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Turnout and voting behaviour in constitutional
referendums: a regional analysis of the Italian case

Alfredo Del Montea, Sara Mocciab and Luca Pennacchioc

ABSTRACT
This paper investigates regional disparities of both turnout and voting behaviour in constitutional
referendums. The analysis is undertaken at the NUTS-3 level and it considers the three constitutional
referendums held in Italy in the period 2001–2016. It finds that turnout was lower in provinces with
higher unemployment rates and where citizens had a stronger affiliation to opposition parties. These
factors, along with level of government popularity, were important drivers of referendum results,
especially in 2006 and 2016 when the referendums were rejected. In addition, while the three
referendums implied different effects for rich and poor regions, mainly due to decentralization of
powers, the local voting patterns did not reflect this. Overall, these findings suggest that the merit of the
constitutional reforms played little part in explaining the outcome of the referendums.
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INTRODUCTION

Referendums are considered a form of direct democracy, which give citizens the opportunity to
participate actively in issues and strengthen their involvement in politics. The use of referendums
is increasing around the world (Boyd, 2010). Referendums have been called on different topics,
including territorial, constitutional, moral and other issues. Constitutional referendums are par-
ticularly important because they may affect national constitutions. However, although the use of
referendums to settle major constitutional changes has sharply increased over time (Tierney,
2009), there have been very few studies on this type of referendum.

A large number of studies have examined turnout and voting behaviour in general elections
and other types of referendums, but little attention has been paid to constitutional referendums.
General elections and referendums, however, are different in three main ways, which may affect
the voting decisions of citizens (Laycock, 2013). First, referendums concern issues rather than
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candidates or parties. Second, frequency and predictability of referendums varies greatly around
the world, with some countries holding referendums far more frequently than others. Finally,
rules governing referendums are often ad hoc, with considerable discretion left to politicians.
Elections, however, are mandatory and their results binding. Constitutional referendums also
have some specific features that make them unique among referendums. They usually concern
very important and complex issues. Citizens often have a low level of knowledge about these
issues and, therefore, find it difficult to make a decision that is consistent with their political
values and economic interest. This can give rise to a high risk of mistakes in voting behaviour
(Tierney, 2009). An empirical analysis by Pattie, Denver, Mitchell, and Bochel (1999) confirmed
that the determinants of turnout and voting behaviours in constitutional referendums differ at least
in part from those in general elections. For example, in the Scottish devolution referendum in 1997,
turnout was affected by the factors that affect turnout in general elections, but also by feelings about
devolution. Voting behaviour was also strongly related to partisanship and sense of national
identity. These arguments make it interesting to investigate whether turnout and voting are differ-
ent in constitutional referendums than in other types of referendums and general elections.

This paper, therefore, focuses on constitutional referendums, and aims to shed a light on
the factors that shape turnout and voting behaviour in local areas. More specifically, we tested
the hypothesis that political and economic variables, as well as government popularity, were
the main drivers of regional turnout and outcome in constitutional referendums, while the
merit of the proposals had little impact on how local areas voted. Recent studies have recognized
that geography is an important dimension affecting referendum results. Huggins (2018), for
example, analysed how local areas voted in the 2016 Brexit referendum in UK, emphasizing
that Scotland and Northern Ireland favoured ‘remain’. Given that only a few papers have con-
sidered constitutional referendums, our analysis was explorative in nature and presented an initial
investigation on the geographical drivers of turnout and outcome in constitutional referendums.

We considered the three constitutional referendums held in Italy (in 2001, 2006 and 2016)
and used econometrics to identify the determinants of their turnout and outcome. Italy is an
interesting context of analysis to explain regional heterogeneity of citizens’ attitude towards
referendums because of the important socioeconomic disparities across Italian regions, which
are particularly strong between the north and the south of the country. The three referendums
were also on similar issues and had different consequences for different areas of the country.

As explanatory variables, we used the main factors identified by the literature on general elec-
tions and referendums, including socioeconomic variables, political recommendations, popularity
of government and views on the referendum issues. The results suggest that the variables explain-
ing turnout and outcome in general elections and other types of referendums are only partially
relevant in constitutional referendums. We provide empirical evidence that turnout in consti-
tutional referendums is greatly affected by unemployment, both short and long term, and political
factors such as citizens’ affiliation to opposition parties. Provinces with higher unemployment
rates and strong affiliation to opposition parties showed lower turnout. The same two factors,
as well as government popularity, determined the rejection of the proposals in the 2006 and
2016 referendums. In addition, despite that the constitutional proposals implied different con-
sequences for rich and poor areas of the country, local voting patterns were not consistent
with these effects. Taken together, these findings suggest that the two referendums were rejected
because of discontent with the governments of the day, which were not very popular, rather than
because the majority of citizens had a negative opinion of the issues proposed.

The 2001 referendum, however, received a majority because of very weak opposition by non-
government parties. In this case, turnout was very low, and this allowed government parties to
win a majority of ‘yes’ votes. Therefore, we suggest that if a government does not have popular
support, a constitutional referendum may be rejected more for political reasons and discontent
than on the merit of the questions.
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Our findings are consistent with those of Pattie et al. (1999), who emphasized the differences
between general elections and constitutional referendums, and recognized the importance of par-
tisanship in shaping referendum results. Our analysis suggests that economic factors and govern-
ment popularity also have a crucial role in determining turnout and outcome of constitutional
referendums, but the merit of the proposed reforms is less important.

