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Abstract 

 

There has been a steady decline in voter turnout in Chile since the first democratic election 
following the military dictatorship of 1973-1990. The purpose of this paper is to analyze 
whether (i) socioeconomic variables and (ii) the electoral system have any effect on 
political participation. Initially, we use a panel for the different elections since 1989. We 
find that political participation is lower among the youth while it increases in urban sectors 
and in the upper part of the business cycle. Later, we use cross sectional data to analyze the 
registration decision among unregistered individuals. We find that in the expansionary part 
of the business cycle, individuals that previously were unwilling to participate in political 
elections are more likely to register. Concerning the electoral system, we find that one of 
the effects of the binomial electoral system used in congressional elections is that it reduces 
(increases) political participation as the gap between the two most voted coalition declines 
(increases).  We interpret this last result as evidence of a positive impact of political 
competition on electoral participation. 
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1. Introduction 

 

 There has been a steady decline in voter turnout in Chile since the first democratic 

election following the military dictatorship of 1973-1990. While in both the 1988 plebiscite 

– which asked voters whether they wanted Pinochet to remain in power for 8 more years – 

and in the first presidential and congressional elections in December 1989, about 85% of 

the Chileans aged 18 and over (voting age population, VAP) voted, voter turnout was only 

62% in the 2004 municipal elections of 2004  and 64% in the congressional elections of 

2005 (V/VAP in Figure 1). It could be plausibly argued that the elections of 1988 and 1989 

were exceptionally important given that they were the first democratic elections for 

approximately 15 years.1 Nonetheless, the downward trend in voter turnout has endured 

long after the 1988 plebiscite and the 1989 presidential elections. 

Figure 1
Chile: Voter Turnout, 1989 - 2005
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Source: Own elaboration based on Chilean Electoral Service’s data. 

 

                                                 
1 Navia (2004). 
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On the other hand, it is also true that voter turnout remains above what it used to be 

before the military government (average turnout in the presidential elections of 1964 and 

1970 was 58%). It is important to bear in mind that voter turnout increased steadily 

between the 19th century and the 1973 coup: while in 1870 it was 3%, by the 1973 

congressional elections turnout was 69% (Figure 2). 

Figure 2  
Chile: Voter Turnout, 1870 - 1973
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Source: Navia (2004) 

 

The last century and a half was witness to profound changes in the political 

landscape, principally because legal access to political participation was greatly expanded. 

In fact, the voting rights of rural men, women and the poor used to be severely limited or 

nonexistent because of the relative isolation of these segments of the population from the 

political system2. However, in Chile in the decades before 1973 - mirroring the same 

phenomenon in all Latin America - there was an increase in voter turnout due to the fact 

that the middle and working classes were brought into the political system and women were 

given the right to vote (1948).  Furthermore, the internationalization of the Chilean 

                                                 
2 Valenzuela (1998) argues that the beginnings of the democratic regime in Chile were laid down by the 
electoral law of 1890. Nonetheless, he recognizes that many of the flaws in this law, such as the lack of 
enfranchisement of women and the illiterate, remained in place for much longer. In addition, obstacles to the 
effective participation of the middle and working classes persisted over time. 
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economy, global trends towards increased political rights (equality), the acceleration of 

economic growth, the reduction in poverty that this growth produced, and the increasing 

access that technology has brought to the people, have nowadays given the population the 

intellectual and economic tools to participate in political elections. It is safe to say that in 

Chile, for the vast  majority of the VAP, if an individual decides not to participate in 

political elections it is because she/he does not want to participate and not because she/he 

cannot do so. The decision to participate is an individual decision related to whether the 

individual thinks voting is worth the effort it implies. This makes it possible to analyze the 

determinants and trends in voter turnout: it is an environment where everybody can 

potentially participate. 

It has also been argued that since in Chile there is growing consensus regarding the 

political and economic regime, voters do not receive much benefit from participating, hence 

turnout is declining and approaching the level of countries that are politically and 

economically stable (usually developed countries).3 However, voter turnout varies 

substantially among developed countries. For instance, in the U.S. voter turnout for 

presidential elections is about 50% while in Italy Parliamentary elections attract around 

85% of voters.4 (NO SERÁ OBLIGATORIO EL VOTO EN ITALIA?) XXXX 

 To be able to vote in Chile people must register at the local electoral office - there is 

a registration requirement.5 This registration is free of cost and takes place in normal office 

hours. Registration is generally closed 3 months before an election. Once the individual is 

registered, voting is mandatory and a registered non-voter is fined6 unless he/she explicitly 

presents an excuse.7 In addition, as voting is manual individuals that move to another 

county have to change their registration to avoid having to vote in the location they were 

                                                 
3 In fact a large body of economic literature has tried to explain just the opposite: why people vote despite the 
fact that an individual vote has a negligible effect on the result of the election (see Riker and Ordeshook 
(1968)). 
4 These data can be obtained from The International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance 
(http://www.idea.int/vt/index.FCm). 
5 Lijphart (1997) criticizes the burdensome registration requirements in the USA. In a similar vein, Navia 
(2004) argues that the real problem in Chile is the registration requirement. However, since this has not 
changed in Chile over the period, it cannot be argued that the decline in voter turnout is the result of an an 
increase in the registration cost.  
6 Fines are not always applied. Unfortunately there are no data on people actually fined for not voting, but 
casual evidence show that fines are infrequent. 
7 There is currently being discussed in Congress a proposal to change the system to automatic registration and 
voluntary voting. 
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originally registered at, or present an excuse. Finally, once you register you may be 

designated an “election official” which implies that you have to spend election day at the 

voting venue receiving and then counting the votes.  

