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1 Introduction  

 

Many developing countries have been facing difficult democratization processes since the 

early 1990s. Elections have been central to democratic transitions in these countries. 

Although much has been achieved, these elections are often subject to irregularities, such as 

electoral fraud (Kelley, 2012). At the same time, electoral observers have been playing an 

active role in the promotion of democracy and in the validation of electoral processes. They 

are believed to reduce electoral fraud and increase the quality of elections (Kelley, 2012). 

However, there is still limited quantitative evidence about the effects of electoral observers 

on electoral outcomes. This paper complements recent literature using field experimental 

techniques to evaluate the impact of domestic and international observers on fraudulent 

electoral activities in Mozambique. 

The main research question that we address in this paper is whether electoral observers 

manage to reduce fraud at the polling locations during the election day. Our focus of attention 

lies on ballot fraud that can be implied by high levels of turnout (ballot box stuffing), invalid 

votes (spoiling of ballot papers) and low levels of blank votes (validation of blank votes). 

Furthermore, we are interested in regional differences of the impact of observers that may 

arise from local party support, possible spillover effects of electoral observation to 

neighboring polling locations, and whether the impact depends on the type of observer. This 

study examines two types of electoral observers: domestic observers that stay at one 

particular polling location during the whole of the election day (fixed), and international 

observers that visit multiple locations during the election day (mobile). 

The effect of electoral observation on electoral outcomes is estimated in the context of the 

randomized allocation of electoral observers during the 2009 elections in Mozambique. We 

worked with both domestic observers deployed by a consortium of national NGOs and 
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international observers organized by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP). We 

employ in our analysis the official disaggregated electoral results from the 2004 and 2009 

Mozambique general elections, including voter turnout, null and blank votes, and voting for 

the different candidates/parties. We focus our attention on difference-in-differences estimated 

at the level of the polling location. 

On domestic electoral observation, we find that the polling locations that were visited by 

those observers countrywide seem to suffer less from fraudulent activities in comparison to 

their unobserved counterparts. The presence of domestic observers suggests a reduction in 

ballot box stuffing in areas where the incumbent party has strong support. We also observe a 

higher share of blank votes for observed polling locations, which suggests a lower degree of 

undue manipulation of blank ballot papers in observed locations. However, we do not find 

any reduction in the share of invalid (null) votes. On international electoral observation, we 

show no evidence of a clear effect on ballot fraud of those observers on electoral outcomes. 

Still, we see an increase in the vote share of the opposition party in provinces known to be 

more favorable towards the opposition. Note that international observers were only deployed 

in a selected set of Mozambican districts.  Despite the clear countrywide results obtained for 

the domestic observers, we do not find effects of these observers in the districts selected for 

international observation. This pattern of results is consistent with a setting in which the 

districts observed by international observers are not comparable to the (representative) 

countrywide locations observed by the domestic observers, and in which there is less ballot 

fraud to be deterred in the former. This could be interpreted as a confirmation of a common 

concern about international electoral observation. Namely, that resourceful politicians 

recognize that international observers are more likely to visit conveniently located districts, 

which in return leads to a higher concentration of fraudulent activities in areas that are less 

likely to be observed (Hyde, 2007). 
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The paper continues as follows. Section 2 discusses the existing literature on the impacts of 

electoral observation. In section 3 we provide contextual information on the political scene in 

Mozambique. Electoral observation and research design are discussed in section 4. We 

present the hypotheses in section 5. The data and the measures of fraud are described in 

sections 6 and 7, respectively. The estimation strategy is explained in section 8. Section 9 

examines the estimation results and section 10 concludes with a discussion about the 

implications of these results. 

 

2 Related Literature 

 

Electoral observation is considered to be an important tool in the promotion of democracy. 

The presence of credible and impartial observers is taken as creating confidence about the 

legitimacy and quality of an electoral process. It has become a norm for young democracies 

such as Mozambique to invite international observers (Hyde, 2011; Kelly, 2012). 

