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Abstract

How should citizens be educated about complicated political issues like electoral reform?
Are there basic principles that should be followed? This article tests one potential principle
for government bodies, the media and educators to follow when conducting information
campaigns: namely, lowering the reading level of information. Educators have long argued
that texts can be confusing when written at a literacy level higher than the reader is able to
digest. This article tests the impact of reading level on knowledge, interest and opinion on
an electoral reform proposal. It employs an experimental design, conducted in person in
fall 2018 with college students in Ontario, Canada. The experiment asked the students to
read a text on a single transferable vote (STV) electoral system at one of three reading
levels (or a control text) and then answer a series of questions gauging their knowledge,
interest and opinion on the electoral reform proposal. The results provide an assessment
of the impact of different levels of information on these factors and suggest concrete
recommendations for election management bodies (EMBs) and other actors seeking to
educate the public on complex political issues.

Résumé

Comment sensibiliser les citoyens a des questions politiques complexes comme la réforme
électoraleY a-t-il des principes de base & suivreCet article teste un principe potentiel que les
organismes gouvernementaux, les médias et les pédagogues devraient suivre lorsqu’ils
meénent des campagnes d’information : a savoir, abaisser le niveau de lecture des informa-
tions. Les pédagogues soutiennent depuis longtemps que les textes peuvent étre déroutants
lorsqu’ils sont écrits a un niveau d’alphabétisation supérieur a celui que le lecteur est capable
d’assimiler. Cet article teste 'impact du niveau de lecture sur les connaissances, I'intérét et
l'opinion autour d’'une proposition de réforme électorale. I utilise un modele expérimental,
mené en personne a l'automne 2018 aupres d’étudiants de I'Ontario, au Canada.
L’expérience consistait & demander aux étudiants de lire un texte sur un systéme électoral
a vote unique transférable & I'un des trois niveaux de lecture (ou un texte de contrdle) et
de répondre ensuite a une série de questions évaluant leurs connaissances, leur intérét et
leur opinion sur la proposition de réforme électorale. Les résultats fournissent une
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évaluation de I'impact des différents niveaux d’information sur ces facteurs et suggerent des
recommandations concrétes pour les organes de gestion des élections et les autres acteurs
qui cherchent a éduquer le public sur des questions politiques complexes.
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Introduction

The issue of electoral reform in Canada has never quite gone away despite frequent
failed attempts. Referendums (of various kinds, with a variety of questions) have
been held in Prince Edward Island (2005, 2016 and 2019), Ontario (2007) and
British Columbia (2005, 2009 and 2018)—not to mention the failed promise for
electoral reform following the 2015 federal election, which the Liberal party had
pronounced would be the last election conducted with the first-past-the-post
(FPTP) electoral system. Similar referendums on the issue have likewise taken
place in the United Kingdom and New Zealand (Katz, 2004; LeDuc, 2011; Nagel,
1994; Vowles, 2013).

After some referendums on electoral reform, commentators and academics have
blamed the failure of these referendums, at least in part, on poor education
campaigns (Cutler and Fournier, 2007; Stephenson and Tanguay, 2009).’
Uninformed citizens, it is argued, cannot make competent decisions on the compli-
cated issue of electoral reform (Cutler and Fournier, 2007; Stephenson and Tanguay,
2009). In some cases, it is the election management body (EMB) that is tasked with
the massive project of educating the public on possible new electoral systems. But in
the Ontario case, for example, it was criticized for failing to adequately ensure that
the public was informed that there would be a referendum or about the possible
options on the ballot (Garnett, 2014). These critiques raise the question: How should
citizens be educated about complicated political issues like electoral reform?

This article examines one principle to follow when conducting information
campaigns: namely, the readability of political information. Educators have long
argued that texts written at a reading level outside the reader’s abilities can be con-
fusing. However, this principle is rarely applied to political issues because there is a
concern that the information may lose its nuance and accuracy if written for
audiences with lower literacy levels. Political messaging (even the non-partisan
kind) is often so carefully crafted that reducing it to clear and simple language is
extremely challenging—and sometimes it is a politically unpalatable option.

