
   

 

 

 

 

COPYRIGHT STATEMENT 

This copy of the thesis has been supplied on condition that anyone who consults it is 

understood to recognise that its copyright rests with its author and that no quotation from the 

thesis and no information derived from it may bŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǘΦ 

 

 



Multi-level elections in Western Europe: determinants 

of voting and the role of salience. 

 

By 

 

Jeremy Johns 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the University of Plymouth 

 in partial fulfilment for the degree of 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

 

 

School of Management 

Plymouth Business School 

 

 

 

September 2011 

 

 



 

Multi -level elections in Western Europe: determinants of voting and the role of 

salience 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Previous comparative research into the determinants of voting using aggregate data has 

suffered from two limitations: it relied predominantly on country-level data; and it seldom 

ventured beyond a consideration of one or two types of elections. In order to overcome these 

shortcomings, we use an original dataset in which data are aggregated to sub-national units; 

and include examples of national, sub-national, and supra-national elections. A total of 66 

elections between 1995 and 2008 are included, drawn from ten Western European countries: 

Belgium, England, Finland, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, and Sweden.  

For each country, the same sub-national geographical units are used for all election types, 

allowing the direct comparison of the effects of our selected institutional and socio-

demographic variables. We find that the effects of the institutional determinants of voting are 

substantially and systematically reduced as the salience of the election type increases. For the 

socio-demographic variables, no such systematic relationship with salience is found. However, 

for some variables, the direction of effect is the opposite for European Parliament elections to 

that found for Municipal and Lower House elections, and supports the idea that EP elections 

differ sufficiently from sub-national, second-order elections to justify their ΨǘƘƛǊŘ-ƻǊŘŜǊΩ 

classification. When we turn our attention to the effects of the socio-demographic variables in 

five individual countries, we find that the results are often consistent across different types of 

elections, and for all five countries. However, we also find that the effects of some variables 

have different effects in different countries. In these cases, we suggest explanations which 

relate turnout differences to wider political and social factors.   
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Chapter 1 ς Introduction 

This thesis is about electoral turnout in Western European countries: how it varies 

between different types of elections, and how it varies from place to place. We 

investigate the role of institutional and socio-demographic factors in explaining the 

levels of turnout in national, supra-national, and sub-national elections. In addition, we 

examine whether these variables are consistent in their effects when we consider the 

differences in turnout across the geographical regions within individual countries. We 

use an original dataset which combines election turnout data, characteristics of the 

electoral system, and socio-demographic information about the electorate. In contrast 

to much previous comparative research which has used country-level data, we use sub-

national regions as the unit of analysis. This means we can look at how turnout varies 

within countries as well as between them; in so doing we find that, although there are 

similarities, these are often outnumbered by the differences.  

In this introductory chapter, we first consider the reasons for studying participation in 

elections, then provide a brief overview of how characteristics of elections and of 

electorates can influence turnout. Although a number of determinants of voting have 

been suggested by previous research, we suggest that there are reasons to expect that 

the relationships between these and the level of turnout may vary from one type of 

election to another, and from country to country. We then consider the relative merits 

of individual or aggregate data for our investigation, before concluding with an outline of 

the chapters which follow. 

Why study elections? 

Ψ9ƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜōƭƻƻŘ ƻŦ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ (LeDuc, Niemi et al. 2002:1), and citizens are 

expected to play their part by voting in elections (Dalton and Klingemann 2007). That not 
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all citizens vote in any given election is nothing new, and improving turnout by changing 

aspects of the electoral rules was considered as long ago as the Roman Empire (Staveley 

1972). Similarly, it has long been known that participation rates can vary with different 

electoral systems or the characteristics of individual voters (Gosnell 1930). More 

recently, perceptions that turnout is low or declining has led to renewed interest in 

those factors which are associated with different patterns of turnout. Unequal 

participation by various groups within the electorate can influence who gets elected and 

hence the policy choices which are ultimately made. Because elections are supposed to 

provide the means by which public preferences can be legitimately transformed into 

collective decisions, non-voting poses problems for representative democracy (Lijphart 

1997; Saward 2006). There are important, normative reasons, then, for wishing to better 

understand the reasons for variations in turnout. Further, because various aspects of 

elections and electorates are easily quantifiable, the study of electoral participation is 

particularly attractive to those researchers who seek to uncover regularities and 

patterns, and thus to suggest reasons for observed behaviour (Taagepera 2009).  

Determinants of voting? 

Not surprisingly, then, turnout in elections has long been the subject of research. The 

resulting literature is extensive, as is the list of factors which have been suggested as 

influencing electoral behaviour.  In this thesis, we will focus on three main areas: 

institutional factors; the relative importance of different elections (salience); and the 

socio-demographic characteristics of the electorate. Later, we will discuss these areas in 

more detail, along with a review of the literature relating to turnout in elections. Here, 

we will provide a brief overview in order to provide some context to the rest of this 

chapter.  
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Institutional Factors relate to the electoral system and associated rules, such as the 

degree of proportionality of the electoral system, or whether voting is compulsory. The 

effects of these factors can be usefully discussed with reference to rational choice 

theory1 (RCT), which suggests that individuals take into account the costs and benefits 

involved when deciding on a particular course of action. Although voting is usually seen 

as requiring less effort than many other forms of political activity, voting is not entirely 

ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ΨŎƻǎǘΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾƻǘŜǊΦ !ǘ ŀ ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŎŀǎǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǾƻǘŜΣ 

and that time could be used doing something else. Various electoral arrangements can 

influence this decision. An obvious example is when voting is compulsory and non-voters 

are penalised in some way; the costs of non-voting increase and the result is that more 

people vote. Alternatively, arrangements may reduce the costs of voting, for example by 

holding the election at the weekend when people may have more free time. Rather than 

affecting the costs of voting, other institutional factors may enhance the perceived 

benefits: thus, a more proportional system may encourage people to vote because there 

is more chance thŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾƻǘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ΨŎƻǳƴǘΩ (see, for example: Blais and Carty 1990; 

Jackman and Miller 1995; Massicotte, Blais et al. 2004; Norris 2004).   

The importance of the election can also be seen in terms of rational choice theory. 

Different types of elections are not viewed equally by the electorate (nor, it might be 

added, by political scientists), but vary in how consequential, competitive, visible, and 

ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜΥ ƛƴ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ΨǎŀƭƛŜƴǘΩ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ (Karp and Brockington 

2005; Louth and Hill 2005). Those that result in the selection of the national government 

or the president are known aǎ ΨŦƛǊǎǘ-ƻǊŘŜǊΩ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǾƻǘŜǊǎ 

- turnout of around eighty per cent is common in some countries. In other types of 

elections, such as those for the local council or for the European Parliament, there is 

                                                             

1 Which is discussed, along with its shortcomings, in more detail in Chapter 2 
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ΨƭŜǎǎ ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘurnout is often markedly lower than in first-order elections. These 

ƭŜǎǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǎŜŎƻƴŘ-ƻǊŘŜǊΩ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ (Reif 

and Schmitt 1980). That turnout should vary with the importance of the election makes 

sense from a rational choice perspective: the potential benefits are smaller in lower-

order elections but the costs of voting, at least in terms of actually going to the polling 

station and physically casting a vote, are the same. In lower-order elections, then, more 

people weigh these factors and decide not to bother.  

Socio-demographic factors. As we have seen, turnout is influenced by various 

characteristics of the electoral system and by the importance of the election. However, 

in any given election, with its associated set of electoral arrangements, participation is 

not even across various groups within the electorate. These different levels of turnout 

are often seen as reflecting different individual-level characteristics among the 

electorate. One such characteristic which has received a lot of attention is education: 

although voting is relatively straightforward compared to many other forms of political 

participation, it has been suggested that some minimum level of skills or resources is 

necessary. Education can contribute to those skills and resources, and therefore better 

equip citizens with the tools to overcome the opportunity costs of voting. Further, as the 

number of years spent at school or university increases, individuals are likely to become 

better informed about politics in general. Thus, it could be expected that better 

educated voters are more likely to vote. This has indeed been shown to be the case 

whether we examine turnout differences within, or between, countries2  (for example, 

Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Blais and Dobrzynska 1998).  

                                                             

2 However, although overall levels of education have increased in the past few decades, turnout 
in many countries has fallen. Various authors have sought to account for declining turnout by 
noting that there are inter-generational differences in political interest, sense of duty, and 
propensity to vote, but there is a lack of convincing explanations of why this should be the case 
(Blais 2007). 
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As we have seen, there is empirical evidence to support the idea that various 

institutional arrangements, the importance of an election, and the socio-demographic 

characteristics of the electorate can all have an influence on turnout. However, as we 

will see later, few of the variables which have been suggested by previous research are 

entirely consistent in their effects. This is particularly so in the case of socio-

demographic measures. Indeed, Franklin (2004:206) suggested that, because the 

relationships between individual-level characteristics and the act of voting vary because 

of variations in the character of elections, these relationships are conditioned by the 

level of turnout itself. 

²Ƙȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜ ǎƻΚ Lƴ CǊŀƴƪƭƛƴΩǎ ǾƛŜǿΣ ǾƻǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƘŀōƛǘΤ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ 

given election will have a greater influence on first-time voters than on older voters who 

have already become accustomed to voting (or to non-voting). If, for example, an 

election is particularly competitive, more of these first-time voters will be likely to vote: 

not only in that election, but also in subsequent ones. Because a number of other 

individual-level characteristics are age linked, the relationships between these and 

ǾƻǘƛƴƎ ΨƳŀȅ ǿŜƭƭ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΣ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƻŦ 

turnout variation in those coǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ (Franklin 2004:207).  

This strikes us as an interesting suggestion, as it leads us to expect differences in 

patterns of turnout, rather than being surprised by them. Because we will be dealing 

with a relatively short time-frame, the effects of ageing cohorts of voters would be 

rather modest. For this reason, we will not concern ourselves with turnout changes from 

one election to the next. We will, though, examine the relationships between voting and 

the characteristics of the electorate under different levels of turnout.  We will do this in 

two ways: by considering different types of elections, and by using geographical units 

within countries.  
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Why Different Types of Elections? 

As outlined earlier in this chapter, it was the very low turnout in first European 

Parliament elections in 1979 that inspired the original distinction between first- and 

second-order elections. Since then, EP elections have attracted a fair amount of 

research. It has been shown that some factors, such as compulsory voting and weekend 

voting (van der Eijk, Franklin et al. 1996) can affect turnout in both national and EP 

elections. In fact, because there is so much less at stake and the threshold for non voting 

is consequently lower, those factors which can be seen as affecting the costs and 

benefits of voting may have a larger effect on turnout in EP elections than on national 

elections (Mattila 2003). On the other hand, various socio-demographic variables have 

been found to have much smaller effects on turnout in EP elections than previous 

literature would lead us to expect (Oppenhuis 1995:54). Indeed, it has been suggested 

that there are few differences between voters and non-voters in elections for the EP; 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨΧǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ƭƛƪŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ǘo vote for everyone, just as in other low salience 

electionsΩ (Oppenhuis 1995:169 - emphasis added).    

Such a view would seem to support the first-order second-order distinction we touched 

ƻƴ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΦ .ǳǘ wŜƛŦ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ΨƭƛǘǘƭŜΣ 

ƛŦ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΩ ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜ ƛƴ 9t ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ Ψƛƴ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƴƎ ŀ 

category of their ƻǿƴΧǿƛǘƘ ōŀǊŜƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ǇƻƭƭΩ 

(Reif 1984:253). The remedy Reif prescribed to rectify this was to bestow more powers 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ tŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘ όǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ wŜƛŦΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƘŀŘ ǾŜǊȅ ŦŜǿύΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 

although the European Parliament has indeed acquired more power in the intervening 

decades, many voters (and indeed, many politicians, party-activists, and parts of the 

media) still behave as if there was even less at stake in EP elections than in second-order 

elections. The very low turnout for EP elections in some countries supports a further 
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distinction: elections for sub-national levels of government can be considered second-

order, and the EP elections as third-order (Marsh 1998; Heath, McLean et al. 1999; 

Rallings and Thrasher 2005). 

Although tƘŜ ΨƭŜǎǎ ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜΩ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ Reif and Schmitt (1980) also 

noted that various other characteristics, including those relating to the specific political 

arena, may differ between first- and second-order elections. For instance, different 

parties may compete in EP and national elections, resulting in a different range of 

choices set before the electorate. Even when the same parties compete, their respective 

party allegiances or coalition arrangements, policy agendas, and campaigning efforts 

may well be different according to the type of election being contested; as may, indeed, 

ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ΨǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǘƘŀǘ are ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜΩ (Reif and 

Schmitt 1980:10 emphasis in original), the role of partisan allegiances, and aspects of 

sub-national identity and culture. It is worth emphasising this point: certain 

characteristics of the electoral context may vary, not just from country to country, but 

also from one type of election to another; including between those individual types of 

elections often grouped together within the second-order category. Indeed, Reif and 

Schmitt considered that, because EP elections transcend national borders, these 

elections are quite distinct from all other second-order elections which take place within 

sub-national arenas (Reif and Schmitt 1980:11).  

hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ wŜƛŦ ŀƴŘ {ŎƘƳƛǘǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ 9t ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ς and 

as we have seen there are important differences. However, the fact that EP elections 

may also differ from other second-order elections lends support to the first-, second-, 

third-order distinction discussed previously. Further, it would mean that previous 
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comparative (cross country3) research, which has seldom ventured beyond first-order 

and EP elections when examining variations in turnout, has barely scratched the surface 

of second-order elections; which indeed, would only have been subject to partial testing 

(Lyons and Sinnott 2003a). Consequently, there are questions to which we do not yet 

have answers. For example, if the threshold of non-voting in municipal elections lies 

somewhere between that of first-order and third-order elections, we would expect that 

the effects of the institutional arrangements on municipal elections would be greater 

than on elections to the national legislature, but smaller than on EP elections. Would our 

expectations be confirmed in a cross-country analysis which included first-, second-, and 

third-order elections? Similar questions apply when we consider the role played by 

various socio-demographic characteristics. These may well have a lesser effect on 

turnout in EP elections than in first-order elections; but what about municipal elections: 

somewhere between the two, or do quite different sets of relationships appear?  

Why different regions? 

As well as considering national, supra-national, and sub-national elections, we will also 

examine the differences in turnout within individual countries. Even in elections with 

high turnout, there are often substantial variations when we consider the geographical 

regions of a country. For example, nationally, turnout in the 2006 Italian Lower House 

election was over 80 per cent; but across 98 geographical units within Italy, turnout 

actually varied by over 20 percentage points: from a low of 68.7 per cent to a high of 

90.6 per cent. Further, sub-national variations in turnout can be quite stable. Figure 1.1 

shows the regional turnout for recent Lower House and EP elections in Spain as can be 

seen, the pattern across the regions is very similar for both elections.  

                                                             

3 Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΣ ΨŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦ 
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 Figure 1.1 : Turnout in Spanish Lower House and EP Elections ς Regional Variations 

 

 

These regions differ on the basis of several of the socio-demographic measures which 

previous research using country-level data has suggested are associated with differing 

levels of turnout. So, we have a further series of questions: Do these characteristics have 

the same relationship with turnout within each country? Are the relationships similar 

across the different types of elections? Or, as Franklin might expect, do these 

relationships vary?  

In this section, we have seen that there may be complex relationships between the 

socio-demographic characteristics of the electorate and the level of turnout. We have 

suggested that variations in turnout between different types of elections, and between 

different geographic regions within countries, provide opportunities to investigate the 

nature of these relationships. We have also set a number of questions for ourselves. In 

the following section, we consider the relative merits of using individual or aggregate 

data in attempting to answer these questions.  
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Individual or Aggregate? 

In Chapter 2, we will consider previous research in more detail; for the moment, though, 

we limit ourselves to weighing the suitability of using individual or aggregate data to 

answer the questions we seek to investigate.  

Research using individual-level survey data has led to important insights into the reasons 

that people vote and to the development of different explanations of political 

participation. FŀƳƻǳǎƭȅΣ .ǊŀŘȅΣ ±ŜǊōŀΣ ŀƴŘ {ŎƘƭƻȊƳŀƴ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ΨōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻΣ ƻǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƴƻōƻŘȅ ŀǎƪŜŘΩ 

(1995:271). More specifically, survey data has identified numerous aspects of an 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ ŀƴŘ the mobilising effects of their wider 

social environment as explaining whether they vote in an election.  

Survey data, though, suffer from a number of limitations, one of which is particularly 

relevant to studies into turnout in elections. Charitably put, people are often not very 

good at remembering if they voted: typically, substantially more people report having 

voted than actually did so. In studies where validation has been possible, it has been 

found that over-reporting of over twenty per cent is common, and over-reporting of 

forty per cent is not unknown. Thus, a post-election survey may suggest that eighty per 

cent of respondents voted, whereas the actual turnout may only have been sixty per 

cent. In fact, the picture becomes even worse when we consider the other side of the 

coin ς twenty per cent of people declare that they did not vote, whereas the actual 

figure is double this number. This would not be so much of a problem if this tendency 

were exhibited evenly across the electorate. However, different groups within society 

are more prone than others to over-report their participation in elections. Further, the 

level of over-reporting varies from country to country (Bernstein, Chadha et al. 2001; 

Milligan, Moretti et al. 2004; Karp and Brockington 2005). This then, presents challenges 
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when we seek to investigate those factors which often have only marginal effects on 

turnout in elections.  

A second drawback is that surveys often vary considerably in their sampling frames, 

sampling methods, application methods, and questionnaire design. Because they have 

different aims, some surveys include questions that are of no interest in other countries. 

Even when similar questions are included, the responses are often categorised in 

different ways, which can lead to difficulties when trying to assemble a coherent data-

set from different countries. Although considerable efforts have been made at 

standardisation in order to reduce these problems, substantial differences often remain 

(see, for example Schmitt and Loveless 2004; Curtice 2007; Howell and Jusko 2009). 

A third disadvantage of survey data relates to our aim of investigating turnout 

differences, not just between countries, but from place to place within them. For 

example, in France, we wish to investigate turnout differences between the 

départements, of which Metropolitan France comprises ninety-six. In cross-national 

surveys, the number of respondents per country is typically between one and two 

thousand. On average, then, we would be faced with only ten to twenty respondents in 

each of the French départements. Further, although cross-national surveys provide a 

great deal of information for the individual respondent, they often provide only very 

coarse geographical information; and thus do not provide the detail we need. For 

example, the European Social Survey and the Asia Europe Survey assigned respondents 

to one of the nine top-level administrative regions in France, not to their individual 

départements. Finally, our aim is to investigate turnout across different types of 

elections. Most surveys are interested in only one or sometimes two types of elections, 
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and would be of little use to us in investigating turnout in municipal or regional 

elections, for example.4 

Because of the aforementioned limitations of survey data, we decided to use aggregate 

data. Aggregate data have the advantage of dealing with what people actually did, rather 

than what they say they did. Further, at the aggregate level, a number of individual 

idiosyncrasies tend to cancel each other out5 (Geys 2006a, citing Matsusaka and Palda).  

As with survey data, aggregate data has often been used to analyse turnout within a 

single country. Thus, in a recent meta-analysis of over eighty studies which used 

aggregate data, about three-quarters of these focused only on a single country; and 

often, indeed, on a single election (Geys 2006a). Several investigations, though, have 

used aggregate data to systematically compare turnout across countries and to identify 

the reasons for the differences. Partly as a consequence of the growing number of 

democracies, the breadth of these analyses had increased; from thirty countries for 

Powell in 1980, to 91 countries for Blais and Dobrzynska (1998) less than twenty years 

later. Such analyses have generated an ever-increasing list of institutional, demographic, 

and political factors which have been suggested as affecting turnout in elections.  

However, there is often a lack of consistency when comparing results of one study to 

another: as Geys noted, numerous explanatory variables have been proposed, but none 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎ ΨƻƳƴƛǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΩ (Geys 2006a:641). For almost every suggested 

variable, at least one piece of contradictory research can be found. In part, this is 

because comparative studies have differed, not only in the countries they have included, 

                                                             

4
 ASES is the only survey we are aware of that asked about voting behaviour in three types of elections: 

national legislature or presidential, EP, and local. However, a comparison of reported and actual turnout 
suggested that over-reporting was broadly in line with that noted above. Further, as mentioned, the 
geographical detail was not fine enough for our needs.  
5
 Of course, we could combine individual and aggregate data; however, this would not overcome the 

limitations of existing survey data; notably the low numbers of respondents, our concerns over their powers 
of recall, and the lack of detail regarding their geographical location. 
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but also on the variables they have studied, and the questions which they sought to 

answer. 

Further, it would be easy to conclude that, when more than one country is included in 

ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ ΨŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘŜΩ ƛǎ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ-ƭŜǾŜƭΩΤ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƻǊe or so 

comparative (cross country) studies which Geys considered, all but two used a single, 

national turnout figure for each of the elections included in the analysis. Such an 

approach is certainly of use in identifying those factors which are associated with 

different levels of turnout between countries, but it is impossible to use these same data 

to explore the variations in turnout within ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ΨŘǳƳƳȅΩ 

ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ΨŦƛǘΩ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ pattern, it is 

difficult to go much further with country-level data.  

That most comparative research has been limited to investigating turnout variation at 

the country-level, and have usually considered only one or two types of election, is 

surely not due to a lack of curiosity ς plenty of single-country studies have examined the 

reasons for turnout variations across constituencies or other geographical units within 

countries, or across different types of elections. Rather, the necessary data were not 

previously available in order to conduct a meaningful, cross-country analysis. For 

example, even when turnout data for different types of elections were available for the 

component geographical units within countries, these units often differed in complex 

ways from one election type to another, making aggregation to a common level 

impossible. Census data for sub-national regions, when it could be obtained, varied from 

country to country, not only in terms of the topics they included, but also in the specific 

questions they asked and the measures they used. When trying to combine census data 

with the corresponding turnout data, these difficulties would, of course, be 

compounded. 
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Given these constraints, it is perhaps not surprising that few comparative studies into 

the factors which influence turnout have used aggregate data below the country level. 

One notable exception was the investigation by Hoffmann-Martinot, Rallings and 

Thrasher (1996), which used turnout and census data aggregated to the level of the local 

government unit. Although this study uncovered some interesting similarities and 

differences, it was limited to only two countries and one type of election. A more 

comprehensive attempt to examine differences in electoral turnout across several 

countries and across multiple types of elections was made under the auspices of the 

ΨDemocratic Participation and Political Communication in Systems of Multi-level 

DƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜΩ (DEMPART nd). This project, carried out under the umbrella of the 

9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ CƛŦǘƘ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ tǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ŦƻǊ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 

Development, sought to identify the nature and sources of political participation and 

abstention in order to make recommendations aimed at increasing electoral turnout, 

and hence to enhance democratic legitimacy. The authors noted that, although 

participation varies across the different levels of governance, previous research in this 

area had usually focused only on national level elections, or had occasionally ventured 

one step further to include either sub-national or supranational elections (Lyons and 

Sinnott 2003a). In contrast, this project set out to investigate turnout in elections at all 

levels of government in the then 15 member-states of the European Union. Because 

some of the original ambitions were ultimately not achieved, it is worth looking at this 

project in more detail.  

Despite the intention to include 15 countries in the analysis, it appears that a lack of 

suitable data constrained this original aimΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǇŀǇŜǊǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

reported on multi-level turnout only covered six of the EU member-states (Denmark, 

France, Germany, GB, Ireland, and Spain). Even in this restricted group of countries, the 

aims to include all types of elections were not always met. For example, for France none 
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of the three types of sub-national elections (municipal, departmental, or regional) were 

included (Abrial, Cautres et al. 2003). For Germany, national, EP, and Land parliament 

elections were included, but municipal elections were not (Rattinger and Wagner 2003). 

In Ireland, municipal elections were only considered by way of country-level turnout 

data (Lyons and Sinnott 2003b).  

Reference to the separate country studies provides some evidence that there are 

differences in how various factors are associated with turnout, depending on the type of 

election being considered. For example, in England, variables such as age and education 

appeared to be useful in differentiating between voters and non-voters in national 

elections; but were less useful in the case of local elections, and not at all for EP 

elections (Rallings and Thrasher 2003). Further, some variables (or groups of variables) 

were sometimes found to have different effects from one election type to another.  

Thus, for France, one group of variables (derived by factor analysis) which the authors 

ŎƘǊƛǎǘŜƴŜŘ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘΩ ǿŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƛƴ 9t 

elections to that found in national elections (Abrial, Cautres et al. 2003). Similarly, in 

Denmark, higher levels of education were found to be associated with higher turnout in 

EP elections, but with lower turnout in municipal elections (Svensson and Thomsen 

2003).  

However, because different units of analysis were sometimes used for different 

elections, or even within a single type of election (for example, Abrial, Cautres et al. 

2003; Rallings and Thrasher 2003), the interpretation of results for individual countries is 

not always straightforward. Further, different sets of explanatory variables were used in 

different countries, and occasionally even for different types of elections within a single 

country. When there were few such variables, their individual effects were examined by 

means of bi-variate and/or multi-variate methods. However, for Denmark, France, and 
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Germany, the lists of independent variables were more extensive; and for these 

countries, the respective authors opted for factor analysis (supplemented by cluster 

analysis in the case of Germany), with the resulting factors then being subjected to 

regression analysis (Abrial, Cautres et al. 2003; Rattinger and Wagner 2003; Svensson 

and Thomsen 2003).  It is obviously difficult to draw conclusions about the influence of 

individual variables once they have been combined with one or several other variables 

by means of factor analysis; even more so to compare the results from one country to 

another. 

The combination of data availability problems and a lack of methodological consistency 

probably explains, at least in part, the absence of any comprehensive, over-arching 

conclusions to this project. Further, the stated intention of going beyond national 

elections to include both supranational and sub-national elections was, at best, only 

partially fulfilled. Indeed, the latter phase of the project seemed to focus only on EP 

elections; and even this lacked any attempt to draw together the findings from the 

different strands of research carried out in the individual countries. In summary, then, 

dŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΩ initial criticisms of previous work as often lacking in coherent and 

consistent research design (Lyons and Sinnott 2003a:10), their own project seemed 

constrained by these very same limitations.  

There are three valuable lessons to be learned from the eventual shortcomings of the 

DEMPART project. Firstly, it would be easier to draw meaningful conclusions regarding 

the factors which are associated with patterns of turnout if the same units of analysis 

were used for all types of election within each country. In this way, we would be more 

confident that any differences in the associations between turnout and the explanatory 

variables which we discovered were real, rather than being artefacts of using different 

units of analysis. Secondly, conclusions about the role of the explanatory variables would 
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be more reliable were we to maintain the same set of variables across all election types 

and for all of the individual countries under consideration. Thirdly, interpretation of the 

results would be more straightforward were we to adopt a consistent methodological 

approach for all types of elections and all countries.  

These aims are, of course, contingent on having suitable data to work with. Two recent 

developments mean that, for the first time, it has become possible to construct a 

dataset in which we can maintain the same sub-national geographical basis for turnout 

in all types of elections within each country, and to characterise the corresponding 

electorate using the same socio-demographic characteristics, measured in the same way, 

across multiple countries. Firstly, EUROSTAT (the statistical service of the European 

Union) has compiled, and made easily available, census data for the individual 

geographical units ς known as NUTS units ς within member countries. Secondly, a 

number of European countries have shown increasing enthusiasm to make available 

election results for different types of elections in considerable geographic detail. Further, 

the geographical basis for these results often corresponds to, or can be aggregated to, 

the NUTS units used in the Eurostat database of socio-demographic statistics.  

