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KNOWING AND DISTRUSTING: HOW POLITICAL TRUST 

AND KNOWLEDGE SHAPE DIRECT-DEMOCRATIC 

PARTICIPATION 
 

Abstract 
This article examines how factual political knowledge and political trust shape direct-
democratic involvement in the form of supporting citizens’ initiatives in Finland. Previous 
studies have debated the relative merits of cognitive mobilization and political 
dissatisfaction as predictors of support for direct democracy. This study builds on these 
efforts, but it extends the scope of analysis to examine reported participation in rather 
than support for direct democracy. The study relies on data from the most recent round 
of the Finnish National Election Study from 2015 (FNES2015) to study these questions 
with binary logistic regression analyses. The results suggest that both factual political 
knowledge and political trust have the expected relationships with direct-democratic 
involvement. However, their effects are stronger when they interact and pull in the same 
direction to shape the propensity of involvement. This indicates that proposals for 
citizens’ initiatives are generally the work of knowledgeable, but critical, citizens.  
 
Keywords: citizens’ initiatives, political trust, political knowledge, direct democracy, 
political participation, democratic innovations 

 

Introduction 
Direct-democratic instruments are today a popular way to enhance popular involvement in political 

decision making (Smith 2009; Setälä and Schiller 2012; Qvortrup 2013). By letting people participate 

and decide on political outcomes, the aim is to increase democratic legitimacy by ensuring that 

policies reflect the will of the people. This strategy is based on the assumption that people demand 

direct involvement in political matters, which is also the conclusion in several studies of the topic 

(Dalton et al. 2001; Donovan and Karp 2006; Bowler et al. 2007; Bengtsson and Mattila 2009). 

Two factors are considered the main driving forces in this increasing demand (Dalton et al. 2001; 

Bowler et al. 2007; Bengtsson and Mattila 2009): cognitive mobilization and political dissatisfaction. 
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The first of these explanations focuses on increasing cognitive abilities as the main reason why 

citizens want to participate directly in political matters. The other explanation emphasises distrust of 

political authorities as the main reason why people prefer direct democracy to traditional 

representative decision making. 

The aim here is to examine whether these two factors also shape involvement when given the 

chance to participate in direct-democratic processes. This question has been neglected in the 

literature. Previous studies have examined the impact of cognitive mobilization and political 

dissatisfaction on demands for direct democracy (Dalton et al. 2001; Bowler et al. 2007; Anderson 

and Goodyear-Grant 2010), focused on broader process preferences (Bengtsson and Mattila 2009; 

Webb 2013; Coffé and Michels 2014; Bengtsson and Christensen 2016) or the intention to take part 

in direct-democratic procedures (Kentmen-Cin 2014). Most studies of direct democracy concern the 

causes and consequences at the macrolevel (Barankay et al. 2003; Lac and Lascher 2013; Leemann 

2015; Leemann and Wasserfallen 2016). Although studies of individual-level factors associated with 

the use of direct-democratic instruments do exist (Sciarini et al. 2016; Christensen et al. 2017), they 

fail to examine the interplay between cognitive mobilization and political dissatisfaction in shaping 

direct-democratic involvement. It is important to assess their merits in explaining participation since 

these factors have important consequences for the effects of direct-democratic participation. 

This study therefore examines how political knowledge and political trust – as essential indicators for 

cognitive mobilization and political dissatisfaction – affect the likelihood of direct-democratic 

participation in the form of supporting citizens’ initiatives in Finland. Finland introduced a citizens’ 

initiative in 2012 to increase popular involvement in political decision making. This “soft” form of 

direct democracy (Jäske 2017) grants citizens agenda-setting powers, thereby empowering them to 

influence political decision making even when they do not become the final decision makers (Setälä 

and Schiller 2012; Qvortrup 2013). The Finnish case thereby provides a relatively rare example of a 

direct-democratic innovation at the national level in Europe, which provides an opportunity for 
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examining the individual motivations that drive involvement in these processes. The data for the 

study come from the Finnish National Election Study from 2015 (FNES2015), which is a 

representative survey conducted following parliamentary elections in April 2015. 

The article proceeds as follows. The following section presents the two alternative explanations for 

direct-democratic involvement: cognitive mobilization and political dissatisfaction. Based on this, 

three hypotheses are presented for how factual political knowledge and political trust are associated 

with the propensity to support citizens’ initiatives. Following this, the data and variables of the study 

are presented before moving on to the empirical analyses. The implications of the results are 

discussed in the final section. The results suggest that both political trust and political knowledge are 

associated with the propensity to support citizens’ initiatives. Furthermore, their interaction means 

that their associations become stronger when they work in the same direction. This suggests that 

citizens’ initiatives are not manifestations of mindless dissatisfaction, but complaints from 

knowledgeable, but critical, citizens. 

