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Abstract: Invalid voting, meaning blank and spoiled ballots, is a regular phenomenon in 
democracies around the world. When its share is larger than the margin of victory or greater 
than the vote share of some of the large parties in the country, invalid voting becomes a 
problem for democratic legitimacy. This article investigates its determinants in 417 
democratic parliamentary elections in 73 countries on five continents from 1970 to 2011. The 
analysis shows that enforced compulsory voting and ethnic fragmentation are strong 
predictors for invalid voting while corruption has less impact. Our findings suggest that the 
societal structure is crucial in understanding invalid voting as a problem for democratic 
legitimacy as greater social diversity seems to lead to either a greater rate of mistakes or 
lesser attachments of social groups to the democratic process. Thus, rising levels of invalid 
voting are not only concerning in themselves but also for the divisive factors driving them.  
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The act of voting is one of the central tenets of modern democracy. Through voting, 

people can directly influence who will become their political representatives and, thus, which 

political decisions will be made. When voters participate in this process in a meaningful way, 

they contribute to one of the central democratic mechanisms. However, not all voters 

contribute to this process; there are two common ways through which they can abstain: non-

voting and invalid voting. Much has been written about non-voting; the analysis of voter 

turnout levels is a staple in political science.1 Because “political scientists prefer to study 

voting behaviors that shed light on party identification and/or the allocation of political 

power” and valid voting provides more insights for such purposes,2 the issue of invalid 

voting, meaning the share of blank or spoiled vote ballots, has so far received considerably 

less attention. While invalid voting has mostly been analyzed in single-country studies,3 there 

are good reasons for undertaking a global comparative study of this phenomenon.4 

First, invalid voting is widespread and present in almost every election.5 This is a 

concerning phenomenon, as invalid voting “has serious implications for citizen support of the 

electoral process and, by extension, democratic legitimacy writ large”.6 Although there are 

several country and regional studies,7 global comparative evidence is scarce. The few 

comparative analyses have focused on a specific geographic area: either on Latin America 

alone8 or in combination with Eastern Europe9 or OECD democracies.10 While their findings 

are important, there is no theoretical reason to limit the scope of the analysis to a specific set 

of democracies. If the established theories have general explanatory power, they should hold 

context independently.  

Second, while invalid voting used to be a negligible phenomenon in the countries at 

the center of election studies in the past (i.e. established Western democracies), its occurrence 

is frequent worldwide. For example, as we show below, over 25 percent of the electoral 

contests in the American continent have levels of invalid votes over 5 percent. Further, we 



4 
 

find incidences of invalid voting well over 10 percent, for instance in the 2009 Indonesian 

legislative elections. Connected to the level of invalid votes, Power and Garand rightly 

observe that “invalid votes may even affect the outcomes under certain rules”.11 While the 

consequences of invalid voting levels are not the focus of this article, it is worth noting that in 

many elections invalid votes exceed the vote share necessary to win a parliamentary seat. In 

an extreme case, if ‘invalid voting’ competed for office, it would have won the Peruvian 

elections of 2006. More generally, in 21 percent of the elections analyzed in this study, the 

margin of victory was smaller than the share of invalid votes.  

Finally, as invalid ballots are a constant in democratic elections, they need to be 

studied to gain a more complete view of electoral politics. If the number is substantial, 

“journalists, politicians, and scholars attempt to advance their preferred interpretations”.12 

Especially in countries where invalid votes are not negligible, understanding the factors that 

condition them is crucial to understanding electoral processes and outcomes. Considering all 

the above and building on and extending the existing explanatory frameworks, this article 

asks: Which factors explain the share of invalid votes in democratic elections around the 

world?  

There are two main theoretical contributions of this article. The first contribution is 

straightforward: If established theories hold, they should do so globally and regardless of the 

context within which they are tested. As mentioned earlier, so far, previous comparative 

aggregate studies have been limited to specific regions. Given the global coverage of our 

analysis – 417 parliamentary elections in 73 democracies on five continents between 1970 

and 2011 – we are able to test and draw generalized conclusions on the established theories of 

invalid voting. Second, we develop a comprehensive explanatory framework for invalid 

voting that includes institutions, society and politics13 by further developing explanatory 

factors in the institutional, societal and political frames that have not been jointly considered 
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in previous comparative analysis. Specifically, we suggest that the level of enforcement of 

compulsory voting, the level of ethnic fragmentation and the level of corruption affect invalid 

voting. Furthermore, we theorize that ethnic fragmentation and corruption are aggravated by 

each other as well as by compulsory voting.  

