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Electoral participation

• Participation of people into electoral politics is made up of two
components:

participation =
voters

population
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• Eligibility and turnout
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Electoral participation in historical perspective
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Electoral participation

• Expansions of suffrage to larger socio-demographic groups
characterized 19th and 20th century politics (Acemoglu and
Robinson, 2000)

• Granting voting rights has historically increased participation
(Przeworski, 2009) by primarily affecting eligibility

• Does enfranchisement increase participation of socio-demographic
groups newly eligible to vote?

• Historical evidence: increases in participation are due almost
exclusively to extensions of suffrage rather than to increase turnout of
eligible population

• Extensions of franchise generally depress turnout (Przeworski, 1975)

• Negative to mixed evidence from case studies: women (Firebaugh and
Chen, 1995; Corder and Wolbrecht, 2006), literacy (Larcinese, 2011)
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Voter turnout: theoretical framework

• Intuition: the act of voting follows a rational decision-making process

• Rational choice models the individual calculus of voting (Downs 1957; Riker
& Ordeshook 1968):

R = (PB)− C + D

• Individuals vote if expected benefits exceed the costs; therefore, higher
voting costs ⇒ lower turnout

Francesco Mattioli Participation, turnout, consequences of decline
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Explaining voter turnout

• Which factors affect turnout by altering costs and benefits?

• A meta-analysis of the literature explores the role of three groups of
determinants (Geys 2006)

▶ Socio-economic

▶ Political

▶ Institutional
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Socio-economic factors

• Population size:

decreases turnout

• Population concentration: weakly decreases turnout

• Population stability: increases turnout

• Population homogeneity: no effect

• Previous turnout: increases turnout
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Political factors

• Closeness:

increases turnout

• Campaign expenditure: increases turnout

• Political fragmentation: no effect
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Institutional factors

• Electoral system:

proportional system increases turnout

• Compulsory voting: increases turnout

• Concurrent elections: increase turnout

• Registration requirement: decreases turnout
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Global turnout decline
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Linking turnout and electoral outcomes

• We know much about the factors influencing turnout (the size of the
electorate)

• Variations in turnout determine variations in electoral outcomes, political
selection, and policy outcomes

• To better understand the electoral consequences of turnout variations, it’s
fundamental to understand which voters are more exposed to the costs and
benefits of turning out (the composition of the electorate)

• My research analyzes the consequences of an increase in voting costs, i.e. a
massive closure of polling stations in Italy
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Who votes?

• Palfrey & Rosenthal (1985) models turnout as a voter participation game
under uncertainty: when uncertainty about preferences and costs is present,
marginal voters (as opposed to core voters) are the first to abstain when
costs rise

• An exogenous shock to voting cost will thus differentially demobilize a
marginal voter as opposed to a core voter

• A reduction in polling stations leads to higher costs that in turn produces
selective abstention: the composition of the electorate changes - not only its
size
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Voting costs and turnout

Distance and time costs consistently reduce participation

• LA County precinct consolidation reduced turnout by ∼1.9 pp overall (Brady
& McNulty 2011); larger declines where transport/search costs rose, and
among Democrats

• Distance to polls, and changes thereof, depresses participation, especially for
voters with limited mobility and in high-minority areas (Cantoni 2020;
Haspel & Knotts 2005)

• Previous cost shocks lead to lower turnout in the future through habit
formation (Fujiwara et al. 2016; Pettigrew 2021)
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Unequal participation and partisan bias

• Participation costs are not evenly distributed:

▶ Low-income, younger, and less-educated citizens face higher barriers to
voting

▶ These groups are, on average, more left-leaning on redistribution and
welfare

• Unequal participation creates systematic representation bias (Lijphart 1997)

• Empirical evidence:

▶ Rain lowers turnout and benefits Republicans (Gomez et al. 2007;
Hansford & Gomez 2010)

▶ Electronic voting in Brazil enfranchised poorer voters and boosted
support for the left (Fujiwara 2015)

When costs rise and turnout falls, results shift to the right (but plenty of mixed
evidence)

Francesco Mattioli Participation, turnout, consequences of decline



14/60

Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Unequal participation and partisan bias

• Participation costs are not evenly distributed:

