
How Charges of Voter Fraud Became a Political Strategy 
By Michael Wines, New York Times, 21 October 2016 

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/22/us/how-charges-of-voter-fraud-became-a-political-strategy.html?_r=1 

 

 

In asserting that the presidential election has been rigged against him and casting accusations of widespread voter fraud, 

Donald J. Trump has tapped deep into an increasingly prevalent theme of Republican Party politics: that Democrats try to 

steal elections, not win them. 

 

It is the culmination of roughly two decades of alarms, investigations and political gamesmanship in which remarkably 

little voter fraud has been documented, but the conviction that it is widespread has gone from a fringe notion to an article 

of faith for many Republicans. 

The Republican focus on voter fraud dates to the late 1990s, when the 1993 National Voter Registration Act — the “motor-

voter” law — was put in place. Republicans in particular, but some election administrators as well, began to complain that 

registering had become too easy and ill supervised to spot ineligible voters. 

 

The stakes for both parties in election rules and who gets to vote became glaringly clear in 2000, when a 537-vote court-

challenged victory in Florida’s presidential election sent George W. Bush to the White House. 

  

In the same election, accusations of voter fraud became a volatile issue in Missouri. Republicans claimed that Democrats in 

St. Louis were trying to steal that state’s Senate election after lawyers for Al Gore’s campaign won a court order keeping 

the city’s polls open late to accommodate voters who had been wrongly removed from the rolls. 

 

And issues of race, often a subtext in Republican charges of fraud, were accentuated by the election of the nation’s first 

black president in 2008. Republican accusations of voter fraud, as in St. Louis, have frequently been directed at minority 

groups in cities such as Philadelphia and Chicago. The issue now thrives in the hothouse of the internet, where corrections 

of fact and debunkings rarely catch up with the claims they address. 

 

Mr. Trump’s pronouncement “did not come out of thin air,” Richard L. Hasen, an election law expert and professor at the 

University of California, Irvine, said in an interview. “It is, in fact, an often-repeated theme by those on the right who have 

been claiming, especially since 2000, that Democrats are stealing elections with voter fraud.” 

 

The notion of widespread fraud has also become a potent political weapon: Since 2010, 16 states have placed new 

identification requirements on voting in the name of security. Increasingly, they have required voters to produce proof of 

identification that young, poor and minority voters — often Democrats — disproportionately lack. 

 

None of that is to say that American elections are flawless. On the contrary, the national election system is a hodgepodge 

of outdated voting machines, underfinanced election offices and voter registration lists riddled with errors and 

insufficiently groomed to remove the dead and people who have moved away. And experts say a new and growing worry is 

the possibility of the hacking of election rolls, including by foreign interests. 

 

A 2014 report in the journal Electoral Studies — roundly criticized by other researchers as methodologically flawed — 

suggested that registration procedures are lax enough that as many as one in 15 non-United States citizens living in the 

country could have mistakenly cast ballots in the 2008 election. A 2012 study by the Pew Center on the States, cited by Mr. 

Trump on the campaign trail, concluded that 24 million registrations were outdated or invalid, 1.8 million registrants were 

dead and 2.75 million were registered in more than one state. 

 

But even the study that Mr. Trump cited pointed to inefficient administration, not fraud. In a series of tweets, David 

Becker, the primary author of the study, said the study found no evidence of noncitizen voter registration or voting, and no 

evidence of voter fraud because of out-of-date records or deceased people still on voting rolls. He said voter rolls are more 

accurate now than when the study was done in 2012. 

 

And, perhaps most important, the principal fraud that Mr. Trump and most Republicans assail, and the only one that voter 

identification laws address — voters who intentionally misrepresent themselves at polling places — is exceedingly rare, 

experts say. They add that it is almost impossible to perpetrate on a scale that would affect the results of a national election. 

Democrats also note that with Republican domination of state governments, voting nationwide is increasingly overseen by 

Republicans. 
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No national database of voter fraud cases exists. But a study by Justin Levitt, a professor at Loyola Law School in Los 

Angeles who currently works in the Civil Rights Division of the Justice Department, uncovered only 31 credible claims of 

voter impersonation between 2000 and 2014, out of one billion ballots that were cast. An Arizona State University 

journalism project reviewed 2,068 allegations of election fraud between 2000 and 2012 and concluded that only 10 had 

involved misrepresentation. 

