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Abstract
During the first 2 years of the coronavirus pandemic, over 150 countries had scheduled elections, but approximately half
of them had to be postponed due to the pandemic. Why were some elections postponed while others were not? Despite
its impact on the election calendar and democratic accountability, election postponement has received surprisingly little
scholarly attention. In this study, I investigate the conditions under which elections are more likely to be delayed. Utilizing
a comprehensive cross-national dataset encompassing election schedules worldwide, COVID-19-related factors, and
other societal and institutional characteristics, I provide the first systematic examination of election postponement
during the first 2 years of the pandemic. The empirical analysis reveals that national elections are less likely to be
postponed compared to second-order elections such as subnational and special elections. Furthermore, it demonstrates
that the momentum of the pandemic plays a significant role, and effective pandemic management and robust healthcare
infrastructures decrease the likelihood of election postponement. On the other hand, institutional constraints have little
impact. By shedding light on the factors driving election postponement, this study enhances our understanding of how
crises can shape democratic processes.
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Introduction

The first 2 years of the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in
over 500 million cases and over 6 million cumulative
deaths worldwide (as of May 2022, World Health Or-
ganization). The pandemic has disrupted every aspect of
our lives, with no exception for democratic processes.
According to Freedom House, the condition of democracy
and human rights has deteriorated in 80 countries since the
outbreak of COVID-19. Instances of electoral disruption,
interruption of legislative meetings, media restrictions,
and restrictions on protests have been observed (Repucci
and Slipowitz 2020).

While countries around the world have responded
differently to the COVID-19 pandemic, many have im-
plemented restrictions on the freedoms of speech and
assembly, leading to significant effects on election cam-
paigns and voting procedures. Consequently, numerous
elections and referendums, both at the national and
subnational levels, had to be rescheduled. However, it is
worth noting that some elections proceeded as originally

planned during the pandemic crisis.1 According to the
International Institute for Democracy and Electoral As-
sistance (IDEA), during the first 2 years of the coronavirus
pandemic (Feb 2020–Feb 2022), more than 80 countries
and territories globally decided to postpone national and
subnational elections due to COVID-19. Out of these, at
least 42 countries opted to postpone national elections and
referendums. On the other hand, over 160 chose to
proceed with their national or subnational elections, in-
cluding those that were initially postponed, during the
same period.

This paper aims to analyse the factors that contribute to
the decision of whether to hold elections as scheduled or
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to postpone them. The study focuses on two
mechanisms – the potential public health risk associated
with holding an election and the political importance of
the election under consideration for postponement – and
explores the factors that influence these key drivers.
Several questions are explored within this context, in-
cluding to what extent do the pandemic trends matter for
the decision of election postponement?; are less salient
elections (e.g. subnational elections) more likely to be
postponed?; are the elections that might cause more health
risk (e.g. national elections) more likely to be postponed?;
to what extent are the government policy responses and
pandemic management associated with the likelihood of
election postponement?; are wealthier, more democratic,
and more educated countries less likely to postpone an
election?

Given that electing representatives by holding regular
elections is one of the most important features of con-
temporary electoral democracy, the election disruption
caused by the pandemic has had certain consequences.
Election postponements can lead to prolonged terms for
incumbents or interim periods for representative or ex-
ecutive bodies, resulting in delays in holding politicians
and elected officials accountable. Despite its impact on the
election calendar and democratic accountability, election
postponement has received surprisingly little scholarly
attention (James and Alihodzic 2020). As a result, our
understanding of the political, societal, economic, and
epidemic conditions that influence the likelihood of
holding elections during a pandemic crisis remains
limited.

This paper presents, to my best knowledge, a first
systematic approach to investigate how the pandemic
waves, political and social infrastructure, and the feature
of scheduled elections interact to influence the decision of
election postponement during a pandemic crisis. In the
theory section, a set of hypotheses is proposed, focussing
on the factors associated with the two main mechanisms –
the potential health risk and political importance. These
hypotheses are tested using a comprehensive cross-
national dataset that incorporates information on elec-
tions at various levels, pandemic trends, government
responses, and other societal and institutional character-
istics. Notably, the analysis reveals that national elections
are less likely to be postponed compared to subnational
and referendum elections. Furthermore, the findings un-
derscore the importance of effective pandemic manage-
ment and robust healthcare infrastructure in reducing the
likelihood of election postponement.

When an election is scheduled amid a pandemic, it
places decision-making bodies under two important
pressures: the need to protect and maintain electoral de-
mocracy by holding the election on schedule, and the
responsibility to prioritize public health by considering

the postponement of the election. The findings of this
study contribute to our understanding of these dynamics
by identifying the conditions under which election
postponements are more or less likely to occur. The final
section is dedicated to discussing the implications, limi-
tations, and future directions of the study.

The Pandemic, Election Postponement,
and Electoral Democracy

In recent years, there has been increasing scholarly at-
tention to the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on
voters, political processes, and democracy. For instance,
researchers have tracked down the changes in political
trust (Davies et al., 2021; Kreps and Kriner 2020;
Kritzinger et al., 2021; Price et al., 2021; Schraff 2021),
found the presence of the ‘rally-round-the-flag’ effects in
different places around the world during the pandemic
(Baekgaard et al., 2020; Johansson et al. 2021; Lupu and
Zechmeister 2021; Yam et al., 2020), and examined cit-
izen compliance with health guidelines (Bargain and
Aminjonov 2020; Becher et al., 2021; Clark and Davila
et al., 2020). Additionally, scholars have examined how
the pandemic has affected election management and voter
turnout in the elections held during this period (Haute
et al., 2021; Herrnson et al., 2022; Joe 2022; Neihouser
et al., 2022; Picchio and Santolini 2022). For the elections
that could not take place during the pandemic or were
under consideration for postponement, numerous reports
and case studies have been published, offering insights
into the legal, political, normative, and practical chal-
lenges faced (e.g. Bedaso 2021; James et al., 2022;
Rambaud 2020).

