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How does a change from a compulsory voting system to a voluntary one affect
election turnout? It is often argued that an electoral regime under which voting
is voluntary reproduces class bias or, in other words, that the rich vote more
than the poor. This bias is corrected either by the introduction of
compulsory voting or the existence of strong left-wing parties and trade
unions able to mobilize poorer segments of the population. In this article,
we put forward an alternative argument. We assert that when voting is
voluntary, class bias can disappear if an election is very competitive since
this affects both turnout and its socio-economic composition. To evaluate
this argument, we examine the case of Chile’s 2012 municipal election
when voting was voluntary for the first time, instead of compulsory.
Keywords: election turnout; class bias; voluntary voting

1.

Introduction

How does a change of electoral regime affect turnout? How true is it that voluntary
voting intensifies class bias? How does an election’s competitiveness affect
turnout? This article analyses the effect of voluntary voting on turnout in the
local elections which took place in Chile in 2012. The key question is whether
this new electoral regime reproduced the class bias that existed prior to the
reform1 or, in other words, whether turnout was higher in rich segments of the
population than in poor ones. We argue that, in order to obtain a more accurate
view of the relationship between poverty and turnout, it is necessary to include
the election’s competitiveness as a contingent variable. We note that this variable
has different effects depending on a municipality’s poverty rate. Turnout is similar
in rich and poor municipalities when the race is close. However, when a candidate
wins by a large majority, it is significantly higher in rich than in poor municipalities. In other words, rich and poor municipalities react differently to electoral
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competition. We argue that this occurs because, in rich municipalities, there is a
predominance of voters with a higher educational level and greater civic
awareness.
This article is divided into five sections. In the first, we present the theoretical
discussion followed, in the second, our central argument. In the third section, we
describe the case of Chile and, in the fourth, explain the methodology and data
used before, finally, discussing the implications and presenting the conclusions.

2.

Theory discussion: voluntary voting and class bias

Election turnout is determined by institutional, political, socio-economic and,
even, climatic factors.2 One of the most important institutional factors is the electoral regime or, in other words, whether voting is compulsory or voluntary.3 Compulsory voting has three important advantages. First, countries using this system
have higher turnouts than those where voting is voluntary.4 Second, compulsory
voting is conducive to the stability of the party system since, as voters are
obliged to vote, they are more likely to support or identify with one of the
parties competing in the election. In the case of Australia, for example, Mackerras
and McAllister assert that, although resulting in a high percentage of invalid
(spoiled and blank) votes, compulsory voting nonetheless contributes to the stability of the party system.5 Third, it is often argued that compulsory voting reduces
political inequality.6 Under this electoral system the obligation of both rich and
poor to vote dilutes the possible class bias, whereas when voting is voluntary,
this is more visible because the rich vote in greater numbers than the poor.7 The
problem then is that if turnout is unequal, so too is representation. If the richest
vote, it is more difficult to consolidate state redistributive and solidarity policies.8
Other studies have shown that socio-economic level also affects turnout when
it interacts with other variables. In the case of Finland, Martikainen, Martikainen,
and Wass conclude that the effect of income level on turnout is weaker among
young people and that education has a more significant effect in this age group.9
In the case of Chile, Corvalán and Cox showed that there is an unusual level of
class bias.10 Before voting became voluntary, young people registered to vote in
significantly smaller numbers than other age groups and, even more seriously,
poor young people registered much less than their rich peers.
Finally, another group of authors has examined the relationship between electoral competition and poverty in order to explain turnout. This work includes, for
example, Indridason on the French elections of 1997 and 2002 and that of
Simonovits on Hungary’s general elections.11 Simonovits shows that, when the
difference between two candidates widens in the first round, turnout drops significantly in the second round.12 There are, however, not many studies examining the
interaction between competition and variables of other types, although the work of
Johnston et al. stands out for its analysis of the interaction between competition and
age groups and its effect on turnout.13 In our case, following the literature on
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competition and class bias, we examine the interaction between competition and
poverty.
Chile falls partly within this theory in that it has a voluntary voting system and,
particularly, because of the weakness of its trade unions.14 It does not, therefore,
have any of the attributes that would, apparently, prevent or reduce class bias
and, rather, has all the characteristics that suggest its large-scale reproduction.
However, the first election with voluntary voting which took place in Chile in
2012 shows that class bias can disappear to the extent that competition between
the candidates increases. Although competition is a contingent and not structural
(institutional) variable, it nonetheless permits a more accurate analysis of the presence and magnitude of class bias.
3.