We have drawn on these resources in order to construct an original dataset (described in 

more detail in Chapter 4) which combines characteristics of the electoral systems, 

election turnout, and selected socio-demographic variables. We have assembled 

information for a total of 66 elections in ten western European countries: Belgium, 

Finland, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, and England. For all 

but one country, we have been able to include instances of first-, second-, and third-

order elections. For each country, turnout for all types of elections is aggregated to the 

same geographical units. There are over four hundred of these component units in total, 

and for each of them we have the same core set of socio-demographic variables.  
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Thus, we will be able to investigate whether the effects of our institutional and socio-

demographic variables are similar across different types of elections; or, if they differ, 

whether they do so in a systematic way with varying levels of turnout. Further, and in 

contrast to most previous comparative studies, there are sufficient data to allow us to 

examine variations in turnout across regions and elections within five of the countries.  

This is especially important when considering the findings of previous comparative 

research which used country-level data. Such research has suggested a number of 

factors which are associated with variations in turnout between countries; these factors 

may well exhibit similar associations with turnout variations within countries, but it 

would be cavalier to infer that this is so. Indeed, it is known that using different 

geographical scales can sometimes lead to quite different research findings: a 

phenomenon which has come to be known as the Modifiable Areal Unit Problem 

(MAUP). This, and the related fallacies of cross-level inference, will be discussed in the 

following section.  

Modifiable Areal Unit Problem (MAUP)  

¢ƘŜ a!¦t ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƻŦ ŎŀǊǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴȅ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ 

modelling are dependent on the definition of the studied unitǎΩ (ESPON 2006:xix). In 

effect, the choice of the spatial unit can act as a filter which can lead to changes in the 

statistical results, and thus places limitations on the generalisability of results from one 

scale of observation to other scales. A pragmatic approach is to use the data from the 

lowest possible level (ESPON 2006:xxxiii); although this does not necessarily lead to a 

minimisation of the MAUP. In general, though, the lower the level of aggregation to 

which the data relate, the better: both from the point of view of the number of cases 

available for analysis and from the point of view of getting at the substantial variation 

that can occur within higher level units (Kavanagh, Mills et al. 2004). The Eurostat socio-
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demographic data used herein are indeed at the lowest possible level commensurate 

with the available electoral turnout data.  

 

However, there are also two closely related statistical traps of which we must be aware 

when considering different levels of measurement (Achen and Shively 1995; 

Subramanian, Jones et al. 2009). Both relate to the incorrect cross-level inferences which 

may be drawn when the correlations between two variables are not the same at 

different levels of measurement: firstly, the ecological fallacy may be committed when 

we incorrectly ascribe otherwise unobservable lower level relationships from higher 

level data (Robinson 1950, 2009). The second is the atomistic fallacy, where we commit 

the reverse error, of incorrectly inferring higher level relationships from lower level data 

(Hox 2010)6. A simple example will serve to demonstrate both of these fallacies. 

 

Figure 1.2 is a scatter plot of (fictional) data showing the relationship between variables 

X and Y for three countries, as shown by lines 1, 2, and 3. In each country, there is a 

clear, negative relationship between the variables: in all three countries, as X increases, 

Y decreases. However, when we consider all data pooled together (or we consider only 

the mean values of X and Y for each country, as would be the case with country-level, 

aggregate data), a second relationship is apparent, as represented by line 4. Here, the 

relationship between the variables X and Y is positive; that is, the reverse to that 

observed for each of the countries when examined individually.  

 

 

                                                             

6
 It is not uncommon for those keen on multi-level analysis to cite these two fallacies as the very reason to 

use multi-level regression approaches when investigating nested or hierarchical data. However, multi-level 
regression analysis makes sense only when there are sufficient upper level units, typically at least 100 (Hox 
2010:48). Here we have a maximum of ten (countries). 
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Figure 1.2 : Stylised scatter-plot - Cross-level inference 
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Clearly, were we to have relied only on country-level data, we would have fallen foul of 

the ecological fallacy had we inferred that a positive relationship also existed within each 

of the individual countries. To guard against making such an error, our analyses in 

Chapter 5 will begin with a comparison of analyses based on both country-level and 

regional-level data. 

 

The structure of this thesis 

In this introductory chapter, we have laid out our broad aim to contribute to the 

understanding of electoral participation by systematically investigating the levels of 

turnout in different types of elections and within different countries. We have briefly 

noted that electoral participation can vary according to the electoral system and rules, 

and the importance of the election, and the characteristics of the electorate. In Chapter 

2 we will review in more detail the relevant literature concerning turnout in elections. 

We begin with rational choice theory ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀƭŎǳƭǳǎ ƻŦ ǾƻǘƛƴƎΩ, and show that 

empirical evidence supports the idea that people are influenced by the various costs and 

benefits associated with different institutional arrangements. However, although the 
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institutional determinants of voting have measurable effects on turnout, they do not tell 

the whole story. We then examine a number of socio-demographic factors, and discuss 

how turnout varies with the relative importance of different types of elections.  

In Chapter 3, we provide a brief, descriptive overview for each country included in our 

dataset, and place their contemporary layers of elected government in historical 

context. The role and status of sub-national government varies from country to country, 

and we attempt to quantify these differences in terms of population, number of 

employees, and tax raising powers. Similarities and differences are then discussed in 

light of the various typologies which have been suggested by previous authors. These 

characteristics are necessarily measured at the country-ƭŜǾŜƭΤ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǳǎŜ YŜŀǘƛƴƎΩǎ 

(1998) ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ΨǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΩ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΦ ²Ŝ ǘƘŜƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ 

ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǊǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ǎǳō-national, and 

supranational elections which are held in each country.  

Chapter 4 will discuss the data and methods which will be used in our analyses. We 

begin by showing that some of the variables used in previous comparative research, 

which included both developed and less-developed countries, are of limited use when 

examining turnout variations in Western European countries. We then describe the 

construction of the dataset, and develop hypotheses for each of the variables which will 

be examined. Descriptive statistics for turnout in elections and for the socio-

demographic variables are provided, before concluding the chapter with a discussion of 

the methods which will be used to test our hypotheses.  

 

In Chapter 5, we present our first series of regression models, for which data from all 

countries are included. We begin by examining the institutional variables, and compare 

the results we obtain when using country-level and regional-level data. We then add our 
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core set of socio-demographic variables and discuss the effects of these variables in light 

of previous research. Because they are often considered as being markedly different in 

character to other elections, we then exclude EP elections from the model, and examine 

the differences in the resulting regression analysis. This is followed by regression models 

which examine EP, municipal and lower house elections individually. 

In Chapter 6, we look at how well our model predicts turnout for individual countries, 

and find that there are substantial country-to-country differences. We seek to improve 

the model by testing additional variables: beginning with the geographical coverage of 

political parties, and the membership of a trade union or political party. Next, we 

investigate the effects of public employment, tax raising powers, and mayoral strength. 

We then shift to the European level to see whether those regions with representative 

offices in Brussels have a higher turnout in European elections. Finally, we consider how 

ǘǳǊƴƻǳǘ ǾŀǊƛŜǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘȅǇŜǎ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ΨǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΩΦ 

The first section of Chapter 7 takes advantage of our regional-level data to take a closer 

look at the associations between turnout and our socio-demographic variables across 

different types of elections within five countries. These results are discussed in light of 

our findings in Chapter 5. We find that although some of the variables have similar 

effects across all five countries, the other variables are far less consistent. Further, we 

will see that, more often than not, two of our variables have the opposite effect within 

countries to that found when we considered all countries together. In the second 

section, we examine different aspects some of the variables, and find that these also 

vary in their effects from country to country.  

In Chapter 8 we summarise our findings from previous chapters, and pull together what 

we have learnt about variations in turnout across different elections, and from country 

to country. We examine the implications of our findings in light of past research; discuss 
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the limitations of our own approach, and suggest avenues for further investigations into 

the factors which influence turnout in elections.  
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Chapter 2 : Voting and its Determinants 

 

Introduction - Turnout in elections 

Aside from obeying the law, citizens in liberal democracies are expected to play their 

part by voting in elections (Saward 2006). That not all citizens vote in any given election 

is nothing new; indeed, the manipulation of participation rates, either by means of 

compulsion or by postal voting, was considered as long ago as the Roman Empire 

(Staveley 1972). Similarly, it has long been known that participation rates can vary not 

only with different electoral systems, but also with the characteristics of different 

members of the population (Gosnell 1930).   

As early as the 19th century, political scientists were making predictions of turnout at 

elections based on the prosperity and education of the prospective voters. They 

reasoned that the well-off and the well-educated would conclude that the effects of 

their vote would be drowned out by those of the newly enfranchised masses, and thus 

not bother to vote (Lijphart 1997 citing Gosnell and Tingsten). Although this prediction 

was subsequently shown to be wrong, the idea that participation rates would vary 

according to the different characteristics of the population clearly has a long history. 

However, prior to the development of Rational Choice Theory (RCT), the act of voting 

itself (rather than the choices expressed by that vote) was generally assumed to be 

ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻƴ-voting seen as aberrant, and often linked in some way to ideas of 

social alienation (Blais 2000).  

Rational choice theory turned this proposition on its head, and suggested that the act of 

voting was irrational. This  presented a number of challenges, not least to the workings 

of democracy itself: although it is possible to imagine a system of government where 
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representatives (along with all other roles in society) are selected by chance (Borges 

2000), contemporary systems of representative democracy rely on the active 

participation of individual voters.  

Fortunately for democracy, many people do vote. This apparent paradox has led some to 

dismiss rational choice theory in its entirety. Others, though, consider that rational 

choice theory can usefully be retained, but that it needs to be supplemented with other 

approaches which, in one way or another, take account of the fact that humans are 

social animals who interact with others and are influenced by them. Subsequent theories 

of voting, such as the party identification model or the sociological model, developed 

these ideas, and proposed that electors identify with a political party, or vote in a 

manner that reflects the social group to which they belong (Heywood 2002:242). Many 

such theories, though, ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ΨƘƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǾƻǘŜΩ ς that is, what choices they 

make between the candidates and policies on offer.  

This chapter will firstly consider the more fundamental question of why people bother to 

ǾƻǘŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ ²Ŝ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇŀradox 

ƻŦ όƴƻƴύ ǾƻǘƛƴƎΩΣ ŀƴŘ we show that, despite the criticisms and controversy that rational 

choice theory has attracted, the decision of whether or not to vote does seem to be 

influenced by the costs and benefits involved. However, rational choice theory appears 

to offer but a partial explanation, not least because, whilst the formal rules do appear to 

ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΣ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǾƻǘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

and economic environments which impinge on their decisions. Indeed, although the 

institutional determinants of voting have substantial effects on turnout, they are 

generally unable to account for the patterns of turnout which are seen within countries. 

To explain these variations, previous authors have identified a number of socio-

demographic determinants of turnout; however, it will be shown that the findings of 
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previous research are often less consistent than is the case for the institutional 

determinants of voting. 

We then turn to ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜΣ ƻǊ ΨǎŀƭƛŜƴŎŜΩΣ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ. 

Previous comparative research has generally been limited to examining the turnout 

differences in elections for the national legislature and/or for the European Parliament; 

and, in general, more people bother to vote in the former than in the latter. However, 

the differences in turnout vary from country to country in ways not fully explained by 

the local electoral arrangements; indeed, voters do appear to respond differently to 

these arrangements depending on the importance of the election. 

Finally, we consider the limitations of previous research, be it based on survey or 

aggregate data. 

Why people vote 

Half a century ago, based on the work of Kenneth Arrow, Anthony Downs developed the 

idea of the rationally self-interested voter who makes voting choices on the basis of 

individual cost-benefit calculations (Arrow 1951; Downs 1957). In deciding whether to 

vote or to abstain, the voter calculates the difference in expected benefits between two 

candidates (B), the probability that their vote will be decisive (P) and the costs (C) of 

voting, according to: 

R = PB ς C>0 

And hence will decide to vote if the net expected utility of voting (R) is positive.  

It would seem that the idea of a cost-benefit calculation does have some grounding in 

ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǾƻǘŜǊ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΥ  ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ŀǘ ΨŜƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎΩ (Norris 2004) are 

predicated on reducing the costs of voting, or of increasing the costs of non-voting. The 
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ǎƛƳǇƭŜǎǘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƻǊȅΩ ǾƻǘƛƴƎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ƎƛǾŜƴ 

election results in sanctions against the abstainer. Although such sanctions can take 

various forms, and are often imperfectly implemented, perhaps the most obvious is that 

of a fine. The relatively small monetary amounts, for example, a 50 euro fine for a first 

offence in Belgium (The Electoral Commission 2006), nevertheless appear to result in 

higher levels of turnout. Alternatively, a number of proposals have focused on reducing 

the costs of voting, for example by introducing weekend (rather than weekday) voting, 

or by providing the opportunity to vote by means of a postal ballot prior to the election 

date, rather than having to present at the polling station on a particular day (Rallings and 

Thrasher 2007; Ministry of Justice 2008). However, because individual members of the 

electorate take into account the likelihood that their vote will actually make a difference 

to the outcome, abstention can be seen as rational ς and conversely, the act of voting 

can be seen as irrational.  

Clearly, this is a paradoxical finding: people do vote (Green and Shapiro 1994:50), an 

observation which has prompted some to question the usefulness of RCT in explaining 

voter behaviour.  Downs himself considered his homo politicus as something of an 

abstraction, and postulated that voters may turn out to vote in order to assure the 

ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ όŀ ΨŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴΩ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘύ. Nevertheless, the idea that 

voting is never without cost to the voter has prompted much research into participation 

rates. 

In order to address the paradox of (non) voting, Riker and Ordeshook (1968) developed 

5ƻǿƴǎΩ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ  ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨŎƛǘƛȊŜƴ ŘǳǘȅΩΣ ŀ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ 

nebulous term which nevertheless encompassed a nuƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǇǳǊǇƻǊǘŜŘ ΨǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ 

which, critically, were neither dependent on the outcome of the election, nor on the 

probability that the individual voter would cast the deciding vote. Such satisfactions 
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include those of taking part in and supporting the democratic tradition, affirming a 

partisan allegiance, and of the act of voting itself (the latter thus being re-classified as a 

benefit, rather than as a cost of voting). The introduction of this citizen duty term, 

though, is not without its own difficulties: indeed,  the calculus of voting is thus reduced 

to the situation where people vote simply when D (duty) is greater than C (costs of 

voting), leading Hasen (1996:2135) to consider the modified calculus of voting to be 

ΨǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǾƻƛŘ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƻǊȅ ǇƻǿŜǊΩΦ  

aƻǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅΣ w/¢ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ƭŀŎƪƛƴƎ ŀ ǇƭŀǳǎƛōƭŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

preferences are actually formed, of how they make decisions, and how these decisions 

are put into action (Green and Shapiro 1994; Tilly and Goodin 2006). In response, a 

ΨƳȅǊƛŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭǎΩ (Geys 2006b:27) has been developed, each of which 

attempts to address the shortcomings of the pure RCT approach7. Others are ΨǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ 

ƳƻǊŜ ǎŀƴƎǳƛƴŜΩ (Blais 2000:141), and consider the calculus of voting to offer a useful, 

though partial, contribution to our understanding of the voting decision; a decision 

which is seen as a tough test for RCT because it has minimal consequences for the voter.  

Where others had sought to augment the calculus of voting by adding various terms to 

overcome the inherent paradox, Blais (2000) took a rather different approach and 

considered that the roots of the problem lay with P όǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǾƻǘŜ 

would be decisive to the outcome), and the nature of the interaction of this term with B 

(the benefits of voting). Based on his own work and a review of previous studies, Blais 

considered that both strategic voting and the effects of the closeness of elections both 

                                                             

7
 {ǳŎƘ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ΨƳƛƴƛ-ƳŀȄ ǊŜƎǊŜǘΩΣ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ōŀǎŜŘ ƳƻŘŜƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƎŀƳŜ-theoretic approaches, each 
ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŀōƭŜ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎΦ aƻǊŜ ǇǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ǾƻǘŜǊΩ 
who takes into account the well-being of others, or more general group-based models (Franklin 2004; Geys 
2006b). However, it appears that, in considering man as a social model who interacts with, and is influenced 
by, others, such models also rely to a certain extent on individual values and norms being influenced by 
ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΤ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ discussed below. 
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provide evidence that people have at least a vague notion that their vote could make a 

difference to the outcome of an election.  

When voters vote strategically, they do so because they have judged that their first 

choice candidate has no chance of winning; and rather than wasting their vote, they 

instead vote for their second choice candidate if they have a better chance of winning. 

Because strategic voters do take some account of the probability that one or another 

candidate could win an election, Blais suggests that probability should also be included 

in the calculation of whether to vote at all. Further, Blais considered that various studies 

have shown turnout to be higher when the outcome of an election is finely balanced; 

and suggests that although people may not be aware of the actual probability of casting 

ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛǾŜ ǾƻǘŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ΨǾŀƎǳŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ǾƻǘŜ Ŏƻǳƴǘǎ ƳƻǊŜΩ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜ 

election (Blais 2000:78).  

However, because most people vote in a national election even if it is a foregone 

conclusion, Blais considers the P term to matter only marginally: indeed, he considers 

that people do not, as is suggested by the calculus of voting, multiply the P and B terms; 

ǊŀǘƘŜǊΣ ΨǘƘŜȅ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀŘŘ ǘƘŜƳΩ (Blais 2000:138). Blais found that, among those with a 

weak sense of citizen duty, the benefits and costs of voting, and probability of casting 

the decisive vote, each has a smaller effect than RCT would suggest. Further, people with 

ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŘǳǘȅΣ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƻǊŀǘŜ ƛƴ .ƭŀƛǎΩ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƳŀƪŜ 

the cost-benefit calculation suggested by RCT8 (Blais 2000).  

                                                             

8
 We should also note here that views differ as to the usefulness of rational choice theory when we consider 

elections other than those for national government. Blais is happy to accept that rational choice theory will 
do less well in less important elections when trying to explain who votes (Blais 2000), yet others suggest 
that, in fact, voters in lower-order elections make similar cost-benefit calculations, but arrive at a different 
result because the election is less important (Rallings and Thrasher 2007). Participation in different types of 
elections is considered later in this chapter. 
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Clearly, the sense of duty varies across different sections of the electorate; which raises 

ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ Řǳǘȅ comes from. For Riker and 

Ordeshook, at least some of the satisfactions which a person may derive from the act of 

voting rely on ideas of political socialisation (1968:28). This process, whereby individual 

attitudes and beliefs regarding the political system are acquired and developed, can be 

ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŜȄǇected 

of groups and individualsΨ (Ball and Peters 2000:83)Φ !ǎ !ǎǎƳŀƴƴ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ΨŘƻ ƴƻǘ 

only live in the first person siƴƎǳƭŀǊΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŦƻǊƳŀǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǇƭǳǊŀƭΩ 

(2006:223), and their values are subject to various formal and informal influences. In 

childhood and adolescence, these influences include the family and school, and later in 

life, workplace and voluntary associations. In a similar vein, Franklin considered Riker 

and OrdeǎƘƻƻƪΩǎ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭŎǳƭǳǎ ƻŦ ǾƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǾƻǘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ 

ƴƻǘ ΨŀǘƻƳƛȊŜŘΩΤ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ social networks and of 

potentially winning coalitions (Franklin 2004:202).  

Although various aspects of socialisation theory are disputed9, it is clear from empirical 

evidence that different groups within a society do exhibit different degrees of 

participation, including, but not limited to, voting in elections (for example, Lijphart 

1997; Burns, Schlozman et al. 2001; Franklin 2004). These groups can be defined in 

various ways, usually by means of demographic and/or socio-economic criteria. The last 

twenty years, in particular, have seen a growing number of studies which systematically 

compared electoral behaviour between countries. Some comparative studies have not 

considered turnout directly, and instead examined the political consequences of 

electoral systems ς such as the proportionality of seats compared to votes, the type of 

                                                             

9
 It has also been suggested that invoking socialisation theory in order to account for differences in electoral 

participation simply dodges the issue; if behaviour is influenced by parental habits, the question then arises 
as to why the parents behave in the way that they do (see Franklin 2004:22). 
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party system (Rae 1967; Lijphart 1994)Σ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴƎǊǳŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ 

and policy outcomes (Powell 2000). However, the perception that turnout is declining in 

a number of western democracies, and that low turnout can exacerbate the problems of 

unequal participation (Lijphart 1997; Curtice and Seyd 2004), has led to increased focus 

on electoral turnout itself, and the factors which can influence it. The following two 

sections examine selected institutional and socio-demographic determinants of turnout 

in elections10.  

Institutional determinants of turnout 

A number of institutional determinants of voting have been suggested in previous 

research. Here, we focus on compulsory voting, the use of proportional representation, 

weekend voting, and the holding of more than one type of election simultaneously. 

According to rational choice institutionalism, these various arrangements directly affect 

the behaviour of citizens, including their decisions as to whether or not to vote in an 

election (Norris 2004). Hence, each of these factors will be discussed in relation to the 

costs and benefits of voting, as discussed in the previous section. 

Compulsory Voting 

In the first study to directly investigate how and why turnout varies between countries, 

Powell (1980) examined average turnout in the legislative and presidential elections in 

thirty countries between 1968 and 1978. Compulsory voting was associated with around 

ten per cent higher turnout (with changes of a similar magnitude being reported in 

countries where compulsory voting was introduced or withdrawn). Several subsequent 

analyses, which also investigated turnout in legislative or presidential elections, have 

                                                             

10
 A further group of factors concern aspects of party competition. Though these have been shown to be 

important in explaining the change in turnout between elections, they will not be considered further here (in 
particular, see Franklin 2004) 
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largely confirmed the effects of compulsory voting first reported by Powell. Although 

differing in the time periods and countries considered, and the other variables included, 

compulsory voting is consistently associated with higher turnout, usually in the range of 

10 to 20 percentage points compared to elections where voting is not compulsory (for 

example, Crewe 1981; Jackman 1987; Colomer 1991; Jackman and Miller 1995; Blais and 

Dobrzynska 1998; Blais 2000; Perez-Linan 2001; Siaroff and Merer 2002). The 

explanation for this is not particularly contentious: the threat of sanctions for not voting 

Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǾƻǘŜǊΩǎ Ŏƻǎǘ-benefit calculation11.  

Weekend Voting 

Rather than increasing the costs of abstention, electoral arrangements may serve to 

reduce the costs of voting. Weekend voting has been shown to influence turnout, with 

the usual explanation being that people have more spare time at the weekend than 

during the week when they may be working or otherwise busy, and hence are more 

likely to vote as the (opportunity) costs are lower at the weekend. Although the effects 

are generally less marked than for compulsory voting, weekend voting has been 

associated with turnout up to ten per cent higher than in countries where elections are 

held on weekdays (Oppenhuis 1995; Mattila 2003).  

However, it should be noted that some studies have failed to find an effect for weekend 

voting. For example, in a study which included national election results from 37 

countries, Franklin (1996) found weekend voting to be associated with around five per 

cent higher turnout, but he later cast doubt on the reliability of this finding (Franklin 

2004). Siaroff and Merer (2002) conducted separate bivariate analyses for weekend and 

for Sunday voting in national legislative elections, and found that weekend voting was 

                                                             

11
 Though it has also been noted that the nature of the sanction, and degree of enforcement, are important 

aspects of compulsory voting (Siaroff and Merer 2002). 
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not significant. Contradicting much previous research, Sunday voting was actually found 

to have a negative effect 12. Further, Blondel et al. (1997), although finding that fewer 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƛǘŜ ΨƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǘ ǾƻǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9t ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŜƭŘ ƻƴ ŀ {ǳƴŘŀȅΣ 

also found that, for some people, weekend voting can actually decrease the chances of 

voting.  

Proportional Representation (PR) 

The type of electoral system employed has also been linked to differences in turnout. 

The goal of any electoral system is to convert the votes into seats, but some methods are 

more proportional than others. PR systems, because they tend to provide more choice 

and lead to fewer wasted votes, are usually associated with higher levels of turnout 

(Franklin 1996; Blais and Dobrzynska 1998; Brockington 2004). There are several 

measures of disproportionality, which, although they differ in the specific computations 

used, and in how they treat minor parties, seek to measure the difference between the 

proportion of votes cast for each party and the proportion of seats which each party 

wins (for a useful survey, see Kestelman 1999). It should be noted that although systems 

such as First Past The Post (FPTP) tend to produce more disproportional results than the 

various PR systems, this is not necessarily entailed by the system itself, but depends also 

on the territorial distribution of electoral support for the various political parties 

(Rallings and Thrasher 1997), and the potentially complex interaction between electoral 

system and district magnitude (Benoit 2001).   

That said, the important distinction remains between PR and non-PR systems: although 

variations on the PR theme do lead to different levels of proportionality, these 

differences are minor when compared to the high levels of disproportionality which tend 

to be exhibited by majoritarian or plurality systems (Blais and Carty 1990). Not 

                                                             

12
 They did not, however, include either measure in their subsequent multivariate analyses 
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surprisingly, proportional representation has been investigated in several studies, 

indeed, Blais and Carty (1990) specifically set out to investigate the effects of PR on 

turnout. In an analysis which included a range of (country-level) control variables for 

other aspects of electoral systems, and which examined lower house elections since 

1847 in 20 industrialised countries across three continents, the authors found PR to be 

associated with up to eight per cent higher turnout when compared to plurality systems.  

Several other studies have revealed similar effects of PR systems (or the closely related 

negative effect of disproportionality) on turnout (for example: Jackman 1987; Blondel, 

Sinnott et al. 1997; Blais and Dobrzynska 1998; Perez-Linan 2001; Kostadinova 2003). 

Simultaneous Elections 

Although many previous comparative studies of turnout have focused on a single type of 

election (such as for national legislatures, or for the European Parliament) some authors 

have noted the effects of other elections within a given country. It has been noted that 

the turnout in elections for other than the national legislature can vary according to 

where in the national election cycle they are held. This can be for reasons of electoral 

fatigue, or because electors may take the opportunity presented in a less important 

election to send a message to the national government. However, the greatest effect is 

when two (or more) elections are held simultaneously.  

When two (or more) elections are held at the same time, the costs of voting (at least in 

terms of turning up at the polling booth) are no different than voting in one election. 

Thus, we would expect turnout to be higher where elections are held simultaneously. 

Indeed, this expectation has been borne out in a number of studies: for example, 

Franklin (1996) noted that turnout in EP elections is some 18 percentage points higher 
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ǿƘŜƴ ŀƴ 9t ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘǳǊŜ13. 

Substantial effects have also been reported by Matilla (2003) and Blondel et al. (1997).  

 

The institutional arrangements discussed in this section clearly have substantial effects 

on turnout; but they do not tell the whole story: within any given election, where the 

institutional environment generally remains constant for all voters in a country, some 

people vote and some do not. Clearly, the institutional factors which are generally 

constant at a country level (at least in any given election) cannot account for the 

substantial variations in turnout that occur within countries (Blondel, Sinnott et al. 

1997). However, the choices which people make as to whether to vote or to abstain are 

not random; there are patterns of voting and non-voting within particular sections of 

society (Nevitte, Blais et al. 2009:86). The following section focuses on several socio-

demographic factors which previous research has identified as affecting turnout in 

elections. 

