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Whether one adheres to a minimalist definition of democracy or a multifac-
eted definition, or whether one conceives of democracy in binary or continu-
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ous terms, most scholars agree on one thing: competitive, free, and fair 
elections are a fundamental and essential component of any democracy. By 
extension, the presence of such elections is central to any definition and cod-
ing of democracies around the globe. Although we are well aware that elec-
tions do not always make a democracy, no regime can be classified as a 
democracy if it does not hold free and fair elections for political offices.

But how do we know when elections are truly free and fair? Answering 
this crucial question is the primary goal of Myagkov, Ordeshook, and Shakin 
in The Forensics of Election Fraud. Political scientists have long struggled 
to find measurable indicators of electoral fraud, a practice that is meant to 
stay hidden. By developing a new set of methods to detect and measure elec-
toral fraud using publicly available election returns, Myagkov et al. bring us 
one (large) step closer to measuring an elusive phenomenon that has direct 
bearing on whether a regime is classified as a democracy. Myagkov et al.’s 
work allows us to measure the degree to which incumbents in certain 
regimes are willing to go to avoid losing elections, thereby deviating from 
the democratic ideal.

Adopting the logic and language of a criminal investigation, the authors 
develop three “forensic” indicators to reveal evidence of electoral fraud in 
places where vote falsification (through ballot stuffing or stealing and falsifi-
cation of vote totals) takes place on the scale of hundreds of thousands of 
votes or more. This is an important distinction, as the authors caution that 
their methods are not well suited to detecting electoral irregularities of the sort 
that occur in advanced democracies, simply because such irregularities do not 
bear the same visible “fingerprints” of fraud that are characteristic of ballot 
stuffing, nor do they take place on a scale large enough to be consistently 
detected. Thus, what Myagkov et al. offer readers is a new and innovative set 
of quantitative methods to help researchers detect the fingerprints of large-
scale electoral fraud in countries where democracy is not solidified and still 
prone to manipulation by national, regional, and local leaders.

Just as a criminal investigation relies on multiple types evidence to make 
a case, so too do the authors advocate an approach that pieces together mul-
tiple forms of evidence to determine whether and to what extent an election 
has been manipulated. Some may question whether we gain much from this 
approach: After all, if the goal is simply to determine whether electoral 
returns are fraudulent, isn’t the word of independent election monitors (when 
present) sufficient? They argue that reports from election observers are an 
essential component of the documentation of electoral fraud but are not 
necessarily representative of the entire electoral geography, making it diffi-
cult to determine the scope and scale of electoral fraud nationwide. Instead, 
election observations can help establish likely “crime scenes” to which 
investigators can apply the methods developed in this book. As such, the 
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authors appropriately emphasize the importance of contextual knowledge in 
applying their methods to real places and elections. Without a detailed under-
standing of the political context surrounding the election or elections under 
consideration, they argue, scholars may be prone to misidentifying results as 
fraudulent or not. Thus, inherent in their work is a strong case for regional 
and area expertise when using their methods in any political context.

The great contribution of their methods is the fact that they utilize pub-
licly available aggregate electoral returns to uncover evidence of fraud. By 
analyzing electoral results at the precinct or rayon (district) level in Russia 
and Ukraine, the authors establish the plausibility of their methods while 
providing quantifiable measures of electoral manipulation in these countries.

The first method regresses a candidate’s share of the eligible electorate (y) 
on electoral turnout (x), with precincts or districts as the observational unit. 
This method, which investigates how particular candidates benefit from 
unusually high, is motivated by peculiar results from some Russian regions 
that report astronomical (98%–100%) turnout with equally large proportions 
of voters supporting Putin or the United Russia party. A regression coeffi-
cient above 1 on the turnout variable is potentially evidence of fraud: If 
precincts that have unusually high turnout also vote overwhelmingly for a 
particular candidate, it is likely the case that ballot stuffing has inflated both 
the turnout rate and the candidate’s vote share. A coefficient of 1.67 on 
Putin’s 2004 electoral returns in Tatarstan, for example, can be interpreted 
as follows: For every 100 additional votes recorded by election officials, 
167 votes are awarded to Putin!

The second method examines the overall distribution of turnout across 
districts, assuming that turnout in a nonfraudulent election should produce a 
relatively normal distribution. The authors argue that bimodal distributions 
or distributions with a single fat tail indicate that there is a noticeable subset 
of precincts that deviate from the national mean and have suspiciously high 
turnout rates. This is another indicator that ballot stuffing and return manip-
ulation have inflated turnout and vote shares.

