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Abstract
This paper studies voter turnout and selective abstention on voting days with more than one election or
referendum. We extend the rational choice model to a setting with multiple concurrent votes. The model
is based on a voter’s net benefit, which includes a vote’s salience and information costs. It explains how
the net benefit of different concurrent votes enters a voter’s utility function and thereby affects turnout
and selective abstention, the tendency to vote in one but not all votes held on the same day. We test our
theoretical predictions using data on concurrent propositions in Switzerland from 1988 to 2016. Our results
suggest that the proposition with the highest net benefit and the sum of the net benefits of all concurrent
propositions are relevant determinants of the individual turnout decision. We also find that a proposition’s
net benefit explains variation in selective abstention.

Keywords: concurrent votes; rational voter model; selective abstention; turnout

1. Introduction
In most developed democracies, it is common to hold multiple elections and referendums on the
same day. Between 2010 and 2021, 68% of OECD countries allowed voters to participate inmore than
one election or referendum concurrently. For example, in Colombia, Poland, Spain, and Switzerland,
voters elected two national chambers on the same day. Similarly, Germany, Italy, Sweden, and the
United States held elections for different parliamentary tiers simultaneously. Countries like Hungary,
Lithuania, New Zealand, the UK, and Switzerland also combined referendums with local or national
elections. Despite this widespread practice, we know little about how concurrent voting affects
political participation.

This paper examines individual turnout and selective abstention in concurrent votes.Theoretically,
we extend the classical rational choice model to account for multiple votes, introducing fixed and
variable components of voting costs and benefits (Downs, 1957; Riker and Ordeshook, 1968). Fixed
costs occur once per voting day, while variable costs are vote-specific. Subtracting these from a vote’s
salience gives its net benefit.We then show how the net benefits of concurrent votes shape voter utility
and turnout.Theutility function is a constant-elasticity-of-substitution aggregation of individual vote
benefits, with two extremes: utility based on the sumof net benefits or on the highest single net benefit.

© The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of EPS Academic Ltd. This is an Open Access article, distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted
re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.
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2 Foellmi et al.

For intermediate cases, turnout depends most on the marginal gain from the vote with the highest
benefit. Voters abstain from individual votes if their net benefit is negative.

Empirically, we analyze survey and administrative data from Swiss federal votes (1988–2016),
where voters regularly decide on binding national referendums. Using individual-level data on vot-
ing benefits and costs, we calculate net benefits per proposition and study their effect on turnout
and abstention. We find that both the highest and total proposition net benefits influence turnout.
This supports our model with an intermediate elasticity parameter ρ. The relevance of maximum vs.
total net benefit varies with the number of propositions: when few are on the ballot, the sum mat-
ters more; with many, the top net benefit dominates. While the proposition with the highest benefit
has the greatestmarginal effect, others still significantly affect turnout. Regarding selective abstention,
propositions with lower net benefits show higher abstention rates. A one-standard-deviation increase
in net benefit lowers abstention by 3.3 percentage points. This effect is stronger than the impact of
ballot position, though the latter remains significant.

Two additional analyses show that the impact of concurrent votes depends on the institutional
context of the electoral system, and that our main findings can be generalized to concurrent elections
and referendums. First, we find that postal voting amplifies the impact of the aggregate net benefit of
concurrent votes. In particular, the proposition with the highest net benefit becomes a more signifi-
cant factor in an individual’s decision to participate in voting, and the influence of the net benefit on
selective abstention increases in absolute terms. Second, we find that when elections and referendums
are held simultaneously on the same voting day, the turnout for both the election and the referendum
increases by 6.7 percentage points. This suggests that the different information costs for elections and
referendums do not undermine the external validity of our findings.

Our research adds to the understanding of concurrent referendums and elections. The main con-
tribution of this paper is that concurrent votes have a significant impact on voter turnout and selective
abstention. Specifically, higher vote net benefits lead to higher turnout and lower selective abstention.
Ourmain explanation for this pattern is that voting has a fixed cost component that voters have to pay
only once per voting, like sending the ballots to the voting office or going to the poll station. Thus, if a
voter finds certain votes particularly salient on a given voting day, they are more likely to participate
in other votes also taking place on that day, compared to situations where those votes are combined
with less salient issues. This simple mechanism may explain why the previous literature has found
that turnout in multiple concurrent elections is higher than in single elections (Geys, 2006; Cancela
andGeys, 2016; Garmann, 2016; Bracco and Revelli, 2018; Leininger et al., 2018; Cantoni et al., 2021).

Our findings also have relevant implications for the explanation of selective abstention behavior.
We find that the net benefit of concurrent votes is a significant determinant of selective abstention,
much more important than, for example, a proposition’s ballot position (Selb, 2008; Augenblick and
Nicholson, 2016). This raises the question of which effect dominates in concurrent votes: the turnout
effect or the effect on selective abstention. In comparing these two effects, we find that concurrent
votes only increase political participation for votes with relatively low salience. These findings add to
the literature about how concurrent elections lead to a more representative electorate (Hajnal et al.,
2022). Our findings put these results into a new perspective as we show that concurrent referendums
might not be able to increase political participation because some individuals selectively abstain.

2. Literature
There is a vast theoretical literature on rational choice models that seek to explain turnout in single
elections based on a cost–benefit calculus. The starting point of this branch of theoretical research is
Downs (1957). In his model, a citizen votes if their expected benefits, the product of the probability
of being decisive times the benefits, exceed their costs of voting. More recent literature has endog-
enized the probability of being decisive in game-theoretic models and explains turnout even when
voting costs are relatively high (Palfrey and Rosenthal, 1983; Ledyard, 1984) and in the context of
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uncertainty (Palfrey and Rosenthal, 1985). A second branch of the literature goes back to Riker and
Ordeshook (1968) who rationalize the cost–benefit calculus by including civic duty as an additional
term in voters’ utility function. One caveat of this approach is that civic duty is difficult to observe.
In response to this, Coate and Conlin (2004) and Feddersen and Sandroni (2006) endogenize the
concept of civic duty and rely on the behavioral assumption that a citizen’s vote decision is driven by
maximizing the welfare either of the entire population or of the political group to which they belong.
Our contribution to this literature is twofold. First, our paper explains with a rational choice model
why individuals vote or abstain in the context of multiple concurrent votes. We analyze how the par-
ticular net benefits of concurrent propositions add up to the final individual turnout decision on a
given voting day. Second, our theoretical and empirical analysis does not rely on constant benefits
and costs at the group level of supporters and opponents but allows benefits and costs to vary at the
individual level.

There is also a growing empirical literature on the effects of concurrent votes, which consists of
two strands. For turnout, there is mounting evidence that turnout in low-salience elections increases
with concurrent high-salience elections (Geys, 2006; Cancela and Geys, 2016; Bracco and Revelli,
2018; Cantoni et al., 2021) and that the combination of multiple low-salience elections also increases
turnout (Garmann, 2016; Leininger et al., 2018). The evidence about whether a concurrent low-
salience election increases the turnout of the high-salience election is less conclusive (Fauvelle-Aymar
and François, 2015; Stutzer et al., 2019; Cantoni et al., 2021).1 We advance this strand of literature by
using a continuous salience measure at the voter level, the proposition net benefit, and by docu-
menting how each proposition contributes to the overall turnout decision at the individual level. For
selective abstention, Dehdari et al. (2021) explored the sociodemographic drivers and documented
that people from higher socioeconomic backgrounds, immigrants, women, and older individuals are
less likely to selectively abstain. This literature has also shown that selective abstention increases for
votes further down on the ballot (Bowler et al., 1992; Bullock andDunn, 1996; Selb, 2008; Augenblick
and Nicholson, 2016). The paper by Augenblick and Nicholson (2016) uses quasi-random variation
in the ballot position of state propositions in California to document this empirical pattern. While
the paper provides credible causal evidence on ballot position effects, it does not analyze the impact
of the net benefit on selective abstention. We contribute to this strand of literature by showing that
selective abstention depends on both the net benefit of a proposition and its ballot position, but the
impact of the net benefit is substantially larger than the impact of the ballot position.

