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Abstract 

Amid declining voter turnout worldwide, internet vo>ng (i-vo>ng) offers a 
poten>al innova>on to enhance democra>c par>cipa>on, but its success 
depends on public trust. This brief draws on evidence from a recent paper using 
Estonia as a case study to show that while trust in both government and i-vo>ng 
technology promotes online vo>ng, trust in technology is the stronger driver of 
whether ci>zens choose to vote online. Accordingly, the brief suggests a dual 
policy approach may be worth considering: priori>zing technological trust 
through robust security, independent audits, and public educa>on, while also 
working to strengthen trust in government via transparent rules and pilot 
programs that incorporate ci>zen feedback. 
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Execu&ve Summary 
Voter turnout is declining worldwide. In response, some governments have considered or 
piloted internet vo>ng (i-vo>ng) to ease par>cipa>on (Turnbull-Dugarte and Devine 2023). 
Internet vo>ng (i-vo>ng) is a system that allows eligible ci>zens to cast their ballots remotely 
over the internet from any device, without the need to visit a polling sta>on. But ci>zens won’t 
use i-vo>ng unless they trust both the government running it and the technology behind it. 
Our research in Estonia – one of the few countries with na>onwide i-vo>ng since 2005 – shows 
trust in i-vo>ng technology maUers more than trust in government for ge8ng people to vote 
online.  

Key findings: 

• Ci>zens who trust i-vo>ng technology are far more likely to use it, even if their trust in 
government is rela>vely low. 

• Trust in government s>ll plays a suppor>ng role, especially for overall elec>on 
confidence. 

Our findings suggest that a “dual trust” strategy may be worth priori:zing for governments: 

1. consider boos>ng technology trust through strong security measures, independent audits, 
and public educa>on on how votes are kept safe; 
2. working to strengthen government trust via transparent elec>on rules and pilot programs 
that incorporate ci>zen input may also help, and 
3. star>ng small with pilots and scaling up based on feedback could be a prudent path forward. 

Why Internet Vo&ng Ma7ers 
Low voter turnout threatens democracy, and par>cipa>on has dropped steadily (Kostelka and 
Blais 2021). Tradi>onal in-person vo>ng can be inconvenient with long queues, burdensome 
travel, bad weather. Internet vo>ng allows people to vote from home via online pla[orms, 
poten>ally cu8ng costs and barriers. Estonia has offered it in all na>onal elec>ons since 2005, 
with growing use (Serdült et al. 2015). S>ll, many countries hesitate to implement it due to 
concerns about hacking, fraud, or errors. From the ci>zens’ perspec>ve, our study indicates 
that two forms of trust are cri>cal: confidence in government to run fair elec>ons and 
confidence in the technology to work reliably. AUending to both dimensions can make a 
difference. In par>cular, our evidence from Estonia shows that building trust requires focusing 
on both government credibility and technology reliability. 

What Our Research Shows 
We surveyed 1,492 Estonians before the 2023 parliamentary elec>on – a group na>onally 
representa>ve of the popula>on by age, gender, educa>on, and region (Plescia et al. 2025). 
We also ran a survey experiment to test how the two dimensions of trust affect the willingness 
to vote. The results of the sta>s>cal analysis are extensively discussed in our paper: trust in i-
vo>ng technology strongly predicts who votes online – a big jump in trust doubles the odds in 
some cases. Trust in government helps, but its effect is weaker and indirect. When both are 
high, i-vo>ng adop>on soars (see Figure 1). 



Figure 1 shows the predicted probabili>es of i-vo>ng compared to in-person vo>ng for 
increases in government trust and in online vo>ng, respec>vely, as well as a histogram of the 
levels of trust as percentages. The mean predicted probability of preferring internet to in-
person forms of vo>ng is of 0.61 if one does not trust the government at all (trust in 
government = 0) and increases to 0.70 when government trust is high (trust in government = 
10), averaging across the sample values of all the other control variables. While the effects of 
both types of trust are related to (some) increase in i-vo>ng, the increase for trust in i-vo>ng 
is stronger: the mean predicted probability of i-vo>ng is 0.25 when the level of trust in i-vo>ng 
is at its lowest (0) and increases to 0.89 when it is at its highest possible score (10). This is a 
much steeper increase compared to trust in government, as visualized in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Predicted probabiliBes and 95 percent CI (confidence interval) of i-voBng compared to in-
person voBng, over trust in the government and trust in internet voBng technology, controlling for 
each other. Note: The right axis represents the histogram of the levels of trust as percentages (Abdala 
et al. 2025). 

Key Recommenda&ons: Policy Op&ons Compared 
Most countries have yet to introduce i-vo>ng, and governments in this posi>on face a genuine 
strategic choice. Doing nothing, that is, not introducing i-vo>ng, carries no immediate cost but 
foregoes the poten>al turnout and accessibility benefits that digital vo>ng can offer. A 
government trust-only path, built on transparency, electoral audits, and public dialogue, lays 
important groundwork but is unlikely on its own to make ci>zens comfortable enough to adopt 
a new vo>ng technology. A technology trust-only approach, inves>ng in secure systems, 
independent cer>fica>on, and digital literacy campaigns, more directly addresses the barriers 
to adop>on but risks backlash without broader ins>tu>onal credibility behind it. The 
recommended dual approach combines both: establishing government legi>macy while 
simultaneously building confidence in the technology itself, under independent oversight. For 
countries star>ng from scratch, this integrated strategy is not just op>mal, it is arguably the 
minimum condi>on for i-vo>ng to succeed. 
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