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Socioeconomic or Political Variables? The Determinants of Voter Turnout in Czech 

Municipalities. The article contributes to the debate on the relationship between voter 

turnout and socioeconomic and political variables at the local level in the Czech Republic. 
We investigated the 2018 Czech municipal elections. We constructed an original dataset 

composed of 6,229 municipalities. Also, we created a second dataset consisting of 205 
municipalities with extended jurisdiction and Prague, which included a composite Index of 

quality of life (including variables that are part of development indices such as health, 

economic indicators, education, and many others). From a methodological point of view, we 
used statistical methods such as ordinary least squares regression to analyze data. We find 

that a higher quality of life in a municipality is positively associated with a higher voter 
turnout. Furthermore, the running incumbent does not have an effect on voter turnout. We 

find that the presence of at least two candidate lists in smaller municipalities increases voter 

turnout by 10 %. Also, we confirm that municipalities with contest-free elections (the number 
of candidates is equal or less than assigned seats) have much lower voter turnout. 

Moreover, the increase in the number of candidates per voter also increases voter turnout, 

which may be due to the personal ties with candidates. 
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Introduction 
 

Voter turnout has been the interest of researchers for decades (Cancela – Geys 

2016; Geys 2006; Stockemer 2017). Indeed, turnout is important to democracy 

because it is one of the most important indicators of democratic performance 

(Powell 1982). In general3 , higher turnout is perceived as a positive for a 

democratic society (Wallace – Pichler 2009). Researchers have examined what 

impacts turnout (Blais 2006; Ivaldi et al. 2017). The socioeconomic variables 

have a strong potential to impact turnout. The socioeconomic variables are 

becoming increasingly important, as is the effort to gather the respondent's 

socioeconomic profile (Burden – Wichowsky 2014). At the same time, the 

research should not be limited to the national level but also extend to the 
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municipal level (Frandsen 2002; van Houwelingen 2017). Municipalities are 

also subject of academic interest. Especially in terms of economy, financing, 

and self-management (Plaček et al. 2016; Ryšavý – Bernard 2013; Zdraţil – 

Pernica 2018). Indeed, a well-managed city can cause the satisfaction of its 

inhabitants (Kala 2011), and this may affect voter turnout. Our goal is to find 

out whether socioeconomic and political variables are important determinants 

of voter turnout in Czech municipalities. 

  Socioeconomic variables may influence voter turnout. However, the 

research puzzle is in what direction. On the one hand, socioeconomic variables 

can increase voter turnout, but on the other hand, decrease it. At the aggregated 

level, it may be also possible that socioeconomic variables would have a null 

effect on voter turnout. There is a vast discussion about the importance of 

quality of life on individual and social actions in the social sciences (Henderson 

et al. 2000; Lieske 1990; Yonk – Smith 2018). Also, political variables may 

impact voter turnout. For example, the closeness of elections is an important 

determinant of voter turnout (Cancela – Geys 2016; Geys 2006). However, the 

question remains whether this also holds in Czech municipalities. Therefore, 

we use an original dataset with 6,229 municipalities (obce) that consist of 

information about socioeconomic and political variables. We use statistical 

methods including ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to analyze data. We 

contribute to the discussion about the influence of socioeconomic indicators on 

voter turnout (Blais – Dobrzynska 1998; Brady et al. 1995; Fornos et al. 2004; 

Mattila 2003; Powell 1982), and more specifically about this influence in 

Czech municipalities.  

  In the Czech Republic, voter turnout is very topical research agenda as there 

have been numerous studies about voter turnout at the aggregated level 

(Kostelecký 2005, 2011; Kostelecký – Krivý 2015; Kouba 2015; Linek 2004), 

but also at the individual level (Linek 2004, 2011; Vlachová 2012). However, 

we extend these studies by exploring new variables and data, as explained later 

in the article, and we contribute to this research agenda with new insights about 

Czech municipalities. More generally, the research of the local politics is one 

of the major current topics in the Czech political science literature (Balík 

2008a, 2008b, 2009; Bernard 2012; Čmejrek et al. 2009; Čmejrek et al. 2010; 

Čopík 2013, 2014; Čopík et al. 2019; Kopřiva et al. 2017; Koťátková Stránská 

2012; Ryšavý – Bernard 2013; Voda – Svačinová 2019; Voda et al. 2017).  

