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ABSTRACT
Why do citizens support holding a referendum? In this article, we
argue that citizens are instrumental by using heuristics and cues
from parties, independent experts, and the population to decide
whether to hold a referendum. We further expect that populist
and non-populist citizens differ in how they respond to these
cues. Using pre-registered survey experiments in Austria and
Germany, we find that citizens’ support depends mainly on their
attitudes towards the respective policy and the opinion of their
preferred party, while the views of experts and the public play
only a subordinate role. Crucially, we find no systematic
differences between populist and non-populist citizens,
suggesting that even populists’ support for holding a referendum
depends mainly on instrumental rather than normative
considerations. This study provides comprehensive insights into
the causal mechanisms of support for direct democracy and their
implications for liberal and representative democracy.
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1. Introduction

In the wake of the contentious Brexit referendum, the discussion surrounding the political
significance of direct democracy has resurfaced with increased intensity. This controver-
sial debate has been fuelled in particular by populist actors who promote the direct invol-
vement of the people in decision-making processes as a counter-model to liberal and
representative democracy. Moreover, given the high public approval of direct democratic
procedures in Western democracies (Dalton et al., 2001), previous research aimed to
better understand which citizens support referendums and why (Schuck & De Vreese,
2015).

One strand of research suggests dissatisfaction with the policies pursued by represen-
tatives as the main argument for citizens to demand a referendum on policy issues
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(Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 2002). Accordingly, people tend to support holding a referen-
dum if they expect it to deliver the desired political outcome (Landwehr & Harms,
2020). Others, by contrast, find that citizens who are both deeply engaged in politics
and committed to democratic practices are also more supportive of direct democratic
instruments (Schuck & De Vreese, 2015). At the same time, referendums such as the
Brexit vote have also made citizens more aware of potential negative consequences
(Steiner & Landwehr, 2023).

Most studies, however, do not consider the complexity of the decision-making process,
in which citizens are influenced by various factors when deciding whether or not to hold a
referendum on a particular policy issue. Moreover, the question of whether populist and
non-populist citizens differ in how they respond to these factors has not yet been
sufficiently explored. Given the seemingly conflicting trends about how populations
may think about referendums and the varying accounts offered by the literature, our
research question is: Why do citizens support holding a referendum?

In this article, we argue that support for holding referendums can be explained by citi-
zens’ normative or instrumental considerations. By normative considerations, we mean
that citizens base their expectations on general ideas about how they want democracy
to work (Bowler et al., 2007). Instrumental considerations refer to citizens taking a more
rational approach by anticipating the mode of democratic decision-making that would
deliver the desired policy outcome (Werner, 2020). Put differently, the support for refer-
endums among citizens depends on whether they see themselves as winners of the
process (Marien & Kern, 2018).

In addition, a common explanation of political attitudes and political decision-making
in behavioural research is that individuals employ certain heuristics and short-cuts: This
may matter whenever a party favoured or disfavoured by a voter supports or rejects
the idea of a referendum on a given policy proposal (Grotz & Lewandowsky, 2020).
Besides party cues, also the opinion of experts or the public at large on a proposed refer-
endum may sway voters in their evaluation of whether to hold a referendum on a pro-
posed policy (Beiser-McGrath et al., 2022). This way, citizens can overcome
informational deficits and gaps in their knowledge by relying on other sources they
trust (Darmofal, 2005; Hobolt, 2007).

Drawing on the theoretical conception of the ideational approach to populism, we
expect that populist citizens would prefer referendums because it represents a form of
decision-making that transfers power away from elites and closer to the people (Jacobs
et al., 2018). By implication, this also means that normative considerations about how
democracy is to work is inherent in the concept of populism (Wegscheider et al., 2023).
We also expect the mechanism of cue-taking in decision-making to work in different
ways for citizens with a populist mindset than for those without. Our argument here is
based on the idea that the central tenant of ideational populism divides society into
two antagonistic homogenous groups: the good people functioning as the in-group
and the nefarious, corrupt elite forming the out-group (Mudde, 2004; Mudde & Kaltwas-
ser, 2017). Following Bos et al. (2020), we argue that populism leads to a stronger connec-
tion with the in-group and a stronger rejection of the out-group. This effect should be
observable in cue-taking as well. Therefore, we expect the effect of decision-taking
through cues to be stronger for populist citizens than for non-populists if the cues
come from the populist in-group (e.g. the party favoured by the populist citizen and
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the public) and weaker than for non-populists when the cue is considered coming from
the populist out-group (e.g. independent experts and parties not favoured by the populist
citizen).

Our goal is to explain the factors that influence citizens’ decision-making when it
comes to how they decide on a particular policy issue. In order to explain under which
circumstances citizens are in favour of holding a referendum and under which circum-
stances they are against, we will first account for the difference between normative
and instrumental considerations in the decision-making process, then we examine how
each is related to cue-taking mechanisms of decision-making, and lastly, we ascertain
to what extent populist citizens differ from non-populist citizens in these aspects.

To test this, we conduct a pre-registered conjoint experiment embedded in original
surveys in Austria and Germany. Prior to the experimental components, we measure
respondents’ policy preferences, party identification, preference for direct democracy,
and populist attitudes. In the conjoint experiment, we randomise the proposed policy
as well as the support or rejection of holding a referendum as expressed by the public,
experts, and political parties. We formulate seven hypotheses designed to test the
various effects on people’s preferences for referendums shaped by their own policy pos-
itions as well as by party cues, expert cues, and popular support cues. In a second step, we
differentiate between populists and non-populists, i.e. people who hold populist attitudes
and those who do not and assess differences in strength and direction of the respective
effects of cues between the two groups.

