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ABSTRACT
Referendums were historically and theoretically justified as a people’s veto. Do 
voters use them as such or are referendums merely second-order votes? This 
article aims to answer this question through a comparative study of all consti-
tutional referendums around the world between 1980 and 2022 using a 
VP-Function model. The results indicate that the support for constitutional ref-
erendums follows a pattern in which compulsory voting, economic conditions 
and voter mobilisation are important. Contrary to findings in more generic 
studies of referendums, there is no indication of a ‘honeymoon’ period for con-
stitutional referendums. Also, in contrast to other studies, the presence of emo-
tive words and what may appear as ‘leading questions’ favour higher support, 
though this is not present in countries with compulsory voting. The results 
contribute to the study of referendums and to the wider debate about voters’ 
preferences by showing that political factors are more important than struc-
tural factors.

KEYWORDS Referendums; constitutional change; compulsory voting; emotive wording

Constitutions – political theorists maintain – must reflect an ‘overlapping 
consensus’ (Rawls 1989). As such, it is reasonable that they be submitted 
to a popular vote. Indeed, this is often seen as the raison d′être of refer-
endums. In the more theoretical and jurisprudential literature on the sub-
ject the referendum has been seen as a people’s veto. What modern 
political scientists call a ‘veto-player’ (West and Lee 2014). The Victorian 
constitutional jurist Dicey (1890: 506) spoke of the referendum as a 
mechanism ‘which by delaying alterations in the constitution, protect the 
sovereignty of the people’. Earlier works cover the conditions under which 
changes to constitutions ought to be submitted to referendums, the 
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content and communication used during the campaigns, their outcomes 
and implementation, or the institutional conditions to win referendums 
on various topics including some on constitutional matters (Altman 2018; 
Silagadze and Gherghina 2018; Qvortrup and Trueblood 2022). Surprisingly 
little has been written about why the voters endorse (or oppose) the 
changes proposed in constitutional referendums. Constitutions are the 
rules of the game in a democratic political system. As such it is impera-
tive that they are perceived to be fair for all actors (Ginsburg et  al. 2009). 
For this reason, it stands to reason those changes to the fundamental legal 
document enjoys the support of the widest number of citizens, and this 
can best be ascertained in a referendum on the new constitution or of 
changes or amendments to the existing constitution.

This is a gap in the literature that we seek to remedy in this article by 
identifying the factors determining the outcome of constitutional referen-
dums. The literature suggests a distinction between ‘three types of consti-
tutional referendums: on the approval of the constitution, on its revision, 
and on sovereignty issues (like the foundation of a new state)’ (Morel 
2012: 504). This study covers all three forms, but predominantly the for-
mer two because there were only several cases that fulfilled the democ-
racy criteria outlined below.1 We do not carry out a separate analysis of 
tout court constitutional revisions because these are too rare to be relevant 
at a large scale. Our data includes all referendums pertaining to changing, 
amending or completely revision constitutions. We focus on constitutional 
referendums in democracies, which are the countries considered democ-
racies by the Polity IV and Polity V projects, and ‘free’ by the Freedom 
House. We prefer these two indicators over the liberal democracy Index 
of V-Dem because of their broader coverage of countries around the 
world. Our choice of democracies is driven mainly by the idea of a free 
and fair setting in which people can vote on the proposed change. We 
identified a total of 154 nationwide votes on constitutional changes and 
constitutional amendments organised in 57 countries between 1980 and 
2022. We exclude Switzerland from the analysis due to its extensive use 
of referendums (Setälä 1999), which would skew and bias the number of 
analysed cases. The starting point of our analysis is the third wave of 
democratisation as a middle point between the transitions to democracy 
in Southern Europe from mid- and late-1970s and those in Latin America 
and Asia-Pacific countries in the 1980s.

The article argues that the outcome of constitutional referendums can 
be seen as a function of other variables than the subject on the ballot 
paper. It develops a general model for predicting the outcomes of consti-
tutional referendums, which looks at three categories of potential determi-
nants. These are the characteristics of the referendum, of the initiators or 



WEST EUROPEAN POlITICS 3

of the institution in charge with the implementation in case the referen-
dum passes (i.e. the government), and of the national political setting in 
which the referendum takes place. To find a possible pattern, we test sev-
eral hypotheses based on previous research on referendums. These are all 
based on variations of the ‘lockstep’ theory (or second order paradigm), 
which crudely suggests that the outcomes of referendums are based on 
other issues than the subject at hand. For the purposes of developing a 
predictive model, the policies on the ballot can – perhaps paradoxically –  
often be overlooked. This does not mean that individual issues are always 
unimportant although it has been found that support for the EU was not 
a statistically significant factor in referendums on the EU (Qvortrup 2017).

