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Introduction

his is a book about elections. It is about what they meant for

liberal democracy at its inception, what they represent today,

and what they could become in the near future. It also explores
how free and fair elections have become the institutional foundation
of liberal democracies. First of all, however, it addresses the signifi-
cant threat to these democracies when they cease to be an effective
mechanism for what is referred to as the “citizen’s ability to get rid of
scoundrels” (Powell, 2000). Their potential outcome becomes the legit-
imization of actions that undermine democratic principles (Woijtasik,
2022). Such a democratic breakdown through elections is even more
dangerous because it is a deceptive process. It is not as clear and spec-
tacular as undemocratic changes resulting from revolutions or coups.
The symbolical preservation of democratic institutions allows auto-
crats to erode their foundations. Even though citizens can still vote,
the elected authorities change the rules of the political system to work
against their political opponents (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018).

What is the underlying assumption of my analyses and conclu-
sions drawn is the increasing functional inadequacy of elections in
the context of social changes occurring in the early decades of the 21st
century, especially the revolution in political communication. Thus,
the main research question posed in this book is: Are contempo-
rary elections a fair procedure for generating political representation?
The answer to this question will be obtained through the verification

of the conditions for the fairness of elections, which are located on
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three levels: procedural, communicative, and supervisory. Contem-
porary democratic assumptions about electoral procedures stem from
principles established over two centuries ago and are applied in almost
the same form today (Nohlen, 2005). At the same time, Western soci-
eties have transformed into post-industrial structures based on weak-
ening post-political bonds, with a tendency towards depoliticizing so-
cial attitudes (Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2014). Even the foundations of
liberal democracy have started to be questioned in places where its
principles were originally established (Lévy, 2007).

The processes of depoliticization in democratic societies lead to
the weakening of the connections between voters and political parties
and are a factor in reducing voter participation (Evans & Tilley, 2012).
During the birth and flourishing of liberal democracies, it was fair
elections that were made an essential distinction, serving as the min-
imum criterion which differentiated this type of democracy from its
historical predecessors (Dahl, 1995; Schumpeter, 1995). For a number
of other scholars, elections were the most effective means of seeking
and creating socially necessary compromises (Lijphart, 1999; Mair,
2014; Sartori, 1987). In the democratic process, they represent the cul-
minating point in emphasizing differences and channelling political
conflicts, followed by the stage of seeking consensus that enables ef-
fective governance until the next election (Przeworski, 2018). This is
based on the principle of the universality of elections, which enables
the political inclusion of broad segments of society, and the political
representation elected as a result gains democratic legitimacy to act on
behalf of the community. In the presented framework, liberal democ-
racy can be defined as the institutionalized way of peacefully manag-
ing political conflicts through fair elections. In this case, elections are
an essential, cyclical instrument for adapting the political sphere to

changes occurring in the social space.
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However, the electoral mechanism of socio-political adaptation is
currently losing its systemic efficiency. What is the main reason for
this are changes in political communication, which turn electoral
competitors into political enemies (Bartlett, 2019), emphasizing and
solidifying the tribal nature of political identities based on mass com-
munication, as anticipated by Marshall McLuhan (1964). This is a re-
verse process to what occurred between American parties in the 19th
century when fierce and uncompromising enemies transformed into
mutually respecting elites that regularly changed in power, becoming
the foundation of U.S. democracy (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018). Contem-
porary electoral competition has become a mechanism for generating
divisions which go far beyond the current dimension of politics. This is
also the case when winning elections can serve as an alibi to abandon
attempts at consensus-based politics and respecting the demands of
minorities in favour of imposing the will, often not of the majority of
the society but merely an electoral one. The majority is usually socially
imagined because winning an election or obtaining over 50% of man-
dates does not necessarily mean over half of the votes, and almost nev-
er indicates the support of the majority of eligible voters. This is still
about a certain majority, not all citizens. Populist appeals to the will
of the nation, people, or sovereign will never be more than populism
itself (Miiller, 2016) because the collage of the political structure of
contemporary societies revealed in the act of voting practically denies
the existence of a universal will of the whole. The mosaic nature of
democracy, as prophesied by Alvin Toffler (Toffler, 1991), is no lon-
ger a future but a present reality, where political identities become flu-
id, changeable, and generally impermanent. Political actors, through
the manipulative instrumentalization of the electoral process, are in-
creasingly skilful at exploiting this state for their specific interests.

Nevertheless, it would be naive to believe that politicians did not
attempt to instrumentalize the electoral process earlier. While trust
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is the foundation of elections (as well as changes in electoral com-
petition rules) and requires competitors to respect established rules,
the procedural and functional variability of elections has been (and
still is) a favourable circumstance for building subject-specific advan-
tages. Electoral manipulations in the context presented, unlike fraud
and forgery, do not break the law; they intentionally change the pre-
vious perspectives of candidates and parties, placing the integrity of
the entire electoral process at least in question. They are often eth-
ically questionable or even unethical, but they are not subject to le-
gal penalties. Their practical impact on the electoral process can in-
volve individual or combined influences on: (1) voter mobilization,
through attempts to decrease or increase voter turnout. Since the level
of turnout does not have a neutral impact on election results (Quat-
trone & Tversky, 1988), actions that alter it can have a general or se-
lective character (targeting specific segments of the electorate); (2) vot-
er decisions about support or withdrawal of support, through actions
that lead to the solidification or change of beliefs. The creation of nor-
mative and communicative tools allows for the potential influence on
voter decisions (Norris, 2004); (3) the rules of resolution, by determin-
ing how voting results are translated into election outcomes. The same
voting result can lead to polar different election outcomes, depending
on the adopted method of transforming votes into seats (Cox, 1997).

Politicians are well aware that detailed solutions concerning
the course of various stages of the electoral process can favour specific
parties or candidates. They also understand that by establishing spe-
cific rules, they can increase or decrease someone’s chances in the elec-
tions, sometimes placing the actual autonomy of choice in the realm of
social illusions (Flis, 2014). This type of manipulation, referred to as in-
stitutional manipulation in this book, emerged with an understanding
of the possible consequences of decisions made for the organization,
conduct, and supervision of the electoral process. One of the oldest
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examples of institutional manipulation is the law to change the di-
vision of the state into electoral districts, approved by Massachusetts
Governor Elbridge Gerry in 1812 (hence the term gerrymandering). Its
aim was to secure victory for the Democrats in state legislature elec-
tions. They ultimately won 29 seats with 50,164 votes, while the Fed-
eralists received only 11 seats in the state legislature, even though they
were voted for by 51,766 citizens (Haman, 2003).

Over two centuries of experience related to the use of the institu-
tional dimension of elections make it increasingly possible to predict
the consequences of introduced solutions. This still tempts modifica-
tions of electoral rules that would comprehensively change the compet-
itive position of electoral competitors. This temptation is not unique to
political parties and politicians who wish to depart from democratic
principles. An example of this can be the For the People Act, proposed
as one of the first initiatives by President Joe Biden. The presented bill
included, among other things, the introduction of an automatic voter
registration system, a guaranteed two-week early voting period, and
the option to vote by mail. The draft act also included regulations to
increase the transparency of campaign financing, rules for defining
electoral district boundaries, and the establishment of Election Day
(traditionally a Tuesday) as a federal holiday (Weiser et al., 2021). With-
out determining the extent to which the proposed changes stem from
a diagnosis of problems in the American political system, it should be
pointed out that all the proposals would potentially strengthen the po-
sition of the Democratic Party and its candidates compared to their
Republican rivals.

Institutional manipulations, although they interfere with the elec-
toral process and can change election results, do not pose a mortal
threat to the axiological foundations of liberal democracy. This is due
to their most significant characteristics, such as transparency, adapt-
ability, and reversibility. Institutional manipulations are transparent
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because they arise in a decision-making process accessible to the pub-
lic, where it is possible to identify their creators and assess their like-
ly consequences for electoral competitors. Thanks to transparency,
their effects are adaptable for electoral competitors, who can adjust
their strategies and actions to changing conditions of competition for
voters’ support, even though such adaptations may not fully mitigate
the negative consequences of the changes. Lastly, they are reversible,
because if the need arises, there is a procedural path to return to pre-
vious solutions or introduce entirely new ones, altering the scope of
intentionally applied manipulations.

In contrast to institutional manipulations, the communicative form
of manipulation is a more potent factor in delegitimizing elections as
an institution of democratic political regimes. This was determined by
the revolution in political communication that took place in the early
decades of the 21st century, simultaneously triggering the emergence of
new forms of political participation (Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017).
Previously, communicative manipulations were also used by politi-
cians, but the potential scope of their impact was significantly smaller.
Propaganda actions related to political marketing faced the barrier of
weak individualization of political messages, and election campaigns
had a highly generalized character. This state of affairs was caused by
two main reasons. The first was the limited responsiveness of tradi-
tional media — newspapers, radio, or television. Technically, they were
and still are (despite the gradual migration of their content to the In-
ternet) incapable of associating an individualized message with a spe-
cific voter. The second reason was the limited ability to determine
the attributes of individual voters — not only their socio-demographic
characteristics but also their preferences, choices, or habits. Both of
these obstacles began to disappear with the development and wide-
spread use of the Internet. For example, a study conducted in the last
decade (2011-2021) in the United States showed that the average daily



Introduction I 13

media use time increased by 20%. However, the key to understanding
the phenomenon of this increase is its structure - traditional media
significantly declined, while online media gained rapidly. According
to the research results, the share of print media decreased by half, tele-
vision by almost 25%, and radio stations by 19%. On the other hand,
the time spent using stationary Internet-connected devices increased
by 25%, while mobile devices saw a whopping increase of 460% (Ali,
2021). Based on these data, it is clear that the Internet enables indi-
vidualized and effective political communication. Voters themselves,
through their activity on the Internet, began to provide the informa-
tion necessary for electioneering, profiling, and targeting such com-
munication.

As politicians recognized the potential arising from communicative
manipulations, three synergizing phenomena have emerged. The first is
the gradual shift of political communication to the Internet (especially
social media), through which politicians can communicate with vot-
ers more quickly and effectively. The second is the progressive exten-
sion of the time of electoral communication beyond the actual election
campaign period, meaning continuous efforts to shape attitudes and,
consequently, voter decisions. The electoral process, with its inherent
communicative focus on influencing voter behaviour, has increasingly
moved beyond the legally defined campaign regime and now encom-
passes the entire period between elections. The third phenomenon is
the demassification of electoral communication, making the vast ma-
jority of politicians not only have profiles on social media but also ac-
tively and effectively use them. The actual monopoly of political parties
and their leaders in political communication has thus been broken, un-
doubtedly weakening party dominance and creating new patterns of
intra-party competition among candidates (Passarelli, 2020).

What is important, modern communicative manipulations based
on social media lack the essential attributes of their institutional form.
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Therefore, they are significantly more threatening to elections as an in-
stitution that constitutes a democratic political regime and generates
political consensus in terms of the division between the ruling party
and the opposition. Firstly, they are often non-transparent to the pub-
lic. They can mimic regular information rather than political messag-
es, be created using unverifiable (usually anonymous or false) sources
or be outright false and misleading. Secondly, as a result of these ma-
nipulations, competing political entities do not have straightforward
means to implement adaptive strategies to counter their effects, main-
ly because of the multitude of sources of political communication and
the lack of comprehensive control options. At least, they cannot do so
to the same extent as in the case of institutional manipulations or tra-
ditional forms of communicative manipulation carried out through
print, radio, and television. Finally, they are not reversible in the sense
that there is no way to restore the state before their interference with
the competition between political entities. Their application perma-
nently changes the existing contextual arrangement because there is
no real starting point, no scope of change, and no tools that could ef-
fectively mitigate their effects.

In order for communicative manipulations conducted over the In-
ternet to be effective, it is crucial to link actions with an understanding
of human psychology and emotional factors and the ability to neurobi-
ologically stimulate voters (Sapolsky, 2021). Data about each user that
can be obtained from the Internet (particularly from social media)
make it possible to personalize the messages they receive and identify
potentially effective influence tools. Research conducted by psycholo-
gists and neurobiologists enables the precise determination of stimuli
that have the potential to trigger the desired response (Wylie, 2020).
Irrespective of whether such research focuses on the so-called Big Five
or Dark Triad models (Nai, 2019), or relates to political beliefs (Schulz
et al., 2020), or attitudes and values (Caprara et al., 2006), the insights
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derived from them help to profile voters who are potential targets for
manipulation. If we add the use of artificial intelligence (AI) to the ma-
nipulation process, it should be indicated that voters are becoming in-
creasingly vulnerable in the face of the sophistication of online persua-
sive tools used against them. However, the same artificial intelligence
can help in detecting such manipulations (Yankoski et al., 2020).

The described process of the deepening imbalance between those
who are elected and those who vote is further compounded by an-
other phenomenon at the intersection of psychology and communi-
cation, related to the emergence of the Internet and the increased op-
portunities for independent information acquisition. The growth of
the internet has made it possible to gather information from various
sources in a relatively inexpensive and easy way, which should result in
increased knowledge and social competence, including in the area of
political decision-making. However, practice has proven otherwise —
users create their own individually tailored information environment
by selecting content they are familiar with, choosing trusted sources,
and deciding with whom they interact on social media. In this way, on
the one hand, they obtain a set of information they consider the most
interesting and credible. On the other hand, such subjective selection
can be (and often is) highly biased, excluding information that contra-
dicts their existing beliefs. As a result, the information environments
they create are tailored to their needs and worldview and function as
so-called echo chambers, where they encounter content and individu-
als that confirm their beliefs (Matuszewski, 2018). And since artificial
intelligence algorithms used by the creators of social media can sug-
gest attractive and expected content to users based on their prior activ-
ity, the same mechanism has been adopted by politicians seeking po-
tential advantages in the electoral arena (Bartlett, 2019), creating space
for a new type of communicative manipulation. This effect was further
reinforced during the COVID-19 pandemic, which restricted human
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mobility and necessitated the increased use of the Internet for various
activities, including those related to elections and politics (Landman
& Splendore, 2020).

The current revolution in political communication brings about
another negative consequence for democratic states and societies.
This is the possibility of effective interference in the electoral process
by foreign states interested in the victory of specific political forces
and in increasing existing political conflicts. Such states, while pur-
suing their goals, can introduce false information or compromising
evidence against politicians into the communication space. They can
also stimulate voters on the Internet to actively engage in political con-
flicts, leading to increased political polarization (Haggard & Kaufman,
2021). These actions focus citizens on positions that highlight differ-
ences, with the intention of permanently reducing trust in both sides
of the conflict and in the entire political system. The revealed Russia’s
influence on intensifying conflicts surrounding Brexit in the United
Kingdom, or generating conflicts between Hillary Clinton and Don-
ald Trump supporters during the presidential election campaign, as
exposed by whistle-blowers such as Cambridge Analytica, seems to be
just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to such subversive activities
(Kaiser, 2020; Wylie, 2020).

The subject of these considerations does not allow us to make
an authoritative decision on whether we are currently dealing only
with a crisis of liberal democracy or with its ultimate end. It also does
not get us closer to answering whether the socio-political system we
have been experiencing for about two centuries, with its current shape
developed in the second half of the 20th century, is just an ephemer-
al phase in the political history of humanity, as some see it (Levitsky
& Ziblatt, 2018; Migalski, 2020b), or whether it is just another parox-
ysm, adapting the democratic paradigm to a new social reality (Dia-
mond, 2015). However, it defines perhaps the most important problem
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of contemporary democracies, associated with the crisis of elections
as an institution that should functionally channel political conflicts
and legitimize political representation. In part, this also results from
the different role that politicians themselves attribute to elections today.
Originally, winning elections provided an opportunity to govern and
implement one’s political visions and programme. Since the second
half of the 20th century, governance has increasingly become a means
primarily focused on renewing the mandate of power (Downs, 1957).
Decisions are made, at least in part, not so much in the interest of so-
ciety, but with a focus on maintaining power. Politicians have also re-
alized that the communicative form of electoral manipulation is an ef-
fective tool not only for winning but, above all, for retaining power.
The advantages of incumbents in this area are extensively described by
political scientists (Avis et al., 2017; Henderson et al., 2018; Meirowitz,
2008; Prior, 2006).

In these volatile social and political conditions, the democratic im-
ponderables have remained unchanged. The electoral part of the dem-
ocratic political regime is still based on solutions that were designed
for societies from before the Internet age, and it implicitly assumes
some balance between voters and the entities competing in elections
and vying for their votes. However, parties have become political en-
terprises, making use of the latest research on shaping attitudes and
political decisions and utilizing state-of-the-art marketing tools.
They have gained much broader access to detailed data characterizing
specific voters. The traces that a voter leaves in the virtual space (es-
pecially on social media) not only make it possible to profile them as
the recipients of political communication but also to create an effective
strategy to reach and influence their final decisions at the ballot box.
The position of the voter in the electoral market has not deteriorat-
ed so much in comparison to the late 20th century, but in practice, it
has started to feature a constant reduction in the instruments of their
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decision-making subjectivity. It is still the citizen who holds the bal-
lot (even when voting through the Internet, using a voting machine,
etc.), but instead of being persuaded by participants in the electoral
race, they can increasingly be programmed by them. Currently, they
may be gradually reduced to the role of a politically utilitarian appli-
cation, providing the semblance of democracy and the appearance of
legitimacy.

