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Better Think Twice - Assessing the Short-Term Effects on Political 

Support of a Local Level Referendum  

 

Thomas Karv, Kim Backström and Kim Strandberg 

 

Abstract:  

Consultative referendums are a widely used democratic innovation, continuously applied as 

a way of increasing the democratic legitimacy for a specific policy decision. In Finland, 

consultative referendums have even become an integral part of the decision-making 

processes at the municipal level. Since it became possible to organize local-level consultative 

referendums in the early 1990s, over 60 referendums have been conducted, with most of 

them being about proposed municipality mergers. Nevertheless, the result of consultative 

referendums is only indicative. Hence, the decision-makers can freely choose whether they 

follow or ignore the results of the referendum. Nevertheless, we still have very limited 

knowledge about whether a referendum experience contributes to any changes in political 

attitudes among the population.  The research purpose with this study is therefore to explore 

the effects of a local level referendum on political support.  

We seek too empirically assess the effects of a municipality-level consultative referendum 

on various forms of political attitudes within a municipal context. We are thus interested in 

how a local referendum experience affects political efficacy and political trust. Furthermore, 

we are explicitly interested in assessing to what extent it matters whether a citizen has been 

on the winning or on the losing side of the referendum issue. For this research purpose we 

have chosen to utilize unique survey data from Korsholm, Finland, collected by the authors 

in 2018 (N = 6686), 12 months prior to a referendum, and in 2020 (N = 3133), 18 months 

after a referendum was conducted. This provides us with a unique opportunity to provide 

answers to our research questions. Our findings show that the aggregated levels of political 

support have increased, but that the effects vary based on being on the winning or losing side 

of the referendum.  
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Introduction 

People across liberal democracies are dissatisfied with the workings of their current political 

systems (Foa et al., 2020; Norris, 2011). This has contributed to a growing interest in 

democratic innovations, such as citizen-panels (Setälä et al., 2020), public deliberations 

(Strandberg & Berg, 2020), agenda initiatives (Christensen et al., 2017), participatory 

budgeting (Gilman, 2016) and referendums (Jäske, 2017) as a way of fostering positive 

sentiments towards democracy. The rationale behind this is an assumption that more and 

deeper opportunities to political influence will improve the quality of democracy, and as a 

result people should become more positive towards the workings of democracy (Grönlund, 

Setälä & Herne, 2010). The democratic innovation of interest for this paper is consultative 

referendums and our research purpose is to test the assumption that participation in a 

referendum creates higher levels of political support.  

The use of consultative referendums has become more popular over time as a way of giving 

the citizens a possibility of having a direct say in a specific policy issue, hence increasing 

the extent of political legitimacy for the subsequent political decision taken (Qvortrup, 

2017). Within democratic political systems it is crucial how the losers following a 

referendum deals with defeat (Blais & Gelineau, 2007; Brummel, 2020) and a reoccurring 

argument in favor of referendums is that the public should easier accept political decisions 

if they have had a voice in the process (Hedrick & Ghergina, 2020, p. 1). Nevertheless, the 

use of referendums has also been shown to contribute to polarizing effects across the 

citizenry, which is further dividing, instead of uniting, political communities (van der Eijk 

& Rose, 2021). There is one important factor that has been shown to alter the effects on 

political support following a referendum: whether the citizen was on the winning or losing 

side of the referendum issue, e.g., issue opinion (Esaiasson et al., 2019; Marien & Kern, 

2018). However, whether the citizen was in favor or against the referendum as an element 

of the decision-making process has also been suggested to affect the outcome on political 

support, e.g., process opinion (Marien & Werner, 2019). Our broad research aim is therefore 

to explore the relationship between political support, issue- and process opinion prior to and 

following a referendum. We argue that citizen’s political support varies substantially based 

on their issue- and process opinion, both prior to and following a referendum. Our research 

question is therefore whether this is actually the case.  

In order to answer our research question, the subsequent paper will test the effects of issue- 

and process opinions on political support by taking both a prospective and retrospective 

approach. We thus seek to connect the effects on political support based on the preferences 
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prior to a referendum with the effects derived following a referendum. By using two survey 

datasets collected in a municipal setting in Finland in 2018 and 2020, prior to and following 

a local level referendum about a proposed municipal merger, it was possible to explain the 

relation between issue- and process preferences and political support and compare the effects 

form a prospective and retrospective perspective. Nevertheless, the results provide mixed 

evidence for the overarching research question. 

 

Referendums and Political Support 

Referendums are regarded as a form of direct democracy (Hedrick & Gherghina, 2020) and 

have been argued to be compatible with a representative form of democracy (Accetti & 

Oskian, 2020). Over time, referendums have also become increasingly popular among 

citizens in established democracies (Accetti & Oskian, 2020; Schuck & de Vreese, 2015). 

There are, broadly speaking, two explanations proposed by scholars for the rising popularity 

of referendums, both related to ongoing megatrends. The first explanation is related to the 

higher normative expectations for the functioning of democracy as a result of increasing 

post-materialist values and the other relates to the growing discontent with how the 

representative democratic systems functions (Bowler et al., 2007; Norris, 2011; Schuk & de 

Vreese, 2015; Werner, 2020). Regardless of the increasing popularity, the use of 

referendums goes against the elitist, or Schumpeterian (1942), view of democracy, 

perceiving democracy as a method to select those most able to govern. Hence, the use of 

referendums threatens the maneuvering-space of the political elites in favor of a more 

populist, or Rousseauian (Mudde, 2004), view of democracy, holding that democracy should 

be considered as a method to transform the general will into political decisions.  

Direct democratic processes, such as referendums, are expected to enhance the levels of 

political support by increasing the levels of the perceived fairness of the decision-making 

processes within the political community (Marien & Kern, 2018, p. 5). Following this 

assumption, studies have subsequently found referendum experiences to contribute to 

creating higher levels of political support among the participants (Bauer & Fatke, 2014; 

Bowler & Donovan, 2002). Still, as the use of referendums challenges the foundations of a 

representative political system (Folkestad et al., 2019), it might also contribute to lower 

levels of political support as it could be taken as an evidence that the current political system 

does not work. As Dyck (2009, p. 559) argued, “direct democratic institutions put citizens 

in an adversarial relationship with their government.” The use of referendums might 
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therefore contribute to decreasing the authority and fostering distrust in political authorities 

(Citrin, 1996; Dyck, 2009; Voigt & Blume, 2015). 

When measuring political support scholars are interested in finding out whether a citizen is 

positively or negatively oriented towards a political object (Easton, 1975, p. 436). Political 

efficacy and political trust are two types of political attitudes that are considered as essential 

components of political support (Norris, 2011). Political efficacy refers to citizens 

understanding about whether they understand and can influence the political processes 

(Boulianne, 2019) and is here understood as the “feeling that individual action does have, or 

can have, an impact upon the political process” (Campbell, Gurin & Miller, 1954, p. 187). 

Because of the complexity of the concept, it is usually divided into an internal and external 

component (Bowler & Donovan, 2002; Niemi et al., 1991; Strandberg & Lindell, 2020). The 

internal component reflects the extent of political self-confidence and political 

understanding while the external component reflects assessments regarding the 

responsiveness of the political system (Niemi et al., 1991, p. 1407–1408). Hence, high levels 

of political efficacy signalizes that the citizens believe that they can participate in the 

political processes and that their participation matters for the outcome. High levels of 

political efficacy are thus considered as an essential element of a flourishing democratic 

system and as such constitutes a reflection about the more diffuse kind of support for a 

democratic political system (Easton, 1965; Iyengar, 1980). Measurements of political 

efficacy have therefore become perceived as key indicators for measuring the health and 

status of democratic systems (Craig et al., 1990, p. 289).   

As political efficacy refers to an evaluation of citizen’s capacity to influence politics, 

political trust refers to an assessment of whether the political representatives and institutions 

can be trusted to act in the best interest of the population (Boulianne, 2019, p. 9). 

Consequently, political trust reflects an evaluation of whether a citizen judges the politicians 

and/or the political institutions to be trustworthy and is thus more relational in character than 

political efficacy (Iyengar, 1980, p. 255). For instance, a citizen might express high levels 

of trust in the judicial system while simultaneously expressing low levels of trust in the 

elected Members of Parliament (MPs). It is therefore crucial to differentiate between the 

objects of trust (Bauer & Fatke, 2014; Easton, 1965; Norris, 2011). Still, a common 

assumption is that a sufficient level of political trust provides politicians with the necessary 

political maneuvering-space to govern and implement difficult decisions without risking a 

public backlash, as trust is derived from expectations about future behavior (Boulianne, 

2019; Easton, 1965; 1975). On the other hand, when political trust is in decline it becomes 
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more challenging for the politicians to make decisions, which threatens the effectiveness of 

the political system (Norris, 2011). In the following section we will present two aspects that 

could determine the effects on political efficacy and political trust following a referendum 

experience.  

