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Although national elections in Latin America are now described as reasonably free and fair
by international observations teams, electoral processes are still affected by a series of
malpractices (unequal access to the media and public resources, registration problems,
vote buying). These irregularities negatively affect citizens’ trust in elections. In this paper,
we analyze the consequences of low trust in elections and exposure to vote buying
practices on electoral participation in Latin America. Using data from the 2010 wave of
LAPOP surveys, we find that perceiving that the election is unfair reduces the willingness
to participate in national elections, but receiving material incentives during the campaign
has the opposite effect of increasing electoral participation. We also show that the effect of
trust in elections on turnout is larger in countries where voting is not mandatory.

� 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Over the last thirty years, electoral processes in Latin
America have become significantly cleaner. Outright elec-
toral manipulation is rare, and Latin American countries
have adopted a series of reforms to ensure free and fair
elections (Donno and Roussias, 2012; Foweraker and
Krznaric, 2002). However, serious irregularities still affect
electoral processes in the region, such as the lack of clear
and enforceable electoral rules, registration problems, un-
equal access to the media, and vote buying. The perception
of these irregularities is amplified by a freer media, and by
political losers whowant to divert attention from their own
responsibility. This reality produces a high level of distrust
in electoral processes in Latin America.

The literature on electoral integrity in Latin America has
focused its attention on the institutional side of the problem
(Barrientos, 2011; Eisenstadt, 2004; Foweraker and Krznaric,
2002; Hartlyn et al., 2008). In this paper, we focus instead
on the attitudinal and behavioral consequences of electoral
om (M. Carreras),
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misconduct. More specifically, we look at the impact of trust
in elections and exposure to vote buying on electoral
participation.

The paper will proceed as follows: First, we will discuss
the real and perceived ills of Latin American elections,
describing specific electoral malpractices that are still
encountered in different countries in the region. We will
also discuss how these malpractices affect electoral trust in
the region. Then, we will present our theory about the
consequences of electoral distrust and exposure to vote
buying practices for electoral participation, fromwhich we
derive a series of testable hypotheses. Following the
research design, we present our results. We find that when
citizens perceive elections to be unfair, they tend to vote
less. However, exposure to vote buying has the opposite
effect of increasing electoral participation. Finally, we show
that the impact on trust in elections on turnout is contin-
gent on compulsory voting laws.

We make three contributions to the comparative elec-
toral behavior literature. First, we demonstrate that trust in
elections is a strong determinant of electoral participation.
Second,we show that not all aspects of electoralmisconduct
lead to a decrease in voter turnout. Citizens who receive
material incentives during the campaign are more likely to
vote than thosewhodonot. Third,weshowthat institutional
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1 On the different types of linkage between parties and citizens, see
Lawson (1980) and Kitschelt (2000).

M. Carreras, Y. _Irepo�glu / Electoral Studies 32 (2013) 609–619610
variables, suchas compulsoryvoting, interactwithoneof the
individual-level effects analyzed in this paper.

2. Real and perceived ills of Latin American elections

The quality of electoral processes in Latin America has
increased considerably since the beginning of the Third
Wave of democratization. Although the rule of law is still
imperfect,many national elections in LatinAmerica are now
described as reasonably free and fair by scholars and in-
ternational observation teams. Undeniably, the formal in-
stitutions of procedural democracy have spread in Latin
America in the last thirty years (Foweraker and Krznaric,
2002). Independent electoral institutions have been estab-
lished in several countries (Barrientos, 2011; Eisenstadt,
2004; Hartlyn et al., 2008). Despite these undeniable im-
provements, electoral processes in many Latin American
countries still suffer from a series of malpractices. In this
paper, we define electoral malpractices as irregularities in
the administration of elections which violate the relevant
local laws and a series ofwidely accepted democratic norms
and international standards. These irregularitiesmay reflect
deliberatewrong-doing byelection officials or negligence in
the part of state institutions, and can take place at any stage
of the electoral process (except the vote count). A brief re-
view of the reports issued by the international organiza-
tions monitoring elections in Latin America and other
secondary sources clearly shows that Latin American elec-
tions suffer from different electoral malpractices.

2.1. Unequal access to the media and public resources

One of themost commonmalpractices in Latin American
elections is the unequal access to media and money for
differentparties. In fact, oneof themain concerns inelectoral
processes in the region is the limited broadcast airtime
allotted to opposition parties. Incumbent parties tend to be
muchmore present in themedia because they canusepublic
resources to buy political advertising (OAS, 2003, 2006b).
Most countries do have election laws that seek to provide
equitable media access for all the contenders. But the bigger
parties often find ways to circumvent these rules. In other
cases, incumbent governments use the public media to
provideabiasedcoverageof thecampaign tilting thebalance
in favorof the incumbentcandidates (CarterCenter, 2008:6).