There has been a change in analyses of referendums in recent years. 
Earlier work was characterised by an empirical approach with emphasis 
on case studies (Butler and Ranney 1978; LeDuc 2003). This has led to 
many works identifying the existence of cues how voters them to decide 
how to vote (Atikcan 2015; Suiter and Reidy 2015; McAllister 2001; 
Hobolt 2007; Bowler and Donovan 2002). However, this research framed 
in nomothetic terms was largely based on case studies (Morel 2012). 
While these are useful to understand the micro-foundations of voter 
choices, they do not provide prognostic power and enable us to predict 
the outcomes of referendums. We build on their foundations because 
these types of studies gradually developed testable hypotheses out of 
which one of the most important is that of ‘second-order’ votes (Glencross 
and Trechsel 2011). This could be considered as the ‘‘lockstep’ phenome-
non in which referendum outcomes become tied to the popularity of the 
government in power, even if the ostensible subject of the referendum has 
little to do with the reasons for government popularity (or lack of popu-
larity)’ (Franklin et  al. 1995: 101).

We bring three contributions to the literature. At theoretical level, we 
propose an analytical model that breaks new ground in analysing the 
votes using a nomothetic approach that looks for general patterns. This 
can be used for the study of referendums in other policy areas beyond 
constitutional referendums. At methodological level, we innovate by test-
ing the explanatory powers of the VP-function (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 
2013; Nannestad and Paldam 1994) to referendums. In election studies, 
the VP-function is used to explain support for the government – in the 
form of votes or popularity – based on its economic and political perfor-
mance (Nannestad and Paldam 1994; Lewis-Beck and Nadeau 2011). We 
combine this with insights from the ‘second-order paradigm’ (Franklin 
et  al. 1995) in the attempt to tap out the role of political institutions for 
referendum support. Empirically, we provide the first comparative evi-
dence about how constitutional referendums can pass. Our findings that 
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referendum design matters have applicability for policy makers: the initi-
ators of constitutional changes will know how to play the game in order 
to win it.

The first section reviews the literature on referendum voting and iden-
tifies several variables that could influence the outcome of constitutional 
referendums. Next, we briefly present the data and method used for this 
analysis. The third section includes the main findings and their interpre-
tation. The conclusions discuss the main implications of the results for 
the broader field of study.

Theory and hypotheses

Of the 154 constitutional referendums held worldwide in democratic 
countries since 1980, 110 (or 71.4%) have passed. To explain the outcome 
of these constitutional referendums we inspire ourselves from various 
strands of literature since there have been few previous studies that focus 
on this type of referendum, with a few notable exceptions (Elkins and 
Hudson 2019; Morisi et  al. 2021). In part, the work of Hobolt (2009) is 
also an exception although it focuses on European referendums on con-
stitutional issues pertaining to the EU. Our study is different as it focuses 
on the factors determining the outcome of these votes. In line with Elkins 
and Hudson (2019), we regard constitutional referendums as distinct 
because they deal with the rules of the game. As such, we cannot rely on 
the more generic studies of referendums (Altman 2018) or on those works 
analysing the circumstances under which the initiators hold referendums 
especially when these are optional (Qvortrup 2014). We develop a predic-
tive model for mostly mandatory referendums based on structural, polit-
ical and economic factors, which are associated with three categories of 
potential explanations: the characteristics of the referendum, of the initi-
ators or of the institution in charge with the implementation in case the 
referendum passes, and of the national political setting in which the ref-
erendum takes place (Figure 1).