▶ Low-income, younger, and less-educated citizens face higher barriers to
voting

▶ These groups are, on average, more left-leaning on redistribution and
welfare

• Unequal participation creates systematic representation bias (Lijphart 1997)

• Empirical evidence:

▶ Rain lowers turnout and benefits Republicans (Gomez et al. 2007;
Hansford & Gomez 2010)

▶ Electronic voting in Brazil enfranchised poorer voters and boosted
support for the left (Fujiwara 2015)

When costs rise and turnout falls, results shift to the right (but plenty of mixed
evidence)

Francesco Mattioli Participation, turnout, consequences of decline



15/60

Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Selective demobilization and the centrist advantage

• When voting costs rise, the first to abstain are marginal or weakly
committed voters

▶ Often moderate citizens using extreme parties for policy balancing
(Kedar 2005)

• Mainstream parties are more insulated:

▶ Stronger organization, higher informational and mobilization capacity

• Extreme parties rely more on alienated, protest, or younger voters - those
most cost-sensitive

Implication: mainstream/centrist parties gain when turnout declines, while
extreme parties lose; overall polarization decreases
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Municipal voting precincts (pre-1998)

• Division of municipalities into voting precincts regulated nationally;
implemented locally by municipal electoral commissions

• Commissions revise precinct boundaries and voter lists twice a year;
registration is automatic

• Each polling station served 100–800 voters (Law 1058/1947; DPR
223/1967)

• Every station requires a staffed electoral office:

▶ President, secretary, 4–5 scrutineers
▶ All receive compensation for electoral duties

Very costly system: each of the ≈ 92,000 operating polling stations cost 1.15
million Lire (≈ € 595) in 1997 (lowerbound)
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

The 1998 reform of polling stations

• Law 449/1997 mandated a 30% reduction in polling stations to cut public
expenditures

• New limits on eligible voters per station: 500–1,200

• Implementation deadline: end of 1998

• Cuts prioritized merging stations in the same building; external merges only
if necessary

• Reductions adjusted across municipalities to achieve 30% target at the
provincial level

• At the end of 1998, 60,318 polling stations nationwide
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Research questions and preview of results

• What effects did the reform produce?

• Did the reform affect access to voting?
▶ Yes, dramatic decrease in availability and increase in congestion of

polling stations

• Did the reform affect voter participation?
▶ Yes, areas more exposed experienced turnout declines

• Did the reform, by affecting participation, influenced electoral
outcomes as well?
▶ Yes, a decline in turnout explains:

Overall shift to the right
Electoral penalties (gains) for extreme (moderate) parties, with
varying effects by substantive ideologies
Electoral penalties (gains) for left (centre-left) parties

• How did the reform produce these effects?
▶ Selective demobilization of disengaged, disaffected, alienated

individuals
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• How did the reform produce these effects?

▶ Selective demobilization of disengaged, disaffected, alienated
individuals
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Data

• Voting access: number of polling stations (PS - availability) and
eligible voters per PS (EV - congestion) biannually at the municipal
level (Ministry of Internal Affairs)

• Electoral data: eligible voters, actual voters, votes by party/list
(Ministry of Internal Affairs)

• Focus on votes from 9 rounds of national elections for parties running
for the Chamber of Deputies (first-best for homogeneous political
supply)

• Sample: municipalities without missing data holding other elections
off-cycle (Cantoni et al. 2021; Kogan et al. 2018)
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Dependent variable(s)

• Weighted ideology score at the municipal level (i.e. center of gravity):

I =

∑
p Ipvp∑
p vp

• vp and Ip: vote share and ideology score of party p

• Median level of ideology, vote shares by ideology level as alternative
measures

• Ideology scores collected on parties’ Wikipedia pages
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Wikipedia as data source

• Ideology tags: hundreds
of labels

• Political position: 7-level
ordered list (left-right)

Summary

Validity

• Herrmann & Döring
(2023) combine them to
obtain an ideology scale
interpretable as left-right

Her-Dör estimation
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Technicalities of the 1998 reform

Table 1 Reform targets, municipalities’ exposure and implementation outcomes

Bracket Population

Targets

Exposed

PS EV

Polling Elig. voters
Pre Post Pre Post

stations (PS) per PS (EV)