2.2. Registration problems

Democratic norms require that all citizens have equal
rights to participate in elections. This right is often
compromised in Latin America due to the inability of some
Latin American states to ensure an accurate voter regis-
tration. The voter roll still has serious deficiencies in many
Latin American countries, leaving thousands of voters dis-
enfranchised (Carter Center, 2003; OAS, 2005). These
technical problems are mostly due to negligence or state
inefficiency, rather than to a clear intent to influence the
outcome of the elections. However, citizens who are not
able to register or who are exposed to stories about these
registration deficiencies in the media may lose confidence
in the electoral process as a whole.
2.3. Vote buying

Once citizens have formed their preferences, they must
be able to freely express them on election day without
facing outside pressures. Vote buying is an external pres-
sure on voters which is prevalent in Latin America (Auyero,
2000; Calvo and Murillo, 2004; Fox, 1994; Martz, 1997).
Vote buying can be defined as “the proffering to voters of
cash or (more commonly) minor consumption goods by
political parties, in office or in opposition, in exchange for
the recipient’s vote” (Brusco et al., 2004: 67). Vote buying
practices represent a clear violation of electoral fairness. On
the one hand, vote buying distorts the spirit of democratic
elections which should foster programmatic linkages be-
tween parties and voters, rather than material exchanges.1

On the other hand, vote buying practices create an unbal-
ance between parties that have access to material resources
(e.g. incumbent parties) and parties deprived of these
resources.

2.4. Political losers and perception of electoral fairness

We have discussed so far a series of irregularities that
mar electoral processes in Latin America. The perception
that elections are unfair is partly linked to these irregular-
ities, but it also emerges from the complaints of the losers
in the elections. Political losers often exaggerate the elec-
toral malpractices of the winners in order not to accept
their own responsibility in the electoral defeat and to retain
the support of their electoral bases (Hellinger, 2011: 442–
445). Even elections that are widely recognized as free and
fair by several observation teams are sometimes
denounced as manipulated by the candidates that lose. For
instance, Hipólito Mejía only conceded defeat in the most
recent presidential elections in the Dominican Republic in
May 2012 after denouncing that the elections had been
manipulated by the incumbent government. These claims
appear to have been exaggerated by the runner-up for
political reasons (Malamud, 2012).

3. Low trust in elections in Latin America

In the previous section, we showed that Latin American
citizens are exposed to a series of important irregularities
during elections. We also pointed out that claims of elec-
toral malpractices are often exaggerated by political losers
and by opposition media linked with the defeated parties.
Hence, it is not surprising that trust in elections is quite low
in Latin America despite the significant improvements in
the quality of electoral processes in the region since the
beginning of the third wave of democratization. As we can
see in Fig. 1, the percentage of citizens who distrust elec-
tions is very high in many Latin American countries. Con-
fidence in elections is relatively high in only two countries
(Chile and Uruguay). In most countries, a substantial
segment of the citizenry (between 35% and 50%) expresses
low trust in elections.
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Fig. 1. Percentage of Citizens Who Distrust Elections, LAPOP 2010. Note: In order to construct this table, we calculated the percentage of people in each country
who score 1–3 in the 1–7 trust scale.
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While trust in elections in Latin America appears to be
low at first glance, it is necessary to compare these figures
with the level of confidence in electoral processes in other
regions before reaching definitive conclusions. Table 1 re-
ports the average percentage of citizens who have broad
distrust in elections across countries in different regions.
We also report the regional averages. In order to construct
this table, we used data from the 2010 wave of LAPOP
surveys and from the first wave of Comparative Study of
Electoral Systems (CSES) surveys.2

The information reported in Table 1 shows that distrust
in elections is much higher in Latin America than in the
other world regions. One third of Latin American voters do
not have confidence in elections, and distrust is even higher
in some specific countries (see Fig. 1). The situation is
completely different in consolidated democracies. Only 5%
of respondents on average do not trust the electoral process
in Western Europe and North America. The highest level of
distrust was displayed in Spain with 9.8%, whereas this
number was as low as 1.2% in Germany. In Eastern Europe
and Russia, the average electoral distrust is 16.73%. Thus,
even in a region where democracies are new and fragile
broad electoral distrust ismuch lower than in LatinAmerica.
Trust in elections also appears to be low in Asia, but in no
Asian country does the level of distrust approaches the level
of Latin American countries such as Nicaragua, Paraguay,
and Argentina. The average distrust in Asia is also signifi-
cantly lower than the average distrust in Latin America.
2 The question wording in the different surveys is not the same but
both questions tap confidence in elections. LAPOP surveys simply ask if
citizens trust elections (1–7 scale), whereas CSES surveys ask whether
respondents think that the last elections were conducted fairly (1–5
scale). Broad distrust is operationalized in the following way: re-
spondents who answer 1–3 in the LAPOP surveys and respondents who
answer 1–2 in the CSES surveys.
4. Trust in elections, vote buying, and turnout: theory
and research hypotheses

So far, we have shown that Latin American elections
tend to suffer from a series of irregularities. Although
outright electoral manipulation is rare in the region (Donno
and Roussias, 2012), less serious forms of electoral
misconduct abound and they negatively influence citizens’
trust in electoral processes. As discussed above, trust in
elections is low in most Latin American countries. In this
section, we consider the impact of electoral malpractices
(and the perception thereof) on electoral participation.

4.1. Distrust in elections and turnout

We subscribe to a modified rational choice perspective
that emphasizes the importance of voters’ motivation to
explain electoral participation (Whiteley,1995). In linewith
previous research (Franklin, 1999, 2004), we argue that
citizens participate only when they perceive that their vote
may have an impact on the election results and the policy
outcomes that result from the election. In the words of
Franklin (2004: 6), electoral participation is not “about how
people approach elections; rather, it is mainly about how
elections appear to people”. When citizens perceive that
elections are unfair, they may prefer to stay at home on
election day because they believe that their vote will have
no impact on the electoral results and on the direction of
public policies. As Birch (2010: 1603) summarizes in a
recent contribution “if voters fear that polls are corrupt,
they have less incentive to bother casting a vote; partici-
pating in a process in which they do not have confidence
will be less attractive, and they may well perceive the
outcome of the election to be a foregone conclusion.”