Explaining direct-democratic involvement 
Representative democracy has been considered superior to direct democracy for political decision 

making since few citizens possess the time and competences to decide on complex political matters 

(Sartori 1987; Setälä 2006). Nevertheless, studies show that more and more citizens demand direct 

involvement in political decision making (Dalton et al. 2001; Bowler et al. 2007; Bengtsson and 

Christensen 2016). Partly as a consequence, several representative democracies have introduced 

direct-democratic features such as referendums and citizens’ initiatives that allow citizens to take 

part in the political decision making (Setälä and Schiller 2012; Qvortrup 2013). Although the empirical 

evidence on the purported benefits of such direct-democratic features is mixed (Matsusaka 1992, 

2005; Lac and Lascher 2013; Leemann and Wasserfallen 2016), the aspiration is to sustain democratic 

legitimacy by increasing popular involvement. 
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However, others claim that citizens prefer to stay out of political decision making unless being forced 

to intervene due to the incompetence of political elites (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002). Studies 

suggest that similar opinions are widespread in a number of European countries (Bengtsson and 

Mattila 2009; Webb, 2013; Coffé and Michels 2014; Font et al. 2015). This divergence boils down to a 

question of when people want to participate: Do they demand involvement because they feel 

capable of taking decisions on their own or is it because of an extensive mistrust of political 

authorities? This question is reflected in most studies of attitudes to direct democracy, which rely on 

two competing approaches to explain why people want more involvement (Dalton et al. 2001; 

Donovan and Karp 2006; Bowler et al. 2007; Bengtsson and Mattila 2009): Cognitive mobilization and 

political dissatisfaction.  

Although other studies rely on other theories to explain direct-democratic involvement (Sciarini et al. 

2016; Christensen et al. 2017), the interplay between cognitive mobilization and political 

dissatisfaction in shaping direct-democratic involvement is of particular interest. Several studies use 

similar variables to explain mobilization in various forms of political participation (Inglehart 1997; 

Norris 1999; Christensen and Bengtsson 2011; Hooghe and Marien 2013; Webb 2013). These factors 

are of central concern when it comes to political participation since they imply that very different 

concerns are channelled into political decision making. When factors associated with cognitive 

mobilization were central explanatory factors, it would be capable citizens raising demands, making 

it more difficult for decision makers to dismiss the claim without giving the decision due concern. If 

political dissatisfaction is considered the primary driving force, it would be easier to dismiss the 

demands as unreasonable demands that do not merit further examination. Furthermore, it is easier 

(albeit not unproblematic) to capture manifest participation in survey research compared to the 

difficulties involved in measuring attitudes toward abstract decision-making processes (Hibbing and 

Theiss-Morse 2002; Bengtsson 2012; Rapeli 2015). Finally, although previous studies suggest that 

democratic ideals affect behaviour (Bengtsson and Christensen 2016) and support for direct-

democratic measures signal a willingness to participate (Christensen et al. 2016), it is unclear 
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whether factors explaining support for direct democracy can also explain who participate when given 

the chance. This is arguably the more important question when it comes to ascertaining the 

implications for democracy, and it is therefore justified to examine whether these competing 

explanations can explain direct-democratic participation. 

The first approach suggests that citizens with greater cognitive abilities demand involvement in 

political decision making. This idea has been connected to the so-called ‘new politics’ explanation of 

growing support for direct democracy (Dalton et al. 2001; Bengtsson and Mattila 2009). Accordingly, 

support for direct democracy should be greater among those who possess the political skills and 

resources that enable them to deal with the complexities of politics since they may therefore desire a 

direct role in political decision making (Dalton 1984; Dalton et al. 2001: 147). However, the same 

factors are also likely to affect direct-democratic involvement. With growing skills and knowledge, 

citizens feel capable of participating in political decision making rather than leave it to traditional 

authorities with expertise on the matters at hand. According to Inglehart (1997), rising educational 

levels mean people are growing more self-assertive and less willing to put trust in traditional 

authorities, and they therefore demand direct involvement in political decision making. People with 

higher levels of skills can comprehend and follow complex political discussions, which also makes it 

more likely that they become directly involved (Bowler et al. 2007: 354).  

Dalton et al. (2001: 146–147) identify several different factors that function as indicators for 

cognitive mobilization, including age, support for Green parties and new social movements, political 

interest and educational attainment. However, considering the emphasis on cognitive abilities in 

connection to political matters, factual political knowledge is a central aspect for the current 

purposes. Factual political knowledge can be defined as ‘factual information about politics that is 

stored in long-term memory’ (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996: 10). Accordingly, it concerns the 

knowledge that people can rely on instantly to make sense of political information and act 

accordingly. Even if this is not the only salient factor for cognitive mobilisation or political 
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sophistication, it is arguably the best available indicator (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1993). Lupia (1994) 

argues that knowledge is not necessarily salient for electoral participation since cognitive heuristics 

allow poorly informed citizens to function as if they had relevant knowledge, thereby counteracting 

potential harmful effects from low factual knowledge. Nevertheless, citizens with higher levels of 

knowledge possess an advantage for acting purposefully in politics and are more likely to advance 

their preferences through political participation. Factual political knowledge occupies a central 

position for predicting political participation since several studies show that it has pervasive 

implications for political behaviour (Arnold 2012; Delli Carpini & Keeter 1996; Milner 2002; Oscarsson 

2007). In accordance with the theory of cognitive mobilisation, citizens with higher factual 

knowledge should be eager to take part in direct-democratic processes. For this reason, the first 

hypothesis states that: 

 H1: Political knowledge is positively associated with supporting citizens’ initiatives. 