We find that for explaining invalid voting levels at a global scale, the level of ethnic 

fragmentation is indeed a strong predictor of invalid voting, which is intensified by 

compulsory voting. Corruption, on the other hand, only has an effect in the presence of 

enforced compulsory voting and in interaction with ethnic fragmentation. The effect of ethnic 

fragmentation is theorized to be caused by systematic differences in democratic education or 

through lack of social cohesion. The lack of a direct effect of corruption indicates that its 

main theoretical mechanism—protest against the political elite and system—plays a less 

systematic role. Crucially, our results regarding ethnic fragmentation indicates that societal 

structures need to be taken into consideration when we discuss blank and spoiled votes.  

The paper is structured as follows: The next section lays out the theoretical 

framework of institutions, society and politics. After examining issues of operationalization 

and data, the following section presents the results along the lines of the three explanatory 

frames of society, institutions and politics. We conclude by discussing the main findings and 

suggesting future lines of research.  

 

The theoretical framework: institutions, society and politics  

This section outlines the three main dimensions examined to explain invalid voting: 

institutions, societal aspects and politics. It is likely that these three explanatory dimensions 

affect invalid voting simultaneously,14 but we outline them separately for the purpose of 

clarity. Logically, these three dimensions resonate with the aggregate-level theories in turnout 

studies and, accordingly, our results are also put in context with those of the turnout 



6 
 

literature.15 Furthermore, we argue that comparative studies of invalid voting have so far 

neglected two factors that should be considered. Specifically, we theorize that invalid voting 

is increased by the societal factor of ethnic fragmentation and the political factor of 

corruption, and we hypothesize how they interact with compulsory voting. 

 

The institutional approach 

The institutional approach proposes that invalid voting responds to a combination of 

electoral rules and party-system configurations. Four elements of the institutional framework 

have been suggested to affect the number of invalid votes: district magnitude, number of 

parties, concurrency of parliamentary and presidential elections and compulsory voting. For 

the effect of the district magnitude and the number of parties (and their close relationship), 

two competing perspectives exist that lead to contradictory expectations. On one hand, a 

higher magnitude district “is likely to produce more political parties, more candidates, and 

the resulting increase in the difficulty of making a choice on election day”.16 This should 

increase the number of invalid votes by error. Likewise, it is argued that higher numbers of 

parties reduce the perceived impact of voting.17 Thus, both factors, larger districts and more 

parties, each create more confusion that increases invalid voting. This is what we label the 

‘confusion’ hypothesis (H1a). On the other hand, the increased political supply by both 

higher district magnitude and more parties might lead to lower shares of invalid votes. Given 

that there are more choices, the likelihood of casting a ballot for the party or candidate close 

to the voter’s interest is higher, and the incentive to spoil ballots is lower. We label this 

hypothesis as the ‘supply’ hypothesis (H1b). In order to test for all possible variations in 

these institutional effects, we include an interaction term for the number of parties and the 

district magnitude into our model of invalid voting. 
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Compulsory voting and the concurrency of parliamentary and presidential elections 

have also been discussed as factors influencing the level of invalid voting. Studies 

consistently show that when mandatory voting is present, the number of invalid votes is 

higher than when voting is voluntary, as invalid voting is regarded as the “functional 

equivalent of abstention”.18 Compulsory voting, though, is not uniform.19 While in some 

countries, compulsory voting is sanctioned and enforced (eg. Australia), in others it is 

recognized but it is neither sanctioned nor enforced (eg. Bolivia). Similar to turnout studies, 

which have shown that different enforcement levels of compulsory voting have substantive 

different effects on voter turnout,20 we argue that these systems have different impacts on the 

level of invalid voting. Therefore, we expect that both enforced and unenforced compulsory 

systems increase the level of invalid voting in comparison to voluntary elections, but that the 

effect of enforced compulsory voting is substantially higher than of the unenforced version 

(H1c).  

When parliamentary and presidential elections are held concurrently, this might have 

one of two effects. On the one hand, efficacy should increase as more is at stake and invalid 

voting should be lower. However, Kouba and Lysek21 show that concurrence of elections 

might increase invalid voting because citizens are more prone to error as voting decisions are 

more complex and the likelihood of confusing ballots for different contests is higher. A 

further factor in relation to the likelihood of errors is how much experience voters have with 

the voting process in their country. The greater the number of elections that have already 

taken place in a country, the greater the level of experience that voters have of casting their 

vote and the fewer mistakes they make, thus theoretically leading to a lower number of 

invalid votes. Finally, the electoral formula is included as a standard control in turnout and 

invalid voting studies.22  
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The societal approach  

The societal approach states that invalid ballots are a function of the social structure. 