 

Corrupt Officials 

More common and largely unaddressed, but still rare, are fraudulent mail-in ballots and corruption among election 

officials. 

 

Fraud charges are a staple of American politics, and once were frequently true. Terre Haute, Ind., was infamous for a 1914 

scandal in which the mayor rigged voting machines, bought off voters, registered thousands of nonexistent voters and 

arrested nosy poll watchers. 

 

But if thievery has not vanished since then, its scope has shrunk markedly: Four Troy, N.Y., officials and party workers 

were convicted in 2011 of creating false absentee ballots that may have swung local elections. And the next year, Indiana’s 

chief elections official, Secretary of State Charlie White, was convicted of six felonies involving voter fraud, including 

submitting a false ballot. 

 

The possibility that fraud or incompetence could change the outcome of a close presidential contest, as some claim 

happened when John F. Kennedy took the White House on the strength of an 8,000-vote margin in Illinois, is at least 

conceivable, experts say. But even other Republicans have scoffed at Mr. Trump’s claims that this year’s election could be 

rigged by voter fraud. Gov. John Kasich of Ohio, a Republican primary opponent, likened them on Wednesday to “saying 

we never landed on the moon, frankly. That’s how silly it is.” 

 

Yet the charges by Republicans that fraud is pervasive have grown in the last 15 years, driven both by the party’s rightward 

shift and by national events. 

 

Since the 2000 presidential election underscored the crucial role of voting rules in close races, allegations of widespread 

fraud have also figured in high-stakes political strategies. Increasingly, voter identification laws and other restrictions 

advertised as election security measures help determine who votes, and who does not. 

 

“Suddenly, it became clear that in very close elections, manipulating the rules could potentially matter,” said Mr. Hasen, 

the election law expert. “And so voter fraud became an excuse for making it harder to register and to vote.” 

 

And as the notion of pervasive fraud gained political value, keeping it in the public eye became smart politics as well.  

 

During the administration of George W. Bush, Attorney General Alberto R. Gonzales, a Republican, directed United States 

attorneys to aggressively pursue voter-fraud cases after Mr. Bush and his political adviser, Karl Rove, called for a focus on 

the issue. By 2007, five years after the fraud crackdown began, the attorneys had brought just 120 cases nationwide — 

many involving mistakes or petty violations like completing more than one registration form — and won 86 convictions 

out of about 200 million votes cast. 

 

President Obama’s general-election opponent in 2008, Senator John McCain, savaged him over allegations of voter-

registration fraud by a left-leaning neighborhood organizing group, the Association of Community Organizations for 

Reform Now, or Acorn, that had run registration drives in 21 states. Mr. McCain said Acorn was “on the verge of maybe 

perpetrating one of the greatest frauds in voter history in this country, maybe destroying the fabric of democracy.”  

Republicans accused Acorn’s voter-registration workers of falsely enrolling voters on a vast scale, sometimes with names 

like Mickey Mouse. Some workers did submit false registrations, but the group said it regularly worked to detect such 

fraud and fired those involved. A 2009 inquiry by the Congressional Research Service found no evidence that anyone 

registered by the group had cast a fraudulent ballot. 

 

Investigations suggested that the group’s greatest crime may have been sloppiness, not intended fraud. But the charges 

added to a snowballing public conviction that fraud is rife. Nearly half of Americans believe voter fraud happens at least 

somewhat often, and 70 percent think it happens at least occasionally, according to an ABC News/Washington Post poll 

released last month. 
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Then and now, Republican leaders have said repeatedly that the requirements are sorely needed to rein in ballot-box 

misrepresentation, largely by Democrats. “Leaders of the other party are against efforts to crack down on voter fraud,” 

Gov. Greg Abbott of Texas, a Republican, said in March. “The fact is that voter fraud is rampant.” 

 

Few Confirmed Cases 

Among many Republicans, fraud’s ubiquity remains evident. “There are instances all over southeast Missouri,” said former 

Senator Kit Bond, one of those who raised accusations of fraud in the St. Louis voting in 2000 and is now a St. Louis 

lawyer. “A lot of people tell tales of buses being loaded up and visiting numerous polling places. And there’s some 

instances this year. It’s a small percentage that we discover.” 

 

But few of the claims have been confirmed. 