This article examines the impact of a text’s readability on knowledge, interest
and opinions on one electoral reform proposal: single transferable vote (STV). It
employs an experimental design, conducted with college students in Ontario,
Canada. The researchers asked students to read a text on an STV electoral system
at one of three different reading levels or a control text on an unrelated topic. We
then surveyed the students, asking a series of questions about their background and
the electoral reform proposal. The results allow us to analyze the impact of different
reading levels of informational texts on four outcome variables: general informa-
tion, knowledge, interest, and opinion on electoral reform.
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This research has implications not only for the study of referendum education
but also for our understanding of how literacy and clear design affect citizens’ ability
to make informed choices in a democracy. The results will be of interest to policy
makers and educators as they seek to craft political information that is more easily
digestible for the public. It also speaks to our scholarly understanding of the merits
and limits of public deliberation and the responsibilities of those creating education
campaigns when the public’s opinions are sought on major policy changes.

Knowledge, Information and Referendum Campaigns

We know that the information voters have on political issues plays an important
role in their decision to vote and subsequent vote choice, in both referendums
and general elections. In addition to the well-documented (though often debated)
relationship between education and voter turnout (Burden, 2009; Smets and van
Ham, 2013), some research has delved into how information affects not just the
choice of whether or not to vote (Lassen, 2005; Matsusaka, 1995) but also the
choice of who (or what) to vote for (Bartels, 1996; Roy, 2009). In Canada, research
has found that levels of political information affect voting decisions (Roy, 2009) and
that levels of information may even have disparate effects, depending on social
group (Bittner, 2007). In sum, information matters in both turnout and the choices
the voter makes at the polls.

However, “perfect information” is rarely the case in any type of election, with
many voters lacking information about a variety of aspects of politics and the
voting process. Acquiring this information, however, costs time and energy,
which voters are unable or unwilling to devote to politics amid the other concerns
of daily life (Downs, 1957; Verba et al., 1995). Scholars also note differences in civic
skills, including education and language skills needed to digest information or
understand complex concepts (Verba et al., 1995).

To counteract this lack of information, or an inability or unwillingness to acquire
it, voters may use information shortcuts, or cues, to limit the information costs of
political decision making (Lupia and McCubbins, 1998; Popkin, 1991). Cues might
include partisanship, ideology or candidate characteristics (Campbell et al., 1960;
Popkin, 1991; Lau and Redlawsk, 2006). But referendums can present a unique
set of challenges to voters seeking to take shortcuts in decision making (Hobolt,
2007). While some referendums take on a partisan nature, with clear opinion
leaders fighting on different sides of the debate or with traditional partisan cues
playing a role (Jenssen and Listhaug, 2001), other referendum questions are
more technical in nature and lack candidates to evaluate or partisan cues to follow
(McAllister, 2001). For example, in some Canadian provincial referendums on elec-
toral reform, parties remained silent on the question, deciding to allow the voters to
decide free from partisan debate (Garnett, 2014; Stephenson and Tanguay, 2009).

Furthermore, particularly with complex technical issues such as electoral reform,
there is little likelihood that the voter is able to relate the referendum proposal to
their daily life (LeDuc, 2011; Vowles, 2013); nor does the referendum necessarily
appeal to emotional debates or issues, as was the case, for example, in the Brexit
referendum (Clarke et al., 2017). In these cases, then, information provided by elec-
toral authorities or the media is particularly important, since it is sometimes the
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only window a voter has into the proposal to make a reasoned decision about the
referendum.

Empirical research has also demonstrated that information or knowledge about
referendum proposals can have a significant effect on the results of the referendum.
For example, Elkink and Sinnott (2015) find that higher knowledge about the Lisbon
Treaty predicts voters’ likelihood to vote yes to the Irish referendum on the ques-
tion.” Christin et al. (2002) likewise demonstrate a status quo bias in referendum
campaigns, suggesting that voters are risk averse when they have low information.

This phenomenon of higher-information voters tending to be more likely to
support new proposals extends to referendums on electoral reform. Considering
the 2011 referendum on electoral reform in the United Kingdom, Vowles (2013)
finds that when survey respondents were provided with an explanation of the AV
system, they became more likely to support the proposal. This echoes previous find-
ings on electoral reform from British Columbia’s 2005 and 2009 referendums and
Ontario’s 2007 referendum (Cutler and Fournier, 2007; LeDuc, 2011; Stephenson
and Tanguay, 2009).

