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Voting or non-voting?  
Electoral participation and socio-economic 
influence in the Italian Lazio Region 
 
 
Agnese Ambrosi1 
Sapienza University of Rome 
 
 
 

Several theories, sometimes opposite ones, have contributed to enrich the analysis 
and investigate the root causes of people’s disaffection towards participating in 
elections. Literature identifies many possible variables affecting the vote: 
institutional, economic, social and cultural factors, such as inertia or mistrust, as 
well as physical and administrative obstacles. The paper focuses on socio-
economic factors and inspects the relationship between non-voting and some 
socio-economic indicators in Lazio Region. Here the phenomenon of non-voting 
has shown a constant increase since the end of the seventies. A first diachronic 
analysis has been conducted at an aggregate regional level, but the limited 
number of available regional observations led to no significant results. 
Consequently, in order to establish the link between voters’ participation and 99 
socio-economic indicators from Istat 2011 census, a second synchronic analysis 
has been carried out at a disaggregated level in the 378 municipalities of Lazio. 

 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Non-voting is a long and widely-studied phenomenon, on which we have a very 
rich literature. As early as in 1924, Merriam and Gosnell tried to find out the reasons for 
non-voting through vote analysis in the district of Chicago. They separated obstacles to 
electoral participation into four clusters: physical, legal and administrative, disbelief in 
voting, and inertia. Several theories, including opposing ones, have contributed to 
enriching the analysis and investigating the root causes affecting disaffection towards 
voting and the relationship between participation and democracy: in exploring them, we 
must keep in mind the difficulty of comparing North American studies – pioneering in 
this field – and European ones, because of the strong institutional and cultural diversity 
which characterizes European democracies and America. Robert Putnam (1993) 
identifies three major lines of thought on the factors at the basis of efficient democracy. 
The first school of thought is the so called "institutional engineering": from John Stuart 
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Mill (1861) to new-institutionalists, it emphasizes the importance of an institution’s 
formal structure. It is the constitutional architecture, the organizational composition of 
the formal parts, that is the instrument through which you guarantee the best 
performance of the institutions. The second line of study, which includes scholars such 
as R. A. Dahl and S. M. Lipset, instead highlights the importance of socio-economic 
factors. Finally - and here Putnam draws more interpretive cues - the third school of 
thought (Almond and Verba, 1993) considers sociocultural factors as crucial. 

Among the theories that have put more emphasis on socio-economic factors at 
the base of political participation, the centre-periphery model (Milbrath, 1965) suggests 
a relationship between the socio-economic status of the person and their proximity to 
policy: middle and upper sections of the population (by income, education, 
employment, belonging to dominant groups) participate more, while individuals located 
at the "periphery" of the community tend to participate less or not to participate at all. 
Numerous pieces of empirical evidence support this model's validity, but there are also 
cases in which social determinism is disavowed. Pizzorno (1983) emphasizes the role of 
collective identity as a driving force for overcoming social cleavages: the parties, with 
their ability to create solidarity and collective identity, provide lower classes with access 
to politics2. However, with the crisis of traditional parties and the "end of ideologies" - 
that created a strong, common imagination - even this role is partially reduced. The 
spread of liquid society and individualism makes it difficult to create defined and 
comprehensive clusters of social classes: voters are more likely to think in terms of  
single issues than general ideologies, voting mobility is high and participation is a much 
more variable element. As opposed to the theories that focus on identity and values, 
theories of rational choice (Schumpeter, 1942, Downs 1957) assimilate the functioning 
of the political system to the economic market: in this key, voters’ participation is 
motivated by individual utility maximization. Over time, various theories have been 
considered as excluding each other. However, given the complexity of intervening 
factors, it seems perhaps more useful "to consider them as theories to be profitably 
mixed in order to better understand political behaviour" (Cuturi, Sampugnaro and 
Tomaselli, 2000). 