This bureaucratic process imposes a cost on voters, but it can be avoided completely 

by never registering. Hence, it could be argued that people registered for the first 

democratic elections on 1988 and 1989 because they perceived a benefit from participating 

in these elections and they considered that these benefits were greater than the costs of 

registering, but once democracy was reestablished new potential voters decided to not 

participate since costs were greater than benefits. The problem with this argument is that 

political participation has had a steady decline while registration costs have remained the 

same. 

Since before voting registration is required, voter turnout (V/VAP) can be written 

as: 

 

VAP

R

R

V

VAP

V ×=  

 

Where  

 

V = number of people that actually vote 

VAP = voting age population 

R = registered to vote people 

 

In the same Figure 1, the voting patterns over 1989-2005 are decomposed between 

these two components. Both components show a clear downward trend but it is clear that 

the largest decline has been among registered people. This is while in 1989 89% of the 

population in voting age was registered by 2005 this had declined to 73%. The voters 

among registered people declined from 95% to 87% over the same period. 

Figure 3 separates non voters into the registered and the unregistered: most of non 

voters are unregistered.  Unregistered individuals are mostly young people that decide not 

to register when they turn 18. As seen in Figure 3, with the exception of the 1989 election 
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which was special because was the first democratic election after 16 years, the share of 

unregistered individuals in the non voter category has increased steadily. In the 

congressional election of 2005 it was over 73%. 

Figure 3
Non voters by registration status
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Source: Own elaboration based on Chilean Electoral Service’s data. 

 

Chilean Congress has two chambers, the upper chamber (Senate) and the lower 

chamber (representatives). There are two senators per region (15 regions) and two 

representatives per district (60 districts). Each senator is elected for 8 years and there are 

elections every four years in which half of the senate is renewed. Each representative is 

elected for four years and all the lower chamber is renewed every four years. The elections 

of senators and representatives are held simultaneously. Both senators and representatives 

can run for reelection as many times as they want. 

The electoral system for Congress is the so called binomial system. The two 

senators (representatives) of a given region (district) are elected at the same time. Every 

political coalition can put a list with two candidates. The most voted candidates of the two 

most voted lists are elected for Congress, unless the most voted list doubles the runner up 
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list. In that case both members of the leading list are elected for Congress. This produces 

interesting incentives for voter turnout. The tightest the election is projected between the 

two leading lists the lower the incentive to participate. Indeed, if I know in advance that the 

two political coalitions will get similar amounts of votes, I know that it is for sure that each 

will elect one candidate and that that result is almost impossible to change. On the other 

hand, if one of the lists is close to doubling the second list, then if I prefer that list I will 

have the incentive to participate since there is a chance of doubling hence electing both 

candidates. If I prefer the second list I also have the incentive to vote so as to avoid the 

doubling.8 

On the other hand, since each coalition can present at most two candidates per 

district and since in most of the districts it is known in advance that one of each of the 

largest coalitions will become elected, there is an incentive for the coalitions to present only 

one strong candidate per district and a weak companion who it is know in advance that will 

not be elected. One of the criticisms of this practice is that in these cases the representative 

is elected by the parties rather than by the people. But if there is little intra - list competition 

then there is an additional disincentive to participate, since it implies that there are less 

competitive candidates in the election.  

 The purpose of this paper is to analyze patterns of electoral participation in Chile 

since the return to democracy in 1989, and more specifically the effect of the electoral 

system on this participation. During 1989-2005 there were four presidential elections, five 

congressional elections and four municipal elections in Chile (Table 1). We begin by 

looking at the data at the county level for the period 1989-2005. From these data we can 

obtain conclusions regarding economic, demographic and political variables that have 

affected political participation in Chile in this period. We also determine if these variables 

have had more effect on registration and/or voting among the registered voters. We then 

include political variables aiming at capture the effect of the political system on 

participation.  

This paper is organized as follows. In section 2 we make a brief and selective 

review of the literature, while in section 3 we analyze the trends in voter turnout for the 

                                                 
8 Traditional literature of political participation (Dawns, 1957) that emphasizes the benefits and costs of 
participating would see this incentive only a minor additional benefit (see next section for a literature review).  
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period 1989-2005 at the county level. We use a panel with the results of nine elections over 

time for 342 Chilean counties.9 In section 4 we analyze the impact on political participation 

of the binomial system for congressional elections. We find that, as expected, in more tight 

elections political participation declines. We measure both inter and intra coalition 

competition and see their effect on participation. We use cross sectional data in section 5 to 

analyze the variables that influence the registration decisions at an individual level. Section 

6 concludes. 

 

 

 

Table 1 

Chile: Political Elections by year, 1989 – 2005 

 

1989 1992 1993 1996 1997 2000 2001 2004 2005

President √ √ √

Congress √ √ √ √ √

Mayors √

County Council √

Municipal √ √ √  

Source: Chilean Electoral Service. 

 

2. Literature review 

 

 The traditional models of political participation emphasize the rationality of 

individuals faced with the costs and benefits of voting.10 The benefits are composed of the 

probability that a given voter changes the outcome of the election times the additional 

utility she derives from the event that her preferred candidate wins. The costs are the costs 

that she incurs when voting (time, transportation, registration requirements, etc.). In other 

words she will vote if pB > c, where p is the probability that my particular vote changes the 

outcome of the election, B the difference in utility derived if my candidate wins (as 

                                                 
9 There are 346 counties in Chile. We excluded four that were created in 2004 (Alto Hospicio, Hualpén, Alto 
Bío Bío and Cholchol) because there are very little data for these counties. 
10 Downs (1957, 1973), Riker and Ordeshook (1968), Uhlaner (1995). 
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opposed to the option that other candidate wins) and c the cost of voting. As p is very small 

the most likely outcome of this exercise is that the cost of voting is larger than the benefits, 

thus reducing the participation of the rational voter. In fact from this theory it is predicted 

that a very small fraction of the VAP vote. However in practice we see millions of people 

voting in each election.  