These case studies have provided important insights to
understand the decision of whether to hold or postpone
elections during crises like the COVID-19 pandemic.
Each decision, whether to hold or postpone, is supported
by its own legitimate reasons. First, not holding an
election as scheduled is considered less ideal than holding
it on schedule. Postponing elections can disrupt institu-
tional certainty and pose threats to democratic breakdown
(James and Alihodzic 2020), and sometimes it becomes a
real threat to keeping up the democratic standards. Critics
of election postponement are primarily concerned with the
potentially ‘undemocratic’ motives of politicians. This
concern is particularly pronounced when the new election
dates are not promptly re-scheduled and when proper
safety measures are not in place for the rescheduled
election day (Repucci and Slipowitz 2020). Furthermore,
election postponement can exacerbate inequalities in
electoral competition by placing greater pressure on
candidates with fewer resources, such as independent
candidates, than politicians affiliated with established
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political parties who may have more resources. It can also
provide incumbents with an opportunity to strategically
set a new election date (James and Alihodzic 2020).

While election postponement is generally considered
suboptimal, it is not always undemocratic. James and
Alihodzic (2020) highlight that there are humanitarian
and democratic justifications for short-term postpone-
ments. The rapid progression of the pandemic has sig-
nificantly increased the personal health risks associated
with in-person voting, leading many governments to
implement policies that restrict personal interactions and
mobility. Under such circumstances, the heightened
health risks can inevitably suppress turnout in general,2

potentially undermining the perceived legitimacy of the
elected (Sadana 2021). Additionally, the health risks are
often disproportionally higher for specific social groups
such as ethnic minorities and the elderly population (CDC
2022; Razzaghi et al., 2020). Holding an election during
the pandemic could exacerbate inequalities in participa-
tion and democratic representation. The quality of voter
choices and election management is also likely to be
affected as election campaigns and the flow of information
are constrained. The limited availability of election
workers and facilities can pose significant logistical
challenges, making it difficult to ensure smooth and ef-
ficient election management (Asplund et al., 2021; James
and Alihodzic 2020).

As such, postponing an election in times of pandemic
crisis presents a paradox. On one hand, it disrupts insti-
tutional certainty by delaying citizens’ opportunity to hold
elected officials accountable. On the other hand, it can be a
justifiable decision aimed at protecting public health and
preventing potentially low-quality elections that could
erode trust in the system in the long term. Thus, election
postponement during the pandemic crisis involves not
only the health and well-being of citizens but also
democratic principles, government capabilities, and the
functioning of modern democracy as a whole. The de-
cision to postpone an election may rely on various con-
siderations, including the COVID-19 epidemic trends in
the country, the health risks associated with holding an
election, constitutional or legal considerations, the ca-
pacity of the government and election management bodies
to conduct safe and secure elections, as well as public and
elite opinions regarding the postponement.

Election postponement is likely influenced by a range
of factors in a country’s epidemic, political, societal, and
economic contexts. Still, there are important empirical
questions that remain unanswered. What specific condi-
tions make election postponements more likely during the
pandemic? Why do some elections proceed as scheduled
while others require postponement? How significant are
the political and institutional contexts in determining
whether to postpone an election during the pandemic?

Although existing case studies have offered valuable
insights into the factors contributing to election post-
ponements in different cases, there has yet to be a sys-
tematic analysis to assess the (relative) importance of
these considerations in general. This study aims to fill this
gap by conducting a comprehensive and systematic
analysis. It utilizes extensive data on the national and
subnational elections and referendums worldwide that
were scheduled, held, cancelled, or postponed during the
first 2 years of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Why Are Some Elections Postponed
While Others Are Not?

There are various reasons for elections not being held as
scheduled. Historically, elections have been cancelled,
suspended, or postponed due to, for example, candidates’
death, natural disaster, and political crises such as civil wars
and military coups. While it is not uncommon for elections
to be delayed or cancelled,3 we know very little about
elections that did not take place. As James and Alihodzic
(2020: 346) pointed out, there has been little scholarly
attention to ‘the dog that didn’t bark in the night’. The
determinants of election postponements during times of
crisis have been explored through case studies, with a surge
of reports and case studies on postponed or held elections
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Yet, we know little about
why some elections proceeded as scheduled while others
did not. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for further
investigating the short-term and long-term political con-
sequences of the pandemic and the broader impact of large-
scale crises on democratic governance.

To examine the circumstances under which elections
are more likely to be postponed, this study focuses on
three types of factors: pandemic-specific contexts, insti-
tutional constraints, and political motivations. This sec-
tion discusses and presents hypotheses regarding the
potential impact of health risks associated with holding an
election, the governments’ management of the pandemic,
and other infrastructures and institutional constraints on
the decision to postpone an election.

The Trend of the COVID-19 Pandemic

The primary reason for considering election postponement
is the onset and spread of the coronavirus disease (COVID-
19). The highly contagious nature of COVID-19 has posed
unprecedented challenges to global public health, jeop-
ardizing the lives of millions of people at risk every day.

Figure 1 provides an overview of global trends in the
number of newly diagnosed infection cases, new deaths
due to COVID-19, biweekly growths in infection cases,
and the reproduction rate over the first 2 years of the
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pandemic. The figure illustrates fluctuations in these in-
dicators over time. For instance, focussing on new deaths
(shown in the upright panel), we can identify at least three
peaks: one in the spring of 2020, another from the autumn
of 2020 to the spring of 2021, and a third during the
summer and the autumn of 2021. Different countries and
regions around the world have experienced the pandemic
waves at slightly different paces, with some experiencing
them earlier and others later.

Considering the within- and cross-country variations in
the occurrence and severity of pandemic waves and the
associated health risks, elections will be more likely to be
postponedwhen they are originally scheduled during periods
of surging COVID-19 cases rather than during periods of
decline. However, accurately predicting the future course of
the pandemic is challenging, so the decision to postpone an
election is typically made some time before the scheduled
election day, which could be several weeks or months ahead
of the time.4 The baseline hypothesis, therefore, suggests that
elections are more likely to be postponed when the risk of
COVID-19 is expected to be higher rather than lower in the
country (H1: pandemic wave).