This study contributes to the literature in several ways. First, it sheds a new light on the factors
affecting turnout and voting behaviours in constitutional referendums at regional level. It is not
clear from previous studies whether or not the factors affecting turnout and outcome are different
in referendums and general elections. Some studies have suggested that there are no or only mar-
ginal differences (e.g., LeDuc & Pammett, 1995), while others have emphasized that referen-
dums are distinct from general elections (Laycock, 2013). Research has also shown that
turnout varies from referendum to referendum, depending on the issues at stake (Neijens, van
Praag, Bosveld, & Slot, 2007). In Switzerland, for example, the lowest turnout after the First
World War was in a referendum on economics, while the highest was on retirement pensions
(Kobach, 1994). Voting behaviours can also be affected by the type of referendum. Rational
choice theory suggests that information costs on political issues are high compared with the
benefits of a single vote (Laycock, 2013). Citizens lack the time, interest and capacity to access
information about referendum issues and struggle to evaluate the consequences of their vote
(Clarke, Kornberg, & Stewart, 2004).

Moreover, although there is a strong heterogeneity in how local areas voted in referendums,
little attention has been paid to the geography of the vote. Among the few papers on the topic,
Dhingra, Machin, and Overman (2017) focused on the local economic impact of Huggins (2018)
investigated the impact of European Union regional spending on the outcome of Brexit referen-
dum. This paper contributes to fill this research gap.

Our analysis also contributes to the debate on the appropriateness of referendums as a form of
direct democracy. This concern is common to all types of referendums but is even more severe for
constitutional referendums. This type of referendum often concerns very important and complex
issues, and ordinary people may lack the knowledge and competences required to make informed
decisions. We have, therefore, contributed to an open debate on referendums, and particularly
whether they are opportunities to express preferences about the merit of the proposals or views
about the government at the time.

Despite the increasing use of referendums worldwide, the literature has tended to focus on the
countries that use referendums more extensively, such as Switzerland, the United States and the
UK. Focusing only on these countries can bias the results, so it is important to investigate other
contexts (Jacobs, 2018). In this paper, we consider Italy, which has received little attention. In
recent decades, it has become a leader in direct democracy, and referendums have been called
to decide major reforms including divorce, abortion and anti-corruption. It is, therefore, an inter-
esting context to study (Boyd, 2010).

The paper is structured as follows. The next section reviews the literature on the drivers of
both turnout and outcome in referendums. The third section describes the Italian constitutional
referendums held in the period 2001–16. The fourth section presents the empirical strategy as
well as the data and variables used in the regression models. The fifth section provides the empiri-
cal results. The sixth section concludes and suggests some policy implications.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Previous studies have argued that there are no general models of referendum voting, probably
because of the infrequency and uncertainty of referendums (Brown, McCrone, Paterson, & Sur-
ridge, 1999; Laycock, 2013). In this section, we have reviewed the literature on the determinants
of both turnout and voting behaviour. We considered studies on generic referendums, and also

Turnout and voting behaviour in constitutional referendums: a regional analysis of the Italian case 559

REGIONAL STUDIES, REGIONAL SCIENCE



general parliamentary elections, because very few studies have investigated constitutional
referendums.

The determinants of turnout in referendums
The literature on turnout and its determinants is essentially empirical. Many variables have been
used in previous studies, but none is seen as indispensable. A vote in referendums, therefore, is
often considered a ‘step in the dark’ (Pattie et al., 1999). This is partly because of a lack of theor-
etical models to drive the selection of explanatory variables. Empirical analyses also provide mixed
results on the statistical significance of the individual variables (Geys, 2006). No solid theoretical
framework explains why people choose to vote or abstain. This section, therefore, discusses the
variables that have been used most often in previous empirical studies.

When considering the factors that affect turnout in referendums, it is useful to distinguish
between voter and referendum characteristics. Within the first group of factors, political compe-
tence on the issues at stake increases participation in referendums (Neijens et al., 2007). This
competence is measured mainly as knowledge about the referendum questions and consequences
of the referendum outcomes, as well as ability to explain the vote (Kriesi, 2005). General interest
and attitude towards politics is also important in shaping referendum turnout. High trust in the
political system, high political interest and knowledge, and high participation in previous elec-
tions of representative bodies are positively linked to high turnout in referendums (de Vreese
& Semetko, 2004; Johnston, Blais, Gidengil, & Nevitte, 1996; Neijens, Minkman, Slot,
Saris, & de Ridder, 1993). The probability of voting is also linked to the perceived importance
of the issues (Smets & van Ham, 2013; van Holsteyn, 1996) and to involvement in the referen-
dum campaign (Slot, 1999).