Downs (1973) argues this theory misses the fact that voters also derive utility from 

the act of voting per se. This is, they derive satisfaction from the fact that they feel 

participating in the democratic process (it can be called social responsibility, civic duty, 

patriotism, and the like). Assume that the individual derives a utility D from participating in 

the election, then the condition to participate becomes: pB + D > c. As D can be large it is 

more likely that a large fraction of the VAP will satisfy this condition and thus vote. In a 

binomial system when the two majority coalitions have a similar amounts of votes, the 

probability p of changing the outcome is very small. If this is the case it is likely that in that 

district the leading coalitions will spend less money promoting their candidates since the 

outcome is known in advance. If this happens and if we assume that D also depends on the 

environment surrounding the election, which in turn depends positively on both the 

marketing resources spent by the candidates and the uncertainty about the final outcome 

(which in turn are correlated), then it can be argued that the less contested the election is the 

lower the voter turnout. But in a binomial electoral system a less contested election is one 

where both leading coalitions have similar amount of preferences among voters. On the 

opposite a more contested elections in the binomial system is one in which the difference 

between the two leading coalitions is close to doubling. In that case political participation 

will increase. 

This is consistent with a more recent body of literature that emphasizes the strategic 

behavior of voters in an environment in which the probability that a vote becomes decisive 

depends on the simultaneous decisions of all potential voters. Palfrey and Rosenthal (1983) 

find that voter turnout will be higher the smaller the gap (difference in votes) between the 

candidates. In a first past the post system where only the winner is elected this is true, but in 

a binomial system such as the one operating in congressional elections in Chile, a more 
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contested election is one where the difference between the two leading lists is larger.11 The 

same authors in another paper (1985) demonstrate that for large populations low turnout 

will be the only equilibrium. In a laboratory experiment Levine and Palfrey (2005) find that 

voter turnout increases the more contested the election. This is also evidence favoring our 

hypothesis. 

A different body of literature has focused on the trends of voter turnout over time, 

on the differentiated voter turnout by groups of the population, and on the different 

variables that may affect political participation. For our purposes this indicates that control 

variables should be carefully chosen when estimating voter turnout regressions. Some 

research has focused on the importance of socioeconomic variables (Campbell et. al., 1960; 

Verba and Nie, 1972; Wolfinger and Rosentone, 1980). Other body of literature has placed 

the focus on the importance of religion and/or the participation in civic and religious groups 

(Jones-Correa and Leal, 2001; Verba et. al., 1995). Highton (2000) investigates why it is 

observed a negative effect of mobility on turnout. He finds that the data supports more the 

hypothesis that emphasizes the need to register when moving (Squire et. al., 1987) than the 

disruption of social ties (Putnam, 1995), although the second motive also seem to have 

some effect. Austin et. al. (1991) find that the turn out pattern observed in state legislative 

elections in the US are not different from the patterns observed in elections to other offices 

at both the state and the national level. Patterson and Caldeira (1983) argue that traditional 

turnout models usually ignore the effect of political mobilization (campaign spending, 

partisan competition and electoral margin). They find a strong effect of this variable for the 

case of voter turnout in the US. Washington (2006) investigates how the race of the 

candidate affects turnout. She finds that both black and white voter turnout increases 2-3 

percentage points with each black democrat on the ballot.  

Lijphart (1997) argues that the decline in voter turnout observed in most modern 

democracies is a serious democratic problem. In addition he argues that there is an unequal 

turnout among different groups of the population where most usually the most privileged 

participate more than the less advantaged citizens. 

                                                 
11 This with some limit since if the leading list has, for instance, 80% of the preferences in the polls, it is clear 
that it will get its two candidates elected. In practice this never happens an a 2/3 to 1/3 result is already a huge 
difference. 
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Mobilization models focus on the effects of leaders on the decision of groups to 

participate. Candidates take positions that group leaders prefer who in return generate 

turnout for that candidate at an increasing cost.12  

For Chile there is little literature on political participation13 and it is not comparable 

to this paper since it contains neither a formal nor an empirical analysis.  

 

 

3. General trends in voter turnout in Chile 

 

In this section we use data from a panel which includes nine political elections at a 

county level for the period 1989-2005. We estimate equations that take the following form: 

 

ittiititit vZXPart +++++= λµγβα ''0    (1) 

 

Where the subscripts indicate the ith municipality and the tth year. The variable 

itPart  is political participation in county i in the election held in period t. Following the 

previous discussion we use three different variables to measure political participation: 1) 

the ratio between the number of people that voted (independently on whether the vote was 

null or blank) as a percentage of the VAP in a given county in a given election; 2) the ratio 

between people registered and the VAP; 3) the ratio between the number of people that 

voted and the number of registered people. We obtained these data from the Chilean 

electoral service (Servicio Electoral de Chile). There are 342 counties in our data set. 

Xit is a set of economic variables and Zit is the set of other non-economic variables 

determining itPart . In Xit we include the unemployment rate and the output gap defined as 

the ratio between actual and potential output. A larger ratio means that the local economy is 

in the upper part of the business cycle. In Zit, we include demographics, plus other political 

variables that might influence people´s participation.  tλ is a time-fixed effect. iµ   is a 

municipality-fixed effect. Finally, itv is a well-behaved error term distributed as ),0( 2
viid σ . 