 

After investigations of the fraud allegations in St. Louis, only six of the 2,361,586 Missouri votes cast in the 2000 election 

were conclusively found to have been ineligible, either deliberately or inadvertently. 

 

The Kansas secretary of state, Kris Kobach — a Republican, self-proclaimed Trump adviser and ardent advocate of a 

voter-fraud crackdown — asserted in an interview this year that he had uncovered a score of foreigners in just one Kansas 

county who had illegally registered to vote or had been stopped from registering. A list of the 17 noncitizens cited in a 

federal lawsuit showed that only one had ever cast a ballot; five had notified authorities of erroneous registrations on their 

own or through relatives. 

  

In Lee County, Fla., a 2012 television news report that claimed to find over 100 foreigners illegally registered to vote 

prompted a criminal inquiry and cries for reform. But while officials did uncover some wrongly enrolled foreigners, few 

had actually voted, and error or confusion, not fraud, was the culprit, the county supervisor of elections, Sharon L. 

Harrington, said. 

“There has never been any prosecution in Lee County of anyone who registered and/ or voted illegally, even though 

information has been submitted to our state’s attorney’s office,” she said in an email. “This is not a widespread issue.” 

 

A conservative advocacy group made headlines in 2014 when, days before the November election, it filed a lawsuit 

alleging that thousands of Frederick County, Md., voters were actually illegally registered foreigners. But the suit was 

withdrawn two weeks later after the headlines faded. Maryland’s chief investigator of election corruption, James Cabezas, 

said the allegations were unsubstantiated. “Whoever’s saying all these people falsely voted, that they’re illegals, that’s just 

not true,” he said. 

 

Indeed, most voting experts say threats of disenfranchising voters are far more worrisome than widespread fraud. 

 

“The frame is being controlled here by those who are promoting the idea that fraud is the problem,” said Lorraine Minnite, 

a Rutgers University professor of political science and author of the book “The Myth of Voter Fraud.” 

 

“If we shifted the framework to people who are trying to vote but don’t get their votes counted,” she said, “we’d be having 

a different discussion.” 
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Trump’s Bogus Voter Fraud Claims 
By Robert Farley, 19 October 2016 Factcheck.Org 
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Donald Trump is citing unsubstantiated urban myths and a contested academic study to paint a false narrative about 

rampant voter fraud in the U.S. and the likelihood of a “rigged” election. 

 

• Trump claimed “people that have died 10 years ago are still voting,” citing a report that found 1.8 

million deceased people remain on voter registration rolls. But the report did not find evidence 

of wrongdoing, and numerous studies have found such voter fraud is virtually nonexistent. 

• Trump claimed there is a massive problem with “illegal immigrants [who] are voting,” citing 

research by Old Dominion professors who say noncitizen voters may have benefited Democrats in 

2008. But a Harvard professor who manages the data used in the Old Dominion study said the data 

was misused and the study’s conclusions are wrong. 

• Finally, Trump broadly claimed that “voter fraud is very, very common,” and he has called for poll 

watchers to look for people impersonating voters or voting numerous times. However, numerous 

academic studies and government inquiries have found in-person voter fraud to be rare. 

 

For weeks, Trump has been warning about rigged elections. He urged his supporters in Ambridge, Pennsylvania, on Oct. 

10 to monitor polls and “watch other communities, because we don’t want this election stolen from us.” 

In a speech in Wisconsin on Oct. 17, Trump provided some detail and purported evidence to back up his claims about the 

prevalence of voter fraud, particularly by noncitizens and people casting ballots on behalf of deceased voters. But we found 

that his evidence is lacking. 

 

Dead People 

One of Trump’s principle claims of voter fraud is that “dead people” are voting in large numbers. 

“People that have died 10 years ago are still voting,” Trump said in his Wisconsin speech. 

Later, Trump cited a Pew Charitable Trust report as evidence of “dead people” voting in large numbers. But that’s not what 

the report says. 

 

“The following information comes straight from Pew Research, quote, ‘Approximately 24 million people — one out of 

every eight — voter registrations in the United States are no longer valid or significantly inaccurate.’ One in eight,” Trump 

said. “More than 1.8 million deceased individuals, right now, are listed as voters.’ Oh, that’s wonderful.” 

 

“Well, if they’re gonna vote for me, we’ll think about it, right?” Trump joked. “But I have a feeling they’re not gonna vote 

for me. Of the 1.8 million, 1.8 million is voting for someone else.” 

