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Abstract Weundertake an individual-level analysis of mass political behavior toward
sovereign debt resettlement by leveraging the unique circumstances of a 2011 referendum
on debt repayment in Iceland. This allows us to engage broader questions about mass inter-
national political economy. Against the recent thrust of a growing literature, we find
evidence of material economic “pocketbook” effects—self-interest—on voting behavior,
operating alongside symbolic/sociotropic and partisan/political logics. Contrary to expec-
tations, these self-interest effects are not conditional on voter sophistication. We conclude
that conventional sampling frames may be inappropriate for understanding contemporary
democratic contestation over international economic policy.

Although sovereign debt dates to antiquity, mass democratic politics around it are a
contemporary phenomenon. Increasingly, the often wrenching and always compli-
cated policy decisions surrounding debt repayment—which can fundamentally trans-
form the fiscal state and the social compact it embodies—take place in the shadow of
public attitudes, preferences, and political behavior.
The only known direct democratic votes on sovereign debt resettlement in history

occurred in Iceland in 2010 and 2011. We leverage these scientifically valuable cir-
cumstances through an original survey following the 2011 “Icesave 2” referendum,
allowing us to analyze the determinants of mass political behavior around this
crucial international political economy (IPE) issue. We find that material self-interest
shaped voting behavior, operating alongside symbolic/sociotropic and partisan/politi-
cal factors. Contrary to expectations, these effects are not conditional on a voter’s
level of political sophistication. We suggest that an information-rich media campaign
permitted individuals to effectively connect the consequences of their vote choice to
their expected future personal financial situation, which has implications for the pol-
itics of sovereign debt and for the mass IPE research program.
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The Icesave Referendums

The contemporary global economic crisis broke calamitously over Iceland in
September 2008 when 85 percent of its banking sector, the balance sheets of
which showed liabilities in excess of 800 percent of assets, effectively went bank-
rupt.1 The Icelandic government swiftly nationalized the country’s largest banks,
including the third largest, Landsbanki, which had been marketing high-yield,
Internet-based savings accounts under the “Icesave” brand to European consum-
ers.2 Landsbanki could not repay the billions it owed to foreign depositors, includ-
ing many British and Dutch nationals. These governments reimbursed their
citizens’ lost deposits and demanded reimbursement from the Icelandic treasury,
which accepted the obligation, in principle. What remained to be established
were the precise repayment terms. By the end of 2009, the Icelandic Parliament
(the Alþingi) approved a $5.7 billion payout over fifteen years at 5.5 percent inter-
est, beginning in 2016—which the UK and Netherlands promptly rejected.3 At
this point Iceland’s president, Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson, interceded at the behest
of a petition signed by more than 60,000 citizens—about a quarter of the elector-
ate.4 Acknowledging that the present terms amounted to approximately $17,000
for every man, woman, and child in the country of only 320,000, Grímsson
stepped outside his traditionally ceremonial role and declared that the question
should be brought to a public referendum under Article 26 of the Icelandic
Constitution.5

News of the referendum and doubts about its outcome led international credit
agencies to downgrade Iceland’s credit rating to “junk” status.6 In hopes of averting
the referendum, Iceland continued to negotiate for better terms and gained several
term and interest-rate concessions. Nonetheless, a vote occurred on Saturday,

1. For a summary, see Benediktsdottir, Danielsson, and Zoega 2011.
2. Faisal Islam, “As Iceland Resists Paying Our Billions, Let’s Not Forget Just Who Is to Blame,” The

Guardian (Internet ed.), 19 February 2010. Available at <http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/
2010/feb/18/icelanders-right-furious-wrong-blame>, accessed 14 January 2011.
3. See Andrew Ward, “President’s Reaction Adds Twist to Banking Saga,” Financial Times (Internet

ed.), 6 January 2010. Available at <www.ft.com/cms/s/0/76a31174-fa62-11de-beed-00144feab49a.html-
axzz2mdrZBiA2>, accessed 14 January 2011; and Graeme Wearden, “Iceland’s Credit Rating Outlook
Downgraded as Icesave Row Drags On,” The Guardian (Internet ed.), 6 January 2010. Available at
<http://www.theguardian.com/business/2010/apr/06/iceland-credit-rating-outlook-moodys>, accessed 14
November 2011.
4. Andrew Ward, “President’s Reaction Adds Twist to Banking Saga.”
5. Ben Quinn, “Iceland Financial Crisis: Will Chill Deepen in Wake of Repayment Veto?” Christian

Science Monitor (internet ed.), 6 January 2010. Available at <http://www.csmonitor.com/World/Europe/
2010/0106/Iceland-financial-crisis-will-chill-deepen-in-wake-of-repayment-veto>, accessed 14 January
2011.
6. See Sarah Lyall, “Voters in Iceland Reject Repayment Plan,” International Herald Tribune (Internet

ed.), 6 March 2010. Available at <http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/07/world/europe/07iceland.html?
_r=2&>, accessed 14 January 2011; and Andrew Ward, “President’s Reaction Adds Twist to Banking
Saga.”
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6 March 2010, on the basis of the inferior December 2009 terms. In Iceland’s first-
ever referendum, 62.7 percent of eligible voters turned out. Unsurprisingly, given
that a superior offer was already on the table, Icelanders overwhelmingly rejected
the original terms of repayment: 98.1 percent rejected the deal; only 1.8 percent
approved.7 With the repayment plan duly overruled by this direct democratic vote,
interstate negotiations resumed, and in late 2010 a new agreement was reached
calling for repayment over thirty years, beginning in 2016, at 3 percent interest to
the Netherlands and 3.3 percent interest to the UK—terms much more favorable to
Iceland. Though the Alþingi approved the settlement, in February 2011 President
Grímsson “vetoed” this second deal as well, reiterating that the people should co-
legislate the matter. This second Icesave referendum took place on 9 April 2011.
75.3 percent of eligible voters turned out, with 59.8 percent rejecting the proposal
with “no” while 40.2 percent voted “yes.”8