                                                 
12 Uhlaner (1984), Feddersen (2004). 
13 Valenzuela (op. cit), Navia (op. cit.). 
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The explanatory variables are obtained from the Surveys of Socioeconomic 

Characteristics of the Chilean Population (CASEN). These data correspond to a 

representative survey of the Chilean population. The Survey includes approximately 

200,000 individual data per year.  Using this survey, we obtained socioeconomic and 

demographic explanatory variables by county (age groups, percentage of women, 

unemployment, schooling, if the head of household is woman, etc.). The CASEN survey 

was realized every other year until 2000.  Since then the survey has been conducted every 

three years. Hence we use the CASEN of 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2003 and 

2006. We match the political elections with these CASEN. However as the elections are not 

always in the same year as the CASEN the matching is not perfect. Table 2 shows the 

elections and the corresponding CASEN used in our estimations. Appendix 1 contains 

summary statistics and the sources of all variables. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2 

Election & CASEN survey data 

Congress 1989
Municipal 1992

Election CASEN
1990
1992

Congress 1993
Municipal 1996
Congress 1997
Municipal 2000

1994
1996
1998
2000

Congress 2005 2006

2000
2003

Congress 2001
Municipal 2004

 

                               Source: Chilean Electoral Service and CASEN. 
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In 1989, 1993 and 2005 Presidential and Congressional elections were held 

simultaneously, while in 2004 mayor and county council elections were held 

simultaneously. Regarding the presidential and congressional elections we decided that 

when both were held simultaneously we would take the data from the congressional 

elections and more precisely form the lower house elections. This decision makes no 

difference since in Chile when a person votes she is given simultaneously all the ballots for 

the elections that are being held. In this case the person receives a ballot for the presidential 

election, a ballot for the senate election and a ballot for the lower house election. Hence, if 

she participates in one election automatically she participates in all of them. The same is 

true regarding the mayor and county council election of 2004. Finally we excluded the 

presidential election of 1999 since we do not have a particular CASEN for this election (the 

2000 CASEN is used with the congressional election of 2000). 

The results of our estimations are presented in Table 3. We use the fixed effect 

model since in all the specifications the Hausman Test rejects the hypothesis of 

orthogonality between the county fixed effect and the explanatory variables. Regressions 1 

and 2 use R/VAP as the dependent variables, regressions 3 and 4 use V/VAP and 

regressions 5 and 6 use V/R. In all the regressions we use time effects. In the first 

regression for each dependent variable we include some of the control variable while in the 

second we include all of them. For control variables we include demographic and 

socioeconomic variables (the youth, the female share in VAP, unemployment, output gap 

as a measure of the business cycle, income inequality, average age, years of education, 

urban population and the percentage of household in which the head is a female). 

It is observed that the magnitude of the time effects declines as times passes, 

indicating a trend of decreasing voter turn out over time. In some of the regressions the 

1993 dummy shows an increase which is probably related to the fact that in that year there 

were simultaneously presidential and congressional elections which motivated more 

participation. 

The coefficient for the youth (defined as the share of people aged 18 to 25 in VAP) 

in regressions 1 and 2 is negative and statistically significant, indicating that youth register 

less than the rest of the population. However in regressions 5 and 6 this variable is 



 13 

statistically not significant, suggesting that the youth do not register, but once they register 

they vote. The variable is also statistically significant in regressions 3 and 4, this is for voter 

turnout (V/VAP) which indicates that the registration effect dominates the voting effect. 

The female variable is statistically not significant in all regressions showing that women do 

not participate differently from men. 

The positive and significant coefficient on urban population in regression 2 - 4 

indicates that they register more than the rural population14, although once registered there 

is statistically no difference in voter turnout between the urban and rural population 

(regressions 5 and 6).  

The business cycle variable positively affects registration, this is in the upper part of 

the business cycle people not only register more but also there is more participation among 

those already registered. Cerda and Vergara (2007 and 2008) find that growth affects 

positively the vote for the incumbent. The current result suggest that nor only those already 

registered vote more for the incumbent, but that people register more to vote for the 

incumbent. The other control variables do not seem to have statistically significant impact 

on voting and/or registration. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3 

Voter Turnout in all Political Elections in Chile, 1989-2005  

Fixed Effects Estimation 

 

                                                 
14 The fact that the coefficient is not statistically significant in regression 1 makes it less robust. 
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R/VAP R/VAP V/VAP V/VAP V/R V/R
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Age 18 to 25 -1.81** -1.76** -0.85** -0.78** 0.32 0.28
(0.57) (0.58) (0.39) (0.39) (0.31) (0.34)

Women -0.06 -0.06 0.13 0.13 0.47 0.47
(0.33) (0.33) (0.14) (0.14) (0.33) (0.32)

Urban 0.02 0.03* 0.02** 0.03** 0.003 -0.005
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Cycle 2.50** 2.50** 2.96** 3.10** 1.68* 1.83**
(0.77) (0.79) (0.58) (0.60) (0.88) (0.86)

-0.17 -0.31** 0.13
(0.16) (0.16) (0.25)

Unemployment -0.04 0.002 0.12
(0.09) (0.06) (0.17)

Income inequality 0.00 -0.01 -0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Age 0.31 0.18 -0.30
(0.30) (0.23) (0.24)

Schooling 0.40 0.73 0.50
(1.00) (0.88) (0.53)

Time effect 1989 21.02** 22.16** 22.16** 22.60** 7.50** 7.42**
(2.70) (2.97) (1.93) (2.22) (1.72) (3.72)

Time effect 1992 15.17** 16.20** 14.25** 14.76** -4.22** -4.15**
(2.09) (2.45) (1.49) (1.89) (1.56) (3.16)

Time effect 1993 15.47** 16.52** 15.67** 16.21** 3.88** 3.83**
(1.78) (2.11) (1.27) (1.62) (1.43) (2.73)

Time effect 1996 9.22** 10.84** 9.72** 11.45** -2.70 -1.70
(1.19) (3.16) (0.73) (2.60) (4.70) (3.94)