 

Trump accurately quoted from the report, “Inaccurate, Costly and Inefficient: Evidence That America’s Voter Registration 

System Needs and Upgrade.” But the report did not allege the 1.8 million deceased people actually voted. Rather, Pew 

said that it is evidence of the need to upgrade voter registration systems. 

In fact, researchers say voter fraud involving ballots cast on behalf of deceased voters is rare. 

 

“This issue of dead people voting is just not substantiated,” said Lorraine Minnite, a professor at Rutgers University and 

author of “The Myth of Voter Fraud.” 

 

The Help America Vote Act of 2002 encouraged states to improve the accuracy of their registration lists and to audit their 

election results. As a result, Minnite told us in a phone interview, a number of states compared their voter lists to the Social 

Security Death Index, and in some cases they turned up hundreds or even thousands of apparent instances of “dead people” 

voting. 

 

But with a bit of digging, almost all of those turned out to be due to clerical errors or as a result of people who legally 

voted via absentee ballots or the early voting process but later died before Election Day, Minnite said. 

For example, in 2012 South Carolina’s attorney general notified the U.S. Department of Justice of potential voter fraud 

after finding 953 ballots cast in the 2010 election by voters listed as deceased, in some cases as long as six years. 

The finding ran in the Augusta Chronicle at the time in an Associated Press story under a headline, “South Carolina 

attorney general informs Justice Department of voter fraud.” 
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But a subsequent review by the State Election Commission found no evidence of fraud and that mostly the cases were 

clerical errors. 

 

In a letter to the attorney general, the executive director of the State Election Commission wrote that it only had the 

resources to investigate 207 cases from the most recent 2010 election. Of those cases, it found 106 cases were the result 

of clerical errors by poll managers; 56 cases were the result of bad data matching, meaning that the person in question was 

not actually dead; 32 cases were “voter participation errors,” including stray marks on lists erroneously indicting they had 

voted; three cases were absentee ballots issued to registered voters who cast ballots and later died before Election Day; and 

10 cases contained “insufficient information in the record to make a determination.” 

 

Cases of people actually voting fraudulently on behalf of deceased people are rare — though isolated examples have 

occurred, Minnite said. 

 

“There are a handful of known cases in which documentation shows that votes have been cast in the names of voters who 

have died before the vote was submitted,” wrote Justin Levitt in a 2007 report, “The Truth About Voter Fraud,” for the 

Brennan Center for Justice. “It is far more common, however, to see unfounded allegations of epidemic voting from 

beyond the grave.” 

 

Much of the misinformation about “dead people voting” is due to “flawed matches from one place (death records) to 

another (voter rolls),” Levitt found. Levitt explored five reports of widespread fraud regarding “dead voters” and found all 

of them were unfounded or greatly exaggerated. 

 

Noncitizens 

The second leg of Trump’s allegation of widespread voter fraud rests on “illegal immigrants voting,” another practice that 

experts told us is fairly rare. 

 

In Wisconsin, Trump cited a 2014 Washington Post article titled “Could non-citizens decide the November election?” It 

was a piece penned by Old Dominion University professors Jesse Richman and David Earnest about research the two later 

published in the journal Electoral Studies. It turns out to be a disputed and very controversial study. 

 

Trump. October 17:  

Then there’s the issue of illegal immigrants voting. The following comes from a 2014 report from 

the Washington Post. This article was entitled, “Could non-citizens decide the November election?” 

Here’s some excerpts. “More than 14 percent of non-citizens in both 2008 and 2010 samples 

indicated that they were registered to vote.” Oh, isn’t that wonderful. 

“Because non-citizens tend to favor Democrats,” — to put it mildly — “Obama won more than 80 

percent of the votes of non-citizens in the 2008 sample …” You don’t read about this, right? They 

don’t tell you about this. “…we find that this participation was large enough to plausibly account for 

Democratic victories is various close elections.” OK? All right? “Non-citizen votes could have given 

Democrats the pivotal 60th vote needed to overcome filibusters in order to pass health care reform 

… and other Obama administration priorities.” Now, it continues, “It is possible that non-citizen 

votes were responsible for Obama’s 2008 victory in North Carolina.” 

