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This study investigates the factors explaining voting in the 2016 Italian referendum on
constitutional reform. As we show through voting alignments within the Parliament and key
aspects of the electoral campaign, this was a case where the government took the leadership
of the entire referendum process, transforming it into a plebiscite. Within this context, we
hypothesize that key elements explaining voting choices follow a government-support vs.
opposition dynamics. Employing Italian National Elections Studies Association pre/post-
referendum survey, we estimate the effects of factors increasing predictability (e.g. party
closeness, ideology, social cleavage) or uncertainty (e.g. government performance, the
economy) of voting choices. The resulting logistic regression models show that the leading
role of the government in the referendum reshapes the impact of factors explaining voting
choices. While some lose significance, others follow a pro- or anti-government logic.
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Introduction

The referendum is a ‘device’ of direct democracy (Morel, 2011) enabling citizens to
express opinions on a specific issue. Accordingly, the aim to explain citizens’ voting
choices in referenda implies considering a kaleidoscopic set of factors related to
national contexts, individual attitudes and both political and civil society actors.
According to LeDuc (2002), factors such as party cues, social cleavages and ideo-
logy have a stabilizing effect, making citizens’ voting predictable. Other factors such
as campaign events, government actions and the economy, on the contrary, increase
uncertainty (or ‘volatility’, LeDuc, 2002), because of their contingent nature. The
weights of each factor along a continuum between predictability and uncertainty
explain referendum outcomes in each context (LeDuc, 2002, 714, figure 1). These
weights, however, are not the only explanations of voting choices. Political actors
are indeed very important from the very beginning of a referendum, when a
coalition proposes a ballot paper. How do institutional actors affect voting in a
referendum? And, specifically, how does the engagement of the government (and its
leader) affect citizens’ voting?Our study addresses this last question by investigating
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the case where the government, along with its leader and parliamentary coalition,
takes the initiative in a referendum.
Studies on European integration have shown that attitudes towards the govern-

ment affect people’s voting in referenda on EU treaties (Franklin et al., 1995).
In these cases, where the referendum issue was not the most salient and there were
‘first-order’ national issues prevailing on the European ones, people used proxies to
cast their vote, resulting in more likelihood of approving EU Treaties when
confidence in the incumbent government was high.1 Except for the referenda on
European integration, the effects of government direct engagement in a referendum
campaign remain underexplored. How do predictability and uncertainty factors
interact in these cases? Does the government become the fulcrum around which
explanatory factors of voting work?
The present study will investigate the impact of government-led referenda by

focussing on the Italian constitutional referendum of 2016. As we will see in the
next section, this case is crucial since Renzi’s government represented the engine
of constitutional reform and the prime minister resigned after the (negative)
referendum results. Our analyses prove that the leading role of the government
in the referendum campaign reshaped explanatory factors of voting within a
dynamic of being for/against the incumbent government. These factors are shown to
be significantly relevant when related to both the characteristics and the
performance of Renzi’s government, while the impact of the leader’s image
remains marginal.
The first section shows the commitment of the government towards the approval

of the reform.We then go on to present a theoretical framework within which seven
research hypotheses have been formulated. Third section describes the variables, the
data and the models used to test the hypotheses. Finally, we will show the results of
the study, concluding with theoretical and empirical remarks.

The Renzi-Boschi constitutional reform

The Renzi-Boschi2 reform was a proposal for constitutional reform that started
formally on the 8 April 2014 with a draft law presented to the Parliament by the
government coalition of the former Italian Prime Minister Matteo Renzi. It estab-
lished several changes within the Italian institutional system including: an end to
the equality between the two Houses of Parliament,3 a reduction in the number of

1 Obviously, party influence has also been crucial in these cases, among others see Hobolt (2006).
2 Matteo Renzi was the Prime Minister from 22 February 2014 to 12 December 2016. Maria Elena

Boschi was the former Minister for Constitutional Reforms and Relations with the Parliament in Renzi’s
cabinet (Ministro per le riforme costituzionali e i rapporti con il parlamento). For a more detailed descrip-
tion of the rise of Renzi’s government see Pasquino (2016).

3 According to Article 70 of the Constitution ‘The legislative function is exercised collectively by both
Houses’. This implies that a law proposal is debated and voted in both Houses until they approve the same
text. In contrast, the reform establishes limited types of laws where the twoHouses vote on the same text but
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members in the Senate and their indirect election,4 direct elections only
for the Chamber of Deputies, limits to the legislative power of the regions
(Title V, Art. 117), a change in the rules of direct democracy instruments such
as the referendum and the laws of popular initiative, the abolition of the provinces
and of the National Council for Economics and Labour (CNEL).5

The reform was strongly linked to a new electoral law (nicknamed the Italicum)
establishing a new set of rules, with the main aim to give to the most voted list
(reaching 40% of the votes) a large majority within the Chamber of Deputies.6

It was definitely a part of the new constitutional design defined by the Renzi-Boschi
reform and was integrated within the arguments for and against the reform during
the electoral campaign by both opponents.
The reform followed the Patto del Nazareno,7 an agreement between Renzi and

the leader of the right-wing opposition Silvio Berlusconi. The agreement concerned
crucial changes to the Italian political system such as constitutional reform, the
electoral law, and the forthcoming election of the President of the Republic (Parisi,
2015; Pasquino, 2016). The Patto del Nazareno was broken by Berlusconi the
following year during the process that brought the constitutional reform for
approval before the two Houses of Parliament. This process, as stated by the
Constitution, establishes that each constitutional reform must be approved twice in
an identical form in both the Senate and the Chamber of Deputies.8 As a result the
Renzi-Boschi constitutional reform was voted on six times from August 2014 to
April 2016.9 On 15 April, the official Journal (Gazzetta Ufficiale) of the Republic
published the reform. An overview of the votes cast in the two Houses by each
party/group gives a clear picture on how political groups and parties10 supported
the reform within Parliament (see Table A1 in the Appendix). Groups and parties
supporting the government (Democratic party – PD; Centrists – Area Popolare,

there is a clear prevalence of the Chamber of Deputies (the only elected House) in the legislative function.
Moreover, only the Chamber of Deputies will vote on confidence in the government.