Our argument

Our argument is that, while class bias has survived in Chile, it has done so only
partially. In a correlation of levels of wealth with turnout, the coefficient is close
to zero. However, in a statistical model that includes other variables, the result
changes very significantly. This is particularly clear when the degree of competition between the candidates is included. It does not, however, suffice to include
this as an additional variable. In our view, a term for interaction between the election’s competitiveness and wealth should be constructed. In this way, it will be
possible to determine the conditions under which class bias occurs. We conclude
that class bias disappears in competitive elections and emerges in less competitive
elections. In other words, citizens vote, independently of their socio-economic condition, when there is uncertainty but, when an election has a predictable result, the
rich vote in greater numbers than the poor. Voluntary voting cannot, therefore, be
related directly to class bias. After controlling for the degree of competition
between candidates, this bias may appear, maintain its level, or simply disappear.
Naturally, the degree of competition is endogenous to turnout. An election’s
competitiveness (the difference between the winner and the runner-up) is revealed
once people have voted and it would, therefore, be difficult for it to explain turnout.
We argue, however, that the fact there is greater competition and, in addition,
higher turnout implies that citizens perceived that the election would be close
and decided to vote. Ideally, there would be opinion polls indicating citizens’ perception of the election’s competitiveness but we do not have this information for
Chile’s 345 municipalities. With these methodological caveats, we, therefore, calculate the degree of competition as the difference between the winner and the
runner-up.
We argue that electoral competition reduces class bias, especially in more urbanized poor segments of the population. In rich urban municipalities, turnout is not
affected by changes in the level of competition but, in poor urban municipalities, it
has a significant effect, with a higher level of competition implying a larger turnout.
What is the reason for this difference between rich and poor urban municipalities?
Why are only the latter responsive to electoral competition? Given the class bias
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discussed above, rich people in Chile vote more than poor people, regardless of the
type of election and the candidates. They have a more deeply rooted civic culture
that is not found in poor segments. Interest in politics and identification with parties
is moreover stronger in rich segments than in poor ones.15 This was apparent even
before the introduction of voluntary voting, particularly among young people.16
Therefore, although it is true that rich municipalities had a base turnout that was
systematically higher than in poor municipalities, the level of competition was
not related to changes in this turnout. This appears contradictory since voters
who are better educated and better informed should respond more readily to electoral competition, However, especially in the case of Chile, turnout among these
voters tends to be more stable precisely because of their level of information and
interest in politics.
Poor municipalities, on the other hand, were very sensitive to competition.
Clientelism is probably more common in these municipalities and this affects
turnout, particularly under a voluntary voting system. Parties and candidates
have to accomplish two tasks: to convince voters they are the right option and to
get them to go to the polls. It is, therefore, not surprising that a competitive election
leads to more mobilization and a higher turnout and that the opposite occurs in less
competitive elections where voters feel that their vote would not count. As there is
less interest in politics and less identification with parties, a non-competitive
election without mobilization will imply a low turnout. Although Chile is classified
as having one of Latin America’s highest indices of programmatic party structuration of electoral preferences,17 clientelist practices are not new and are the norm
rather than the exception.18
4. The case of Chile
The introduction of voluntary voting produced a drop in turnout and also contributed to the survival of class bias. We use the word survival because this bias already
existed under the previous electoral system.19 Chile had a system in which voter
registration was voluntary and voting was compulsory, albeit without effective
sanctions for failure to do so. Although the comparative literature considered
Chile a case of “compulsory voting”,20 the system was, in practice, “semi-voluntary”. Only those on the electoral register were obliged to vote and, in a strict sense,
Chile’s change of electoral system was, therefore, not entirely comparable to those
seen in Holland at the beginning of the 1970s or Venezuela in the 1990s. Nonetheless, this institutional modification changed the structure of incentives for the political parties. The number of potential voters increased significantly, accompanied
by uncertainty as to how many people would turn out to vote on election day.
In previous elections turnout reached around 60% of the voting age population
but in the municipal election of October 2012 was scarcely more than 40%.21
Moreover, voluntary voting did not eliminate the class bias that had existed
prior to the reform. This was particularly evident in those municipalities where
the election was not competitive. In these municipalities, the rich voted in
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greater numbers than the poor, transforming the election into a “censitary” act. In
more competitive municipalities, on the other hand, class bias practically disappeared. This suggests a need to rethink the theoretically linear relation between
income and turnout and to include another type of theoretical and methodological
specifications. As asserted above, turnout reflects not only institutional, political,
and economic variables separately but also the interaction between them.
Three elements should be taken into account when analysing turnout in the
2012 municipal elections. First, the previous system (voluntary registration and
compulsory voting) also produced a class bias that was discernible at different
stages: at the time of registering (not all Chileans registered equally);22 in the
casting of spoiled or blank votes;23 and on election day (from 1988 onwards, compulsory voting gradually lost its coercive character, becoming compulsory voting
without sanction, a situation that was recognized and modified by the reform establishing automatic registration and voluntary voting). Second, Chile’s experience in
the recent municipal election in 2012 indicates that a municipality’s socio-economic level interacts with the degree of competition and dispute among the candidates for mayor. In other words, turnout varies not only with socio-economic level
but also with the level of uncertainty that an election produces. Through this analysis, we seek to contribute to the most up-to-date theoretical discussion about the
relationship between competition and turnout.24
After the introduction of voluntary voting, there was extensive debate about its
effects, recalling that the reform reflected the preferences of a vast majority of
Chileans but was the result of an agreement reached by members of the Lower
House who were not necessarily convinced of the reform’s virtues.25 Based on a
simple correlation between a municipality’s poverty rate and turnout, some
argued that the latter was higher in poor than in rich municipalities, refuting the
thesis that the poor vote less than the rich. The problem with this simple correlation
is that it omits variables that are extraordinarily important for understanding variations in turnout, including particularly the size of a municipality’s population26
(there are municipalities with 500 voters and others with over 300,000) and the
nature of the electoral competition between candidates for mayor. Conversely,
other authors sought to control for these variables, concluding that class bias
increased with the introduction of voluntary voting.27