 

Political Support, Issue Opinion and Process Opinion   

There are two important aspects related to a referendum to consider, with the effects on 

political support derived from a citizen’s position on these two aspects: issue- and process 

opinion. It is an inevitable outcome following a consultative referendum that it creates both 

winners and losers. Thus, following a referendum it has subsequently become expected that 

citizens that were in favor of the eventual outcome should start expressing higher levels of 

political support, at least in comparison with citizens on the losing side (Esaiasson et al. 

2019; van der Eijk & Rose, 2021). This at least if the subsequent political decision goes in 

accordance with the outcome of the referendum. Consequently, there is an array of studies 

focusing on the effects of the winner-loser gap following elections, showing that the winners 

typically start to express higher levels of political support while the losers were able to retain 

their pre-election levels of political support (Anderson & Tverdova, 2001; Esaiasson, 2011; 

Marien & Kern, 2018). As the winners, furthermore, constitutes a majority within a specific 

political context, it is therefore not surprising when the aggregate level effects often have 

been shown to be positive in terms of changes in political support following a referendum 

(Marien & Kern, 2018). As both the external type of political efficacy and political trust are 

used to measure citizen’s perceptions of the political system, these items have been shown 

to correlate closely (Anderson, 2010; Esaiasson, Kölln & Turper, 2015; Niemi et al., 1991). 

Therefore, it could also be expected that the effects following a referendum should be 

similar. In short, we expect it to matter for political support whether the citizen was on the 

winning or losing side of the referendum issue.  

The other important factor to consider concerns process opinion, implying that it should 

matter for political support following a referendum whether the citizen was in favor or 

against the referendum as a part of decision-making process. Nevertheless, as noted by van 

der Eijk and Rose (2021, p. 105), this is so far an understudied element in the post-

referendum literature. Nevertheless, within democratic theory it is expected if the citizens 

have been given the opportunity to influence a specific political decision they should 

subsequently become more likely to accept an outcome that they themselves did not support 

(Dahl, 1989; Tyler, 2000). The extent of perceived procedural fairness of a decision-making 
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process thus relates to the democratic foundations of the regime legitimacy (van der Eijk & 

Rose, 2021, p. 105). Moreover, according to Esaiasson et al. (2019, p. 310), agreement on 

the decision-making procedures “is a civilized way to solve collective decision-making 

problems,” but the public is not necessarily a consultative part when deciding about the 

organization of a referendum. Hence, when there is debate about the legitimacy of a decision-

making process, the legitimacy of the final decision will subsequently also inevitably 

become questioned (Miller, 1974).  

Through increasing the levels of support for a decision-making process, e.g., process 

support, it might be possible to create “better losers” following the result of a referendum. 

Process opinions might therefore alter the effects of winning or losing in a referendum on 

political support, and research has shown it to have an especially influential role in shaping 

the responses over time (Pruitt et al., 1993). We therefore expect opinions about the 

referendum as a part of the decision-making process to affect political support following a 

referendum. Following this overview, we present three initial hypotheses:  

H1a: The levels of political support increase following a referendum.  

H1b: The levels of political support increase more among citizens on the winning side 

following a referendum. 

H1c: The levels of political support increase more among citizens being in favor of the 

referendum following a referendum. 

It is also possible for a citizen to have been on the winning side while still being dissatisfied 

that the referendum was conducted in the first place, making the eventual positive causal 

effects on political support somewhat more uncertain. Still, it is more likely for a citizen to 

have been in favor of the referendum while still being disappointed with the eventual 

outcome, as the public has repeatedly been shown to be supportive of referendums as part of 

a political decision-making process (Bowler et al., 2007; Font, Wojcieszak & Navarro, 2015; 

Schuk & De Vreese, 2015). Hence, there are four different scenarios related to a referendum 

process to consider with varying effects on political support, notwithstanding that two of 

them (issue-related) are solely related to a post-referendum scenario. These scenarios are 

summarized in a fourfold below in Figure 1.  
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  Process  

  In favor Against 

Issue  

Winner   

Loser   

Figure 1. Referendum Aspects and Political Support.  

 

Furthermore, we intend to assess how issue- and process opinion and political support relates 

to each other and how this relation has changed after a referendum in comparison with the 

relation prior to the referendum. There is an array of studies focusing on what happens to 

political support among the losers following a referendum (Esaiasson et al., 2019; Marien & 

Kern, 2019; Nadeau, Belanger & Atikcan), but less so on the relationship between process 

opinion and political support following a referendum. Leading up to a referendum, it is 

expected that the relation between issue- and process opinion should be strong as citizens 

are expected to be more positive towards a democratic innovation if they expect to gain from 

it (Werner, 2021). Hence, the process might just be perceived as a necessary means to an 

end. Therefore, even as support for referendums is generally high, citizens that are expecting 

to win in a referendum should be more supportive of it based on instrumental considerations 

(Werner, 2021) and more supportive of referendums in general after a positive outcome 

(Brummel, 2020). Moreover, as referendum support has been shown to be related to political 

cynicism (Schuk & de Vreese, 2015), we expect there to exist a similar relation here. Even 

if, as Tyler (2006, p. 165) argued, evaluations of decision-making processes and the eventual 

political outcomes are related, outcome satisfaction is expected to be the more important 

determinant for political support following a referendum (Esaiasson et al., 2019; Marien & 

Kern, 2018). Consequently, even if both types of evaluations should matter, both prior to 

and following a referendum, we expect issue preference to be the more important individual-

level determinant of political support.  

As previously mentioned, referendums creates both winners and losers within a political 

community. However, leading up to a referendum, when the public tensions are expected to 

be higher, the relation between issue- and process preferences and political support should 

be stronger than following a referendum. This especially if a proposed decision-making 

element is expected to add support to one side of the issue. Hence, following a referendum, 
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and when the referendum issue is finally politically settled, the relation between issue- and 

process opinion should begin to diminish. We thus formulate our two final hypotheses 

accordingly: 

H2a: Citizens’ issue opinion is more important than process opinion for predicting political 

support both prior to and following a referendum.    

H2b: The effects of issue preference and process support on political support are stronger 

prior to than following a referendum.  

 

Research Design, Methods and Data 

The Local Context 

Proposed municipal mergers constitutes typical contested issues, and because municipalities 

are related to local identities merger discussions consequently tends to create strong feelings 

(Zimmerbauer & Paasi, 2013). Moreover, mergers are very complex issues for the citizens 

to form an opinion on (Strandberg & Lindell, 2020, p. 297; Lapointe, Saarimaa & Tukiainen, 

2018, p. 514–516). The survey data for this study was gathered prior to and following a local 

level referendum on a proposed municipal merger in the predominately rural municipality 

of Korsholm, located in the bilingual part of Western Finland and has around 19,500 citizens. 

The other part of the merger, the city of Vaasa, is the 14th largest city in Finland, with a 

population close to 70,000. Besides the traditional urban-rural factor, another important 

aspect that differentiates these two entities concerns the different language compositions. 

Korsholm is predominately Swedish speaking, as around 68.0 percent has Swedish as their 

first language. In Vaasa on the other hand, around 68.0 percent has Finnish as their first 

language. Hence, besides being a contested issue based on the urban-rural element there 

were apparent identity-based elements, derived from the language-aspect, included in the 

process of forming an opinion on the proposed merger that contributed to a polarizing public 

debate (Setälä et al., 2020; Strandberg & Lindell, 2020).  

The referendum was held on the 18th of March 2019 and the outcome was that 61.2 percent 

voted against the merger, 36.8 percent voted in favor of the merger while 2.0 percent chose 

neither, which is a mandatory option to include in local level referendums in Finland. The 

referendum attracted a significant turnout, as 11,329 out of 14,833 eligible voters 

participated in the referendum (turnout 76.4 percent). Earlier studies have shown that 

referendums that are considered as important attracts a higher level of turnout (Garry, Marsh 

& Sinnott, 2005), and this constitutes an evidence for the local importance placed on the 
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merger issue. Following the results of the referendum, the municipal council consequently 

voted against the merger at the following municipality council meeting on 2 April 2019. 