In both single-case and comparative studies, the societal approach has focused on factors 

such as literacy rate, urbanization and some measures of socioeconomic development. 

Education or literacy level was suggested first by McAllister and Makkai23 for Australia, and 

then expanded on by Power and Garand24 for Latin America. The main argument is that 

where relevant shares of the population lack sufficient literacy, invalid voting increases 

because there is a decreased chance of individuals completing their ballot paper without error. 

Alternatively, however, it could also be argued that higher education equips voters to engage 

in the subtler form of protest through spoiled ballots. Thus, education is one of the factors 

that could influence invalid voting through either mechanism. Related to literacy is 

urbanization, which is a signal for the extent of modernization and decreases the marginality 

of large parts of the population and, consequently, leads to fewer invalid votes.25 Finally, 

economic development also improves voter capacity, which leads to fewer errors and should 

also increase voter satisfaction with the political system and its representatives, thus 

decreasing the incentives for protest.26 Therefore, economic development and improvements 

in measures such as GDP per capita should decrease the number of invalid votes.  

Another factor that might influence the aggregate chance of invalid voting is ethnic 

fragmentation, understood as the likelihood that two randomly selected individuals belong to 

the same ethnic group. Until now, the effect of ethnic fragmentation on the level of invalid 

voting has been considered only in single country studies and, thus, neglected in comparative 

work. For example, Knack and Kropf as well as Herron and Sekhon27 find that in the 1996 

and the 2000 US presidential elections, respectively, invalid voting was higher in precincts 

with large proportions of black and Latino populations than in more homogeneous precincts. 

Herron and Sekhon28 explain the impact of ethnicity on invalid voting in the US as being due 
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to systematic differences in the levels of socioeconomic status and education. Similarly, 

McAllister and Makkai29 find that invalid voting in Australia is substantially dependent 

“upon the proportion of immigrants within a polling booth area, and by their length of 

residence in Australia and geographical origins.” McAllister and Makkai30 explain that 

immigrants are less familiar with the political process and find voting more difficult because 

of differences in language and culture. Thus, while ethnic fragmentation in these two 

countries stems from different processes, the mechanism increasing invalid voting is based on 

systematic differences in general as well as democratic education. 

Another possible mechanism explaining how more ethnic fragmentation might 

increase invalid voting at the aggregate level is through decreased social cohesion. In related 

studies, ethnic fragmentation has been shown to have a strong negative impact on political 

trust31, tax morale32 and public expenditure.33 Alesina and La Ferrara34 observe that, at the 

aggregate level, there are more inter-personal interactions in more homogeneous 

communities, which leads to higher social capital. The inverse relation also holds true: there 

are fewer interactions in more heterogeneous communities, thus decreasing social capital. 

Recent works linking ethnic diversity with turnout follow the same reasoning and have 

similar findings. For example, Lago et al.35 state that “if electoral participation is considered 

as a common good, social fractionalization should have a direct effect on decreasing turnout 

rates” because the minority group may have a “lesser attachment” to the community.36 Lago 

et al.37 find support for their claim in an analysis of 22 democracies at the aggregate level and 

two countries at the individual level, while Martinez i Coma and Nai38 find the same 

relationship in an analysis of 650 parliamentary elections within a 50-year period.  

Thus, we expand such reasoning to invalid voting and expect it to be lower in more 

homogenous communities, which should have, at the aggregate level, a more equal level of 

democratic education as well as “shared interests, socialization to the same cultural norms, 
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and greater empathy toward individuals who remind them of themselves”.39 Thus, ethnic 

fragmentation is understood as a proxy for the diversity of a society. We therefore propose 

our ‘diversity’ hypothesis, suggesting that more diverse countries should observe higher rates 

of invalid votes than more homogeneous societies (H2a). This effect should be exacerbated if 

the country also has compulsory voting because this system forces all societal groups to 

participate and eliminates the opportunity to abstain. In parallel to the logic of the 

compulsory voting hypothesis above, we expect that the enforced compulsory system has a 

stronger positive effect than the unenforced version (H2b).  

