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Executive Summary
When Virginians made their way to the polls in November 2021 to choose their next 
governor, they did so following a campaign that had been as partisan and polarized 
as ever. With Democrat Terry McAuliffe and Republican Glenn Youngkin essentially 
tied in the polls, the candidates spent the final days of the race hoping to mobilize 
their respective bases with pitched partisan appeals.

Despite the partisan discord, the results of our statewide survey of registered 
voters in Virginia suggest that Democrats and Republicans actually agreed on 
something: They had overwhelmingly positive Election Day experiences. 
Unfortunately, as the data we present in the pages that follow illustrate, those 
personal experiences were limited in shaping overall confidence in elections and 
the state of democracy. Instead, national narratives played a significant role in 
shaping voters’ attitudes about the 2021 elections, as did the outcome of the 
governor’s race.

More specifically: 

As voters readied to cast their ballots in 2021, the overwhelming majority 
of Democrats were “confident” or “very confident” that votes in Virginia 
would be counted as voters intended. In contrast, a majority of Virginia 
Republicans were “not confident” that U.S. elections reflect the will of the 
people.

Most voters – Democrats and Republicans alike – reported very positive 
voting experiences in 2020, so the partisan gap in confidence was not 
fueled by firsthand accounts of election fraud or problems casting a ballot.

Instead, allegations of election fraud and rigged elections by national 
Republicans, which featured prominently in the Virginia governor’s race, 
resonated with Republican voters. 

Republican voters’ confidence in electoral integrity improved significantly 
after Republican victories in 2021. In the absence of claims of election 
fraud from the national Republican Party, neither party’s voters had much 
reason to doubt the results.

Given the precarious state of confidence in U.S. elections, reforms that 
might help bolster voters’ confidence are essential, and some potential 
changes even received bipartisan support among our survey respondents.
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Election 2021
Democracy, Voter Confidence, and Electoral 

Integrity in Virginia 
In November 2021, the nation witnessed the first competitive statewide election 
campaign since the inauguration of President Joe Biden: the governor’s race in 
Virginia.1 Because Virginia governors are constitutionally limited to non-consecutive 
four-year terms, incumbent Democrat Ralph Northam could not seek reelection. On 
the Democratic side, Northam’s immediate predecessor, former Governor Terry 
McAuliffe, sought a return to his old job. He left office in 2017 with solid approval 
ratings, easily amassed a significant campaign war chest, and handily defeated his 
primary opponents. On the Republican side, businessman and political novice 
Glenn Youngkin defeated a number of high-profile opponents in a party convention.

Virginia had not elected a Republican governor in more than a decade (since Robert 
McDonnell in 2009), and Biden had won the state’s 13 electoral votes (he won the 
state’s popular vote by more than a 10-point margin). But as the governor’s race 
played out during the summer and early fall, it became clear that it would be a 
nail-biter. McAuliffe and Youngkin both spent heavily (close to $70 million each), 
blanketing the Commonwealth with ads, signs, and visits. By late October, 
McAuliffe’s small but consistent lead had slipped away. And on November 2, 
Youngkin won the race by less than two percentage points (approximately 51% to 
49%).2

Virginia’s 2021 elections played out against a backdrop of widespread claims of 
election fraud. At the national level, former President Donald Trump and his 
supporters claimed repeatedly not only that the 2020 presidential election had 
been stolen, but that Virginia’s gubernatorial election would be “rigged” as well.3 
Youngkin and his supporters emphasized the importance of “election integrity.”4

Healthy democracies depend on healthy elections. Without high-quality electoral 
systems that deliver timely results that people trust, democracy loses its central 
mechanism for translating citizen preferences into political outcomes. The Capitol 
insurrection on January 6, 2021 is clear evidence of what can happen when citizens 
don’t trust election results. Indeed, Virginia election officials, recognizing the 
potential for such claims to undermine voter trust, launched a “Vote with 
Confidence” website, that provided information about where, when, and how to 
vote in 2021. The site also featured a “MythBusters” section, debunking claims of 
fraud pertaining to the 2020 election.5

