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Protections are baked into each stage of US 
election administration. For example, nearly ev-
ery state has paper records of each vote, safe-
guards to ensure the chain of custody of those 
ballots, and the ability to go back and count each 
ballot if necessary. Yet, there is a crisis of con-
fidence in US elections. After falling to a record 
low following the 2020 elections, trust in US 
elections increased after the 2022 midterms. 
However, far too many Americans continue to 
harbor mistaken beliefs about the prevalence of 
widespread fraud and miscounted votes, as well 
as concerns about the ability of election offi-
cials to administer future elections fairly. Malign 
actors—both foreign and domestic—are taking 
advantage of and reinforcing these trends to 
serve their varied interests, including geopolitical 
advantage and monetary gain. 

These problems are exacerbated by the political 
polarization that is increasingly dominating life 
in the United States. Fault lines that once cut 
across political party affiliation now align with 
the divide between the Republican and Dem-
ocratic parties. Increasingly, many Americans 
seem to find themselves in two warring camps, 
opposing the other side on virtually every issue 
of social and political importance, with elections 
serving as an almost existential battleground. 

While elections in other democracies are also 
stressed by hardening divisions among political 
parties, the impact of polarization is greater in 
the United States because policymaking under 
the US Constitution is so dependent on self-en-
forced norms, compromise, and cross-party 
cooperation. The United States needs to think 
creatively about how best to address two po-
tent and interconnected problems: first, the 
impact of our virulent polarization on election 

management and our democracy, more broadly; 
and second, the trust-destroying propagation of 
election related mis- and disinformation. False 
information is thriving because of our polariza-
tion. 

There is also the challenge of knowing if infor-
mation is true, which in our real-time information 
environment is often difficult. When mis- and 
disinformation is mentioned in this paper, we are 
referring to verifiable election mis- and disinfor-
mation, such as the wrong date for Election Day 
or the spread of a verifiably doctored and false 
video used to claim fraud. This topic is difficult 
to navigate in a polarized environment, but that 
makes it even more important that we continue 
to share ideas on how to build trust in the infor-
mation space. 

These are problems that would benefit from 
new ideas, including ideas that come from a 
source the United States often overlooks: what 
is working in other democracies. Democracies 
can and do learn from each other about how to 
respond to threats, and how to design rules and 
systems that increase trust and help find com-
mon ground. Our history demonstrates this: the 
United States adopted the secret ballot from 
Australia, and many countries learned how to 
constitutionally establish basic freedoms from 
the US Bill of Rights. 

Adopting best practices from other countries is 
an opportunity to buttress policies and proce-
dures that make US elections free and fair and 
draw inspiration from others facing the same 
challenges. With its decentralized election sys-
tem and state “laboratories of democracy”, the 
United States is well suited for incremental, loca-
tion-specific adaptation of new ideas. 

Introduction

https://thefulcrum.us/Elections/Voting/election-integrity-23879056
https://electioninnovation.org/research/dec-2022-election-integrity-survey/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/03/10/the-polarization-in-todays-congress-has-roots-that-go-back-decades/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Aspen-Institute_Commission-on-Information-Disorder_Final-Report.pdf
http://sociallogic.iath.virginia.edu/node/30
https://www.ncsl.org/state-legislatures-news/details/ncsl-forecast-23
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This report provides examples of strategies that 
draw inspiration from systems and programs in 
place in other countries, including some which 
are already gaining traction in the United States. 
We divide these strategies into two categories: 
minimizing the impact of polarization and com-

batting election mis- and disinformation. The 
ideas in this paper will not work for every juris-
diction in the United States, but more states and 
localities should consider them as they seek to 
effectively counter polarization and election-re-
lated information manipulation. 

Strategies from Other Democracies to Combat Polarization and 
Disinformation in the United States

Threat Potential Solutions

Political polarization Increasing fairness through independent redistricting

Example: United Kingdom

Incentivizing accountability through ranked choice voting

Example: Canada

Broadening representation through multi-member districts

Example: Northern Ireland

Increasing trust through impartial election administration 

Example: Canada

Election process mis- and 
disinformation

Promoting accurate election information through collaborative  
government leadership 

Example: Sweden

Providing good information through pre- and debunking 

Example: Australia

Ensuring transparency through impartial observation

Example: South Korea
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As scholars like Lee Drutman have noted, US 
politics once functioned more like a four-party 
system, in which ideological overlap between 
liberal Republicans and conservative Democrats 
facilitated compromise. But in today’s polarized 
environment, there is little common ground 
between even the most progressive Republicans 
and the most conservative Democrats.

The depth and impact of polarization in the 
United States has prompted frustrated vot-
ers and lawmakers to consider change to two 
long-standing elements of our approach to 
democracy. The first is our simple plurality voting 
system—in which the candidate with the most 
votes wins even if that candidate is not support-
ed by the majority—a system that often ampli-
fies polarization. 

The second is our approach to election admin-
istration and rulemaking that allows for an un-
usually high level of involvement and control by 
political parties, a risky dynamic in a high-polar-
ization context. Unlike most other democracies, 
the United States often uses partisan-elected 
individuals to manage elections or appoint elec-
tion-related commissioners (e.g., the Federal 
Election Commission, the Election Assistance 
Commission, and many state election boards). 
Another example is redistricting; in most states, 
state legislatures, which channel the interest of 
the majority party, draw district boundaries. 

The United States is also an outlier in allowing 
legislatures, rather than election professionals, 
to set many specifics of election administration. 
While international organizations strongly sup-

port a role for parties in observing and check-
ing election administration, the United States 
involves parties directly in election-related de-
cision-making much more than other democra-
cies. Polarization increasingly incentivizes parties 
to maximize the use of that influence to their 
benefit. 

This section discusses several strategies already 
in use in the United Kingdom, Northern Ireland, 
and Canada to counteract polarization and cre-
ate systems more reflective of the majority.  

The United Kingdom: A case 
study on independent redis-
tricting
Countries that elect legislators from sin-
gle-member districts, as the United States does, 
need to redraw district boundaries periodically 
to ensure equal representation as the population 
changes. The United States is one of very few 
democracies to entrust that process primarily 
to state legislators, who have a direct personal 
interest in the process. The US approach results 
in widespread use of partisan gerrymandering, 
which contributes to polarization, decreases 
competitiveness, and sometimes gives legisla-
tive control to the party with fewer votes. Dis-
tricts drawn for partisan benefit often elect more 
extreme, less collaborative representatives, and 
the process can deepen public distrust of gov-
ernment. 

One effective way to address this problem is to 
take redistricting out of the hands of legislatures 
and entrust it to independently appointed com-
missioners authorized by state constitutions to 
draw district lines based on set criteria. One of 
many countries that have implemented this ap-
proach is the United Kingdom, which established 
independent Boundary Commissions in 1944 to 

Minimizing the Impact of Polarization 

Polarization increasingly incentiv-
izes parties to maximize the use of 

that influence [over election admin-
istration] to their benefit.