 

Politics: stakes and protest 

The political approach has been mainly developed in two dimensions: stakes and 

protest.40 The former is very similar to the electoral stakes argument in turnout studies.41 

According to this argument, invalid votes are less likely in elections when there is more at 

stake, which is understood as the closeness of the election entailing the possibility of change 

in government. If an election is on the knife’s edge, voters are argued to care more about the 

election in general and to perceive their individual vote as more decisive, leading voters to 

take more care in their decision and when filling out the ballot. In line with this argument, 

Uggla42 finds that in less competitive contests (and more fragmented legislative elections), 

the proportion of invalid ballots is higher. Thus, we formulate the ‘stakes’ hypothesis (H3a), 

suggesting that in more competitive elections, the level of invalid voting is lower.  

The protest perspective suggests that invalid votes are a function of the voters’ desire 

to show their discontent. Voters might rely on invalid votes to show their rebuttal of the 

established rules and procedures or their “distaste for the choices between the candidates and 

parties on offer”.43 While this mechanism seems straightforward, it does not theorize the 

motivation for protest. We argue that corruption is one of the catalysts of such discontent. 
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Corruption has negative effects on a country’s economy, as governments lose tax revenues 

and deplete capital that otherwise could have been productively used. Corruption also has a 

negative effect on a country’s institutions as well as on democracy itself,44 as it undermines 

positive attitudes toward these institutions.45 Hence, corruption undermines citizens’ 

satisfaction with the performance of democracy,46 decreasing trust in the system’s 

institutions47 and the legitimacy of democracy.48 In relation to this, Birch49 finds that if 

citizens consider the electoral process corrupt, there is a lower incentive to vote. Along the 

same lines, Martinez i Coma50 and Stockemer et al.51 find that corruption decreases turnout 

by demobilizing voters as it reduces the meaning of the election itself.  

 Invalid voting might be another way of either punishing corrupt elites by withholding 

support or voicing discontent with the whole political system, similar to the mechanism of 

not voting at all. If only one specific political party is corrupt, citizens can replace this party 

at the next election,52 but if people believe that the majority of parties are corrupt, then voters 

can either abstain or show their discontent by turning up to the ballot box and spoiling their 

vote to protest against all available options. This is also one of Cohen’s main findings at the 

individual level and with a sample of 14 Latin American countries.53 Therefore, following the 

logic of the protest argument, we hypothesize a positive association, whereby more invalid 

votes are cast in settings with greater corruption (H3b).  

The impact of corruption on invalid voting is also conditioned by whether the 

electoral system includes compulsory voting. Like Kouba and Lysek54, we rely on the work 

of Hirschman55 to detail this argument. When explaining possible consumer reactions to the 

dissatisfactory performance of firms, Hirschman suggested two main options: ‘exit’ or 

‘voice’. In electoral terms, ‘exit’ implies abstention, while ‘voice’ may translate into several 

possibilities, with one of them being invalid voting. While voters in voluntary electoral 

systems always have the exit option56, voters’ options are more reduced in compulsory 
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systems because exit is no longer possible. In other words, compulsory voting means that 

voter dissatisfaction can only be expressed in voice mechanisms such as invalid voting. 

Accordingly, we hypothesize that compulsory voting increases the effect of corruption on 

invalid votes. Again, this effect should be stronger in settings where compulsory voting is 

enforced, while systems with unenforced compulsory still leave a theoretical, if illegal, option 

of exit (H3c).  

Finally, the proportion of invalid voting may also be a response to the interaction 

between corruption and ethnic fragmentation. According to Mauro and Alesina et al.57, ethnic 

fragmentation impacts corruption probably because corrupt relationships are more likely in 

smaller, ethnically bound and marginalised groups. Further, ethnic groups tend to support 

their leaders in a ‘support for gains’ relationship, as has been shown for African countries58, 

the US59 and India60. Thus, if corruption increases invalid voting, ethnic fragmentation 

should increase this effect further as the incentive to use this secret form of protest is larger. 

Hence, hypothesis H3d states that the effect of corruption on invalid voting is stronger in 

ethnically diverse, as opposed to homogenous, societies.  