4 Senators would be reduced from 315 to 100, of which 74 members of regional assemblies, 21 mayors,
and five members endorsed by the President of the Republic.

5 For a complete overview see the comparison between the Constitution and the reform in the document
of the Chamber of Deputies http://documenti.camera.it/leg17/dossier/pdf/ac0500n.pdf (in Italian).

6 For the complete official text see http://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:legge:2015-05-
06;52

7 The agreement was reached on 18 January 2014 in the headquarters of the Democratic Party at the
Largo del Nazareno.

8 Article 138 of the Italian Constitution.
9 8 August 2014 in the Senate, 10 March 2015 in the Chamber of Deputies, on 13 October 2015 again

in the Senate, 11 January 2016 in the Chamber of Deputies, 20 January 2016 in the Senate, and 12 April in
the Chamber of Deputies.

10 The regulations within the two chambers of the Parliament establish that each deputy must be
formally included in a group. The groups often have the same composition as the parties who run in the
elections, but, due to party disaggregation and individual exit from parties, they may represent more than
one party or new parliamentary forces. The mixed group includes all the deputies that are not affiliated to
any party. For an overview see Morlino (1991).
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NcD, Centristi per l’Italia, Civici e Innovatori per l’Italia; For Autonomies – SVP,
UV, PATT, UPT, PSI, MAIE; Democratic Centre – Democrazia Solidale,
Centro Democratico) approved the reform almost unanimously11 in all the
roll call votes.
The same occurred within the parties and groups of the opposition. The Northern

League, the Five Stars Movement, Italian Brothers, Left Ecology and Liberty, and
the Conservatives and Reformists unanimously rejected the reform either casting
opposing votes or exiting from theHouse at the time of voting. Nomembers of these
parties approved the reform throughout the entire process. Berlusconi’s party,
Forza Italia, on the contrary, shows a clear U-turn: it approved the reform at the first
vote in 2014, agreeing with the Patto del Nazareno, but then voted against in the
following calls. At the end, very few members (about two in the Senate and one in
the Chamber) of Forza Italia approved the reform from the second roll call voting.
The Mixed Group voted mainly against or exited from the room in both Houses,
although on average one third of its members approved the reform.
The analysis of the votes cast by each group/party within the Parliament shows

that fromwhen the Patto del Nazareno ended, the constitutional reformwas mainly
a product of the government coalition. This coalition, despite the diverging opinions
in the Democratic Party that appeared during the electoral campaign, showed a high
level of alignment and few opposing deputies.
The second important finding demonstrated by this analysis is that the reform

was approved by simple majorities in both Houses. In April 2016, this led some
deputies of the majority and the opposition to make a request for a constitutional
referendum, by virtue of article 138 of the Constitution.12

The following electoral campaign showed that Renzi’s government was highly
committed to gaining a ‘yes’ majority in the referendum. On 2 May 2016 in
Florence, Renzi announced a massive electoral campaign by the governmental
forces with about 10,000 groups of supporters throughout Italy. He also affirmed
that the constitutional reform was the biggest challenge for his government.13Some
newspapers reported that the Prime Minister conducted about 90 meetings to

11 Some opposing votes and abstentions appeared within the Democratic Party: basically from one to
five members (out of 108–112) abstained or voted against in the Senate and only three members abstained
(out of 309) in the vote of 10March 2015. Other opposing members appeared within Civics and Innovators
in the Chamber of Deputies, but in general governmental forces showed a high level of cohesion through the
whole process of approval. Especially with the Chamber of Deputies, however, one should also consider
that some absences mean political opposition. Exiting from the Parliament at the moment of the vote was
indeed a protest largely used by the opposition in order to demonstrate its rejection to the reform.

12 This type of referendum has a particular set of rules that differentiates it from other forms of refer-
endum established by Italian law. Differently from the abrogative referendum on national laws, the con-
stitutional referendum concerns a constitutional reform. It does not abrogate a law, but approves the reform
and does not imply that a quorum of 50% plus one elector must be reached. The referendum on constitu-
tional reform is therefore valid whatever the turnout rate.

13
‘Referendum riforme, Renzi dà il via alla campagna del sì’, il Fatto Quotidiano, 2/5/2016 (www.

ilfattoquotidiano.it).
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support the vote for the reform in a couple of months,14 hiring international
strategists (such as Obama’s staff member Jim Messina) and spending about
3 million euros out of the budget of the Democratic Party.15The parties were not the
only political subjects bearing large expenses during the campaign. The government
also had expenditures linked to the campaign. These include the travels of the Prime
Minister and his members of cabinet to campaign for the reform, and millions of
letters (both in Italy and to Italian residents in other countries) to explain the reasons
for approving the reform. Finally, during the campaign,Matteo Renzi tied the result
of the referendum to the life of the government itself by saying that if citizens
rejected the reform he would resign.
These arguments show that Renzi’s constitutional reform, although transforming

fundamental aspects of the Italian political and institutional system, was first of all a
product of the Prime Minister and of his government. As Pasquino argued ‘Renzi
has already deliberately transformed this into a plebiscite on his person and has
indicated that his governmental and, possibly, even his political career will come to
an end if the voters reject his constitutional reforms’ (2016: 397). The government,
and the parliamentary groups supporting it, created the reform, approved it (almost
unanimously16) within the Parliament, spent many resources to persuade citizens to
vote ‘yes’ in the referendum and ended its mandate following the referendum.
The constitutional referendum held on 4 December 2016 did indeed reject the

reform, and 3 days later the Prime Minister resigned.

Research hypotheses: the role of the government in the referendum vote

Referenda present by definition crucial differences with elections (LeDuc, 2002),
and are very context dependent. Voting choices in a referendum relate at least to:
(a) the issuewhich the vote refers to; (b) the alignment of the parties on voting options
(LeDuc and Pammett, 1995; Johnston et al., 1996; Hobolt, 2009); (c) the rules and
the institutional contexts where referenda are held (Vatter, 2000; Aguiar-Conraria
and Magalhães, 2010); (d) short-term political issues not necessarily linked to the
referendum issues (Franklin, 2002); (e) the media framing (Lupia, 1992; Bowler
and Donovan, 2002; de Vreese and Semetko, 2004; de Vreese, 2007); (f) old and
new ideological divisions (Sinnott, 2002); and (g) the performance of the
government (Franklin et al., 1995).