The second approach to understanding why people crave to get involved in political decision making 

emphasises the importance of political attitudes rather than cognitive skills. According to this line of 

research, the underlying cause behind the increasing demand for direct democracy is that citizens 

are growing increasingly critical toward traditional authorities (Norris 1999; Dalton 2004). People 

demand direct involvement because they are dissatisfied with the way traditional institutions and 

actors handle political matters. When citizens grow disappointed with political actors or specific 

government policies, they demand direct democracy as an alternative to the current representative 

system that they consider inadequate since it fails to achieve their desired policy targets (Dalton et 

al. 2001: 148; Bengtsson and Mattila 2009: 1033). Declining levels of political support may therefore 

explain the increased desire for more democratic involvement in contemporary representative 

democracies.  

Political support includes various political orientations distinguished by levels of analysis and types of 

beliefs (Dalton 2004). However, political trust arguably occupies a central role since it includes 
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attitudes towards a broad range of actors and institutions and has important repercussions for 

political behaviour and political legitimacy (Hetherington 1998; Zmerli and Hooghe 2011; Christensen 

et al. 2016). According to Hetherington (1998: 791), political trust concerns ‘a basic evaluative 

orientation toward the government founded on how well the government is operating according to 

people's normative expectations’. The link between political trust and political participation is 

disputed, since previous studies show that higher levels of trust may support traditional political 

participation, whereas distrusting citizens are more likely to engage in elite-challenging activities 

such as protests (Inglehart 1997; Norris 1999; Rosanvallon 2008). When it comes to involvement in 

supporting citizens’ initiatives, the political dissatisfaction thesis suggests that lower political trust 

should be associated with greater demand for direct democracy. The second hypothesis therefore 

states that: 

 H2: Political trust is negatively associated with supporting citizens’ initiatives. 

These two explanations are not necessarily mutually exclusive. It is perfectly possible, some might 

even say likely, to possess political knowledge and be distrusting of authorities. For example, 

possessing cognitive skills can shape how political dissatisfaction manifests itself through political 

participation since a more knowledgeable person should understand better how to achieve the 

desired outcomes. This line of reasoning is in accordance with the work of Zaller (1992), who notes 

that political knowledge, which he conceives as an indicator of political awareness, is imperative for 

being able to express adequate political preferences that are in line with basic ideological 

predispositions. In a similar vein, it may be that people need to possess political knowledge to realise 

the potential of the citizens’ initiative as a vehicle for expressing their political dissatisfaction.  

Consequently, the two explanations may work in symbiosis to shape direct-democratic participation. 

In connection to this, several scholars argue that critical or assertive citizens, who retain a sceptical 

attitude towards political authorities and their actions, are beneficial for democracy since they 

scrutinise the actions of political elites and thereby keep them accountable (Inglehart 1997; Norris 
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1999; Rosanvallon 2008). For political dissatisfaction to have such beneficial consequences, it is 

imperative that the dissatisfied also possess political knowledge since this facilitates purposeful 

actions to achieve the demanded changes. If the dissatisfied citizens do not possess such resources, 

they resemble the disenchanted citizens of Stoker (2006: 54), for whom critical attitudes reflect a 

severe alienation from the political system since they lack an understanding of how politics works. 

This type of dissatisfaction is more harmful for democracy since it reflects political marginalization 

and is more likely to lead to political apathy rather than expressions of discontent through political 

participation (Christensen 2016). 

To appreciate the implications for the functioning of democracy, it is therefore imperative to assess 

how political dissatisfaction and political knowledge interact to shape involvement. In their study of 

why well-educated people may not support the use of referendums, Anderson and Goodyear-Grant 

(2010) offer some evidence to suggest that the two factors interact since they find that confidence in 

government shapes the impact of knowledge on support for referendums for political decision 

making. Consequently, people with lower levels of knowledge and higher levels of trust supported 

the use of referendums, whereas those with a high level of political knowledge were more likely to 

support referendums when they did not trust government. This shows that the two explanations may 

be interdependent, even if it remains unclear whether the associations are similar for actual 

involvement in supporting citizens’ initiatives. For this reason, the third and final hypothesis states 

that: 

 H3: Political trust and political knowledge interact to shape supporting citizens’ initiatives. 

These hypotheses are examined below. The following section presents the data and variables for 

doing so. 

Data and variables 
This study examines how factual political knowledge and political trust are associated with direct-

democratic involvement in the form of supporting citizens’ initiatives in Finland. Contrary to the 
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occasional referendum, citizens’ initiatives are in continuous use when implemented (Setälä and 

Schiller 2012; Qvortrup 2013). This type of direct-democratic mechanism therefore provides a more 

adequate test of the explanatory powers of cognitive mobilization and political dissatisfaction when 

it comes to studying manifest involvement rather than support for direct democracy. 