In our analysis, we show that people are indeed more likely to support holding a refer-
endum if it reflects their policy preferences. We also determine that party cues matter in
the hypothesised direction and find a positive effect on holding a referendum resulting
from expert cues and public support. With respect to the populist mindset, by contrast,
we find very few differences in both countries. Interestingly, German populists do not
react to the public cue while non-populists do, which might be rooted in a general skepti-
cism of German populists towards the societal ‘mainstream’. This cross-national study sig-
nificantly adds to the literature by providing new insight into the causal mechanisms of
approval and disapproval of holding a referendum.

Our paper is organised as follows: First, we reflect the state of the literature and present
our theoretical argument and hypotheses. Subsequently, we introduce our research
design and describe the survey experiment in detail. In the fourth section, we present
the analysis and findings to be followed by our conclusions.

2. Theoretical argument

2.1. Who supports holding a referendum and why?

Previous research shows that citizens’ support for holding a referendum depends on a
combination of variables. The explanations for why someone is in favour or against a par-
ticular political issue to be decided by referendum rather than by parliament and/or gov-
ernment in Western democracies are diverse (Beiser-McGrath et al., 2022; Bowler et al.,
2007; Donovan & Karp, 2006; Rojon & Rijken, 2021; Schuck & De Vreese, 2015; Werner,
2020). In the following, we provide an overview of hypotheses and explanations from pre-
vious research on the causes for favouring and opposing referendums in general. As a first
step, we describe the general reasoning behind considerations related to referendums
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before turning to the question as to what extent populists differ from non-populists in this
regard.

First, we explain the role of the citizens’ policy position vis-à-vis the position brought
forth by the referendum in question, before turning to explaining the mechanisms by
which we expect citizens to rely on different cues in deciding whether or not to hold a refer-
endum. More concretely, we discuss the role of the following cues: the preferred and non-
preferred parties, independent experts, and a majority of the general public. We argue that
citizens not only have general attitudes towards referendums, but they also act in an instru-
mental way in their support for referendums and therefore take into account the content of
the policy, the opinion of their preferred (non-preferred) parties on holding a referendum,
and the opinion of independent experts and a majority of the public.

2.2. The dimension of political attitudes

In addition to what Werner calls ‘baseline attitude towards referendums which is shaped
by values and evaluation of politicians generally’ (Werner, 2020, p. 314), more issue- and
policy-driven components of decision-making about supporting or opposing holding
referendums have received attention in the recent literature. Political positions not only
influence which party citizens choose on election day, but also how they want to make
decisions more generally. For example, Wojcieszak (2014) finds that, on average, citizens
in Spain prefer decisions on ‘simple’ and symbolic issues such as abortion to be made with
more citizen participation. In contrast, for more complex questions, such as issues related
to the economy, citizens prefer representatives to make the decisions rather than invol-
ving citizens as people tend to embrace the concept of stealth democracy for these
types of topics (Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 2002).

Regarding the policy position on the issues, Wojcieszak (2014) finds that citizens with
extreme positions on the issues of abortion and immigration are more likely to prefer
participatory processes in decision-making over representatives’ decision-making. We
argue that this is the case because extreme policy preferences are, on average,
further away from the status quo established by representative political decisions
with relatively little citizen participation, that is, without a referendum (see also
Beiser-McGrath et al., 2022). Following Werner’s (2020) reasoning that preferred pro-
cesses of policymaking are also instrumental, we argue that citizens choose the arena
in which they believe their preferred policy outcome is most likely to be achieved.
Dyck and Baldassare (2009), for example, find a correlation between rejection of
direct democratic elements and rejection of the proposed policies that are subject of
these referendums in U.S. states.

In this sense, we expect citizens to try to maximise their chances to receive the desired
policy outcome and take into account which democratic decision-making process is likely
to increase that potential. On any given policy issue, citizens might favour keeping the
status quo (0), or moving from the status quo in one direction (−1) or the other (1). We
hypothesise that citizens are more likely to support a referendum to be held if it calls
for a change in the status quo in the direction that aligns with their attitude on that
policy. This preference, we argue, results from the fact that the referendum offers at
least a greater than zero chance of changing the status quo in the preferred direction.
Although citizens may have a baseline attitude whether they favour or oppose
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referendums, we nevertheless expect the content of the policy to affect this general atti-
tude. Therefore, our first hypothesis is:

(H1) Policy preference: People are more likely to support holding a referendum if it reflects
their policy preferences.

In the first hypothesis, we expect citizens to be both highly informed and interested in the
given policy. But how do citizens who lack information, interest, or other resources decide
whether they are for or against holding a referendum? Hobolt (2007) argues that in a
complex environment with limited knowledge or information, voters rely on cues in elec-
tions and referendums. Following a cue, therefore, means replacing the lack of infor-
mation about the content of the policies with a sense of trust towards political elites
and following their claims (Darmofal, 2005).

In other words, citizens tend to follow heuristics and cues without delving deeper into
the content. Instead, depending on the degree of confidence or trust in the cue, they
adjust the preferences shaped by the cue. In this paper, we put three types of cues to
the test: a favoured (non-favoured) political party, independent experts, and a majority
of the public.

2.3. The party cue

When a referendum is pending, a party may, for political or strategic reasons, promote
resolving the issue in question through a referendum or oppose holding a referendum
on the issue. We expect citizens to respond to the opinion of their favoured or non-
favoured party by adopting the favoured party’s position or by supporting having a
referendum if the unfavoured party opposes it. Citizens might do this for two
reasons: As noted earlier, lack of interest and/or knowledge in a policy field or in poli-
tics altogether might lead them to use cues as heuristic short-cuts and thus as a
rational means of avoiding efforts of a deeper engagement with the issue. In contrast,
scholars have also identified a different reason for using cues, which is used by citizens
who are highly engaged in politics and have high levels of political sophistication. This
latter form of cue-taking is not about saving effort but expressing one’s party affiliation
by aligning one’s opinion with that of a preferred party (Bakker et al., 2020; Cohen,
2003; Huddy et al., 2015). In this sense, Petersen et al. (2013) suggest that considering
party cues makes some people even more likely to engage in effortful motivated-
reasoning because they want to figure out why their party is supposedly right
about the issue at hand.