Still, the decision to reject a merger was only reached after a vote in the municipal council, 

where 19 out of 43 elected representatives still chose to vote against the result of the 

referendum and in favor of a merger. What makes this case even more interesting from a 

perspective of referendum effects, the referendum clearly affected the issue outcome. During 

the deciding vote in the municipal assembly, two of the representatives chose to vote against 

the merger because of the referendum result, while another chose to vote blank. This 

effectively altered the outcome through shifting the majority against a merger (Karv & 

Backström, 2021), clearly showing the municipal residents that the majority will actually 

matters for political outcomes.  

In order to test our hypotheses, we used public opinion data from two survey datasets. The 

pre-referendum survey was conducted in collaboration with the municipality of Korsholm 

in March 2018. This was approximately 12 months prior to the referendum. The sampling 

frame for the survey was citizens aged 16 or older living in Korsholm, in total 15,411 

citizens. In total, 6,686 survey responses were received, giving us a response rate of 43.4 

percent. The follow up survey was conducted in November 2020, approximately 18 months 

after the referendum. The sampling frame was here similar to the previous survey, in total 

14,568 citizens.1 In total 3,133 survey responses were submitted, giving us a response-rate 

here of 21.5 percent. Nevertheless, young people, males, Finnish speakers and people living 

in the municipal center were underrepresented among the respondents in both datasets (see 

appendix Table 1). In order to account for this in our analyses, we apply a combined weight 

for gender, age, mother tongue and location in both datasets.  

The research design of the study is based on a pre- and post-test of the effects of issue opinion 

(merger opinion) and process opinion (referendum opinion) as determinants of political 

support. In the following part of the paper, the main variables are presented.  

 

Variables 

Our dependent variable is political support and is subsequently operationalized through 

using standard items measuring either political efficacy or political trust. All variables reflect 

general evaluations of the political system (Easton, 1965; Norris, 2011), and are hence not 

related to the workings of the local political system. In order to account for the effects on 

                                                           
1 The reason for the lower amount of surveys in 2020 was due to problems with access to postal addresses.  
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political efficacy following a referendum, we use two of the survey items included in both 

survey datasets. The items read as follows (translated from original Swedish/Finnish): 

People can exert influence through voting (System influence) and Politicians do not care 

about the opinions of ordinary citizens (System responsiveness).2 Response scales are 

completely agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree and disagree entirely. These two 

survey items have been regularly included in similar studies for measuring political efficacy 

(Balch, 1974; Niemi et al., 1991), and have been operationalized so that a higher value 

reflects the more efficacious answer in both instances on a four-point scale between 0–1.  

In order to account for the effects on political trust, we utilize two survey items included in 

both surveys. The items read as follows; To what extent do you trust the following actors? 

Indicate your answer on a scale between 0 and 10, where 0 means that you do not trust that 

actor at all and 10 means that you fully trust the actor in question: politicians and political 

parties.3 The responses have been operationalized on an eleven-point scale between 0–1, 

with higher values indicating higher trust. As with the two survey items measuring political 

efficacy, the trust items are related to objects at different positions on the support continuum, 

as suggested by Norris (2011), and are thus used to measure two different types of political 

support even though they are internally highly correlated (see Appendix Tables 9–10). Using 

these four survey items included in two different datasets, prior to and following a 

referendum, within a specific local context enable us to account for the effects on four 

different types of political support following a referendum experience.  

Our main explanatory variables concern individual opinions about the referendum issue 

(merger opinion) and the process (referendum opinion). Opinions about the referendum issue 

is thus used to divide the population into winners or losers in terms of the outcome following 

the referendum, e.g., outcome favorability (Esaiasson et al., 2019). Still, in order to measure 

opinions about the referendum issue, a proposed municipal merger, we are forced to use 

survey items that differs between the two surveys. In the 2018 survey, the following survey 

item was included: What is your opinion about a potential merger between Korsholm and 

Vaasa? Indicate your opinion on a scale between 0 and 10, where 0 means that you are 

                                                           
2 Original Swedish survey item: Genom att rösta kan medborgare påverka det politiska beslutsfattandet and 

Politikerna bryr sig inte om vanliga människors åsikter. Original Finnish survey item: Äänestämällä 

kansalaiset voivat vaikuttaa poliittiseen päätöksentekoon and Poliitikot eivät välitä tavallisten ihmisten 

mielipiteistä. 
3 Original Swedish survey item: I vilken utsträckning har du förtroende för följande aktörer? Ange ditt 

förtroende för varje aktör på en skala mellan 0 och 10, där 0 betyder att du inte alls har förtroende, medan 10 

betyder att du har fullständigt förtroende: Politiker i allmänhet and Politiska partier. Original Finnish survey 

item: Missä määrin luotat tai et luota seuraaviin tahoihin? Arvioi kutakin tahoa asteikolla nollasta kymmeneen, 

missä 0 ”en luota ollenkaan” ja 10 ”luotan täysin”: Poliitikkoihin yleensä and Poliittisiin puolueisiin. 
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entirely against a merger and 10 means that you are entirely in favor of the merger.4 

However, in 2020 the following survey item was included: How did you vote in the 

referendum about a merger with Vasa (merger opinion)? Response options were in favor of 

a merger, against a merger, did not vote, don’t want to say, and did not have the right to 

vote.5 In order to use these survey items for comparative purposes, both have been 

operationalized as binary variables, differentiating between citizens being/voting in favor of 

a merger and citizens being/voting against the merger with a higher value indicating being 

against the merger.6 Through this procedure, we are able to divide our sample based on issue 

opinions.  

Process opinion (referendum opinion) is measured through evaluations about the referendum 

as a part of the decision-making process, e.g., procedural satisfaction. This to measure the 

extent of perceived procedural fairness among the population (see also Marien & Kern, 

2018). In order to measure referendum opinions there is a similar situation as with the 

measurements of merger opinions, as different survey items have been used for comparing 

between 2018 and 2020. In 2018, the following survey item was used: Do you think that a 

consultative referendum should be conducted about a municipal merger with Vaasa? 

Response options were yes, no and don’t know.7 However, in 2020 the following survey item 

was used: Do you think it was the right choice by the municipal council in Korsholm to 

organize a public referendum about a municipal merger with Vaasa (referendum opinion)? 

Response options were yes, no and don’t know.8 Therefore, one of the survey items reflects 

an expectation while the other reflects an evaluation of a process. Notwithstanding this issue, 

both survey items are binary variables, with a higher value here indicating being in favor of 

the referendum, and we see no reason why they are not compatible for measuring and 

                                                           
4 Original Swedish survey item: Vilken är din åsikt om en eventuell samgång mellan Korsholm och Vasa? Ta 

ställning på en skala mellan 0 och 10 där 0 betyder att du är helt emot en samgång och 10 betyder att du är 

helt för en samgång. Original Finnish survey item: Mitä mieltä olet mahdollisesta kuntaliitoksesta Mustasaaren 

ja Vaasan välillä? Ota kantaa asettamalla oma näkemyksesi asteikolle nollasta kymmeneen, jossa 0 tarkoittaa 

täysin kuntaliitosta vastaan ja 10 täysin kuntaliitoksen puolesta. 
5 Original Swedish survey item: Hur röstade du i folkomröstningen om en samgång med Vasa? För en 

samgång, mot en samgång, röstade ej, vill inte säga och hade inte rösträtt. Original Finnish survey item: 

Kuinka äänestit kansanäänestyksessä kuntaliitoksesta Vaasan kanssa? Kuntaliittoutumisen puolesta, 

kuntaliittoutumista vastaan, en äänestänyt, en halua sanoa and en ollut äänioikeutettu. 
6 For the survey item used in 2018 survey this means that responses 0–4 were recoded as being against a merger, 

while 6–10 were recoded as being in favor of a merger in the dataset.  
7 Original Swedish survey item: Anser du att det borde ordnas en rådgivande folkomröstning om en 

kommunsammanslagning med Vasa? Ja, nej and tar ej ställning. Original Finnish survey item: Pitäisikö sinun 

mielestäsi kuntaliitoksesta Vaasan kanssa järjestää neuvoa-antava kansanäänestys? Kyllä, ei and en ota 

kantaa.  
8 Original Swedish survey item: Anser du att det var rätt beslut av kommunfullmäktige i Korsholm att ordna 

en folkomröstning om en samgång med Vasa? Ja, nej and tar ej ställning. Original Finnish survey item: Tekikö 

Mustasaaren kunnanvaltuusto mielestäsi oikean päätöksen, kun se järjesti kansanäänestyksen kuntaliitosta 

Vaasan kanssa? Kyllä, ei and en ota kantaa.  
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comparing public opinion towards the referendum as a part of the decision-making process. 