  This article examines only voter turnout at the aggregated level in Czech 

municipalities. The contextual factors are important for voter’s decision-

making in elections (Bernard – Kostelecký 2014). In the case of the Czech 

Republic, there have been plentiful studies confirming non-homogenous 

electoral behavior across the country especially based on the spatial support of 
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political parties (Kabát – Pink 2006; Kostelecký 2001; Kostelecký et al. 2014; 

Kouba 2007; Maškarinec 2017; Pink et al. 2012).  

  However, in our analysis, we do not only include 6.229 municipalities. 

Moreover, we also use a more comprehensive index for 205 Czech 

municipalities with extended jurisdiction and Prague that not only gives 

information about traditional socioeconomic indicators but also about the 

extended concept of quality of life. Obce v datech (2019) constructed a unique 

index of quality life that offers complex information about Czech municipali-

ties. However, data are only available for municipalities with extended 

jurisdiction. In the Czech case, municipalities with extended jurisdiction are an 

intermediary of delegated powers of self-government between regional 

authorities (kraje) and other municipal (obec) authorities, and their number 

including Prague is 206.  

  In practice, a municipality with extended jurisdiction is usually a large 

municipality (obec). We are aware of the limitations of these aggregated 

indices, and we use this index with caution. We use the index of quality life 

only in one model, and we test its relationship to voter turnout. The index of 

quality life is often presented in Czech newspapers and other media (Deník.cz 

2018; Hospodářské Noviny IHNED 2018; Lidovky.cz 2018). Therefore, we 

assume that the index also deserves cautious testing at the scientific level in 

one of our models to see what predictive power the index might have and what 

new information the index may offer. 

  The article consists of three parts. The first part is theoretical, and we 

present theoretical assumptions and formulate our hypotheses. The second part 

is a methodology, and we introduce our variables, models, and methodological 

process. The third and final part is the interpretation of the findings.  
 

Theory 
 

Political variables 

Electoral competitiveness is one of the most frequent variables that the re-

searches use for analyzing voter turnout. Moreover, usually, this variable is 

significant in the explaining of voter turnout (Cancela – Geys 2016; Geys 

2006). The more competitive the election is, the greater voter turnout is (Blais 

2000; Blais – Dobrzynska 1998; Caldeira – Patterson 1982; Franklin – Hirczy 

1998). Competitiveness mobilizes voters because voters consider that their 

votes have greater weight than an election with one dominant party. This 

argument is based on the theory of rational choice (Downs 1957) that supposes 

that rational voters vote when their votes can decide elections. In a close 

municipal election, one vote could determine its outcome more likely than in a 

national election with a dominant party.  
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  Moreover, politicians are also aware of the closeness of the race. Therefore, 

they mobilize their supporters and citizens when they feel they could win a 

race. Politicians invest more resources into close elections to try to win them, 

and this impacts overall mobilization (Aldrich 1993, 1995; Cox – Munger 

1989; Kirchgässner – Schulz 2005; Rosenstone – Hansen 1993). It is clear that 

electoral closeness is an essential variable. However, we discuss in the metho-

dological part whether closeness is a good measure of competitiveness in the 

Czech Republic, and we suggest better ways to operationalize competitiveness 

in municipal elections. Nevertheless, the first hypothesis is: 
 

H1: The more competitive the electoral race, the higher the voter turnout. 
 

 The size of the municipality influences local politics. For example, the size of 

the municipality is an important determinant of the type of campaign. Oliver et 

al. (2012: 20) argue that electoral politics change significantly depending on 

town size. While personal connections dominate as a type of electoral politics 

in small towns (under 10,000 inhabitants), mass advertising and group appeals 

are common electoral strategy in large towns (over 100,000 inhabitants). The 

literature suggests that face-to-face canvassing boosts voter turnout (Gerber – 

Green 2000; Nickerson et al. 2006; Niven 2004). In small municipalities, face-

to-face canvassing is not so much needed as it is likely that the residents of 

municipality already know candidates personally. However, if needed, a 

candidate can more easily approach voters face-to-face than a candidate in a 

large city. Therefore, it would not be surprising if small municipalities would 

have a higher turnout as inhabitants are more likely to know candidates 

personally than people living in large municipalities.  

  Kostelecký (2005) finds that smaller municipalities have higher voter 

turnout than larger municipalities in metropolitan areas in the Czech Republic. 

