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Abstract:
Scholars and practitioners alike increasingly see domestic election monitoring groups to be a
partial remedy to electoral malpractice. A small but growing empirical research literature
examines the effects of domestic observers on electoral integrity. These studies rest on
important but unsubstantiated assumptions about the goals and strategies of election
watchdogs. For instance, the account of ‘self-enforcing democracy’ expects that observers
aim to deter or displace election fraud (Fearon 2011; Ichino & Schündeln 2012). Other
authors posit that election watch groups want to build associational social capital and
socialize political elites into norms of electoral integrity (Lean 2013). To date, however, little
systematic and comparative research has empirically investigated these assumptions. This
study addresses this gap and asks which theory of change underlies the increasingly
widespread activities of citizen election monitors. What do citizen observer groups
themselves see as their strategic goals and how do they pursue them? The study draws on
an original dataset of 1,000 citizen election watch NGOs in 123 countries, an organizational
survey of 290 of these groups, and in-person interviews with election watch activists from
15 countries, to address this open question. It argues that domestic election monitors
primarily play a role as agenda builders, shaping the public debate about electoral integrity,
aiming to affect procedural, legal, and behavioral changes in the long run. The study thus
draws into question some of the established assumptions of the literature on election
monitors and raises the question whether the common empirical tests are suitable to
capture the intended effects of domestic observers.
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Introduction
Supporting domestic election monitoring initiatives (DEMIs) 1 in the safeguarding of elections
is a major growth area of international aid. Overall amounts of aid spent on democracy-related
interventions – elections, human rights, civil society, and media – tripled in the years from 2002 to
2012, from about US$1 billion per year to about US$3 billion (Lührmann, McMann & van Ham 2016).
And aid more specifically targeted at 'Democratic Participation and Civil Society' amounted to
US$2.7 billion from 2001 to 2010. 2 A wide range of international governmental and nongovernmental organisations work with domestic election monitors through capacity building and/or
grant making, and a number of handbooks and guidelines describe the activities, actors, and goals
involved3. These publications unanimously praise the virtues of citizen election monitors. The ‘A-Z
Guide’ to domestic monitoring, for instance, a foundational document published by one of the
primary funding agencies, the US-based National Democratic Institute (NDI), asserts that domestic
monitors “[contribute to] more genuine election processes by encouraging fairer campaign practices
and a more informed electorate, as well as by reducing the possibility of fraud and irregularities on
election day. [They] develop and strengthen institutions essential to the sustainability of a
democratic political system, [and] help citizens learn organizational skills necessary to participate
actively and effectively in the political life of a country between elections”. (NDI 1995:vii)
Clearly, hopes are high. Not only are domestic monitors expected to deter electoral
malpractices, they are also meant to improve institutional and legal frameworks, and build civic skills
and social capital. But what do we know through systematic and comparative research about their
work? 4 Descriptive case studies abound, investigating the work of citizen observers in specific
countries (e.g. Bjornlund 2004; Igarashi 2008; Muntean & Gheorghiţă 2010; Makulilo 2011; El
Baradei 2012; Khoo 2016), or examining the use of specific technologies and methodologies by
singular group (Bader 2013; Bailard & Livingston 2014; Hellström 2015). In addition, some broader
analyses examine impacts based on comparative case studies (Lean 2007, 2013), cross-sectional
time series (Birch & Van Ham 2017) or field experiments (Ichino & Schündeln 2012; Sjoberg 2012;
Callen et al. 2016; Asunka et al. 2017).
Notwithstanding the important contributions of these studies, a number of shortcomings
remain. Perhaps most importantly, there is little agreement about how domestic monitors would
1

For the purpose of this study, domestic election monitoring initiatives (DEMIs) are defined as non-state, nonmedia, and not party-affiliated collective actors offline and online who observe the conduct of elections in
their own country, publish their findings and analysis of problems, and/or advocate for changes in electoral
laws and procedures (Grömping 2017).
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Based on the AidData database (http://aiddata.org/).
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See for instance: NDI (1995); ODIHR (2003); O’Grady, Lopez-Pintor & Stevens (2004); NDI (2014)
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For an overview, see Grömping (forthcoming).
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strengthen elections (if at all). Not only do different studies focus on different outcomes, they also
propose differing causal mechanisms: a) some studies focus upon policy advocacy and electoral
reform (Renwick 2010; Celis, Krook & Meier 2011); b) others draw on constructivist theories leading
to ideational or norm-building effects of monitors (Lean 2013); c) other studies rely on rational
choice arguments to explain deterrence of election fraud (Fearon 2011); d) yet others emphasize
social capital (Nevitte & Canton 1997); and e) some remain entirely agnostic about how exactly
monitors could make a difference. As a result, not only are the theoretical models disjointed from
one another, the causal mechanisms by which elections are believed to be strengthened may be
undertheorized.
The present study seeks to address this gap, by asking the exploratory question: How do
domestic election monitors themselves seek to strengthen electoral integrity? 5 The methodological
approach is descriptive in nature and pays attention to what election watch practitioners have to say
about their own work. Based on the analysis of an original dataset of 1,000 citizen election watch
NGOs in 123 countries, an organizational survey of 290 of these groups, and in-person interviews
with election watch activists from 15 countries, the study finds that DEMIs operate on a continuum
of policy generalists to policy specialists. Some groups focus exclusively on electoral integrity and
expend most of their budget on it, while others work on many different issues, and only commit
resources to electoral integrity during short-term observation activities in elections. This means that
some domestic monitors are committed to long-term impacts while others may not. Second, the
majority of DEMIs want to achieve long-term change in either electoral legislation or behavioural
change on the part of political parties and electoral authorities, dispelling the misconception that
short-term deterrence is their major goal. Fourth, the most prevalent de-facto strategy of influence
to achieve these long-term goals is media attention-seeking.
Based on these findings, the study argues that domestic election monitors primarily play a
role as agenda builders, shaping the public debate about electoral integrity, aiming to affect
procedural, legal, and behavioral changes in the long run. Rather than short-term deterrence, they
have a long-term goal in mind and work towards changing public perceptions of elections by
pursuing a media-centric strategy of influence. These findings draw into question some of the
established assumptions of the literature on election monitors, in particular that their main impact
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For the purpose of this study, the concept of ‘electoral integrity’ refers to elections that adhere to
“international conventions and global norms, applying universally to all countries worldwide throughout the
electoral cycle, including during the pre-electoral period, the campaign, on polling day, and its aftermath.
Conversely, the notion of ‘electoral malpractice’ is used to refer to […] violations of these global norms” (Norris
2013:564).
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derives from election-day deterrence. It raises the question whether the common empirical tests are
suitable to capture the intended effects of domestic observers.
The study proceeds as follows. The first section briefly presents three competing theoretical
accounts of how domestic monitors may strengthen electoral integrity. Section two uses data from
an organizational survey of DEMIs and in-person interviews with election watch activists to compare
the assumptions of the three theoretical accounts with the actual work of domestic monitors.
Specifically, this section explores the strategic goals and the strategies of influence of domestic
observers in a more inductive fashion. The final section summarizes the findings and then proposes
an agenda-building model of potential impacts of monitors. The agenda-building approach theorizes
the impacts of domestic election monitoring on electoral integrity through the lens of the
communicative efforts of domestic watchdogs to get themselves and their message onto the public’s
agenda.
Theoretical accounts of observer impacts
Different theoretical traditions give quite different answers as to the mechanisms by which
domestic election monitors potentially strengthen elections. Public policy scholars hold that reform
advocacy groups can affect the calculations of political elites and increase the likelihood of electoral
reform (Renwick 2010; Celis, Krook & Meier 2011); constructivists argue that domestic NGOs are
'norm entrepreneurs' that help socialize political elites into international human rights standards
(such as electoral integrity) (Finnemore & Sikkink 1998; Risse, Ropp & Sikkink 1999, 2013); and
rational-choice theorists claim that domestic monitors provide informational signals that increase
the likelihood of protest and may therefore deter politicians from rigging the polls (Fearon 2011).
Each of these are useful for explaining part of the potential impacts of domestic election monitoring.
But, as elaborated below, they remain disjointed from one another and somewhat incomplete.
First, scholars of public policy see a potential role for civil society actors in creating public
pressures for electoral reform. While the majority of studies in this tradition look at electoral reform
purely as an outcome of elite preferences and choices, some authors emphasize that public interest
groups – such as election monitors – can be instrumental in placing ‘legitimacy constraints’ on these
choices (Renwick 2010). By directly appealing to politicians’ normative ideals of electoral integrity,
domestic election advocacy groups can thus nudge the reform process towards legislation conducive
for clean elections, as has happened, for instance, in the expansion of gender quota laws (Celis,
Krook & Meier 2011). They may be aided in this endeavor by mass perceptions of widespread
malpractices creating further public pressure (Norris 2011). The public policy account has been used
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to convincingly explain, for instance, the success of the reform movement in New Zealand (see
above) (Vowles 1995).
Second, a constructivist argument drawing on social movement scholarship and international
relations holds that the embedding of elections with integrity may happen through a process of
norm socialization, by which international integrity norms become internalized in the domestic
institutions of states (Risse, Ropp & Sikkink 1999, 2013). This account holds that domestic election
monitoring initiatives play an important role in this socialization process, because they use
conscience-raising, shaming, argumentation and persuasion to convince political elites – such as
electoral authorities, candidates, or political parties – of the validity of integrity norms. Under
certain conditions, they may be successful in promoting these norms until they achieve ‘prescriptive
status’ – meaning that the actors involved regularly make reference to them to describe and
evaluate their own behavior and that of others (Rittberger 1993). Political actors subjected to the
discursive rationality of argumentation, justification, and persuasion may eventually adhere to
integrity standards out of habit, because they believe in them and because they have become
internalized. The activity of domestic election monitors as ‘norm entrepreneurs’ (Finnemore &
Sikkink 1998) has been empirically documented, for instance in Sharon Lean’s work about citizen
monitors in Latin America (Lean 2013).
In a third approach, rational choice theorists dismiss the discursive dimension. They argue
instead that domestic election monitors may have an impact as an informational device – providing
a publicly observable signal about the quality of elections. This information solves the coordination
problem of the public and allows it to pose a credible threat of protest or rebellion against political
candidates – especially incumbents – who try to manipulate elections (Fearon 2011). In this view,
entrenchment of electoral integrity happens as a matter of rational calculations by actors being
cognizant of incentives and constraints – possibly resulting in an equilibrium of ‘self-enforcing
democracy’ (Przeworski 1991, 2008). A growing number of studies find evidence that international
election monitoring serves as an informational device and introduces elements of self-enforcing
democracy (Daxecker & Schneider 2014; Hyde & Marinov 2014). While similar research on domestic
organizations is still absent, the above mentioned experimental studies of observer effects do rely
implicitly on this argument (Ichino & Schündeln 2012; Asunka et al. 2017).
Notwithstanding their contribution, these debates share an implicit reliance on a number of
unsubstantiated assumptions. Specifically, they each ascribe a certain ‘theory of change’ to the work
of election monitors which is primarily drawn from theory, not empirics.But what do domestic
election monitors actually do? What do they want to achieve, and how do they go about achieving
it? Does it line up with the expectations of these three theoretical approaches? We know precious
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little about this, primarily because of a lack of comparative data on domestic monitors and their
activities. Second, the three accounts are agnostic about how reform advocacy, normative discourse,
and information about the conduct of elections reach relevant audiences. They simply assume that
the communications of election observers are picked up by decision makers and the public alike.
They hence underspecify their proposed causal mechanism and assume an unbiased and totally
permeable system of public communications among organized interests, citizens, and politicians
In sum, these accounts miss crucial parts of the picture by essentially not asking the first and
foremost question about what it is that domestic monitors do and how they do it.
The work of domestic election monitors
This section explores the question whether the goals and activities of domestic election
monitors in the real world correspond to the theoretical assumptions of the aforementioned
models. It first shows that domestic observers are located in a wider spectrum of social movement
actors, NGOs, and interest groups working on public policy issues. Their work does not necessarily
focus exclusively on electoral integrity, although during elections they observe the polls. The
intensity of their specialization on the policy area of electoral integrity, as well as the breadth of
their policy engagement beyond elections varies considerably, contrary to what previous scholarship
has assumed. Second, the section investigates what domestic monitors hope to achieve through
their work. What are their long-term strategic goals? The evidence shows that some groups
prioritize legislative change, others aim at influencing the rule observance of political candidates and
parties, and yet others want to influence the electoral authorities. These are quite distinct
organizational goals, and the fact that different groups prioritize them in different ways suggests
that a singular focus on deterrence, social capital, or norm-building is too narrow. Yet, third, despite
differing strategic goals, the most prevalent de facto strategy of influence wielded by domestic
observers is the media-centric strategy of outside lobying. Domestic watchdogs ‘go public’ with their
findings. They want to be covered by the news media, and thereby build outside pressure, regardless
of their long-term strategic objectives. Other influence strategies such as legislative lobbying, the
activation of diverse accountability mechanisms, or popular mobilization are on average much less
prevalent.
To make these points, the study draws on four original data sources: First, the responses to
an organizational survey administered to DEMIs in 123 countries around the world 6, yielding a
response rate of 40% (294 responses). Second, in-person interviews with members of domestic
election monitoring groups from 15 countries. Third, election monitoring reports and strategic
6