Research has indeed found both mechanisms at play when participants of exper-
iments were confronted with policy positions to be decided and the stated positions
of preferred and non-preferred parties on the matter at hand (Bakker et al., 2020;
Kam, 2005; Malka & Lelkes, 2010). In a slightly modified form, we are interested in
when citizens use cues if considering how to decide on an issue. More specifically,
whether or not to hold a referendum about the issue at hand. We expect this mech-
anism to work in the same direction for opinions about process as it does for opinions
about policies, which is also evident when citizens are asked to vote in a referendum
(Gherghina & Silagadze, 2021; Hobolt, 2006). This means that we expect people to rely
on their favoured party heuristic and decide against the heuristic of the non-favoured
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party when deciding whether or not to support holding a referendum. Therefore, we
hypothesise:

(H2) Party cue: People are more likely to support holding a referendum if it is (H2a) supported
by a favored party or (H2b) opposed by a non-favored party.

2.4. The expert cue

Scholars have identified that in addition to party cues, citizens also use heuristics drawn
from other sources in a variety of policy areas (Case et al., 2021; Darmofal, 2005; Thon &
Jucks, 2017). The role of experts and scientists in influencing attitudes towards policies
should similarly serve as a reference point to which citizens refer when deciding
whether or not to hold a referendum when deciding on a given policy issue.

While populists, amongst others, have become known for their distrust in experts and
scientists (Merkley, 2020), this finding does not hold for the population in total (Darmofal,
2005). Juen et al. (2021) find, for example, that in the course of the Covid-19 pandemic,
citizens not only followed party cues, but also those by public health experts with
regard to mandatory vaccinations in Germany. However, citizens differentiate between
reliable and unreliable experts (Hendriks et al., 2015). The role of experts is crucial as
the citizens need to trust them about complex scientific findings that they are themselves
not able to observe. This also means that trusting what experts say is a vulnerability when
citizens are intentionally or unintentionally lied to. Citizens may for different reasons trust
one expert but mistrust another. They might also put trust in alleged experts that are
actually not trustworthy (Mihelj et al., 2022). We have to keep the ambivalence in mind
when interpreting our results.

While some research indicates ambivalent effects of citizens’ support for expert govern-
ments (Gherghina & Geissel, 2017), we follow the general findings of previous studies that
citizens use experts as information short-cuts and expect the heuristic mechanisms when
following expert cues to work similar to the ones being at work when following party
cues. The causal mechanism of effort-avoidance implies that citizens follow experts’
advice because it is a convenient and efficient way to make a decision. By comparison,
the motivated-reasoning model implies a more in-depth engagement with a political
subject matter as reaction to an expert’s recommendation (Gilens & Murakawa, 2002).

Again, we deviate from other studies by asking for the preferred arena of the decision
instead of for the preferred policy:

(H3) Expert cue: People are more likely to support holding a referendum if it is supported by
independent experts.

2.5. The public support cue

The final cue we analyse is public support for holding a referendum. We assume that citi-
zens use the heuristic of being part of a majority when deciding whether to favour or
oppose holding a referendum on an issue at hand. The mechanism used in this form of
cue-taking goes back to social identity theory (Tajfel et al., 1971). Applied to voting behav-
iour, Coleman (2004) finds evidence for conformist voting behaviour in general, arguing
that social-psychological mechanisms lead citizens to adopt the majority viewpoint (Bond
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& Smith, 1996). This effect of voting coherently with peers and therefore being in the
majority has also been found in neighbourhoods that tend to align with the party for
which these citizen vote (MacAllister et al., 2001). Again, we are interested in the attitude
towards the process of decision-making rather than in the opinion on the respective
policy. Wratil and Wäckerle (2023), for example, show that political decisions are per-
ceived as more legitimate if the majority of the public approves.

We follow this reasoning and formulate our hypothesis accordingly:

(H4) Public support: People are more likely to support holding a referendum if it is supported
by the public.

In the next section, we bring populism into the equation by distinguishing between
populist and non-populist voters and hypothesising differences in the effects of cues
between these groups.

2.6. Populist citizens and support for holding a referendum

There is a considerable literature suggesting that citizens may favour supporting direct
and participatory models of democracy as an alternative to parliamentary decision-
making (i.e. Bedock & Pilet, 2020, 2021; Coffé & Michels, 2014; Gherghina & Geissel,
2019, 2020; von Schoultz & Christensen, 2016). Here, the drivers are factors such as dissa-
tisfaction with democracy, general doubts about politicians’ commitment to public inter-
est, a citizen’s political efficacy and interest, and/or personal experiences with
participatory forms of democracy (for a detailed analysis, see Gherghina and Geissel
(2020)). Nonetheless, Bedock and Pilet (2020) demonstrate that while citizens who are
enraged (politically dissatisfied) and citizens who are engaged (politically efficacious)
are both more supportive of participatory models of democracy.

But what about citizens with populist inclinations? In short, we wonder about the
support for referendums among people whose ideological predispositions, as explained
below, would make them inherently suspicious of decisions made by political actors and
institutions that might be viewed as elitist and potentially nefarious. More specifically,
what kinds of cues matter to such citizens? Following our concept of populism presented
below, we test whether there are differences between populist and non-populist citizens
with respect to the types of cues presented above. The literature to date has treated the
question of populism and the use of direct democratic means in a variety of ways and with
different emphases:

The most commonly used concept of populism as a set of ideas that (also) reside at the
individual-level and thus on the demand-side (Hawkins et al., 2018; Mudde, 2017) has
recently been shown to be a relevant explanatory factor for attitudes towards referen-
dums. With respect to the sub-dimensions of populism, namely people-centeredness,
anti-elitism, and a Manichean worldview, the argument is as follows: Part of being anti-
elite, apparently, is that populist citizens themselves claim to know what is best for the
people, which in turn is seen as volonté générale. Moreover, as referendums by nature
result in presenting a dichotomous choice, winners do not have to make compromises
with the losing side, which in general should be favourable for populist citizens (Rose
& Weßels, 2021). This means that referendums add a clearly majoritarian element to
democracy that fits better with the populists’ Manichean idea of a society divided
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between good and evil, between the elite and the people (Heinisch & Wegscheider, 2020;
Werner & Jacobs, 2021). In general, previous research found that populist citizens are
more likely to support referendums than non-populist citizens (Jacobs et al., 2018; Moh-
renberg et al., 2021).