As already mentioned, people living in smaller municipalities more likely to 

know local politicians and can contact them more easily, often in informal 

ways, in comparison to residents living in large municipalities. Voters can also 

have better knowledge in smaller municipalities about local politics as local 

politics is not as complex as national politics and might be for voters easily 

comprehensible. Moreover, following local politics is in voters’ interest. The 

size of the municipality causes that any action performed by a mayor can affect 

them directly.  

  It is safe to assume that indeed the personal knowledge of running 

candidates is more likely in small municipalities than in large municipalities. 

However, the size of the municipality does not necessarily offer information 

about candidates. Smaller municipalities have a lower number of local 

representatives than larger municipalities. Therefore, one may assume that 

smaller municipalities would have a lower number of candidates as not as 
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many local representatives can be elected as in larger municipalities. However, 

the question is what effect may have a different number of candidates in the 

same or similar sized municipalities. Especially in small municipalities, we 

expect that when a higher number of candidates run, there is a greater 

likelihood that a voter can know some of the candidates very closely as a 

neighbor, friend or even family member. Therefore, our second hypothesis is: 
 

H2: The higher the number of candidates per voter, the higher the voter turnout. 
 

Socioeconomic variables 

Socioeconomic variables are often part of studies examining voter turnout 

(Cancela – Geys 2016; Geys 2006; Stockemer 2017). However, there is mixed 

evidence about their effect on voter turnout. In comparative political science 

research, there are two theories that could help explain voter turnout. The first 

theory is modernization, and the second theory is disenchantment. 

Modernization is a historical process of systemic changes of socio-economic 

nature. Modernization has led to an increase in living standards, education, 

urbanization, but also to the emergence of democratization. The modernization 

theory (Inglehart 1997) links this with higher civic requirements for political 

participation (Norris 2002; Vráblíková 2009). 

  Favorable socioeconomic living conditions in industrialized democracies (in 

modernized societies) lead to higher turnout (Blais – Dobrzynska 1998; Brady 

et al. 1995; Fornos et al. 2004; Mattila 2003; Powell 1982). The citizens living 

in modernized areas are better informed, and because of their socio-economic 

profile, they have more time for public affairs than, for example, low-income 

citizens, for whom family financial security is a priority. Thus, one could argue 

that personal prosperity is a prerequisite for one's interest in politics. Education 

is also a prerequisite for participation.  

  However, development and good economic results do not always foster 

turnout. Radcliff (1992) finds that it is the opposite case in developing coun-

tries. Poor macroeconomic indicators raise turnout because citizens try to make 

their situation better through elections. Therefore, poor economic results can 

mobilize citizens rather than demobilize (Pacek – Radcliff 1995). The 

disenchantment (Pacek et al. 2009) theory partially opposes modernization 

theory and takes into account different development in Western and Eastern 

Europe. Therefore, disenchantment could be either depressing or mobilizing. 

Also, one could argue that citizens have more at stake in the poorer countries. 

They could mobilize to change their negative situations (Pacek et al. 2009).  

  However, both mentioned theories are very problematic to apply at the local 

level. In political science research, these theories are usually tested with 

countries as units of analysis. The reasoning is very simple; we can expect 

significantly different development trajectories across countries or even 
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continents, but at the local level, we cannot expect high variations across 

municipalities within one country. This is especially in the case of the Czech 

Republic, a country that is highly homogenous and relatively small in size. 

However, these are not the only theories that could help explain voter turnout. 

Generally, the research about the relationship between voter turnout and 

socioeconomic variables can be divided into two groups. 

  Researchers in the first group, they argue that economic hardship causes 

mobilization effect Schlozman and Verba (1979). People are not happy with 

their living situation, blame political leaders, and they are prone to participate 

in protests, but also in elections. This could also be called the theory of 

“negative voting” (Lau 1982) as it assumes that people rather want to punish 

politicians in bad times than reward them in good times. However, researchers 

in the second group, argue in a similar vein as modernization theory. They 

expect that people living in economic distress more likely withdraw from 

political participation as they must care for themselves and their families, and 

they do not have enough time to follow politics as financial situation is a 

priority for them. Moreover, people living in poor areas usually are less 

educated than people living in wealthy areas. More educated citizens 

participate more in politics as they can understand political processes more 

easily through acquired knowledge (Powell 1982).  