See also Grömping (2017).
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documents available to the public from the websites of the groups in the DEMI dataset. And fourth,
proceedings of some major professional gatherings of dozens of domestic observer groups – the
Asian Electoral Stakeholder Forum II in Timor Leste, the Asian Electoral Stakeholder Forum III in Bali,
and the Second Forum of Citizen Observers in Brussels. Data sources and coding procedures are
detailed in the technical appendix.
Specialists or generalists? The breadth of DEMIs’ policy engagement
Domestic election monitoring initiatives (DEMIs) are collective actors assessing the integrity
of elections in certain systematic ways, and/or advocating for change in procedures and laws
governing the management of elections (see definition in footnote 1). This definition may be
interpreted as meaning that the concerned groups work solely in the issue space of electoral
integrity. Indeed, studies in the rational choice tradition investigating deterrence effects,
information signals and the propensity of post-election protests are suggestive of a specialist breed
of narrowly focused groups whose main activity is election-day observation and the exposure of
election fraud. This, however, paints a somewhat misleading picture. Many domestic observer
groups also work on a myriad of other public interest issues besides electoral integrity. The
accreditation records of election management bodies (EMBs) usually show a large number of
initiatives that deal with elections only tangentially in their everyday work (Grömping 2017:188).
This means that DEMIs will likely vary in the breadth of their policy engagement – from more
generalist groups that also happen to work on electoral integrity, to specialist groups who do
nothing but monitor elections.
Policy specialization can be described along two dimensions: the scope of groups’
involvement with policy issues other than electoral integrity; and the percentage of their resources
spent on their election-related work. Table 1 documents the first of these dimensions. A total of
sixteen issue areas are mapped based on multiple choice and open-ended questions in the
organizational survey of DEMIs. The evidence shows considerable variation in issues covered by the
groups. Beyond their work on electoral integrity, about half of the groups are engaged in policy
issues related to local governance, while two thirds also work on broader human rights issues, and
as many as three quarters conduct programs for strengthening participation. There is certainly
overlap between many of these areas and electoral integrity. Yet some issues coincide more often
than others. When summing up the total number of issues, there is a remarkable spread, with 25%
of groups working on seven or more issues (other than elections), 22% on five to six issues, 29% on
three or four non-election issue areas, and 24% focusing either solely on elections or on a maximum
of two other issues.
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----- Table 1 about here ----The second dimension of issue specialization is found in the amount of resources committed
to work on electoral integrity. Here, one can see a similarly wide spread, with roughly a quarter of
groups spending less than a fifth of their resources on elections, a quarter committing between a
fifth and half of their resources, another quarter spending 50-80%, and a final quarter of highly
specialized groups spending more than 80% on electoral integrity. Clearly, the most specialized
groups – taken both dimensions into account – are those who engage in only a few (or even no)
policy fields other than elections, and who simultaneously commit the bulk of their staff, budget and
time on their work on elections. The two dimensions do not necessarily go hand in hand – but still,
they correlate with each other to a certain extent. This intuitively makes sense, because the
resources of a group are finite, whereas their breadth of engagement is potentially not. Hence,
groups that are engaged in a larger number of issues (beyond elections) tend to spend a smaller
percentage of their budget on their election-related work (r = -0.24, p < 0.001).
The two dimensions can be used to calculate an overall ‘specialization score’ denoting how
focused DEMIs are on their work on electoral integrity. 7 The score ranges from zero, signifying
extremely generalist organizations with a wide range of other policy interests and very limited
resource commitment to electoral integrity, to one, denoting the most specialized groups that do
nothing other than election monitoring and spend all their resources on it. Examples of highly
specialized groups are the Malawi Electoral Support Network (MESN), the Nigerian Election Monitor,
the Indonesian Independent Election Monitoring Committee/ Komite Independen Pemantau Pemilu
(KIPP), and the Citizens Coalition for Elections and Democracy in Uganda (CCEDU) – all with a
specialization score of above 0.95. At the other end of the spectrum are generalist groups such as
the Bangladeshi Society for Rural Basic Need (SRABON), or the South African Institute for Security
Studies (ISS). Both of these focus primarily on policy issues quite distinct from elections – as their
names suggest. During election time, they either field some volunteer observers or conduct violence
monitoring. But these efforts account for only a small proportion of their budget (15% and 2.5%
respectively), hence their very low specialization score of 0.2 or less.
Of course, whether being a specialist or generalist organization is associated with higher or
lower impacts on electoral integrity outcomes is an open question. But at the very least, to account
for possible differential effects, the degree of specialization should be taken into account in
comparative studies of osberver impacts.
7
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----- Figure 1 about here ----There are many factors that may drive public interest groups to specialize or generalize, and
an abundance of studies have investigated whether – for instance – niche-seeking behavior drives
groups to become specialists in highly competitive organizational ecologies, or whether
organizational resources allow groups to become more generalist and thereby diffuse the risks of
organizational demise. 8 Without investigating this question in depth, what does seem to play a role
is the organizational origin of groups. As Figure 1 shows, groups that are members of a national
network of organizations have a significantly lower specialization score (0.59) than those that are
‘stand-alone’ organizations (0.71) (two-sample t-test, t (92.60) = 4.020, p < .001). This concurs with
findings from previous research based on case studies or regional overviews. Sharon Lean (2007), for
instance, makes a distinction in her comparative study of Latin American domestic election
monitors. On the one hand she classifies “discrete organizations created for the specific purpose of
monitoring elections” (ibid:290), which she calls ‘stand-alone domestic election monitoring
organizations’ (DMOs). The second group are “networks or coalitions of previously existing
organizations that combine efforts and create a staff infrastructure to participate jointly as election
observers (network DMOs)” (ibid:290). The results of Figure 1, though counterintuitive at first
glance, make sense when viewed through this lens. While in every coalition of DEMIs there will likely
be one or two core groups specializing in electoral integrity and taking the lead in the network, the
majority of groups working in a coalition probably have been founded for reasons other than
monitoring elections. They joined the coalition with the goal of combining forces with others
because they are not specialists in election observation. They likely have their own core
competencies and advocacy issues outside of the electoral sphere. Indeed, if all groups in a coalition
specialized in election monitoring, they would be direct competitors. ‘Stand-alone’ groups on the
other hand are likely founded with the express purpose of election monitoring. They do not need to
work closely with other groups because they already have the specialized issue focus and are willing
to expend the necessary resources solely on elections. Still, there may of course be generalist standalone groups and specialist groups in a coalition.
An example of a coalition of specialists and generalists is the Ugandan Citizens' Election
Observers Network (CEON). It consists of 41 constituent organizations joining together to monitor
the 2016 election in the country. Some members, such as the Alliance for Campaign Finance
Monitoring (ACFIM,) have a narrow policy engagement firmly focused on election issues. According
8
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to the DEMI survey, ACFIM spends 70% of its budget on elections. Yet, the CEON coalition has many
other members with a wider portfolio. The CEON member Foundation for Human Rights Initiative
(FHRI), for example, was instrumental in the 2016 election effort, focusing on women’s participation
in the polls. Yet, the organization dedicates only 13% of its resources to elections, showing its much
broader policy engagement. It took the combined forces of these and all the other members to field
an impressive observation effort, including long-term observers, voter education, a sample-based
observation (SBO) of a nationally representative, random sample of polling stations, and reform
recommendations based on these observations.
In summary, this section showed that there is no such thing as the archetypical domestic
election monitoring group. Instead, domestic election monitors can be located on a continuum from
policy generalists to policy specialists, depending on how many different policy issues they engage
with beyond electoral integrity, and on how much of their resources they commit to monitoring
elections. Stand-alone groups appear to be more specialized in their engagement, while groups that
form part of a national coalition or network of NGOs tend to be more generalist. Being a generalist
or a specialist could have implications for either of the theoretical accounts above. Generalists may
be less suited to provide the informational signals expected by the rational choice literature. At the
same time, specialist election monitoring groups with a narrow policy engagement may be better
suited for focused reform advocacy as expected by the public policy approach, whereas generalists
will likely split their efforts across their different policy issues. Hence the meso-level of analysis, in
particular the breadth of DEMIs’ policy engagement, needs to be taken into account when modeling
the impacts of domestic monitors, no matter in which theoretical framework.
Theories of change: How DEMIs set strategic goals
Domestic monitors – whether specialists or generalists – wield an impressive array of
methodologies to gauge the overall quality of elections and to identify the specific problems along
the electoral cycle. The repertoire comprises methods such as voter list audits, party
registration/ballot qualification monitoring, sample-based observation (SBO) on e-day, quick
count/parallel vote tabulation (PVT), media monitoring, campaign finance monitoring, civility pacts,
follow-up on electoral disputes, and others. DEMIs know that their credibility and potential influence
hinges on the robustness of the evidence they collect. The domestic election-watch professionals
interviewed for this study unequivocally stressed the importance of ‘scientific‘ rigor and
professionalism of their observation methodologies in strengthening the credibility of their
organizations.
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But what is the purpose of all of these efforts? What are their strategic goals? Do they want
to deter fraud in local polling places, as some authors implicitly argue in their experiment-based
studies (Ichino & Schündeln 2012; Callen et al. 2016)? Do they want to improve bureaucratic
responsiveness by either supplementing or complementing the efforts of EMBs, or influencing them
towards better implementation of procedures (Igarashi 2008)? Do they hope to become a ‘school for
democracy’ by maximizing civic participation via volunteers and networking (Lean 2007)? Or do they
aim for long-term legislative and procedural change, as scholars of interest groups would expect?
The short answer is ‘all of the above’. When talking with election watch activists from
around the world, it quickly becomes evident that they do not follow one universal approach to
strengthening electoral integrity. The strategic goals of organizations are as manifold as the political
contexts in which they operate, and clearly, one model does not fit all. Five observations can be
made from analyzing the mission statements of groups, the interviews with DEMI activists, and the
responses to the DEMI survey.
First, long-term, not short-term impacts are the commonly shared overarching goal of
domestic monitors. There is a skeptical stance among election watch professionals as to the
deterrence-focused theory of change proposed by some scholars. Deterrence and the imposition of
legitimacy costs may be what international observers do, but domestic monitors are different. What
they really aim for – and why the international community supports DEMIs financially and otherwise
– is long-term policy change and reform, according to this account.9 While election-day observation
is certainly key to the operations of domestic groups, it is a means to a larger end. It is not done in
order to prevent fraud at local polling places, and it is not done to provide 'ammunition' to mobilize
protest. Many of the surveyed groups and several of the interviewees instead stressed that only a
broad portfolio will allow a group to be relevant and achieve long-term change. According to one
member of a Middle Eastern DEMI, working on issues along the whole electoral cycle is important:
“In our experience, organizations that focus just on election-day
or pre-election observation for a short period of time, have very limited
effect. First, it’s very difficult for them to build their credibility – people
would not take them seriously because they perceive them as ad-hoc
structures. Second, they would have limited input and community
engagement. […] So we are interested in the whole cycle: starting from
voter education, to drafting the law, boundaries delimitation, the type of
electoral system, the independence of the EMB, […] until campaign
9