Pandemic Management and
Health Infrastructures

In addition to the severity of the pandemic, the capability
and successful management of the government in

handling the crisis can also influence the decision to
postpone elections. Throughout the pandemic, countries
have introduced various policies to prevent the spread of
the virus (Goyal and Howlett 2021; Wang et al., 2021).
And these policies are vastly different in terms of
speediness of the policy responses, strictness, available
resources (such as medical system and digital technol-
ogy), and strategies for ensuring public health resources
(such as the supply of medical goods and materials)
(Wang and Mao 2021). When a government effectively
responds to the pandemic, it can lower the anticipated risk
associated with holding an election. This, in turn, may
reduce the likelihood of election postponement.

Building upon the work by Wang and Mao’s (2021)
and WHO’s framework for public health and social
measures, I examine this factor in three ways. First, testing
policy is one of the key differences in various pandemic
policies implemented in different countries. Given the
highly contagious nature of the disease and the prevalence
of asymptomatic cases, the ability to conduct widespread
testing played a critical role in preventing virus trans-
mission. Daily testing capacity therefore serves as a re-
liable indicator of a government’s capability and
promptness in responding to virus transmission. When a
government effectively manages the pandemic situation,
the likelihood of postponing elections decreases due to the
reduced health risk associated with holding them.

Second, prior studies indicate that strict policies re-
garding social distancing and quarantine measures are

Figure 1. COVID-19 trends in new cases, new deaths, and reproduction rate.
Note: Data from Our World in Data (OWID), Johns Hopkins University.
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more successful in reducing the peak of COVID-19
waves, while governments tend to struggle in controlling
outbreaks when implementing lenient policies (Sjödin
et al., 2020; Wang and Mao 2021). However, stricter
regulations may pose challenges for conducting elections,
as they introduce additional constraints not only during
electoral campaigns and voting at polling stations but also
in other aspects of election management due to increased
demands for poll workers and polling spaces to ensure
social distancing. Consequently, the stricter the public
health and social measures in place, the higher the like-
lihood of election postponement.

Third, healthcare infrastructure and the government’s
approach to managing medical resources play a crucial
role. The government’s responsibilities in this realm en-
compass a range of tasks, including but not limited to the
provision of medical supplies, protective equipment, the
expansion of hospital bed capacity, and potentially en-
gaging military support (Wang and Mao 2021: 968).
These strategies and services are vital for ensuring the
effective implementation of other public health and social
measures. A government’s ability to develop and execute
efficient strategies in this regard can mitigate the public
health risks associated with COVID-19, consequently
reducing the likelihood of election postponement. In this
study, I employ the availability of hospital beds as a proxy
for healthcare system capacity. Research indicates sig-
nificant variations in hospital capacities across countries,
and a shortage of hospital beds during the initial wave of
COVID-19 amplified the number of confirmed cases and
mortality rates (Berger et al., 2022; Castagna et al., 2022;
Rocks and Idriss 2020; Zhou et al., 2020).

The preceding discussion leads to three hypotheses
concerning the impact of governments’ pandemic man-
agement, policy responses, and healthcare infrastructure.

H2a (testing capacity): Elections are less likely to be
postponed in countries with a higher testing capacity.

H2b (policy strictness): Elections are more likely to be
postponed in the presence of stricter public health and
social measures.

H2c (healthcare infrastructure): Elections are less
likely to be postponed in countries with superior
healthcare infrastructures.

Type of Elections

The decision on whether to postpone an election could
vary upon the type of the election. There are two con-
siderations relevant to election type, leading to conflict
expectations – namely, the scale of health risks (imposed
by in-person voting and campaign activities if an election
takes place following the original schedule) and the po-
litical importance of the election.

Compared to national elections, second-order
elections – such as regional elections, municipal elec-
tions, and by-elections – are generally considered to be
less politically salient and have lower stakes (Henderson
andMcEwen 2010; Reif and Schmitt 1980). Voters tend to
be more interested in national elections than in subna-
tional elections, and as extensively documented in the
literature, turnout is typically higher in national elections
(Franklin 2002; Lijphart 1997; Morlan 1984). This im-
plies that a higher level of mobility is expected in national
elections than in subnational ones, assuming all other
conditions are equal and the elections are not held con-
currently. Consequently, the burden of organizing an
election, including mobilization efforts and logistical
arrangements, is expected to be greater for national
elections. One might argue that these issues are less
relevant when voters have alternative voting methods
other than in-person voting. Indeed, electoral reforms and
innovations, such as expanded early voting and postal
voting, greater reliance on remote voting, and online voter
registration, have been considered and implemented in
some places (Humphreys 2020). While these innovations
may help mitigate health risks and ensure access for
vulnerable voters, challenges remain in recruiting and
training poll workers, operating (international) election
observation, managing ballot logistics, and addressing
concerns about voting secrecy and technical issues in
remote voting (Birch et al., 2020; Zamfir and Fardel
2020). These potential risks and challenges are likely to
be more significant for first-order elections than for
second-order elections. Therefore, in terms of the health
risks posed by different types of elections, it is expected
that national elections are more likely to be postponed
than subnational and by-elections (H3a).

On the other hand, there are reasons to believe that
subnational elections may be more prone to postpone-
ment. First, national-level elections, such as parliamen-
tary, presidential, and general elections, hold greater
significance for the public than second-order elections.
The failure to hold politically important elections could
negatively impact the incumbent’s image, perceived as an
indicator of incompetence in managing the pandemic.
Second, during national crises like the COVID-19 pan-
demic, there is often a rally-round-the-flag effect, where
the public shows increased support for the government
(Johansson et al. 2021; Lupu and Zechmeister 2021; Yam
et al., 2020). In such cases, some incumbents may prefer
to hold an election rather than postpone it, and the stakes
are generally higher for the national elections than for
local elections, assuming all other conditions remain
constant.5 Consequently, special elections, referendums,
and by-elections are more likely to be postponed because
they are typically less politically important than national
elections. This expectation contradicts the previous
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hypothesis, suggesting that national elections are less
likely to be postponed compared to second-order elections
such as subnational elections, referendums, and by-
elections (H3b).

