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A B S T R A C T   

Governments across the globe have been actively engaged in pilots aimed at implementing i-voting, which fa
cilitates voting via the internet. I-voting innovations, such as those widely institutionalised in Estonia, Canada, 
and Switzerland, represent a modernising policy innovation that can increase the convenience of electoral 
participation and can also safeguard against the temporal suspensions of elections, such as those witnessed in 
several states during the COVID-19 pandemic. Whilst the wider implementation of i-voting has made some 
process, it has received mixed public support, mostly due to fears over its integrity. In this paper, we ask: what 
features of i-voting attract public support and inspire trustworthiness in its implementation? We answer this using 
a pre-registered conjoint experiment fielded in the UK, where we derive attributes from a comprehensive sys
tematic review of existing literature and case studies of real-world implementation. Consistent with a rational- 
choice model of voting, reforms that are more convenient and have substantive reported benefits, specifically 
reforms that promise increases in participation, enjoy higher support. Electoral integrity remains an important 
factor in citizens support for, and trust in, i-voting: across the board, i-voting is perceived as less trustworthy than 
in-person voting, and proposals that may positively influence the risk of fraud are strongly rejected. Against pre- 
registered hypotheses, we do not find significant subgroup heterogeneity, for instance regarding satisfaction with 
internet coverage or the current electoral process, nor do we find significant variation based on past levels of 
engagement with alternative (convenience) options to in-person voting or indeed partisanship.   

1. Introduction 

Governments across the globe have been actively engaged in pilots 
aimed at testing internet voting (i-voting) using online voting platforms 
and smartphone applications, most famously and successfully in Estonia 
(Alvarez et al., 2009; Trumm, 2022; Vassil et al., 2016), but also in 
Norway, India, Armenia, Brazil, and many other countries. However, the 
success and longevity of the trials varies enormously, from just a handful 
of temporary, local trials in the United States and Britain, to full 
implementation in national elections in Estonia and continued success
ful ongoing use in Canada (Goodman and Stokes, 2020) and Switzerland 
(Petitpas et al., 2021). Given the continued ongoing advances in digital 
technology and its influence on liberal democracy (Gilardi, 2022) 
including, among other features, the increasingly digitised nature of 
different forms of participation (Blumenau, 2020; Turnbull-Dugarte 
et al., 2022) as well as electoral campaigns themselves (Dommett et al., 
2020; Hager, 2019; López Ortega, 2022; Trumm and Sudulich, 2022), it 
seems likely that some form of digitisation in elections is inevitable. 

Despite an initial boom at the turn of the millennial, developments in 
i-voting have been on the back-burner – in many ways in response to 
significant concerns related to security and the risk of fraudulent activity 
– but public debate around innovations in digitising elections is enjoying 
something of a renaissance (Geller, 2020; Wolf, 2020). This has, like 
several other moves towards digitisation, been accelerated by 
COVID-19: despite the normative implications of temporarily suspend
ing democracy via postponing elections (James and Alihodzic, 2020), 
several states felt obliged to do so in response to the pandemic. Many 
legislatures, including the UK House of Commons (Smith and Childs, 
2021), moved quickly to incorporate technological innovations and 
expand electronic voting procedures in order to facilitate the represen
tative work of parliamentarians (James et al., 2023; Mencarelli, 2022; 
Smith and Childs, 2021; Williams, 2020). I-voting represents a remedial 
policy that can protect against the suspension of democratic processes 
during such crises, and facilitate democratic involvement in ‘normal 
times’. Given demographic and technological shifts, the majority of 
citizens in democratic countries are now familiar with internet usage 

* Corresponding author. 
E-mail addresses: s.turnbull-dugarte@soton.ac.uk (S.J. Turnbull-Dugarte), d.devine@soton.ac.uk (D. Devine).  

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Electoral Studies 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/electstud 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2023.102679 
Received 21 March 2023; Received in revised form 5 July 2023; Accepted 25 August 2023   

mailto:s.turnbull-dugarte@soton.ac.uk
mailto:d.devine@soton.ac.uk
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02613794
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/electstud
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2023.102679
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2023.102679
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2023.102679
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.electstud.2023.102679&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Electoral Studies 86 (2023) 102679

2

unlike in the early 2000s when many trials were conducted.1 Combined, 
this means the demand for and likelihood of adopting i-voting and other 
forms of electronic voting (e-voting) has likely increased. 