In addition to this argument, we expect that all three cues discussed above (party cue,
expert cue, and public support cue) differ in their effects between populist and non-popu-
list citizens. As the measure of populism on the individual-level is a more recent approach
in comparison to measuring populism in parties (Dolezal & Fölsch, 2021), research apply-
ing populist attitudes as an independent variable to explain direct democracy is likewise a
new strand of research. Gherghina and Pilet (2021) point to the caution that should be
exercised when analysing the effects of individual-level populism on attitudes towards
direct democracy. To address possible difficulties arising from that, we focus in our
study on the difference between populist and non-populist citizens’ perceptions of
cue-taking when deciding a policy by a referendum. By being as specific as possible
about the referendum at hand, we avoid measuring only vague approval of the instru-
ments of direct democracy.

To begin with, we assume that the party cue explained above works differently for
populist citizens than for non-populist citizens. The Manichean worldview of populists
(i.e. the perception of the world essentially as a struggle between the good and the
evil) leads to a stronger effect of the good, favoured party or the bad, non-favoured
party. The mechanism explained above that concerns the alignment of citizens in hom-
ogenous groups, is supposed to be an even stronger factor for the group of populist citi-
zens. In fact, division in in-groups and out-groups and therefore a distinction between us
and them is a facet associated with populism (Brubaker, 2017; Obradović et al., 2020). We
therefore expect the effect of party cue to be even stronger for populist citizens:

(H5) Party cue: The expected effect in (H2) is stronger for populist citizens: Populist citizens
are more supportive of holding a referendum than non-populist citizens if it is (H5a) sup-
ported by their party or (H5b) opposed by a non-favored party.

Moreover, we expect populist citizens to be more likely to oppose holding a referendum if
it is supported by independent experts. As the anti-elite component of the ideational
approach to populism includes not only elites in the political sphere but also in academia
and its institutions (Eberl et al., 2021) we expect populist citizens not to rely on statements
by independent experts. However, as mentioned above, we must note that the trust
people place in experts is ambivalent, as they view different experts as having different
levels of trustworthiness. For example, Boecher et al. (2022) find that the populist AfD
does not reject scientific findings per se, but rather appoints and trusts its own experts
and subsequently uses the supposed expertise to legitimize political decisions. For the
demand-side, this means that populist citizens might perceive different people as
experts than non-populist ones. Therefore, depending on which experts the respondents
have in mind, they would favour the expertise they find it helpful countering elitism and
strengthening the will of the common people (Bickerton & Accetti, 2017; Guasti & Buští-
ková, 2020). Even though it seems contradictory at the first glance, these citizens support
both the rule of the people and a greater involvement of experts in government at the
same time (Fernández-Vázquez et al., 2023). This special form of populism is called tech-
nocratic populism and we have to be cautious in interpreting our results.
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In general though, we expect that populist citizens perceive experts as being collabor-
ators of the bad side of the Manichean divide and suppress the will of the good people
(Mede & Schäfer, 2020).

(H6): Expert cue: The expected effect in (H3) is reversed for populist citizens: Populist citizens
are more likely to oppose holding a referendum than non-populist citizens if it is supported
by independent experts.

Finally, we also assume that populist citizens rely on perceived public support for or
against holding a referendum in a different way than non-populist citizens. Consistent
with the dimension of people-centrism, the effect of following the cue of popular
support should be stronger among populist citizens than among non-populists. The
populists’ belief that a volonté générale exists and the elite oppresses it further supports
our hypothesis that perceived public support would resonate with populist citizens (Land-
wehr & Harms, 2020):

(H7): Public support: The expected effect in (H4) is stronger for populist citizens: Populist citi-
zens are more supportive of holding a referendum than non-populist citizens if it is supported
by the public.

3. Research design

To test the hypotheses described above, we employed pre-registered conjoint exper-
iments embedded in two original surveys conducted in Austria and Germany.1 We con-
sider these two countries to be good cases to show the interplay of populist attitudes
and stances on direct democracy. While these two countries speak to all those cases
with comparable parliamentary systems, Germany and Austria are not only politically
similar to each other in many ways, but they are both also neighbours of Switzerland,
which has the most direct-democratic political system worldwide. Due to the latter’s lin-
guistic, cultural, and geographic proximity, Switzerland has always served as a reference
case in political discourses on direct democracy issues. For these reasons, we included
Switzerland as a heuristic for the Austrian and German respondents in our experiment.

Importantly, however, Germany and Austria differ in two important respects that
matter here: the success of populist radical right parties and the constitutional possibili-
ties of direct democratic instruments. While the Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ), founded in
1956, has a long tradition and entered state and federal governments several times, the
Alternative for Germany (AfD) was founded only in 2013 and has, by this point, not been
in any government. Another difference between Austria and Germany is that the latter
also includes a leftist populist party, the Left (Linke), which is represented both in the
national parliament and at the state level. Since populist parties tend to argue for
direct democracy as a means to empower the people, the levels of exposure of Austrians
and Germans to these arguments differ.