Other socioeconomic variables have been associated with voter turnout in referendums. Sev-
eral papers have used the resources model of participation in general elections proposed by Verba
and Nie (1972), and considered age, education, occupational status and income as important fac-
tors affecting turnout (Matti & Zhou, 2017). In general, the evidence is mixed, as shown by
Streicher, Schmidt, and Schreyer (2019). They analysed referendums on the decision to bid to
host the Olympic Games. Using data from a representative online survey in 12 countries, they
showed that respondent age was positively linked to the probability of casting a vote, and the
levels of income and education had a weak impact on the turnout decision.1

Lastly, some population characteristics have been included in turnout models, including size,
density, stability and homogeneity (Geys, 2006). Theoretically, population size and density are
expected to be negatively correlated with turnout. Decisions to vote are partly based on the expec-
tation that an individual vote will be decisive, and this probability decreases as population
increases. However, citizens in rural areas face higher social pressure to vote than those in
urban areas because cities are considered more individualistic. Population stability and homogen-
eity are expected to increase turnout. A stable population increases both identification with the
local area and knowledge of the issues at stake, increasing social pressure to vote. Social hom-
ogeneity is a requisite for the cohesion and solidarity of the community, which in turn strengthen
social pressure to vote.

Theories and evidence on how citizens vote in referendums
There is a debate in the literature on the most important factors affecting outcomes in referen-
dums. Some authors have suggested that a referendum represents a vote on the government of the
day because it provides voters with an opportunity to vote against it. Franklin, Van der Eijk, and
Marsh (1995) and Franklin (2002) argued that shifting attitudes toward domestic political actors,
or the relative popularity or unpopularity of the government of the day, can sometimes provide a
more plausible explanation of referendum outcomes than views on the issue at stake itself. They
suggested that the rejection of the referendums in France and Denmark in 1992 to ratify the
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Maastricht Treaty was not evidence of a negative attitude towards Europe, but reflected the
unpopularity of the ruling parties in both countries. A referendum at about the same time in Ire-
land, where the government was more popular, achieved a large majority, as did the referendum a
year later in Denmark, after a more popular government had taken office. A similar explanation is
particularly relevant at a time of general discontent and amid the rise of populism, when refer-
endums can be seen as an opportunity to cast a vote against the ‘elite’ (Topaloff, 2017). A refer-
endum may, therefore, represent a ‘punishment trap’ because it gives voters the opportunity to
punish the government for poor performance (Schneider & Weitsman, 1996).

Lastly, the outcome of a referendum may be influenced by the evaluation of voters about the
leaders of parties that promoted the referendum (Clarke, Sanders, Stewart, & Whiteley, 2009;
Stevens & Banducci, 2013). Empirical evidence shows that when the decision to hold a referen-
dum is taken by a governing political party, the results could be different from those expected.
Generally, a governing party opts to announce a referendum in the expectation that it will
win, or that its position on a particular issue will be sustained. This strategy is only sometimes
successful. At other times, the referendum issues are not well understood, or voters may prefer
to vote against the government (Pasquino & Valbruzzi, 2017).

Some authors have claimed that political parties’ recommendations may be important cues
that help voters to decide on referendum issues (Hobolt, 2009; Jenssen & Listhaug, 1999).
Leduc (2002) argued that the relative weight of different factors can vary substantially with
the context in which a referendum takes place. A referendum in which political parties take
well-known and predictably opposing positions ought to hold the least potential for changes
in opinion relative to the results of a general election. In this situation, voters who rely on partisan
cues or party endorsement are influenced by the position of their preferred parties. Van der Brug,
van der Meer, and Van der Pas (2018) noted that if a voter is a strong supporter of a party and the
leader of that party suggests voting ‘yes’, then the voter is likely to decide to follow this advice.

A different line of thinking has emphasized the importance of the specific issues at stake in
the referendum. This suggests that voters base their vote on attitudes to the referendum topic. An
example is European Union referendums, where voters may decide based on their opinion of the
European Union (Schuck & de Vreese, 2008).

Recently, some studies have suggested that economic factors can influence voting behaviour.
Considering Olympic bid referendums, for example, Streicher, Schmidt, Schreyer, and Torgler
(2016) provided evidence that the potential economic impact, in terms of benefits for the popu-
lation deriving from revenue, expenditure and the subsequent use of the infrastructure created for
the Olympic Games, plays a role when people decide to support a bid to host the Olympics.
Coates and Wicker (2015) showed that communities with higher rates of unemployment had
higher percentages supporting bids to host the Olympic Games.

Lastly, it has been argued that the referendum campaign plays a major role in determining
voting behaviours. Referendums lack some of the long-term partisan and social features that
shape general elections because of their infrequency (Laycock, 2013). Referendum outcomes,
therefore, depend more extensively on short-term factors, such as campaigning (LeDuc & Pam-
mett, 1995). The campaign provides voters with information to help them to form an opinion on
referendum issues (Hobolt, 2009). It can also emphasize some of the consequences of the vote,
which in turn can affect voters’ decisions (LeDuc, 2003).

THE ITALIAN CONSTITUTIONAL REFERENDUMS

Three constitutional referendums were held in Italy between 2001 and 2016. Excluding the
choice between monarchy and republic in 1946, these have been the only referendums held in
Italy on constitutional issues. The three referendums were proposed by the central government
and did not required any particular turnout to be considered valid.
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The 2001 constitutional referendum was sponsored by a centre-left government. The oppo-
sition by the centre-right parties was not very strong and the electoral campaign was not very
politicized. Turnout was only 34.0% and 64.2% voted ‘yes’. Voters were asked whether they
approved of amending the constitution to give more powers to the regions in several fields includ-
ing agriculture, education, health and taxation. Theoretically, the decentralization of powers to
regions favoured the wealthier regions of the north, but the percentage of the ‘yes’ vote in the
poorer regions in the south was only slightly lower than in the centre–north, 59.5% versus
61.9%, respectively. Figure 1 shows that the ‘no’ vote was not geographically clustered in a
given area of the country, while it characterized provinces in the north (i.e., Aosta 53.7%,
Como 47.5%, Verona 46.9%), in the centre (Latina 46.4%, Isernia 45.4%, Frosinone 44.4%)
as well as in the south (Messina 45.0%, Caserta 42.5%, Catania 42.3%).