“

”

http://leedrutman.org/breaking-the-two-party-doom-loop
https://www.rstreet.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/FINAL_policy-study-no-271-R3.pdf
https://www.rstreet.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/FINAL_policy-study-no-271-R3.pdf
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/report/the-dangers-of-partisan-incentives-for-election-officials/
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/642dcbc53f522476efc85893/6465544850ec72c5d7d894f0_Guardrails_Guardians.pdf
https://thefulcrum.us/election-dissection/coronavirus-election
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Election-Observation.pdf
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Election-Observation.pdf
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Election-Observation.pdf
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Election-Observation.pdf
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/tech/comp&document=index&lang=e
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclrev/vol80/iss2/4/
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclrev/vol80/iss2/4/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brookings-now/2017/07/06/a-primer-on-gerrymandering-and-political-polarization/
https://gerrymander.princeton.edu/about
https://gerrymander.princeton.edu/about
https://isthmus.com/news/news/dems-sweep-statewide-offices-in-midterms-but-remain-underrepresented-in-assembly/
https://www.cnn.com/2022/01/25/politics/gerrymandering-us-house-partisan/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2022/01/25/politics/gerrymandering-us-house-partisan/index.html
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/americans-dont-trust-their-congressional-maps-to-be-drawn-fairly-can-anything-change-that/
https://ash.harvard.edu/files/ash/files/az_redistricting_policy_brief.pdf
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/explainers/parliamentary-boundary-reviews/
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set parliamentary constituency boundaries for 
England, Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales. 

The Boundary Commissions are composed of 
the speaker of the House of Commons (who 
plays no role in parliamentary constituency 
boundary reviews), a high court judge, and two 
other individuals appointed via an open public 
appointments selection process. With funding 
from the UK government, the commissions carry 
out a review every eight years of the constituen-
cy boundaries, which are analogous to US Con-
gressional districts. 

Criteria guide the review, most importantly that 
each constituency must have a voting popula-
tion within 5% of the average number of eligi-
ble voters in each UK constituency (with a few 
exceptions made in unique circumstances). In 
addition, commissions give priority in bound-
ary drawing to keeping existing local political 
jurisdictions together. The commissions do not 
consider any data on how areas under review 
have previously voted. Initial boundary proposals 
are subject to two rounds of public consulta-
tion over a two-year period, after which the final 
proposal is “laid before” Parliament and then sent 
to the government for implementation. Parlia-
ment has no vote on the final recommendations, 
and neither Parliament nor government ministers 
have any control over the commissions’ work. 

How it could work in the United States

A handful of states, including Colorado, Michi-
gan, and California, have constitutionally-estab-
lished independent redistricting commissions, 
and other states are already considering this 
reform for the 2030 census. Despite some in-
evitable criticism, maps drawn by these new 

commissions have succeeded on key metrics. 
Researchers have confirmed that independent 
redistricting commissions in the United States 
create more districts that are competitive, in 
turn incentivizing candidates to reach beyond 
their bases and govern more collaboratively. 

Legislatures in some states are already exploring 
reforms to prepare for the 2030 redistricting 
cycle, and state supreme court decisions against 
partisan gerrymandering (including this recent 
ruling in Alaska) could further that development. 
But state-based efforts alone may have limited 
reach because of the reluctance of both parties 
to accept changes that could cost them seats in 
Congress. 

Where state-based progress is stymied by con-
cerns of “unilateral disarmament”, Congress 
could consider establishing national standards 
for new maps and redistricting processes that 
enable independent redistricting in every state 
ahead of the next redistricting cycle in 2030. For 
House and Senate elections, Congress clearly 
has the constitutional authority to set such stan-
dards, and significant majorities of voters from 
both sides support handing election map-mak-
ing powers to independent commissions.

Canada: A case study on ranked 
choice-voting, particularly in 
primary contests
The traditional approach to voting in the United 
States works well enough when there are two, 
maybe three candidates in a race, but when 
more candidates compete, simple plurality vot-
ing can lead to winners who represent the will of 
perhaps 30 or 35% of voters, not the majority.  
The problem is compounded in the US primary 
election system, where turnout is comparatively 
low and voters more partisan. This dynamic cre-
ates significant risks for political parties, which 
can lose otherwise winnable general elections if 
crowded primaries give the nomination to candi-
dates lacking broad support across the party. 

Learn 
More

Further Reading

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/public-appointments
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/public-appointments
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/crsj/publications/human_rights_magazine_home/economics-of-voting/the-rise-and-fall-of-redistricting-commissions/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/crsj/publications/human_rights_magazine_home/economics-of-voting/the-rise-and-fall-of-redistricting-commissions/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/did-redistricting-commissions-live-up-to-their-promise/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ps-political-science-and-politics/article/independent-redistricting-commissions-are-associated-with-more-competitive-elections/00F260DCEB81B3BAC07D2A4ADBDA9CE0?utm_source=SFMC&utm_medium=email&utm_content=Article&utm_campaign=New%20Cambridge%20Alert%20-%20Issues%20Society&WT.mc_id=New%20Cambridge%20Alert%20-%20Issues%20Society
https://www.adn.com/politics/2023/04/21/alaska-supreme-court-in-landmark-decision-rules-that-partisan-gerrymandering-is-unconstitutional/
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2022/02/10/americans-want-reforms-to-curb-gerrymandering-our-new-poll-shows
https://www.cato.org/commentary/why-conservatives-shouldnt-fear-ranked-choice-voting
https://www.uniteamerica.org/sections/partisan-primaries-disenfranchise-voters
https://www.uniteamerica.org/sections/partisan-primaries-disenfranchise-voters
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0002764212463352
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/explainers/parliamentary-boundary-reviews/
https://fairvote.org/what_american_political_parties_can_learn_from_canada_s_conservatives/
https://fairvote.org/what_american_political_parties_can_learn_from_canada_s_conservatives/
https://fairvote.org/what_american_political_parties_can_learn_from_canada_s_conservatives/
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Political parties, and the country more generally, 
can also suffer if a candidate supported by only a 
faction of one party ends up making it to Con-
gress from an uncompetitive district, because 
that politician could well lack the willingness to 
collaborate that is so important to how Congress 
is intended to function.

An alternative to simple plurality voting is 
ranked-choice voting (RCV). In RCV, voters rank 
candidates in order of preference. If no candi-
date has a majority of first choice votes, an “in-
stant runoff” takes place, drawing on the second 
choices of voters whose first-choice candidates 
are out of the running. This process continues 
until one candidate has support from more than 
50% of the votes. 

Because voters’ second and third choices can 
decide the outcome, candidates have an in-
centive to campaign beyond their base and to 
appeal to supporters of other candidates. This 
change in incentives for both candidates and 
voters can have a profound and curative impact 
on our democracy. It can also reduce the risk of 
candidates emerging from a competitive pri-
mary damaged by scorched earth campaigning 
from within their own party. 

Although RCV cannot alone eliminate political 
polarization, it can help ensure that those elect-
ed to office have greater public support. It can 
also help parties build consensus within their 
ranks, heading into general elections in a stron-
ger position. For example, in 2020, the Conser-
vative Party of Canada used RCV to elect its new 
leader. Initially, Peter McKay led in the first round 
with 33.52% of points, in front of the three oth-
er candidates. However, Erin O’Toole emerged 
as the majority winner in the final round after 
candidates Leslyn Lewis and Derek Sloan were 
eliminated. O’Toole ended up with 57% of the 
final round points compared with MacKay’s 43%  
because he received enough second and third 
choice votes from voters who had initially sup-
ported Lewis and Sloan that he was easily able to 
overcome McKay.