  Therefore, even though the significance and direction of the relationship 

between the socioeconomic variable and voter turnout are not clear, we assume 

that people living in Czech municipalities with better conditions are more 

likely to participate in elections. This reasoning is twofold. First, in the Czech 

Republic, research at the individual level clearly shows that wealthier and more 

educated people are more likely to turn up on election day than people with a 

lower salary and less education (Vlachová 2012: 51-53). Also, Rosenstone 

(1982) argues that socioeconomic factors influencing voter turnout may also 

hold at the aggregated level, and not necessarily only at the individual level. 

Indeed, there is some evidence (Balík 2009: 169; Kostelecký 2005) that socio-

economic variables also hold at the municipal level in the Czech Republic. 

Therefore, the third hypothesis: 
 

H3: The greater the quality of life in municipalities, the greater turnout. 
 

Methodology 
 

Data 

We used data from several sources. The main source was the Czech Statistical 

Office (Český statistický úřad, ČSÚ) that provided open data for results of 

elections and several other variables about Czech municipalities that are 

described in more detail below. Also, we created the original dataset about 
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Czech mayors. In the Czech Republic, there is no central database about the 

mayors of Czech municipalities. Therefore, we needed to create it using web 

pages of municipalities and other online sources. We identified a mayor of each 

municipality before the 2018 municipal elections. We used this dataset for our 

research. The third source was the Map of enforcement proceedings, Mapa 

exekucí, (Mapa exekucí 2019) that offers information about distraint in the 

Czech Republic as later in the article will be explained. Therefore, we created a 

dataset with 6,229 cases of Czech municipalities.  

  However, we also created the second dataset with 205 municipalities with 

extended jurisdiction and Prague. We included in this dataset the same 

variables as for all 6,229 municipalities in the first dataset, but also added 

variable from another source that was the project the Municipalities in data, 

Obce v datech, (Obce v datech 2019). The data of this project are available 

only at the level of municipalities with extended jurisdiction. 
 

Dependent variable 

Our dependent variable was voter turnout. We relied on data from the ČSÚ that 

provided data about electoral results, including voter turnout.  
 

Independent variables 

In our research, we include political and socioeconomic variables. From 

political variables, the key variable is competitiveness. However, electoral 

competitiveness can be measured in different ways. The most frequent 

measurement is the difference between the first and second party in elections. 

This simple difference in percentage points between the first and the second 

party in elections is called closeness (Cancela – Geys 2016; Geys 2006). 

Researches use this measurement especially in single-member district (SMD) 

elections under plurality voting. Under proportional representation in multi-

member districts (MMD), there is less consensus on how to measure competi-

tiveness (Cox et al. 2019).  

  In Czech municipal elections, voters can vote for the whole electoral/party4 

list or different candidates across candidate (electoral) lists. They vote in MMD 

under proportional representation. The number of seats in a district is based on 

the size of the municipality and limited by law. However, municipalities deter-

mine the exact number of seats within a lawful limit. Therefore, municipalities 

can have a different number of seats and have the same number of inhabitants. 

The particularity of Czech local politics is the great number of municipalities 

and their size. Almost 80 % of Czech municipalities do not exceed 1,000 

inhabitants. The small size of municipalities determines political competition as 

                                                 
4
 Candidate lists can also present the association of independent candidates or candidates themselves. 
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many municipalities have only one candidate list. Therefore, competitiveness 

in Czech municipalities must be examined with suitable measurements. In 

Czech municipalities, Ryšavý and Bernard (2013) measure competitiveness as 

the number of candidates on one seat. 

  Similarly, Bubeníček (2010) also distinguishes the models of local democ-

racy in Czech municipalities and he considers municipalities as non-pluralist 

democracies when there are not more candidates in an election than assigned 

seats. When all parties run with a full number of candidates on their candidate 

lists in a municipality, then the number of candidates per seat equals the 

number of parties in elections. The number of candidates is considered as a 

measurement of political fragmentation (Geys 2006).  

  However, in Czech municipalities, the number of candidates per seat makes 

more sense as a measurement of competitiveness than closeness in small 

municipalities. In the case of one candidate list, the closeness would be 100 %. 

Nevertheless, in municipal practice, three candidate lists do not necessarily 

mean more competition than two lists. It can be that two of them are “friendly” 

against the opposition party and use the electoral system to their advantage. 

Still, two candidate lists generally mean more competition than only one list. 

Therefore, we use two dummy variables in our models. The first dummy is 

called Non-pluralism following Bubeníček’s (2010) terminology. We coded 

Non-pluralism as 1 when the number of candidates per seat was equal or less 

than 1, and we coded as 0 when the number of candidates was greater than 1. 

