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       1 

 Introduction   

     Nearly every country in the world today holds multiparty elections. With unex-
pected speed, in the early 1990s a brushfi re of political change swept through the 
former communist bloc and much of the developing world. Democracy became 
the only legitimate game in town, and people around the world embraced this 
new norm, an “emerging right to democratic governance” (Franck 1992). Twenty 
years later, however, it is clear that early, unbridled optimism was misplaced. Many 
leaders have strategically adapted to the shift  in international expectations, con-
structing a democratic façade to defl ect att ention from distinctly undemocratic 
practices. Sometimes labeled “hybrid” or “pseudodemocratic” regimes, these 
countries have democratic credentials on paper: opposition parties are allowed, 
and political offi  ces are fi lled through multiparty elections. But in practice the 
norms of free and fair political competition are regularly and systematically vio-
lated. Th us, although holding elections is now crucial for att aining political legiti-
macy, this has done “less than expected to create well-functioning mechanisms of 
democratic accountability” (Carothers 2007, 21). 

 Th e reality is that in any given year the number of fl awed elections around 
the world greatly exceeds the number of clean ones. Although fraud has long 
fi gured in the repertoire of authoritarian rule, electoral misconduct is on the 
increase even among nominally democratic leaders. An array of methods is at 
their disposal. In Peru, for example, democratically elected president Alberto 
Fujimori used bribes and intimidation to ensure the cooperation of key play-
ers in the judiciary, legislature, and media in the run-up to the 2000 presidential 
election, violating campaign regulations with impunity and even rigging the soft -
ware used for vote tabulation on election day (Conaghan 2006, ch. 8). Prior to 
Armenia’s 2007 legislative elections, police and local offi  cials created a climate 
of intimidation to prevent opposition parties from campaigning freely.   1    In other 
cases, incumbents have resorted to tried-and-true forms of election-day fraud. In 
Albania’s 1996 parliamentary election, votes cast for the opposition were altered, 
and premarked ballots for ruling party candidates were stuff ed into ballot boxes 
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by polling station offi  cials (ODIHR 1996). In the Dominican Republic’s 1994 
election, at least seventy-three thousand names of opposition supporters were 
mysteriously deleted from registration lists on election day, preventing those 
individuals from casting ballots and contributing to President Joaquín Balaguer’s 
narrow victory (Espinal 1998). 

 Governments that employ these crooked tactics oft en get away with it. Since 
1990 well over half of elections held around the world have involved misconduct, 
and the majority of these contests have been won by the incumbent. Whereas 
the rate of victory for the ruling party or candidate in clean elections is 55 per-
cent, this fi gure rises to more than 70 percent in fl awed elections. In only thirteen 
cases—a mere 5  percent of the total—have leaders been forced to step down 
or cancel results aft er winning a fraudulent election. Th e upshot is that electoral 
manipulation feeds a vicious cycle. It reinforces incumbent dominance and over 
time becomes embedded within a broader context of institutional bias and cor-
ruption. Th is in turn fosters a climate of tacit acceptance in which opposition 
parties are weak and citizens too disengaged—or simply too afraid—to defend 
their right to vote in free and fair elections. Once this occurs, electoral miscon-
duct is exceedingly diffi  cult to eradicate. Many regimes, like the ruling Frelimo 
party in Mozambique, can safely use elections as nominal democratic cover while 
remaining conveniently “free of any exposure to uncertain outcomes” (Manning 
2010, 161). 

 Yet against the odds, stolen elections do sometimes trigger democratic change. 
In the Philippines (1986), Serbia (2000), Georgia (2004), Ukraine (2004), and 
Kyrgyzstan (2005), mass outrage in response to electoral manipulation directly 
precipitated the government’s downfall. Laurent Gbagbo’s dubious victory in 
Cote d’Ivoire’s 2010 election resulted in a prolonged postelection standoff , but 
he was eventually dislodged. In other cases, change is more gradual. Consider a 
country like Albania, where abysmally fl awed elections in 1996 were followed by 
incremental but steady improvements in the professionalism and transparency 
of election commissions, the quality of the legal framework governing elections, 
and the impartiality of electoral dispute resolution. In the 2009 parliamentary 
contest, a single computerized voter registration list was introduced, which 
sharply limited opportunities for fraud, and—for the fi rst time in Albania—
election observers found “no evidence of irregular counting or manipulation of 
results” (ODIHR 2009, 4). 