Closest to our paper is the work of Degan and Merlo (2011) who also study turnout and vot-
ing behavior in concurrent votes. They study simultaneous two-candidate elections in an uncertain
voting model where citizens are uncertain about candidates’ positions and want to avoid voting for
the “wrong” candidate. Their model differs from ours in three dimensions. First, we study a classical
Downs model, while Degan and Merlo (2011) use an uncertain-voter model combined with a spa-
tial model of voting behavior. Second, their model explains selective abstention as a consequence of
uncertainty and we focus on the proposition net benefits to explain selective abstention. Third, their
model focuses on two simultaneous two-candidate elections in the context of U.S. Presidential and
Congressional elections, whereas our study focuses on direct-democratic popular votes withmultiple
propositions.

3. A model of concurrent votes
According to Downs (1957), an individual voter i compares the benefits and costs of voting for a
single vote

Ui = pBi − Ci, (1)

1Another related paper is Andersen et al. (2014), who study simultaneous local and regional elections in Norway and find
that an exogenous shift in electoral stakes increases participation at the local level relative to the regional level.
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4 Foellmi et al.

where all variables take positive values, the variable p denotes the perceived probability that a voter
is pivotal,2 Bi is the benefit for voter i when the preferred candidate wins (or the preferred result
of the referendum is achieved), and Ci denotes the net costs of voting. Conceivably, elections and
referendums with higher salience have a higher benefit Bi.The term Ci consists of two elements, fixed
costs of voting Fi and information costs Ii. The fixed costs comprise the costs of going to the poll
station or filling out the documents and going to the postbox. However, fixed costs may be reduced
as voting entails civic virtue or expressive benefits (Riker and Ordeshook, 1968, Dhillon and Peralta,
2002). We assume net fixed costs to be positive. The two elements enter costs Ci in an additive way,
Ci = Fi + Ii.

Let us discuss two particular features of the utility function in Equation 1. First, the utility function
should be interpreted as a reduced form of the following decision sequence: The voter has an ex-ante
expectation of what the benefit of a vote could be. By incurring the information costs, the voter is
able to grasp the benefit more precisely. For ease of notation, the term pB denotes both expected and
realized benefits in the utility function. Second, we do not aim to solve the paradox of not voting.This
paradox describes that in large elections, the probability of being pivotal and thus the term pB goes
to zero. However, there is ample evidence that voters are motivated to vote by a sense of civic duty
(Blais, 2000; Campbell, 2006; Gerber et al., 2008) which is a crucial component in ethical votermodels
(Feddersen and Sandroni, 2006). In the model above, voters who obtain a consumption benefit by
fulfilling their civic duty have a negative net fixed cost term Ci and thus a positive turnout even in
large elections.

How does this very simple model generalize to multiple elections and referendums? Assume there
are N votes, indexed by j, that take place at the same time. Expected benefits pBij and information
costs Iij are vote-specific, whereas net fixed costs Fi occur only once per voting day. Without net fixed
costs, the net benefit for a single vote Uij is given as Uij = pBij − Iij.

Obviously, voter i will participate in a single vote j only if Uij ≥ 0. When will voter i go to the polls
to vote for some or all of the different votes? This depends on how the net benefits of the different
votes are weighted.

With multiple votes, a voter may be attracted to cast a ballot because of a proposition with a high
net benefit or because of the number of all relevant votes that the voter may decide on. To capture this
idea, we assume that the utility function of voting is a constant-elasticity-of-substitution aggregation
of the net benefits of the single votes. From this utility value, the net fixed costs of voting Fi are
deducted. The utility of voting is

Ui = (
N

∑
j=1

( ̂Uij)
1

𝜌 )
𝜌

− Fi, (2)

where ̂Uij = max{Uij, 0} and 𝜌 ∈ (0, 1]. Note that the utility function in Equation 2 encompasses
the Downsian formulation for a single vote in Equation 1 as a special case. If we set N = 1 and assume
pBi−Ii > 0, the index j is no longer needed.We get directlyUi = Uij−Fi = pBi−(Ii + Fi) = pBi−Ci,
which is the formulation in Equation 1 above.

Definition 1. (Turnout) Voter i will go to the polls if Ui ≥ 0 where Ui is defined by Equation 2. We
define turnout Ti = 1 if Ui ≥ 0 and Ti = 0 otherwise.

2The perceived probability p of being pivotal deserves some discussion. There is a growing literature suggesting that the
perceived probability might be much higher than the statistical probability. Field experiments by Enos and Fowler (2014)
and Lyytikäinen and Tukiainen (2019) found mixed results on whether turnout reacts to the probability of being pivotal. An
important recent observational study by Bursztyn et al. (2023) uses actual daily mail-in voting data and finds that anticipated
closeness of polls increases turnout. This suggests that closeness implies an increase in the perceived probability p of being
pivotal, although the actual statistical probability of being pivotal remains very low, even when a vote is decided by a small
percentage margin.
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Definition 2. (Selective Abstention) If Ui ≥ 0, a vote is cast for a single vote j if Uij = pBij − Iij ≥ 0.
For votes where Uij < 0, the voter will abstain.

In other words, selective abstention occurs, when the net benefit of a vote j is negative, Uij < 0,
given the voter goes to the polls. We will make use of this prediction in the empirical section.

What is the role of the parameter ρ in the utility function? To understand this, note that the utility
function encompasses several polar cases depending on the value of our central parameter ρ. With
ρ = 1, the voter’s utility function is Ui = ∑N

j=1 max{pBij − Iij, 0}−Fi and the voter considers simply
the sum of net benefits of all votes at stake minus the net fixed costs. If ρ goes to zero, Ui approaches
maxj {pBij − Iij}−Fi, the derivation is shown inOnlineAppendixA. In that case, total utility depends
on the maximum net benefit of a single vote Uij only. Hence, if ρ goes to zero voting decisions are
driven by the single vote with the highest net benefit.

For intermediate values of ρ, the theory naturally predicts that an increase in the net benefit of
vote j is of higher importance for the turnout decision the higher the net benefit of vote j is.

Proposition 1. (Marginal Utility of Vote j) If 0 < 𝜌 < 1, an increase in the net benefit of vote j is of
higher importance for the turnout decision the higher the net benefit of vote j is.

Proof.We calculate the partial derivative of the utility function Ui in Equation 2 with respect to a single
vote ̂Uij, we get

𝜕Ui

𝜕 ̂Uij
= (Ui + Fi)

1− 1

𝜌 ( ̂Uij)
1

𝜌
−1

. (3)

The second derivative of the utility function with respect to ̂Uij is positive since 1/𝜌 > 1. An increase in
the net benefit of a vote with higher net benefit ̂Uij has a larger effect on the utility value Ui and thus on
turnout than an increase of a vote where the net benefit is lower.

Proposition 1 predicts that voting behavior is drivenmore strongly by the important votes, defined
as ̂Uij large compared to other votes, although the less important ones play a role as well. Formally,
an increase in the net benefit of an important vote is more likely to render Ti = 1. We will explore
this prediction in the empirical section.