When a municipal non-pluralism occurs, voters know with certainty that all 

candidates will be elected. Therefore, this election is contest-free. The second 

dummy is called Two+ candidate lists, and we coded it as one when there were 

at least two candidates lists in a municipality. Even though these two dummy 

variables are similar, they vary in the measurement. It is possible to have an 

election with seven candidate lists of individuals5 competing for seven seats. In 

this case, the variable Non-pluralism is 0, but the variable Two+ candidate lists 

is 1. 

  We also use closeness in models that include municipalities with extended 

jurisdiction as these municipalities are larger, and in the 2018 municipal 

elections, each municipality with extended jurisdiction presented more than one 

candidate list, but we know the limitation of this variable under proportional 

representation. Another variable is the number of candidates per voter. The 

higher values of this variable should indicate better personal knowledge of 

running candidates. We multiplied by 100 and logged this variable because of 

the high skewness caused by great variance in the size of municipalities.  

                                                 
5
 In this context, we mean by individual candidate lists a situation when there is only one person on the candidate list.  
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  We use several socioeconomic variables that are available at the level of 

Czech municipalities and are commonly part of political science research. 

These socioeconomic variables offer information about the quality of life in 

municipalities. The quality of life is a part of third hypothesis. The first 

variable is unemployment at the end of September 6  2018 provided by the 

Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. As already mentioned, the indicator 

provided by Mapa exekucí offers information about the financial distress of 

inhabitants in municipalities. The variable financial distress is the percentage of 

population 15 years and older in a municipality that is in enforcement 

proceedings (exekuce). People are in the enforcement proceedings7 when they 

are not able to meet their financial obligations. Therefore, this variable offers 

more information about economic problems. While unemployment is 

problematic for society, the more people are in the enforcement proceedings 

than unemployed in the Czech Republic. Also, we include the percentage of the 

population with tertiary education as we assume that more educated electorate 

is generally better off. These data were from the 2011 census of the Czech 

Republic (Sčítání lidu, domů a bytů 2011 v Česku). 

  Moreover, in Czech municipalities with extended jurisdiction and Prague, 

we use more complex and innovative variable concerning the quality of life. 

The researchers use different measurements of development. They often use 

the gross domestic product (GDP). However, the GDP is not a comprehensive 

indicator. Even though it is hard to argue against the notion that economic 

development is not one of the main indicators of quality, it does not offer a full 

picture of the quality of life. Some argue that researches should try not to use 

only the GDP and use more complex indices (Costanza et al. 2014; Yonk – 

Smith 2018). Therefore, the scholars often prefer the Human development 

index (HDI) that is used by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) 

when the data are available. The HDI is not composed only of economic 

indicators, but also provides information about education and health. More 

specifically, the HDI has three dimensions that are long and healthy life, 

knowledge, and a decent standard of living. The following indicators are used 

for these three dimensions: life expectancy at birth, mean years of schooling, 

expected years of schooling, and the gross national income (GNI) per capita.  

  Of course, there is even more complex measurement of the development, 

such as the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) (United Nations Develop-

ment Programme 2013). However, it is very problematic to apply these indices 

to Czech municipalities. First, the ČSÚ does not calculate these indices. The 

                                                 
6
 The latest data before the 2018 municipal elections. 

7 These proceedings are also known as distraint or distress. 
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ČSÚ offers many statistical data about municipalities, and it should be possible 

similar indices calculate. Nevertheless, the Czech Republic has a very high 

HDI (United Nations Development Programme 2018). The differences between 

municipalities are not significant in the basic indicators that are used by the 

UNDP in comparison to the less developed countries where there are often 

great differences between municipalities and regions. For example, the 

differences between municipalities with extended jurisdiction concerning life 

expectancy are only slight (Obce v datech 2019).  

  Obce v datech offers a unique index about quality of life, and we used the 

2018 index. It combines traditional measurement of development with more 

complex indicators about the state of the municipality to provide more 

information. This approach is not new in the social sciences. Similarly, Yonk 

and Smith (2018) also developed the index of quality life that includes 

indicators of public safety, economic development, health, education, and 

infrastructure (Yonk – Smith 2018: 31). Therefore, we used the index of quality 

of life as our independent variable. The index of quality life is composed of 

three dimensions that are health and environment, work, education and 

standard of living, and community and services. All of these three dimensions 

are composed of subindices. Obce v datech draws data from several sources 

such as the Czech Statistical Office, the National Register of Health Service 

Providers, the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, the Ministry of Educa-

tion, Youth and Sport, and many others.  

