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Research Note

Procedural Polarization: How Election Rules Shape Voters’

Confidence

JOSHUA D. CLINTON Vanderbilt University, United States

candidate wins, but does agreement with the electoral rules being used also matter? Leveraging

Prior research demonstrates voters’ confidence in elections depends on whether their preferred

growing procedural polarization in election laws, public opinion data from 2008 to 2024, and a
large-scale survey experiment conducted before the 2024 election, I show that agreement with election
procedures matters for voter confidence beyond well-established effects related to partisan control and
electoral outcomes. Observational and experimental analyses consistently reveal that voters are less likely to
express confidence in election results conducted using procedures they oppose. The effects are particularly
large for voter identification laws and among Republicans and independents. The findings underscore a
tension in American federalism: as states increasingly adopt divergent electoral rules aligned with co-partisan
preferences, partisan divides in electoral confidence may deepen. If so, procedural responsiveness to partisan
preferences may undermine electoral confidence and, in turn, perceptions of electoral legitimacy.

INTRODUCTION

artisan polarization increasingly shapes not only
who wins elections, but also the rules under which

elections are conducted. In a federal system that
grants states wide discretion over election procedures, this
shift raises a central question for democratic legitimacy:
how does growing polarization in election rules affect
voters’ confidence in election outcomes? Political sci-
entists have devoted considerable attention to polar-
ization and sorting (Fiorina and Abrams 2008; Hill and
Tausanovitch 2015; Levendusky 2009; Poole and
Rosenthal 1997; Rodden et al. 2015; Shor and McCarty
2011), yet the downstream consequences of these dynam-
ics for electoral confidence remain an open question.

While a romanticized view of federalism emphasizes
policy learning and diffusion across states (Nicholson-
Crotty 2009; Pacheco 2012; Volden 2006), the nation-
alization of politics increasingly incentivizes states to
prioritize partisan alignment over performance (Bentele
and O’Brien 2013; Caron 2022; Grumbach 2018; Hopkins,
Schickler, and Azizi 2022). Nowhere is this tension more
consequential than in the design of election laws.

State election procedures shape incentives and behav-
ior throughout the political system (Ashworth and Bueno
de Mesquita 2014; Keyssar 2009). Following the con-
tested 2000 election, debates over voting rules have
become increasingly politicized, reflecting partisan
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disagreements over how to balance access and security
(Hasen 2012). Consistent with this shift, prior work doc-
uments growing divergence in how Democrat-led and
Republican-led states administer elections (Pomante,
Schraufnagel, and Li 2023). This politicization has gen-
erated extensive debate over how election procedures
affect voters and candidates (Berinsky, Burns, and Trau-
gott 2001; Burden et al. 2014; Campos, Harden, and
Bussing 2024; Cantoni and Pons 2021; Citrin, Green,
and Levy 2014; Fraga and Miller 2022; Gerber, Huber,
and Hill 2013; Grimmer and Hersh 2024; Gronke,
Galanes-Rosenbaum, and Miller 2007, Hanmer 2009;
Kousser and Mullin 2007). Yet it remains unclear how
voters’ confidence in the accuracy of election outcomes—
and, by extension, the legitimacy of electoral winners—
depends on the procedures under which elections are
conducted.

Existing research shows that voter confidence depends
on personal voting experiences (Atkeson and Saunders
2007) and, most powerfully, on whether one’s preferred
candidate wins (Alvarez, Hall, and Llewellyn 2008;
Anderson and LoTempio 2002; Craig et al. 2006; Levy
2021; Sances 2023; Sances and Stewart 2015; Sinclair,
Smith, and Tucker 2018; Stewart 2022). Beyond the
Electoral College (Carey et al. 2022), however, we know
little about how other election procedures shape confi-
dence. Understanding how voters’ agreement with
election rules influences electoral confidence is essen-
tial for assessing democratic stability—not only because
confidence facilitates the peaceful transfer of power
(Anderson and Guillory 1997; Anderson et al. 2005;
Carey et al. 2019; Layman, Lee, and Wolbrecht 2024;
Norris 2014), but also because confidence grounded in
procedural support may be more resilient than confi-
dence rooted in zero-sum electoral outcomes (but see
Graham and Svolik 2020).
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Using new and existing data, I show that changes in
state election procedures have contributed to growing
partisan divergence in procedural agreement, and
that this divergence is in turn associated with voters’
confidence in the accuracy of their state’s vote count.
Between 1996 and 2024, the correlation between election
procedures and state partisanship rises from near zero to
nearly 0.7, leaving partisans increasingly likely to agree
with procedures adopted in co-partisan-controlled states
and to oppose those used by the opposition. For exam-
ple, the gap in Republicans’ average agreement with
election procedures in Democratic- versus Republican-
leaning states grows from 2 to 31 percentage points
between 2008 and 2024.

To estimate the relationship between procedural
polarization and voter confidence, I employ two empir-
ical strategies. First, I leverage within-state changes in
election rules to estimate the correlation between pro-
cedural agreement and voter confidence. While winning
remains a powerful predictor of confidence, agreement
with the rules governing elections is also associated with
higher confidence, especially among Republicans and
unaffiliated voters. Notably, disagreement with these
rules is associated with a larger reduction in confidence
than the increase associated with agreement.