International legitimacy became a condition for receiving international aid and maintaining 

regional relations because of the strengthening of democracy and human rights from the end 

of the Cold War (Kelley, 2012). Beyond international legitimacy, domestic legitimacy is just 

as important. The first multiparty elections in Mozambique, held in 1994 in the aftermath of 

its civil war, are the perfect example for how essential national validation is to convince 

citizens that domestic institutions are reliable: there was then a lot of international support to 

avoid a conflict similar to the one that resumed in Angola in 1992; the incumbent party won 

the elections, which were generally regarded as free and fair; The main opposition (rebel) 

group did not reject the results while it had threatened a boycott in the case of an unfavorable 

outcome; the absence of observers would probably have led to different actions (Lyons, 

2004). 
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by direct popular vote in a two round run-off system. The 250 members of parliament are 

elected using the party-list proportional representation system with a different list for each 

constituency.3 At the national level the executive power has never changed. FRELIMO won 

every election; RENAMO always ranked second. Since the first elections there has been a 

clear bi-polar political landscape in Mozambique. Figure 2 illustrates the turnout and shares 

of votes for FRELIMO, RENAMO and all remaining parties combined in each of the four 

parliamentary elections. The sudden fall in votes for RENAMO and its presidential candidate 

in 2004 was unexpected after two closely fought elections in 1994 and 1999, but the decline 

in share of votes continued through 2009. A general sentiment of disappointment about 

earlier elections, a lack of interest and fraudulent activities by FRELIMO could have kept 

RENAMO voters away (Sitoe, 2006). Additionally, RENAMO suffered from internal 

conflicts. 

 

<Figure 2 near here> 

 

The National Electoral Commission (CNE) and the Technical Secretariat for Election 

Administration (STAE) are responsible for the direction, supervision and administration of 

the electoral process. Since 2004, domestic and international observers have been criticizing 

CNE and STAE for their nontransparent functioning and practical shortcomings (see Carter 

Center, 2005; European Union Electoral Observation Mission, 2004, 2009). Allegations of 

fraud have become a key characteristic of the Mozambican general elections. RENAMO and 

other opposition parties usually file complaints about fraud committed by members of 

FRELIMO. The Constitutional Council has never ruled in favor of RENAMO by invalidating 

results nor has it demanded recounts. 

                                                        
3 Since the 2004 general elections, Mozambique contains 13 constituencies: 11 provinces, 1 for other African 
countries and 1 for Europe. Before 2004, only Mozambicans inside Mozambique were allowed to vote. 
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identification of ballot fraud. This process had the technical assistance of international NGO 

Electoral Institute for Sustainable Democracy in Africa (EISA). These PVT observers were 

assigned to random ballot tables meant to be statistically representative of the full 

Mozambican electoral map. Each observer was fixed as he/she kept track of activities in just 

one polling location, in a specific polling table,5 for the entire election day.6 OE made 

allocation and reports of the PVT observers available for this research.7 

There were also international groups that observed the 2009 elections in Mozambique.8 We 

focus our attention in the deployment of the observers organized by UNDP, who were locally 

recruited foreign diplomats from the following origin countries: Canada, Denmark, Germany, 

Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom 

and United States. The assignment of these observers was conducted in coordination with one 

of the authors of this paper, who participated in the training of the mission members. Within 

districts selected by the UNDP, the observer teams (composed of at least two individuals 

each) were randomly drawn to polling locations, with pre-determined routes. 

The observer groups that are studied in this paper are the domestic fixed OE and international 

mobile UNDP observers. OE randomized their 989 observers through the whole country at 

the table level.9 OE supplied the records of the observers after the elections from which the 

actual treatment could be retrieved. The 67 UNDP international observers were divided into 

25 groups of 2 or 3 observers. These groups were randomized at the polling location level 
                                                        
5 Polling locations, usually schools or other public buildings, are divided into several polling tables. 
6 PVT observers keep track of all activities at the specific polling tables they observe. Crucially, that includes 
the counting of votes. In the end of the election day, these observers report the final results of their 
corresponding tables to a central location (typically employing electronic means of communication), which 
allows to aggregate results quickly and have an estimate of the true electoral results with a high level of 
statistical confidence. Large differences to official counts can then be taken as a sign of fraud in the official 
aggregation of electoral results. 
7 Note that OE also deployed another type of observers, namely mobile observers, circulating across a number 
of ballot tables/locations during the election day. These observers were not randomized. Other domestic 
organizations that monitored the elections were the National Youth Council and the Mozambican Forum of 
Election Observation. 
8 Namely those sponsored by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), the Commonwealth, the 
Electoral Institute of Southern Africa, the Community of Portuguese Speaking Countries, the South African 
Development Community, the African Union, and the European Union (EU EOM, 2009). 
9 The observer assignment passes standard randomization tests. These are included in the online appendix A. 
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7 Measuring Fraud  