The issues presented in this book are part of a broader context of
the negative consequences of technological development for democ-
racy as a political and social system. Some of these consequences are
already visible from today’s perspective and are related to the shrink-
ing functional domain of the state as the creator and regulator of so-
cial relations. These include the redefinition of the concept of lead-
ership, including political leadership, using digital technologies, and
the transformation of decision-making processes towards the fulfil-
ment of populist visions of politics. Additionally, in the near future,
with the creation of a globally managed and universally accessible net-
work of satellite Internet, most countries will lose the functional abil-
ity to regulate and control its use, including in the realm of political
communication. What poses another threat to contemporary democ-
racies is the increasing economic inequality resulting from the emer-
gence of cryptocurrencies that operate beyond the scope of state and
central bank regulation (Bartlett, 2019). We are only beginning to re-
alize some of these threats, especially those related to tokenization,
the use of big data, and the development of artificial intelligence. Its
algorithms, ability to self-learn, and potential use in decision-making
processes will pose fundamental challenges to democracy in the near
future (O’Neil, 2017).



CHAPTER ONE

The theory of electoral manipulation

1.1. Introduction

Some researchers refer to the first two decades of the 21st century as
a period of democratic retreat (Diamond, 2008), democratic recession
(Diamond, 2015; Levitsky & Way, 2015), or even the third wave of au-
tocratization (Lithrmann & Lindberg, 2019).! The latter statement is
an obvious reference to Samuel Huntington’s concept of the waves
of democratization and democratic recession (1993). Unlike the as-
sumptions that marked the previous waves of democratic backslid-
ing, which often involved the establishment of authoritarian regimes
through conflict (e.g., revolutions, coups, or wars), contemporary de-
parture from the principles of liberal democracy mostly occurs peace-
tully. Democratic deviations, institutional deconsolidation, or the re-
gression of political liberalism do not necessarily entail overt violations
of constitutional principles but can gradually undermine democratic
institutions (Przeworski, 2019). In this case, the mechanism of dem-
ocratic recession involves the erosion of democratic principles while

! Based on the findings of Lithrmann and Lindberg (2019), the process of
autocratization is defined here as a departure from democratic principles to-
wards non-democratic regimes, essentially the opposite of democratization.
Autocracy itself is described as a regime that practices exclusionary and mo-
nopolistic politics, with political authorities becoming more arbitrary and re-
pressive (Cassani & Tomini, 2018).
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preserving the rules of political competition (Mainwaring & Pérez-
Lifidn, 2015). Therefore, the system resulting from it is referred to as
electoral authoritarianism (Schedler, 2006), and the states that im-
plement it are called electoral autocracies (Bunce & Wolchik, 2006).
They differ from liberal and electoral democracies in the actual restric-
tions on freedom and the fairness of elections rather than just the fact
of holding elections.

Contemporary electoral autocracies do not resemble classical
20th-century authoritarian regimes. While maintaining basic electoral
procedures (or creating their semblance), they deviate from democratic
norms compared to liberal democracies, most often through the viola-
tion of principles of the separation and balance of powers, the personal
and centralized concentration of executive power, the subordination of
other forms of authority to the executive, or the agencification of pub-
lic institutions and media (Bermeo, 2016). Some researchers describe
this type of political system as multiparty autocracy (Wahman, Teorell
& Hadenius, 2013). In such systems, elections become a tool for legit-
imizing rule (rather than governance), serving as the most legitimate
means of attaining and maintaining power (Levitsky & Way, 2020).
Political objectives are often achieved through non-electoral methods,
and in such cases, elections are a means of obtaining democratic le-
gitimacy for later non-democratic actions. Iza Ding and Dan Slater
(2021) use the term “democratic decoupling” to describe the growing
disconnection between the quality of elections and other components
of liberal democracy eroded by elected representatives. The legitimi-
zation mechanism of universal elections is thus an attractive form of
legitimization for political forces which, after winning elections by
breaking democratic principles, can refer to the will of the voters (op-
erationalized subjectively, e.g., in the form of the people’s will or sov-
ereignty) as an axiological explanation for the basis of their actions
(Mudde, 2004).
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This does not mean, however, that the principles of political rep-
resentation, rules for conducting elections, and the course of election
campaigns in still-functioning liberal democracies are not subject to
pressure. They are often under particular pressures and the instru-
mental use of mechanisms to influence the shape and course of elec-
toral competition. Even in the case of formally fair elections, attempts
are often made to intentionally influence the outcome and, therefore,
the shape of political representation. As a result, the erosion of public
trust in democratic institutions and procedures may not only begin
in the electoral process but also affect factors indirectly related to it.
This is because, in contemporary democracies, competition for vot-
er support, while still one of the main dimensions of political rivalry
(Antoszewski, 2004b), has changed its basic function. Instead of being
a mechanism that ensures mutual influence between the rulers and
citizens, elites and the masses (Heywood, 2015), it increasingly be-
comes a factor in consciously excluding losers and their voters from
politics, which is particularly evident in the case of populist parties,
which claim legal and moral “exclusivity of representation” (Miiller,
2016). The post-election policies implemented by those in power have
a highly deterministic character, with a preference for political agency
over seeking compromise with opposition forces. Elections cease to be
a functional mechanism for adapting the political system to naturally
occurring social and political changes. Instead, they are increasing-
ly becoming a divisive factor, which generates conflicts and leads to
the breakdown of the political community.

This is primarily due to the fact that the contemporary means
of influencing the results of the electoral process can go far beyond
the framework of the elections themselves. The electoral process sensu
largo encompasses all actions aimed at generating electoral support,
even those taken outside the official election campaign. The latter has
system-defined functions and is additionally confined within a specific
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time regime. However, communication between electoral competitors
and voters, especially in the era of social media, is ongoing and occurs
throughout the entire inter-election period. Extending from one elec-
tion to the next, it not only involves the activity of politicians but also
decisions stemming from the mandate to govern. While in classical
democratic rules, the goal of electoral victory should be the ability to
implement a proposed political program, contemporary political deci-
sions are often largely subordinated to gaining or renewing the man-
date to hold power. Politicians seek to win elections to seize power, but
once they have done it, they often make decisions with a short-term
perspective of renewing their mandate to govern rather than pursuing
long-term plans. Instead of carrying out “pro publico bono” policies,
they implement “pro domo sua” strategies. The consequences of this
mechanism, posing a threat to the democratic legitimacy of the elec-
toral process and the authorities elected through it, can influence cit-
izens’ opinions about the state of democracy and the level of trust in
the rules and institutions of the political system (Pal, 2017). All of this
raises the question of whether contemporary political competition, by
marginalizing the significance of classical parliamentary and govern-
ment arenas, has been dominated by its electoral dimension. An affir-
mative answer to this question, which is one of the assumed research
hypotheses, prompts reflection on the relationship between the domi-
nance of the electoral aspect in political competition and the observed
manifestations of autocratization processes in democratic regimes,
which also exhibit a characteristic feature of a specific sequentional-
ism. Within this framework, mass-media and non-governmental or-
ganizations are first neutralized, which is followed by actions that in-
crease political polarization through the stigmatization of opponents
and the dissemination of fake information. It is only at the end that
elections, which have lost their accountability function, are featured
(Hellmeier et al., 2021).



1.2. The instrumentalization of the electoral process I 23

In the analysis of the issue of autocratization processes in democrat-
ic regimes, one must consider a significant methodological challenge,
namely the difficulty in defining the boundary where democratic de-
mocracies end. This problem can be studied from two basic perspec-
tives. The first focuses on the consequences of governance after elec-
tions, where democratically elected authorities instrumentally limit
public debate and subordinate independent institutions of the political
system. This process is accurately defined by Marlies Glasius (2018),
who describes it as the models of action which sabotage the account-
ability of a political actor to the people or their representatives by con-
trolling them through information concealment, spreading disinfor-
mation, and silencing public opinion. The other perspective concerns
the acceptable scale of electoral manipulation, indicating the point be-
yond which democratic principles are no longer respected. In this case,
especially in the era of online communication, it is difficult to system-
atically establish such a point.

1.2. The instrumentalization of the electoral process

The contemporary regression of liberal democracies that we observe
today (e.g., Cassani & Tomini, 2018; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018), has
shifted the focus of the most current electoral research to the anal-
ysis of electoral competition from the perspective of its fairness in
(e.g., Donno, 2013; Edgell et al., 2018). What is the most crucial as-
pect in evaluating whether elections are fair are the conditions under
which parties and candidates compete. The democratic ideal is a state
in which the conditions for all participants in electoral competition
are the same, but achieving this is only possible to a limited extent.
This primarily depends on the varying levels of resources available to
the competitors and their potential to utilize them. In the context pre-
sented, the practical understanding of electoral fairness for the entities



24 | CHAPTER ONE THE THEORY OF ELECTORAL MANIPULATION

competing in them implies, on the one hand, an equal chance of elec-
toral success and, on the other hand, an equal influence on shaping
electoral rules. However, since differing levels of resources can de-
termine electoral success or failure, political decision-makers may be
tempted to manipulate the electoral process in a way that its elements
acted in favorem to them. In such circumstances, the electoral process
becomes instrumentalized for the benefit of specific entities, depart-
ing from democratic ideals of freedom, equality, and fairness. Elec-
tions become unfair because, although democracy dictates the formal
equality of opportunity, the practical dimension differentiates the con-
ditions of competition. Apart from the issue of the different resources
possessed by competing entities, this will also stem from factors such
as the nature of their institutional roots or their ability to affect the de-
cision-making process that directly concerns them.

Research on the instrumentalization of the electoral competition
process aligns with socially and politically relevant political science
analyses that are more concerned with issues related to delegitimiz-
ing mechanisms in liberal democracies (Bishop & Hoefller, 2016). Ear-
lier research in this area focused on electoral fraud and manipula-
tion in non-democratic states (Levitsky & Way, 2002; Schedler, 2002),
particularly within regimes described as “competitive authoritarian-
ism.” Currently, the emphasis is shifting towards examining not just
the adherence to the principles of fair elections in liberal democracies,
but also the mechanisms through which legal influence is wielded to
differentially impact the positions of competing entities in elections
(Simpser, 2013; Ham, 2015). This shift arises from the increasing pres-
sure to determine the electoral competition, manifested by political
forces” subordination of their competencies, resources, and positions
in the political system to the process of influencing the election out-
come. While, in the classical understanding of democratic representa-
tion, elections serve as a means to achieve political goals, the electoral
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determinism perspective sees them as the ultimate source of political
subjectivity.

Since the establishment of the classic principles of free and fair elec-
tions, significant changes have occurred both in the campaign reality
of conducting elections and in the functions assigned to the procedures
for obtaining political representation (Zukowski, 2015). One systemic
effect of these changes is the instrumentalization of electoral compe-
tition, which, instead of focusing on selecting the best possible politi-
cal representation or fulfilling the functions expected of the political
system, subordinates elections to the individualized interests of poli-
ticians and parties. This is one of the reasons why contemporary elec-
tions, by raising doubts among voters about the fairness of the elector-
al process, are increasingly losing their legitimizing function (see, e.g.,
Donno, 2013; Norris, 2004, 2015; Simpser, 2013). As mentioned earlier,
this happens in connection with a particular approach to the princi-
ples and rules of free and fair elections. The fundamental mechanism
of this particular approach is the triumph of the deterministic dimen-
sion of democratic procedures, which, instead of prioritizing consen-
sus and the common good, give precedence to the mechanical out-
comes of electoral decisions - the division between winners and losers.
As aresult, actors in political competition resort to legally permissible
but ethically questionable means of exerting particular influence on
the course of electoral competition. Such actions do not contribute to
the construction and solidification of democratic values among cit-
izens (Hartvigsen, 2008), and their impact on the political system is
delegitimizing, potentially causing voter frustration and strengthen-
ing populist tendencies and attitudes (Norris, 2015).

The delegitimizing impact of general elections can be placed in
the broader context of the processes of deconsolidation in contempo-
rary democracies. Research on liberal democracies in this area began
in the 1970s when scholars noticed significant tensions, often arising
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from systemic sources (Sartori, 2005). These tensions stemmed from
the inadequate adaptation of classical democratic tools to the struc-
tural changes taking place in societies, social communication, and
the mechanisms of political competition. Deconsolidation is most
often understood as a continuous and multi-layered separation of
the functional aspects of democracy from the actual political prac-
tice. For the purposes of this book, we must identify the electoral in-
spirations and sources of the deconsolidation process in contempo-
rary democracies. In the context mentioned, five significant reasons
for deconsolidation can be identified. The first of them refers to chang-
ing patterns of political competition, particularly at the electoral lev-
el. The essence of contemporary politics has shifted from values and
ideology to efficiency and political pragmatism. Electoral programmes
have lost their original role as a catalogue of promised actions after
taking power and have become more tools of political marketing.
This can lead to political disintegration, as elections no longer serve
as a unifying factor between voters and the political system (Linz
& Valenzuela, 1994). Another reason for democratic deconsolidation
is the fact that the principles of the modern economic system deviate
from its original rules, derived from the industrial structure of demo-
cratic societies. The classic concepts of left and right, along with their
economic designations, have blurred, and many voters (at least a sig-
nificant portion of them) have lost their ideological anchors (Woijtasik,
2015). As a result, economic interests now prevail over social interests,
reducing the political agency of citizens in favour of the redistribu-
tive function of the state and supranational economic structures, lim-
iting the holistic impact of the electoral process. For example, the fiscal
domain of states is often constrained by the scale of global corporate
activity, making it challenging to effectively tax activities conduct-
ed within their jurisdictions (Reich, 2008). What is the third cause
of deconsolidation is the crisis of political representation principles,
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which can be traced back to the weakening of traditional socio-po-
litical divisions and increased volatility in political attitudes, leading
to the rise of populism and populist attitudes (Taggart, 2004). This,
in turn, weakens the bonds between voters and political parties and
political institutions (Turska-Kawa, 2015). The fourth mechanism of
deconsolidation is revealed in the transformations in party systems
(Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018), which include key changes in the rules of
competition between political parties, such as the fading of traditional
binary categorizations in party competition or the increasing signifi-
cance of the personalization of politics. In the former case, classic po-
litical divisions (e.g., liberalism - conservatism) have been blurred or
replaced by apolitical political formulas, such as the new populism.>
This is a result of the exhaustion of traditional socio-political divisions
and the unleashing of voter group volatility (Turska-Kawa, 2015).

2 Among researchers, there is no consensus on whether populism can be
classified as a type of political ideology. Some scholars refer to it as an ideology
(Mudde et al., 2013) which opposes dominant social values (Canovan, 1999)
and posits that politics should be an expression of the general will of the peo-
ple (Mudde, 2004). Ben Stanley (2008) refers to populism as a thin-ideologi-
cal concept. On the other hand, some scholars view populism as a reaction to
a crisis of political representation (Taggart, 2004) or as the implementation
of policies supported by a significant portion of the population (Dornbusch
& Edwards, 1989). Jan Werner Miiller (2016) describes populism as a shadow
of representative democracy. In contrast to the traditional ideological explana-
tion of populism (Krastev, 2011), the new populism is characterized as a worl-
dview that helps individuals understand the complexity of the surrounding
world through functional simplifications (Revelli, 2019). Unlike the ideolog-
ical understanding of populism, presenting it in a worldview context detach-
es it from traditional left and right references. The source of the new populism
is related to the personalization of political competition or the tendency to re-
place the role of traditional political institutions with new ones that better re-
spond to the need for direct and immediate actions demanded by such move-
ments (Wojtasik et al., 2021).
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The personalization of politics, also known as the personalization of
political preferences (Peszynski, 2012), weakens party identifications
and leads to increased political polarization, the extremely high levels
of which threaten the foundations of democracy (Levitsky & Ziblatt,
2018). What is the fifth potential cause of deconsolidation is the di-
minishing influence of voters on the process of government formation,
primarily because parliamentary elections are increasingly inconclu-
sive, meaning they do not generate definitive outcomes. This can lead
to multi-layered distortion of the original electoral verdict.? Firstly, to
form a government, parties with limited voter support may be includ-
ed in coalitions. Secondly, parties with substantial voter support may
be isolated by other groups. Finally, the election winner may be elim-
inated from the government. All of this points to the contemporary
relevance of the contractual parliamentary model as a mechanism
for correcting the will of the voters (Zukiewicz, 2020). These elector-
al sources of democratic deconsolidation are characteristic of well-es-
tablished democracies. In the case of “young democracies,” there is at
least one more factor - the weak institutionalization of political par-
ties and party systems. Its most significant consequence is the insta-
bility of electoral competition patterns, which can lead to increased
susceptibility to electoral manipulations.

