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How to Improve Local Turnout

The Effect of Municipal Efforts to Improve Turnout in Dutch
Local elections

Julien van Ostaaijen, Sabine van Zuydam & Martijn Epskamp*

Abstract

Even though many municipalities use a variety of means to improve turnout in
local elections, citizen participation in local elections is a point of concern in many
Western countries, including the Netherlands. Our research question is therefore:
How effective are municipal efforts to improve turnout in (Dutch) local elections?
To this end, we collected data from three sources: (1) a survey sent to the municipal
clerks of 389 Dutch municipalities to learn what they do to improve turnout;
(2) data from Statistics Netherlands on municipalities’ socio-demographic charac‐
teristics; and (3) data on the turnout in local elections from the Dutch Electoral
Council database. Using hierarchical multiple regression analysis, we found that
the direct impact of local governments’ efforts to improve turnout is low. Neverthe‐
less, some measures seem to be able to make a difference. The relative number of
polling stations was especially found to impact turnout.

Keywords: turnout, local elections, get out the vote, campaign, the Netherlands.

1 Concern About Low Local Turnout and How to Tackle It

In many Western countries, citizen participation in local elections is a point of
concern (Loughlin, Hendriks, & Lidström, 2011). This is not only because the
turnout in absolute numbers can be low – as is, for example, the case in the U.S.
where often no more than 15% cast their vote – but also because it has declined
substantially over the last decades. In the Netherlands, the 2018 local elections
attracted 55% of all eligible voters to the ballot box, whereas approximately 30
years earlier, turnout was well above 70% (Hendriks, Van der Krieken, Van Zuy‐
dam, & Roelands, 2015). This decline has led to questions about the functioning
of local democracy. The assumption is, after all, that low electoral turnout is bad
for democracy, as it can affect the legitimacy of local governments and reduce the
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representativeness of the elected candidates (Franklin, 1999). This leads to ques‐
tions regarding how turnout can be improved.

The reasons why people decide to vote in (local) elections have attracted con‐
siderable scholarly attention. A particular part of that literature deals with the
activities that can increase voter turnout (e.g. Green & Gerber, 2008). In the
Netherlands, (local) governments seem increasingly motivated to stimulate peo‐
ple to cast their vote. In 2014, about three-quarters of Dutch municipalities
employed extra communication efforts around the local elections, most of them
with the concrete aim of increasing voter turnout (Van Ostaaijen, Epskamp, &
Dols, 2016). The choice of these efforts is, however, generally not based on evi‐
dence-based campaign plans. Only 15% of all municipalities based their selection
of activities on research, and only 8% of all Dutch municipalities evaluated their
efforts afterwards (Van Ostaaijen et al., 2016). The selections in turn were based
on the wishes of local politicians, or on ‘habit’. Consequently, the effectiveness of
these municipal campaigns to increase voter turnout remains largely unknown.
We therefore seek an answer to the question: How effective are municipal efforts in
improving turnout in (Dutch) local elections?

We answer this question using hierarchical multiple regression analysis on
quantitative data from three sources: (1) a survey sent to the municipal clerks of
389 Dutch municipalities to learn what they do to improve turnout; (2) data from
Statistics Netherlands on socio-demographic characteristics of municipalities;
and (3) data on the turnout in local elections from the Dutch Electoral Council
database. In doing so, we aim to contribute both to society and to the literature
on voter turnout. We contribute to society in that we show which efforts are
undertaken by municipalities and which efforts appear to actually be successful in
attracting voters to the polling stations. There are many different things munici‐
palities (can) do and municipalities have spent up to 600,000 Euros on such cam‐
paigns (Binnenlands Bestuur, 2014). We do not only want to show what munici‐
palities do with that money, but also whether it has an effect on voter turnout. If
these activities do not contribute to the goal of increasing turnout, one can
debate whether it is worth the taxpayer’s money.

Apart from contributing to society, the academic relevance of the paper is
threefold. First, we evaluate the extent to which the efforts of municipalities to
motivate citizens to cast their vote have an effect. For this, we focus on the Dutch
case for several reasons. In relation to, for instance, the U.S., from which a lot of
literature regarding (improving) turnout originates, there is no obligation for vot‐
ers to register in order to participate. This low threshold, in theory, makes the
potential effect of municipalities’ efforts on voter turnout more direct. The Neth‐
erlands is furthermore an interesting case as in the last decades turnout in local
elections has decreased considerably, whereas at the same time a majority of
municipalities engaged in activities to increase voter turnout (Van Ostaaijen et
al., 2016). As such, this study contributes to international literature regarding the
effectiveness of voter turnout campaigning. Second, while many studies take the
perspective of political parties, our focus is on the more neutral actor of govern‐
ment. Research shows that it is difficult to increase turnout with campaigning,
but when instigated by a ‘neutral’ actor this can, in some cases, increase the effect
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(Green & Gerber, 2015). Third, while most studies focus on national elections
(Smets & Van Ham, 2013), this study focuses on local elections. Local elections
often face lower turnout numbers compared to national elections (Loughlin et al.,
2011), making an assessment of what can improve turnout on that level all the
more important. However, what works at the local level can differ from national
(or presidential) elections (Cancela & Geys, 2016), which requires research exclu‐
sively focused on this level.

In the next section, we explore in more detail the literature underlying our
research. Next, our research methods are outlined, followed by our results. After
answering our stated research question, this article concludes with a discussion of
the implications of our findings for literature and society.

2 Improving Turnout in Municipal Elections: Lessons from Literature

Campaigns for getting people to vote take time and money (Green & Gerber,
2008), and their effectiveness is often bounded by time and place (Cancela &
Geys, 2016). Most of the related literature and research is situated in the U.S. or,
at least, does not specifically deal with countries similar to the Netherlands
(Loughlin et al., 2011). Two relevant sets of activities can be distinguished in this
respect. A first set of activities relates to communication efforts of municipalities
(Green & Gerber, 2008; Smets & Van Ham, 2013). A second set of activities is
aimed at lowering the burden for citizens to go out and vote (Brady & McNulty,
2011; SCP, 2012, p. 39).