The introduction of i-voting is, in many ways, an organic continuation 
of successive electoral reforms and innovations that have been enacted 
over several years in order to keep electoral processes in toe with ad
vances in modernisation, and to counteract negative trends in aggregate 
turnout levels. Based on the longstanding rational-choice model of 
participation which, among other factors, assumes that an individual’s 
decision to vote is based on a utilitarian calculus of the relative costs and 
benefits of going to the polls (Riker and Ordeshook, 1968), i-voting is 
likely a cost-reducing and convenience-enhancing reform. Voting ‘costs’ 
are diverse (Blais et al., 2019), but reducing these costs, and by exten
sion increasing the convenience of voting, is theorised to result in higher 
levels of turnout (Karp and Banducci, 2001). Empirical support for this is 
widespread (Damsbo-Svendsen and Hansen, 2023; de 
Benedictis-Kessner and Palmer, 2023; Garcia-Rodriquez and Redmond, 
2020; Goodman and Stokes, 2020; Hajnal et al., 2017; Haspel and 
Knotts, 2005; Li et al., 2023; Miller and Powell, 2016), and contributes, 
in part, to explaining why one in five UK ballots are now (conveniently) 
cast by mail as opposed to in-person (Townsley et al., 2023). Theoreti
cally, the pull of i-voting is clear from a convenience perspective: all else 
equal, who is more likely to turnout to vote – (a) the voter who has to 
brace the stereotypical (wet) British weather and walk half a mile to 
their local polling station, or (b) the voter who doesn’t need to interrupt 
an afternoon of Netflix and chill to cast their vote using their 
smartphone? 

According to YouGov online tracker data from March 2015, 41% of 
UK citizens said they would support or strongly support the introduction 
of i-voting (via a smartphone) in general elections, with 18% stating they 
neither support nor oppose the innovation. Some eight years have 
passed since YouGov last asked UK respondents this question and it is not 
improbable to assume that i-voting would now enjoy majority support. 
Indeed, evidence from Fisher and Savani (2022) suggests that, when 
asked if they would use i-voting should it be available, UK voters are, on 
average, more willing than not to do so. In this paper, we ask: what 
features of i-voting policy drives support for, and trust in, i-voting? We 
answer this by combing two complementary analyses. First, we conduct 
a systematic review of existing academic work and compile a unique 
dataset detailing twenty-six instances of i-voting implementations and 
trials completed in sixteen polities (including the European Union) over 
a period of nineteen years (2000–2019). Relying on this data, we derive 
the core dimensions of support and trust for digitising the voting pro
cess. Second, we build on these findings from the existing literature and 
real-world trials to implement an original, pre-registered conjoint 
experiment that experimentally manipulates reform features to ascer
tain which concrete reform attributes garner public support and can 
inspire trust. 

Empirically, our results show that one of the strongest determinants 
of support for i-voting reforms lies on the reported benefits: claims that i- 
voting can increase participation in socially deprived areas substantively 
increases support for the digital innovations. Respondents also prefer 
implementation which has automatic registration, have been piloted in 
wealthy European countries, and allow voting online (rather than via 
SMS or phone). Whilst respondents penalise reforms that cost more, they 
don’t reward policies that reduce the costs of elections. Against pre- 
registered hypotheses, we do not find significant sub-group heteroge
neity when it comes to overall support for i-voting, for instance regarding 
satisfaction with internet coverage or the current electoral process; nor 
do we find significant variation based on past levels of engagement with 
alternative (convenience) options to in-person voting or indeed 

partisanship. The same is not true in the case of perceived trustworthi
ness: those voters acclimatised to engage in alternative forms of con
venience voting – voting by mail or by proxy – report significantly 
higher levels of trust in i-voting reforms across a number of experimen
tally manipulated policy attributes. 

Altogether, our results highlight features of i-voting that will be 
supported or opposed by the public, and that these beliefs are quite 
widespread. Whilst contributing to the broader literature about electoral 
turnout, our primary contribution is to the practical problem of how to 
garner support for, and therefore successful implementation of, new 
voting practices. 

2. State of the art 

Our review of the state of the art consists of two parts: first, a survey 
of i-voting trials actually implemented around the world and how they 
have been received; second, a systematic review of the academic liter
ature. We describe the methodology of these respective searches in the 
Appendix, and here provide a narrative overview of the findings. 

2.1. Trials & implementation processes 

How have trials and the successful implementation of i-voting worked 
in practice? Our review of ongoing and past trials - conducted through 
internet searches, forward/backward searching, and cross-referencing 
with the International Institute or Democracy and Electoral Assistance 
database on i-voting applications2 - provides unique insight into the 
implementation and real-world reception of the policy.3 We summarise 
these in Table 1, highlighting the countries where i-voting trials have 
been conducted or implementation has been successful, the total num
ber of trials, and the years which one or more implementations were 
active. 

Most trials and successful implementations were conducted in the 
early-mid 2000s, and whilst some of these were ongoing (such as in 
France), many were one-off trials (such as in Norway). The majority of 
these were designed for a specific aim, namely, to allow groups to vote 
who were not able to vote in person, or whose ability to do so was very 
restricted. These include very particular groups such as diplomatic staff 

Table 1 
Details of identified implementation processes & pilot trials.  