 

Data and methods 

In contrast to the three previous comparative studies61, the analysis below is strictly 

limited to democracies. This is worth mentioning because the above mentioned comparative 

aggregate studies have claimed to exclusively analyze democracies but actually included non-

democracies as well.62 For example, Kouba and Lysek63 rely on the Freedom House (FH) 

scale for their case selection, but they include countries such as Russia and Guatemala for the 

period between 1980 and 2013. According to FH, Russia was never a democracy in this 

period, being partially free from 1991 until 2005 and not free after 2005. Guatemala, included 

in all three comparative studies, is considered partially free and not free from 1980 to 2010. 
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Mixing democracies with non-democracies in the analysis is not desirable, as it may bias the 

results. The logics of, especially, expressing protest in elections are likely to be different in 

non-democracies than in democracies, as is, for instance, the effect of corruption on voters’ 

decisions.64 As we know that the determinants for turnout in democracies are different from 

those in non-democracies,65 one can also assume that the mechanisms behind invalid votes in 

democracies are different from those in non-democracies. Consequently, we opt to restrict the 

analysis exclusively to democracies.  

For the identification of cases, we face a trade-off between expanding the number of 

cases and limiting the definition of democracy: the more demanding the definition, the lower 

the number of cases. Inversely, the more relaxed the definition, the higher the number of 

cases. For the analysis in this study, we rely on the Unified Democracy Scores (UDS) 

outlined by Pemstein et al.66 The UDS comprise information provided by 10 measures of 

democracy, including the Freedom House scale (that previous studies rely upon), and are an 

improvement “over isolated democracy measures because they draw upon the work of a wide 

variety of scholars to both improve rating accuracy and to generate estimates of score 

uncertainty”.67 The UDS are a continuum with a minimum of −1.2 and a maximum of 2.4, 

and we define democracies as countries with a mean value equal to or above 0.4 for the 

UDS.68 For example, the Republic of Korea had a mean UDS value of 0.44 in 1988, and it 

was just crossing the threshold when, as a consolidated democracy, it reached a value of 1.07 

in 2008. 69 The categorization of countries into democracies and non-democracies obtained 

from this threshold correlates very highly with the categorizations by Boix et al.,70 which are 

not part of the UDS measure. Furthermore, following the logic of previous studies and 

echoing the established works on turnout, we do not combine presidential and parliamentary 

elections, as their underlying dynamics and competitions vary.71 Thus, our analysis includes 

417 parliamentary elections in 73 countries on five continents between 1970 and 2011.72 
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Dependent variable: invalid voting in democracies  

The dependent variable is invalid voting defined as the percentage of blank and null 

ballots cast in the parliamentary election. The main source is International IDEA and the data 

was manually expanded with data collected by Nohlen and colleagues73 and the Election 

World website (electionworld.org). This data was completed using Lublin’s Election Passport 

and the Constituency-Level Elections Archive (CLEA) and some mistakes were corrected 

(e.g. Ecuador 2006 and Spain 2011).  

Table 1 shows how the mean level of invalid votes included in the analysis has varied 

from one decade to the next. The overall mean level of invalid voting in the 417 elections was 

3 percent, and above 3.2 percent in both the 1980–1989 and 1990–1999 periods. While such 

differences may not look especially significant, the fifth column in Table 1 shows that the 

share of elections with 5 percent of invalid ballots or more is above 15 percent since 1990.  

 

 [Table 1 about here] 

Table 1 also shows that the distribution of invalid voting is also not homogeneous 

over the five continents. Specifically, elections in America surpass 5 percent of invalid voting 

in over 25 percent of the contests. The mean value in the Americas is above 5 percent, while 

in the remaining continents ranges between 2.2 and 3.1 percent. With the exception of 

America, there are no significant differences in the percentage of invalid votes between the 

continents.74  

 

[Figure 1 about here] 

 

Figure 1 maps all 417 elections over time and shows their share of invalid votes. The 

x-axis represents the year of the election while the y-axis accounts for the percentage of 
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invalid votes. The graph shows that there are 18 elections with invalid voting of 10 percent or 

more: the most significant outliers with 22 to 30 percent invalid votes are the parliamentary 

elections of Ecuador in 1986, 1984 and 1996, and of Peru in 2006. There are 49 elections 

with between 5 and 10 percent of invalid voting. To test for the effect of these outliers, Table 

A.5 in the Appendix recreates the analysis below, excluding, firstly, all elections with more 

than 10 percent of invalid votes, secondly, those of more than 7 percent, and thirdly, those 

that fall outside of two standard deviations around the mean invalid voting level. The results 

are robust against these alternations.  

 

Independent variables 

To test the three sets of hypotheses presented above and avoid the omitted variable bias 

by including control variables, a series of independent variables needs to be included in the 

analytical model. The variables of interest to test H1a–b are the effective number of parties and 

the district magnitude. Both of them follow the specifications outlined by Bormann and 

Golder.75 The former is estimated following Laakso and Taagepera76, while the latter is the 

average district magnitude in an electoral tier, calculated as the total number of seats allocated 

in an electoral tier divided by the total number of districts in that tier. Further on the institutional 

level, we include whether the parliamentary election was concurrent with a presidential 

election. We control for the electoral system with two dummy variables, majoritarian and PR 

systems, with mixed as the comparison category. 