Second, I conduct a survey experiment with 15,000
respondents shortly before the 2024 election that varies
partisan and procedural contexts. The experimental
results mirror the observational findings: procedural
agreement is associated with higher voter confidence
across partisan contexts, with the strongest associations
appearing among Republicans and unaffiliated voters.
Although the study does not aim to identify a confidence-
maximizing set of procedures, the use of photo identifi-
cation is associated with particularly large effects across
all groups.

These findings matter because they suggest that, in
contrast to a world in which voters’ confidence depends
only on who wins, the use of commonly accepted election
procedures may provide a partial foundation for elec-
toral confidence even in the face of partisan losses. At the
same time, the results highlight an important tension. By
implementing procedures favored by co-partisans, states
may increase representational responsiveness (Butler
and Dynes 2016; Lax and Phillips 2012), but often at
the cost of polarizing electoral confidence among
those who oppose such rules. The resulting procedural
polarization can pose challenges for the perceived
legitimacy of national outcomes decided by narrow
margins in states using different rules—especially
when political elites succeed in politicizing those rules.

PROCEDURAL POLARIZATION AND
CONGRUENCE

Especially following the 2000 election, partisan elites
have increasingly promoted divergent narratives about
procedural changes needed to improve the integrity
and/or accessibility of election (Hasen 2012). Demo-
crats typically champion reforms that expand access,
for example all-mail voting, while Republicans tend to
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emphasize concerns about fraud and advocate for
stricter rules like voter ID laws (Bentele and O’Brien
2013). A large literature tracks procedural changes
over time (e.g., Bentele and O’Brien 2013; Schraufnagel,
Pomante, and Li 2022) with the aim of assessing how
procedural changes affect the cost of voting (Pomante
2024) or level of “democratization” (Grumbach 2023).
Others show how voters’ perceptions of electoral fair-
ness depend on opinions about election procedures
(Bowler et al. 2015). T build on these works and ask:
regardless of why they are enacted (Burden et al. 2011;
Caron 2022; Grumbach and Hill 2023; Smith, Hill, and
Ancheva 2023), how does the portfolio of election pro-
cedures being used in a state affect voters’ confidence in
the accuracy of the state’s vote count?

To assess public support for election procedures, I
combine data from the Survey on the Performance of
American Elections (SPAE) (Stewart 2023)—a poste-
lection survey of nearly 200 voters in each state in every
election cycle since 2008—with data from a postelec-
tion survey I conducted in 2024 that asked comparable
questions about actual and hypothetical election pro-
cedures (see Appendix A of the Supplementary Mate-
rial for question wording and sample sizes). Figure 1
presents the average support for each policy pooled
over time by self-reported partisanship (with 110,000
respondents, the 95% confidence intervals are smaller
than the plotted points).!

In general, Republicans express greater support for
election security-related policies, whereas Democrats
express greater support for policies aimed at expanding
access (Gronke et al. 2019; Pew Research Center 2024).
Some policies receive broad bipartisan support: both
parties favor requiring a paper ballot backup, allowing
in-person early voting, and requiring photo identifica-
tion to vote. Others face bipartisan opposition, includ-
ing cell-phone or internet voting, conducting all-mail
elections, and removing inactive voters from registra-
tion rolls. Support for other policies divides along
partisan lines: most Democrats support automatic and
same-day voter registration, while a majority of Repub-
licans oppose both. (See Appendix B of the Supple-
mentary Material for trends in public opinion over
time; with the exception of a temporary increase in
Democratic support for all-mail voting during the 2020
election, opinion shifts are small and show no clear
relationship to party positioning or policy adoption.)

To track changes in state election procedures, I focus
on policies that both exhibit temporal variation and
have corresponding measures of public support. I con-
struct an additive index where states receive one point
each for using default all-mail voting, online registra-
tion, in-person early voting, no-excuse absentee voting,
same-day registration, and post-sentence felon re-
enfranchisement and lose one point for imposing any

! To account for demographic changes in who votes and responds
over time, each sample is weighted to match the 2020 electorate’s age,
sex, race/ethnicity, educational attainment, and Census region distri-
bution according to the Voter Supplement of the Current Population
Survey (Flood et al. 2024). See Figure Al in the Supplementary
Material for unweighted results.
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FIGURE 1.

Pooled Average Partisan Support for Election Procedures, 2008-24

Require paper ballot backup
Allow early in—-person voting
Require govt issued photo ID
Registration portability
Allow mail voing by choice
Non-partisan election officials
Hand count votes
Allow vote drop boxes
Re-register released felons
Make Election Day a national holiday
Automatically reg all citizens over 18
Allow Election Day reg at the polls
Move Election Day to a weekend
Use ranked choice voting
Prohibit computers from counting votes
States remove inactive voters
Allow internet voting
Run all elections by mail

Allow cellphone voting @

10%

*

€
! ML
! ° L 2
50 °
. °
| e
e e
L 4 °
X °
. o
* )
* ' °
¢ 1" .
. Ce
o o
o ¢
L 2 .E
° !
. |

20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Percent Overall Support

@ Democrat 9 Republican Other

Note: To minimize the effects of changing demographics, each year is weighted to match the demographics of the 2020 electorate using the
Voter Supplement of the Current Population Survey. With 110,000 respondents, the 95% confidence intervals are smaller than the plotted

points.

voter ID requirement and an additional point if the
requirement is classified as strict.”