 What explains this variation? Why do governments get away with manipulation 
in some cases, but not in others? How do some countries escape the vicious cycle 
and experience real improvement in electoral quality? Domestic factors alone do 
not answer these questions. Consider, for example, the 1990 and 1994 elections in 
the Dominican Republic. In both contests the opposition enjoyed broad popular 
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support. Both races were won by the incumbent president, Joaquín Balaguer, by 
an exceedingly small margin. Even the technology of fraud was the same in the 
two elections. But only in 1994 did misconduct spark democratic change. From 
a domestic standpoint, this outcome is puzzling, because the two contests were 
seemingly similar in every relevant respect. Th e key diff erence was the response 
of the international community. In 1994 election observers presented detailed 
evidence of manipulation, and the Organization of American States (OAS) and 
United States took rapid action in response. By repeatedly criticizing the election’s 
legitimacy, they validated the opposition’s claims that tens of thousands of its vot-
ers had been disenfranchised. Th ey imposed sustained diplomatic pressure, mak-
ing it clear to Balaguer that the status quo could not stand. Ultimately, in August 
1994 internationally mediated talks culminated in a negotiated sett lement—the 
“Pact for Democracy”—wherein Balaguer agreed to hold early elections in which 
he would not stand for reelection. At the behest of the international community, 
important changes to election administration were also agreed upon, including 
purging the central election commission, cleaning up voter registration lists, and 
creating a national judiciary council to adjudicate electoral disputes. 

 Th e same mechanisms of international infl uence apparent in the Dominican 
Republic are echoed in numerous other cases in which opposition parties have 
sought international allies, mediation has produced incumbent concessions, or 
international actors have demanded reforms to institutions of election manage-
ment. Th ey resonate in the words of those most directly aff ected by manipulation, 
such as when Albania’s opposition candidate claimed in 2001 that his “only hope” 
was that international organizations would force the government to overturn the 
election results,   2    or when Viktor Yuschenko, addressing hundreds of thousands 
of his supporters in Kiev, declared: “Today, as never before, we need international 
att ention to focus on this fraud.”   3    Th ey are echoed in the disappointment of 
those for whom international support is not forthcoming, such as in Azerbaijan, 
where opposition protesters called on the West to be true to its values: “Do not 
exchange democracy for oil.”   4    

 Th e broader point conveyed by these examples is that the domestic electoral 
game plays out before an international audience. Th e members of this audience 
do not merely infl uence domestic costs and benefi ts from afar. Nor are their activ-
ities limited to those of election observation missions, which can document and 
publicize misconduct, but otherwise have no ability to punish cheating. Rather, 
international actors  enforce democratic norms  by responding to electoral miscon-
duct in concrete and immediate ways:  they wield sticks and carrots to induce 
government concessions, mediate confl icts between opposing parties, shame 
norm violators, and validate the opposition’s claims of fraud. By altering the bal-
ance of power between government and opposition, these eff orts can provide 
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the decisive push toward democratic change. In short, conceiving of electoral 
misconduct as a violation of international norms—and therefore as an act that 
has external repercussions—is essential for understanding variations in domestic 
outcomes aft er fl awed elections. 