4. Institutional background
Switzerland is a semi-direct democracy with a bicameral parliament and regular popular votes on
policy propositions. Its direct-democratic institutions include four instruments. First, a compulsory
referendum is required for all constitutional amendments and memberships to international orga-
nizations. Second, an optional referendum allows voters to challenge parliamentary acts with 50,000
signatureswithin 100 days.Third, a popular initiative allows citizens to propose constitutional reforms
with 100,000 signatures within 18months. Fourth, a counter proposition is a parliamentary alternative
to a popular initiative. It is held concurrently with the popular initiative.3

Between December 4, 1988, and June 5, 2016, Swiss voters decided on 255 federal referendums.
A total of 243 propositions were held concurrent with other propositions on 72 voting days. Only 12
voting days involved a popular vote with a single proposition. The average was 3.8 propositions per
day, with a maximum of nine on May 18, 2003. Figure 1 presents the distribution of the number of
propositions per voting day. Most voting days include two or three propositions, and less frequently
one, four, or five propositions. Very rarely, it happens that six, seven, or even nine propositions are
on the ballot.

3Figure B.1 in the Online Appendix presents a sample ballot paper of a popular vote with five concurrent propositions.
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Figure 1. Distribution of the number of propositions per voting day.
Note: The graph shows the distribution of the number of propositions per voting day, including all popular votes between December 4,
1988, and June 5, 2016.
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Figure 2. Average turnout by number and legal form of the propositions.
Note: The left graph presents the average turnout by the number of propositions per voting day and the right graph shows the average
turnout by the legal form of the proposition. The error bars indicate the 95% confidence interval. The confidence intervals for the average
turnout of seven and nine propositions per voting day are missing because there is only one voting day for each category.

How are the number of propositions per voting day and the importance of the propositions
related? Some single-proposition votes addressed major foreign policy issues, e.g., UN membership
(2002), EEA membership (1992), and EU agreements (2000 and 2005). Others, like farm subsi-
dies (1989), were arguably less important. Turnout reflects this heterogeneity: both the highest
(78.7%, EEA vote in 1992) and lowest (27.6%, Animal Disease Act in 2012) turnout occurred on
single-proposition days.
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Political Science Research and Methods 7

We find a similar pattern when analyzing administrative data on all propositions in our sample
period (Swissvotes, 2022). The left panel in Figure 2 presents evidence that there is no obvious rela-
tionship between the number of propositions and average administrative turnout. In contrast, the
legal form is related to turnout as indicated in the right panel of Figure 2. Popular initiatives have the
highest average turnout (46.8%), followed by optional referendums and counter propositions (44.2%),
while compulsory referendums have the lowest (41.4%).

The Federal Council decides which propositions are put up for a vote and the ordering of proposi-
tions on the ballot. Because these decisions are important for our identification of the ballot position
on selective abstention, we have explored their legal basis for the period 1988–2016 which is our
sample period. The Federal Chancellery chooses 4 voting days per year that are reserved for federal
referendums.4 Based on these voting days, the Federal Council decides which propositions will be on
the ballot at least 4 months before the popular vote takes place.5 The Chancellery follows a general
rule: compulsory referendums appear first, then popular and counter initiatives, with constitutional
referendums last.Within the same type, propositions are ordered bywhen theymeet the legal require-
ments. We examined compliance with this practice and found deviations in 22 of 84 voting days. Our
robustness checks in Section B.4 of the Online Appendix exclude these days to test sensitivity of our
results.

Throughout our sample period, postal voting was introduced in a staggered way across cantons
(see Luechinger et al., 2007, Bechtel and Schmid, 2021). This institutional change has affected the
fixed costs of voting. However, in our analysis, we use primarily within-individual variation in terms
of individual net benefits. For an individual in a specific canton at a specific date, postal voting is
constant and therefore this institutional change should not affect our results (see Subsection 7.2.3 for
a detailed discussion of postal voting).

5. Data
We use repeated cross-sectional data on individual turnout and selective abstention from the
post-vote survey VoxIt to explore how voters are mobilized on voting days featuring multiple propo-
sitions. The dataset includes 9,816 observations from 11 voting days with a single proposition and
168,347 observations from 68 voting days with multiple propositions (FORS, 2016).6 These 68 days
collectively encompass 228 federal propositions. The post-vote survey data includes individual infor-
mation about the political behavior of the participants, such as their turnout decision, the salience of
each proposition, and the difficulty a participant had to make up her mind about a proposition.7 It
also includes detailed personal characteristics, such as age, gender, marital status, education, political
knowledge, and political ideology.

In analogy to our theoretical model, we empirically explore an individual’s decision to participate
in a popular vote as the difference between the benefits and costs of voting. The costs of voting con-
sist of two elements, net fixed costs of voting and information costs. As a measure of benefits, we use

4Regulation on Political Rights, Art. 2a 1, Version of June 14, 2002, https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/1978/712_712_712/
de, accessed February 3, 2023. The exceptions with only two scheduled voting dates are the years in which federal elections
take place.

5Federal Act on Political Rights, Art. 10 1bis, https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/1978/688_688_688/de; accessed February
3, 2023.

6We cannot use data before 1988 because respondents’ political ideology is not available. We cannot use data after June 5,
2016, because for this period, the information on individual proposition salience for non-voters is not available, as the survey
was revised. Additionally, we have to exclude 5 voting days with a total of 27 federal propositions. Four of these voting days
have missing data for proposition salience and one voting day has missing data for the residence canton. This leaves us with
79 voting days during our sample period.

7Participants were asked: “In general, do you find it rather difficult or rather easy to imagine the impact of a yes or a no vote
on your person, on people like you, with the information you have received?”
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8 Foellmi et al.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of turnout, salience, and decision difficulty

Statistic N Participants Mean St. Dev. Min Max

(A) Single propositions
Turnout 9,816 9,816 0.69 0.46 0 1
Salience 9,816 9,816 5.53 2.96 0 10
Difficulty 9,816 9,816 0.42 0.49 0 1
(B) Multiple propositions
Turnout 168,347 53,218 0.71 0.46 0 1
Salience 168,347 53,218 5.40 3.08 0 10
Difficulty 168,347 53,218 0.41 0.49 0 1

Note: This table presents the number of observations, the number of participants, the mean value, the standard deviation, and the minimum
and maximum value of the variables that we use to construct the empirical cost–benefit calculus. Panel (A) contains voting days with single
propositions, and Panel (B) summarizes voting days with two or more concurrent propositions.

individual subjective salience. All respondents rated each proposition on a scale from 0 (not impor-
tant) to 10 (very important). Information costs are based on whether respondents reported difficulty
in deciding. Table 1 presents summary statistics. Panel (A) reports the data of all 9,816 individu-
als on voting days with a single proposition. Panel (B) presents the 53,218 participants who were
asked about the propositions on voting days with multiple propositions. In both panels, we observe
similar figures: average turnout is around 70%, salience ranges between 5 and 6, and slightly more
than 40% of respondents report having difficulty forming an opinion. As expected, Section B.1 of the
Online Appendix confirms that salience positively correlates with turnout, while decision difficulty
is negatively associated.

6. Econometric framework
6.1. Construction of proposition net benefits
In the empirical part of our paper, we test whether our theoretical model is consistent with the data.
We first need to bring the measures for the individual benefits and the individual information costs
to the same scale and estimate the net fixed costs. Empirically, the probability that voter i participates
in proposition j is

Tij = esalienceij+𝜏*difficultyij+X′
i 𝛾

1 + esalienceij+𝜏*difficultyij+X′
i 𝛾

, (4)

where the variable salienceij captures the individual benefit, the variable difficultyij is a proxy for infor-
mation costs and Xi is a set of covariates, including age, marital status, gender, university degree,
political knowledge, political ideology, and a constant. We do not include the probability of being
decisive, denoted as p in Equation 1, in our empirical analysis for two reasons. First, we cannot directly
observe how individuals perceive the closeness of the election in advance. Second, we contend that
the probability of being decisive is reflected in the ex-post salience measure, as salience is associated
with the ex post closeness of the vote. We provide evidence to support this claim in Section B.2 of the
Online Appendix.