When we look at instruments that are (somewhat) effective, confirmed in
international as well as the available (though limited) Dutch research, the follow‐
ing stand out. Regarding communication instruments, sending letters seems
somewhat effective (Green & Gerber, 2008, 2015; Van Ostaaijen et al., 2016),
especially when it also expresses gratitude for a previous vote (Panagopoulos,
2011). Next to that, voting advice applications seem to have a positive effect on
turnout (Ruusuvirta & Rosema, 2009), especially on young people (Gemenis &
Rosema, 2014; Ladner & Pianzola, 2010). Voting advice applications are also able
to contribute to the enlargement of political knowledge about, and interest in,
participating political parties (Kruikemeier, 2014; Neijens & De Vreese, 2010).
For other activities, mainly U.S. or non-Dutch literature is available, which shows,
for instance, that organizing a festival on election day and canvassing can have
positive effects (Green & Green, 2008). These festivals can draw extra attention
to the election (Howard & Posler, 2012), which can be extra relevant when it con‐
cerns a local or second-order election. Reminding people to vote can also have a
positive effect. In an experiment, volunteers held up signs in the street to remind
people to vote, which led to a 3.48% increase in voter turnout (Panagopoulos,
2009). In other research, SMS messaging made it 3% more likely that people
would vote (Dale & Strauss, 2009; Malhotra, Michelson, Rogers & Valenzuela,
2011). Leaflets, e-mail, TV and radio, on the contrary, have only limited effect.
However, because of the low costs involved for some of these activities, they
should not be excluded from the voter turnout repertoire completely. Green and
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Gerber (2008) have argued that because of the relative ease with which these
instruments can be implemented, even a very low success rate can still be worth
the effort (Table 1). 

Apart from communication instruments, municipalities can also take measures to
ease the burden of voting. The voting facilities municipalities can use include poll‐
ing stations in central places (e.g., the train station) where many people pass by
anyway, a mobile polling station that comes very close to residential areas, exten‐
ded opening hours or increasing the number of polling stations to make sure the
distance voters have to travel to the polling station is as short as possible (Brady
& McNulty, 2011; Jacobs & Van Ostaaijen, 2017). Research on the relevance of
these factors for turnout is inconclusive. While some studies, for example, find a
positive effect of the number of polling stations on turnout (Jacobs, Van Zuydam,
Van Ostaaijen, & de Brouwer, 2018), others do not (Dyck & Gimpel, 2015). This
same finding also applies to facilities like extended opening hours (Aarts, 1999 in
SCP, 2002, p. 152).

Campaign activities, however, do not take place in a vacuum. Considering
voter turnout in general, campaigning seems only to have a marginal influence or
is not mentioned at all when talking about the most successful factors related to
(local) turnout (Cancela & Geys, 2016; Smets & Van Ham, 2013). Therefore, to
understand turnout and how it can be affected, it is important to take into
account the factors that affect the decision of citizens to go out and vote. This is a
difficult task, as in the literature over 170 factors have been identified as poten‐
tially affecting turnout (Smets & Van Ham, 2013). Moreover, studies regarding
voter turnout are differentiated, meaning that most related studies only deal with
a limited number of factors – of the 170 factors, only 8% were included in more
than a quarter of the 90 studies analysed (Smets & Van Ham, 2013).

Nevertheless, some factors stand out more than others. In this respect, a dis‐
tinction can be made between individual factors, contextual and institutional fac‐
tors and factors related to the local political situation and the upcoming elections.
Several international meta-evaluations were helpful in identifying the factors rel‐

Table 1 Communication instruments contributing to turnout in local elections

Communication instruments

Sending letters e.g. (Green & Gerber 2008; Panagopoulos, 2011)

Voting advice applications e.g. (Gemenis & Rosema, 2014; Ladner & Pianzola, 2010;
Ruusuvirta & Rosema, 2009)

Organizing a festival on election day e.g. (Green & Gerber, 2008; Howard & Posler, 2012)

Canvassing e.g. (Green & Gerber, 2008)

Reminding people to vote e.g. (Dale & Strauss, 2009; Malhotra et al., 2011 ; Pana-
gopoulos, 2009)

Leaflets e.g. (Green & Gerber, 2008)

E-mail e.g. (Green & Gerber, 2008)

TV and radio commercials e.g. (Green & Gerber, 2008)
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evant to local voter turnout in the Netherlands (Cancela & Geys, 2016; Geys,
2006; Harder & Krosnick, 2008; Smets & Van Ham, 2013), as well as some Dutch
studies that focused on (non-)voting (Aarts, 1999; Boogers, Ostaaijen, & Slagter,
2011; SCP, 2002, 2012; Van der Meer & Van der Kolk, 2016; Wille, 2000) and
case studies that focused on a limited set of factors related to turnout (Appen‐
dix A).

With regard to individual factors, literature shows the most positive results
for age, education, political factors (knowledge of politics, trust in politics and
satisfaction with politics), lifestyles, habits and practical limitations (Boogers et
al., 2011; Cancela & Geys, 2016; Smets & Van Ham, 2013; Smets & Van Ham,
2013). With regard to contextual factors, municipal size, local and regional con‐
nectedness of inhabitants, choice of election day and proximity to other election
days, voting obligation and electoral competition are emphasized in the literature
as contributing most to influencing turnout (Cancela & Geys, 2016; CPB, 2014;
Blais & Dobrzynska, 1998; Henderson & McEwen, 2010; Panagopoulos, 2011;).
With regard to factors related to the local political situation and the upcoming
elections, we found studies showing the positive effects of electoral competition
and weather conditions (Blais & Aarts, 2006; Persson, Sundell, & Öhrvall, 2014).
However, for many factors, few or no studies were found. Nevertheless, based on
a limited number of studies, ethnicity, religion, happiness and health, social pres‐
sure and media attention seemed to have positive effects, and to a lesser extent
this proved also the case for gender, income/employment and whether people
perceive local government as relevant (Cancela & Geys, 2016; Smets & Van Ham,
2013). Last, for some factors, relevance was not clear because studies pointed in
difference directions. This was especially the case for fragmentation and positive
or negative campaigning (Eggers, 2015; Geys, 2006; Górecki, 2013). For many fac‐
tors however, we did not find enough relevant literature to arrive at a conclusion
(see Appendix A). For instance, with regard to municipal stability, media presence
and the connection people feel towards their municipality, we did not find
enough (convincing) research to say something about their effects on local turn‐
out, in general, or within the Dutch local context, in particular.