 Th e idea that enforcement matt ers may at fi rst seem surprising. International 
promotion of democracy is oft en criticized as inconsistent and weak. Only some 
of the countries that hold fl awed elections are punished, and sanctions that impose 
tangible costs on norm violators are rare. Th ese facts raise important questions 
about whether international actors are simply choosing to involve themselves in 
“easy” cases, where democratic change would result anyway. Moreover, electoral 
misconduct is widespread and persistent, pointing to the international com-
munity’s failure to establish a credible deterrent. For all these reasons, it would 
be tempting to conclude that the international defense of democratic norms is 
meaningless, that we are simply witnessing a game of “organized hypocrisy” in 
which norms are regularly violated with impunity (Krasner 1999). Th is book 
argues otherwise. Even if enforcement is selective and politicized, or appears on 
its face to be weak, it can deepen democracy by infl uencing both the conduct and 
the outcome of elections.    

      THE ARGUMENT IN BRIEF   

 Norms are shared understandings about appropriate behavior.   5    With the end of 
the Cold War there emerged a growing consensus—a shared understanding—
that governments should be chosen through free and fair elections. Th is includes 
the concepts that no party or candidate should be unduly or arbitrarily prevented 
from competing; campaigns should be free to operate without intimidation; all 
parties and candidates should enjoy equal access to the media; state institutions 
involved in organizing and arbitrating elections should be impartial; no voter 
should be arbitrarily denied the right to cast a ballot; voters should be free to 
express their political preferences and should vote by secret ballot; and ballots 
should be counted in a transparent and accurate manner. I refer to these standards 
collectively as “democratic electoral norms” (or simply democratic norms). Th eir 
origins in international law date to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
Th rough the subsequent eff orts of election monitoring organizations, the United 
Nations, and a number of regional organizations, a set of more specifi c standards 
for electoral conduct has now emerged within a growing body of hard and soft  
law (cf. Fox and Roth 2001; Rich 2001).   6    

 Democratic electoral norms are global in scope. Th ese standards are used by 
international and domestic actors in all regions of the world as the benchmark 
against which to evaluate electoral conduct. A  country does not have to be a 
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member of a particular international institution or sign onto a particular inter-
national commitment to be held to account. Yet there is wide variation among 
countries and regions in whether—and to what extent—violations of demo-
cratic electoral norms are punished. Enforcement—understood as policies that 
aim to improve norm compliance through pressure, incentives, or suasion—is 
selectively imposed. Th e goals of this book are twofold:  to explain this varia-
tion in norm enforcement and to explain the impact of enforcement—when it  is  
applied—on electoral conduct and outcomes. In other words, this study explores 
both the causes and eff ects of the international enforcement of democratic norms. 

 Some countries are more likely than others to be punished for electoral mis-
conduct, and the intensity of enforcement can diff er substantially across cases. 
Any att empt to assess the eff ects of international enforcement must fi rst account 
for this variation in when and where it is imposed. One reason is simply a coun-
try’s regional location. In Latin America and Europe, regional organizations are 
the fi rst line of defense against democratic backsliding. A virtuous combination 
of member state will and institutional capacity has resulted in entities like the 
OAS, European Union (EU), Council of Europe (COE), and Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) developing a strong track record 
of monitoring elections and responding to electoral misconduct. Other regions 
lack this key component. Africa’s regime for protecting democracy is far less 
developed, and in Asia it is virtually nonexistent. 