The research questions are studied in Finland, where a citizens’ initiative was introduced in 2012 to 

combat decreasing levels of political support. The Finnish citizens’ initiative is an agenda initiative 

since the Finnish Parliament decides whether to approve or reject the initiatives (Schiller and Setälä 

2012: 1). All Finnish citizens entitled to vote can organize an initiative, and if it gathers support in the 

form of signatures from at least 50000 Finnish citizens, the organizers can submit the initiative to 

Parliament. To facilitate the collection of signatures in support of proposals, the Finnish Ministry of 

Justice launched a website, www.kansalaisaloite.fi. The site allows eligible Finnish citizens to launch 

initiatives and collect signatures in support of these, which makes the tool accessible to ordinary 

citizens without the backing of traditional organized interests. The elected representatives then have 

to make the final decision for the initiative. In doing so, they have fairly free hands, since they can 

decide to approve, possibly in an amended form, or reject altogether.1 

Although some question whether this type of citizens’ initiative ought to be considered genuine 

examples of direct democracy since they do not necessarily make citizens the final decision makers 

(Smith 2009: 111–113; Schiller and Setälä 2012: 2–3). By relying on a website for collecting 

signatures, the Finnish citizens’ initiative ostensibly shares features with e-petition systems found in 

other countries (Lindner and Riehm 2011), which are usually not considered examples of direct 

democracy. Nevertheless, important differences exist that make the Finnish citizens’ initiative a more 

powerful tool for citizens to influence political matters. Most importantly, the Finnish parliament 

treats citizens’ initiatives as legislative proposals on par with regular proposals from MPs 

(Christensen et al. 2017). Even when they do not make citizens the final decision makers, such soft 

                                                           
1
 Although Parliament has so far only approved a single initiative, the instrument has been well received and become a 

popular tool for venting political preferences (Christensen et al. 2017). 
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forms of direct democracy (Jäske 2017) grant citizens important agenda-setting powers that may 

even give more influence over the decision-making outcome than more radical provisions (Qvortrup 

2013: 71). 

Despite uncertain generalizability to other countries, Finland provides ideal circumstances for a case 

study of direct-democratic innovations since direct democracy has traditionally been uncommon in 

Finland (the major exception being the 1994 referendum on membership of the EU). In this sense, 

the recent experiences with the citizens’ initiative provide a rare opportunity to examine how 

political distrust and knowledge shape the use of new possibilities provided by a direct-democratic 

instrument at the national level in a representative democracy. 

The data come from the most recent round of the Finnish National Election Study conducted 

following parliamentary elections in April 2015 (FNES2015). The survey is a representative sample of 

the Finnish population with 1587 respondents, although some respondents are excluded from 

analyses due to missing data on the variables included.2 This cross-sectional dataset does not make it 

possible to settle causality conclusively, but it makes it possible to explore associations between the 

variables interest and thereby to examine the hypotheses. The data are weighted to ensure that the 

sample matches the mother tongue, age, gender and electoral district distributions in the population 

as well as the actual vote share of parties in the elections. 

The dependent variable of the study is direct-democratic involvement in the form of supporting 

citizens’ initiatives. To measure this, a question in FNES2015 asked respondents whether they had 

supported proposals for state-level citizens’ initiatives (to avoid confusion with a similar institution at 

the local level in Finland). This resembles the standard approach to measuring political participation 

in surveys even if it entails a risk for biased results due to respondents not remembering whether 

they participated or because of social desirability bias. The answers were given in four categories: 1. 

‘Have not and will not’; 2. ‘Have not, but might do’; 3. ‘Have signed 1-2 initiatives’ and 4. ‘Have 

                                                           
2

 For more information on data collection and access to data, see: 
https://services.fsd.uta.fi/catalogue/FSD3067?tab=description&lang=en&study_language=en. 

https://services.fsd.uta.fi/catalogue/FSD3067?tab=description&lang=en&study_language=en
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signed at least 3 initiatives’. The response patterns are shown in Table 1 below. Since the interest 

here lies in examining actual participation rather than attitudes towards the citizens’ initiative, the 

answers were subsequently recoded into two categories: ‘Did not sign’ (coded 0) and ‘Signed at least 

1 citizens’ initiative’ (coded 1). 

The two focal independent variables are factual political knowledge and political trust, which 

constitute central elements for the two theories under scrutiny. The measurement of factual political 

knowledge has received considerable attention in the literature (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1993; 

Grönlund and Milner 2006; Oscarsson 2007). Although all approaches to measuring this illusive 

concept have certain drawbacks, knowledge is here measured with an index that indicates the 

number of correct answers to five factual political questions concerning current events and basic 

democratic principles to capture the scope of knowledge adequately (per cent correct answers)3:  

1) ’Who was Finnish Minister of Finance right before the recent parliamentary elections?’ (69.9%);  

2) ‘What was the unemployment rate in Finland in February 2015?’ (29.4%);  

3) ‘Which of the following parties has the second largest number of seats in the newly elected 

Parliament?’ (76.1%);  

4) ‘Who is the current Secretary-General of the United Nations?’ (50.0%); 

5) ‘What do you think is meant by a parliamentary system of government?’ (58.3%).  