Time effect 1997 5.98** 6.85** 5.31** 5.50** -0.54 -1.05
(1.21) (2.06) (0.85) (1.40) (1.10) (2.20)

Time effect 2000 3.54** 4.18** 4.94** 4.99** -4.14** -4.61**
(0.53) (1.13) (0.52) (0.89) (0.68) (1.78)

Time effect 2001 1.26** 1.88* 1.38** 1.40 -0.09 -0.54
(0.59) (1.07) (0.56) (0.87) (0.71) (1.80)

Time effect 2004 2.14** 2.55** 1.94** -1.93* -4.56** -5.02**
(1.00) (1.32) (0.84) (1.02) (1.12) (1.46)

Constant 119.60** 106.18** 79.88** 67.98** 57.09** 61.65**
(20.06) (25.42) (11.24) (16.71) (17.65) (19.44)

Obervations 1,938 1,933 1,938 1,933 1,938 1,933
Groups 342 332 332 332 342 332
R2 within 0.1587 0.1608 0.3426 0.3472 0.0572 0.0585
R2 between 0.0250 0.0171 0.0000 0.0178 0.1569 0.1301
R2 overall 0.0381 0.0285 0.0580 0.0234 0.0639 0.0585

-

-

-

-

--

-

Dependent variable (%)

Women head of household

-

SE in parenthesis. ** 5% significance, * 10% significance.

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

 

 

 

 

 

4. Electoral system, competition, and voter turnout 
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 Now we turn into the question of how competition affects political participation. 

Since the binomial system implies more competition as the gap between the two leading 

coalitions increases,15 our hypothesis is that the smaller the expected gap between the 

candidates, the smaller the political participation. However, this is true only for elections in 

which the binomial system applies, this is for congressional elections. As senators and 

representative elections are held simultaneously we use the representatives elections, since 

there are 60 districts which elect the whole lower chamber every four years, as compared to 

half of the senate16 in the same period. 

 We measure the tightness of the election as the ratio between the most voted list and 

the runner up list. The larger this ratio the most likely that the most voted list doubles the 

second one, thus inducing more people to vote either to obtain two representatives if the 

voter favors the majority list or to avoid this happening if it likes the runner up list. As we 

take the actual vote we are implicitly assuming that voters have reasonably good 

information about the vote that each list might obtain, and hence decides whether to 

participate with this information.  

There are five lower chamber elections in this period. However in three of them 

they coincided with the presidential election. The presidential election has different rules as 

only the one who obtains more than 50% of the vote gets elected. Following our previous 

argument in this case a tighter election would induce more rather than less participation. 

The two effects might cancel each other since both elections are held at the same time and 

the person who votes in one also votes in the other. For this reason we separate our sample 

in two: the periods in which the congressional elections were held simultaneously with 

presidential elections (1989, 1993, 2005), those periods in which there were only 

congressional elections (1997 and 2001). 

To complete our estimations we are including an additional variable that intends to 

capture the supply of candidates, with the hypothesis that the larger and the wider the 

supply the more participation. The variable is the number of periods that the current 

                                                 
15 Clearly this is non-monotonic since if the leading coalition has, for instance, 90% of the vote, there will be 
no effective competition and that coalition will have both of its candidates elected. However in our dataset in 
only 4% of the districts the ratio between the most voted list and the runner up is more than 2.5. 
16 In 2007 the number of regions in Chile were increased from 13 to 15. However, for electoral purposes 4 
regions are divided in two circumscriptions, which makes a total of 38 senators. Twenty of them (10 
circumscriptions) are elected every four years, and the other 18 (of the other 9 circumscriptions) four years 
after. So every four years are only either 9 or 10 elections for the senate. 



 16 

candidates have been in office. The idea here is to see whether voters get discouraged to 

participate if the incumbents have been in office for many periods. It could be argued that 

in this case there might be the sense that they have “captured” the post and that nothing will 

make that change. In this sense it is as if the supply of candidates is always the same so 

people are discourage to participate.  

Table 4 contains the results for the congressional elections held simultaneously with 

presidential elections. As in our previous estimates we include two regressions for each 

dependent variable. In none of the regressions the variable that measures the number of 

periods that an incumbent remains in office becomes statistically significant, suggesting 

that this does not affect political participation. 

 On the other hand, in only one of the regressions the difference between the votes 

of the two most voted list is marginally statistically significant, suggesting that our 

hypothesis that in the binomial system people are encouraged to participate the largest the 

difference between the tow most voted lists does not hold. However this changes when we 

run the same regressions for the lower chamber elections that are not hold simultaneously 

with presidential elections. The estimation results in this case are presented in Table 5.  

Here the vote difference is positive and statistically significant for registration and total 

vote. This suggests that as the difference between the two leading lists widens, and thus 

there is more at stake, people register to vote. Interestingly in regressions 5 and 6 this 

variable becomes statistically not significant, suggesting that the voter turnout increases 

because people register more rather than because those already registered participate more.  