4.1. Election turnout and crisis of representation in Chile
Within Latin America, Chile stands out for its high levels of election turnout.28 At
the start of the new democracy (1990), it was very high.29 In a climate of political
uncertainty, given the possibility of a return to authoritarianism, Chileans turned
out massively to vote in the plebiscite of 1988 and the first free presidential and
legislative elections which took place in 1989. Under a system of voluntary
voter registration and compulsory voting (which remained in force until 2012),
some 7.5 million people out of a total of 8.5 million potential voters (the voting

Downloaded by [Pontificia Universidad Catolica de Chile] at 05:11 04 March 2015

6

G. Contreras et al.

age population), or almost 89%, registered in 1988 and 94.7% of these registered
voters went on to participate in the plebiscite, a turnout never since repeated.
In the mid-1990s, growth of the electoral register (or, in other words, the contingent of people who decided to register to vote and were, thereafter, obliged to do
so) began to slow sharply. This was particularly apparent from 1993, which marked
the start of a sustained widening of the gap between the voting age population and
registered voters (Figure 1). While the former increased significantly (reaching
over 12 million persons in 2009), the latter held steady at around eight million.
Turnout never dropped below 85% of registered voters, reflecting the fact that
voting was compulsory, albeit without effective economic sanctions for failing
to do so. This positioned Chile as having among the highest turnouts in Latin
America. However, closer analysis of the data raises clear questions about this
claim. The electoral register did not grow at the same rate as the voting age population and by 2009 the percentage of the latter that was registered had dropped to
68%, down from almost 89% in 1988. For the 2009 elections, the voting age population reached an estimated 12.2 million but there were only around 8.3 million
registered voters. The same is also true for validly cast votes as a percentage of
the voting age population which has also shown a clear decline since 1989.
As a result, while turnout dropped progressively, there was an even clearer
decline in interest in registering to vote. For the 2009 presidential election,
almost four million people who would have been eligible to vote did not register
to do so. This meant that elected presidents had an ever lower level of electoral
support and were, therefore, very minority mandates with respect to the voting
age population, rendering them potentially vulnerable to erosion of their legitimacy. In the 1989 presidential election, the percentage of valid votes (that is,
votes for one of the contenders) as a proportion of the voting age population
reached 82.12%, but by 2009 had dropped to around 57.13%. In other words,
the president was elected with the support of only around 29% of citizens aged
18 or over.

Figure 1. Voting age population and votes cast in Chilean elections, 1989–2012.
Source: Own calculations using data from www.servel.cl and www.elecciones.gov.cl.
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Finally, under the regime of voluntary voter registration and compulsory
voting, the age distribution of the electoral register was totally unbalanced. As
shown in Figure 2, young people accounted for an ever smaller fraction of the register30 and by 2009 this had dropped to less than 9%, down from around one-third
in 1988. This lack of interest in registering on the part of young people was
accompanied by class bias since their rate of registration was significantly
higher in rich municipalities than in poor ones.31
It was in this context that discussion about reform of the electoral system intensified,32 an issue that is a subject of controversy in the more normative literature on
voting.33 After prolonged debate, automatic registration and voluntary voting came
into force and was used for the first time in the 2012 municipal election.34 As indicated above, turnout in that election plummeted by more than 15 percentage points
with respect to the previous municipal election in 2008 when almost seven million
people voted as compared to some 5.5 million in 2012 (Figure 3). In other words,
almost 1.5 million voters who had turned out in 2008 apparently stayed away four
years later.35
These results were interpreted in three different ways that are not necessarily
mutually contradictory. First, high abstention was interpreted as a strong sign of
rejection of the traditional political class and, second, as indicating that people
saw their vote as having little power and, therefore, had little incentive to turn
out. Similar perceptions also existed under the previous electoral system but
with the difference that an important part of the voting age population was then
obliged to vote. Third, it was interpreted simply as showing that voters see politics
as an activity that is remote from and has little impact on their lives. Citizens do not
vote because they do not need politics or, rather, because they perceive it as a dispensable activity.