As today’s voters confront elections and a political climate that are perhaps more 
fragile and under greater threat than ever before, it is essential to determine how 
well the electoral system functions and how confident citizens are in the process. 
We undertook a statewide survey of registered voters in Virginia leading up to and 
directly after  the 2021 gubernatorial election. As the following pages make clear, 
national narratives about rigged elections and fraud matter a great deal and do, in 
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The Survey
We conducted two online surveys of registered voters in Virginia. In the pre-election 
survey, we interviewed a sample of 1,206 registered voters between October 21 and 
November 1, 2021. Following the election, we completed re-interviews with 796 of 
these respondents (from November 3 – November 18). More than 90% of the 
post-election surveys were completed within the first week after Election Day. We 
administered both surveys via the Qualtrics survey platform, with a sample 
provided by Dynata. The results we report in the pages that follow are based on 
responses from people who completed both the pre- and post-election surveys. 
(See Appendix A for the sample’s demographic information and Appendix B for 
frequencies.)

Confidence Heading into the 2021 Election
As voters readied to cast their ballots in 2021, Virginia Democrats and Republicans 
held very different perspectives when it came to confidence in the gubernatorial 
election (see Figure 1). The overwhelming majority of Democrats were “somewhat 
confident” or “very confident” that votes would be counted as voters intended and 
thought it unlikely that the outcome would be “rigged.” More than 9 out of 10 
Democrats we polled were also confident that U.S. elections, more broadly, reflect 
the will of the people. Not so for Republicans. On all three measures, Republicans 
were at least 25 percentage points less likely than Democrats to report confidence 
in the electoral process. A majority of Virginia Republicans – 52% – headed to the 
polls “not confident” that elections in the United States reflect the will of the people.

Where did these perceptions come from? National partisan narratives about 
elections seem to have played a role in undermining Republican voters’ confidence. 
Since 2020, the national message from former President Trump and his supporters 
has been one of election fraud – people voting more than once, rigged and hacked 
election machines, deliberately miscounted and even destroyed ballots. These 
allegations, which featured prominently in the Virginia governor’s race, resonated 
with Republicans. As Figure 1 illustrates, less than half the Republicans in our 
sample were “very” or “somewhat” confident that votes in the 2020 presidential 
election were counted as voters intended. More than two-thirds of the Republicans 
in our survey believed the 2020 presidential election was “stolen from Donald 
Trump.” Nearly 6 in 10 thought the outcome was “rigged.” Put somewhat differently, 
only 34% of Republican voters in Virginia agreed that “the 2020 election was fair and 
Joe Biden’s victory was legitimate.”
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fact, undermine confidence in U.S. elections. For many voters, these narratives are 
more important than their own personal voting experiences. At the same time, 
election outcomes also matter for voter confidence. For some voters, a victory by 
their party’s candidate can help restore faith in elections and even allay concerns 
about the health of American democracy.
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Figure 1: Confidence in Elections, before Election Day 2021

How confident are you that votes in this 
year’s gubernatorial election in Virginia 

will be counted as voters intended?

In general, how confident are you that 
elections in the United States today 

reflect the will of the people?

How confident are you that votes 
across the United States were counted 

as voters intended in the 2020 
presidential election?

How likely is it that the 2021 elections 
in Virginia will be rigged?

Note: Bars labeled “confident” and “likely” represent the percentage of respondents who were “very” or “somewhat” confident or likely 
in response to each question. Data are from the pre-election survey. N = 344 Democrats and 315 Republicans who completed both the 
pre- and post-election surveys. The full sample margin of error is +/- 3.5%.

Confident Not Confident

Confident Not Confident Confident Not Confident

Unlikely Likely

97%

86%

58%
63%

93%

48%

93%

44%

3%

37%

4%

56%

14%

41%

8%

52%

Dem

Rep

Democrats’ perceptions of electoral integrity couldn’t be more different. Just as 93% 
were confident that votes in the 2020 presidential election were counted accurately, 
Democrats were almost uniformly confident that the 2021 election results would be 
accurate and that elections do, in fact, reflect the will of the people.
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Confidence in the 2021 Election after the Fact
Our speculation that national narratives about voter fraud and a rigged election in 
2020 contributed to Republicans’ perceptions of electoral integrity is supported by 
the marked change in attitudes following the 2021 gubernatorial election. We asked 
the same voters the same questions about election integrity we had asked heading 
into Election Day. The bars in Figure 2 reflect the change in attitudes between these 
two periods of time – less than three weeks apart. Importantly, these results persist 
across voting method.