1 ≤ 1,200 1 – 420 [41.0] 1.49 1.20 419.9 532.7
2 1,201 – 2,000 2 – 360 [62.9] 2.87 2.14 527.6 713.6
3 2,001 – 40,000 – ≥750 1,370 [75.0] 11.4 7.55 553.9 823.5
4 40,001 – 500,000 – ≥825 45 [73.8] 109.1 65.88 530.4 867.0
5 ≥ 500,001 – ≥900 – – – – –

Note: Column 5 reports numbers of municipalities exposed to the reform in 1998s1 according to binary thresholds
and the corresponding percentages in brackets. Average values of PS and EV in Columns 6 to 9 are computed
in 1998s1 (Pre) and 1998s2 (Post).

Implementation outcomes
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Intuition

• Endogeneity of access, turnout, and electoral outcomes

• A reduction in voting access doesn’t affect turnout sharply: some
(un)treated municipalities might experience an increase (decrease) in
turnout

• Fuzzy DiD (de Chaisemartin & D’Haultfœuille 2018): combines
variation across municipalities and over time in voting access
(exogenous) to estimate changes in:
▶ Turnout (first stage)
▶ Electoral outcomes (reduced form)

• Combining the two differences provides an estimate of the effect of
turnout on electoral outcomes
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26/60

Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Intuition

• Endogeneity of access, turnout, and electoral outcomes

• A reduction in voting access doesn’t affect turnout sharply: some
(un)treated municipalities might experience an increase (decrease) in
turnout

• Fuzzy DiD (de Chaisemartin & D’Haultfœuille 2018): combines
variation across municipalities and over time in voting access
(exogenous) to estimate changes in:
▶ Turnout (first stage)
▶ Electoral outcomes (reduced form)

• Combining the two differences provides an estimate of the effect of
turnout on electoral outcomes

Francesco Mattioli Participation, turnout, consequences of decline



26/60

Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Intuition

• Endogeneity of access, turnout, and electoral outcomes

• A reduction in voting access doesn’t affect turnout sharply: some
(un)treated municipalities might experience an increase (decrease) in
turnout

• Fuzzy DiD (de Chaisemartin & D’Haultfœuille 2018): combines
variation across municipalities and over time in voting access
(exogenous) to estimate changes in:
▶ Turnout (first stage)
▶ Electoral outcomes (reduced form)

• Combining the two differences provides an estimate of the effect of
turnout on electoral outcomes

Francesco Mattioli Participation, turnout, consequences of decline



26/60

Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Intuition

• Endogeneity of access, turnout, and electoral outcomes

• A reduction in voting access doesn’t affect turnout sharply: some
(un)treated municipalities might experience an increase (decrease) in
turnout

• Fuzzy DiD (de Chaisemartin & D’Haultfœuille 2018): combines
variation across municipalities and over time in voting access
(exogenous) to estimate changes in:
▶ Turnout (first stage)
▶ Electoral outcomes (reduced form)

• Combining the two differences provides an estimate of the effect of
turnout on electoral outcomes

Francesco Mattioli Participation, turnout, consequences of decline



27/60

Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Identification strategy

• The details of the reform create an ideal source of variation for voting
access

• Within population brackets, some municipalities are more exposed
(treated) and other municipalities are less exposed (control)

• The latter group is used as a counterfactual to measure the treatment
effect of a reduction in voting access, and, in turn, of a reduction in
turnout
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Individual-level analysis

• ITANES data: representative survey of the Italian population on
topics related to politics and elections held on national election years

• Geo-referenced through information on municipality of residence →
linked to exposure

• 2001 survey asks retrospective information both on 2001 election and,
critically, 1996 election

• As-good-as longitudinal data → within-respondent variation

• DV: demobilization dummy (1 if i voted in 1996 and did not in 2001)

• Moderators of exposure to characterize who is more elastic to a
voting-cost shock
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

First stage

Ti ,t = β(I{Vi ̸= V ∗
b } × I{t > 1998}) + µi + νt + εi ,t (1)