 

Trump accurately quotes from the blog post. But the authors’ results are contested by a number of academics, including 

those who administer and manage the data on which it is based. 

 

The study relied on data from the Cooperative Congressional Election Study, which is administered by YouGov/Polimetrix 

and managed by Harvard University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Richman and Earnest estimated the 

number of noncitizens who voted nationwide based on those in the survey who self-identified as noncitizens who voted. 

 

“Our best guess, based upon extrapolations from the portion of the sample with a verified vote, is that 6.4 percent of  non-

citizens voted in 2008 and 2.2 percent of non-citizens voted in 2010,” Richman and Earnest wrote in the Post. 

 

In a blistering rebuke of that study, the managers of the database on which the article by Richman and Earnest was based 

wrote in Electoral Studies that “measurement errors” in the survey led to a “biased estimate of the rate at which non-
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citizens voted in recent elections. The results, we show, are completely accounted for by very low frequency measurement 

error; further, the likely percent of non-citizen voters in recent US elections is 0.” 

 

“Their finding is entirely due to measurement error,” one of the authors, Stephen Ansolabehere of Harvard and the 

principal investigator of CCES, wrote to us in an email. “Measurement errors happen. People accidentally check the wrong 

box in surveys. The rate of such errors in the CCES is very small, but such errors do happen. And when they do happen on 

a question such as citizenship, researchers can easily draw the wrong inference about voting behaviors. Richman and 

Earnest extrapolate from a handful of wrongfully classified cases (of non-citizens).” 

 

How do the database managers know? Ansolabehere explained, “We asked people in successive years their citizenship. 

That minimizes the error. Upon doing so we find NO INSTANCES of voting among people stating consistently that they 

are non-citizens.” 

 

“The CCES conducts a panel (repeated interviews of people asking the same questions) and vote validation,” Ansolabehere 

said. “We found that NONE of the 85 individuals in the 2010-2012 panel survey who indicated that they were non-citizens 

in 2010 and again in 2012 in fact voted. 

 

“The Richman and Earnest study is an incorrect use of the survey that we manage, and a false claim of evidence of non-

citizen voting. It’s a dangerous, stray false-fact.” 

 

We reached out to Richman, who told us that he and Earnest “stand by our study, but we encourage people to read the 

critiques too.” 

 

Richman said Ansolabehere’s figures were off, and that there was “one individual in 2012 who identified as a non-citizen 

in both 2010 and 2012 and also cast a validated vote in 2012.” And, he said, “There were also ten individuals who twice 

stated that they were non-citizens and also stated that they voted in 2012. There were also in 2014 two out of about 26 

individuals who three times confirmed that they were non-citizens who also said they voted.” 

 

Nonetheless, Richman credited Ansolabehere and his colleagues for their “valuable contributions” to the issue, which he 

said “highlighted the fact that response errors could have biased our estimates upwards.” Richman said he remains 

“unconvinced” that Ansolabehere’s evidence shows there was no voting by noncitizens, which he said “simply [does] not 

fit with the data.” 

 

“Concerning the broader fight Trump has raised, I think our results are getting taken out of context in important ways by 

people on the right who want to make an unsupported claim concerning massive vote fraud,” Richman told us via email. 

“We found low levels of non-citizen participation in elections. These levels are sufficient to change the outcomes in 

extremely close elections. But one should keep in mind that such elections can be swayed by any number of factors that 

arguably bias election results toward, or against, particular parties and candidates. Put another way, our results suggest that 

almost all elections in the US are not determined by non-citizen participation, with occasional and very rare potential 

exceptions. 

 

“Both sides of the debate on non-citizen voting have exaggerated our findings concerning non-citizen representation,” 

Richman added. “There are many on the left side of that debate who have relentlessly sought to discredit our results and 

want to push the level of estimated participation to zero. On the right there has been a tendency to misread our results as 

proof of massive voter fraud, which we don’t think they are.” 

 

Researchers who have studied the issue have found relatively few cases of noncitizens voting. That’s not to say it never 

happens. It has. A 2015 report from the conservative Heritage Foundation documented less than a dozen individual cases of 

noncitizens convicted of registering or actually voting since 2000. And in Texas, a city councilwoman was sentenced in 

2007 to five years in prison for registering noncitizens to vote. 