The coefficient τ standardizes the empirical measures of benefits and costs, and γ estimates indi-
vidual net fixed costs. We use maximum likelihood to estimate these unobserved parameters. By
focusing on voting days with single propositions, we avoid estimating parameter ρ from Equation 2,
as it equals one in this case. Assuming τ and γ are constant across voting days with single andmultiple
propositions, we use them to construct proposition net benefits on days with multiple propositions.
This enables the analysis of how each proposition’s net benefit influences turnout. Section B.3 of the
Online Appendix presents the estimation results for τ and the parameters in γ used to construct net
fixed costs.
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Political Science Research and Methods 9

In our analysis of the individual turnout decision, we include only voting days with multiple (at
least two) propositions, excluding single-proposition days, where Umax and U sum are identical. We
aggregate proposition net benefits based on the two polar cases in Equation 2, once with ρ = 1 (sum)
and once with 𝜌 → 0 (maximum), at the voter–voting day level. This yields U sum, the total of all
positive proposition net benefits, and Umax, the highest net benefit on that day. For example, on a
day with two propositions, if individual i has salience values of 7 and 10, difficulty of 1 for both,
and fixed costs γ = 3, then U sum = (7 − 0.9 * 1) + (10 − 0.9 * 1) − 3 = 12.2 and Umax = 10 −
0.9 * 1 − 3 = 6.1. The estimated value ̂𝜏 = −0.9 is from Column (2) of Table B.2 of the Online
Appendix.

6.2. Descriptive statistics
Our first outcome variable is individual turnout, analyzed at the voting day level and re-scaled from
0 (abstention) to 100 (turnout). We control for institutional features by including the number of con-
current propositions, ranging from one to six,8 and for the legal form of votes using indicators for
popular initiatives, counter initiatives, and optional and compulsory referendums. We also control
for individual characteristics: age, gender, university degree, marital status, political knowledge, and
political ideology (on a 0-10 left–right scale). Political knowledge is a binary variable equal to one if a
respondent recalls all proposition names they voted on. Panel (A) of Table 2 summarizes the depen-
dent and independent variables used in ourmain turnout analysis.The average turnout in our sample
is 70.3%. There are 3.2 propositions per voting day on average. In 79% of days, citizens vote on a pop-
ular initiative, 19% on a counter initiative, 66% on an optional referendum, and 34% on a compulsory
referendum. The average respondent is 49 years old. Men and women are equally represented. 20%
have a university degree, 62% are married, 68% have high political knowledge, and political ideology
is, on average, balanced.

Our second outcome variable is selective abstention, analyzed at the proposition level. We exclude
non-voters from this analysis since they did not participate in any propositions. Selective abstention
measureswhether a voter casts an empty ballot for a proposition. Panel (B) of Table 2 shows that voters
do so in 4.1% of all propositions.Themain explanatory variables are the net benefit of the proposition
and its position on the ballot, coded by its order on the ballot, that is, the highest proposition has a
position on the ballot of one. The average net benefit in the sample is 5.6, and the average ballot
position is 2.2.

6.3. Estimation equations
In our turnout analysis, we first explore whether the sum of net benefits with ρ = 1 and themaximum
net benefit with 𝜌 → 0 can explain variation in turnout. We estimate a regression of individual
turnout on the sum of all proposition net benefits and the maximum proposition net benefit per
voting day. We use repeated cross-section data that include a sample of eligible voters on different
voting days. The main estimation equation is

Yicdt = 𝜇c + 𝛿t + 𝛽1U sum
i + 𝛽2Umax

i + X′
i 𝛽 + 𝜀icdt, (5)

where Yicdt denotes the turnout for individual i, living in canton c, for voting day d in year t, U sum
i

is the sum over all proposition net benefits for voting day d and Umax
i is the maximum net benefit

for voting day d, X′
i is a set of control variables, µc and δt are cantonal and year fixed effects, respec-

tively, and ɛicdt is the error term. We choose the most relevant drivers of turnout that are available in
the VoxIt data as control variables (see Smets and Van Ham, 2013 for a review). The set of control

8We exclude days with seven and nine propositions because the survey institute only elicited salience for a subset of
propositions.
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10 Foellmi et al.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics

Statistic N Mean St. Dev. Min Max

(A) Variables measured at the voting day level
Turnout 53,218 70.30 45.69 0 100
Usum 53,218 12.45 9.93 −7.42 58.87
Umax 53,218 2.99 3.36 −7.42 9.84
No. of propositions 53,218 3.16 1.09 2 6
Initiative 53,218 0.79 0.41 0 1
Counter initiative 53,218 0.19 0.39 0 1
Optional referendum 53,218 0.66 0.47 0 1
Compulsory referendum 53,218 0.34 0.47 0 1
Age 53,218 48.97 17.08 18 97
Male 53,218 0.52 0.50 0 1
Uni 53,218 0.20 0.40 0 1
Married 53,218 0.62 0.49 0 1
Political knowledge 53,218 0.68 0.36 0 1
Political ideology 53,218 4.96 2.01 0 10
(B) Variables measured at the proposition level
Selective abstention 125,475 4.06 19.74 0 100
Net benefit 125,475 5.63 2.93 0 10
Ballot position 125,475 2.20 1.19 1 6

Note: The data, with 53,218 observations, are aggregated at the voting-day level and cover only voting dayswith at least two concurrent propo-
sitions. The data, with 125,475 observations, are at the proposition level and contain only voters, which explains the difference in the number
of observations in Panel (B) of Table 1, where non-voters are also included. The columns describe the number of observations, themean value,
the standard deviation, and theminimum andmaximum values. Usum is the polar case in Equation 2 with 𝜌 = 1 and Umax is the polar case with
𝜌 → 0. The variable “net benefit” is a vote’s salience minus information costs and fixed costs.

variables consists of the number of concurrent propositions, dummies for the legal form of the propo-
sitions, and individual characteristics, such as age, gender, marital status, university degree, political
knowledge, and a measure for political ideology. Our coefficients of interest are β1 and β2 which
measure the impact of the sum over all proposition net benefits and the maximum proposition net
benefit, respectively. By including canton fixed effects, we control for unobserved and time-invariant
heterogeneity at the cantonal level, which might be related to the individual utility measures. The
year fixed effects control for unobserved and canton-invariant factors, such as the overall decline in
turnout.

We further explore how the net benefit of each proposition affects turnout by estimating regres-
sions with each proposition’s net benefit of a respondent as a separate independent variable. For
example, let us assume that there are three propositions at stake on a given voting day and that indi-
vidual i has a net benefit of 3, 4, and 7 for the respective propositions. In our regression, we include
three net benefit variables with an entry of 7 for the highest net benefit, 4 for the second-highest net
benefit, and 3 for the third-highest net benefit. The estimation equation is

Yicdt = 𝜇c + 𝛿d +
P

∑
p=1

𝛽pU
p
i + X′

i 𝛽 + 𝜀icdt, (6)

where Up
i is the proposition net benefit for proposition p with p = 1 for the proposition with the

highest net benefit, p = 2 for the proposition with the second highest net benefit, and so on.
In our selective abstention analysis, we explore the impact of a proposition’s net benefit and a

proposition’s ballot position by estimating

Yicpdf = 𝜇c + 𝛿d + 𝛾f + 𝜎df + 𝛽1Uip + 𝛽2BPpd + X′
i 𝛽 + 𝜀icpdf , (7)

where Yicpdf is an indicator variable indicating whether individual i who lives in canton c casts an
empty vote for proposition p of legal form f on voting day d, re-scaled from 0 (filling out the ballot
with either yes or no) to 100 (casting an empty vote). Uip is the individual net benefit of proposition
p and the variable BPpd measures the ballot position of proposition p on voting day d. In addition
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to the fixed effects for the cantons µc, voting days 𝛿d, and legal form 𝛾f , we also include voting day
times legal form fixed effects 𝜎df .Therefore, we use the variationwithin propositions of the same legal
form on a given voting day, which allows us to identify the causal effect because the ballot position
is randomly assigned within propositions of the same legal form as described in Section 4. The fact
that we find no statistical association between the ballot position and the individual net benefit for
propositions with the same legal form supports this identification assumption (see Figure B.4 of the
Online Appendix).