Four answer alternatives were presented to the respondents for each question. Compared to open-

ended questions, this approach may overestimate the extent of knowledge due to false positives, but 

according to previous research, the differences appear to be minor and the multiple-choice approach 

has been shown to capture adequately the extent of knowledge of the respondent (Delli Carpini and 

                                                           
3
 This risks excluding aspects that are not reflected in factual knowledge such as logical reasoning. Another possibility would 

have been to include other aspects such as education as part of a broader measure of cognitive abilities. However, this 
would make it impossible which of the elements were the most important aspects. Hence, since previous studies suggest 
that the current approach is the best available approach to measuring the most important aspects of political knowledge 
(Delli Carpini and Keeter 1993), the index is only based on the factual knowledge questions while education is included as a 
control variable.   
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Keeter, 1993). The index was subsequently recoded to vary between 0-1 with 1 indicating getting all 

five questions correct (Cronbach’s alpha=0.56).  

The measurement of political trust is also disputed since it is unclear whether it is most aptly 

considered a one-dimensional or multi-dimensional concept (Zmerli and Hooghe 2011; Christensen 

et al. 2016). However, an exploratory factor analysis shows that five items measuring political trust in 

political institutions and actors load uniformly onto a single dimension (Eigenvalue=3.437). Political 

trust is therefore measured with a composite index  (Cronbach’s alpha=0.91) constructed based on 

the extent of political trust in these institutions and actors measured on scales 0-10: ‘The Finnish 

government’, ‘The Finnish Parliament’, ‘The Finnish President’, ‘Politicians’ and ‘Political parties’. The 

index was recoded to vary between 0-1 with 1 indicating complete trust. 

Since the dependent variable is dichotomous, logistic regression analysis with robust standard errors 

is used to determine whether the two independent variables are associated with higher propensity 

to having supported citizens’ initiatives.4 To rule out spurious findings, the multiple regression 

analyses include control variables used in previous research on political participation (Norris 1999; 

Webb 2013; Bengtsson and Christensen 2016; Christensen et al. 2016). The controls include socio-

demographic variables such as age, gender, education, place of living and employment status. The 

analyses also control for the following political attitudes: social trust, satisfaction with democracy, 

internal political efficacy and party identification.5 All variables vary between 0-1 to make it easier to 

                                                           
4
 To verify the results, the analyses were rerun with the original coding of the dependent variable in four categories and 

logistic ordinal regression. The main findings were similar with the exception that political trust did not have a significant 
negative association with the depending variable when controlling for other factors (B=-0.71, p=0.060). The substantive 
interpretation nonetheless remains similar since the significant interaction effect entailed that the strength of the 
association depended on knowledge. These analyses are not reported in the text since the interest there lies mainly in 
manifest involvement rather than attitudes to using the initiative, but the results are shown in the online appendix. 
5
 Some control variables are related to the two main theoretical approaches of political dissatisfaction and cognitive 

mobilization. For example, education may be conceptualised as an indicator for cognitive mobilization and satisfaction with 
democracy concerns political dissatisfaction (Dalton et al. 2001). The reported results therefore capture the independent 
contributions of factual knowledge and political trust rather than assess the validity of each of the theoretical approaches. 
Preliminary examinations indicate that similar findings exist for other indicators as well, but to explore this in more detail is 
beyond the scope of the present study, which focuses on the two central variables for greater clarity. This raises the risk of 
multicollinearity affecting the results, but since all VIF scores are below 2.0 (see appendix), there is little reason to expect 
this to be the case. Furthermore, the analyses verify that the main effects are stable across different specifications of the 
models, increasing the belief in the validity of the results. Other control variables were tested such as voting for opposition 
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interpret and compare the coefficients. More information on the coding of variables is available in 

the appendix. 

Analysis 
The first step in the analysis involves establishing the extent of involvement in supporting citizens’ 

initiatives in the Finnish population. This is done in Table 1, which displays the distribution of 

respondents who say they have supported citizens’ initiatives. 