The two referendums on constitutional reforms held in 2006 and 2016 were quite different.
They were highly politicized with a stark contrast between government parties and opposition
parties. Both proposals aimed to change the composition, power and size of the Italian parlia-
ment, and the allocation of powers between central government and local administrative auth-
orities. The 2006 referendum was proposed by a centre-right government, and that of 2016
by a centre-left government. Turnout was 52.3% in 2006 and 65.5% in 2016.

(.403,.537]
(.372,.403]
(.321,.372]
[.144,.321]
No data

Figure 1. ‘No’ vote in the constitutional referendum of 2001 (NUTS-3 level).
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In 2006, citizens were asked whether they approved of amending 57 articles of the consti-
tution (1) to give more power to the prime minister, who would be able to dissolve parliament
and sack ministers; (2) to give more power to regions on education, healthcare and law and
order; and (3) to separate the competences of the chamber of deputies and the senate: the first
would have had the responsibility for foreign policy, defence and immigration, the second for
federal law. In 2016, citizens were asked whether they wanted to amend the Italian constitution
(1) to change the composition of powers of parliament; (2) to change the division of powers
between state, regions and other administrative entities; (3) to reduce the number of members
of parliament; and (4) to limit the costs of institutions and suppress the National Council for
Economics and Labour.

There were similarities and differences between the two proposals (Table 1). The 2006 and
2016 referendums aimed to eliminate the equal distribution of powers between the chambers and
their very similar legislative competencies (symmetrical bicameralism), which were considered a
source of inefficiency in approving laws. They also aimed to give more power to the executive.
The main difference was that in 2006 the aim was to increase the powers of the regions, while
in 2016 it was to decrease their powers, distributing powers between central and regional govern-
ment to reduce the conflicts between the different levels of administrations.

Both proposals were rejected with a large majority: 61.3% in 2006 and 59.1% in 2016. The
percentage of ‘no’ vote in the 2006 referendum was higher in the south (around 73%) than in the
centre–north (61%). In all provinces of Calabria, for example, the percentage of ‘no’ was higher
than 80%, and many other southern provinces scored just below this value (i.e., Nuoro, Agrigento
and Matera).

Similarly, in the 2016 referendum the ‘no’ vote was higher in the south (68.6%) than in the
rest of Italy (59.9%). The opposition to the referendum was particularly high in some southern
regions, such as Sardinia (72.2%) and Sicily (71.6%). The only regions with a majority of ‘yes’
votes were Tuscany (52.5%), Emilia Romagna (50.4%) and Trentino (53.9%), all of which are
in the centre–north. This territorial heterogeneity for 2006 and 2016 is shown in Figure 2,
which shows the distribution of the ‘no’ vote across Italian provinces.

(.727,.852]
(.665,.727]
(.539,.665]
[.346,.539]

(.6655804,.7392656]
(.6007071,.6655804]
(.5460509,.6007071]
[.3588886,.5460509]

2006 2016 

Figure 2. ‘No’ vote in the constitutional referendums of 2006 and 2016 (NUTS-3 level).
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Table 1. Main characteristics of the referendum.

2001 2006 2016
Turnout (%) 34% 52.3% 65.5%
Result (%) Yes 64.2% No 61.3% No 59.1%
Main opposition
parties

Forza Italia, Alleanza Nazionale, Lega
Nord, UDC, NPSI, PRI

L’ulivo, Rifondazione Comunista, La Rosa nel
Pugno, Comunisti Italiani, Di Pietro Italia dei
Valori, Federazione dei Verdi, U.D. Eur Popolari

Forza Italia, Lega Nord, Fratelli d’Italia, M5S

Characteristics of the proposal
Local autonomy More powers to the regions. The

regions will have legislative power on
any matter not expressly reserved for
state legislation
Increased power to the regions
about education, the environment
and justice. Fiscal autonomy of the
regions

Increased legislative power to the regions,
giving them control of education,
healthcare, law and order, and
representation in the Supreme Court

Reduction of legislative power of the regions,
but a clearer division of power with central
government. Abolishing the so-called
‘concurrence competence’, according to
which state laws set out the principles that
later become regional law

Structure of
parliament

No symmetrical bicameralism
The Chamber of Deputies would have
responsibility for foreign policy, defence,
immigration, budget, etc.
The Senate would have responsibility for
federal law
Both chambers will be directly elected

No symmetrical bicameralism
Bills could be adopted by a vote of the
Chamber of Deputies
The Senate shares the legislative power with
the Chamber of Deputies, but the vote will be
required to enact law on specific matters
Members of the Senate will be elected in an
indirect way to provide representation of the
regions

Relationship
between parliament
and government

More power to the prime minister. The prime
minister will have the power to dissolve
parliament, appoint and sack ministers, and
control government policy
Less power to the President of the Republic