 Variation in enforcement is also shaped, at the country level, by interests and 
information. Enforcement is less likely to be found in geopolitically important 
countries or strategic allies where the external actor’s interest in promoting 
democracy is trumped by other foreign policy goals. But patt erns of enforce-
ment are not dictated solely by power relations. Th e decision to enforce in a 
particular case—even in a strategically important country—is also shaped by 
the degree of uncertainty about the scope, source, and severity of electoral mis-
conduct. When information about a norm violation is compelling and credible, 
it provides a justifi cation—and creates outright pressure—for an international 
response. Within multilateral organizations, states that favor enforcement can 
marshal evidence of misconduct to shame other, more reluctant member states 
into providing their support. Election observation missions are one prominent 
source of information on electoral conduct. But international actors can also 
learn about the intentionality of misconduct simply by observing a regime’s 
behavior over time. Repeat off enders—countries that experience a series of 
fl awed elections with no evidence of improvement—are more likely to be pun-
ished, because it is clearer in these cases that violations are deliberate and willful. 
Importantly, repeat off enders also represent the more intractable cases, which 
runs counter to the idea that international actors choose to intervene primarily 
when conditions are easy. 
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 Once enforcement is imposed, what are its eff ects? Can international actors 
infl uence domestic political outcomes? Understanding the mechanisms of 
international infl uence requires fi rst understanding key features of the domestic 
political context. In the wake of a fl awed election, two barriers stand in the way 
of democratic change: institutional bias and opposition weakness. By targeting 
these barriers, international actors can transform the electoral context, leveling 
the playing fi eld and altering the balance of power between government and 
opposition. Th eir infl uence runs through two specifi c channels. First, by pro-
moting institutional reform, enforcement  improves electoral conduct . At issue is 
the quality, impartiality, and professionalism of the institutions of election man-
agement and oversight. When they are weak and politicized, and accountability 
mechanisms are poor, opportunities for manipulation are extensive, and cheating 
is easy to pull off . By inducing governments to agree to institutional reform and 
ensuring implementation, international actors contribute to an environment that 
favors clean elections. Importantly, this pathway of infl uence requires no change 
of heart on the part of the incumbent. Rather, an improved institutional environ-
ment renders electoral misconduct more costly and diffi  cult, even if the incum-
bent still wants to cheat. It may seem puzzling that any leader would agree to such 
changes, but institutional reform is more incentive compatible than it might fi rst 
appear. For an incumbent with a short time horizon—one that is focused simply 
on retaining power in the near term—institutional change provides a way to alle-
viate postelection pressure without giving up power entirely. Th e “bite” of these 
reforms is only felt in the next electoral cycle. 

 In the second channel, by empowering the domestic opposition, international 
enforcement  increases the probability of alternation in power . In the immediate aft er-
math of a fl awed election, the opposition faces two strategic dilemmas: its claims of 
fraud may lack credibility, and att empts to orchestrate protests are plagued by col-
lective action problems. International actors mitigate these problems by provid-
ing external validation and reducing the likelihood that protests will be repressed. 
Enforcement also bolsters the opposition’s electoral prospects. International 
actors can increase the incentives for opposition parties to unite by employing 
targeted threats and promises; they alleviate fear and increase confi dence in the 
electoral process, thereby boosting turnout among opposition supporters; and 
by tying valuable international benefi ts to a change in government, international 
actors increase the incentives for voters to support the opposition. 

 Diff erent enforcement tools have diff erent strengths. Conditionality—the 
wielding of sticks and carrots—marshals the power of concrete material incen-
tives. Th is form of infl uence is particularly well-suited for inducing governments 
to implement institutional reform and encouraging opposition parties to forge 
a united electoral front. Tools of diplomatic engagement—mediation, diplo-
matic missions, and shaming—instead marshal the power of social pressure 
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and suasion. Th ese methods prove particularly adept at empowering opposition 
voices and lending credibility to their claims during the immediate period of 
postelection contestation. Th is runs counter to the idea that concrete threats and 
punishments are necessarily the best—or the only—way to induce compliance 
with international norms.  

    IMPLICATIONS FOR DEMOCRATIZATION AND 
ELECTIONS   

 Th is book joins a growing body of research that carves out a space for interna-
tional actors in an area typically studied through the lens of domestic politics. 
Th is wave of scholarly inquiry is challenging the assumption that democracy 
must come from the bott om up. In a pioneering set of studies, Pevehouse (2002a, 
2002b, 2005) fi nds that membership in densely democratic regional intergovern-
mental organizations (IGOs) promotes both democratic transitions and consoli-
dation. His causal story relies on the idea that IGOs impose costs on democratic 
backsliders—through sanctions or suspension of membership—and in so doing 
tie the hands of would-be norm violators.   7    Studies of the EU’s enlargement echo 
this conclusion about the powerful eff ects of conditionality—at least when it is 
tied to a highly valued reward, like EU membership (Vachudova 2005; Jacoby 
2006). Under certain conditions soft er tools of infl uence, which do not rely on 
threats and coercion, appear to matt er as well. Foreign aid, for example, has been 
found to lead to improvements in democratic performance, especially when 
it is specifi cally designed to target democratic institutions (Finkel et  al. 2007; 
Goldsmith 2003). 