Country N Years 

Armenia 1 2011 – 
Austria 1 2009 
Australia 2 2007–2021 
Brazil 1 2003– 
Canada 4 2003– 
Estonia 1 2005- 
EU 1 2002–2003 
France 1 2006– 
India 1 2021 
Mexico 1 2012– 
Netherlands 3 2004–2006 
Panama 1 2014– 
Norway 1 2011 
Switzerland* 1 2004– 
UK 4 2001–2007 
US 2 2000  

* I-voting was temporarily suspended in Switzerland in 2019 but the process 
has now resumed. 

1 In the case of the UK, data from the Office of National Statistics reports that 
90% of the UK population of frequent internet users (Exploring the uk’s digital 
divide, 2019). 

2 https://www.idea.int/data-tools/country-view/99/61. 
3 A full list of sources for all of the listed trials is available in the supple

mentary material. 
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posted abroad in the case of Armenia, or soldiers serving in Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Timor-Leste, and the Solomon Islands, in the case of Australia 
(2007). Other trials were intended to facilitate voting for those who are 
excluded by the traditional voting process, such as people with dis
abilities (Australia 2011–2021), or who are difficult to reach (such as 
remote indigenous communities in Canada, which has been ongoing 
since 2003). A handful are much larger attempts at broadening voting 
options for the majority of citizens; Mexico has i-voting for local gover
nors in some regions (since 2012), India trialled internet voting in 
Telangana State, and Estonia most famously has i-voting available for all 
elections. 

Given the variation in application and timing of i-voting trials, there 
are unsurprisingly mixed experiences. For some, the costs were far too 
high to justify its continuation: the 2007 trial for overseas Australian 
military was halted due to very low take-up and the costs of adminis
tering it (1159 AUD per vote). At the same time, others were very cheap 
and take-up increased over time: the percentage using i-voting in Estonia 
rose from 5.5% of the votes in 2007 to 43.8% in 2019, costing just €2.32 
per vote. 

The primary motivation for the implementation of i-voting is either to 
increase turnout on average or for specific groups which may have 
chronically low turnout. In Estonia, as noted, whilst the take-up of i- 
voting in turnout has risen substantially, overall turnout is stable. In 
Brazil, however, one study reports an overall increase of 8.2% in 
turnout, primarily amongst those who are younger and highly educated 
but otherwise would not engage. In Canadian local elections, i-voting has 
increased voter turnout by 3.2 percentage points (a total increase of 8%) 
(Goodman and Stokes, 2020). Other trials in Canadian local elections 
(2006, 2008) led to no increase in turnout. Overall, whilst it is possible 
that i-voting may lead to higher voter turnout for specific populations, it 
is unlikely to substantially increase turnout overall (Vassil and Weber, 
2011). Indeed, as Goodman and Stokes (2020) conclude, the cost com
bined with minimal influence on voter turnout led to trials being 
cancelled in the UK (in fourteen districts), Norway, Austria, and Canada. 

A core concern in the existing trials, particularly those conducted 
before internet usage became near ubiquitous, is about the (perceived) 
trust and integrity in the trials. A report on the 2011 Norwegian trial 
suggested that trust was slightly lower when i-voting was used, but put 
this down to the already very high levels of trust in elections and the 
substantial scrutiny over the i-voting process (Evaluation of the e-voting 
trial in 2011. Accessibility for voters, trust, secrecy and election turnout, 
2012); in the Swiss implementation process (over 300 during 
2004–2019), there was high trust driven by those younger, more 
educated, or more used to using the internet; whilst in a 2000 trial in the 
Democratic Primary in Arizona (United States), the trial was legally 
challenged by the Voting Integrity group, who argued that it introduced 
inequities in participation (Elections in the 21st century: From paper ballot 
to e-voting, 2002) (see also Berinsky, 2005). 

The examples of trials and implementation highlight two core 
problems. The first is the apparent minimal effect on turnout, the pri
mary outcome that is addressed by i-voting projects. Moreover, at least at 
the time of these studies, this was compounded by inequities in 
accessing i-voting, such that those who were most likely to benefit were 
also least likely to be able to access the technology. The second problem 
is that the trials are also often challenged by low trust or perceived 
legitimacy. We address how these problems can be overcome in our 
conjoint experiment. 

2.2. Systematic review of the academic literature 

Given the diversity of information on trials, we turn to a systematic 
review of academic literature. The systematic review was conducted 
through the University of Oxford’s library, with the search terms ‘“i- 
voting” OR “I-voting” OR “ivoting” OR “evoting” OR “internet voting” OR 
“electronic voting”.’ 812 documents were returned. We screened these 
for relevance based on title and abstract using three criteria: i) anything 

in the social sciences related to i-voting; ii) not a paper purely about 
technical implementation (such as programming software); iii) the 
paper referred to voting over the internet, not just electronic counting in 
in-person booths. We were left with 55 final sources. 

Three prominent themes emerged from the studies: public attitudes 
to and support for i-voting, implementation challenges, and its effect on 
turnout. With respect to public attitudes, many studies highlight the 
importance of trust in the process for driving positive evaluations of i- 
voting, and this has predictable relationships with age, education, and 
existing internet usage. The implementing body is relevant: in the UK, 
trust is higher when it is implemented by the public sector than a private 
organisation (Carter and Campbell, 2011; Carter and France, 2012; 
Crothers, 2015; Fisher and Savani, 2022; Kenski, 2005; Schaupp and 
Carter, 2005;Serdült and Milic, 2017; Xenakis, 2005). 