Reduction of power of the Senate. The
government does not need to have the
confidence of the Senate, and the Senate
cannot pass a motion of no confidence to the
government
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In both referendums, the campaign for the ‘no’ vote had the support of many constitutional
experts (including the previous constitutional court chairman) who warned against the almost
complete transformation of the constitution that the two proposals would have provided. A
few constitutional experts supported the ‘yes’ vote, but they were in a minority. The interesting
aspect was that the two referendums had similar objectives, but were supported by parties from
different sides of the political spectrum: the 2006 vote was supported by centre-right parties, and
the 2016 vote mainly by centre-left parties. The rejection of the two referendums also contrasts
with the view that when a government has discretion on whether to call a referendum, doing so
will usually strengthen the government (Butler & Ranney, 1994). Boyd (2010, p. 3) argued that:

although representatives may misjudge what the results will be, they (referendums) are help primarily on

questions officials believe they can win, that they feel need more legitimacy, to attack their opposition or to

avoid issues that they find internally divisive.

METHOD AND DATA

The literature on voting behaviour in referendums uses both aggregated data (e.g., Ahlfeldt,
Maennig, & Osterheider, 2017; Huggins, 2018; Matti & Zhou, 2017; Streicher et al., 2016)
and individual data (Alabrese, Becker, Fetzer, & Novy, 2019; Curtice, 2013; Laycock, 2013; Pat-
tie et al., 1999; Stevens & Banducci, 2013). With aggregated data, econometric analyses consider
referendum results in geographical units to assess the impact of socioeconomic, political and
demographic context on outcomes. With individual data, individual characteristics of voters
are associated with the referendum result.

Our analysis aimed to compare the three referendums to identify how differences in the socio-
economic and political context of geographic units affected the referendum outcomes. Survey
data at individual level covering a sample of the same voters in the three referendums were
not available, so the use of aggregate data was considered an appropriate approach for our research
questions. Similar data are widely used in empirical studies on referendums, as documented by
Geys (2006) in a meta-analysis on 83 studies with variables measured at district, municipality,
state or country level.

Our econometric analysis was at provincial (NUTS-3) level, the third-level administrative
division in Italy. It drew on data from the following sources: the historical archive of elections
(Italian Ministry of Internal Affairs); the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT); the
Institutional Quality Index (IQI) database developed by Nifo and Vecchione (2014); and the
European Social Survey (ESS). The final sample consisted of 103 observations, corresponding
to the administrative level of ‘province’.

We estimated two econometric models. In the first, we considered the determinants of turn-
out, and the dependent variable was the ratio between the number of voters and the population
within the age range eligible to vote (Turnout). In the second model, we analysed the outcome of
the referendums, and the dependent variable was computed as the share of ‘no’ votes (Vote for no).

The explanatory variables were based on previous studies and computed in different years,
depending upon the year in which the three referendums were held. The models included the
rate of unemployment at two points in time: in the year before the referendums, to reflect the
current labour market situation (Short-term unemployment), and as an average over the period
from 10 to five years before the referendums, to measure long-term unemployment (Long-
term unemployment).

The popularity of government is accounted for by using the following question from the ESS:
How satisfied are you with the national government? We used data from the first, second and
eighth rounds of the ESS to build a variable that ranged between 1 and 10, with high values
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associated with higher satisfaction with government (Government satisfaction). To control for
other socioeconomic conditions, we included the IQI developed by Nifo and Vecchione
(2014), a composite indicator that measures the quality of Italian institutions and assumes higher
values for better institutions (IQI),2 and the proportion of the adult population with a bachelor’s
degree or higher (Higher education).

The explanatory variables for political factors were ‘No’ parties and Regional council. ‘No’ parties
was the proportion of votes for parties opposing the current government in the general election
before the referendums (Table 1 shows the various parties). Regional council was a dummy indi-
cating the regions governed by parties not forming the majority government or whose leader sup-
ported the ‘no’ vote. We also accounted for the general level of interest in politics by including
diffusion of newspapers over population (Newspaper). The demographic variables measured
the average age of the population (Age), the percentage of women in the province (Female)
and population density (Population density). Lastly, the model considered the change in the
foreign-born population in the three years before the referendums to capture possible discontent
because of immigration (Foreign change), and dummy variables for north, centre and
Mezzogiorno.

The empirical models were estimated using ordinary least squares (OLS) regression, which is
a common strategy used to analyse turnout and the share of ‘no’ (or ‘yes’) votes when data are
aggregated at the geographical level. In this context, the dependent variables are continuous,
have a moderate variance and do not contain outliers, or observations that are substantially differ-
ent from the majority. Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics for the variables used in the
analysis.

RESULTS

Factors affecting turnout in the referendums
This section analyses the determinants of referendum turnout in the three constitutional refer-
endums. The estimates are shown in Table 3. Each referendum was estimated with both
short- (columns labelled ‘a’) and long-term unemployment (columns labelled ‘b’).

Our estimates suggest that turnout was affected mainly by unemployment and political fac-
tors, which were statistically significant at the usual levels in all regressions. The rate of

Table 2. Descriptive statistics (n=103).