To our knowledge, these Icesave referendums represent the only occasions in
history on which average citizens were asked to vote directly on sovereign debt
resettlement. They thus provide an unparalleled opportunity to examine how citizens
make such choices. Although referendums on debt will likely remain rare, analyzing
voting behavior in these episodes sheds new light on public attitudes and behavior not
only toward sovereign debt, which is presently a defining political issue across the
advanced democratic world, but also toward questions of international economic
policy more generally.9

Mass International Political Economy

While historically unique, the Icesave referendums speak to a much broader set of
issues. An interdependent era characterized by globalization and democratization
demands an understanding of how everyday citizens think, choose, and behave pol-
itically regarding international economic questions. The past decade has witnessed
considerable interest in mass IPE, as scholars seek to explain individuals’ attitudes
and, less commonly, behavior as they relate to the complex matters posed by the
global economy. Mass IPE studies typically follow the basic Open Economy
Politics (OEP) démarche of identifying the domestic distributional implications of
international economic policy changes, imputing preferences to actors based
especially on their income/employment profiles and how these would be affected
by the policy changes in question, and then testing politics for empirical consistency

7. Statistics Iceland 2010.
8. Statistics Iceland 2011. 1.4 percent of votes were spoiled or blank. The “no” and “yes” totals as percent

of all votes cast were 58.9 percent and 39.7 percent, respectively.
9. The Icesave issue was ultimately settled by the European Free Trade Area (EFTA) Court. On 28

January 2013, it ruled in Iceland’s favor, clearing the Icelandic government of its obligation to repay the
UK and the Netherlands. See <http://www.mfa.is/tasks/icesave>, for details.
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with these theoretically derived economic preferences.10 Mass IPE takes OEP models
from the group to the individual level.
Self-interest initially played a central role in mass IPE literature.11 Scheve and

Slaughter found that Americans’ factor type (mobile versus immobile, proxied
theoretically by skill level and empirically by education and occupational earn-
ings) shapes attitudes in ways consistent with Heckscher-Olin (“factor endow-
ments”) models of the income effects of trade.12 They found similar results
for immigration attitudes: low-skilled US workers oppose open immigration
policies that would suppress their incomes.13 A wave of subsequent studies sup-
ported the role of material self-interest in shaping public attitudes toward policy
changes in, inter alia, the areas of trade,14 immigration,15 and exchange rate
regimes.16

Despite these results, more recent research casts doubt on self-interest’s role.17

Hiscox warns against priming effects lurking in survey question wordings.18

Hainmueller and Hiscox suggest that education’s observed positive effects on atti-
tudes toward trade liberalization cannot reflect factor income concerns, inasmuch
as it operates similarly among respondents within and without the active labor
market.19 Since educational attainment was the standard measure for factor mobility,
skill, human capital endowments, and other “self-interest” constructs, this finding
called previous inferences into question. Similarly, factor returns’ effect on immigra-
tion attitudes has been undermined by improved measures of exposure to wage com-
petition.20 More recently, Mansfield and Mutz find no support for self-interest on
trade attitudes in either Heckscher-Olin or Ricardo-Viner specifications.21 They
instead find strong effects for sociotropic economic evaluations and symbolic
attachments.
In sum, work at the research frontier questions the role of self-interest in shaping

mass engagements with IPE matters. Yet there is reason to think that conventional
observational samples, drawn especially from attitudinal surveys, are ill-suited to
making inferences about self-interest. Citrin and Green argue that self-interest
explains mass attitudes only insofar as the stakes are visible, tangible, large, and
certain.22 IPE issues, by contrast, exhibit high complexity, lengthy causal chains,

10. On OEP models in IPE, see Lake 2009.
11. See Fordham and Kleinberg 2012.
12. Scheve and Slaughter 2001a.
13. Scheve and Slaughter 2001b.
14. See Hays, Ehrlich, and Peinhardt 2005; O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001; and Mayda and Rodrik 2005.
15. See Mayda 2006 and 2008; and O’Rourke and Sinnott 2006.
16. See Gabel 2000; Banducci, Karp, and Loedel 2003; and Jupille and Leblang 2007.
17. See Fordham and Kleinberg 2012 for a thorough discussion.
18. Hiscox 2006.
19. Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006.
20. See Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007 and 2010.
21. Mansfield and Mutz 2009.
22. Citrin and Green 1990, 18. See also Sears and Funk 1990, 254–57; and Kinder 2004, 112.
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low salience, and small stakes.23 “Nonattitudes” prevail: the modal citizen appears to
lack meaningful opinions from which to draw inferences.24

Sampling frames with three features can help overcome these problems. First,
scholars can use data from crisis environments with heightened public attention,
dense information, and clear stakes.25 The Icesave referendums clearly qualify: the
very solvency and survival of the country were widely considered at risk. Related
to this, inference benefits from circumstances in which individual stakes are tangible
enough to pass the noise threshold and serve as actionable guides to behavior. While
the costs of a “no” Icesave vote were, as far as we can find, never distillable into a
summary statistic, the costs of a “yes” were quantified as the amount to be repaid
divided by the total population: $17,000 per person. Finally, truly behavioral rather
than merely attitudinal data can be especially informative. The cognitive contours
of direct action (casting a vote, marching in the street, buying a basket of consumer
goods) may differ from those that characterize a mere opinion, exhibiting clearer
stakes, cause-effect relations, and other inferentially fruitful features.26 Here again,
the act of voting in the referendum, as opposed to simply voicing attitudes about
the underlying problem(s), provides a clearer signal than other empirical frames
can generate.