• Ti ,t : turnout rate in municipality i and year t

• I{Vi ̸= V ∗
b }: exposure dummy, 1 if non-compliant with target V ∗ in

bracket b (> PS∗ if i ∈ {b1, b2}, < EV ∗ if i ∈ {b3, b4, b5})
• I{t > 1998}: time dummy, 1 if election occurs after 1998

• β: DiD estimator, instrument for Ti ,t

• µi : municipality FE

• νt : election year FE
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

Second stage

Yi ,t = γT̂i ,t + πi + ρt + ηi ,t (2)

• Yi ,t : election outcome in municipality i and year t

• γ: LATE estimator

• πi : municipality FE

• ρt : election year FE
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Participation and turnout Theory and evidence Setting Data Empirical strategy Results

DV: Voting access

Binary (sample)

Binary (de iure)

Continuous

Binary (sample)

Binary (de iure)

Continuous

-.5 -.25 0 .25 .5

Log(PS)

Log(EV)

Full sample Bracket 1 Bracket 2 Bracket 3 Bracket 4

Fig. 8 Exposure(s) to reform and implementation outcomes - DiD estimates
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DV: Turnout

Table 2 Exposure to reform and turnout – First stage estimates

Full B1 B2 B3 B4

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Exp. × Post-1998 –0.723*** 0.831 1.822*** –1.497*** 0.148
(0.225) (0.517) (0.507) (0.277) (0.691)

Adj. R2 0.82 0.73 0.81 0.89 0.96
KP F -stat 10.3 2.6 12.9 29.3 0.0
AR Wald test 27.2 0.0 3.7 20.0 0.0
MeanY 78.7 76.9 77.6 80.0 80.0
Std. Dev.Y [10.63] [11.29] [10.53] [10.13] [9.37]

N 29,916 8,613 4,869 15,894 540
Municipality FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Year FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Note: Robust standard errors, clustered by municipality, in parentheses.
* p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01.

Event study
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DV: Demobilization dummy
Table 3 Exposure to reform, voting access, and demobilization – Individual-level
estimates

OLS IPTW AIPW TSLS

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Panel A: Full sample

Exposed 0.021** 0.017* 0.019* 0.023**
(0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.009)

Availability –0.018*
(0.011)

Congestion 0.008*
(0.005)

N 1,800 1,769 1,536 1,769 1,769 1,769
KP F -stat 293.1 369.3

Panel B: Bracket 3

Exposed 0.029** 0.023** 0.030*** 0.029***
(0.011) (0.011) (0.010) (0.010)

Availability –0.024**
(0.012)

Congestion 0.011**
(0.005)

N 973 963 812 963 963 963
KP F -stat 180.8 255.8

Controls × ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Note: The dependent variable is a demobilization dummy equal to 1 if
the respondent voted in 1996 and did not vote in 2001. Availability and
congestion in Columns 5 and 6 are treated as endogenous regressors that
quantify, respectively, a 10-percentage-point change in polling stations and
eligible voters per polling station across 1998, instrumented by exposure to
the reform. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
* p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01.
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DV: Demobilization dummy

Table 4 Mechanisms of demobilization – Individual-level estimates

Reduced Neutral Disliked Perceive
MV: political political incumbent economic

interest efficacy efficacy problems

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Bracket 3

Exposed –0.064** 0.026* 0.024** 0.023**
(0.032) (0.013) (0.012) (0.011)

MV –0.009 –0.006 –0.013 –0.043*
(0.007) (0.008) (0.010) (0.026)

Exposed × MV 0.043*** 0.030** 0.024** 0.055**
(0.015) (0.013) (0.012) (0.027)

N 962 807 888 937

Controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Note: The dependent variable is a demobilization dummy equal to 1 if the
respondent voted in 1996 and did not vote in 2001. Robust standard errors
in parentheses.
* p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01.

Survey questions
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DV: Weighted ideology score (Left-Right)

Table 5 Turnout and ideology – Second stage estimates

Full B1 B2 B3 B4

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Turnout –0.061*** 0.004 0.022 –0.038*** –0.070
(0.022) (0.018) (0.014) (0.011) (0.619)

MeanY 4.12 4.18 4.12 4.09 3.96
Std. Dev.Y [0.54] [0.53] [0.52] [0.54] [0.44]

N 29,916 8,613 4,869 15,894 540
Municipality FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Year FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Note: Robust standard errors, clustered by municipality, in parentheses.
* p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01.