 
THE CONTEXT OF STUDY 
 
Non-voting is a widespread phenomenon in European and Anglo-Saxon contexts. In 
Italy it seems however to have been a constantly growing trend for several decades, 
since the late seventies. This is interesting, because, for several decades from the end of 
the Second World War, voting was compulsory in Italy, and non-voting was punished 
with penalties: our democracy had just been born, the republican institutions had to be 
consolidated and the spectre of fascist dictatorship was alive and present in those who 
had gone through the war horrors. The post-war high voters’ rates were due to the desire 
for redemption and voice after dark decades of dictatorship; but also the introduction of 
compulsory voting has helped build over time the common feeling that the exercise of 
voting is a duty, constitutionally sanctioned3.  Compulsory voting was formally 
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abolished in 1993, although for some time before this the penalties had been disapplied. 
The elimination of the obligation has helped change the perception of voting from a 
duty to the exercise of a right, which can be invoked or not. From this perspective, non-
voting has now assumed a stable role in the Italian political system. The electoral 
reform of 1993 also introduced the prevailing majority principle, which has contributed 
to the transformation of the political actors in the field. The weakening of the traditional 
parties and their ideological drive, and the difficulties in representing defined and 
uniform layers of the population have an impact on their electoral mobilization capacity. 
For some authors (Corbetta and Parisi, 2000), this factor is crucial in explaining the 
phenomenon of non-voting: the growth of non-voting in our country should be mainly 
attributed to the weakening of the parties' proposals, which would have weakened their 
ability to mobilize and, as a direct result, caused the detachment of a large part of the 
electorate. The mass-parties lack of ability in facing the transformations of their 
electorate, much more diverse, inter-class and mobile than in the past, has marked the 
evolution towards the so-called "catch-all" parties (Legnante, 2005), characterized by a 
drastic reduction of ideological baggage, the strengthening of the leader, the lowering of 
members' importance and the weakening of class representation, in an attempt to attract 
votes from the entire population. This has further weakened  citizens' power to influence 
decisions, widening the gap between leaders and the represented, and affecting 
traditional mechanisms of power transmission by intermediary bodies. Several other 
factors have intervened in recent decades to contribute to changing the propensity to 
vote: an important place, in addition to the aforementioned changes in the electoral 
system and the transformation of the party system, was the eruption of "Tangentopoli" 
and the scandals that have engulfed the credibility of the whole political class, 
generating distrust and helplessness. In parallel to the decline of the "institutional" 
sphere, from the nineties onwards it has spread more attention to other forms of 
participation. 
Italy is notoriously a country with strong territorial, social, economic, and cultural 
differences. This local differentiation has attracted the attention of many social 
scientists from other countries. Putnam (1993) conducted a twenty-year study on the 
subject, investigating the civic tradition in the Italian regions and tracing this large 
disparity in institutions' performance and citizens' political consciousness, attributing it 
to historical evolutions from distant centuries. The deep regional disparities address us 
to a regional context, which may be more significant. The chosen territory is "Regione 
Lazio": it is the second most populous region of Italy and includes the capital and 
headquarters of the most representative national political institutions. At the same time, 
precisely because of the simultaneous presence of a large metropolis and undeveloped 
areas, with strong differentials between a common and the other in terms of population, 
extension, economic development, we have to take into consideration that there are 
major diversities also within the region. For this reason, the analysis will be conducted 
firstly in the regional aggregate, and after at the level of all the 378 municipalities in the 
region. 

 
THE PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH 
 

As shown, the international literature identifies a number of possible 
explanations for electoral participation. Some of these theories concern variables that 
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belong to the institutional sphere, others the socio-cultural and finally the socio-
economic one. It is on the latter that we focus our attention. At the regional level, we 
wonder if the changes over the last twenty years (approximately) in wealth, 
employment, public expenditure on welfare and quality of life have affected voters’ 
turnout. The decision to use public spending comes from Marshall's theory (1947) for 
which citizenship, taken to mean active participation in the life and government of 
society, finds its complete realization in the welfare state, which guarantees social 
rights. We then wonder if, among the socio-economic factors, recalibration of public 
welfare policies, having marked a regression in terms of social rights, may have in some 
way influenced participation. The data for this part refers only to the years in which 
elections were held. In the next part we will make synchronic analysis at the level of all 
378 of Lazio's municipalities through the socio-economic indicators taken from 2011 
census. 
 