Personal communication with NDI staff member, 24 August 2016.
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finance observation, […] e-day observation, and the post-election
period.” 10
E-day observation may even be explicitly excluded from the repertoire of action. As an
Indian activist explained:
“Neither we nor our partner organizations observe the election
day procedure. […] In India, only senior Government officials are made
election observers who are required to visit the allotted constituencies
and prepare a report on the general conduct of elections. As far as I am
aware, there is no non-governmental organization in India which has
people acting as election observers.” 11
This is not to say that deterrence may not be an outcome of the presence of domestic
observers. But if it is, it is an unintended and welcome side-effect, rather than a strategic goal.
Second, impartiality, or more specifically, being seen as impartial, is the topmost strategic
goal shared unequivocally by all domestic monitoring groups interviewed. This is so important to
DEMIs because it immunizes them against the accusation of partisan bias. Only if they are perceived
as reasonably neutral arbiters can they hope to reach wider audiences with their findings and cross
the filter bubbles of otherwise partisan communications. This is especially important in starkly
polarized political environments, or in places where a dominant party has a strong grip on power.
Activists from such countries lamented that they struggle to maintain the image of impartiality,
simply because their reform proposals are almost exclusively picked up by the opposition party or
parties, but never by the ruling party. The weapon against being put into a partisan corner is a
staunch adherence to the rigorous and verifiable observation methods described above, and also to
ensure that all political parties are equally included in any direct engagement events.
Third, the overwhelming majority of the groups interviewed for this study professed
electoral reform or some sort of procedural and legal change as their ultimate goal. An archetypical
theory of change centered on legal reform is presented by the actions of an Afghan election watch
group:
“After the 2014 election crisis we focused increasingly on
election reform advocacy. There were a few opportunities, such as the
10
11
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political agreement between our leaders - the President and the Chief
Executive – who made clear that election reform would be on their
agenda. […] We identified the areas that needed reform – in election
law, election management, the structure of the election commission –
and then looked for partnerships among political parties, other CSOs, or
media outlets. We took the leading role in this reform alliance and also
provided them with technical recommendations. […] Having categorized
the reform areas with practical recommendations, and having
established a time line, we then approached decision makers, targeting
the President’s office, the Chief Executive office, the parliament, and the
election management bodies.” 12
Others concur that the simple view of DEMIs’ work as pure observers, assessing, and
‘certifying’ an election represents only a small piece of their work:
“What the media want to hear from us is just whether the
elections were free and fair. No, it is not a matter of free and fair. It is a
process. We need to see what has to be done, way ahead of the next
election. And we need the elected MPs to carry this message to
parliament and to start thinking about electoral reform in a holistic
manner.” 13
Fourth, next to reform, behavioral change in political elites was a commonly expressed
strategic goal. In this view, long-term change will come through the empowerment of the electorate
through dissemination of information relating to candidates and the parties, for a better and
informed choice. If voters are informed about the malpractices and corrupt behavior of political
elites, so the hope, they will not vote for them anymore. This in turn should induce re-thinking and
behavioral change in these elites. ‘Informed voting’ and related strategic goals are hence meant to
foster greater accountability of political parties and in effect to lead to behavioral change in parties
and candidates. One activist explained the logic of this approach:
"We run voter awareness programs at the grass-root level, [and]
call for volunteers to help us spread the word out that money and
12
13
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muscle power of political parties and candidates should not be
encouraged. 10-15 days before the polls we usually hold press
conferences to share background details of contesting candidates and
reiterate to the public via media reports that it is important to go out
and vote but only after knowing the background of their candidates.” 14
Such an approach can also engage with political elites directly. An example is the Sri Lankan
‘March 12 Declaration’ 15, instigated by the People’s Action for Free and Fair Elections (PAFFREL). The
organization works directly with political party leaders to sign the declaration, which includes criteria
for political parties to consider when giving nominations, and pledges of ‘clean’ politicians
concerning non-corrupt conduct. According to this strategic goal, affecting a positive political culture
among elected politicians is the next step, after ensuring procedural integrity of the electoral
process itself.
Fifth, yet another approach to achieve long-term gains in electoral integrity is to bring about
behavioral change of the electoral authorities. Open election data and the transparency of intraEMB processes are two thematic areas in which many domestic monitoring groups directly engage
the electoral authorities. One prominent example is the proactive open data policy of the Indonesian
General Elections Commission (Komisi Pemilihan Umum - KPU). Their publication of the scanned
polling station level C-1 results forms from all 500,000+ polling places formed the necessary
condition for the crowdsourced verification of the 2014 presidential election’s closely contested
result by Kawal Pemilu and other DEMIs (see above). Based on the groundwork laid by the Freedom
of Information Act of 2008, it was the ceaseless lobbying by election advocates that convinced the
KPU of the merit of open election data: 16
“We promote the open data movement. We tried to gather all
election data and to publish it in machine-readable format so that
citizens, especially IT developers and programmers, can use it. We then
engaged with the election commissioners to join our initiative, and finally
managed to have a Memorandum of Understanding with the commission
on the data digitalization. […] This took about a year, and the MoU will
last for five years. […] It resulted in our first hackathon, in cooperation

