
09-07-2021

1

Democracia Directa y Participación Cívica 
¿Herramientas Pedagógicas?

The debate between supporters and detractors of direct democracy 
has been extensive […] one of these critical points refers to whether 
direct democracy fosters or undermines the representative game 
through enlightening citizens or alienating them from participating 
at representative elections. 

1. If citizens’ concerns and demands can be addressed 
(and solved) directly by them at the ballot box, then 
why bother electing authorities? 

2. An active use of direct democracy not only bolsters 
representative democracy through enhancing electoral 
participation, but also increasing citizens’ political 
awareness, making them virtuous, and in some way, 
‘freerer’ (Mansbridge 1999, Qvortrup 2002).
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Scholars have begun examining what Progressive reformers called the 
educative effects of direct democracy, especially the effect ballot initiatives 
have on voter turnout. 

We analyze the impact of ballot initiative use on voter turnout from 1980 
through 2002 using voter eligible population (VEP) turnout rates. 

Cross-sectional time-series analysis reveals that 
(a) ballot initiatives increase turnout in midterm (1,7%) as well as 

presidential elections (0,7%)
(b) the turnout effect in midterm and especially presidential 

elections is considerably larger than previously thought. 

Given the closeness of the Electoral College contests, it is possible that the 
mobilizing effects of statewide ballot questions could be the determining 
factor in future presidential elections.

Tolbert, Caroline J., and Daniel A. Smith. 2005. "The 
Educative Effects of Ballot Initiatives on Voter Turnout." 
American Politics Research 33 (2):283-309.



09-07-2021

3

Freitag, Markus, and Isabelle Stadelmann-Steffen. 2010. 
"Stumbling Block or Stepping Stone? The Influence of 
Direct Democracy on Individual Participation in 
Parliamentary Elections." Electoral Studies 29 (3):472-83.

This paper evaluates whether direct democracy supplements or undermines 
traditional representative democracy. […] Our multilevel analysis of the 26 
Swiss cantons challenges recent studies conducted for the U.S. states: In the 
Swiss context, where direct democracy is more important in the political 
process than the less salient parliamentary elections, greater use of direct 
democratic procedures is associated with a lower individual probability to 
participate in elections. Furthermore, by distinguishing between short and 
long-term effects of direct democracy, we show that the relationship observed 
is of a long-term nature and can therefore be seen as a result of adaptive 
learning processes rather than of instantaneous voter fatigue.
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1. One way to assess this relationship (if there is one), would be to 
find very similar countries (to control for other potential 
unobservables) with different degrees in the use of MDDs and to 
assess whether their respective turnouts follow any specific 
pattern. (E.g., Lithuania and Bolivia?)

2. Another strategy would be to find a country that shifted from a 
pure representative democracy to the coexistence of 
representative and direct democratic institutions. […] However, 
endogeneity becomes a quandary….

3. I follow the literature and proceed in studying sub-national uses of 
MDDs and their impact on electoral participation. This research 
uses the U.S. states and Swiss cantons as units of analysis
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CI-MDD TD-MDD

Conclusions

Enlarging the universe of analysis has provided not only a 
methodological challenge, but more importantly, a test for the 
previous path-breaking works. 

Second, in contrast to previous research, it delves into the world of 
direct democracy and shows that not all MDDs are the same, nor do 
they have the same political effects. 

The impact of MDDs on electoral participation in general elections is 
clearly context-sensitive. This research shows that the American 
evidence in terms of how citizen-initiated MDDs affect turnout does 
not necessarily travel well to other cases.
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The menace of a credible citizen-initiated mechanism of 
direct democracy (CI-MDD), plays a crucial role in moderating 
political decisions and shifting the political course even 
before the gathering of signatures starts. 

How can we quantify something that we might never see, 
even though its potential use still has an enormous impact 
on political life? 

Problem (1) 

Yet, there are some problems with
previous research…

Thus, if the previous statement is correct, counting MDDs is 
senseless for the objective of measuring how much direct 
democracy there is in a given country.  

(Conceptually, two different places might have the very same 
‘amount’ of direct democracy, but in ‘A’ several MDDs are 
held per year and in the other, ‘B’, MDDs appear only once in 
a while.)

