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Fewer than Half of Americans Expect Free and Fair Midterms  

Americans Share Concerns about AI, Redistricting, Foreign Interference, and Cyberattacks but 

Split Along Party Lines about Voting by Mail and Potential Impact of ICE at the Polls  
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Only 49% of Americans answered “Yes” when asked “Do you expect that the upcoming midterm elections held in 

November 2026 will be free and fair elections?” in a new national survey conducted from September 1-9, 2026.  23% 

responded “No” and 28% said “I don’t know.”  This uncertainty about what used to be taken for granted in the United States 

reflects an array of concerns about elections. Some concerns are shared widely while others show deep splits across party 

lines.  

Since 2022, a UC San Diego research team has been surveying Americans about their trust in elections. In the immediate 

wake of the 2024 presidential contest, confidence was strong among all partisan groups, with 77% overall responding that 

they were "very" or "somewhat" confident that votes were counted accurately nationwide. But by January 2026, a follow-

up survey found that trust in the upcoming midterm elections had declined to 60%, with double digit drops among 

Republicans, Democrats, and independents alike.  By September 2026, trust that “votes nationwide in the 2026 Midterm 

Election will be counted as voters intend” declined a further 5 percentage points.   

Partisan groups have moved in parallel over this period, sharing many of the same concerns about threats to the accuracy 

and integrity of elections.  Yet there are deep partisan divides over voting by mail and about the potential presence of federal 

immigration agents at polling places.  The key findings of this new survey from UC San Diego’s Center for Transparent 

and Trusted Elections of 5,016 American adults are that:   

● 63% of Democrats, 58% of Republicans, and 49% of independents are “somewhat” or “very” confident that votes 

in the midterm election will be counted as cast nationwide. Trust among each partisan group declined sharply from 

our 2024 post-election survey to our January 2026 survey, then declined again in this survey.   

● 76% of Americans are “concerned that misleading audio or video ‘deepfakes’ created using AI will impact the 2026 

midterm elections,” with strong worries voiced by all partisan groups. When asked whether Artificial Intelligence 

will be “mostly beneficial” or “mostly harmful” in the midterms, they replied “mostly harmful” by more than a 2-

1 margin (Republicans), 3-1 margin (Democrats), or 4-1 margin (independents).  

● Americans of all partisan stripes also shared concerns about the way that congressional district lines are drawn (a 

source of distrust for 44%), about whether our elections are protected against foreign interference (41%), and about 

whether voting technology is protected against cyberattacks (39%).     

● Partisans are divided over whether vote-by-mail should be limited in their state.  A majority of Republicans (62%) 

support limiting vote-by-mail in their state, while a majority of Democrats (70%) oppose limiting it.  These views 

are strongly held, with 42% of Republicans stating that they “strongly support” limiting vote-by-mail in their state 

and 62% of Democrats saying that they “strongly oppose” this. 

● There is a broad expectation that federal ICE officers will be at voting locations in respondents' own areas; roughly 

a third or more of voters in each partisan group see this as likely. However, when we asked "If Federal Immigration 

https://elections.ucsd.edu/_files/surveys/Trust%20in%20American%20Elections%20Has%20Declined%20Since%202024%20Broad%20Concerns%20about%202026.pdf
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Officers (ICE) are present at voting locations in your area, how would this change your confidence that votes in 

your county or city will be counted as voters intend?" 60% of Democrats would become less confident compared 

with 7% who would gain confidence. For independents, 37% would lose confidence and 19% would gain it. For 

Republicans, 9% would lose confidence and 46% would gain it. 

● 39% of Asian American and Pacific Islanders, 31% of Hispanics, 24% of Black respondents, and 9% of white 

respondents agreed with the statement “I worry that going to the polls could put me at risk of being questioned by 

federal immigration officers, despite being a US citizen.” 

ABOUT THIS SURVEY 

This report details key findings from the survey that we conducted on a sample of 5,016 American adults between September 

1, 2026, and September 9, 2026. Based on the industry-grade online surveying technique, our samples were drawn to include 

respondents who reflect the United States adult resident population using the survey firm Forthright, based on U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2020-2024 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates. We used attention-check questions to ensure that 

online respondents were reading the survey carefully, removing those who failed these quality checks from our sample. The 

margin of error on this survey is plus or minus 1.4 percentage points. In this report, we recount our 2026 findings and 

compare these with similar surveys that we conducted in 2024 and 2025. 