Notice, first, that Republican voters’ confidence in electoral integrity improved 
significantly after Republican victories in 2021. More than 6 out of 10 Republicans 
expressed greater confidence after the election than before it. More than half of 
Republican voters expressed less concern that the election was rigged. And roughly 
50% reported greater confidence that U.S. elections reflect the will of the people. 
Nearly all the rest held firm in their original assessments of electoral integrity. 
Across measures, no more than 10% of the Republican electorate felt worse about 
2021 after the fact than they did before. 

In sharp contrast, Democrats’ views did not change much – majorities were 
confident in the electoral system heading into Election Day and they generally felt 
the same way even after their candidate lost the governor’s race. That’s not to say, 
of course, that there wasn’t some movement among Democrats. But in most cases, 
the shift in attitudes didn’t reflect a meaningful shift in perceptions. Of the 14% of 
Democrats who were more likely to think that the 2021 election was rigged after 
they learned of the outcome, for example, most simply moved from “very unlikely” 
to “somewhat unlikely.” Similarly, among those Democrats expressing less 
confidence in the accuracy of the 2021 vote count after the election, most moved 
from “very” to only “somewhat” confident. In other words, even when Democrats 
became slightly less confident, they still had confidence in the integrity of elections. 

The national narrative regarding the outcome of the Virginia elections was not one 
of voter fraud or rigged outcomes. There were no claims of election fraud from the 
national Republican Party. And national Democrats attributed the loss to a variety 
of wedge issues and a struggling Biden Administration.8 Neither party’s voters had 
much reason to doubt the integrity of the election or to pick up on the voter fraud 
and rigged election arguments from just weeks before Election Day.
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Note: Bars represent the change between respondents’ pre- and post-election responses. Data are from both the pre- and post-election 
survey waves. N = 344 Democrats and 315 Republicans who completed both waves. The full sample margin of error is +/- 3.5%.

Figure 2: Confidence in the 2021 Election, after Election Day

Change in perceived likelihood of 2021 gubernatorial election being rigged

Change in confidence that U.S. elections reflect the will of the people

16%

14%

23%
15%

50%

7%

10%

77%

61%

41%

11%

61%

73%

37%

40%

3%

Change in confidence that votes in the 2021 gubernational 
election were counted as voters intended

Less Confident More Confident No Change

Less Likely More Likely No Change

Less Confident More Confident No Change

Rep

Dem

10%

53%



Figure 3: Views of American Democracy, after Election Day
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Note: Bars represent the percentages of Democrats and Republicans who reported that each statement best matched their view of 
democracy in the United States. N = 344 Democrats and 315 Republicans who completed both waves. The full sample margin of error 
is +/- 3.5%.

Democracy is 
under attack

Democracy is 
being tested

Democracy is 
in no danger

These findings are important because they speak to questions beyond just 
confidence in elections. They get at the heart of voters’ attitudes toward democracy 
more broadly. In the face of persistent false claims of election fraud in the 2020 
presidential elections, and particularly after the January 6, 2021 insurrection at the 
U.S. Capitol, many observers have expressed concern that American democracy 
itself is in a precarious state. We asked our sample of registered voters in Virginia 
for their assessments of the health of American democracy both before and after 
Election Day. Heading into the election, 51% of Democrats and 60% of Republicans 
felt that American democracy was “under attack.” 

Following the election, Republican assessments of the state of American democracy 
improved significantly: “only” 51% of Republicans saw democracy as being under 
attack, bringing them in line with Democrats (see Figure 3). Although concerns 
about democracy remained acute, confidence in the 2021 elections mitigated some 
Republicans’ concerns.

48%

43%

9%

8%

41%

51%

Democrat

Republican 
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Voters’ Experiences in 2021
The argument that national narratives affected voters’ attitudes heading into and 
out of the 2021 election is further supported by voters’ experiences casting ballots 
at both points in time.