14

Ibid.
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with the election commission. […] We now always try to have an MoU
with the electoral authorities, so that we can have more sustainable
planning for our initiatives. […] The commissioners do change
periodically, it is very important to have this kind of agreement with the
body itself, so that the secretariat can continue.” 17
Another example of direct cooperation between DEMIs and EMBs comes from the
Philippines. Here, the implied strategic goal is to achieve ever closer cooperation with the electoral
authorities through training and activities, in effect making the monitoring group indispensable. In
the long run, this was seen to influence more rule-compliant behavior in the EMB.
"[W]hen automation was introduced, the structural set-up of the
commission did not jive with the system: They have regional offices, but
with the new system, there is no need for a regional office. Second, they
came out with new technologies, but the people implementing the tasks
were not familiar with these technologies [...] So, in training their polling
station officers, we were able to help them." 18
The aforementioned observations are corroborated by the results of the DEMI survey, which
provide ample evidence of an array of strategic goals among domestic monitoring groups. Figure 6.3
summarizes the results of the survey question on the importance of different strategic objectives for
the group. The percentages show how many groups prioritized a given objective as the most
important. ‘Being seen as impartial’ was dropped from the analysis in this graph, because it was
almost universally named as the first priority and can be taken as a given (see the technical
appendix). Keeping only the other strategic objectives allows a more parsimonious analysis of the
different avenues to influence as they are seen by DEMIs. ‘Influencing legislation’ is the most
common number one priority (32% of groups), followed by ‘Influencing decisions of the electoral
authorities’ (25%). These are long-term goals that reach well beyond any given electoral cycle, and
they correspond best with the ‘electoral reform‘ or ‘norm entrepreneurship‘ scenario (see above).
More than half of the surveyed DEMIs profess such long-term strategic goals. Another 22% of groups
prioritize ‘influencing public opinion’, while 19% want to primarily ‘influence political parties and
candidates to adhere to the rules during elections’. These two strategic goals have a short-term
17
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component aimed at informing the public about misconduct and preventing it in the current
electoral cycle. They thus correspond in part to the ‘deterrence’ scenario. Simultaneously, though,
they could also be interpreted as having a more long-term perspective, such as nudging the public
and political parties into certain behaviors in line with integrity norms, represented by the
‘socialization’ scenario (ibid.). Interestingly, ‘Influencing the opinion of international organizations’ is
only prioritized by three percent of groups. The ‘boomerang effect’ (Risse, Ropp & Sikkink 1999,
2013) of mobilizing foreign organizations and eventually governments to assert pressure on behalf of
domestic groups seems to be a less salient theory of change than previously assumed.
----- Figure 2 about here ----In summary, domestic observers have varying theories of change, and consequently
prioritize different strategic goals in their programing. About half of them focus on long-term
procedural or legislative change and can thus clearly be characterized as public interest groups
lobbying for reforms. Another quarter seeks to change the views of the public, and about 20% aim to
achieve behavioral change among politicians. The latter goals may be interpreted both in a shortterm or long-term way. Importantly, there are groups that strive to effect electoral reform, while
some want to induce behavioral change in elites and thereby possibly deter fraud, and others see
behavioral change as a very long-term goal.
The repertoire of action: DEMIs’ strategies of influence
There are many different strategies that groups may use in order to effect the desired longterm change in policy, norms, or behavior of elites. They may approach the electoral authorities and
offer joint programs, training, or even observation activities. They may target international
organizations as levers to pressure the government. They could talk behind closed doors with
members of parliament, or attempt to get into parliamentary committees to lobby for new laws with
the help of their thorough election analyses. They may also opt to publicize their findings via the
media and build public pressure this way. They may even call on their members to turn out for
demonstrations or other direct actions.
When classifying the strategies of influence of public interest groups, scholars have primarily
distinguished between ‘gaining access’ or the inside lobbying strategy on the one hand, and ‘going
public’ or outside lobbying on the other. In this distinction, the aim of the inside strategy is to
”influence policy makers directly such that they support – and if possible adopt – the policy
preferred by the interest group; [outside lobbying], on the other hand, is a more indirect strategy
16
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that aims at putting pressure on policymakers via media campaigns or by mobilizing citizens and
staging protests” (Weiler & Brändli 2015:746-747).
It is the general understanding in the literature on public interest groups, that groups
agitating for public interest issues are commonly more involved in the outside strategy (Berry 1977;
Binderkrantz, Christiansen & Pedersen 2015; Weiler & Brändli 2015; Junk 2016). This is because they
usually lack the resources, personal contacts, economic power or societal standing that powerful
corporate interests or trade unions have. However, given the specialized knowledge accumulated by
public interest groups – in the case of DEMIs: observation reports, voter registry audits, quick counts
– there is also a strong possibility that domestic observers will seek close and direct cooperation
with the EMBs or with legislators. The choice of influence strategy is therefore an open question.
What do domestic election monitoring professionals themselves say? The overwhelming
majority of interviewees point to the media as an absolutely integral component in their strategy
mix. As a very basic condition for gaining wider influence, coverage by the media ensures public
visibility for the organization. It is seen as a conduit for communicating with the wider public. The
remarks of two activists are archetypical for this view:
“The media is very important for information dissemination. […]
We promote democratic, free and fair elections, and the best practices
in elections. The only way that this message gets to the stakeholders is
through the media.” 19
“Interaction with the media is really key. One of the core areas
we work on is advocacy for electoral reform. And for such advocacy to
succeed, you need to have the consent of the people. In order to consent,
they need to first understand and be on board with the suggested
reforms.” 20
In addition to the public, political elites are the second important audience to be reached via
presence in the news. Media attention is seen as an indicator of public attention, or at least a
necessary precursor of it, which in turn affords some leverage over otherwise inaccessible elite
actors, such as the administration or the government. These elite actors, according to the
interviewees, will only take policy recommendations seriously if they are backed up by a wider public
debate:
19
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“The only way for us to pressure the government is to make
something public. […] When the media covers our critical statements or
activities, it focuses the societal discussion around that topic. This
prompts responses or clarifications from the government to our
statement. […] Without media it would be very difficult to go directly to
the government and persuade them to do something good.” 21
“If you are not covered by the media, you do not exist. So to be
in the media and to be credible to them is at the heart of what we do.
[…] You can survive without direct access to legislators or the electoral
authorities. But you cannot survive without the press.” 22
The ‘news media’ therefore become very important actors for observers to grapple with. The
media arena of influence encompasses legacy news brands and non-profit activist media; public
service broadcasting and corporate conglomerates; news disseminated via print, TV, radio, or online
social media. On the one hand, these are players who themselves impact on the integrity of
elections. Unfair privileging of certain candidates in airtime or one-sided reporting of the campaign
undermine the gatekeeping role of the news media, simultaneously negatively affecting electoral
integrity. Therefore monitoring the conduct of the media is actually one of the roles of domestic
observers. At the same time, media may also be seen as partners or adversaries in DEMIs’ quest for
public attention. In balancing their monitoring role with the need to receive coverage, some DEMIs
engage with news outlets in a very direct way. The Cambodian group COMFREL, for instance,
conducts training with journalists. 23 The purpose of such activities is first to sensitize news
professionals to their crucial role in the electoral cycle. Second, such training may also serve the
purpose of increasing the capacity of reporters to understand complex issues of electoral integrity,
for example to be able to report the findings of statistical-based observation. Third, such training
also fosters personal relationships between DEMIs and the media, possibly boosting their chances of
receiving coverage. An interviewee from Southern Africa explained the reasons for direct
engagement with journalists:
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“Electoral issues are very technical, they are specialized, even
the language that is used. Whenever there are new issues, new laws or
new developments – like now there is the issue of biometric voter
registration – we have a one-day workshop, so that [journalists] know
what we’re talking about: the pros and cons. This is in order to skill them
to bring them up to speed with electoral developments.” 24
Some such engagements become institutionalized as partnerships to mutual benefit:
“[W]ithout presence in the media we would not have achieved
what we have achieved. […] Every election time we sign a Memorandum
of Agreement with media outfits. For instance, we signed one with GMA
7 – it’s the biggest network in the Philippines. Why are they interested?
We have observers throughout the country. They don’t have employees
throughout the country. So, if we tell them [about malpractices], they
can either send a reporter, or our own volunteers can even serve as their
citizen reporters on elections. […] In return, we get our voter education
program in for free. So it works both ways.” 25
Nevertheless, domestic monitors are well aware that not every goal can be achieved by
maximizing coverage in the news media and building public pressure. Most of them are strategic in
their choice of repertoire and consider advantages and disadvantages of different lobbying
approaches. An inside strategy of influence may be preferable for certain policy issues on which the
group has already developed rapport with important decision makers. Importantly, the intertwining
of inside and outside strategies of influence is a common occurrence. This allows the garnering of
support of intra-elite allies, for instance reform-minded politicians or certain election
commissioners, and simultaneously offers the option of ‘turning up the heat’ through well placed
opinion pieces and interviews raising public awareness of problems. One interviewee described this
as a ‘staging process’:
“The organization needs to decide which tool to focus on at each
stage. Right, we go to the media, and we talk about the issues taking
place publicly. But we also do lobbying and go meet with politicians. […]
24
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Sometimes we decide not to go straight to the media in a certain
advocacy campaign, but instead start with a lobbying campaign and
then back it up with a campaign in the media. […] So, there is a staging
process that takes place.” 26
The reverse may also be true. Groups may want to get their message out to wider audiences,
in order to directly shape the public’s discourse. Yet, for a number of different reasons, news media
do not provide the right platform for this. There may be the issue of a lack of understanding of
complex legal or procedural problems related to electoral integrity, as noted above. Alternatively,
the press may be only interested in the political aspects of the election, rather than then its integrity
aspects. This can drive DEMIs to emphasize the inside strategy out of necessity, although they would
prefer to go public:
“[W]e mostly use face-to-face meetings with the stakeholders.
Especially for electoral reform, this is the only way we can do at the
moment. The problem is that election observation is somehow considered
as a technical topic. From the media’s perspective, they are much more
interested in the political narrative of the election. Lots of organizations –
including our own – list specific recommendations to specific
stakeholders, like EMB, political parties, parliament, the government,
CSOs and international organizations. But the media does not take up
these recommendations. […] That’s why as an organization we rather try
to meet face-to-face with the EMB or MPs.“ 27
Of course, not all EMBs are amenable to inviting cooperation of or discussion with observer
groups, let alone being open to changes in operating procedures and so forth. In many countries, the
relationship is more adversarial or prone to change, depending on political context and individuals
within the administration. This may block inside strategies of influence entirely:
"Inside access really depends on the membership of the election
commission. The previous one was very accommodating, inviting us to a
lot of discussion groups. During the last cycle we actually were the only
civil society representatives in the National Election Advisory Group. But
26
27
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now we see some concerns. We are seldom invited and sometimes it
even takes two months to get a response from them to inquiries." 28
The varied responses from election watch activists show that there is no one strategy that
fits all purposes. Much as with the prioritization of their strategic goals discussed above, DEMIs
engage in a number of different strategies of influence, sometimes aimed at gaining inside access,
and sometimes aimed at going public. Yet, throughout all conversations, a common thread was that
news media play a prominent role. Getting attention from the news media – only part of the outside
strategy of influence – is seen as highly important by almost all observer groups.
----- Table 3 about here ----This qualitative finding is corroborated by data from the DEMI survey. Table 3 shows
responses of domestic observer groups to the question ‘How often does your organization do the
following?‘, with the response categories being ‘Never‘, ‘Rarely‘, ‘Sometimes‘, ‘Often‘, ‘Always‘. 29
Gathering information about the conduct of elections is by far the most common activity, with 55%
of groups reporting that they ‘always’ do this during elections. This is not surprising, given that
election observation is the core competency of DEMIs. It is part of the classic repertoire of
‘information politics’ (Keck & Sikkink 1998), and not per se attributable as either an inside or an
outside strategy. It rather forms the material basis of both of the influence strategies to work.
Information gathered about the conduct of elections could be either used to build public pressure
(outside strategy), or as specialized information and expertise coveted by legislators and
administrations (inside strategy).
The next most prevalent strategy, however, hints at what is most likely to happen with the
gathered information: 40% of surveyed groups said that they ‘always’ publish analyses and reports.
This means that in average, DEMIs are keen to go public with their findings and influence public
opinion first. Of course, this may serve as outside leverage to create openings and opportunities to
gain direct access. Other frequently used tactics are direct contacts with the EMB (39% do this
‘always’), or encouraging citizens to contact decision makers (39%). On the other hand, initiating
court cases (an inside strategy) or sponsoring demonstrations (an outside strategy) are both
extremely uncommon. Around half of the surveyed groups say that they are ‘never’ involved in such
activities. The overall picture is clearly not amenable to generalizations. Neither outside nor inside
28
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strategies dominate DEMIs’ action repertoire. Instead, they engage in both, they mix and match,
presumably depending on what they want to achieve. Indeed, when calculating the mean of all
activities – with outside activities coded as positive scores from one (‘never’) to five (‘always’), and
inside activities coded with the same scores but negatively – the mean is almost zero (0.39). This
suggests only a tiny higher involvement in outside strategies on average.
Does that mean that the importance of media attention is exaggerated by domestic
observers in interviews? The answer is a clear ‘no’. The survey results are consistent with the
qualitative analysis. One only needs to look at an intermediate level of abstraction – neither the
individual activities, nor the rough inside-outside dichotomy. Binderkrantz (2005) distinguishes
between parliamentary, administrative, media and mobilization strategies. The former two would
classically be described as ‘direct strategies‘ or ‘inside lobbying‘, the latter two as

‘indirect

strategies‘ or ‘outside' lobbying‘. But beyond this dichotomy, Binderkrantz’s typology draws
attention to the specific arenas in which groups involve themselves. Do they try to influence
legislators by talking directly to politicians or joining parliamentary hearings? Or do they rather
target bureaucrats? Do they write op-eds, contact journalists or publish data to build public
pressure? Or do they mobilize their supporters directly through rallies or mail-out campaigns?
Diverting slightly from Binderkrantz, the administrative strategy is here re-labeled as the
‘accountability’ strategy. Whereas Binderkrantz’s original category focuses exclusively on gaining
access to decision-makers within a country’s bureaucracy and thereby effect direct change of
policies (without going the detour via new legislation), the context of this study also encompasses
international actors that may exert pressures on domestic bureaucracies. The accountability strategy
therefore includes ‘contacting international organizations’. The common characteristic of activities in
this strategy is that they are aimed at activating ‘third-party actors‘ (Chernykh & Svolik 2015) as
accountability mechanisms, and that they leverage DEMIs‘ expert knowledge to do so. Information
and analysis of the conduct of elections is used to achieve legal or bureaucratic remedies, or to bring
in pressure from international organizations.
----- Figure 3 about here ----Building on this typology, Figure 3 shows the mean involvement in four different substrategies. 30 The graph shows that the classical media strategy – providing information subsidies in
the form of reports and analyses, contacting journalists, and writing op-eds for the press – is by far
the most prevalent one, when averaging all surveyed groups. Its mean is close to the ‘very often’
30

For more details on the coding of strategies see the technical appendix.