 

But such cases are rare, experts told us. Sarah Pierce, an associate policy analyst with the Migration Policy Institute, said 

there’s very little evidence of it, in part because the disincentives are enormous. It is an illegal offense for an unauthorized 

immigrant to vote — a deportable offense that makes a person permanently inadmissible for return to the U.S., she said. 

 

Is Voter Fraud ‘Common’? 

http://scholar.harvard.edu/sansolabehere/home
http://thf_media.s3.amazonaws.com/2015/pdf/VoterFraudCases-8-7-15-Merged.pdf
https://www.texasattorneygeneral.gov/oagnews/release.php?id=2071
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/about/staff/sarah-pierce


Trump argued that as a result of dead people and noncitizens voting, “voter fraud is very, very common.” It isn’t, according 

to numerous researchers who have studied the issue — including the Old Dominion professor whose work is cited by 

Trump. 

 

Trump, October. 17:  

They even want to try to rig the election at the polling booths. And believe me, there’s a lot going 

on. Do you ever hear these people? They say there’s nothing going on. People that have died 10 

years ago are still voting. Illegal immigrants are voting. I mean, where are the street smarts of some 

of these politicians? … 

So many cities are corrupt, and voter fraud is very, very common. 

 

To be sure, voter fraud happens. After the 1982 election, in Chicago, 62 people, most of them precinct captains, were 

indicted by a grand jury for stuffing ballot boxes and buying votes, including a scheme in which they would identify 

registered voters not voting on Election Day and forge ballots in their name. 

 

But in a speech in Manheim, Pennsylvania, on Oct. 1, Trump urged his supporters to “watch your polling booths because I 

hear too many stories about Pennsylvania, certain areas. … We can’t lose an election because of, you know what I’m 

talking about.” On Oct. 10 in Ambridge, Pennsylvania, he asked supporters to “watch other communities, because we don’t 

want this election stolen from us.” That suggests a problem with what voting experts call voter impersonation.  

 

In an interview on CNN’s “State of the Union” on Oct. 16, former New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani, a Trump surrogate, 

talked about busloads of people voting numerous times in some big cities. He also quipped that “dead people generally 

vote for Democrats, rather than Republicans.” 

 

“We have people who cheat in elections,” Giuliani said, particularly in “inner cities” controlled largely by Democrats.  

 

And on CNN on Oct. 17, Rep. Steve King, a Trump backer, insisted, “There is significant evidence out there that there is 

voter fraud.” 

 

But is there? Many election experts say the kind of voter fraud Trump is talking about — voter impersonation — is 

extremely rare, and not enough to tip even a close presidential election. And there is plenty of research to back that up. 

 

“The best facts we can gather to assess the magnitude of the alleged problem of voter fraud show that, although millions of 

people cast ballots every year, almost no one knowingly and willfully casts an illegal vote in the United States today,” 

Lorraine Minnite writes in her book, “The Myth of Voter Fraud.” 

 

Allegations of “busloads” of people going from polling place to polling place — such as Giuliani described — is a 

common urban myth, Minnite said. She has heard tales of busloads of college students coming into New Hampshire to 

vote, and about busloads of Mexicans from Oklahoma voting in Kansas. And in every case — including Giuliani’s, she 

said — there is no evidence for them. 

 

“These sort of fictions about busloads of people, you hear about it a lot on the right,” Minnite said. “It is just very unlikely. 

Think about how and why it would happen. It makes no sense.” 

 

You’d have to know the person you were impersonating hadn’t voted yet, and that the person at the poll doesn’t know that 

person, she said. And in a busload of people, you’d have to count on every one of them keeping quiet. 

“And for what? What is the benefit of it?” Minnite said. There is very little payoff with the potential for a felony 

conviction. And in the case of immigrants in the country illegally, the risk of permanent deportation.” 

 

A December 2006 report by the U.S. Election Assistance Commission interviewed more than two dozen researchers and 

experts on voter fraud and intimidation, including Minnite. That report concluded that “impersonation of voters is 

probably the least frequent type of fraud because it is the most likely type of fraud to be discovered, there are stiff penalties 

associated with this type of fraud, and it is an inefficient method of influencing an election.” 

 

In an Aug. 16, 2014, article for the Washington Post, Loyola Law School professor Justin Levitt, currently on leave to 

work with the Department of Justice overseeing voting, wrote that he has been tracking allegations of voter fraud for years, 
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including any “credible allegation that someone may have pretended to be someone else at the polls, in any way that an ID 

law could fix.” 