Political Motivations and Institutional Constraints

While the decision to postpone elections is primarily
driven by the trends and contexts of the pandemic, it is
important to recognize that there are multiple actors in-
volved in the decision-making process and institutional
constraints that can impact the ability to change election
schedules. This raises the question of whether political
motivations and institutional constraints have an impact
on the decision to postpone elections, and to what extent
they matter.

Existing literature on the political business cycle and
opportunistic parliamentary elections has demonstrated
that the ‘timing’ of an election is an important political
consideration. Incumbents strategically implement poli-
cies to maximize their electoral benefits (e.g.
Wenzelburger et al., 2020; see Drazen 2000 for a review)
and may call for early elections or dissolve governing
coalitions to enhance their chances of electoral gain
(Balke 1990; Kayser 2005; Lupia and Strøm 1995; Riera
2015; Schleiter and Tavits 2016). The ability to influence
the timing of elections is a valuable political asset for
incumbents.

The question we face here is whether the context of the
pandemic provides a political environment in which in-
cumbents across countries would expect electoral gains
(or losses) by postponing elections. To preview, the
discussion below suggests that there is limited reasoning
to support the notion that the perspective of strategic
timing offers a clear and universally applicable theoretical
expectation regarding the likelihood of election post-
ponement. Instead, if political considerations do come
into play, they are likely to result in different preferences
for postponement or proceeding with the election, de-
pending on the specific pandemic and political contexts of
each country. Furthermore, recent studies suggest that
these preferences and political calculations are likely to be
influenced by the aforementioned factors related to
pandemic trends and the management of health crises.

First, given the sudden onset and rapid spread of the
disease, it is difficult for political actors to predict the
consequences of election postponement. Even if incum-
bents consider the political (dis)advantages of postponing
an election, the high level of uncertainties surrounding the
pandemic could lead to miscalculations. While rally-
round-the-flag effects have been observed in various
places during the early pandemic period, resulting in
increased political trust and government support,6 these
effects have shown to be temporary (Kritzinger et al.,

2021). Moreover, such rally effect (e.g. increase in ‘po-
litical trust’) may not always lead to electoral benefits for
incumbents (e.g. Turnbull-Dugarte 2023). Second, as the
pandemic situation rapidly evolves, so could the public
opinion on the matter of postponing an election. For
example, a rise in political trust and government support
might discourage incumbents from postponing the elec-
tion. However, there can always be repercussions from the
public if the severity of the pandemic increases and poses
a greater threat to public health. This aligns with the
finding that government support during the early pan-
demic period was largely affected by health concerns in
the Netherlands (van der Meer et al., 2023). Third, the
decision to postpone an election is not solely in the hands
of incumbent politicians but may involve other actors such
as the judiciary, election commission agencies, local
governments, and subnational bodies, depending on the
constitution and political system of the countries.

The first two points indicate that during the pandemic,
there are limited opportunities for strategic timing, or at
least significant uncertainties in making such consider-
ations. Moreover, two critical factors to consider for
strategic timing – namely, support for the government and
public opinion on election postponement – are affected by
the severity of the pandemic and the governments’ pan-
demic management. These factors are already reflected in
the previous hypotheses.7

The third point, however, introduces an expectation
regarding the effect of institutional constraints. In a po-
litical system with more actors involved in the policy-
making process, election postponement, like any other
policy change, may be more challenging. This institu-
tional constraint can be measured by the degree of policy
change feasibility, indicated by the number of veto players
and the partisan alignment of different government
branches – such as independent branches of government,
the legislature, the judiciary, and subnational entities. This
leads to the fourth hypothesis regarding the effect of
institutional constraints.

H4 (institutional constraints): Elections are less likely
to be postponed in countries with greater institutional
constraints on policy-making processes.

Data and Measurements

To test the hypotheses, we need data on the schedule of
elections, election type, whether the election is postponed,
indicators for the trend of COVID-19 (e.g. confirmed
cases and deaths), pandemic management (e.g. testing
capacity, policy strictness, and healthcare infrastructure),
and indicators for institutional constraints. I generated a
dataset that combines such information from multiple
sources.
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Election postponement

The dependent variable, whether an election is held on
schedule or postponed, is based on the IDEA’s archive on
the elections both postponed due to the outbreak of
COVID-19 and held amid the pandemic (International
IDEA and Asplund E 2020). I take the archive information
about all elections and referendums worldwide that had
been originally scheduled for the first 2 years of the
COVID-19 pandemic, from February 2020 to January
2022. The final dataset includes a total of 311 national and
subnational elections and referendums in 156 countries
and territories. Among these, 35% (109/311) were post-
poned due to COVID-19. Figure 2 demonstrates the
monthly trend of election postponements for the first
2 years of the pandemic. Elections were postponed at a
higher rate during the first wave (spring of 2020); how-
ever, the postponement has continued to occur until the
end of the so-called third wave, which is almost a year
after the initial worldwide rollout of vaccines.

Explanatory variables

To gather variables related to COVID-19 statistics and
country-level capacity associated with public health and
social measures, I utilized data from Our World in Data
(OWID), the Oxford COVID-19 Government Response
Tracker (OxCGRT), and The Economist’s estimated ex-
cess deaths. The baseline hypothesis predicts a higher
likelihood of election postponement when the risk posed
by COVID-19 is projected to increase (H1).While various
indicators are available to capture the trend of the pan-
demic, I focus on three: the effective reproduction number
of an infectious disease (R-number), daily new cases (per
million), and the estimated excess deaths (per million).
The reproduction number denotes the average number of
secondary infections generated by a single infected case
when the population is fully susceptible (Arroyo-Mariolo
et al., 2021; Chowell and Brauer 2009; Dietz 1993). An

R-value of 1 indicates that each infected person will infect
one other person, an R-value of 2 implies each infected
case will infect two additional individuals, and the value
of 0.5 indicates that every two infected people will infect
only one new case. In the dataset, daily cases per million
range up to 4619, the reproduction number ranges from
0.12 to 3.67, and the excess deaths vary from �1.08 to
4.21. These statistics exhibit significant variation both
within and across countries.