The processes of democratic deconsolidation occur on two funda-
mental levels, with electoral processes as the systemic link between
them. The first level is the institutional dimension, which becomes
less stable and predictable, and democratic procedures become less
repetitive (Karvonen, 2010). This can lead to increased institutional

> Another example of a possible distortion of the will of the voters is
the formation of a so-called surrogate government, where a person who is not
the leader of the party and is susceptible to behind-the-scenes control assumes
the position of prime minister. For more details see: Zuba (2020).
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instability in the political sphere and reduced effectiveness in the exer-
cise of power by the governing authorities (Conradt, 2006). The second
level is the social dimension, where the connections between citizens
and the political sphere, as well as between voters and their political
representatives, weaken (Stubager, 2008). As a result, citizens tend
to show less respect for existing standards and behavioural patterns,
and voters exhibit greater electoral volatility (Turska-Kawa, 2015).
The delegitimizing impact of elections can manifest itself in two main
directions. The first of them involves the questioning of the legitimacy
of the electoral procedure itself, as well as its outcomes, such as the al-
ternation of power. The other one concerns the political legitimacy
of the representation obtained through elections, which may be per-
ceived by some voters as lacking a moral mandate to govern.

The existing body of literature does not provide convincing ev-
idence to suggest that the sources of delegitimizing mechanisms in
elections have an endogenous nature associated with specific consti-
tutional arrangements. Most scholars agree with the perspective of
universal effects of adopted solutions, regardless of their local context
(Birch, 1984). This is related to the somewhat mechanical implemen-
tation of the principles of fair elections in liberal democracies, built
upon many years of experience in this regard. However, it seems that
the role of contextual factors is becoming increasingly noticeable, es-
pecially in extensive comparative studies. They indicate possible sourc-
es of the delegitimizing role of elections in situations marked by insta-
bility in electoral rules (frequent and particularly motivated changes),
institutional advantages of politicians holding elected offices in court-
ing voter support, or a high level of disruptions (such as fake news) in
political communication (see, for example, Ham, 2015; Hyde & Mari-
nov, 2012; Gehlbach & Simpser, 2015).

The undoubted crisis of contemporary liberal democracies has
complex origins. Those that revolve around universal suffrage strike at
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the fundamental institution of democracy and escape simple analyses
from election observer reports (Kelley & Kolev, 2010). Even meeting
the criteria for free and fair elections is not a sine qua non condition for
describing them as fair. All elections in democratic countries are mon-
itored by independent international and domestic organizations. Their
findings serve as the basis for in-depth analyses that refer to the prin-
ciples of free and fair elections (Lindberg, 2006; Munck, 2009). How-
ever, these analyses very often do not take into account the issue of
actual electoral manipulation. The modern toolkit for manipulation
eludes the classic tools used to analyse the fairness of elections, which
focus more on the procedural dimension than the practical one. This is
because the procedural dimension is more quantifiable, making po-
tential manipulative actions easier to decipher. In contrast, the prac-
tical dimension is determined by the specific possibilities of influenc-
ing the electoral process, including the behaviours and decisions of
the competing entities in the elections and the implementation of their
multifaceted strategies.

1.3. The structuring of electoral competition

What is the primary subject of electoral competition is the rivalry
among the entities participating in elections: candidates, social move-
ments, and political parties vying for voter support. As mentioned ear-
lier, the analysed mechanism of certain democratic regimes shifting
towards autocratic models, known as electoral autocracies, may indi-
cate the increased significance of electoral competition in compari-
son to other arenas. In such cases, winning elections and subsequently
assuming power, often while citing the will of the sovereign, enables
the introduction of undemocratic adjustments to the functioning of
the political system. Such a process links the achievement of broader
political objectives to the attainment of necessary election results and,
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consequently, the assumption or retention of power. In this context,
elections can not only serve as a mechanism for acquiring political rel-
evance but can also act as a barrier to undemocratic tendencies. Much
depends on the electoral practice of competition and the consequences
it entails, rather than rigid electoral rules.

The primary assumption of electoral competition is the rational-
ity of the participating entities. It assumes that these entities under-
take planned actions aimed at strategic goals defined as essential for
organizational and political survival. Only their achievement enables
them to pose more politically sophisticated challenges. To achieve
these goals, entities in electoral competition implement various types
of strategies. Among the most important are programme, electoral,
marketing, communication, and personal strategies (Wojtasik, 2015b).
However, all of these strategies must be market-oriented, assuming
the efficient use of available resources. Their market-oriented nature
involves intentional attempts to change the political environment, es-
pecially in the areas that political parties and candidates consider crit-
ical. From a broader perspective, it can be said that these strategies aim
to improve their competitive position in the political market (ibidem).
In the context of electoral competition, such strategies have two pri-
mary dimensions. The first dimension points to the voter as the factor
determining the planning and logistics of electoral campaigns. In this
context, the strategy involves the strategic analysis of voter behaviour
and the division of the electorate into separate segments, each of which
is targeted with tailored communication using dedicated communica-
tion channels. The other dimension relates to the conditions of elec-
toral competition and involves the strategic allocation of available re-
sources to places which guarantee their most efficient utilization.

Taking into consideration the above assumptions, concerning
the relationship between competing entities in elections, the struc-
turing of the electoral competition space can be presented in two
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dimensions: executive and mandate. In the executive dimension,
which relates to power, entities are divided into those who hold pow-
er (the ruling party) and those who aspire to that power (the opposi-
tion). Within this dimension, the relationship between the two sides of
the political conflict is shaped, solidifying the reference framework of
ruling versus opposition. The cyclical nature of elections means that
the authorization granted earlier can be renewed if voters are satis-
fied with the policies in place or revoked as a sanction for failing to
meet expectations (Antoszewski, 2004b). This process is not mechan-
ical, and to some extent, entities with attributes of political relevance
can decide to be one of the sides of the political dispute. This applies
particularly to those who could be part of the ruling power structure
(especially in a coalition government) but choose to be in the opposi-
tion. This decision can be based on objective or pragmatic consider-
ations. The objective one is the inability to participate in power due to
the lack of coalition potential. This happens when a party is internal-
ly divided, and entering the government could trigger disintegration
processes. Pragmatic reasons result from a higher level of political sub-
jectivity. The first real motivation for being in the opposition is the in-
ability to realize one’s intentions within the existing power structure.
The differences between the ruling party and the other political actors
can be significant enough to prevent long-term cooperation, or other
factors may prevent such cooperation. These factors can include ideo-
logical issues when parties belong to opposing political families and
the existing patterns of political competition in the system that may
not generate consensual ways of exercising power, as well as person-
al conflicts among politicians. The second source of opposition is an-
ti-system sentiment, understood here as a refusal to accept the func-
tioning of the political system in its current form and the promotion of
changes that, if they do not fall under the legal framework, at least do
not fit within the political culture (Wojtasik, 2012a).
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The binary structuring of the electoral competition space in the ex-
ecutive dimension, the ruling versus the opposition, clearly indicates
that those in power have greater potential to shape the rules of compe-
tition. This conclusion stems from the ability to use governance tools to
shape the competitive environment for voter support, as well as from
the experience gained from previous election victories. The advantag-
es of those in power can come from several sources. The first source is
the benefits of holding power. The political capital that allowed them
to gain a mandate in the previous elections may be increased by ex-
ercising power in line with the expectations of the society (Eggers
& Spirling, 2015). The second source is greater social recognition as-
sociated with the actions taken in power, which naturally draw public
attention to themselves. Opposition members must actively seek such
interest to achieve a similar effect (which is usually not entirely achiev-
able). The third source is the influence on the redistribution of the ef-
fects of power, which can be directed to the segments of the society
likely to support the ruling party in the upcoming elections (Gelman
& King, 1990). In the case of the opposition and its candidates, this
potential is significantly smaller. Their actions, in addition to natu-
ral criticism of those in power and offering an alternative for voters,
must focus on attempts to change the favourable contextual factors
(e.g., selection rules), the socio-demographic profile of the supporting
segments of the electorate, or efforts to create new alternative options
for voters who have previously supported the ruling party.

In the mandate dimension, the structuring factor of the political
competition space is the position held within the political system. In
this context, the dividing line runs between those who hold a man-
date from the previous elections (incumbents*) and those who as-

* In the process of electoral competition, incumbents are people who cur-
rently hold a mandate and seek re-election.
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pire to take it over (challengers or contenders). It is important to note
that this factor not only influences individual political actors but also
the entire structures of incumbents and challengers. Most researchers
emphasize the advantage of incumbents (incumbency advantage) in
political competition, identifying its sources in resources (Avis et al.,
2017), media exposure (Meirowitz, 2008), or political experience (Fiva
& Rohr, 2018). Polish studies also confirm the existence of competitive
advantages for incumbents over challengers (Flis, 2018). Only under
specific conditions can situations be identified in which challengers
have an advantaged position (incumbency disadvantage) relative to in-
cumbents (Klasnja, 2016).

The asymmetry in the incumbents-challengers dimension regard-
ing the resources they possess and their ability to use them makes
differences in the competitive position in the electoral market quite
natural and common. As these differences can impact electoral pros-
pects (and sometimes even election outcomes), some decision-makers
may be tempted to differentiate the environment in which they com-
pete for the votes of the electorate. The main goal of such differentia-
tion would be better allocation of their own resources or the reduction
of the electoral potential of political opponents, thus increasing their
chances and/or limiting the prospects of competitors. In terms of re-
source utilization, the most apparent differentiation lies in the poten-
tial held by incumbents and contenders (Bernhardt & Ingerman, 1985;
Bracco et al., 2013). Incumbents are usually in a privileged position
due to the mandate they currently hold and the consequences it entails
(Kukovi¢ & Hacek, 2013). Some scholars also point out the relation-
ship between holding office and the re-election plan - an incumbent’s
actions during their term may be motivated by their participation in
the next election (Ansolabehere & Snyder, 2004; Trounstine, 2009).
In such a situation, their current political activities are subordinated
to the strategic goal of re-election. This often includes the deliberate
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creation of rules for electoral competition and market positions, such
as supporting legislative acts which allocate public funds to locations
that are most favourable from an electoral interest perspective, known
as “pork-barrel legislation” in the United States (Wieciech, 2016).

The situation where contenders gain an advantage is less common
and less well-documented in the literature. In contrast to the privi-
leged position of incumbents (who typically have the systemic sources
of support), the factors favouring contenders are usually contextual
and derived from the current state of affairs. Among the most import-
ant of them are fundamental changes in the party system, an increase
in the electoral potential of competing challengers, and significant
alterations in the existing electoral system (Eggers & Spirling, 2015).
Changes in the party system, involving its openness to new actors
(and the loss of positions by existing parties), may lead to a decrease
in the potential of incumbents (Klasnja & Titiunik, 2017). An increase
in the attractiveness (financial, political, or executive) of elected po-
sitions can be a factor in boosting the electoral potential of contend-
ers. This might encourage candidates with higher political potential,
for whom the previous proposition was unattractive, to participate
in elections. Similarly, significant changes in the electoral system
which practically alter the rules of political competition can great-
ly limit the advantages of incumbents associated with their experi-
ence in successful participation in elections under the previous rules
(Ariga, 2015). Polish research on the potential of challengers suggests
that the most important determinant of their electoral success pros-
pects is the weakening of the incumbent’s position (Flis et al., 2018;
Turska-Kawa & Wojtasik, 2020a).

The presented two-dimensional distinction in the electoral compe-
tition space is the most useful in elections where a multi-person polit-
ical representation is chosen, determining the shape of the executive.
In the case of elections for monist bodies, there is a logical assignment
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in the relationships of the governing-incumbent vs. opposition-con-
tenders. However, in the case of elections for pluralistic bodies that
do not directly shape the executive, the relationship incumbent-con-
tender (contenders) can be directly considered.” In the case of elec-
tions for pluralistic bodies with competence in creating the execu-
tive, the following relationships between the relationship to power and
the position of electoral competition entities in the political system are
possible: (a) governing-incumbent; (b) governing-contender; (c) oppo-
sition-incumbent; (d) opposition-contender. In the first case, there is
a straightforward relationship in which a candidate holds a mandate
and runs on behalf of the entity holding the executive power. The gov-
ernment-contender formula indicates the candidacy in the elections of
a candidate from the governing party who does not hold a mandate.
The third case shows the candidacy of a representative of the opposi-
tion who holds a mandate, while the fourth case concerns an opposi-
tion candidate without a mandate.

1.4. The instrumentalization of electoral uncertainty

Adam Przeworski (1991, p. 13) refers to democracy as a system of “or-
ganized uncertainty.” This term is based on the fundamental assump-
tion of democratic electoral competition, where no one can be sure
of victory before the elections. Unlike autocracies where the result is
certain before the vote and the rules of the elections are uncertain, in
liberal democracies, the rules of the electoral process are known, but
the outcome is unknown (Migalski, 2020a). Democratic elections are

> Examples of such bodies include the second chambers of parliaments
that do not participate in the process of appointing executive authorities (e.g.,
the Polish Senate) or have a different nature (e.g., representations of territori-
al communities).
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a procedure that structures the uncertainty of translating individu-
al preferences into political representation. They also indirectly con-
tribute to the division between those in power and the opposition, al-
though the relationship between electoral support and prospects for
participating in the government is not as obvious as a function of
the election result, especially in multiparty systems. The mechanisms
for creating both electoral and cabinet coalitions in consolidated de-
mocracies can introduce a political correction to the will of the voters
(Armstrong & Duch, 2010; Golder, 2006). In consolidated democra-
cies, situations where the winning party does not form a government
are relatively rare, but cases where the candidate with the most votes
does not receive a mandate occur more frequently. However, they
do not violate democratic principles. In the case of political parties,
these outcomes result from the post-election system of relationships
between them and the patterns of government formation. In person-
alized elections, such corrections are made through the influence of
the electoral system rules. In both of these cases, democratic principles
are preserved by ensuring political choice uncertainty, and politicians
and voters know in advance the mechanisms that determine the dis-
tribution of mandates (Schofield, 2007).

On a side note, it should be added that there are situations where,
despite the lack (or significant limitation) of political uncertainty in
the choice of representation, the generation of political representation
satisfies the principles of fair elections, and the obtained mandates have
democratic legitimacy. This happens when it is impossible to hold ac-
tual elections due to the participation of only one candidate. Formally,
there are two possible situations. In the first, known in the literature
as uncontested elections, elections take place as a plebiscite, which of-
ten leads to voter frustration and either their absence from the polls
or a significant increase in the number of invalidated votes (Lindell,
2017). However, there remains an element of uncertainty since it is
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not uncommon for such a single candidate to fail to obtain the re-
quired legal support. In the other situation, referred to as uncontest-
ed seats, the correct nomination and registration of a candidate alone
determines their receipt of a mandate. It is precisely in this case, with
a mandate obtained in accordance with democratic rules, that one can
speak of quasi-electoral uncertainty, which exists until the candidate’s
nomination is correctly submitted (Sharman, 2003).

Since the level of electoral uncertainty affects the prospects of polit-
ical actors competing in elections, it is also a fundamental mechanism
that enables electoral manipulation. This happens because of the ability
to instrumentally influence the level of uncertainty in the entire elec-
toral process and its individual components (Ferejohn & Fiorina, 1974;
Strom, 1975). Therefore, political uncertainty is considered a general
phenomenon in liberal democracies, and electoral uncertainty is a spe-
cific form of political uncertainty. In the case of the former, its com-
ponents include the uncertainty of the electoral process and the un-
certainty of the electoral outcome. The level of electoral uncertainty
is the subject of a game between political actors, who are interested
in shaping its impact on electoral processes. It is both an attribute of
the choices made and the object of choice. Therefore, in electoral com-
petition processes, it is considered both a strong independent variable
and a key dependent variable (Schedler, 2013). Electoral uncertain-
ty can affect issues such as the election outcome itself, voter turnout,
or the final decisions made by voters. Researchers indicate two main
sources of electoral uncertainty (Fowler & Smirnov, 2009). The first
source of uncertainty is related to the uncertainty surrounding voter
behaviour and the motivations that determine their decisions about
participation in elections and choosing a specific party or candidate.
In this case, the number of factors influencing voter decisions, their
character, and the subjective gradation of individual voter motivations
make it possible to speak of individualized uncertainty in the decision
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of each voter and uncertainty in whole segments of the electoral mar-
ket. The other source of uncertainty regarding the election outcome
arises from the assumption that voters do not have effective tools to
assess the positions of candidates and political parties in the electoral
competition space. Furthermore, the perception of this position may
not be accurate. This is due to the activities carried out by political
actors competing in elections, which “blur” the electoral message to
increase the likelihood of gaining higher electoral support or at least
discouraging potential voters of their political opponents. In this case,
decisions may be made on the basis of imaginations and beliefs rath-
er than rational analysis (Westholm, 1997). Consequently, they can be
shaped based on manipulative instruments.