Whilst the review of the implementations highlighted concerns over 
political inequality, this did not emerge as a theme in the academic 
literature. Most evidence is from Estonia and most is positive: i-voting 
enhances mobilisation (Alvarez et al., 2009). Indeed, the primary divide 
is not so much that some would be excluded from the process if it were to 
be electronic, but rather existing divides with regard to trust in the 
process would lead to differential uptake (Serdült and Milic, 2017). 

A primary implementation challenge concerns issues of public 
acceptability and uptake, but more broadly the belief that i-voting could 
not just be implemented singularly but part of broader institutional 
change, including preparing the legal and media environments (Due
nas-Cid et al., 2020; Gibson et al., 2016; Górny, 2021). An example of 
these concerns is highlighted by Birch and Watt (2004), who note that 
i-voting cannot possibly guarantee the privacy or non-manipulation that 
voting in public can, and that this poses both legal and normative 
problems. Likewise, interviews with election officials in the UK high
lighted that a move to i-voting would require a transformation of existing 
practices (Xenakis, 2005). 

Finally, the literature also addresses the consequences of i-voting, 
with a more specific focus on turnout. As discussed already, most liter
ature suggests either a minimal or null effect of i-voting on turnout. 
Recent evidence from Geneva (Petitpas et al., 2021) and Canada 
(Goodman and Stokes, 2020) suggests that i-voting may increase turnout 
amongst abstainers and casual voters but, perhaps importantly, that 
i-voting is habit forming and this may lead to a longer term increase in 
engagement (Solvak and Vassil, 2018). Relying on data from Estonia, 
Solvak and Vassil (2018) demonstrate that those who vote online once 
are far more likely to keep voting online in subsequent electoral con
tests. Similar habit-forming patterns are observed in Switzerland, 
particularly among older voters (Mendes & Serdult, 2017). Overall, 
whilst there is no clear evidence in terms of increasing turnout, it also 
does not harm it either and if anything may mobilise casual voters or 
abstainers. We summarise the conclusions in Table 2. 

Our review of actually-existing i-voting projects and the academic 
work highlight core attributes of interest in designing an i-voting system. 
In both cases, public support for and trust in the process is highlighted as 
a fundamental issue in its implementation and use. Thus, we now turn to 
using the attributes highlighted in previous literature to experimentally 
understand which of these drive support for and trust in i-voting projects. 

3. Conjoint experiment 

We applied an experimental research design that allows us to 
manipulate the multidimensional features that are associated with 
public support for i-voting policy. We fielded an original pre-registered4 

conjoint experiment among a representative sample of online surveys 
respondents in the UK in May 2022. We rely on the UK for two reasons. 

4 The pre-analysis plan, preregistered on the Open Science Framework, is 
available at https://osf.io/dbsyw/?view only=e51c776d9a884344b905d07ea1 
d9d9d1. 
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First, as detailed in our systematic review, it is a country where active 
trials and i-voting pilots have been pursued and, as such, UK policy- 
makers and electoral administrators have signalled an interest in such 
innovations. Second, the existing empirical evidence suggests that, were 
i-voting to be readily available, British voters would be comfortable using 
the process (Fisher and Savani, 2022). In a country where trials have 
taken place and public opinion appears positively disposed we ask: what 
features of i-voting attract public support and trust? 

Conjoint experiments are increasingly leveraged when assessing 
public preferences for policy questions given their utility in allowing 
researchers to isolate the causal impact of diverse and multidimensional 
attributes that inform individual-level preferences of policies (Hain
mueller et al., 2014). Our conjoint experiment, which involved several 
iterations of a forced choice between paired hypothetical i-voting re
forms, allows us to ascertain the concrete trade-offs that individuals 
consider when determining whether or not to support steps towards 
digitising the electoral process. 

Fig. 1 depicts an example of the conjoint task presented to re
spondents. Table A.3 in the Appendix summarises the full list of attribute 
values and their corresponding pre-registered hypotheses. In each iter
ation of our conjoint task, an individual respondent was shown two i- 
voting proposals and asked to identify i) which they prefer, ii) the 
perceived trustworthiness of the proposed reform relative to in-person 
voting, and iii) the likelihood that they would endorse the proposal. 
The first outcome is dichotomous and results from a forced selection. 
The latter two outcomes were measured on a continuous 7-point scale 
(0–6) with higher values indicating increased perceived trustworthiness 
and probability to support, respectively. We rescaled the continuous 
outcome measures onto a 0–1 scale to allow for the direct comparison of 
attribute effects across the different dependent variables. 