ANALYSIS AT THE CONSOLIDATED REGIONAL LEVEL 
 
The evolution of voters’ turnout in Lazio followed the national downward trend.  
 

 
 

Figure 1 - Voters' percentage in the parliamentary, regional and European4 elections; 
Lazio Region; period 1994-2014. Source: Home Office. 

 
The figure shows the last twenty years. The trend - with descending trend line - is 
irregular because the data relate to different types of elections, which, as noted, have a 
different average participation from one type to another. The following figure instead 
shows the percentage of voters for a homogeneous type of election, the regional one: the 

                                                
4 In 1994 European and political elections overlap, and in 2013 political and regional elections overlap 
too: for these years, the percentages of voters were obtained as a weighted average. For political elections 
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represented. 
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data range from the foundation of Lazio Region (1970) to today. Hence the downward 
trend is clear and consistent, except for a sharp ascent at the last election. 

 
 

Figure 2 - Voters' percentage at regional elections; Lazio Region; period 1970-2014. 
Source: Home Office. 

 
Consistent with our working hypothesis, we investigate below the relationship 

between participation and socio-economic variables at an aggregate level: the analysis 
covers economic indicators, public spending in welfare (for the previously highlighted 
link between citizenship and welfare state) and indicators related to quality of everyday 
life. Voters’ participation is represented by the values in Figure 1, using different kinds 
of elections: although these are not constantly decreasing, they provide us with a 
number of units of analysis higher than that of the sole regional elections, considering 
that the socio-economic indicators chosen are not always available for the period 
preceding the beginning of the nineties. The number of units of analysis is still too low 
to return an acceptable significance of the results: this first analysis will be useful to do 
a first investigation, and then we will test it at the disaggregated municipal level. 
Economic indicators: GDP, employment and unemployment 

Let us consider three economic indicators: per capita GDP, employment rate and 
unemployment rate. 
If we analyse5 the yearly distribution of GDP per capita (production side, euro, current 
prices) and voters’ participation (in percentage) in the Lazio Region, during the period 
1995-2014, the Pearson correlation coefficient assumes the value of -0.34: not too low 
but not regular. The sign is negative: the increase in GDP seems to move in the opposite 
direction of the turnout. Correlation between unemployment rate6 15+ and percentage of 
voters in the region during the period 1994-2014 is null (Pearson correlation coefficient: 
-0.05). If we examine the link between turnout7 (percentage) and the employment rate in 
the same period, the Pearson correlation coefficient assumes the value -0.41. It would 
seem therefore to be a correlation with negative sign. 

                                                
5 Source: Istat and Home Office. 
6 Source: Istat and Home Office. 
7 Source: Istat and Home Office. 
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Indicators related to public spending on welfare 
Let's look at the relationship between political participation and public spending on 
social protection. We look at per capita expenditure on public administration final 
consumption for the "social protection" function (euro – current prices) in relation to the 
percentage of voters in the elections (Regione Lazio, period 1995-2013)8. Correlation 
assumes the value -0.47. It is remarkable and negative.  
The other analysed variable is public spending on education (public administration final 
expenditure on "instruction" in euro, at current prices). The Pearson correlation 
coefficient with voters’ percentage (Lazio Region; period 1995-2013) is -0.37: 
moderate, negative. 
Indicators covering aspects of daily life quality 

