). Previous work also shows that,
for example, in the United States, one out of four Americans visited a fake
news website during the 2016 presidential election (Guess et al. 2018).
Grinberg et al. (2019), which focused on Twitter data for the 2016 elec-
tion, found that fake news accounted for approximately 6 percent of all
news consumption. However, both studies found that this was heavily con-
centrated among more conservative voters.

We expect that when individuals trust social media and thus consume
more social media information, they run a higher risk of being exposed to in-
complete, deceptive, and inaccurate information about the electoral process,
which could lead to more misperceptions about election integrity. Hence,
when social media propagates unfiltered, repeated exposure to distortions
of reality, this leads to “deep-seated misinformed beliefs” that may have
severe and detrimental consequences for democracy (Norris and Gromping
2019, p. 10).

This mechanism might be reinforced online because citizens who are al-
ready doubtful about, for instance, an election campaign are more likely to
be exposed to misinformation about the election. Reinforcing existing beliefs
and biases and excluding information that is not in line with what someone
already believes can create an environment where (mis)perceptions about
the election are formed and perpetuated, or even strengthened through
exposure to like-minded individuals. While empirical assessments regarding
online echo chambers (e.g., like-minded people) and filter bubbles (e.g.,
algorithmic decision-making) are more complicated than can be explained
here (Zuiderveen Borgesius et al. 2016), the psychological mechanisms of
bias reinforcement should not be neglected in examining how mispercep-
tions form and grow.

While exposure to attitudinal confirming information might reinforce
misperceptions, the opposite can also be true, even in social media environ-
ments. One of the longstanding debates in the field of political communica-
tion is whether and how new technologies affect democracy. An important
segment of the literature argues that new technologies offer opportunities for
marginalized voices typically excluded from traditional media (Zhuravskaya
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et al. 2020). Using new technologies, such as social media, these marginal-
ized people can bypass traditional media to forge direct connections with
their audience. Social media also increases access to new, alternative, and
more diverse sources, for example, those that challenge the status-quo mes-
saging of state-owned media in countries with less press freedom. It has
been argued that social media can be a “soft weapon” that is particularly im-
portant during political unrest, protest, and political conflicts (Stockemer
2018, p. 44). Therefore, one might also expect that in some instances, social
media contributes to fewer misperceptions about elections, as it offers more
alternative (and perhaps more accurate) perspectives. Overall, however, the
empirical evidence reviewed in the section above suggests that more trust in
social media leads to more consumption of social media, which may expose
users to more inaccurate election information, leading to more mispercep-
tions about electoral integrity. Consequently, we formulate the follow-
ing hypothesis:

H2: The more trust people have in social media, the higher their misperceptions
about electoral integrity.

Regardless of which media sources people trust, we expect citizens in
countries with limited media freedom to have more difficulty finding accu-
rate information about election integrity. In contexts of limited media free-
dom, both traditional media and a significant portion of social media are
likely to be either under government control or subject to self-censorship.
Indeed, previous work found that internet exposure did not have a positive
impact on citizens’ perceptions of electoral integrity in this context (Coffé
2017). Coffé (2017) argued that at the time, the internet did “not seem to
provide an alternative source” (p. 293) in countries with less press free-
dom. Kerr and Lihrmann (2017) also found that when media freedom is
limited, citizens are more likely to express confidence in elections,
whereas public trust in elections is lower when media freedom is higher.
This suggests that in contexts of low media freedom, we should expect to
find that a comparatively higher proportion of citizens is unduly positive
about election integrity. Conversely, in contexts of high media freedom,
we should expect accurate information about electoral conduct to be more
readily available, as media is not under government control. However, pre-
cisely because the media is free in these contexts, it might also provide
more fertile ground for spreading misinformation about elections. In con-
texts of high media freedom, we would therefore expect to find higher pro-
portions of citizens who are unduly negative about election integrity.