 Other studies forego theorizing about the eff ects of particular tools for pro-
moting democracy and instead conceive of external forces as structural or back-
ground conditions, as the international “context” of democratization. Early 
research on the international dimensions of the third wave of democratization 
largely adopted this approach (cf. Pridham 1991; Whitehead 1996). Studies of 
the liberal peace fi nd that membership in international organizations is associ-
ated with democracy (Russett  and Oneal 2001). More recently, Levitsky and 
Way (2005, 2010a) off er a structural account of competitive authoritarian 
regimes that emphasizes the role of economic, social, and political linkages with 
the West as a primary cause of democratization. Research on the diff usion of 
democracy similarly focuses on the importance of geographic location (Brinks 
and Coppedge 2006; Gleditsch and Ward 2006; Simmons, Dobbin, and Garrett  
2008). Taking stock, the value of structural accounts lies in their ability to illu-
minate variation in countries’ long-term propensity to democratize. Th ey are less 
useful for answering more nuanced questions about the particular timing and 
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character of democratic breakthroughs. Bunce and Wolchik (2011) emphasize 
this point in their study of postcommunist regimes, in which they fi nd that struc-
tural conditions exhibit only a very weak correlation with successful electoral 
revolutions.   8    Similarly, Birch’s (2011) study of electoral malpractice fi nds only 
limited evidence that dependence on trade, investment, and foreign aid is associ-
ated with electoral quality (2011, ch. 3). Th e problem is that structural accounts 
fail to model international actors as agents that choose when, where, and how to 
intervene in domestic politics. To gain a complete understanding of international 
infl uences on elections, it is not enough to examine aggregate patt erns of interna-
tional linkage, trade, fl ows of fi nancial assistance, or membership in international 
institutions. One must account for active forms of international intervention 
during particular moments of electoral contestation. 

 A second limitation of existing research is the tendency to focus broadly on 
democratization writ large, customarily measured via aggregate ratings on the 
Polity or Freedom House indexes. Th ese aggregate “umbrella” concepts can 
sometimes conceal more than they reveal.   9    Much work remains to be done to 
understand how insights about international pressure and engagement apply 
to the specifi c realm of electoral politics.   10    Th is is the essential task taken up in 
this book. Elections are the heart of democracy; indeed, they are the single ele-
ment that even the most minimal defi nitions of democracy agree upon.   11    Th us, 
by demonstrating that international actors can improve electoral quality—and 
the conditions under which they do so—this book provides compelling new evi-
dence about the precise causal mechanisms through which international forces 
promote democracy. 

 No less important is the contribution this makes to the study of electoral mis-
conduct, the large majority of which locates the causes of misconduct within the 
domestic sphere. In an extensive cross-national study of electoral malpractice, 
Birch (2011) argues that a leader’s decision to engage in manipulation is shaped 
by legitimacy costs:  in systems where relations between citizens and the state 
are based on patronage and clientelism, backlash against electoral malpractice is 
likely to be lower than in countries with strong and autonomous civil societies. 
She fi nds, accordingly, that malpractice is higher in countries with high levels of 
corruption and lower in countries with strong freedom of the press and a history 
of protests. Other studies have found that misconduct is more likely in contexts 
where power is disproportionately concentrated in the hands of the incumbent 
(Simpser 2013); in more competitive races (Lehoucq and Molina 2002; Lehoucq 
2003); in winner-take-all electoral systems (Birch 2007; Lehoucq 2003); and 
in districts marked by high socioeconomic inequality (Ziblatt  2009). Simpser 
(2013) argues that leaders’ incentives to perpetrate electoral misconduct stem 
from its long-term and far-reaching political benefi ts. Especially when manipula-
tion is blatant and excessive—that is, beyond what is needed to win the election 