Figure 2. Electoral register by age, 1988–2009.
Source: Own calculations using data from www.servel.cl.
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Figure 3. Percentage of votes cast and valid votes over voting age population.
Source: Own calculations using data from www.servel.cl.

This last interpretation suggests that the case of Chile should perhaps be viewed
in terms similar to those used for the advanced industrialized democracies analysed
by Dalton36 or, in other words, that political parties lose their centrality as a country’s per capita income gradually increases and its citizens become ever more educated and autonomous and, therefore, less loyal to parties or coalitions.37 As their
living standards improve, citizens come to feel that personal effort suffices, particularly in the case of those who are most educated and have the most academic qualifications. The problem is that the characteristics suggested by Dalton to explain
disaffection in these societies do not apply so readily to Chile. Why? Because,
in Chile, a highly unequal country,38 there are not significant differences
between young people and adults as regards party identification while in the
groups with a high level of cultural capital it is precisely the most educated who
show the highest degree of identification. For Dalton and all the authors who advocate the hypothesis of voter dealignment, the relationship is exactly the opposite. It
is those citizens with the greatest cognitive abilities who distance themselves most
from politics. In the terms of Dalton,39 the process of “cognitive mobilization”
implies “the ability to acquire political information and the ability to process political information” or, in other words, competencies that vary with educational
level. These citizens do not see the parties as central agents of representation
and, therefore, show ever greater independence from these institutions.
Our interpretation, backed both by data from opinion polls and recent historical
events, is that, although Chile is seen as having one of the region’s most institutionalized party systems,40 there has for some time been a generalized crisis of trust in
institutions41 which has led part of the country’s citizens to protest through direct
action. In 2011 and 2012, there were important student mobilizations and social
demands that were not channelled through the political parties, under a rightwing government and a president with low approval ratings. During these years,
LAPOP studies found that identification with political parties dropped to below
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15%. However, according to surveys carried out by the Universidad Diego Portales, citizens’ economic perceptions were particularly positive in this period. In
2012, it found that only 17% considered their economic situation to be bad and
only 12.8% that it would be “worse” in the following year. Similarly, in the case
of the country’s economic situation, less than 18% were pessimistic. In the light
of this data, it is, therefore, difficult to accept the thesis of Mayol about a supposed
“collapse” of Chile’s development model.42 More complexly, there is not a crisis of
institutions or of the economic model in Chile but rather a historical situation of
dispute about the justice of the development model in the context of a crisis of representation. This does not mean that the crisis of representation is a consequence
only of unsatisfied demands or of the effect produced by new social movements.43
There are other reasons for this crisis, many of them institutional, including the
existence of a binominal system for electing members of the Lower House and
the Senate which results in the creation of two large coalitions, discouraging the
representation of small parties that lack the capacity to form alliances; a reinforced
presidentialism; a Congress that is weak compared to the executive, etc. It is all
these reasons which explain why citizens have effectively distanced themselves
from the parties and are critical of the country’s political institutions. The singularity of the crisis of representation in Chile is that it does not have its origin in the
variables typically studied at the comparative level and which are the result of
economic crises,44 a policy switch,45 problems in the structure of the state46 or
the rule of law,47 and, even, deficiencies in the adaptation of traditional parties
to the neoliberal model.48
Politically speaking, this crisis of representation is characterized first by a systematic drop in identification with parties which has, however, not been
accompanied by a significant increase in voting for other political forces. In the
last municipal election in 2012, for example, over 82% of votes for councillors
went to the two dominant coalitions, a figure similar to the 2004 and 2008 municipal elections, even though, as discussed above, turnout was significantly lower. It is
important to note that this electoral predominance is seen not only in legislative
elections where few candidates are returned (N ¼ 2) but also under the proportional system of municipal elections where each municipality elects between
six and ten councillors.
4.2. The perverse effects of the reform
With voluntary voting, the electoral register grew sharply from 8.3 million to 13.4
million people in 2012 since automatic registration meant the incorporation of over
five million new voters. In the 2009 election, young people aged between 18 and 29
accounted for only 7% of the register but in 2012 this figure almost quadrupled to
over 26%. This occurred because lack of interest in registering had meant that they
represented an important part of those not on the register.
The significant increase in the electoral register raised the question not only of
turnout but also its composition or, in other words, if more rich than poor people
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would vote, thereby reproducing the effects of the previous system of voluntary
registration and compulsory voting.49 As discussed above, the competitiveness
of an election tends to favour turnout, given the greater level of uncertainty,
while, in elections where there is a clear favourite, turnout may be lower. In the
latter case, citizens have less incentive to vote either for the favourite (a sure
winner) or the runner-up (a sure loser). This is even more apparent under a
system of voluntary voting where abstention carries no sanction.
The size of the municipality also needs to be taken into account. As occurred in
the primary election through which the Concertación center-left coalition nominated candidates for mayor, turnout was significantly higher in small municipalities
than in large ones.50 This reflects the fact that in small municipalities candidates are
better able to mobilize voters. This is particularly evident when incumbents are
standing and feel threatened by powerful challengers. It is assumed, on the other
hand, that strong incumbents who feel confident of victory have few incentives
for mobilizing voters and turnout may, therefore, be lower.
In order to evaluate these hypotheses, we developed a linear regression model,
segmenting the country’s 345 municipalities into those with over 70,000 voters and
those with less than 70,000, with this dividing line defined in accordance with the
Constitutional Organic Municipalities Law (Article 72). Under this law, municipalities with less than 70,000 voters elect six councillors, those with between 70,000
and 150,000 elect eight and those with over 150,000 elect ten. In our model, the
group of large municipalities comprises those which elect eight or ten councillors.
5. Method and data
In order to answer the research question, we compiled a database of the country’s
345 municipalities for all of which there is electoral and socio-economic information or, in other words, data on variables that include election competitiveness,
turnout, the number of voters per municipality, the poverty rate, and average years
of education. The objective, as indicated above, is to measure the effect of competition and poverty on turnout after controlling for other relevant variables. Table 1
shows each variable and its respective definition. The dependent variable is turnout
in the 2012 municipal election. The first independent variable is turnout in 2008
which serves to control for turnout in the previous municipal election. The
second independent variable, in order to control for the size of municipalities, is
the number of voters, while the third variable distinguishes between those municipalities where an incumbent was standing and those where the race was open (that
is, without incumbents). The fourth variable is the municipality’s poverty rate in
2011 and the fifth is the competitiveness of the election, measured as the percentage
difference between the vote of the winner and the runner-up. This latter indicator
has some weaknesses51 since it is possible than an election was forecast to be competitive but, in the event, the winner obtained a significant lead. In this sense, it
would be ideal to have information for all the municipalities, based on pre-election
polls, in order to evaluate how competitive the election was perceived to be.
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Table 1. Variables and their definition.
Variable
Dependent variable
Turnout 2012 election
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Independent variables
Turnout 2008 election
Electoral register 2012
Incumbency
Poverty rate 2011