The majority of our sample of registered voters reported voting in the 2020 
presidential election, and voters of all partisan stripes had similar – and good! – 
experiences. Of those who voted absentee, 92% said their ballot arrived without 
delay. Among voters who cast their ballots in person, Election Day woes were few 
and far between. Two-thirds reported having to wait less than 10 minutes to vote. 
Ninety-seven percent had no trouble finding their polling place; 96% encountered 
no harassment or bothersome behavior while waiting in line; 98% had no difficulty 
providing identification; and 99% checked in with no problems because their names 
appeared accurately on the rolls. While we certainly don’t want to diminish the 
challenges that some voters faced in 2020, strong majorities of Republicans (85%) 
and Democrats (84%) reported encountering no major problems whatsoever at the 
polls. These positive experiences in 2020 – for Democrats and Republicans alike – 
certainly don’t jibe with the large partisan gaps in confidence in the 2020 election 
results.

Those same positive experiences accompanied the 2021 election (see Figure 4). And 
that’s the case for voters who voted in person on Election Day, early, or absentee. 
The vast majority of Republicans and Democrats who voted in person found it easy 
to find their polling place, waited in line for less 10 minutes, thought their polling 
place was “very well run,” and rated the performance of the election workers as 
“good” or “excellent.” Among those who voted absentee, almost all found it easy to 
follow instructions to complete and return ballots, and both Democrats and 
Republicans were confident that there were “sufficient safeguards in place to keep 
fraud using mail ballots to a minimum.” Among absentee voters, 9 out of 10 
Democrats and Republicans said they would vote that way again. Overall, 96% of 
Democrats and 98% of Republicans agreed that their 2021 voting experience was 
positive.

The vast majority of our sample of registered 
voters reported voting in the 2020 presidential 
election, and voters of all partisan stripes had 
similar – and good! – experiences . . . These 
same positive experiences accompanied the 
2021 election.
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Figure 4: Voters’ Experience in the 2021 Election

Waited less than 10 minutes in line to vote

81% 85%

Thought polling place was very well run

89% 88%

Found it easy to find polling place

97%97%

95%

Confident that there are sufficient safeguards 
to protect fraud using mail ballots

93%

96%

Found it easy to follow instructions to cast and 
return ballot (absentee voters)

97%

Likely to vote absentee again in the future 
(absentee voters)

91%97%

Note: Bars represent the percentages of Democrats and Republicans who reported positive experiences in each category. Data are 
from the post-election survey. N = 344 Democrats and 315 Republicans who completed both waves. The full sample margin of error is 
+/- 3.5%.

Had a mostly positive voting experience

96% 98%
RepublicanDemocrat

96%

Rated performance of poll workers as 
‘good’ or ‘excellent’

93%
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Looking Ahead: Future Elections and Voting 
Reform
Given the precarious state of confidence in U.S. elections, coupled with widespread 
perceptions of danger to democracy shared by Virginians in our sample, it is 
important to look toward reforms that might help bolster voters’ confidence. We 
asked our survey respondents about several frequently proposed election reforms. 
It should come as no surprise that support for these proposals is highly contingent 
on partisanship. Consider, for example, the proposal to run all elections by mail (as 
states like Washington and Oregon do). Three times as many Democrats as 
Republicans supported the proposal (see Figure 5). The lack of support among
Republicans is consistent with narratives by national Republicans about fraud and 
election irregularities stemming from the use of absentee ballots.

Figure 5: Views on American Democracy, before and after Election Day

Note: Points represent the percentage of respondents who “strongly” or “somewhat” supported each reform, broken down by party. 
Data are from the post-election survey. N = 344 Democrats and 315 Republicans. The full sample margin of error is +/- 3.5%.

66%

Rep Dem

86%

60% 83%

38% 65%

37% 80%

30% 74%

15% 74%

Make it so that when a 
registered voter moves, he or 
she is automatically registered 
to vote at the new address

Make Election Day a national
holiday

Move Election Day to a 
weekend

Automatically register all 
citizens over the age of 18 
to vote

Allow people to register on
Election Day at the polls

Run all elections by mail



Freedman, Lawless, and Sheely 10

Wrapping Up
The question of voters’ faith in the integrity of election results is of paramount 
importance as the nation heads into the 2022 midterm elections. Our findings show 
that voter confidence is not something to take for granted. It is, however, 
something to measure from one election cycle to the next. This can be difficult; 
voter confidence cannot be seen like a yard sign or campaign ad, and it can’t be 
inferred from news coverage or social media conversations. Rather, it takes a 
deliberate effort to survey voters to learn their views.