3 Research Approach

Sample/data: Three sets of data are used to describe the efforts of municipalities
to increase voter turnout in municipal elections and to explain what accounts for
differences between municipalities in turnout: (1) data on the turnout in local
elections, (2) data on the efforts of municipalities to improve turnout, and
(3) data on other factors – predominantly socio-demographic factors – that
impact turnout. To this end, data was collected from three sources. All data was
collected in 2015, focusing on the latest local elections at the time (2014). In
some parts of the analysis, we compared the turnout in 2014 to the turnout in
2010.

For the data on turnout in local elections and socio-demographic factors
impacting turnout, we relied on publicly accessible databases. Data on the turn‐
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out in the 2014 local elections in all Dutch municipalities was gathered from the
database of the Dutch Electoral Council, whereas we used data on socio-demo‐
graphic factors from Statistics Netherlands (CBS). As with the other data, 2014
was our reference year.

Data on the efforts of municipalities to improve turnout (through communi‐
cation or by lowering the burden to vote) were collected via a survey sent to the
municipal clerks of 389 of all 393 Dutch municipalities. In the summer of 2015,
the 33 largest municipalities of the Netherlands were asked to participate in the
survey (more than 100,000 inhabitants). Of these 33 municipalities, 31 munici‐
palities/municipal clerks participated. Next, in December 2015, the survey was
also sent to the other 356 municipalities in the Netherlands. Of these smaller
municipalities, 241 municipalities responded. Combined, this resulted in a
response rate of 70% (272 municipalities). In the survey, primarily the 2014 local
elections were of interest, but we also asked municipal clerks to provide infor‐
mation on the communication efforts of their municipalities in the 2006 and
2010 local elections.

Measurement instruments: In this study, municipalities are the units of analysis
(instead of, for example, individuals). This means that we did not study whether
communication efforts and measurements to lower the burden to vote had an
impact on the chance that individual citizens would vote, but we studied what
might explain differences in electoral turnout between municipalities.

The dependent variable in this study is the turnout in the 2014 local elec‐
tions, whereas municipal communication efforts and means to lower the burden
to vote were the independent variables of interest. Socio-demographic factors
that contribute to explaining why citizens go to the ballot box were included in
the analysis as control variables.

The turnout in the 2010 and 2014 local elections was measured as the per‐
centage of eligible voters in a municipality who cast their vote.1 Inspecting the
distribution of turnout scores in the data suggests that it is reasonably normally
distributed. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic confirms this: the statistic was
not statistically significant for the data on voter turnout (D(385) = 0.041,
p = 0.142), meaning that the assumption of normality is not violated. In 2014,
the average turnout in local elections was 56.8% (std dev = 6.9%, N = 389).

Communication efforts of municipalities were operationalized in 12 distinct
ways in which municipalities could draw attention to the upcoming elections:
(1) approaching people on the street; (2) posters, pamphlets etc. on the street;
(3) commercials on radio or TV; 4) personal letters to citizens (e.g., from the
mayor); (5) advertisements in newspapers; (6) Election newspaper/newsletter
delivered to people’s homes; (7) voting advice application (Kieskompas/Stem‐
wijzer/DeStemVan); (8) publicly accessible debates; (9) election fairs; (10) (munic‐
ipal) website; (11) social media and (12) online videos. For each of these commu‐
nication means, municipal clerks were asked to indicate whether it had been used
in their municipality in the period leading up to the 2014 local elections, but also
whether they were used in the 2006 and 2010 local elections. In addition, munici‐
pal clerks were given the possibility of adding three additional means of commu‐
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nication. In the first part of the results section we provide descriptive statistics
on the prevalence of each means of communication in the 2006, 2010 and 2014
municipal elections.

The means that municipalities can employ to lower the burden to vote were
operationalized in nine facilities: (1) polling station in central places (e.g., train
station); (2) special transportation to polling station (among others for specific
groups); (3) mobile polling station (e.g., voting bus); (4) special opening hours
polling stations (e.g., at night); (5) an election party where people could also vote;
(6) signposts pointing towards polling stations; (7) clear marking of polling sta‐
tions; (8) a cup of coffee or other drinks/snacks for voters at the polling station;
(9) a (small) reward for voters. In addition, the number of polling stations per
1,000 inhabitants can be considered a means to facilitate voting. After all, one
could argue that a higher number of polling stations means that the distance vot‐
ers need to travel to the ballot box decreases, making it easier for them to cast
their vote. Moreover, municipal clerks could list up to three additional voting
facilities. For each of these facilities, it was asked whether their municipality had
used it in the 2014 local elections.