Socio-demographic determinants of turnout 

Even though voting is the least demanding form of political participation, individuals still 

need  a minimum level of resources and interest in politics (Brady, Verba et al. 1995). In 

comparative studies, it is usually not possible to measure resources or interest directly, 

and, instead, a number of socio-economic and demographic variables have been 

                                                             

13
 However, when they are not simultaneous, the fact that other elections exist may be associated with 

reduced turnout in elections for the national legislature. This may be particularly so where there are strong 
elected presidents, upper houses, or regional governments, since their presence suggests that the national 
legislature enjoys a reduced monopoly of power than would otherwise be the case (Blais and Dobrzynska 
1998; Siaroff and Merer 2002). Further, some authors have detected the influence of upcoming national 
legislature elections on the turnout exhibited in other elections (Reif 1985). It has been suggested that 
ǾƻǘŜǊǎ Ƴŀȅ ǳǎŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƻǊ 9t ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ΨǎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
government, and thus the effect depends on how close the local election is to the upcoming national 
legislature election. 
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suggested as affecting turnout in elections. These variables comprise two broad types: 

individual and aggregate. Individual variables are those which relate to the 

characteristics of the individual voter, such as their age, or educational attainment. 

Aggregate variables are characteristics of the group as a whole, and which cannot be 

disaggregated to the individual level, such as regional GDP, or population density.  

It is important to note that, here, ΨƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘŜΩ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ 

variable, and not to the type of data.  As we shall see, it is not unusual to use aggregate 

data when seeking to investigate the effects of individual characteristics. For example, 

rather than having information on the educational attainment of every individual voter, 

we may use aggregate data, such as the percentage of the electorate which has a degree 

level qualification. If we expect that the tendency to vote increases along with 

educational attainment, we would also expect that a higher percentage of degree 

holders would, other things being equal, be associated with increased turnout.  

In this section, we firstly examine those variables which relate to the characteristics of 

the voter, which previous research has suggested as influencing the likelihood that they 

will, in fact, vote. The main focus will be on education, age, death rate, occupation, 

unemployment, and length of residence. Then, we will consider aggregate level variables 

which have been shown to be associated with the level of turnout; specifically, GDP and 

population density. As will become clear, and especially when compared to the 

institutional determinants of voting identified in the previous section, the effects of 

socio-demographic factors on turnout are often the subject of continuing debate.  

Education 

The link between education and turnout appears to be well established: the better 

educated are more resource-rich, better informed, and thus more likely to vote in 

elections. Further, the better educated are more likely to have been socialised into the 
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norms of participation in elections (Lijphart 1997; Johnston and Pattie 2006; Nevitte, 

Blais et al. 2009)14. Indeed, Blais considers the evidence to show that turnout is 

Ψǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘΩ (2007:631). However, in making this 

claim, Blais cites two, very different, studies. Because these studies operationalise 

ΨŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛƴ ǘǿƻ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ both here in more 

detail.  

Firstly, Blais cites Wolfinger and Rosenstone (1980), who showed that educational 

attainment has a substantial effect on turnout in elections, with holders of college 

degrees being, on average, 38 percent more likely to vote than those with minimal levels 

of schooling. The explanation for this finding is threefold: firstly,  that education is a 

resource which, by increasing the skills necessary to acquire and process political 

information, decreases the costs of voting; secondly, that the better educated have a 

greater sense of civic duty and derive more gratification from the act of voting; and, 

thirdly, that schooling increases the skills necessary to overcome the bureaucratic 

hurdles associated with voting, and, more particularly, with registration. However, 

²ƻƭŦƛƴƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ wƻǎŜƴǎǘƻƴŜΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǾƻǘƛƴƎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

subsequent research has questioned how generalisable these findings are to other 

countries.  

For example, PowŜƭƭΩǎ (1986) analysis of survey data in nine industrialised democracies 

did show increasing participation with increasing educational level. However, Powell also 

noted that this effect was more marked for American respondents than for the other 

countries in his analysis (with the vagaries of voter registration in America being 

                                                             

14
 Though for a more nuanced relationship between affluence and education, see Jackson (1993). 
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suggested as a major reason for this difference15). Further, increasing education was 

sometimes associated with decreased turnout, depending on the countries and variables 

included in the analysis.  

In an analysis restricted to turnout in 16 Western European countries between 1960 and 

1992, Topf (1995) calculated the ratios of turnout between the lowest and highest 

educated cohorts for each country. His findings questioned the purported link between 

education and turnout, and he concluded that Western European citizens, be they of 

high or low educational attainment, are equally as likely to vote in national elections. 

Finally, Milligan et al. (2004) used survey and turnout data for November elections in the 

US and general elections in the UK to investigate the role of education on political 

participation. They found that increasing education does have a significant and positive 

effect on turnout in the US, but also found that this was not the case in the UK. In line 

with previous authors, Milligan et al. cited US procedures for voter registration as the 

main reason for the difference.  

The second source that Blais cites is Ψ¢ƻ ǾƻǘŜ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǾƻǘŜΩ (Blais 2000), in which he 

suggests that a minimum level of education may be required in order to participate in 

elections. Although voting is the least demanding form of political participation (Brady, 

Verba et al. 1995:282), a minimum level of skill is required in order to cast oneΩs vote. 

²ƘŜƴ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ǊŀǘŜ ƛǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻf the proportion of the population 

with the requisite skills, higher literacy rates are indeed significantly associated with 

higher turnout in elections (Blais 2000 24). However, as with GDP, such a measure is 

closely linked with ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ; and the main difference is between 

developed and less developed countries. When only those countries with above average 

                                                             

15
 It should be noted here that the effects of registration procedures only become apparent when turnout is 

calculated on the basis of the voting age population, rather than on the basis of registered voters. This point 
will be discussed more fully in Chapter 4. 
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literacy are considered, the effects of increasing literacy are very small (Blais and 

Dobrzynska 1998).  

Clearly, the literacy rate would be of limited use when examining differences in turnout 

among developed, Western European countries. However, it is worth retaining a 

measure of educational attainment, not least because the evidence suggests that, 

although often associated with higher levels of turnout (for example, Franklin 2004), the 

effect of education does vary from country to country (Nevitte, Blais et al. 2009)16.  

Age 

Young people generally vote less than older people, even after controlling for other 

factors such as education (Goerres 2007). Young, first-time voters may not know where 

to vote, or even how to vote; or they may lack a sufficient grasp of the parties, 

ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƪŜȅ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΦ Lƴ ǎƘƻǊǘΥ Ψ!ǎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǾƻǘƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŜŘΧΩ (Plutzer 2002:43). However, with increasing age, 

people often acquire the skills and resources needed to overcome these costs as political 

knowledge and social ties increase. Further, people become more motivated to vote as 

the effects of government policy, and the taxation which funds them, are more directly 

felt (Rose 2007). Although some have suggested that with the onset of old-age people 

become less likely to vote, perhaps because of increasing physical infirmity, Wolfinger 

and Rosenstone (1980) found that propensity to vote continues to rise with increasing 

age, albeit at a slower rate than in middle-age. Using survey data from 32 national lower 

house elections in 23 countries, Nevitte et al. (2009) also found that age was significantly 

and consistently associated with higher turnout. However, it should be noted that, 

                                                             

16
 There is some evidence that in certain countries, the higher educated are actually less likely to vote (Perea 

2002, citing Corbetta and Parisi). 
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ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘƛǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ΨŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘΩΣ ŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ, in fact, not statistically 

significant in about a third of the countries when analysed separately.   

Death Rate 

A measure somewhat related to the age of the population is that of life expectancy. 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ 

the assumption that a minimum quality of life is necessary before people feel able to 

participate in politics (Blais 2000). As with literacy rates, this measure may be more 

useful when comparing developed and less developed countries. 

It is known that the gap between the incomes of the poorest and wealthiest in a society 

is related to mortality; and that the death rate is higher among the poorer and more 

marginalised groups (Kennedy, Kawachi et al. 1996; Hwang, Wilkins et al. 2009). These 

groups are among those less likely to have the resources necessary to vote in elections. 

We could expect, then, that regions with a higher death rate would be associated with 

lower turnout in elections.  However, a higher death rate may also reflect a more elderly 

population; and increasing age has also been shown to be associated with an increasing 

propensity to vote.  

Occupation and Unemployment 

Using American survey data, Verba and Nie (1972) showed that those with higher socio-

economic status were more likely to participate in politics17. Closely related to socio-

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ΨŎƭŀǎǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƛƴ ŜƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ Ƙŀǎ 

generally declined, it has not disappeared. Because there are difficulties in 

ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ ΨŎƭŀǎǎΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

                                                             

17
 ±ŜǊōŀ ŀƴŘ bƛŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŎƛǾƛŎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΩ ς various factors conducive to participation - were an 

intervening effect. Such factors include a sense of efficacy, psychological involvement in politics, and a 
ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǾƻǘŜΦ !ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƛǾƛŎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ƻŎŎǳǇȅ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ψǎense of 
ŘǳǘȅΩ ƛƴ wƛƪŜǊ ŀƴŘ hǊŘŜǎƘƻƻƪΩǎ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŜŘ ŎŀƭŎǳƭǳǎ ƻŦ ǾƻǘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΦ 
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the voter (Evans 1999), with different types of occupation being categorised into 

different classes. For example, semi- and un-skilled workers could be considered as 

ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǎǎΩΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǳǇǇŜǊ-

middle classΩ. Some types of occupation, as well as providing further opportunities for 

social interactions and hence exposure to behavioural norms, may encourage the 

development of skills in bureaucratic and abstract tasks. In addition, some jobs may 

expose individuals to particular political issues, policies, and actors (Wolfinger and 

Rosenstone 1980). Occupational type, is of course, linked to income, and higher income 

groups have been shown to vote more than lower income groups (Norris 2004:175). 

However, there is some evidence that, even when we consider the same category of 

workers, there are differences between countries. In one of the few comparative studies 

to consider turnout in local elections, it was shown that a higher proportion of manual 

workers is associated with increased turnout in France, whereas in England the effect is 

negative (Hoffmann-Martinot, Rallings et al. 1996). 

As well as suggesting that ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ likelihood that they 

will vote, previous research has also shown that electoral participation can vary 

depending on whether their employment is in the public or private sector. For example, 

it is known that public employees may be better informed about policy issues and 

choices, and therefore tend to vote at a higher rate than private employees (Wolfinger 

and Rosenstone 1980; Braconnier and Dormagen 2007).  

At the other extreme, an absence of occupation, that is unemployment, has long been 

associated with reduced turnout in elections (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; 

Rosenstone 1982; Brady, Verba et al. 1995), not only because the unemployed have 



42 

fewer resources, but also because they have less desire to participate 18.  However, this 

too has been shown to vary from country to country (Radcliff 1992; Nevitte, Blais et al. 

2009), and also seems to show a greater effect in the recently unemployed than in the 

longer term (Rosenstone 1982).  

Membership of a trade union or political party.  

The very act of joining a political party not only represents a form of political 

participation (Scarrow 2007), but also implies a certain degree of partisanship on the 

part of the member. As such, we may expect that party members would be more likely, 

on average, to undertake the relatively easy task of casting a vote in an election. and this 

has been shown to be the case in comparative studies (Siaroff and Merer 2002). 

Although a worker may join a trade union for non-partisan reasons, unions themselves 

are inherently political organisations that lobby governments and fund political 

campaigns; to be a union member, then, is to implicitly take part in politics (Burns, 

Schlozman et al. 2001:58). Further, being a member of a political party or a trade union 

can increase involvement in social networks, exposure to group norms, and lead to a 

greater awareness of political issues. Not surprisingly, then, membership of either type 

of organisation has been linked to increased turnout in elections (Blais 2000; Siaroff and 

Merer 2002).  

Length of residence 

As noted by Sharp (1955), the act of voting appears to be related to the length of 

residence in a particular community. People who have lived in a place for longer periods 

of time are more likely to feel more involved, be better informed about local political 

issues, and thus more likely to participate in politics generally, and to vote in elections 

                                                             

18
 Lower levels of participation among the unemployed are considered by some to be evidence that larger 
ŀƳƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ΨŦǊŜŜ-ǘƛƳŜΩ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǘǳǊƴƻǳǘ (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980:29) 
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(Geys 2006a:644). Conversely, as the turnover of the local population increases, the 

more any sense of community may be undermined, and the greater the social distances 

between individuals (Ashworth, Heyndels et al. 2002) 19. Different measures have been 

used in previous research in order to take account of the stability of the population, such 

as population growth, or the level of home ownership20. Whichever measure is used, the 

results are generally consistent, with more stable populations being, on the whole, more 

likely to vote in elections (Hoffmann-Martinot, Rallings et al. 1996; Geys 2006a).  

 

Having considered those variables which relate to the characteristics of the individual 

voter, we now turn to the aggregate level variables ς GDP and population density. 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

There are competing views as to the effects of the economic situation (usually measured 

by GDP or GNP21) on turnout (Bengtsson 2004). On the one hand it has been argued that 

when times are tough, those most adversely affected would be more likely to blame the 

government and hence be more motivated to vote as a means of expressing their 

dissatisfaction. On the other hand, those faced with financial difficulties may be less 

                                                             

19
 This may be particularly the case when considering local elections, rather than national elections where 

new arrivals from within the same country will have an equal chance of being informed as to the salient 
issues as will the pre-existing residents of a particular locale. Local elections are more likely be more 
concerned with local issues. This effect does not appear to have been examined in previous comparative 
research. 
20

 Although home ownership may indeed be a measure of population stability, home owners may also be 
more likely to vote in elections as they may be more affected by policy decisions (Geys 2006a). Further, 
population growth may be organic (increased local birth rate and or declining local death rate) or the result 
of higher net migration; the former would necessarily result in an increase in younger age groups, whereas 
the latter could, for example, be the result of more retired people moving to a particular area. An additional 
difference may occur when we consider different types of elections; local elections are more likely to involve 
local issues, with new arrivals perhaps being less informed and hence less likely to vote. In the case of 
national elections, however, new arrivals (from within the same country) would be equally likely to be 
informed of the national issues as the existing residents). 
21

 .ƻǘƘ Dbt όDǊƻǎǎ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tǊƻŘǳŎǘύ ŀƴŘ D5t ŀǊŜ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ D5t 
being the more common measure nowadays. The major difference between the two measures is that GDP 
includes production within a country even when the resources used to generate that production are not 
ƻǿƴŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΦ Dbt ƻƴƭȅ Ŏƻǳƴǘǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻǿƴŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ 
(Waring 1999). 
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likely to vote, as they are preoccupied with day to day survival and the immediate 

challenges of making ends meet (Rosenstone 1982).  

GDP is often used in a rather different way in comparative studies; that is, to 

differentiate between groups of countries on the basis of their economic or industrial 

development. Indeed, Powell (1980) simply divided his set of countries into two groups ς 

ΨdevelopedΩ and ΨdevelopingΩ ς and reported that turnout in developed countries was 

some 12 per cent higher than in the developing countries. However, around the same 

time, Crewe noted that the correlation between turnout and GDP was very weak; and 

wondered just what the effects of GDP were, as turnout in most countries had remained 

ΨǳƴǎǿŜǊǾƛƴƎƭȅ Ŧƭŀǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǳƴǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘŜŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΦΦΦΩ 22 (Crewe 

1981:259).  

In a more recent and sophisticated analysis, Blais and Dobrzynska (1998) also found that 

higher GNP per capita (measured at the country level) was associated with higher 

turnout, but that this effect was most marked when comparing very low GNP countries 

to all others ς and had a much smaller effect within that group of countries with above 

average GNP per capita23.  In their bivariate analysis of lower house elections in 38 

developed (European) countries, Siaroff and Merer (2002) found GNP to have a 

significant, positive effect on turnout; however, GNP was not included in their 

subsequent multivariate analysis.  

The foregoing suggests that GDP may be a useful basis on which to ascertain how 

developed a particular country is, but may be less useful as a determinant of turnout 

when comparing only developed countries. Although the evidence generally supports 

                                                             

22
 Crewe referred to the puzzle of turnout being related to education and income at the individual level, but 

not at the aggregate level (Crewe 1981:260). 
23

 Further, high economic growth did not appear to result in significantly higher turnout (rŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ /ǊŜǿŜΩǎ 
concerns two decades earlier). 
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the view that increasing economic adversity depresses turnout, it has also been shown 

that there are variations, even between developed countries, depending on the extent 

and nature of the welfare systems which they have (Radcliff 1992). Further, Colomer 

reported that countries with higher public expenditure (relative to the GDP) have, on 

average, higher turnout than countries with lower public expenditure (Colomer 1991). 

Population and Population Density 

It has been suggested that countries with smaller populations have a greater sense of 

community, and hence will have higher turnout than more populous countries. 

Alternatively, in terms of the calculus of voting, in a smaller population of voters, the 

chances of casting the deciding vote are higher. Whatever the mechanism, the 

relationship between population and turnout has been confirmed in a number of studies 

(Blais and Carty 1990; Blais and Dobrzynska 1998; Blais 2000)24. It has also been argued 

that where population density is higher, turnout will be higher because individuals will 

be less dispersed, feel closer to their fellow citizens and hence more likely to be exposed 

to group pressures and efforts at mobilisation. On the other hand, others have argued 

that increasing urbanisation undermines the social pressure to vote, as interpersonal 

bonds and social structures are weaker. Perhaps it is not surprising, given these 

competing theoretical views, that the evidence for this effect is somewhat mixed in 

studies which have measured population density at the country level. For example, Blais 

(2000) reports only a weak relationship between turnout and population density (see 

also Blais and Dobrzynska 1998). Siaroff and Merer (2002) found that, although 

population density was associated with increased turnout in their bivariate analysis, this 

relationship was not significant in any of their subsequent multivariate analyses. In a 

                                                             

24
 It has also been argued that communication between citizens is easier, and thus it is more likely that 

political interest would be heightened in smaller communities. However, these effects may be questionable, 
as even in a small community of, say, 1000 citizens, the chances that two randomly chosen people indeed 
communicate is actually rather small (Ashworth, Heyndels et al. 2002). 
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study confined to Eastern European countries, Kostadinova  (2003) also found urban 

population to be non-significant (although in this case the coefficient was negative). In 

an analysis based on turnout in municipal elections in the United States and a number of 

Western European countries, and using seven categories of municipality population size, 

Morlan (Morlan 1984) found that in general, turnout declines as population increases25.  

Rather than using the simple population density measure, some studies have used 

descriptive categories, such as urban-rural, or centre-periphery. Even within a single 

country, there has been considerable debate as to whether rural dwellers are more or 

less likely to vote than residents of cities, a controversy which is sometimes complicated 

by the assumption that people who do not live in cities are all farmers (who have been 

shown more likely to vote than other occupational groups; see Wolfinger and 

Rosenstone 1980:30). Indeed, the simple urban-rural classification may be too simplistic: 

as shown by some studies which have taken into account the size of town in which 

people live (either as defined objectively by arbitrary  categories based on population 

ǎƛȊŜΣ ƻǊ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ōȅ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƭƛǎǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΣ ǘƻǿƴΣ ƻǊ 

ŎƛǘȅΩύ (Oppenhuis 1995; Nevitte, Blais et al. 2009). As with some other variables discussed 

above, there appears to be a difference between America and Europe: with mid-sized 

towns in America being associated with lower turnout than large cities, suburbs, or rural 

areas; whereas in Europe it is large cities which are associated with lower turnout than 

smaller towns or villages. However, although Oppenhuis reports this effect to be very 

similar across the European countries in his analysis, no such pattern is revealed in the 

individual country analyses performed by Nevitte et al. (Nevitte, Blais et al. 2009); 

                                                             

25
 Although Morlan cautioned against taking his findings as support for explanations based on a greater 

sense of community in smaller units. Further, when he examined turnout in territorial units which had been 
subject to the then fashionable amalgamation of municipalities, Morlan found that such amalgamation had 
not had any significant effects on turnout. 
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indeed, in the latter study, in most countries none of the categories (town, suburb, city) 

is statistically significant. 

This section has identified a number of institutional and socio-demographic factors 

which previous research has identified as influencing the level of turnout in elections. 

However, not all types of elections attract the same level of turnout. In the next section, 

we discuss the relative importance of elections in the eyes of the voter.  

First-, Second- (and Third-) Order Elections 

!ǎ aƛƭƭŜǊ ƴƻǘŜŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΣ ΨǘƘŜƛǊ 

expectations were not high and their disappointment waǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴǘŜƴǎŜΩ (1988:244). This 

view is not confined to Britain, and it has long been known that electorates view national 

elections differently to the other elections which are held within a country (for example, 

Gosnell 1930:Ch 7). More recently, in a comparison of turnout in national and local 

elections in 14 countries, Blais (2000) found, that on average, turnout in local elections 

was some 13 percentage points lower than in national elections.  

EǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ .ƭŀƛǎΩ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ though, there was substantial 

country-to-country variation; in Britain, average turnout in local elections was found to 

be over 30 points lower than turnout in national elections; in Belgium the difference was 

less than half of one percent. A simple explanation for the small difference in Belgium is 

that voting there is compulsory in both national and local elections. However, if we 

consider France, where voting is not compulsory, the difference in turnout between the 

two election types is still less than two percentage points 26 (Blais 2000).  A number of 

explanations have been suggested to account for variations in the patterns of local-

national election turnout in different countries. These include differing views as to the 

                                                             

26
 Similar observations were made by Gosnell (1930) two generations prior ς evidence for a remarkable 

stability in these differences, despite the intervening changes to franchise and suffrage in these countries. 
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relative importance of national and local governments, or the degree of politicisation 

and mobilisation. However, none of these is able to fully account for the variations in 

this turnout gap 27 (Blais 2000:39). 

Electors are not limited to casting their votes in national and local elections. Indeed, with 

the advent of direct elections to the European Parliament (EP) in 1979, voters in the 

member states of the European Community were presented with an entirely new set of 

elections; and new avenues of research presented themselves to political scientists. To 

those with an interest in voting behaviour, these elections were of particular interest 

since, although they occurred more or less simultaneously across all member states, a 

variety of electoral systems and rules were used28.  

In the first study to compare turnout in EP elections to turnout in the respective 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛǾŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ wŜƛŦ ŀƴŘ {ŎƘƳƛǘǘ (1980) coined the phrase 

ΨǎŜŎƻƴŘ-ƻǊŘŜǊΩ  ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ elections where there is, in some sense, less at stake. 

Simply put, second-order elections play no role in deciding who governs the country. 

Hence, fewer calculate that the costs of voting are outweighed by the benefits, and 

turnout is lower than in first-order elections for the legislature. However, ΨǎƻƳŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ-

ƻǊŘŜǊ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ (van der Eijk, Franklin et al. 

1996:162). Voters in many countries behave as if there was even less at stake in EP 

elections than in other second-order elections, and the very low turnout for EP elections 

in some countries supports the notion that European Parliament elections be considered 

as third-order (Marsh 1998; Heath, McLean et al. 1999; Rallings and Thrasher 2005).  

                                                             

27
 Blais suggested that the difference may be linked to the degree of urbanisation: turnout in municipal 

elections has been shown to decrease as the size of municipality increases (cited by Blais 2000:39); and it is 
possible that this effect is smaller in national elections. However, Blais was not able to test this hypothesis. 
28

 This was more marked in early elections to the EP, when both plurality/majoritarian and PR systems were 
used. More recently, all countries have used PR systems, but the specific arrangements used (for example 
compulsory voting, or weekend voting) do still vary from country to country. 
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The first-, second-, third-order distinction, then, appears to be justified by empirical 

evidence. However, as we will see in later chapters, even after taking into account the 

various institutional and socio-demographic characteristics which were discussed 

previously, there remain between- and within-country differences in the levels of 

turnout for any given type of election. These differences may reflect the national or 

regional factors which influence the context in which the voter is situated, and thus 

which enhance the visibility or perceived importance of the election.  

We discuss these factors in more detail in Chapter 4, but note here that they may well be 

specific to a particular type of election.  For instance, at the local level we will investigate 

two factors, both of which can be seen as affecting what is at stake in the election. 

Firstly, the level of local taxation, and the autonomy that municipalities enjoy in setting 

these taxes, varies from country to country. Local taxes are directly felt by the 

electorate; and the services which they fund relate to the locality in a way that is not the 

case with taxes levied by central government. Higher taxes serve to increase the 

differential benefits that the rational voter takes into account, so we would expect the 

level of local taxes to have an influence on turnout in municipal elections. We are not 

aware of previous comparative research in this area; although it has been shown that 

the level of public spending (usually funded at least in part by taxes) has been shown to 

be associated with the level of turnout: countries with higher public spending tend to 

exhibit higher turnout in national, first-order elections (Colomer 1991). The second 

factor we will investigate at the local level relates to the powers enjoyed by the mayor; 

which can vary substantially from country to country (Bäck, Heinelt et al. 2006).  As 

Evans has pointed out, various institutional and individual characteristics may be 

important predictors of turnout in elections, but may have much less influence if the 

outcome of the election is a powerless representative (Evans 2004:169). Where the local 

mayor wields substantive powers, he or she is more likely to make decisions which 
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directly impact the lives of the electorate. Compared to countries where the mayoral 

powers are more limited, or even purely ceremonial, there is more at stake in the 

election, and we would thus expect turnout to be higher.  

In the case of supranational elections, that is, those to the European Parliament, 

measures related to the power of the elected representative or to levels of taxation are 

of limited applicability. However, the salience of the European Union, and by implication, 

that of the European Parliament, may vary from region to region within European 

countries. For instance, in order to better promote their interests within the policy 

making arenas of the European Union, many sub-national regions have decided to invest 

resources in establishing a permanent representative office in Brussels (Nugent 1999). 

That not all regions have such an office implies that some regions view the EU as more 

important than do others. This may be a view confined to the political elite, but it could 

also reflect, or encourage, similar feelings among the electorate as a whole. Were this 

the case, we would expect that turnout in EP elections would be higher in those regions 

which have a representative office in Brussels. 

For elections to the national legislature, we will consider the mobilising effect of  

ΨƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘΩ ǇŀǊǘȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΤ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ how widely the major parties contest the total 

number of constituencies in the country. Historically, the growth in the territorial 

coverage of political parties was often driven by the desire to mobilise increasing 

numbers of voters. As parties contested more and more constituencies, local support 

networks grew and campaigning became more efficient. This growth in the territorial 

coverage of political parties was often associated with a strengthening of the left-right 

cleavage (Caramani 2005).  There are two reasons, then, to expect that turnout would be 

higher, at least in elections to the national legislature, in those countries where the 

major political parties contest all, or nearly all, of the total constituencies. Firstly, the 
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increased efficiency of campaigning by political parties serves to increase the proportion 

of the electorate who, even if they have not been contacted directly by a political party, 

are aware of the campaign issues, or even of the election itself. Secondly, the increased 

importance of the left-right cleavage serves to both clarify and simplify the choices on 

offer, thus reducing the information costs associated with voting.   

Despite the historical nationalisation of party systems in several countries, some 

consider that voting behaviour is still affected by regional contexts; or, indeed, that in 

some cases the previous trend towards a territorial homogenisation of politics has been 

reversed (Keating 1998:101). As we will see in Chapter 3, over the past few decades, a 

number of Western European countries have undergone significant reorganisations of 

their territorial politics, and in some cases this has led to the strengthening or creation of 

regional level governments. However, the various regions within European countries 

also differ in terms of other factors, such as their culture and identity, or their patterns 

of economic development (Keating 1998). These factors combine and contribute to the 

regional context; and, where they coincide and reinforce each other, the result is strong 

ΨǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΩΦ ²Ŝ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘΣ ǘƘŜƴΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

associated with differing patterns of turnout in regional elections. However, there is 

reason to expect that regionalism may be associated with different patterns of turnout 

in other types of election, because there is evidence that turnout for national elections 

tends to be lower where strong regional governments also exist (Blais and Dobrzynska 

1998; Siaroff and Merer 2002). 