To characterize growing procedural polarization, I
plot state-election procedure scores against 2024 pres-
idential vote shares, illustrating how election proce-
dures have changed over time relative to a fixed
partisan baseline.?

Figure 2 highlights three relevant trends. First, pro-
cedural changes accelerate in the late 2000s. Reflected
in the growing dispersion of the index, the standard
deviation of scores increases from 0.98 in 1996 to 2.03
by 2024. Second, the fact that more movement over
time occurs in states with margins greater than zero
means that many more changes in these policies
occurred in states that supported Vice President Harris
over President Trump in the 2024 election. Third,

2 Index is based on indicators from the Cost of Voting Index (1996—
2024). See Figure A9 in the Supplementary Material for state-by-year
details.

3 State presidential election results are a conceptually appropriate
proxy for states’ political environment because they are more salient
to voters than state political control (see Rogers 2023). That said,
state-level presidential vote share is closely correlated with other
measures of partisanship and electoral competitiveness and alterna-
tive benchmarks yield substantively similar patterns of partisan
polarization, for example contemporary presidential vote share
(Figure A10 in the Supplementary Material).

election procedures have become increasingly aligned
with state partisanship, shifting from almost no associ-
ation in 1996 to a correlation of 0.69 by 2024.

PROCEDURAL CONGRUENCE AND VOTER
CONFIDENCE

Given partisan divisions in both public opinion and the
election procedures states employ, a foundational
question emerges: does voter confidence in election
outcomes depend on whether voters agree with the
procedures being used (Bowler and Donovan 2016)?
On the one hand, theories of legitimacy suggest that
individuals are more likely to view outcomes as legiti-
mate when they result from rules they support and trust
(Easton 1975; Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002; Tyler
2006). On the other hand, election procedures are often
obscure, raising questions about whether voters hold
sufficiently developed views for procedural agreement
to meaningfully shape confidence, and about the
salience of those views relative to considerations, such
as whether one’s preferred candidate won, the state’s
broader partisan context, or individuals’ ideological
commitments.

What it means for voters to “agree” with the election
procedures being used is not self-evident. Debates over
election administration routinely focus not only on
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FIGURE 2. Election Procedures and State Partisanship, 1996-2024
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scores to measure election procedures (Pomante 2024).

which rules are adopted, but also on which rules are
absent—for example, disputes over the presence or
absence of voter identification requirements (Adeosun
2025) or same-day registration (Williamson and Rhodes
2021). To address this ambiguity, I consider two com-
plementary conceptions of procedural congruence.

First, I conceptualize congruence as the extent to which
a state’s overall portfolio of adopted and unadopted
election policies aligns with a respondent’s preferences.
This approach allows the absence of a policy (such as the
lack of voter identification requirements) to matter for
voter confidence in the same way as its presence.

Second, I examine congruence in terms of respon-
dents’ support for—or opposition to—the specific elec-
tion procedures currently in use in their state. Defining
congruence in this way makes it possible to compare
whether opposing a policy being used has a larger
negative association with confidence than the positive
association of supporting that policy.

To assess whether and how procedural congruence
relates to voter confidence, I employ two empirical
strategies. First, I leverage within-state changes in elec-
tion procedures over time to examine how voters’
confidence in the accuracy of their state’s vote count
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varies with the procedures in use and voters’ support
for those procedures. While causal interpretations are
limited by the nature of the data, analyses across mul-
tiple measures and specifications reveal a consistent
association between procedural agreement and voter
confidence which also replicate the well-established
relationship between voter confidence and electoral
outcomes at the state and national levels.

Second, to address key limitations of observational
data—including concerns about voter awareness, endog-
enous opinion change, and unobserved confounding—I
field a survey experiment prior to the 2024 election that
varies procedural conditions and political context. Ran-
domizing the election procedures and partisan context
used in hypothetical electoral scenarios corroborates the
association between procedural agreement and voter
confidence observed in the observational analyses.

OBSERVATIONAL ANALYSES

The need to measure public support for election proce-
dures whose use varies over time limits the observational
analysis to four policies: automatic registration, same-
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day registration, photo ID, and default all-mail voting.
Although these policies represent a subset of the pro-
cedures used by states, they capture substantively
meaningful variation in election administration. Not
only do partisans differ in their support for these policies,
but the policies themselves vary in their partisan associ-
ations: some are more closely aligned with Democratic
elites (e.g., all-mail voting), others with Republican elites
(e.g., photo identification), while elite positioning on still
others (e.g., same-day registration) is less clearly defined
(Burden and Gaines 2015).

I measure individual-level support for each proce-
dure using postelection survey items summarized in
Figure 1, coding respondents as supportive (1) if they
report “strong” or “somewhat” agreement and as not
supportive (0) otherwise.

Building on the conceptual discussion above, I then
operationalize procedural congruence in two ways by
combining these respondent-level policy preferences
with indicators for whether each procedure was used
in the respondent’s state in the most recent election, as
coded in the Cost of Voting Index (COVI) dataset
(Pomante 2024).*

Under the first measure, a respondent is considered
congruent with a given policy if they either support a
procedure that is used in their state or oppose a proce-
dure that is not used. Thus, a respondent who favors
photo identification in a state that requires it is treated
as equally congruent as a respondent who opposes
photo identification in a state that does not. Incongru-
ence arises when a respondent supports a policy not in
use or opposes a policy their state implements.