 

The main objective of our paper is to test whether the presence of observers during the 

election day reduces fraud. The most common fraud committed on election day is ballot fraud 

(undue manipulation of ballot papers). This paper considers three types of ballot fraud, 

namely ballot box stuffing, spoiling ballot papers, and validating blank votes. Note that while 

the first two types were already explored in the existing literature, the third is, to the best of 

our knowledge, first suggested in this paper. 

First, ballot box stuffing means that additional votes are fabricated and added to the real 

ballot papers, or that when announcing the electoral results, a higher number of votes is 

reported for a particular party. This leads to abnormally high turnout rates in affected polling 

locations. STAE admitted that poor registration of voters resulted in many invalid 

registrations due to a failure of deleting deceased voters from the system and 160.000 

duplicated names (EU EOM, 2009). Being conservative, a turnout of over 95 percent is 

therefore suspicious and known as overvoting. Table 1 displays the percentage of polling 

locations in each province that are categorized as overvoting. The four provinces with the 

highest degree of overvoting are all FRELIMO strongholds. In two provinces around 17 

percent of the locations have a turnout of 95 percent or more. This is in line with the 

observations of the EU EOM. Figure 4 illustrates the distribution of turnout for the 

FRELIMO and RENAMO strongholds using univariate kernel density estimations. Notice 

that the distribution for FRELIMO has two peaks, one at 50 percent and another one just 

before 100 percent. The second peak suggests ballot stuffing by FRELIMO when comparing 

with the one peaked distribution in the RENAMO strongholds.  

 

<Table 1 near here> 
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<Figure 4 near here> 

 

Second, the spoiling of ballot papers occurs when otherwise perfectly valid votes are made or 

labeled invalid by staff members of the polling location. During the elections of 2004, 

Hanlon and Fox (2006) noticed many votes for Dhlakama that were made invalid with 

additional ink fingerprints and other marks. The results and reports of 2009 suggest similar 

fraudulent behavior from FRELIMO-aligned members of the polling locations staff. Figures 

5a and 5b are pictures of ballot papers showing this type of ballot fraud (AWEPA, 2009). 

Table 2 shows the results of re-qualifying invalid ballot papers. All invalid ballot papers were 

re-assessed by CNE in Maputo. Unfortunately, this happened in mixed bundles and therefore 

does not allow tracing back the votes to their corresponding polling locations. However, the 

results of re-assessment show a disproportional gain for Dhlakama, suggesting invalidation of 

ballot papers committed by FRELIMO. 

 

<Figures 5a and 5b near here> 

<Table 2 near here> 

 

Lastly, on the validation of blank votes, Figures 5a and 5b show that there is no room for the 

indication of a blank vote. To vote blank a voter leaves its ballot paper blank. This creates a 

situation in which fraud can be easil y committed. A member of the polling location only 

needs to mark the preferred candidate or party on blank ballots. This type of fraud would lead 

to relatively low shares of blank votes. Figure 6 compares the kernel distributions of blank 

votes between the two types of strongholds. The FRELIMO distribution is skewed more to 

the left, indicating lower levels of blanks. This is an interesting variable to look at in the 

analysis that follows, as it is basically a form of ballot stuffing without increasing the turnout. 
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<Table 5 near here> 

 <Table 6 near here> 

 

Turnout decreases by 4.9, 3.7 and 2.5 percentage points for locations with respectively 1, 2 

and 3 tables. The negative effect on turnout is only significant in FRELIMO strongholds. In 

the regression without allowing for dependence on the number of tables the observer effect 

on turnout is -2.0 percentage points countrywide.15 The lower effect can be explained by 

looking at Figure 8, which graphically illustrates the effect per number of tables. For more 

than 5 tables the presence of observers has a positive effect on turnout. This suggests that 

fraud increases when the observer only covers a small part of the polling location.  