Self Interest, Sovereign Debt, and Voting Behavior

We apply the standard OEP logic to mass material self-interest in relation to sover-
eign debt resettlement. For a most stringent test, we define self-interest narrowly as
“the tangible, relatively immediate, personal or family benefits of a policy.”27 We
identify three economic impacts, and associated domestic distributional conse-
quences, linked with the decision to accept or reject the proposed repayment terms
put to citizens in the 2011 Icesave referendum. We emphasize objective self-interest
to avoid the risks of treating as causally distinct what are actually co-constituted dis-
positions and attitudes. Our dependent variable—vote choice—is behavioral, helping
to avert the “attitudes on attitudes” problem for causal inference.28

First, nonrepayment could trigger interest rate increases through a default-down-
grade process and an attendant rise in borrowing costs.29 Individuals are variably

23. See Tomz 2004; Díez Medrano and Braun 2012; and Urbatsch 2013.
24. See Converse 2000; and Chong, Citrin, and Conley 2001.
25. See Tomz 2004; and Baker 2009.
26. See Citrin and Green 1990, 21–22; and Kinder 2004, 112.
27. Chong, Citrin, and Conley 2001, 542.
28. Fordham and Kleinberg 2012.
29. Tomz 2004. Estimates of the precise nature and magnitude of these credit cost effects remain relatively
sparse. See Borensztein and Panizza 2009; Reinhart and Rogoff 2009, 232–33; and Arezki, Candelon, and
Sy 2011. For evidence relating to emerging market firms, see Das, Papaioannou, and Trebesch 2010. As of
spring 2014, many Eurozone crisis countries have again been able to borrow at low rates in international
markets.
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exposed to these costs. Those holding short-term and/or variable rate personal debt
should be most sensitive to these potential pocketbook impacts, and most likely to
seek to avoid them through repayment. This leads to our first hypothesis:

H1: (Borrowing costs): As exposure to rising credit costs increases, the probability of
voting for repayment increases.

Second, repayment of $5.7 billion in debt, representing 5 to 8 percent of the gross
domestic product (GDP), would divert roughly that same amount of treasury
resources from other valued uses in the form of fiscal retrenchment.30 Citizens finan-
cially dependent on public expenditures, for example, those unemployed and/or
employed in the public sector, should be most sensitive to such diversions and
hence be least likely to support repayment. From this we derive a second hypothesis:

H2: (Fiscal dependence): As dependence on fiscal outlays increases, the probability
of voting for repayment decreases.

Third, default—or nonrepayment—would likely exacerbate capital outflows as
investors would become increasingly concerned about the anticipated course of eco-
nomic policy. Given Iceland’s floating exchange rate, a capital outflow would result
in a rapid and significant devaluation of the krona, diminishing the relative value of
assets held in Icelandic portfolios. Individuals holding investments should be most
likely to seek their stabilization by voting in favor of the referendum. Thus we
have our third hypothesis:

H3: (Investment assets): Voters with investment assets will be more likely to vote in
favor of repayment than those without them.

Support for self-interest explanations need not preclude the importance of symbolic
attachments or domestic political dynamics.31 Many existing findings speak to the
strong impact of nationalism;32 cosmopolitanism, ethnocentrism, and sociotropic
orientations (that is, attunement to broader societal benefits) also feature prominently
in explaining attitudes toward trade and immigration.33 Our analyses thus account for
these factors. At the same time, when it comes to voting on IPE questions, citizens
should be attentive to the political messages they receive from partisan elites. Mass
IPE studies in the American context sometimes consider partisan identification—
though only as a control—given well-known differences between Republicans and
Democrats toward trade liberalization.34 We embrace a more generic cueing

30. Tomz 2004.
31. Hooghe and Marks 2005.
32. See O’Rourke and Sinnott 2001; Rankin 2001; Tomz 2004; and Mayda and Rodrik 2005.
33. See Mansfield and Mutz 2009; and Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010.
34. For example, Mansfield and Mutz 2009.
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model, such that individuals will follow the positions articulated by their preferred
party.35

Education is ambiguous in mass IPE models: it is almost always positively related
to attitudes and behavior that advance liberalization/openness. Initially a proxy for
skills in factor endowment models of trade attitudes,36 it then came to be understood
as capturing issue-comprehension (for example, exposure to the economics of
trade).37 Most recently, this, too, has been called into question, with education
now being postulated to foster cosmopolitan attitudes and thus induce more friendly
attitudes toward “others” when engaging IPE questions.38 Based on existing work,
we expect education to be positively associated with supporting repayment, but we
remain agnostic regarding the specific causal mechanism.