The previous result indicates that the binomial system discourage people to 

participate when elections are tighter while participations increases as the gap between the 

two leading coalitions widens. However, when elections are held simultaneously with 

presidential elections (in which the system is first past the post), both effects cancel each 

other and there is no effect on participation of the tightness of the election for congress. The 

reason for this is that although people might feel discourage to participate in the 

congressional elections because results are well known in advance, once they participate in 

presidential elections they automatically participate in the congressional elections. 
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Table 4 

Lower Chamber Elections, 1989-1993-2005  

Fixed Effects Estimation 

 

R/VAP R/VAP V/VAP V/VAP V/R V/R
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Age 18 to 25 -0.97** -1.05** -1.12** -1.10** -0.35* -0.24
(0.41) (0.52) (0.31) (0.37) 0.1986491 (0.22)

Women 1.54** 1.44** -0.02 -0.07 -1.27** -1.22**
(0.13) (0.16) (0.11) (0.11) 0.10067 (0.11)

Urban 0.03** -0.05 0.04** -0.01 0.01** 0.05**
(0.01) (0.03) (0.01) (0.02) (0.004) (0.01)

Cycle 0.54 0.050 1.93 2.37 2.61** 3.59**
(2.87) (3.15) (2.00) (2.18) (1.00) (1.10)

Unemployment 0.26 0.32 0.07
(0.28) (0.20) (0.13)
0.49 0.33 -0.15

(0.32) (0.25) (0.16)
Income inequality -0.21 -0.22* -0.04

(0.16) (0.12) (0.06)
Schooling 1.18 0.71 -0.19

(1.56) (1.03) (0.52)
Age -0.03 -0.15 -0.19

(0.57) (0.40) (0.19)
Poverty 0.09 -0.06 -0.14**

(0.10) (0.07) (0.04)
0.57 0.71 0.98* 1.16 0.28 0.32

(0.72) (1.00) (0.56) (0.72) (0.30) (0.42)
-0.39 -0.33 -0.27 -0.28 0.21 0.18
(0.52) (0.60) (0.38) (0.44) (0.20) (0.21)

Time effect 1989 17.78** 21.14** 24.28** 27.21** 10.50** 10.30**
(2.40) (3.24) (1.87) (2.53) (1.08) (1.23)

Time effect 1993 17.01** 19.76** 19.51** 21.69** 5.59** 5.15**
(1.55) (2.48) (1.20) (1.88) (0.70) (0.93)

Constant 13.020 11.61 82.59** 83.07** 155.10** 157.06**
(11.37) (26.63) (8.99) (18.11) (6.33) (10.10)

Obervations 180 152 180 152 180 152
Groups 60 60 60 60 60 60
R2 within 0.8414 0.8758 0.9347 0.9475 0.9268 0.9412
R2 between 0.0007 0.0253 0.0012 0.0535 0.0002 0.0880
R2 overall 0.2286 0.3475 0..5095 0.5184 0.3849 0.3710

Years in office

Vote Difference

-

-

-

-

Dependent variable (%)

-

-

-

Women head of household

-

-

-

-

-

SE in parenthesis. ** 5% significance, * 10% significance.

-

-

-

-

-

-

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5 

Lower Chamber Elections, 1997-2001  

Fixed Effects Estimation 
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R/VAP R/VAP V/VAP V/VAP V/R V/R
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Age 18 to 25 -0.85 -0.69 -0.55 -0.28 0.19 0.39
(0.52) (0.52) (0.35) (0.31) (0.32) (0.36)

Women 0.77 0.49 0.42 0.43 -0.15 0.22
(0.73) (0.91) (0.61) (0.58) (0.67) (0.75)

Urban 0.03* 0.05* 0.03** 0.04** 0.004 -0.01
(0.02) (0.03) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02)

Cycle -0.35 0.17 0.19 0.63** 0.37 0.33
(0.46) (0.48) (0.32) (0.30) (0.32) (0.47)

Unemployment -0.10 -0.13* -0.07
(0.12) (0.06) (0.09)
-0.44** -0.37** 0.05
(0.20) (0.14) (0.15)

Income inequality -0.04 -0.04 0.00
(0.05) (0.04) (0.03)

Schooling -0.07 -0.77 -0.95
(0.80) (0.72) (0.81)

Age -0.05 -0.19 -0.18
(0.25) (0.20) (0.14)

Poverty 0.16 0.14* -0.02
(0.11) (0.08) (0.09)

0.73** 0.55* 0.79** 0.63** 0.07 0.01
(0.25) (0.30) 0.2246938 (0.24) (0.20) (0.26)
-0.24 -0.11 0.00 0.15 0.28 0.33
(0.40) (0.42) 0.21478 (0.19) (0.25) (0.30)

Time effect 1997 5.81** 5.42** 4.64** 3.96** -0.33 -0.76
(0.64) (0.79) 0.4663078 (0.54) (0.36) (0.79)

Constant 53.66 68.19 53.92* 63.58** 89.45** 83.48**
(35.34) (42.54) 31.47893 (27.88) (33.80) (37.59)

Obervations 120 118 120 118 120 118
Groups 60 60 60 60 60 60
R2 within 0.8829 0.9015 0.9143 0.9400 0.0689 0.1178
R2 between 0.0030 0.0197 0.0051 0.0028 0.0250 0.0027
R2 overall 0.0369 0.0191 0.0586 0.0328 0.0159 0.0040

Years in office

Vote Difference

-

-

-

Dependent variable (%)

-

-

-

Women head of household

-

-

-

-

-

SE in parenthesis. ** 5% significance, * 10% significance.

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
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5. Further evidence of the effect of economic conditions on political participation 

using individual data  
 

As shown in section 1, the main source of non voters is the group of non registered 

individuals. To look more carefully to the registration decision of these individuals, we 

obtain data at the individual level. The data we will use in this section has detailed 

information about the individuals’ evaluation of current economic conditions and their 

perspectives concerning future conditions. Therefore in this section, we focus on estimating 

the effect of these economic variables on the registration behavior of individuals. 

The data used is from the 14th “National Survey of Public Opinion” from the Centro 

de Estudios Públicos realized during the months of December 2001 and January 2002. This 

is a cross sectional national survey of individuals with 1501 observations and 156 variables. 

The survey contains variables regarding political preferences and opinions, and 

socioeconomic characteristics of the Chilean population.  