The control variables included in this study are the socio-demographic factors
that, according to literature, contribute most to explaining turnout in elections:
age, level of education, income, unemployment, ethnicity, degree of religiosity,
municipality size and municipal density. A multicollinearity check showed that
municipal size, municipal density and unemployment correlated highly with the
other factors, in particular, with the ethnicity of voters. Therefore, we opted to
include the following factors in the analysis, operationalized as follows:

1 Age: the percentage of inhabitants aged 65 years and older
2 Level of education: the percentage of inhabitants who completed higher voca‐

tional education or university among inhabitants aged 15-75 years
3 Ethnicity of voters: the percentage of inhabitants with a non-Western immi‐

gration background
4 Degree of religiosity: the percentage of inhabitants that attend a religious ser‐

vice at least once a month
5 Income: the average standardized income of private households

A final control variable was whether the municipal elections were the conse‐
quence of municipal reorganization. In municipal reorganization elections, turn‐
out tends to be substantially lower than in ‘regular’ municipal elections (cf. data‐
base Electoral Council).2

Statistical techniques: To answer our main research question, we primarily used
hierarchical multiple linear regression analysis. This type of analysis is also
referred to as sequential regression analysis, and is among other techniques used
to assess the unique explanatory relevance of (a set of) variables over and above
variables that were found to be important in previous research to explain our
dependent variable of interest. This also has consequences for the sequence in
which variables are included in the regression model. Although it may seem coun‐
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ter-intuitive compared to standard regression analysis, it is preferred in this type
of analysis to enter the control variables first (Pallant, 2013; Warner, 2013). After
all, of interest is whether additional factors help to explain the dependent varia‐
ble better than existing models. In this study we are interested in how effective
municipal efforts are to increase voter turnout. Previous research, however, has
already established a number of important (socio-demographic) factors that con‐
tribute to explaining voter turnout. Hence, a hierarchical design is warranted to
assess whether the use of communication means and voting facilities can
uniquely explain differences in voter turnout.

Consequently, the standard procedure in hierarchical multiple linear regres‐
sion analysis is to first add the control variables to the model (Field, 2013; Pal‐
lant, 2013; also compare other research that uses this analysis strategy: Dubois &
Blank, 2018; Kemmelmeier, 2008; Sheafer, 2008). In this study, these are the
socio-demographic variables and municipal reorganization. Next, the independ‐
ent variables of interest are included in the regression models. That way it can be
assessed whether and to what extent the variables of interest combined and indi‐
vidually contributed to explaining the dependent variable, after accounting for
other variables that matter, as shown in previous research. In this study, two var‐
iants of the model were considered. One model included the communication
efforts of municipalities, in addition to the control variables. In the other, the
facilities provided by municipalities to lower the burden of voting were analysed,
while controlling for the socio-demographic factors and municipal reorganization.
As a final step, we compared the contribution of communication and voting facili‐
ties to explain turnout in local elections, to evaluate the extent to which munici‐
pal efforts are effective.

3.1 Results: Efforts of Dutch Municipalities to Improve Turnout
The efforts of municipalities to improve turnout at local elections can be catego‐
rized into two distinct types of measures. On the one hand, municipalities can
invest in communication towards citizens that highlights the importance of vot‐
ing. On the other hand, municipalities take up activities to increase the ease with
which citizens can cast their vote. While the communication efforts of municipali‐
ties are of importance predominantly in the period leading up to the elections,
the activities to lower the burden of voting take place on election day.

With regard to the communication of municipalities to its inhabitants, a plu‐
riform practice exists in the Netherlands. Municipalities use a multitude of media
and communication means to convey the message that elections will soon take
place and that voting is important. In the survey, we presented no less than ten
means of communication to the municipalities. The results of the survey never‐
theless suggest that some types of communication are more common than others
(see Table 2). Among the more popular means of communication are digital
media, advertisements in newspapers, personalized letters to citizens (for exam‐
ple from the mayor) and publicly accessible debates or election fairs. Half to
three-quarters of all municipalities in the Netherlands used these communication
instruments in the 2014 municipal elections. The use of posters, pamphlets and
election newspapers or letters is also not uncommon, but their use is less wide‐
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spread. The use of commercials on radio and TV and approaching people on the
street is the least widespread. Finally, voting advice applications (usually bought
by the municipality from one of the three large Dutch suppliers at the time) are
also not standard practice in Dutch local government.

The data available for the last three municipal elections (2006, 2010 and
2014) most notably suggest that municipalities have started communicating
about upcoming local elections in more diverse ways. In each of the consecutive
elections, more and more municipalities professed to have engaged in various
communication efforts. Hence, it is not the case that an increase in one means of
communication results in a reduction of other communication instruments. In
contrast, it seems that municipalities are stepping up their game and adding
instruments to their communication efforts. We should, however, treat this
finding with some caution. At the time of the 2006 and 2010 municipal elections,
no research was done on the communication instruments municipalities
employed to increase turnout. Therefore, we asked respondents in 2014 to recall
which instruments they had used in the previous two elections. It could be that
the memories of respondents were not fully accurate. Despite this limitation, we
feel these findings do provide a useful indication of the use of communication
instruments, not in the least because respondents indicate that habit was an
important factor in deciding which communication instruments to employ. This
suggests that in preparing for the 2014 municipal elections, municipalities built
on the communication plans from previous elections.

Finally, there are some differences between the 33 municipalities in the
Netherlands, with more than 100,000 inhabitants at the time, and the other,
smaller municipalities. Voting advice applications are, for example, more common
in the 100,000+ municipalities than in the smaller ones, and also posters, radio
and television commercials, personal letters, election newspapers/letters and dig‐
ital media are more often used.

Besides communication to citizens in the period leading up to the municipal
elections, it is also possible to lower the burden of voting in order to promote
higher turnout. This is nevertheless a much less common way to try to increase
turnout – overall, about half of the Dutch municipalities do not use additional
voting facilities. If municipalities do invest in this, banners and large signs clearly
pointing towards polling stations are most common (35%), followed by opening
polling stations in central places (19%). Other facilities that have been used regu‐
larly are mobile polling stations like a voting bus (15%) and clear markings
towards polling stations (12%).

Regarding the organization of the campaign, most municipalities that employ
additional communication efforts have based these efforts on wishes or orders
from local politicians (85%) and/or habit, the latter meaning that they employed
it because they previously did as well (63%). Only 15% of municipalities (partly)
based their choices on knowledge or research. About half of the municipalities did
not formulate an explicit goal for the communication efforts. Only 8% of the
municipalities with additional communication efforts for the 2014 municipal
elections say they undertook research to see whether their actions had any effect.
However, a closer look at the results shows that many of these activities can
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hardly be called research at all, for instance an oral evaluation of the campaign or
looking at how many people made use of a voting advice application. 