2016 2006 2001
Turnout 0.66 0.53 0.34
Vote for no 0.59 0.61 0.36
Short-term unemployment 0.12 0.07 0.10
Long-term unemployment 0.07 0.07 0.07
Government satisfaction 3.11 3.82 3.91
Higher education 0.07 0.07 0.06
‘No’ parties 0.63 0.51 0.44
Regional council 0.27 0.58 0.61
Newspapers 0.05 0.10 0.10
Age 0.39 0.38 0.37
Female 0.51 0.51 0.51
Population density 261 260 244
Foreign change 0.15 0.27 0.08
IQI 0.60 0.57 0.59a

Notes: aInstitutional quality index (IQI) for the 2001 referendum relates to 2004.
Vales are means.
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unemployment, both in the short and long term, was negatively associated with turnout, meaning
that citizens in provinces with high unemployment were less likely to vote. Similarly, citizens who
supported opposition parties in the previous general election were less likely to vote in the refer-
endums. Lastly, a higher diffusion of newspapers was linked to a higher referendum turnout,
suggesting that a general interest in politics increases the probability that people will vote in
referendums.

Other findings show that turnout was also higher in provinces with an older population and
higher levels of institutional quality. Gender, education and population density were not impor-
tant drivers of turnout, and those variables had low statistical significance. The R2 of the model
ranged from 0.80 to 0.92, suggesting that it has good explanatory power for referendum turnout.

Summing up, the results indicate that turnout in referendum is shaped only partially by the
variables that explain turnout in elections and other types of referendums. Our analysis has high-
lighted other factors that matter in constitutional referendums, especially unemployment and
affiliation to opposition parties.

Determinants of the outcome of the referendums
This section analyses voting behaviour to identify the main factors that affected the outcome of
the referendums. The estimates for the three referendums are shown in Table 4. As in the turnout
model, each referendum was estimated with both short- (columns labelled ‘a’) and long-term
unemployment (columns labelled ‘b’).

Table 3. Determinants of turnout in the Italian constitutional referendums.

Y= Turnout

2001 2006 2016

(a) (b) (a) (b) (a) (b)
Short-term
unemployment

−0.002*
(0.001)

– −0.661***
(0.215)

– −0.402***
(0.094)

–

Long-term
unemployment

– −0.003*
(0.001)

– −0.572***
(0.156)

– −0.667***
(0.146)

‘No’ parties −0.433***
(0.062)

−0.438***
(0.063)

−0.007*
(0.004)

−0.003*
(0.001)

−0.124***
(0.042)

−0.123***
(0.042)

Newspapers 0.012**
(0.005)

0.012**
(0.005)

0.002
(0.009)

0.002*
(0.001)

0.333***
(0.050)

0.086*
(0.044)

Higher education 0.122
(1.228)

0.193
(1.263)

0.243
(0.569)

0.450
(0.499)

0.282
(0.223)

0.065
(0.239)

Age 0.097
(0.940)

0.212
(0.946)

1.237**
(0.539)

1.223**
(0.504)

0.578*
(0.319)

0.523*
(0.297)

Female −0.411
(1.164)

−0.523
(1.170)

−0.257
(0.930)

−0.528
(0.793)

−1.168**
(0.559)

−0.573
(0.615)

Population density 0.004
(0.006)

0.004
(0.006)

0.003
(0.006)

0.003
(0.006)

−0.004
(0.002)

−0.003
(0.002)

IQI 0.104**
(0.042)

0.113***
(0.037)

0.026
(0.040)

0.005
(0.041)

0.120***
(0.024)

0.120***
(0.025)

North 0.061***
(0.016)

0.066***
(0.016)

0.026
(0.025)

0.034
(0.012)

0.031***
(0.010)

0.016
(0.011)

Centre 0.041***
(0.014)

0.044***
(0.044)

0.040***
(0.014)

0.043***
(0.013)

0.019**
(0.010)

0.001
(0.001)

Observations 103 103 103 103 103 103
R2 0.859 0.859 0.808 0.816 0.921 0.920

Notes: ***, ** and *Statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels, respectively.
Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. A constant term is included but not shown.
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As with turnout, the most important factors affecting voting outcome were unemployment,
both in the short and long term, support for opposition parties, and satisfaction with government.
The coefficients of the variables measuring unemployment were statistically significant in all
regressions. In the 2006 and 2016 referendums, the coefficients were positive, meaning that the
‘no’ vote was stronger in provinces with higher rates of unemployment. For the 2001 referendum,
however, the coefficients were negatively associatedwith the ‘no’ vote,meaning that citizens in pro-
vinces with higher unemployment were more supportive of the constitutional reform. However, it
is worth noting that these coefficients are very small and the impact on the share of the ‘no’ vote was
very limited. In all referendums, however, unemployment was crucial for the final outcome, as the
constitutional proposal was approved in 2001, but rejected in 2006 and 2016.

The coefficients were slightly higher for short-term unemployment in 2006, but the differ-
ence from the coefficient for long-term unemployment was not statistically significant. In
2001 and 2016, however, the coefficients for long-term unemployment were higher and differed
significantly from those for short-term unemployment, suggesting that long-term unemploy-
ment was more important in voters’ decisions. The importance of unemployment is consistent
with other analyses on Italian referendums. For the 2016 referendums, for example, David
(2016) argued that the higher percentage of ‘no’ votes was stronger in southern Italy because
of higher unemployment rates relative to other areas of the country.

Political factors measured by the variables ‘No’ parties and Regional council had a major role
in shaping the outcome of the referendums. ‘No’ parties had positive and statistically significant
coefficients, meaning that the proportion of opposition party supporters influenced the out-
come because they tended to cast ‘no’ votes in each referendum. This suggests that the effect
of party affiliation was quite strong, and that voting behaviour may not have been directly
linked to the referendum question. In the 2016 referendum, the coefficients were smaller

Table 4. Determinants of the share of ‘no’ votes in the Italian constitutional referendums.