7. Empirical results
7.1. Main results
7.1.1. Turnout behavior in popular votes with concurrent propositions
In the first part of our analysis, we explore the impact of the propositions’ net benefit on turnout.
Table 3 reports the results of estimating Equation 5. Column (1) reports the effect of the sum over
all proposition net benefits per voting day, U sum, and the respondent’s maximum proposition net
benefit per voting day, Umax, on turnout, including all voting days with at least two propositions. The
estimated effect in Panel (A) is 0.7*** percentage points for U sum and 2.5*** percentage points for
Umax. This indicates that both the sum of all proposition net benefits and the maximum proposition
net benefit are important determinants of the individual turnout decision.9 How do the magnitudes
of these two coefficients compare in terms of a one-standard-deviation change? Panel (B) reports
the standardized effects, with an estimated effect of 6.7*** percentage points for U sum and 8.4***
percentage points for Umax. This indicates that Umax is a slightly stronger determinant of turnout
than U sum in terms of magnitude.

In a further step, we split the data into different groups according to the number of concurrent
propositions per voting day and present the results in Columns (2)–(5). Column (2) reports the effect
of U sum and Umax for voting days with only two concurrent propositions. The standardized effects
indicate that the sum over all proposition net benefits is a more relevant determinant with 11.0***
percentage points compared to the maximum propositions net benefit with 5.3*** percentage points.
The results in Columns (3) and (4) indicate that on voting days with three and four concurrent propo-
sitions both utilitymeasuresU sum andUmax exhibit a similar effect on the individual turnout decision
in terms of a one-standard- deviation change. The analysis of voting days with five or six concurrent
propositions yields a different picture. The results in Column (5) indicate that the proposition with
the highest net benefit is a more relevant determinant of turnout than the sum of all net benefits. For
voting days with five or six concurrent propositions, we find that a one-standard-deviation change
in U sum increases turnout by 5.4*** percentage points, and a one-standard-deviation change in Umax

increases turnout by 9.8*** percentage points.
Overall, Table 3 provides two key findings. First, turnout on a voting day with multiple con-

current propositions depends on both the proposition with the highest net benefit and the sum
over all proposition net benefits. Second, the relative impact of the two utility measures depends
on the number of concurrent propositions per voting day. When only two propositions are on
the ballot, turnout depends on both net benefits rather than just the highest. As the number of
propositions increases, the influence of the highest net benefit grows, while the sum becomes less
relevant.

We further explore the theoretical prediction of Proposition 1 on the differential impact of the
propositions’ net benefits by including all ordered proposition net benefits of a respondent as a sep-
arate independent variable as described in Equation 6. We repeat this procedure for six different
samples: the sample of all voting days with a single proposition, the sample of all voting days with

9Robustness tests in Table B.3 of the Online Appendix indicate that these findings are robust to an alternative functional
form of the regression equation and binary utility measures.
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Table 3. Effect of utility on turnout in concurrent propositions

Dependent variable: turnout
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

(A) Non-standardized variables
Usum 0.671*** 1.101*** 0.814*** 0.685*** 0.544***

(0.079) (0.121) (0.118) (0.123) (0.156)
Umax 2.494*** 1.566*** 2.450*** 2.242*** 2.914***

(0.242) (0.341) (0.354) (0.446) (0.506)
(B) Standardized variables
Usum 6.659*** 10.927*** 8.086*** 6.804*** 5.399***

(0.787) (1.161) (1.119) (1.192) (1.249)
Umax 8.391*** 5.267*** 8.242*** 7.544*** 9.805***

(0.816) (1.139) (1.151) (1.482) (1.505)
# of Propositions > 1 2 3 4 5 or 6
Observations 53,218 16,801 21,211 6,079 9,127

Note: In all five columns, the dependent variable is individual self-reported turnout, re-scaled to 0 and 100. All regressions include canton and
year fixed effects and include control variables for gender, marital status, age, education, political knowledge, political ideology, the number of
concurrent propositions, and the legal form of the propositions. Panel (A) presents the results of the non-standardized variables and Panel (B)
presents the results of the standardized variables. Column (1) includes all voting days with two or more concurrent propositions, Column (2)
includes voting days with two, Column (3) voting days with three, Column (4) voting days with four, and Column (5) voting days with five or six
concurrent propositions. The robust standard errors in parentheses are two-way clustered by canton and voting day. ***p <0.01, **p <0.05,
and *p <0.1.

two propositions, and so on. The results are depicted in Figure 3. The top-left graph presents the
effect of the individual net benefit for voting days with a single proposition as a benchmark. The
point estimate is 3.5 percentage points and statistically significant. The other graphs document that
the proposition with the highest net benefit is the most important driver of turnout in all samples,
whilemost coefficients for the propositions with lower net benefits are statistically significant but sub-
stantially smaller. The pattern is most pronounced for voting days with two and three propositions
for which we have good statistical power.10

These results are in line with our theoretical model, predicting that voting behavior is drivenmore
strongly by the important votes. The estimates are less precise but qualitatively consistent with our
theoretical model for voting days with four, five, and six propositions. The reason for this is twofold.
First, the difference between the net benefits of two consecutively ordered propositions declines as
the number of concurrent propositions increases, making it more difficult to distinguish them empir-
ically. Second, the statistical power decreases, e.g., there are only 2 voting days with six concurrent
propositions.

7.1.2. Selective abstention in popular votes with concurrent propositions
In the second part of our analysis, we empirically analyze how voters selectively abstain on voting
days with multiple concurrent propositions and present the results in Figure 4. Darker areas are asso-
ciated with higher selective abstention rates. The columns are separated according to the number
of propositions per voting day. Panel (A) presents the share of voters in our sample who cast an
empty vote per proposition. The propositions are ordered according to the net benefit at the voter
level.11

Panel (B) presents the average share of abstainers using administrative data. The propositions are
ordered according to the average net benefit across all voters based on the survey data. This means
that the ordering of the propositions is not individual-specific. For example, we define U1st as the
proposition with the highest average net benefit on a given voting day. The patterns in Panels (A) and

10Section B.4 of the Online Appendix shows the robustness of the ordered net benefits when using binary utility measures
and a logistic regression model.