The OxCGRT dataset includes a variable for testing
policy, which is categorized into four types: (1) no testing
policy, (2) testing only individuals with symptoms who
meet specific criteria (e.g. key workers, hospitalized pa-
tients, close contacts of known cases, and individuals
returning from overseas), (3) testing anyone showing
COVID-19 symptoms, (4) open public testing (e.g. ‘drive-
through’ testing available to asymptomatic individuals)
(Hale et al., 2021). The latter categories indicate more
extensive testing measures. The testing policy not only
varies across countries but also within a country over time.
This variable will be utilized to examine whether in-
creased testing capacity reduces the likelihood of election
postponement (H2a). The OxCGRT data also provides a
variable indicating the strictness of public health and
social measures. The stringency index is a composite
measure derived from nine response indicators, such as
school closures, workplace closures, travel bans, and
travel restrictions. The index is rescaled to range from 0 to
100, where the larger value indicates stricter measures.
This index will be used to test whether elections are more
likely to be postponed under stricter measures (H2b). We
also expect that a stronger health infrastructure will reduce
the likelihood of election postponement (H2c). To ap-
proximate the health infrastructure of a given country, I
use the number of hospital beds (per thousand). This
variable varies at the country-level.

The third set of hypotheses expects that the likelihood
of postponement may differ depending on the type of
elections. For each scheduled election event, I generated a

Figure 2. Proportion of elections postponed, February 2020–January 2022.
Note: Data from International IDEA.
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series of binary variables to indicate the type of elections
to test the third hypotheses (H3a and H3b). Among the
311 elections and referendums in the dataset, 201 (64.6%)
were at the national level, while 110 (35.4%) were sub-
national. This breakdown includes 35 by-elections and
32 special elections. It is important to note that the na-
tional and subnational election categories are mutually
exclusive; a by-election and a referendum can be clas-
sified as either national or subnational.8

Finally, to test whether increased institutional con-
straints are associated with a reduced chance of election
postponement (H4), I use Political Constraint Index IV
from the POLCON dataset (Henisz 2022). The index
measures the level of constraints imposed on executives
by veto players. It takes into account various factors, such
as the number of independent government branches, ju-
diciary, and sub-federal entities with veto power (more
branches leading to more constraint), the extent to which
the same party or coalition of parties control each branch
(decreasing the level of constraint), and the degree of
preference heterogeneity within each legislative branch
(increasing constraint for aligned executives and de-
creasing it for opposed executives). The index ranges
from 0 to 1, with higher scores indicating greater political
constraint and less feasibility of policy change.

Other covariates

As the public health risk imposed by the COVID-19
pandemic is the main driver of election postponement, it is
important to consider other factors associated with this
risk. Two such factors are (1) the general health condition
of the population and (2) the country’s economic, polit-
ical, and social resources and infrastructures. Firstly, the
risk of severe illness from coronavirus is known to in-
crease with age and the presence of underlying medical
conditions. Extensive research by health professionals has
consistently demonstrated a higher risk of severe illness
and mortality among individuals with diabetes, obesity,
cardiovascular disease, chronic respiratory disease, and
chronic kidney disease (Banerjee et al., 2020; Clark and
Jit et al., 2020; Garg et al., 2020). Once infected, indi-
viduals who are more vulnerable are more likely to require
hospitalization, admission to intensive care units (ICUs),
and medical ventilation, resulting in higher mortality rates
than in other groups (CDC 2022; Razzaghi et al., 2020).
To account for these underlying health conditions that
increase the risk of COVID-19 complications and death, I
control for diabetes prevalence, cardiovascular death rate,
and the proportion of elderly population in the model.9

Second, apart from the resources directly associated
with the pandemic management, governments’ capacity to
successfully implementing public health and social
measures against COVID-19 relies on other fundamental

sources. Countries with stronger economies and greater
wealth likely possess more resources for effectively im-
plementing new measures aimed at containing virus
transmission and minimizing the death toll. Moreover,
these efforts are likely to be facilitated by political stability
rather than instability. Additionally, countries that have
traditionally played significant roles in the international
community and diplomacy may enjoy certain advantages,
such as easier access to medical goods and services, as
well as the ability to promote international and bilateral
cooperation in containment efforts and vaccine devel-
opment. Furthermore, a higher level of educational at-
tainment among the general public can result in a better
understanding of virus transmission and personal hygiene
measures, enhancing individuals’ compliance with
healthcare and social measures.

To account for these impacts of economic, political,
and social infrastructures, several control variables are
considered. GDP per capita is used to measure a country’s
economic strength and wealth, the Human Development
Index (HDI) measures the general level of education and
quality of life, and Freedom House’s political rights and
civil liberty scores assess the country’s political context.
These scores reflect the extent to which a country has an
established democratic system in place, facilitating the
implementation and execution of various health and social
measures. A summary of the key variables can be found in
Table A1 in Online Appendix.

Analysis

The proposed hypotheses suggest various conditions that
may influence the likelihood of election postponement
during the pandemic. Logistic regression models are
employed to test the factors driving election postpone-
ment. Considering the number of hypotheses and the key
measures outlined in Table 1, I initially test each of the
four factors, which align with the theory section, in
separate models and subsequently estimate a pooled
model.