2001 2006 2016

Y=Vote for no (a) (b) (a) (b) (a) (b)
Short-term
unemployment

−0.003**
(0.001)

1.102***
(0.170)

0.491**
(0.251)

Long-term
unemployment

−0.011***
(0.003)

0.999***
(0.141)

0.482**
(0.221)

‘No’ parties 0.831***
(0.083)

0.828***
(0.298)

0.846***
(0.069)

0.862***
(0.069)

0.258*
(0.154)

0.256*
(0.153)

Regional council −0.001
(0.014)

−0.002
(0.014)

0.025***
(0.009)

0.025***
(0.009)

0.040***
(0.011)

0.038***
(0.011)

Government satisfaction −0.018**
(0.008)

−0.019***
(0.007)

−0.032***
(0.105)

−0.036***
(0.010)

−0.036***
(0.011)

−0.034***
(0.011)

Higher education −1.174***
(0.325)

−1.065***
(0.295)

0.963***
(0.257)

0.936***
(0.236)

−0.002
(0.301)

0.113
(0.305)

Female −0.063
(0.945)

−0.482
(0.909)

−0.244
(0.738)

−0.537
(0.744)

−0.892**
(0.441)

−1.244*
(0.698)

Foreign change −0.459
(1.199)

−0.761
(1.050)

−0.110**
(0.046)

−0.037
(0.046)

0.051
(0.048)

0.029
(0.043)

IQI −0.003
(0.051)

−0.047
(0.048)

−0.148***
(0.037)

−0.135***
(0.031)

−0.132***
(0.038)

−0.123***
(0.036)

Observations 103 103 103 103 103 103
R2 0.718 0.743 0.920 0.930 0.758 0.760

Notes: ***, **, and *Indicate statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels.
Robust standard errors in parentheses. Constant term included but not shown.
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than in the other referendums, but still significant. This may be because of the effect of the
other variable measuring political factors, that is, Regional council, which had a higher coeffi-
cient than in previous referendums. These results are in line with Istituto Cattaneo (2016) and
Del Monte (2017), who suggested that the outcome of the 2016 referendum was linked to
voters’ adherence to particular parties. Pasquino and Valbruzzi (2017) emphasized that the
campaign was particularly bitter and protracted, and suggested that the prime minister engaged
in exaggerated political personalization, so that the vote became one on him rather than on the
referendum questions. Regalia and Tronconi (2017) stressed the territorial differences in vot-
ing behaviour: in northern Italy, adherence to a party was more important, but unemployment
was crucial in the south.

The variable Government satisfaction was negatively correlated with the ‘no’ vote. In provinces
where the government was unpopular, citizens voted against the referendum proposals. The esti-
mated coefficients were statistically significant in all regressions, and their size increases in the last
two referendums.

Citizens with higher levels of education had an important role in the outcome of the 2001 and
2006 referendums, but were not significant in 2016. In the 2001 referendum, educated people
were more supportive of the constitutional reform, while in the 2006 referendum they opposed
the proposal. As with unemployment, in both referendums education contributed to the final
outcome. Gender and the share of foreign population had a weak impact on the referendum out-
comes. The variable Female was only significant for the last referendum, showing that women
were more likely to support the reform. The variable Foreign change was statistically significant
only in 2006, when it was negative, suggesting that where foreign population increased, the
share of ‘no’ vote was lower. For the other referendums, however, the coefficients were positive
but not significant. This inconsistency casts doubt on the explanatory power of the variable, and
suggests that anti-immigration sentiment had only a marginal role in the result of any of the three
referendums.

The IQI negatively affected voting in the 2006 and 2016 referendums, and provinces with
better institutions were more supportive of the constitutional reform. In the 2001 referendum,
the variable was negative but not statistically significant. The R2 of the model was relatively
high (0.69–0.91), indicating that the covariates, taken together, explain a considerable amount
of the variability in the ‘no’ vote.

An important aspect of the three referendums was the distribution of power between central
government and the regions. The 2001 and 2006 referendums would have increased the level of
decentralization, giving more power to local government. The opposite was true for the 2016
referendum, which reduced the powers of regions and increased centralization. Therefore, it
could be expected that wealthier regions, which have fiscal revenues higher than expenditure,
would support decentralization because it would allow them to use more of their fiscal revenues
to improve the quality of public services. However, poor regions that obtain resources from cen-
tral government to provide services for their constituency were expected to oppose decentraliza-
tion of powers. In this case, the richest regions should have a negative impact on the share of ‘no’
votes in 2001 a 2006, and a positive impact in the 2016 referendum.

