
Attachment: How localism increases voter turnout 
 
While commentators in New Zealand wring their hands over the question of whether local 
government should take on more responsibilities, the most successful countries in the developed 
world have no such reservations.  In such countries local government and communities play a major 
role in local service provision and, as a result, they have better social and economic outcomes and 
people vote in local elections at a much higher rate than in New Zealand. Local government systems 
in these countries are regarded as having “salience”. 
 
Salience refers to the degree to which a council is 
relevant to the communities it represents.  Only when 
local authorities are responsible for services that 
people recognise and value will they invest in the time 
and effort required to make an informed vote.  
Councils in New Zealand, because it is a highly fiscally 
centralised country, have a low level of salience 
compared to countries with a broader range of responsibilities and the discretion to decide how 
those services are delivered.   
 
Figure 1 shows a positive correlation between fiscal decentralisation (salience) and voter turnout in 
local government elections.1  
 
Figure 1 Fiscal salience and voter turnout 
 

 
 
As the graph highlights, there is a positive correlation between the level of fiscal decentralisation 
and voter turnout, with turnout being noticeably higher in societies where local government plays a 
larger social and political role.  The correlation aligns the rational-choice explanation to why citizens 
choose to vote for different governments at different rates.   
 
The rational-choice perspective generally assumes voters have selfish preferences in that people 
unconsciously apply a cost-benefit test when deciding whether to vote or not, taking into account 
the degree to which their personal and social utility is maximised by choosing to vote (Edlin et al 
2005).   

                                                           
1 To ensure a like for like result federations and new democracies (former East European countries) are not included. 
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Citizens are more likely to vote in 
local elections in countries where 
they have a greater say about the 
policies and programmes that affect 
their lives.  The reason is to do with 
the salience of the local government 
system. 



Voting has an opportunity cost, such as the cost of the time involved identifying candidates, 
researching their respective policies, and assessing the efficacy of their various promises - something 
which tends to be more difficult in systems where candidates stand as individuals. 
 
Recent research into voting behaviour shows that the rational voter is not simply concerned with 
personal utility but also with ‘social utility’, which is the degree to which the benefits from voting are 
likely to accrue to the community as a whole (Edlin et al 2005).2  Voters’ willingness to consider 
social utility may be seen to be positively correlated with levels of social capital, and/or the presence 
of shared civic values (Webster 2016).   
 
When applying a rational calculus (whether for personal or social utility reasons) potential voters 
consciously or unconsciously assess the benefits of voting against the costs – the relevant factors are 
likely to be:  
 

• the amount of time taken to search for information on candidates; 
• the complexity of the voting process:  
• the direct ‘cost’ of the sphere of government, that is the amount spent in tax; 
• the degree to which there is confidence in the integrity of the voting system; 
• the salience of the sphere of government subject to the election. (Reid 2016)). 

 
Employing the perspective of the rational voter three explanations stand out; the level of salience, 
the level of elected member discretion and the related issue of taxation levels.   
The Zealand system is part of the Anglo Saxon tradition, along with the Canada, Australia and the 
Republic of Ireland.  Such systems have a narrow task profile and take a small share of national gross 
domestic product.  As Figure 1 shows turnout in these systems is lower than in systems found in 
Northern and Southern Europe, where councils play a major role in the delivery of social services, 
such as education, health and police, and possess the authority to levy income and consumption 
taxes. Two statistics highlight the issues: 
 

• On the expenditure side central government in New Zealand spends 89.4% of all public 
expenditure (the highest proportion in the OECD along with the Republic of Ireland and 
Greece) while local government spends little more than 10% 

• On the revenue or taxation side central government receives 94.6 per cent of all taxes while 
local government receives 5.4 per cent. 

 
From both perspectives a personal “cost-benefit” assessment of the time required to vote will favour 
central government, by a wide margin.  The data also explains the electoral gap between turnout for 
central/federal governments and local government, see Table 1. 
 

Table 1:  Central and local government turnout 

Country National/Federal Local (average) Difference 
NZ 74% 48%  27% 
Italy 75% 67% 8% 
Switzerland3 45% 49% -4% 

                                                           
2 Paradoxically the theory would suggest people are more likely to vote in smaller than larger elections as their 
votes will have more chance to affect outcomes. 
3 While people will tend to vote more if they believe their vote is likely to count they may vote less if there are 
other ways of influencing their governments, such as in Switzerland which provides extensive opportunities for 
direct democracy approaches, such as referenda.   



Norway 78% 63% 15% 
Canada 61% 41%  20% 
Ireland 71% 46% 25% 
UK 66% 33%  33% 
(Source: federal and central government figures sourced from the International Institute for Democracy and 
Electoral Assistance). 

Table 1 shows that local government turnout is approximately 26 per cent below the turnout of 
parliamentary elections (as it has been since 1989). The gap is significantly less in those countries 
where a greater number of public responsibilities sit with local government, such as Italy and 
Norway and especially Switzerland.  The Swiss case is especially interesting as responsibility for most 
public services sits with local government resulting in higher turnout in municipal than federal 
elections.  
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