Allowing voters to express their second and third 
preferences essentially helped one candidate 
who appealed to a broader swath of the Conser-
vative Party defeat another candidate who relied 
on a limited base. This approach not only allows 
for more voters to feel invested in the winner, 
with more than 50% of voters ranking the winner 
on their ballot; it also increases the likelihood of 
a political party, such as the Canadian Conserva-
tives, selecting a consensus leader who can unify 
the party before a general election.

How it could work in the United States  

RCV is beginning to be implemented at scale in 
the United States. According to the nonpartisan 
organization FairVote, 63 US jurisdictions have 
RCV in place, reaching approximately 13 mil-
lion voters. This includes two states (Maine and 
Alaska), three counties, and 58 cities. In addition, 
military and overseas voters cast RCV ballots 
in federal runoff elections in six states. Further 
adoption of RCV in large part depends on politi-
cal candidates and party leaders’ assessment of 
its benefits. 

There is resistance to this reform from some 
incumbents of both major parties. Many incum-
bents do not see personal benefit in changing 
the existing system, in which they know how to 
win. However, there are good reasons why all 
parties should see RCV as in their interests. In 
many states, the opportunity to rank candidates 
should be used most frequently at the primary 
level, where crowded races are becoming the 
norm. Parties face a significant risk of losing 
winnable general election races because of more 
extreme candidates picked under plurality rules 
in crowded primaries. Parties would have a polit-
ical advantage with a general election candidate 

Learn 
More

Further Reading

https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/LSB/LSB10837
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/LSB/LSB10837
https://www.discoursemagazine.com/politics/2023/04/04/why-republicans-should-embrace-ranked-choice-voting/
https://fairvote.org/what_american_political_parties_can_learn_from_canada_s_conservatives/
https://fairvote.org/what_american_political_parties_can_learn_from_canada_s_conservatives/
https://fairvote.org/what_american_political_parties_can_learn_from_canada_s_conservatives/
https://fairvote.org/what_american_political_parties_can_learn_from_canada_s_conservatives/
https://fairvote.org/what_american_political_parties_can_learn_from_canada_s_conservatives/
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that has broad support that comes from RCV in 
primaries. 

That said, no voting system can outperform 
all others in all circumstances, and RCV results 
will not necessarily be universally viewed as 
the fairest outcome in all cases. In Maine’s first 
Congressional RCV general election race, for 
example, Republican Bruce Poliquin received a 
46%  plurality of first place votes but lost when 
second choice votes were allocated. Although 
the politically inverse outcome is equally likely, 
early experiences such as Poliquin’s, along with 
the use of RCV in blue cities such as Minneapolis 
and San Francisco, have led some Republican 
state legislatures to pass or consider legislation 
to ban RCV.   

Such efforts are misguided. Right-leaning parties 
have not only had success in RCV systems used 
in other countries, but in the United States as 
well, and there’s a strong case to be made that 
Republicans could benefit as much from a move 
to RCV as Democrats, if not more. For example, 
in Virginia RCV helped the Republicans nominate 
a candidate for governor, Glenn Youngkin, who 
reversed a losing trend for the party in the state 
and quickly rose to national prominence. 

While the focus here is on the primary stage of 
elections, RCV can also apply to general elec-
tions. Alaska recently adopted the “final four”, 
in which four candidates selected in an open 
primary compete in the general election decid-
ed using RCV. As with RCV at the primary level, 
RCV used in the general election does not by 
nature benefit either party. 

Northern Ireland: A case study 
on multi-member districts that 
award seats through propor-
tional ranked choice voting 
As promising as the two reforms discussed so 
far are, independent redistricting and RCV are 
limited by the United States’ reliance on sin-

gle-member legislative districts across a geogra-
phy of increasing ideological division. Americans 
are increasingly sorting themselves politically 
into like-minded communities, which are then 
projected through our elections into starkly di-
vided red and blue politics. 

One idea to address this deeper problem is to 
consider redesigning representation for Con-
gress and state legislature on the basis of larger, 
more diverse districts that elect multiple repre-
sentatives. Northern Ireland provides a good ex-
ample of how the system works and its benefits. 

  
In Northern Ireland, five members of the As-
sembly are elected from each constituency, and 
voters rank the candidates they like in order of 
preference. Any candidates who receive more 
than the threshold support—which is deter-
mined mathematically by the number of seats—
are elected. A voter’s second or third choice will 
come into play if their first choice is out of the 
running or already has enough votes for a seat, 
ensuring most ballots count to elect someone 
the voter has chosen.

The results of Northern Ireland’s 2022 assembly 
election, shown in the table on the next page, 
illustrate that each party’s share of seats is quite 
close to their share of voters’ first choices. In this 
way proportional RCV is similar to proportional 
representation (PR) systems used in many coun-
tries in Europe. A key difference likely to find 
favor in the United States is that the Northern 
Irish system is still based on voting for individual 
candidates for representative of a given district, 
whereas in PR, voters typically pick parties not 
candidates.

Americans are increasingly sorting 
themselves politically into like-mind-

ed communities, which are then pro-
jected through our elections in starkly 
divided red and blue politics.

“

”

https://www.baltimoresun.com/opinion/op-ed/bs-ed-op-0130-rcv-montgomery-county-20230127-jov65kyzcng25jxlgcpamomfkq-story.html
https://www.baltimoresun.com/opinion/op-ed/bs-ed-op-0130-rcv-montgomery-county-20230127-jov65kyzcng25jxlgcpamomfkq-story.html
https://thefederalist.com/2023/03/02/south-dakota-and-montana-join-states-seeking-to-ban-ranked-choice-voting/
https://dailyprogress.com/opinion/columnists/walter-olson-ranked-choice-voting-is-a-good-idea-that-deserves-a-tryout/article_4e3a48f4-7fb8-51e6-afc2-5d5ca6c00488.html
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/why-republicans-should-embrace-ranked-choice-voting/
https://www.pilotonline.com/opinion/columns/vp-ed-column-kathawalla-1215-20211214-az2rrrsv6ffqdef5hpltbel3iq-story.html
https://www.cato.org/blog/alaskas-promising-voting-experiment
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/why-conservatives-shouldnt-fear-ranked-choice-voting/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brookings-now/2017/07/06/a-primer-on-gerrymandering-and-political-polarization/
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Analysts have pointed out that this voting sys-
tem has helped bridge sectarian differences be-
tween nationalist and unionist parties in a deeply 
divided Northern Ireland. Sinn Fein won the most 
seats, but rather than focusing on questions of 
national identity as it had when it was the politi-
cal wing of the militant Provisional Irish Republi-
can Army, it campaigned more on “kitchen-table 
issues like the cost of living and the National 
Health Service”. Previous scholarship found that 
proportional RCV creates incentives to reduce 
ongoing inter-ethnic conflict in Northern Ireland, 
and the gains of the non-sectarian Alliance party 
can be viewed as evidence of an element of co-
operation. 