Research Design and Data

We examine these expectations in the empirical context of the second Icesave
referendum, held on 9 April 2011, after which we immediately fielded an original
survey.39 Implemented by the Social Science Research Institute (SSRI) of the
University of Iceland in Reykjavik, the survey was conducted via telephone inter-
views to a nationally representative sample drawn from the national register. In the
survey, 785 respondents participated for a response rate of 65.4 percent. The referen-
dum asked Icelanders whether they endorsed the terms by which their government
was to settle its E3.8 billion ($5.7 billion) debt to the British and Dutch governments.
In principle, citizens were not voting on whether to repay Iceland’s sovereign debt,
but when and how.

Variables

We asked those who confirmed they had voted the following question: “How did you
vote in the April 9th ‘Icesave’ referendum? Did you vote in favor of having the repay-
ment plan remain in force, did you vote to have it repealed, or did you submit a blank
ballot?” Our dependent variable, VOTE CHOICE, is dichotomous, equal to 1 if respon-
dents voted in favor of the proposed repayment plan and 0 if they voted against it.
Proportionate to the actual referendum outcome, 42.4 percent of our sample

35. See Hobolt 2009; Baker 2009; and Pandya 2010. An alternative specification emphasizes alignment
with the government versus opposition more than elite cues per se, expecting referendums to serve as
“second-order” plebiscites where citizens use instances other than national elections to express their
(dis)content with incumbents. Garry, Marsh, and Sinnott 2005.
36. See, for example, Scheve and Slaughter 2001a and 2001b.
37. Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006.
38. Mansfield and Mutz 2009.
39. The full text of the survey and all data are available at <https://sites.google.com/site/joejupille/home/
research> as well as the journal’s site.
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supported the terms and voted in favor while 55.8 percent voiced their opposition by
voting against.40

Our key independent variables tap the various components of our material self-
interest hypotheses. For our borrowing costs hypothesis (H1), we include a
measure of respondents’ reported personal CREDIT CARD DEBT (None, Not very
much, Some, A lot). We focus on credit card debt because variable rates and
monthly repayments mean that individuals should be especially sensitive to the
effects of interest rate changes; rising interest rates make individuals’ existing debt
more expensive to repay and make access to future funds uncertain. We expect
that the more credit card debt individuals hold, the more likely they will vote in
favor of repayment; thus, this indicator should be positively signed.41

For our fiscal dependence hypothesis (H2), we follow Tomz in coding both
UNEMPLOYED and PUBLIC-SECTOR EMPLOYEE with dummy variables.42 Status in either
category implies reliance on state outlays for personal income. Insofar as debt repay-
ment might detract from domestic spending, we expect the fiscally dependent to
oppose repayment; hence, these coefficients should be negatively signed.
To assess our investment assets hypothesis (H3), we code HAS INVESTMENTS as 1 for

individuals holding investments in Iceland or abroad, and 0 otherwise; this should be
positively signed. In our sample, approximately 41 percent of respondents report
having investments—a number consistent with reports from the Icelandic Chamber
of Commerce.43 Thus, to test all three self-interest hypotheses, we have selected indi-
cators of material well-being as they relate to the (non-)resettlement of Iceland’s
sovereign debt.
We account for alternative explanations by first including measures that tap sym-

bolic attachments on two dimensions, one ranging from inclusive to exclusive iden-
tity and another ranging from cold/negative to warm/positive outgroup affect.
EXCLUSIVE ICELANDIC IDENTITY is a four-point scale based on whether respondents pro-
claim themselves European only, European and Icelandic, Icelandic and European, or
Icelandic only. Because claimed identity becomes more narrow and exclusive the
higher the value on this indicator, we expect it to have a negative sign. For outgroup
affect, we created a mean FEELING THERMOMETER INDEX of respondents’ ratings toward
three countries (the UK, Netherlands, and India) on a scale of 0 to 100, where higher
values indicate more positive, friendly opinions of the country in question. The UK
and the Netherlands are the countries to which repayment would be made; India

40. The appendix contains descriptive statistics for all variables.
41. We note that this is far from a perfect measure because we are uncertain of the extent to which indi-
viduals know how much debt they currently carry. Credit card debt correlates quite highly with other self-
reported debt measures (consumer loans, car debt, mortgage debt), though all of these measures suffer from
the same limitation stemming from one’s realistic knowledge of his or her personal finances.
42. Tomz 2004.
43. Most Icelandic citizens have typically had overseas investments either through pension funds or via
personal deposits in foreign banks. See Iceland Chamber of Commerce 2007.
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captures general disposition toward foreign countries. Because we expect cosmo-
politanism to favor repayment, this variable should have a positive sign.44

Our conceptualization of partisan cues emphasizes the importance of elite
messaging. Knowing the positions taken by the Icelandic political parties, our
main specification (Table 1) includes a series of party identification dummies to
capture respondents’ professed support for the PROGRESSIVE, INDEPENDENCE, SOCIAL

DEMOCRATIC ALLIANCE, or LEFT-GREEN MOVEMENT parties. We expect partisans of
the Social Democratic Alliance to vote in favor of repayment, since the deal
was negotiated under and supported by the Social Democrat-led government
and since the party endorsed the “yes” vote. While the Left-Greens were in gov-
ernment with the Social Democrats, the Icesave issue was controversial and there
was no official “party line,” leaving us with mixed priors for these partisans. For
the opposition parties, we expect partisans of the center-right Progressive Party to
oppose repayment, following the leadership’s position, while supporters of the
conservative Independence Party received no clear cues from their party elites
about how to vote.45 In Table 2, we consider an alternative specification centered
on government-opposition dynamics by excluding the party identification
measures and including a measure of PM APPROVAL (a five-point Likert scale of
agreement with whether “Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir is doing a good job as Prime
Minister”).
Given its centrality to mass IPE debates, we include a measure of EDUCATIONAL