 Let us now consider some aspects of daily life that impact on the quality of 
everyday life of citizens and that "express" the public administration's ability to 
successfully provide certain services or ensure good management of cities. In practice, 
the ability to spend in good way money from general taxation. Each indicator expresses 
the number of families (out of 100 families with the same characteristics) for the 
presence of some problems in the area where they live. All data come from Istat 
database. In relation to the percentage of voters, correlation expressed by the Pearson 
coefficient assumes the following values: dirt in the streets -0.064 (null); parking 
difficulties 0.509 (relevant but not significant); difficulties in connection with public 
transport -0.029 (null); traffic 0,625 (intense but not significant); air pollution 0.668 
(intense and significant); noise 0.818 (very intense and significant); 0.651 crime risk 
(intense and significant); unpleasant odours 0.69 (intense and significant); poor street 
lighting 0.456 (considerable but not significant) and bad road conditions -0.257 (low 
and not significant). 

From this initial analysis, keeping in mind the limit of significance due to the 
few possible observations related to the frequency of elections, it looks like GDP, 
employment and public expenditure are inversely related to voters' participation rates. 
There are some aspects of daily life that seem intensely correlated - and here correlation 
is significant - with participation: pollution, in its various manifestations, noise and air, 
the sense of insecurity and the presence of odours, probably present in the most run-
down areas. 
 
ANALYSIS AT THE MUNICIPAL LEVEL 
 

The analysis at regional level shows great limitations. Fifteen observations over 
time are not many and in fact, apart from the four indicators of life quality that are 
significantly related, other correlations are not significant. In addition, we deal with 
different types of elections (national, regional, European, etc.) and we cannot consider 
them as equivalent. Analysis based on the correlation of time series about a single entity 
(a person, a region, a state, etc.) are often able to attract attention, but they are also often 
not valid because they can easily produce spurious results, especially if observations are 
few. Furthermore, the values of Lazio are average values, while within the territory - as 
highlighted above - there are significant disparities. We decided therefore to make 

                                                
8 Source: Istat and Home Office. 
 



 7 

synchronic analysis at the level of all the 378 municipalities of Lazio, using a large 
number of entities, to obtain significant and more valid associations under the causal 
profile. At the municipal level socioeconomic variables database is the 2011 Istat census 
and the participation data refer to 2010 regional elections. We calculated the 
correlations between voters' participation rates and 99 indicators linked to: population 
(demographic dynamics and territory, population structure); integration of foreigners 
(indicators of their presence and integration); families (family structure; young family 
structures and older family structures), housing conditions and settlements (estates, 
housing conditions); education (education by age groups; general level of education); 
the labour market (activity of the population, unemployment, employment); mobility 
(daily commuting); material and social vulnerability (material and social potential 
difficulties). We obtained 40 significant correlations at the level 0.01 or 0.05. 
Correlations were calculated and compared both to the gross and net participation. The 
first notion is related to non-voting in a strict sense, such as persons who do not vote. 
However, there is a broader concept that includes those who go to vote, but cancel the 
ballot or leave it white (Scaramozzino, 1998): the net participation is then calculated as 
the turnout less void or blank ballots. All correlations with the 99 indicators have a 
higher absolute value when related to net participation than to the gross (in 90% of the 
significant correlations). We will therefore examine the first typology of correlations, 
related to the net participation. In the following table (see next page) results are divided 
by area, where the Pearson's correlation coefficient assumes value equal to or greater 
than |0.2|. 
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TABLE 1 

Pearson's correlation coefficient between the voters’ 
turnout in the regional elections of 2010 and a number of 
socio-economic indicators taken from 2011 Istat census 

detected on all the municipalities of Lazio 

Indicators 
Coeff. 