How it could work in the United States

Americans are now accustomed to living in dis-
tricts represented by one member of Congress 
and one state legislator, but it was not always 
this way. For much of US history, districts elect-
ing more than one member were common for 
both Congress and state legislatures. It wasn’t 

until 1967 that Congress mandated single-mem-
ber districts. Congress did so to prevent states 
from using a specific multi-member system 
called block voting to dilute black voting pow-
er and prevent black candidates from winning 
seats. 

Multi-member districts are worth considering 
again—using proportional RCV, not block voting 
previously used in the United States. They could 
open the door to representation in Congress 
of the many substantial political minorities that 
can’t currently gain seats. For example, Repub-
lican voters are nearly 30% of the population 
in Massachusetts but no Republican has won 
one of the state’s nine or ten House seats since 
1992. Gerrymandering is not the only culprit; 
Republican voters are too geographically scat-
tered to constitute a majority in any one district. 
Somewhat similar dynamics exist in the opposite 
direction for Democrats in states like Oklahoma, 
where Democratic-leaning voters are 40% of the 
vote and have none of the state’s five seats. 

In the US context, this system would not need or 
create the large number of political parties illus-
trated in the data from Northern Ireland. Instead, 
a likely US result could show representation of 
currently underrepresented segments of a two 
party system, such as urban Republicans, rural 
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Results of Northern Ireland’s May 5, 2022 Assembly Election
Party Share of First Choice Votes Share of Seats

Sinn Féin 29% 30%

Democratic Unionist Party 21% 28%

Alliance Party 14% 19%

Ulster Unionist Party 11% 10%

Social Democratic & Labour 
Party

9% 9%

Independents 3% 2%

Others 9% 2%

https://fairvote.org/elections_in_northern_ireland_and_scotland_show_the_promise_of_proportional_ranked_choice_voting/
https://fairvote.org/elections_in_northern_ireland_and_scotland_show_the_promise_of_proportional_ranked_choice_voting/
https://daneshyari.com/article/preview/1051907.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/USCODE-2021-title2/pdf/USCODE-2021-title2-chap1-sec2c.pdf
https://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/voting-systems/types-of-voting-system/first-past-the-post/block-vote/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/11/10/opinion/house-representatives-size-multi-member.html
https://daneshyari.com/article/preview/1051907.pdf
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Democrats, New England Republicans, and Plains 
States Democrats.

This reform, which New York Times Columnist 
David Brooks called “One Reform to Save Amer-
ica”, would not favor either major political party; 
rather it creates situations in which more than 
one party is represented in a district’s delegation. 
That could incentivize parties to become less 
polarizing and more inclusive, fostering the tol-
erance and mutual respect required by a healthy 
democracy. 

Canada: A case study on impar-
tial administration of elections 
While the 2022 US midterms are widely seen as 
free and fair, they were not free of attempted 
partisan interference. While still thankfully rare, 
some political leaders tried to stop the certifica-
tion of elections results on little more than con-
jecture; other election officials enabled security 
breaches that resulted in the improper accessing 
of sensitive voting technology; and still other of-
ficials adopted policies that make their elections 
less secure and efficient to appease their party 
base. 

One way to help prevent similar future challeng-
es is to put in place safeguards that ensure those 
chosen to oversee the administration of US elec-
tions are primed to act in an impartial manner. 
Similar safeguards exist in most democracies 
around the world, but Canada is a particularly 
useful case, given some similarities in election 
management between US states and Canadian 
provinces and territories. 

Following a particularly fraud-ridden election in 
1917, Canadian parties agreed to transition to 
a nonpartisan election administration model, 
requiring that federal, provincial and territorial 
election offices be led by nonpartisan individuals. 
This nonpartisanship is ensured through a range 
of legal mechanisms, most importantly by the 
nonpartisan chief electoral officers being ap-

pointed rather than elected, a process that often 
includes requirements for broad-based approval. 

Over the intervening decades, the Parliament of 
Canada and the provincial and territorial assem-
blies have delegated greater authority and dis-
cretion to these chief electoral officers. These 
trends bolstered the electoral officers’ neutrality 
and authority, and made it easier for these of-
ficers to manage election administration issues 
that are often fought over intensely in US legis-
latures, such as what IDs voters can present to 
vote and how to implement voting by mail. 

How it could work in the United States

US states place only very limited requirements 
on even their most senior election administrators 
(including secretaries of states) to be nonpar-
tisan, and most are elected under a party affil-
iation. Presidential commissions, like the 2005 
Carter-Baker Commission on Federal Election 
Reform and the 2014 Presidential Commission 
on Election Administration, have called for re-
forms that would help ensure that elections are 
administered in a more impartial manner, and 
some states have even experimented with non-
partisan structures. These efforts have often met 
resistance based on the view that nonpartisan-
ship is inherently unattainable. That view contra-
dicts the experience of dozens of other coun-
tries and US success in establishing sufficiently 
neutral control of other politically important 
institutions, such as the Federal Reserve Board.

Recent developments have spawned new efforts 
to increase impartiality in US election adminis-
tration and to change the incentives for election 
officials. Both Republicans and Democrats have 
introduced state legislation this year addressing 
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https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/31/opinion/voting-reform-partisanship-congress.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/31/opinion/voting-reform-partisanship-congress.html
https://abc7chicago.com/certify-election-2022-results-midterm-elections-cochise-county/12507112/
https://apnews.com/article/2022-midterm-elections-russia-ukraine-voting-presidential-local-89f03587e105290deddc647d43dd6960
https://apnews.com/article/2022-midterm-elections-russia-ukraine-voting-presidential-local-89f03587e105290deddc647d43dd6960
https://www.npr.org/2022/02/09/1076529761/right-wing-conspiracies-have-a-new-target-a-tool-that-fights-actual-voter-fraud
https://www.elections.ca/res/ces/esoc_e.pdf
https://www.elections.ca/res/ces/esoc_e.pdf
https://www.elections.ca/res/ces/esoc_e.pdf
https://electionsanddemocracy.ca/your-classroom/comparing-electoral-systems-canada-and-united-states
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/642dcbc53f522476efc85893/646554d2149904fce34d22da_Nonpartisanship-Works.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/642dcbc53f522476efc85893/646554d2149904fce34d22da_Nonpartisanship-Works.pdf
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=abo&dir=role&document=index&lang=e
https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=abo&dir=role&document=index&lang=e
https://web.archive.org/web/20070609115256/http://www.american.edu/ia/cfer/report/full_report.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20070609115256/http://www.american.edu/ia/cfer/report/full_report.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20070609115256/http://www.american.edu/ia/cfer/report/full_report.pdf
https://web.mit.edu/supportthevoter/www/files/2014/01/Amer-Voting-Exper-final-draft-01-09-14-508.pdf
https://web.mit.edu/supportthevoter/www/files/2014/01/Amer-Voting-Exper-final-draft-01-09-14-508.pdf
https://web.mit.edu/supportthevoter/www/files/2014/01/Amer-Voting-Exper-final-draft-01-09-14-508.pdf
https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/publications/enhancing-fairness-wisconsin-experiments-nonpartisan-election-administration-2001-%E2%80%93
https://captimes.com/opinion/column/rep-joe-sanfelippo-partisan-is-not-a-four-letter-word/article_a9f622bc-3202-5ce6-874c-16b4d2017863.html
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3500868
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3500868
https://www.federalreserve.gov/aboutthefed/structure-federal-reserve-system.htm
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/report/the-dangers-of-partisan-incentives-for-election-officials/
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/642dcbc53f522476efc85893/64888adc7e484493e2da0e93_Coi%20copy.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/642dcbc53f522476efc85893/646554d2149904fce34d22da_Nonpartisanship-Works.pdf
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election related conflicts of interest and reduc-
ing the ways election officials can take an active 
role in politics and campaigns. 