11If a voter has two propositions with the same net benefit, both propositions are used in each cell to compute the average
share of abstainers.
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Figure 3. Effect of ordered net benefits on turnout.
Note: In all six regressions, the dependent variable is individual self-reported turnout, re-scaled to 0 and 100. All regressions include canton
and voting-day fixed effects, and control variables for gender, marital status, age, education, political knowledge, political ideology, and
the legal form of the propositions. The sample includes 11 voting days with 1 proposition (9,816 observations), 22 voting days with 2
propositions (16,801 observations), 26 voting days with 3 propositions (21,211 observations), 7 voting days with 4 propositions (6,079
observations), 11 voting days with 5 propositions (7,966 observations), and 2 voting days with 6 propositions (1,161 observations). The
robust standard errors in parentheses are two-way clusteredby canton and voting day inGraphs (1)–(5), and inGraph (6), they are one-way
clustered by canton because the analysis includes only 2 voting days. The error bars indicate the 95% confidence intervals.
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(B) Administrative Data

Selective abstention rate
2% 4% 6%

Figure 4. Share of selective abstention by ordered net benefit.
Note: Panel (A) shows the share of voters abstaining from each proposition, ordered by individual net benefit (y-axis) within voting days
with the same number of concurrent propositions (x-axis). Panel (B) presents the average share of abstainers among the voters per propo-
sition based on administrative data. As in Panel (A), the propositions are ordered according to the average net benefit per voting day with
the same number of concurrent propositions. For example, U1st includes the propositions with the highest average net benefit of voting
days with the same number of concurrent propositions.
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Table 4. Effects of proposition net benefit and ballot position on selective abstention

Dependent variable: selective abstention
(1) (2)

(A) Non-standardized variables
Net benefit Uij −1.169*** −1.116***

(0.103) (0.096)
Ballot position 0.924*** 0.881***

(0.285) (0.261)
(B) Standardized variables
Net benefit Uij −3.427*** −3.271***

(0.303) (0.281)
Ballot position 1.098*** 1.048***

(0.339) (0.310)
Controls No Yes
Canton FE Yes Yes
Voting-day FE Yes Yes
Legal-form FE Yes Yes
Voting-day ×
legal-form FE Yes Yes
Observations 125,475 125,475

Note: The dependent variable for both regressions is self-reported abstention, re-scaled to 0 and 100. In Columns (1) and (2), we include canton,
legal-form, voting-day, and voting-day × legal-form fixed effects. The regression in Column (2) additionally controls for gender, marital status,
age, education, political knowledge, political ideology, and the number of propositions. The reported estimates are standardized to express
the impact of a one-standard-deviation change of the explanatory variables on selective abstention. The robust standard errors with two-way
clustering by individual and voting day are in parentheses. ***p <0.01, **p <0.05, and *p <0.1.

(B) are similar and provide two major insights. First, the proposition with the highest net benefit has
always the lowest average selective abstention rate per voting day. Second, the lower a proposition’s
ranking according to its net benefit, the higher the share of selective abstention. As shown in Panel
(B), this pattern emerges for all voting days, except those with 5 or 6 concurrent propositions, where
statistical power is lowest.

We complement this descriptive analysis with a more elaborate approach by estimating
Equation 7 and regressing selective abstention on the net benefit Uij and the proposition’s ballot
position on the official ballot. This allows us to separate the effect of the net benefit from the effect
of the ballot position on selective abstention. Table 4 presents the results and offers two important
insights. First, the results indicate that the association between the net benefit and selective abstention
is negative. The point estimate in Column (1) is −1.2*** percentage points and statistically signifi-
cant. It is almost identical when controlling for sociodemographic control variables in Column (2).
Second, we find that the position of the proposition on the ballot is also an important driver of
selective abstention. In both specifications, we find that the share of selective abstention increases by
0.9*** percentage points if a proposition is ranked one position lower on the ballot list. This finding
indicates that voters in Switzerland who turn out in federal popular votes with multiple concurrent
propositions experience choice fatigue.12

To compare the effect of the net benefit and the effect of the ballot position, we standardize the
two variables and compare their effects on selective abstention in Panel (B). In the specification with
control variables in Column (2), the effect of the standardized net benefit is −3.3*** percentage points
and statistically significant. In the same specification, the effect of the standardized ballot position is
1.1*** percentage points.These findings suggest that the estimated effect of a proposition’s net benefit
is three times larger compared to the effect of the ballot position.Therefore, choice fatigue is a relevant
determinant of selective abstention but less relevant than the net benefit.

12Table B.3 of the Online Appendix demonstrates the robustness of these findings when using a logistic regression.
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Table 5. Administrative data

Dependent variable:
Turnout Selective abstention

(1) (2)

Usum 0.086
(0.159)

Umax 0.673
(0.471)

Avg. net benefit −0.327***
(0.075)

Proposition ranking 0.173*
(0.092)

Observations 1,681 5,640

Note: The dependent variable in Column (1) is average administrative turnout per voting day and canton, and the explanatory variables Usum

and Umax are aggregated at the voting day and cantonal level. The dependent variable in Column (2) is the average administrative measure for
selectiveabstentionperpropositionandcantonand theexplanatory variables consist of theaveragenetbenefit perpropositionandcantonand
the ballot position. The regression in both columns includes the average of the socioeconomic characteristics fromour sample on the cantonal-
voting-day-level. The robust standard errors with two-way clustering by canton and voting day are in parentheses. ***p <0.01, **p <0.05, and
*p <0.1.

7.2. Additional results
7.2.1. Administrative outcome data
Our main results in Section 7.1 rely on self-stated outcome variables; therefore, social desirability
might bias our results. We find that the self-reported survey turnout rate exceeds the administra-
tive turnout rate by a substantial margin of 21.8 percentage points on average. Figure B.6 of the
Online Appendix presents a graphical illustration of this gap. For this purpose, we test whether our
main findings remain consistent when using administrative outcome variables and present the results
in Table 5. Column (1) presents the effects of U sum and Umax on administrative turnout when we
aggregate all variables to the canton-voting day level. This substantially reduces our sample size to
1,681 observations and prevents us from using individual-level heterogeneity in the net benefits.
The coefficients for U sum and Umax are both statistically insignificant with 0.1 and 0.7 percentage
points, respectively. Despite limited statistical power with aggregate administrative turnout data,
the results support the main finding that Umax is a slightly more relevant determinant of turnout
than U sum.

Social desirability might also bias our findings on selective abstention and therefore we estimate a
regression using administrative abstention data on the average proposition net benefit and the ballot
position. The results in Column (2) support the findings in Table 4 that both the net benefit and the
ballot position are relevant determinants of selective abstention.

7.2.2. Assessing the turnout and selective abstention effect
Our first set of results shows that voter turnout rises when concurrent propositions have higher
net benefits. In contrast, the second set reveals that bundling propositions leads to more selective
abstention, particularly for those with lower net benefits. Thus, if policymakers aim to increase par-
ticipation, defined as casting either a yes or no vote, they face a trade-off between boosting turnout
and reducing selective abstention.While high-benefit propositions increase turnout, combining them
with low-benefit propositions increases abstention rates.

To compare turnout and abstention, we define “political participation” as 1 if a voter casts a
nonempty ballot, and 0 if they selectively abstain or do not vote at all. If turnout dominates, par-
ticipation should be higher on multi-proposition days despite abstention. If abstention dominates,
participation should be higher on single-proposition days.

Figure 5 illustrates the share of individuals who participated in single proposition days
(represented by red dots) and multiple proposition days (represented by blue triangles) on
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Figure 5. Voting in single andmultiple propositions.
Note: This figure presents the share of individuals who participate (y-axis) for a propositionwith a given net benefit (x-axis). If a voter turns
out and does not selectively abstain from the respective proposition, the value of participation is 1, and 0 otherwise. The red dots indicate
voting days with multiple propositions, and the blue triangles represent voting days with a single proposition.

the y-axis. The x-axis displays the individual-level net benefit of a proposition. The fig-
ure shows that participation rates are higher on multiple-proposition voting days for propo-
sitions with net benefits in the first and second quartiles. This suggests concurrent voting
boosts participation, especially for low-salience propositions, but not necessarily for high-salience
propositions.