Regarding compulsory voting, we expect that invalid voting is substantially higher in 

enforced compulsory voting than in other systems (H1c). Studies that differentiate between the 

levels of enforcement of compulsory voting normally do so with a categorical variable with 

four values. Fornos, Power and Garand or Dettrey and Schwindt-Bayer both rely on a scale in 

which 0 is for countries with voluntary voting; 1 is for countries with compulsory voting 
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mandate but no sanctions against nonvoters written into law; 2 is when compulsory systems 

possess such legal sanctions but leave them generally unenforced; 3 is for compulsory systems 

with legal sanctions that are enforced in practice.77 Following this classification, categories 1 

and 2 account for 8 and 3 per cent of our 417 cases, respectively. Therefore, we collapsed both 

categories and left the compulsory variable with three, more equally distributed categories: 

voluntary voting, unenforced compulsory voting and enforced compulsory voting.78  

The main variable from the societal approach is ethnic fragmentation (H2a–b), which 

is measured via the Herfindahl Index and understood as the probability that two randomly 

selected people from a given country will not share certain racial or linguistic characteristics. 

This data is obtained from Alesina et al. 79 As H2b proposes that compulsory voting 

strengthens the effect of ethnic fragmentation, we follow the IDEA data set to distinguish 

between enforced and unenforced compulsory as well as non-compulsory elections.80 We 

also include, firstly, the literacy rate, which is defined as the total enrollment in primary 

education, regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the population of official primary-

education age. Further, the level of urbanization is understood as the share of the population 

living in urban areas as defined by national statistical offices. The data are collected and 

smoothed by the United Nations Population Division. Third, we include the GDP per capita 

(logged) in constant US dollars at base year 2000.81  

For the political explanations (H3a–d), we include the difference between the vote 

shares of the largest and second largest parties as a measure for the competitiveness of the 

election (H3a). Further, we use the corruption data from V-DEM, which is based on the 

pervasiveness of political corruption.82 The variable summarizes six different types of 

corruption, covering different areas and levels of politics, and differentiates between 

executive, legislative and judicial corruption. Finally, the analysis includes the level of 
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turnout in the election as well as a set of dummies for the continents.83 Table 2 provides an 

overview of the variables and the sources used for the analysis. 

 [Table 2 about here] 

 

Analysis: determinants of invalid voting 

The following analysis investigates the determinants of invalid voting levels in 417 

democratic, parliamentary elections. Given that the observations are nested within specific 

countries, the most suitable method to take such features into account is multilevel analysis. 

The Hausman test (Prob>chi2 = 0.0059) indicates that the preferred model is a random effects 

model, and the ICCs in Table 3 confirm the appropriateness of this approach. As a robustness 

check and following Kouba and Lysek’s as well as Uggla’s84 approaches, we also ran the 

models as generalized least square regressions with panel-corrected standard errors that are 

further corrected for panel-specific AR1 autocorrelation and heteroskedasticity. The results of 

this alternative modeling strategy, which show that the analysis is robust, can be found in Table 

A.4 in the Appendix. 

Model 1 in Table 3 presents the main results of a baseline model that includes all 

independent variables but no interaction terms. This model allows an easy inspection of the 

effect sizes for all the variables. The second model includes the four interaction terms –

accounting for hypothesis H2b, H3c, H3d, and the relation of the number of parties and the 

district magnitude.85 As interaction coefficients and significances might hide changes in the 

effect over individual variables,86 Figure 2 shows the average marginal effects graphs for the 

interactions. 

 

[Table 3 about here] 
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The first set of hypotheses focuses on three institutional factors; namely district 

magnitude, the number of parties and whether there is compulsory voting and its level of 

enforcement. Our confusion hypothesis (H1a) stated that an increase in district magnitude 

and number of parties would increase invalid voting, while the supply hypothesis (H1b) 

pointed to the opposite effect. The analysis seems to confirm the confusion argument (H1a) 

as a higher number of parties increases invalid voting. The district magnitude does not have 

an effect by itself. The interaction in model 2, graphed in the lower-right panel in Figure 2, 

shows that the number of parties only has an effect at very low levels of district magnitude, 

which is negative. Thus, we cannot reject the null hypothesis for either H1a or H1b.  