It should be noted that this is far from an optimal survey item to measure procedural fairness, 

and survey items questioning whether the respondents find the referendum as a fair or 

appropriate decision-making procedure would have been more suitable (Esaiasson et al., 

2019; Werner & Marien, 2019). However, it does directly tap into an evaluation of the 

decision-making process used and is therefore considered as suitable enough for our research 

purpose. 

Furthermore, in order to control for several individual level characteristics that have been 

shown to predict political support, we will also include individual level covariates for age, 

gender, education and mother tongue (Swedish/Finnish) in our analyses. Political support is 

expected to increase with education (Bowler & Donovan, 2002; Schoon et al., 2010) and age 

(Anderson, 2010), while the effects of gender are mixed (Bowler & Donovan, 2002; Schoon 

et al., 2010; Levy, 2013). Studies have also shown that language minorities are less 

politically active than the majority population (Hero & Tolbert, 2003; but see Sandovici & 

Listhaug, 2010) and that membership in a majority group is connected to higher levels of 

political support (Anderson & Tverdova, 2001). Subsequently, political support has also 

been shown to be affected by context, and when members of a minority group within a 

heterogeneous population context does not feel that their interests are being sufficiently 

represented the levels of political support are likely to decline (Wolak, 2018). We therefore 

expect members of the majority group in this local setting (Swedish-speakers) to express 

higher levels of political support. This especially following the referendum, as the members 

of the minority group would likely have become part of the majority group if the referendum 

outcome had been different.  

 

Findings 

We begin by comparing the levels of political efficacy and political trust in our datasets. 

Here we note that on aggregate, both types of political efficacy and political support have 

increased (see Figure 1). Independent-samples t-test were also conducted in order to test the 

significance of the mean value changes for our variables between the datasets. For System 

influence there was a non-significant difference9, while the difference was significant for 

System responsiveness10, Trust in politicians11 and Trust in political parties12. We further 

                                                           
9 2018 (M=0.77, SD: 0.26) and 2020 (M=0.78, SD: 0.26), t (8911) = -1.04, p = 0.30. 
10 2018 (M=0.41, SD: 0.29) and 2020 (M=0.50, SD: 0.28), t (5644.56) = -13.91, p = 0.00. 
11 2018 (M=0.42, SD: 0.23) and 2020 (M=0.50, SD: 0.22), t (5824.30) = -14.73, p = 0.00. 
12 2018 (M=0.44, SD: 0.23) and 2020 (M=0.53, SD: 0.23), t (5775.84) = -17.80, p = 0.00. 
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noted that these differences seem to be vary based on both merger and referendum 

preferences, with the positive effects mostly associated with citizens being on the winning 

side of the referendum and with citizens being in favor of the referendum (see Appendix 

Figures 2–5). Our findings further show that citizens being against the merger were 

overwhelmingly more in favor of a referendum than citizens being in favor of the merger 

(see Appendix Figure 6). However, in 2020, citizens being in favor of a merger had become 

somewhat more positive towards the referendum, even though they lost. In terms of political 

efficacy, our findings show that the levels of efficacy declined among citizens being in favor 

of a merger, while the levels of efficacy increased substantially among citizens being against 

the referendum. Moreover, the levels of political trust did increase in each category, even if 

the positive change was more substantial among citizens against the merger and in favor of 

the referendum. These initial findings confirm our H1a, H1b and H1c. 

 

 

Figure 2. Aggregate Levels of Political Efficacy and Political Trust: 2018 and 2020.  

Notes: Mean scores for System influence and System responsiveness on four-point scale ranging from 0–1, 

with 1 indicating a more efficacious answer. Mean scores for Trust in politicians and Trust in Political Parties 

on an eleven-point scale, ranging from 0–1, with 1 indicating full trust.  

 

We continue by checking for the bivariate relationships between the political support 

variables and the independent variables in both our datasets (see Appendix Tables 6–9). We 

here note that both process- and issue opinion appear to be associated with political support. 

Moreover, age, education, gender and mother tongue all appear to be associated as well. We 

further note that political efficacy is higher within the younger age groups, highly educated 

and Swedish speakers, while females also appear to express slightly higher levels of political 
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efficacy. We also note that in 2018, those that were in favor of a merger expressed higher 

levels of political efficacy, but that the relationship has narrowed in 2020. The same 

relationships appear also in relation to political trust. However, here there has been a more 

substantial change in terms of the relationship between process opinion and political trust, 

with the marginal clearly narrowing. We further checked the bivariate relationship between 

our two main independent variables and our dependent variable(s) in our two datasets. Here 

our findings show that the strength of the correlation between issue- and process opinion had 

declined in 2020 in comparison with 2018 (see Appendix Table 6).  

In order to validate our two remaining hypotheses, we continue with checking whether these 

relationships hold after including them as predictors in a multivariate linear regression 

analysis. For this purpose, we apply two regression models: one including merger opinion 

and referendum opinion as predictors (Model 1) and one further including sociodemographic 

variables (Model 2) as covariates in the regression model. Starting with the results for the 

effects on perceived system influence (see Table 1 next page), our findings show that being 

female and Swedish speaking both predicted higher levels of perceived system influence in 

both datasets. In 2018, being against the merger and in favor of the referendum both 

predicted higher levels of perceived system influence even after accounting for 

sociodemographic predictors. However, neither merger opinion nor referendum opinion 

were significant predictors in 2020. It should also be noted that the direction of the causal 

effect of merger opinion on perceived system influence varies between the two datasets, as 

being against the merger in 2018 predicted lower levels of system influence while it 

predicted higher levels in 2020, even being significant in Model 1.  
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Table 1. Individual-level Factors as Predictors of System Influence.  

 

Notes: Linear regression (OLS): Standardized Beta-coefficients. *p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 

Dependent variable is on a scale with four-steps between 0-1 (1=high efficacy). Predictors: Age: scale with 

five steps between 0-1 (0=16-24; 1=65+). Education: scale with three steps between 0-1 (0=Primary education; 

1=Tertiary education). Gender: Binary (0=Male; 1=Female). Language: Binary (0=Finnish; 1=Swedish). 

Municipality merger opinion: Binary (0=In favor; 1=Against). Referendum opinion: Binary (0=Against; 1=In 

favor).  

 

Continuing with perceived system responsiveness (see Table 2), our findings show that the 

same relationships hold for the sociodemographic predictors, while further adding education 

as a significant predictor in both datasets. Moreover, merger opinion turned out to be 

significant in both 2018 and 2020, showing that being against a merger predicts lower levels 

of perceived system responsiveness both prior to and following a referendum. Still, the effect 

was considerably weaker in 2020. In terms of referendum opinion, it had no significant effect 

in 2020 after being highly significant in 2018, when being in favor of the referendum 

predicted lower levels of perceived system responsiveness. Moreover, the results show that 

in terms of the explanatory capacity of the independent variables tested, the effects where 

clearly weaker in 2020. These findings also show that merger opinion still predicts lower 

levels of political efficacy following the referendum.   

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

Merger opinion -0.05* (0.01) -0.08*** (0.01) 0.06* (0.01) 0.02 (0.01)

Referendum opinion 0.09*** (0.01) 0.08*** (0.01) 0.00 (0.02) 0.03 (0.02)

Age 0.00 (0.01) 0.06** (0.02)

Education 0.01 (0.01) 0.12*** (0.02)

Gender 0.07*** (0.01) 0.06** (0.01)

Language 0.08*** (0.01) 0.10*** (0.01)

Constant 0.76 0.72 0.76 0.59

N 4817 4773 2292 2284

Adj. R2 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.03

2018 2020
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Table 2. Individual-level Factors as Predictors of System Responsiveness  

 

Notes: Linear regression (OLS): Standardized Beta-coefficients. *p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 

Dependent variable is on a scale with four-steps between 0-1 (1=high efficacy). Predictors: Age: scale with 

five steps between 0-1 (0=16-24; 1=65+). Education: scale with three steps between 0-1 (0=Primary education; 

1=Tertiary education). Gender: Binary (0=Male; 1=Female). Language: Binary (0=Finnish; 1=Swedish). 

Municipality merger opinion: Binary (0=In favor; 1=Against). Referendum opinion: Binary (0=Against; 1=In 

favor).  