22

Draft, do not cite
category of the original question catalogue. The vast majority of election watch initiatives involve
themselves very heavily with activities under the media strategy. Domestic observers clearly want
media attention. At the same time, the mobilization strategy is rather marginal, with a much lower
average involvement. This may be due to the fact that this strategy subsumes two aspects involving
direct mobilization of supporters that are slightly different. While the sponsoring of demonstrations
is a confrontational and disruptive form of mobilization, the encouragement of letter-writing is a less
confrontational and more institutionalized form of engagement. Finally, the parliamentary and the
accountability strategy are significantly less common than media outreach, but more common than
popular mobilization.
Conclusion and Discussion
This study showed that domestic election monitors, both specialist and generalist groups,
predominantly employ a media-centric or ‘outside’ strategy of influence to effect long-term change
in electoral laws and procedures or in the behavior of political elites and bureaucracies. This is the
clear result of the triangulation of different data sources examined in this study. In-depth interviews
with election watch activists from 15 countries, the examination of mission statements and
websites, and the results of an organizational survey all corroborate this basic finding and call into
question some assumptions of existing studies of domestic monitors.
In particular, the study demonstrated three points: First, domestic monitors are not
specialized niche organizations but rather operate on a continuum from the very specialized to the
very generalist. On average, groups working as part of a broad election monitoring coalition or
network are more generalist, while stand-alone groups are more specialized. It is naïve to assume
that the simple count of election monitoring groups in a country, or even their sheer absence or
presence, are very useful predictors for their impacts on electoral integrity. Rather, future studies of
domestic monitors should disaggregate countries’ observer ecologies in terms of their specialization
and other characteristics.
Second, there is a range of strategic objectives pursued by domestic monitors. The most
important one, prioritized above all others by more than half of all groups is being seen as impartial.
This is likely a reflection of the dual constraints imposed on DEMIs: they are easily perceived as
supporting the opposition because oftentimes their recommendations criticize current practices of
election administration, and they depend to a large extent on funding from Western-based donors.
The result is a constant struggle for credibility and legitimacy, in which an image of impartiality is
their most effective tool. It is the strategic objective that enables all others. In addition to creating
the perception of being impartial, DEMIs’ other strategic objectives go well beyond the simple
23
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deterrence of election-day malpractice. But they also cannot be easily reduced to objectives related
to norm-building or electoral reform. Instead, the range of strategic goals likely reflects the specific
combination of grievances and opportunities provided by the local context. In global comparison,
there is a roughly equal number of groups who want to influence the electoral authorities, bring
about new legislation, influence the behavior of politicians, or influence public opinion. If nothing
else, watchdog groups are cleverly adjusting their goals (and also strategies) to these conditions.
Different strategic goals, in turn, should be taken seriously by researchers. At the very least, there
should be a reality check between theoretical expectations around impacts and the self-described
goals of activists. Otherwise, scholarly research into domestic observers may remain a highly
academic exercise far removed from the actual reality of election monitoring. Findings would remain
largely irrelevant for monitoring practitioners.
Third, – regardless of which strategic goal they pursue – domestic monitors tend to employ a
media-centric strategy of influence. This is in line with the expectations of interest group scholars
who believe that outside influence is the main avenue available to public interest groups. Still, other
types of influence strategies exist, namely the activation of third-party accountability actors such as
courts or international organizations, and the inside lobbying of parliamentarians. The interviewed
activists exhibited a firm strategic grasp of which strategy will likely maximize impact and how to mix
strategies.
----- Figure 4 about here ----Taken together, the analysis of interviews, survey, and documentary evidence suggests that
the dominant theoretical approaches to studying the impacts of domestic election watchdogs may
need to be supplemented. In particular, the predominant use of rational choice theory to model
deterrence effects of domestic monitors, is perhaps too narrow to accurately reflect the wide range
of goals and strategies. One possible way to synthesize the three existing theoretical frameworks
may be through agenda-building theory. Such an approach would be well-supported by the findings
above, in particular the fact that DEMIs pursue different strategic goals, and that they do so
primarily by seeking public attention via the media. The usefulness of the agenda-building approach
lies in its ability to disaggregate a complex process into its subcomponents: actors, issues, the
mechanism determining their prominence, and political outcomes (Green-Pedersen & Walgrave
2014:1). This approach combines insights from political communication, public policy, and political
economy to synthesize a process model of the potential effects of domestic election monitoring and
advocacy groups. In a departure from the existing constructivist and rational choice approaches, this
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model would focus on the agency and capabilities of actors involved in election monitoring and the
mediating role of legacy media and online publics.
Agenda-building is “the process by which demands of various groups in the population are
translated into items vying for the serious attention of public officials” (Cobb, Ross & Ross 1976:126).
Public issues such as electoral integrity undergo a life cycle - from issue creation and issue
expansion, to the public agenda and the possible entrance into the formal policy agenda. This means
that DEMIs first and foremost, they need to increase public awareness of the issue of electoral
integrity, and to draw both the interest and favorable support of other societal groups. This may
create sufficient public pressure for the issue to be considered valid by policy elites. In short, the
outside strategy requires an issue to be placed on the public agenda first. Monitors must induce the
public to direct attention toward themselves as credible speakers in the public sphere, and
subsequently towards the issue of electoral integrity.
Attention, however, is a scarce resource (Newig 2004), and monitors compete for it with a
myriad of other actors. To that end, they use what Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink call
information politics. Monitoring and advocacy groups “provide information that would not
otherwise be available, from sources that might not otherwise be heard, and make it
comprehensible and useful to activists and publics who may be geographically and/or socially
distant” (Keck & Sikkink 1998:18). There are two arenas for these attention-seeking strategies:
groups may opt to use the mass media as a conduit to reach the wider public (Gitlin 1980; Blumler
1990; Gamson & Wolfsfeld 1993; Koopmans 2004), and/or they might appeal directly to ‘issue
publics’ (Converse 1964) through online interactions and social media (Lievrouw 2013; Hestres 2014;
Eyal 2016).
Public attention, therefore, is the currency of the agenda-building process: attention to
domestic election monitors as news sources providing information and interpretive frames;
attention to the ‘integrity frame’ as the applicable raster by which to judge elections; and attention
to electoral malpractice as an important issue that needs rectifying. Figure 4 depicts a preliminary
agenda-building model based on the work of Rogers & Dearing (1988). Crucially, all three potential
desirable outcomes derived from existing theory – electoral reform, the internalization of integrity
norms, and the deterrence of electoral malpractice – can be incorporated in this model. When seen
through the lens of agenda-building, they are not competing frameworks, but in fact all depend on
the issue of electoral integrity being placed on the policy agenda. And its status on the public and
media agenda is an antecedent of policy agenda status.
Future research into domestic election monitors should unpack the model further and
discuss in greater detail its logic and its implications. It can be used to derive success conditions for a
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range of desirable outcomes of election monitoring. For instance, applying the agenda-building
approach, and by theorizing domestic election monitoring initiatives mainly through the lens of
communication, variation in organizational density, media effort, specialization, and framing success
may all be leveraged to explain divergent outcomes of domestic monitors. Scholars have repeatedly
noted, that the ability to influence public affairs and decisions is unequally distributed in society
(Schattschneider 1960; Gamson 1968). Not every issue has the same likelihood of making it onto the
media agenda in the first instance. And not every issue that the media set onto the public agenda
has the same impact on the calculations of political elites. Put simply, an agenda-building approach
may be more suitable to theorize and empirically investigate a number of different potential
outcomes of domestic election monitoring and open up exciting new research avenues into election
monitoring and electoral integrity.
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Tables and Figures

Table 1: DEMIs’ involvement in policy issues other than elections 31
Yes

No

N/A

% Yes

Political participation

206

55

4

78%

Human rights

181

73

11

68%

Local governance

146

109

10

55%

Education

114

129

22

43%

Parliamentary watch

109

135

21

41%

Corruption

107

137

21

40%

Environment

64

174

27

24%

Law/Crime

60

170

35

23%

Rural development

53

178

34

20%

Media Policy

51

180

34

19%

Welfare

49

182

34

18%

Finance

33

191

41

12%

Labor/Employment

24

205

36

9%

Migration

22

204

39

8%

Public lands/water

17

208

40

6%

Foreign affairs

13

211

41

5%

Source: DEMI survey
Note: N=265; Survey item: ‘To which policy areas does your organization devote resources (money,
staff, or time)? Select as many as appropriate.’