In the lead-up to the 2021 elections in Virginia, registered voters’ positive voting 
experiences were overwhelmed by national narratives that worked to undermine 
confidence. And there was a striking partisan asymmetry on this front: Virginia 
Republicans were far more likely than Democrats to believe that the 2020 
presidential election had been rigged, with votes not accurately counted. 
Republicans were also much less likely to express confidence in the accuracy of the 
upcoming 2021 vote count. After the election, Republicans’ perceptions changed. 
They were far more likely than they had been to express confidence that the vote
count had been accurate.

Still, even after the 2021 election, more than 90% of Democrats and Republicans 
agreed that democracy was in some degree of danger. Voters seem aware of how 
fragile some people’s confidence in the electoral system is and recognize that their 
views of electoral integrity are linked to election outcomes. That’s a dangerous place 
for a democracy to find itself in, and one that certainly requires additional attention 
as we head into the 2022 midterms and the 2024 presidential election.

Across a range of proposed reforms, similar partisan differences emerge. Whereas 
nearly three-quarters of Democrats supported allowing people to register to vote 
on Election Day at the polls, fewer than one-third of Republicans did. Democrats 
were also more than twice as likely as Republicans to support automatic voter 
registration for all citizens who are at least 18 years of age. These differences, too, 
are likely linked to national narratives – this time about the manner in which easing 
voter registration benefits Democrats. 

But prospects are not altogether dim for reforms that might garner bipartisan 
support and help shore up Virginians’ confidence in their elections. Majorities of 
both Democrats and Republicans supported making Election Day a national holiday. 
They also supported automatic voter registration at a new address for people who 
move. Interestingly, support for moving Election Day to the weekend was 
considerably weaker among both parties; voters prefer time off from work to vote 
to fulfill their civic duty, rather than taking time out of their weekends.
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Appendix A: Survey Demographics
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Appendix B: Question Frequencies

How confident are you that votes across the 
United States were counted as voters intended 
in the 2020 presidential election?
Not at all confident  14.4%
Not too confident  15.1%
Somewhat confident  21.7%
Very confident  48.8%

How confident are you that votes in this year’s 
gubernatorial election in Virginia will be 
counted as voters intend?
Not at all confident  4.5%
Not too confident  16.8%
Somewhat confident  29.8%
Very confident  48.9%

How likely is it that the 2021 elections in 
Virginia will be rigged?
Very likely  8.7%
Somewhat likely  18.3%
Somewhat unlikely  24.5%
Very unlikely  48.5%

Which of the following best describes your view 
of democracy in the United States today?
It is under attack  54.2%
It is being tested  38.4%
It is in no danger  7.5%

In general, how confident are you that elections 
in the United States today reflect the will of the 
people?
Not at all confident  8.8%
Not too confident  23.1%
Somewhat confident  40.0%
Very confident  28.1%

How long did you have to wait in line to vote in 
2020?
10 – 30 minutes  21.8%
30 – 60 minutes  5.9%
Less than 10 minutes  38.4%
More than an hour  3.0%
Not at all  30.9%

How difficult was it to find your polling place to 
vote?
Very easy  86.8%
Fairly easy  10.7%
Somewhat difficult  1.8%
Very difficult  0.7%

How well were things run at the polling place 
where you voted?
Very well  87.6%
Okay  10.8%
Not well  1.4%
Terrible  0.2%

Approximately, how long did you have to wait 
in line to vote?
Not at all  51.5%
Less than 10 minutes  31.2%
10-30 minutes  13.1%
31 minutes – 1 hour  3.1%
More than 1 hour  1.1%

Please rate the job performance of the poll 
workers at the polling place where you voted.
Excellent  74.7%
Good  20.1%
Fair  4.5%
Poor  0.4%
I don’t know  0.4%

Overall, how easy was it to follow all the 
instructions necessary to cast your ballot and 
return it to be counted?
Very easy  78.3%
Somewhat easy  18.2%
Somewhat hard  2.8%
Very hard  0.0%
I don’t remember  0.7%