In addition to its direct impact on turnout, trust in
elections may have an indirect impact via efficacy. The



Table 1
Broad distrust in elections in different regions.

Country (year of survey) Proportion of respondents
with broad distrust in
the electoral process (%)

Latin America (LAPOP data)
Argentina (2010) 49.85
Bolivia (2010) 24.52
Brazil (2010) 35.99
Chile (2010) 13.21
Colombia (2010) 42.10
Costa Rica (2010) 25.06
Dominican Republic (2010) 36.87
Ecuador (2010) 39.17
El Salvador (2010) 23.67
Guatemala (2010) 41.35
Honduras (2010) 23.96
Mexico (2010) 36.63
Nicaragua (2010) 53.02
Panama (2010) 19.78
Paraguay (2010) 49.96
Peru (2010) 37.05
Uruguay (2010) 7.01
Venezuela (2010) 38.36
Regional average 33.20
Western Europe and

North America (CSES data)
Canada (1997) 5.20
Denmark (1998) 2.20
Germany (1998) 1.70
Iceland (1999) 6.20
The Netherlands (1998) 1.90
Norway (1997) 3.10
Portugal (2002) 7.00
Spain (1996) 9.80
Sweden (1998) 4.20
Switzerland (1999) 4.90
Great Britain (1997) 3.60
United States (1996) 9.90
Regional average 4.98
Asia (CSES data)
Hong Kong (1998) 18.50
Japan (1996) 27.10
Korea (2000) 30.70
Taiwan (1996) 14.00
Thailand (2001) 37.40
Regional average 25.54
Eastern Europe, Russia,

Baltic Region (CSES data)
Belarus (2001) 27.50
Czech Republic (1996) 4.60
Hungary (1998) 4.90
Lithuania (1997) 26.20
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feeling of political efficacy can be described as the
perception citizens have of being capable of acting effec-
tively in the political arena. Efficacious citizens perceive
that they are capable of influencing government and poli-
tics (Craig and Maggiotto, 1982; Finkel, 1985: 892–893).3 In
modern representative democracies, citizens can be polit-
ically active in different ways. They may freely discuss
about politics, join civic associations, participate in party
activities, and engage in peaceful political demonstrations.
However, the political activity par excellence in a repre-
sentative democracy is participating in elections. Modern
democracies are competitive elitist systems. Citizens are
ruled by others, but select these rulers with their votes
(Manin, 1995). In the words of Manin et al. (1999: 50),
“governments make thousands of decisions that affect in-
dividual welfare; citizens have only one instrument to
control these decisions: the vote.” While citizens cannot
directly influence political decisions, elections serve as a
key mechanism of political representation and account-
ability (Fearon, 1999; Manin et al., 1999). When citizens do
not trust elections, they are less likely to feel politically
efficacious. Since elections are the main mechanism to in-
fluence political decisions in modern representative de-
mocracies, citizens who perceive that elections are rigged
are indeed less inclined to think that political institutions
respond to citizens’ demands. In turn, citizens who do not
feel efficacious are less likely to go to the polls on election
day (Karp and Banducci, 2008; Norris, 2002).4

In spite of the long history of manipulated elections and
the irregularities that currently affect electoral processes in
many Latin American countries, very few studies have
analyzed the impact of perception of fairness on electoral
participation in Latin America. In a pathbreaking article,
McCann and Domínguez (1998) demonstrated using survey
data that perception of electoral fraud was negatively
related with voter turnout in Mexico in the early 1990s. We
expect then that trust in elections and electoral participa-
tion arenegatively related in LatinAmerica.However, unlike
most European and North American countries, many
countries in Latin America have compulsory voting rules.
One of the most robust findings of the literature on voter
turnout in Latin America is that electoral participation in-
creases substantially when voting is mandatory (Fornos
et al., 2004; Pérez-Liñán, 2001). Moreover, previous
Poland (1997) 9.30
Romania (1996) 9.20
Russian Federation (2000) 22.80
Slovenia (1996) 11.30
Ukraine (1998) 34.80
Regional average 16.73

3 The concept of “political efficacy” comprises two different di-
mensions: “internal” and “external” efficacy. Whereas internal political
efficacy refers “to beliefs about one’s own competence to understand, and
to participate effectively in, politics”, external political efficacy refers to
“to beliefs about the responsiveness of government authorities and in-
stitutions to citizen demands” (Niemi et al., 1991: 1407–1408). We do not
have a good theoretical reason to expect electoral misconduct to be
associated with citizens’ capacity to understand the political world
–“internal” efficacy–, so our theoretical discussion and our empirical
analysis will focus on “external” efficacy.

4 We run some statistical analyses using data from LAPOP 2010 that
confirm that citizens with low trust in elections tend to have lower
feelings of political efficacy. The results show that respondents who
believe that elections are free and fair are more likely to feel that they can
have an impact on the functioning of political institutions, and to perceive
that political leaders listen to what they have to say. The results of these
models are not presented here but are available upon request from the
authors.
studies have shown that the impact of individual resources
and motivations on electoral participation is weaker when
voting is compulsory (Gallego, 2010). If voting is mandatory
and enforced, even citizens who perceive that the elections
areunfairwill participate in order to avoid sanctions, suchas
the impossibility to work in public administration. Hence,
we anticipate that the size of the impact of perception of
electoral fairness on the decision to turnout will be contin-
gent onwhether voting is voluntary or mandatory. The first
hypothesis of this paper follows from this discussion.
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H1: Citizens who have low trust in elections are less
likely to participate in the elections, and the size of this
effect is contingent on compulsory voting laws.