As regards the availability of direct democratic instruments, it should be noted that in
Austria both binding and non-binding referendums are possible on the federal level,
while in Germany referendums are only possible on sub-national matters (apart from a
new delimitation of the federal territory). Nevertheless, thus far only three national refer-
endums have been held in Austria: on nuclear power (1978), on EU membership (1994),
and (non-binding) on compulsory military service (2013). Therefore, we argue that the

CONTEMPORARY POLITICS 561



experience with referendums is mostly similar for Austrian and German citizens, while
Switzerland is generally regarded as a country with more extensive direct democratic pos-
sibilities. Given these differences and similarities, we believe that our case selection adds
to the robustness of our research design and further validates our findings.

Our survey experiments were conducted by the Austrian survey company Market Insti-
tute at the end of May 2022. The surveys comprised a targeted sample size of 1,100
respondents each for Austria and Germany.2 The samples are representative of the Aus-
trian and German electorates by gender, age, region, and education.3 We use completely
randomised conjoint experiments in which respondents are exposed to short vignettes
containing information about two hypothetical referenda (Hainmueller et al., 2014). As
shown in the example in Table 1, these vignettes vary concerning (1) the proposed
policy of the referendum as well as the support of (2) the public, (3) independent
experts, and (4) political parties for holding the referendum. As we are not interested
in respondents’ policy positions per se, we included policy areas that are salient in
both countries so that most respondents have an opinion on them. We included policies
related to welfare, carbon tax, immigration, and public security and thus cover the politi-
cal spectrum from rather left to rather right policy proposals. Among the public and inde-
pendent experts, we vary between support, opposition, and no clear opinion on holding
the referendum, while political parties either demand or reject holding a referendum. All
dimensions and attributes of the conjoint experiments are shown in Table A2 in the
Online Appendix.4 Respondents are introduced to the experiment with the following
informational text:

In Switzerland, major political issues are decided not by elected politicians but directly by the
people through referendums. Imagine that this model is also applied in Austria [Germany].
Below we show you two different referendums where there are different views on the
implementation among the population, experts, and parties. Please tell us which referendum
you think should be held: A or B?

After being shown these randomised vignettes, respondents are asked which of the two
referendums they think should be held (A or B)5 and how much they support holding
each referendum on a 0–10 reject-support scale.6 Respondents were prompted to indi-
cate their preferences for 2 paired referenda in each of 10 tasks, resulting in a total of
20 evaluations per respondent.7 The vignettes occurred in a random order and contained
randomly selected treatments on the policy as well as the opinion of the public, indepen-
dent experts, and political parties.

Prior to the conjoint experiment, respondents answer a series of questions that allows
us to match their party and policy preferences with the attributes in the experiment.8 To

Table 1. Example of the conjoint experiment.
Referendum A Referendum B

Policy Reduction of the CO² tax Simplifying the immigration of non-EU citizens
Public Surveys show that a broad majority of the

population favours holding a referendum.
Surveys show that there is no clear majority opinion
among the population on holding a referendum.

Experts Independent experts support the holding of a
referendum.

Independent experts oppose the holding of a
referendum.

Parties The FPÖ demands that a referendum should be
held.

The SPÖ rejects that a referendum should be held.
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measure party preference, we use the individual propensity to vote (PTV) for all parties
represented in the national parliaments of Austria and Germany. Respondents are
asked on an 11-point scale from ‘very unlikely’ (0) to ‘very likely’ (10) how likely it is
that they would ever vote for each of the parties. Franklin and Lutz (2020) show that
the PTV question is well suited to provide information on party preference. We use
values of≥ 5 as the cutoff point and match this information with the respective party
in the experiment.9 To measure policy congruence, respondents were asked on an 11-
point scale about their position on the four policies used in the experiment. We use
this information and calculate whether a respondent is congruent, neutral, or incongruent
with the policy position in the experiment.10

To analyse whether populist and non-populist citizens differ in how they respond to
the treatments, we measure respondents’ populist attitudes using the scale developed
by Castanho Silva et al. (2018). The items and theoretical sub-dimensions are listed in
Table 2. Respondents are asked on a five-point Likert scale from ‘strongly disagree’ (1)
to ‘strongly agree’ (5) how much they agree with each statement. Following the approach
of Castanho Silva et al. (2018), we use confirmatory factor analyses to calculate factor
scores for each of the sub-dimensions and multiply these scores to estimate respondents’
populist attitudes. We distinguish between populist and non-populist citizens by using
the mean of populist attitudes as a threshold. As shown in Figure A5 in the Online Appen-
dix, this results in 437 (40%) of 1104 respondents in Austria and 400 (36%) of 1107 respon-
dents in Germany being classified as populists. As additional robustness tests, we also use
a scale calculated from the arithmetic mean of all nine items and use the median, terciles
and quartiles to further distinguish between populist and non-populist citizens.

To test the hypotheses about how the treatments affect citizens’ support for holding
referendums (H1-H4), we follow Leeper et al. (2020) by estimating and plotting marginal
means. Marginal means describe the average probability of choosing a referendum with a
particular characteristic and are thus the effects of the treatments in our experiments on
support for holding a referendum. To analyse the hypotheses whether populist and non-
populist citizens differ significantly in how they respond to the treatments (H5-H7), we
compute conditional marginal means representing the differences in marginal means
between the subgroups (Leeper et al., 2020). Marginal means are shown with their
respective 95% confidence intervals representing the uncertainty of the estimation.

Table 2. Items for measuring populist attitudes.
Sub-dimension Item

People-centrism Politicians should always listen closely to the problems of the people.
Politicians do not have to spend time among ordinary people to do a good job.*
The will of the people should be the most important principle in this country’s politics.

Anti-elitism Politics is pretty much run by a few big interest groups looking out only for themselves.
Politicians use their power to improve people’s lives.*
Many politicians are crooked and corrupt.

Manichean worldview You can tell if a person is good or bad if you know their politics.
The people I disagree with politically are evil.
The people I disagree with politically are just misinformed.