The survey experiment was completed by 1200 individual re
spondents who each completed five iterations of the forced-choice 
comparison between two hypothetical reforms resulting in a well- 
powered sample of 12,000 observations (1200 × 5 × 2). Respondents 
were sourced from an online panel of survey respondents (Qualtrics) via 

quota-based sampling based on the gender, age, ethnicity, and educa
tional distribution of the adult British population.5 

3.1. Experimental findings 

In reporting the results of the conjoint experiment, and as detailed in 
our pre-analysis plan, we focus on visualising and interpreting the 
marginal mean. Intuitively the marginal mean can be interpreted as 
indicating the mean level probability that a conjoint profile with a 
concrete attribute value will be selected, marginalizing across all other 
attributes and their corresponding values (Leeper et al., 2020). An 
alternative estimate – the average marginal component effect (AMCE) – 
is reported in the appendix for consultation. The marginal mean 
depicted in the figures below report the mean level of support for i-voting 
reforms in the forced choice component (left-hand panels), as well as the 
mean level of trustworthiness in the proposed reform relative to 
in-person voting (righthand panel). Models estimating the overall like
lihood of supporting the reforms are reported in the appendix material. 

3.1.1. A matter of convenience? 
We vary the convenience of proposed i-voting reforms by random

ising the registration requirements; the methods via which votes can be 
cast, and; the temporal window via which citizens can cast their ballot. 

Consistent with evidence on the mobilising effect of reducing 
individual-level electoral costs (Damsbo-Svendsen and Hansen, 2023; 
Garcia-Rodriquez and Redmond, 2020; Hajnal et al., 2017; Haspel and 
Knotts, 2005; Miller and Powell, 2016) and expanding the convenience 
of engaging in the electoral process (Townsley et al., 2023), the results 
demonstrate that i) reducing bureaucratic barriers by applying auto
matic registration, ii) facilitating access via digital platforms on smart 
devices and the internet, as well as iii) expanding the time window for 
participation, are all significantly conducive to increased support for 
voting reforms. Despite the use of call-based telephone voting trials in 
some states, we find reforms proposing this method are not likely to 
enjoy public support. 

In the case of trustworthiness, however, registration requirements, 
the voting methods available, or the temporal window during which 
citizens could vote, does little to shape perceptions. Across all of these 
attributes and their corresponding values, the perceived trustworthiness 
of reforms is consistently below that relative to in-person voting (see 
Fig. 2). 

3.1.2. A matter of benefits? 
Fig. 3 reports the mean levels of support for an i-voting policy caused 

by proposal attributes related to the results of previous trials. 
There is a clear pro-western bias in citizens’ support for reforms: 

those trialled in Germany and Switzerland enjoy the highest level of 
support (respectively, 55% and 54%), whereas trials exercised in 
Mozambique experience the lowest level of support at 44% which is a 
level of support statistically symmetrical to that expressed when no trials 
have taken place at all (46%). The case of Estonia is of note given that, 
despite being one of the notable world leaders in the development and 
successful application of nation-wide digital voting processes, reforms 
presented as being trialled in Estonia are neither endorsed or rejected 
with, on average, support at 50%. Similar patterns are observed in the 
case of perceived trustworthiness of the proposals: while trust in reforms 
is lower than in-person voting across the board, trust is significantly 

Table 2 
Summary of systematic review.  

Theme Conclusions 

Public attitudes Studies highlighted importance of trust for support and 
intention to use i-voting, and concerns over accuracy of 
processing and storing data, and integrity of the infrastructure. 
General uncertainty over effectiveness and implications for 
inequality. Little evidence of ideology moderating support. 
Mixed relationship with demographics, but higher education 
related to more trust/intention to use. Support driven by its 
purported outcomes (e.g., reducing inequality, increasing 
turnout). 

Implementation Concern over outsourcing and who will provide the services. 
Elite fear of legal and technological challenges. Estonia seen as 
a role model but fear it will not generalise well. Public 
knowledge and fear of i-voting is a practical consideration. 
There is a perceived.trade-off between ease (e.g., voting at 
home) and security. 

Turnout & 
equality 

More attractive for younger and educated voters, may mobilise 
casual voters; there are concerns over digital divide though 
intention to use is not related to access; turnout evidence is 
mixed but likely minimal; mixed evidence on political equality, 
but is probably positive.  

5 A power calculation included as part of the experimental pre-analysis plan 
(see appendix Figure A.3, based on an expected average marginal component 
effect of 0.05, (alpha < 0.05) and an individual attribute with up to seven 
unique values, indicated that a design sampling 1200 respondents would wield 
statistical power equal to 0.89. In line with existing conventions, we consider 
power in excess of 0.80 to be sufficient to identify effects distinguishable from 
zero. 
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lower for reforms trialled in Mozambique and Argentina when 
compared to those trailed in the USA and Germany. 