14 See F. Provenzani ‘Referendum: costo campagna per il Sì. Ecco quanto ha speso Renzi’, 5/12/2016
(www.money.it).

15 See I. Lombardo ‘Dal Pd 2,8 milioni di euro per la campagna del Sì, 400 mila al guru Messina’,
La Stampa, 5/10/2016.

16 It is worth mentioning here that the Democratic Party showed deep divisions during the electoral
campaign, when a minority group linked to the former Prime Minister Massimo D’Alema and to Pierluigi
Bersani declared to vote against the reform in the referendum. Although this minority opposition did not
oppose it within Parliament, it attracted some dissent among the electors of PD and influenced party
supporters to reject the reform.
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All these factors, although together forming the voting choice, have different
weights in explaining uncertainty and, therefore, the referendum results. According
to LeDuc (2002), it is indeed possible to draw a continuum from voting
predictability (i.e. voters’ clear divisions within society and politics that lead to very
predictable results) to uncertainty (i.e. unexpected alignments and referendum
outcomes). Factors such as social cleavages, ideologies, beliefs, and party cues
increase predictable outcomes. While campaign events, media, government
performance, and the state of the economy give rise to uncertainty. Predictability
factors mostly pertain to the ideological sphere, while uncertainty factors mainly
relate to contingent situations and attitudes.
In a logic of zero-sum competition, the main political subjects of a referendum

(namely the political groups, parties and forces supporting the two opposing
positions) take advantage of factors increasing predictability and suffer from ele-
ments that raise uncertainty. What is the role of the government in this process?
Quite often the government takes a clear position promoting one of the two
sides. When this happens, it brings some important advantages into the electoral
competition but also critical aspects increasing uncertainty. Governmental
intervention in a referendum increases visibility, reinforces party cues, and ideolo-
gical aspects. However, although the issue at stake could be very far removed from
governmental activity, the involvement of the government in the referendum
campaign implies an increase in uncertainty, because of government popularity and
judgements on its policies. Franklin et al. (1995) showed that, in the cases
of the referenda on the Maastricht Treaty in the early 1990s, support for
government played a crucial role in the final results, as a proxy effect. By starting
from the same theoretical perspective, we want to see how predictability and
uncertainty factors have been moderated by government action. We will then move
to an extreme theoretical implication of the proxy effect by showing whether the
direct complete involvement of the government, as in the Italian referendum of
2016, transforms it into the fulcrum around which explanatory factors of voting
leverage.
We group these factors into two types: ideological (increasing predictability) and

contingent (increasing uncertainty). The models testing our hypotheses will also
include other factors considered as control variables. The reasons for including
these controlling indicators will be explained in the methodological section.

Ideological factors increasing predictability

According to the continuum traced by LeDuc (2002), in the 2016 referendum, the
governmental majority is supposed to gain consensus first of all on classical
attachment and ideological factors. As a result, our first hypothesis is that voters
who indicate being closer to a party within the government coalition are more likely
to approve the constitutional reform (Hypothesis 1).
Closeness/distance from a party within the government coalition, however, can-

not fully represent ideological orientations on a left-right continuum. Ideological
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positions do not indeed fully overlap with party closeness especially in a context,
such as the Italian case, where the biggest party of the opposition (i.e. the Five Stars
Movement) refuses to take a clear position on the left-right continuum. In this case,
then, voters’ ideology may be ‘independent’ from party closeness. As a result we
expect that ideology also has an effect on voting even when party closeness is
considered. This effect is related to the ideological ‘nature’ of the government
coalition that, although involving both centre-left and centre-right parties, shows
the paramount role of the Democratic Party, imprinting on the government a
centre-left orientation. According to this observation we expect that right-wing
voters will be more likely to reject the reform (Hypothesis 2) and voters placing
themselves at the extremes of the ideological continuum (extreme left and extreme
right), will tend to oppose the reform (Hypothesis 3).

Contingent factors increasing uncertainty

Along with ideological factors, other studies in the field showed a proxy effect of
attitudes towards the government in cases of referenda concerning complex and not
salient issues (Franklin et al., 1995). The Italian referendum of 2016 may be
included in these cases due both to the characteristics of the issue (a technical
constitutional reform) and the direct involvement of the government. As a result,
contingent sentiments about the government may have played a crucial role in
voting choices: beyond ideological constraints people approve (or reject) the
performance of the government, influencing voting. Accordingly, we expect that
positive overall judgements of government performance make voters more likely to
vote YES (approve the reform) in the referendum (Hypothesis 4). Moreover, as
voters punish or reward the incumbent government on an economic evaluation
(see Lewis-Beck and Paldam, 2000), both perceptions of the current state of the
economy and the evaluation of economic policies are supposed to affect voting in
the referendum. Accordingly we hypothesize that voters perceiving the economic
situation negatively tend to reject the reform (Hypothesis 5a) and negative
evaluations of the employment policy increase the probability of rejecting the
reform (Hypothesis 5b).
How do performance evaluation and ideology interact on voting? And

specifically, if ideology is supposed to produce predictable results, which side
of the ideological continuum is expected to be influenced by judgements on
performance?
Once again the centre-left nature of the government coalition suggests that