In fact, large bipartisan majorities want election 
officials to do their jobs in a nonpartisan manner, 
as the chart below illustrates. Reforms that help 
achieve that goal should be seen as protecting 
officials against partisan pressures and pre-
venting outlier hyper-partisan infiltration, not as 
criticism of the ethics and bona fides of election 
officials. 

Reform design should consider the benefits and 
downsides to the use of bipartisan “mutual po-
licing” structures in US election administration. 
In all viable democracies, the right of competing 
parties to observe election processes is essen-
tial, but the United States has for many decades 
taken this party involvement beyond observing 
and into actually doing the election work. In 
many jurisdictions, election processes are often 
required to be undertaken by teams of biparti-

san workers. Likewise, state and county election 
boards are often comprised of appointees of the 
two parties. 

This tradition now faces at least three significant 
challenges. First the 2020 and 2022 elections 
demonstrated the vulnerability of bipartisan 
structures, as some partisan appointees to these 
bodies have simply refused to take steps re-
quired of them. Second, a recent federal district 
court ruling in Delaware may have opened the 
door for challenges against the legal requirement 
of party affiliation for election positions on First 
Amendment grounds. Third, with approximately 
half of Americans now identifying as indepen-
dent, it is becoming increasingly difficult to 
conduct elections in a fully bipartisan manner in 
many parts of the country. This context creates 
an opportunity to diversify states’ election gov-
ernance bodies away from prioritizing the needs 
of the two largest parties over all other election 
stakeholders.

https://www.electionreformers.org/articles/national-poll-on-election-administration
https://www.electionreformers.org/articles/twin-studies-compare-u-s-and-other-democracies
https://www.electionreformers.org/articles/twin-studies-compare-u-s-and-other-democracies
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/report/poll-worker-policy/
https://storage.courtlistener.com/recap/gov.uscourts.ded.74031/gov.uscourts.ded.74031.72.0.pdf
https://www.axios.com/2023/04/17/poll-americans-independent-republican-democrat
https://www.axios.com/2023/04/17/poll-americans-independent-republican-democrat
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Efforts to undermine the credibility of election 
results and the election process are the most 
corrosive threat to the integrity of US elections. 
The core of the problem is homegrown mis- and 
disinformation, supported and amplified by for-
eign adversaries, which sows significant doubt 
in the US voting system. When bad information 
is prevalent and compelling, particularly in an 
information void, it can create a downward spiral 
that undermines confidence even in empirically 
grounded fields like elections. 

 
It is clear that there is no evidence to call into 
question the results of the 2020 election and 
that verifiably false election narratives contribut-
ed to declining trust, the January 6th attack on 
the US Capitol, and an increase in threats against 
election officials.

One consideration for combatting election mis- 
and disinformation is that historically US elec-
tions have not always been flawless and fraud 
free, and it cannot be assumed that they will 
always be flawless in the future. For that reason, 
efforts should focus on bolstering public knowl-
edge of and confidence in election procedures 
while keeping open room for dialogue about rea-
sonable concerns. Mistakes may occur, but the 
emphasis should be on identifying and rectifying 
them quickly, so that voters are not disenfran-
chised.

To bolster resilience to election-related informa-
tion manipulation, we can look at actions taken 
by Sweden, South Korea, and Australia. 

Sweden: A case study on lead-
ership networks and “bottom 
up” resilience building  
One country the United States should look to for 
ideas on how to develop and successfully imple-
ment a formal government program—either on 
the state or federal level—for combating false 
election administration information is Sweden, 
which has both been a frequent target of Rus-
sian-sponsored disinformation and also operates 
a highly decentralized electoral management 
structure. To safeguard its 2018 general elec-
tion against potential disinformation campaigns, 
Sweden created a leadership component within 
the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (MSB) 
that focused on building election official resil-
ience from the bottom up, rather than taking a 
“top-down, regulatory approach”. These efforts 
centered around training and educating leaders 
across sectors in order to counter nation-state 
efforts to undermine confidence in the election. 

Before the MSB began its work, it first conduct-
ed a landscape review of the Swedish election 
system’s potential vulnerabilities. This included 
studying Russia’s attacks on the 2016 US elec-
tions, and conversing with foreign counterparts 
from the United States, the United Kingdom, 
and other European countries to learn how other 
democracies were analyzing and countering the 
disinformation threat. Within Sweden, the review 
included a briefing with the Swedish Election Au-
thority to discuss how elections worked broadly, 
conversations with municipal and county offi-
cials to discuss how elections were administered 
locally, and a questionnaire it sent to all of the 
country’s county administrative boards seeking 
information on how the various boards prepared 
for information manipulation activities. The MSB 
also received a classified threat assessment 
from the Swedish Security Service, the country’s 

Combatting Election Mis- and Disinformation

When bad information is preva-
lent and compelling, it can create a 

downward spiral.

“

”

https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/the-midterms-avoided-the-worst-case-outcomes-but-vigilance-is-still-needed/
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/the-midterms-avoided-the-worst-case-outcomes-but-vigilance-is-still-needed/
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/ballot-battles-9780190235277?cc=us&lang=en&
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/ballot-battles-9780190235277?cc=us&lang=en&
https://aceproject.org/ace-en/topics/em/ema/ema07
https://aceproject.org/ace-en/topics/em/ema/ema07
https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/sites/g/files/toruqf5601/files/GL_Swedena_Election_FINAL12_23_20_V1_0.pdf
https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/sites/successfulsocieties/files/GL_Swedena_Election_FINAL12_23_20_V1_0.pdf
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counterrorism and counterespionage agency.

The MSB used the review’s findings to provide 
election authorities with the knowledge, train-
ing, and tools needed to understand the threat 
of disinformation, vulnerabilities in the electoral 
system, and methods for responding. This in-
cluded: a practical handbook for how municipal 
administrators could counter disinformation; 
election protection best-practices that could 
form trainings for making elections more se-
cure and less mistaken-prone, which is critical to 
mitigating disinformation; and suggestions for 
strengthening coordination between the enti-
ties that administered elections and those that 
secured them, coordination that was previously 
close to non-existent. All told, approximately 
14,000 civil servants and election officials partic-
ipated in readiness activities on disinformation 
threats, building and strengthening interagen-
cy coordination structures, and raising public 
awareness. 