Discussion 

This chapter has provided a review of the literature relating to voting in elections. After 

considering the usefulness, and the limitations, of rational choice approaches, we 

identified several institutional and socio-demographic factors which have been 
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suggested as having an influence on turnout. Although there are exceptions, previous 

research suggests that the institutional variables are somewhat more consistent in their 

effects than are the socio-demographic variables.  

However, even within a single type of election, and when both institutional and socio-

economic variables are included in multivariate analyses, substantial country differences 

can remain, as evidenced by the frequent use of dummy variables by several authors. 

¢ƘŜ Ψǳǎǳŀƭ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘǎΩ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ¦{! ŀƴŘ {ǿƛǘȊŜǊƭŀƴŘ (for example, Powell 1986; Jackman 

1987; Blais 2000); but a number of other countries have also been subject to this 

treatment (or even continents, see Blais and Dobrzynska 1998; Siaroff and Merer 2002). 

Further, with the possible exception of compulsory voting, none of the suggested 

determinants of voting ƛǎ ΨƻƳƴƛǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ: not only do findings differ as to 

whether a particular variable is statistically significant; but in many cases there are 

contradictory findings as to the direction of the effect that a particular variable may have 

(Blais 2000; Geys 2006a). This is, at least in part, a reflection of the differing aims of 

previous researchers, the differing sets of variables which they used, and the countries 

which were included in their analyses.  

It should also be noted that most comparative research into turnout in elections which 

has relied, in full or in part, on aggregate data, has been confined to the country level of 

analysis.  Indeed, in a recent review of such studies over the previous three decades, 

only two used turnout in sub-national geographical units (both of which only compared 

turnout in two countries, and each was limited to a single type of election, see Geys 

2006a). Although this may not present too many difficulties when we consider the 

institutional determinants of voting (which tend to remain constant for all voters in a 

country within a given election), the use of country-level data severely limits the 
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opportunity to investigate whether various social groups respond in the same way to 

these differing institutional arrangements (Kostadinova 2003).   

More generally, findings based on country-level data may not necessarily apply within 

the countries included in the analysis. These within country variations have generally 

been left to those who employ individual level survey data (for a rare exception see 

Hoffmann-Martinot, Rallings et al. 1996 who used turnout and explanatory variables 

aggregated to the level of the local government unit for local elections in France and 

England). The results of such individual level research have often brought into question 

the findings based on aggregate level research, even for those variables which have 

generally been taken as robust in their effects. For example, based on CSES survey data, 

Nevitte et al. (2009) concluded that both age and education have significant and 

consistent effects on turnout in elections. However, these effects are, in fact, apparent 

in only two-thirds and just over one half, respectively, of the 29 countries included in 

their analȅǎƛǎΦ {ǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ΨŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘΩ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜir analysis (such as 

size of population, or employment status) is even weaker29.  

Of course, survey data is subject to its own limitations, particularly those of selection 

bias and the tendency of respondents to over-report their voting in elections. The 

former means that voters tend to be over-represented among the respondents to 

election surveys. This obviously presents difficulties when investigating the differences 

between voters and non-voters; and these difficulties are compounded because this 

over-representation of voters has been shown to increase with declining response rates 

                                                             

29
 There is a further difficulty when considering individual and aggregate variables: even when they appear 

to be measuring aspects of the same particular characteristic, the links between the two are tenuous at best. 
For example, the educational attainment of a particular individual contributes, albeit in a near trivial way, to 
the proportion of the population with that given level of education. However, the aggregate value is often 
considered as also having contextual effects, which may or may not interact with the individual level 
measure.  
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(Burden 2000). However, the latter can also be a substantial problem, and has been 

shown to be of the order of 30 per cent (Milligan, Moretti et al. 2004). Further, this 

effect is not constant either, appearing not only to be generally higher in countries with 

higher participation rates, but also to vary within countries in ways related to the socio-

economic status of the respondent (Milligan, Moretti et al. 2004; Karp and Brockington 

2005).   

In order to explore within country variations in turnout whilst avoiding the inherent 

limitations of survey data, we need an alternative approach. An obvious avenue is to use 

aggregate turnout and socio-demographic data for geographical units within countries. 

In Chapter 4 we will describe the development of a such a dataset.  

As we have also seen in this chapter, people respond differently to different types of 

election; unsurprisingly, more people vote in more important elections. Previous 

comparative research has rarely investigated elections other than those for the national 

legislature or the European Parliament. We are able to go further, and include elections 

for sub-national governments. The organisation of territorial government varies 

considerably from country to country, as do the systems and rules pertaining to each 

type of election. This will be the subject of Chapter 3. 
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Chapter 3 : Governments and Elections 

Introduction 

All Western European countries are now democracies, but they reached this status at 

different times, and by different routes. Indeed, state-ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ Ψƻnce and 

ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΩ (Jessop 2006:114). Rather, it has often entailed successive waves of 

centralisation and decentralisation, tempered by the persistence of old customs, 

practices and values, and has been subject to external, as well as internal influences. 

Even in countries where the state is strong and centralised, the powers of a government 

are never all-embracing, and governing has always had a territorial dimension (Hague 

and Harrop 2004:228; Thoenig 2006). Because of their particular histories and cultures, 

and their differing settlements following internal struggles between the centre and the 

periphery, Western European countries differ widely in the organisation of territorial 

decision making processes, and, in particular, in their arrangements for sub-national 

government. 

Of course, historical influences are not limited to the development of various levels of 

government, but also to the arenas in which candidates compete. Electoral systems and 

ǊǳƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ Ψŀ ƎƛǾŜƴΩΣ ōǳǘ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΥ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ 

societal values or to the shifting allegiances within political parties, but also because 

political actors often seek to influence the particular systems and rules which are chosen 

(and for compelling empirical evidence, see Colomer 2005; Freeman 2006; 

Rueschemeyer 2006; Tilly and Goodin 2006; Blais 2008). Of course, such shifts in 

electoral systems are often presented by their proponents as having some greater 

democratic virtue, and merely have the ΨƘŀǇǇȅ ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜƴŎŜΩ ƻŦ ŀǿŀǊŘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŜŀǘǎ ǘƻ 

ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ΨǳƴŘŜǊ-ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎ (Bowler 2006:587). Whatever the underlying 
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causes, electoral arrangements in Western European countries often differ markedly, 

not only between countries, but sometimes within them. 

In this chapter, we firstly present a brief historical synopsis for each country, and identify 

the major internal and international factors which have influenced the development of 

the different levels of government which exist today. Selected characteristics of each 

level of government are then provided, and, in the case of local government, these 

characteristics are discussed in relation to the typologies suggested by previous 

researchers. This will lead to a particular focus on those characteristics of governments 

which were suggested in the previous chapter as influencing the context in which the 

voter is situated, and which will be included in our subsequent analyses, specifically: 

levels of public sector employment and the tax raising powers of sub-national 

governments, as well as the powers enjoyed by the local mayor in each country. These 

characteristics are necessarily measured at the country-level; but several of the 

countries examined here display a degree of variation when we consider their 

ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎΦ Lƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǿŜ ŘǊŀǿ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

work of Keating (1998) and develop a numerical score for each region in each country. 

We then turn to the systems and rules which are used for electing each type of 

government in each country; with a particular emphasis on the institutional 

determinants of voting that were identified in Chapter 2. 

Lǘ ƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ōǊƛŜŦ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ƴƻƳŜƴŎƭŀǘǳǊŜΥ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƳǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭΩ 

are used interchangeably, and refer to the lowest level of sub-national government 

which we will considerΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀǘŜΩ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƭƛŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

levels (Larsson, Nomden et al. 1999), and corresponds to, for example, the county 

councils in Sweden. However, a number of countries exhibit two tiers of government 

within the intermediate level; for example, France has departmental and regional levels 
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of government. Where this is the case, the lower and upper levels of intermediate 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǊŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎƭȅΦ bƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǳǇǇŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƭƻǿŜǊΩ ƘŜǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƻ 

the geographical extent of the two tiers (with lower level units typically nested within 

upper level units), and, as the following discussion will make clear, do not necessarily 

imply hierarchical power relationships. 

Country synopses 

The following section will provide a brief overview of the historical development and 

present form of national and sub-national government for each country. The sheer range 

and complexity necessitates a degree of simplification; the aim here is to provide some 

context to the present arrangements. Although many systems of sub-national 

government can trace their roots to traditions of self-government in towns and cities, 

and to nineteenth century nation-building, it is important to recognise that each system 

is evolving from a different starting point (Norton 1991). Further, each country has also 

had to deal with its own specific challenges, and may have responded differently to 

similar international and European iƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ΨŘŜŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

may be observed in some traditionally highly centralised systems may still leave them 

ƳƻǊŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŜǊƻŘŜŘΩ 

(Blair 1991:42).  

Belgium 

Prior to its formation on breaking away from the Netherlands in 1830, the territory 

which was to become Belgium had long been marked by strong and independent cities; a 

history reflected in the decentralist legislation of 1836 which, as well as providing for the 

existence and finance of the provinces, gave formal recognition to the important role 

played by municipalities (Halvarsson nd). In the post-war period, rather more attention 

has been paid to cultural autonomy based on ancient language boundaries, the tensions 
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between which were eventually to lead to a federalised state in 1993, governed by the 

Constitution of 1994 (which itself has been subject to subsequent modifications).  

The Constitution recognises the existence oŦ ŦƻǳǊ ΨƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎΩ όDŜǊƳŀƴΣ CǊŜƴŎƘΣ 

Dutch, and the bilingual Brussels-Capital) and three language Communities (German, 

Flemish, and French). In addition, Belgium is divided into three geographical regions: 

Walloon, Flemish, and Brussels-Capital. At the top level, the three Communities and the 

three Regions are considered as legally equal to the Federal State itself. In addition, the 

Communities and Regions have their own directly elected assemblies. In this rather 

complex system, each level of government holds some exclusive powers, but is also 

obliged to cooperate and consult with other levels of government. Within these 

arrangements, each Region is responsible for applying existing legislation (and has the 

power to enact new legislation) concerning its provinces and municipalities. The ten 

provinces have few formal powers, though they play important roles in complex policy- 

making networks. The provincial councillors are directly elected, but the politically well-

connected provincial governor is directly appointed by the region. The region may also 

appoint the municipal burgomaster (Halvarsson nd).   

In the post-war years, the number of municipalities steadily grew, but since the 1970s, 

successive rounds of rationalisation and amalgamation have reduced their numbers 

markedly. Compared to several other European countries, Belgian municipalities control 

a relatively small portion of total public spending, and derive financial resources via a 

mixture of taxes and levies, and from allocations from central, regional and community 

governments. In the 1990s, growing dissatisfaction over control and coordination of 

various tax levying powers, and the influence of New Public Management (NPM), led to 

changes in the relationship between central and sub-national governments; however, 

similar to the situation in Spain (see below) this resulted in a centralisation of powers at 
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the regional and community levels, rather than a delegation of powers to local 

governments. The linguistic communities, regions, and provinces are constitutionally 

protected. Legislation for the municipalities is provided by the Municipalities Act of 

1989. Belgium took part in the first direct elections to the European Parliament in 1979 

(CoE 1998a; Hendriks 2001a; Plees 2005). 

England 

In contrast to all the other countries in the present analysis, England (as part of the 

¦ƴƛǘŜŘ YƛƴƎŘƻƳύ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ¢ƘŜ /ƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩ (Gallagher, 

Laver et al. 2006); and the powers, structure, workings, and indeed the very existence of 

the various levels of government are subject to the principle of parliamentary 

sovereignty. As such, there is no formal constitutional protection for sub-national 

government in England, arrangements for which can be, and have been, altered by 

means of normal legislation. Local government developed sporadically in response to 

social changes, including industrialisation and the attendant growth of cities, into a 

patchwork of councils of different types and sizes, but all being constrained to perform 

only those duties specifically provided for by parliament. Various metropolitan county 

councils were abolished in the 1970s. Following the election of a Conservative 

government in 1979, further metropolitan councils were abolished, and the remaining 

councils of all categories saw their responsibilities and budgets decline. NPM practices 

were introduced30, including the imposition of compulsory competitive tendering, along 

with unprecedented central control over local government expenditure and the hiving-

off of various tasks to centrally appointed agencies. Further reforms in the 1990s aimed 

                                                             

30
 Indeed, the UK was one of the first countries to introduce NPM practices after its initial launch in New 

Zealand  (Kettl 2006) 
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at increased efficiency and accountability saw some county and district councils 

consolidated into new unitary authorities (although with questionable success, see 

Chisolm 2000). Following the election of a Labour government in 1997, a London 

Assembly and directly elected mayor were established (along with a Scottish Parliament 

and a Welsh Assembly). Legislation in 2000 provided for local authorities to choose 

alternative management structures, including the introduction of directly elected 

mayors. However, the central government retained its strong position in relation to local 

government through tight control of grants, and the imposition of targets and various 

inspection regimes. Local government still accounts for a substantial portion of total 

public expenditure, but there is minimal opportunity for discretion to be exercised at the 

local level. The relatively large size of local authorities (compared to many European 

countries) means there has been less perceived need to encourage cooperation between 

authorities. Legislation in 1998 did provide for administrative regions with indirectly 

elected assemblies, but the aim of establishing directly elected regional governments for 

England was unsuccessful, hindered at least in part by the lack of strong regional 

traditions and identities, and of clear geographic boundaries (but see Garside and 

Hebbert 1989). Indeed, the only referendum held, in the North East of England, resulted 

in an emphatic rejection of proposals for an elected regional assembly. The national 

second chamber (the Lords) is not directly elected. The United Kingdom took part in the 

first direct elections to the European parliament in 1979. Unusually in the European 

Union, England (as part of the UK) did not use a proportional representation system for 

elections to the European Parliament until 1999 (Loughlin 2001c; BBC 2004; Wilson 

2005). 
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Finland 

After seven centuries as part of Sweden, and a century as a semi-autonomous duchy 

within the Russian Empire, Finland became independent in 1917. In 1919, following a 

bitter civil war, a constitution was adopted which contained French, American, and 

Swedish influences and provided for a division of powers between parliament and 

president. Reflecting the Nordic tradition of local self-government, and recognised in the 

constitution (CoE 2009), local authorities enjoy considerable powers. In the 1980s, more 

functions were transferred to local authorities from the central state. In the 1990s, in 

reaction to economic contraction as elsewhere in Europe, and to the loss of the Soviet 

Union as a major trading partner, mergers between local authorities were encouraged 

by the central government. Local authorities have both general and special 

competencies, the latter being delegated from central government and regulated by 

specific laws. Local authorities levy their own taxes, but with agreement with central 

government and associations of local authorities. There are also block grants from 

central government. The 1919 Constitution provided for an intermediate level of 

government, but (in contrast to Sweden), this has not been put in place (except the 

special case of the Åland archipelago). However, prompted at least in part by the need 

to administer EU structural funds, there have been 19 indirectly elected regional councils 

since 1994 (Lidström 2001a; Rose and Ståhlberg 2005). There is no national second 

chamber. Having held a one-off election in 1996 after joining the Union in 1995, Finland 

took part in the European Parliament elections of 1999. 

France 

France has often been considered as one of the most centralised states in Western 

Europe, but the Revolutionary image of a one and indivisible republic was something of a 

reaction to the high degree of cultural and social diversity, which exists to the present 
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day. At a national level, the constitution of the Fifth Republic divides power between the 

directly elected president and the parliament, which consists of the directly elected 

Assembly and the indirectly elected Senate. Following the Revolution, France possessed 

local administration rather than real local government, but, driven in part by massive 

social change and exodus from countryside to towns and cities, the powers of local 

actors increased in the post-war years. This process was accelerated by the 

decentralisation reforms of the 1980s. As well as granting greater autonomy and 

financial resources to municipalities, and reducing the powers of the state-appointed 

prefects, these reforms also created the present-day regional (upper intermediate) level 

of government. The departmental (lower intermediate) level of government, along with 

its directly elected councils, was left in place despite the newly created regions. 

However, although the departments continue to employ a greater number of people, 

many view the regional councils as being the more powerful political actors. French 

people are among those most attached to their locality, and identify much more strongly 

with their municipality than the state, which goes some way to explaining why so many 

municipalities have survived despite their small size, and in the face of various attempts 

by central government to abolish or amalgamate them. Although private companies had 

long held an important place in the local delivery of services, further privatisation and 

deregulation pressures, and the curtailment of the powers of the prefects, led to new 

windows of opportunity for sub-national actors, in particular the mayors and local 

politicians. The key figure in the municipality is the mayor, who may also hold other 

elected offices. This quasi-systematic practice (cumul des mandats) is a singularly French 

phenomenon, and, until 1985, it was possible to hold elected office at the municipal, 

departmental, regional, and European level, as well as in either the lower or upper 

house. Legislation in 1985 limited to two the number of offices held simultaneously: it is 

worth noting that, in 1990, nearly 90 per cent of parliamentarians held at least one other 
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elected position (Mény 2008:120). Local government expenditure as a percentage of 

GDP is relatively low but discretionary authority for local authorities is high, and the 

ability to levy local taxes has risen, leading some to see parallels between French local 

authorities and those in the Scandinavian countries. Sub-national governments in France 

now account for some 70 per cent of all public investment. However, there exist 

complex networks and overlapping policy competencies; and the central government 

retains its abilities to shape the various political and administrative institutions. The 

status of communes and departments are constitutionally protected, whereas the 

regional level is covered by ordinary legislation. France took part in the first direct 

elections for the European Parliament in 1979 (Lorrain 1991; CoE 1998b; Loughlin and 

Seiler 2001; Borraz and Le Galès 2005; Mény 2008). 

Greece  

In the 19th century, following four centuries of Ottoman rule, newly independent Greece 

established a centralised state along the French Napoleonic model (including provincial 

level prefects). However, a blend of western and non-western cultures has continued to 

affect the nature and practice of democracy. Territorial disputes, struggles for liberation, 

and the presence of hostile neighbours all contributed to an emphasis by political elites 

on territorial unification and centralism. In 1912, legislation abolished the previous 

municipalities, and established new municipalities and communes with weaker local 

power bases. Municipal elections were suspended during subsequent periods of 

dictatorship, war, and military junta. With the fall of the military junta in 1974, municipal 

(urban) and communal (rural) elections resumed, and have been held every four years 

since. Of the 5775 municipalities and communities which existed in 1993, almost 80 per 

cent had a population less than a thousand. As such, many local authorities were too 

small to adequately perform their assigned functions, and were largely dependent on 
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the prefectural level. Reforms in the 1980s reduced prefectural control, and for the first 

time local authorities sent representatives to sit on the prefectural (intermediate level) 

councils. Since 1995, prefectural councils have become directly elected (elections taking 

place on the same day as municipal elections). In 1997, central government legislated to 

merge the municipalities and communities, reducing their numbers to 113 and 900 

respectively). Though some have claimed that Greece became a much more 

decentralised state during the 1990s, Loughlin (2001a) considers that (though some 

progress has been made) these claims must be treated with some caution. Local 

government is protected by the 1975 constitution. Greece became a member of the 

European Union in 1981, held a one-off election for members of the European 

Parliament in the same year, and then joined other member states for the 1984 EU-wide 

elections (CoE 2001; Loughlin 2001a). 

Ireland  

In the nineteenth century, Ireland followed a similar path to democratisation as the rest 

of the United Kingdom, resulting in a two-tier structure of sub-national government. 

With much of the character and nature of its local government system inherited from 

the British model, the creation of the Irish Free State in 1922, and of the Republic of 

Ireland in 1937, heralded a further centralisation of powers and the reduction by three-

quarters in the number of local authorities. The post-war expansion of the welfare-state 

eventually led to calls for greater efficiency and resulted in further increases in central 

government control, exacerbated by the abolition of local domestic rates. In the 1960s, 

various (non-elected) regional level administrative bodies were created, but lacked any 

common geographical basis. In 1994, following criticism from the European Commission, 

indirectly elected regional authorities were established. Ireland benefited enormously 

from the European Regional Development Funds (ERDF) and enjoyed rapid economic 
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growth in the 1990s. But the benefits remained unevenly distributed, with much poverty 

concentrated in rural areas and some districts of the towns and cities. Ironically, since 

the whole country was declared an Objective One region (and thus entitled to receive 

substantial EU funds directed at regional development), the centralised nature of Irish 

state was, if anything, enhanced. In 1985, the government announced a series of 

reforms designed to devolve power to local authorities, but none of the main aims was 

achieved prior to that government losing office. In 1990, Ireland ranked lowest in Europe 

in terms of local government spending as a percentage of national output; although this 

position improved somewhat in the late 1990s, with local government receiving local 

motor tax revenues and a dedicated portion of national revenue. Despite further 

reforms announced in 1996, and eventually gaining constitutionally protected status in 

1999, Irish local government remains weak in a highly centralised state. The national 

second chamber is not directly elected. Ireland took part in the first direct elections to 

the European parliament in 1979 (Barrington 1991; Loughlin 2001c).  

Italy  

Italy is still characterised by the deep north-south differences which existed at the time 

of its unification in the late nineteenth century. Centre-local relations have tended to be 

conflictual, with the central state generally reluctant to cede powers or financial 

autonomy.  However, internal political crises in the 1990s led to changes in the 

relationship between centre and periphery. Despite coming into being at different times 

and with different constitutional status, by the late 1970s, all 20 of the Italian regions 

(upper intermediate level) had held direct elections and they now occupy an important 

place in the Italian political landscape. Provincial (lower intermediate level) governments 

have also been directly elected since 1993, but enjoy few powers. The system of local 

government was originally based on the Franco-Napoleonic model, in which local 
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government exercised only marginal powers; and by the 1970s, they had become almost 

entirely dependent on centrally administered grants. At the same time as the range  of 

services which local governments were expected to provide was increased, Italy 

experienced a period of high inflation. The financial burden on local authorities 

increased greatly, and the need to control public expenditure led to the introduction of 

NPM techniques, along with the attendant vocabulary of privatisation, outsourcing, and 

performance measurement. However, a growing desire among the public for 

decentralisation led to reforms in the early 1990s. The powers and autonomy of 

municipal governments increased, partially at the expense of regional powers, but also 

through the introduction of a local property tax which now provides around 40 per cent 

of municipal revenue. Reforms also provided for the direct election of mayors, who 

often also hold important positions in national and regional politics. However, 

communes and municipalities vary greatly in size, and exercise their powers within 

intertwining central and regional competencies in almost every policy area. Proposals for 

constitutional reform in the late 1990s appeared to foreshadow further delegation of 

powers to regional and local authorities, along the lines of the Spanish model; but 

central governments, particularly under Berlusconi, have shown tendencies towards a 

recentralisation of powers. The national second chamber (Senate) comprises 326 

members, of which 315 are directly elected. Elections take place on the same day for 

both houses. Italy took part in the first direct elections to the European Parliament in 

1979 (Dente 1991; CoE 2000a; Loughlin 2001b; Bobbio 2005). 

Netherlands  

Historically, Dutch towns and municipalities had enjoyed high degrees of autonomy and 

independence, but these were drastically reduced with the introduction of aspects of the 

Napoleonic model during the Batavian French Period (1795-1813). The 1848 Constitution 
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of the new Kingdom of the Netherlands provided for three tiers of decentralised 

government. However, there is a large degree of interdependence and consensus-

building between the levels. Moves towards establishing a regional (upper intermediate 

level) level of government were made in the mid 1990s, but these remained indirectly 

elected as of the early 2000s. Provinces had been the historical building-blocks of the 

Dutch state, but suffered a reduction of administrative powers in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century. Despite being seen as the most important level of sub-

national government, local authorities are responsible only for implementing centrally 

set policies. In the half-century since 1950, central government efficiency initiatives 

reduced the number of municipalities by half, with a concurrent rise in average 

population. In the 1980s and 1990s, economic crisis and the influence of NPM led to 

decentralisation, but the delegated responsibilities were accompanied by reduced 

funding in order to promote increased efficiency. During the same period, responsibility 

for EU legislation tended to be concentrated at the national level, but the opportunities 

for influence by local actors increased. Although municipalities are involved in a wide 

range of service provision, the levels of locally sourced revenue are low by international 

standards. Municipalities do have some leeway in setting a local property tax, but their 

main revenue source is central government grants, frequently accompanied with strict 

controls on how the money is to be spent. Mayors have few formal powers but, being 

appointed by central government, often have the advantage of being politically well-

connected. In 1998, it was decided to revise the organisation of municipal government, 

concentrating administrative powers to the executive and proposing the direct election 

of mayors (though it was not clear how successful this would actually be). The members 

of the national upper house (Senat) are indirectly elected. The Netherlands took part in 

the first direct elections to the European Parliament in 1979 (Bekke 1991; Hendriks 

2001b; Denters and Klok 2005; CoE 2008).  



68 

Spain  

Prior to the democratic elections of 1977, Spain had endured four decades of 

authoritarian rule and the absence of representative institutions. Following the death of 

General Franco, a new state structure developed which had four levels of administration. 

The 1978 Constitution marked a reversal of forty years of centralism, and provided for 

the creation of Autonomous Communities (AC; upper intermediate level). By 1983, 17 

ACs had been established which enjoy different levels of autonomy, but all have similar 

institutions, including proportionally elected assemblies. The powers of the ACs and the 

central government are legally defined as being exclusive, shared, or concurrent; and 

funding is by a combination of local taxes, national taxes and grants, and EU solidarity 

funds. Legislation in the early 1990s provided for all ACs to attain a similar level of 

autonomy, and in several cases entailed a further transfer of powers from the central 

state. Members of the provincial (lower intermediate) councils are elected by the 

ƳǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭƭƻǊǎΦ {ǇŀƴƛǎƘ ƳǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ΨōŀǊŜƭȅ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

Constitution (Alba and Navarro 2003:197). Although specific arrangements differ, each 

municipality has a directly elected council and an indirectly elected mayor. The municipal 

councillors derive about 40 per cent of their income from local taxes, the balance coming 

from both national and AC level grants and subsidies. Many of the municipalities are 

small, and, being regulated by both the central state and the AC, enjoy virtually no 

exclusive powers; indeed, whilst themselves being on the receiving end of powers 

transferred from the state, the ACs have tended to centralise their own powers at the 

expense of their respective municipalities. In the 1980s, the development of the Spanish 

welfare state led to increased resources and responsibilities for local governments, but 

this expansion was subsequently limited by financial constraints. In the 1990s, the 

municipalities campaigned for greater competencies and autonomy, but resulting 

legislation made provision for only very limited changes. The national upper house 
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(Senate) comprises 257 members, of which 208 are directly elected (with elections being 

held simultaneously with those for the lower house). Spain joined the EU in 1986, held a 

one-off election to the European parliament the following year, and voted with the rest 

of the Union in the 1989 elections (Mateo 1991; CoE 1997; Aja 2001; Alba and Navarro 

2003).  