If information campaigns are so important, how have major actors sought to edu-
cate voters during referendums when information is scarce and traditional cues hard to
find? Depending on the issue at hand, a variety of actors and strategies may be
employed, ranging from public debates by passionate campaigners for and against
the proposed reform to neutral information campaigns conducted by government
bodies or interest groups. This article specifically considers neutral information
campaigns—for example, literacy groups and community centres that want their
clients to make knowledgeable decisions but do not have allegiance to a “yes” or “no”
campaign. Additionally, official information campaigns may be presented by the elec-
toral authorities. These bodies are often tasked with providing enough information for
citizens to make a reasoned decision, while not promoting a specific position.

Canada’s provincial governments have tried a variety of approaches to educating
the citizenry while remaining neutral. British Columbia’s first referendum in 2005
on electoral reform featured media advertisements, an information hotline, a web-
site, and brochures mailed to each household. The government also employed pro-
vincial liaison officers for targeted population groups, including Aboriginal voters,
Indo-Canadians, Chinese-Canadians and youth (Chief Electoral Officer of British
Columbia, 2005). Ontario’s referendum two years later used many similar strategies,
including advertisements, public meetings, a website and brochures. Ontario also
expanded the liaison programme introduced in British Columbia, introducing a
referendum resource officer programme, where an individual was hired in each elec-
toral district to give presentations to community groups and the public and to act as
a community source of information (Chief Electoral Officer of Ontario, 2008).

A 2014 study on this programme, however, revealed some interesting feedback
provided by these referendum resources officers on the materials provided to
them for achieving their mission of educating the public. According to many of
them, one of the most common complaints heard from voters was difficulty in
understanding the texts provided by Elections Ontario (Garnett, 2014). In
Elections Ontario’s final report, it was noted that voters were presented with infor-
mation at a grade 9 reading level. The report stated that attempts to rewrite the
materials to a lower reading level had resulted in “inaccurate, confused or unclear”
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concepts (Chief Electoral Officer of Ontario, 2008). This leads to the question: At
what literacy level should information about electoral reform be presented?

Hypotheses

This article ascertains the impact of information provided at three reading levels:
grades 6, 9 and 12. In general, we hypothesize that the respondents who are pro-
vided information about the electoral reform proposal at the lowest reading level
will exhibit the greatest retention of information, levels of interest and positive
opinions on electoral reform. We expect that those who receive information at
higher reading levels will be ill equipped to understand the proposal because
they are simply unable to digest the information. While some nuance may need
to be left out at the lowest reading level, the respondents that receive this informa-
tion will actually retain the greatest amount of information and will be more inter-
ested in the proposal since they know more about it, reducing a status quo bias.

We measure three main dependent variables. First, this article will test respon-
dents” knowledge of the electoral reform proposal. Can the respondent identify key
facts about the electoral reform proposal and understand how the electoral reform,
if implemented, would affect their voting experience? This article hypothesizes that
respondents that received the most digestible information (we predict this will be
the grade 6 reading level) will respond most correctly to factual questions about
the electoral system presented [H1a]. We also test subjective information levels,
predicting that there may be some difference between what voters think they
know and what they actually know. Using both measures can provide insights
into this debate. Thus, we also hypothesize that the respondents who received a
grade 6 level of information will have greater subjective information levels [H1b].

Second, this article tests the impact of the information on interest in an electoral
reform proposal. When voters can understand a proposal better, they may be more
likely to take interest in the proposal. We predict that those provided with grade 6
reading level text will be most interested in the issue of electoral reform after read-
ing the text [H2]. Those respondents who have received the most complicated text
(grade 12) may simply lose interest because they do not understand what the text is
explaining. Those who received simpler information can digest the information bet-
ter and are thus more likely to develop an interest in the subject.

Finally, a number of researchers have demonstrated that those who are more knowl-
edgeable about a referendum proposal will be more likely to support it [H3]. We know
that there is some status quo bias among low-information voters (Cutler and Fournier,
2007; Elkink and Sinnott, 2015; LeDuc, 2011; Stephenson and Tanguay, 2009; Vowles,
2013). Those who know little about a proposal are unlikely to support it and instead,
being risk averse, fall back to the status quo. We therefore predict that those who receive
the text at a grade 6 reading level will also be the most likely to support electoral reform,
since they better understand the proposed electoral system.