The key measures for the first and second hypotheses,
focussing on the pandemic trend (H1) and the pandemic
management and healthcare infrastructure (H2), are time-
variant and require us to consider the temporal aspect. The
decision to postpone an election is typically made some
time before the scheduled election date. Although it is
difficult to predict the future course of the pandemic, the
pandemic statistics available at the time of decision-
making can serve as a basis for determining whether an
election should be postponed. Ideally, we would use the
pandemic statistics at the precise moment of decision-
making. However, the information regarding the exact
timing of decision-making is not available for most cases
involving national and subnational elections and
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referendums across over 150 countries worldwide. As a
less-than-ideal alternative, I employ lagged variables for
the reproduction number, daily new cases, excess death
tolls (H1), testing policy, and stringency index (H2). I use
a lag of 30 days, which I believe strikes a balance between
minimizing the missing cases and reflecting a realistic
timeline for decision-making.10

Table 2 presents the results from the logit models,
where the first four models test each of the hypotheses
(H1–H4) and the fifth is a pooled analysis.11 Model
1 examines the effects of the pandemic trends (H1).
Consistent with expectations, the reproduction number is
positively associated with the likelihood of election
postponement. However, the daily new cases have a
negative effect, indicating that elections are more likely to
be postponed when the daily new cases were lower
30 days before the scheduled election day.

Model 2 focuses on the government’s measures against
COVID-19 and the country’s health infrastructure (H2). The
results show negative effects for all other testing policy
categories, with larger effects associated with more com-
prehensive testing policies compared to no testing policy as
the baseline category. This indicates that elections are less
likely to be postponed when the government’s testing policy
is more inclusive and extensive (H2a). Second, the positive
coefficient of the Stringency Index indicates that elections are
more likely to be postponed in countries with stricter mea-
sures in place (H2b). Lastly, a better healthcare infrastructure,
measured by the availability of hospital beds, appears to
reduce the likelihood of election postponement (H2c).
Overall, these results support the second hypotheses, high-
lighting the significant role played by pandemic management
and healthcare infrastructure.

Model 3 tests whether certain types of elections are
more likely to be postponed. The theoretical discussion
suggested two competing expectations depending on
the weight imposed on the concern for health risk (H3a)
compared to the political importance (H3b). The results
support the latter – second-order elections are more

likely to be postponed than national elections (baseline
category). Lastly, Model 4 investigates the impact of
institutional constraints on policy change (H4). The
analysis found that the effect of the political constraints
index is not statistically significant, indicating that
institutional constraints have little influence on the
likelihood of election postponement.

Overall, the results suggest that the pandemic trend
significantly influences the likelihood of election post-
ponement. The capability of governments in managing the
pandemic and the healthcare infrastructure of a country
are also important factors that affect the decision to
postpone elections. On the other hand, the analysis
suggests that institutional constraints have little impact.

These findings are held consistent in the pooled model
(Model 5), which includes all explanatory variables in a
logistic regression. It is important to acknowledge that es-
timating a pool model results in a loss of some cases; in
exchange, it allows us to examine the consistency of the
findings with this reduced dataset. Figure 3 presents a
comparison of the coefficients from the separate models (left
panel) and those from the pooled model (right panel). The
results demonstrate substantial consistency in the direction
and magnitude of the effects. All variables relevant to the
first three hypotheses display the expected effects as ex-
pected and are statistically significant, except for daily new
cases. The influence of institutional constraints remains
nonsignificant. Among the control variables, there is a
suggestive association between the proportion of the elderly
population and the likelihood of election postponement (p <
0.10), while other demographic, economic, social, and po-
litical factors do not show a significant impact. Overall, the
results from the pooled model align largely with the findings
from the separate models conducted to test each hypothesis
(Models 1–4).

In Table 3, I present standardized coefficients based on
the pooled model to illustrate the relative importance of
the variables. Interpreting the standardized coefficients,
which indicate the increase in the log odds of election

Table 1. Summary of Hypotheses and Key Measures.

Factors Hypothesis Key Measures
Expected

Relationship

Pandemic trend 1 Reproduction number +
Daily new cases (per million) +
Excess death (per million, estimated) +

Pandemic management and healthcare
infrastructure

2a Testing policy (baseline = no testing) �
2b Stringency index +
2c Hospital bed (per thousand) �

Type of elections 3a and 3b Subnational, referendum, by-election (baseline =
national election)

� (H3a), + (H3b)

Institutional constraints 4 Political constraints index �
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postponement when the variable increases by one stan-
dard deviation, we observe larger effects in the second
group of factors: testing policy, the strictness of health and
social measures, and hospital beds. This finding reinforces
the crucial role of government policy responses and their

capability to effectively manage the pandemic. The daily
new cases and the reproduction number also exhibit
notable significance. However, further investigation is
necessary to understand why this variable is negatively
associated with election postponement.

Table 2. Logistic Regression Results Predicting Election Postponements.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Reproduction number (lagged) 1.148** 1.726***
(0.564) (0.471)

New cases per mil. (lagged) �0.004** �0.004**
(0.002) (0.002)

Excess deaths per mil. (lagged) 0.035 �0.228
(0.416) (0.504)

* Testing policy baseline: No testing
Testing: symptoms + criteria (lagged) �1.658 �2.000

(1.090) (1.383)
Testing: symptoms (lagged) �2.482** �2.701*

(1.044) (1.440)
Testing: open public testing (lagged) �3.246*** �2.614*

(0.983) (1.398)
Stringency index (lagged) 0.021*** 0.070***

(0.008) (0.015)
Hospital beds (per thousand) �0.171** �0.372**

(0.074) (0.179)
* Election type baseline: National
Election type: Subnational 1.156*** 1.201*

(0.276) (0.628)
Election type: Special 1.465*** 1.536**

(0.395) (0.632)
Election type: By-election 1.157*** 1.079*

(0.375) (0.588)
POLCON IV 0.005 �0.684

(0.386) (1.184)
Elderly population index 0.170*

(0.102)
Cardiovasc. death rates 0.001

(0.002)
Diabetes prevalence �0.060

(0.076)
GDP per capita (logged) �1.112

(0.947)
HDI 3.701

(6.406)
Freedom house CL �0.097

(0.093)
Freedom house PR 0.125

(0.102)
Constant �1.803*** 0.954 �1.378*** �0.537** 1.743

(0.636) (0.895) (0.201) (0.231) (4.700)
Observations 213 221 311 268 178
Pseudo R2 0.090 0.148 0.093 0.000 0.411