Competitiveness of the
election
Poverty rate
2011∗ competitiveness
Average education

Definition
Number of voters over total number of persons eligible to
vote in 2012 (with voluntary voting)
Number of voters over total number of persons eligible to
vote in 2012 (with compulsory voting)
Number of persons eligible to vote in 2012. This includes
all those aged 18 years and over
This variable takes the value “1” when an incumbent mayor
is competing and “0” when there is no incumbent
candidate
Number of poor people over total number of inhabitants of
municipality. This figure was taken from the National
Municipal Information System (www.sinim.cl) based on
data from the 2009 CASEN Survey
Percentage difference between the winning candidate for
mayor and the runner-up
This is an interaction term. It is assumed that in rich
municipalities with a low degree of competition turnout
is higher than in poor municipalities with a low degree of
competition, in line with the hypothesis of class bias
Average years of education of the inhabitants of each
municipality

Source: Own calculations.

Unfortunately, however, this information does not exist and we had, therefore, to
take the percentage difference between the winner and the runner-up as the best
proxy. As the fifth variable, we include a term for interaction between poverty
and the election’s competitiveness. Our hypothesis is that in the group of large
municipalities turnout will be found to be higher in rich than poor municipalities
when controlling for the level of competition or, in other words, that, for an identical level of competition, turnout is systematically higher in rich municipalities
than in poor ones. Finally, we include average years of education per municipality,
which is a control variable.
We use two indicators to examine class bias: the percentage of poor people and
municipalities’ average income. We expect both to function similarly, thereby supporting the hypothesis of class bias or economic adversity. Indeed, when we use
opinion poll data, both people’s income and educational level have the expected
effect or, in other words, both show a positive correlation with their probability
of turning out to vote. This is, at least, the case for the opinion polls carried out
by the Universidad Diego Portales (UDP). Therefore, despite discussion about
class bias (measured using income) as against economic adversity (measured
using poverty and education), both function similarly in Chile for data at the
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level of municipalities and individuals. In the case of the surveys, the dependent
variable used for 2008 was those registered to vote and for 2012 those who
report having voted.52
As indicated above, our theoretical discussion involves both poverty rates and
levels of electoral competition. We suspect there is a combined effect of poverty (a
structural condition) and electoral competition (a contingent condition) on
turnout.53 It does not suffice to include these variables independently in the statistical models and we therefore build an interaction term. Figure 4 describes the
relation between the two variables. We divide the sample into two groups based
on the poverty rate. On the one hand, there are those municipalities in which the
poverty rate is a standard deviation above the mean – or, in other words, over
21.9% – and, on the other, those where it is less than 21.9%. As shown in
Figure 4, the correlation between competition and turnout is very different for
the two groups. In the group of poorest municipalities, it reaches 20.37 but, in
the group of “less poor” municipalities, only 20.06. In other words, “less poor”
municipalities are significantly less sensitive to the effect of competition on
turnout than the poorest municipalities. Precisely for this reason, we take the
view that they should be treated differently.
In order to prove our hypothesis, we use both linear regression models with the
ordinary least squares (OLS) method and linear regression models with the
weighted least squares (WLS) method. Chile’s municipalities have electorates of
very different sizes (from 370 to over 300,000 voters) and a model that does not