ATTAINMENT, a seven-point scale from “No schooling” to “Postgraduate.” In most ana-
lyses, education correlates positively with more globally open attitudes, which in the
Icesave case should induce greater likelihood of a “yes” vote.46 Finally, we control
for gender (MALE).47

Primary Results: The Role of Self-interest in Mass IPE Behavior

Given our dichotomous dependent variable, we estimate logit models and report
robust standard errors clustered by the respondent’s postal code. Table 1 presents
the main results, with the first three models corresponding to different specifica-
tions of material self-interest: borrowing costs (Model 1), fiscal dependence
(Model 2), and investment assets (Model 3). Model 4 includes all self-interest
measures together, from which we plot, in Figure 1, the first differences and
associated confidence intervals of our key variables for a more substantive
interpretation.

44. Mansfield and Mutz 2009.
45. Election Guide Digest 2011 reviews party positions on Icesave 2.
46. By including education and our symbolic attachment variables together, we can weigh in onMansfield
and Mutz’s claim that education is simply tapping cosmopolitan attitudes. Mansfield and Mutz 2009.
47. In initial specifications we included age but found it highly collinear with both education and invest-
ment behavior: correlations of .78 and .69 respectively.
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With the exception of PUBLIC-SECTOR EMPLOYEE (included to evaluate the fiscal
dependence hypothesis), the material self-interest variables are always signed as
expected, though the effect is not robust across specifications. Those holding more
CREDIT CARD DEBT and whom we expect to be most sensitive to rising interest rates
are approximately 4 percent more likely to vote in support of repayment. This coeffi-
cient is statistically significant, at p < .10, in the limited Model 1 but falls out in the
fuller Model 4.48 Similarly, those with INVESTMENT ASSETS (H3) are almost 10 percent
more likely to vote in favor of repayment.49 While, as expected, the UNEMPLOYED

voted against repayment, public-sector employees do not indicate the same opposi-
tion. (PUBLIC-SECTOR EMPLOYEE’s insignificance is not sensitive to inclusion of the
unemployment measure.) The fiscal dependence hypothesis (H2) thus finds mixed
support, though we suspect that unemployment is a cleaner test of fiscal dependency
than public-sector worker status, which might include many who could substitute

TABLE 1. Vote choice in Icesave 2 referendum

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

CREDIT CARD DEBT 0.267* 0.231
(0.152) (0.156)

UNEMPLOYED −1.011** −0.985**
(0.431) (0.432)

PUBLIC-SECTOR EMPLOYEE 0.280 0.356
(0.305) (0.297)

HAS INVESTMENTS 0.365** 0.374**
(0.186) (0.185)

FEELING THERMOMETER INDEX 0.00731* 0.00857* 0.00915** 0.00808*
(0.00427) (0.00464) (0.00459) (0.00437)

EXCLUSIVE ICELANDIC IDENTITY −0.394** −0.387** −0.433** −0.437**
(0.146) (0.152) (0.157) (0.154)

ID WITH PROGRESSIVE PARTY −1.745** −1.705** −1.717** −1.736**
(0.460) (0.461) (0.461) (0.465)

ID WITH INDEPENDENCE PARTY −0.398* −0.360* −0.519** −0.446*
(0.220) (0.217) (0.230) (0.230)

ID WITH SOCIAL DEMOCRATIC ALLIANCE 2.087** 2.028** 1.938** 2.044**
(0.309) (0.302) (0.290) (0.325)

ID WITH LEFT GREEN MOVEMENT 1.373** 1.455** 1.367** 1.384**
(0.315) (0.313) (0.296) (0.316)

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 0.204** 0.185** 0.196** 0.170**
(0.0551) (0.0583) (0.0572) (0.0596)

MALE 0.0707 0.135 0.0723 0.0790
(0.199) (0.212) (0.204) (0.208)

Constant −0.803 −0.521 −0.482 −0.666
(0.718) (0.694) (0.673) (0.726)

Observations 644 650 638 635

Notes: Logistic regression. Robust standard errors clustered by respondent postal code in parentheses. * p < .10; ** p < .05.

48. We get a similar result if we substitute bank or mortgage debt for credit card debt.
49. There is a significant, albeit very weak correlation, between responses to this question and self-
reported income.
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private-sector employment in a fiscal pinch. Overall, we find some support for our
overarching proposition that material self-interest shapes voting behavior in terms
of sovereign debt resettlement, a single but perhaps increasingly important aspect
of international economic policy.