The final method consists of an econometric estimate of the flow of 
votes from one election to the next. In other words, what percentage of 
Putin’s 2000 voters voted for him in 2004? These calculations can be made 
by regressing a candidate’s (or party’s) share of the vote in the current elec-
tion (y) on the vote shares of all candidates that competed in the previous 
election (x1, x2 . . . xn). Thus, we can know whose votes flowed to whom 
from election to election. Again, a coefficient above 1 is cause for concern: 
In 2004, Putin garnered votes from 114% (!) of those who voted for United 
Russia in 2003.
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Throughout the application of their methods, Myagkov et al. are careful to 
note the potential pitfalls of their methods. In particular, aggregation error is 
often a threat to appropriate inferences: By lumping together oblasts and eth-
nic republics, there may be no evidence of fraud. When they conduct separate 
analyses on each type of district, they find that ethnic republics are hotbeds 
of fraud. Understanding the political dynamics of oblasts versus republics (or 
other domestic political divisions) in Russia or Ukraine suggests the distinc-
tion, reminding us that contextual knowledge is required for an accurate 
diagnosis. Similarly, the authors exhaustively explore the conditions under 
which their methods might produce a “false positive,” implying fraud where 
there is none. Again, avoiding this pitfall requires good local knowledge so 
that we can recognize when unusually high turnout is because of unobserved 
characteristics of a region rather than fraud.

Having developed their methodological toolbox, the authors then turn to 
applying their methods to recent elections in Russia and Ukraine. Although 
the methodological contribution of this volume is substantial, its contribu-
tion to our understanding of post-Soviet electoral politics should not be 
overlooked. By weighing the evidence provided by each of their methods 
along with local expertise, the authors make a convincing case that electoral 
fraud on a massive scale has taken hold in Russia under Putin. What began 
as a show of loyalty among the leaders of Russia’s ethnic republics (e.g., 
Tatarstan and Chechnya) has now metastasized across Russia’s republics and 
oblasts. Today, high turnout and high vote shares are an important sign of 
both loyalty and a governor who can deliver for the Kremlin.

Ukraine’s presidential elections of 2004 present an ideal case for testing 
Myagkov et al.’s methods. The second (runoff) round was characterized by 
massive fraud, especially in eastern Ukraine, Yanukovich’s base of support. It 
was this second round that sparked the “Orange Revolution” and led to a third 
round of balloting shortly thereafter. With electoral observers pouring into 
Ukraine, opportunities for ballot stuffing were greatly reduced. The authors 
conclude that although the second round of balloting in 2004 was highly 
suspect, the third round and subsequent parliamentary votes have been gener-
ally free and fair. Arguing that competition drives out corruption and fraud, 
the authors assert that it is the relatively equal competitiveness among the 
major players in Ukrainian politics that has prevented the kind of electoral 
fraud found in Russia.

The book concludes with an analysis of 2000 and 2004 electoral returns 
in the U.S. presidential elections to demonstrate the limitations of their meth-
ods, which are best suited for detecting the falsification of hundreds of 
thousands of ballots. Some may find this fact disappointing, as we are still 
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without methods to measure the more subtle forms of electoral manipulation 
that may occur in more advanced democracies. However, Myagkov et al.’s 
methods are well suited for the places they are needed most: those that pre-
cariously teeter on the line between democracy and nondemocracy.

In making their case for combining contextual expertise with the appli-
cation of their methods, the authors frequently remind us that they do not 
provide a “black box” into which data can be fed and out of which comes a 
nice, clean measure of electoral fraud. Rather, multiple types of evidence (and 
motives) must be weighed as the prosecutor makes the case that a crime has 
been committed. This will no doubt disappoint scholars who are looking 
for an easily packaged measure of electoral fraud for large-N cross-national 
research, as the requisite knowledge to apply these methods in the appropriate 
manner hinders their superficial application. It is the usual trade-off between 
depth versus breadth, but one that is worth it as we test analytical technologies 
that one day may be developed into more generalized tools. In the meantime, 
Myagkov et al. provide readers with an innovative and unique set of tools and 
a far better understanding of the scope and scale of electoral fraud in the for-
mer Soviet Union than has been available in the past.