Sweden 

Although sharing a history interwoven with the other Nordic countries, Sweden was 

created without the influence of foreign occupation. Still a relatively poor country at the 

end of the nineteenth century, industrialisation fuelled by the exploitation of rich 

primary resources led to major social changes in the early twentieth century. The post 

war years saw the growth of a generous welfare state and a large public sector. The 

county (intermediate) and local levels of government are constitutionally protected31, 

and both levels enjoy wide autonomy over a wide range of functions: especially after 

decentralisation reforms beginning in the 1930s. The directly elected county councils are 

mainly responsible for health care and regional development; but have no direct 

authority over their municipalities. Both of the sub-national levels of government have 

the constitutionally protected right to levy local taxes, can charge for services, and also 

receive direct grants from the central government. Although declining growth in the 

economy and other financial pressures in the late 1970s led to organisational changes, 

an increased delegation of responsibilities for service provision actually led to greater 

local government autonomy. However, in the early 1990s, Sweden faced an economic 

downturn and rising unemployment, and the central government imposed a short term 

freeze on local tax increases. Local government structure was subject to reforms, growth 

                                                             

31 But this status did not prevent drastic reductions in the number of municipalities in the 1950s 
and the 1970s 
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in the public sector was halted, and various rounds of privatisation and deregulation 

were implemented. Despite this, Swedish local government retains autonomy over 

borrowing and taxation, exercises considerable powers, and remains free to take on 

activities not otherwise regulated by central government. There are no local mayors, and 

ultimate decision-making authority rests with the full council. Since 1976, national, 

county, and municipal elections are held on the same day. The national second chamber 

was abolished in 1970. Sweden joined the European Union in 1995, elected members of 

the European Parliament in the same year, and then joined the other member states in 

subsequent elections - which are held separately from national, county, and local 

elections (Gustafsson 1991; Lidström 2001b; Baldersheim and Ståhlberg 2002; Rose and 

Ståhlberg 2005). 

Characteristics of Contemporary Sub-National Government 

As the foregoing country profiles show, the arrangements of sub-national government in 

all countries have been subject to domestic, European, and international influences. In 

general, the post-war years saw substantial growth in the size of the welfare state, which 

led to an increase in scope of activities of sub-national government.  However, societal 

and economic changes, especially since the 1970s, led to waves of structural reform in 

most Western European countries. There was a general move towards using NPM 

practices to gain efficiencies in service provision, along with a greater involvement of the 

private sector and the development of more complex patterns of decision-making 

(Denters and Rose 2005a). But, these changes were introduced at different times and 

with varying degrees of enthusiasm.   

Although most countries have tried to increase the size of municipalities (and thus 

reduce their number), substantial differences remain in the populations served by each 

level of government ς not just between countries, but within them, as shown in Table 
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3.1. Some countries, often as a result of EU influences, have introduced or strengthened 

a regional tier of government; in others, though, the regional level remains little more 

than an administrative or statistical unit. Clearly, a great deal of variety exists in the sub-

national structure of government, and in the relative powers each level may exercise. 

However, a number of countries share some similarities which, as the following section 

will show, has led some authors to identify those groups of countries which share certain 

characteristics. 

Typologies of Sub-national Governments 

An early attempt to characterise the different local government types in European 

countries was made by Page and Goldsmith (1987). They distinguished three broad 

dimensions: the functions assigned to lower levels of government; the access of local 

government to central government; and their discretion, in terms of legal powers and 

local taxation. On these measures, Page and Goldsmith detected a broad north-south 

difference in the characteristics of local government types - with Britain and the 

Scandinavian countries comprising the Northern group, and France, Italy, and Spain in 

the Southern group. To Page and Goldsmith these differences, at least in part, appeared 

to reflect different historical routes taken towards centralisation and decentralisation.  

Although subsequent studies have suggested increasing the number of categories 

(discussed further below), often prompted by the difficulty of accommodating the British 

form of local government into any European typology, tŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ DƻƭŘǎƳƛǘƘΩǎ approach 

remains a good starting point. Indeed, despite various criticisms of the Page and 

Goldsmith typology, and the changes which have occurred in a number of countries 

since they conducted their analysis (in particular the impact of New Public Management 

and Europeanisation), John (2001) largely found in favour of a broad north-south 

distinction.  
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However, in developing a more nuanced approach based on aspects of governance, John 

(2001) provided a more detailed basis on which to characterise the local government 

systems of the Western European countries. Of particular interest to the current study, 

John attempted to assign relative importance to sub-national government bodies in 

terms of their average populations, and the number of people they employed compared 

to central government.  More detailed and up-to-date data for the levels of public 

ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǎƛƴŎŜ WƻƘƴΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

are included in Table 3.2.32 If the number of employees is indeed an indication of the 

relative power of a sub-national level of government, we would expect that this would 

be reflected in a higher turnout in elections: Further, as suggested in Chapter 2, public 

employees may well feel that there is more at stake in an election than would 

employees in the private sector; providing a second reason to expect higher turnout 

where there are higher number of public employees.  

However, the simple measure of the number of employees tells us little about the 

autonomy which the local elected body may, or may not, enjoy. For instance, central 

government may hold the purse strings, and allocate funds to the local body which is 

ring-fenced for tightly prescribed activities. In order to estimate the degree of autonomy 

enjoyed by the local body, Table 3.2 also includes details of the taxes levied by sub-

national governments as a proportion of all taxation in each country; and the proportion 

that these taxes represent as a share of all local government income (the balance 

coming predominantly from central government grants or various revenue sharing 

arrangements). Finally, some authors have examined the power relations between the 

local elected body and other levels of government, and the particular role of the local 

                                                             

32
 As noted by previous authors, it can be difficult to compile precise figures. For example, responsibilities for 

service provision, such as health, may be shared across levels. However, the aim here is to establish general 
trends. 
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mayor in these relationships. Heinelt and Hlepas (2006) drew on previous work and 

combined categories of both vertical and horizontal power relations in order to develop 

a typology of leadership types for each European country. Based on nine separate 

variables measuring different institutional factors, they then constructed an overall 

index of mayoral strength (Hesse and Sharpe 1991; Mouritzen and Svara 2002; Denters 

and Rose 2005b; Heinelt and Hlepas 2006:38). Their indices of mayoral strength are 

included in Table 3.2.  The effects on turnout of taxation and mayoral strength, along 

with the relative levels of public employment, will be investigated in Chapter 6.  
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Table 3.1 : Population Characteristics of Sub-national Government Units 

 Belgium England Finland France (1) Greece Ireland Italy Netherlands Spain (1) Sweden 

           

Higher 
intermediate 
units 

3   22 13  20  17  

Population 
highest 

5,865,000   10,660,000 3,523,000  8,989,000  7,315,000  

Population 
smallest 

952,000   250,000 193,000  120,000  268,000  

Population 
average 

3,377,000   2,573,000 789,000  2,878,000  2,380,000  

           

Lower 
Intermediate 
units 

10   96 50  95 12 50 20 (3) 

Population 
highest 

1,629,000   2,531,000 3,523,000   3,460,000 5,182,000 1,873,000 

Population 
smallest 

240,000   73,000 21,000   379,000 94,400 127,000 

Population 
average 

918,000   590,000 201,000  559,000 1,367,000 809,000 451,000 

           

Local units  589 455 (4) 348 36,000 1,033 34 (2) 8,100 443 8,097 290 

Population 
highest 

459,000 1,318,000 568,000  772,000 482,000 2,791,000 743,000 3,030,000 765,000 

Population 
smallest 

92 15,000 116  272 25,000 30 947 4 2,590 

Population 
average 

17,000 ~100,000 13,000 1,578 11,200 ~100,000 7,100 37,000 4,997 31,000 

           

  

Notes: (1) ΨaŜǘǊƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴΩ ƛΦŜΦ ŜȄŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊǎŜŀǎ ŘŜǇŀǊtments, territories or enclaves; (2) County councils and county boroughs; (3) Excluding 
Gotland where county council duties are performed by the municipality; (4) UK, all types, excluding London.  

Sources: Council of Europe reports various years. 
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Table 3.2 : Employment and Taxation Characteristics of Sub-national Governmental Units 

    
Employees as % of population 

 

Taxes 
as % of total taxes 

 

Autonomous taxes 
as % of income 

  

Country Population (000s) 
All Government 

Employment 
% of population 

Local + 
Regional 

Employment 
as % of Total 
Government 
Employment 

Central 
Government 

Regional 
Government 

Local 
Government 

Regional 
Government 

Local 
Government 

Regional 
Government 

Local  
Government 

Mayoral 
Strength 

Belgium 10193 21 70.1 2.7 2.7 3.5 23 5 57 73 8 

England (1) 58868 17 56.3 3.7  4.7  4  13 5/8.5 

Finland 5176 25 76.3 2.9  9.4  22  60  

France 59187 25 45.7 5.9 1.8 3.2  10  49 12 

Greece 10975 18 10.2 7.1  0.8  1  12 10 

Ireland 3804 17 11.0 7.0  0.9  2  26 5 

Italy 57692 17 45.5 3.7 2.2 0.9 11 5 28 35 10 

Netherlands 15924 13 72.2 1.8  4.6  4  12 5 

Spain 40229 12 58.8 2.3 2.0 1.2 18 9 33 46 11 

Sweden 8868 26 80.7 2.6 8.5 2.5  32  74 3 

            

 
Local unit average 

population      Local + Regional     

Southern (Franco) 8400 17 46 4.3   16.4 6  43  

            

Northern 56000 20 59 3.6    13  37  

Anglo-Saxon 100000 17 34 5.3    3  20  

Scandinavian 22000 26 79 2.8    27  67  

            

  

Note (1) data for UK. Northern: England, Finland; Ireland; Netherlands; Sweden; Southern (Franco): Belgium; France; Greece; Italy; Spain. Anglo-
Saxon: England, Ireland; Nordic: Finland; Sweden (John 2001).   Sources: (OECD 1997; Heinelt and Hlepas 2006; OECD 2007; EUROSTAT 2009b; ILO 
2009)
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Some broad North-{ƻǳǘƘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ ¢ŀōƭŜ оΦнΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ΨbƻǊǘƘŜǊƴΩ 

category contains two quite distinct sub-groups: countries with an ΨAnglo-SaxonΩ 

tradition of government (the UK and Ireland (sic) ς see Loughlin (2001: 5); and the Nordic 

countries of Finland and Sweden33. When these are examined separately (Table 3.3), a 

more distinct pattern emerges: The Southern (Franco) group countries have, on average, 

low local unit populations, moderate sub-national public sector employment, moderate 

sub-national taxation and tax autonomy. The Anglo-Saxon group countries have, on 

average, large local unit size, low sub-national public employment, low sub-national 

taxation and tax autonomy. The Nordic group countries have, on average, moderate 

local unit size, high sub-national public employment, and high local taxation and tax 

autonomy.  

 

Table 3.3 : A Typology of Sub-national Government 

 

Group 

Local unit 

population 

Sub-national 

Public 

Employment 

Sub-national 

Taxation 

Sub-national Tax 

Autonomy 

     
Southern (Franco) LOW MODERATE MODERATE MODERATE 

     

Northern HIGH MODERATE MODERATE LOW 

   Anglo-Saxon HIGH LOW LOW LOW 

   Nordic MODERATE HIGH HIGH HIGH 

   Central-European MODERATE HIGH LOW LOW 

  

                                                             

33 Note that when we assign Northern group countries to Anglo-Saxon or Nordic groups, we are 
left with the Netherlands. Indeed, it has been suggested that the Netherlands should actually be 
considered as part of a Middle European variant group, along with Germany and Austria (see John 
2001:Ch 2). 
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Variations within countries 

It should be noted that these measures of the relative importance and autonomy of sub-

national elected bodies are ascribed to the country under consideration, and, as such, do 

not take account of differences between, say, all of the local councils within a country.  

More generally, various sub-national governments have taken advantage of the 

opportunities presented by changes at the European level to increase their involvement 

in, and their influence on, policy-making at the national and supra-national levels (see 

Loughlin (2001c); Hooghe and Marks (1996)). Developing measurements of every 

individual elected body within each country is beyond the scope of the current research. 

However, we are able to take account of some differences between regions within 

countries by adapting the work of Keating (1998), who distinguished the regions of 

European countries in terms of culture, identity, government institutions, civil society, 

and economic regionalism. 5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ YŜŀǘƛƴƎΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ 

descriptors into numerical values, Table 3.4 characterises the individual regions of 

European countries. The total score is thus a measure of the varying strength of 

regionalism in different geographical locations within a country. In Chapter 6, we will 

examine whether this regionalism score is associated with turnout, and whether any 

such association differs, depending on the type of election under consideration. 
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Table 3.4 : Regionalism Indicators 

Source: adapted from Keating (1998) 

 

Country Region Culture Identity 
Government  
institutions 

Civil society 
Economic  

regionalism 
Total 

        

Belgium Flanders 4 4 4 4 4 20 

Belgium Wallonia 4 2 2 2 4 14 

        

Finland All 1 1 1 1 1 5 

        

France Alsace 2 2 1 1 1 7 

France Brittany 4 3 1 2 4 14 

France Corsica 4 3 1 2 4 14 

France Languedoc 2 2 1 1 1 7 

France Nord-Pas de Calais 1 1 2 1 1 6 

France Other regions 1 1 1 1 1 5 

France Rhone Alpes 1 1 2 1 1 6 

        

Greece All 0 0 0 0 0 0 

        

Ireland All 0 0 0 0 0 0 

        

Italy Aosta Valley 4 4 2 2 2 14 

Italy Emilia Romagna 1 1 2 1 1 6 

Italy Friuli-Venezia Giulia 4 4 2 2 2 14 

Italy Other regions 1 1 1 1 1 5 

Italy Sardinia 4 4 2 2 2 14 

Italy Sicily 4 4 2 2 2 14 

Italy Trentino Alto Adige-Sudtirol 4 4 2 2 2 14 

        

Netherlands All 1 1 1 1 1 5 

        

Spain Andalucia 3 3 3 2.5 2.5 14 

Spain Aragon 2 2 3 2.5 2.5 12 

Spain Basque Country 4 4 4 2.5 2.5 17 

Spain Galicia 4 4 4 2.5 2.5 17 

Spain Navarre 3 3 3 2.5 2.5 14 

Spain Valencia 2 2 3 2.5 2.5 12 

Spain Other ACs 1.5 1.5 2 1 1 7 

        

Sweden All 1 1 1 1 1 5 

        

England All 0 1 0 0 1 2 
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Election Systems and Rules 

The previous sections in this chapter have provided some historical background of the 

various levels of government in each country, and characterised each country in terms of 

the size of sub-national governmental units, the number of employees, and the taxation 

arrangements. This section addresses selected aspects of the systems and rules by which 

national and sub-national governments are elected, with a particular emphasis on the 

institutional determinants of voting which we identified in Chapter 2, and which will be 

included in subsequent analyses. 

National Legislatures 

Table 3.5 summarises selected characteristics of the electoral systems for national 

legislatures, along with the legal threshold, where applicable, and the size of the 

assembly. Also included are measures of disproportionality and the Effective Number of 

Parliamentary Parties (ENPP), both based on averages of the three most recent elections 

for each country. As can be seen, and as suggested by previous research, there is a 

substantial difference between the degree of disproportionality between PR and non-PR 

electoral systems, reinforcing the point that, what matters most is whether the system is 

PR or non-PR; and that variations on the PR theme have relatively minor influence on the 

degree of disproportionality. The effect of the electoral system on the number of 

political parties is perhaps less marked, though there is a tendency for PR systems to be 

associated with a larger number of political parties in the legislature.  
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Table 3.5 : Electoral Systems for National Legislatures 

Country 
Compulsory 

Voting 
Weekend Voting 

Proportional 

Representation 
Legal Threshold % 

Disproportionality 

Index (1) 
ENPP (1) Seats 

        

Belgium Yes Yes Yes 5 3.8 8.0 150 

England (6) No No No - 17.3 2.3 646 

Finland No Yes Yes 0 3.2 5.1 200 

France No Yes No - 17.8 2.8 577 

Greece No (2) Yes Yes 3 7.0 2.3 300 

Ireland No No (4) Yes (5) - 6.2 6.2 165 

Italy No (3) Yes Yes 4 6.5 6.5 617 

Netherlands No No Yes 0 1.0 5.4 150 

Spain No Yes Yes 0 4.9 2.5 350 

Sweden No Yes Yes 4 2.3 4.2 349 

 (1) Calculated from Gallagher (2009) (2) Previously compulsory until age of 70; but no one ever prosecuted. 
Administrative sanctions officially lifted in 2000  (Malkopoulou ; IDEA 2004; IDEA 2009; Inter-Parliamentary 
Union 2009b) (3) Since 1993 (IDEA 2009) (4) EP elections held on weekend (5) STV (6) Disproportionality, 
ENPP and number of seats refer to the whole UK 

Sources: (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2009b); (Gallagher 2009); National Government websites 

 

Other elections 

Although up-to-ŘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ 

local elections have often been hard to come by, the Council of Europe (CDLR and 

Nohlen 1998) provided a useful summary of local election procedures, the number and 

average size of constituencies, eligibility to vote, and so forth. More recent work, by van 

der Kolk (2007), provides more extensive and up-to-date details of the relevant systems. 

Table 3.6 summarises features of the electoral systems used in each country for 

elections other than the national legislature; that is, for the upper house, regional, and 

local elections. Table 3.7 presents information for the European Parliament elections 

(although all member states of the EU now use a PR system for elections to the 

European Parliament, substantial variation exists within this general theme. For details, 

see Farrell and Scully, (2005)).  
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Two of our countries also have directly elected presidents with substantive powers: 

France and Finland (Although changes to the Finnish constitution in 2000 reduced the 

formal powers of the President, but the head of state retains the authority of a popular 

mandate and a high level of legitimacy among the population (Arter 2008)). In both 

countries, these elections take place on the weekend; and in neither country is voting in 

presidential elections compulsory. Naturally, since only a single candidate can be 

elected, proportional representation cannot be used. 

As can be seen from Tables 3.4 and 3.5, where a country uses Proportional 

Representation for elections to the national legislature, it is usual for this system to be 

used for other elections. Likewise, where a majoritarian or plurality system is used, the 

tendency is for this to be used across other elections. There are, however, exceptions. 

For example, in England and France, elections to the national legislature are not 

conducted using Proportional Representation, whereas in both countries, elections to 

the European Parliament do use PR.  

It should also be noted that certain electoral systems, such as those which have been 

used in municipal elections in France, Greece, and Italy, are specifically designed to 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅ ǿƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǾƻǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨǿƛƴƴŜǊΩǎ ōƻƴǳǎΩ ƻŦ ǎŜŀǘǎ όŦƻǊ 

example, by first awarding 50 per cent of the available seats to the party with a majority 

or plurality of the votes; then by proportionally distributing the remaining seats to all 

parties, including the party with the plurality or majority). Because these systems 

combine both majoritarian (or plurality) and PR systems in the same constituency, 

Massicotte and Blais (1999) ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ǎǳŎƘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ΨŦǳǎƛƻƴΩΦ 
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Table 3.6 : Characteristics of Electoral Systems for National and Sub-National Elections 

Country 
Compulsory 

Voting 
Weekend 

Voting 

Upper 
House/Directly 

Elected 

Regional Electoral 
System 

Local/Municipal 
Electoral System 

      

Belgium Yes Yes Yes/Partial (1) PR PR 

England No No Yes/No - Plurality 

Finland No Yes No - PR 

France No Yes Yes/No 
PR (2 Round post 

1998) 
Fusion 

Greece No Yes No - Fusion 

Ireland No No Yes/No - STV 

Italy No Yes Yes/Yes (1) Fusion Fusion 

Netherlands No No Yes/No - PR 

Spain No Yes Yes/Yes (1) PR PR 

Sweden No Yes No PR PR 

  

(1) Upper House elections in Belgium, Italy, and Spain held simultaneously with Lower House 

elections using Proportional Representation 
Sources: 

Country reports from Council of Europe (LOREG-CoE Various);  
(Inter-Parliamentary Union 2009a; Inter-Parliamentary Union 2009b);   

(van der Kolk 2007); (CDLR and Nohlen 1998) 
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Table 3.7 : Characteristics of Electoral Systems for European Parliament Elections 

Country Compulsory Voting Weekend Voting Legal Threshold Constituencies 

     

Belgium Yes Yes 0 3 

England No No 0 9 

Finland No Yes 0 1 

France No Yes 5 8 (since 2003) 

Greece No Yes 0 1 

Ireland No No - 4 

Italy No Yes 4 5 

Netherlands No No 0 1 

Spain No Yes 0 1 

Sweden No Yes 4 1 

 Note: Since 1999, all countries use Proportional Representation for EP elections (see Farrell and 

Scully (2005)) 
Sources: European Parliament (2004);  European Parliament (2002) 

 

Conclusions 

As we have seen in this chapter, national histories differ, and so does the organisation of 

territorial politics within countries. Often, the existence and shape of different national, 

local, and intermediate level governments have deep seated historical and cultural roots 

(Prodi 2002). Sub-national governments are often caught in a dilemma: whilst they may 

have specific powers of their own, it is usually the case that they are also responsible for 

the implementation of policies and programmes which are actually defined at the 
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national level (Thoenig 2006). Thus, it has often been the case that each apparent 

settlement has merely served as the starting point for the next round of negotiations 

(Tilly 2006). These processes of change are likely to continue, in response to further 

societal changes from within, as well as a result of external influences, be they European 

or international.  

However, for the period covered in the current study, we have been able to summarise 

important aspects of each level of government in each country, and the means by which 

they are elected. These characteristics include those institutional determinants of voting 

which we identified in Chapter 2. In addition, we have provided information about the 

levels of public employment, tax raising powers, the powers of local mayors for each 

country, and the degree of regionalism within each country. This will enable us to 

investigate whether these factors are associated with different levels of turnout. 

In the next chapter, we will turn our attention to turnout data and our socio-

demographic variables, and the construction of the dataset which will be used in our 

subsequent regression analyses. 
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Chapter 4 : Data and methods 

Introduction 

The aim of the current study is to investigate the effects of selected institutional and 

socio-demographic characteristics on turnout in elections. Previous comparative studies 

into turnout in elections which have used aggregate data have predominantly been 

limited to the country level of analysis. Although such research has provided valuable 

insights, especially into the institutional factors which influence electoral participation, 

country level data is naturally of limited use when we seek to understand the variations 

in turnout within countries. To enable us to delve into these regional variations in 

turnout, the current study will use an original dataset based on sub-national 

geographical units. This increases substantially the number of cases available for 

analysis, and, as will be shown, also increases the amount of variation in the values of 

each of the variables. This increase in variation is, of course, a double-edged sword: 

without variance, there would be little to be explained; but by increasing the range of 

values we may also expose the limitations in the predictive powers of the very variables 

we have selected. Further, we include several different types of elections, allowing us to 

systematically investigate any differences in the influence that each of our variables may 

have from one type of election to another, whilst maintaining the same geographical 

basis for each election, and the same set of measures for each of our independent 

variables. 

 

This chapter first considers the time period we will using, along with the countries and 

the types of elections which will be included in the subsequent analyses. Previous 

comparative research into election turnout has often included both developed and less-
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developed countries; and it was appropriate for those studies to include variables which 

ǿŜǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ 

variables such as the Human Development Index (or its component measures) would be 

of limited use when seeking to differentiate among our group of Western European 

countries. 

 

Next, we provide some background to the territorial units we will be using, and the 

process we used in the matching of turnout data to these units. We then define each of 

our variables, and, based on our literature review in Chapter 2, state our hypotheses. We 

then present summaries of turnout for the different elections which are held in each 

country, and show that turnout aggregated to the national level often conceals 

considerable regional variations. Summary statistics for the socio-demographic variables 

are then provided; and these too indicate substantial regional variation within countries. 

The chapter concludes with a description of the methods we will use to analyse the data 

and test our hypotheses. 

Case selection 

Time frame 

Our study will focus on elections between 1995 and 2008. Although country-level 

turnout data for many countries have long been used in comparative studies of electoral 

behaviour, it is only in the last decade or so that various European countries have begun 

making available official turnout data in greater geographical detail. The start point is 

also influenced by the nature of the socio-demographic data, which is predominantly 

drawn from the census data compiled by Eurostat. In the member-states of the 
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European Union, full censuses are carried out decennially, and the most recent round of 

censuses for which data are currently available was conducted in 2000-2001.  

A mid-1990s start point also has two other advantages. Firstly, the relatively recent start-

point means, compared to many previous studies, that we are dealing with a fairly short 

period of time, which serves to minimise the effects of possible long-term or inter-

generational changes in turnout (Blais 2000; Franklin 2004). Secondly, as described in 

Chapter 3, several European countries conducted major reorganisations of sub-national 

government structures in the 1980s. Sometimes this involved the substantial re-drawing 

of  boundaries, often accompanied by amalgamation of pre-existing geographical units.  

Such changes always present challenges for those trying to compile a coherent dataset; 

and, even when the arithmetic is technically possible, questions often remain as to the 

changed nature of what it is that voters are voting for (although see Morlan 1984 who 

reported no significant changes between turnout before and after amalgamation in a 

number of countries). Further, in some countries, a whole new level of elected 

government was created, leading not simply to a new stream of election results, but also 

raising questions as to the possible effects that the existence of a new level of 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƻǊŀǘŜΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘer 

elected bodies in the country. Such major boundary changes or the creation of new 

levels of government were generally completed before the period covered by the 

present study.  

Countries and Elections 

Comparative studies which have sought to explain differences in aggregate levels of 

turnout across a broad range of countries have occasionally included dummy variables 

for continental regions; however, as Siaroff and Merer pointed out, providing we have 
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sufficient cases, there is no reason that we cannot seek to investigate variations within a 

particular continent (Siaroff and Merer 2002:916). Indeed, in an investigation into the 

factors which may influence voter behaviour, there are good reasons to limit ourselves 

to a group of countries which share a number of similarities: as was shown in Chapter 2, 

several of the suggested socio-demographic determinants of voting are (often explicitly) 

ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘΩ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƛǎΦ .ȅ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ 

European countries which all share a similar level of development, we can ascertain 

whether such determinants retain their applicability in explaining variations in turnout. 

Further, as all are Western European countries and, indeed, all are members of the 

European Union, we effectively control for wider geographical variations which may 

exist; thus, we are better able to isolate the effects of the independent variables. For 

example, it has previously been shown (Blais 2000) that, even when controlling for 

various socioeconomic factors, there are substantial and significant differences in 

turnout between continents, which are perhaps due to differences in political culture.  

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ΨƳƻǎǘ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ƛǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ƛǘǎ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǎŜŀ ŎƻŀǎǘǎΩ (Davies 

1997:8), what constitutes Western Europe remains open to debate, and depends on 

whether we use a cultural, political, or geographic basis for our definition (for example, 

see Budge and Newton 1997; Heywood, Jones et al. 2002). Western Europe here is 

meant in contrast to those countries previously part of the Eastern Bloc, comprising the 

Soviet Union and its satellites in Central and Eastern Europe.  

Even by this restricted definition, not all Western European countries are included in the 

current study. This is largely due to issues of data availability. Thus, at the time of data 

collection, data were not available for certain countries or, in the case of Germany, not 

for the entire country: responsibility for conducting elections, and for collating and 
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publishing electoral data, rests with the individual Länder in Germany. Unfortunately, 

not all Länder exhibited the same level of enthusiasm for making data available. For 

similar reasons of data-availability, it was not possible to obtain geographically complete 

data for municipal elections in Italy. Thus, Italian municipal turnout is not included in the 

dataset. 

For most countries, the electoral boundaries for lower levels of governments (for 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƳǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭǎύ ΨƴŜǎǘΩ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƭȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ of higher levels (for example, 

Lower and/or Upper Intermediate level governments), and correspond exactly with the 

NUTS classification. However, such a neat correspondence does not always exist. For 

example, in Ireland, the electoral boundaries differ from one election type to another, 

and do not always coincide with the boundaries of the NUTS units. Consequently, it was 

not possible to include meaningful turnout data for Irish elections to the European 

Parliament. 