How likely is it that you will vote by mail or 
absentee in most future elections?
Very likely  81.8%
Somewhat likely  13.3%
Somewhat unlikely  3.5%
Very unlikely  1.4%

Based on your experience voting by mail or 
absentee in this election, how confident are 
you that there are sufficient safeguards in 
place to keep fraud using mail ballots to a 
minimum?
Not at all confident  1.4%
Not too confident  3.5%
Somewhat confident  23.1%
Very confident  72.0%\



Appendix B: Question Frequencies continued

How strongly do you agree or disagree with the 
following statement about this election? “My 
voting experience has been mostly positive.”
Strongly agree  59.8%
Agree  30.8%
Somewhat agree  5.4%
Neither agree nor disagree  3.6%
Somewhat disagree  0.1%
Disagree  0.1%
Strongly Disagree  0.1%

How confident are you that votes in this year’s 
gubernatorial election in Virginia were counted 
as voters intended?
Not at all confident  1.9%
Not too confident  2.9%
Somewhat confident  29.1%
Very confident  66.1%

How likely is it that the 2021 elections in 
Virginia were rigged?
Very likely  7.0%
Somewhat likely  8.0%
Somewhat unlikely  23.2%
Very unlikely  61.8%

Which of the following best describes your view 
of democracy in the United States today?
It is under attack  48.1%
It is being tested  43.7%
It is in no danger  8.2%

In general, how confident are you that elections 
in the United States today reflect the will of the 
people?
Not at all confident  5.1%
Not too confident  14.7%
Somewhat confident  45.1%
Very confident  35.2%

Do you support or oppose any of the following 
proposals for new ways of voting or conducting
elections?

Run all elections by mail
Support strongly  11.7%
Support somewhat  18.3%
Oppose somewhat  25.5%
Oppose strongly  44.6%

Automatically register all citizens over 18 to vote
Support strongly  34.3%
Support somewhat  23.5%
Oppose somewhat  19.4%
Oppose strongly  22.8%

Allow people to register on Election Day at the polls
Support strongly  25.1%
Support somewhat  25.8%
Oppose somewhat  20.6%
Oppose strongly  28.5%

Move Election Day to a weekend
Support strongly  21.5%
Support somewhat  29.7%
Oppose somewhat  27.5%
Oppose strongly  21.4%

Make Election Day a national holiday
Support strongly  41.8%
Support somewhat  28.2%
Oppose somewhat  17.2%
Oppose strongly  12.8%

Make it so that when a registered voter moves, he 
or she is automatically registered to vote at the new 
address
Support strongly  40.3%
Support somewhat  34.7%
Oppose somewhat  14.9%
Oppose strongly  10.1%
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on ‘Election Integrity’,” Washington Post, October 6, 2021. Accessed at: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2021/10/06/youngkin-election-audit-virginia-governor/ (March 13, 
2022).

5 “Vote with Confidence,” Virginia Department of Elections. Accessed at: 
https://www.elections.virginia.gov/voter-ed/ (March 13, 2022); Andrea M. Gaines, “Vote with Confidence Website 
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at: 
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Notes
1 All statewide offices were on the ballot in VA, but the governor’s race was the most closely watched contest. 
New Jersey also held a gubernatorial election that was not anticipated to be competitive, although Democratic 
incumbent Phil Murphy won reelection by a much closer margin than expected.

2 “2021 November General Election Results,” Virginia Department of Elections. Accessed at: 
https://results.elections.virginia.gov/vaelections/2021%20November%20General/Site/Statewide.html (March 13, 
2022).

3 Laura Vozzella, Karina Elwood, and Gregory S. Schneider. “Trump Fans Election Fraud Theme as Virginia 
Governor Candidate Youngkin Walks Tightrope,” Washington Post, September 21, 2021. Accessed at: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/virginia-politics/trump-virginia-governor-youngkin-election/2021/09/01/
c8583584-0b3b-11ec-aea1-42a8138f132a_story.html. (March 13, 2022); Joseph Marks, “Trump Is Ready to Yell 
Fraud if Democrats Win in Virginia,” Washington Post, October 29, 2021. Accessed at: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/10/29/trump-is-ready-yell-fraud-if-democrats-win-virginia/ 
(March 13, 2022).
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