3.2 Results: The Effect of Municipal Efforts and the Factors That Matter Most for
Local Turnout

We have seen what the Dutch municipalities do in terms of communication and
voting facilities to improve local turnout. Now the question arises whether these
measures seem to have any effect. To determine this, we combined the data from
Statistics Netherlands (CBS) and from our survey with the turnout data of all
Dutch municipalities. With the use of hierarchical multiple linear regression anal‐
ysis, the part of the variance in local turnout attributable to local governments’
communication efforts and voting facilitation is teased out, while taking into
account the explanatory value of socio-demographic factors and municipal reor‐
ganization.

Step 1 (control variables): Adding the socio-demographic factors and the factor of
municipal reorganization to the regression model as a first step shows that these
factors account for a large part of the variance in local turnout. For the 2014
municipal elections, no less than 69% (R2) of the variance in local turnout
between municipalities can be explained by the control variables (see Table 3; F
(6, 261) = 96,619, p < 0.001). Age, education, income and attending religious
services relate positively to voter turnout in local elections. In contrast, a higher
percentage of inhabitants with a non-Western immigrant background seems to
result in a lower local turnout, as well as having an election due to municipal reor‐
ganizations. 

The unique contribution of most of these variables to explain voter turnout in
local elections is modest. The percentage of inhabitants aged 65 or older and the
mean household income of a municipality accounts, for example, for respectively
1.4% (β = 0.143, p < 0.001, sr2 = 0.014) and 2.0% (β = 0.190, p < 0.001, sr2 =
0.020) of the variance in local turnout. The percentage of inhabitants of a munici‐
pality that attend a religious service at least once a month, however, has a large
explanatory value with regard to local turnout. This variable uniquely explains
– when the other socio-demographic variables and the variable municipal reor‐
ganization are held constant – approximately a third of all differences between
municipalities in local turnout (β = 0.622, p < 0.001, sr2 = 0.322; see Table 3).

A consequence of the fact that socio-demographic variables already account
for more than two-thirds of all variance in turnout in municipal elections is that
local governments’ efforts can only have a modest contribution. Nevertheless,
excluding the effect that socio-demographic variables have, municipal communi‐
cation activities and actions to facilitate voting could still help to increase the
turnout in local elections. To this end, factors related to communication were
added to the model with socio-demographic variables one by one. The results sug‐
gest that even though municipalities spend a lot of energy to increase the turnout
in municipal elections, their communication actions are only of limited use in this
respect. Starting with the communication efforts of municipalities and the com‐
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Table 2 Prevalence of means of communication and voting facilities to
increase turnout

2006 2010 2014

Overall 100,000 +
munici-
palities

< 100,000
munici-
palities

Digital media (websites, social
media, online videos)

29% 58% 74% 87% 73%

Advertisements in newspapers 45% 61% 65% 68% 65%

Publicly accessible debates or elec-
tion fairs

38% 57% 59% 68% 60%

Personal letters to citizens (e.g.,
from the mayor)

32% 52% 55% 71% 53%

Election newspaper/newsletter
delivered to people’s homes

29% 46% 45% 61% 43%

Posters, pamphlets, etc. on the
street

29% 40% 42% 68% 39%

Voting advice application (Kies-
kompas/Stemwijzer/DeStemVan)

14% 30% 29% 97% 20%

No communication means
employed

19% 17% 17% 0% 20%

Commercials on radio or TV 4% 15% 17% 36% 14%

Other communication means 5% 9% 17% 48% 13%

Approaching people on the street 6% 11% 11% 10% 12%

No additional voting facilities 48% 13% 52%

Signposts pointing towards polling
stations

35% 56% 31%

Polling station in central places
(e.g., train station)

19% 39% 13%

Mobile polling stations (e.g., voting
bus)

15% 31% 13%

Clear marking of polling stations 12% 16% 11%

Special opening hours of polling
stations (e.g., at night)

6% 28% 3%

Other voting facilities 4% 6% 4%

Special transport to polling station
(among others for specific groups)

3% 9% 3%

A cup of coffee or other drinks/
snacks for voters at the polling
station

3% 3% 3%

An election party where people
could also vote

2% 13% 0%

A (small) reward for voters 1% 3% 1%

Average Std dev

Number of polling stations per
1,000 inhabitants

0.601 0.144
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munication means they employ, the multiple regression analysis shows that none
of the communication instruments statistically contributes significantly to
explaining local turnout.3 The one exception is ‘advertisement in newspapers’
(β = –0.098 p < 0.05, sr2 = 0.007). Nevertheless, in this case, there is a negative
relationship – turnout is actually lower in municipalities that use this instrument.
As such, merely employing certain means of communication, for example, digital
media or voting advice applications, does not help to improve local turnout
(Table 4). 

It could be argued that this lack of explanatory value of various communication
instruments for local turnout, or even the contrary effect of it, is due to the way
in which municipalities make use of them. However, testing for the extent to
which municipalities prepared their communication efforts, the aims of commu‐
nication and at what point in time the communication campaign started, shows
that this did not affect the explanatory value of municipal communication efforts
for the local turnout in any significant way. In addition, addressing specific
groups within society for whom voting is not self-evident (like the youth) does
not seem to result in a higher turnout. Again, however, one could argue that this
might be due to the way in which municipalities address these groups. Hence, the
communication of local governments to citizens on municipal elections and the
way in which that communication is organized hardly seems to contribute to the
turnout in these elections.