4.2. Vote buying and turnout

Although we hypothesize that the perception that
elections are not fair reduces the likelihood of electoral
participation, we consider that one specific form of elec-
toral malpractice –vote buying– should have a positive
impact on turnout instead. Although the main objective of
vote buying networks is to alter the electoral results in a
way that suits the patron, they also work as a tool of elec-
toral mobilization. The “twin nature of vote buying” is
characterized by electoral manipulation and electoral
mobilization (Schaffer, 2007: 4–8). Even if voters may
receive the benefits and vote as they choose, the existence
of strong clientelistic networks is likely to increase the in-
centives for citizens to go to the polls. Nichter (2008) uses
formal theory and empirical evidence from Argentina to
show that party machines target “unmobilized strong
supporters” rather than “weakly opposed voters” (see
Stokes, 2005). Since it is much easier for vote buying ma-
chines to supervise whether citizens vote than how they
vote, the “turnout-buying” model suggests that machines
are likely to have a positive effect on electoral participation
by mobilizing supporters that would have stayed at home
otherwise (Nichter, 2008). In some US states, such as Cali-
fornia, voters are allowed to receive incentives for voting, as
long as the incentives are not offered to induce a voter to
vote for a particular candidate or ballot measure. However,
political leaders often distribute incentives strategically
increasing turnout among population groups that are more
likely to support them (Hasen, 2000: 1355–1356). This
example again suggests a positive relationship between
“vote buying” and turnout. In many Latin American coun-
tries, political parties develop strong and long-term cli-
entelistic networks at the community level (Auyero, 2000;
Fox, 1994; Martz, 1997). These networks are especially
active during election time and are very effective at mobi-
lizing poor people to vote. Hence, we expect citizens
immersed in vote buying networks to have a higher prob-
ability of voting than the rest of the respondents.

H2: Citizens exposed to vote buying are more likely to
participate in the elections.

4.3. Individual-level factors

Besides including measures of trust in elections and vote
buying, the statistical models will include several control
variables which have been shown in previous research to be
linked with electoral participation. We will first consider a
series of socio-demographic characteristics. The socio-
economic status (SES) model of voter turnout has consis-
tently shown that income and education are positively
associatedwith electoral participation at the individual level.
Individuals with a higher socioeconomic status are more
likely to turnout than poorer and less educated citizens
(Leighley and Nagler,1992;Wolfinger and Rosenstone,1980).
Previous research indicates that individuals with a higher
SES tend to vote more because they are better informed and
have more free time to participate in political activities.
Another essential socio-demographic characteristic is age.
Older citizens are more likely to vote than their younger
counterparts (Niemi and Barkan, 1987; Wolfinger and
Rosenstone, 1980). Young voters may be disoriented by the
different electoral options, thereby preferring to abstain.
Political experience is acquired over time as citizens face
concrete policy issues and learn about the different programs
political parties propose to solve the problems they face.

A series of motivation variables –besides trust in elec-
tions– may also have an impact on the propensity to vote.
The most obvious motivational variable is interest in poli-
tics. Citizens who are not interested in political issues are
more likely to abstain because they are not concerned
about the outcome of the election (Carreras and Castañeda-
Angarita, 2013). Political information also tends to increase
citizens’motivation to participate in the elections. Previous
research has shown that more informed citizens are more
likely to vote because they feel more confident about their
electoral choices (Ghirardato and Katz, 2002). Party iden-
tification is another important motivational variable. Citi-
zens who are attached to a political party obtain a much
higher “expressive” benefit in the elections than those who
fail to form political preferences (Schuessler, 2000). More-
over, partisanship often works as a “heuristic” for voters,
helping them to make sense of the different electoral op-
tions (Campbell et al., 1960).

Finally, voters’ insertion in mobilization networks may
have a positive effect on electoral participation (Verba et al.,
1995). Political discussions often occur in non-political in-
stitutions of adult life (the working place, voluntary associ-
ations). Hence, these institutions might nurture political
interest and increase awareness of the issues at stake in the
elections (Verba et al., 1995). Moreover, several studies show
that large social networks produce politically relevant social
capital (i.e. expertise and political information), which in
turn increases the likelihood that citizens will participate in
the elections (La Due Lake and Huckfeldt, 1998).

4.4. Institutional and contextual factors

Although this analysis focuses at the individual level, it
looks at cross-national data so it is essential to control for
contextual and institutional variables in the model. In this
paper, we pay special attention to compulsory voting.
Comparative research has indeed demonstrated that the in-
centives to vote are stronger when voting is mandatory. This
relationship is strongly supported in the literature, andmany
works estimate the impact between ten and fifteen points
(Blais and Aarts, 2006; Fornos et al., 2004; Jackman, 1987).
However, other studies argue that compulsory voting is only
meaningfulwhen it is enforced (Panagopoulos, 2008). Voting
is mandatory in many Latin American countries, but the
enforcement level varies significantly across countries
(Fornos et al., 2004).