 

[Table 1 near here] 

 

About a third of the respondents supported at least one initiative with their signature and about 45% 

indicate they would be willing to do so of the two-thirds who did not sign any. This for one thing 

shows that there is generally a positive attitude towards direct-democratic participation by 

supporting citizens’ initiatives, thus contradicting the suggestion that citizens do not want to be 

politically active (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002; Bengtsson and Mattila 2009). However, it also 

shows that a positive attitude to using citizens’ initiatives does not necessarily lead to being active, at 

least in the short run, since almost half of the population have a positive attitude even if they are 

passive. Hence, it cannot be taken for granted that the impact of the explanatory variables is similar 

to what previous studies have found for supporting direct democracy.6 

In Table 2, three logistic regression models examine the three hypotheses concerning the 

associations between political trust, political knowledge, and supporting citizens’ initiatives. The two 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
parties, but since they did not affect the implications of the main results and their implications were unclear, these results 
are not presented in the text, but are in the online appendix. 
6
 The total number of signatures collected on the website www.kansalaialoite.fi at this point was about 1.3 million, which 

equal about 31 % of the Finnish electorate (4.2 million). Although there is still a risk of measurement error, this suggests 
that the survey does reasonably well in capturing the actual extent of involvement since the official figures and the survey 
results are broadly similar. Weighting the data to more accurately reflect the official register data is not a viable option 
since there is no way of knowing how many people contributed to amassing the 1.3 million signatures.  

http://www.kansalaialoite.fi/
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first models examine H1 and H2. M1 only includes the central independent variables, political trust 

and factual political knowledge, to show their immediate associations with the propensity to support 

citizens’ initiatives without considering other factors. The second model M2 includes the control 

variables to verity that the associations persist when controlling for other factors. Finally, M3 

includes an interaction term between the two main explanatory factors to examine H3 on the 

interdependency between the explanatory variables.  

 

[Table 2 near here] 

 

The results from M1 show that the two independent variables have the expected associations since a 

negative coefficient is found for political trust (B=-1.03, p=0.002). This entails that respondents with 

low trust are more likely to have supported citizens’ initiatives and this likelihood decreases with 

higher levels of political trust. For political knowledge, the coefficient is positive (B=0.51, p=0.015), 

which entails that those with higher levels of factual knowledge are also more likely to say they 

supported a citizens’ initiatives. The significance of both coefficients persists when controlling for 

other factors in M2 (Political trust=-0.95, p=0.018; political knowledge=0.54, p=0.046). These results 

support the two first hypotheses since both the level of political knowledge (H1) and the level of 

political trust (H2) affect the propensity to support citizens’ initiatives. 

To show what these significant coefficients entail substantially, Figure 1 shows the developments in 

predicted probabilities as the level of trust/knowledge increases and all other explanatory factors are 

at their mean values. 

 

[Figure 1 near here] 
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Although both variables are significant, the practical implications are limited since the predicted 

probabilities of having supported an initiative only change slightly. This is particularly the case for 

political knowledge, where the predicted probability increases from 0.26 at the lowest level of 

knowledge to 0.38 at the highest level of knowledge. The differences are more pronounced for 

political trust, where the predicted probability of supporting initiatives decreases from 0.47 at the 

lowest level of trust to about 0.26 at the highest level of trust. However, even in this case the 

practical implications are limited, especially when considering that almost 80% of the respondents 

fall between 0.4 and 0.8 on the political trust index. Although it is not possible to reject H1 and H2, 

these two factors by themselves appear to do little to explain the propensity for supporting citizens’ 

initiatives. 

The subsequent hypothesis H3 concerns the interaction between the independent variables in 

shaping the predicted probabilities, and M3 includes an interaction term between political 

knowledge and political trust to test this proposition. The coefficient for this is significant (B=-3.06, 

p=0.019), which suggests that the associations of the independent variables are contingent upon 

each other and that H3 therefore cannot be rejected. This finding replicates the result reported by 

Anderson and Goodyear-Grant (2010: 233–234) for support for referendums and shows that it is 

important to consider their mutual interdependence to fully comprehend the implications of political 

trust and knowledge for supporting citizens’ initiatives. 

To show what the results entail, Figure 2 shows the marginal effects of political trust and knowledge 

on the probability of supporting citizens’ initiatives depending on the values of the other variable. 

 

[Figure 2 near here] 
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For political knowledge, the marginal effects show that there are strong positive effects on the 

likelihood of supporting initiatives at low levels of political trust, but the effect decreases for higher 

levels of political trust, and grows insignificant above 0.5, meaning knowledge is irrelevant when 

people trust political authorities and actors. For political trust, the marginal effects are 

indistinguishable from zero at lower levels of political knowledge, but the marginal effect of political 

trust turns increasingly negative as knowledge increases. From knowledge values above 0.5, the 

marginal effect is significantly negative. The negative effect of political trust found previously 

therefore only exists for knowledgeable citizens, whereas the differences are negligible at lower 

levels of knowledge. 

To clarify what the effects entail for the (lack of) implications shown in Figure 1, Figure 3 compares 

developments in predicted probabilities depending on level of trust and knowledge. 

 

[Figure 3 near here] 

 

For political knowledge, the significant marginal effect for those with low levels of political trust 

translates into a pervasive development in predicted probabilities, since this develops from about 0.3 

at the lowest levels of political knowledge, to about 0.7 for those with the highest level of 

knowledge. The differences for those with the highest levels of trust are less pronounced, which 

means that people who combine high political distrust with high political knowledge are most likely 

to become active in supporting citizens’ initiatives. 