Clearly, it would have been preferable to have had complete data for all types of 

elections in each of the then EU15 member states. However, our aim is not to draw 

general conclusions about voting behaviour across the EU15 as a whole. Rather, we wish 

to investigate whether and how turnout varies from place to place, and between 

different types of elections. As we shall see in later chapters, the current dataset covers 

sufficient countries and elections to allow us to detect the differences, as well as the 

similarities, which exist.  

The ten countries which are included in this study are: Belgium, England, Finland, France, 

Greece, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, and Sweden. We should note that two of 

the countries included here, France and Spain, each possess territories which lie outside 

of ƻǳǊ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜΩΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻƴŜǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
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metropolitan country for various administrative purposes, and which do participate in 

elections34. In the case of Spain, the territories of Melilla and Ceuta lie on the 

Mediterranean coast of Morocco. Registered voters in both of these enclaves participate 

in national elections and elections for the European Parliament, as well as for their own 

municipalities. In the case of France, the list is more extensive, and comprises several 

collectivités d'outre-mer scattered across the surface of the globe ς more familiarly 

known by the now unofficial designation of DOM-TOMs (5ŞǇŀǊǘŜƳŜƴǘ ŘΩhǳǘǊŜ-Mer ς 

¢ŜǊǊƛǘƻƛǊŜ ŘΩhǳǘǊŜ aŜǊ). The specific legal arrangements vary, but most of these overseas 

territories not only hold elections for their own municipalities and cantons, but also 

participate in those for the French National Assembly and the Presidency.  

Further, the French overseas départements (Guadeloupe, Guyana, Reunion, and 

Martinique) also take part in elections for the European Parliament (Ministère de 

l'Intérieur 2006; Préfet de La Réunion 2009; Ministère de l'Intérieur nd). Although 

election results are generally available, these overseas territories of France and Spain are 

not included in the dataset used in the present analysis. In part this is due to rather a 

large number of gaps in the socio-demographic data; but, more importantly, these 

territories clearly lie beyond what is normally considered aǎ Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ 

very distinctive local cultures, traditions, and patterns of turnout in elections35. 

Overseas territories aside, there would be little debate as to whether these countries are 

ŀƭƭ Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴΩΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ όŀǎ ƴƻǘed in Chapter 3), historically at least, as 

ǘƻ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ψ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴΩ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣ 

                                                             

34 We also note that Gibraltar has, since 2004, been included as part of SW England for the sake 
of EP elections (though not for UK municipal or parliamentary elections). We do not disaggregate 
Gibraltar from the turnout for SW England; in part because the electorate (around 20,000) 
represents less than one per cent of the total for SW England (around four million).  
35 See (Johns and Brockington 2011) 



91 

 

particularly in the case of Finland, and perhaps of Greece. However, at least since the 

late 1970s, all of these countries share important similarities, as will be discussed in the 

next section.  

Democracy and Development  

Since 1972, Freedom House has produced an annual survey of Freedom in the World; 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ aƛŎƘŜƭƛƴ DǳƛŘŜ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ²ŀƭƭ {ǘǊŜŜǘ 

Journal. All of the countries in the current study have been designated ΨCǊŜŜΩ in the 

Freedom House classification since at least as early as 1978. This classification is based 

ƻƴ ŀ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ ΨtƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ wƛƎƘǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ Ψ/ƛǾƛƭ [ƛōŜǊǘƛŜǎΩΦ ΨtƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ wƛƎƘǘǎΩ 

comprises various measures concerning the electoral process, political pluralism and 

participation, and the functioning of government. All of countries examined here have 

ǎŎƻǊŜŘ ΨмΩ όǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦ м ǘƻ тύ ŦƻǊ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ wƛƎƘǘǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ŀt least as early 

as 198936 (Freedom House 2009). Clearly, although the countries may have very different 

histories, by the period covered by the present study, all could be considered as 

ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎΩΦ  

The countries also share similar levels of development: Table 4.1 provides details of the 

composite Human Development Index (HDI) score for each country, along with the 

values for contributory measures of Life Expectancy, Adult Literacy, and GDP.  

 

 

 

                                                             

36
 For Civil Liberties, the picture is not quite as rosy: although Finland, Ireland, Netherlands, and Sweden 

have consistently scored ΨмΩ Ŧrom 1989 onwards, we have to wait until 2002 for the remaining countries, 
with the exception of Greece, to achieve this statusΦ DǊŜŜŎŜΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŀǘŜŘ ΨнΩ ŦƻǊ ŎƛǾƛƭ 
ƭƛōŜǊǘƛŜǎΤ ŀ ǎŎƻǊŜ ƛǘ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ LǘŀƭȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨмΩ ǘƻ ΨнΩ ƛƴ нлло ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ since remained at that 
level (Freedom House 2009). 
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Table 4.1 : UNDP Development Indicators as at 2000 

Country 
HDI 

(0 ς 1 scale) 

Life Expectancy 

at Birth 

(years) 

Adult Literacy 

(%) 

GDP Per Capita 

(PPP US$ 000s) 

     

Belgium .863 77.8 99.0
2
 32 

England
1
 .823 77.8 99.0

2
 31 

Finland .825 77.6 99.0
2
 30 

France .834 78.9 99.0
2
 31 

Greece .784 77.5 96.0 22 

Ireland .855 76.8 99.0
2
 34 

Italy .825 79.5 98.4 31 

Netherlands .868 78.2 99.0
2
 36 

Spain .828 79.2 96.5 28 

Sweden .889 79.7 99.0
2
 32 

     
  

Notes:  
(1) Data for United Kingdom;  
(2) Estimated figure used by UNDP for calculation of HDI. 

             Source : UN Development Programme (UNDP 2011) 

 

As can be seen from Table 4.1, with the possible exception of Greece, all of the countries 

have very similar scores on both the composite Human Development Index, and on the 

individual measures of Life Expectancy, Adult Literacy, and GDP. Indeed, all are classed 

ŀǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ψ±ŜǊȅ IƛƎƘ IǳƳŀƴ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ bŀǘƛƻƴǎ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜnt 

Programme (UNDP 2011). However, as will be shown later in this chapter, differences 

appear between countries when we use alternative measures; or when we look below 

the country level of measurement and examine the characteristics of regions within 

countries. 

Although all of the countries can be categorised as highly developed and as being 

established democracies, as was shown in Chapter 3, their historical paths to this status 

have differed markedly, as do their contemporary structures of sub-national 

government. Our set of countries includes examples from each of the various categories 
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which have been used in typologies of local government types. For example, we have 

ōƻǘƘ ΨƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴΩ όCƛƴƭŀƴŘΣ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ bŜǘƘŜǊƭŀƴŘǎΣ {ǿŜŘŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘύ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴΩ 

(Belgium, France, Greece, Italy and Spain) types of local government structures as 

identified by Page and Goldsmith (1987; supplemented by John 2001). In addition, we 

have examples of the more nuanced categories developed by some authors: such as 

Ψ!ƴƎƭƻ-!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴΩ όLǊŜƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘύΤ ΨbƻǊŘƛŎΩ όCƛƴƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ {ǿŜŘŜƴύΤ ƻǊ ΨaƛŘŘƭŜ 

9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴΩ όǘƘŜ bŜǘƘŜǊlands) (see John 2001; Denters and Rose 2005a). 

Although all of these countries hold elections for local and national governments, and for 

the European Parliament, some also have direct elections for a President, for an Upper 

House, or for one or two intermediate levels of sub-national government. In most cases, 

we have been able to include at least one set of results from each country for each of 

these types of election. This will allow us to investigate whether the variables have 

consistent effects on different types of elections, and to ascertain whether there are 

country to country differences in other factors which influence turnout.  

As noted, all of the countries in our dataset members of the European Union during the 

period covered in the study: Belgium, France, Italy and the Netherlands were among the 

founding members; Ireland, and England (as part of the UK membership) were part of 

the first enlargement in 1973; Greece and Spain were part of the Mediterranean 

enlargement of the 1980s; and Finland and Sweden were part of the fourth enlargement 

in 1995 (Bache and George 2006). That all of these countries are member states of the 

EU is an important consideration for three reasons: Firstly, it enables the inclusion of 

turnout data for EP elections and the comparison of differences in turnout between 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŎŀƭŜƴŘŀǊΦ {ŜŎƻndly, all of the countries 

ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴΩǎ Regional Policy, which has contributed, at 

the least, to the creation of broadly comparable administrative and statistical regions in 
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most of the countries, and in some cases to the creation of a regional tier of elected 

government. Thirdly, all of the countries contribute to and are included in the Eurostat 

database. As will be discussed in the following section, this has the important 

consequence that data are not only available, but share commonality in the way they are 

measured. 

EUROSTAT and Territorial Units 

With its origins in the European Coal and Steel Community of the 1950s, the Statistical 

Office of the European Community (SOEC) became a Directorate General of the 

European Commission when the European Community was founded in 1958. An early 

task for the SOEC was to compile statistics in order to compare the standards of living of 

coal and steel workers in the member countries. In order to do this, it was necessary to 

shift from the previous reliance on statistics supplied by the respective national 

governments, which were piecemeal and compiled using different methodologies. The 

name was changed to Eurostat in 1973 to avoid the difficulties of using different versions 

of the abbreviation in the various official languages of the Community. At around the 

same time, work began on achieving convergence in the definitions and questions used 

by each member country in their ten-ȅŜŀǊƭȅ ŎŜƴǎǳǎΤ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ 

then recently created Regional Policy, a Division for Regional Statistics and Accounts was 

established (de Michelis and Chantraine 2003).  

 

Since the 1970s, Eurostat has used a common classification of territorial units for 

regional statistics (NUTS: Nomenclature d'Unités Territoriales Statistiques) which has 

three levels, each with recommended minimum and maximum populations as shown in 

Table 4.2 (EUROSTAT 2009a). 
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Table 4.2 : Recommended Population Size for NUTS Levels 

NUTS level Minimum 
Population 

Maximum 
Population 

   
1 3 000 000 7 000 000 
2 800 000 3 000 000 
3 150 000 800 000 

  

 

Each country typically applies the NUTS classification to existing institutional regions, 

which themselves are the result of historical and administrative factors particular to that 

country. However, because it is often the case that a country does not have three, pre-

existing, institutional levels corresponding to the NUTS population thresholds, countries 

have sometimes created an additional level for statistical purposes, but which has no 

real administrative function (nor an elected body). 

 

For example, in the case of France, shown in Figure 4.1, the NUTS3 units typically 

coincide with the historically pre-existing boundaries of the départements, which have 

their own, directly elected councils. The NUTS2 units correspond to the French regions 

created in the decentralisation reforms of the 1980s, and which have had their own 

elected councils since 1986 (Le Galès 2008). The French NUTS1 territorial units did not 

correspond to any pre-existing administrative units, and there are no elected 

governments for this level (Maps of NUTS units for all countries are provided in the 

Appendix). In England, too, the NUTS1 units are mere statistical entities, and do not 

correspond to any directly elected body. In contrast to France, in England, this is also the 

case for the NUTS2 units (there being no intermediate level of government between the 
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national and the municipal). Further, the NUTS1 units in England do not usually 

correspond either to the electoral constituencies for the national government, nor to the 

local government units. This means that, aside from requiring some manipulation of the 

turnout data (see the following section), NUTS2 and NUTS3 units in England are 

functionally different to those in France: in France, the NUTS2 and NUTS3 levels 

correspond exactly to the levels of regional and departmental elections, respectively; 

whereas in England this is not the case.    

 

This raises a potential question when comparing turnout between countries: in France, 

for example, when the NUTS unit corresponds exactly with the geographical area from 

which an elected body draws its support, it may be expected that turnout would be 

higher than where a region is simply an administrative construct that has no direct 

geographical correspondence with an elected body. We could seek to control for this 

potential effect by means of a variable which captured any such functional-geographical 

relationship. However, as we shall see in Chapter 6, we will investigate the effects of a 

variable that does comprise regional aspects of, among other things, government 

institutions. Further, because, in Chapter 8, we examine each election type within 

individual countries, we do not consider that including a specific variable to account for 

any potential effects of geographical and governmental correspondence to be necessary. 

 

Clearly, using data based on the NUTS classification provides the opportunity to 

investigate patterns of turnout below the country level of analysis. Nonetheless, the 

nature of the Eurostat data also imposes some limitations. Although significant progress 

has been made in bringing a degree of uniformity to the data supplied to Eurostat, some 

differences remain in which questions and measures that individual countries employ 
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when conducting their censuses. For example, although both Ireland and the UK collect 

official statistics on ethnicity and religion, this practice is not the norm in Western 

Europe; thus, no such data are collected in Belgium, France, Greece, Italy, the 

Netherlands, Spain, and Sweden (Simon 2007). Given that one of our stated aims is to 

maintain the same set of variables for all countries, it follows that we cannot include 

variables which take account of ethnicity or religion. This, of course, is a limitation which 

would apply even if we restricted our investigation to the country level of analysis.  

 

However, even with those socio-demographic data that are collected by all countries, 

these data were not always available at the NUTS3 level. Thus, for Belgium, variables are 

measured at the NUTS2 level, rather than the NUTS3 level. Whilst this means that we are 

able to use data for sub-national units, these units are not always of comparable size in 

terms of their population. Although NUTS regions are clearly smaller than countries, it 

may be argued that these regions are not small enough to provide the detail necessary 

to investigate associations between turnout in elections and the socio-demographic 

charactersitics of the electorate. This may be true, but, if so, then surely the problem is 

even more pronounced when using country level data. Indeed, as we have seen, 

although NUTS level data may not be perfect for our needs, in many cases, country-level 

data suffers similar limitations, often more seriously so.  

 

Clearly, using data based on the NUTS classification has some limitations. However, we 

consider that these are outweighed by the advantages such data offer; notably that they 

allow a comparison between countries and the opportunity to investigate turnout 

differences within countries.   
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In this section, we have seen that our socio-demographic data is based on the Eurostat 

NUTS classification.  

 

The following section describes how turnout data for different elections are compiled for 

each of the NUTS units.  

 

 

Figure 4.1 : NUTS Level 3 Units of Mainland France 
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Turnout data and NUTS units 

For all countries, turnout data are drawn from official sources; such as the websites 

ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ 9ƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ όŦǳƭƭ 

details of sources are provided in the Appendix). However, it should be noted here that 

such resources were not designed with the needs of psephologists in mind; rather, they 

made it easier for the interested citizen to look up recent or historical election results in 

their own electoral district or voting area. Thus, data were not generally available in a 

form whereby turnout measured at the NUTS2 or NUTS3 level could be downloaded in a 

form ready for analysis37. More usually, data had to be collected, district by district, or 

ward by ward, and then aggregated to the chosen unit of analysis. For our dataset to be 

of use in investigating the role of various determinants of voting, we need a common 

unit of measurement for both turnout and our independent variables. Socio-

demographic data are drawn from the Eurostat database, and correspond to the NUTS 

units described in the previous section. For many of the countries under consideration 

here, there is a certain convergence between the NUTS units and the organisation of 

elections and reporting of election results. Staying for a moment with our example of 

France, results for Regional Council and European Parliament elections are available at 

the level of the département, that is, the NUTS3 level. Where this is the case, the 

creation of a common dataset of socio-demographic statistics (Eurostat data) and 

election turnout can proceed with little technical difficulty.  

                                                             

37 Since the data gathering phase of this thesis, part of the European Sixth Framework Research 
Programme has resulted in the construction of a European Elections Database (EED 
http://www.nsd.uib.no/european_election_database/about/). This database provides election 
results for all European countries, aggregated according to the NUTS definitions. This would have 
considerably shortened the data gathering and manipulation which the current project required. 
However, the EED is limited to first-order (parliamentary or presidential) and EP elections. It is 
noteworthy that no data have been compiled for the second-order (municipal, provincial, 
regional) elections in European countries. Thus, the focus on EP and first-order elections looks set 
to continue.   
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However, for other elections in France, and indeed, many elections in the other 

countries, this neat correspondence between NUTS units and the boundaries of official 

election reporting units does not exist; instead, election results are reported for 

geographical units below the NUTS3 level. This situation requires a deal of data 

manipulation. For example, turnout data for elections to the French lower house are 

reported at the level of the commune, of which there are over 35,000. In order to arrive 

at a useable turnout figure, individual communes were assigned to their respective 

département,  and then commune level numbers for registered voters and votes cast 

were used to calculate a turnout figure for each département. Similarly, in the case of 

Belgian municipal elections, results are reported for each of around 600 individual 

communes. Because Eurostat data for Belgium are typically available for the NUTS2 

level, communes first have to be assigned to their respective NUTS2 geographical unit. 

Figures for those registered and those voting in each commune are then totalled in order 

to calculate a per cent turnout figure for each NUTS2 unit; this NUTS2 turnout figure is 

then matched to the corresponding Eurostat socio-demographic data38. Thus, although 

somewhat time consuming, in most cases, it was technically relatively straightforward to 

arrive at turnout data aggregated to a level which corresponded with NUTS units. 

However, the vagaries of English local elections necessitated a slightly more involved 

process. 

 

English local election results are reported at the constituency level (or below) and thus, 

as in the cases of France and Belgium described above, these data required aggregation 

                                                             

38
 In the case of Ireland, although turnout results were matched to NUTS units for local elections and 

national (lower house) elections, there were insurmountable difficulties in matching NUTS units to turnout 
data for (perhaps ironically) elections to the European Parliament.  



101 

 

to the relevant NUTS3 geographical units.  However, in contrast to most of the cases 

included in this analysis, in which any particular election takes place at more or less the 

same time across the whole country, the arrangements for English local elections vary 

from place to place in a rather complex manner 39, 40 :  although all local councillors in 

England are elected for a four year period, both the frequency and timing of elections 

vary from council to council. For some councils, all members are elected at an election 

held every four years, but these elections do not all follow the same four year cycle; that 

is, different councils of this type can hold their full elections in different years41. For the 

remaining councils, elections are held such that only a third of the members are elected 

at any one time, with elections being held in three out of every four years; the fourth 

ȅŜŀǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ΨŦŀƭƭƻǿΩ ȅŜŀǊ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƴƻ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƘŜƭŘΦ !ƎŀƛƴΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎȅŎƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳ 

across the country.  

 

One approach to this problem is to compute an average turnout for each local 

government unit for any and all local elections held there in a given four year period, and 

then to aggregate these results to the relevant NUTS3 units. However, we are then faced 

with two further difficulties. Firstly, local elections may be held simultaneously with 

other elections, be they national or European. In the period under study, three elections 

for the national parliament were held: in 1997, 2001 and 2005. For those local councils 

due to hold full or partial elections that year, their elections took place on the same day 

                                                             

39
 By-elections are not included in our data. 

40
 English local councils take different forms (discussed in more detail in Chapter 3), with differing functions, 

populations, and geographical extents. In the process of aggregation to NUTS3 level, there is an unavoidable 
loss of information as councils of different types are grouped together to achieve a single turnout figure for 
a geographical area - which may well contain local councils of different types. 
41 Although the London boroughs do all hold their elections in the same year 
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as the parliamentary election, and thus turnout in the local elections was boosted42. A 

smaller, though still noticeable effect, was noted in 2004 and 2009 when the local 

elections were held on the same day as elections for the European Parliament43. 

 

There is no entirely satisfactory solution to this problem. The approach used here is to 

calculate the average turnout in local elections across the three year periods 1998-2000 

and 2006-2008 for each council. Thus, councils which elect by thirds will have results for 

at least two years (and possibly all three). Most of the councils which hold full elections 

every four years are also included. However, we are forced to omit results from those 

councils which held full elections in 1997, 2001, 2005, or 2009. We then proceed to 

aggregate these turnout figures for each council to generate a turnout figure for the 

relevant NUTS3 units. Lƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ b¦¢{о ǳƴƛǘǎ ΨƭƻǎǘΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ their number is 

not great; eight for the period 1998-2000, and five for the period 2006-2008, leaving 85 

and 88 NUTS3 units, respectively (the number of NUTS3 units lost from the dataset is 

fewer than the number of councils affected, as in some cases more than one council may 

be missing from a single NUTS3 unit). 

 

For English elections to the Lower House, individual Westminster constituencies were 

matched to the relevant NUTS3 unit, and turnout was calculated from constituency level 

registered voters and votes cast. A similar process was used for calculating NUTS3 

turnout figures in elections for the European Parliament. In a few cases, for instance 

                                                             

42
 Note that voters in London have, since 2000, been able to vote for a London mayor. These mayoral 

elections are not included in the present dataset; but it can be noted that the mayoral elections do not 
ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜ ǿƛǘƘ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ 
43

 A further complication is that since 2000, local councils have been encouraged to experiment with 

changes to the electoral arrangements to encourage higher turnout. These modifications included the use of 

all postal voting, which resulted in large and significant increases in turnout (Rallings and Thrasher 2007). 

However, such experiments have been used only by some councils, and thus present a further problem 

when considering the aggregation of these results with others in a NUTS3 region. 
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where polling area or district boundaries had been re-drawn, or where there was a 

serious lack of correspondence between these and the NUTS3 boundaries, cases (NUTS3 

units) were discarded.  

 

Although somewhat laborious, the result of our efforts is that we have a dataset for all 

ten countries, for which turnout is matched to the NUTS units for which Eurostat data is 

available for a range of socio-demographic variables. These Eurostat statistics have the 

advantage of being compiled at similar times, and on the basis of similar geographical 

units. However, these statistics are generally available only from 1990 onwards. 

Although some information is available for non-member countries, the inclusion of 

Finland and Sweden means that information on all variables of interest is not available 

until their accession in 1995 (nor, obviously, are the results of EP elections). The 

beginning of the period under study, then, is defined as 1995, and the most recent 

elections included were those conducted in 2008 (when data were compiled). The 

thirteen-year period means that all countries would have held a minimum of one 

election of each type44. In some cases, more than two elections of a particular type were 

held; and where data are available, these have been included. There are, however, some 

unavoidable gaps, as can be seen in Table 4.3.  

Note that in a few cases, Eurostat data for a particular country lacked sub-national 

figures for one or two of our variables. For example, occupation and educational 

attainment were not available for NUTS regions below the country level in Sweden. In 

this case, recourse to the Swedish national statistics database (Statistika Centralbyrån 

2010) provided raw data for all occupational categories in each sub-national territorial 

                                                             

44
 The relatively short period also has the advantage of minimising the effects of any long term decline in 

turnout which has been suggested as occurring in many established democracies. 
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unit. These, along with population data, were then used to calculate the percentages of 

the population in each occupational category for each Swedish NUTS region. 

Having described the compilation of the core dataset, we now turn to descriptions of the 

dependent and independent variables, and the related hypotheses. These hypotheses 

are divided into three groups: firstly, those which relate to institutional characteristics (1 

a, 1b, etc.); secondly those which refer to the core socio-ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ ΨнŀΣ нōΣ 

etc.); and, thirdly, those which relate to the supplementary variables which will provide 

the main focus of Chapter 6 (3a, 3b, etc.). 

Variables 

Dependent Variable - Turnout 

Turnout for all countries and elections is taken to be the percentage of the registered 

voters who cast a vote in a given election, as reported in official documents or databases 

ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ or statistical bureau (details of all sources are 

provided in the Appendix). Other measures do exist, notably that based on the total 

eligible population rather than the number of registered voters; however, there are 

difficulties in estimating just what that eligible population is. Such an approach has been 

necessary in some previous research which has attempted to take account of the 

unusual registration procedures in the United States, but is not considered necessary for 

the countries under consideration here. In the case of two-round elections, such as in 

France, standard practice is followed, such that the turnout in the first round is used. For 

each country, a single, sub-national level of aggregation (i.e. NUTS unit) is used for all 

turnout data (for example, provinces in the Netherlands, French departments, etc.). In 

this way, comparisons of turnout can be made across all of the different types of 
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elections in a country, whilst maintaining the same basis for the selected demographic 

and socio-economic measures. 

Independent variables - Institutional 

The institutional characteristics (that is, compulsory voting, weekend voting, and 

electoral system) for each individual election are drawn from the tables presented in 

Chapter 3. Based on the literature review in Chapter 2, we derive the following 

hypotheses which relate to the costs and benefits of voting: 

Compulsory voting has been shown in previous research to be associated with turnout 

between 10 and 20 percentage points higher than where compulsory voting is not used 

(for example, Crewe 1981; Jackman 1987; Colomer 1991; Jackman and Miller 1995; Blais 

and Dobrzynska 1998; Blais 2000; Perez-Linan 2001; Siaroff and Merer 2002). The 

measure we use here is a three point ordinal scale whereby strictly enforced compulsory 

voting is coded 2, weakly enforced compulsory voting is coded 1, and an absence of 

compulsory voting is coded zero. 

Hypothesis 1a : Turnout will be higher where voting is compulsory 

 

Although the effects are generally less marked than for compulsory voting, weekend 

voting has been associated with turnout up to ten per cent higher than in countries 

where elections are held on weekdays (Oppenhuis 1995; Mattila 2003). The measure for 

weekend voting is dichotomous, whereby weekday voting is coded 0, and voting on a 

weekend day is coded 1. 

 

Hypothesis 1b: Turnout will be higher where voting takes place on the 

weekend 
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Proportional Representation tends to provide more choice and leads to fewer wasted 

votes, and is usually associated with higher levels of turnout (Franklin 1996; Blais and 

Dobrzynska 1998; Brockington 2004). We use a dichotomous variable, whereby non-PR 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻŘŜŘ лΣ ŀƴŘ tw ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ όƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ΨŦǳǎƛƻƴΩ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΣ but 

which have a substantial proportional component) are coded 1. 

 

Hypothesis 1c: Turnout will be higher where Proportional Representation 

is used  

 

The occurrence of simultaneous elections is calculated from the election calendar for 

each country (full election calendar provided in the Appendix). When two (or more) 

elections are held at the same time, the costs of voting (at least in terms of turning up at 

the polling booth) in two or more elections are no different than voting in one election. 

Previous research has confirmed that turnout in lower-order elections tends to be 

higher when these elections are held simultaneously with national, first-order elections, 

turnout (Franklin 1996; Blondel, Sinnott et al. 1997; Mattila 2003). We take account of 

this effect by means of a dichotomous variable, whereby lower-order elections are 

coded 0 when they are not held simultaneously with another election, and 1 when they 

are held simultaneously with any other election. 

 

Hypothesis 1d: Turnout will be higher when elections are held 

simultaneously 
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Our final institutional variable takes account of the salience of different types of election. 

As we saw in Chapter 2, since Reif and Schmitt (1980) made the distinction between 

(first-order) elections to the national legislature and (second-order) elections for sub-

national levels of government or the European Parliament. However, the very low 

turnout in many elections to the European Parliament supports the idea that these 

elections be considered as third-order (Marsh 1998; Heath, McLean et al. 1999; Rallings 

and Thrasher 2005). We use the first-, second-, third-order categories to construct a 

variable for the salience of an election, whereby: national elections (Lower House, Upper 

House, President) are considered the most salient (coded 2); elections for the European 

Parliament are considered the least salient (coded 0); and the other elections within a 

country (municipal, lower intermediate, upper intermediate) occupy the middle ground 

between these two extremes (coded 1).  

Hypothesis 1e : Turnout will be higher in elections of higher salience 

 

Independent Variables - Socio-demographic 

The data for the socio-demographic variables are predominantly drawn from the 

Eurostat database (details of data series consulted are provided in the Appendix). For 

each variable, we present below a brief description and associated hypotheses based on 

the literature review conducted in Chapter 2.  