Several variables were designed to account for existing findings on symbolic
attachments and cosmopolitan dispositions in shaping attitudes and referendum
voting behavior, both in the European Union (EU) and for mass IPE. EXCLUSIVE

ICELANDIC IDENTITY reduces the likelihood of a vote for repayment and is statistically
robust (p < .01) across our models. It is natural to suspect that the fact that repayment
would be made to foreign creditors plays a part here, though we cannot, of course,
verify that claim with the present empirical sample. The FEELING THERMOMETER

INDEX also operates as expected, this time positive, though our confidence decreases
across specifications. Given our measure, the “warmer” individuals feel toward non-
Icelanders, the greater likelihood they will support repayment.
Domestic political cues operate quite systematically, with expected effects across

the models. Partisans of the governing SOCIAL DEMOCRATIC ALLIANCE (the prime min-
ister’s party) and the LEFT-GREEN MOVEMENT party strongly support the repayment
plan—they are 42 percent and 37 percent, respectively, more likely to vote for it—
while those identifying with the opposition INDEPENDENCE and PROGRESSIVE parties
oppose it. We note that the observed effects of party identification are fully predicted
by a government-opposition distinction, rather than a cueing logic per se. Table 2
substitutes party identification for PM APPROVAL and finds, unsurprisingly, that it is
always positive and significant. In this specification, CREDIT CARD DEBT and FEELING

THERMOMETER INDEX both lose significance.

FIGURE 1. Marginal effects (from Table 1, Model 4)
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In all models, higher EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT is associated with a greater likeli-
hood of voting “yes.” This replicates standard findings whereby more educated citi-
zens express more support for open international economic policies. While sovereign
debt resettlement does not fit neatly onto a continuum running, for example, from
international economic closure to openness, repayment fits intuitively with support
for cooperative international engagement. Mansfield and Mutz have suggested that
this sense of “cosmopolitanism” is precisely what education seems to supply.50 In
their analysis, education loses significance when modeled together with indicators
of isolationism and outgroup affect, but is insensitive to the inclusion of nationalism.
In our analyses, there is a consistently significant relationship between EDUCATIONAL

ATTAINMENT and outgroup affect (as captured by the FEELING THERMOMETER INDEX),
though we find some sensitivities between education and EXCLUSIVE ICELANDIC

IDENTITY. But, per Table 1, EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT is always positive and statisti-
cally significant, even with all variables included. Education’s steady and strong
effects in the presence of our symbolic attachment indicators suggests there is still
more going on than we are tapping with various measures of human capital endow-
ments or cosmopolitan attitudes.51

TABLE 2. Alternative measure of domestic political cues

(5) (6) (7) (8)

CREDIT CARD DEBT 0.226 0.196
(0.144) (0.146)

UNEMPLOYED −1.013** −0.999**
(0.475) (0.481)

PUBLIC-SECTOR EMPLOYEE 0.287 0.327
(0.281) (0.284)

HAS INVESTMENTS 0.436** 0.453**
(0.178) (0.176)

FEELING THERMOMETER INDEX 0.00517 0.00601 0.00595 0.00552
(0.00416) (0.00429) (0.00431) (0.00434)

EXCLUSIVE ICELANDIC IDENTITY −0.383** −0.390** −0.419** −0.425**
(0.129) (0.137) (0.137) (0.139)

PM APPROVAL 0.513** 0.523** 0.534** 0.527**
(0.0726) (0.0727) (0.0744) (0.0739)

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 0.255** 0.233** 0.254** 0.222**
(0.0556) (0.0596) (0.0572) (0.0615)

MALE 0.196 0.253 0.192 0.205
(0.197) (0.204) (0.205) (0.207)

Constant −2.000** −1.688** −1.833** −1.931**
(0.728) (0.741) (0.713) (0.773)

Observations 637 643 631 628

Notes: Logistic regression. Robust standard errors clustered by respondent postal code in parentheses. * p < .10; ** p < .05.

50. Mansfield and Mutz 2009, 450–51.
51. We evaluate the robustness of our results in a number of ways (see online appendix). First, approxi-
mately 10 percent of our sample did not turn out to cast ballots in the referendum. To account for this, we
estimated a selection model to deal with the potential nonrandom selection of voters. In this specification,

732 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

14
00

00
34

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818314000034


Extension: The (Non-)Conditioning Impact of Political Sophistication

The foregoing results invite reconsideration of the recently common rejection of
material self-interest as an explanatory factor in mass IPE models. We have suggested
that conventional sampling frames, which survey attitudes about far-distant, often
materially inconsequential, and poorly understood questions, may be inappropriate
for testing pocketbook effects. The correct conclusion may be not that material self-
interest is inconsequential, but that the inferential environment in which it tends to
be studied is often too noisy to detect its true effects. We thus constructed a sampling
frame characterized by a crisis environment, clear and high stakes, and true political
behavior rather than mere attitudes. We find, contrary to the thrust of the literature,
that material self-interest can shape mass political behavior toward IPE matters.
Thus far, we have treated these factors as additive. Yet sovereign debt resettlement

involves complicated tradeoffs across countless dimensions, and rational choice is cogni-
tively demanding.52 Studies of economic voting suggest that the operation of material
self-interest should be conditional on recognizing those interests (and understanding link-
ages between interests, behavior, and outcomes), and hence on political sophistication.53

These insights havebeen implemented in somework inmass comparative political behav-
ior54 but have not tended to characterizemass IPEwork.55 Thus,we investigate these con-
siderations in the second Icesave referendumcontext andput forwardourfinal hypothesis:

H4: (Sophisticated interest): The more sophisticated an individual, the greater the
impact of material self-interests on voting behavior.