Changes in electoral uncertainty are a fundamental parameter
moderating the course of the electoral process, and, thus, the subject of
particular competition between political forces, the interest of which
is to increase or decrease its level. Through these changes, they can
improve their competitive position in the electoral market or wors-
en the position of their rivals. The basic components of electoral un-
certainty are communication and institutional issues (Schedler, 2013),
which also determine its types: communication and institutional.
They usually remain closely interdependent, acting synergistically on
entities interested in manipulating the process. What is the primary
assumption of the communication component is the positive relation-
ship between the pluralism of available information and the rational-
ity of the choice made with their participation. Therefore, the tempo-
ral field of influence of changes in the level of electoral uncertainty
is the present because it shapes the image of reality on which voters
can base their decisions. Political forces, operating in the conditions of
limiting the influence of the information component, focus on shap-
ing the environment which enables the intentional selection of mes-
sages to create expected attitudes and make choices in the conditions
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of imperfect access to information. In the opposite principles, when
increasing the influence of the information component is the goal,
electoral competition entities can be marked by generating two types
of strategies. The first of them makes it possible to manage the lev-
el of recipients’ perception, media competition in search of informa-
tion, and reaching voters, thus ensuring them free access to informa-
tion. The other strategy involves providing recipients with information
aimed at creating information chaos, calculated to disorient voters or
even mislead them. The assumption of this strategy is to conclude that
an individual is able to absorb and logically analyse a limited amount
of information.

The institutional component, unlike the communication dimen-
sion, focuses on the future, making the design of the normative system
a subject of action in such a way that it enables the impact on the level
of institutional uncertainty (increase or decrease, depending on in-
tentions). In seeking sources of limiting the influence of institution-
al uncertainty, one can identify reactions that can serve as protection
against the increase of uncertainty and the creation and articulation of
expectations regarding its reduction. What is a classic mechanism for
limiting institutional uncertainty are specific changes in the rules of
political competition at the electoral level, which, in their assumptions,
limit the chances of the entities they are directed against. As a result,
they can increase the prospects of the entities which introduce chang-
es. For example, changes in the electoral system are a consequence of
the existing balance of political forces in the parliament and govern-
ment. The potential of political parties can lead them to promote in-
stitutional patterns and procedures that give them a chance to consol-
idate or increase their relative strength (Colomer, 2016). In this case,
articulating the need to reduce uncertainty may refer, for example, to
the demands for replacing a proportional system with a majority sys-
tem, which generally promotes larger political groups, or introducing
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statutory electoral thresholds that force at least some voters to use
strategic voting (and among some political parties, consolidation ac-
tions). Protective reactions to institutional threats can also stem from
the identification of negative consequences of high levels of political
uncertainty. An example of such a mechanism may be the desire to
limit the effective number of parties at the parliamentary level, seen
as a panacea for the high instability of governments generated by elec-
tions (Wojtasik, 2012a). Reverse strategies, based on attempts to in-
crease the level of institutional uncertainty, refer to the need to change
the existing system of dependencies, especially to increase the likeli-
hood of alternation in power. An increase in institutional uncertainty
will, in most cases, work against incumbents, increasing the chances
of their political rivals. Another institutional factor that can increase
uncertainty is the limitation of formal control over the creation and
operation of electoral competition entities, including procedural re-
quirements for participating in elections. A classic factor in increasing
uncertainty here will be the limitation or complete abolition of public
funding for party activities, the presence of which promotes highly in-
stitutionalized political parties (Migalski et al., 2006).

The fundamental relationships between the factors of electoral un-
certainty are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Types and functions of electoral uncertainty

Reducing uncertainty | Increasing uncertainty
Communication |- shaping beliefs — creating information pluralism and
uncertainty based on limited infor- | increasing the efficiency of the flow of
mation information, ensuring free access to it
— making strategic —managing the increase of the recipi-
choices in the condi- | ents’ perception
tions of imperfect ac- |- communication strategies which cre-
cess to information ate the rivalry of media in the search
and provision of information
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Table 1

Reducing uncertainty | Increasing uncertainty

Institutional — creating expecta- —managing the process of increasing

uncertainty tions for a shift in access to the political market through
the nature of political |the elimination of formal barriers for
rivalry to a less con- weaker competing entities
frontational one — promoting institutional rules affect-
— protective reac- ing the increase in the level of uncer-

tions to institutional tainty
threats (e.g., reducing
the instability of pow-
er structures)

Source: The author’s own study based on: A. Schedler (2013, p. 22).

In general terms, changes in the level of electoral uncertainty have
a directional vector of impact, oriented towards the incumbents or
the opposition. Those primarily interested in limiting the level of un-
certainty are incumbents and entities who seek to maintain the sta-
bility of the existing political order. This is because as they were able
to generate support in previous elections that granted them a man-
date, the assumption of the durability and repeatability of electoral
behaviour patterns will work in their favour (Ansolabehere & Snyder,
2002). Restricting the influence of communication and institutional
determinants of electoral uncertainty is the main mechanism for in-
creasing the competitive advantage of incumbents. Reverse strategies,
based on attempts to increase the level of institutional uncertainty,
are driven by the need to change the existing system of dependen-
cies, particularly with regard to the possibility of a change in pow-
er. An increase in institutional uncertainty will, in most cases, work
against incumbents, making it more likely for their political rivals to
gain electoral potential. Therefore, contenders should be interested in
opening up the electoral market more broadly, both institutionally
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(in terms of electoral competition patterns) and communicatively (in-
creasing information pluralism and the level of personalization of po-
litical communication), as well as enhancing the cognitive abilities
of voters (Pasek, 2011). The most effective mechanism for increasing
the level of electoral uncertainty is to limit control over the creation
and operation of electoral competition entities, including formal re-
quirements for participating in elections. An example of this could be
the elimination or reduction of the existing threshold clauses (elector-
al thresholds, electoral deposits, etc.). The model of campaign financ-
ing is a factor that has an ambiguous impact on the level of electoral
uncertainty. Although its influence is highly context-specific, in gen-
eral terms, limiting the resources allocated to elections can increase
the level of electoral uncertainty. This happens when formal rules pre-
vent entities with financial advantages (often incumbents) from using
them.

Changes in the level of electoral uncertainty can either strength-
en or weaken the market position of political parties. As previous-
ly mentioned, incumbents generally favour reducing the level of un-
certainty because it minimizes the risks associated with their actions
and solidifies the conditions under which they won the last election.
For them, it results in a more efficient allocation of their resources in
the electoral market. It also appeals to the motivations of different vot-
er groups — in neutral conditions, the voters of incumbents are usually
more motivated to vote because they are stimulated by the known re-
ward of having their favoured party in power. Therefore, incumbents
are interested in increasing the level of uncertainty only when there is
a real threat of losing their mandate (Le Borgne & Lockwood, 2000).
In the context of communication uncertainty, decision-makers can,
on the one hand, influence the communication environment by se-
lectively affecting the chances of the subjects interested in a particu-
lar outcome. They can deliberately withhold full information, restrict
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access to it, and differentiate the scope of available information for
various stakeholders (Wojtasik, 2015b). On the other hand, especial-
ly in the era of social media, both the ruling party and the opposition
can significantly increase communication uncertainty for specific seg-
ments of the electorate, and sometimes even individual voters. Expe-
riences related to the activities of companies specializing in targeting
political communication clearly indicate that what is the most signifi-
cant threat today is not just the overall change in the level of commu-
nication uncertainty but the instrumental fragmentation of its level for
individual voters, facilitated by the use of the Internet. As Christopher
Wylie (2020), one of the managers of Cambridge Analytica, pointed
out, “This means that a single action in cyberspace can manifest itself
in countless physical locations, and that an action taken in one place
can have consequences somewhere else entirely.” The widespread use
of social media by people means that politicians know more about vot-
ers than the voters know about themselves and use this knowledge for
their own purposes (Migalski & Kaczmarzyk, 2020).

1.5. The methodological dimension of the study of electoral
manipulation

Social development has led contemporary liberal democracies to have
a more complex structure of political power and, as a result, a greater
degree of complexity in formal decision-making procedures as com-
pared to their predecessors. This is the result of the development of
democracy as a holistic concept, aiming to encompass, regulate, and
control a wide range of ongoing social processes. The functional as-
sumption of democracy as a system of universal values is the imple-
mentation of these principles across a broad spectrum of social ac-
tivities. One of these areas includes the sphere of formal rules for
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political representation and making authoritative decisions. Elections
are a procedure that functionally combines both of these aspects. On
the one hand, they provide indirect citizen participation in gover-
nance (through decisions made by their chosen representatives), and
on the other hand, they serve as a legitimizing factor for democrati-
cally elected authorities. Andrew Heywood (2015) observes: “Elections
are like a two-way road, ensuring mutual influence between those in
power and citizens and between the elites and the masses.” The un-
deniable social attractiveness of elections (especially in an inclusive
dimension) as a democratic procedure means that they are the focal
point of public interest. This holds true not only during voting or elec-
tion campaigns but also in the period between elections. During this
time, they serve as potential future points of political change and set
the direction for the actions of politicians and political parties.

In practice, in a liberal democracy, without harming democracy
itself, elections cannot be permanently replaced by another equal-
ly functional procedure for deciding on the shape of political repre-
sentation. The socially inclusive nature of elections means that every
voter can feel the power of their vote, and every elected representa-
tive can feel accountable to their voters or, more broadly, to the en-
tire society. However, the internal reference systems of political sys-
tems in democratic states generate a multitude of specific solutions,
making the currently used electoral procedures not only very complex
but also extremely diverse in terms of these solutions. This diversity
arises from the existence of a lot of components of the electoral pro-
cess that directly influence the organization of elections and their ulti-
mate outcome. Importantly, the form of these solutions and their sub-
sequent modifications result from decisions made by politicians and
parties, the competing entities in elections, based on regulations they
themselves introduced. All of this means that elements of the electoral
process can and often are the subject of particular decisions aimed at
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instrumentally influencing the prospects and chances of those com-
peting in elections.

Given the above, every democratic decision regarding the way leg-
islative or executive powers are delegated may carry the temptation
of intentionally diversifying the level of empowerment and the po-
litical prospects of decision-makers. This can lead to an increase in
the influence of some decision-making centres at the expense of oth-
ers, and the effects of the decisions made may be instrumentalized, re-
flecting the intentions of the promoters of such manipulations. The so-
cial and political attractiveness of elections arises from the possibility
of achieving political representation through the means accepted by
both voters and politicians, with international approval from the dem-
ocratic community. Along with the pluralistic nature of decision-mak-
ing, elections provide social legitimacy for the elected authorities and
the emerging effects of governance (Schubert et al., 2015). Beyond in-
fluencing the shape of the elected authorities and, consequently, their
future decisions, it is precisely the legitimizing dimension of elections
that constitutes the main temptation for manipulating the course and
outcome of elections.

The phenomena of manipulative influence on the electoral pro-
cess are referred to as electoral misconduct, electoral malpractice,
or electoral malfeasance (Birch, 2007). However, there is no consen-
sus on whether to attribute legal or unlawful characteristics to these
phenomena or on the possible consequences they have on elections.
It should be pointed out that some researchers consider them illegal
actions, while others view them as ethically unacceptable or morally
ambiguous but not in violation of democratic principles. This calls for
a more precise taxonomy and definition. In the context presented in
this book, unlike electoral fraud and manipulation (which are prose-
cuted under the law), the focus is on electoral manipulations that are
legal actions. These manipulations fall within the broad democratic
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principles and are not subject to criminal prosecution, nor can they
challenge the electoral outcome (Alvarez et al., 2009). However, they
are ethically questionable and undermine the axiological foundations
of liberal democracies, leading to a decrease in citizens’ trust in dem-
ocratic institutions. As a result, voters may lose some of their sense
of agency and potential influence on politics. Systemically, they re-
duce the legitimacy granted to representatives and authorities elected
through elections. In general terms, the use of electoral manipulation
by politicians is part of a broader process of delegitimizing contem-
porary political systems, observed in most consolidated democracies
since the second half of the 20th century (Morlino, 2009).

Electoral manipulations, according to the goal of their initiators,
intentionally differentiate the potential uses of electoral competition
entities. Political parties, electoral coalitions, candidates, and political
elites seek to maximize their post-election influence by using proce-
dures and taking actions that are favourable to them (and/or unfavour-
able to their opponents) with a view to the possible voting outcome by
citizens. The ability to carry out these manipulations is thus a subject
of competition among entities which want to exert particular influ-
ence on the final election results. Taking into consideration the fact
that different types of actions within manipulations may entail differ-
ent types of effects, the ability to instrumentally influence the election
outcome can also be determined by the manipulative actions of other
entities. In such cases, the activity may arise from the need to counter-
act the possible consequences of manipulative manoeuvres by political
opponents.

Not every influence in the institutional and communicative spheres
of the electoral process will have manipulative intentions. However,
the concept of electoral manipulation is often unjustifiably extended to
other phenomena (e.g., Harvey, 2016). Electoral manipulations should
be defined by the presence of four distinctive characteristics. The first
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is the nature of the actions - they are organized and intentionally
aimed at benefiting their initiators. Therefore, the process of detecting
manipulations should not be considered solely from the perspective
of their outcome, as it may, for example, be inconsistent with the ini-
tiators” intentions, or estimating its effectiveness may not be possible
(e.g., in the case of most communicative manipulations — one can only
speculate about their effectiveness or lack thereof). The second fea-
ture is legality. Such actions do not violate the existing legal norms
(although they are often ethically questionable) or they take place in
unregulated areas, such as issues of misinformation in election cam-
paigns (Jerit & Zhao, 2020). For these reasons, actions like fraud, forg-
ery, or electoral corruption, which are subject to penalization or crim-
inalization to varying degrees in different countries, are not included
in this category. Another essential characteristic of electoral manipu-
lations is their reducing function for the integrity of the electoral pro-
cess. Their application allows some electoral competition entities to
gain unjustified advantages, while the competitive position of others
is deliberately weakened. Finally, they have clearly defined potential
beneficiaries and/or victims. As early as in the planning stage, it is
known who should benefit or lose from their implementation. The last,
although not necessary, but most often occurring feature of elector-
al manipulations is the desire to hide them from the public opinion
by the manipulating entities. In this last dimension, Andreas Schedler
(2013) observes that the legitimacy cost of instrumentalizing the elec-
toral process (for its initiators) is a function of its effectiveness and
the social visibility of manipulative intentions.

At least some electoral manipulations are often wrongly equat-
ed with electoral engineering, which adapts the possible effects of
the electoral process to the expected functions assigned to the politi-
cal system. An institutional way of understanding the concept of elec-
toral engineering emphasizes a moderating factor in the behaviour of
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citizens, politicians, and political parties through intentional chang-
es in the electoral process. Theories associated with institutionalism
stress the creative function of electoral engineering, while modern-
ization theories focus on the adaptive mechanism of the political pro-
cesses to changes in the social sphere (Norris, 2004). This is because,
unlike instrumentally understood electoral manipulations, not all in-
stitutionalized forms of influencing electoral outcomes are aimed at
the particular maximization of the effects achievable through voting
(Tsebelis, 1990). These actions are often motivated positively, such as
securing political representation through elections that protect the in-
terests of politically significant minorities that would otherwise be
marginalized in normal circumstances. In this case, we can speak
of systemic reasons for applying electoral engineering. This effect is
achieved when it is a way to fulfil in the best possible way the func-
tions of elections from the perspective of their democratic determi-
nants. This can happen, for example, in societies with a high degree
of ethnic or religious heterogeneity (Reilly, 2001). However, this does
not mean that, considering democratic principles, one can arbitrarily
shape the rules for political representation. In this context, Arend Lij-
phart (1990) points out the moral limitations of electoral engineering,
within which “changes to the electoral system should not serve partic-
ular interests.”

Electoral manipulations, as a subject of political science research,
can be placed within various research contexts. Some important re-
search categories include their effectiveness, the necessary resources
for conducting them (Gorton, 2016), or their impact on various ele-
ments of the political system (Wojtasik, 2018a). They can also be stud-
ied in terms of their influence on the nature of political competition
(Wojtasik, 2015b), mechanisms for creating or avoiding political re-
sponsibility (Wojtasik, 2018b), or the resilience of individual entities
against manipulative actions directed at them (Wojtasik, 2017). In this
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last context, entities involved in electoral competition must perceive
the risk of manipulation as an impetus for adopting adaptive strate-
gies to manage the cyclic threat within the electoral process (Schedler,
2013). For the analyses conducted in this book, it will be crucial to
examine electoral manipulations in three approaches: (1) object-ori-
ented, (2) subject-oriented, and (3) periodic. This is determined by
the specific areas of influence that indicate the potential fields of ma-
nipulative actions by entities involved in electoral competition.