 

<Figure 8 near here> 

 

Interestingly, there is a positive effect on blank votes across the country. The form of ballot 

fraud in which blank votes are validated seems to be significantly reduced due to the presence 

of OE observers, while there seems to be no effect on the invalidation of votes. The effect in 

the whole country ranges from 2.3 percentage points for locations with one table to 1.4 

percentage points for locations with three tables. Again the graphical representation (Figure 

9) implies that observed locations with many tables do not contribute to the fraud deterring 

effect.  

 

<Figure 9 near here> 

 

                                                        
15 Results following from this adjusted specification (5) are included in the online appendix B. 
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by even 12.6 percentage points in other polling locations in the same village. Voters seem to 

be more comfortable voting for RENAMO, when UNDP observers are present. Although 

ballot box fraud was not reduced, other types of fraud such as intimidation around the polling 

location might have decreased. However, FRELIMO does not lose vote share. Its vote share 

even increases for unvisited polling locations in visited villages belonging to RENAMO 

strongholds. It is possible that also FRELIMO supporters feel safer in the presence of 

observer to vote freely. This means that the vote shares of all other parties are negatively 

impacted by the presence of UNDP observers. 

 

<Table 7 near here> 

 

When analyzing the impact of OE treatment in the districts selected for UNDP observation, it 

can be concluded that the previously found fraud-reducing effects have disappeared. There is 

only a small negative effect on the FRELIMO vote shares due to the presence of domestic 

observers. A possible interpretation for the absence of the observer effect is the fact that there 

is no ballot fraud in the UNDP sampled districts. As pointed out by critics of electoral 

observation, international observers tend to visit convenient and interesting areas (Hyde, 

2007). These results suggest that FRELIMO identified the districts that international 

observers visited before-hand. In response to this, the fraudulent activities may have been 

reallocated to areas where these observers are less likely to go. A good comparison of the OE 

and UNDP observers is thus difficult. However, the results suggest some advantages of 

working with fixed domestic observers to reduce ballot fraud. 

 

10 Concluding remarks 
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In this paper, effects of domestic and international electoral observation are estimated in 

different settings during the 2009 general elections in Mozambique. We find significant 

effects of domestic observers, suggestive of a reduction in ballot fraud. In particular, ballot 

box stuffing and the validation of blank votes seem to be deterred. We do not find evidence 

that the presence of international observers deters ballot fraud. The response to the presence 

of domestic observers differs across the country. Only in strongholds of FRELIMO, ballot 

box stuffing seems to be significantly reduced. However, this has no implications for the vote 

shares, suggesting an increase in other types of electoral fraud. Clear evidence for electoral 

observation spillovers is not found, even though we can report spillovers of international 

observers on voting shares. 

The results related to the international observers are ambiguous.  Indeed, their presence has 

no significant impact on any of the ballot fraud indicators. Given no effects of domestic 

observers in the same districts, this could be an indication that ballot fraud was displaced to 

other parts of the country, and that international observers are selecting convenient locations. 

Still, we find that international observers are the only ones inducing spillovers at the village 

level. Our paper started the comparative analysis of different types of electoral observation, 

and finds a degree of complementary between domestic and international observers: while 

the former seem able to counteract fraud, the latter seem to have village-wide effects. These 

findings have implications for the implementation and coordination of future domestic and 

international electoral observation missions. 
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Figure 1: Mozambique, its geographic location with provinces and neighboring countries 
 

 
 

Dark grey provinces are considered FRELIMO strongholds;  
light grey provinces are those of RENAMO 
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Figure 2: Trends in turnout and vote share for the Mozambican Parliamentary Elections 
from 1994 to 2009 
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Figure 3: UNDP sampled districts and province capitals 
 

 



 30 

Figure 4: Distribution of turnout in 2009 by strongholds, based on parliamentary election 
results on polling location level 
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Figures 5a and 5b: Examples of spoilt ballot papers (AWEPA, 2009) 
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Figure 6: Distribution of blank votes in 2009 by strongholds, based on parliamentary 
election results on polling location level 
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Figure 7: Distribution of turnout in both el ections by treatment, based on parliamentary 
election results on polling location level 
 

 
 