7.2.3. Impact of postal voting
In Switzerland, voters have the option to participate in elections or referendums by either going to the
ballot box or voting by post. Some cantons introduced postal voting earlier during our sample period,
while others did so later. To account for this, we create a dummy variable, which is 1 if postal voting
was available and 0 otherwise (see Luechinger et al., 2007 for a detailed overview). The staggered
introduction of postal voting during our sample period raises the question of how this impacts the
cost–benefit calculus, turnout, and selective abstention.

Table 6 presents the effect of introducing postal voting on turnout in Columns (1) and (2), and
on selective abstention in Columns (3) and (4). We interact the dummy variable for the availability
of postal voting with the aggregated net benefits U sum and Umax in Column (2) and with the net
benefit Uij in Column (4). The results suggest twomain insights. First, the availability of postal voting
increases the impact of the proposition with the highest perceived net benefit on turnout. Second,
postal voting exacerbates the impact of a proposition’s net benefit on selective abstention. Overall,
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Table 6. Postal voting

Dependent variable:
Turnout Selective abstention

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

Usum 0.676*** 0.548***
(0.079) (0.117)

Umax 2.484*** 1.932***
(0.245) (0.326)

Postal 6.419*** 2.202 −0.435 0.943
(1.069) (1.682) (0.428) (1.061)

Usum*Postal 0.181
(0.114)

Umax*Postal 0.705**
(0.330)

Net benefit Uij −1.117*** −0.920***
(0.096) (0.130)

Ballot position 0.881*** 0.885***
(0.261) (0.261)

Net benefit Uij*Postal −0.250*
(0.138)

Observations 53,218 53,218 125,475 125,475

Note: Thedependent variable in Columns (1) and (2) is individual self-reported turnout, and in Columns (3) and (4), it is self-reported abstention.
Both outcome variables are re-scaled to 0 and 100. In all four columns, we control for gender, marital status, age, education, political knowl-
edge, political ideology, and the number of propositions. The regressions in Columns (1) and (2) include canton and year fixed effects, and in
Columns (3) and (4) canton, legal-form, voting-day, and voting-day × legal-form fixed effects. In Columns (1) and (2) the robust standard errors
in parentheses are two-way clustered by canton and voting day and in Columns (3) and (4) by individual and voting day. ***p <0.01, **p <0.05,
and *p <0.1.

we conclude that our main findings are valid for periods with and without the availability of postal
voting with slightly stronger results for postal voting periods.

7.3. External validity
In our empirical analysis, we focus on federal referendums, which raises the question of whether our
findings are also relevant for concurrent elections. We argue that the information costs, denoted as
Iij, are lower for concurrent elections compared to concurrent referendums. This is because voters
can use party cues as a decision shortcut for concurrent elections, while for referendums, voters need
to understand their preferred party’s stance on every single referendum. Despite this difference in
information costs, we argue that the expected benefit, pBij, varies across elections and therefore causes
variation in turnout and selective abstention behavior.

To empirically test whether our key mechanisms also work for concurrent elections, we collected
administrative data on turnout and selective abstention in cantonal parliamentary elections from
1988 to 2016.13 We exploit a quasi-experiment in which some cantonal elections coincide with fed-
eral referendums. This provides exogenous variation in vote salience and enables the analysis of the
effect of concurrent federal referendums on election outcomes. The data also allow us to use the con-
current election as a treatment and estimate the effect on referendum outcomes. Table 7 presents
the results. Column (1) indicates that a concurrent federal referendum increases election turnout by
6.7*** percentage points. Column (2) reports a 0.3 percentage point increase in the share of empty bal-
lots relative to all eligible ballots in cantonal elections, though the estimate is imprecise. Column (3)
shows that a cantonal concurrent election increases federal referendum turnout by 6.8*** percent-
age points. Column (4) indicates an imprecisely estimated 0.2 percentage point effect on the share of
empty ballots.

13We cannot examine the impact of aggregated net benefits Umax and U sum due to missing data on individual expected
benefits for elections.
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Table 7. Concurrent elections and referendums

Elections Referendums
Dep. var.: Turnout Selective abstention Turnout Selective abstention

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

Concurrent referendums 6.650*** 0.301
(0.935) (0.191)

Concurrent elections 6.792*** 0.205
(1.816) (0.172)

Aggregation level Election Election Voting day Proposition
Observations 155 109 1,962 5,640

Note: The dependent variables in Columns (1) and (2) are administrative turnout and the share of empty ballots relative to all eligible ballots
cast for cantonal elections and the outcomes in Columns (3) and (4) are the same but for federal referendums. Data in Columns (1) and (2) are at
the cantonal and election level, in Column (3) at the voting-day and cantonal level, and in Column (4) at the proposition and cantonal level. In
Columns (1) and (2), we control for canton and election period fixed effects and in Columns (3) and (4), we include canton and voting-day fixed
effects. In all four columns, the robust standard errors in parentheses are one-way clustered by canton. ***p <0.01, **p <0.05, and *p <0.1.

The findings in Columns (1) and (3), as well as in Columns (2) and (4), are very similar and indi-
cate that our main results hold for both elections and referendums, thereby enhancing their external
validity. Although information costs may differ between elections and referendums, the expected net
benefit pBij seems to matter for individuals’ turnout decisions and their selective abstention behavior.

In our main empirical analysis, we focus on concurrent referendums, while this section exam-
ines how referendums influence elections and how elections, in turn, affect referendums when held
concurrently. One scenariowe cannot empirically analyze is whenmultiple elections are held simulta-
neously since federal elections in Switzerland never coincide with cantonal elections. However, based
on our theoretical model and empirical findings, we believe that our results are also applicable in the
context of concurrent elections.

8. Conclusion
Holding concurrent votes is common practice in Western democracies. In this paper, we develop a
rational choice model and empirically test its implications using Swiss federal popular votes with
multiple propositions. Our theoretical model captures the turnout decision on such voting days
as a cost–benefit calculus with variable and fixed voting costs. The variable costs are the informa-
tion costs incurred for each proposition, while the fixed costs are specific to each voting day. This
distinction explains why decision-making differs between single-proposition and multi-proposition
voting days. Our model relies on the assumption that the utility function of voting is a constant-
elasticity-of-substitution aggregation of the net benefits of the single propositions. The two polar
cases of this aggregation define the total utility of an individual as (i) the sum of net benefits of all
propositions per voting day and (ii) the maximum net benefit among all single propositions on a
voting day. The derivative of the utility function implies that, for intermediate values of the elastic-
ity of substitution, the proposition with the highest net benefit is the most relevant determinant of
turnout.

In the empirical part of the paper, we test the implications of the theoretical model with data
on federal popular votes in Switzerland from 1988 to 2016. In our turnout analysis, we find that
both the maximum and sum of all proposition net benefits affect individual turnout in concurrent
votes whereby their relative impact depends on the number of concurrent propositions on the bal-
lot. On voting days with few concurrent propositions, the sum over all proposition net benefits is
a more relevant determinant. On voting days with many concurrent propositions, the maximum
among all net benefits is the more relevant determinant. We also find that the highest proposition
net benefit has the strongest marginal effect on turnout, with diminishing effects for lower-ranked
propositions.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
02

5.
10

03
3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 IP

 a
dd

re
ss

: 2
16

.7
3.

21
6.

23
0,

 o
n 

26
 Ju

l 2
02

5 
at

 1
6:

56
:5

7,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2025.10033
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


Political Science Research and Methods 19

In our analysis of selective abstention, we find that the propositions’ net benefit is an important
driver of whether individuals selectively abstain. A comparison between the impact of a proposi-
tion’s net benefit and the impact of a proposition’s ballot position suggests that both are important
determinants of selective abstention but the impact of the net benefit is substantially larger. Selective
abstention tends to be higher for low-salience propositions. However, the comparison of voters who
cast a nonempty ballot between voting days with single andmultiple propositions reveals that holding
concurrent votes mainly increases participation in low-salience referendums. This suggests that the
turnout effect dominates the effect on selective abstention when holding low-salience votes con-
currently. These findings are relevant for organizing voting days with multiple votes. In particular,
policymakers who want to improve the representativeness of a vote may use concurrent elections and
referendums to increase political participation. However, our results document that this can only be
achieved for votes with a relatively low salience.