The other major institutional aspect we discussed was the degree of compulsory 

voting. We differentiated between voluntary and enforced as well as unenforced compulsory 

system. The main argument is that in the latter contexts, invalid voting is higher (H1c). The 

main effects of compulsory voting systems in both models show that this differentiation is 

indeed very relevant. While unenforced and unsanctioned compulsory voting systems do not 

affect the level of invalid voting in either models or subsequent interactions, enforced 

compulsory voting is a strong driver of invalid votes. The main effect in model 1 shows that 

the presence of enforced compulsory voting systems increases the level of invalid voting by 

more than 6 percent. This effect vanishes with the introduction of the interaction, but we will 

see below that this institutional setting plays a crucial role for both ethnic fragmentation and 

corruption. 

Further on the institutional level, the electoral-system variable accounting for a 

majority system shows a significant negative sign, pointing out to a lower level of invalid 

voting, which is at odds with Uggla’s finding.87 Also, neither the number of elections held 

nor whether the elections were concurrent seem to have an impact. This latter result differs 

from Kouba and Lysek’s88 analysis on presidential elections.  
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[Figure 2 about here] 

 

The second set of hypotheses developed above was related to the ethnic fragmentation 

of a society, and it assumed that higher fragmentation would lead to higher levels of invalid 

voting (H2a). Furthermore, compulsory voting was hypothesized to increase this effect 

(H2b). Model 1 confirms H2a, showing that the change from no to full ethnic fragmentation 

increases the level of invalid voting by 2.6 percent, albeit with a weak significance. In model 

2, the interaction with enforced compulsory voting is not only significant but substantially 

larger. The upper-left panel in Figure 2 shows the effect very clearly. Neither voluntary or 

unenforced compulsory voting change the effect of ethnic fragmentation. When all citizens 

are legally obliged to vote and such requirement is enforced, however, the effect of ethnic 

fragmentation on invalid voting increases dramatically. Thus, we can confirm hypothesis H2b 

that enforced compulsory voting increases the effect of ethnic fragmentation. 

We find several further interesting results with regards to the other societal factors. 

Higher education levels seem to have a slight tendency to lead to higher levels of invalid 

voting, which is at odds with Power and Garand’s and Kouba and Lysek’s89 findings. 

However, this effect is very small and not significant in model 2. Confirming previous 

studies, economic development does not influence invalid voting and neither does 

urbanization. The latter finding confirms Uggla’s findings but contradicts those of Power and 

Garand and Kouba and Lysek.90  

The final set of hypotheses is centered on the political dimension. The stakes 

hypothesis (H3a) stated that the competitiveness of an election would decrease invalid votes, 

as voters would perceive that their vote counts for more. Models 1 and 2 both show that the 

competitiveness of elections does not influence the level of invalid voting, thus we cannot 

reject the null hypothesis for H3a. This result needs further exploration, as Uggla finds a 
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significant negative effect, while Kouba and Lysek find a significant positive effect.91 It 

could be argued that this is because the measure of competitiveness is an outcome of the 

election itself, and thus is apparent only after the decision to vote validly or not has already 

been made. However, only in very rare circumstances will the level of competitiveness not be 

palpable for voters before the election. In the run-up to the election, in campaigns and 

through the media, and in particular through the ever-present opinion polls, voters will have a 

general idea whether an election result will be close or a clear win for one party. 

The protest hypothesis (H3b) focused on the effect of corruption, which would 

increase invalid votes as voters use them to voice their dissatisfaction with the system at 

large. In model 1, the effect is in the theorized direction and (though weakly) significant. This 

goes along the findings by Stockemer et al. and Martinez i Coma92 on the effect of corruption 

on voter turnout. In model 2, in which we include the interaction term with compulsory 

voting, corruption by itself is not significant although the interaction term is (H3c). In order 

to provide a more detailed account of this finding, the upper-right panel in Figure 2 shows the 

marginal effect of corruption depending on whether voting is compulsory or not and its level 

of enforcement. It shows that neither voluntary nor unenforced compulsory voting change the 

effect of corruption. Enforced compulsory voting, however, significantly and strongly 

increases the effect of corruption on the proportion of invalid voting. Thus, we can reject the 

null hypothesis of both H3b and H3c. 