Referendum 
characteris�cs

• Voluntary vo�ng
• Emo�ve wording
• Bipar�san support for the referendum

Ins�tu�onal 
characteris�cs

• Government experience
• Government electoral support

Country 
characteris�cs

• Post-authoritarian
• Infla�on
• Experience with referendums

Figure 1. an overview of the analytical framework.
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The outcome of referendums, we propose, can be organised along three 
types of explanations. These are taxonomical, i.e. not all exhaustive. We 
propose three factors to do with referendums, factors related to the initi-
ating and implementing institution, and country factors of more general 
socio-economic and cultural factors. These three factors can be seen as 
running from the particular (referendums) to the more general (types of 
political and social system. We structure the hypotheses around these 
analytical categories, which are each discussed in the subsections below.

Referendum characteristics

At the most basic levels there are several factors that have been shown or 
hypothesised to influence the outcome of referendums. These include vol-
untary (or compulsory voting), the wording of the question (which we 
term emotive voting), and bipartisan support for the proposed constitu-
tional change. To begin with voluntary voting, the outcome of referen-
dums depends on who turns out to vote. Certain social, ethnic, and 
economic groups have different political outlooks, and crucially different 
levels of political participation. This impacts referendums as much as 
elections. For example, evidence from single-country case studies based 
on survey data from countries with compulsory voting, suggests that 
those who would have abstained (had they had the choice) are more 
inclined to vote ‘no’ in constitutional referendums (McAllister 2001). This 
finding has a long history in the literature on referendums. Writing about 
Australian constitutional referendums in the 1970s, Woldring (1976) 
found evidence of small ‘c’ institutional conservatism, which was most 
pronounced among the least politically engaged; these were the ones who 
would be least motivated to vote. Based on this he suggested that man-
datory voting depressed the ‘yes’ vote, and thus accounted for the failure 
of all but one of the eleven referendums held in that country in the 
1970s. Voters who were less politically aware and engaged were more 
likely to fall prey to simplistic slogans (Woldring 1976). This observation 
is consistent with the finding that voters with little or no interest in pol-
itics have a bias towards the status quo (Crandall et  al. 2009), and hence 
are more like to cast a ballot against a proposed constitutional change.

The second characteristic is the wording of the referendum question. 
We propose that the presence of certain emotive words such as ‘approve’, 
‘agree’ or ‘favour’ (in the vernacular languages) increase the likelihood of 
an affirmative vote. There has been a long-standing debate about emotive 
words in referendums. Theoretically speaking, this can be associated with 
the theory of speech-acts, according to which statements are not merely 
indicative, but may act as ‘acts’ that prompt listeners to act in ways that 
run counter to their preferences (Soleimani and Yeganeh 2016). There has 
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been some indication of a moderate relationship between the outcome of 
referendums and the presence of emotive words in some referendums. For 
example, in Quebec it was reported that 62% of the total variance in 
support for sovereignty could be explained by factors related to question 
wording’ (Yale and Durand 2011: 251). In the run-up to the 2014 refer-
endum on Scottish independence or with reference to the referendums on 
independence in Quebec, it was suggested that the wording of the ques-
tion can play a decisive role (Rocher and Lecours 2017; Reilly and Richey 
2011); for a dissenting view on this, see Qvortrup (2014).

Negative emotions can deter a vote in favour of a constitutional change 
since anxious citizens oppose risky policies (Druckman and McDermott 2008). 
Experimental analysis has added to this research suggesting that the wording 
of the question on the ballot can sway the voters towards the status quo 
option (Barber et  al. 2017). This indicates that the wording of the referendum 
question may negatively influence the outcome of the referendum. However, 
in the present circumstances we are not interested in voters rejecting ques-
tions, but we want to know if voters’ choices can actively be swayed through 
the employment of positive and emotive words. Theoretically, following the 
linguistic theory of speech acts, such words as ‘should’ and ‘ought’ can make 
people acts in ways they would not otherwise have acted (Austin 1975).