Figure 4. Relation between competition and turnout by poverty rate per municipality, 2012
municipal elections.
Source: Own calculations using data from www.servel.cl, www.ine.cl and www.elecciones.
gov.cl.
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take this into account could, by treating large and small municipalities as if they
were the same, result in serious distortions. In the case of data, we use the
poverty rate which is available for all the country’s municipalities. Very different
are the range of variation of average income and average education. Moreover,
municipalities’ poverty rates, which range from 0.2% to 44.6%, permit somewhat
more robust inferences than average education, which ranges from 4.95 to 15.91
years. The latter is, however, included as a control variable in some models.
Table 2 shows the results of a linear regression model with the OLS method.
The dependent variable is turnout in the 2012 municipal elections. This model is
not weighted by the size of each municipality’s electorate but does include it as
an independent variable.
Table 3 shows the results of the same exercise but with a WLS model where the
weighting variable is the size of the municipality’s electorate. The interpretation
does not differ significantly and, indeed, the variable for interaction between
poverty and competition maintains its statistical significance and the expected
sign across the three models. This table also includes a model with the variable
Table 2. Linear regression model (OLS). The dependent variable is turnout in the 2012
municipal elections.

Variable
Turnout 2008
Electoral register 2012
Incumbency (1 ¼
Incumbent; 0 ¼
Non-incumbent)

MODEL 1
General model

MODEL 2
Municipality with
less than 70,000
votersa

MODEL 3
Municipality with
70,000 and more
voters

20.00434
(0.0115)
20.000107∗∗∗
(7.75e206)
1.082
(1.130)

20.0277∗∗
(0.0120)
20.000307∗∗∗
(3.85e205)
1.086
(1.303)

0.00339
(0.0411)
22.87e205∗∗∗
(8.18e206)
2.041∗
(1.135)

Competitiveness of
election

0.117
(0.0781)
20.0253
(0.0611)

0.148∗
(0.0860)
0.0175
(0.0766)

0.242∗∗
(0.117)
0.0717
(0.0567)

Poverty
rate∗ competitiveness

20.00398
(0.00338)

20.00394
(0.00396)

20.0104∗∗∗
(0.00380)

53.05∗∗∗
(1.972)

57.21∗∗∗
(2.204)

37.50∗∗∗
(4.156)

344
0.424

277
0.211

67
0.363

Poverty rate 2011

Constant
Observations
R2

Note: aExcludes Santo Domingo where there was only one candidate. Standard errors in parentheses.
∗∗∗
p , 0.01. ∗∗ p , 0.05. ∗ p , 0.1.
Source: Own calculations using data from www.servel.cl, www.ine.cl and www.elecciones.gov.cl.

Weighted least squares (WLS) model. The dependent variable is turnout in the 2012 municipal elections.

Variables
Turnout 2008
Incumbency (1 ¼ Incumbent;
0 ¼ Non-incumbent)
Poverty rate (2011)
Competitiveness of election
Poverty rate∗ competitiveness

MODEL 1 General
model (with poverty)
0.168∗∗∗
(0.0240)
2.524∗∗
(0.980)
0.486∗∗∗
(0.0854)
0.0866
(0.0533)
20.00965∗∗∗
(0.00336)

Income (2011)
Income∗ competitiveness
Constant
Observations
R2

22.33∗∗∗
(2.050)
344
0.268

MODEL 2 General
model (with income)

MODEL 3 Municipality
with less than 70,000 voters

MODEL 4 Municipality
with 70,000 and more voters

0.186∗∗∗
(0.0264)
2.887∗∗∗
(1.011)

0.0897∗∗∗
(0.0211)
20.434
(1.272)

0.0690∗
(0.0399)
1.891
(1.240)

20.171∗∗∗
(0.0426)

0.106
(0.0908)
0.0690
(0.0813)
20.00699∗
(0.00421)

0.267∗∗
(0.129)
0.0976
(0.0643)
20.00964∗∗
(0.00450)

27.11e206∗∗∗
(1.41e206)
1.26e207∗∗∗
(3.07e208)
34.34∗∗∗
(2.135)
323
0.262

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
∗∗∗
p , 0.01. ∗∗ p , 0.05. ∗ p , 0.1.
Source: Own calculations using data from www.servel.cl, www.ine.cl and www.elecciones.gov.cl.