To test this idea, two variables were included in the model in Table 4: gross domestic product
(GDP) per capita at provincial level (GDP per capita) and dummies for north, centre and Mez-
zogiorno. These variables were used alternatively, given the high correlation between North and
GDP per capita (0.69).3 The estimates are shown in Table 5.GDP per capita andNorth were posi-
tive and not significant in 2001, and negative and statistically significant in the 2006 and 2016
referendums. Overall, these results do not confirm the previous hypothesis that rich regions
should have supported referendums offering decentralization of powers. The signs of the coeffi-
cients of GDP per capita and North were only consistent with the hypothesis for the 2006 refer-
endum, not 2001 or 2016.
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CONCLUSIONS

This paper has analysed the determinants of turnout and voting behaviours in constitutional
referendums, drawing on data from the three constitutional referendums held in Italy in
2001, 2006 and 2016. The first referendum was approved, while those in 2006 and 2016
were rejected. We found that turnout was affected particularly by unemployment and political
identification with opposition parties. These two factors also had a considerable impact on the
outcomes of the 2006 and 2016 referendums, in the sense that the ‘no’ vote was positively
linked to unemployment and affiliation to opposition parties in particular regions. In addition,
government satisfaction was negatively associated with the percentage of the ‘no’ vote,
suggesting that the 2006 and 2016 referendums were probably rejected because the govern-
ment of the day was unpopular, rather than because the majority of citizens were critical of
the constitutional proposals.

The 2006 and 2016 referendums are important examples of voting in time of discontent
because of the economic downturn and high unemployment rates that characterized Italy during
these periods. The contribution of unemployment to opposition to the proposals in these refer-
endums suggests that discontent with national government, especially because of economic and
labour market conditions, played a major role in shaping voting behaviours. This is consistent
with the descriptive statistics in Table 2 on government satisfaction, which on average decreased
from 3.91 in 2001 to 3.11 in 2016.

Party cues also played an important role in determining referendum voting. We found that
citizens supporting the parties opposing the current government in the general election before
the referendums tended to vote against the proposal. This result was further corroborated by

Table 5. Further results on the determinants of the share of ‘no’ votes.

Y=Vote for no 2001 2006 2016
GDP per capita 0.001

(0.001)
– −0.006***

(0.001)
– −0.003**

(0.001)
–

‘No’ parties 0.825***
(0.084)

0.792***
(0.083)

0.847***
(0.081)

0.815***
(0.063)

0.319***
(0.114)

0.379**
(0.149)

Regional council 0.001
(0.014)

0.001
(0.010)

0.022**
(0.010)

0.033***
(0.010)

0.042***
(0.011)

0.033***
(0.011)

Government satisfaction −0.017**
(0.007)

−0.029***
(0.010)

−0.030**
(0.014)

−0.026**
(0.011)

−0.029***
(0.008)

−0.039***
(0.011)

Higher education −0.981
(0.343)

−1.138***
(0.384)

−1.697***
(0.418)

0.509
(0.420)

−0.523
(0.411)

−0.143
(0.272)

Female −0.026
(0.933)

−0.174
(0.898)

−0.594
(0.887)

−1.297*
(0.695)

−1.118
(0.765)

−0.256
(0.879)

Foreign change 1.531
(1.076)

0.261
(1.239)

−0.108
(0.086)

0.066
(0.050)

−0.055
(0.042)

−0.073
(0.042)

IQI −0.117***
(0.033)

−0.128***
(0.038)

−0.190***
(0.037)

−0.122***
(0.024)

−0.117
(0.030)

−0.113***
(0.031)

North – 0.036
(0.031)

– −0.129***
(0.013)

– −0.029*
(0.017)

Centre – 0.008
(0.015)

– −0.083***
(0.012)

– −0.043
(0.023)

Observations 103 103 103 103 103 103
R2 0.693 0.700 0.903 0.944 0.777 0.762

***, ** and *Statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels, respectively.
Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. A constant term is included but not shown.
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considering the party that led local government at the time of the referendum: the share of ‘no’
vote was higher in regions led by parties that opposed the national government.

The 2001 referendum, however, was approved because of weak opposition by non-govern-
ment parties. Turnout was low and government parties obtained the majority of ‘yes’ votes.
These results suggest that if a government does not have popular support, a constitutional refer-
endum may be rejected more for political reasons than on the merit of the questions.

The 2001 and 2006 referendums were in favour of decentralization of power to the regions,
while that of 2016 increased centralization of power in central government. The richest regions
should, therefore, have supported the first two referendums and opposed the 2016 referendum.
The empirical results, however, showed that centralization or decentralization of powers had little
impact on the referendum outcome.

Overall, our findings suggest that the merit of the constitutional reform can play a minor role
in the outcome of a referendum. One important implication of this study is that the 2016 and
2006 Italian referendum probably did not reflect citizens’ views on constitutional reform, an
issue affecting the quality of institutions and economic development of the country. It is, there-
fore, important to establish legal and procedural conditions to ensure that voting behaviour better
reflects views on referendum questions. The results also cast doubt on the suitability of using
referendums as a way to judge attitude to constitutional changes. This point has also been
debated in the literature. There is a question about whether voters have adequate knowledge
and ability to make informed decisions about complicated issues such as electoral reform or div-
ision of power between different administrative levels. It may also be inappropriate for the rules of
constitutional referendums to be decided by politicians, who may have a strong self-interest in the
issues concerned.
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NOTES

1 These variables should be interpreted with caution if aggregate data are used because of the
problem of ‘ecological fallacy’ (e.g., Kramer, 1983). This describes the situation in which infer-
ences about the nature of individuals are deduced from inferences about the group to which those
individuals belong, rather than from individual data.
2 Because of data availability, the institutional quality index (IQI) for the 2001 referendum
relates to 2004.
3 In the regressions shown in Table 5, the variables on unemployment are dropped because of
multicollinearity with regional dummies.
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