The third characteristic is bipartisan support. Constitutional changes are 
different from ordinary politics in that they change the whole framework 
of politics. These are not questions about policy details, but about the 
framework within which political battles take place. For this reason, con-
stitutional scholars have stressed that the changes or amendments must 
reflect a sense of an overlapping consensus that transcend party-political 
differences (Rawls 1989). According to a much-cited study, ‘bipartisan sup-
port has proven to be essential to referendum success. Single country stud-
ies have found that referendums need support from all the major parties’ 
(Williams and Hume 2010: 244; Kriesi 2005) This finding has also been 
reported in larger N-historical studies (Elkins and Hudson 2019) and in 
referendums on European integration, such as Denmark and Ireland where 
it is essential for the passage of referendum that they are supported by 
both sides of politics (Fitzgibbon 2017). There is evidence according to 
which ‘referendums proposed by a large parliamentary majority’ are likely 
to prevail (Silagadze and Gherghina 2018: 905). Hence, to capture that the 
proposal enjoys broad support, the contention is that these referendums are 
supported by system-conform parties, namely what Sartori (1976: 109) 
called ‘relevant parties’, more specifically those with ‘coalition potential’. 
Based on the arguments presented in this subsection, we expect that a ‘Yes’ 
vote in the constitutional referendums is favoured by:

H1: Voluntary voting
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H2: The use of emotive wording in the question

H3: Bipartisan (relevant political parties) support for the referendum

Institutional characteristics

For most people politics is the government. Recent research has suggested 
that voters use their perception of the government as a proxy when mak-
ing decisions about referendums. Thus, voters use ‘’attribute substitution’, 
by which individuals tend to substitute complex questions, which require 
high cognitive effort, with a simpler and more familiar question, to which 
the answer is more easily accessible’ (De Angelis et  al. 2020: 846). This 
can manifest itself in different ways, in response to the government’s ide-
ology, but also to the length of time they have been in office, and in the 
general level of support. The tendency of the centre-left to lose referen-
dums has often been reported in single country literature (Williams and 
Hume 2010), but has rarely been tested in comparative studies (Elkins 
and Hudson 2019).

There is a considerable literature that suggests that governments 
enjoy a honeymoon period when they submit referendums to the peo-
ple early in the term. There is a good reason for this: ‘to govern is 
to antagonize’ (Key 1968: 30). All governments break promises, fail to 
deliver, and enact unpopular laws. But this has an impact on other 
things than their support in candidate elections. The decline in sup-
port for government over time also has implications for the support 
a government enjoys (or otherwise) in referendums. If voters have 
begun to doubt the administration’s ability to deliver promises, they 
may be less likely to support the proposed constitutional reforms they 
submit to the voters. Hence, a no vote in a referendum is often a 
positive function of the years in office, a fact perhaps most clearly 
shown in the Canadian referendum on a new Constitution in 1992, 
in which Prime Minister Brian Mulroney’s personal disapproval rating 
after almost a decade in office was the determining factor (Johnston 
et  al. 1996). From being a mere rule of thumb, this has been corrob-
orated through statistical analysis. Evidence shows that ‘a plebiscite [a 
vote initiated by the government] or obligatory referendum has a 
probability of success of 70% during the first 100 days of a govern-
ment in office. Once 1,600 days in office have elapsed the probability 
that a [top-down] referendum will succeed drops below 50%’ (Altman 
2018: 101).

The third institutional characteristic is the electoral support for the 
government. There is considerable literature that suggests that referen-
dums are not solely decided on their supposed merits, but rather that 
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they are a function of the governments’ popularity at any given time. 
Referendums are thus second-order votes in which the voters take use 
their support or otherwise of the government of the day as a cue whether 
to support (or not), the proposed referendum (Franklin et  al. 1995; 
Franklin 2002). This line of thinking has been corroborated by single 
country research. Thus, in Uruguay the ‘vote choice is primarily the result 
of (…) party loyalty’ (Altman 2002: 617) or in France the rejection of the 
European Constitutional Treaty by a majority of voters was fuelled by 
political discontent with the national government (Ivaldi 2006). Based on 
this reasoning, we argue that a ‘Yes’ vote in the constitutional referendums 
is favoured by:

H4: Limited experience in government

H5: High electoral support for the governing party/parties

Country characteristics

Politics and political behaviour are not just a result of political institu-
tions. At least since de Tocqueville (2009) wrote about the differences 
between the USA and Mexico despite these two countries having identical 
institutions and near identical constitutions in the 1830s, it has been 
acknowledged that political behaviour in countries with an authoritarian 
legacy and history differs from that of countries where citizens have 
learned democracy by practicing it (Barber 1984: 178). This legacy is also 
likely to have implications for the use of referendums. We know that for-
mer communist countries in Central and Eastern Europe differ markedly 
from more long-established democracies. For example, whereas all refer-
endums on marriage equality (same-sex) have passed in the latter, refer-
endums on this issue had mixed results in Central and Eastern Europe 
(Qvortrup 2017). Also, the use and provisions about direct democracy are 
contrasting in established democracies and post-authoritarian countries: 
the latter adopted quickly after the regime change many provisions, but 
the use of direct democracy is higher in established democracies 
(Gherghina 2017). In the light of these differences, we could expect a 
difference in the outcome of constitutional referendums between post 
authoritarian and long-established democracies.