Naturally, based on this cross-sectional analysis there is no way to be sure
that turnout would not be lower if municipalities had not engaged in these com‐
munication activities. After all, maybe municipalities are more inclined to start
communication activities if they expect turnout to be low, for example compared
to other municipalities. Therefore, the communication means employed by
municipalities were also compared to their communication efforts in the period
leading up to the 2010 municipal elections – did the introduction of new means
of communication help to increase the turnout in the 2014 municipal elections
compared to the elections of 2010? In line with the results from the cross-sec‐

Table 3 Standard multiple regression analysis relating turnout in 2014 local
elections to socio-demographic variables

B SE B β sr2

(Constant) 27.196 2.514

% inhabitants aged 65 or older 0.294 0.072 0.143 0.014 ***

% highly educated citizens (HBO or university) 0.256 0.038 0.263 0.037 ***

Household income (€) 0.001 0.000 0.190 0.020 ***

% non-Western immigrants in municipality -0.444 0.044 -0.350 0.085 ***

% inhabitants visiting religious services at least
once a month

0.370 0.019 0.622 0.322 ***

Municipal reorganization elections around
2014

-8.515 1.201 -0.206 0.042 ***

* = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001
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tional analysis, employing communication instruments does not seem to contrib‐
ute to increasing local turnout (see Table 5; R2-change = 0.024, Fchange (12, 328) =
0.763, p = 0.689). 

Aside from communication activities in the period leading up to the municipal
elections, municipalities can also try to increase local turnout by facilitating vot‐
ing on election day. In this respect, local governments’ activities relate to the
number of polling stations, locating polling stations at central places (e.g., train
stations), mobile polling stations, long opening hours and clear marking of where
polling stations are positioned (see Table 2). The hierarchical multiple linear
regression analysis suggests that activities to facilitate voting do not contribute
to a higher local turnout while keeping the socio-demographic variables constant,
with the exception of the number of polling stations per 1,000 inhabitants (see
Table 6, R2-change = 0.069, Fchange (6, 228) = 10.913, p < 0.001). The analysis

Table 4 Multiple regression analysis relating turnout in local elections to the
municipal communication effort for the elections

B SE B β sr2

(Constant) 29.330 3.884

% non-Western immigrants in municipality -0.405 0.070 -0.320 0.056 ***

% highly educated citizens (HBO or university) 0.276 0.060 0.284 0.034 ***

% inhabitants aged 65 or older 0.237 0.107 0.115 0.008 *

Household income (€) 0.001 0.000 0.187 0.016 **

% inhabitants visiting religious services at least
once a month

0.363 0.028 0.609 0.278 ***

Municipal reorganization elections around
2014

-7.505 1.798 -0.181 0.029 ***

Approaching people on the street 0.404 0.926 0.020 0.000

Posters, pamphlets, etc. on the street -0.337 0.621 -0.024 0.000

Commercials on radio or TV -0.852 0.793 -0.050 0.002

Personal letters to citizens (e.g., from the
mayor)

-0.316 0.629 -0.022 0.000

Advertisements in newspapers -1.645 0.788 -0.098 0.007 *

Election newspaper/newsletter delivered to
people’s home

0.310 0.607 0.022 0.000

Voting advice application (Kieskompas/Stem-
wijzer/DeStemVan)

-1.072 0.795 -0.074 0.003

Publicly accessible debates 0.900 0.670 0.062 0.003

Election fairs -0.681 0.689 -0.046 0.002

Social media -0.228 0.758 -0.015 0.000

Website (municipality or special election web-
site)

0.467 0.832 0.026 0.001

Online videos (e.g., YouTube) 0.464 0.791 0.025 0.001

* = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001
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shows that the higher the relative number of polling stations, the higher the
turnout (β = 0.293, p < 0.001). In terms of explanatory value for the variance in
local turnout, the relative number of polling stations has a moderate effect
(sr2 = 0.065). 

4 Conclusions and Discussion

The central question in this article was to what extent Dutch municipal efforts to
promote the turnout in local elections are effective. To answer this question, we
sent a survey to municipal clerks and collected data on local turnout and socio-

Table 5 Comparing municipal communication effort in 2010 versus 2014

B SE B β sr2

(Constant) -5.487 2.193 *

% non-Western immigrants in municipality -0.046 0.038 -0.066 0.003

% highly educated citizens (HBO or university) 0.056 0.034 0.104 0.006

% inhabitants aged 65 or older 0.084 0.062 0.074 0.004

Household income (€) 0.000 0.000 0.049 0.001

% inhabitants visiting religious services at least
once a month

0.051 0.016 0.157 0.020 **

Municipal reorganization elections around
2014

-6.882 1.090 -0.302 0.081 ***

Municipal reorganization elections around
2010

8.463 0.883 0.444 0.186 ***

Communication instrument employed in
2014 (but not in 2010)

Approaching people on the street 0.780 1.368 0.031 0.001

Posters, pamphlets, etc. on the street 0.798 0.828 0.050 0.002

Commercials on radio or TV -0.450 0.949 -0.024 0.000

Personal letters to citizens (e.g., from the
mayor)

-1.446 0.776 -0.096 0.007

Advertisements in newspapers -0.011 1.134 -0.001 0.000

Election newspaper/newsletter delivered to
people’s home

0.441 0.925 0.026 0.000

Voting advice application (Kieskompas/Stem-
wijzer/DeStemVan)

0.069 1.022 0.003 0.000

Publicly accessible debates 0.380 0.950 0.021 0.000

Election fairs -0.456 1.255 -0.020 0.000

Social media 0.095 0.453 0.011 0.000

Website (municipality or special election web-
site)

0.282 0.816 0.020 0.000

Online videos (e.g., YouTube) 0.444 0.723 0.030 0.001

* = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001

Politics of the Low Countries 2019 (1) 3 - doi: 10.5553/PLC/258999292019001003002 173



Julien van Ostaaijen, Sabine van Zuydam & Martijn Epskamp

demographic characteristics of Dutch municipalities. Based on this, we analysed
the effect of 16 municipal communication activities and actions to facilitate vot‐
ing.4 The results show that municipalities make use of many different communi‐
cation means and voting facilities to lower the burden of voting, but that these
have hardly any effect. Taking into account the effect of the socio-demographic
variables, only one out of these 16 (advertisement in newspapers) showed a sig‐
nificant effect; this effect however was negative. The other 15 did not show a sig‐
nificant effect at all.