extreme right voters would refuse the reform no matter what their judgement on
government performance, because they are the most distant in ideological terms.
Extreme left voters, on the contrary, are expected to be more affected by govern-
ment performance and more likely to vote yes as they have good judgements. As a
result: the interaction between judgements of governmental performance and
voters’ ideology has a positive effect on the approval of the reform for extreme left
voters and negative for extreme right voters (Hypothesis 6).
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Up to this point, we have considered the government as an institutional actor
resulting from the cartel of different political parties. Along with the parties of the
government coalition, however, the prime minister is the main figure representing
the government. He/she gives the name to the incumbent government and
predominates in institutional terms (see Calise, 2007) and in the relationship
between citizens and the government coalition. Moreover, since the personalization
of politics increases the prominence of the leader within parties and institutional
actors (for the Italian case see the special issue of Bellucci et al., 2017), the image of
the leader may have a crucial role in shaping citizens’ attitudes towards the
government and, then, in voting choices in a referendum where the government has
a leading role. The charismatic personality of Matteo Renzi could have strongly
affected voting choices: by approving or rejecting the reform, voters expressed a
clear approval/rejection of Renzi as leader and Prime Minister. Renzi’s declarations
about the future of his own political career may have empowered voting on
leadership: voters having negative views about Renzi realized the opportunity to put
an end to his government leadership and political career by rejecting the constitu-
tional reform. Accordingly we will test whether attitudes towards Matteo Renzi
affect voting choices for or against the reform (Hypothesis 7).

Data, variables, and methods

In order to test our research hypotheses, we used the Italian National Elections
Studies Association (ITANES) referendum surveys, conducted by the ITANES on a
representative sample of the Italian population 6 months before the constitutional
referendum of 2016 and after the vote of 4 December 2016.17 The panel of
respondents (about 3050) has been interviewed through similar questionnaires.18

Our dependent variable is the voting choices declared after the referendum vote.
The question reads as follows:How did you vote in the referendum of 4 December?
In the explanatory model, we retained only cases of ‘I voted No’ (recoded as 0), and
‘I voted Yes’ (recoded as 1), while other answers (blank voting and ‘I did not vote’)
were dropped.19 Descriptive analyses show that voting choices collected by the
survey overlap with real voting cast at the referendum (Figure 1).
The first independent variable considered is closeness to a party of the govern-

ment coalition. We first identified the parties which respondents feel closer to, by
using two specific questions.20 After that we created a new variable indicating

17 For more information and data visit www.itanes.org
18 For the complete text of the two questionnaires (in Italian) visit http://www.itanes.org/wp-content/

uploads/2016/11/ITANES_Pre-Post_Referendum-2016.docx
19 We also run the models using a binary variable distinguishing abstentions (coded as 1) and voting

(coded as 0) as dependent variable. See the next section and the Appendix for the findings.
20 The first question reads as follow: ‘Is there any party or movement to which you feel closer to? If yes

can you indicate to me which one you feel closer to?’ (a list follows). The second question is ‘Which other
party?’.
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whether respondents’ closeness refers to a party in the coalition supporting the
government (PD, NCD, UDC, DS, SC, PSI, CD, Indipendenti) or to a party of the
opposition.21We then considered the degree of closeness to the selected party22and
merged the two variables to generate one with the following categories: very close to
an opposition party (0), fairly close to an opposition party (1), not very close to an
opposition party (2), no identification with any of the parties (3), not very close to a
government party (4), fairly close to a government party (5), very close to a
government party (6).
This is the crucial variable to test Hypothesis 1 (people who indicated being closer

to a party within the government coalition are more likely to approve the
constitutional reform). Ideology has been operationalized through two variables:
the first measures the respondents’ position on a 10-point left vs. right scale;23 the
second uses the same scale but distinguishes not radicals (respondents reporting
values between 3 and 9 included) from extremists of the left (respondents reporting
values from 1 to 2) and of the right (values from 10 to 11). Ideological positions will
be used to test Hypotheses 2 and 3, the variable distinguishing extremists (of the left
and of the right) from not radicals will also be used to test Hypothesis 6. Voters’
evaluation of government performance is another variable measured on a 10-point
scale question24 and will be used to test Hypothesis 4. The effect of performance

0
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40

50

60

70

ITANES Survey Official Results

39
41

61 59

YES NO

Figure 1 Voting choices Italian National Elections Studies Association (ITANES) 2016 and
official referendum results in percentages. ITANES pre–post-referendum survey 2016 and
Ministry of Interior (interno.gov.it).

21 Respondents close to a party of the government coalition represent 32.9% while those closer to a
party of the opposition are 67.2%. These percentages show that people close to or supporting a party in the
government coalition were half as many as those close to a party of the opposition.

22 The question reads as follows ‘Referring to this party (or movement) do you feel…’. Answers include
‘very close’ (recoded as 3), ‘fairly close’ (recoded as 2), and ‘not very close’ (equal to 1). The answers ‘Do
not know’ and ‘Do not answer’ are not considered in the analysis for all the variables included within
the models.

23 Question D9_01_W9 of the ITANES data set. Values within the data set range from 1 to 11.
24 The question reads as follows:How do you judge the work of the government led by Matteo Renzi?

Give your opinion on a scale from 0 to 10 where 0= ‘completely negative’ and 10= ‘completely positive’.
Within the data set, the scale is recoded from 1 to 11.
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was also tested for the employment policy launched by the Renzi government with
the ‘job act’ reform.We labelled it support for job policy,25and used this variable to
test Hypothesis 5b; while perceptions of the economic situation in the last year26

(testing Hypothesis 5a) have been recoded into three categories (much/somewhat
worse; much/somewhat better; and the same). Hypothesis 7 is tested by using the
leaders’ barometer question of the survey. This asks respondents to evaluate
different political leaders (included Matteo Renzi) on a 10-point scale ranging from
‘completely negative’ and ten ‘completely positive’.27

Along with some socio-demographic variables (gender, age, education,28 and
occupation), we also added other control variables that will allow us to test for the
robustness of our results. Some of these indicators control for respondents’ orien-
tations towards the reform and for their actions during the electoral campaign. We
specifically included in the models opinions on the electoral law,29 interest in the
referendum campaign,30 timing of the voting decision,31 activism on the internet,32

25 The question reads as follows: Can you tell me whether the action of Matteo Renzi’s government has
had positive or negative results on the reforms on job contracts (Jobs Act). Use a scale from 0 to 10 where
0= ‘completely negative results’ and 10= ‘completely positive results’. Within the data set the scale is
recoded from 1 to 11.