The reported benefits of i-voting trials and their influence on electoral 
integrity are also significant causal determinants of support. If, as is 
often argued by proponents, i-voting innovations are able drive partici
pation – which, as demonstrated by Goodman and Stokes (2020) and 
Petitpas et al. (2021), they can – citizens are significantly inclined to 
support these reforms (59%). Reform proposals that demonstrate 
negative impacts on mobilisation and, again, particularly among the 
socially deprived, are significantly less likely to enjoy mass support 
(39%). 

Unsurprisingly, indications of the potential for risks to electoral 
integrity under i-voting lead to substantive changes in mass support. 
Where there is no evidence of a change in electoral integrity citizens are, 
on average, inclined to express a favourable (52%) view towards i-voting. 
This favourability increases by close to ten percentage points, however, 
when respondents are informed of the policy’s ability to reduce the risk 
of fraud (61%). Should, however, the potential for fraud increase, then 
mass opinion is significantly opposed to these innovations (36%). 
Consistent with evidence of negativity bias, individuals punish risk- 
inducing proposals more than they reward benefit-inducing proposals. 
Relative to a no-change baseline, increasing risk in fraud engenders a 
negative shift in mass opinion that is close to twice as large as the pos
itive shift engendered by decreasing risk. 

Variation in the costs of proposed reforms is a significant determi
nant of support but does little to influence the perceived trustworthiness 
of the process. The large cost of elections has, at times, been a subject of 
public scrutiny, especially when elections are called in advance of their 
initial polling date. Citizens do not appear to be more inclined to support 
policies that reduce costs but they aresubstantively more prone to reject 
proposals that imply an increase in costs. All proposals that reduce costs 
enjoy levels of support that are statistically indistinguishable from those 

that imply zero change from the status quo (56%). 

3.1.3. A matter of administration? 
Finally, we turn to assess whether the level of government admin

istration, private sector involvement, as well as political and techno
cratic endorsements influence support (see Fig. 4). 

There is evidence that local-level political decision-making is 
preferred over national-level decision-making given that the latter is, at 
times, perceived to be too removed from the interests of individu
alcitizens (Fitzgerald and Wolak, 2016; Muñoz, 2017). The level of 
governmental involvement in administering i-voting does little to influ
ence policy support. Although, on average, support for reforms is highest 
when both local and national level government are involved in admin
istering the process, this support is not significantly distinct from that of 
alternative arrangements. 

In contrast to the work of Fisher and Savani (2022), our analysis finds 
no evidence that private sector involvement exhibits any effect of sub
stance or significance on individuals’ propensity to endorse i-voting. 
Although, and as we show in supplementary subgroup analysis reported 
in the appendix, the null effects of private sector involvement masks 
significant asymmetries among partisans. Whilst Labour voters are 
significantly less supportive of i-voting proposals that involve private 
sector actors, Conservative voters are significantly more supportive. We 
interpret this variation as likely a reflection of Conservative party 
voters’ positive disposition towards private enterprise and private-sector 
involvement in delivering public services more broadly as opposed to 
being related to digitising the electoral process specifically. 

Proposals that boast cross-party endorsements enjoy significantly 
higher levels of mass support (54%) than those proposed by any single 
party. The lowest level of support is observed in the case of proposals 
endorsed only by the Conservative party (47%). It is worth noting, 
however, that whilst lower than that observed among reforms proposed 

Fig. 1. Example conjoint task.  
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by Labour (50%), the Liberal Democrats (50%) or the Greens (48%), 
these differences are not statistically significant. 

Beyond partisan endorsements, proposals that reported an endorse
ment from either the United Nations (UN), the UK Electoral Reform 
Society, the UK Electoral Commission, or the European Union, all 
observed significantly higher levels of support (equal to or greater than 
50%) than those without an endorsement (46%). 

3.1.4. Attribute interactions 
Are there any particular combinations of our attributes that partic

ularly boost or reduce support?6 We test this by looking for average 
marginal interaction effects (AMIEs), which indicate which two-way 
combination of attribute levels changes support. 

The AMIEs are reported in the online appendix file. A small number 
of interactions have very substantial effect sizes. We find substantial 
effects for the interaction between fraud and its social effects, such as on 
participation. The largest is between i-voting that decreases fraud and 
increases participation in socially deprived areas, which has an effect of 
approximately 0.08, or 8 percentage-points, compared to the effect of 
increasing fraud in socially deprived areas. Put symmetrically, if the 
policy increased fraud and increased participation, this would be seen 
very negatively. Additional positive effects are for implementations 
which reduce the cost of voting by £5 and are implemented by the 
council and central government, suggesting that cost-saving measures 
that are driven by a combined government effort are rewarded. Positive 
effects are also found for opt-in by post and i-voting being trialled in the 
USA, which has an effect of about 0.08. We suspect this is driven by older 

respondents who prefer post and are likely more supportive of the USA; 
this is because there is also a negative effect of the interaction between 
opting in by post and increasing participation amongst the young, and 
the a negative effect for decreasing participation for the elderly. 