Method

To test these hypotheses, an experimental design was used in which respondents
were provided with texts on an electoral reform proposal at varying reading levels
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(in addition to a control text). Before proceeding, it is important to briefly define key
terms regarding literacy levels and reading levels. The Programme for the
International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), an organization that
conducts international surveys to benchmark adult learning, defines literacy as
“understanding, evaluating, using, and engaging with written texts to participate
in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and potential”
(Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies, n.d.). They
further identify six literacy levels, ranging from below 1 to level 5. It is suggested
that in Canada, level 3 would be needed to complete high school and that level 2
is needed to adequately to function in society (Jamieson, 2006). Canada’s results
from a 2012 assessment averaged to a score in the higher end of level 2 (Statistics
Canada, 2013).

Since PIAAC requires engagement with the text (it measures ability to follow
written instructions, for example), it measures an individual’s literacy level, not
the reading level of a text. In this study, we instead use texts that are graded accord-
ing to the common Flesch-Kincaid reading levels (Kincaid et al., 1975). We recog-
nize that readability is only a first step toward understanding how readers engage
with political texts. Future research will consider other factors, such as multiple
media or digital texts. However, because so much of the information provided
from EMBs comes in the form of flyers or websites (with written text), understand-
ing how reading levels affect the retention of political information is important
for a variety of practitioners, including educators and the media and the EMBs
themselves. Furthermore, scholars will benefit from a better understanding of
how political information and knowledge translates into political behaviour, and
understanding the ability of citizens to interpret written information is a key first
step in this relationship.’

Thus, four information texts were created: a control text and three treatment
texts (see online Appendix A for full experiment materials). The control text is
at a grade 6 reading level and considers a topic unrelated to electoral reform.
The three treatment texts all consider electoral reform in Canada in the form of
a shift to single-transferable vote (STV). This proposal was chosen since it has
been suggested in the Canadian context but was not specifically the subject of
Ontario’s referendum on electoral reform (which considered a mixed-member
proportional system).* The initial text was adapted from Samara Canada’s guides
on electoral reform (Samara Canada and Prest, 2016).

A clear language consultant was hired to rewrite the text to a grade 6, grade 9
and grade 12 level. The final reading levels were close to the targeted grades
(grade 5.9, 8.7 and 12). The process of revising the text began with text at the
grade 12 level, which was then revised to a grade 6 and 9 level. The consultant
took into consideration the principles of clear design: using more white space,
down-style punctuation, shorter sentences, numerals, replacing multi-syllable
words with direct language, and pulling information out of paragraphs into lists.
While many consider reading level to refer only to the types of sentences and
words used, it is important to note that clear design principles (for example, the
amount of white space) are also key components of evaluating the reading level
of a document. See online Appendix B for an outline of the process used by the
clear language consultant.
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To test the impact of the reading level of information provided, 474 student par-
ticipants were recruited from an Ontario college through their instructors, who
allowed the researcher or the researcher’s assistant to administer the experiment
(using traditional pen-and-paper texts and surveys) during the final 20 minutes
of a class during the fall semester of 2018. The classes were diverse in their levels
(ranging from first year to fourth year) and discipline (including classes in nursing,
communications, business and policing). The first five minutes of the researcher’s
time spent in the classroom were used to explain the procedure. Participants in each
class were then randomly handed a package containing a consent/information
letter, one of three treatment texts or a control text, and a survey that included
socio-demographic and attitudinal variables in addition to indicators of the main
outcomes. Once the experiment began, the students were asked to wait the full
15 minutes of the experiment before leaving, if at all possible, to avoid disruption.
While all students had the option to leave at any point in time (as per ethics
requirements), nearly all students remained for the full 15 minutes. The
control and treatment groups were similarly sized (each had between 110 and
127 participants).

Because the classes of participants were recruited from technical colleges and
trades schools, rather than universities, the participants were slightly closer to a
low-information population, although we recognize that college students are also
highly educated, having completed high school. Education is known to be a predic-
tor of both political knowledge (Barabas et al., 2014) and voter turnout (Smets and
van Ham, 2013), given both its direct impact on the skills of the respondent and
indirect influence on other factors such as affluence and socialization. It is therefore
important not to study only the most educated segment of the population (that is,
university-level students).