Population Density: As we saw in Chapter 2, there are competing views as to the effect 

of population density on turnout in elections. Some expect people living in areas of 

higher population density to feel closer to their fellow citizens, and to be more exposed 

to group pressures and the mobilising activities of political parties, and there is some 

empirical evidence to support this (for example, Blais and Dobrzynska 1998; Blais 2000; 
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Siaroff and Merer 2002). Others suggest, on the contrary, that interpersonal bonds and 

social structures are weaker when population density is higher, and that turnout would 

thus be lower. This view is also supported by previous research, particularly in the case 

of European countries (for example, Morlan 1984; Oppenhuis 1995). The measure used 

here is the population density of the NUTS unit, being the ratio between the total 

population and surface (land) area in square kilometres. Note, in all analyses, we use a 

logarithmically transformed population density figure in order to improve the normality 

of the distribution of this variable. 

Hypothesis 2a : Turnout will be lower in areas of higher population density 

 

Percentage of young people: For potential first-time voters, the costs of voting are 

relatively high (Plutzer 2002; Franklin 2004); but as people get older, they not only 

acquire the skills necessary to make an informed choice, but also feel more directly the 

effects of government policy decisions (Rose 2007). Not surprisingly, then, young people 

have consistently be shown to be less likely to vote than older age groups (Wolfinger and 

Rosenstone 1980; Powell 1986; Blais 2000; Norris 2004). Here, we measure the 

percentage of the total population in each NUTS unit which is between 15 and 29 years 

old. This figure is calculated from the Eurostat data provided for standard age categories 

15-19, 20-24, 25-29, and for the total population. 

Hypothesis 2b : Turnout will be lower in areas with a greater percentage 
of  young people 

 

Death Rate: Although a higher death rate in a region may in part reflect a more elderly 

population (and thus higher turnout), it is known that higher death rates are often 

associated with the poorer and more marginalised groups in society who are less likely 
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to have the resources and interest necessary to vote in elections, (Kennedy, Kawachi et 

al. 1996; Hwang, Wilkins et al. 2009). On balance, then, we would expect that regions 

with a higher death rate would be associated with lower turnout in elections. The 

measure we use here is the Crude Death Rate (deaths per year per 1000 inhabitants) for 

each NUTS unit. 

Hypothesis 2c: Turnout will be lower in areas with a higher death rate. 

 

Immigration: High population turnover can undermine the sense of community 

(Ashworth, Heyndels et al. 2002); and empirical research has shown that turnout is 

higher when the population is more stable (for example, Hoffmann-Martinot, Rallings et 

al. 1996; Geys 2006a). More specifically, the longer someone has lived in a particular 

community, the more likely they are to vote (Sharp 1955). Here, we measure the 

percentage of the total population coming from outside of that NUTS unit; comprising 

ōƻǘƘ ΨŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭΩ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ 9ȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƳƛƎǊŀnts are defined as those living 

outside the parent country one year prior to the census. Internal migrants are defined as 

those living in a different NUTS region of the same parent country one year prior to the 

census. 

Hypothesis 2d: Turnout will be lower in areas of higher immigration 

 

GDP: As we saw in Chapter 2, there are competing views as to whether we should expect 

higher GDP to be associated with increased, or decreased turnout (Crewe 1981; 

Bengtsson 2004). On balance, though, most empirical evidence suggests that higher GDP 

is associated with increased turnout; and that, conversely, that lower GDP is associated 

with lower turnout because, when times are tough, the day to day struggle to make ends 

meet takes precedence over voting in elections. The association between GDP and 
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turnout has been reported in studies which have focused on single countries 

(Rosenstone 1982), as well as comparative studies of developed countries (Siaroff and 

Merer 2002), or which have included both developed and less developed countries 

(Powell 1980; Blais and Dobrzynska 1998). Here we use the Gross Domestic Product for 

the NUTS region at current market prices, reported on a Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) 

basis per inhabitant, as a percentage of the EU average. It has also been suggested that it 

may not only be the economic situation at the time of the election that has an effect on 

turnout, but also whether that situation has worsened or improved over previous years 

(Blais 2000). In order to investigate the possible effects of the changing economic 

situation, we also include the variable, GDP 10 year change, which is calculated from 

annual GDP data for each NUTS region for the ten year period centred on 2000. 

Hypothesis 2e : Turnout will be higher in those areas which have higher 
GDP 

Hypothesis 2f: Turnout will be higher in areas which have enjoyed higher 
GDP growth 

 

Occupation: It has long been known that people with higher socio-economic status are 

more likely to participate in politics, and to vote in elections (Verba and Nie 1972). Socio-

economic status is often linked to the occupation of the voter (Evans 1999); with some 

types of occupation being seen, not only as providing opportunities for social 

interactions and exposure to behavioural norms, but also as encouraging the 

development of skills and likely to expose individuals to particular political issues, 

policies, and actors (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980). Here, we measure, for each NUTS 

unit, the percentage of people in each of the ISCO88 Standard Occupational Categories. 

These categories group various occupations according to the tasks and duties 

undertaken (ILO nd). The highest category (Category 1) comprises Legislators, Senior 
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officials and Managers, who often determine and direct major policies within the 

governmental or private sector.  Category 2 includes various Professionals, who, for 

example, contribute to or apply existing scientific or artistic knowledge. At the other end 

of the scale, Category 8 includes Plant and Machine Operators and Assemblers, 

occupations, whose work is usually controlled by strict specifications or procedures, and 

who do not generally require a wider understanding of the work organisation, nor of the 

final uses of the products which they provide. The lowest category, Category 9, includes 

simple and routine tasks which often require the use of hand tools and physical effort.  

Hypothesis 2g: Turnout will be higher in areas which have a greater 
percentage of people in the higher occupational categories 

 

Unemployment: Unemployment has been associated with reduced turnout in elections, 

not only because the unemployed have fewer resources, but also because they have less 

desire to participate in politics (Rosenstone 1982; Brady, Verba et al. 1995). The measure 

used here is the number of unemployed persons as a percentage of the active 

population (that is, the total of all employed and unemployed persons) in each NUTS 

unit. This is predominantly based on registered unemployed people, but Eurostat 

supplements these data by reference to regular labour force surveys. 

Hypothesis 2h: Turnout will be lower in areas with higher unemployment 

 

Educational attainment: People with a higher level of education are more likely to vote 

in elections, because they are more likely to have the required resources, a higher level 

of interest, and to have been socialised into the norms of electoral participation 

(Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Lijphart 1997; Franklin 2004; Johnston and Pattie 

2006). Here, we measure, for each NUTS unit, the percentage of the population with 
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qualifications at ISCED97 Standard educational attainment levels (UNESCO 1997). These 

levels broadly categorise educational attainment according to the knowledge, skills, and 

capabilities required to achieve a given qualification. The lowest level (Level 0) is that of 

pre-primary education; Levels 1 and 2 represent the first and second stages of basic 

education, which are usually compulsory. Level 3 represents upper-secondary education, 

and typically represents about 9 years of full time schooling.  Level 4 comprises 

education that, although post-secondary, cannot be considered as tertiary. Levels 5 and 

6 include all tertiary-level (that is, degree or higher) qualifications, with Level 6 (the 

highest level on the ISCED scale) being reserved for qualifications gained through 

advanced research. 

Hypothesis 2i: Turnout will be higher in areas where a greater percentage 
of people have a higher educational attainment 

 

The institutional and socio-demographic variables discussed above will provide the core 

set of variables that will be examined in the following chapters. However, in Chapter 6, 

we will supplement our analyses with the additional variables described below. 

Regionality: as noted in Chapter 3, we have constructed a Regionality Index, based 

ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ƻƴ YŜŀǘƛƴƎΩǎ (1998) work. The index is a composite of scores ranging from zero to 

a maximum of 20 (full list of Regionality scores for individual regions is provided in the 

Appendix), and is based on individual measures of Culture, Identity, Government 

Institutions, Civil Society, and Economic Regionalism. It has been previously suggested 

(Blais and Dobrzynska 1998; Siaroff and Merer 2002) that the national legislature enjoys 

a reduced monopoly of power where it competes with other elected bodies, such as a 

strong regional government. Although this might not be exactly a zero-sum game, it is 

considered likely that those regions with a high Regionality index will not only exhibit 
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higher turnout in their regional elections, but will also display different patterns of 

turnout in other types of elections. 

Hypothesis 3a: Regions with a higher Regionality Index will have higher 
turnout in regional elections. 

 

EU Office: As was noted in Chapter 3, the member states of the European Union have 

ōŜŜƴ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀǎ Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ !ǎ 

was also noted, different countries have reacted to these influences in different ways. 

However, even where the powers of central government remain strong, they do not 

enjoy a monopoly over all EU communications and decision making processes. Many 

sub-national regions maintain representative offices in Brussels, which actively engage in 

lobbying for regional interests, and maintain direct contact between the regions and 

various EU officials and decision makers (Nugent 1999). The existence of regional 

representative office in Brussels may be expected to thus reflect, or enhance, the 

visibility of the European Union within the region itself. If this were the case, we may 

further expect that interest in elections for the European Parliament would be higher in 

those regions having such an office ς and that turnout in EP elections would thus be 

higher. We use the Regional Offices Contact Directory (Committee of the Regions 2008) 

to identify these regions (which are coded 1; regions without such an office are coded 0) 

. 

Hypothesis 3b: Regions with Representative Offices in Brussels will exhibit 
higher turnout in elections to the European Parliament. 

 

Union and Party Membership: Whether because it is the cause or the result of increased 

political interest, the membership either of a political party or a trade union has also 

been associated with increased levels of turnout (Blais 2000; Siaroff and Merer 2002). 
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There are difficulties with the availability of reliable data for party membership, even at 

a national level; and insufficient data are available for party membership at sub-national 

levels. What is clear, though, is that although party membership has been declining, and 

is below ten percent for all countries under consideration here, the levels do still differ 

from country to country (Mair and Biezen 2001). Trade union membership data are also 

only available at national level, but, again, vary considerably between countries. Data for 

political party and trade union membership45 at a national level are provided in Table 

4.4.  

Table 4.3 : Political Party and Trade Union Membership 

Country 
 

Membership of a 
Political Party  

(% of electorate) 
 

Membership of a 
Trade Union  

(% of all employees) 

   
Belgium 6.6 39.7 

England (1) 1.9 26.6 

Finland 9.7 68.9 

France 1.6 15.6 

Greece 6.8 12.4 

Ireland 3.1 37.6 

Italy 4.1 18.2 

Netherlands 2.5 28.6 

Spain 3.4 11.3 

Sweden 5.5 76.8 

 
 

              Note (1) figures for UK.  
Sources: Mair and Biezen (2001; Schnabel and Wagner (2005) 

 

Hypothesis 3c: Turnout will be higher in countries with higher membership 
of a political party. 

                                                             

45 Note that those countries with particularly high union membership (Finland and Sweden) have 
unemployment benefit systems which are administered by the unions (Schnabel and Wagner 
2005).   
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Hypothesis 3d: Turnout will be higher in countries with a higher 
membership of trade unions. 

 

The territorial coverage of political parties : Caramani (2005) used historical data to 

trace the changes in territorial coverage by political parties contesting national, first-

order elections in Western European countries. Nineteenth century processes of 

industrialisation and urbanisation, state formation and nation building, and the 

development of communications technologies led to the de-territorialisation of 

cleavages and party systems. Caramani suggested that de-territorialisation was in large 

part due to the homogenising effects of class politics. The associated strengthening of 

the left-right functional cleavage often served to suppress pre-existing territorially based 

cleavages. Often, this process was contemporaneous with increased territorial coverage 

by political parties as they sought to identify and mobilise wider bases of support.  

However, these processes were not uniform throughout all Western European countries. 

Caramani calculated the territorial coverage of parties46 in lower house elections by 

expressing the actual constituencies contested as a percentage of the total 

constituencies in a country. Table 4.4 provides the average territorial coverage of 

political parties in the 1990s. As can be seen, there are substantial differences between 

countries, with, for example, political parties in Spain contesting, on average, only 27 per 

cent of all constituencies; whereas in Sweden, political parties contest all of the 

constituencies in the country. We propose that, in countries where political parties 

contest a higher percentage of all constituencies, mobilisation of the electorate will be 

                                                             

46 Lƴ /ŀǊŀƳŀƴƛΩǎ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎ ƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŦƛǾŜ ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƻǘŜ were 
included. /ŀǊŀƳŀƴƛΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
legislature. 
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correspondingly higher and this will be reflected in increased turnout in lower house 

elections. 

Hypothesis 3f: Turnout in lower house elections will be higher in countries 
where political parties contest a greater percentage of constituencies.  

 

 

Table 4.4 : Territorial Coverage by Political Parties 

           Note (1) UK Figures                 Source: Caramani (2005) 

 

Government employment and taxation: In Chapter 3 we presented selected 

characteristics of national and sub-national levels of government, including public 

employment by level of government, and the taxation arrangements for sub-national 

government. Public employees may feel there is more at stake in the outcome of an 

election because the nature, conditions, or indeed the very existence of their jobs may 

hinge on the result (and see Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980). Further, although the 

politicisation effects of the workplace have tended to decline, in part because of 

Country 
 

Average Territorial 
Coverage by Parties  
(% Constituencies) 

 

  
Belgium 51.1 

England (1) 65.3 

Finland 85.3 

France 98.0 

Greece 98.9 

Ireland 65.2 

Italy 77.0 

Netherlands 99.4 

Spain 27.4 

Sweden 100.0 
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processes of de-industrialisation, and the increase in the numbers of people employed in 

part-time or non-permanent jobs, this decline has been more marked in the private, 

than in the public sector (Braconnier and Dormagen 2007). Consequently, we consider 

that an election may appear more salient to people employed in the public sector than 

to other members of the electorate. We measure the total public sector employment as 

a percentage of all employment in a country.  

Hypothesis 3g: Turnout will be higher in countries where a higher 
proportion of workers is employed in the public sector. 

 

Because it is often difficult to assign the number of public employees to each 

government level, we also investigate the association that taxation has on turnout. For 

this we concentrate on the municipal level. Local taxes are directly and obviously felt by 

the residents of a municipality, and because they are also spent locally, the results of 

that expenditure may be quite visible. Where local taxes contribute a higher share of 

local revenue, then, municipal elections should appear as more important to the voter. 

We will test for this using two tax variables. The first measures the proportion that local 

taxes contribute to the total revenue of the municipality. However, because taxes may 

be raised locally, but set centrally, our second measure is the share of total local 

government revenue contributed by autonomous local taxes.  

Hypothesis 3h: Turnout in municipal elections will be higher in countries 
where municipal government local taxation contributes a greater share of 
municipal government revenue 

Hypothesis 3i: Turnout in municipal elections will be higher in countries 
where autonomous taxation contributes a greater share to municipal 
government revenue 
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Mayoral Strength: Finally, we also presented in Chapter 3 a composite measure of 

Mayoral strength, measured on a scale from 0 to 14, based on the work of Heinelt and 

Hlepas (2006). Where mayors enjoy greater powers, the differential benefits at stake in 

the election are increased; thus, would expect greater mayoral strength to be associated 

with higher turnout in local elections: 

Hypothesis 3j: Turnout in municipal elections will be higher in countries 
with a higher Mayoral Strength Index. 

 

 

In this section, we have discussed the dependent and independent variables, and stated 

our hypotheses. In the following section, we present descriptive statistics for turnout in 

different types of elections, and for the socio-demographic variables.  

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 4.5 presents turnout by election type and country, aggregated to the national 

level.  

It is of course tempting to make some preliminary observations on the election results 

presented in Table 4.5: it appears that strictly enforced compulsory voting has a marked 

effect on turnout, with turnout in Belgium being above 90% for all election types, 

including those for the European Parliament. The less stringent form of compulsory 

voting (Greece and Italy) does not result in turnout as high as in Belgium. However, 

turnout in all election types is still generally high when compared to countries with no 

compulsion to vote. This is especially the case for elections other than for the Lower 

House. Similarly, there is evidence that the holding of elections simultaneously results in 

higher turnout, notably of the less important election. For example, in Sweden the 

municipal, county and lower house elections are all held on the same day, and the 
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turnout for in all these types of elections is very similar, at around 80%. The effects of, 

for example, proportional representation and weekend voting are perhaps less obvious, 

and indeed the nature of the data is that we cannot, by simple observation, determine 

the independent effects of these or other variables. This is an analysis we focus on in 

Chapters 5 to 7. 
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Table 4.5 : National turnout and regional variations, by country and election type 

Country Election Type National Turnout % 
Regional Turnout 

Range 

    
Belgium EP* 91.0 7.8 

Belgium Municipal 91.3 12.4 

Belgium Provincial 92.1 5.8 

Belgium Regional 90.7 11.4 

Belgium LH 91.6 7.3 

Belgium UH 91.6 6.8 

    

England EP* 30.4 19.9 

England Municipal*  34.5 23.2 

England LH* 63.8 28.8 

    

Finland EP 39.4 12.6 

Finland Municipal 58.3 10.3 

Finland LH 68.1 7.8 

Finland Presidential 76.9 5.7 

    

France EP 42.8 24.2 

France Municipal 57.3 25.9 

France Cantonal 56.1 32.1 

France Regional 58.0 20.0 

France LH 59.3 18.8 

France Presidential 83.8 13.6 

    

Greece EP* 66.9 31.4 

Greece Municipal*  70.6 39.1 

Greece LH* 74.9 30.1 

    

Ireland EP* 54.6 - 

Ireland Municipal*  51.9 17.2 

Ireland LH* 64.3 12.7 

    

Italy EP 71.7 26.0 

Italy Regional 71.8 22.0 

Italy LH 83.6 21.9 

    

Netherlands EP* 34.8 7.6 

Netherlands Municipal 58.0 9.3 

Netherlands Provincial*  46.6 14.3 

Netherlands LH* 78.2 8.0 

    

Spain EP* 54.1 26.9 

Spain Municipal*  66.2 24.5 

Spain LH* 71.6 18.7 

Spain UH 75.8 24.2 

    

Sweden EP* 38.5 9.1 

Sweden Municipal*  78.6 4.3 

Sweden County*  78.1 4.3 

Sweden LH* 81.2 5.1 

  

* Average figures for multiple elections of this type. Sources: See Appendix 

 

However, one observation which can be made at this stage is particularly relevant to the 

current study: as can be seen from the final column of Table 4.5, individual regions 
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within a country exhibit substantial variations in turnout. This variation is even apparent 

in Belgium, with its strictly enforced compulsory voting. Indeed, in all countries, the 

range in turnout across the regions in a country is of a similar size to the variation in 

turnout between the different types of elections. Whatever the combination of 

institutional arrangements which are in place for a particular election in a particular 

country, these arrangements are generally consistent across all of the regions in that 

country. Clearly, then, not all voters respond in the same way to the electoral rules of 

the game. 

As previously discussed, several socio-demographic variables have been suggested as 

explaining, at least in part, the differences in turnout which remain once we have taken 

into account the effects of the institutional determinants of voting. As also previously 

noted, comparative studies of turnout which have relied on aggregate data have usually 

been confined to the country level of measurement. Table 4.6(a) provides values of 

these variables when measured at the country level (corresponding tables for each 

individual country are provided in the Appendix). In contrast to the Human Development 

Indices presented earlier in this chapter, there is substantial variation between countries 

for most of these measures.   

Although the country-to-country variation is of interest in itself, our dataset allow us to 

go further, and to examine the variation among individual NUTS units within countries. 

Table 4.6(b), in addition to summarising the mean, minimum and maximum values for 

each variable when measured at the country level, also provides the corresponding 

values when we use the individual NUTS regions as our unit of analysis. As can be seen, 

in all cases the range of values for each variable increases substantially, when compared 

to data measured at the country level.  



122 

 

 
Table 4.6 : Characteristics of Socio-demographic variables  

 
       (a) - measured at the national level 

 Belgium England Finland France Greece Ireland Italy Netherlands Spain Sweden 

           

Population density  338.0 241.0 17.0 96.0 83.5 55.4 193.0 470.2 81.6 21.6 

Population 10 yr % change 4.4 3.2 2.9 6.3 3.9 17.5 4.4 4.9 11.7 3.5 

Total migration  1.2 4.2 2.3 1.7 2.6 3.8 1.6 2.8 1.2 2.5 

GDP PPP per capita of EU 
average 

126.0 119.0 117.2 115.3 84.1 131.0 117.8 134.3 97.3 126.7 

GDP Ten year change -7.2 4.9 5.3 -5.3 10.4 44.7 -16.8 3.9 12.0 3.5 

Unemployment % 7.0 5.6 9.8 10.2 11.4 4.3 10.6 2.9 13.9 5.4 

Age:  15-29 % 18.9 18.8 18.6 20.3 22.0 24.3 18.7 18.8 22.5 18.2 

Death rate (per 1000) 10.2 10.2 9.5 9.0 9.6 8.2 9.7 8.8 8.9 10.5 

Occupation ISCO 1 & 2 % NA 26.9 18.2 18.1 21.8 29.6 20.7 28.8 19.5 21.5 

Educational Degree Plus % 20.6 25.9 33.7 25.3 22.7 33.4 13.4 23.9 11.2 13.3 

  

 

         (b) - measured at country level and NUTS unit level 

 
 10 Countries  432 Regions 

 Mean Min Max Range  Min Max Range 

 
    

    

Population density  159.7 17.0 470.2 453.2  2.1 20246 20244 

Population 10 yr % change 6.3 2.9 17.5 14.6  -7.6 37.7 45.3 

Total migration  2.4 1.2 4.2 3.1  .47 11.2 10.8 

GDP PPP per capita of EU average 116.9 84.1 134.3 50.2  47.9 602 554 

GDP Ten year change 5.5 -16.8 44.7 61.5  -42.1 77.1 119.2 

Unemployment % 8.1 2.9 13.9 11.0  1.7 30.5 28.8 

Age:  15-29 % 20.1 18.2 24.3 6.1  13.9 28.0 14.1 

Death rate (per 1000) 9.5 8.2 10.5 2.3  5.4 16.4 11 

Occupation ISCO 1 & 2 % 22.8 18.1 29.6 11.5  10.8 47.5 36.7 

Educational Degree Plus % 22.3 11.2 33.7 22.5  6.3 58.9 52.6 

  

That the range of values for any of our socio-demographic variables should increase 

when we take our measurements from smaller geographical units should not, of course, 

come as a surprise. However, this sub-national variation cannot be taken into account in 
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studies which only use data aggregated to the national level. It is usual for such studies 

ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ ŀǊŜΣ ƻǊ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘΣ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ 

ǾƻǘƛƴƎΩΦ Lƴ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎΣ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǾƻǘƛƴƎ 

are when we use sub-national units; and whether their effects are consistent from 

country to country. In this chapter, we conclude with a brief discussion of the methods 

will we use in those analyses. 

Methods 

We are interested here in assessing the effects that each of our independent variables 

has on turnout in elections, and in how different models compare in terms of the 

amount of variance that each explains. In order to analyse the respective impact of each 

of the independent variables on turnout, we will rely predominantly on the technique of 

multiple regression analysis. This technique will also allow us to assess the statistical 

significance of each of the variables, and to ascertain how much of the total variance is 

explained in each of the models (Powell 1980). 

The use of regression analysis has become widespread across the social sciences, and 

has found particular use in investigating electoral behaviour (Schroeder, Sjoquist et al. 

1986), as a glance at the relevant journals would quickly show. However, there are 

various important conditions which should, ideally, be satisfied if linear regression is to 

be used (see Saint-Germain 2002). Among these is that each variable should be normally 

distributed. On checking the characteristics of the data, it was found that the population 

density measure, in particular, was far from normally distributed. The distribution was 

markedly improved by applying a logarithmic transformation. In all of the regression 

analyses presented in Chapters 5 to 7, we use logarithmically transformed population 
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density. All other variables remain in their natural state, making the interpretation of 

their effects as straightforward as possible.  

Cases (that is, NUTS regions) are only included when we have complete information for 

all variables. The only exception to this is for Belgium, where data for occupational 

category were not available for NUTS2 (or indeed, for NUTS3) units. Because Belgium is 

the only country in our dataset which uses strictly enforced compulsory voting, we 

decided to keep Belgium in the set, at least until we had investigated the effects of 

compulsory voting. 

For most of the regression models, we use the highest categories of the education and 

occupation variables; that is, ISCED categories 5 and 6, and ISCO categories 1 and 2, 

respectively. This was largely determined by simple data availability considerations ς 

with the exception of occupational information for Belgium, these categories were the 

only ones where data were complete and comparable across all countries in the dataset. 

However, data on other educational attainment and occupational categories are 

available for a slightly reduced set of countries: these countries are investigated 

collectively and individually in Chapter 7 . 

Conclusions 

In this chapter, we have described the compilation of an original dataset based on sub-

national territorial units, which will enable us to investigate the associations between 

turnout and our socio-demographic variables. By including several different types of 

elections, whilst maintaining the same set of variables and territorial basis, we will be 

able to investigate whether these associations are consistent, or whether the effects 

change according to the type of election. Such analyses will be the focus of Chapter 5. 

We have also described supplementary variables, which are unfortunately only available 
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at the country-level. We investigate the effects of these variables separately in Chapter 

6. In Chapter 7, we look in more detail at five of the countries in our dataset (England, 

France, Greece, Italy, and Spain) and see whether our variables behave in a similar way 

within each of these countries, or whether there are differences which are not apparent 

at the country level of analysis.  
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Chapter 5 ς Institutional and Socio-Demographic Variables 

Introduction 

This chapter will present a series of multiple regression models which use the dataset 

described in Chapter 4. We begin with the institutional variables, and firstly show that 

the results obtained using country-level and regional-level aggregate data are 

comparable. We then note that all of the institutional variables are statistically 

significant, and have effects broadly in line with previous research. We then add selected 

socio-demographic variables to the model for all elections and examine their effects on 

turnout. All of the  socio-demographic variables are strongly significant when tested on a 

model which includes all countries and all election types. The coefficients for the 

institutional variables are generally larger than those for the socio-demographic 

variables. However, when we take into account the continuous nature of the socio-

demographic variables, and the range of possible values that they may take, we note 

that the sizes of the potential effects are substantial. 

Because elections to the European Parliament are often considered to be quite different, 

even from other lower-order elections in a country, we then test the model with results 

from European Parliament elections excluded. Although the effects of a number of 

variables remain relatively unchanged when EP elections are excluded, several 

differences do become apparent, which prompts a closer look at how these variables 

behave when we consider European Parliament elections, Municipal elections, and 

national Lower House elections individually. Although most variables seem to behave in 

line with the balance of opinion of previous research, the results for educational 
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attainment appear problematic, being consistently, and significantly, associated with 

lower turnout. 

Institutional Variables 

It will be recalled that certain characteristics of an election can be viewed, from a 

rational choice perspective, as influencing the costs and benefits of voting, and thus the 

level of turnout in an election. In this section we examine five such variables. 

Compulsory voting and weekend voting would be expected to increase turnout; the first 

because it increases the costs of not voting, the second because for many people, it may 

be easier to vote on the weekend than on a weekday. The use of a proportional 

representation system is expected to increase turnout because the voter is likely to have 

a greater choice of candidates to choose from, and there is less chance that their vote 

will be wasted. Sometimes, more than one election is held at the same time; so, the 

transaction costs - of going to the polling station and casting a vote - are the same as for 

a single election. We would expect, then, that turnout would be higher when elections 

are held simultaneously. Finally, not all elections are of equal importance in the eyes of 

the electorate. Because we are including several different types of elections here, we 

introduce a variable for election salience. Elections to the European Parliament are 

classed as the least salient (or third-order), elections for the national parliament or 

president are the most salient (first-order), and elections for sub-national levels of 

government lie between these two extremes (second order).  