Pearson 
Instruction 

     Incidence of illiterate………………………………………….............… -0,356 
Integration of foreigners 

 
    Incidence of foreign residents ………….…………………….………..... 0,235 
    Rate of foreign occupation ………………..…………………………...... 0,236 
Labour market 

 
    Unemployment rate  ………………………………………………....….. -0,199 
    Participation in the labour market …………….………...…………….… 0,221 
    Rate of youth employment..……………………………….…………….. 0,219 
    Employment rate ……………………………..…………………………. 0,286 
Daily commuting 

 
    Public mobility (use of public transport) ……...………………………... 0,202 
    Out of town mobility for work or study ………………………………… 0,208 
    Private mobility (private car)………………………………………....…. -0,248 
    Short mobility………………………………………………………....… -0,279 
    Daily mobility for work or study………………………………...……… 0,296 
    Long mobility…………………………………………….……………… 0,393 
Material and social vulnerability 

 
    Incidence of large families ……………………………………...………. -0,212 
    Incidence of households with potential economic hardship ………...….. -0,255 
    Position of the municipality in the vulnerability index ranking …….….. 0,320 
    Social and material vulnerability index ………………………………… -0,347 
Proxy indicators of wealth 

 
    Housing conditions: 

 
    Average area of occupied dwellings………………………………….…. -0,263 
    Square meters per occupant in occupied homes………………….……... -0,247 
    House’s underutilization index ………………………..……………...… -0,314 
Geographical distribution of the population 

 
    Incidence of the population living in scattered houses or clusters…..…... -0,343 

 
All correlations have a medium-low value, six of them are superior to |0.3|. Their sign 
gives some general guidelines. The lack of education is negatively related to 
participation. The integration of foreigners instead has a positive correlation, as well as 
inclusion in the labour market. Mobility is a difficult indicator to interpret: it seems 
clear the sign reverse among those who have less difficulty in moving (use of private 
cars and short-term mobility), and the others. The reasons behind this reversing 
relationship are however not intuitive: we could assume that people living toward the 
center of the cities have a higher income than those who live in the suburbs, but 
mobility could also be linked to highly specialized - and paid - professions. There is a 
rather unambiguous negative relationship between social vulnerability and participation 
and between this and proxy indicators of wealth. The last indicator, which shows 
population dispersion throughout the territory, in our opinion pertains to those that 
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Merriam and Gosnell (1924) called the physical barriers to participation: the more you 
are scattered and farther you are from polling plexus, the lower the participation. 
Let us now try to determine the linear relationship between net participation and some 
indicators that mark the individual's social position, in the centre-periphery trajectory 
(social stratification); we take the indicators more strongly correlated with  net 
participation, one for each area of adherence: incidence of illiterates (education); 
employment rate (work inclusion), social and material vulnerability index (social 
disadvantage), the house's underutilization index (a proxy for wealth). We also insert an 
indicator that we expect to be not significant, as a control: the incidence of foreign 
residents. In the second column we enrich the regression of a further independent 
variable, the dispersion of inhabitants on the territory. Finally, we have a third 
regression with the addition of unemployment rate and long-term mobility. 
 

TABLE 2 
Linear regression model among net vote's participation and three different hypothesis: 

with five, six or eight independent variables 
  Five independent variables Six independent variables Eight independent variables 
Number of 
observations 378 378 378 
F(5, 372) 26,11 24,20 24,04 
Prob > F 0,000 0,000 0,000 
R-squared 0,260 0,281 0,343 
                    

Net participation Coef. Std. Err. t Coef. 
Std. 
Err. t Coef. Std. Err. t 

Incidence of 
illiterates -0,023 0,006 -3,86 -0,019 0,006 -3,26 -0,015 0,006 -2,58 
Employment rate 0,0004 0,001 0,37* 0,001 0,001 0,51* 0,0005 0,001 0,45* 
Social vulnerability 
index -0,023 0,004 -5,75 -0,023 0,004 -5,75 -0,021 0,004 -5,42 
House’s 
underutilization 
index. -0,003 0,001 -5,17 -0,002 0,001 -3,10 -0,001 0,001 -2,10 
Foreign residents 
incidence 0,0001 0,0001 0,60* 0,0001 0,0001 0,42* -0,0001 0,0001 -0,44* 
Incidence pop. in 
scattered houses or 
clusters       -0,001 0,0002 -3,33 -0,001 0,0002 -3,08 
Unemployment rate             -0,003 0,001 -2,86 
Long mobility             0,003 0,001 4,97 
Constant 2,998 0,408 7,34 2,946 0,403 7,31 2,749 0,400 6,88 
*Not significant 
 