31

The list of issues is not exhaustive, but includes those most frequently named. Examples of other issues
named by only one or two groups are, for instance: extractive industry transparency (Open Society Forum OSF, Mongolia), poverty reduction (Tammuz Organization for Social Development, Iraq), climate change
mitigation and adaptation (Foundation for Environmental Rights, Advocacy and Development - FENRAD,
Nigeria), or violence against women (Ouroboros Actitud Ciudadana, Mexico).
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Figure 1: Issue specialization of DEMIs

Source: DEMI survey
Note: N=241; Survey item: ‘Is your organization a member of a national network of organizations in
your country?’; shown with 95% confidence intervals
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Figure 2: Strategic objectives of DEMIs

Source: DEMI survey
Note: N=248; Survey item: ‘How important are the following objectives to your organization?’;
Answer categories: ‘Influence legislation’, ‘Influence decisions by the electoral authorities’,
‘Influence public opinion’, ‘Influence political parties and candidates to adhere to the rules during
elections’, ‘Influence the opinion of international organizations’; percentages represent the number
of groups giving the highest importance to the respective goal.
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Table 3: Frequency and type of DEMIs’ strategies of influence
Activity

% 'Never'

% 'Always'

Strategy type

Gather information on the conduct of
elections

4%

55%

both

Publish analyses and reports

6%

40%

Outside

Contact the electoral authorities

3%

39%

Inside

Encourage citizens to contact decision
makers

3%

39%

Outside

Contact international organizations

5%

28%

Inside

Contact journalists

4%

25%

Outside

Write opinion pieces for the press

9%

23%

Outside

Contact political parties or candidates

6%

17%

Inside

Participate in parliamentary
committees or hearings

18%

10%

Inside

Initiate court cases

54%

4%

Inside

Sponsor or co-sponsor demonstrations

48%

4%

Outside

Source: DEMI survey
Note: N=260; Survey item: ‘How often does your organization do the following?
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Figure 3: DEMIs‘ mean involvement in different strategies of influence

Source: DEMI survey
Note: N=260; 95% confidence intervals reported
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Source: Adapted from Rogers & Dearing (1988)
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Figure 4: Schematic agenda-building model of domestic election monitoring and advocacy
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Technical appendix
Sampling
The study adopts a two-pronged approach for generating the study sample of domestic election
monitoring initiatives (DEMIs), summarized in Table A.1 First, it uses the member list of the Global
Network of Domestic Election Monitors (GNDEM) and its regional member networks, supplemented
by the list of signatories of the ‘Declaration of Global Principles for Non-Partisan Election
Observation and Monitoring by Citizen Organizations’ (GNDEM 2012), and participant lists of some
major professional conferences of observer groups. This is a globally representative sample of those
DEMIs that are internationally recognized via peer review (type-1 DEMIs). In fact, for all intents and
purposes, SAMPLE A equals a census of these type-1 groups. Second, that list is supplemented by
using the accreditation lists of election management bodies (EMBs) registering monitoring groups in
17 countries as they are available. Additional, non-representative sources are used to to compile
more groups for the list: a structured review of publications on domestic election monitors, a
structured online search, and snowball sampling derived from the organizational survey (see below).
Table A.1: Sampling frame and sources used to generate the study population
Sources
a)

b)
c)

d)
e)
f)
g)

Member lists of international and regional networks of domestic monitors:
−
Global Network of Domestic Election Monitors (GNDEM)
−
Asian Network for Free Elections (ANFREL)
−
Acuerdo de Lima
i
−
Electoral Support Network of Southern Africa (ESN-SA)
−
European Network of Election Monitoring Organizations (ENEMO)
−
West Africa Election Observers Network (WAEON)
−
European Platform for Democratic Elections (EPDE)
−
East and Horn of Africa Election Observers Network (E-HORN)
−
Arab Network for Democratic Elections (ANDE)
−
Election Network in the Arab Region (ENAR)
List of signatories of the ‘Declaration of Global Principles for Non-Partisan Election Observation and
Monitoring by Citizen Organizations’ (GNDEM 2012)
List of attending organizations at major professional events
−
Asian Electoral Stakeholder Forum II, 18-19 March 2015, Dili, Timor-Leste
−
Asian Electoral Stakeholder Forum III, 23-27 August 2016, Kuta, Indonesia
−
Second Forum of Citizen Observers, 15-16 September 2016, Brussels
ii
Accreditation lists provided by election management bodies (EMBs)
Structured Google search for the terms domestic AND “election monitor*“ AND [country name]
Structured review of the scholarly and practitioner literature on domestic election monitoring
(Grömping forthcoming).
Snowball sampling

Total number of sampled group:

1,190

Organizational survey
The study invited all sampled groups to an organizational survey. Such surveys ostensibly rely on ‘key
informants’ who answer questions from the perspective of the respective organization instead of
their own individual perspective. Donald Campbell describes the technique of the key informant as
obtaining “information about the group under study through a member who occupies such a role as
to be well informed but who at the same time speaks the social scientist's language. It is epitomized
by the use of one or a few special persons […] upon whose responses exceptional reliance is placed
and, thus, is to be most clearly distinguished from randomly or representatively sampled interviews”
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(Campbell 1955:339). Rather than surveying a great number of group members and averaging their
answers, the informant method relies on the responses of a person with in-depth knowledge of the
organization – e.g. chairpersons, directors, or presidents – and with “the capacity to share, in some
degree at least, the scientist's frame of reference and his interest in abstract generalized and
comparative aspects of [the study subject]” Campbell (1955:339). In contrast to expert surveys,
organizational surveys draw on key informants, not to measure abstracted and intangible concepts
but rather to ascertain factual information about the organization – such as its organizational
structures, activities, number of staff, budget, or strategic goals. In this assessment, an informant
relies on documents produced by the organization, his or her substantial experience with the group’s
actions and structures, and other knowledge.
There are some known issues with the use of informants (Kumar, Stern & Anderson 1993; Hurrle &
Kieser 2005). In particular, it is possible that perceptions – even of factual information – may
diverge. Nevertheless, surveys of key informants are one of the most established and agreed-upon
tools used in inter-organizational research.
The questionnaire was developed in an iterative process, by drawing on a number of existing
organizational surveys used in research on social movements and interest groups. iii The draft
questionnaire was discussed and critiqued in several deliberations with team members and visiting
fellows of the Electoral Integrity Project at the University of Sydney as well as peers from other
universities. iv A pilot was first administered in December 2015 to member organizations of the Asian
Network for Free Elections (ANFREL). After this pilot, several survey items were cut to reduce the
length of the instrument. Some other items were also added. The final questionnaire comprised 43
questions with 183 individual response items. The questionnaire itself and all invitation
correspondence was first designed in English and then translated into Arabic, French, Russian and
Spanish by a professional translation company. Translations were also proofread by native speakers
of each language. Data collection continued until February 2017, with a total of 294 responses
received, yielding an overall response rate of 40.8% (see Table 4.2).
This overall response rate is slightly above the average rates reported in meta-analyses for surveys
of organizations and top executives, ranging from 34.0% to 35.7% (Cycyota & Harrison 2006; Baruch
& Holtom 2008; Anseel et al. 2010). Given the diverse geographical and linguistic nature of the
sample, and the fact that a good number of DEMIs are located in countries with poor internet
access, the overall response rate of 40.8% can be seen as a success.
Table A.2: DEMI survey response rate
Total
1,190

Study population
Email address available

884

Contact failed

164

Successful contact

720

Opted out

34

Responses received

294

Response rate (responses received / successful contacts)

40.8%

In total, the survey collected responses from DEMIs in 85 countries with a wide range of regime
types, levels of economic development, and election quality, as shown in Figures A.1 and A.2. This
gives confidence in the generalizability of results derived from responses of the surveyed sample.
Several self-evaluation questions were used to gauge respondents’ familiarity with their
organization, based on their position, their length of tenure with the organization, and their
involvement in strategic decisions and operational activities of the group. The self-evaluated high
scores on familiarity and involvement correspond with the work profile of respondents: 45%
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identified as President, Executive Director, CEO, or similar top executive position, and 2% as Vice
President, Deputy Director, General Secretary or similar number two spot, 23% were Chairpersons or
Members of the Board, 12% were either National Coordinator or Program Manager, 10% occupied
some kind of specialist position (such as legal, financial, media, or human resources officer), 4%
Program Officers, and 4% 'Other'. Existing meta-analyses suggest that the reliability of key
informants in organizational surveys “is linked to the informant’s hierarchical position and tenure.
Informants in high hierarchical positions and with longer tenure are more reliable” (Homburg et al.
2012:606). In this light, there is reason to believe that the responses to the survey provide accurate
and reliable evidence of organizational characteristics of DEMIs.
Figure A.1: Spread of survey responses by country-level variables
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Figure A.2: Involvement of respondents in their organization

Measurement
Breadth of DEMIs’ policy engagement (‘Specialization’)
The breadth of DEMIs’ policy engagement is operationalized along two dimensions: a) their
involvement in policy issues other than electoral integrity, and b) the percentage of their resources
committed to work on elections. The first measure is derived as the count of affirmative answers to
the survey items “To which policy areas does your organization devote resources (money, staff, or
time)? Select as many as appropriate.” Table A.3 shows the quartiles of this raw count of nonelectoral policy issues. Second, the response to the survey item “In your estimation, what
percentage of your organization’s resources (money, staff, or time) are devoted to work on
ELECTIONS?” is used to measure resource commitments. The responses range from zero to 100
percent. Quartiles are depicted in Table A.4. To generate the ‘Specialization’ score, denominating
the overall breadth of DEMIs’ policy engagement, the raw count of policy issues divided by 16 (the
maximum number of policy issues) and the resources commitment divided by 100 are averaged. This
creates a specialization score ranging from 0 (maximum generalist) to 1 (maximum specialist), see
Figure A.3.
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Table A.3 DEMIs’ involvement in policy
issues other than elections (N=241)
Number of issues Number of groups
0-2
64

Table A.4: DEMIs’ resource commitments to
electoral integrity (N=244)

%
24%

Percentage of resources spent
on elections

Number of
groups

%

3-4

77

29%

0-20%

73

27%

5-6

58

22%

21-50%

73

27%

7-16

65

25%

51-80%

67

25%

Total
264
Note: Survey item: ‘To which policy areas does
your organization devote resources (money,
staff, or time)? Select as many as appropriate.’