These readiness activities helped ensure that the 
2018 election ran smoothly, notwithstanding a 
cyberattack on the Swedish Election Authority 
that generated a flood of homegrown political 
mis- and disinformation. Over 87% of voters cast 
ballots, the highest turnout since 1985. Feedback 
for these activities was overwhelmingly positive, 
and much of the MSB’s strategy and methods 
were subsequently appropriated by other coun-
tries. Following 2018, the government doubled 
down on this “whole of society, resilience build-
ing approach” for future elections. 
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How it could work in the United States

In countries with decentralized electoral man-
agement structures, such as the United States, 

local election authorities often lack the knowl-
edge, training, and other support to meaningfully 
counter election related mis- and disinformation. 
In most election jurisdictions, US election offi-
cials need additional support to ensure accurate 
election information is available and to counter 
election related mis- and disinformation. States 
across the country are increasingly carrying out 
aspects of the work described above to ensure 
that accurate election information is available to 
bolster legitimacy of their elections at both the 
state and local levels. 

Like the MSB, the Cybersecurity and Infrastruc-
ture Security Agency (CISA) could conduct a 
landscape review of the US election system’s 
current vulnerabilities. CISA could then share the 
review’s findings with state election authorities, 
and then work with these authorities to provide 
other state and local election officials with cus-
tomized knowledge, training, and tools needed 
to understand information manipulation, vulner-
abilities in their electoral system, and methods 
for responding. Both state and federal actors 
have the ability to build coalitions like the MSB 
did to strengthen the resilience of state and local 
election officials, which in turn can better pre-
pare election officials for any future threats to 
US democracy. 

The critical work of building resilience to false 
election information must be carefully scoped 
as countering disinformation that targets trust in 
elections and ensuring the right to free speech 
can be in tension. Many are concerned that such 
effort could put the government in a position 
of the arbiter of truth, potentially leading to 
overreach. Any effort to build resilience in the 
information space and support accurate election 
communications and information should make 
the scope of the effort clear from the outset. 
These efforts should promote accurate and 
compelling information that can provide com-
mon ground to equip communities and insti-
tutions to withstand an influx of false election 

https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/sites/successfulsocieties/files/GL_Swedena_Election_FINAL12_23_20_V1_0.pdf
https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/sites/successfulsocieties/files/GL_Swedena_Election_FINAL12_23_20_V1_0.pdf
https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/sites/successfulsocieties/files/GL_Swedena_Election_FINAL12_23_20_V1_0.pdf
https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/sites/successfulsocieties/files/GL_Swedena_Election_FINAL12_23_20_V1_0.pdf
https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/publications/sweden-defends-its-elections-against-disinformation-2016-%E2%80%93-2018
https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/publications/sweden-defends-its-elections-against-disinformation-2016-%E2%80%93-2018
https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/publications/sweden-defends-its-elections-against-disinformation-2016-%E2%80%93-2018
https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/publications/sweden-defends-its-elections-against-disinformation-2016-%E2%80%93-2018
https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/publications/sweden-defends-its-elections-against-disinformation-2016-%E2%80%93-2018
https://ctnewsjunkie.com/2022/10/14/connecticut-misinformation-officer/
https://gov.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/2022-cybersecurity-tf-recommendations.pdf


Alliance for Securing Democracy at GMF | Election Reformers Network 15

narratives. The MSB provided Swedish election 
officials with knowledge, training, and support to 
help counter false election narratives, tools that 
Swedish election officials used to strengthen 
its resilience to attacks from both foreign and 
domestic actors. 

Australia: A case study on elec-
tion education campaigns and 
pre-bunking 
Analysis from the the Midterm Monitor—a joint 
project from the Alliance for Securing Democ-
racy at GMF and the Brennan Center for Justice 
that tracked national and state media, candi-
dates, and foreign state-backed actors across 
social platforms during the 2022 general elec-
tion—showed that those seeking to cast doubt 
on the validity of 2022 US elections relied on a 
core set of false narratives. These narratives—
which include attacks on voting machines and 
mail voting, and exaggerations of voter fraud—
reoccur and evolve over time. The cyclical 
pattern highlights the importance of more ef-
fectively preempting and exposing election mis- 
and disinformation. 

One country worth looking at for potential ways 
to educate the public in more timely and strate-
gic ways is Australia, whose elections have often 
been targeted by authoritarian actors, such as 
China. After seeing false election claims of wide-
spread fraud that resembled those that fueled 
the January 6 attack on the US capitol, the Aus-
tralia Electoral Commission (AEC) launched an 
aggressive campaign to combat disinformation 
by helping voters “Stop and Consider” the mes-
sages they received during the country’s 2022 
federal election. The campaign advised people 
to reflect on three things when encountering 
election information: 1) the reliability of the infor-
mation’s source; 2) the date the information was 
published; and 3) and whether the information 
was safe, or perhaps a scam.

To help ensure the campaign reached voters, 
the AEC employed two primary strategies. First, 
it actively monitored social media to provide 
accurate information to counter false claims 
before they had the chance to “go viral”. The 
AEC used its social media accounts to respond 
to people who tagged the AEC’s handle, and to 
monitor public conversations using key election 
search terms. When false claims about the elec-
tion process were made, the AEC acted quickly 
to debunk them and provide facts about how 
the election process actually worked. The AEC 
also tried to keep its engagement attractive to 
general audiences by using humor and memes to 
increase the sharing of its content. For example, 
after being accused by a Twitter user of being 
corrupt, the AEC initially replied with a sarcastic, 
“are not”, before giving a more detailed answer. 

In addition to its social media engagement, in 
the lead up to the May 2022 federal elections, 
the AEC launched a searchable database that 
listed and categorized mistruths about Austra-
lian election processes in a manner akin in many 
respects to 2020 CISA’s Rumor Control website, 
which many states have replicated. But the AEC 
did a bit more to efficiently and effectively pre-
bunk and debunk information. For example, each 
piece of disinformation noted in the AEC’s data-
base was accompanied with factual information 
on the matter, as well as information about the 
platform the falsehood was spread on, the date 
it was detected, and actions the AEC had taken 
in response. 

The effort appears to have been successful. 
For example, despite poll worker shortages that 
nearly forced the closure of regional polling 
places in Western Australia, South Australia, and 
Queensland and fanned claims of malfeasance, 
no mis- or disinformation compromised the ad-
ministration of the 2022 federal election or cast 
significant doubt on its legitimacy.

https://midtermmonitor.org/
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/3-lessons-misinformation-midterms-spread-social-media
https://theconversation.com/chinas-disinformation-threat-is-real-we-need-better-defences-against-state-based-cyber-campaigns-141044
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/may/30/from-voter-to-albaneses-invalid-swearing-in-election-claims-debunked
https://www.aec.gov.au/media/2022/04-12.htm
https://www.themandarin.com.au/186532-aec-aims-to-pour-cold-water-on-political-spin/
https://www.aec.gov.au/media/2022/04-12.htm
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/the-feed/article/leave-the-eggplant-off-how-the-aec-is-engaging-online-to-counter-fake-claims-about-voting/9ivuzvcqg
https://www.aec.gov.au/media/disinformation-register.htm
https://www.cisa.gov/rumor-vs-reality
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-05-26/regional-polling-sites-understaffed-2022-election/101099508
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How it could work in the United States

The Australia example shows the power of an 
election official-driven public education cam-
paign paired with quick pre- and debunking of 
false information. In part, the effort would build 
on the work of Rumor Control and other similar 
state-level websites and make it easier to com-
municate effectively to counter election disin-
formation. This is particularly important in places 
where the volume and pace of both accidental 
and intentional false information have previous-
ly overwhelmed the ability of election officials 
to effectively counter and educate the public 
about how elections work. And humor, GIFs, and 
memes that encourage sharing of good infor-
mation can amplify official efforts. The reality of 
this information environment underscores the 
importance of states rethinking essential staffing 
for election offices. Communication staff is no 
longer “nice to have”. 