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses; errors clustered by country in all models; ***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *<0.10.
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Robustness checks

To assess the robustness of the findings, I conducted a
series of supplementary analyses. First, I compared the
results reported in Table 2 and Figure 3 with those

obtained from naı̈ve logistic regression and random-
effects logit models. The consistency between these
results is evident and illustrated in Figure A1 in Online
Appendix. Second, I used different time lags for the
time-variant explanatory variables associated with
pandemic trends and pandemic management (H1 and
H2). Instead of using the 30-day lag, I employed 20-
and 45-day lags and ran the models for the first two
hypotheses. The results, presented in Table A2, remain
consistent in terms of direction and relative size of the
effects, despite the decrease in observations due to
longer lags, which in turn affects the size of standard
error. Lastly, I tested the hypotheses using an extended
dataset. The current dataset only accounts for the first
incident of postponement. Since there are cases in
which the election had been postponed more than once,
I extend the dataset by including the rescheduled
elections as independent cases.12 The dataset expanded
to 405 cases. The results, reported in Table A3 in
Online Appendix, once again confirm the findings
reported in Table 2: elections are less likely postponed
when the disease has lower infectivity (lower
R-number) but the number of cases is increasing, where
more extensive testing policies are in place, when the
election is a first-order election (than second-order).
The results also suggest that countries with smaller
elderly populations and lower cardiovascular death
rates are less likely to experience election
postponement.

Figure 3. Coefficients from individual and pooled models.
Note: Symbols indicate coefficients from logistic regressions, and horizontal lines represent 95% confidence intervals. The left panel
displays the estimates obtained from four separate regression models: circle markers for Model 1, hollow circles for Model 2, squares
for Model 3, and hollow squares for Model 4.

Table 3. Standardized Coefficients.

Standardized Coefficient

Reproduction number (lagged) 0.735***
New cases per mil. (lagged) �0.641**
Excess deaths per mil. (lagged) �0.124
* Testing policy baseline: No testing
Testing: symptoms + criteria (lagged) �0.896
Testing: symptoms (lagged) �1.264*
Testing: open public testing (lagged) �1.277*
Stringency index (lagged) 1.340***
Hospital beds (per thousand) �1.092**

* Election type baseline: National
Election type: Subnational 0.574*
Election type: Special 0.441**
Election type: By-election 0.318*

POLCON V �0.226
Elderly population index 1.174*
Cardiovasc. death rates 0.190
Diabetes prevalence �0.200
GDP per capita �1.275
HDI 0.539
Freedom house CL �1.487
Freedom house PR 1.469

Note: Standardized coefficients are calculated based on Model 5 in
Table 2; ***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *<0.10.
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Conclusion and Discussion

This study presents a systematic analysis of election
postponement during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
findings confirm that the severity of pandemic and the
timing of election influenced the likelihood of post-
ponement. In addition to the impact of COVID-19 waves,
the study highlights the crucial role of pandemic man-
agement and a country’s healthcare system capacity. On
the other hand, institutional constraints and traditional
indicators of state capacity, such as the economy, edu-
cation, and political system, showed little association with
election postponement. These findings align with the
previous research suggesting that countries with more
democratic political institutions experienced higher per
capita mortality rates during the pandemic (Cepaluni et al.
2022) and emphasizing the need to redefine state capacity
considering the challenges posed by the pandemic crisis
(Kavanagh and Singh 2020).

However, it is important to interpret the findings
with caution. First, the findings should not be taken as
causal. While the findings may suggest sequential
associations between variables due to the use of lagged
variables, the analysis is based on observational data,
and the research design does not allow for causal
identification. Second, there may be omitted variables
that could have played a significant role but were not
included in the dataset – such as modes of voting, the
exact timing of the decision to postpone, and the
process of election postponements. Obtaining this
information would require extensive original data
collection across over 150 countries and territories in
various languages. Nevertheless, efforts were made to
address the omitted variable issue through modelling
decisions, and the findings exhibit consistency across
different models that account for the panel structure
with different statistical assumptions in logit models.
Third, while the robustness checks demonstrate con-
sistency, the temporal elements in the analysis, par-
ticularly the time gap between the actual timing of the
decision to postpone and the assumed timing, may be
imperfect. This may partially explain the results re-
garding the effect of daily new cases. Lastly, the
study’s scope is limited in accounting for subnational
variations in pandemic severity and trends that might
lead to within-country variations in certain cases, such
as countries with federalism.

Despite its limitations, this study contributes to our
understanding of democratic governance during global
health crises through a systematic analysis. It provides
compelling evidence that the severity and trends of the
pandemic within a given country played a crucial role:
when a surge in infections was anticipated, elections were

more likely to be postponed. However, the story does not
end here. Election postponement was also conditioned by
factors such as governments’ capacity for pandemic
management, the strictness of health and social measures,
and the quality of healthcare infrastructure. This study
further reveals that high-profile national-level elections
were less susceptible to postponement, indicating the
potential influence of political motivations in preserving
the incumbents’ perception of competence, albeit within
limited bounds.

In light of these findings, it becomes evident that there are
structural factors influencing the delay of certain elections
amid the pandemic while others took place as scheduled.
This has important implications for research on the rally
effects and electoral performance during such crises. The
present study suggests that even the decision to hold an
election itself is already influenced by COVID-19-related
factors and the government’s management of the pandemic.
This needs to be factored in future research investigating the
causes and consequences of the pandemic, including rally
effects in elections, for example, to incorporate these factors
to mitigate potential selection biases and refine causal
pathways connected to the occurrence of elections.