This survey is completed twice a year since December 1986. However, we focus on 

the December 2001-January 2002 survey because this is the only survey which included 

additional questions concerning current participation in political elections and information 

about whether the non registered plan to register for future elections. Hence, the survey 

contains (1) socioeconomic characteristics such as age, sex, income, education and job 

characteristics; (2) political preferences such as likelihood of voting for different political 

parties, evaluation of the most prominent politics (president, congressmen, leaders of the 

opposition), evaluation of the socioeconomic situation of the country; (3) and this particular 

survey also contains questions regarding the political participation of the individual. 

In the political participation section of the survey, one of the questions asks whether 

the individual is registered to vote. In the case, she is not registered, the survey then asks 

whether she will register to participate in the incoming elections. Using this information we 

are able to construct transition states of unregistered individuals to registration or to remain 

unregistered in the incoming political elections. Using this information we focus on the 

following specification: 

 

[ ]01 1111 >+= uxy β   
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Where y1 is equal to one, when a currently unregistered individual plans to register 

for the incoming election and it is zero otherwise, while x1 is a set of exogenous variables. 

Finally u1 is a normally distributed error term. 

In the estimations, we include in x1 various controls such as demographics (dummy 

for females, civil status, dummies for different age groups, schooling), plus variables 

related to the individual’s evaluation of the economic situation.  These last variables are 

dummy variables indicating whether the individual thinks that current economic behavior is 

“Good” or “Bad” and whether the individual thinks that future economic perspectives are  

“Better” or “Worse” as compared to the current economic conditions.  

The first two columns of table 6 provide the results when we use the sample of all 

the individuals not registered at the moment the survey was completed. As it can be seen on 

the table, age effects appear no longer relevant, and in fact the unique significant variables 

with positive effect on registration behavior are (i) a positive evaluation of the current 

economic performance and (ii) better future economic conditions. The next two columns of 

the table provide similar estimations but using the sample of 211 individuals aged between 

18 and 25. As it can be seen on the table, the results obtained when using the complete 

sample are reinforced, as a positive evaluation of current and future economic conditions 

are the unique variables that explain registration of unregistered individuals. The 

coefficients are quite strong and stable, even when we include other controls. Thus these 

results concerning registration behavior, are consistent with our evidence in the previous 

sections showing that voter turnout and electoral participation in general increase in the 

upper part of the business cycle.  
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Table 6 

Probability of registration of currently unregistered individuals 

Probit Estimation 

 

VARIABLES 1(register) 1(register) 1(register) 1(register) 
Sample All individuals All individuals Individuals 

aged 18 to 25 
Individuals 

aged 18 to 25 
     
Current Economic Situation: Bad 0.27422 0.30318 0.10914 0.10598 
 (0.27931) (0.29410) (0.20077) (0.20105) 
Current Economic Situation: Good 1.44477** 1.44676** 2.01559*** 2.00615*** 
 (0.49907) (0.53265) (0.58182) (0.58475) 
Future Economic Situation: Better 0.63335* 0.62592* 0.48192* 0.49312* 
 (0.29367) (0.29781) (0.21088) (0.21218) 
Future Economic Situation: Worse 0.30395 0.33034 0.05786 0.05248 
 (0.27886) (0.28299) (0.32211) (0.32288) 
Schooling -0.00259 -0.01726 0.02542 0.02551 
 (0.02460) (0.03015) (0.03431) (0.03438) 
Age 18 to 25 -0.49380 -0.37147   
 (0.42817) (0.46962)   
Age 26 to 39 -0.92169* -0.75071   
 (0.45305) (0.49756)   
Age 40 to 55 -0.71900 -0.53955   
 (0.53006) (0.57205)   
Age, more than 55 0.47210 0.67752   
 (0.89820) (0.99479)   
Constant -1.96510 -1.60047 -1.90691 -2.05534 
 (1.18970) (1.38580) (1.05669) (1.10939) 
Observations 293 285 211 211 
chi2 32.41 39.25 29.96 30.20 
Ll -166.85957 -160.17009 -116.10742 -115.98405 
     
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05. Standard errors in parentheses. The estimations include 
additional variables such as dummy for female, civil status. In addition, the second column 
includes others variables such as individuals’ situation in the labor force, number of adults 
in the household and number of children in the household. 
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V.1. Addressing potential self-selection 

  

 The above estimates provide an idea of the potential determinants of the registration 

behavior of currently unregistered individuals. The estimates are based on a sample of 

individuals currently not registered. This sample might have a self-selection problem as we 

are providing estimates based on individuals that in the past have already chosen not to 

registered and therefore it might be a sample of individuals with larger propensity to remain 

unregistered.  

To address this problem, we next propose to estimate a sequential probit. In the first 

period, t = 0,  of this sequential probit, we assume individuals might register or not to 

participate in political elections. If she decides to register, then in the second period she 

remains registered while if she decides in the first period to remain unregistered, she faces 

in the second period, t=1, a new decision concerning the possibility of registering for the 

incoming elections or remain not registered. Using our data, we estimate the decision in the 

second period according to: 

 

[ ] 001 01111 =>+= yifuxy β
 

 

Where y0 is an indicator function equal to one if the individual did not register in 

period t = 0 (the past) while y1 is the registration decision in t = 1. As shown in the 

specification, the equation presents sample selection, as individuals that were less likely to 

register in the past might also be less likely to register in t = 1. This selection problem 

might bias our estimates. To consistently estimate, we require additional exogenous 

variables that might affect the decision on y0. We decided to include as exogenous 

instruments that might affect initial registration behavior, the political behavior of the father 

of each individual. In fact, the survey asks each individual whether her father used to vote 

and for which party did the father used to vote. Thus, we assume that the father’s behavior 

might impact the initial registration decision but that it does not affect latter registration 

decisions. 
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Table 7 

Probability of registration  

Probit model with sample selection 

Dependent variable y1 y1 y1 
    
Age 18 to 25 0.20588 0.13523 -0.07170 
 (0.41699) (0.46193) (0.60743) 
Age 26 to 39 -1.06178** -1.06607** -1.07219* 
 (0.35782) (0.37418) (0.41789) 
Age 40 to 55 -1.28877** -1.26076** -1.15831* 
 (0.41288) (0.44675) (0.58470) 
Age, more than 55 -0.71968 -0.61681 -0.24126 
 (0.77691) (0.86456) (1.12019) 
Current Economic 
Situation: Bad 