43.43∗∗∗
(2.522)
277
0.081

27.95∗∗∗
(3.136)
67
0.189
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“income” and the variable for interaction between “income” and competition. The
results point in the same direction as the original model with “poverty”. Finally, we
show the results of the models that include average education as a statistical control
(see Table 4). Again, the variable for interaction between poverty and competition
is significant for all municipalities and in the groups of small and large municipalities. In other words, all the models point in the same direction in that if the variables are considered in isolation, poor municipalities generally have a higher
turnout than rich municipalities. This is also the case for average education, with
a higher average level of education implying a lower turnout. However, on analysing the interaction of these variables with the level of competition, the interpretation changes. Particularly for the largest municipalities, turnout is higher in
richer municipalities with a higher level of competition while the opposite is the
case for poor municipalities with lower levels of competition.
The results of the model show the expected coefficients. For both groups of
municipalities, their size as measured by the number of voters has a negative
effect on turnout or, in other words, the larger the municipality’s size, the lower
the turnout, which is consistent with the literature. Poverty, on the other hand,

Table 4. Weighted least squares (WLS) model including “average education”. The
dependent variable is turnout in the 2012 municipal elections.

Variable
Turnout 2008
Incumbency (1 ¼
Incumbent; 0 ¼
Non-incumbent)
Poverty rate 2011
Competitiveness of
election
Poverty
rate∗ competitiveness
Average education
Constant
Observations
R2

MODEL 1
General model

MODEL 2
Municipality with
less than 70,000
voters

MODEL 3
Municipality with
70,000 and more
voters

0.159∗∗∗
(0.0241)
2.400∗∗∗
(0.912)

0.0801∗∗∗
(0.0257)
21.036
(1.251)

0.0667
(0.0403)
1.814
(1.252)

0.189∗∗
(0.0877)
0.152∗∗∗
(0.0499)
20.0128∗∗∗
(0.00314)
22.519∗∗∗
(0.307)
53.65∗∗∗
(4.437)

0.0369
(0.0906)
0.111
(0.0801)
20.00847∗∗
(0.00413)
22.395∗∗∗
(0.512)
67.56∗∗∗
(6.264)

0.309∗∗
(0.147)
0.0909
(0.0655)
20.00921∗∗
(0.00457)
0.326
(0.528)
23.93∗∗∗
(7.237)

323
0.409

256
0.186

67
0.194

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
∗∗∗
p , 0.01. ∗∗ p , 0.05. ∗ p , 0.1.
Source: Own calculations using data from www.servel.cl, www.ine.cl and www.elecciones.gov.cl.

Downloaded by [Pontificia Universidad Catolica de Chile] at 05:11 04 March 2015

16

G. Contreras et al.

Figure 5. Expected turnout by poverty rate and election competitiveness.
Source: Own calculations using data from www.servel.cl, www.ine.cl and www.elecciones.
gov.cl.