The typeof electionalsomatters. Votersaremore likely to
vote in competitive elections because they perceive that
their vote can influence electoral outcomes (Caldeira and
Patterson, 1982). Relatedly, concurrent elections increase
the importance of voting because they affect the electoral
outcomes of two elections instead of one and help voters to
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identify which candidates represent their interests (Fornos
et al., 2004).

Finally, we will include in our analysis two other
structural factors (the degree of democracy, and GDP per
capita) that have been associated with turnout in previous
research (Blais and Dobrzynska, 1998). Electoral participa-
tion may thrive in more consolidated democracies where
political rights are more widely respected. Economic
development should lead to an increase in turnout because
it makes peoplemore informed and engaged in the political
process (Powell, 1982).
5. Research design

5.1. Data

Data for the subsequent empirical analysis are drawn
from the 2010 Americas Barometer. The survey is admin-
istered by the Latin American Public Opinion Project
(LAPOP) at Vanderbilt University. The LAPOP surveys are
constructed very carefully so as to maximize their repre-
sentativeness (see Appendix 1 for more technical infor-
mation). The big advantage of LAPOP surveys to understand
public opinion trends in Latin America is their broad
comparability. The same questions are asked to re-
spondents in different countries across Latin America,
which facilitates a comparative analysis. The 2010 edition
of LAPOP includes eighteen Latin American countries.5

The dependent variable in our statistical analyses is
voter turnout. In the first set of models (models 1 and 2),
we use a dichotomous measure of the respondents who
voted in the last presidential elections: 1 ¼ yes, voted;
0 ¼ no, did not vote. In the second set of models (models 3
and 4), we use the following question: “If the next presi-
dential elections were being held this week, what would
you do?” We recoded the variable as a dummy: 1 ¼ vote
(incumbent, opposition, or null vote), 0 ¼ not vote.
Although the first dependent variable (turnout in previous
presidential elections) has less measurement error –it
measures actual turnout rather than intended turnout–, it
is problematic to analyze the impact of current voter’s
attitudes and perceptions (e.g. trust in elections or effi-
cacy) on past behaviors. Hence, both sets of models are
necessary to assess the impact of electoral malpractices on
turnout.

Themain independent variable in this analysis, electoral
trust, was constructed on the basis of the following ques-
tion: “To what extent do you trust elections?” Responses
were given based on a 1–7 scale, where ‘1’ indicates “not at
all” and ‘7’ indicates “a lot.” Although it is difficult to assess
construct validity, we are confident that the item we use is
really tapping what we want to measure. The level of
abstraction required from respondents in this question is
low. It may be challenging for respondents to answer
questions regarding trust in more abstract concepts such as
5 The statistical analysis will be conducted with data from 18 countries:
Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Re-
public, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua,
Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela.
“democracy” or “political institutions.” Elections are very
concrete institutions and the vast majority of respondents
probably have a clear idea of what the question entails.

Another important independent variable in our study is
“vote buying”, which was constructed using the following
question: “In recent years and thinking about election
campaigns, has a candidate or someone from a political party
offered you something, like a favor, food, or any other benefit
or thing in return for your vote or support? Has this
happened often, sometimes or never?” The question was
intentionally designed to minimize censoring due to social
desirability, by not asking whether the respondents took
the offer. This strategy is often used in studies of other
illegal and stigmatized practices such as corruption (e.g.
Seligson, 2006).6
5.2. Model estimation

In this article, we use data from the Americas Barom-
eter 2010 to explore variation in electoral participation
and to test our hypotheses about the impact of electoral
distrust and exposure to vote buying practices on turnout.
First, we run logistic regression models to assess the effect
of trust in elections and vote buying on the decision to
vote. The use of logistic regressions is appropriate because
our variable of interest –voter turnout– is a dichotomous
variable. In the logistic regressions (models 1 and 3), we
also include dummy variables for each country to measure
whether significant national characteristics (unexplained
by the model) lead to different levels of system support.7

The second set of models (models 2 and 4) employs
multilevel modeling to try to tease out the country-level
factors that have an impact on electoral participation. In
particular, we use a mixed-effects model for binary re-
sponses because the grouping structure of the data con-
sists of two levels of nested groups (individuals nested in
countries).

6. Results

The results of the turnout models are revealing. As ex-
pected, trust in elections is positively associated with
turnout. In other words, citizens who perceive that the
elections are fair are more likely to go to the polls. The
coefficient for the variable “trust in elections” is positive
and statistically significant in the four models in Table 2.
This confirms the findings of previous studies (Birch, 2010).

Our analysis also brings an important nuance, by
showing that people who are exposed to a specific form of
electoral misconduct –vote buying– are more likely to
participate in the elections because they are monitored by
efficient electoral machines (see models 1 and 2). Inter-
estingly, however, this effect is not sustained in the long
term. Citizens whowere exposed to vote buying in previous
elections appear to lose confidence in future electoral
6 Al the other variables used in the statistical models below are
described in Appendix 2.

7 Estimates of the country dummies are not reported but the full model
is available upon request from the authors.



Table 2
Determinants of electoral participation, LAPOP 2010.