81-100%

57

21%

Total
270
Note: Survey item: ‘In your estimation, what percentage of
your organization’s resources (money, staff, or time) are
devoted to work on ELECTIONS?’

Figure A.3: Histogram of DEMIs’ specialization (N=264)

Strategic goals
The survey item ‘How important are the following objectives to your organization? With 1 being the
most important and 10 being the least important’ is used to code the strategic goals of domestic
observer groups. The resulting data is a ranking of a number of different objectives – only some of
them being relevant for the question of strategic objectives. Importantly, the answer category ‘being
seen as impartial‘ was dropped from the analysis, given this almost universal consensus of the
importance of this goal (70% of groups named this as either their highest or second highest priority.
In addition, some items relating more to operational rather than strategic goals (‘fundraising’ and
‘recruiting volunteers’) are dropped. Five answer categories are retained (‘Influence legislation’,
‘Influence decisions by the electoral authorities’, ‘Influence public opinion’, ‘Influence political
parties and candidates to adhere to the rules during elections’, ‘Influence the opinion of
international organizations’). These are re-ranked from an importance of 1 (least important) to 5
(most important). This allows the calculation of mean importance scores (see Figure A.4) as well as
calculating the number of groups who named any given category as their highest importance (see
Figure 2 in the text).
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Figure A.4: Mean importance of different strategic objectives (N=248)

Note: Survey item: ‘How important are the following objectives to your organization?’; Answer categories:
‘Being seen as impartial’ (dropped for Figure 6.3), ‘Influence legislation’, ‘Influence decisions by the electoral
authorities’, ‘Influence public opinion’, ‘Influence political parties and candidates to adhere to the rules during
elections’, ‘Influence the opinion of international organizations’; Mean rank score depicted with 95%
confidence interval.

Strategies of influence
Based on existing scholarly analyses of interest group strategies 32, as well as the findings of
interviews with DEMI activists, four additive scales are constructed, denoting four different advocacy
strategies. The items used for this are derived from the DEMI survey, specifically the question ‘How
often does your organization do the following?‘, with the answer categories ‘Never‘, ‘Rarely‘,
‘Sometimes‘, ‘Often‘, ‘Always‘. Respondents were primed at the beginning of the larger block in
which this question was situated: ‘In answering the following questions, please think about your
organization's activities to strengthen electoral integrity during the most recent NATIONAL election in
your country.‘
Table F.3 shows the frequency distribution of all eleven items in the question block, and also lists the
items added to the four scales. Each scale is simply constructed by adding the items - re-scaled to a
numerical score of one (‘Never‘) to five (‘Always‘) – and dividing by the number of items.
The reliability of the four scales varies, with the media strategy scale having the best internal
reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.76). The accountability and the parliamentary additive scales are slightly
less reliable (Cronbach’s α = 0.56 and 0.55, respectively. Yet, these scores are acceptable given the
small number of items in each scale and given the explorative nature of this classification
(Krippendorff 2004:241). The mobilization scale, however, is more problematic. The Cronbach’s α of
0.36 suggests that the two activities on this scale ('Encourage citizens to contact decision makers',
and 'Sponsor or co-sponsor demonstrations') may not actually be part of the same repertoire of
action. Indeed, this is likely due to the different nature of confrontational and non-confrontational
mobilization strategies subsumed here.

32

See Binderkrantz (2005, 2008); Dür & Mateo (2013); Weiler & Brändli (2015); Hanegraaff, Beyers & De
Bruycker (2016); and Junk (2016) for different typologies of pressure group strategies.
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However, principal component analyses (PCA) confirm that the activities associated with each of the
four different strategies can meaningfully be described by uni-dimensional measures. Namely, four
PCAs conducted separately on the items used to construct the additive scales result each in only one
component of an Eigenvalue of 1 or more. In addition, very-simple-structure (VSS) analyses (Revelle
& Rocklin 1979) and parallel analyses (Hayton, Allen & Scarpello 2004) similarly suggest one
underlying component in each of the four scales. Finally, the extracted first components from each
PCA correlate very highly with the respective additive scale (r > 0.95, ρ < 0.001).
Based on strong theoretical grounds and these reliability tests, the additive scales are used for the
analysis in the text, keeping in mind that conclusions should be interpreted as tentatively.
Table A.5: Categorization and frequency of DEMIs’ strategies of influence (N=234)
Activity
Gather information about the
conduct of elections

Mean

SD

4.31

0.98

Contact political parties or
candidates

3.44

Participate in parliamentary
committees or hearings

2.87

Histogram
(Never <--> Always)

Additive scale

Distribution

-

Mean = 3.16
SD = 0.97

1.09
Parliamentary
α = 0.55
1.24

Contact the electoral
authorities

4.03

1.02

Contact international
organizations

3.64

1.17

Initiate court cases

1.92

1.22

Publish analyses and reports

3.94

1.16

Contact journalists

3.84

1.02

Write opinion pieces for the
press

3.43

1.25

Encourage citizens to contact
decision makers

3.98

Sponsor or co-sponsor
demonstrations

2.00

Mean = 3.20
SD = 0.82

Accountability
α = 0.56

Mean = 3.74
SD = 0.94

Media
α = 0.76

Mean = 2.99
SD = 0.88

1.08
Mobilization
α = 0.36
1.17
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Interviews
On the sidelines of several professional conventions and conferences of election monitoring
organizations, top- and mid-level staff members of selected DEMIs were approached and invited to
an interview. Some of these had previously filled out the organizational survey, while some others
were approached ‘cold’. All participants were active members and leaders in election monitoring
organizations. Given their position of leadership, they were all knowledgeable about strategies,
activities, and other characteristics of the group they represented.
In addition, ca. 40 background talks with members of domestic election monitoring groups, electoral
assistance providers, and election management bodies were conducted for the study between 2013
and 2016. Participants were identified from snowballing and through their attendance at
professional conferences and events. These talks served the purpose of contextualizing the study
and were instrumental in developing questions for the in-depth interviews and the organizational
survey. The background talks were not recorded and neither are there any attributable quotes based
on these talks anywhere in the study.
Informal talks were not recorded and served only as background information. A total of 16 formal
interviews with participants from 15 countries were recorded with the consent of participants.
These lasted between 30 minutes and two hours. The interviews were semi-structured and followed
a logic ranging from the general to the specific. Questions probed the organization’s overall theory
of change. Questions concerned, for instance, how the organization works towards improving
election quality in general; how, in the interviewee’s view, politicians could be stopped from
cheating in elections, how changes in electoral laws or electoral procedures happen in their country;
whether the organization engages in lobbying politicians or public servants directly, and if yes, how
they gain access; how important the news media (print, TV, radio, online), international
organizations, and political parties are for their work; and what are the most challenging obstacles
to, and the most effective tools in general.
Interviewees were given the option of being identified in quotes or remaining anonymous. While the
majority agreed to being identified, responses were in the end anonymized in order to give equal
treatment to all interviewees.
Table A.6: List of formal interviews
Number

Code

Description

1

AFG-01-DRY

Executive Director, type-1 DEMI, Afghanistan, in-person

2

AZE-01-YMA

Chairperson, type-1 DEMI, Azerbaijan, in-person

3

GEO-01-WLN

Former Director, type-1 DEMI, Georgia, in-person

4

GTM-01-UMM

President of the Board, type-1 DEMI, Guatemala, in-person

5

IDN-01-HSD

Program Officer/Senior Researcher, type-1 DEMI, Indonesia, in-person

6

IDN-03-BSK

Board Member, type-1 DEMI, Indonesia, in-person

7

IND-01-FSL

Program office, type-1 DEMI, India, via email

8

JOR-01-FAD

Monitoring & Evaluation Officer, type-1 DEMI, Jordan, via Skype

9

KEN-01-OMM

National Coordinator, type-1 DEMI, Kenya, in-person

10

KHM-01-EPK

Executive Director, type-1 DEMI, Cambodia, in-person

11

LKA-01-XGM

National Coordinator, type-1 DEMI, Sri Lanka, via email

12

LBN-01-LKJ

Secretary of the Board, Lebanon, in-person

13

MDV-01-ORA

Information Officer, type-1 DEMI, Maldives, in-person

14

MMR-01-TSK

Executive Director, type-1 DEMI, Myanmar, in-person

15

PHL-01-QMD

Committee Chair, type-1 DEMI, Philippines, via Skype

16

ZWE-01-VCR

Former Chairperson, type-1 DEMI, Zimbabwe, in-person
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