H3. The lower the level of media freedom in a country, the higher the portion of
citizens who are unduly positive about election integrity.
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Cross-Level Interaction: The Interplay between Trust in Media
and Media Freedom

The power of the media to affect citizens’ perceptions of elections is neither
inherently democratic nor inherently autocratic (Tucker et al. 2017, p. 48).
In a context of extensive media restrictions, social media can, for instance,
be a place to reveal and share messages about attempts at election fraud,
whereas, in a context of media freedom, it can be a place to share unsubstan-
tiated doubts about free and fair elections. At the same time, when it comes
to the effects of such messages on citizens, trust in media may matter more
than actual exposure to information. In a low media freedom context, gov-
ernments and state-controlled media offer one-sided, centralized, and propa-
gandist accounts aimed at putting a positive spin on the regime and the
elections, even if international observers detect unfairness in both (Coffé
2017). State-controlled traditional media and governments might also try to
cast doubt about the veracity of the information on social media (Tucker
et al. 2017). In such a context, one can expect citizens who still trust social
media to have more accurate perceptions of election integrity than those
who trust the official state-controlled media. Furthermore, according to
Coffé (2017), citizens who have abundant trust in traditional media might be
less aware of criticisms of the election and thus hold more misperceptions
about electoral integrity.

Yet in contexts of high media freedom, one can expect the reverse effect.
Here, traditional media and governments tend to react to misinformation
spread via social media by fact-checking claims and introducing regulations
to reduce the spread of misinformation (i.e., the watchdog role of the media;
see Coffé 2017). Citizens who trust traditional media more than social media
are also expected to have fewer misperceptions about electoral integrity.
Thus, in a context of high media freedom, one can expect citizens who trust
social media to have less accurate perceptions of election integrity than those
who trust traditional media, due to possible exposure to misinformation.
Coffé (2017) tested this assumption and found that in countries with a higher
level of press freedom, the frequency of traditional media usage had a posi-
tive effect on citizens’ ability to make accurate judgments about the electoral
process. She found the opposite effect in countries with low press freedom,
as in such contexts the one-sided information had a negative effect on citi-
zens’ ability to make a correct assessment of electoral integrity. Hence, we
hypothesize that:

H4a. The higher the level of media freedom, the more traditional media reduces
misperceptions.
H4b. The higher the level of media freedom, the more social media increases
misperceptions.
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Method
Sample

We used data from a survey conducted in 25 countries. The countries were
selected to capture a wide variety of electoral settings with varying degrees
of democratic freedom. A complete overview of countries is provided in
Supplementary Material figure 1, and Supplementary Material table 1. Data
were collected January 25-31, 2023, in the United Kingdom and February
8-21, 2023, in all other countries. The survey focused on a range of political
issues, including electoral integrity. The survey was conducted by the re-
search company Kantar, which used its respondent pool in each country, or
that of a partner. Kantar’s respondent pools are composed through self-
registration and use a range of recruitment and other quality checks. From
the larger pool a selection of respondents is invited, stratified based on age
and gender. When needed, additional respondents are invited until in each
country, a minimum of 550 respondents completed the survey. Upon com-
pletion, respondents received an incentive from Kantar. The response rate of
the invited respondents differed across countries, ranging from 13.5 percent
(United States) to 51.7 percent (Japan), with an overall response rate of
21.5 percent. Of the people who started the survey, 87.7 percent completed
the full questionnaire. For our analyses, we relied on a total of 14,723
observations. The full questionnaire can be found in Supplementary Material
section B.