Research on elections has found that there is a statistical association 
between macroeconomic performance and election outcomes. Under the 
general headline of VP-Functions, earlier research developed models that 
can predict the outcome of candidate elections as a function of the mac-
roeconomic performance during the incumbents’ terms in office 
(Lewis-Beck and Rice 1992). The same methodology has more recently 
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been employed to understand, explain, and predict the outcome of refer-
endums: ‘the probability that a popular initiative or referendum will suc-
ceed is nearly 90% when a country is experiencing an extreme economic 
contraction’ (Altman 2018: 101). This is mainly because there is higher 
support for changes in times of economic pressure or crises. Accordingly, 
we expect more Yes votes for the constitutional referendums when the 
economy goes down. For comparability reasons, we use the rate of infla-
tion as a proxy for economic growth (Barro 2013).

Finally, we argue that countries with frequent referendums – and a 
long history thereof – may have different results from countries where 
voters rarely are offered the opportunity to cast ballots on policy ques-
tions. While this may not be immediately intuitive and has not been 
investigated before, it chimes with findings from other countries. Research 
on referendums in Switzerland and California suggests that voters become 
more enlightened and acquire a deeper knowledge of politics if they par-
ticipate more frequently (Kriesi 2005; Matsusaka 2020). This observation 
has led some research to conclude that voters in these countries become 
more civic minded and tend to cast ballots in an informed way (Smith 
and Tolbert 2004; Morisi et  al. 2021). From voters’ point of view, previous 
findings illustrate that experience with referendums increases support for 
them (Gherghina and Geissel 2020). Voters become more responsible – 
and even more mature – as they are more often called to the polls. Based 
on these considerations, voters in countries with frequent referendums, 
and hence better knowledge of policies and policy issues, may be more 
likely to endorse mature constitutional changes. Following all these argu-
ments, we expect that a ‘Yes’ vote in the constitutional referendums is 
favoured by:

H6: Long experience with democracy in the country

H7: High inflation rate in the country

H8: Long experience with referendums

In addition to these main effects, we control for several variables that 
could influence the ‘Yes’ votes in referendums: government ideology, pop-
ulation size, turnout, year of the referendum. For example, the evidence 
suggests that referendums have often been lost under governments headed 
by the centre-left, e.g. the Norwegian EU accession referendum 1994, the 
Swedish referendum on the introduction of the Euro in 2003, or the 
Italian constitutional referendum in 2016 (Pasquino and Valbruzzi 2017). 
In Australia, the centre-left Labour has proposed 25 out of the 44 refer-
endums on changing the Constitution and won only one (in 1946) – a 
failure rate of 96% (Williams and Hume 2010).
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Data and methods

We test these hypotheses on all the national constitutional referendums 
initiated between 1980 and 2022 around the world. We use the entire 
universe of referendums initiated in this time frame instead of a sample. 
We consider as constitutional those referendums that aimed to amend, 
revise or adopt parts of or an entire constitution in a country. In those 
countries (e.g. New Zealand) that do not have a single written constitu-
tion but a variety of laws and long-standing conventions, we analyse the 
referendums linked to these laws. The constitutional referendums are 
diverse and range between specific policy domains (e.g. divorce, number 
of parliamentarians) to broad issues such as membership in international 
organisations or independence. The identification of patterns for the suc-
cess of referendums regardless of their specific content increases the value 
of the paper because it means that our findings are not topic specific but 
rather broadly applicable to this type of referendums. All the constitu-
tional referendums covered in our study were binding and the questions 
on the ballot paper were similar across countries.