In the object-oriented approach (1), electoral manipulations are
aimed at producing two types of effects: social and procedural.
The distinctive factor in this approach is the object of manipulation. In
the first case, manipulations are targeted at the voter, with the aim of
influencing changes in their behaviour, and sometimes their attitudes.
When it comes to behaviours, the goal is to achieve a short-term effect
of directed participation or induce a decision to abstain from voting,
which will be caused by external stimuli. Regarding the stimulation of
voter turnout, it is important to combine it with casting a vote in line
with the expectations generated by the manipulating entities. Manip-
ulative actions aimed at changing a voter’s attitude are less common.
This is associated with the more short-term rather than long-term na-
ture of manipulations, which are typically aimed at achieving a short-
term effect at the ballot box. However, it should not be assumed from
the outset that initiatives designed to have a short-term effect will not
be extended for a lasting correction of voters’ political attitudes (Vogel
& Wanke, 2016). The procedural effects of electoral manipulations, al-
though indirectly related to voters and their behaviour at the ballot
box (e.g., by inducing strategic voting effects), refer to the subsequent
stage of the electoral process - translating the voting outcome into
the shape of political representation obtained as a result of the elec-
tion. In this context, manipulative actions imply possible interfer-
ence with the rules of selection and other regulations that directly and
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indirectly determine the course of the electoral process. Their nature
arises from the need to apply formal mechanisms to translate electoral
support into obtained political representation. The more such mecha-
nisms exist, the more potential there is for manipulation in the system.
This is due to the possibility of instrumentally moderating the individ-
ual stages of the seat allocation process.

The manipulative impact on election outcomes in the subject-ori-
ented aspect (2) refers to the potential effects. The first is the influence
on the ruling party-opposition dichotomy. The main systemic refer-
ences in this regard include the possibility of power alternation and
the unevenly distributed potential for using electoral manipulation
(giving advantages to incumbents). The second effect of implementing
electoral manipulation in the subject-oriented context may be the de-
sire to differentiate the electoral potential of competing entities. In this
case, the essence is to identify the potential beneficiaries and victims
and take nuanced actions towards their electoral potential.® The last
effect of the subject-oriented aspect is to reduce the electoral chances
of some entities. This is achieved by reducing their electoral potential,
which is done by limiting the use of their resources or levelling their
competitive advantages. The latter results from comparing individual
capabilities to influence the shape of electoral rivalry and deliberately
limiting them in the case of some entities competing in elections.

The presented framework in the subject-oriented aspect might
suggest that electoral manipulations have a similar potential to influ-
ence both incumbents and opposition parties. However, this would be
an inaccurate conclusion because incumbents have greater opportuni-
ties to employ manipulative actions. In practice, only under conditions

¢ A. Schedler points out that a well-executed electoral manipulation al-
lows one to “have your cake and eat it too” (retain power and submit to the
judgment of the voters) (Schedler, 2013).
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of an unstable majority is there a higher probability of manipulative
potential for opposition forces. The better prospects for incumbents
in this regard stem from the strong normative component of holding
power. The desire to win elections often leads participants in electoral
competition to use their positions and resources in ways that violate
the principles of electoral fair play (Frank & Coma, 2017). In reality,
situations where normative changes can be used to manipulate against
incumbents are exceptional. Beyond the circumstances of the lack
of a stable majority, this can happen in three cases. The first case in-
volves the opposition gaining a majority necessary to make changes.
This could be possible if the incumbents succumbed to political disin-
tegration, even though they still formally held the mandate to govern.
The described situation could be particularly likely in the pre-election
period when opposition parties could attract some of the politicians
and activists from the ruling party to their side. The second scenario
assumes a conscious decision by the incumbents to increase the elec-
toral potential of their political opponents, for example, by creating
mechanisms that allow previously unrepresented minorities to have
political representation. When considering such changes in pragmatic
terms, it is difficult to find signs of manipulating electoral conditions;
rather, one can speak of the adaptive dimension of the techniques of
electoral engineering used. In practice, the manipulative goal of such
actions might be to dilute the support of political opponents by in-
creasing the electoral prospects of entities that have been on the mar-
gins of political life, and the potential voters of whom strategically pre-
ferred to support entities with a chance of holding mandates. The last
dimension of how the opposition can benefit from normative chang-
es presupposes an increase in its potential due to a miscalculation by
the incumbents who introduced new regulations, hoping for a differ-
ent effect than an increase in the electoral potential of their political
opponents. As indicated by Radostaw Markowski (2010), the decisions
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regarding the choice of specific solutions are determined by two fac-
tors: (1) the extent of knowledge (or lack thereof) about the mechanical
and psychological effects of their actions, and (2) very accurate knowl-
edge of the consequences of specific solutions and the strength of in-
dividual political parties. The number of variables affecting the final
election outcome is so vast in this case that it is easy to make a mistake
when estimating the effects of the introduced solutions.

The last theoretical aspect of electoral manipulation is its (3) peri-
odic dimension. It assumes the differentiation of the effects achievable
through elections over time, which is related to the long-term nature of
the electoral process and the cyclical nature of elections. The electoral
process in liberal democracies is aimed at ensuring both representa-
tiveness and the political stability of representation. Thus, it assumes
a periodic planning of actions related to elections from the date of their
announcement, through the day (or days) of voting, to the moment of
validating (or not) the choice made. The time regime plays a stabilizing
role — political actors can define and plan the various stages of elector-
al activity. Of course, in relatively rare cases, there may be modifica-
tions to the electoral calendar. The first is the shortening of the term
of an institution, which results in the need for early elections. Another
scenario, which accelerates the election date, is the vacancy of office
by the incumbent, which may be related to their resignation, death,
or impeachment. The third scenario, which delays the election date,
involves the declaration of a state of emergency (e.g., martial law or
a state of natural disaster), indicating the impossibility of holding elec-
tions within the assumed timeframe while maintaining democratic
principles. In this regard, the stability of democratic processes requires
the existence of regulations specifying the possible date for a new elec-
tion in conditions such as those mentioned, e.g., the appearance of
an epidemic or a terrorist attack with a large number of victims.
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In the periodic dimension, electoral manipulations should be con-
sidered taking into account the intended scope of their impact by
the initiators. In this context, two types can be distinguished: ad hoc
(contextual) and long-term (strategic) manipulations. The ad hoc ones
are a response to the need to change the current state of electoral com-
petition, and their intended impact is most often calculated only for
the nearest election (which does not mean, however, that their effects
will not persist in the long run). Their essence is to change the compet-
itive position of the entities participating in the elections in the short
term. The aim of long-term manipulations, on the other hand, is to
influence the foundations of the electoral process. When designing
them, the goal is to introduce a new (or change an existing) electoral
competition context that will provide strategically targeted advantages
in the long run. For the fairness of elections (and more broadly, the en-
tire electoral competition), long-term manipulations are much more
dangerous than those conducted on an ad hoc basis, which leads some
researchers to refer to them as authoritarian innovations. They may
lead to the reduction or elimination of the possibility of fulfilling
the accountability function of elections and thus cause the sabotage of
the idea of political responsibility (Curato & Fossati, 2020). In practice,
the use of legal mechanisms existing in democratic political regimes
to achieve undemocratic goals can lead to the entrenchment of party
monopolies, and, as a result, the withering of democracy (Varol, 2014).

Technically speaking, the time context of elections separates the po-
tential effects of manipulative actions into two periods: before the vote
and after its conclusion.” These effects, as they are located in the future
(which is associated with the need to anticipate their consequences), re-

7 In the subject-oriented approach, we can also distinguish the effects of
manipulative actions in the time context as being carried out before a subject
enters electoral competition and after their entry.
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quire prior planning and implementation, and the final result may only
be observed after some time. The specific programmability of manipu-
lative actions indicates that most expected effects can be achieved be-
fore the vote and will relate to shaping the voting behaviour of citizens.
In the post-voting period, manipulative techniques must be based on
influencing the impact of systemic factors that transpose electoral sup-
port into the resulting political representation. Within this period, ma-
nipulative actions can be planned with the use of previous patterns of
systemic principles’ influence on election outcomes, relying on the rep-
etition of analogies from the past. The theoretical aspects of electoral
manipulation are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Theoretical approaches to defining electoral manipulations

Theoretical The effects of | The subject of manipulation
approach manipulation
Electoral Object-oriented |social voter

manipulations )
procedural election rules

Subject-orient- |the ruling party|change of the electoral potential
ed

opposition change of the electoral potential

Periodic before the vote|electoral behaviours

after the vote |principles of creating represen-
tation

Source: The author’s own study.

1.6. The structure of the electoral process

As already indicated, the possibility of conducting manipulative ac-
tions in relation to elections is based on the intentional influence on
the course of the electoral process, the shape of which is determined
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by democratic principles. These principles establish the necessary
conditions to meet to consider the election to be line with democrat-
ic principles. Schedler (2002), when writing about elections, analyses
the democracy of the electoral process from the perspective of its sev-
en segments. He defines formal requirements regarding electoral pro-
cedures and assumes the necessity of their combined fulfilment for
maintaining the chain of democratic choice. If any link in such a chain
is broken by fraud or deception, the integrity of the electoral process
is compromised. In such cases, the representation obtained through
the elections cannot be considered fully adhering to democratic prin-
ciples. Therefore, the disruption of the democratic chain constitutes
an unauthorized interference in the process of forming political rep-
resentation, and the elected authorities chosen in this way lack dem-
ocratic legitimacy. Additionally, such undemocratic adjustments may
result in the final election outcome being different from what would
have been achieved under intact principles.

The biggest advantage of Schedler’s concept is that it identifies those
areas of the electoral process that can not only be sensitive to the vi-
olations of democratic principles but can also serve as potential fields
for electoral manipulation. Since an undemocratic adjustment leads to
the questioning of democratic legitimacy;, it is logical that actions in
these areas may also be motivated by manipulative intentions which,
fundamentally, do not challenge democratic principles. Within these
imponderables, basic principles are not violated because the changes
are consistent with the logic of free and fair elections, but they are mo-
tivated by the particular intentions of electoral competitors.

Schedler’s idea of the “chain of democratic choice” can be adapted
to examine electoral manipulations, and it identifies several sensitive
areas to manipulative actions (Schedler, 2002). These areas include:
(1) Voters’ empowerment: This involves the active role of citizens in
shaping political processes through their collective voting decisions.
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It assumes an active role for citizens in shaping political process-
es through jointly made electoral decisions. The consequence of vot-
ers’ decisions must be the genuine legitimization of those chosen to
make authoritative decisions. The essence of electoral empowerment
lies in the subject of the choice being made, and potential manipu-
lations leading to uncertainty can originate from two areas. The first
involves the deliberate restriction of the number of offices derived
from elections, especially in cases where their competencies are equat-
ed with positions subject to appointment (e.g., parliamentarians hav-
ing the status of lifelong mandate holders due to previously held po-
sitions). The second threat may arise from limiting the authoritative
competencies of elected bodies by reducing the scope of their exclu-
sive jurisdiction; (2) The political freedom of alternatives. It stipulates
that electoral competitors must have the freedom to create a political
offering for voters. Any forms of political concession or actions that
restrict the supply of political offerings should not limit the axiom of
free choice. The limitation of electoral uncertainty is based on inten-
tional influence over the arena of electoral competition by restricting
access to it or by disintegrating the communities against which ma-
nipulations are carried out. Limiting access to the arena of electoral
competition can occur through the creation of formal barriers (orga-
nizational, financial, temporal, etc.) that prevent or significantly re-
duce the political potential of certain entities. Regulatory measures
(e.g., the absence of threshold clauses) that increase the level of inter-
nal competition among its components and reduce the potential for
protest against natural political rivals (in this case, those in power) can
be factors in the disorganization of the opposition; (3) The pluralism
of information. At every stage of the electoral process, citizens must
have unrestricted access to information about existing electoral alter-
natives. This requires the functioning of multiple information sourc-
es that can freely shape their messaging. Information pluralism is of
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fundamental importance in the process of forming political prefer-
ences, which determines the need to provide all political entities with
equal conditions for presenting their offerings and the existence of
alternative channels of information, in addition to official ones. Ma-
nipulative constraints on competition in electoral communication oc-
cur, for example, due to granting political messaging concessions to
the opposition by media dependent on those in power, limiting access
to media through the elimination of low-cost opportunities to present
a programmatic appeal (e.g., free electoral materials in electronic me-
dia), and through low financial limits on political activities, making it
difficult or impossible to effectively create electoral messages; (4) Elec-
toral inclusion. The existing formal and customary rules must empow-
er all adults equally. Electoral inclusion provides citizens with the tools
to exercise their political subjectivity. It can be undermined at its core
by actions aimed at controlling the composition of the electorate and
shaping it in a way that increases or decreases the electoral prospects
of specific entities. Formal exclusions can affect social groups or ter-
ritories (e.g., those in conflict zones); (5) Electoral insulation. Voters
must be equipped with the freedom to identify and express their polit-
ical preferences. The act of voting should ensure the freedom to make
choices without undue external pressure and without revealing the di-
rection of individual preferences allocation. The primary focus of in-
sulation is to ensure unencumbered expression of voters’ preferences
so that elections can genuinely reflect the political declarations. It can
be disrupted through criminal activities such as voter intimidation or
vote-buying (electoral corruption) or formal means like excessive for-
mal requirements and/or impediments in the voting process; (6) Integ-
rity. Both the electoral system in use and the voting procedures must
ensure the neutrality in determining the election results. The strength
of each voter’s voice should meet the criterion of material adequacy.
Electoral integrity relates to the fundamental principles of free and
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fair elections. Among the procedural requirements for fair elections,
one can point to legal regulation of the electoral procedure, equali-
ty in treating the participating entities in the electoral competition,
and the freedom to register in the electoral roll (Goodwin-Gill, 2006);
(7) The ultimacy of resolution. Elections that end without systemic
consequences are undemocratic. The winners must be able to assume
power, govern, and pursue their objectives in accordance with the sys-
temic delegations, and in the event of the ruling party’s defeat, alter-
nation of power is possible or necessary. When considering the conse-
quences of elections in terms of the ultimacy of electoral resolution, it
is essential to examine their effects both in formal and practical terms.
In formal terms, it is crucial to enable the alternation of power when
the opposition wins, while adhering to the procedures and deadlines
provided by law. In practical terms, the emphasis is on allowing those
who win the elections to exercise their governing competencies after
taking office.

If any area of the electoral process is subjected to undemocratic
influence, it results in what Schedler (2002) refers to as “the break-
ing of the chain of democratic choice.” This represents a disruption
in the network of connections between its links. The fundamental de-
terminants of democracy assume the possibility of making choices in
the conditions of freedom, equality, and political pluralism, offering
citizens an effective process for creating power within a community of
free and equal citizens. This is feasible when the boundary principles
of individual links in the chain of democratic choice are respected,
and they also define the fields of electoral resolution change and, thus,
possible electoral manipulation. These manipulations are based on al-
tering the level of electoral uncertainty in a way that instrumentalizes
electoral processes, privileging certain actors at the expense of others
(Schedler, 2013).
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Limitations in applying the concept of the chain of democratic
choice to the study of electoral manipulation arise from its low de-
tection value regarding the communicative aspect of electoral manip-
ulation. Changes in political communication, especially those that
occurred with the proliferation of social media, have created new op-
portunities for reaching voters and subjecting them to effective persua-
sive influence. However, it is difficult to propose an alternative tool in
this context, as the manipulative basis of actions taken in the sphere of
communication with voters is their lack of transparency. These actions
are often not only hidden from voters but also feign different goals
than the ones they truly pursue or attribute false authors. This does
not mean that this problem is unsolvable. However, it requires much
deeper cooperation between institutions regulating elections or even
more broadly, the entire sphere of politics, and the owners of social
media platforms (Aral & Eckles, 2019).

1.7. The areas of electoral manipulation

While the generalized goal of electoral manipulation is the intentional
influence on the election outcome, its achievement is linked to the spe-
cific effects of actions taken by electoral participants or on their be-
half. In practice, the effects of manipulative actions can be presented
in three primary areas: (1) the formation of political representation,
(2) the opportunities for electoral participants to utilize resources, and
(3) shaping the determinants of voter behaviour.® Obviously, manip-

8 In a different context, the areas of manipulation can be presented as
pre-election (carried out between election campaigns), election-related (during
election campaigns), and post-election (after voting, but unlike pre-election
manipulation, these relate to the conducted elections, such as the intentional
refusal to accept a gained mandate or resigning from it shortly after taking

office).
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ulative actions are often a combination of various tools which oper-
ate in multiple areas, and their use leads to the differentiation of per-
spectives of political parties and candidates participating in elections.
However, this kind of essentialist approach will allow me to link spe-
cific tools used in electoral manipulation with potential areas of their
impact in the subsequent part of this chapter. For the clarity of the fur-
ther discussion, it is essential to adopt one more assumption. Just as
the boundaries between the presented areas of the effects of manipu-
lation are not always entirely clear (especially between the formation
of political representation and shaping voter behaviour determinants),
single tools used in the manipulation process can yield results in more
than one area. This approach also enables conducting further analy-
ses within two fundamental models. In the first model, which follows
the top-down scheme, actions taken by political decision-makers are
examined. These decision-makers use available tools to try to influ-
ence changes in the electoral potential of participants in the elections.
In contrast, the bottom-up model evaluates the effectiveness of elec-
toral manipulation tools from the perspective of their potential im-
pact on the election outcome, particularly concerning the intentions
behind the manipulation.