One pre-bunking theme that could be effective 
in our polarized context is an emphasis that, as 
every sports fan knows, rooting hard for one 
team must go hand in hand with acknowledg-
ing and accepting the decisions by referees. In 
elections, the final verdict, the “video review” to 
extend the sports analogy, is done by courts, and 
their rulings need to be recognized and accepted 
as the best system we imperfect humans have 
for deciding a disputed election. 

There is a concern that such efforts can be 
perceived as too political, underscoring the 
importance of election and government offi-
cials appropriately scoping the effort and clearly 
communicating its purpose. When the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security announced the 

creation of the first Disinformation Governance 
Board in April of 2022, it did so in a manner that 
left the scope and mission unclear, opening itself 
up to immediate criticism. Three weeks after its 
announcement, the Disinformation Governance 
Board was paused, and soon after it was shut 
down. Efforts to counter false election informa-
tion with factual information should be appropri-
ately scoped at the outset. 

South Korea: A case study on 
transparency through impartial 
election observation
People tend to seek evidence confirming their 
preexisting beliefs, rather than adjusting their 
opinions based on the available evidence. There-
fore, it is important not only to debunk false 
election information, but to also show people 
how elections actually work and why they should 
be trusted. One way to do this is to build broader 
confidence that US elections are so transpar-
ent and so well watched that manipulation does 
not pose a meaningful risk. That confidence can 
come from expanding election observation op-
portunities.   

In the United States, political parties and can-
didates can generally deploy observers or poll 
watchers to witness many stages of the election 
process in each state. But some states prohibit 
domestic nonpartisan observers, who focus on 
the overall integrity of the election process for all 
candidates, regardless of the outcome. The sig-
nificant variance in rules and practices regulating 
observers detracts from the transparency of the 
electoral process and helps bad-faith actors ex-
ploit election mis- and disinformation to further 
erode electoral trust.

The significant variance in rules and 
practices regulating observers de-

tract from the transparency of the 
electoral process and helps bad-faith 
actors exploit election mis- and dis-
information.

“

”
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https://edition.cnn.com/2022/09/20/politics/dhs-rejects-proposal-protect-election-officials-disinformation/index.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2022/05/18/disinformation-board-dhs-nina-jankowicz/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/motivated-reasoning
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/motivated-reasoning
https://studentbriefs.law.gwu.edu/ilpb/2021/03/05/trust-but-verify-increasing-confidence-in-democratic-elections/
https://studentbriefs.law.gwu.edu/ilpb/2021/03/05/trust-but-verify-increasing-confidence-in-democratic-elections/
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Election-Observation.pdf
https://www.aec.gov.au/media/2022/04-12.htm
https://www.aec.gov.au/media/2022/04-12.htm
https://www.aec.gov.au/media/2022/04-12.htm
https://www.aec.gov.au/media/2022/04-12.htm
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South Korea—a newer democracy whose recent 
elections have been marred by internal faction-
alism and political polarization—took important 
steps recently by expanding election observa-
tion, steps that can provide useful lessons for 
the United States. In April 2020, South Korea 
transformed the mechanics of voting for millions 
of its voters to ensure that polling stations would 
not trigger a second wave of coronavirus infec-
tions during the 21st National Assembly elec-
tions. At the same time, South Korea also went 
to extraordinary lengths to expand and ensure 
observation of the elections.

South Korea enacted a number of safety mea-
sures to guard against the then new threat of  
COVID-19, which facilitated a relatively smooth 
voting experience. These measures also allowed 
domestic partisan and nonpartisan observers to 
monitor the voting process in-person in similar 
numbers to South Korean elections conducted 
before the pandemic.

To ensure others could observe the election 
remotely, the National Election Commission 
(NEC) of the Republic of Korea arranged for 
polling station activities to be livestreamed and 
broadcast on national channels, both during early 
voting and on election day. The livestreaming 
provided access to several stages of the elector-
al process, including preparations for voting; the 
actual voting in process; the close of voting and 
the storing of the voted ballots; the preparation 
and beginning of counting; the counting pro-
cess as it was progressing; and the close of the 
vote counting. These measures not only made it 
easier to observe the elections, but helped many 
South Koreans understand how their election 
procedures were tweaked to protect both their 
health and democratic rights.

South Korea’s 2020 elections were considered 
fair and safe, notwithstanding allegations of 
early voting fraud and Chinese involvement from 
prominent figures that were refuted and sub-
sequently dismissed by South Korea’s Supreme 

Court. These allegations were likely easier to 
discount because of South Korea’s robust ob-
servation efforts, including its monitoring of the 
two-day early voting period. Over 66% of voters 
cast ballots, the highest turnout in a parliamen-
tary election since 1992, and feedback for many 
aspects of the election was positive, including 
the observation accommodations. Following 
the election, the NEC met with election officials 
from other countries all over the world to discuss 
how the elections were managed and monitored, 
and in 2022, South Korea adopted similar obser-
vation accommodations for its 20th presidential 
election.

Learn 
More

Further Reading

How it could work in the United States

In the United States, election observation is gen-
erally governed by state legislation and in some 
cases even depends on the discretion of juris-
dictions within a state. Those states and jurisdic-
tions that don’t yet allow access to the electoral 
process for citizen nonpartisan observers should 
reconsider. For example, domestic nonpartisan 
observers agreed to monitor in-person the 2022 
midterm elections in Fulton County, Georgia—a 
place at the core of false assertions that the 
2020 presidential election was rigged—at the 
request of a bipartisan group of Georgia election 
officials. Relying in large part on the observations 
of these nonpartisan observers, the bipartisan 
group of election officials recommended against 
a state takeover of Fulton County elections and 
called for a “positive, proactive, and periodic 
review process, appropriately funded, designed 
to support and assist all [Georgia] counties with 
election process improvements” going forward.