The starting point of the referendum selection coincides with the 
beginning of the third wave of democratisation (Huntington 1991) and 
with a higher use of referendums around the world (Qvortrup 2018). 
Butler and Ranney (1978: 221) made a distinction between two worlds of 
referendums. In the first world – which covers the countries in the study 
– ‘Referendums are held infrequently, usually only when the government 
thinks that they are likely to provide a useful ad hoc solution to a par-
ticular constitutional or political problem or to set the seal of legitimacy 
on a change of regime’. The second world is where the referendum is ‘the 
centre piece of the political system’. In the latter category they put only 
one country: Switzerland. With votes four times a year, and sometimes as 
many as 16 referendums per year, this country is sui generis, and inclu-
sion of this polity would skew the data. Hence, Switzerland is not included 
in this analysis. All the referendums included in the analysis are available 
in the Online Appendices.

Our dependent variable is the ‘Yes’ vote in referendums. The depen-
dent variable is coded as a dummy that distinguishes between the major-
ity of votes (more than 50.01%) in favour of the referendum proposal 
coded as 1 and a minority of votes (fewer than 49.99%) coded as 0. Out 
of the 154 referendums, 28.6% were coded 0 and 71.4% were coded 1. 
There is great variation between and within countries. For example, 
Australia, Ireland or Liechtenstein had more referendums than the average 
of the other countries included in the analysis and the result was differ-
ent. There are very rare instances in which a country had more than two 
referendums and they were all rejected or approved. We use this dummy 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2293380
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because it reflects the success of the referendum. If the countries would 
not have special quorum requirements – such as participation or approval 
quorums – a majority of ‘Yes’ would lead to the adoption of constitutional 
change. In fact, the correlation between the majority of ‘Yes’ votes and the 
adoption of a constitutional amendment or change is 0.81. This indicates 
that some of the countries have special provisions in place. As a robust-
ness check (Online Appendix 2) we ran an OLS statistical analysis with 
an alternative dependent variable: the share of ‘Yes’ votes cast in the ref-
erendum. The results of the OLS analysis are in line with the logistic 
models and the effect size of the main predictors are comparable. In some 
instances (e.g. electoral support for the government) the effect in the OLS 
model is more prominent than in the ordinal regression, while in other 
instances such as the inflation rate the effect is more visible in the ordinal 
regression analysis model.

The coding of all independent variables is presented in Online Appendix 
1. The measurement of most variables is straightforward. For example, the 
share of ‘yes’ votes cast in the referendums, whether voting was compul-
sory or not, or the number of years in office of the current government. 
Nevertheless, the operationalisation of four variables requires some explicit 
details. The use of emotive words in the question was identified after 
translating the question into English with the help of software and 
double-checked by scholars in most countries under investigation. The 
question was coded 1 when any of the following words were included 
‘agree, approve, support’ because they reflect positive emotions (Gallup 
1941; Wright and Armstrong 2016). The bipartisan support is coded 1 if 
the main political parties – both in government and in opposition but 
with a previous presence in government support the referendum. The 
political parties that were in opposition when the referendum was organ-
ised and have never been part of the government are excluded. The ide-
ology of the government party is a dichotomous variable coded as 0 for 
left-wing and 1 for right-wing parties. The ideological positioning of the 
party comes from the Comparative Manifesto Project or from academic 
sources referring to the ideology of those parties if the party was not 
covered by the international dataset. If the government includes more 
parties, we looked at the ideological orientation of the majority of parties 
(in terms of portfolios). The post-authoritarian countries were those with 
a former communist regime (e.g. Balkans, Eastern Europe, the Caucasus 
or Central Asia) or with former totalitarian/authoritarian regime in Latin 
America.

The data comes from secondary sources (e.g. The Statesman’s Yearbook, 
the World Bank website, government websites, Comparative Manifesto 
Project, official election records by the relevant authorities such as the 
chief electoral officer or equivalent of the countries in question). The data 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2293380
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2293380
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2293380
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about the share of ‘Yes’ votes is based on official statistics from the 
national electoral authorities.2 Some countries were not included in inter-
national datasets, and we collected the data from websites covering 
regional or national developments. Whenever possible, we tried to verify 
data credibility by using information from multiple sources. We use binary 
logistic regression for analysis with robust clustered standard errors for 
countries to compensate for the non-independence of cases on some vari-
ables. For example, the experience with democracy of a country at 
moment t0 is not independent from the experience with democracy at t1.