Measurement

The dependent variable was a citizen’s degree of misperception about elec-
toral integrity. It was calculated based on two variables. First, respondents’
perceptions of electoral integrity were captured through 10 questions taken
from the Electoral Integrity Project (and also used in the World Values
Survey). Participants were asked: In your view, how often do the following
things occur during election campaigns in your country? They were then
asked to describe how often various scenarios occur, with answers ranging
from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). They were asked to provide ratings for
the following: (1) votes are counted fairly, (2) opposition candidates are
prevented from running (reversed), (3) TV news favors the governing party
(reversed), (4) voters are bribed (reversed), (5) journalists provide fair cover-
age of elections, (6) election officials are fair, (7) rich people buy elections
(reversed), (8) voters are threatened with violence at the polls (reversed),
(9) voters are offered a genuine choice in the elections, and (10) women
have equal opportunities to run for office. Questions were randomized and
presented to the respondents on a single screen (as a grid). The items formed
a reliable scale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.77). Scores were summed and
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yielded a scale from 10 (lowest perceived electoral integrity) to 50 (highest
perceived electoral integrity) (M =32.63, SD =6.61; see scores per country
in figure 1). The second variable we used to calculate misperceptions of
electoral integrity was expert assessments of the same items, which were
taken from the expert survey conducted by the Electoral Integrity Project
(see Garnett et al. 2022).

We used the difference between the assessments of citizens and experts to
assess misperceptions, with positive scores indicating unduly positive citi-
zens and negative scores indicating unduly negative citizens. Average
country-level scores ranged from -11.51 (France) to 0.94 (Kenya), with an
overall mean of -7.05 (SD = 6.85), indicating that overall, citizens were less
positive about the electoral integrity in their country than the experts. In the
first set of analyses, we used absolute numbers to assess the degree of mis-
perceptions. In the second set of analyses testing Hypothesis 3, we differen-
tiated between respondents that scored higher than the experts (optimists)
and respondents that scored lower than the experts (pessimists).

The key independent variable was the degree of trust respondents have in
different types of sources. Respondents were asked: To what extent do you
trust information that comes from the following sources? Sources listed
were (1) national media, (2) local media, (3) social media, (4) politicians,
and (5) friends, family, and colleagues. Respondents rated their trust for
each source from 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely). Average scores were 4.06
for national media (SD =1.66), 4.10 for local media (SD =1.54), 3.49 for
social media (SD = 1.64), 3.20 for politicians (SD = 1.65), and 4.77 for fam-
ily, friends, and colleagues (SD =1.41). Correlations between the various
trust measures ranged from 0.27 (politicians and friends, family, and col-
leagues) to 0.74 (national and local media). Additionally, a principal compo-
nent analysis demonstrated that all trust variables load on a single factor
(first factor eigenvalue 2.91, with factor loadings ranging from 0.33 to 0.49).
This indicates on the one hand that people are in general more or less trust-
ing and thus general trust levels are captured by the variables in the model,
but on the other hand shows that there is considerable variation across sour-
ces. Correlation between national and local media and social media is mod-
est (0.45 and 0.50, respectively) and is less strong in countries with lower
levels of media freedom (interaction term between social media and media
freedom in a regression predicting national media trust is negative and
significant: »=-0.009, p <0.001, and also when predicting local media:
b=-0.008, p<0.001). This corroborates the idea that in contexts with
low media freedom, social media serves as a viable alternative to
traditional media.

As a country-level moderator, we considered the most recent World Press
Freedom Index as reported by Reporters Without Borders (2022) as a
measure of media freedom. The index is based on an elaborate analysis of
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political context, legal framework, economic context, sociocultural context,
and safety, yielding a standard country-level score between O and 100. The
average score for the countries we considered was 70.6, with scores ranging
from 47 (Mexico) to 90 (Denmark). We differentiated between countries
with relatively low media freedom (scores below 60, including Mexico,
Indonesia, Israel, Chile, and Brazil) and countries with relatively high me-
dia freedom.