 

Turning now to the other form of political support, political trust, and trust in politicians (see 

Table 3 next page). Our findings show that being against the merger predicts lower levels of 

trust in politicians in both datasets, while referendum opinion was significant only in 2018. 

Still, in terms of the explanatory effects we note that effects of merger opinion were weaker 

in 2020. In terms of the sociodemographic predictors, being highly educated, female and 

Swedish speaking predicts higher levels of trust in politicians in both datasets, with age 

having no significant effect in either.  

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

Merger opinion -0.20*** (0.01) -0.23*** (0.01) -0.05* (0.01) -0.10*** (0.02)

Referendum opinion -0.09*** (0.01) -0.12*** (0.01) -0.04 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02)

Age -0.11*** (0.01) -0.03 (0.02)

Education 0.09*** (0.01) 0.16*** (0.02)

Gender 0.04** (0.01) 0.04* (0.01)

Language 0.14*** (0.01) 0.12*** (0.01)

Constant 0.50 0.46 0.52 0.38

N 4749 4702 2234 2228

Adj. R2 0.07 0.11 0.01 0.05

2018 2020
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Table 3. Individual-level Factors as Predictors of Trust in Politicians.  

 

Notes: Linear regression (OLS): Standardized Beta-coefficients. *p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 

Dependent variable is on a scale with eleven-steps between 0-1. Predictors: Age: scale with five steps between 

0-1 (0=16-24; 1=65+). Education: scale with three steps between 0-1 (0=Primary education; 1=Tertiary 

education). Gender: Binary (0=Male; 1=Female). Language: Binary (0=Finnish; 1=Swedish). Municipality 

merger opinion: Binary (0=In favor; 1=Against). Referendum opinion: Binary (0=Against; 1=In favor).  

 

Finally looking at trust in political parties (see Table 4 next page), merger opinion was a 

significant predictor in both datasets, showing that being against the merger still predicted 

lower levels of trust in political parties. Referendum opinion was a significant predictor in 

2018, but not in 2020. In terms of the explanatory effects, our results show that effects of 

merger opinion also here were weaker in 2020. Looking at the sociodemographic predictors, 

the effects were similar to the findings presented in the previous Table. The findings 

presented in Tables 1–4 confirms our hypotheses H2a and H2b by showing that issue opinion 

is a more important determinant than process opinion for predicting individual levels of 

political support and that the effects of both merger opinion and referendum were weaker 

following a referendum than prior to a referendum. We continue with discussing these 

findings in the following section.  

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Merger opinion -0.19*** (0.01) -0.24*** (0.01) -0.07** (0.01) -0.14*** (0.01)

Referendum opinion -0.07*** (0.01) -0.08*** (0.01) -0.00 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01)

Age -0.00 (0.01) 0.02 (0.02)

Education 0.08*** (0.01) 0.09*** (0.02)

Gender 0.05*** (0.01) 0.06** (0.01)

Language 0.17*** (0.01) 0.16*** (0.01)

Constant 0.49 0.40 0.51 0.40

N 4901 4857 2298 2292

Adj. R2 0.06 0.09 0.00 0.03

2018 2020
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Table 4. Individual-level Factors as Predictors of Trust in Political Parties.  

 

Notes: Linear regression (OLS): Standardized Beta-coefficients. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 

Dependent variable is on a scale with eleven-steps between 0-1. Predictors: Age: scale with five steps between 

0-1 (0=16-24; 1=65+). Education: scale with three steps between 0-1 (0=Primary education; 1=Tertiary 

education). Gender: Binary (0=Male; 1=Female). Language: Binary (0=Finnish; 1=Swedish). Municipality 

merger opinion: Binary (0=In favor; 1=Against). Referendum opinion: Binary (0=Against; 1 In favor). 

 

Discussion 

From a democratic theory perspective, the losers following an election are expected to 

remain supportive of a political system when conditions about perceived procedural fairness 

are being met (Dahl, 1989). If the fight was fair, it should be easier to accept defeat. The 

empirical evidence, however, does not always seem to support this assumption (Esaiasson 

et al., 2019; Marien & Kern, 2018). Given our findings, it matters for political support 

following a referendum whether a citizen has won or lost in a referendum and whether the 

citizen thought it was a good idea to have a referendum to begin with. Even though the losers 

from a referendum were able to have a say in the process, the polarizing process could be 

argued to some extent inhibit positive effects in terms of political support (Marien & Kern, 

2018). Referendums are considered to function as a vital check on political power (Qvortrup, 

2017, p. 142), and prior to the referendum, being against the merger and in favor of the 

referendum both predicted lower levels of political efficacy and political trust. Hence, it is 

quite clear that the citizens that were against the merger expected to win in a referendum and 

hence supported it for instrumental reasons (Werner, 2020) and were consequently also 

pleased with the referendum, following a positive political outcome on their behalf. They 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Merger opinion -0.17*** (0.01) -0.21*** (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) -0.07* (0.01)

Referendum opinion -0.06*** (0.01) -0.08*** (0.01) -0.02 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)

Age -0.02 (0.01) 0.03 (0.02)

Education 0.05*** (0.01) 0.09*** (0.02)

Gender 0.05*** (0.01) 0.06** (0.01)

Language 0.15*** (0.01) 0.17*** (0.01)

Constant 0.49 0.43 0.40

N 4900 4855 2293 2286

Adj. R2 0.04 0.07 0.00 0.03

2018 2020
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did simultaneously express lower levels of political support in both datasets, and it was 

therefore not surprising that they did not trust the politicians to act accordingly to what they 

believed to be the majority will. Hence, referendum support was here clearly driven by a 

lack of trust in the political system (Schuk & de Vreese, 2015). Still, when institutions do 

follow the result of a referendum, as was the case in our local setting, the policies should be 

more aligned with the public preferences and the levels of trust increased accordingly.   

Following the referendum, citizens who expressed higher levels of political efficacy and 

political trust prior to the referendum displayed lower levels of political efficacy, while the 

levels of political trust increased marginally. Moreover, among citizens being against a 

merger and in favor of a referendum, the positive effects on political support were 

substantial. Studies have shown that participating in democratic innovations might foster 

higher levels of political trust (Bowler & Donovan, 2002; Hero & Tolbert, 2003), and our 

results partly adds support to this. Nevertheless, which side of the issue the citizens have 

been on determines the effects, which is in line with the findings presented by Marien and 

Kern (2018) and Esaiasson et al. (2019). There is thus a clear winner-loser effect at play 

here, with the winners becoming more positive towards the political system while the losers 

remained stable. A core aspect of democracy is the alignment between voter preferences and 

government output (Leemann & Wasserfallen, 2016), and it is worth speculating what the 

effects would have been given a situation where the municipal assembly would have gone 

against the majority of the public and voted in favor of a merger. It is likely that the negative 

effects on political support would have been substantial, as a majority of the public would 

then not consider the outcome as legitimate. This especially among the part of the public 

who adheres to a more populist, over an elitist, view of democracy.  

 

Limitations 

There are some substantial limitations with our datasets that needs to be emphasized. First, 

the follow up survey data was collected 18 months following the referendum and around 30 

months after the first survey, which makes it challenging to connect the development in 

political support directly to the referendum process. Hence, the positive post-referendum 

effects in terms of political support could also be explained by a general trend toward higher 

political support in the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic. This is also something that has been 

noted in many parts of Europe during the initial phase of the lockdowns (Bol et al., 2021; 

Schraff, 2020). Nevertheless, it should be noted that municipal level has not at all been 

involved in dealing with the Covid-19 pandemic in Finland so the general increase in 
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political trust is not per se transferable to political actors. Hence, we are somewhat hesitant 

to draw any larger general conclusions about the potential effects derived from a referendum 

process on political support based on our survey data. Nevertheless, as our findings do 

clearly show there to be a winner-loser gap in terms of the effects in our 2020 dataset, we 

would still argue that our study contributes to that line of research.   