I also construct an alternative measure of congruence
based solely on respondents’ agreement with the pro-
cedures currently used in their state. This measure
counts only support for policies in use and does not
treat opposition to absent policies as congruent.

The outcome of interest is whether respondents are
“very” or “somewhat” confident when asked: “Now,
think about vote counting throughout [STATE]. How
confident are you that votes in [STATE] were counted
as voters intended in the 20XX general election?””

*1 reverse-code indicators for the absence of each policy
(NoAllMailVote, NoAutomaticReg, and NoSameDayReg), and con-
struct a combined indicator for the presence of photo identification
requirements by merging strictPhoto and nonstrictPhoto. Although
legal classifications of photo identification laws differ in strictness,
this analysis treats all photo ID requirements as functionally equiv-
alent. From the perspective of lived experience, the requirement to
present an ID—regardless of enforcement level—is likely the most
salient feature for voters. While SPAE also measures support for the
portability of voter registration, I exclude it here given the inclusion of
two other registration-related policies and the likelihood that portabil-
ity is less visible to voters than same-day or automatic registration. For
replication data, see Clinton (2026).

5 Respondents could answer “very confident,” “somewhat confident,”
“not too confident,” “not at all confident,” or “I don’t know.” In 2024, I
asked: “Thinking about elections in your state, how likely do you think
it is that the votes were counted accurately? Extremely likely (1), Very
likely (1), Somewhat likely (1), Not very likely (0), Not at all likely (0).”
Using top 2 responses (i.e., coding “somewhat likely” as a 0) yields
identical effects because it is essentially a year-specific intercept shift in
the levels.

» <,

Figure 3 plots average voter confidence against aver-
age procedural agreement over time by partisanship.
Procedural congruence is positively, but modestly,
associated with confidence in the accuracy of a state’s
vote count, especially among Republicans. Consistent
with established effects of winning on voter confidence,
large intercept shifts in partisans’ average confidence
in 2016, 2020, and 2024 track national presidential out-
comes.

To better assess the relationship between procedural
congruence and voter confidence, I leverage within-
state changes in election procedures to estimate how
policy-induced changes in procedural congruence are
associated with the probability that a voter expresses
confidence in the accuracy of their state’s vote count.
Because partisanship is known to shape how individ-
uals interpret political environments, I estimate the
relationship separately for Democrats, Republicans,
and unaffiliated voters. This approach allows the esti-
mated associations to vary flexibly across partisan
groups, reflecting possible differences in baseline trust,
responsiveness to electoral outcomes, and the salience
of election procedures.®

More specifically, I estimate:’

Pr(Y; = 1) = 6yPctCongruent; + a; StateWon;
+ poPersonal Ideology; + f; AllMail;
+ f,AutoReg; + f;PhotolD;
+ f4SameDayReg;
+ psDemRep Margin; + X;T’

+ 5time + 5smte,

M

where Y; is a binary variable indicating whether
respondent i believes that elections are accurately
counted in their state j. The primary independent
variable, PctCongruent, measures the proportion of

6 As with all observational studies relying on repeated cross-sectional
surveys, several conventional threats to causal inference apply. First,
omitted variable bias may arise from unmeasured confounders (e.g.,
political engagement or institutional trust) that correlate with both
state policy congruence and voter confidence. Second, selection bias
may occur if survey respondents in certain partisan or geographic
contexts systematically differ from the broader population in unob-
served ways. Third, ecological inference risks arise when linking
individual attitudes to state-level policies, especially if respondents
misperceive their state’s election laws. Fourth, measurement error in
self-reported policy preferences or trust in election integrity—poten-
tially correlated with partisanship—may bias or attenuate estimates.
Fifth, the use of repeated cross-sections rather than panel data limits
the ability to track individual-level change, making it difficult to
disentangle period effects from cohort or compositional shifts.
Finally, state-level policy changes are relatively infrequent, limiting
within-unit temporal variation and the strength of causal claims even
with year fixed effects.

7 Results in Appendix E of the Supplementary Material report
substantively similar results using: (1) an interval measure of
confidence; (2) categorical indicators of margin to allow for non-
linear effects; (3) interactions between personal ideology and
state-level ideology; (4) models without state fixed effects; and
(5) state fixed effects, state ideology, and the interaction with
personal ideology.
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FIGURE 3. Trust in State Election Results by Procedural Congruence
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2020 electorate. Figure A16 in the Supplementary Material reports unweighted results.

the four state-level voting policies that align with a
respondent’s expressed support, scaled from 0 to 1.
The associated coefficient, 6y, reflects the average
difference in voter confidence between a respondent
who is perfectly congruent (1) and one who is fully
incongruent (0) all else equal. Given the importance of
winning for voter confidence, the coefficient on State-
Won captures the effect of living in a state won by
presidential candidate of the respondent’s party
(coded only for Democrats and Republicans), and
dume are election fixed effects that account for the
impact of winning at the national level along with
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other time-varying effects.® As confidence itself may
be related to the overall ideological orientation of a
voter, 5, measures whether confidence covaries with
self-reported liberalism (1) and conservatism (5).