We included the following individual-level control variables in our mod-
els: Age as measured by the question What is your age? (M=44.7,
SD =42.6); Female, using information from the question What is your gen-
der? (52.4 percent female); and Education, measured by the question What
is the highest level of education you completed? with a five-point answer
category ranging from “less than high school” (1) to “graduate degree” (5)
(M=3.11; SD=1.20). Political interest was captured by the question To
what extent are you interested in politics, with answer categories ranging
from “not at all” (1) to “very much” (7) (M =4.51, SD=1.78). Left-right
positioning was based on self-placement on an 11-point left-right scale, rely-
ing on the question In politics, people sometimes talk about the left and
right. Where would you place yourself on a scale from 0 to 10, where 0
means left and 10 means right? (M =5.31, SD =2.50). Extremity left-right
positioning was based on the self-placement on the left-right scale and was
calculated as the absolute deviation from the midpoint of the scale
(M=1.82, SD=1.75). Additionally, we considered the degree to which
respondents considered themselves political outsiders, which affected their
assessment of integrity. We constructed a variable mainstream based on the
average agreement on the following statements: My interests are in line with
most people in the country and My political views are shared by most people
in the country, with ratings ranging from “fully disagree” (1) to “fully agree”
(7) (Cronbach’s alpha=0.70, M =4.28, SD = 1.33).

Analysis Approach

We used multilevel models with respondents nested in countries to test our
first two hypotheses. More specifically, we use multilevel regressions with a
random intercept to test the main effects of trust in different sources of infor-
mation. To test Hypothesis 3, we conducted an analysis at the country level
and looked at the correlation between media freedom and the proportion of
optimists—those people who scored higher than the expert assessment. To
test our final hypothesis, we conducted an additional multilevel analysis
where we allowed the slope of the trust variables to vary across countries
and looked at the interaction effects of media freedom. We do not weigh our
cases in the analysis.
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Results

In all countries, except Kenya, overall perceptions of electoral integrity
are lower among our respondents than among experts. This negativity
bias is particularly strong in Canada and France, where citizens scored
more than 11 points lower on average on a scale ranging from 10 to 50.
Overall, misperceptions about electoral integrity seem to be particularly
present in countries where electoral integrity and levels of press freedom
are high.

Perceptions on electoral integrity

Electoral integrity scale (summed score of ten items)
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Figure 1. Electoral integrity and media freedom in 25 countries. See
Supplementary Material table 1, for list of country abbreviations.

We first examine individual differences. The intraclass correlation (ICC)
from an empty multilevel model (0.11) demonstrates that most variance in
the dependent variable (absolute misperceptions) is present at the individual
level. Table 1 presents the random intercept model, where we focused par-
ticularly on the effects of the trust variables. Hypothesis 1 predicted that the
more trust people have in traditional media, the lower their misperceptions
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Table 1. Multilevel models predicting misperceptions on electoral integrity.

Model 1: Random
intercept model

Model 2: Random
slope model

Absolute misperceptions B SE p B SE )4
Individual level
Age —-0.01 0.00 0.001 —-0.01 0.00 0.000
Female 0.33 0.08 0.000 0.31 0.08 0.000
Education -0.04 0.03 0.104 —-0.04 0.03 0.197
Political interest -0.13  0.03 0.000 -0.12 0.03 0.000
Left-right 0.13 0.02 0.000 0.12 0.02 0.000
Left-right extremity 0.12 0.02 0.000 0.12 0.02 0.000
Trust in national media —-0.70 0.04 0.000 0.61 024 0.011
Trust in local media -0.52 0.04 0.000 0.32 026 0218
Trust in social media 0.74 0.03 0.000 =225 0.21 0.000
Trust in politicians -0.33  0.03 0.000 -0.07 020 0.747
Trust in acquaintances -0.07 0.03 0.029 0.55 0.20 0.006
Mainstream 0.03 0.03 0.396 0.03 0.03 0.368
Country level
Media freedom 0.14 0.02 0.000 0.16 0.03 0.000
Cross-level interactions
Trust in national media*

media freedom —-0.02 0.00 0.000
Trust in local media*

media freedom —-0.01 0.00 0.002
Trust in social media*

media freedom 0.04 0.00 0.000
Trust in politicians™®

media freedom —-0.00 0.00 0.242
Trust in acquaintances™

media freedom —-0.01 0.00 0.002
Constant 205 1.66 0217 049 173 0.779
Log likelihood —43872.80 —43741.62

Note: N=14,723.

of electoral integrity. Our analysis confirmed this hypothesis: both trust in na-
tional media (B=-0.70, SE=0.04) and trust in local media (B=-0.52,
SE=0.04) had a significant and negative impact on misperceptions about
electoral integrity. A one-point increase in self-reported trust in national me-
dia decreases misperceptions by 0.70; for local media, this decrease is 0.52.
In addition, Hypothesis 2 (which states that trust in social media increases
misperceptions) is confirmed (B =0.75, SE =0.03). From table 1, it can also
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be seen that the other trust variables exert an influence, with trust in politi-
cians and friends, family, and colleagues both decreasing misperceptions.