Discussion of results 
The results have a number of important implications for the prospects of reinvigorating democracy 

by introducing direct-democratic mechanisms. Although future studies are necessary to verify the 
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results outside of a Finnish context, the current study at least helps us understand how political 

knowledge and distrust interacted to shape who use the Finnish citizens’ initiative.  

The results for the first two hypotheses show that both political knowledge and distrust can explain 

direct-democratic involvement in the form of supporting citizens’ initiatives. Although the 

associations were not particularly strong, both political knowledge and political trust had the 

expected relationships with the propensity to support citizens’ initiatives. This meant that more 

knowledgeable and/or distrusting citizens were more likely to take advantage of the possibility to 

support citizens’ initiatives. The value of cognitive mobilization and political dissatisfaction have been 

scrutinized in several previous studies when it comes to support for direct democracy (Dalton et al. 

2001; Donovan and Karp 2006; Bowler et al. 2007; Bengtsson and Mattila 2009). However, these 

results show that these theories are not just valuable for predicting support for supporting direct-

democratic instruments; they also predict actual involvement in soft direct-democratic practices such 

as supporting citizens’ initiatives. This thereby ties the results to previous literature on political 

participation that examined the link between these factors and other forms of political participation 

(Inglehart 1997; Norris 1999; Christensen and Bengtsson 2011; Hooghe and Marien 2013; Webb 

2013). 

Even if the positive association with political knowledge was weak, there is no evidence to suggest 

that direct-democratic measures in the form of citizens’ initiatives primarily engage people lacking 

abilities to comprehend political decision making. In these sense, such soft direct-democratic 

mechanisms do more than just mobilize unreflective masses unfit for political decision making 

(Sartori 1987). The negative association with political trust also suggests that citizens’ initiatives 

channel the concerns of distrusting citizens into the political decision making (Christensen et al. 

2016). This makes it possible for decision makers to react to the concerns of dissatisfied citizens, 

thereby diminishing any potential negative effects on political legitimacy. 
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For the third hypothesis, the results showed an interaction effect between political trust and political 

knowledge, which entailed that the combined impact of the independent variables on the propensity 

to use the citizens’ initiative was stronger when pulling in the same direction. This mutually 

reinforcing effect means that people who are knowledgeable and distrusting are much more likely to 

become involved, whereas the predicted probability of involvement is much lower when only one of 

the factors contributes to the outcome. This result shows that it is important to take into 

consideration how explanatory factors interact, and thereby corroborates the finding of Andersson 

and Goodyear-Grant (2010), albeit for involvement rather than support for direct democracy. Despite 

the slightly different outcome measures, this finding may help explain why the relative merits of the 

two explanatory factors have been so controversial in the literature on support for direct democracy 

(Bengtsson and Mattila 2009: 1033). 

More substantially, the results have potential implications for democratic legitimacy. It may be that, 

as the work of Zaller (1992) may suggest, only those with high political awareness have the capacity 

to take advantage of the possibilities offered by direct-democratic instruments such as the citizens’ 

initiative. This interpretation is in line with the assertion that critical citizens take advantage of direct-

democratic procedures to hold decision makers accountable (Inglehart 1997; Norris 1999). Hence, 

elected decision makers should not dismiss the legislative suggestions brought forward by citizens’ 

initiatives as inane demands from people who do not grasp the real world of politics. The users of the 

citizens’ initiative are generally knowledgeable citizens who dislike what they see happening in the 

current system. Their demands deserve careful attention; otherwise, the legitimacy of the system 

may suffer in the eyes of citizens (Christensen et al. 2015). 

This also means that there is a risk that the dissatisfaction of those who do not possess such civic 

skills go unnoticed. These citizens are less likely to make use of the possibilities offered by citizens’ 

initiatives, which is in line with the findings of Christensen et al. (2016). Consequently, they resemble 

the disenchanted citizens of Stoker (2006) rather than the critical citizens who benefit democracy 
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(Norris 1999). Although this finding does not necessarily discredit the use of such direct-democratic 

instruments, it shows that there is a risk that these groups are become more marginalised when their 

demands do not reach the formal decision makers (Christensen 2016).  

The results come with some uncertainties. It is necessary to examine whether similar relationships 

exist outside of Finland, which as an affluent stable democracy constitutes a particular context. 

Furthermore, it is worth reiterating that the associations reported here do not necessarily entail 

causal relationships. In fact, previous studies suggest that being politically active is more likely to 

affect attitudes rather than vice versa (Quintelier and van Deth 2014), a result also found for the 

citizens’ initiative (Christensen et al. 2015). However, even if the relationship is not causal – and it is 

most likely reciprocal – the associations do show who are most likely to support of citizens’ 

initiatives. The results therefore still provide important information on the kinds of demands that are 

channelled through citizens’ initiatives in Finland, thereby making it possible to discern the 

implications for democracy.   
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Appendix: Descriptive statistics 

Variable Coding (All variables coded to vary between 0 and 1) Obs Mean SD Min Max VIF 