Several future research agendas emerge from these
findings. First, it would be valuable to examine how
election rescheduling influences the likelihood of further
postponements. For example, one could investigate
whether elections rescheduled closer to the original date
are more susceptible to subsequent postponement. Given
that repeated election delays can pose additional chal-
lenges in managing the electoral process, conducting
research on the legal, societal, and political aspects of such
decisions, particularly regarding the timing of rescheduled
elections, could enhance our understanding of politics
during national or global crises, and election timing more
generally.

Another important research agenda involves investi-
gating consequences of election postponements. While
previous studies have examined the pandemic impact on
voter turnout, most have focused on single-country cases,
and comparative analyses are relatively scarce. Beyond
turnout, few studies have examined other potential con-
sequences of election postponements. There are several
important research areas in this regard, such as comparing
the quality of election management between elections held
as scheduled and those that are rescheduled, assessing the
quality of election campaigns and voters’ decision-making
(e.g. issue attention and informedness), and examining the
occurrence of election violence, human rights abuses, and
health risks associated with holding elections during the
pandemic versus rescheduled elections. Investigating these
research agendas would not only deepen our understanding
of democracy during the pandemic but also contribute to a
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broader comprehension of human psychology and political
decision-making in times of crises.
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Notes

1. Even within the same period, variations were observed, with
some elections proceeding as scheduled while others were
postponed. For instance, in April 2020, South Korea suc-
cessfully held its National Assembly election, while the
parliamentary election in North Macedonia and a referen-
dum in Russia, originally planned for the same month, were
postponed. There are also variations within the same ter-
ritory. For example, Australian legislative election took
place as scheduled in October 2020, but the local govern-
ment elections, initially scheduled for September 2020,
were postponed. In Canada, a council election was held in
March 2020, while other regional by-elections and refer-
endum scheduled in April were postponed.

2. There are several cases where turnout has decreased, such as
the 2020 local elections in France (Haute et al., 2021) and
the 2020 local government elections in Italy (Picchio and
Santolini 2022). However, there have also been instances
where elections witnessed higher turnout rates than usual, as
observed in the 2020 presidential election in Poland and the

2020 general assembly election in South Korea. It is im-
portant to highlight that the anticipated decline of turnout in
this context cannot be proved by any evidence obtained
from the elections that were actually held since the as-
sessment of a significant health risk would more likely result
in a decision to postpone the election.

3. The National Elections Across Democracy and Autocracy
dataset (NELDA, v6.0) recorded 527 suspended elections
across 144 countries between 1945 and 2020 (Hyde and
Marinov 2012).

4. This time gap between the decision-making and the
scheduled election day will be accounted for in the data
analysis, utilizing lagged variables for pandemic statistics.
For a further discussion about the timing of the decision, see
the analysis section.

5. As discussed in the subsequent section, the decision-making
process regarding election postponement does not always
rest solely with elected representatives or governments –

depending on the constitution and legal requirements of a
country, various institutions and actors may be involved in
making such decisions. Nevertheless, the role of govern-
ments and politicians remains crucial as they can initiate the
process or play a significant part in considering election
postponement, even if they are not the ultimate decision-
makers. Furthermore, the way in which governments and
politicians communicate with the public can have a sub-
stantial impact on public opinion regarding the potential
postponement of elections.

6. On balance, the findings on the rally effects during the
COVID-19 pandemic are mixed. Some studies have found
the rally effects while government support and leader
popularity got lowered in places like Brazil, Japan, and the
US. Moreover, Bol et al.’s cross-national study Bol et al.
(2021) could not detect a rally effect (i.e. no clear evidence
of whether it is due to the health crisis itself) and have found
cases with no evidence of rally effects.

7. As such, the political motivations are deeply intertwined
with how the pandemic develops in a country and how the
government’s responses are received by the public. While
the discussion of political motivation is abridged and sep-
arated from other factors in the given section structure of this
paper, it is important to note that every element of the
aforementioned factors could potentially be associated with
political motivation. For instance, if stringent restrictions
have caused citizen discontent and resentment, they could
also generate political incentives for incumbents to postpone
elections. Conversely, if stringent restrictions have been
welcomed by citizens, they might motivate incumbents not
to postpone elections. Due to the unavailability of global
data on public reactions to governments’ measures and the
uncertainty in pandemic development, this paper does not
make explicit expectations about the linkage between
pandemic factors, incumbents’ political incentives, and the
likelihood of election postponement. The interconnection
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between the two mechanisms – the health risk and political
considerations – warrants future research.

8. A national election is defined as one where the elected
represents the constituents in the country’s national repre-
sentation body within a given territory (e.g. Hong Kong
legislative council). Special elections encompass a variety
of categories, including referendums at all levels, com-
munity action board election in Colombia, indirect elections
like the Ireland Seanad election, Women’s development
committee elections in Maldives, Sametinget elections in
Sweden, special interest group elections in Uganda, and
indirect elections conducted by members of state legisla-
tures (such as Rajya Sabha election in India). All elections
are classified as either national or subnational, ensuring
mutually exclusive categorization.

9. I created a composite index to measure the proportion of
elderly population based on three variables: the percentage
of the population aged 65 or older, the percentage of the
population aged 70 or older, and the population’s median
age (Cronbach’s alpha coefficient = 0.924).

10. Using a lag of 45 days or 60 days instead would result in
more missing cases, as several key data points on pandemic
trends are unavailable during the early stages in some
countries. Nevertheless, lag periods of 20 days and 45 days
were used for additional checks to ensure robustness of the
analysis. The results of these robustness checks can be
found in Online Appendix and are discussed in the analysis
section.

11. The results reported here are obtained from logit models
with errors clustered by country. For robustness checks, I
ran naı̈ve and random-effects logit models. The results are
reported in Online Appendix and discussed in the analysis
section.

12. For example, the Bolivian general election was held in
October 2020 after two times of postponements. The current
dataset only accounts for the first incident of postponement
and not the subsequent postponements. The extended
dataset includes the two rescheduled dates with the outcome
(postponed or not).
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