The analyses also revealed that higher levels of media freedom yield
higher levels of misperceptions. Furthermore, we found that younger people,
women, and less educated people display higher levels of misperceptions,
though the differences are relatively small. Political interest decreases mis-
perceptions. The more right-wing and the more extreme individuals are, the
higher levels of misperceptions they hold. Self-identification as a political
outsider does not impact misperceptions.

Hypothesis 3 predicted a negative association between the levels of media
freedom in a country and the proportion of unduly optimistic citizens.
Overall, the number of optimistic citizens (those that assess electoral integ-
rity higher than experts) was low: 20.8 percent of our respondents. This
number ranged from 7.4 percent in France to 63.3 percent in Kenya. We
found a moderate negative correlation between media freedom and the pres-
ence of optimistic citizens (r=—0.37, p <0.10). Thus, in countries where
experts consider media freedom low, a significant number of citizens make
more positive assessments than experts.”

Finally, we tested whether the effects of trust in different information
sources depended on media freedom. Here, we used a random slope model
and focused on cross-level interactions. Again, our hypotheses were con-
firmed: the higher the levels of media freedom, the smaller the negative
effects of national and local media (4a), and the larger the positive effect of
social media (4b).

Figures 2 and 3 show the effects of national and social media use in coun-
tries with differing levels of media freedom and provide more insight into
the interactions. Figure 2 demonstrates that while slopes differ substantially
across countries with different levels of media freedom, trust in national me-
dia contributes to lower misperceptions across the board. Figure 3 demon-
strates that the effect of trust in social media can actually reverse: in
countries with high levels of media freedom, it contributes to high levels of
misperceptions, but in countries with lower levels of media freedom, it actu-
ally decreases misperceptions.

2. One might argue that this finding is a statistical artifact because low levels of media freedom
coincide with lower levels of electoral integrity and floor effects limit individuals to reporting
negative misperceptions. Indeed, levels of electoral integrity and media freedom are correlated to
a considerable degree (r=0.76 on the country level). However, our sample does not include
countries that score at the very low end of the electoral integrity scale—the lowest-scoring coun-
tries are near or well above the absolute midpoint of the scale. This is also reflected in the distri-
bution of “optimists” and “pessimists.” Even in the countries with the lowest scores, we see that
there are more pessimists than optimists, with the exception of Kenya, where 63 percent of the
respondents are unduly positive.
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Figure 2. The varying impact of trust in national media on misperceptions.
Linear prediction based on fixed portion of random slope model;
95 percent CI are displayed.
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Figure 3. The varying impact of trust in social media on misperceptions.
Linear prediction based on fixed portion of random slope model;
95 percent CI are displayed.

Conclusion

This paper set out to understand varying levels of misperceptions on elec-
toral integrity. By employing a unique dataset based on a survey conducted
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in 25 countries, our results are in line with previous research but also pro-
vide important additional insights. Indeed, various types of media are impor-
tant sources of information that shape electoral misperceptions (Coffé 2017).
The trust people hold in information from different media sources is a key
explanatory variable for misperceptions—this trust is likely to correlate with
both actual use as well as the degree to which citizens accept (mis)informa-
tion from these sources, which might indicate that people differentially as-
sess the quality and importance of information from different sources. While
previous research has suggested that internet usage has no effect on the ac-
curacy of electoral integrity perceptions (Coffé 2017), we demonstrate that
trusting information from social media yields higher misperceptions. We
contend that the prevalence of misinformation on social media might well
account for this finding. However, we also find that effects are largely con-
text dependent—the impact of trust in traditional media decreases signifi-
cantly when press freedom in a country is lower and the effect of trust in
social media even reverses in countries with lower levels of media freedom,
decreasing misperceptions of election integrity. This is in line with our
expectations that in contexts of low media freedom, government control of
media means that traditional media can actually lead citizens to believe their
elections are reasonably free and fair, when in fact they are not. We expected
that in such settings, social media might offer an opportunity to spread accu-
rate information about election irregularities, and our findings suggest this is
indeed the case. Our sample did not include countries with exceptionally
low levels of press freedom; the reversal of effects would likely be even
more prevalent in those contexts.