26 The question reads as follows: Let’s talk about the economy. Do you think that the economic
situation in Italy in the last year is […].Answers include ‘much better’ and ‘somewhat better’ (recoded as 2),
‘the same’ (recoded as 0), ‘much worse’ and ‘somewhat worse’ (recoded as 1).

27 The question reads as follows:Below youwill find the names of some politicians. Please, indicate how
you judge them, giving them a rating from 0 to 10, where 0 means a completely negative judgement and
10 completely positive judgement. Within the data set the scale is recoded from 1 to 11.

28 The variable education was recoded in a dummy variable that distinguished graduates (recoded as 1)
from those who have a diploma or a lower qualification, including also those who had no qualifications
(recoded as 0).

29 The question reads as follows: The new electoral law called Italicum awards to the list that obtains
more than 40% of the votes in the first round – or to the one winning the second ballot – a majority bonus
that allows this list to reach an absolute majority (54.0%) of the seats in the Parliament. Considering this
measure, you are […]. Answers include ‘very favourable’ (recoded as 3), ‘somewhat favourable’ (recoded
as 2), ‘somewhat opposed’ (recoded as 1), and ‘very opposed’ (recoded as 0).

30 The question reads as follows: ‘Did you follow the recent election of the referendum campaign with
much, somewhat, a little or no interest?’. Answers include ‘much’ (recoded as 3), ‘somewhat’ (recoded as 2),
‘a little’ (recoded as 1), ‘no interest’ (recoded as 0).

31 The question reads as follows: Can you tell me when did you decide to vote or not?. Answers include
‘long before the vote’ (recoded as 0), ‘some weeks before the vote’ (recoded as 1), ‘the last week before the
vote’ (recoded as 2), and ‘at the moment of the vote’ (recoded as 3).

32 The question reads as follows: Let’s talk about some activities that can be done on the Internet.
Considering the referendum campaign of the last two months, tell me how often did you do these activities,
every day, several times a week, sometimes or never? The sentences considered are ‘visit websites of political
parties and politicians’, ‘visit profiles of politicians and political parties on social networks (e.g. Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube)’, ‘to see or re-watch television content related to the referendum campaign (e.g. On
YouTube or newspaper sites)’, ‘share content (text, photos, video, images) relating to the referendum
campaign’, ‘participate in online discussions on political issues and/or the referendum campaign’, and
‘participate in an event or a political event after receiving an invitation via the Internet’. After having
reversed the order of modalities, so that each variable goes from ‘never’ to ‘every day’ and applying a
principal component analysis, we have obtained a single factor, whose factor scores range from −0.9198474
to 3.187592.
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and a knowledge index.33 The first will show the link between the constitutional
reform and the electoral law in voters’minds. The two laws have been conceived as
complementary parts of the reform of the Italian institutional system and we expect
them to be related to each other. The existence and the strength of such relation will
show voters’ agreement to a complete reform of the political system. Knowledge of
the reform and interest during the campaign (along with education) will control for
respondents’ cognitive skills and will test whether people having better knowledge
of the reform and more interest during the campaign tended to support one of the
two sides. Also, activism on the internet will test whether more active people are
more likely to vote in a specific way. Unfortunately this is the only kind of activism
during the campaign that we are able to measure, since the questionnaire does not
investigate other forms of activism. Vote timing will control whether the time of
voting decision has played an effect on voting choice. This information may be
important for understanding and controlling the effect of predictability and
uncertainty, since it may show some patterns in voting choices related to an early
(months before voting) or ‘late’ (inside the polling booth, at the moment of voting)
decision. We finally controlled for attitudes towards the EU and specifically for
support for the Euro34 and the EU.35 The inclusion of these variables reflects the
growing influence that the issue of European integration has in national politics
(see among others Evans, 1999 and Gabel, 2000). Moreover, this is a very sensitive
issue for some parties in the opposition such as the Five Stars Movement and the
Northern League, brandishing populist arguments against the single currency and
the EU nomenclature.
In order to test the hypotheses, we ran three different logistic regression models

which fit using maximum likelihood (VCE oim). The models are equal except for
the indicators related to ideology. These variables (i.e. left-right and extremism) are
used to test three different hypotheses (2, 3, and 6) and should be included
separately in the models since they are based on the same information (left-right
self-positioning).
We also made robust checks by running the same models on a (dependent)

variable distinguishing between people voting (coded as 0) from people abstaining
(coded as 1). The reason to conduct this check concerns the fact that non-voting in

33 The reform knowledge index is constructed on a battery of three questions measuring the knowledge
of the respondents on the contents of the constitutional reform. It is an additive index on correct answers
(ranging from 0 to 3) on the following questions: ‘Do you remember how you choose the President of the
Council of Ministers?’ (Correct answer: he shall be appointed by the President and must obtain the con-
fidence of the Parliament), ‘The constitutional reform plans …’ (Correct answer: a senate composed of
locally elected members with fewer powers), and ‘The constitutional reform plans to …’ (Correct answer:
abolish the CNEL).

34 The question reads as follows: In general, do you think that the Euro currency is […]. Answers
include ‘a good thing’ (recoded as 1), ‘neither bad nor good’ (recoded as 2), ‘a bad thing’ (recoded as 0).

35 The exact question wording is: Do you think that the Italian membership of the European Union is:
‘a good thing’, ‘a bad thing’, ‘neither good nor bad’. We recoded respectively ‘a good thing’= 2, ‘a bad
thing’=1, ‘neither good nor bad’=0.
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the Italian history of referenda has represented a way to contest the reform at stake.
In this case, however, the absence of a specific quorum tomake the referendum valid
has deprived non-voters from an abstaining power: whatever the quorum in the
referendum it will indeed be valid. Our results confirm that our main independent
variables have no effect on non-voting.36

Results

Table 1 shows the odds ratio of the three models built to test the hypotheses
formulated in this study. We opted to describe the table for each observed
variable (rows), rather than for each model (in columns), since all the
variables show consistent results (significance level and direction) through the
three models.
Closeness to a party significantly affects voting choice during the referendum.