Problem (2) 
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Direct Democracy Practice Potential… 

+( (
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+( (

*

𝐷𝐷𝑃𝑃 = ∑ ∃  1 − 𝑆  𝐶𝑇 + 1 − 𝑆𝑄𝑆  𝐴𝑄   𝐷  𝑇

+( (

*

𝐷𝐷𝑃𝑃 = ∑ ∃  1 − 𝑆  𝐶𝑇 + 1 − 𝑆𝑄𝑆  𝐴𝑄   𝐷  𝑇

Existence (Ǝ) = Dummy {0,1}
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*

𝐷𝐷𝑃𝑃 = ∑ ∃  1 − 𝑆  𝐶𝑇 + 1 − 𝑆𝑄𝑆  𝐴𝑄   𝐷  𝑇

“Signatures” (1-S) = 1-required signs % 
[If 25% of citizens must support the 

measure, then this term equals 0.75 (i.e. 
1-25%)]

+( (

*

𝐷𝐷𝑃𝑃 = ∑ ∃  1 − 𝑆  𝐶𝑇 + 1 − 𝑆𝑄𝑆  𝐴𝑄   𝐷  𝑇

𝐶𝑇 = 365 − 𝐴𝑣. 𝐷𝑎𝑦𝑠
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*

𝐷𝐷𝑃𝑃 = ∑ ∃  1 − 𝑆  𝐶𝑇 + 1 − 𝑆𝑄𝑆  𝐴𝑄   𝐷  𝑇
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+( (

*

𝐷𝐷𝑃𝑃 = ∑ ∃  1 − 𝑆  𝐶𝑇 + 1 − 𝑆𝑄𝑆  𝐴𝑄   𝐷  𝑇

𝐴𝑄 = 0.5 +

where RD represents the fraction of the 
required districts for approval. 

+( (

*

𝐷𝐷𝑃𝑃 = ∑ ∃  1 − 𝑆  𝐶𝑇 + 1 − 𝑆𝑄𝑆  𝐴𝑄   𝐷  𝑇

D = 1 if binding resolution,
D = 0,75 if simply an expression of popular desire.

Regardless of whether the decision is binding, any 
decision taken directly has a great dose of legitimacy 
that is hard to undermine, particularly under a 
democratic regime.  Thus, a consultative vote is more 
than “half” but less than a binding one. 
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+( (

*

𝐷𝐷𝑃𝑃 = ∑ ∃  1 − 𝑆  𝐶𝑇 + 1 − 𝑆𝑄𝑆  𝐴𝑄   𝐷  𝑇

Assumed T of countries that have the legal instruments but never had one
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The last decade has witnessed the rise of populist parties and a number of actors that 
question liberal democracy. Many explanations of this rely on dissatisfied citizens. We ask in 
this article whether and how institutions allowing citizens to participate in policy-making 
affect differences in democratic satisfaction within varying representative contexts as well as 
between electoral winners and losers. To do so, we first develop a measure of sub-national 
direct democracy and then use it together with extensive survey data to investigate how 
direct democracy is associated with citizens’ evaluation of their democratic system. We 
conclude that direct democracy is not generally related to more satisfied people but rather 
closes the “satisfaction-gap” between electoral winners and losers. In contrast to previous 
research, we demonstrate that this mechanism holds across different representative systems.
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Across all models, electoral winners display a significantly higher satisfaction with democracy 
than electoral losers. Turning to direct democracy, the picture is less clear. But once we allow 
for unobserved country-level factors there is no indication anymore that there is a significant 
relationship between direct democracy and individual satisfaction with democracy. (…) These 
first tests fail to provide systematic empirical evidence in favor of the satisfaction hypothesis. 

Satisfaction with 
Democracy in 
General

Winners and Losers 
When There is Some 
Direct Democracy

Across all models in Table 3, we find a consistent negative and statistically significant 
interaction effect between the winner–loser gap and the extent of direct democracy 
afforded to citizens. (…) Conversely, the significant interaction coefficient describing 
direct democracy’s potential to close the gap between electoral winners and losers 
persists even after taking into account the extent of horizontal power sharing.
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To illustrate the model 
interaction, we resort to 
predicted probabilities 
across the full range of 
potential values for 
direct democracy. The 
simulated outcomes are 
shown in Figure 2. 

The figure 
demonstrates that 
the satisfaction gap 
between electoral 
winners and electoral 
losers closes the 
higher the level of 
direct democracy is.

Overall, these results clearly suggest that direct 
democracy closes the gap between winners and 
losers in an electoral system. This mechanism is not 
bound to one particular representative system, as 
suggested by previous literature but seems to be 
relevant across the majoritarian and consensual 
sub-national democracies of Switzerland, the 
United States, Germany, and Austria.