TRUST CONTINUES TO DECLINE NATIONWIDE  

 

Before the 2024 presidential election, Democratic respondents had higher levels of trust (89%) compared to independent 

(65%) and Republican respondents (54%). Immediately after the election, there was a decline in trust among Democratic 

respondents but an increase among independent and especially Republican respondents. All three had declined in trust by 

the time of our January 2026 survey. In this September 2026 survey, we find Democratic respondents fell by a percentage 

point, independent respondents by eight percentage points and Republican respondents by seven percentage points. Read 

more about the prior surveys here. 

https://elections.ucsd.edu/surveys/public-trust-american-elections.html
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TRUST BY DEMOGRAPHIC GROUPS 

Confidence that votes nationwide in the 2026 Midterm Elections would be counted as intended varies within groups. About 

60% of male respondents were “somewhat” or “very” confident, compared with 51% of female respondents. We find small 

differences across racial and ethnic groups. About 57% of Hispanic respondents, 56% of Black and Asian and Pacific 

Islander respondents, and 55% of white non-Hispanic respondents have trust in the upcoming midterm elections. Differences 

in trust across age groups are also modest. Among respondents aged 18-24, 53% indicated trust, compared to 54% among 

respondents aged 25-44, 55% among those aged 45-64, and 57% among those aged 65 or older. There are more pronounced 

differences across different levels of educational attainment. Respondents with a high school education or less have the 

lowest rates of trust at 50% of respondents. Whereas 54% of respondents with some college, trade training or associate 

degree, 61% of those with a bachelor’s degree, and 63% of those with post-graduate degrees expressed trust. There are also 

pronounced differences by employment status and household income. Respondents working full time have higher rates of 

trust (61%) compared to retired respondents (56%), those working part time (53%) and students (52%). This is much lower 

for unemployed respondents who are looking for work (47%) or not looking (45%), and homemakers (44%). A similar 

pattern emerges with income groups, with less trust among respondents making incomes below $25,000 (48%) and between 

$25,000 and $49,999 (52%), compared to respondents in each of four higher income groups (60%). 

DIFFERENT GROUPS HAVE DIFFERENT SOURCES OF SKEPTICISM 

 

We asked respondents, “To what extent do you trust or distrust that the following features of elections are carried out in 

practice?” On each feature, we found differences across partisan groups. We found that 53% of Republicans reply they 

distrust that ballots are counted accurately, compared to only 19% of Democrats. We also found that Republicans are about 

40 percentage points less trusting than Democrats are that non-citizens will be prevented from voting. Some aspects of 

elections are more distrusted by Democrats. For instance, 26% of the Democratic respondents distrusted that eligible voters 
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are able to cast their ballots without facing obstacles, compared to 18% of Republicans.  Democrats are also more concerned 

about whether voters are free to cast a ballot without intimidation.  As the table below shows, in each of these aspects of 

elections, the opinions of independents fell between respondents in the two partisan groups. 

SHARED CONCERNS ABOUT EMERGING THREATS TO ELECTIONS  

There are also some areas in which all three groups of voters indicated significant concerns, even if there were still 

differences across party lines. 48% of Democratic respondents distrusted that congressional district lines are drawn in a way 

that fairly reflects what voters want, along with 48% of independents and 36% of Republicans. When asked about whether 

our elections are well-protected against foreign interference, 32% of Democrats, 42% of independents, and 48% of 

Republicans voiced their distrust.  The pattern was similar when we asked about protections against cyberattacks.  And, in 

a separate question, 76% of Americans said they were “concerned that misleading audio or video ‘deepfakes’ created using 

AI will impact the 2026 midterm elections,” including 79% of Democrats, 75% of independents, and 76% of Republicans.  

 

BROAD EXPECTATIONS OF ICE AT THE POLLS, CONCERNS HIGHER FOR COMMUNITIES 

OF COLOR 

Respondents were asked how likely it was that various groups would be present at polling places in their area. Expectations 

of ICE presence were substantial and uneven: 40% of respondents overall thought it likely that Federal Immigration Officers 

would be present, including 48% of Hispanic, 47% of Asian American and Pacific Islander respondents and 46% of Black 

respondents, compared with 37% of white respondents. Partisan poll watchers were the group most widely expected at the 

polls (50%), followed by nonpartisan poll watchers (45%) and ICE (40%); only 23% expected the National Guard. 
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Concern about intimidation and immigration enforcement fell heavily along racial and ethnic lines (see above figure). Black 

(49%), Hispanic (45%), and Asian American and Pacific Islander (40%) respondents were roughly four times more likely 

than white respondents (11%) to agree that people of their racial or ethnic group are more likely than others to face 

intimidation at the polls. About a third of Asian American and Pacific Islander (39%) and Hispanic (31%) respondents and 

24% of Black respondents, versus just 9% of white respondents, worried that going to the polls could put them personally 

at risk of being questioned by federal immigration officers despite being US citizens, with similar shares voicing that worry 

about their family members. 