The dependent variables (see Figure 1) were measured through the survey ques-
tions included with the text. Note that respondents had access to the text while
responding to the survey. This access mirrors most individuals’ interaction with
information provided by, for example, EMBs, which remain continually accessible
up to a referendum or election. The variable measuring knowledge is constructed
through a combined scale of two batteries of questions. The first battery is 10
true/false questions about the electoral reform proposal. The second battery of
5 questions more specifically addresses how a voter would interact with the new
system. To avoid students’ guessing, a “don’t know” option was also provided.
See online Appendix C for a list of these questions. Mokken scaling was used to
test the scalability of these questions. It finds that 14 of the 15 questions scale
together. This article uses a scale ranging between 0-1 to report on the proportion
of the 15 questions answered correctly. A robustness check with a scale consisting
of the proportion of correct answers for only the 14 questions that scale together is
found in online Appendix D.

In addition to these true/false questions, respondents were also asked for a self-
assessment on how informed they believed themselves to be on the issue of electoral
reform. They were asked: “How informed do you think you are about the issue of
electoral reform?” and were prompted to respond on a 0-10 scale, where 0 indicates
“Not at all informed” and 10 indicates “Very well informed.” This article is also
interested in whether the texts have an impact on the respondent’s interest in
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Independent Variable Dependent Variables
*Control Text (unrelated information) *Knowledge

«Text at Grade 6 level sInterest

»Text at Grade 9 level *Opinion

*Text at Grade 12 level

Figure 1 Experimental Design

electoral reform in general. Respondents were asked: “On a scale of 0-10, how
interested are you on the issue of electoral reform?” where 0 indicates “Not at all
interested” and 10 indicates “Very interested.” Finally, respondents were asked
about their opinions on the proposed STV system explained in the treatment text.
They were asked how likely they would be to vote in a referendum in Canada on
electoral reform if held today, in which the options were: “The existing electoral sys-
tem (First-Past-the-Post),” “Single transferable vote,” and “Don’t know / no
opinion.”

Several control variables are also considered in the analysis. These are drawn from
the most important predictors of political knowledge and specific studies on knowl-
edge of, and support for, electoral reform (Vowles, 2013). These variables include
standard socio-demographic variables (gender, age, education), whether the respon-
dent’s first language is English, general political knowledge (measured through a bat-
tery of knowledge questions) (Vowles, 2013) and political interest, among others.
This article checks for comparability between the groups receiving the control text
and the three treatment texts using these control variables. See online Appendix E
for tests demonstrating the comparability of control and treatment groups.

Results

The results reported here show simple analysis of variance and cross-tabulations.
See online Appendix F for means and standard deviations in chart format.
Further results with regression analysis and controls are available in online
Appendix G, though the results are similar.

The mean knowledge scores (Figure 2) across groups help demonstrate the
impact of the reading level of the text provided on the respondent’s ability to
answer questions about the electoral reform proposal. We hypothesized that
those with the information that was easiest to digest (grade 6) would have the high-
est levels of both objective and subjective knowledge [H1]. Groups of respondents
that received any of the three texts concerning electoral reform have higher means
on the knowledge scale than the control text, as expected. However, there is a nota-
bly smaller mean score among those who received the grade 12 text. An analysis of
variance (ANOVA) demonstrates statistically significant differences at the p <.10
level (Tukey’s honestly significant difference) across all groups, except between
the grade 6 and grade 9 reading levels. This suggests that the grade 6 and grade
9 reading level texts were better able to convey information about electoral reform
than the grade 12 text. It is possible that this is due in part to the increased white
space in the grade 6 and 9 texts, which was not present in the more prose-like grade
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Figure 2 Mean Knowledge Scores on Electoral Reform Proposal
Note: 95% confidence intervals are depicted.

12 text. The respondents were better able to acquire information about the electoral
reform proposal when the text, following the principles of clear design, included
more white space and shorter sentences.