Type of voting, economic constraints and mobilisation

We run two regression models: one with the main effects (Model 1) and 
one that also includes the control variables (Model 2). The results of our 
regression analyses (Figure 2 and Online Appendix 2) are similar in terms 
of coefficients strength and statistical significance. They indicate that vol-
untary voting, high inflation rates and lower turnout produce statistically 
significant effects on the likelihood of having a ‘Yes’ vote in the constitu-
tional referendums. There is strong empirical support for H1 in the direc-
tion of our theoretical expectations: voluntary voting increases the odds 
for a favourable vote in constitutional referendums by 90% (Model 2) to 
95% (Model 1). This confirms findings from several decades ago (Woldring 
1976; McAllister 2001), which indicates that people react similarly today 
to how they use to do in the past when asked to vote on a policy. 
Constitutional referendums tend to gain support when the issues on the 
ballot are uncontentious, like the 1977 referendum on retirement of judges  

Figure 2. effects on the ‘yes’ vote in referendums. note: the full regression models 
are available in online appendix 2. the bars are 95% cis.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2293380
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2293380
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in Australia, or the Danish referendum on female succession. There are 
indications that compulsory voting decreases the yes-vote. In Australia, 
compulsory voting was introduced in 1926, and since then only five out 
of 29 constitutional referendums have passed. Country experts suggest 
that this is, in part, a result of compulsory voting. Thus, Aitkin, in a 
classic chapter, proposed that, ‘the dragooning of the uninterested to the 
polls…increased the number of those likely to vote “no”’ (Aitkin 
1978: 132).

There is also empirical evidence that the high inflation rates (H7) 
increase the ‘Yes’ vote in constitutional referendums. The results indicate 
a 15% (Model 2) or 17% (Model 1) increase in the odds of such a vote 
when the country faces economic difficulties. The evidence is consistent 
with, although considerably weaker than, previous findings (Altman 2018). 
During economic hardships people may be inclined to support a change 
in the constitution as a possible solution to alleviate the precarious con-
ditions in the country. This happens although the topic of the referendum 
is often not related directly to economy. At a practical level, these find-
ings are relevant for the referendum initiators who are in a better position 
to get their initiative approved once they submitted it to popular vote 
during periods of economic contraction.

Among the controls, voter turnout is the only variable with a statistically 
significant effect on the ‘Yes’ vote in constitutional referendums. The effect 
is small and indicates that in those referendums in which fewer people cast 
their vote there is an increase of 3% in the odds of a ‘Yes’ vote. This find-
ing is consistent with the finding that compulsory voting is correlated with 
a higher ‘no’ vote. While it would require survey data to determine the 
motivations of individual voters, we can hypothesise that higher turnout 
brings people to the polls who are less interested in politics, and that these 
voters are more sceptical of change, and more susceptible to simplistic 
arguments, which prima facie, would make them more inclined to vote ‘no’. 
This would be in line with the high no-vote in contested constitutional 
referendums, such as those held in Norway on EU membership.

We briefly discuss two other effects with high coefficients, but with no 
statistical significance. The emotive wording in the referendum question 
(H2) increases the odds of a ‘Yes’ vote by approximately 50% (Model 2) 
or 90% (Model 1). This result confirms earlier findings regarding the 
importance of wording (Rocher and Lecours 2017) and that people react 
positively to ‘perlocutionary’ inducements (Austin 1975). It shows the use-
fulness and applicability even in more technical processes such as the one 
about constitution revisions. There is a strong effect of the bipartisan sup-
port (H3) on a ‘Yes’ vote – an increase higher than 100% (Model 2) and 
approximately 50% (Model 1) in the odds. This result confirms earlier 
studies (Williams and Hume 2010) and nuance the debate about the 
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decreasing levels of congruence. While this trend may be true in relation 
to elections (Canes-Wrone 2015), we show that the mass-alite congruence 
holds with respect to constitutional referendums. I4f the justification for 
referendums on constitutional changes is that these should reflect an 
‘overlapping consensus’ on the rules of the game (Rawls 1989), it is a 
positive outcome that votes on constitutional changes are most likely to 
succeed when they are supported by both sides of politics.