People feeling closer to a party in opposition tend to reject the reform. Since odds
ratios are quite similar for the three levels of closeness (very, fairly, and not very),
voting ‘no’ does not seem strongly related to how close the respondent was to a
party of the opposition. In contrast, people close to a party of the government,
although they tend to all vote yes, have more odds to approve the reform when they
feel ‘very close’. All in all we can confirm that there is a significant and positive
relationship between voter closeness to a party in the government coalition and
voting yes (Hypothesis 1). Similarly, our analyses of model 1 confirm that right-
wing voters tend to reject the reform (Hypothesis 2). Ideological distance from the
centre-left governmental coalition is also shown to affect radicals but with opposite
results (model 2): left radicals have higher odds to approve the reform while right
radicals significantly tend to reject it.37 As a result, Hypothesis 3 is only partially
confirmed, because those on the extreme left are more supportive of the reform than
not radicals. Voters judging positively the performance of the government,
significantly tend to approve the constitutional reform (Hypothesis 4). This result is
reinforced by the odds of support for the governmental employment policy:
respondents approving the ‘job act’ tended to vote yes in the referendum
(Hypothesis 5b). At the same time, a true economic voting effect could not be
argued since evaluations of the progress of the national economy have no significant
effect on voting (Hypothesis 5a rejected).

36 Significant results found in these models showmainly negative relationships: people fairly close to the
opposition, on the right of the left-right continuum, favourable to the electoral law, having an interest in the
campaign, being more active on the internet and having a higher level of knowledge about the referendum
have higher odds of voting in the referendum. In contrast, non-voting is only significantly related to inde-
cision. The Online Appendix reports the complete table.

37 We tested also for the effect of ‘non-self-positioning on ideology’ by creating a binary variable where
respondents reporting a value on the left-right scale were coded as 0 and those refusing to answer were
coded as 1. The variable, excluded in the final models, does not show any significant effect on voting
confirming that the ‘non-attitude’ of refusing to position themselves on a left-right continuum was not
linked to the referendum vote.
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Table 1. Predictors of support for the constitutional reform.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Odds ratio SE Odds ratio SE Odds ratio SE

Partygov closeness (non-identified with any of the parties)
Very close to opposition 0.477** 0.178 0.486* 0.183 0.471** 0.177
Fairly close to opposition 0.459*** 0.116 0.457*** 0.116 0.441*** 0.114
Not very close to opposition 0.559** 0.141 0.556** 0.140 0.556** 0.142
Not very close to a government party 4.673**** 1.565 5.048**** 1.685 4.781**** 1.613
Fairly close to a government party 2.676**** 0.801 3.003**** 0.887 2.844**** 0.853
Very close to a government party 10.746**** 6.452 11.905**** 7.028 10.948**** 6.504

Ideology (left-right) 0.893*** 0.031
Ideology (no radical)
Extreme left 1.587* 0.411 0.214 0.217
Extreme right 0.472** 0.150 2.724* 1.540

Government performance 1.395**** 0.083 1.403**** 0.083 1.455**** 0.096
Support for job policy 1.326**** 0.060 1.315**** 0.059 1.308**** 0.059
National economy (the same)
Much/enough worse 0.936 0.193 0.927 0.191 0.879 0.184
Much/enough better 0.777 0.207 0.761 0.203 0.764 0.206

Government performance× ideology (no radical)
Extreme left 1.462** 0.267
Extreme right 0.725*** 0.071

Renzi’s evaluation 1.034 0.045 1.029 0.045 1.013 0.045
Opinion on the electoral law (very opposing)
Somewhat opposing 1.449 0.452 1.352 0.419 1.268 0.400
Somewhat favourable 4.945**** 1.500 4.629**** 1.391 4.418**** 1.347
Very favourable 16.220**** 6.526 14.777**** 5.875 15.242**** 6.135

Interest for referendum campaign (no interest)
A little 5.999* 6.279 5.615 5.934 6.855* 6.897
Somewhat 3.833 3.947 3.699 3.849 4.281 4.231
Very 4.811 5.000 4.582 4.812 5.486* 5.483
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Table 1. (Continued )

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Odds ratio SE Odds ratio SE Odds ratio SE

Decision on voting (much before the vote)
Some weeks before the vote 2.261**** 0.479 2.267**** 0.479 2.288**** 0.488
The last week before the vote 1.657** 0.361 1.637** 0.358 1.698** 0.377
At the moment of vote 3.480*** 1.502 3.508*** 1.528 3.557*** 1.569

Support for Europe (neither good nor bad)
A bad one 1.427 0.397 1.380 0.382 1.323 0.365
A good one 1.343 0.336 1.353 0.340 1.385 0.353

Euro (bad) 1.053 0.246 1.080 0.252 1.076 0.254
Activism on internet 0.545**** 0.053 0.546**** 0.054 0.559**** 0.057
Knowledge index 1.180 0.144 1.184 0.144 1.150 0.142
Gender (male) 0.842 0.149 0.849 0.151 0.817 0.147
Age (18–88) 1.014** 0.005 1.013** 0.005 1.014** 0.006
Education 1.007 0.183 1.016 0.184 1.026 0.189
Occupation (entrepreneur)
Self employed 0.770 0.203 0.782 0.206 0.777 0.204
Manual worker 0.959 0.367 0.951 0.363 0.902 0.346
Unemployed 0.802 0.209 0.805 0.210 0.786 0.205

Constant 0.001**** 0.001 0.001**** 0.001 0.001**** 0.001
R2 (McFadden) 0.567 0.566 0.574
Count 0.876 0.875 0.870
Count (adjusted) 0.721 0.719 0.708
LR χ2 – significance 0.000 0.000 0.000
Hosmer–Lemeshow χ2 (8) – significance 0.506 0.592 0.200
N 1685 1685 1685