However, there is a different finding for subjective levels of information, as
gauged through the question of how well informed respondents think they are
about electoral reform.” Here, there are no statistically significant differences across
the groups (see Figure 3 for group means; p <.10). This suggests that while objective
measures of factual information differ across groups, respondents are unable to per-
ceive these differences. This finding is consistent with research that shows that peo-
ple tend to overestimate their own level of information (Ran et al., 2006; Dunning
et al., 2004) and suggests that future study of civic literacy should consider objective
measures rather than self-assessments.

Additionally, this study hypothesized that the reading level of texts provided to a
respondent would have an impact on that person’s interest in electoral reform,
again with those who received the lowest reading level text (grade 6) having the
greatest amount of interest because they could better understand the issue [H2].
In other words, those who understand more about the proposal (due to a more
digestible text) will find the subject more interesting. However, the results of the
experiment demonstrate that there is no statistically significant difference across
groups according to the mean levels of interest in electoral reform (p>.10) (see
Figure 4). It is important to note, however, that the findings for interest are only
a snapshot taken immediately after the text was provided. We are unable to assess
whether interest levels remained fixed over a longer period or whether this effect
would differ across groups.

Finally, we are interested in determining whether those who receive more diges-
tible texts on an electoral reform proposal differ in opinions on that reform. We
expected that those with grade 6 texts would be most likely to express an opinion
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Figure 3 Mean Subjective Assessments of How Well Informed the Respondent Is about Electoral Reform
Note: 95% confidence intervals are depicted.
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Figure 4 Mean Interest in Electoral Reform
Note: 95% confidence intervals are depicted.

in favour of the electoral reform proposed in the text [H3]. Figure 5 depicts the
group means for responses to: “Which electoral system should Canada use to
elect members to the House of Commons?”® A cross-tabulation with a chi-square
test demonstrates that there are statistically significant variations in opinions across
the different groups at the p <.05 level. Those who received any text on electoral
reform were more likely to have an opinion (any opinion, whether positive or
negative). We see that more comprehensible texts allow for the voter to form an
opinion on STV, whether positive or negative (fewer respondents marked “don’t
know” or had “no opinion”). Those who received the grade 6 level text were the
least likely to respond that they did not have an opinion on reform.
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Figure 5 Opinions on Electoral Reform by Treatment Group

Additionally, those with the more comprehensible text were more likely to
respond in favour of STV when compared with those in the control group.
Specifically, those with the grade 6 level text were most likely to respond in favour
of the STV proposal. This result suggests that reading a comprehensible text on
electoral reform will increase support for the electoral reform proposal. This sup-
ports the idea that when a voter is unable to understand a proposal, that person
will likely resort to the status quo—hence the theory of a status quo bias at play
in previous electoral reform referendums.

Finally, it is interesting to note that when information is more easily understood—
that is, at a grade 6 or 9 reading level—the proportion of those who report no opinion
is lower, while the percentage of those in favour of STV is higher. It is possible (though
we are unable to say for certain if this is the case) that those who would have reported
having no opinion instead state they are in favour of STV when they are provided with
more comprehensible text. The proportion against STV (in favour of the current
FPTP system), however, is consistent across treatment and control groups.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this experiment suggest that when EMBs, civil society or the media
are attempting to inform the public about complex political issues such as electoral
reform, achieving a grade 6 or 9 reading level in written text is ideal for retention of
information. The group that received information at a grade 6 reading level had the
highest mean knowledge scores. This supports research indicating that clear
language and design found at lower reading levels are key to facilitating citizens’
understanding of the information provided to them by any government agency,
not only EMBs.

This research further provides evidence that objective and subjective levels of
knowledge may be quite different. In this study, subjective levels of knowledge,
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measured by how much a respondent thought they knew about electoral reform,
were not significantly different across the four texts provided. This result can lead
us to conclude that voters may not always know what they don’t know, which has
implications for research design both for scholars studying political knowledge
and for programme evaluators seeking to determine the effectiveness of informa-
tion campaigns. It suggests that they should look beyond how much voters think
they know about a subject or proposal to their objective knowledge.

The second set of analyses, considering interest in electoral reform, reveals that
there is no guarantee that any information about electoral reform procedures,
regardless of the reading level, will spark greater curiosity in the topic. Further
research may consider different political issues to gauge whether this is specific
to the issue of electoral reform. It may also consider whether more persuasive
information, such as campaigns from different sides of a referendum debate, may
spark greater interest in the issue.