 

Conclusions 

Given the importance of political efficacy and political trust for the functioning of 

democracy, we would expect the elected representatives to be careful when using democratic 

innovations as a part of the decision-making processes. As a referendum creates winners and 

losers, it should be considered extra important that there are high levels of diffuse support 

among the citizens on the losing side to prevent dissatisfaction from turning into to more 

serious expressions of disappointment (van der Eijk & Rose, 2021, p. 105). Hence, if the 

goal is system stability, the way to secure it over time is perhaps not to transfer the most 

important policy decisions straight to the public jury. As representative political systems 

could be considered fragile, it is perhaps not optimal to increase the level of uncertainty 

regarding where the political power finally lies. Consequently, by channeling decision-

making powers directly to the citizens policy differences within the citizenry becomes more 

apparent, thus contributing to polarization amongst the citizenry. Nevertheless, as the effects 

on political support derived from issue preferences are clearly weaker following the 

referendum, another possible interpretation is that political support is less conditional after 

a referendum. Hence, as the importance of the referendum issue declines so does its 

relationship with political support. As our study has only focused on the local level and short-

term effects, more research is solely needed in order to further assess the long-term effects 

on more system important attitudes following a referendum experience.  

 

References 

Accetti, C. & Oskian, G. (2020). What is a consultative referendum? The democratic 

legitimacy of popular consultations. Perspectives on Politics, 1–16.  

Anderson, M. (2010). Community psychology, political efficacy, and trust. Political 

Psychology, 31(1), 59–84. 

Anderson, C. & Tverdova, Y. (2001). Winners, losers, and attitudes about government in 

contemporary democracies. International Political Science Review, 22, 321–338. 



21 

 

Balch, G. I. (1974). Multiple indicators in survey research: The concept “sense of political 

efficacy”. Political Methodology, 1(2), 1–43.  

Bauer, P. C., & Fatke, M. (2014). Direct democracy and political trust: Enhancing trust, 

initiating distrust–or both? Swiss Political Science Review, 20(1), 49–69. 

Blais, A. & Gelineau, F. (2007). Winning, losing and satisfaction with democracy. Political 

Studies, 55(2), 425–441. 

Bol, D., Giani, M., Blais, A. & Loewen, P. (2021). The effect of COVID-19 lockdowns on 

political support: Some good news for democracy? European Journal of Political 

Research, 60, 497–505. 

Bowler, S. & Donovan, T. (2002). Democracy, institutions and attitudes about citizen 

influence on government. British Journal of Political Science, 32, 371–390. 

Bowler, S., Donovan, T. & Karp, J. (2007). Enraged or engaged? Preferences for direct 

citizen participation in affluent democracies. Political Research Quarterly, 60(3), 351–

362. 

Boulianne, S. (2019). Building faith in democracy: Deliberative events, political trust and 

efficacy. Political Studies, 67(1), 4–30.  

Brummel, L. (2020). ‘You Can’t Always Get What You Want’: The effects of winning and 

losing in a referendum on citizens’ referendum support. Electoral Studies, 65, 1–11. 

Campbell, A., Gurin, G. & Miller, W. (1954). The voter decides. Evanston, IL: Row, 

Peterson. 

Christensen, H. S., Jäske, M., Setälä, M., & Laitinen, E. (2017). The Finnish citizens’ 

initiative: Towards inclusive agenda-setting? Scandinavian Political Studies, 40, 411–

433. 

Citrin, J. (1996). Who’s the boss? Direct democracy and popular control of government. In 

Craig, S. (ed.), Broken contract? Changing relationship between Americans and their 

government. Boulder: Westview (268–293). 

Craig, S., Niemi, R. & Silver, G. (1990). Political efficacy and trust: A report on the NES 

pilot study items. Political Behavior, 12(3), 289–314. 

Dahl, R. (1989). Democracy and its critics. New Haven: Yale University Press. 



22 

 

Dyck, J. (2009). Initiated distrust: Direct democracy and trust in government. American 

Politics Research, 37(4), 539–568. 

Easton, D. (1965). A systems analysis of political life. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 

press. 

Easton, D. (1975). A re-assessment of the concept of political support. British Journal of 

Political Science, 5(4), 435–457. 

Esaiasson, P. (2011). Electoral losers revisited – How citizens react to defeat at the ballot 

box. Electoral Studies, 30(1), 102–113. 

Esaiasson, P., Kölln, A-K & Turper, S. (2015). External efficacy and perceived 

responsiveness – similar but distinct concepts. International Journal of Public Opinion 

Research, 27(3), 432–444. 

Esaiasson, P., Persson, M., Gilljam, M. & Lindholm, T. (2019). Reconsidering the role of 

procedures for decision acceptance. British Journal of Political Studies, 49, 291–314. 

Foa, R.S., Klassen, A., Slade, M., Rand, A. & R. Collins. (2020). The Global Satisfaction 

with Democracy Report 2020. Cambridge, UK: Centre for the Future of Democracy. 

Folkestad, B., Klausen, J.E., Saglie, J. & Segaard S.B. (2019). When do consultative 

referendums improve democracy? Evidence from local referendums in Norway. 

International Political Science Review, 1–16.  

Font, J., Wojcieszak, M. & Navarro, C. (2015). Participation, representation and expertise: 

Citizen preferences for political decision-making processes. Political Studies, 63(s1), 

153–172. 

Garry, J., Marsh, M., & Sinnott, R. (2005). ‘Second-order’ versus ‘issue-voting’ effects in 

EU referendums: Evidence from the Irish Nice Treaty referendums. European Union 

Politics, 6(2), 201–221. 

Gilman, H. R. (2016). Democracy reinvented: Participatory budgeting and civic innovation 

in America. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press. 

Grönlund, K., Setälä, M. & Herne, K. (2010). Deliberation and civic virtue: Lessons from a 

citizen deliberation experiment. European Political Science Review, 2(1), 95–117. 

Hedrick, S. & Gherghina, S. (2020). Why people vote in local level referendums: comparing 

Germany and the United States. European Politics and Society.  



23 

 

Hero, R. & Tolbert, C. (2004). Minority voices and citizen attitudes about government 

responsiveness in the American states: Do social and institutional context matter? British 

Journal of Political Science, 34(1), 109–121.  

Iyengar, S. (1980). Subjective political efficacy as a measure of diffuse support. The Public 

Opinion Quarterly, 44 (2), 249–256. 

Jäske, M. (2017). ”Soft” forms of direct democracy: Explaining the occurrence of 

referendum motions and advisory referendums in Finnish local government. Swiss 

Political Science Review, 23(1), 50–76. 

Karv, T. & Backström, K. (2021). Följderna av en folkomröstning – lärdomar från 

Korsholm. Institutet för samhällsforskning vid Åbo Akademi: Vasa.  

Lapointe, S., Saarimaa, T. & Tukiainen, J. (2018). Effects of municipal mergers on voter 

turnout. Local Government Studies, 44(4), 512–530. 

Leemann, L. & Wasserfallen, F. (2016). The democratic effect of direct democracy. 

American Political Science Review, 110(4), 750–762. 

Levy, B. (2013). An empirical exploration of factors related to adolescents’ political 

efficacy. Educational Psychology, 33(3), 357–390. 

Marien, S. & Kern, A. (2018). The winner takes it all: Revisiting the effect of direct 

democracy on citizens’ political support. Political Behavior, 40(4), 857–882. 

Marien, S. & Werner, H. (2019). Fair treatment, fair play? The relationship between fair 

treatment perceptions, political trust and compliant and cooperative attitudes cross-

nationally. European Journal of Political Research, 58(1), 72–95. 

McDonnell, J. (2020). Municipality size, political efficacy and political participation: a 

systemic review. Local Government Studies, 46(3), 331–350. 

Miller, A. H. (1974). Political issues and trust in government: 1964–1970. American 

Political Science Review, 68(3), 951–972. 

Mudde, C. (2004). The Populist Zeitgeist. Government and Opposition, 39(4), 541–563. 

Nadeau, R.,  Belanger, E. & Atikcan, E. (2021). Emotions, cognitions and moderation: 

understanding losers’ consent in the 2016 Brexit referendum. Journal of Elections, Public 

Opinion and Parties, 31(1), 77–96.  



24 

 

Niemi, R., Craig, S. & Mattei, F. (1991). Measuring internal political efficacy in the 1988 

National Election study. The American Political Science Review, 85(4), 1407–1413). 

Norris, P. (2011). Democratic deficit: Critical citizens revisited. New York, NY: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Pruitt, D.G., Peirce, R.S., McGillicuddy, N.B., Welton, G.L., & Castrianno, L.M. (1993). 

Long-term success in mediation. Law and Human Behavior, 17, 313–330.   

Qvortrup, M. (2017). Demystifying direct democracy. Journal of Democracy, 28(3), 141-

152. 

Sandovici, M. & Listhaug, O. (2010). Ethnic and linguistic minorities and political 

participation in Europe. International Journal of Comparative Sociology, 51(1–2), 111–

136. 