****P< 0.001; ***P<0.01; **P< 0.05; *P<0.10.
Italian National Elections Studies Association pre–post-referendum survey 2016.
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When we make an interaction between the judgements of government perfor-
mance with extremism we find that these two variables create significantly different
outputs for right and left extremists. The first will tend to reject the reform even if
the evaluation of the performance of the government increases. Extremists on the
left, on the contrary, will tend to approve the reform as positive judgements on
government increase (Figure 2) (Hypothesis 6). Although evaluation of govern-
mental performance has been shown to be a significant factor affecting voting
choices, attitudes towards the prime minister do not show statistically significant
results (Hypothesis 7 rejected). Beyond the personalization of politics, our results
show that people seem to target the government rather than the person leading it.
The control variables do not report any surprising results. Socio-demographic

variables are basically not significant except for age: older people (slightly) tend to
support the reform. Consistently with the results on education, the index of
knowledge of the reform does not show significant results. Activism, however, is
shown to significantly affect voting. Being interested in the referendum campaign
(both at the lower and the higher level of the scale in model 3) increases the odds of
voting yes, while respondents active on the internet tend to reject the reform. This is
a quite interesting evidence since it suggests that the internet was the favoured field
of activists of the opposition.
Opinion on the electoral law is strictly linked to that of the reform: voters very

favourable to the electoral law have the highest odds to vote yes in the referendum.
The timing of the choice to vote has the same positive sign for the three options
(weeks before the vote, last week before, and at the moment of the vote) and clearly
shows that people who decided close to the voting date (from some weeks onward)
have higher odds to vote yes than people deciding much before the vote. According
to these results, the government campaign seems to have been successful in
convincing uncertain people to support the reform.
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Figure 2 Marginal effects of extremists on the referendum vote as government performance
changes.
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Support for both the European Union and the Euro did not play any significant
role in voting choices although recently the main opposition (the M5S) party
launched a campaign against the EU common currency.

Conclusions

This study investigates explanatory factors of voting in a referendum, by focussing
on the 2016 Italian referendum on the Renzi-Boschi Constitutional reform. It
represents an emblematic case of government engagement as the reform was con-
ceived and supported by the government coalition. Its results are, therefore, crucial
to understand the effects of government engagement on citizens’ voting in referenda.
By using the ITANES pre–post-referendum survey data and applying different

logistic regression models, we show six main results:

1. Party closeness strongly predicts voting choices, and particularly: people who
indicated being closer to a party within the government coalition are more likely to
approve the constitutional reform (Hypothesis 1 confirmed). The higher the degree
of closeness the more likely are people to vote yes.

2. Ideology matters, although it acquires a specific meaning only when considering the
distance from the Renzi centre-left government. People on the right and extreme
right of the political spectrum tend to reject the reform. Radicals of the left, less
distant ideologically, will tend to approve the reform especially as positive evaluation
of the performance of the government grows.

3. Positive overall judgements of the government make citizens more likely to approve
the reform (Hypothesis 4 confirmed). This is also the case of policies reforming
labour for economic development (Hypothesis 5b, confirmed), although
perceptions about the national economy did not play a significant effect on voting
(Hypothesis 5a, rejected).

4. Cognitive mobilization elements such as knowledge of the reform and education
show no significant effects on voting, while interest in the referendum campaign has
a significant impact.

5. Support for Europe seems to have had no role in the vote. Although EU integration
and EU policies are highly politicized nowadays in Italy, the referendum vote was
immune to these influences.

6. Although the figure of Matteo Renzi is hardly distinguishable from his government,
evaluations of Renzi do not show significant effects on voting. Attitudes towards the
government are the main factors affecting voting.

These results have interesting implications for understanding voting choices in
referenda. As Franklin et al. (1995) showed, referendum issues with a low level of
saliency transform attitudes towards the incumbent government into significant
determinants of voting choices. We reinforce this finding by observing that when
governmental forces lead the promotion of a referendum, the proxy effect is
maximized, the government becomes the fulcrum around which all the explanatory
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factors of voting come into play and the referendum results in a plebiscite for/against
the incumbent government. In this case, the explanatory factors on the predictability-
uncertainty continuum traced by LeDuc (2002) work differently, since they are
redirected to a traditional government vs. opposition dynamic (Figure 3).
Closeness to a party in the government coalition along with close ideological

position are the factors increasing predictability and support of the reform. Close-
ness to opposition and distant (right-wing) ideological positions result in opposition
to the reform. As we move to the uncertainty quadrants, positive evaluations of the
performance of the government lead to support for approval. Pro-governmental
campaign events and traditional media are thought to favour the approval of the
reform since their opposite affects rejection. As far as the fourth quadrant of
the figure is considered, we observe, in fact, that the opposing campaign of part
of the Democratic Party against the government resulted in a dissenting minority
voting no within the main party of the government coalition. Moreover, activism on
the internet related to non-traditional media (blogs, social media, etc.) was
significantly related to opposition.
Factors beyond the significance line in Figure 3 were not significantly related to

voting choices. Social cleavages (operationalized through occupational situation)
and economic evaluations surprisingly had no effect, confirming that referenda in
recent times show a strong emotional component (see Jackson et al., 2016 on the
UK Referendum). At the same time the majority vs. opposition dynamic disables
cognitive mobilization: as the issue of the referendum is relegated in the background
people do not need special cognitive skills to support either opposition or govern-
ment forces. Finally, judgements about the leader of the government do not show
any significant effect on voting.
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Appendix

Table A1. Roll call voting on the Renzi-Boschi’s constitutional reform

8 August 2014 – Senate 13 October 2015 – Senate 20 January 2016 – Senate

Party name In favour Contrary Abs. Absent Totals In favour Contrary Abs. Absent Totals In favour Contrary Abs. Absent Totals

Area Popolare-Ncd-Centristi per l’Italia 24 0 0 8 32 32 0 0 3 35 28 0 0 3 31
Civici e Innovatori (era SCpI) 7 0 0 0 7 13 0 0 0 13 18 0 0 0 18
Forza Italia-Il Popolo della Libertà 40 0 0 19 59 2 0 0 41 43 2 37 0 2 41
Grandi Autonomie e Libertà 4 0 0 8 12 3 3 0 4 10 2 8 0 5 15
Gruppo Misto 0 0 0 24 24 7 2 3 18 30 7 15 0 5 27
Lega Nord e autonomie 0 0 1 14 15 0 0 0 12 12 0 10 0 2 12
Movimento 5 stelle 0 0 0 40 40 0 0 0 36 36 0 32 0 3 35
Partito Democratico 91 0 2 15 108 106 3 2 1 112 108 1 0 2 111
Per L’Italia 7 0 0 3 10
Conservatori e Riformisti 0 9 1 0 10 0 9 0 1 10
Per le Autonomie (SVP-UV-PATT-UPT)-
PSI-MAIE