Finally, this research supports previous findings that suggest that those who have
learned more about an electoral reform proposal are more likely to support it. The
group that received the grade 6 text had the highest percentage of those in favour of
the STV system and the lowest percentage of those who did not report an opinion on
electoral reform. This experiment supports the theory that there is a status quo bias,
wherein lower-information voters may be more risk averse and less likely to vote in
favour of an unfamiliar proposal (Hessami and Resnjanskij, 2019; Nadeau et al., 1999).

There are, of course, some limitations to the present study. First, the study was
conducted with college-level students; thus the findings are likely to be even more
pronounced for citizens with lower education. However, our findings can be inter-
preted as a conservative estimate of any impact of readability on the ability to
digest, retain and integrate political information. Additionally, we note that the sur-
vey was administered immediately after the text was read and that respondents had
access to the text while completing the survey. We cannot comment on whether the
results remain consistent if respondents were surveyed at some later point or if the
text was removed prior to starting the survey.

What are the implications of this research for EMBs, civil society, the media and
other educators seeking to inform citizens on complex political issues? A few rec-
ommendations can be suggested based on the findings of this research.

First, provide information at lower reading levels, keeping in mind clear design
principles. In the Ontario referendum on electoral reform, for example, original
materials were well beyond a grade 6 reading level. Our research supports the
requests of referendum resource officers (who are on the front lines of referen-
dum education) that educators be equipped with materials at lower reading levels
(Garnett, 2014). Sacrificing greater complexity and nuance for the ability of
voters to understand the information may be a worthwhile trade-off for voters’
overall ability to form an opinion. Rather than having lower levels of knowledge,
those who received the less complex information had greater knowledge of the
electoral reform proposal. There does not appear to be a loss in practical inform-
ation when presenting the material at an easier-to-digest reading level.

However, it is also important to acknowledge that the type of information may
have an impact on the results of a referendum. In this study, those who were provided
with information at lower literacy levels were more likely to form an opinion and
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support the STV proposal. Thus, we conclude that governments and EMBs should be
aware that doing nothing, or very little, is still a political decision. Low-information
voters have a status quo bias, and thus decisions to provide little information, or pro-
vide information in an inaccessible manner, will support the status quo in a referen-
dum. Thus, the provision of information is rarely apolitical, and choices about how
information is provided are key to the result of a referendum campaign.

Finally, consider incorporating alternative strategies for educating citizens, per-
haps ones that go beyond the provision of neutral information. In this study, the non-
partisan technical information was not able to increase interest in the electoral reform
proposal. We know that one of the greatest barriers in many referendums is low turn-
out. Consider, for example, the need for a second electoral reform referendum in
Prince Edward Island after low turnout in the first led the premier to question the
results (Sinclair, 2016). While this study was unable to directly test whether neutral
information was itself a problem, future research should consider the effectiveness of
alternative education strategies that do not rest solely on neutral information, such as
funding “yes” and “no” campaigns, as was done in the case in British Columbia
(Canadian Press, 2018).

In conclusion, these findings not only contribute to the body of academic liter-
ature on political decision making and civic education but also provide useful
advice for a variety of practitioners, including members of the media, scholars
and election administrators who design civic education campaigns. The findings
should be used to inform future campaigns, as well as scholarly debate over the
role of information, political knowledge and civic literacy.
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Notes

1 Additional factors, such as the thresholds required for passing, the political context and the types of
systems proposed, are also important (see Garnett, 2014; Lea, 2006; Robertson, 2009; Stephenson and
Tanguay, 2009; Vowles, 2013).

2 The authors make a distinction between objective and subjective knowledge of the proposal and suggest
that subjective knowledge is a more important predictor of a “yes” vote.

3 See, for instance, Williamson and Martin (2010), who show that the majority of patient information leaf-
lets provided by hospitals exceed patient comprehension.

4 Note that only 15 respondents stated they had voted in the 2007 Ontario referendum on electoral reform.
Most respondents were too young at the time to take part in the 2007 referendum.

5 Subjective knowledge and objective knowledge are correlated (r= .43, p < .01).

6 Respondents were forced to choose either the existing system or the one explained in the text (since we
could not assume that they knew about other electoral systems).
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