3.2. Subgroup analyses 

To test the robustness and conditionality of the main results from the 
conjoint experiment, and as pre-registered, we also estimate the differ
ence in attributes’ effects among different theoretically important sub
groups. We assess subgroup heterogeneity based on: i) experience with 
convenience voting, ii) levels of trust in electoral integrity, iii) and 
satisfaction with internet coverage. Tests of divisions among UK parti
sans are also considered in the appendix material.7 

Following the recommendations of Leeper et al. (2020), we analyse 
subgroup heterogeneity in the effect of attribute values by estimating 
the marginal means among subgroups and the corresponding pairwise 

Fig. 2. Convenience-based conjoint attributes.  

6 We are limited here to support as our trust measure is not binary, and the 
calculation of AMIEs requires a binary outcome. 

7 Partisans have far more diverging preferences than the other subgroups 
tested. In addition to the varying preferences on the role of the private sector 
mentioned above, alongside the predictable ingroup-based motivated 
reasoning, Conservative and Labour voters also differ in their responses to the 
effect of i-voting on participation. Compared to Labour voters, Conservatives are 
significantly more supportive of reforms that are likely to reduce overall turnout 
or reduce turnout among young voters while simultaneously less supportive of 
reforms that would active increase participation in socially deprived areas. 
Given the socio-demographic makeup of the Conservative party’s electorate is 
older and, on average, comes from more affluent areas, these results indicate 
that Conservative voters appears to be engaged in politically strategic reasoning 
when forming their preferences on i-voting reforms that is not present among 
Labour voters. 
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difference in the marginal mean between these groups, and do so for 
each of our core outcomes measures. Visualisations of the marginal 
means among different subgroups are reported in the appendix. As a 
mode of summary, in Fig. 5 we report the difference in the marginal 
means: the upper panel reports differences in levels of overall support 
whereas the lower panel reports differences in the perceived trustwor
thiness of the proposals. Those differences reported in red indicate those 
that are statistically identifiable from zero (p < 0.05). 

In the case of asymmetries between citizens based on their past 
experience with convenience voting – those who have experience voting 
by post of by proxy – there is limited evidence of subgroup variation. 
Convenience voters are, compared to those who typically vote in person, 
more inclined to support policies that facilitate voting via a website and 
that have been trialled in the USA, whereas they are less inclined to 
support policies that reduce participation among socially deprived 
areas. As a result, we cannot conclude that overall support for i-voting is 
substantively different between voters with different levels of past 
engagement. As one might expect from citizens who are accustomed to 
voting via alternatives beyond casting an in-person ballot, the perceived 
trustworthiness of i-voting reforms is significantly higher among various 
values of all of the randomised policy features. 

Comparing policy preferability between those who are satisfied and 

dissatisfied with how elections are run in the UK show little variation. 
The only significant differences in mean preferences is that those satis
fied with elections are significantly: i) more trusting of policies shown to 
reduce the risk of fraud, and ii) less supportive of policies promoted by 
the Green Party. In the case of trustworthiness, the electorally satisfied 
are significantly less inclined to be trusting of proposals that expand the 
voting window available for online voting, as well as those that may 
increase the risk of fraud. 

One concern raised in the systematic reviews was that i-voting would 
lead to the effective disenfranchisement of those without internet access. 
To address this, we also considered whether support varies depending 
on whether people are satisfied with their internet access. Variation 
between these two groups, however, shows that the vast majority of 
attribute values exhibit similar effects. Where significant subgroup 
variation is present is case of i) voting via a smartphone, ii) effects on 
overall participation, and iii) the increased risk of fraud. 

4. Discussion 

States around the world have piloted or implemented i-voting, from 
Estonia, to Brazil, Armenia, India, and Canada. The wave of trials 
peaked in the early- to mid-2000s with varying levels of success and 

Fig. 3. Trial-based conjoint attributes.  
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public support, continuing in some capacity in states such as Canada, 
Estonia, and Switzerland. Due to technological and demographic shifts, 
the vast majority of citizens in most democratic countries now have easy 
access to the internet, and almost all will have substantial familiarity 
with operating day- to-day tasks online. In this context, we ask: what 
features of i-voting attract public support and trust? 

This paper makes an empirical contribution and presents evidence 
from a comprehensive study of the determinants of public support for i- 
voting. We initially conducted a systematic review of twenty-six imple
mented trials in sixteen polities (including the European Union) between 
2000 and 2019 and supplemented this with a systematic review of the 
academic literature, including fifty-five sources from an initial pool of 
812. From these, we derived core attributes likely to influence public 
support for and trustworthiness in i-voting, given that (perceived) 
trustworthiness was a consistent concern in both the trials and academic 
literature. We then fielded an original pre-registered conjoint experi
ment in the UK to test the effect of these in an experimental setting. 