8 To allow the effect to vary by margin I also control for the difference
in support for the Democrat and Republican presidential candidate
in the most recent presidential election. Categorical measures based
on margin yield similar results. I use presidential vote share to
characterize electoral/partisan environment because it is the most
salient descriptor of state competitiveness and it avoids issues caused
in midterm elections due to variability in race types.
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Because voter confidence may also be related to voters’
opinions about specific policies—that is, those who sup-
port all-mail voting by default may be more trusting of
election outcomes than those who support photo iden-
tification—the coefficients f; through g, allow voter
confidence to vary by a voter’s support for each proce-
dure. Individual demographics (X;) allow for additional
variation in voter confidence related to variation in race/
ethnicity, gender, education level, and age. State fixed
effects o4, account for between-state differences—
meaning that the identified effects of procedural con-
gruence are a result of within-state differences across
co-partisans. Standard errors are clustered by state to
account for shared contextual factors.

Figure 4 summarizes the estimated coefficients from
models estimated separately for Democrats, Republi-
cans, and unaffiliated voters.

Consistent with prior work, winning has a large asso-
ciation with voter confidence at both the state and
national levels, with particularly pronounced effects
among Republicans. Republicans living in states carried
by the Republican presidential candidate are 0.32 more
likely to express confidence in the accuracy of the state
vote count than Republicans living in Democratic-
carried states, whereas the corresponding difference
among Democrats is considerably smaller (0.06). Con-
fidence also tracks national presidential outcomes:
Republican respondents report higher confidence fol-
lowing the Republican victories in 2016 and 2024 and
lower confidence following the Democratic victory

in 2020, while Democratic respondents exhibit lower
confidence in 2016 and higher confidence in 2020.

The coefficients on personal ideology and policy
support reveal respondent-level differences in voter
confidence that are independent of the procedures used
in a respondent’s state. Voters who self-report as more
conservative express lower confidence in the accuracy
of their state’s vote count on average, as do respondents
who support photo identification laws. In contrast,
respondents who favor ballot access expanding pro-
cedures—such as same-day registration, automatic voter
registration, and all-mail voting—report higher average
levels of confidence.

Of primary interest, however, is the relationship
between procedural congruence and voter confidence.
Figure 4 shows a positive association between proce-
dural congruence and voter confidence that varies
across partisan groups. The effect of procedural con-
gruence is largest among unaffiliated voters, for whom
moving from complete disagreement to full agreement
increases the average predicted probability of expres-
sing confidence in their state’s results by 0.21.

Among partisans, moving from complete disagree-
ment to full agreement over the use of these four
procedures is predicted to change the probability of
expressing confidence by 0.15 among Republicans and
0.05 among Democrats. Compared to the effect of
winning, the total effect of procedural congruence is
roughly half as large among Republicans and compa-
rable in magnitude among Democrats.

FIGURE 4. Correlates of Confidence in Own-State Election Results

% Procedural Agreement

Party Pres. Cand. Won State i._._‘ ——
Personal Ideology (1-5) *.i
Supports Photo ID 4%.
Supports All-Mail Voting i_._ =
Supports Auto Reg. i_‘_ -
Supports Same Day Reg. Er._*
Year: 2014 ‘:
Year: 2016 —e— i ——
Year:2020 —-—="""l .
Year: 2022 *E_._
Year: 2024 ¢
-0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3

@ Democrat 9 Republican Other

!

Coefficient Estimate

Note: Estimated coefficients for Equation 1. 95% confidence intervals are based on standard errors clustered by state. Complete results are

reported in Table A2 in the Supplementary Material. See Appendix E of the Supplementary Material for alternative specifications.
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The asymmetric partisan associations are intriguing,
but the underlying mechanisms are difficult to identify
given the nature of the data. Three of the four policies—
all-mail voting, automatic voter registration, and same-
day registration—are more commonly supported by
Democrats. As Figure 3 shows, Democrats report higher
baseline confidence than Republicans, which may atten-
uate the marginal effect of procedural congruence due to
ceiling effects. Finally, Republicans and unaffilated
respondents may be more responsive to procedural
(mis)alignment because of heightened elite rhetoric sur-
rounding election administration; Republican leaders
have been significantly more vocal than Democratic
leaders in criticizing election procedures and raising
doubts about their legitimacy, for example, Republican
messaging in 2024 regarding “Stop the Steal” and “Too
Big to Rig” (Cortellessa 2024). Regardless of the
mechanism(s), the results suggest that voters’ confidence
is not merely a function of who wins, but it also matters
whether voters agree with the procedures being used.’

Voter confidence may depend less on broad align-
ment with a state’s overall policy portfolio than on
reactions to the specific election procedures actually
in use. To evaluate this possibility and to distinguish the
effects of supporting a procedure from opposing one, |
construct an alternative measure of procedural congru-
ence based solely on respondents’ agreement with the
procedures used in their state. I then estimate the
probability that respondent i expresses confidence in
the accuracy of their state’s vote count by leveraging
within-state procedural variation and estimating:

Pr(Y; =1) = ap + f;SupportPhotoID; + S,SupportAllMail;
+ B3SupportMailChoice;
+ p4SupportlnPersonEarly; + y; PhotolD;
+ p,AllMail; + y;EarlyMail,
+ y4,InPersonEarly,
+ 01 (PhotolD; x SupportPhotolD;)
+ 0,(AllMail; x SupportAllMail,)
+ d3(EarlyMail; x SupportMailChoice;)
+ d4(InPersonEarly; x SupportInPersonEarly;)
+ Oime + Ostate.