0.20658 0.20818 0.25328 

 (0.23347) (0.24243) (0.26110) 
Current Economic 
Situation: Good 

0.96405 1.04361 1.22971* 

 (0.51208) (0.53583) (0.60439) 
Future Economic 
Situation: Better 

0.51970* 0.52680* 0.57589* 

 (0.24988) (0.25891) (0.28750) 
Future Economic 
Situation: Worse 

0.31408 0.30170 0.30567 

 (0.24131) (0.24510) (0.25895) 
Household size NO YES YES 
Ocupational variables NO YES YES 
Durable goods NO NO YES 
    
Observations 1459 1459 1459 
Log-Likelihood -630.53760 -628.69348 -617.97385 
Chi-squared 78.74 64.26 42.58 
Censored Observations 1165 1165 1165 

 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05. Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * 
p<0.05. Standard errors in parentheses. The estimations include additional variables such as 
dummy for female, civil status. In addition, the second column includes others variables 
such as individuals’ situation in the labor force, number of adults in the household and 
number of children in the household. Further, we include as additional instruments the 
political behavior of each individual’s father. 
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In table 7 we provide three set of estimates which differ in additional exogenous 

variables included as control. The first column presents base estimates while column 2 

includes as additional exogenous variables the household size and occupational variables, 

and column 3 includes in addition dummy variables for durable goods, as a proxy of 

wealth. 

The results show, consistent with our findings in table 6, that the better are the 

current and the future economic conditions, the more likely is that currently unregistered 

individuals decide to register to participate in future elections.  

Note that the effect of the dummy variable regarding individuals aged 18 to 25 is 

not significant when we include the economic variables as controls while the coefficients of 

others age groups remain highly significant. This result suggests that better economic 

conditions is an inclusion factor to young individuals into the political process but that in 

the case of older individuals that remain not registered, there are additional not explained 

factors that influence their decision not to registrate. 

   

 

5. Conclusions 

 

Voter turnout has steadily declined in Chile since the return of democracy in 1990. 

Even if it assumed that the first elections were special and that people were attracted to vote 

because they felt unusually motivated by the importance of the event – the return of 

democracy - the declining trend has persisted over the period. A particular concern has 

been the low participation of young people in political elections. Our panel regressions 

indicate that this fact remains even after controlling for a time trend and for other 

demographic and socioeconomic variables. 

Our results show that political participation is lower among the youth because they 

register less, not because once registered they vote less than the rest of the population. 

Urban population also registers more than the rural population.  

We obtain two main conclusions. Firstly, political participation increases in the 

upper part of the business cycle. We obtained evidence of this effect using both a panel data 
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plus and data on a cross section of individuals. The individual data shows that this is more 

intense among the youth.  

Secondly, the binomial system existent in Chile encourages participation when there 

is the possibility of obtaining both seats of each district in congress. This happens when the 

gap between the two most voted lists is larger. We interpret this result as supporting 

evidence that competition increases participation. In a binomial system such as the one 

existing in Chile, the larger the vote difference between the two most voted lists that larger 

the probability that the leading coalition obtains both seats in congress, enhancing 

competition and thus participation. If voting intentions among the two leading collations 

are similar, then the result is known in advance: both lists will get one seat. In this case 

competition is smaller. 

Our results support this hypothesis for those periods in which congress elections are 

held separately from presidential elections. In this case the binomial system is at work 

without interference. However, for periods in which the congressional election was held 

simultaneously with a presidential election our results show that the gap in votes is 

statistically not significant. Our interpretation is that, as the presidential election has by 

definition a different electoral system (only one president is elected) and as once an 

individual participates in one election automatically participates in the other, then both 

effects cancel each other.  
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Appendix 1: Summary Statistics 

 

 

Table A.1 

Panel Regressions 

All Political Elections (1989-2005) 

 
Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
V/VAP 3053 80 19 11 477
R/VAP 3052 93 48 11 2222
V/R 3052 85 16 3 664
Age 18 to 25 (% of VAP) 3053 19 3 1 62
Women 3053 48 7 2 75
Unemployment 1939 8 4 0 27
Women head of household 1938 9 3 1 32
Income Inequality 1934 13 18 3 677
Age 1939 31 3 24 48
Schooling 1939 8 2 4 15
Urban Population 1938 97 52 0 769
Cycle 3074 0.03 0.19 -0.42 1.13  

 

Table A.2 

Panel Regressions 

Lower Chamber Elections (1989-2005) 
Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
V/VAP 300 75 11 37 101
R/VAP 300 89 5 53 102
V/R 300 85 11 40 115
Age 18 to 25 (% of VAP) 300 20 2 16 27
Women 300 51 3 46 77
Women head of household 300 8 4 0 17
Unemployment 270 9 3 3 20
Income Inequality 270 13 8 7 100
Schooling 270 10 1 7 14
Age 270 31 2 26 37
Urban Population 300 106 48 0 243
Poverty 300 8 7 0 33
Cycle 300 0.08 0.32 -0.42 1.13
Vote Difference 300 2 1 1 4
Years in office 300 1 1 0 4  

 