Variables Reported turnout Intention to turnout

(1) Logistic
(fixed
effects)

(2) Random
intercept

(3) Logistic
(fixed
effects)

(4) Random
intercept

Electoral malpractice
Trust in

elections
.059*** .059*** .124*** .125***
(.011) (.011) (.013) (.013)

Exposure to
vote buying

.097*** .096*** �.083* �.084*
(.037) (.037) (.045) (.045)

Socioeconomic resources
Income .004 .005 .014 .015

(.010) (.010) (.012) (.012)
Education .290*** .291*** .061* .061*

(.029) (.029) (.035) (.035)
Age .661*** .661*** .030 .031

(.018) (.018) (.021) (.021)

Motivations
Political

Efficacy
�.025*** �.024** .033*** .034***
(.010) (.010) (.012) (.012)

Interest in
politics

.122*** .122*** .441*** .441***
(.021) (.021) (.028) (.028)

Party
identification

.554*** .555*** 1.394*** 1.393***
(.045) (.045) (.066) (.066)

Political
information

.108*** .107*** .085*** .084***
(.019) (.019) (.024) (.024)

Networks
Employment

status
.453*** .451*** .229*** .228***
(.037) (.037) (.047) (.047)

Civic
engagement

.197*** .198*** .136*** .136***
(.021) (.021) (.027) (.027)

Country-level
factors

Compulsory
vote

.500** .773***
(.210) (.251)

Concurrent
elections

.899* .577
(.474) (.579)

Closeness .022*
(.012)

GDP per capita �.000 �.000
(.000) (.000)

Polity IV �.112 �.161
(.101) (.126)

Constant �2.740*** �2.818*** �.921*** �.407
(.136) (.892) (.168) (.911)

Random effects
intercept

.434*** .569***
(.077) (.108)

Observations 23,364 23,364 18,250 18,250

Standard errors in parentheses.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

8 The coefficient for the efficacy variable is negative and statistically
significant in models 1 and 2, but it is problematic to assess the impact of
current attitudes on previous behaviors so we focus on models 3 and 4 for
the interpretation of motivation variables.
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processes and become more cynical. The results in models
3 and 4 actually show that citizens who received material
incentives to participate in previous elections are less likely
to vote in future contests.

The control variables also predict electoral participation
in the expected direction. Unsurprisingly, older and more
educated individuals are more likely to participate in na-
tional elections. The coefficient measuring age has the ex-
pected direction but is just short of statistical significance
in the “intention to turnout” models. The effect of age may
beweaker in thesemodels becausemany young votersmay
declare an intention to vote for one party in future elec-
tions, but then stay home on election day. Motivational
factors also matter. Citizens who are efficacious, politically
interested, informed, and identified with a political party
are more motivated to vote.8 Immersion in mobilization
networks encourages electoral participation. Individuals
who hold a stable job and citizens who are members of
non-political associations have a higher propensity to vote.
Finally, a series of contextual and institutional variables
also influence electoral participation in Latin America.
Electoral participation tends to be higher when elections
are concurrent, voting is mandatory, and the result of the
election is close.

Table 3 shows the predicted probabilities of voting in
Latin America at different levels of the independent vari-
ables, when all the other variables are held at their median
values. The predicted probabilities reveal that two socio-
demographic variables (age and education) are the best
predictors of reported turnout in Latin America (see
Carreras and Castañeda-Angarita, 2013). Intention to
participate is better explained by a series of attitudes that
capture the motivation of voters to go to the polls.

In both sets of models, however, trust in elections has a
substantial impact on the likelihood of voting. According to
the “reported turnout” model, those who have high trust in
elections have a 90.2% probability of voting whereas citizens
with low trust in elections have an86.6% probability of voting
only. In the model measuring intention to vote in the future
presidential elections, the gap between citizens who trust
elections and those who do not is larger. Citizens with high
trust in elections have an 89.1%probability of voting,whereas
citizenswith low trust in elections have a 79.4%probability of
voting.Thiseffect is similar insize to the impactof all theother
motivation variables in the model (political interest, party
identification, political information). This suggests that elec-
toral irregularities have a negative effect on participation
when they are visible enough as to affect public confidence in
the electoral process.

Table 3 also reveals that a specific form of electoral
malpractice –vote buying– has the opposite effect of
increasing the probability of turnout. The predicted proba-
bilities inTable 3 show that citizenswhowere never exposed
to vote buying have a predicted probability of voting of
79.7%, whereas citizens often exposed to vote buying have a
predicted probability of voting of 82.2%. This effect is
considerable, but weaker than the impact of most of the
other variables in themodel. However, given the tendency of
individuals immersed in clientelistic networks not to report
it (Gonzalez-Ocantos et al., 2012), it is plausible that the ef-
fect is actually stronger than what the analysis reveals.
Interestingly, the effect of vote buying is different in the long
term. While citizens are more likely to vote when they
receivematerial incentives during the campaign, exposure to
vote buying reduces long term electoral participation. The
predicted probability of declaring an intention to vote in the
next presidential elections is 74.4% for citizens who were
never exposed to vote buying in recent electoral cycles, but
only 71.1% for citizens often exposed to vote buying practices.



Table 3
Predicted probabilities of electoral participation in Latin America, LAPOP
2010.