Schoon, I., Cheng, H., Gale, C., Batty, D. & Deary, J. (2010). Social status, cognitive ability, 

and educational attainment as predictors of liberal social attitudes and political trust. 

Intelligence, 38(1), 144–150. 

Schraff, D. (2020). Political trust during the Covid-19 pandemic: Rally around the flag or 

lockdown effects? European Journal of Political Research.  

Schumpeter, J. (1942). Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy. New York: Harper and 

Brothers. 

Schuck, A. & De Vreese, C. (2015). Public support for referendums in Europe: A cross-

national comparison in 21 countries. Electoral Studies, 38, 149–158. 

Setälä, M., Christensen, H. R., Leino, M., Strandberg, K., Bäck, M. & Jäske, M. (2020). 

Deliberative mini-publics facilitating voter knowledge and judgement: Experience from 

a Finnish Local Referendum. Representation: Journal of Representative Democracy.  

Strandberg, K. & Berg, J. (2020). When reality strikes: Opinion changes among citizens and 

politicians during a deliberation on school closures. International Political Science 

Review, 41(4), 567–583. 

Strandberg, K. & Lindell, M. (2020). Citizens’ attitudes towards municipal mergers – 

individual-level explanations. Scandinavian Political Studies, 43(4), 296–316.  

Tyler, T. (2006). Psychological perspectives on legitimacy and legitimation. Annual Review 

of Sociology, 32, 53–78. 



25 

 

Tyler, T. (2000). Social Justice: Outcome and Procedure. International Journal of 

Psychology, 35, 117–125. 

Van der Eijk, C. & Rose, J. (2021). Winner-loser effects in contentious constitutional 

referenda: Perceptions of procedural fairness and Brexit referendum. The British Journal 

of Politics and International Relations, 23(1), 104–120.  

Voigt, S. & Blume, L. (2015). Does direct democracy make for better citizens? A cautionary 

warning based on cross-country evidence. Constitutional Political Economy, 26(4), 391–

420. 

Werner, H. (2020). If I’ll win it, I want it: The role of instrumental considerations in 

explaining public support for referendums. European Journal of Political Research, 59, 

312–330.  

Werner, H. & Marien, S. (2020). Process vs. outcome? How to evaluate the effects of 

participatory processes on legitimacy perceptions. British Journal of Political Science.  

Wolak, J. (2018). Feelings of political efficacy in fifty states. Political Behaviour, 40, 763–

784. 

Zimmerbauer, K. & Paasi, A. (2013). When old and new regionalism collide: 

Deinstitutionalization of regions and resistance identity in municipality amalgamations. 

Journal of Rural Studies, 30, 31–40. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



26 

 

Appendix 

Table 5. Non-response analysis: Share of survey respondents in relation to total municipal 

population. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. System influence; net-change between 2018 and 2020 based on merger opinion 

and referendum opinion. Scale 0–1, with higher value indicating higher efficacy.13 

 

                                                           
13 Total: 2018 (M=0.77; SD: 0.26), 2020 (M=0.78, SD: 0.26); Against merger: 2018 (M=0.78; SD: 0.27), 2020 

(M=0.79; SD: 0.26); In favor of merger: 2018 (M=0.77; SD: 0.26), 2020 (M=0.76; SD: 0.27). Against 

referendum: 2018 (M=0.76; SD: 0.27), 2020 (M=0.75; SD: 0.28); In favor of referendum: 2018 (M=0.79; SD: 

0.26), 2020 (M=0.79; SD: 0.25).  
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Share of municipal 
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Share of 
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Gender

Female 50.7 52.4 50.7 51.1

Male 49.3 47.6 49.3 48.9

Age

16-24 10.6 6.2 10.6 3.5

25-34 11.6 7.7 11.6 6.4

35-49 26.4 20.4 26.4 15.0

50-64 24.3 27.3 24.3 27.5

65+ 27.1 38.3 27.1 47.6

Mother tongue

Swedish speakers 70.9 79.6 70.9 78.6

Finnish speakers 29.1 20.4 29.1 21.4

Municipality part

Kvevlax with environs 17.9 19.2 17.9 18.3

North Korsholm 15.8 15.8 15.8 15.2

Solf with environs 13.2 14.4 13.2 14.8

Archipelago 12.9 14.0 12.9 12.9

Smedsby-Böle 29.6 26.6 29.6 27.9

South and East Korsholm 10.5 10.2 10.5 10.9

20202018
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Figure 4. System responsiveness; net-change between 2018 and 2020 based on merger 

opinion and referendum opinion. Scale 0–1, with higher value indicating higher efficacy.14 

 

 

Figure 5. Trust in Politicians; net-change between 2018 and 2020 based on merger opinion 

and referendum opinion. Scale 0–1, with higher value indicating higher trust.15 

 

                                                           
14 Total: 2018 (M=0.41; SD: 0.28), 2020 (M=0.50, SD: 0.29); Against merger: 2018 (M=0.33; SD: 0.28), 2020 

(M=0.47; SD: 0.27); In favor of merger: 2018 (M=0.48; SD: 0.29), 2020 (M=0.51; SD: 0.29). Against 

referendum: 2018 (M=0.49; SD: 0.29), 2020 (M=0.52; SD: 0.30); In favor of referendum: 2018 (M=0.35; SD: 

0.28), 2020 (M=0.49; SD: 0.27). 
15 Total: 2018 (M=0.42; SD: 0.22), 2020 (M=0.50, SD: 0.22); Against merger: 2018 (M=0.37; SD: 0.23), 2020 

(M=0.48; SD: 0.22); In favor of merger: 2018 (M=0.48; SD: 0.22), 2020 (M=0.51; SD: 0.22). Against 

referendum: 2018 (M=0.48; SD: 0.23), 2020 (M=0.51; SD: 0.24); In favor of referendum: 2018 (M=0.38; SD: 

0.23), 2020 (M=0.49; SD: 0.22). 
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Figure 6. Trust in Political Parties; net-change between 2018 and 2020 based on merger 

opinion and referendum opinion. Scale 0–1, with higher value indicating higher trust.16 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Cross-tabulation; merger opinion and referendum opinion 2018 and 2020.  

 

                                                           
16 Total: 2018 (M=0.44; SD: 0.22), 2020 (M=0.53, SD: 0.23); Against merger: 2018 (M=0.39; SD: 0.23), 2020 

(M=0.52; SD: 0.23); In favor of merger: 2018 (M=0.49; SD: 0.23), 2020 (M=0.53; SD: 0.24). Against 

referendum: 2018 (M=0.48; SD: 0.23), 2020 (M=0.54; SD: 0.24); In favor of referendum: 2018 (M=0.40; SD: 

0.23), 2020 (M=0.53; SD: 0.23). 
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2018

In favour Against 

In favour (N=2315) 25.2 % 74.8 %

Against (N=2713) 95.1 % 4.9 %
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In favour Against 

In favour (N=1017) 55.4 % 44.6 %

Against (N=1363) 96.7 % 3.3 %

Referendum opinion 

Referendum opinion 

Merger opinion 
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Table 6. Correlation coefficients for merger opinion and referendum opinion 2018 and 2020.  

 

Notes: Pearson’s R; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.01.  

 

Table 7. Bivariate Analyses of the Relationship between System Influence and Individual-

level Factors: 2018 and 2020. 

 

Notes: System influence (scale 0-1, 1 indicates higher efficacy). System responsiveness (scale 0-1, 1 indicates 

higher efficacy). Trust in politicians (scale 0-1, 1 indicates higher trust). Trust in political parties (scale 0-1, 1 

indicates trust). Merger opinion, binary (0=In favor; 1=Against). Referendum opinion, binary (0=Against; 1= 

In favor). Comparison of means done with One-Way Anova analysis. Pearson’s R; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.01. 

 

 

Variables

2018 2020 2018 2020

Merger opinion - - 0.72** 0.50**

Referendum opinion 0.72** 0.50** - -

System influence 0.01 0.06** 0.06** 0.06**

System repsonsiveness -0.26** -0.07** -0.23** -0.05**

Trust in politicians -0.24** -0.07** -0.20** -0.03

Trust in political parties -0.21** -0.01 -0.17** -0.02

Merger opinion Referendum opinion

n Pearson's R Sig. n Pearson's R Sig.

System responsiveness 5 273 0.20** 0.00 2 768 0.29** 0.00

Trust in politicians 5913 0.27** 0.00 2841 0.34** 0.00

Trust in political parties 5911 0.26** 0.00 2836 0.34** 0.00

Merger opinion 5513 0.01 0.30 2395 0.06** 0.01

Referendum opinion 5156 0.06** 0.00 2699 0.06** 0.00

n Mean Std. Dev. Sig. n Mean Std. Dev. Sig.