Notes: Results of the confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) are shown in Table A4 in the Online Appendix. Items with an
asterisk (*) are reversed. Since the EFAs for Austria (Table A5) and Germany (Table A6) show that one and two of
the reversed items, respectively, do not load on the corresponding theoretical dimensions, we also calculated CFAs
for Austria (Table A7) and Germany (Table A8) without these items. As shown in Figures A12 and A13, results do
not change substantially when using these additional measures of populist attitudes.
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In addition to the marginal means, we report average marginal component effects
(AMCEs) for the main analyses in the Online Appendix.11 We calculate the AMCEs using
linear regression models with standard errors clustered by respondents. To control for
potential imbalances in sample composition or randomisation, we compute the linear
regression models with and without the following covariates:12 We include the age of
the respondents in years, their stated gender (female/male), whether they have received
a high-school diploma (Matura/Abitur), and their income situation. We further include
political interest using a five-point scale as well as the left-right self-placement using
an 11-point scale.

4. Empirical results

In the first step of the analysis, we test hypotheses H1 to H4, which state that respondents
are more likely to support holding a referendum if it matches their policy preference as well
as provides positive cues from the public, independent experts, and their preferred party.
Figure 1 shows the marginal means of each treatment in the conjoint experiments for
Austria and Germany, according to which coefficients on the left of the dashed line indicate
a negative effect and coefficients on the right indicate a positive effect on support for
holding a referendum. The figure only shows the analysis with the recoded treatments
for reasons of space and readability. The original results of the analyses without recoding
can be found in Figures A9 and A10 and Tables A9 and A10 in the Online Appendix.

Figure 1 shows in both countries a very strong confirmation of hypothesis H1 that
people favour holding a referendum if it reflects their policy preferences. While agree-
ment with the policy position increases the support for holding a referendum by about
7.5-12.5%, disagreement decreases the probability by a similar effect size. This illustrates
that instrumental considerations about the preferred policy have a strong influence on
the support of direct democratic instruments.

Figure 1. Marginal means of support for holding a referendum. Notes: Plot shows marginal means
with 95% confidence intervals. Tables A11 and A12 in the Online Appendix shows the respective
results when estimating AMCEs.
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Turning to hypothesis H2, we investigate whether people are more likely to support
holding a referendum if it is (H2a) supported by a favoured party or (H2b) opposed by
a non-favoured party. As shown in Figure 1, we find strong support for hypothesis H2a
in both Austria and Germany, as respondents are about 6% more likely to support
holding a referendum if a preferred party demands it. This result illustrates the strong
impact of partisan cues in shaping public opinion. However, with respect to hypothesis
H2b, we do not find that respondents in general support holding a referendum when
it is opposed by a disliked party. In both Austria and Germany, we find that respondents
are more likely to oppose holding a referendum when an unfavoured party opposes it. As
shown in Figure 1, the effect for Germany is even stronger than for Austria. Interestingly,
we find that if an unfavoured party supports holding a referendum, Austrian respondents
are more likely to oppose the referendum, while we do not find a significant effect for
Germany. In other words, we do not find evidence for citizens in Germany reacting to
cues of an unfavoured party. A possible explanation might be the difference in size of
the unfavoured party. We find that in our sample most citizens feel negative towards
the FPÖ and the AfD, respectively. As the AfD in Germany is small compared to the
FPÖ in Austria, citizens might dismiss their opinion on referendums more easily.

Furthermore, Figure 1 allows us to examine hypotheses H3 and H4 stating that the
positive opinion of experts and the public increases respondents’ support for holding a
referendum. We find that both hypotheses hold in both countries, as the probability of
supporting the holding of a referendum increases with the support by experts and the
public and decreases with opposition from these two groups. However, we also find
that the effects play a smaller role compared to the importance of policy and party pre-
ferences, increasing or decreasing the probability to support by only about 2.5%. Interest-
ingly, the effects of the expert and public cues are a bit more pronounced in Austria than
in Germany. This could simply reflect the different constitutional possibilities, that the
idea of holding a referendum is not as tangible for German respondents as it is for Aus-
trians, where this idea is established at least as a rare but possible political step and in line
with the constitution. Nonetheless, there is a manifest effect when experts and the public
speak out for or against a referendum, leading us to confirm both H3 and H4.

In the next step of the analysis, we examine our hypotheses H5 to H7 that populist and
non-populist citizens differ in how they respond to party, expert, and public cues. The left
plots in Figure 2 show the marginal means for populist and non-populist citizens, while
the right plots indicate whether the differences are statistically significant. As explained
in the section on our research design, respondents are classified as populists if they
score above average on the populist attitudes scale.

First, we test hypothesis H5 that populist citizens are more responsive to party cues
because of their stronger position on in-groups versus out-groups. As shown in Figure
2, there are no significant differences with respect to the party cue, as populist respon-
dents are neither more supportive of holding a referendum when it is supported by a pre-
ferred party nor when it is opposed by a non-preferred party. Austrian respondents with
populist attitudes, however, show a slightly stronger reaction to the party cues than do
those without populist attitudes. Yet, this too, confirms that populists follow the
parties’ views to the same extent as non-populist respondents.

Finally, we turn to hypotheses H6 and H7 to test whether populist and non-populist
citizens react differently to the views of experts and the public in their support for
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holding a referendum. Hypothesis H6 states that the support by experts for a referendum
decreases the probability of support by populists. However, as can be seen in Figure 2, we
have to reject this hypothesis as there are no significant differences in evidence between
populist and non-populist respondents in either Austria or Germany. Accordingly, popu-
list citizens follow the opinions of experts to the same small extent as non-populist citi-
zens. However, we must note that this could also be affected by the type of experts as
well as the corresponding policy. As explained above, respondents might think of
different experts and thus differ in ascribing trustworthiness to them. Moreover, when
thinking of different experts, respondents might even have associated their own
experts with the question and thus endorsed their expertise, as we explored in more
detail above. In addition, perceptions of expertise might differ across different policy
fields. This potentially leads to ambiguity in our measurement.