Furthermore, it was hypothesized that corruption would increase the effect of ethnic 

fragmentation on invalid voting (H3d). The general interaction effect in model 2 is 

statistically significant and the lower-left panel in Figure 2 shows that the effect of ethnic 

fragmentation becomes stronger with increasing levels of corruption. However, the 

confidence interval of the ethnic fragmentation effect only excludes the zero value from the 

0.3 value of the corruption scale. As the graph shows, increasing levels of ethnic 
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fragmentation and corruption lead to higher proportion of invalid voting. Thus, along the 

same lines of earlier findings on the effect of ethnic fragmentation on corruption,93 we find 

that these two factors interact with regards to the level of invalid voting.  

 

Conclusion  

In the 2009 Mexican parliamentary elections, the share of invalid voting nearly 

doubled from 2.9 percent in 2006 to 5.4 percent. This increase demonstrated a concerted 

protest by the so-called ‘annulist movement’, which proposed casting invalid votes (voice) 

instead of abstaining (exit) to send a message to the political elite.94 This example indicates 

that the level of invalid voting might be a communicator of widespread popular 

dissatisfaction and discontent in a democracy. One of the main findings from our global study 

of invalid voting in 417 parliamentary elections speaks directly to this explanation of invalid 

voting and shows that the level of corruption in a country is a predictor of invalid voting at 

the global comparative level.  

Simultaneously, ethnic fragmentation of a society has a very strong effect on invalid 

voting. Indeed, it has the highest predictive power of all the explanatory factors we tested. 

The more ethnically fragmented a society, meaning the more groups there are with distinct 

characteristics in terms of culture, language and attitudes, the higher the levels of invalid 

voting. This effect is even stronger when participation in elections is not voluntary but 

compulsory and enforced, suggesting that enforcing compulsory voting compels individuals 

to the ballot box who would otherwise likely not have turned out. It is conceivable but not 

necessarily so that the mechanism behind ethnic fragmentation might be one of protesting 

voters of disenfranchised minority groups, for instance, spoiling their ballots deliberately. It 

is also possible that the variety in languages and cultures increases the risk of voters making 

errors and, thus, unintentionally excluding themselves from the decision-making process. 
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A further result of this analysis highlights the importance of studying phenomena like 

invalid voting at a global comparative level. Both Uggla as well as Kouba and Lysek find the 

competitiveness of an election has a significant effect on invalid voting, albeit with 

contradictory directions of effects.95 These two studies focus on different parts of the 

democratic (and not so democratic) world. Our global study focusing on democratic 

parliamentary elections finds that, even after controlling for continent and country effects, 

competitiveness has no significant effect at all.  

We envision future research to explain invalid voting along three strands. The first is 

to complement the aggregate analysis with individual survey data for the 73 countries 

included in this analysis. Such an approach would have the virtue of overcoming the 

possibility of ecological fallacy, as invalid votes are cast by individuals “driven by 

individually held characteristics and attitudes”.96 Given the period and countries covered in 

this study, such analysis is not possible at this time.  

A second set of possibilities for future research is to include further explanations for 

which we currently lack the necessary breath of data. For instance, income inequality is 

another possible source of voter discontent and disconnection from the democratic process.97 

Another possibility regards the ballot design and technology used at the time of casting it. 

Pachón, Carroll and Barragán98 show that the complexity of ballots impacts invalid votes by 

testing this mechanism in an experimental setting and with the Colombian case of 

redesigning ballots between 2007 and 2011. Unfortunately, the data collection efforts to 

extend such an analysis to a systematic comparison over countries and for decades into the 

past would be very substantive. While a very novel development, some countries are 

experimenting with non-paper ballots. For example, studies on US elections99 and Brazil100 

indicate that paper ballots perform best. Currently, the effect of ballot technology cannot be 

studied in a large-scale comparative setting because of missing variance. Over 92 percent of 
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the countries around the world that hold elections use the traditional paper ballot (Electoral 

Knowledge Network, ACE Project), and the few early adaptors of electronic voting machines 

or online voting have implemented these only very recently.  

Finally, future research might expand the cover of the analysis to include presidential 

contests and might help tease out different mechanisms for protest and error. Similarly, 

expanding the analysis of invalid voting to non-democratic settings, as some recent works on 

turnout have done101, might also offer insights into the protest and error mechanisms. Such 

analyses could provide valuable insights into the degree to which invalid voting is a sign of 

democratic malaise because of systematic obstacles for voters attempting to make their vote 

count and how much it is a sign of voters rejecting the political supply or system in general. 

Thus, investigating invalid voting further is crucial for our understanding of present and 

future democracy as we know it. 
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