Age 0.00 0.32

16-24 604 0.80 0.23 300 0.79 0.24

25-34 710 0.78 0.25 343 0.76 0.29

35-49 1646 0.75 0.26 788 0.80 0.25

50-64 1490 0.77 0.27 715 0.78 0.27

65- 1569 0.78 0.27 748 0.77 0.26

Education 0.14 0.01

Primary 786 0.78 0.27 332 0.78 0.25

Secondary 2849 0.76 0.27 1269 0.75 0.27

Tertiary 2321 0.78 0.25 1285 0.80 0.25

Gender 0.00 0.00

Male 2995 0.76 0.28 1434 0.76 0.28

Female 3024 0.79 0.25 1460 0.79 0.24

Language 0.00 0.00

Swedish 4252 0.79 0.26 2046 0.80 0.25

Finnish 1767 0.74 0.28 849 0.73 0.28

Merger opinion 0.24 0.01

In favour 2675 0.77 0.26 1064 0.76 0.27

Against 2837 0.78 0.27 1331 0.79 0.26

Referendum opinion 0.00 0.02

In favour 3252 0.79 0.26 2155 0.79 0.25

Against 1904 0.76 0.27 544 0.75 0.28

2018 2020
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Table 8. Bivariate Analyses of the Relationship between System Responsiveness and 

Individual-level Factors: 2018 and 2020. 

 

Notes: System influence (scale 0-1, 1 indicates higher efficacy). System responsiveness (scale 0-1, 1 indicates 

higher efficacy). Trust in politicians (scale 0-1, 1 indicates higher trust). Trust in political parties (scale 0-1, 1 

indicates trust). Merger opinion, binary (0=In favor; 1=Against). Referendum opinion, binary (0=Against; 1= 

In favor). Comparison of means done with One-Way Anova analysis. Pearson’s R; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.01. 

 

 

 

n Pearson's R Sig. n Pearson's R Sig.

System influence 5 273 0.20** 0.00 2768 0.29** 0.00

Trust in politicians 5817 0.49** 0.00 2762 0.42** 0.00

Trust in political parties 5813 0.44** 0.00 2757 0.39** 0.00

Merger opinion 5427 -0.26** 0.00 2332 -0.07** 0.00

Referendum opinion 5072 -0.23** 0.00 2618 -0.05** 0.01

n Mean Std. Dev. Sig. n Mean Std. Dev. Sig.

Age 0.00 0.00

16-24 569 0.47 0.30 274 0.56 0.27

25-34 698 0.43 0.29 337 0.52 0.30

35-49 1604 0.43 0.29 771 0.52 0.28

50-64 1484 0.41 0.28 697 0.50 0.28

65- 1560 0.34 0.28 720 0.44 0.28

Education 0.00 0.00

Primary 757 0.38 0.31 308 0.48 0.30

Secondary 2844 0.36 0.28 1237 0.46 0.28

Tertiary 2251 0.47 0.28 1246 0.54 0.28

Gender 0.01 0.02

Male 2963 0.40 0.30 1397 0.49 0.29

Female 2953 0.41 0.29 1402 0.51 0.28

Language 0.00 0.00

Swedish 4186 0.41 0.30 1968 0.51 0.29

Finnish 1729 0.40 0.28 831 0.46 0.27

Merger opinion 0.00 0.01

In favour 2619 0.48 0.29 1032 0.51 0.29

Against 2808 0.33 0.28 1300 0.47 0.27

Referendum opinion 0.00 0.00

In favour 3210 0.35 0.28 2092 0.49 0.27

Against 1862 0.49 0.29 526 0.52 0.30

2018 2020
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Table 9. Bivariate Analyses of the Relationship between Trust in Politicians and Individual-

level Factors: 2018 and 2020. 

 

Notes: System influence (scale 0-1, 1 indicates higher efficacy). System responsiveness (scale 0-1, 1 indicates 

higher efficacy). Trust in politicians (scale 0-1, 1 indicates higher trust). Trust in political parties (scale 0-1, 1 

indicates trust). Merger opinion, binary (0=In favor; 1=Against). Referendum opinion, binary (0=Against; 1= 

In favor). Comparison of means done with One-Way Anova analysis. Pearson’s R; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.01. 

 

n Pearson's R Sig. n Pearson's R Sig.

Trust in political parties 6164 0.87** 0.00 2900 0.83** 0.00

System influence 5913 0.27** 0.00 2841 0.34** 0.00

System responsiveness 5817 0.49** 0.00 2762 0.42** 0.00

Merger opinion 5634 -0.24** 0.00 2403 -0.07** 0.00

Referendum opinion 5246 -0.20** 0.00 2720 -0.03 0.09

n Mean Std. Dev. Sig. n Mean Std. Dev. Sig.

Age 0.00 0.01

16-24 645 0.43 0.21 306 0.52 0.22

25-34 721 0.41 0.23 340 0.50 0.22

35-49 1654 0.44 0.23 787 0.51 0.22

50-64 1518 0.41 0.23 716 0.48 0.23

65- 1637 0.42 0.24 762 0.49 0.22

Education 0.00 0.00

Primary 849 0.4 0.23 337 0.51 0.24

Secondary 2933 0.4 0.23 1290 0.48 0.23

Tertiary 2331 0.46 0.22 1276 0.52 0.22

Gender 0.00 0.02

Male 3083 0.41 0.24 1448 0.49 0.23

Female 3091 0.43 0.23 1463 0.51 0.22

Language 0.00 0.00

Swedish 4358 0.43 0.23 2055 0.51 0.22

Finnish 1817 0.41 0.24 856 0.46 0.23

Merger opinion 0.00 0.01

In favour 2733 0.48 0.22 1062 0.51 0.22

Against 2901 0.37 0.23 1341 0.48 0.22

Referendum opinion 0.00 0.01

In favour 3300 0.38 0.23 2171 0.49 0.24

Against 1945 0.48 0.23 549 0.51 0.24

2018 2020
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Table 10. Bivariate Analyses of the Relationship between Trust in Political Parties and 

Individual-level Factors: 2018 and 2020. 

 

Notes: System influence (scale 0-1, 1 indicates higher efficacy). System responsiveness (scale 0-1, 1 indicates 

higher efficacy). Trust in politicians (scale 0-1, 1 indicates higher trust). Trust in political parties (scale 0-1, 1 

indicates trust). Merger opinion, binary (0=In favor; 1=Against). Referendum opinion, binary (0=Against; 1= 

In favor). Comparison of means done with One-Way Anova analysis. Pearson’s R; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.01. 

 

 

 

n Pearson's R Sig. n Pearson's R Sig.

Trust in politicians 6164 0.87** 0.00 2900 0.83** 0.00

System influence 5911 0.26** 0.00 2836 0.34** 0.00

System responsiveness 5813 0.44** 0.00 2757 0.39** 0.00

Merger opinion 5632 -0.21** 0.00 2398 -0.01 0.73

Referendum opinion 5243 -0.17** 0.00 2713 -0.02 0.42

n Mean Std. Dev. Sig. n Mean Std. Dev. Sig.

Age 0.00 0.01

16-24 644 0.46 0.21 306 0.56 0.21

25-34 721 0.43 0.24 340 0.54 0.23

35-49 1654 0.44 0.23 786 0.53 0.23

50-64 1520 0.42 0.23 717 0.50 0.24

65- 1633 0.43 0.24 756 0.53 0.23

Education 0.00 0.00

Primary 845 0.43 0.23 333 0.55 0.23

Secondary 2933 0.42 0.24 1287 0.51 0.23

Tertiary 2331 0.46 0.23 1275 0.54 0.23

Gender 0.00 0.00

Male 3085 0.43 0.24 1447 0.52 0.24

Female 3087 0.44 0.23 1458 0.54 0.22

Language 0.00 0.00

Swedish 4354 0.44 0.23 2049 0.55 0.23

Finnish 1818 0.42 0.24 856 0.47 0.23

Merger opinion 0.00 0.04

In favour 2734 0.49 0.23 1063 0.53 0.24

Against 2898 0.39 0.23 1335 0.52 0.23

Referendum opinion 0.00 0.51

In favour 3297 0.4 0.23 2163 0.53 0.23

Against 1946 0.48 0.23 550 0.54 0.24

2018 2020