While in-person observation is optimal, remote 
observation like that arranged by South Korea’s 

https://thediplomat.com/2022/11/how-south-koreas-authoritarian-past-shapes-its-democracy/
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/managing-20th-presidential-election-under-omicron.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/managing-20th-presidential-election-under-omicron.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/managing-20th-presidential-election-under-omicron.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/news/news-images/managing-elections-during-covid-19-the-republic-of-koreas-first-crucial-test-en.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/news/news-images/managing-elections-during-covid-19-the-republic-of-koreas-first-crucial-test-en.pdf
https://www.lawfareblog.com/comparative-case-study-how-south-korea-conducted-its-elections-during-pandemic
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/managing-elections-during-pandemic-republic-korea-crucial-test.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/news/news-images/managing-elections-during-covid-19-the-republic-of-koreas-first-crucial-test-en.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/news/news-images/managing-elections-during-covid-19-the-republic-of-koreas-first-crucial-test-en.pdf
https://www.cnn.com/2020/04/15/asia/south-korea-election-intl-hnk/index.html
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/news/news-images/managing-elections-during-covid-19-the-republic-of-koreas-first-crucial-test-en.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/news/news-images/managing-elections-during-covid-19-the-republic-of-koreas-first-crucial-test-en.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/managing-20th-presidential-election-under-omicron.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/managing-20th-presidential-election-under-omicron.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/managing-20th-presidential-election-under-omicron.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/news/news-images/managing-elections-during-covid-19-the-republic-of-koreas-first-crucial-test-en.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/news/news-images/managing-elections-during-covid-19-the-republic-of-koreas-first-crucial-test-en.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/news/news-images/managing-elections-during-covid-19-the-republic-of-koreas-first-crucial-test-en.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/news/news-images/managing-elections-during-covid-19-the-republic-of-koreas-first-crucial-test-en.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/news/news-images/managing-elections-during-covid-19-the-republic-of-koreas-first-crucial-test-en.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/8/a/543015.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/8/a/543015.pdf
https://www.gpb.org/news/2022/10/14/carter-center-monitor-midterms-in-fulton-county
https://events.trustifi.com/api/o/v1/click/644990defb7a23a70f5d27ae/fff1a4/66504c/3f9209/b96cec/081f46/19c766/f7cc9e/97b84a/e8666a/ef542d/85972d/627493/9a11d6/1f4096/1d247f/d7db7d/963481/d09ff3/e9f706/7841cd/93ddf6/a64407/f75c42/33d8ba/fa8214/488978/3688a4/c9b6f0/c34799/df7506/dc4836/9a6069/280413/a73405/617019/6c5825/336840/fd825b/8fb9b8/06fdb5/6723cb/c62d0f/e1d81a/b889ec/6804c0/972e7e/c00872/272595/51415b/fe58af/97282f/bec433/3947c6/de148d/41aaff/e3d09a/065484/06f974/dda65c/c63f39/ae2713/5c797a/ae9b06/50813a/4d5d11/54cc8e/87b921/7a01e2/b7ebba/7aae17/4bd037/a58943/2776b8/db5a99/d6cd7c/001100/f5a342/49ea60/a1b4f6/ba9d4b/8b2df1/2c5ea8/b11ad8/8dbd9b/4b27de/0de0a6/7aa13f/a19894/4c2316/4c3d5c/0b198f/f540de/00404f/19173c/130bb3/ac5d7e/58dbd0/ae053d/313f9f/e937f6/60142b/702165/4a132c/1ce652/1a0a33/0d51e8/105e45/3e198d/50534a/786e2d/0c4db7/a262d7/70cf8b
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/peace/democracy/how-more-robust-election-observation-could-help-save-us-elections.pdf
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NEC is still better than no observation at all, 
particularly when the remote observation tech-
nology has safeguards such as video encryption 
and anti-fabrication technology. Livestreaming 
cameras can provide viewers both locally and 
globally with remote access to various stages of 
the electoral process.

The critical work of observing elections must be 
carefully scoped as protecting the administration 
of elections and ensuring the right to observe 
them can be at odds. Some are concerned about 
election observation efforts interfering with the 
administration of the election, potentially leading 
to election worker threats and/or voter intimida-
tion. Any effort to expand election observation 
efforts to help build resilience in the informa-
tion space and rebut election falsehoods should 
make the scope of the effort clear from the out-
set. These efforts should promote accurate and 
compelling election observation information that 
can help communities and institutions better 
understand and improve their election process-
es, if necessary. South Korea’s efforts to expand 
election observation opportunities for its 2020 
elections made it easier for its courts, experts, 
and the broader public to counter and dispel 
false election narratives.

https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/managing-20th-presidential-election-under-omicron.pdf
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/how-more-robust-election-observation-could-help-save-u-s-elections/
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Looking Ahead to 2024 and Beyond
Just as no two states are exactly alike, there is 
no single way to ensure free and fair elections. 
But there are many steps and strategies that can 
help achieve that goal. As the 2024 US pres-
idential election draws nearer, the threats to 
elections may continue to intensify. Russia and 
China’s strategies of interference in democracies 
are evolving. Some state legislatures consumed 
by false claims of widespread election fraud 
continue to undermine public faith in electoral 
processes and pursue changes that consolidate 
electoral powers in partisan hands. Elected of-
ficials and candidates continue to inspire mis-
guided efforts to interfere in the administration 
of elections. And advancements in digital tech-
nology are making malign information cheaper, 
easier to produce, and harder to discern, while 
the proliferation of alternative social media sites 
has made false narratives ever more intractable. 

While no country is immune to these threats, 
many countries have found approaches that mit-
igate some aspects of polarization and informa-
tion manipulation. It is important to learn from 
them as we evaluate how new ideas can work to 
enhance trust in the US election system. 

Regardless of the reason, lingering mistrust in US 
elections and a general sense that democracy 
is not working for the political middle justifies 
rethinking our approach to protecting our elec-
tions, and our democracy, more broadly. A vot-
ing system in which the candidate with the most 
votes wins even if that candidate is not sup-
ported by the majority is a system that rewards 
polarization. Approaches to election administra-
tion and district drawing that allow significant 

political party control intensify the impact of 
polarization. 

Admittedly, many of the strategies, policies, and 
ideas discussed above require funding, some-
thing which is inconsistent across the states and 
unreliable on the federal level. In order to support 
state and local election jurisdictions where they 
need it most, the United States must devise a 
way to appropriately and consistently fund elec-
tions.

The reform ideas discussed here are a diversified 
mix of short and long-term proposals that could 
simultaneously help address US democracy’s 
most immediate needs, such as better com-
munications strategies and threat information, 
and more distant concerns, like improving the 
match between voter preferences and elector-
al outcomes. While it is tempting to focus all 
efforts on 2024, it is just as important to keep 
long-term objectives in mind. When it comes to 
strengthening and improving US democracy, we 
should heed the words of Benjamin Franklin who 
said that “by failing to plan, you are planning to 
fail”. Now is the time to plan and, for states espe-
cially, to experiment with ideas to improve the 
US system.  

This is a unique moment in US history, one in 
which there is an openness to new ideas on how 
to best run our elections and support democra-
cy. These ideas focus on changing incentives to 
encourage trust, mutual respect, and a willing-
ness to work together, resources essential to our 
form of government. Politics and political con-
siderations must, of course, be taken into con-
sideration as reforms are advanced, but the in-
novations discussed here benefit our democratic 
republic, not Republicans or Democrats. We 
must be open to new ideas that can strengthen 
US democracy, learn from our allies and other 
democracies, and ensure that the United States 
can tackle the next generation of challenges. 

A voting system in which the candi-
date with the most votes wins even 

if that candidate is not supported by 
the majority is a system that re-
wards polarization.

“

”

https://trustthevote.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Tabulator_Q422_FINAL.pdf
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2023-Unclassified-Report.pdf
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2022/05/19/voter-subversion-trump-republicans-push-laws-change-elections/9824186002/
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Poll-Worker-Vetting.pdf
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Poll-Worker-Vetting.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/08/technology/ai-chatbots-disinformation.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/20/technology/disinformation-spread.html
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/securing-2024/
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