These concerns carried through to confidence in the count. Among respondents asked specifically about ICE, more said its 

presence would make them less confident that votes would be counted as intended (35%) than more confident (23%). Every 

racial and ethnic group leaned toward less confidence, but the gap widened sharply by group: white respondents were nearly 

evenly split (29% less vs. 28% more), whereas Black (38% vs. 10%), Hispanic (43% vs. 18%), and Asian American and 

Pacific Islander respondents (57% vs. 6%) leaned strongly toward less confidence. The partisan split over ICE was also 

evident: 60% of Democrats said ICE presence would lower their confidence, while 46% of Republicans said it would raise 

theirs. 

Finally, respondents' sense of preparedness for intimidation varied. Asked how confident they would be that they would 

know what to do if they experienced intimidation while voting, 60% were somewhat or very confident. Asian American 

and Pacific Islander respondents were the least confident (only 44% somewhat or very confident) despite voicing the highest 

concern about ICE. 

 

STRONG SUPPORT FOR A BAN ON ELECTION OFFICIALS “BETTING” ON ELECTIONS 

THROUGH PREDICTION MARKETS  

Do Americans think it would be appropriate for anyone working in election administration to win money by participating 

in election prediction markets, or do they view this as a form of insider trading that should be banned?  This topic has drawn 

recent attention, including proposed legislation.  According to the National Conference of State Legislatures, while 32 states 

have some form of restrictions against wagering on elections, only one (Minnesota) explicitly bans betting on elections 

through prediction markets.  This July, the Arizona Sec. of State’s office issued an internal policy against its employees 

using nonpublic information to take part in these markets.     

To explore views on this topic, we first wanted to learn how common wagers on elections in these markets are among the 

general public.  When we asked, “Some Americans place bets on future events through ‘prediction markets’ such as Kalshi 

or Polymarket. Have you yourself ever made a bet about an election outcome on a prediction market?”, 8% of respondents 

replied that they had made an election prediction bet and 92% that they had not.  Republicans (10%) were slightly more 

likely than Democrats (8%) or independents (7%) to participate in these markets.  We then asked “Are you yourself 

https://www.ncsl.org/elections-and-campaigns/betting-on-elections
https://azsos.gov/news/1042
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considering making a bet about any aspect of the 2026 midterm elections through a prediction market?”  Overall, 11% 

replied that they were considering making an election prediction bet, with similar answers across party lines.  The answers 

to these questions suggest that, while the vast majority of Americans are not wagering on elections through prediction 

markets, potentially millions of Americans will make such bets this election season.   

We then asked “Would you support a law that banned election officials and poll workers from making a bet about an election 

outcome through a prediction market?”  There was overwhelming support for such a ban.  Overall, 71% of Americans 

responded “Yes, I would favor this ban,” only 12% said “No, I would oppose this ban,” and 18% said “I don’t know.” As 

the table below shows, there is overwhelming support for a ban across all partisan groups. We also divided support by how 

people had responded to the previous question about whether they themselves had gambled on elections.  We found that, 

even among those who have made such predictions, there was still strong supermajority support for a ban on election 

officials or poll workers making such wagers. 

 

AMERICANS TRUST VOTING IN PERSON THE MOST BUT OPPOSE FEDERAL ACTION TO 

RESTRICT VOTING BY MAIL 

In order to learn how confidence varies across different modes of voting, we asked respondents, “Which method of voting 

gives you the most confidence in the integrity and accuracy of elections?” Their answers are below, with a clear plurality 

respondent that “Voting in Person, On Election Day” leads to the highest level of confidence.  Importantly, one fifth of 

respondents were equally confident in each of these methods, and a tenth answered that they were not confident in any 

method.   

We also asked, “Would you support or oppose federal actions that would limit the ability to vote−by−mail in [your state]?” 

This was not a popular approach overall, with 36% of respondents supporting it and 44% opposing it.  Yet there was a 

strong partisan split on this question.  Among Republicans, 61% supported federal actions to limit voting by mail in their 

own state, with 42% strongly supporting them.  Among Democrats, 70% opposed federal actions to limit voting by mail in 

their own state, with 62% strongly opposing them.  Independents leaned more closely to the same positions as Democrats 

on this topic: 30% supported federal limits on voting by mail, while 45% opposed such limits.    
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TRUST IN THE 2024 GENERAL ELECTION VOTE COUNTING NATIONWIDE, AND LOOKING 

AHEAD TO 2026 MIDTERM ELECTION VOTE COUNTING NATIONWIDE  

 

 

 