Value on the independent
variables

Predicted
probability

Predicted
probability

Reported
turnout

Intention
to turnout

All variables at their median 88.5 84.8
Low trust in elections (1) 86.6 79.4
High trust in elections (7) 90.2 89.1
Never exposed to vote buying 88.5 84.8
Sometimes exposed to vote buying 89.4 83.7
Often exposed to vote buying 90.3 82.6
Low education 81.2 81.9
High education 91.1 84.4
Age 18–24 67.5 84.0
Age 25–34 80.0 84.4
Age 35–49 88.5 84.8
Age 50–64 93.7 85.2
Age > 64 96.6 85.6
Low political efficacy (1) 88.9 83.9
High political efficacy (7) 87.5 86.5
Low political interest (1) 87.2 78.3
High political interest (4) 90.7 93.1
Identified with a party 93.0 95.8
Not identified with a party 88.5 84.8
Low political information (1) 83.4 80.0
High political information (5) 88.5 84.8
Unemployed 83.1 81.7
Employed 88.5 84.8
No membership in civic

organizations
86.3 83.0

Membership in one civic
organization

88.5 84.8

Membership in two civic
organizations

90.4 86.5

Membership in three or more
civic organizations

91.9 88.0

Table 4
Determinants of electoral participation (interactive model), LAPOP 2010.

Variables Reported turnout

Random intercept model

Electoral malpractice
Trust in elections .100***

(.017)
Exposure to vote buying .096**

(.037)

Socioeconomic resources
Income .005

(.010)
Education .295***

(.029)
Age .663***

(.018)

Motivations
Political efficacy �.025***

(.010)
Interest in politics .122***

(.021)
Party identification .553***

(.045)
Political information .108***

(.019)

Networks
Employment status .449***

(.037)
Civic engagement .198***

(.021)

Country-level factors
Compulsory vote .669***

(.221)
Compulsory vote*Trust in elections -.042***

.013
Concurrent elections .893*

(.484)
Closeness .023*

(.012)
GDP per capita �.000

(.001)
Polity IV �.103

(.103)
Constant �3.060***

(.914)
Random effects intercept .471***

(.083)
Observations 23364

Standard errors in parentheses.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

9 This variable measures whether voting is voluntary (0), compulsory
but not enforced (1), or compulsory and enforced (2).

M. Carreras, Y. _Irepo�glu / Electoral Studies 32 (2013) 609–619616
This finding suggests that voting is not habit forming
(see Gerber et al., 2003) when it responds to material in-
centives. Unless they are re-mobilized by vote buying ma-
chines, citizens who received material incentives to
participate in past elections are actually less likely to vote in
the future. On the one hand, receiving material incentives
may decrease citizens’ trust in electoral processes. Citizens
exposed to vote buying practices are more aware that
parties commit several irregularities during the electoral
process, and may become disenchanted with democratic
politics and elections –unless of course they keep receiving
material incentives to vote. On the other hand, the results
may simply reflect that individuals who cast a vote because
of vote buying are not likely to be dedicated voters in the
first place. For many of these voters, the only way to get
them to the polls is to give them a payoff.

7. Compulsory voting and trust in elections:
interactive effects

The literature on voter turnout in Latin America has
repeatedly shown that the level of electoral participation is
higher in countries in which voting is mandatory and
sanctions for non-voting are enforced (Fornos et al., 2004;
Pérez-Liñán, 2001). Our hierarchical models again
confirm the link between compulsory voting laws and
turnout. Previous research suggests that the individual
motivation to participate in the elections is influenced by
institutional factors, such as compulsory voting (Gallego,
2010). Hence, we expect that the impact of trust in elec-
tions on electoral participation is contingent on whether
voting is compulsory. In order to test this hypothesis, we
run an additional mixed-effects (random intercept) logistic
regression model including an interaction term between a
level-2 variable (compulsory voting) and a level-1 variable
(citizen’s trust in elections). As in the previous models,
compulsory voting is measured as a trichotomous vari-
able.9 This model is presented in Table 4.



Low Medium High
No compulsory voting 0.65 0.67 0.69 0.71 0.73 0.75 0.77
Compulsory, not enforced 0.78 0.80 0.81 0.83 0.84 0.85 0.87
Compulsory, enforced 0.93 0.94 0.94 0.95 0.95 0.96 0.96
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Fig. 2. Predicted probability of voting by trust in elections and compulsory vote, LAPOP 2010.
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The multi-level model results reported in Table 4 show
strong support for our contention that compulsory voting
rules condition the impact of perceptions of electoral fair-
ness on the decision to vote. The coefficient for the inter-
action term is negative and statistically significant, which
suggests that trust in elections is a much stronger predictor
of electoral participation in countries where compulsory
voting laws do not exist.

In order to estimatemore precisely the attenuating role of
compulsory voting rules, we calculated the predicted prob-
abilities of electoral participation, interacting compulsory
voting laws and trust in elections.10

As can be observed in Fig. 2, the effect of electoral trust
on turnout is weaker in countries where voting is manda-
tory. In countries where voting is compulsory and sanctions
for non-voting are enforced, the predicted probability of
going to the polls only increases from 93% for citizens who
do not trust elections to 96% for citizens who perceive that
the elections are fair. In countries where voting is voluntary,
such probability increases from 65% for trusting individuals
to 77% for non-trusting individuals. In sum, the impact of
trust in elections on the likelihood of voting is much
stronger in countries where voting is not mandatory.11
8. Conclusion

The literature on electoral misconduct has focused its
attention on the institutional side of the problem. In this
article, we explore one of the consequences of electoral
malpractices (and the perception thereof) for political
behavior. We first describe the different problems that
affect the quality of elections in Latin America.We conclude
10 This figure was constructed on the basis of the interactive model in
Table 4. We calculated the predicted probabilities of electoral participa-
tion at different values of trust in elections and compulsory voting laws,
and holding all the other variables at their means.
11 We estimated a similar interactive model to assess whether the
impact of exposure to vote buying is also contingent on whether voting is
compulsory. The results did not show any interactive effect in this case.
This additional model is available upon request from the authors.
that section by showing that a substantial segment of Latin
American citizens does not trust elections. In the rest of the
paper, we analyze the effect of one form of electoral
malpractice (vote buying) and the lack of confidence in
elections on electoral participation in the region.