We stress one important limitation of our approach. We do not consider the potential heterogene-
ity among different demographic groups. One fruitful area for further research would be exploring
how heterogeneous parameters alter the calculus of voting.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2025.
10033. To obtain replication material for this article, https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/VTJQLK.

Competing interests. The authors declare none.

References
Andersen JJ, Fiva JH and Natvik GJ (2014) Voting When the Stakes Are High. Journal of Public Economics 110, 157–166.
Augenblick N and Nicholson S (2016) Ballot Position, Choice Fatigue, and Voter Behaviour. Review of Economic Studies 83,

460–480.
Bechtel MM and Schmid L (2021) Electoral Reforms and the Representativeness of Turnout. Political Science Research and

Methods 9, 485–499.
Blais A (2000) To Vote or Not To Vote? The Merits and Limits of Rational Choice Theory. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh.
Bowler S, Donovan T and Happ T (1992) Ballot Propositions and Information Costs: Direct Democracy and the Fatigued

Voter. Political Research Quarterly 45, 559–568.
Bracco E and Revelli F (2018) Concurrent Elections and Political Accountability: Evidence from Italian Local Elections.

Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization 148, 135–149.
Bullock CS and Dunn RE (1996) Election Roll-Off: A Test of Three Explanations. Urban Affairs Review 32, 71–86.
Bursztyn L, Cantoni D, Funk P, Schönenberger F and Yuchtman N (2023) Identifying the Effect of Election Closeness on

Voter Turnout: Evidence from Swiss Referenda. Journal of the European Economic Association 22, 876–914.
Campbell DE (2006)WhyWeVote: How Schools and Communities Shape Our Civic Life. Princeton: PrincetonUniversity Press.
Cancela J and Geys B (2016) Explaining Voter Turnout: A Meta-Analysis of National and Subnational Elections. Electoral

Studies 42, 264–275.
Cantoni E, Gazzè L and Schafer J (2021) Turnout in Concurrent Elections: Evidence from Two Quasi-Experiments in Italy.

European Journal of Political Economy 70, 102035.
Coate S andConlinM (2004)AGroupRule: UtilitarianApproach toVoter Turnout:Theory andEvidence.American Economic

Review 94, 1476–1504.
Degan A and Merlo A (2011) A Structural Model of Turnout and Voting in Multiple Elections. Journal of the European

Economic Association 9, 209–245.
Dehdari SH, Meriläinen J and Oskarsson S (2021) Selective Abstention in Simultaneous Elections: Understanding the

Turnout Gap. Electoral Studies 71, 1–5.
Dhillon A and Peralta S (2002) Economic Theories of Voter Turnout. Economic Journal 112, 332–352.
Downs A (1957) An Economic Theory of Democracy. New York: Harper & Brothers.
Enos RD and Fowler A (2014) Pivotality and Turnout: Evidence from a Field Experiment in the Aftermath of a Tied Election.

Political Science Research and Methods 2, 309–319.
Fauvelle-AymarC and François A (2015)Mobilization, Cost of Voting and Turnout: ANatural Randomized Experiment with

Double Elections. Public Choice 162, 183–199.
Feddersen T and Sandroni A (2006) A Theory of Participation in Elections. American Economic Review 96, 1271–1282.
FORS – Swiss Foundation for Research in Social Sciences (2016) Vox Data: Standardized Post-Referendum Surveys.

Lausanne: University of Lausanne.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
02

5.
10

03
3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 IP

 a
dd

re
ss

: 2
16

.7
3.

21
6.

23
0,

 o
n 

26
 Ju

l 2
02

5 
at

 1
6:

56
:5

7,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2025.10033
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2025.10033
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/VTJQLK
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2025.10033
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


20 Foellmi et al.

Garmann S (2016) Concurrent Elections and Turnout: Causal Estimates from a German Quasi-Experiment. Journal of
Economic Behavior and Organization 126, 167–178.

Gerber AS, Green DP and Larimer CW (2008) Social Pressure and Voter Turnout: Evidence from a Large-Scale Field
Experiment. American Political Science Review 102, 33–48.

Geys B (2006) Explaining Voter Turnout: A Review of Aggregate-Level Research. Electoral Studies 25, 637–663.
Hajnal ZL, Kogan V andMarkarian GA (2022) Who Votes: City Election Timing and Voter Composition. American Political

Science Review 116, 374–383.
Ledyard JO (1984) The Pure Theory of Large Two-Candidate Elections. Public Choice 44, 7–41.
Leininger A, Rudolph L and Zittlau S (2018) How to Increase Turnout in Low-Salience Elections: Quasi-Experimental

Evidence on the Effect of Concurrent Second-Order Elections on Political Participation. Political Science Research and
Methods 6, 509–526.

Luechinger S, RosingerM and Stutzer A (2007)The Impact of Postal Voting on Participation: Evidence for Switzerland. Swiss
Political Science Review 13, 167–202.

Lyytikäinen T and Tukiainen J (2019) Are Voters Rational? European Journal of Political Economy 59, 230–242.
Palfrey TR and Rosenthal H (1983) A Strategic Calculus of Voting. Public Choice 41, 7–53.
Palfrey TR and Rosenthal H (1985) Voter Participation and Strategic Uncertainty. American Political Science Review 79,

62–78.
Riker WH and Ordeshook PC (1968) A Theory of the Calculus of Voting. American Political Science Review 62, 25–42.
Selb P (2008) Supersized Votes: Ballot Length, Uncertainty, and Choice in Direct Legislation Elections. Public Choice 135,

319–336.
Smets K and VanHamC (2013) Electoral Reforms and the Representativeness of Turnout—the Embarrassment of Riches? A

Meta-Analysis of Individual-Level Research on Voter Turnout. Electoral Studies 32, 344–359.
Stutzer A, BaltenspergerM andMeier AN (2019) Overstrained Citizens?TheNumber of Ballot Propositions and the Quality

of the Decision Process in Direct Democracy. European Journal of Political Economy 59, 483–500.
Swissvotes (2022) Database of Swiss Federal Referendums. Année Politique Suisse, Bern: Universität Bern.

Cite this article: Foellmi R, Heim R and Schmid L (2025) Voter turnout and selective abstention in concurrent votes. Political
Science Research and Methods, 1–20. https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2025.10033

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
02

5.
10

03
3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 IP

 a
dd

re
ss

: 2
16

.7
3.

21
6.

23
0,

 o
n 

26
 Ju

l 2
02

5 
at

 1
6:

56
:5

7,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2025.10033
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2025.10033
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms

	Voter turnout and selective abstention in concurrent votes
	1. Introduction
	2. Literature
	3. A model of concurrent votes
	4. Institutional background
	5. Data
	6. Econometric framework
	6.1. Construction of proposition net benefits
	6.2. Descriptive statistics
	6.3. Estimation equations

	7. Empirical results
	7.1. Main results
	7.1.1. Turnout behavior in popular votes with concurrent propositions
	7.1.2. Selective abstention in popular votes with concurrent propositions

	7.2. Additional results
	7.2.1. Administrative outcome data
	7.2.2. Assessing the turnout and selective abstention effect
	7.2.3. Impact of postal voting

	7.3. External validity

	8. Conclusion
	References