The first area where the effects of manipulative actions manifest
themselves, which is the shaping of political representation, is rela-
tively the most straightforward layer of the impact of manipulative
tools. This is first of all due to the relatively simple and historically
established relationships between the influence of adopted solutions
and the resulting shape of political representation. Years of democratic
experience with the use of various determinants of the electoral pro-
cess enable the practical anticipation of the shape of representation
obtained as a result. This, in turn, provides a basis for rational ex-
pectations of the consequences of introduced changes in this respect.
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In practice, the effects of manipulative actions can refer to two basic
mechanisms - direct and indirect.

In the direct mechanism, the goal of manipulation is to influence
voter participation as a whole or selectively target the specific segments
of the electorate. In the case of a general impact on voter turnout, it re-
fers to the potential increase or decrease in the number of voters com-
pared to its baseline value (i.e., the number that would be achieved
without the actions taken). The other dimension involves selectively
influencing voters by mobilizing or demobilizing distinct segments of
the electorate. In both dimensions, the essence of manipulation re-
volves around actions aimed at encouraging or discouraging voters
from casting their votes. The logical basis for assessing the effective-
ness of manipulative actions in this case is both the overall voter turn-
out and its structure (understood as the participation rate of the spe-
cific segments of the electorate in the overall voting outcome). In terms
of the overall level of voter turnout, manipulative possibilities arise
from the fact that the scale of participation in elections is not neutral
for their outcomes (Quattrone & Tversky, 1988), and there is a cer-
tain natural level of participation in a particular election (Kaempfer
& Lowenberg, 1993). In the broadest assumptions, lower turnout may
favour incumbents and the renewal of their mandate to govern, while
higher turnout may reward the proponents of political change. This is
based on the assumption that a higher turnout may result from greater
mobilization of voters who support the incumbents, as they may in-
cur tangible losses in the event of a change in power (while opposition
voters, until their preferred candidates assume power, may only expect
potential benefits). What is more, the voters who have already support-
ed the incumbents may rely on the heuristic of previous choices, in-
directly building their electoral capital (Shugart et al., 2005). What is
more important (in terms of efficiency), for the manipulation potential
is the structure of individuals participating in elections and actions
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taken to mobilize or demobilize the specific segments of the elector-
ate. Their potential effectiveness results from the preferences of specif-
ic groups of voters for non-random allocation of their support among
naturally defined candidates and parties.

The indirect mechanism for influencing the formation of political
representation involves the use of moderators, which translate the vot-
ing results into specific election outcomes. Its logical assumption is
that the same voting outcome can lead to different electoral conse-
quences, with the procedural elements of political representation hav-
ing a significant influence on this. This finding can be tempting for
the political forces which may wish to change the existing rules, hop-
ing to gain above-standard benefits. Importantly, unlike actions that
directly affect the voting results, where the final effect is more uncer-
tain and, thus, more difficult to estimate, the consequences of these
indirect mechanisms can usually be estimated with a much high-
er probability. This is due, for example, to the possibility of invoking
mathematical relationships between the quantifiable mechanisms of
seat allocation systems or previous experiences in this area. Of course,
there can never be certainty about the effects of these manipulative
actions, but their historical consequences justify the expectations of
their effectiveness. The impact of the indirect mechanism on the shape
of the obtained political representation can be presented on two levels:
the general and the individual. On the general level, one can consider
the general consequences of using different types of electoral systems.
Through their deliberate selection, it is possible to intentionally influ-
ence the outcomes of the election (Wojtasik, 2012a). One of these con-
sequences is representativeness.” On the individual level, it is changes

 Arend Lijphart, among other significant consequences of applying an
electoral system, lists ensuring accountability, equality, and participation
(Lijphart, 1991).
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in the components of the electoral process that can affect the shape
of the political representation obtained through elections that are po-
tential influencing factors. These changes are most often determined
by the size of electoral districts, the electoral formula, and the rights
granted to voters (Antoszewski, 2001). The general structure of manip-
ulation in the area of forming political representation is illustrated in

Figure 1.
Formation of political representation
direct indirect
general selective model of the components of the
participation participation electoral electoral process
system

Figure 1. Manipulations in the area of the formation of political representation
Source: The author’s own study.

The second area - differentiating the use of resources by political
entities competing in elections — assumes that the aim of electoral ma-
nipulation is to create a set of relationships in which, although the for-
mal conditions of competition are equal, they will effectively promote
some groups or candidates at the expense of others. In democratic
regimes, this often involves referring to the general category of “free
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and fair elections,” characterized by ensuring impartiality in elector-
al procedures along with ensuring equal conditions for all political
competitors to participate in elections (Elklit & Svensson, 1997). These
are formal requirements, as in practice, it cannot be assumed that all
the existing rules will neutrally affect the competitive position of those
participating in elections. For obvious reasons, democracy as a social
system, to some extent based on market-based solutions, enables dif-
ferentiation in the resources possessed by political entities competing
in elections, as long as it does not distort the competition itself or its
outcomes. Manipulative actions in this regard will concern the differ-
entiation of the potential utilization of these resources.

In the case of resources, the factor that should guarantee equal
electoral opportunities in a democratic political regime is competi-
tiveness. As a general principle of elections, it indicates the existence
of regulations that define the rules of competing for support, which
should be equal for all participating entities. In theory, competitive-
ness is achieved by fulfilling at least three conditions, which include:
(1) ensuring the universal participation of adult citizens in elections;
(2) guaranteeing the fairness of elections through procedures such
as secret balloting, the independence of vote-counting bodies, and
the prevention of electoral fraud, violence, and intimidation; (3) pro-
viding structured framework for competing parties and candidates,
which will enable voters to make choices among competitive political
visions and programmes (Weiner & Ozbudun, 1987, p. 393). Candi-
dates and political parties are guaranteed the same basic conditions
for promoting their programmes, ideas, or funding activities. In prac-
tical terms, this means ensuring identical legal and economic condi-
tions in which they will compete. Factors that ensure competitiveness
here include strict regulations on election financing, defining maxi-
mum spending limits, and sources of income, as well as rules that en-
sure fair access to the media and their use.
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The nature of the influence of resource utilization on the electoral
competitiveness of specific political entities has an organizing value
that allows us to distinguish two types of effects. The first, affirmative,
increases the electoral potential by letting manipulating entities utilize
mechanisms that enable more efficient allocation of their resources in
the electoral market and/or provide access to new, previously unavail-
able resources. The beneficiaries of affirmative actions include both in-
dividual candidates participating in elections and political parties or
electoral coalitions. The other type of influence, counter-affirmative,
reduces electoral prospects by creating the conditions of unequal ac-
cess to the electoral market and limiting the potential use of available
resources. In extreme cases, counter-affirmative actions can deprive
political entities of the resources they already possess. Hence, electoral
counter-affirmation leads to some parties or candidates having limit-
ed potential and, consequently, reducing their impact on the electoral
market. Unequal access to the electoral market can be of a potential or
real nature, differentiating the chances at the stage of creating compe-
tition rules and preparations for participation in elections. It should be
pointed out that this division is dynamic - solutions that are advanta-
geous for some parties, when used by others, may reduce their elector-
al prospects (Wojtasik, 2018a).

In the case of the resource area of electoral manipulation, like in oth-
er areas, we are talking about a situation where the shape of the elector-
al process rules (or the direction of their change) results from the cur-
rent political calculation of some of the political entities. This concerns
the forces that influence the establishment of new principles. This divi-
sion often situates these actions along the lines of the governing party
and the opposition, simultaneously indicating potential beneficiaries
and those harmed by manipulative actions. Clearly, it is the ruling par-
ty that can have a stronger impact on the rules governing resource uti-
lization. In the case of the opposition, such actions are more difficult to
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design and implement. From a technical point of view, the influence on
resource utilization can operate in two opposing directions. The first is
to increase the resource utilization opportunities for political entities
expected to improve their electoral results. This is achieved through
facilitation in gathering resources and their subsequent effective allo-
cation in the electoral market. In the other case, the goal of manipu-
lation is to limit the potential of political opponents so that they have
a more challenging process of resource acquisition, and the resources
they possess cannot be used efficiently (see Figure 2).

Resource utilization

ruling party opposition
increasing decreasing increasing decreasing
the electoral the electoral the electoral the electoral
potential potential potential potential

Figure 2. Manipulations in the area of resource utilization
Source: The author’s own study.

The last area of potential manipulation is the shaping of voters’ be-
haviour. This area includes factors that determine the decisions and
attitudes adopted during the democratic electoral process. Its prima-
ry mechanism is the ability to correct behaviours based on external
stimuli intentionally provided by entities conducting manipulation.
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In this case, manipulative actions modify the classical framework of
electoral competition centred around ideas, programmes, parties, or
specific politicians. They can, of course, be based on the existing po-
litical reality, but their goal is to solidify or change the way voters per-
ceive it, focusing on providing stimuli that will trigger the desired re-
sponse at the ballot box. What is the essence of manipulation in this
respect is not merely the influence on voter behaviours (because this
can occur through legal and democratically sanctioned channels), but
rather the use of tools that either create a constructed image of reali-
ty in the perception of voters or cause them to make decisions based
on false premises. Of course, one could argue that any action aimed at
changing voter behaviour carries a manipulative element. In this case,
however, it is about instrumental influence, specifically calculated to
modify the existing structure of political preferences, which would be
obtained in unmanipulated elections.

Manipulative actions which directly affect voter behaviour can be
divided into three main groups: communicative, economic, and sub-
stitutional (see Diagram 3). The manipulative potential of the com-
municative aspect of influencing voter behaviour has gained signifi-
cance with the proliferation of political communication, particularly
in the era of mass communication and social media. The use of com-
municative tools for electoral manipulation can have two effects.
The first will be imbalance in media access, meaning the strength
of some parties or candidates will be greater. This can be caused by
factors such as the incumbent’s position and potential influence over
public media, preferences for media access for large entities, or pub-
lic funding for political activities. Consequently, by strengthening
their media messages, they can more effectively shape attitudes and
influence voters’ decisions. The other effect directly assumes the dif-
ferentiation of influencing opportunities due to the existence of me-
dia that, while seemingly independent, covertly present the positions
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of a chosen political option. The processes of such political agenci-
fication of the media were further intensified in the first decades of
the 21st century with the development of electronic communication,
which significantly increased the ability to create their own commu-
nication channels (official and affiliated) by entities competing in
elections.

Economic factors shaping voter attitudes intentionally differen-
tiate the possibilities of acquiring and using material resources by
political entities competing for power. Manipulative actions in this
regard will focus on two main areas. The first area involves unjus-
tified differentiation in the ability to obtain material resources for
electoral activities. This mechanism may particularly affect less in-
stitutionalized political groups or those that are just beginning their
activities. The other area involves limitations on the use of economic
potential. Through deliberate limitations on the amount of funds al-
located for electoral activities, these actions enable better exposure
among voters for those entities that are more deeply rooted in social
consciousness.

In the case of substitutive references, their influence involves creat-
ing conditions for political competition that enable changing the elec-
tion outcome to something different from the expected result under
non-manipulated conditions. The possibility of achieving the desired
effect of manipulation in this respect is most strongly related to the re-
lationships between competing entities, which determine two types
of manipulative actions. The first type involves introducing an agency
entity (candidate, party, electoral committee) into the political com-
petition, which serves the goals of another entity. Typically, its task is
to attract some of the voters from other parties or candidates (dilution
of support) or to mislead voters and create confusion among them
(e.g., through a deceptively similar name or the same name and sur-
name). The second type of manipulative actions with a systemic basis
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involves the participation of a candidate in the elections who, if they
win, does not intend to take the mandate. Typically, in such a situa-
tion, if the rules of the electoral system allow it, the mandate goes to
the next candidate in line with the best result.

Voters’ behaviours

communicative  economical substitutive
accessto agencificati  obtaining  limiting  agency subsitutive
media onof media  material expenses  entity entity
resources

Figure 3. Manipulations in the area of voters’ behaviour
Source: The author’s own study.

1.8. The dimensions of electoral manipulation

The presented assumptions about the influence of the level of elec-
toral uncertainty on free and fair elections and the identification of
the main areas of manipulative actions allow me to propose a gen-
eral categorization of those dimensions of the electoral process that
have manipulative potential. These dimensions define the subject of
impact on the electoral process, taking as a basis the manipulation
tools available to entities wishing to influence the final election out-
come. However, while in Schedler’s concept of the democratic chain of
choice, the basis for the division is democratic principles, in the case of
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the following identified planes of electoral manipulation, what is their
foundation for distinction are the components of the electoral process,
resulting only indirectly from the segments of the democratic chain
of choice. It is the changes made within these components through
specific tools that can have an impact on manipulative influence on
the election outcome. Nevertheless, by using the model proposed by
Schedler, the primary manipulative mechanism is the influence on
the level of electoral uncertainty. Changes in this mechanism can dif-
ferentiate the perspectives of entities competing in the elections, which
is a sufficient premise for taking effective manipulative actions.

The classification of the dimensions of the electoral process,
the changes of which can directionally influence the course and out-
come of elections, enables the examination of their manipulative po-
tential and the assignment of specific tools designed for this purpose
(Figure 4). These tools are used by entities competing in elections to
maximize their prospects or limit the chances of their opponents.
The identified dimensions also delineate those planes of electoral
competition that are particularly susceptible to manipulative actions.
Within the presented assumptions, seven dimensions of potential in-
strumental influence on the final election outcome can be defined:
(1) temporal, (2) participatory, (3) material, (4) communication,
(5) deputational, (6) systemic, (7) alternational (Wojtasik, 2014a).
The presented taxonomy is based on identifying those dimensions of
the electoral process that are subject to shaping by entities compet-
ing in elections, and therefore are the subject of the electoral game.
The factors of such influence are the tools, i.e., the elements the ap-
plication of which changes the shape of competitive relationships in
the various dimensions of electoral competition. Importantly, the use
of a specific tool does not always determine its impact on only one di-
mension of electoral manipulation. It may happen that a single tool
can affect multiple areas of potential manipulation.
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dimensions of electoral

manipulatiom
tools
formation of political voters’ resource utilization
representation behaviours

Figure 4. Manipulations in the electoral process — the functional approach
Source: The author’s own study.

1.8.1. Temporal dimension

What is one of the fundamental contexts of holding elections is their
exclusivity. This means that they are confined within a specific time
regime, during which successive stages resulting from a function-
al cause-and-effect sequence take place. They should lead to an elec-
toral decision that is not questioned either in terms of the proce-
dures applied or the results obtained. However, it is difficult to speak
of a universalized scheme of such a sequence, which is due to three
basic premises: (1) elections are held for various institutions within
the political system, which determines their procedural distinctive-
ness; (2) the components of the electoral procedure are treated differ-
ently in individual countries; (3) the regulatory regime is understood
differently - in some cases, there is a very high level of calibration of
the solutions applied, while in others, a lot of issues are left to customs,
practice, and common sense. Nevertheless, when looking for the com-
mon denominator for solutions in democratic countries, they can be
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presented using a scheme that illustrates the course of elections in re-
lation to the time regime (Figure 5).

The approval of election
A proper election results (announcing the
campaign (submitting Voting (traditional, results, possible
and verifying remote, postal ballot, protests regarding the
candidates/lists, online, etc.) elections, recognizing
a promotional campaign) the validity of the
elections)

The official beginning of
the electoral process
(the end of the term of

office, the shortening of
the term of office, other
factors)

Figure 5. The electoral process in the temporal approach
Source: The author’s own study.

Some political and election researchers a priori assume that elector-
al processes are phenomena of a permanent nature, in which the elec-
tion day is also the first day of a new election campaign (Farrell, 1996).
Such an assumption allows us to distinguish between two meanings of
the concept of the electoral process: narrow, where it is confined with-
in specific time framework, and broad, where manipulative actions are
not assigned to this framework. Accepting such a distinction requires
a particular process of controlling electoral procedures, especial-
ly those actions that take place outside the official election calendar.
In this perspective, all decisions made by participants in the electoral
competition and their political agents fit into a pattern of actions aimed
at future elections. There is no doubt that an increasingly mediatized
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political sphere and the redefinition of the character of political com-
munication in modern election campaigns are factors which enhance
the adequacy of the standpoint indicating the permanence of electoral
processes. The shift from generalized messaging to messages direct-
ed at specific segments of the electorate (often even individual voters)
increases the role of electronic media, which eftectively provide con-
tinuous information. Additionally, the contemporary nature of social
communication reduces the mediating role of the media - very often,
political competition entities create and use direct political communi-
cation channels with voters (especially social media). In this way, ev-
erything that used to constitute objective information can now serve
the purpose of shaping attitudes and opinions, feeding the source of
electoral decisions. In such conditions, it is difficult to categorically
distinguish between actions and information that result from current
political activity and those that are communication aimed at achiev-
ing an electoral effect, even in the distant future. In a number of cases,
it is even impossible to do so because they may fulfil both abovemen-
tioned functional delegations at the same time.