Another noteworthy finding is that the share of unduly negative citizens is
highest in contexts of high media freedom. This is a cause for serious con-
cern, as it suggests that high levels of media freedom, while essential for de-
mocracy, also enable the spread of misinformation about elections. Citizens’
exposure to such misinformation can result in widely believed yet incorrect
allegations of electoral fraud, which can lead to unrest and violence.

While our study provides relevant insights to understand the functioning
of democracies, it also invites further research. For example, we did not
measure exposure to misinformation directly, but rather used a set of proxy
variables: trust in local and national media and trust in social media. As
such, we were able to provide correlational evidence that is suggestive of
such an effect but were not able to dig deeper into the impact of misinforma-
tion itself. To do so, future research should explore the actual presence of
misinformation in different sources and across contexts. For instance, we
now assume that traditional media may also be responsible for propagating
misinformation about elections, even in countries with high press freedom.
While research indicates that misinformation is prevalent on social media
(e.g., health misinformation; Suarez-Lledo and Alvarez-Galvez 2021), we
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cannot rule out that misinformation is also present in traditional media. For
instance, right-leaning media outlets in the United States were more likely to
disseminate inaccurate information regarding the origins and treatment of
COVID-19. Consequently, people who consumed more right-leaning news
were more likely to hold misinformed views (Motta et al. 2020).
Nevertheless, we still assume that due to the journalistic gatekeeping princi-
ples and verification norms, the prevalence of misinformation is much lower
in traditional media than in social media. For instance, Canadian journalists
use various verification techniques for information, such as source triangula-
tion and the analysis of primary data sources or official documents, and are
also often more critically aware of their own limitations and biases (Shapiro
et al. 2013). These journalistic strategies are more likely to prevent (but not
totally mitigate) misinformation in traditional media.

In addition, we did not include the winner-loser gap in perceptions of
electoral quality in this study. This strand of research shows that supporters
of the winning side perceive elections to be of higher quality than supporters
of the losing side. Hence, supporters on the losing side believe elections are
less credible (see, e.g., Bush and Prather 2017; Whitt et al. 2023). While
such an effect might be less straightforward in multiparty systems (as gov-
ernment coalitions are formed after the election and the winner-loser gap
might be less clear-cut than in two-party systems), this variable should be
considered in future work on the perceptions of electoral integrity, as it may
be an important additional predictor.

Furthermore, two methodological points are worth mentioning. First, our
country samples of respondents are representative of characteristics such as
age and gender, but might not be representative of other background varia-
bles. Within the scope of this research, it was not possible to also reach rep-
resentativeness on, for example, political preferences or educational
background. As a result, we must treat our findings with some caution.
However, given the robustness of our results, we are confident that they are
generalizable, but replication with higher-quality samples should confirm
this. Second, at the country level, we selected countries with considerable
variation in press freedom but did not include any countries with authoritar-
ian regimes where the media is completely restricted. Obtaining reliable data
from those countries is a complex enterprise, but assessing the generalizabil-
ity of our findings is a worthwhile effort.

Despite its limitations, our study provides important insights into who
holds misperceptions about electoral integrity as well as the role played by
media freedom. The study underlines that simplistic qualifications of infor-
mation sources as “good” or “bad” for democracy are unwarranted. It is the
interplay between those sources and the larger (information) environment
that determines whether people obtain accurate election knowledge or be-
lieve falsehoods.
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