The analysis includes results of up to 71 elections across the ten countries. For all of the 

countries except Ireland, our data include examples from all three election order 

categories. For Ireland, we have examples of first- and second-order elections, but were 

not able to include EP elections.  We take the opportunity here to compare the effects of 
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each variable using both country-level and regional-level data. There are two reasons for 

this: as seen in Chapter 1, changing the spatial units used in an analysis can also lead to 

changes in the results we obtain. Secondly, we have seen that, even under the same set 

of electoral rules, there are often considerable regional turnout differences within 

countries. Thus, we will be able to see whether the results for each variable remain 

consistent when this increased variance is introduced.  

The results of four regression models which examine the effects of our institutional 

variables are presented in Table 5.1. There are two pairs of models: Models 1A and 1B 

use data aggregated to the country-level, as has been used in much previous 

comparative research into turnout in elections. Model 1A includes all ten countries in 

the analysis, whereas in Model 1B we exclude Belgium (the only country with strictly 

enforced compulsory voting). Models 2A and 2B use data aggregated to our smaller 

regional units. Model 2A includes regional level data from all ten countries, and Model 

2B includes all countries except Belgium. We will firstly consider the results from Models 

1A and 1B.  

Compulsory Voting 

Model 1A includes all election types in all ten countries, and uses turnout aggregated to 

the country level. In line with previous research, compulsory voting is associated with 

significantly higher turnout. The measure used here includes two types of compulsory 

ǾƻǘƛƴƎΥ ǎǘǊƛŎǘƭȅ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƻǊȅ ǾƻǘƛƴƎ ό.ŜƭƎƛǳƳύ ƛǎ ŎƻŘŜŘ ΨнΩΤ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

countries where voting has been officially compulsory, but where the penalties have 

ōŜŜƴ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ǾŀƎǳŜƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ όLǘŀƭȅ ŀƴŘ DǊŜŜŎŜύ ŀǊŜ ŎƻŘŜŘ ΨмΩΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ 

rules have been relaxed in both Italy and Greece, it is thought that most voters would 

have been habituated to vote under the previously prevailing conditions. Thus, there 
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could be vestigial effects of the former rules on compulsory voting. All other countries, 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƻǊȅ ǾƻǘƛƴƎΣ ŀǊŜ ŎƻŘŜŘ ΨлΩΦ  

 

Table 5.1 : Results of Regression Analyses : Institutional Variables 

Model 1A 1B 2A 2B 

Variable 10 Countries 9 Countries 423 Regions 412 Regions 

     

Compulsory Voting (0,1,2) 11.181*** 
(1.723) 

11.085***  
(3.315) 

11.045*** 
(.392) 

10.623*** 
(.516) 

     
Weekend Voting (0,1) 9.841*** 

(2.392) 
9.847*** 
(2.445) 

13.640*** 
(.465) 

13.743*** 
(.477) 

     
Proportional Representation 
(0,1) 

5.506*** 
(1.572) 

5.887*** 
(1.609) 

3.345*** 
(.249) 

3.446*** 
(.251) 

     
Simultaneous Election (0,1) 8.817*** 

(2.481) 
7.890** 
(2.816) 

8.196*** 
(.216) 

7.766*** 
(.482) 

     
Salience (0,1,2) 14.838*** 

(1.504) 
15.869*** 

(1.586) 
14.701*** 

(.272) 
14.965*** 

(.278) 
     

Constant 27.002*** 
(3.697) 

25.451*** 
(4.148} 

27.763*** 
(.593) 

27.423*** 
(.603) 

Adj R-square .734 .678 .690 .673 

N 71 64 2752 2676 

  

* significant at the .05 level; ** significant at the .01 level; *** significant at the .001 level 

 

The results in Model 1A suggest that, even when the effects of the variables are taken 

into account, each unit change in the compulsory voting variable is associated with 

around 11 per cent higher turnout. In other words, for strictly enforced compulsory 

voting (as in Belgium) we would predict about 22 per cent higher turnout, and for the 

ΨŎƛǾƛŎ ŘǳǘȅΩ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǾƻǘŜ όDǊŜŜŎŜ ŀƴŘ Lǘŀƭȅύ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ мм ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘǳǊƴƻǳǘΣ 

all other things being equal. Previous research has typically found compulsory voting to 

be associated with between ten and fourteen per cent higher turnout, depending on the 

countries included in the analysis (Jackman 1987; Blais and Carty 1990; Jackman and 

Miller 1995; Blais and Dobrzynska 1998; Perea 2002; Siaroff and Merer 2002), so our 
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results appear to be on the high side. However, that research was conducted using 

turnout in first-order (that is Lower House or Presidential) elections. We are including 

lower-order elections in our analysis, and it has previously been shown that compulsory 

voting can have a much larger effect on EP elections, for example, than on first-order 

elections (Mattila 2003). We return to this point later in this Chapter when we examine 

individual election types. 

 

Of course, in a model including all countries, it is possible that the inclusion of Belgium - 

the only country which has strictly enforced compulsory voting - ƛǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ΨŘƻƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ 

ǿƻǊƪΩΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƴƻ ǊŜŀƭ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƪŜǊ ŦƻǊƳ ƻf compulsory 

voting employed in Italy and Greece. In order to check this, Model 1B excludes Belgium 

from the analysis. As reference to Model 1B shows, compulsory voting is still significant, 

and still has an effect of around 11 per cent. We can conclude from the results that strict 

enforcement of compulsory voting does indeed have substantially larger effects than 

where voting is not strictly enforced.  

However, even in the absence of strict enforcement backed with monetary sanctions, 

the legal expectation that one should vote does appear to have a substantial effect. 

Further, this appears to be the case even after legislation is amended to reflect the 

removal of previous sanctions for the failure to vote; at least in Italy and Greece where 

such amendments were fairly recent. So, contrary to the expectations of pure rational 

choice approaches, where the removal of sanctions would lead us to expect an 

immediate drop in participation rates, it appears that participation remains quite high.   

The results here woǳƭŘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳ όƻǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘύ CǊŀƴƪƭƛƴΩǎ (2004) 

investigation into the rather slow changes in participation rates when we consider the 

electorate as a whole. Thus, in instances where compulsory voting had been in force for 
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many years, most of the electorate would have been habituated to vote in at least a few 

elections prior to the legislation being revoked. For these voters, voting has become the 

norm, and they continue to participate even when the formal rules are relaxed. 

However, we should note that our time-frame is relatively short, and as such we are not 

able to detect any longer term decline in turnout which may take place after the legal 

compulsion to vote is removed. 

Hypothesis 1a: Turnout will be higher where voting is compulsory - Confirmed 

Weekend voting 

As can be seen in Models 1A and 1B, weekend voting is associated with significantly 

higher turnout. Moreover, at around ten per cent, this increase is quite substantial when 

compared to some previous research, which has suggested weekend voting to be 

associated with about six per cent higher turnout (Franklin 1996), or even to have no 

measurable effect at all (Siaroff and Merer 2002). It is possible that we are seeing a 

particularly large effect for weekend voting for two reasons. Firstly, we are only 

considering a rather small set of countries, with weekday voting only being the norm in 

England, Ireland and the Netherlands. Secondly, the models here include all types of 

elections ς and, as for compulsory voting, weekend voting has been shown to have 

larger effects on EP elections than on first-order elections; for instance, Matilla reported 

weekend voting to be associated with around 12 per cent higher turnout in EP elections 

(Mattila 2003).  

Hypothesis 1b: Turnout will be higher where voting takes place on the weekend - 

Confirmed 
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Proportional Representation 

Here we are comparing all PR systems to all non-tw ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΦ ²Ŝ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ΨŦǳǎƛƻƴΩ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ 

in the PR category because, although there is a built-ƛƴ ǿƛƴƴŜǊΩǎ ōƻƴǳǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀ 

substantial PR component, and hence the expectation on the part of the voter that a 

vote for a minor party may not necessarily be a wasted vote. As we can see in Models 1A 

and 1B, the use of Proportional Representation is statistically significant, and is 

associated with around six per cent higher turnout compared to non-PR systems, even 

when the effects of the other variables are taken into account. This finding is broadly in 

line with previous research, which has suggested that turnout is between three and 

twelve per cent higher under a proportional system (Blais and Carty 1990; Franklin 1996; 

Blais and Dobrzynska 1998; Blais 2000). 

Hypothesis 1c: Turnout will be higher where proportional representation is used - 

Confirmed 

Simultaneous Elections47 

If, once the voter is at the polling station, there is the chance to vote in more than one 

election, we would expect most of them to make use of this opportunity (Cox and 

Munger 1989). So, simultaneous elections would be associated with higher turnout. But, 

we would expect this to be more noticeable for the less important election out of the 

two (or more) elections held at the same time.  Accordingly, the results in Table 5.1 

reflect the effect of simultaneous elections on second- and third-order election turnout.  

As can be seen, this variable is statistically significant, and associated with turnout 

around eight per cent higher than when elections are not held at the same time. When 

we ran a similar model (not reported here) which measured the effects of simultaneous 

                                                             

47
 We should note that, in overcoming the peculiarities of the electoral calendar in England (see Chapter 4), 

we have specifically excluded the effects of simultaneous elections in that country.  
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elections on all types of elections (that is, including first-order elections), the size of the 

coefficient drops from around eight per cent to about five per cent. This finding is in line 

with the seven to 12 per cent higher turnout in simultaneous elections reported by 

Mattila (2003). 

Hypothesis 1d: Turnout will be higher when elections are held simultaneously - 

Confirmed 

Salience 

Finally, we include a variable which accounts for the relative importance of the different 

types of elections in the analysis. We code national elections (Lower House; directly 

elected upper house; directly elected president) as 2, sub-national elections (Municipal, 

Lower-Intermediate, Upper-Intermediate) as 1, and the elections for the European 

Parliament as 0. Although there is a somewhat arbitrary element to such a classification, 

the results do provide some support for this approach; with more salient elections being 

associated with significantly higher turnout than less salient elections. Indeed, the 

coefficients for the salience variable are substantial, with each step up in the order of 

election being associated with around fifteen per cent higher turnout. The coefficients 

for the salience variable are, in fact, larger than for any of the other institutional 

variables except for strictly enforced compulsory voting. In more important elections, 

more people do indeed vote, and there are correspondingly fewer reluctant voters who 

remain to be potentially influenced by the various institutional arrangements which may 

be in place.  

Hypothesis 1e: Turnout will be higher in elections of higher salience - Confirmed 
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As we have seen in this section, the results of regression analyses which have examined 

the independent effects of each of the institutional variables would provide initial 

support for the hypotheses. However, these analyses used data aggregated to the 

national level. Next, we consider the results of regression analyses which measure 

turnout at the regional level, and compare these results to those obtained in Models 1A 

and 1B. 

Table 5.1 presents the results of two further regression analyses, Models 2A and 2B, 

which correspond with Models 1A and 1B, but use data aggregated to the sub-national 

regional level. Belgium is included in the first model in each pair, and excluded in the 

second. All of the variables are statistically significant, and in terms of the sign on the 

coefficients, there are no differences between the models. When we examine the size of 

the coefficients, we see that the effects of compulsory voting, simultaneous elections, 

and the salience of elections are very similar, whether we use country-level or regional-

level data.  

The coefficients for weekend voting and for the type of electoral system do differ in 

magnitude between those models based on country-level data and regional level data. 

However, for both variables, the effects remain statistically significant in both models, 

and certainly are not trivial. It is possible that these changes are due to the differing 

number of regions in each country; with larger countries effectively being given more 

weight in the analysis. For example, France, with 96 regions, uses weekend voting for all 

elections; but does not use PR for its first-order elections.  

The R-square value for all models is quite high, with the five variables accounting for at 

least two-thirds of the variation in turnout. The R-square values for the models based on 

regions rather than countries are slightly lower than those based on country level data, 
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which is perhaps to be expected given that there is substantially greater variance when 

the measures are taken at the regional rather than the country level. All variables are 

consistently significant at the .001 level in all models, with the sole exception of 

simultaneous elections in Model 1B, where it is significant at the .01 level.  

We have confirmed that the effects of institutional variables used with country level 

data do not seriously contradict either the expectations of rational choice approaches to 

voting behaviour, or to most previous research into institutional determinants of voting. 

The effects associated with the institutional variables are in some cases larger than those 

reported in previous research, but it should be noted that we are dealing with up to 

seven different types of elections, broadly categorised into three levels of salience. As 

was noted in Chapter 2, it has previously been found that the effects of some 

institutional variables are much greater for European Parliament elections than for 

Lower House elections (Mattila 2003); thus, we would reasonably expect that we would 

detect larger effects for these variables when we include lower-order elections in our 

analysis.   

We return to the effects of these institutional variables on different types of election 

later in this chapter; but, having noted the broad consistencies in the effects of 

institutional variables when using either country-level or regional level data, we can 

conclude that we are not encountering any serious effects associated with the 

Modifiable Areal Unit Problem discussed in Chapter 1. We can now introduce our 

selected socio-demographic variables to the regional level turnout model. 

Socio-demographic variables 

As we have previously seen, there are often substantial differences in turnout among 

the regions within countries. The institutional variables that we discussed in the 
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previous section tend to remain constant across the whole country in any given election, 

so are unable to account for these differences. A number of socio-demographic 

variables have been suggested as accounting for differences in turnout, and we now add 

these variables to the model48.   

Belgium is excluded from the analyses which include socio-demographic variables 

because we unfortunately lack sub-national data for the occupational categories. 

However, having investigated the effects of different types of compulsory voting, the 

loss of Belgium should not seriously undermine our subsequent analyses: Belgium does 

not represent a very large proportion of our total dataset; furthermore, the inter-

regional variations in turnout under a system of strictly enforced compulsory voting are 

relatively small.  

Table 5.2 presents the results of regression models which include the selected socio-

demographic variables. To aid comparison, we include the results of Model 2B in the 

first column. Model 3A Int is identical to Model 3A except for the addition of a term for 

the interaction between the percentage of young people and the proportion of the 

population educated to degree level. Our main focus in the next section will be Model 

3A. 

We will first consider Model 3A, and examine whether the introduction of the socio-

demographic variables has altered the effects for the institutional variables. The results 

for compulsory voting, weekend voting, simultaneous elections, and the salience of 

election type are very similar to the results obtained in Model 2B, which included only 

the institutional variables. All of these variables remain highly significant, and retain the 

                                                             

48 We were unable to add all of the socio-demographic variables to the regression models using 
country-level data because of multicollinearity problems. 
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same sign on their coefficients as before. For Proportional Representation, while the 

coefficient is still positive, it is markedly smaller than in Model 2B, and now significant 

only at the .05 level. In other words, the inclusion of the socio-demographic variables is 

reducing the positive effect of proportional representation on turnout; whereas the 

effects of the other institutional determinants remain relatively unchanged. We will now 

consider each of those socio-demographic variables in turn. 

Table 5.2 : Results of Regression Analyses : Institutional and Socio-demographic Variables 

Model 2B 3A 3A Int 

 412 Regions All election types All elections 

    

Compulsory Voting (0,1,2) 
10.623*** 

(.516) 
12.004*** 

(.549) 

11.886*** 

(.563) 

Weekend Voting (0,1) 
13.743*** 

(.477) 
12.552*** 

(.897) 

12.563*** 

(.897) 

Proportional Representation 
(0,1) 

3.446***  
(.251) 

.540* 
(.302) 

.533 

(.302) 

Simultaneous Election (0,1) 
7.766***  

(.482) 
8.154***  

(.455) 

8.110***  

(.458) 

Salience (0,1,2) 
14.965*** 

(.278) 
13.678*** 

(.274) 

13.669*** 

(.274) 

    

Population Density (ln)  
-1.866***  

(.274) 

-1.850***  

(.180) 

Migration %  
-1.182***  

(.206) 

-1.188***  

(.180) 

GDP (PPP)  
.031***  
(.007) 

.027***  

(.008) 

Unemployment  
-.187***  

(.044) 

-.185***  

(.044) 

Young %  
-.332***  

(.103) 

-.517** 

(.222) 

Death Rate %  
-.622***  

(.151) 

-.670***  

(.159) 

Occupation (ISCO1&2 %)  
.566***  
(.058) 

.557***  

(.058) 

Education (% Degree)  
-.352***  

(.034) 

-.537** 

(.199) 

Young*Education   
.009 

(.010) 

    

Constant 
27.423*** 

(.603) 

51.415*** 

(3.405) 

56.007*** 

(5.961) 

Adj R-square .673 .716 .716 

N 2676 2676 2676 

    

* significant at the .05 level; ** significant at the .01 level; *** significant at the .001 level 
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In Model 3A, the addition of the eight socio-demographic variables has led to a modest 

increase in the adjusted R-square value (0.716 compared to 0.673 for Model 2B, which 

included only the institutional variables). All of the socio-demographic variables in Model 

3A are highly significant (that is, significant at the .001 level).  

Population Density 

Increased population density is associated with a statistically significant decrease in 

turnout; that is, more densely populated regions (for example, those with large cities or 

towns) are associated with lower turnout, even when we control for the effects of the 

other variables. This finding appears to contradict some previous comparative research, 

albeit based on country level data, which has suggested that more densely populated 

countries have, on average, higher turnout than those which are less densely populated. 

Further, it has also been suggested that people who live in urban, rather than rural areas 

would be more likely to vote because there would be less distance to travel to the 

polling booth. Indeed, the evidence here seems to support the hypothesis that people in 

large towns and cities are less likely to vote, perhaps because they have a weaker sense 

of community, and are not enmeshed in social structures as strongly as those living in 

less densely populated, more rural areas.  

Hypothesis 2a: Turnout will be lower in areas of higher population density - Confirmed 

Migration 

The coefficient for migration into a region is negative and statistically significant. The 

explanation seems rather straightforward: as was discussed in Chapter 2, new arrivals to 

a region will be less likely to participate in elections. A one per cent higher migration to a 

region is associated with just over one per cent decrease in turnout. Before we run away 

with the conclusion that all new arrivals lack the motivation to vote in elections, we need 
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to recall that the measure of migration here is based on the previous year. Thus, for 

elections which take place every four or five years, a one per cent annual migration rate 

could represent a total of 4 or 5 per cent new arrivals in that period. So, all other things 

being equal, many new arrivals do vote, though at a lower rate than the established 

residents.  

 Hypothesis 2d: Turnout will be higher in areas of higher immigration - Confirmed 

Regional GDP 

It was noted in Chapter 2 that measures of GDP have often been used in previous 

research which included both developed and lesser developed countries. In these 

studies, countries with higher GDP tended to have higher turnout in elections (Blais and 

Dobrzynska 1998). As we see in Model 3A, the coefficient for GDP is statistically 

significant (.001 level); and each one unit increase in GDP is associated with around one 

thirtieth of a percentage point increase in turnout. For the countries in our dataset, our 

measure of GDP (see Table 4.6, Chapter 4) ranges from a minimum of 84.1 (Greece) to a 

maximum of 134.3 (Netherlands); suggesting a turnout difference of around one and a 

half per cent. Within our group of Western European countries, then, the result for GDP 

supports previous research which has noted that the effect is rather modest when the 

analysis is restricted to include only developed countries (Blais 2000). 

Hypothesis 2e: Turnout will be higher in those areas which have higher GDP - 

Confirmed  

Unemployment 

In line with previous research (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980), our model shows that 

higher unemployment is associated with significantly lower turnout: a one per cent 
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increase in unemployment being associated with a decrease in turnout of just less than a 

fifth of a per cent.  

Hypothesis 2h: Turnout will be lower in areas with higher unemployment ς Confirmed. 

Young People 

The percentage of the population in the 15 to 29 years age group is associated with 

significantly lower turnout. Again, this result serves to confirm previous findings that 

younger age groups are, on average, less motivated to vote in elections (Wolfinger and 

Rosenstone 1980; Nevitte, Blais et al. 2009). A one percent increase in the proportion of 

young people is associated with around a third of a percentage point reduction in 

turnout.  

Hypothesis 2b: Turnout will be lower in areas with a greater percentage of young 
people ς Confirmed 
 

Death Rate 

It is known that the gap between the incomes of the poorest and wealthiest in a society 

is related to mortality; and that the death rate is higher among the poorer and more 

marginalised groups (Kennedy, Kawachi et al. 1996; Hwang, Wilkins et al. 2009). These 

groups are among those less likely to have the resources necessary to vote in elections. 

We expect then that regions with a higher death rate would be associated with lower 

turnout in elections.  This expectation is confirmed by the results from Model 2A, where 

the death rate is statistically significant when the effects of the remaining variables are 

taken into account: a one unit rise in the number of deaths per thousand people being 

associated with a decrease in turnout of .622 per cent. 

 Hypothesis 2c: Turnout will be lower in areas with a high death rate ς Confirmed. 
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Occupational Category 

Previous research has suggested that people in the higher categories of occupations will 

be more likely to vote, because they have had more opportunity to acquire social norms, 

because they have a higher level of skills necessary to participate in elections, or because 

they have a greater stake in the result (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980). This is 

confirmed in Model 2A, where a higher percentage of the population in the highest 

employment categories (ISCO categories I and II) is associated with significantly higher 

turnout. Each one per cent increase in the population in those employment categories is 

associated with over a half a per cent increase in turnout.  

Hypothesis 2g: Turnout will be higher in areas which have a greater percentage of 
people in the higher occupational categories ς Confirmed. 

Education 

The link between education and voting has been suggested by much previous research: 

more educated people are more likely to vote (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Nevitte, 

Blais et al. 2009).  Our measure here is the percentage of people educated to degree 

level or beyond. As we can see from the results for Model 2A, education is statistically 

significant. However, contrary to our expectations and a wealth of previous research, the 

coefficient is negative: a one per cent increase in the proportion of the population 

educated to degree level or higher is associated with a reduction in turnout of around a 

third of one per cent. Larger effects for education are often found in the USA, with the 

link being less pronounced in some European countries (Milligan, Moretti et al. 2004), 

but what we have here is not a weak positive effect, but a strong negative one.  

For the moment, we note that, in most European countries, the past few decades have 

seen an enormous increase in the numbers of people going to university: thus, it is 

predominantly the younger age cohorts within a particular country which have achieved 
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a degree level of education. However, previous research (confirmed in Model 3A), has 

found that, other things being equal, young people themselves are usually considered to 

be less likely to vote.  

In order to explore the possible interaction between young people and educational 

attainment, Model 3A-Int includes an interaction term, Young*Degree. However, as can 

be seen from the results of this regression model in Table 5.2, this interaction term is not 

significant. Further, when the interactive term is included, the coefficients for both of 

the uninteracted variables remain negative, and significant. At this point, the results 

suggest that the most highly educated groups are less likely to vote. For some of our 

group of countries, we have data on a lower category of education (post-primary) which 

may be a more appropriate measure of the skills necessary to vote in elections; in that 

Chapter we will also be able to examine individual countries and see if the apparent 

association between degree education and lower turnout is confirmed. 

Hypothesis 2i: Turnout will be higher in areas where a greater percentage of people 
have a higher educational attainment ς Not Confirmed. 

 

Our main focus in this section has been Model 3A, which included all election types in all 

countries except Belgium. We have found that, while statistically significant, the 

coefficients for the socio-demographic variables are rather modest when compared to 

most of the institutional variables. However, whereas the institutional variables are 

categorical (and can only take two or three values) the continuous socio-demographic 

variables can take values over a much wider range. This being the case, it is worth 

calculating a potential size of effect for each variable by combining the coefficient for 

each variable with the range of values it may take. The results are shown in Table 5.3. 
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Table 5.3 : Socio-demographic variables: range of values and potential size of effect 

Variable Unit Coefficient Range 

(Country) 

Effect 

(Country) 

Range 

(Regions) 

Effect 

(Regions) 

       

Population 

Density 

Ln -1.866 6.1 11.4 9.9 18.5 

Migration % -1.182 3.1 3.7 10.8 12.8 

GDP % EU 

average 

.031 50 1.6 554 17.2 

Unemployment % -.187 11 2.1 28.8 5.4 

Young % -.332 6.1 2.0 14.1 4.7 

Death Rate Per 1000 per 

year 

-.622 2.3 1.4 11.0 6.8 

Occupation 

(ISCO 1& 2) 

% .566 11.5 6.5 36.7 20.7 

Education 

(ISCED 5 & 6) 

% -.352 22.5 7.9 52.6 18.5 

       

  

 

As can be seen, the difference in turnout predicted by using the minimum and maximum 

values for each variable is usually quite substantial. Of course, no one region actually 

scores the extreme value for all of the variables. However, we can select a couple of 

examples from our data set ς one of very low turnout and one of very high turnout - 

which differ markedly in terms of several of the variables. 

Nottingham (England) has above average values for: population density (3606 

inhabitants per square kilometre), immigration (8.03 per cent of the population coming 

from outside the region), unemployment (9.6 per cent), death rate (10.5 deaths per 

1000 inhabitant per year), and the percentage of the population educated to at least 

degree level (23.1). All of these variables are associated with decreased turnout in Model 

3A. Thus, despite having about average numbers of people in the ISCO I and II 

occupational categories (23.1%) and above average GDP (161.4), Nottingham records an 

expectedly low turnout. For example, in the very low salience European Parliament 
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elections of 1999, actual turnout in Nottingham was only 19.5%; compared to 19.7% 

turnout as predicted by Model 3A. 

At the other extreme, Modena (Italy), whilst having a similar Death Rate (10.2) and GDP 

(160), and only slightly lower percentage of people in higher occupational categories 

(19.4), has much lower values than Nottingham on Population Density (239 inhabitants 

per square kilometre), immigration (1.2 per cent coming from outside the region), 

unemployment (1.7%), young people (16.9 per cent of the population), and the 

percentage of people with qualifications at degree level or higher (11.0%). In the high 

salience legislative elections of 2006, Modena recorded actual turnout of 90.0%; 

compared to 91.5% predicted by Model 3A.  

However, as reflected in the R-square value of 0.716, Model 3A is not predicting all 

results with as much success as the two examples given above. Indeed, even for the 

same regions, Model 3A performs less well when we consider different types of 

elections. For example, in the case of the Nottingham and the 2001 legislative election, 

actual turnout was 51.1%, whereas the predicted turnout is 46.0%. The difference is 

much more substantial when we consider Modena and the 2004 European Parliament 

election, where actual turnout was 81.2% and the predicted turnout is only 64%. 

Clearly, the models are doing better at predicting turnout in some cases than in others. 

In Figure 5.1 Predicted Turnout is plotted against Actual Turnout for all cases. Where the 

predicted turnout is exactly the same as the actual turnout, the case would lie on the 

diagonal; and the further from the diagonal, the less well the model is doing. As can be 

seen from Figure 5.1, although many cases do lie close to the diagonal, there are also 

plenty of cases where the turnout as predicted by Model 3A falls markedly above or 

below the actual turnout. 
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Figure 5.1 : Predicted v Actual Turnout (all election types, all countries except Belgium) 

 

 

Figure 5.2 presents similar information as Figure 5.1, but identifies the different types of 

election. For the sake of clarity we have included only European Parliament, municipal, 

and legislative elections.  
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Figure 5.2 : Predicted v Actual Turnout ς Municipal, Legislative and EP Elections 

 

 

As the Figure 5.2 shows, the distribution of individual cases in each election type is not 

random about the diagonal; for example, for EP elections, many cases fall below the 

diagonal (that is, the model is predicting turnout lower than was actually the case); 

whereas for elections to the Lower House, the opposite is true, with many cases falling 

above the diagonal (that is, the model is predicting higher turnout than was actually the 

case) . Clearly, Model 3A is being stretched by the inclusion of all election types, and in 

the following section, we examine how well the same model performs when we consider 

different types of elections.  
























































































































