Event study
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DV: Vote share

Table 6 Turnout and vote shares by ideology – Second stage estimates - Brack. 3

Left C-left Centre C-right Right

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Turnout 3.065*** –2.569*** –0.624 0.176 –0.064
(0.684) (0.550) (0.471) (0.194) (0.236)

MeanY 13.30 22.18 24.49 18.08 21.17
Std. Dev.Y [14.11] [12.09] [18.60] [14.38] [14.61]

N 15,145 15,145 15,145 15,145 15,145
Municipality FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Year FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Note: Dependent variables are cumulative vote shares obtained by par-
ties belonging to specific levels of ideology. Samples include municipality-
elections in which parties from all reported ideological levels were running.
Robust standard errors, clustered by municipality, in parentheses.
* p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01.
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DV: Vote share

Table 7 Turnout and vote shares by ideology – Second stage estimates

Extreme Moderate

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Turnout 6.720*** 3.001*** –6.825*** –3.018***
(1.802) (0.751) (1.824) (0.746)

MeanY 33.92 34.47 65.36 64.76
Std. Dev.Y [14.72] [14.87] [14.64] [14.83]

N 27,929 15,145 27,929 15,145
Municipality FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Year FE ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Note: Dependent variables are cumulative vote shares obtained by par-
ties belonging to specific levels of ideology. Samples include municipality-
elections in which parties from all reported ideological levels were running.
Robust standard errors, clustered by municipality, in parentheses.
* p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01.
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Table A1 Political position of parties in national elections (1992-2022)

Position [Code] N. parties Vote share Avg. vote share

Far-left [1] 8 4.35 .544
Left-wing [2] 17 8.25 .485
Centre-left [3] 23 21.21 .922
Centre [4] 58 27.13 .467
Centre-right [5] 17 24.29 1.429
Right-wing [6] 11 11.99 1.091
Far-right [7] 13 1.83 .141
Missing – with Wiki 21 .53 .025
Missing – without Wiki 106 .40 .004

Note: the vote share is computed as number of votes received over
time by parties in a specific position over total valid votes. 10 parties
with rarely recurring positions (big tent, catch-all party) are included
in Centre.
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Threshold 1 [Pop. = 1,200]
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Threshold 2 [Pop. = 2,000]
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Threshold 3 [Pop. = 40,000]
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Threshold 2 [Pop. = 2,000]
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Threshold 3 [Pop. = 40,000]
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Threshold 1 [Pop. = 1,200]
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Threshold 2 [Pop. = 2,000]
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Threshold 3 [Pop. = 40,000]
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Threshold 1 [Pop. = 1,200]
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Threshold 2 [Pop. = 2,000]
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Threshold 3 [Pop. = 40,000]
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Full sample
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Fig. A5 Exposure to reform and turnout – Event study plots

Back

57/60



Full sample
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Fig. A6 Exposure to reform and turnout – Event study plots
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Survey questions used to build moderators

• Interest in politics: Has your interest in politics always been more or
less the same as it is now, or were you more or less interested in the
past?

• Political efficacy: In your opinion, who is better able to deal with the
following issues: a center-left government or a center-right
government? (PCA) with respect to:
▶ Having a functioning healthcare system
▶ Addressing the immigration issue
▶ Having a fairer tax system (i.e., fairer taxes)
▶ Improving education
▶ Fighting unemployment
▶ Ensuring a functioning justice system
▶ Making public administration more efficient
▶ Fighting crime
▶ Managing relations with Europe
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Survey questions used to build moderators

• Assessment of incumbent’s efficacy: Can you tell me now whether
you think the actions of center-left governments have had very
positive, fairly positive, neither positive nor negative, fairly negative,
or very negative results (PCA) with respect to:
▶ The economic situation of Italy
▶ Unemployment
▶ Inflation

• Perception of economic problems: Now I will list a series of social and
economic issues that have been discussed during the most recent
election campaign. In your opinion, how important is each of these
issues for Italy? (PCA) with respect to:
▶ Unemployment
▶ The economic underdevelopment of the South
▶ Inflation and Rising prices
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