10 0 1 1 12 15 0 1 3 19 15 0 1 4 20

Totals 183 0 4 132 319 178 17 7 118 320 180 112 1 27 320

10 March 2015 – Chamber of Deputies 11 January 2016 – Chamber of Deputies 12 April 2016 – Chamber of Deputies

Area Popolare-Ncd-Centristi per l’Italia 29 0 0 4 33 27 0 0 4 31 24 0 0 7 31
Civici e Innovatori (era SCpI) 19 1 0 3 23 19 0 2 2 23 12 2 2 4 20
Democrazia Solidale – Centro Democratico 10 0 0 3 13 11 0 0 2 13 13 0 0 0 13
Forza Italia-Il Popolo della Libertà 1 64 0 5 70 0 44 1 10 55 0 0 0 53 53
Fratelli d’Italia – Alleanza nazionale 0 6 0 2 8 0 3 0 5 8 0 0 0 10 10
Gruppo Misto 10 16 3 8 37 19 28 2 13 62 23 5 0 33 61
Lega Nord e autonomie 0 17 1 2 20 0 13 0 3 16 0 0 0 17 17
Movimento 5 stelle 0 0 0 91 91 0 76 0 15 91 0 0 0 91 91
Partito Democratico 288 0 3 18 309 291 0 0 9 300 289 0 0 13 302
Sinistra Italiana-Sinistra ecologia libertà 0 21 0 4 25 0 30 0 0 30 0 0 0 31 31
Totals 357 125 7 140 629 367 194 5 63 629 361 7 2 259 629

Bold numbers indicates opponents to the mainstream position of the party/group.

House of deputies (camera.it), Senate (senato.it), and Openpolis.it.

152
D
A
N

IL
O

D
I
M

A
U
R
O

A
N

D
V
IN

C
E
N

Z
O

M
E
M

O
L
I

https://doi.org/10.1017/ipo.2017.31 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ipo.2017.31


Table A2. Predictors of non-voting in the constitutional referendum

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Odds ratio SE Odds ratio SE Odds ratio SE

Partygov closeness (non-identified with any of the parties)
Very close to opposition 0.574 0.275 0.543 0.259 0.548 0.261
Fairly close to opposition 0.361** 0.151 0.341** 0.143 0.346** 0.145
Not very close to opposition 0.913 0.317 0.855 0.295 0.860 0.297
Not very close to a government party 0.547 0.260 0.597 0.282 0.597 0.283
Fairly close to a government party 0.483 0.246 0.545 0.275 0.549 0.278
Very close to a government party 0.327 0.358 0.383 0.419 0.385 0.422

Government performance 0.953 0.082 0.959 0.082 0.974 0.090
Renzi’s evaluation 0.986 0.064 0.987 0.064 0.989 0.065
Ideology (left-right) 0.877** 0.045
Ideology (no radical)
Extreme left 1.509 0.532 1.934 1.059
Extreme right 0.613 0.309 0.644 0.436

Government performance× ideology (no radical)
Extreme left 0.930 0.118
Extreme right 0.987 0.174

National economy (the same)
Much/enough worse 1.404 0.405 1.406 0.405 1.417 0.409
Much/enough better 1.438 0.685 1.376 0.656 1.362 0.651

Support for job policy 0.984 0.072 0.971 0.070 0.968 0.071
Opinion on the electoral law (very opposing)
Somewhat opposing 0.535 0.205 0.500* 0.190 0.507* 0.195
Somewhat favourable 0.916 0.323 0.857 0.299 0.869 0.306
Very favourable 0.139** 0.115 0.120** 0.099 0.122** 0.101

Interest for referendum campaign (no interest)
A little 0.345* 0.215 0.354* 0.222 0.351* 0.221
Somewhat 0.097**** 0.061 0.102**** 0.065 0.100**** 0.064
Very 0.074**** 0.050 0.076**** 0.052 0.075**** 0.051
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Table A2. (Continued )

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Odds ratio SE Odds ratio SE Odds ratio SE

Decision on voting (much before the vote)
Some weeks before the vote 1.040 0.376 1.039 0.376 1.039 0.377
The last week before the vote 2.913*** 0.900 2.822*** 0.866 2.818*** 0.868
At the moment of vote 1 – 1 – 1 –

Support for Europe (neither good nor bad)
A bad one 1.059 0.386 0.994 0.360 1.004 0.364
A good one 1.142 0.434 1.213 0.461 1.220 0.464

Euro (bad) 0.842 0.308 0.862 0.315 0.864 0.316
Activism on internet 0.648** 0.109 0.648** 0.109 0.649** 0.110
Knowledge index 0.529**** 0.088 0.546**** 0.090 0.543**** 0.090
Gender (male) 0.755 0.203 0.790 0.211 0.793 0.212
Age (18–88) 0.995 0.008 0.994 0.008 0.994 0.008
Education 1.097 0.308 1.110 0.310 1.112 0.310
Occupation (entrepreneur)
Self employed 0.674 0.294 0.675 0.294 0.673 0.293
Manual worker 1.570 0.837 1.551 0.828 1.556 0.831
Unemployed 1.695 0.659 1.694 0.658 1.693 0.657

Constant 8.639* 9.821 3.941 4.330 3.632 4.046
R2 (McFadden) 0.225 0.219 0.220
Count 0.951 0.952 0.952
Count (adjusted) − 0.012 0.000 0.000
LR χ2 – significance 0.000 0.000 0.000
Hosmer–Lemeshow χ2 (8) – significance 0.726 0.749 0.475
N 1736 1736 1736

****P< 0.001; ***P<0.01; **P< 0.05; *P<0.10.
Italian National Elections Studies Association pre–post-referendum survey 2016.
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