Another important aspect which indicates the permanence of
the electoral process is the period during which changes to the elec-
tion rules are possible. The need for stability in electoral rules is driven
by at least two premises. The first is the principle of proper legislation,
which requires that any changes to the law should be introduced with-
in an appropriate time frame, to some extent protecting the established
regulations from current political interests. The Venice Commission
of the Council of Europe, in Articles 4 and 5 of the Interpretative Dec-
laration on the Stability of the Electoral Law," recommends that sig-
nificant changes to the electoral law (especially regarding the electoral

1 Venice Commission’s Interpretative Declaration on the Stability of
the Electoral Law (CDL-AD(2005)043).
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system, the delimitation of electoral districts, and membership in elec-
tion commissions) should be made at least 12 months before elections.
The second premise relates to ensuring equal principles of electoral
competition. Stability (and, consequently, early knowledge of the rules)
of the electoral law is the foundation for the planning of campaign
activities by political parties and candidates throughout the various
stages of the electoral process. Changing election rules shortly before
an election can cause (and usually does cause) a change in strategies
by the entities participating in the election. This, in turn, can lead to
the presumption that the new regulations take into account the inter-
ests of the entities implementing them or may be aimed against their
political adversaries.

The specific nature of the temporal mechanism of electoral ma-
nipulation stems from embedding the electoral process in time and
the possibilities associated with intentionally shaping the course of
electoral competition by influencing its various stages. Time, in this
case, is the determinant and a dependent variable based on the exist-
ing normative conditions. These conditions can be shaped by both ob-
jective and instrumental factors. Among the objective sources, we can
identify factors such as the complexity of candidate nomination proce-
dures, mechanisms for verifying nominations, the nominal duration
of the election campaign, the method of vote counting, and the ver-
ification of voting results. Instrumental factors include the interests
of individual entities in electoral competition, their political strength,
and determination in shaping particularly conditioned rules, as well as
the presumed manipulative effectiveness of the introduced solutions
(from the initiators’ perspective). Among the most important tools
for manipulating the temporal dimension of the electoral process are:
(1) voting duration, defined as the period during which voting is al-
lowed; (2) the accessibility of polling stations, which is determined by
their opening hours and any breaks in their operation; (3) the election
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day(s): which can fall on a workday or a holiday; (4) seasonal timing,
which involves weather conditions and economic income and expen-
diture cycles; (5) limits of the term of office, which define the dura-
tion of office and indirectly, the timing of elections; (6) the period for
submitting election protests, during which the process and election
results can be challenged; (7) the duration of the election campaign,
when electoral competition entities can conduct electoral activities.

The relationships between these tools and areas of manipulation in
the temporal dimension are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. The areas and tools of the temporal dimension of electoral manipulation

Dimension | Areas Tools

Temporal |formation of politi- |- voting duration

cal representation |- opening hours of polling station

— election day/s

—season of the year

— limits of the term of office

— period for submitting election protests

resource utilization |- period for submitting election protests
— limits of the term of office
— duration of the election campaign

voters’ behaviours |- voting duration
— duration of the election campaign

Source: The author’s own study.

1.8.2. Participatory dimension

One of the main goals of electoral procedures is to ensure universal
participation for citizens (Figure 6). Universality as a principle of elec-
tions entails collective participation which is not subject to subjective
exclusions, except for those resulting from other democratic princi-
ples. The contemporary democratic rules include four basic limitations



1.8. The dimensions of electoral manipulation I 77

Adopting regulations
which specify the

The universal ; o —
procedure (along with The voter's decision on In case of participation,

enfranchisement of
adult citizens in active
and passive dimensions

its obligatoriness or participation or absence the voter's decision on
optionality) of voters' in elections giving support in voting
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Figure 6. The electoral process in the participatory approach
Source: The author’s own study.

to universality: age, the loss of public rights, the loss of voting rights,
and domicile. Historically, there have been more such electoral thresh-
olds (Wojtasik, 2012a). A competitive interpretation sees elector-
al thresholds not as formal restrictions on individual voting rights,
but as requirements that must be met to gain the privilege of holding
public office and voting rights (Birnir, 2006, p. 48). The dogmatic un-
derstanding of the universality principle can lead to an extreme ex-
pansion of the circle of individuals with the right to vote. This way of
thinking has led to the evolution of voting rights in democratic sys-
tems, involving the elimination and reduction of electoral thresholds
while maintaining the stability of democratic procedures (Lawniczak,
2006). This process is often accompanied by the creation of the most
convenient conditions for universal participation in elections, such
as allowing postal voting, electronic voting, or voting by proxy. Thus,
one must distinguish between ensuring the fulfilment of democratic
principles and the introduction of procedures that facilitate the voting
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process. The former are one of the sine qua non conditions for consid-
ering the entire system as democratic, while the latter primarily serve
technical functions, enabling the universal participation of citizens in
the voting process.

The ubiquity of elections enables citizens to participate in the pro-
cess of shaping political power. One of the problems in contemporary
democracies is the declining participation in political activities, lead-
ing to a decrease in voter turnout. In consolidated democracies, this
decline has been observable since the early 1980s, although the trend
varies in different countries (Antoszewski, 2009). A significant por-
tion of citizens, despite having institutionalized opportunities to in-
fluence political processes, shows little interest in participating active-
ly and mostly restricts their political activity to passive observation
(Turska-Kawa, 2015). Among the factors that can influence voter turn-
out, the following are often pointed out: (1) economic conditions (both
individual and societal, especially an individual’s financial status and
tuture prospects); (2) group norms and the political climate (wheth-
er they encourage or discourage, depending on an individual’s group
affiliation and the current political situation); (3) political institutions
(their effectiveness and how well they reflect public opinion); (4) tech-
nical conditions (access to information, distance to polling stations,
etc.) (Zukowski, 2010b). For most citizens, the only active form of po-
litical participation is the opportunity to cast their vote in elections.
As Andrzej Antoszewski (2009) indicates, there are many normative
arguments in favour of a close relationship between political partic-
ipation and the quality of democracy. However, there is no convinc-
ing empirical evidence indicating negative consequences of low voter
turnout. It cannot be said that states with high voter turnout are “more
democratic” than those with lower participation rates. Low turnout
may stem from disappointment with political parties or a general lack
of trust in the political class, but it can also be the result of a positive
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assessment of all parties (or a significant majority) by voters, who con-
sider them equally prepared to govern (Wojtasik, 2012a).

The principle of universal participation in elections assumes that
citizens have the right (or, in the systems where voting is mandatory,
the obligation) to actively participate in shaping their political repre-
sentation. At the same time, it presupposes the possibility of absen-
teeism, which can be caused by factors independent of the voter or by
a conscious decision not to participate in the voting process. Therefore,
aside from rather theoretical cases (or those occurring in very small
electoral units) of 100% level of citizens’ participation in elections,"
there is a range of different levels of electoral participation, measured
by voter turnout. As we observe its variation, competing parties in
elections may want to shape the scale of participation in a way that
is advantageous or at least neutral for them. In principle, there are no
clear indicators of what level of voter turnout is beneficial for specific
parties or candidates. However, the assumption that the rules of elec-
tions can be influenced by those in power (or another majority capable
of shaping them) means that especially within the realm of the gov-
ernment and the opposition, intentional attempts to influence voter
turnout should be sought. The optimization of this level to achieve
the desired effects is associated with the relationship between poten-
tial changes in power and the electoral mobilization of the opposi-
tion. In this logic, those in power should not be interested in increas-
ing the overall level of voter participation, as one of the most potent
motivators for social action is opposition to something or someone.

' Tt is also possible for voter turnout to exceed 100%, which is typically
caused by voting in a particular area by non-resident individuals. This situ-
ation often occurs during periods of mass migration, such as holidays, in lo-
cations that are destinations for such travel (tourist resorts, religious pilgrim-
age sites, etc.).
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On the other hand, supporters of the ruling party are typically more
loyal, disciplined, and have evidence of their effectiveness in the form
of previous elections. Since previous elections led to the takeover (or
retention) of power by their political favourites, they see a connection
between casting their vote and the reward in the form of power for
their political representatives.

Intentionally influencing voter turnout is justified because the level
of voter turnout is not indifferent to the competing electoral entities in
two main scenarios: (1) correlational and (2) discrepancy. In the cor-
relational case, you can identify political parties and candidates whose
support is correlated with the level of voters’ participation (positive-
ly or negatively). Research on voter attitudes and behaviours reveals
that citizens are exposed to different stimuli and motivators that can
influence their decision to participate or abstain from voting in vary-
ing ways (Turska-Kawa & Wojtasik, 2010). The voter’s political atti-
tude, which is defined as a relatively stable and consistent individual
stance toward the political system and its components, as manifested
in political behaviour, also plays a role here. Only the influence of such
a political attitude can be considered a creationist factor for individ-
ualized voting behaviour. Voting behaviour can be defined in three
fundamental approaches. In the narrowest sense, it is equated with
either participation or absence from voting. The decision-making ap-
proach refers to the sources of decisions made by voters regarding both
their participation in elections and the direction of their individual
support. In the broadest conception, voting behaviours are seen as in-
dividual or collective forms of participation in the selection of indi-
viduals or political parties for the positions of power (Wrébel, 2000).
The main drawback of the correlational approach is its lack of gener-
ality, as it requires the specification of the relationship between voter
turnout and support for individual parties or candidates. What may be
a factor in increasing voter turnout and support for specific groups in
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one political system (or even in individual elections) can create a fun-
damentally different cause-and-effect pattern in other circumstances,
determining abstention attitudes.

In contrast to the correlational model, the discrepancy case is
much more straightforward in terms of connections. Its essence lies
in the division of competing entities in elections into those in power
and those in opposition (or incumbents and challengers), and the link-
age of voter turnout to support for these entities. Social mobilization
resulting in above-average voter turnout can be caused by two main
reasons. The first reason is opposition to those in power and/or the ef-
fects of their decisions, which takes an active form of protest expressed
at the ballot box. The other reason relates to the emergence of a new
political movement responding to the demand for political represen-
tation in new axiological or pragmatic issue areas. Research on sys-
temic references to the emergence of new political movements among
the primary determinants of this phenomenon points to changes in
the socio-economic situation (Hino, 2012) and changes in the elec-
toral system and the model of political party financing (Tavits, 2006).
An important factor in the differentiation of new entities in elector-
al competition is the change in the operating rules of the party sys-
tem resulting from the exhaustion of previous patterns of competition
between parties or the emergence of new references. Among these,
the most commonly cited factors are normative issues, the dynamics
of social divisions and tensions, and the influence of the existing po-
litical entities seeking to change previous patterns of political compe-
tition (Keman, 2020).

The participatory dimension is instrumental in influencing voter
turnout with the aim of using it strategically to differentiate the chanc-
es of participating entities in elections. Among the factors that are rel-
evant to the level of citizens’ participation in voting in this context,
the following can be mentioned: the perspective of the distribution of
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power as a result of elections, uncertainty about the final outcome and
the associated competitiveness, as well as media interest (Woijtasik,
2012a). Other important determinants include political polarization,
the model of political leadership, and the personal characteristics of
voters (Turska-Kawa, 2011). The prospect of power distribution as a re-
sult of elections is a motivating factor for voters. The absence of such
a premise (currently occurring only to some extent, e.g., in European
Parliament elections) can lead voters to calculate and conclude that
participation in elections brings them no clear benefits (Mattila, 2003).
High competitiveness in elections is a motivating factor for voters, es-
pecially when there is an element of uncertainty about the final out-
come. This results from increased citizen interest, intensive campaign
work, and media activity (Wojtasik, 2012a). The latter also stimulates
the transfer of electoral debates to social media, creating additional
public interest. Political polarization, understood as the diversity of
public opinions on the most important issues (especially axiological
ones), can contribute to increased voter participation (Siavelis, 2006).
The model of political leadership, especially the mechanisms of its
electoral legitimization, can be a direct factor motivating voters to cast
their ballots. This is particularly the case when candidates represent-
ing different types of leadership, such as democratic and authoritarian,
run in elections, fulfilling different societal expectations. The person-
ality dimension of individuals, as a significant factor in shaping po-
litical preferences, can influence the expression of social behaviours,
including political and voting behaviours (Turska-Kawa, 2011). Dif-
ferent personality types may respond to different stimuli, especially
since emotional attitude is the initial reaction to political actors shap-
ing their image (Cwalina & Falkowski, 2003).

As mentioned before, manipulations that manifest themselves
as an influence on voter turnout do not have a straightforward
cause-and-effect pattern. Their intentional impact will not provide
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the unequivocal evidence of positive or negative consequences. How-
ever, this does not mean that entities in electoral competition do not
incorporate pro- or anti-turnout actions into their strategies. It is es-
sential that we distinguish these actions from typical campaign ac-
tivities aimed at mobilizing their own electorate and demobilizing
political opponents. The latter fall within the scope of traditionally
understood electoral competition.

When seeking the most important mechanisms for intentionally in-
fluencing voter turnout, the following can be identified: (1) pro-turn-
out campaigns, which can particularly mobilize specific segments
of the electorate; (2) changes in the age at which one gains the active
right to vote — lowering or raising the voting age; (3) artificial migration
movements which increase the number of eligible voters in an electoral
district. This often occurs in elections where the electoral districts are
quite small, and a relatively low number of votes can determine the out-
come; (4) voting by citizens residing outside the country; (5) differentia-
tion of the social and material costs associated with technical accessibil-
ity to the polling station, such as the average distance from one’s place
of residence to the polling station or the transportation options available
to reach it; (6) presenting elections as a civic duty; (7) penalization of
the act of voting. The areas and tools of the participatory dimension of
electoral manipulation are presented in Table 4.

Table 4. The areas and tools of the participatory dimension of electoral
manipulation

Dimension |Areas Tools
Participatory | formation — pro-turnout campaigns
of political —changes in the age at which one gains the active

representation | right to vote
— artificial migration movements
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Dimension |Areas Tools

— voting by citizens residing outside the country
— differentiation of the social and material costs
of voting
— presenting elections in the context of a civic duty
— penalization of the electoral act

resource — artificial migration movements
utilization — voting by citizens residing outside the country
- differentiation of the social and material costs
of voting

— presenting elections in the context of a civic duty

voters’ - differentiation of the social and material costs
behaviours of voting

— presenting elections in the context of a civic duty
— penalization of the electoral act

Source: The author’s own study.

1.8.3. Material dimension

The manipulative nature of the material dimension is the result of
the differentiation of resources among participants in electoral com-
petition, particularly those related to the financing of politics in gen-
eral and election campaigns in particular (see Figure 7). Politics, like
any sphere of social activity, requires resources for its implementation.
While relatively simple activities may require nothing more than com-
mitment and personal effort, at a higher level, having material resourc-
es becomes essential. It is not, of course, that material wealth deter-
mines the outcome of elections, but having the necessary resources
in this regard aids in achieving the set goals. This is even more pro-
nounced in larger election areas and in highly professionalized polit-
ical spheres. Local elections in a small town will require significantly
smaller financial investments than the same elections conducted in
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a large city. National elections, which cover the entire country, typ-
ically require even more significant financial backing, often involv-
ing professional entities responsible for various aspects of the election
campaign, such as advertising agencies, media outlets, production
companies, and logistical support providers.

Determining the
material principles of The provision of The allocation of
entities competing in resources enabling resources possesed

The control of the
implementation of
political financing
rules by designated
institutions of the
political system

elections, their effective competition by competing entities
participation in by entities competing in the electoral
elections and in elections market
electoral campaigns

Figure 7. The electoral process in the material approach
Source: The author’s own study.

Every election is a process that takes place within a specific econom-
ic context. It arises from the need for entities competing in elections to
utilize specific resources, at least some of which are conditioned mate-
rially. The mere possession of resources is not tantamount to the abil-
ity to effectively use them, as other resources (e.g., human resourc-
es) are often necessary to mobilize them. These assumptions enable
the differentiation of three types of resources held by entities compet-
ing in elections: (1) primary, (2) secondary, and (3) outcome resources.
Primary resources include leaders, the ideological-programme system,
members, and the way the internal structure is organized. Secondary
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resources encompass material and informational means. Outcome re-
sources include the political party’s brand, political image, and voter
loyalty (see: Gorynia, 2000).