A headline result is that trustworthiness is lower for i-voting, relative 
to in-person voting, essentially regardless of the features that hypo
thetical i-voting reforms may propose. In other words, the real condi
tioning factor for trustworthiness is that it is internet versus in-person 
rather than any features of the two. This effect is large, at about 10 
percentage-points. Some features reduce trustworthiness from this 

already low baseline, particularly whether i-voting increases the risk of 
fraud, and whether it is trialled in the Global South (Mozambique) 
rather than European countries. This, ultimately, echoes previous find
ings that the perceived trustworthiness of i-voting may reduce the pro
pensity to adopt it but more broadly i-voting may also reduce perceptions 
of electoral integrity, given that it will likely be seen as less trustworthy 
than in-person voting. A broader consequence of this is that i-voting, at 
least presently and for its benefits, may also provide a route for ill- 
intentioned actors to undermine the results of elections or perfor
mance of democracy, as Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro did, calling into question 
issues of fraud in his lost election.8 Our results suggest that there is little 
in the design of i-voting that may mitigate this. Instead, broader public 
education, objective safeguards, and governance of elites may provide 
the necessary trust in i-voting systems. 

In terms of support, we separate our results by convenience, benefits, 
and administration. While the former are components that tap into the 
rational choice framework of electoral participation (Riker and Ordes
hook, 1968), the later represents an axis of concerns related to legiti
macy. Regarding the first, we find that automatic registration, access on 
smart devices and the internet, and ensuring a wide time window all 

Fig. 4. Political-based factors.  

8 See, for example: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/63061930. 
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Fig. 5. Subgroup variation – differences in the marginal mean.  
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increase support, but voting by phone reduces it. With regard to benefits, 
citizens are strongly against reforms which increase the public cost of 
voting, but do not substantially reward those that reduce the cost of 
voting for the public purse. In addition, framing the reform as facili
tating voting for those that are socially-deprived and increasing electoral 
integrity will likely increase support, though we note, for the latter, the 
important lower trustworthiness of i-voting. With regard to administra
tion, the implementing actor is not relevant in shaping support, but 
having cross-party support and endorsement from typically independent 
bodies does bolster support. We find minimal heterogeneity amongst 
respondents, indicating that these preferences are quite consistent 
across demographics. 

Finally, we also calculated average marginal interaction effects to 
understand what (two-way) combination of attributes can moderate 
support. We find some significant interactions, most notably that cost- 
saving measures which are led by a combined effort of council and 
central government boost support substantially, relative to the overall 
effect of cost-saving measures. We also find an interesting interaction 
between participation and fraud, in which increasing participation has a 
negative effect if it is combined with (fears of) increasing fraud; if it 
depressed participation but increases fraud, this is a positive, relative to 
the overall effect of it changing participation. Practically, what this 
means is that it would be essential that i-voting does not, or is not seen to, 
simultaneously help participation but increase fraud. 

It seems inevitable that interest in i-voting will increase, given de
mographic and technological shifts, and the drive to reinvigorate de
mocracy and engage citizens who may otherwise not vote, particularly 
younger citizens who are less likely to vote but for whom internet voting 
would be second-nature. This also poses problems of electoral integrity, 
such that these changes may facilitate ill-intentioned actors in making 
(false) fraud claims to undermine support for the system. We have 
shown, concretely, through a review of existing trials, literature, and a 
novel conjoint experiment, which policy attributes are most likely to 
engender greater support for i-voting, and trust in the voting system. We 
have shown that these are consistent across demographics, whether 
there are interactions between different attributes, and their effects on 
trust. 

We think focusing on the trustworthiness aspect is where we shall 
conclude. Trust and trustworthiness were seen as fundamental in the 
review of trials and academic research; our results are somewhat 
pessimistic, suggesting that, vis-a′-vis in-person voting, i-voting is 
consistently seen as less trustworthy and that there is little, at least in the 
attributes we studied, that can change this. This poses two problems: 
first, at the implementation stage but more insidiously, that a shift to i- 
voting may encourage greater doubts about electoral integrity, as has 
occurred in recent elections in Brazil. Aside from the concrete proposals 
we have trialled here, an essential next step that we have highlighted is 
to understand what can boost the perceived trustworthiness of i-voting 
initiatives. One possibility, which we have not addressed in this paper, 
lies in the technical aspects of implementation such as voter authenti
cation. Future research could include these in similar designs to the one 
we have conducted here. 
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López Ortega, A., 2022. Are microtargeted campaign messages more negative and 
diverse? An analysis of Facebook Ads in European election campaigns. Eur. Polit. Sci. 
21, 335–358. 

Mencarelli, A., 2022. Parliaments facing the virtual challenge: a conceptual approach for 
new models of representation. Parliam. Aff. 75 (4), 904–918. https://doi.org/ 
10.1093/pa/gsab052. 

Mendes, F., Serdu lt, U., 2017. What drives fidelity to internet voting? Evidence from the 
roll–out of internet voting in Switzerland. Govern. Inf. Q. 34 (3), 511–523. https:// 
doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2017.05.005. 

Miller, P., Powell, S., 2016. Overcoming voting obstacles: the use of convenience voting 
by voters with disabilities. Am. Polit. Res. 44 (1), 28–55. 
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