 

“So far,” he wrote, “I’ve found about 31 different incidents (some of which involve multiple ballots) since 2000, anywhere 

in the country. … To put this in perspective, the 31 incidents below come in the context of general, primary, special, and 

municipal elections from 2000 through 2014. In general and primary elections alone, more than 1 billion ballots were cast 

in that period.” 

 

In 2012, a team of students led by the Walter Cronkite School of Journalism and Mass Communication at Arizona State 

University analyzed 2,068 alleged election-fraud cases since 2000 and concluded that “while fraud has occurred, the rate is 

infinitesimal, and in-person voter impersonation on Election Day, which prompted 37 state legislatures to enact or consider 

tough voter ID laws, is virtually non-existent.” 

 

In October 2002, the Justice Department in the George W. Bush administration introduced the Ballot Access and Voting 

Integrity Initiative, which was charged, in part, with targeting voter fraud. But as Washington Post columnist Harold 

Meyerson pointed out in 2007, the efforts between October 2002 and September 2005 resulted in “just 38 cases [being] 

brought nationally, and of those, 14 ended in dismissals or acquittals, 11 in guilty pleas, and 13 in convictions.” 

 

Wrote Meyerson: “Though a Justice Department manual on election crime states that these cases ‘may present an easier 

means of obtaining convictions than do other forms of public corruption,’ federal attorneys have failed to rack up those 

convictions, for the simple reason that incidents of fraud have been few and far between.” 

 

We reached out to several other voting fraud experts for input on the claims made by Trump and his surrogates about voter 

fraud. 

 

“These allegations are false. Fraud almost never takes place through in-person voting (and certainly not enough to swing an 

election),” Heather Gerken, a professor of law at Yale Law School and an election law expert, told us via email. 

 

Gerken, who was a senior legal adviser to the Obama campaigns in 2008 and 2012, added, “There have been astonishingly 

few examples, and with good reason. It is far, far, far easier to steal an election by bribing an election official or mail-

in/absentee voting. Unsurprisingly, all the evidence of serious fraud concerns the latter sort.” 

 

And Nathaniel Persily, a professor of law at Stanford University who worked on a bipartisan presidential commission 

formed after the 2012 election to address the issue of long lines at polling places, told us, “There is very little voter fraud. 

There is virtually no voter impersonation fraud. Where there is fraud it is usually done at the wholesale rather than retail 

level — usually with absentee or mail ballots.” 

 

Richard L. Hasen, a professor of law and political science at the University of California, Irvine School of Law, and author 

of “The Voting Wars,” referred us to a piece he published on the subject on Slate on Oct. 17, which ran under the headline 

“Voter Fraud: It would be literally insane to try to steal an election in the way Donald Trump is alleging.” 

 

“The truth is, though, that not only does zero evidence exist that this sort of fraud has taken place on any regular basis, but 

multiple voting simply cannot happen in any practical sense on a scale to influence a presidential election,” Hasen wrote. 

“To vote five, 10, or 15 times one would have to either register five, 10, or 15 times in different jurisdictions or with false 

names or go five, 10, or 15 times to polling places claiming to be someone else whose name is on the voter rolls, in the 

hopes that this person has not already voted and you would not get caught. And to do this on a scale for a presidential 

election, in a place such as Pennsylvania with millions of voters, you would need to pay tens of thousands of people, all 

without any way of verifying how they voted.” 

 

Hasen writes that in researching his 2012 book, “The Voting Wars,” he “could not find a single instance anywhere in the 

U.S. from the 1980s onward where massive impersonation fraud was used to try to steal an election.” 

 

Minnite said Trump is simply “tapping into popular ideas about elections being rigged and corruption.” They may seem 

believable, she said, but upon closer inspection, most of the claims of widespread voter fraud fall apart. Mostly, she said, 

“it’s fallacy.” 
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Count Trump’s campaign manager, Kellyanne Conway, among those unconvinced about widespread voter fraud. Conway 

said that while, in the past, there have been reports “here and there” about people voting “a couple different times in 

places,” she does not believe widespread voter fraud will mar the upcoming election. 

 

“No, I do not believe that,” Conway said on MSNBC. “So absent overwhelming evidence that there is, it would not be for 

me to say that there is.” 
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