Primary resources are essential for organizational survival and
the initiation of the electoral institutionalization process of a political
party. Their characteristic feature is that they may not be strongly re-
lated to electoral competition processes in practice. Instead, they serve
the organizational function of the political party, which is a logical
consequence of the party’s role as an institution within the political
system (Migalski et al., 2006). This conclusion arises from three pri-
mary considerations. Firstly, it assumes that the organization of a po-
litical party is a derivative of the existing legal conditions, particular-
ly detailed regulations concerning the functioning of political parties.
Secondly, the party’s mode of operation is to a significant extent the re-
sult of the structural model it represents. To some extent, this may
be the effect of conscious decisions by party activists who adapt their
way of operating to their primary resources. The last of the discussed
compositional aspects draws attention to the adaptation of the party’s
structure to the existing constraints, with the most important being
the patterns of political competition within the political system and
the socially expected model of party leadership. As can be observed,
the main organizational goal is to interconnect resources in such a way
as to optimize the effects of party operation while simultaneously cre-
ating a unique identity in the market of party offers. In such frame-
work of relationships, issues related to ideology and membership are
subordinated to the achievement of the intended goals for the func-
tioning of the party organization.

Secondary resources enable actions of a competitive nature with
respect to other entities and adaptability to the political system. These
resources primarily have a material character. They include property
resources, marked by their liquid nature. They allow for the financing
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of political activities by providing the opportunity to acquire ser-
vices or products necessary for functioning and achieving political
goals. In addition to financing the operation of a political organiza-
tion, the most significant allocation of material resources is directed
towards participating in elections and financing campaign-related ac-
tivities. The mediatization of politics and the increasing market-ori-
ented nature of electoral competition mean that material resources are
beginning to play a dominant role in elections, indirectly influencing
the possibility of using other resources (Samples, 2008). The second
type of secondary resources consists of informational factors. They are
related to the communication functions performed by parties, espe-
cially the possession of communication channels (both internal and
external). Internal organizational communication in the case of politi-
cal parties must primarily consider the structural aspect and the func-
tionality of the organization itself. External communication is focused
on informing about ongoing activities and generating societal interest
and support for projects and programs. Information resources in this
case encompass the existing communication channels and informa-
tion repositories established within the party, which serve the purpose
of political activities.

Outcome resources, also known as generated resources, are the out-
come of utilizing the first two types and enable a permanent presence
in the party system. Their character primarily allows them to be treat-
ed as electoral tools used to achieve both short-term and long-term
electoral strategies. They form the basis of the emotional orientation
of voters in the electoral market, connecting belief systems and val-
ues with the offerings of electoral entities. Resulting resources are
examples of abstractions that adapt societal perceptions to the reali-
ties of political life. For instance, a brand enables a political party to
create its value and significance in the eyes of potential voters. Polit-
ical parties aiming for long-term electoral success should be rooted
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in the public consciousness. They must be recognizable as identifiers
of certain ideas and have a known ethos, tradition, and experiences
for voters (Turska-Kawa, 2013). A brand is a distinctive, iconic image,
a recognizable element that carries a multitude of connotative mean-
ings serving as a directional guide for voters in electoral competition
(Turska-Kawa, 2015). The political image is also a generated resource,
representing a message that reduces the costs incurred by voters in
participating in the election campaign (Lupu, 2013). The third type
of resulting resources is voter loyalty, which is based on basic psycho-
logical needs regulating an individual’s relationship with their social
environment. Linking loyalty to the satisfaction of needs means that
the psychological costs of severing relationships based on loyalty are
very high, providing political parties with a tool for shaping electoral
attitudes on an emotional level (Turska-Kawa, 2015).

The process of the mediatization of politics and the necessity of
reaching ever smaller segments of the electorate require having the ap-
propriate resources that facilitate the presentation of a political offer.
Thus, if material factors to some extent determine the electoral pros-
pects of political parties, they can be the subject of manipulative ac-
tions aimed at instrumentally diversifying the conditions of operation.
Among the most important manipulative tools in the material dimen-
sion, the following can be identified: (1) the way of financing political
parties, often closely linked to the results they achieve in elections.
What is a significant area for manipulation here is the ability to deter-
mine the rules for financing political parties from public funds (with
restrictions on obtaining funds from other sources), which can dras-
tically differentiate the conditions of political competition. The public
financing model in the political sphere tends to solidify the positions
of those parties that can benefit from it; (2) the financing of electoral
campaigns, with particular emphasis on determining the sources of
funding and campaign spending limits (LeDuc et al., 2002). Limiting
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the possible sources of funding for campaign activities and relatively
low levels of allowable campaign expenses can be a factor in reduc-
ing the electoral chances of opposition parties. This is due to the nat-
ural tendency for the governing party to have greater presence in
the media, which can be counteracted by opposition actions during
the election campaign, provided they have the necessary resources;
(3) the possibility of funding certain activities by external entities that
are not subject to state supervision in this regard or in situations where
the legal system allows such actions; (4) the ability of those in power
to use the attributes of their authority to indirectly finance electoral
campaigns. This includes participating in state ceremonies and social
events which positively influence their image, as well as using subordi-
nate institutions to pursue specific interests. Table 5 presents the areas
and tools of material electoral manipulation.

Table 5. The areas and tools of the material dimension of electoral manipulation

Dimension | Areas Tools
Material |formation — way of financing political parties
of political — possibility of funding electoral activities by external

representation | entities
— ability of those in power to use the attributes of their
authority to indirectly finance electoral campaigns

resource — possibility of funding electoral activities by external

utilization entities

—ability of those in power to use the attributes of their
authority to indirectly finance electoral campaigns

voters’ — way of financing political parties
behaviours —way of financing electoral campaigns
— possibility of funding electoral activities by external
entities

— ability of those in power to use the attributes of their
authority to indirectly finance electoral campaigns

Source: The author’s own study.
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1.8.4. Communication dimension

Some researchers consider elections as a driving force for democracy
because they generate public debate and enable the effective function-
ing of civil society. Through the inclusion of citizens and the state, as
well as the presence of free and pluralistic media, the political commu-
nication process is facilitated (Heywood, 2015). Elections are perceived
as a channel of political communication that allows political actors to
mutually influence each other. They enable parties to establish com-
munication links between voters and the government, and the very
conduct of elections is a factor that allows makes a change in power
possible (Mainwaring & Scully, 1995).

What is most common form of political communication are vari-
ous political programmes and their immediate electoral versions, al-
though the processes of the professionalization and mediatization of
politics significantly influence the formulation of such programme of-
fers, which can be understood as products of political marketing (Kol-
czynski, 2007). Parties and candidates create political programmes
that appeal to the represented value system and its translation into
the realm of ideological abstractions. This is done on two main levels.
The first involves translating the general principles and values repre-
sented by parties into specific political action demands. This commu-
nicates the anticipated direction of decisions once they gain the au-
thority to govern. The second level, which partly relates to the creative
role of parties, involves the social dissemination of the programme
to gain members and supporters based on its provisions and generate
electoral support (Migalski et al., 2006). The communication structure
of the electoral process is presented in Figure 8.
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Figure 8. The electoral process in the communication approach
Source: The author’s own study.

The manipulative nature of the communication dimension of elec-
tions refers to the way of influencing voters and electoral competition
entities, with the field of impact being the information space, and its
object being the influence on the media and its consequences for their
activities within the communicative function of elections (Turska-Ka-
wa & Wojtasik, 2013). This does not mean, of course, that all election-re-
lated activities have a manipulative potential. The detailed catalogue of
principles for labelling elections as fair is very broad, and it includes
conditions located on three levels: procedural, communicative, and
control-related (Declaration on the Criteria for Free and Fair Elections,
1994). Among the communicative requirements are: (1) equal access of
parties and candidates to mass media; (2) the absence of the possibili-
ty of government influence on the official media message; (3) unbiased
reporting of the campaign and elections by the media; (4) the freedom
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of communication between election participants and voters (Good-
win-Gill, 2006). The systematic classification of communicative con-
ditions for fair elections allows us to explore manipulative practices
primarily in the actions of those in power, which have an impact on
normative and material regulations for the use of media in the elector-
al campaign. However, this does not mean that contenders do not have
the opportunity to influence in this regard. Their potential has been
significantly increased in the era of social media and the possibility of
replacing traditional channels of political communication.

Ensuring equal access to public communication media should have
both a formal and material dimension. The formal dimension must
be based on the existing legal provisions, particularly the absence of
a political factor (or its possible minimization) in the activities of mass
media. This aspect is particularly important for public media that are
funded and/or controlled by state institutions. In the absence of for-
mal restrictions on political influence on public media, there may be
a temptation to format content in a way that represents the position of
the current ruling party or to limit access to media for opposition rep-
resentatives (Poell & van Dijck, 2014). The formal aspect of media ac-
cessibility for politicians is also related to the existence of ethical codes
which describe the standards of behaviour for both editorial teams
and individual types of journalists (e.g., economic or political journal-
ists). The material dimension of equal access to public communication
media by electoral competitors is a lot more challenging to ensure, as
it is directly related to the varying levels of resources available to those
participating in elections. This encompasses both material resources
and the internal competencies for creating political messages through
the media. The latter can help mitigate differences in material resourc-
es, as when used appropriately, they enable more effective communi-
cation with voters.
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The demand for the absence of government influence on the of-
ficial media message has an ideal dimension as the role of the gov-
ernment in shaping information policy remains natural. Therefore, its
content relates more to the study of non-substantive mechanisms of
government influence on the content and methods of conveying polit-
ical messages through the media. Several mechanisms that can allow
those in power to influence the official media message can be iden-
tified. These include, among others: (1) appointing people indirectly
or directly nominated by political parties for key positions in public
media; (2) creating messages presenting the government’s position by
people who formally represent independent institutions (e.g., central
banks, state statistical offices, constitutional tribunals) but perform
their functions with the support of political forces; (3) financing media
through state institutions (state-owned enterprises, government agen-
cies, etc.) in the form of paid advertisements, commercials, or spon-
sored content. Filling key positions in public media by political par-
ties is based on three mutually inclusive criteria: formal, substantive,
and political. The formal criterion is met when the appointed person
meets certain (usually normative) conditions. The substantive criteri-
on is fulfilled when the appointed person possesses the qualities and
skills expected for the position. The political condition involves meet-
ing the conditions set by the political party (Migalski et al., 2006). Es-
pecially the latter factor can influence the media message presented.
A similar mechanism to the one presented can also occur when peo-
ple who formally represent independent institutions create messag-
es. Here, the informal condition for holding the position may also be
alignment with political promoters. Informal influence on the media
message can also be obtained through economic pressure associated
with the allocation of marketing funds from government agencies or
state-owned enterprises in specific media outlets. Additionally, it may
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also occur when the media’s ownership structure is connected to those
in power.

The condition for unrestricted reporting on the course of an elec-
toral campaign assumes the existence of pluralistic media, which are
provided with the tools for handling election-related content. These
tools include materials from political parties, unlimited access to pol-
iticians, the ability to organize debates between candidates, the free-
dom to publish information and opinions in the media, and protection
against political pressures on the presentation of electoral competition.
It may seem that these are fundamental issues, and their implemen-
tation should not pose any problem within the democratic electoral
process. However, while there is significant social control over media
freedom during election periods at the level of national campaigns and
mainstream media, the problem becomes more complex at the region-
al and local levels. At the regional and local levels, the level of jour-
nalistic independence can decrease due to economic pressure. Even
though central media are subject to specific social control processes,
and their economic independence has stronger foundations, their lo-
cal counterparts are often directly influenced by decisions made by lo-
cal politicians. This can lead to the conscious limitation of journalistic
freedom of expression by politically motivated local media owners or
those managing them on their behalf. Such informal pressure is often
more effective than formal directives issued by editorial heads, which,
if made public, could also face public criticism.

The freedom of communication between election participants and
voters can be ensured both directly and through the media. In the first
case, it involves the possibility of carrying out election campaigns that
ensure unrestricted access for politicians to voters and vice versa. Of
course, certain regulations must be introduced in this area to prevent
the anarchization of social behaviour, but these regulations should
not undermine the foundations of political freedoms. Just as election
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meetings cannot be held in some places (usually public buildings,
schools, and sometimes places of worship), there are also limitations
on politicians’ ability to conduct election campaigns. In this latter
case, the aim is to provide peace to citizens who do not want political
agitation, or to address situations where there is a fear of overwhelm-
ing them (which could result in an increase in their political disori-
entation or alienation). The second factor in ensuring the freedom of
communication between politicians and voters relates to the media as
an intermediary. It should allow political entities to reach voters us-
ing various types of media. While the contemporary diversification of
political communication promotes such freedom, the issue of public
media remains a concern, as they are indirectly or directly influenced
by politicians, which creates a temptation to raise barriers and pre-
vent political opponents from communicating with voters. The public
character of such media determines the involvement of state authori-
ties in their organization, management, and control processes. The in-
fluence of the government on public media varies in different coun-
tries, but three models can be identified: (1) minimalist, which occurs
in countries where the content of commercial media is not regulated,
and public media funding is relatively low; (2) task-oriented, where
commercial media are required to produce programmes that fulfil
the state’s identity functions, and public media funding is at a moder-
ate level; (3) interventionist, in which intervention in content is justi-
fied by the public interest, and public funding is at a high level (Clark
& Aufderheide, 2009). In practice, the tasks assigned to public media
and the extent of their public funding determine the prospects of po-
litical interference and influence on the content of the message being
formulated. However, it appears that the importance of public media
is decreasing in consolidated democracies, which may reduce the risk
of such negative phenomena.
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Among the most important tools of electoral manipulation in
the sphere of communication, we can identify: (1) the use of financial
resources, which is related to the financial resources possessed, par-
ticularly in terms of political parties’ ability to create and distribute
their own information. The gradual loss of significance by tradition-
al media forces the need to use new forms of media and create their
own channels for external communication; (2) creating institutional
facilitations in providing easier access to media for parties that exceed
a certain electoral threshold, such as free airtime in public media or
free broadcast time during the election campaign. This mechanism
can contribute to limiting competition and cartelizing the party sys-
tem (with drastically different concessions granted to various parties);
(3) the governing party’s political influence on public media, related to
the supervisory and managerial functions carried out in public me-
dia, which can lead to the reduction in the pluralism of public media
during elections; (4) the political agencification of the media. As a re-
sult, on the basis of dominant views, some media become informally
attributed to specific political parties; (5) the politicization of local me-
dia, particularly local newspapers and municipal websites. Local gov-
ernments can influence the content presented the media operating in
their region through the intentional distribution of financial resourc-
es; (6) restrictions on reaching voters by way of introducing bans on
political advertising in mass media or restrictions on the use of specif-
ic mediums (e.g., billboards).

The areas and tools of the electoral communication manipulation
are presented in Table 6.
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Table 6. The areas and tools of the communication dimension of electoral
manipulation

Dimension Areas Tools

Communication | formation — bans on political advertising in mass media
of political and/or restrictions on the use of specific mediums
representation
resource — utilizing resources with regard to the ability
utilization to create and distribute own information

— creating institutional facilitations in providing
access to media for parties that exceed
an electoral threshold

—the governing party’s political influence on public
media, related to its supervisory and managerial
functions

—the politicization of local media

—bans on political advertising in mass media
and/or restrictions on the use of specific

mediums
voters’ —the governing party’s political influence on public
behaviours media, related to its supervisory and managerial
functions

—the political agencification of the media

— the politicization of local media

—bans on political advertising in mass media
and/or restrictions on the use of specific
mediums

Source: The author’s own study.

1.8.5. Deputational dimension

Fair elections help achieve values that constitute liberal democracy
and empirically serve to create procedures implementing the principle
of democratic representation (Wojtasik, 2013). They are referred to as
the pillars of democracy, consolidating the decisions of those in pow-
er with the demands of citizens, political parties, interest groups, and
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social movements. They also form the basic mechanism for verifying
the accountability of the ruling authorities for their policies and actions
(Courtney, 2011). The cyclical opportunity for the electoral verification of
the ruling authorities is a necessary condition in democracy, but mere-
ly conducting competitive elections is not a sufficient factor to ensure
the proper representation of voters. To achieve this, the transparency
and accountability of power are also required, as well as strong compe-
tition between political parties and their periodic turnover in the rul-
ing-opposition dimension. Respect for personal freedoms and political
rights is necessary, too, as is the guarantee of rights for minorities. To en-
sure broad participation, the efficient functioning of civil society, which
brings together citizens and the state, and free and pluralistic media that
enable political communication are also necessary (LeDuc et al., 2002).
The indicated (but not exhaustive) list of essential conditions for achiev-
ing proper political representation is also a diagnosis of areas vulnerable
to electoral manipulation in the parliamentary dimension (Figure 9).

Determining the
Voting in the shape of the
conditions of obtained

Adopting election
rules which enable
the conditions that

The possibility of
a free presentation of

must be fulfilled in
order to obtain
a mandate

the election offering
and voters' easy
introduction to it

Source: The author’s own study.

pluralism and with
the maximum level
of election

Figure 9. The electoral process