Sophisticates, in short, should be better able to recognize and act on their interests
than nonsophisticates.
In keeping with standard practice, wemeasure an individual’s political sophistication

using ameanOBJECTIVE KNOWLEDGE INDEXbased on the number of correct answers respon-
dents provided to objective questions. In our 2011 survey, respondents were asked to
identify the issue at stake in the Icesave referendums, then how many EU member
states therewere at the time.56We then interact thismeasurewith eachmaterial self-inter-
est measure (CREDIT CARD DEBT, UNEMPLOYMENT, and INVESTMENT ASSETS).

the dependent variable in the first stage is turnout while in the second stage it is vote choice. This does not
alter our main results. Second, our sample also includes a small set—less than 2 percent—of individuals
who cast blank or spoiled ballots. In the results, we exclude these respondents; lumping them together
with the “no” votes does not alter our findings.
52. Zaller 1992.
53. See Gomez and Wilson 2001, 2003, and 2006.
54. See Baker 2009; and Hobolt 2009.
55. But see Tomz 2004.
56. Standard sophistication batteries include approximately ten questions. These are the only two included
in our 2011 survey. However, we confirmed the robustness of our analysis to alternative specifications by
testing models moderated by other operationalizations: a mean index of correct answers to 2010 + 2011
KNOWLEDGE questions (restricting the analysis to repeat panelists who answered knowledge questions in
our 2010 survey as well as the 2011 one), a 2011 measure of whether respondents knew the TERMS at
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Table 3 examines the potential conditioning effect of political sophistication. As a
baseline we add our knowledge measure to Model 1 of Table 1. By itself, the variable
is not significant (Model 9). We then interact knowledge with the measures of eco-
nomic interests (Model 10).57 There are revealing patterns here: credit card debt is
not statistically significant by itself yet becomes significant once interacted with
knowledge, suggesting that knowledge increases the willingness of those with
large debt to vote “yes.” But, importantly, the aggregate effect of knowledge and
credit card debt is not statistically significant. The same occurs with unemployment.

TABLE 3. The role of knowledge

(9) (10)

OBJECTIVE KNOWLEDGE INDEX −0.0358 −2.103**
(0.235) (0.864)

CREDIT CARD DEBT 0.266* −0.396
(0.152) (0.273)

KNOWLEDGE * CC DEBT 1.213**
(0.542)

CURRENTLY UNEMPLOYED −1.613**
(0.751)

PUBLIC-SECTOR EMPLOYEE 0.342
(0.311)

KNOWLEDGE * UNEMPLOYED 1.284
(1.350)

HAS INVESTMENTS −0.0233
(0.329)

KNOWLEDGE * INVESTMENTS 0.737
(0.474)

FEELING THERMOMETER INDEX 0.00737* 0.00853*
(0.00428) (0.00451)

EXCLUSIVE ICELANDIC IDENTITY −0.395** −0.455**
(0.146) (0.158)

ID WITH PROGRESSIVE PARTY −1.746** −1.751**
(0.463) (0.478)

ID WITH INDEPENDENCE PARTY −0.398* −0.426*
(0.221) (0.220)

ID WITH SOCIAL DEMOCRATIC ALLIANCE 2.088** 2.050**
(0.308) (0.336)

ID WITH LEFT GREEN MOVEMENT 1.375** 1.446**
(0.314) (0.335)

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 0.205** 0.192**
(0.0570) (0.0613)

MALE 0.0736 0.0660
(0.202) (0.210)

Constant −0.794 0.367
(0.721) (0.657)

Observations 644 635

Notes: Robust standard errors clustered by respondent postal code in parentheses. * p < .10; ** p < .05.

stake in the second referendum were more favorable than those of the first, 2011 EDUCATION, and a 2011
index of POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT (based on political interest, frequency of political discussion, attempts at
persuading others, and self-reported political information).
57. Evaluating the individual interactions by themselves does not alter the results reported in Table 3.
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Why might this be the case? For our purposes, the premise of the sophistication
hypothesis revolves around the availability of information and an individual’s
willingness/cognitive ability to access (or proxy for) it. We suspect—but cannot
establish conclusively—that the null result around the conditioning role of political
sophistication on interests may have to do with the informational environment sur-
rounding the vote. Iceland was considered to face a near-existential threat from
October 2008 forward and had seen the collapse of its government, currency,
and banking system. Given this, it is unsurprising that the Icesave issue was regu-
larly front-page news from summer 2009 forward, especially around both referen-
dums. To complement our survey, we also commissioned a media study of the
2010 referendum campaign from SSRI, covering the two-month period from
6 January to 6 March 2010. The analysis yielded 941 different news items across
the largest and most popular Icelandic newspapers, radio and television stations,
and Internet news sites in Iceland. We do not have equivalent measures for
2011, but a search on the webpage of Iceland’s main newspaper, Morgunblaðið,
for references to “Icesave” returns more than 700 items in the eleven months pre-
ceding the referendum (May 2010 to March 2011), and more than 100 in the eight
days preceding the actual vote. We conjecture that in such a saturated informational
environment, most citizens were able to make well-informed choices, leaving rela-
tively little variation in effective sophistication. In other words, the highly salient
and publicized context surrounding this particular event may explain why, accord-
ing to our data, almost all Icelanders appear highly “sophisticated.”58 While our
results suggest an unconditional impact of material self-interest on voting behavior,
this conditional conjecture certainly warrants further examination before final con-
clusions are drawn.

Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion

We have leveraged data from the world’s only direct democratic vote on sovereign
debt resettlement to test propositions about the role of material self-interest on
mass political behavior relating to international economic policies. The Icesave refer-
endums took place in a crisis context, involved high and clearly discernible individual
stakes, and demanded the active political participation of each voter. Based on
various specifications, we find that Icelanders did, to some extent, vote their pocket-
book interests in the April 2011 “Icesave 2” referendum. Those expected to be more
sensitive to prospective borrowing costs and who would potentially have much to

58. To further test whether media exposure affected vote choice, we drew on the subsample of 609 respon-
dents who also completed the earlier wave of our survey immediately following the first referendum in
2010. This version asked how often individuals got news from various sources. Using a mean index of
total exposure, we ran logit analyses to determine whether greater attention to media affected vote
choice; it did not. This supports our belief that both the quantity and content of information surrounding
Icesave left little room for variation in individual sophistication.
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lose from a rejection-default-downgrade scenario tended to vote in support of repay-
ment, as did, in some specifications, those with substantial credit card debt. So also
did those with investment assets, worried, we presume, about the inflationary effects
of a currency devaluation on their portfolio.59 The unemployed, by contrast, who we
postulated should worry about the fiscal retrenchment that would follow repayment of
such a large obligation, tended to vote against repayment, though public-sector
employees with putatively similar public finance preferences did not. Taken together,
we find substantial support for the view that individual self interests shaped citizens’
voting behavior regarding sovereign debt (non-)resettlement.
While not consistently strong, this self-interest result contradicts the recent thrust

of mass IPE findings. In reconciling our results with these previous works, we suggest
that standard observational approaches and samples may be inappropriate for accur-
ately assessing the effect of pocketbook interests. For example, self-interest may be
undetectable in surveys of trade attitudes because the signal on material interests sent
by a given question is so weak that our measurement technology cannot capture it.
Insignificant results may ultimately reflect the inferential terrain more than the real-
world data-generating process.
At the same time, our results confirm and advance other aspects of the mass IPE

literature. We find substantial effects for symbolic attachments on voting behavior,
consistent with EU-based results on the role of “community” and IPE-based results
on the importance of “cosmopolitanism.” What EU scholars would refer to as
“cues” (or “second-order” effects), where domestic partisan-political orientations
shape behavior toward IPE questions, also operate strongly. Party identification
has the largest impact on vote choice among all of the factors that we consider.60

Education, which has been the object of vigorous examination elsewhere, is, as in
most studies, positively correlated with support for international cooperation (here,
repayment of Icelandic debt to sovereign creditors). Education’s effects are strong
and consistent across our models. While we confirm the relationship established by
Mansfield and Mutz between educational attainment and our measures of symbolic
attachment, in our analysis education continues to exert substantial independent
effects on vote choice.61 This thus reopens the puzzle of “educated preferences”
over international economic policies.62

Finally, in keeping with the increasingly elaborated behavioral models in mass IPE
studies, we considered a possible conditioning effect for political sophistication.
It would make sense if, confronted with dauntingly complex political-economic
questions, sophisticates could better recognize and act on their interests than

59. We thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out the likelihood that the median citizen in Iceland
holds the majority of their assets domestically; consequently the concern over inflation would dominate
a concern over exchange rate changes.
60. As another reviewer helpfully brought to our attention, this may be because parties are particularly
important in the European context.
61. Mansfield and Mutz 2009.
62. Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006.
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nonsophisticates. Interestingly, we find no such separation in our data, which we
expect stems from the information-rich environment surrounding the particular
case of the second Icesave referendum. While we can provide no definitive
answers here, we suggest that greater attention to informational and media
environments would further enrich future mass IPE work and bring it into greater dia-
logue with more general political behavior models, among which such factors are a
staple.
To what extent do our results from a unique referendum vote in a unique little

place inform broader questions of interest to mass IPE scholars? We believe con-
siderably. First, as scholars of rare events in international relations have argued,
sometimes we need to study the “ones” more closely than the “zeroes”; random
sampling is inefficient in a rare-events world.63 This is the place to look to understand
mass political behavior around sovereign debt. Second, the contours of the Icesave
referendums—crisis context, clear and high stakes, and truly behavioral rather
than mere attitudinal outcomes—are exceptionally conducive to inference. Like
other IPE issues, Icesave posed a complicated political economy problem also
involving symbolic attachments and elite messages. But unlike many existing
areas of study, it afforded us a cleaner signal on self-interest than do standard,
even heavily primed, survey questions. Third, we have no reason to expect that
Icelanders would choose to act any differently than voters in any of the other demo-
cratic open economies felled by the Eurozone crisis. Greeks, Portuguese, Cypriots,
Italians, Hungarians, and many others continue to work through the mass politics
and economics of sovereign debt resettlement, as do citizens beyond Europe. Like
Icelanders, many have taken to the streets to protest their economic difficulties.
While it is unclear whether publics elsewhere will get to vote directly on debt repay-
ment, we still strive to understand how they think and act around the issue. There is
no clear reason to expect that mass attitudes and behavior in other crisis-battered,
highly indebted, advanced industrial democracies should manifest themselves differ-
ently than they did in Iceland.
The recent crisis has stretched political orders to the breaking point. Old under-

standings of the social contract binding states to citizens are being squeezed
between the demands of everyday people, domestic banks, international officials,
and global markets. Regardless of whether other referendums on sovereign debt
resettlement arise, policy choices require political solutions, which in democracies
will always involve citizens to some degree. Understanding the material self-interest,
as well as symbolic and political underpinnings of mass behavior toward sovereign
debt resettlement can inform and guide not only these policy discussions but also
broader understandings of democratic politics in a global economy.

63. King and Zheng 2001.
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Supplementary material

Replication data are available at http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0020818314000034.
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