Figure 2. Marginal means for populist and non-populist citizens. Notes: The left plots show marginal
means with 95% confidence intervals for populists and non-populists grouped by the mean. The right
plots illustrate the estimated differences in marginal means between the groups.
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Hypothesis 7 states that the positive effect of the public’s support is stronger among
populist respondents compared to non-populists. Figure 2 shows no such effect in Austria
and even the opposite effect in Germany, which is why we must reject this hypothesis.
German populists are no more likely to choose a referendum if the public supports it,
while non-populists are more likely to support the holding of a referendum. This
speaks to a certain distrust of German populists towards their country’s general public
which might be rooted in the experience of the rejection of Germany’s largest populist
party, the Alternative for Germany, by large segments of the mainstream society and
the resulting political polarisation.

Overall, we have to conclude that there are hardly any significant differences between
populists and non-populists in responding to party, expert, and public cues in both
Austria and Germany. This leads to derive the following important insights: First, there
is no evidence of a stronger reaction to cues among populist citizens compared to
their non-populist counterparts. This also means that populists follow instrumental con-
siderations in the form of party and policy preferences in the same way as non-populist
respondents do. Conversely, the normative claims regarding citizen participation and
reform of the democratic system that are often part of populist discourse are likely to
be a pretext for promoting one’s own policy preferences and thus grounded in instrumen-
tal arguments to improve representation (Huber et al., 2023). Second, despite the consti-
tutional differences in referendum options in Germany and Austria, there is no evidence
that this affects the way people respond to cues, with the exceptions outlined in the sub-
sequent paragraph. In Austria, where populism has been politically more successful and
where people have some experience with referendums at the national level, respondents
for the most part do not react differently to cues than they do in Germany. This suggests
that referendums as a heuristic tool are viewed very similarly by the Austrian and German
publics, and that existing differences between the regimes do not matter much when all
factors are equal.

Finally, we performed additional analyses to check the robustness of our results. As
described in the research design, we created an additional scale from the arithmetic
mean to measure populist attitudes. As shown in Figure A14 and A15 in the Online
Appendix, the results remain substantively the same. Yet, we find that populists in
Germany respond more strongly to congruence and neutrality with policy positions.
However, as shown in Figures A16 to A21 in the Online Appendix, we find hardly any
divergent results when grouping respondents’ populist attitudes by the median, terciles
or quartiles, which confirms the robustness of our results. Furthermore, we checked
whether the response to the treatments differs between individuals who support or
oppose direct democracy in general.13 As shown in Figures A22 and A23 in the Online
Appendix, we find few systematic and significant differences between supporters and
opponents of direct democracy in the two countries, supporting our argument about
the role of instrumental considerations in supporting the holding of referendums. In
addition, we examined whether the effects of the treatments differ by the respective
policy position, as shown in Figures A24 and A25. Last, we examined whether voters of
populist parties (the FPÖ, the Left, and the AfD) differ in how they respond to the treat-
ments. As shown in Figures A26, A27, and A28 in the Online Appendix, we find no sub-
stantial differences between voters and opponents of these populist parties.
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5. Conclusion

We started out by asking why people support or oppose holding a referendum. Our
specific interest lay in how people respond to cues as a key influence on the approval
or disapproval of holding referendums. Our interest in cue-taking is based on the argu-
ment that in complex situations people rely on cognitive short-cuts and heuristics to
make decisions. Moreover, we also drew on a rich literature suggesting a special
affinity of populists for referendums because they empower people and curb elite
decision-making. Thus, we formulated expectations that would identify differences
between populists and non-populists when it came to cue-taking from, as we hypoth-
esised, the favoured or non-favoured party, experts, and the public. We selected two
countries, Austria and Germany, in which the Swiss referendum tradition often serves
as a reference point. Both countries are politically and culturally similar but differ on
the constitutional possibilities of referendums and the political success and longevity
of radical populism in the political system. This allowed us to conduct a survey experiment
that put the various attitudinal positions and behaviour choices systematically to the test.

We were able to demonstrate the complexity of factors involved in how citizens decide
on whether they support or oppose holding a referendum. By doing so, we contribute to
the literature beyond merely assessing the attitudes towards direct democracy in general,
but rather how others’ opinions influence decision-making, and specifically the relation-
ship between populism and direct democracy. Our object thus was to explain different
sources of influence (i.e. cues) and to distinguish the way in which populists differ from
non-populists in how they use them.

Using a conjoint experiment embedded in original surveys in Austria and Germany, we
tested in a first step four hypotheses related to policies and cues that citizens rely on when
deciding whether to support or oppose holding a referendum. In a second step, we tested
three additional hypotheses in which we demonstrated interaction effects between popu-
list attitudes and adherence to one of the cues: a favoured party, independent experts,
and the public. While we found evidence for all our cue-based hypotheses, we found
little differences between populist and non-populist citizens when it comes to differen-
tiating between a normative and an instrumental support of referendums.

This has important implications for understanding citizens’ attitudes towards referen-
dums and the relationship to populism: We expected populist citizens to have a strong
normative baseline attitude in favour of this type of direct democratic instrument as it cor-
responds to the populism’s advocacy of people-centrism and the rejection of elite rule.
However, we did not find evidence of this and conclude that populist and non-populist
citizens alike support or reject holding referendums mainly for instrumental reasons.
This diminishes the distinctiveness of populism and any normative claims associated
with this in the debate on demand-side attitudes towards direct democracy.

Since the experimental treatment is to some extent based on hypothetical assump-
tions, we suppose that our results are more generalisable to countries with similar legal
designs, essentially representative systems with direct democratic instruments in
Western Europe. A differentiated treatment might be necessary for (1) countries with a
unique tradition of direct democracy such as Switzerland (Kriesi, 2006) and (2) countries
with different contextual factors such as Eastern European countries (Gherghina & Sila-
gadze, 2021). However, the general similarity of findings between Austria and Germany

568 M. FÖLSCH ET AL.



also suggests that the idea of referendums and cue-taking implies that people have
formed general opinions on a conceptual level but seem less affected by the differences
in the political context.