has differentiated effects, with the model indicating that, for large municipalities,
turnout was higher in poor municipalities than rich municipalities whilst, in
small municipalities, poverty does not have a significant effect. The same also
occurs for both groups in the case of the election’s competitiveness and the participation of an incumbent. None of these variables have significant effects on turnout.
The results so far, therefore, would support the thesis that turnout is higher in poor
than rich municipalities. The term for interaction between poverty and the election’s competitiveness, however, clarifies this doubt. For the group of large municipalities, it shows that turnout decreases in poor as compared to rich municipalities
in accordance with changes in the election’s competitiveness.
In order to illustrate this point more clearly, we carried out a statistical simulation
using the Clarify software for Stata, calculating turnout while simultaneously moving
the values for poverty and competitiveness (Figure 5). We simulated municipalities
with a competitive election, taking differences between winner and runner-up of
1%, 5%, 10%, 20%, and 30% of the vote. Turnout is very similar in rich and poor
municipalities where the level of competition is high (with a 1% difference
between the winner and the runner-up). Larger differences in turnout are found
with a 5% level of competitiveness, always in favour of rich municipalities, and
these become more significant as the difference between the vote of the winner and
the runner-up widens or, in other words, as the election’s competitiveness decreases.
The interpretations suggested by the model are as follows:
(1) Where the election is very competitive (with a difference of 1% to 5%
between winner and runner-up), turnout is similar in rich and poor
municipalities.
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(2) Where the election is less competitive (with a difference of 10% or more
between winner and runner-up), rich municipalities have a significantly
higher turnout than poor ones.
(3) Differences in turnout in response to variations in the election’s competitiveness are significantly larger in poor municipalities than rich municipalities. In other words, turnout decreases more markedly in poor
municipalities when an election is less competitive as compared to an identical situation in a rich municipality.
Prior to the reform, rich municipalities systematically voted more than poor municipalities, particularly in the Santiago Metropolitan Region.54 As voting was compulsory, people turned out regardless of the competitiveness of the election in their
municipality. With voluntary voting, however, the level of competition acquired
more importance. When the election is competitive, turnout is similar in rich and
poor municipalities while when it is less competitive rich municipalities vote
more than poor ones. This may reflect the fact that the base turnout in rich municipalities, with their more educated voters, was always systematically higher than in
poor municipalities.55 Voters in rich municipalities can, in other words, be said to
be less responsive to variations in the level of competition.
As indicated in the introduction, it is very probable that poor and rich municipalities react similarly to high levels of competition, due to the existence of clientelist practices that become even more decisive in an election where voting is
voluntary. When it is compulsory, the cost of going to vote falls on the voter,
whereas when it is voluntary, it falls on the parties. In a situation with a high
level of disaffection but also a high degree of competition between the candidates,
it is possible that rich segments are mobilized by programmatic interests, while in
poor sectors this reflects the exchange of votes for favours from the parties or
candidates.
6. Implications and conclusions
There is considerable debate about the effects of voluntary voting on the class bias
of election turnout. This bias may be reduced when there are strong left-wing
parties and unions because these agents produce greater electoral mobilization
among poor segments of the population and, therefore, a more heterogeneous
turnout. Similarly, this bias is less when voting is relatively easy in the context
of a low level of party fragmentation.
In Chile, all the characteristics associated with strong class bias are present.
However, the evidence of the results of the 2012 municipal election (the first
with voluntary voting) is contradictory. The absence of a linear relationship
between a municipality’s poverty rate and its turnout is at odds with the idea
that class bias is reproduced on a large scale when left-wing parties and unions
are weak. We argue that the variable which explains this result is the competitiveness of an election. When this is greater, turnout is higher and class bias is smaller.
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Our results, therefore, support, three conclusions. First, in municipalities where
the election is very competitive, turnout is similar in both rich and poor municipalities. Second, in municipal municipalities where the election is not very competitive, turnout is significantly higher in rich than in poor municipalities and, finally,
turnout drops more in poor municipalities with a not very competitive election than
in rich municipalities where this is also the case.
In other words, socio-economic level alone does not explain variations in
turnout. In order to analyse class bias under a system of voluntary voting, it is
necessary to take into account other related variables, principally an election’s
competitiveness and the size of each constituency. Theoretically, then, our work
contributes to the combined analysis of structural and circumstantial variables as
a means of understanding variations in turnout. It is certainly limited by the fact
that it focuses on just one country and a local election. However, this limitation
can also be an advantage. Since we study 345 units with different poverty rates
and levels of election competitiveness, the sample is significantly larger than it
would be for analysis at the level of constituencies for the election of Lower
House representatives and senators. In Chile, municipalities are the smallest
units of analysis for which electoral information (competition) and socio-economic
information (poverty) are available. This means that, methodologically, the conclusions are more robust than they would be for a countrywide analysis of a presidential election. Certainly, we must await subsequent elections to see if our
argument holds, but our theoretical, methodological, and statistical proposal
already provides relevant information for understanding turnout under a voluntary
voting regime.
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electoral?”
Blais and Dobrzynska, “Turnout in Electoral Democracies”; Fornos, Power, and
Garand, “Explaining Voter Turnout in Latin America, 1980 to 2000”; Geys, “Explaining Voter Turnout”; Endersby and Krieckhaus, “Turnout around the Globe.”
Mackerras and McAllister, “Compulsory Voting, Party Stability and Electoral Advantage in Australia.”

Democratization

Downloaded by [Pontificia Universidad Catolica de Chile] at 05:11 04 March 2015

5.
6.
7.
8.

9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

22.
23.
24.
25.

26.
27.
28.
29.

19

Ibid., 229.
Lijphart, “Unequal Participation”; Gallego, “Understanding Unequal Turnout.”
Lijphart, “Unequal Participation.”
Mahler, “Electoral Turnout and Income Redistribution by the State.” As will be shown
below, these phenomena of voters’ unequal competencies have been the cause of
important normative debate in the political sciences which has sometimes ended in
caricature, producing a biased explanation. This is the case of Verba, “Would the
Dream of Political Equality Turn out to be a Nightmare?,” 669, who argues that,
“the educated are better social scientists and more democratic moral reasoners.
They are not only more active; they are better citizens.”
Martikainen, Martikainen, and Wass, “The Effect of Socioeconomic Factors on Voter
Turnout in Finland.”
Corvalán and Cox, “Class-biased Electoral Participation.”
Indridason, “Competition & Turnout”; Simonovits, “Competition and Turnout
Revisited.”
Simonovits, “Competition and Turnout Revisited.”
Johnston, Matthews, and Bittner, “Turnout and the Party System in Canada, 1988–
2004.”
Huneeus, Chile. Un paı́s dividido.
Morales, “Identificación partidaria en América Latina.”
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