Supported 
citizens' 
initiative 

0 = No, 1=Yes 

1569 0.34 0.47 0.00 1.00 N/A 

Political trust Index based on trust in: Finnish government, Parliament, 
President, Politicians and Political parties (all scores 0-10). 
Composite index (1=Highest trust; Cronbach’s alpha=0.91) 1587 0.63 0.17 0.00 1.00 1.24 

Political 
knowledge 

Number of correct answers to five factual political questions: 
1. Who was Finnish Minister of Finance right before the 
recent parliamentary elections? 
2. What was the unemployment rate in Finland in February 
2015? 
3. Which of the following parties has the second largest 
number of seats in the newly elected Parliament? 
4. Who is the current Secretary-General of the United 
Nations? 
5. What do you think is meant by a parliamentary system of 
government? 
Four alternatives were presented to the respondents for each 
question (1 highest level of knowledge; Cronbach’s 
alpha=0.56). 1587 0.57 0.28 0.00 1.00 1.32 

Age Year of birth – 2015, divided by 100.  
1587 0.51 0.20 0.18 0.94 1.27 

Gender 0= Female, 1=Male 
1587 0.50 0.50 0.00 1.00 1.08 

Education Highest level of educational attainment, 5 categories 
(1=University/research studies). 1583 0.48 0.32 0.00 1.00 1.31 

Place of living Level of urbanity of living area; 5 categories: 1=Capital area, 
0= rural municipality. 1535 0.57 0.29 0.00 1.00 1.07 

Employment 
status 

Fulltime employment=1; others=0 
1587 0.32 0.46 0.00 1.00 1.15 

Social trust ‘Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be 
trusted or you can’t be too careful’; answers on scale with 11 
grades (1 highest trust). 1584 0.66 0.22 0.00 1.00 1.14 

Satisfaction with 
democracy 

How satisfied are you with the way democracy works in 
Finland? Answers four categories not at all-completely 
satisfied (1 highest satisfaction). 1568 0.60 0.19 0.00 1.00 1.17 

Internal political 
efficacy 

Sometimes politics seems so complicated that I cannot quite 
understand what is going on. Answers four categories 
strongly disagree-Strongly agree (1 highest satisfaction).  1553 0.36 0.32 0.00 1.00 1.16 

Party 
identification 

Do you usually think of yourself as close to any particular 
party? 0=No, 1=Yes. 1578 0.49 0.50 0.00 1.00 1.13 
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Table 1. Percentages supporting citizens’ initiatives. 

 

Answers Signed or not 

 

n % n % 

Did not sign and will not sign 332 21.2 
1038 66.2 

Did not sign but willing to do so 706 45.0 

Signed 1-2 initiatives 449 28.6 
531 33.8 

Signed at least 3 initiatives 82 5.2 

Total 1569 100.0 1569 100.0 

Source: FNES2015 
Note: Unweighted data. Question phrasing: Did you sign citizens’ initiatives at the national level? 
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Table 2. Logistic regression analyses of the propensity to support citizens’ initiatives. 

 

M1 M2 M3 

 
B SE P OR B SE P OR B SE P OR 

Political trust -1.03 (0.34) 0.002 0.36 -0.95 (0.40) 0.018 0.39 0.67 (0.82) 0.414 1.96 

Political knowledge 0.51 (0.21) 0.015 1.67 0.54 (0.27) 0.046 1.72 2.41 (0.83) 0.004 11.17 

Age 
    

-3.45 (0.38) 0.000 0.03 -3.64 (0.38) 0.000 0.03 

Gender 
    

-0.47 (0.14) 0.001 0.63 -0.51 (0.14) 0.001 0.63 

Education 
    

0.50 (0.24) 0.035 1.65 0.37 (0.24) 0.046 1.61 

Place of living 
    

0.72 (0.24) 0.002 2.05 0.65 (0.23) 0.003 2.03 

Employment status 
    

0.17 (0.14) 0.230 1.18 0.22 (0.14) 0.187 1.20 

Social trust 
    

0.85 (0.33) 0.009 2.35 0.71 (0.32) 0.010 2.31 

Satisfaction with democracy 
    

-0.80 (0.37) 0.034 0.45 -0.78 (0.38) 0.041 0.46 

Internal political efficacy 
    

0.59 (0.22) 0.008 1.80 0.35 (0.22) 0.007 1.82 

Party identification 
    

0.49 (0.14) 0.001 1.62 0.35 (0.14) 0.000 1.64 

Political trust x Political knowledge 
        

-3.06 (1.30) 0.019 0.05 

Constant -0.27 (0.22) 0.222 0.76 0.22 (0.35) 0.534 1.25 -0.75 (0.57) 0.186 0.47 

n 1569 1458 1458 

AIC 2043.49 1721.19 1716.01 

Log pseudolikelihood -1018.75 -848.59 -845.01 

Cragg & Uhler's R2 0.01 0.19 0.20 

Source: FNES2015. 
Note: Weighted data. Entries are estimates (B) from logistic regressions with robust standard errors (SE) and odds ratios (OR). P: Level of 
significance. 
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