)

Because y captures the conditional association
between a procedure and voter confidence among respon-
dents who oppose that procedure, and y + & captures the
corresponding association among those who support it, I
expect y <0 and y + 6 > 0. However, there is little theo-
retical guidance regarding the relative magnitudes of these

° To better understand how congruence with specific policies affects
election confidence, I disaggregate the procedural congruence mea-
sure and estimate the association between confidence and congru-
ence for each policy. Appendix G of the Supplementary Material
shows that congruence with each policy is associated with higher
confidence, and that the cumulative effect of agreement across all
four policies is substantively comparable to the effect of living in a
politically aligned state using the aggregate measure analyzed in
the text.
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effects; it is unclear whether opposition or support for a
procedure in use has a larger association with voter confi-
dence and whether this varies by policy.

Figure 5 summarizes these relationships and shows
that, in general, opposing policies in use is associated
with larger reductions in voter confidence than the
increases associated with supporting those policies.
Regardless of partisanship, voters who oppose same-
day registration, automatic registration, or photo iden-
tification report lower confidence in the accuracy of
state election results when those policies are used
compared to similar voters in states where the policies
are not in effect. In contrast, supporters of each policy
express similar levels of confidence regardless of
whether the policy is in use. The largest positive asso-
ciation occurs among Republican supporters of all-mail
voting, but only 14% of Republicans express such a
preference and those preferences are contrary to most
Republican elite messaging (Clinton et al. 2022).'°

The asymmetric relationship between policy support
and opposition is notable, but the mechanisms gener-
ating this asymmetry are difficult to isolate given the
observational nature of the data. As noted earlier, a
limitation in generalizing the estimated effects of policy
support and opposition is that three of the four policies
I am able to examine expand voting access. Combined
with Democrats’ higher baseline confidence (92 % com-
pared to 81% among Republicans), this creates poten-
tial ceiling effects for policy supporters while leaving
considerable room for confidence declines among
opponents. The asymmetry may also reflect differential
measurement error: respondents who oppose a policy
may be more aware of whether it is being used than
those who support it, which could attenuate estimated
effects among supporters. Despite these complications,
the central finding is clear: congruence between individ-
ual views and election procedures is associated with
voter confidence, particularly among unaffiliated voters
and Republicans who oppose the procedures in use.

EXPERIMENTAL ANALYSES

Two limitations of the observational analyses motivate
the experimental design. First, some respondents in
postelection surveys may lack accurate information
about the procedures used in their state. Second, policy
support may be endogenous to institutional change if
voters adjust their attitudes in response to procedural
adoption or related elite messaging. Although partisan
procedural attitudes appear relatively stable over time
and across states (Appendix B of the Supplementary
Material), any opinion shifts induced by procedural

10 There is also a curious negative effect on confidence for Republi-
cans supporting photo ID indicating that Republicans who support
photo identification laws express slightly less confidence in states
with photo ID laws compared to similar Republicans who support
photo ID laws living in states without such laws. This suggests that
Republicans who support photo ID laws in states with photo ID laws
may be less confident in the accuracy of election results than Repub-
licans who oppose photo ID laws but live in states with photo ID laws.
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FIGURE 5. Effects of Supporting and Opposing Election Procedures on Voter Confidence

95% Confidence Intervals clustered by state

Oppqse
Same-Day Reg. - ﬁ ;
Photo ID{ ———@— —— ;
Automatic Reg. 1 $ ;
All-Mail Voting - %
Supp:ort
Same-Day Reg. 1 #
Photo 1D+ Hf._ir.
Automatic Reg. 1 ’_’?F
All-Mail Voting ._’_é_‘ . ——
-0.2 -0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2
Effect of Policy Presence
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Note: The figure plots the conditional marginal association between policy use and voter confidence for respondents who oppose a

procedure (y) and for those who support it (y + d), as estimated in Equation 2. Standard errors are clustered by state.

change would bias estimates of the relationship between
procedural agreement and voter confidence.

To address these limitations and expand the analysis
to other procedures (e.g., no-excuse mail voting and
early in-person voting), I conducted a survey experi-
ment using 15,000 respondents in the month prior to the
2024 election. Respondents were first asked their opin-
ion toward various election procedures and then asked
to evaluate five hypothetical election scenarios, one at a
time, by indicating their confidence in the accuracy of
the vote count of each (see Appendix I of the Supple-
mentary Material for details). Because procedural
opinions were elicited prior to the evaluation of the
election scenarios, the experiment avoids concerns
about endogenous procedural preferences. To maximize
awareness of the randomized procedures, scenario
descriptions were intentionally sparse and centered
on the procedures themselves.

The procedures in each scenario were randomized
subject to two constraints. First, scenarios excluded
logically inconsistent combinations (e.g., all-mail voting
paired with strict photo identification). Second, each
respondent evaluated five of six randomly selected
procedural portfolios under a fixed, randomly assigned
partisan environment: a nonpartisan condition (33%),
a Democrat-led state (33%), or a Republican-led state

(33%). Holding the partisan environment constant
within respondent ensures that within-person variation
in confidence reflects differences in election procedures
rather than changes in partisan context. This design
limits satisficing based on partisan cues, though the
effect of partisan control is therefore identified through
between-subject comparisons.!! Because procedural
portfolios were assigned independently of partisan con-
text, an average of 1,394 respondents evaluated each of
the 6 x 3 = 18 experimental conditions.