Among the control variables, government ideology has high effects on 
the voting outcome, but they are not statistically significant. Referendums 
organised under left-wing governments are slightly more likely to receive 
‘Yes’ votes compared to right-wing governments. One possible explanation 
for this result is that left-wing political parties promote inclusiveness and 
equality, which can be valued by voters when deciding on the content of 
the fundamental law of their country.

We find no support for the other variables, which runs directly counter 
to the existing wisdom on referendum outcomes. We find no support for 
the second-order hypothesis, which is consistent with earlier findings 
about other types of referendums (Svensson 2002; Glencross and Trechsel 
2011). The length in office of the government does not play a role in the 
voting outcome of the referendum. In essence, our results show that ide-
ology is the only the only government-related variable that matters in 
such referendums. There is no difference between established and 
post-authoritarian countries in terms of referendum outcome, or between 
countries with extensive experience in referendums and those that had 
them for the first time.

Conclusions

This article covered the constitutional referendums organised in the last 
four decades and sought to explain popular support for them. This has 
hitherto been a relatively neglected field, despite the fact that the referen-
dum, within constitutional theory, were seen as the quintessential 
veto-player (Dicey 1890). A classical study of constitutional jurisprudence 
notes that ‘the constitution [is] made hard to alter of deliberate set and 
purpose. It [is]s a solemn compact which recognised not merely the right 
of the people … it was not intended to be capable of alteration by gust 
of passion’ (Brennan 1935: 320). After many referendums, politicians and 
some scholars have regretted the fact that voters were prone to reject 
what the political class consider to be sound and necessary reforms 
(Landemore 2018). Before joining the lamentations it is worth remember-
ing that legally as well as politically, constitutional referendums enjoy a 
special position as these pertain not merely to policy issues over which 
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there may be legitimate disagreement, but rather to fundamental issues 
that constitute (or ought to constitute) what has been called an ‘overlap-
ping consensus’ (Rawls 1989: 1).

This article contributes to the study of referendums by showing that 
factors pertaining to the vote itself (e.g. voluntary voting or mobilisation) 
and the economic conditions under which the referendum is organised 
play a crucial role for the outcome. The study also makes a wider contri-
bution to our discipline. Ever since the dawn of political science in any-
thing resembling its present-day form, there has been a divide between 
those who see structural factors, like the economy (Marx 2022), or polit-
ical culture (de Tocqueville 2009) as the driving forces of political outcome, 
and, on the other hand those who reserve a role for politics as an auton-
omous factor (Mill 1958). This discussion is unlikely to be settled in a 
single article, but we show that thew factors co-exist in predicting the 
outcomes in constitutional referendums around the world. This is an 
important finding within the psephological studies of referendums and 
within the broader context of political science.

Research on referendums and initiatives in comparative perspective has 
shown that referendums are less likely to pass if the government has been 
in office for a long time. There is no indication that this is the case as 
regards referendums on constitutional issues. This would indicate that the 
referendum is not merely a proxy for the popularity (or otherwise) of the 
government of the day as suggested by those who espouse the 
‘Second-Order’ hypothesis. Still, other factors play a role. The referendum 
is not a perfect bulwark against one-sided partisan change, but the find-
ings in this article show that it can perform the function of a veto-player. 
This happens as long as people are not forced to express their vote and 
fewer voters mobilise. The latter means that the advantage of the status 
quo increases as more voters go to the polls. We nuance Dicey’s conclu-
sion that the referendum ‘has the great merit of being the only check on 
party management which is in perfect harmony with democratic senti-
ment’ (Cosgrove 1981: 107).

We have only analysed the referendums pertaining to constitutional 
changes, which constitute a fraction of the total universe of cases. What 
overall determines the outcome of popular votes on policy issues is a 
question we have but begun to answer. The finding that referendum spe-
cific and country context factors are important determinants for winning 
them is an important start for a research area where many issues remain 
to be tested – let alone answered. Further research can test on a larger 
sample the explanatory potential of several variables with moderate or 
strong effects on the referendum outcome (e.g. emotive wording, biparti-
san support), but which were not statistically significant for constitutional 
referendums.
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Notes

 1. For a detailed study of independence referendums see Harguindéguy et al. 
(2021).

 2. For some referendums in which the choice was not between Yes and No 
(e.g. Brexit), we considered the ‘Yes’ vote to be when in the direction of 
changing the status quo (e.g. ‘leave’ was coded as 1 for Brexit).
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