Before suggesting the next steps for further research, we want to acknowledge that
our study is not without empirical limitations. First, even though Hainmueller et al.
(2014) do not generally identify uncommon combinations in vignettes in survey exper-
iments as an empirical problem, we cannot rule out the possibility that respondents
were puzzled by unrealistic party positions that appeared due to the randomisation of
the treatments’ parts and in consequence changed their response behaviour. Second,
respondents were given 10 different tasks in which they had to choose one of two pro-
posals. This means that respondents had to evaluate 20 different hypothetical settings.
Bansak et al. (2018) show that this number of tasks does not lead to less valid responses.
However, as we were not able to record speeders and trackers in our survey experiment,
both of these factors have to be considered when interpreting the results.

As our study suggests that the role of populism in attitudes towards direct democracy
is less important than previously assumed, future research should examine further the
question of populist citizens’ attitudes towards referendums and their cue-taking in con-
junction with the dimensions of anti-elitism and people-centeredness. With populism
having a much smaller than anticipated role in normative attitudes towards holding refer-
endums, future research needs to focus on other factors. Furthermore, Trüdinger and
Bächtiger (2023), for example, suggest that populist citizens’ affirmation of referendums
does not mean that they participate more in actual referendums. Instead, they find that it
is primarily the political sophistication of the individual that has an impact on voter
turnout in referendums. Such variables need to be taken more into account in future
studies of the complex relationship between populism and direct democracy.

A related question for future research on the relationship between populism at the
individual-level and referendums is the issue of acceptance of the results. Interestingly,
Werner and Jacobs (2021) find that populist citizens are more likely to accept the
results of referendums even if it is not the outcome they voted for. More comprehensive
analyses are needed to clarify which group of populist citizens participates in referendums
and whether this has an impact on the acceptance of the results. Such research should
also reexamine the relationship between direct democracy and trusting experts as well
as what trustworthiness of experts means with regard to democratic decision-making
(Hendriks et al., 2015). Lastly, it would be necessary to expand the universe of cases to
capture different contextual factors, especially those associated with the success of popu-
list parties.

In summary, we want to reiterate the three crucial insights with which this study adds
to the literature: first, it underscores the importance of instrumental considerations in citi-
zens’ decisions about direct democratic instruments; second, it demonstrates the different
importance of cues depending on the source; and third, it challenges the often assumed
ideological or normative difference in the way populists and non-populists approach
referendums, other things being equal.

Notes

1. The pre-registration is available at the Open Science Framework: https://osf.io/28qy5.
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2. The conjoint experimental setup allows for 720 (8*3*3*10) possible combinations of character-
istics in Austria and for 864 (8*3*3*12) combinations in Germany. We base our sample size on
the German case at it poses a higher threshold. To avoid the empty cell problem in the analysis
matrix, we determine the following: (1) To make sure that every such combination is evaluated
at least 25 times, 21,600 combinations must be evaluated (864*25). (2) Every respondent evalu-
ates 2 such possible combinations in every iteration of the experiment. Every respondent is
confronted with 10 such iterations, meaning every respondent evaluates 20 random possible
combinations of characteristics. (3) Thus, 21,600 combinations divided by 20 combinations
per respondent, equals a minimum of 1,080 respondents. We round this up to 1,100.

3. See Table A1 and Figure A1 in the Online Appendix for descriptive statistics on the sample
distributions of demographics and regions.

4. While some combinations might seem unlikely to respondents, we follow the recommen-
dation of Hainmueller et al. (2014) and do not exclude any of the possible combinations
during randomization.

5. The specific question is: If you had to choose one of the two referendums, which one do you
think should be held? ‘Referendum A’ (1) or ‘Referendum B’ (2)

6. The specific wording of the question is: How strongly would you agree with holding each
referendum? Respondents indicate their preferences for each of the two referendums on
an eleven-point scale ranging from ‘I fully reject the holding of this referendum’ (0) to ‘I
fully support the holding of this referendum’ (10). As shown in the Online Appendix
(Figures A9 and A10, Tables A9 to A12), the results of the main analyses for the binary and
continuous dependent variables are substantially the same. We therefore only report the
results for the binary dependent variable in the manuscript.

7. As shown by Bansak et al. (2018), evenwith a significantly higher number of tasks, there are only
limited increases in survey satisficing, which is why we follow established conventions with the
number of 10 tasks. Figures A31 and A32 in the Online Appendix show that the effects for each
attribute do not differ significantly depending on the particular task in the experiment.

8. Table A3 in the Online Appendix lists all variables and question wordings.
9. Figures A2 and A3 in the Online Appendix show the distributions of propensity to vote in

Austria and Germany, respectively. As shown in Figure A11 in the Online Appendix, the
results of the main analysis are robust when changing the threshold.

10. Figure A4 in the Online Appendix shows the distributions of support for the policies in Austria
and Germany. Respondents that neither agree nor disagree with the statement are coded as
neutral towards the respective policy.

11. As shown in Tables A9 to A12 in the Online Appendix, results remain substantially the same
when estimating AMCEs with and without control variables. Furthermore, Figures A29 and
A30 in the Online Appendix show that all levels occurred equally in the experiments.

12. Figures A7 and A8 in the Online Appendix show the distributions of the control variables for
Austria and Germany.

13. Toclassify respondents as supportersoropponentsofdirectdemocracy,wemeasured support for
direct democracy using the question ‘Citizens should have the final say in important political
decisionsbyvotingon themdirectly in referendums’. Thedistributionof support fordirectdemoc-
racyand thedivision into supporters andopponents is shown inFigureA6 in theOnlineAppendix.
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