The estimated effects capture how procedural con-
gruence shapes respondents’ beliefs about electoral
legitimacy in a setting that abstracts from additional
contextual information such as elite messaging. Given
the experiment’s emphasis on procedural salience and
isolation from competing cues, these estimates are per-
haps best interpreted as an upper bound on real-world
effects (Brutger et al. 2023).

1 Because partisan control may carry informational content beyond
the treatment label itself (e.g., inferences about a state’s demo-
graphic, cultural, or institutional characteristics), this design may
violate the information equivalence assumption (Dafoe, Zhang,
and Caughey 2018). To assess sensitivity to this concern, I replicate
the analyses separately within each partisan condition, yielding
substantively similar results.
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FIGURE 6. Average Confidence by Condition by Partisanship
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Note: Averages and 95% confidence intervals are reported for the randomized scenarios. See Appendix | of the Supplementary Material for

question wording and details.

Figure 6 reports the average confidence expressed by
Democrats, Republicans, and unaffiliated voters across
the experimental conditions. Consistent with the parti-
san differences documented in Figure 1, Democrats
express higher confidence than Republicans in every
scenario. Confidence also varies by procedure, with
respondents expressing higher confidence in conditions
that include photo identification and lower confidence
in those featuring all-mail voting.

To assess the contribution of each randomized sce-
nario feature to voter confidence, I construct indicators
for the presence of each feature and estimate their
effects on the probability that a respondent expresses
confidence in the accuracy of the vote count. Effects are
estimated relative to a baseline scenario in which the
state does not require photo identification and voting
only occurs in-person on Election Day. Specifically, I
estimate the following specification, clustering stan-
dard errors by respondent:!?

Y; = a + g, Dem led + ,Rep led + y, PhotoID; 3)
+ p,InPersonEarly; + y;EarlyMail; + y,AllMail;.

12 Appendix I of the Supplementary Material reports similar results
using respondent fixed effects.
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Figure 7 presents the estimated coefficients for each
partisan specification. Republicans express higher con-
fidence when scenarios are described as occurring in a
Republican-led state and lower confidence when they
are described as occurring in a Democrat-led state,
relative to scenarios in which state partisanship is not
specified. Democrats respond in the opposite direction.
The similarity in the magnitude of in-party and out-party
effects across Democrats and Republicans indicates
broadly symmetric partisan responses to the political
context.

Across policies, photo identification has the largest
effect on voter confidence for every partisan group. Its
magnitude exceeds both the combined positive effects
of all other procedures and the effect associated with
residing in a state governed by co-partisans by roughly
a factor of 10 among Republicans and a factor of 3
among Democrats. By contrast, default all-mail voting
uniformly reduces confidence, while other procedures
exert smaller and more polarized effects: in-person
early voting and optional vote-by-mail modestly increase
confidence among Democrats but reduce confidence
among Republicans.

To decompose the effect of procedural congruence
by policy agreement, I allow the effect of each proce-
dure to vary by respondents’ policy support, using an
interactive specification analogous to that used in the
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FIGURE 7. Procedural and Partisan Determinants of Voter Confidence

Republican state o, ; -
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All-mail voting o ;
Early voting by mail @ ; P
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Note: Standard errors are clustered by respondent. Coefficients are reported in Table A11 in the Supplementary Material. See Appendix | of
the Supplementary Material for similar results using respondent fixed effects. Effects are relative to the baseline of in-person Election Day

voting in a state without photo ID.

observational analyses (Equation 2). For each policy, I ~ policies, but Republican confidence declines for every
allow the respondent’s evaluation to vary based on their ~ policy apart from photo ID.!*

support for the policy, whether the policy is present In contrast to the observational analyses, the exper-
in the experimental vignette, and an interaction between  imental results indicate that procedural agreement can
support and presence (e.g., f;SupportPhotolD; + increase voter confidence when the supported proce-
y;PhotolD; + ¢;(PhotolD; x SupportPhotoID;). If  dure is present. This pattern is driven primarily by
congruence matters, we should expect to find nega-  photo identification: among supporters in every parti-

tive effects for y;—the effect of the policy on voter  san group, the confidence gain associated with photo
confidence among those who are opposed to the  identification exceeds all other policy effects and is
policy—and positive effects for y; + 6 —the effect  substantially larger than the effect of partisan control
of a policy among those who approve of that policy.!>  of the state (by nearly a factor of three). That this

Figure 8 graphs the estimated change in a voter’s  confidence increase appears among both Republicans,
probability of expressing confidence in the accuracy =~ whose elites typically champion the policy, and Demo-
of the vote count relative to the baseline condition  crats, whose elites largely oppose it, is consistent with
among supporters and opponents for each policy by  an interpretation emphasizing shared beliefs about
partisanship. electoral integrity rather than partisan elite messaging.

Mirroring earlier observational results, respondents ~ Support for all-mail voting is also associated with
express less confidence in scenarios that use procedures  higher confidence when the procedure is present across
they disagree with. Partisan asymmetries exist, how-  partisan groups, though the magnitude of this effect is
ever. Among Democrats, only the use of all-mail voting ~ considerably smaller than that of photo identification.
reduces voter confidence among those opposed to the ~ More generally, Democrats exhibit positive confidence
effects across all procedures when they align with their
policy preferences.