Our finding that low trust in elections has a negative
impact on turnout is in line with previous research. But we
make two additional contributions. First, we show that not
all forms of electoral malpractice lead to a decline in elec-
toral participation. On the contrary, citizens exposed to
vote buying are more likely to go to the polls than the rest
of the population because vote buying machines are able to
monitor turnout. Second, the impact of trust in elections on
electoral participation is contingent on institutional vari-
ables. We showed that in countries where voting is
mandatory the effect of perception of electoral fairness on
turnout is weaker as disenchanted citizens also vote to
avoid sanctions.

Our conclusions have an important policy implication.
The low trust in electoral processes in Latin America is par-
adoxical because elections have become significantly cleaner
in the last thirty years. Given the negative impact of the
perception of electoral malpractices on citizens’ efficacy and
electoral participation, it is essential that governments and
nongovernmental organizations effectively inform citizens
of the progress made to combat electoral manipulation.
Effective communication channels are needed. For instance,
the fact that independent electoral commissions successfully
monitor elections in many countries needs stronger
emphasis. The public at large should be made aware of their
existence, and of the key role they play to ensure democratic
elections even in dysfunctional democracies.
Appendix 1. Technical information about LAPOP
surveys

Data for the empirical analysis in this article are drawn
from the 2010 Americas Barometer. The survey is admin-
istered by the Latin American Public Opinion Project
(LAPOP) at Vanderbilt University. The LAPOP surveys are
constructed very carefully so as to maximize their



(continued )

Variables Survey items

of at least three of these
associations. A score of 0 was given
to respondents who do not attend meetings
of any of these
associations. Scores of 1 (one association)
and 2 (two associations) were given to
respondents who
attend meetings of some (but not all) of
these associations.

Party
identification

Do you currently identify with a political
party? (recoded into yes ¼ 1, no ¼ 0)

Political
information

About how often do you pay attention to
the news, whether on TV, the radio,
newspapers or the
internet? (recoded into 1 ¼ never.5 ¼ daily)

Political interest How much interest do you have in politics:
a lot, some, little or none? (recoded
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representativeness (see Appendix 1 for more technical in-
formation). The sampling process involves multi-stage
stratification by country, and then sub-stratification
within each country by major geographic region to in-
crease precision. Within each primary sampling unit (PSU)
the survey respondents are selected randomly. The survey’s
selection of respondents applies quotas for sex and age at
the household level. Selection at every other stage is done
randomly based on proportion to size. The surveys are
conducted in Spanish, but local language translations of the
questionnaire are also available (Mayan translations for
Guatemala, Quechua and Aymara for Ecuador and Bolivia,
and Portuguese in Brazil). More technical information
about each survey can be obtained in the website of the
Latin American Public Opinion Project: http://www.
vanderbilt.edu/lapop/core-surveys.php.
Appendix 2. Operationalization of independent
variables (LAPOP surveys, 2010).
Variables Survey items

Age Recoded into 1 ¼ 18–24, 2 ¼ 25–34,
3 ¼ 35–49, 4 ¼ 50–64, 5 ¼ 64 and older

Campaign
participation

There are people who work for parties
or candidates during electoral campaigns.
Did you work
for any candidate or party in the last
presidential elections? (recoded into
yes ¼ 1, no ¼ 0)

Education How many years of schooling have
you completed? (recoded into
0 ¼ no education,
1 ¼ primary school, 2 ¼ secondary
school, 3 ¼ higher education)

Employment status How do you mainly spend your time?
Are you currently.
(1) Working? (2) Not working, but
have a job?
(3) Actively looking for a job? (4)
A student?
(5) Taking care of the home? (6)
Retired, a pensioner or permanently
disabled to work (7)
Not working and not looking for a job?
(recoded into working ¼ 1&2,
all the other options ¼ 0)

Gender Recoded into 1 ¼ male, 0 ¼ female
Identifies with

incumbent
Which political party do you identify
with? (recoded into 1 ¼ identifies
with incumbent party,
0 ¼ no party ID or identifies with
an opposition party)

Income Into which of the following income
ranges does the total monthly income
of this household fit,
including remittances from abroad
and the income of all the working
adults and
children? [10 deciles based on the
currency and distribution of the country]
(no income ¼ 0.maximum income ¼ 10)

Membership in
voluntary
associations

0-3 scale of membership in five
voluntary associations (religious
organizations, parents’ associations,
community associations, professional
associations, political parties).
A score of 3 was given to
respondents who attend regularly
(once a month or more) the meetings

into 1 ¼ none,
2 ¼ little, 3 ¼ some, 4 ¼ a lot)

Political
knowledge

Scale composed by the three political
knowledge questions in the LAPOP survey
(presidential term
length, number of provinces in the country,
and name of the president of the United
States).
0 ¼ all answers wrong, 1 ¼ one correct
answer, 2 ¼ two correct answers,
3 ¼ three correct answers.

Urban/rural Recoded into 1 ¼ urban area, 0 ¼ rural area
Vote for

incumbent
Who did you vote for in the last presidential
elections of 2008? (recoded into 1 ¼ voted for
incumbent, 0 ¼ voted for another party or
abstained)
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