In all three cases, the model is acceptable and has overall goodness of adaptation. The 
variables' variance explained by the regression increases in correlation with the 
independent variables, from 26 to 35 percent. The standard error measures the 
dispersion around the straight line. The two independent variables "employment rate" 
and "incidence of foreign residents" are not significant. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
 We have seen how the analysis of non-voting is based on different theories. 
Institutional factors, economic, social, cultural, physical and administrative obstacles, 
inertia, trust: there are many possible variables, identified by literature, affecting the 
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vote. We conducted our analysis by taking into consideration only socio-economic 
factors: for this partial choice we already expected, and it was later confirmed, that we 
would have been able to only partially explain the variability of the dependent variable. 
We chose Italy because the phenomenon of non-voting has manifested in a constantly 
(and relevant) decreasing trend by the end of the seventies. However, since Italy has a 
notoriously highly diversified territory, the analysis was conducted at a local level, in 
Lazio region, home to all the most representative political institutions. We firstly 
detected the correlation between certain economic indicators - unemployment rate, GDP 
and employment rate - and political participation: it is null in the first case, negative and 
moderate in the last two, although the low number of observations makes it not 
significant. Subsequently, we performed the same analysis with indicators of public 
spending in welfare - final consumption expenditure of public administration on "social 
protection" and "education" - and the correlation was negative, considerable in the first 
case, moderate in the second, although the significance is not satisfactory. Finally, we 
used some indicators of the quality of daily family life. Four correlations were 
significant: air pollution (intense); noise (very intense); risk of crime (intense); 
unpleasant odours (intense). The limited number of regional observations and analysis 
gaps led us to a synchronic analysis in all the 378 municipalities of Lazio, to establish 
the link between voters’ participation and 99 socio-economic Istat 2011 census 
indicators. In most cases the correlation was low; in six cases the correlation was 
moderate: illiteracy, social vulnerability, wealth (by proxy), and residents' dispersion 
are negatively correlated with participation, while long mobility has a positive 
relationship. Linear regression with five, six and eight independent variables is 
acceptable as level of fitting. The variance explained by the regression increases in 
correlation with the independent variables, from 26 to 35 percent: as we expected, it 
covers only part of the total variability. Significant intervening variables are: illiteracy, 
social vulnerability, proxy of wealth, inhabitant dispersion in the area, unemployment 
rate and long-term mobility. 
The result is difficult to interpret: according to the centre-periphery model, we would 
have expected that all indicators related to an individual's status (education, low 
vulnerability, employment, wealth) were positively correlated with voting. As for 
education and low vulnerability, the positive relationship is confirmed, in the case of 
wealth it runs against expectations. The employment rate is positively correlated but not 
significant in the regression, in which, however, the unemployment rate intervenes with 
a negative sign: this relationship confirms the idea that the more people are included, 
the more they vote. The positive correlation with long-term mobility is difficult to 
interpret, while the negative one with the inhabitants' dispersion within the territory 
refers, on our opinion, to what Merriam and Gosnell called "physical" obstacles to 
participation. At the aggregate level of Lazio Region, GDP, the employment rate and 
spending on welfare would seem negatively related to participation (but here the 
significance limit prevents us by using the results); they would count as much quality 
aspects of daily life. 
This brief analysis on municipalities in Lazio seems to confirm that the level of people's 
inclusion in society - expressed by education, integration, participation in the labour 
market, and a low degree of social vulnerability - is positively related to higher voters’ 
participation as it was suggested in the centre-periphery model. However, regarding 
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proxy indicators of wealth, this connection seems reversed: increased well-being, less 
participation. This point will be further deepened. 
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