Overall, the experimental findings reinforce the
13 B, is the harder to interpret as it reflects the confidence ofavoterin ~ observational evidence that procedural agreement
the absence of the policy—an effect that reflects both the absence of a

policy and also whether those who support the policy are more or less
confidence than those who do not. Appendix J of the Supplementary

Material allows the effects to vary based on respondents’ lived 4 The effect of opposing photo ID among Republicans and inde-
experiences in partisan strongholds as well as other orientations pendents is curious, but small; only 7.6% of Republicans and 16.4%
and beliefs that may affect the impact of procedural agreement of independents do not strongly or somewhat support photo identi-
(e.g., political interest) and finds similar substantive conclusions. fication.
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FIGURE 8. Average Marginal Effects by Respondent Support
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Note: Standard errors are clustered by respondents.

affects voter confidence. As in the observational ana-
lyses, partisan context matters: respondents express
different levels of confidence depending on whether
elections are conducted in partisan-dominated states.
At the same time, the experimental results reveal
substantively meaningful effects of procedural agree-
ment that operate above and beyond partisan context.
The consistency in the direction and relative magni-
tude of these effects across observational and exper-
imental analyses is reassuring, even if the estimates
are not directly comparable in scale. Although photo
identification appears more consequential in the
experimental setting than in the observational data,
both approaches show that procedural agreement can
rival—and in some cases exceed—the effects associ-
ated with partisan control and electoral outcomes.'>

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

We care about voters’ confidence in elections not only
because acceptance of electoral outcomes by losing
candidates and their supporters is critical to the peace-
ful transfer of power (Anderson et al. 2005; Norris 2014),
but also because confidence in election outcomes is
closely tied to support for broader democratic processes

15 The larger experimental effect of photo identification may reflect
the design’s emphasis on procedural salience, whereas the observa-
tional analyses may understate its impact by pooling respondents who
differ in their awareness of state election procedures.
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and institutions (Carey et al. 2019; Layman, Lee, and
Wolbrecht 2024). Confidence grounded primarily in
electoral victory is not a sustainable foundation for
electoral legitimacy, as it offers little basis for acceptance
among those who lose. Assessing whether voter confi-
dence is shaped by agreement with electoral procedures
is therefore central to understanding the potential for
creating and sustaining a shared foundation of electoral
legitimacy (Tyler 2006).

The observational and experimental analyses show
that election procedures are not merely background
institutions, but central objects of political evaluation.
Winning is an important determinant of voter confi-
dence, but so too is agreeing with the rules used to
conduct those elections. This association appears consis-
tently across research designs and empirical specifica-
tions, suggesting that procedural agreement constitutes a
substantively important source of electoral confidence.

The association between procedural agreement
and voter confidence, however, is not symmetric.
Disagreement with election procedures is associated
with substantially larger losses in confidence than the
gains associated with agreement, indicating that proce-
dural conflict is particularly damaging to electoral con-
fidence. These losses are most pronounced among
Republicans and unaffiliated voters. Among the pro-
cedures examined, photo identification stands out as
especially consequential for voter confidence, with an
association that in some cases rivals that of winning and
which also exceeds the combined associations of the
other policies examined.
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Together, the findings clarify the importance of dis-
tinguishing between outcome-based and procedure-
based legitimacy. Confidence grounded primarily in
electoral victory is inherently zero-sum: it confers legit-
imacy on winners while offering little basis for accep-
tance among those who lose. Confidence rooted in
procedural agreement, by contrast, offers a more gen-
eralizable foundation because it is not tied to a particular
electoral outcome. Viewed in this light, the findings offer
a limited basis for optimism: if voter confidence depends
in part on agreement with the electoral procedures being
used, then using commonly accepted election rules can
help sustain confidence among those who lose.

The conditional nature of procedure-based legitimacy
also highlights a paradox at the heart of democratic
representation and electoral legitimacy. Election rules
that are responsive to partisan preferences may enhance
representational alignment, yet that same responsiveness
can undermine shared confidence in electoral outcomes
when procedural agreement hardens along partisan lines
or becomes politicized. Under such circumstances, there
may no longer be a shared procedural basis for confi-
dence in electoral outcomes among those who lose.

In a federal system of election administration, this
paradox takes on particular significance. Decentralized
election administration allows states to adopt proce-
dures that are responsive to partisan preferences, but
that same responsiveness can make it harder to sustain
shared confidence among those who oppose the result-
ing rules. Within states, partisan majorities that enact
procedures favored primarily by their base risk eroding
confidence among political minorities. Across states,
the problem can intensify when closely contested
national outcomes hinge on results produced under
divergent and increasingly polarized procedures, invit-
ing skepticism about the results of elections conducted
under different rules. In this sense, procedural respon-
siveness, while normatively attractive from a represen-
tational standpoint, can undermine electoral legitimacy
if it produces divergent portfolios of election rules and
procedural agreement hardens along partisan lines.

Taken together, the findings show that agreement
with electoral procedures is a meaningful source of
electoral confidence. At the same time, they highlight
how difficult it may be to sustain such confidence when
opinions about election rules are, or can be, polarized
(Biggers 2019; Biggers and Bowler 2022; Graham and
Svolik 2020; Kingzette et al. 2021; Layman et al. 2010;
Lenz 2012). Precisely because procedural agreement is
both consequential and fragile, understanding how
election rules shape voter confidence remains central
to debates over democratic legitimacy.
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