In turn, differences in turnout in the Netherlands can be predominantly
explained by socio-demographic factors and factors related to the local political
situations. Socio-demographic factors account for a large part of the variance in
local turnout between municipalities. More specifically, 69% of the variance can
be explained by differences in the percentage of inhabitants aged 65 or older, the
percentage of highly educated inhabitants, the average household income and the
percentage of inhabitants with a non-Western immigrant background. The degree
to which inhabitants regularly visit religious services (once a month or more
often), and whether local elections are ‘regular’ or the consequence of municipal
reorganizations appear to explain most of the differences in turnout between
municipalities.

As an addition to the literature, we first of all showed what municipalities
actually do in terms of communication instruments and voting facilities to

Table 6 Multiple regression analysis relating turnout in local elections to
voting facilities

B SE B β sr2

(Constant) 17.363 3.199

% non-Western immigrants in municipality -0.305 0.055 -0.241 0.032 ***

% highly educated citizens (HBO or university) 0.216 0.044 0.222 0.025 ***

% inhabitants aged 65 or older 0.078 0.085 0.038 0.001

Household income (€) 0.001 0.000 0.290 0.042 ***

% inhabitants visiting religious services at least
once a month

0.364 0.021 0.612 0.307 ***

Municipal reorganization elections around
2014

-9.040 1.393 -0.218 0.045 ***

Polling station in central places (e.g., train sta-
tion)

-1.164 0.744 -0.067 0.003

Mobile polling stations (e.g., voting bus) -0.155 0.712 -0.008 0.000

Special opening hours of polling stations (e.g.,
at night)

-0.133 1.136 -0.004 0.000

Signposts pointing towards polling stations 0.154 0.519 0.011 0.000

Clear marking of polling stations -0.468 0.757 -0.022 0.000

Number of polling stations per 1,000 inhabi-
tants

14.059 1.796 0.293 0.065 ***

* = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001
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improve turnout. The findings regarding the effectiveness of municipal actions
and activities in turn add to the literature in confirming that influencing voter
turnout is difficult. However, in part, our findings contrast the findings in the
predominantly U.S.-focused research in which scholars have at times found evi‐
dence that municipal communication efforts positively affect turnout (Green &
Gerber, 2008).

If we reflect on these findings, some possible explanations can be put for‐
ward, though these require further research. From a U.S. perspective, Dutch turn‐
out in local elections is relatively high, which leaves less room for improvement.
Some citizens do not vote for fundamental reasons, meaning that efforts to mobi‐
lize these voters have a smaller chance of succeeding (Krouwel, Kokx, & Pol,
2009). The higher the turnout in elections, the higher the share of this type of
non-voters among the group of citizens that opts to abstain from voting. More‐
over, only 15% of all municipalities based their selection of activities on research;
most of them were based on ‘habit’ or wishes of local politicians. With such an
arbitrary way of selection, a lack of concrete effect should also not be surprising.
However, based on the cross-sectional analysis, we can equally not exclude that
turnout would be even lower if municipalities had not engaged in these communi‐
cation activities. And last, the lack of effectiveness can be a consequence of the
fact that municipalities were our units of analysis. We have, therefore, not tested
the impact of various communication instruments and voting facilities on the
voting behaviour of individual citizens. It could be that on the individual level,
these efforts of municipalities did have an impact, perhaps at least for some
groups of voters. The effect of municipal efforts could be more conditional. For
some groups of citizens, specific means of communication of voting facilities
might have a positive impact, whereas for others it might not help at all. Previous
research has, for example, indicated that the use of voting advice applications
only impacts the turnout among particular segments of the electorate, including
voters at lower education levels and younger voters (Gemenis & Rosema, 2014).

Finally, the number of polling stations per 1,000 inhabitants appears to make
a difference. The analysis showed that the higher the relative number of polling
stations, the higher the turnout. Whereas literature is inconclusive on the extent
to which the number of polling stations impact the turnout in elections, this
study suggests that the relative number of polling stations per 1,000 inhabitants
might have a positive effect. Possible reasons for this effect might be that a
higher relative number of polling stations lowers the burden of voting by limiting
the distance people need to travel (Dyck & Gimpel, 2005), as well as that each
polling station has to serve fewer people. This could contribute to shorter lines.
However, the effect found in this study of the number of polling stations on voter
turnout sparks questions on the exact nature and significance of their relation‐
ship and requires further research. Is there, for example, an upper limit to the
number of polling stations, above which turnout is not impacted? Or to what
extent does increasing the number of polling stations between two consecutive
elections contribute to the turnout?

Perhaps more than for literature, the findings result in recommendations for
municipalities. We see at least three. First, municipalities should improve the
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organization of their campaign. For an effective communication campaign, it is
important to formulate a clear objective for the campaign and then choose
resources that, based on (scientific) research, can be expected to effectively con‐
tribute to that goal. The second recommendation is that in their campaigns,
municipalities should address those factors that according to research are rele‐
vant for local turnout. Studies show that political sophistication plays an impor‐
tant role (Van Ostaaijen et al., 2016) which can be better addressed by municipal‐
ities. Next to that, the importance of socio-demographic factors derived from this
research leads to possibilities to improve turnout. While significantly altering
their socio-demographic profile for most municipalities might still be only theory,
more specific targeting of groups might prove to be effective in the short run.
Many Dutch municipalities currently invest in getting young people to vote (with
limited success) but refrain from targeting groups with lower income and lower
education, or ethnic immigrants, groups of inhabitants among whom turnout, in
general, is low as well. The last recommendation is that municipalities should pay
more attention to local differences in voter mobilization. In certain municipali‐
ties, some turnout factors may play a larger role than in others. For instance, in
one municipality more voters may stay at home due to practical problems (such
as a lack of time) compared to another where more people stay at home because
they think the municipality is of no importance. Both factors require a different
approach from the local government. More local research is therefore needed to
find out in what way general turnout factors play a role in individual municipali‐
ties. For the same reason, municipal elections should evaluate with research
among citizens whether their efforts had the desired effect.

