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Why Turnout Matters for Election Outcomes

People who vote infrequently appear to be systematically different
from people who always vote

I The Labor Party in Australia benefit from compulsory voting (Fowler,
2013)

I Higher turnout benefits the Democratic Party in the US (Gomez et al.,
2007)

Greater voter turnout benefits left-leaning political parties /
candidates / policies
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What we do

Estimate the causal impact of voter turnout on referendum outcomes
in Ireland

We explore heterogeneous effects of turnout by referendum type
(social issues v ’regime related’ issues)
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Why is Ireland Interesting?

Ireland appears well suited for this analysis
I Extensive experience of the referendum as a decision making tool

(Barrett, 2017)
I Suitable from a methodological point of view (Garćıa-Rodŕıguez and

Redmond, 2020)

Mix of ’social’ issues and ’regime-related’ issues
I Recent ’moral-social’ referenda show a ’clear rupture with past values’

(Elkink et al., 2020)
I Ireland is notable as the only country to ratify EU treaties by

referendum
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Methodology I

The problem - endogeneity

Reverse causality
I In perceived close elections, the voter’s value of voting (and hence

turnout) increases (Hansford and Gomez, 2010; Artés, 2014)
I An expected close outcome incentivises parties and candidates to

mobilise voters (Cox, 1988; Arnold and Freier, 2016)

In such cases, OLS estimates would be biased

The proposed solution - instrumental variales (IV)

Use rainfall as an instrument for voter turnout

A valid instrument affects the referendum outcome only through its
effect on voter turnout
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Methodology II

Two-stage least squares (2SLS)

1 Turnouti ,r = α + βRainfalli ,r + X ′
i ,rθx +

∑R
ρ=r2

δρIρ + +εi ,r

Use the predicted values, T̂ , from (1) in the second stage

2 %Yesi ,r = α + βT̂i ,r + X ′
i ,rθx +

∑R
ρ=r2

δρIρ + +εi ,r

Using rainfall to instrument turnout has support in the literature on
general elections (Artes, 2015; Arnold and Freier, 2016; Hansford and
Gomez, 2010)
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Data I

28 referenda from 1992 to 2019
I Includes voter turnout and referenda outcomes (% Yes)
I Source: ’Referendum Results 1937-2019, Constitution of Ireland’

Constituency-level socio-demographic variables
I Unemployment; Education; Income; % Retired; % Farmers; Herfindahl

Index
I Source: Census of the Population Small Area Population Statistics

(SAPS)

Referendum-day rainfall in mm
I Source: Met Éireann historical weather data
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Rain on Referendum Days

Figure
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Data II

We categorize referenda into ’social’ and ’regime-related’ issues
I Guided by Barrett (2017) and Sinnott (1995)
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Categorization of Referenda

Figure
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Data II

We categorize referenda into ’social’ and ’regime-related’ issues
I Guided by Barrett (2017) and Sinnott (1995)

Our main outcome variable is ’% Yes’
I For social issues, interpreted as endorsement for progressively liberal

social policies
I Exceptions are the 12th and 25th proposed amendments seeking to

strengthen the prohibition on abortion. For these, we use (1-%Yes)
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Results I

Figure
Garćıa-Rodŕıguez & Redmond Referendum October 9, 2021 12 / 16



Results II
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In Summary

Voter turnout matters for referendum results

Especially for social issues, where higher turnout leads to greater
support for liberal policies
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Related Literature

Closest work is Rudolph (2020)
I Focus on the Brexit referendum
I Higher turnout lead to an increase in the ’Leave’ vote

A related strand of literature investigates the determinants of
referendum outcomes

I See, e.g., Elkink et al. (2020); Simon et al. (2018)
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