Notes

1 In case of municipal reorganization, we included the turnout in the local elections held
between 2012 and 2015 in the analysis. After all, for these municipalities, no local
elections were organized in 2014. With regard to the 2010 election turnout, we
included the turnout in elections following municipal reorganization between 2008
and 2011.

2 The database of the Dutch Electoral Council can be accessed via: https://
www.verkiezingsuitslagen.nl/. It includes the results and turnout in all Dutch elec‐
tions starting from 1848.

3 In the analysis that follows, some voting facilities – communication specially targeted
at ethnic minorities, special transportation towards polling stations, election parties
where people could also vote, a cup of coffee when voting, and a (small) reward for
voters – were excluded from the analysis because these facilities were employed in too
few municipalities.

4 Five activities or actions were excluded from the analysis because the facility was
employed in too few municipalities: communication specially targeted at ethnic
minorities, special transportation towards polling stations, election parties where peo‐
ple could also vote, a cup of coffee when voting and a (small) reward for voters.
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Appendix A: Literature study results regarding factors relevant for turnout in
Dutch local elections (Van Ostaaijen et al., 2016)

Factor Relevant factor for Dutch local turnout?

Individual factors

Gender No (Aarts, 1999; Harder & Krosnick, 2008; Krouwel et al., 2009;
Smets & Van Ham, 2013)

Age Yes; middle-aged group highest turnout, in the younger and older
groups turnout decreases (Blais, Gidengil, & Nevitte, 2004; Harder
& Krosnick, 2008; SCP, 2002, p. 26; SCP, 2012, p. 39; Smets & Van
Ham, 2013)

Education Yes; lower educated vote less (Boogers et al., 2011; SCP, 2002,
2012, p. 39; Smets & Van Ham, 2013)

Income/Employment Undetermined, even though having a job seems more relevant
than income (Cancela & Geys, 2016; SCP, 2012, p. 39; Smets &
Van Ham, 2013)

Ethnicity Yes; internationally less so than in the Netherlands (Cancela &
Geys, 2016; COS, 2010; Kranendonk, Michon, Schwarz, & Ver-
meulen, 2014; Van den Bent, 2010)*

Religion Yes; people that frequently attend religious services vote more
often (SCP, 2002; Smets & Van Ham, 2013)*

Interest in politics Yes (BMC, 2014; Boogers et al., 2011; EenVandaag, 2014a; Smets
& Van Ham, 2013; SCP, 2002, 2012; TNS Nipo, 2014)

Knowledge of politics Yes (SCP, 2002, 2012; Smets & Van Ham, 2013)

Assumed relevance of local
politics

Undetermined (BMC, 2014, p. 17; Lefevere & van Aelst, 2014,
pp. 163-164)*

Trust/confidence in politics Yes (Aarts, 1999; BMC, 2014; Boogers et al., 2011; Harder &
Krosnick, 2008)

Satisfaction with politics Yes (BMC, 2014; Boogers et al., 2011)

Happiness and health Yes; especially happiness (SCP, 2002; SCP, 2012)*

Lifestyle Yes; voluntary work improves turnout, people with no contacts
have a bigger chance of not voting (SCP, 2002, 2012; Smets & Van
Ham, 2013)

Social obligation Undetermined

Social pressure / environ-
ment

Yes (Harder & Krosnick, 2008; Panagopoulos, 2011; Schmitt-Beck
& Mackenrodt, 2010)*

Habit Yes; people who voted before probably will again (Cancela &
Geys, 2016; Harder & Krosnick, 2008; Smets & Van Ham, 2013)

Practicalities Yes (SCP, 2002, 2012)

Context- and institutional factors

Municipal size and density Yes; municipal size matters (Blais & Dobrzynska, 1998; Cancela &
Geys, 2016; CPB, 2014; Panagopoulos, 2011)

Municipal stability Undetermined*

Local and regional connect-
edness

Undetermined*

Economic circumstances Undetermined*
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Factor Relevant factor for Dutch local turnout?

Electoral system No (Aarts, 1999; Blais & Aarts, 2006; Blais & Dobrzynska, 1998;
Eggers, 2015; Geys, 2006)

Day of the election/concur-
rent elections

Yes; best day is a weekend day (Franklin, 1996, 2002, 2004; Hen-
derson & McEwen, 2010) and together with or close to first order
elections is beneficial (Cancela & Geys, 2016; Korsten & Janssen,
1999; Vetter, 2015)

Compulsory vote and regis-
tration

Yes; compulsory vote has a positive influence (Cancela & Geys,
2016; Gallego, 2009; Smets & Van Ham, 2013)

Media presence Undetermined (SCP, 2002; Vergeer, 2006) *

Political situation and local elections

Number of polling booths Undetermined (Dyck & Gimpel, 2005; Krouwel et al., 2009) *

Fragmentation and new
political parties

Undetermined (BMC, 2014; EenVandaag, 2014b; Geys, 2006; Van
Ostaaijen, 2014)

Electoral competition /
closeness

Yes (Cancela & Geys, 2016; Franklin, 2004; Geys, 2006; Górecki,
2013)

Campaign expenditures Undetermined*

Positive or negative cam-
paigning

Undetermined (Kirchgassner & Schulz, 2004 in Geys, 2006, p. 649)

Importance of individual
politicians

Undetermined*

Media attention Yes (Baekgaard, Jensen, Mortensen, & Serritzlew, 2014; Landman,
Kik, Hermans, & Hietbrink, 2015)*

Weather conditions Yes (Eisinga, Te Grotenhuis, & Pelzer, 2012; Gomez, Hansford, &
Krause, 2007; Persson et al., 2014)

* Difficult to find substantial amount of research
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