  For the first dimension8, Obce v datech calculates the number of practition-

er's offices, pediatrician's offices, pharmacies, life expectancy, air pollution, 

protected natural areas in the municipalities in their dimension health, and 

environment. However, Obce v datech also takes into account a driving range 

of the municipality's town hall that set as a 30-minute to the offices or 

pharmacy related to the municipality’s population. The second dimension that 

is work, education, and standard of living, includes unemployment; available 

job offers published on job portals and by Labour office, affordable housing, 

material insufficiency, financial distress, kindergarten, and elementary school 

capacity and quality of high schools. The third9 imension that is community 

and services compose of indices of supermarkets, ATMs, restaurants, cinemas, 

road network, railway transportation, traffic accidents, gambling, migration of 

the young people, and population increase. Similarly to the practitioner's and 

                                                 
8

 We highly recommend to a reader to visit the official webpage of Obce v datech (Obce v datech 2019) where the index and 

its methodology is described in more detail. In this article, we offered a basic description of this index to save space. 
9
 In the third dimension, Obce v datech also includes participation in regional and local elections. These elections are 

municipal elections in 2014 and regional elections in 2016. Therefore, we must note that previous elections are partially 

included in the index of quality of life. However, their overall weight is only 1.7 %. Thus, they have only a slight impact on 

the overall index, and it would not change the results of our research. 
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pediatrician's offices, Obce v datech calculates the number of supermarkets and 

other establishments or services related to the municipality’s population and 

takes into account the driving range.  

  From the mentioned above, it is clear that Obce v datech created a complex 

index that can help to answer the question of what the impact the quality of life 

has on voter turnout. However, this variable is only in one model as several 

variables used in the index of quality life are used in models separately for all 

Czech municipalities. The same index of quality of life is almost impossible to 

calculate for 6,229 Czech municipalities. Therefore, it covers only 205 

municipalities with extended jurisdiction and Prague.  
 

Control variables 

The first control variable is the number of registered voters (the electorate), and 

we logged this variable. Population and electorate size are frequently included 

in the research as a variable when the dependent variable is voter turnout (Geys 

2006; Stockemer 2017). Again, the argument based on the theory of rational 

choice (Downs 1957) supposes that the voter turnout would be lower in 

municipalities with a greater population as voters are less likely to have a 

decisive vote. Another argument supposes that small units have a more 

homogenous population and closer relations between voters and representatives 

(Geys 2006; Stockemer 2017). The size of the municipality is considered to be 

a key factor for voter turnout in the Czech municipal elections. The smaller 

Czech municipalities have a higher voter turnout (Balík et al. 2015).  

  The second control variable is the percentage of the population 65 years old 

and older. These data were from the 2011 census of the Czech Republic 

(Sčítání lidu, domů a bytů 2011 v Česku). 

  The incumbent is the third control variable as the previous study carried out 

at the municipal level has hypothesized that if the incumbents do not run for 

election, it boosts voter turnout as voters certainly decide on a new mayor 

(Balík 2009: 169). When the incumbent decided to run, we code it as 1. 
 

Models 

We used the OLS regression as the dependent variable (voter turnout) is con-

tinuous in models. More specifically, it is voter turnout in the 2018 municipal 

elections in each municipality. We have a total of five models. Model 1 and 

Model 2 include all10 6,229 Czech municipalities. In Model 3, we included only 

municipalities with a population of up to 2,000 inhabitants. We followed the 

                                                 
10

 As of 2018, ČSÚ states that there are 6,258 Czech municipalities including training areas (vojenské újezdy). However, of 

course, there are no elections in training areas. We do not include newly created municipalities after the 2011 census. Also, 

several municipal elections were invalided and had to be repeated, and we could not include these municipalities. 
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research of Czech municipalities that traditionally 11  has considered a rural 

municipality with a population of up to 2,000 (Čmejrek et al. 2010: 89-93). In 

Model 4 and Model 5, we included the variable the number of candidates per 

seat to function also as a measurement of political fragmentation. We did not 

use dummy variables as it did not make sense because all 206 municipalities 

have at least two candidate lists, and non-pluralism was not present in any of 

them. Also, we did not include the variable number of candidates per voter 

because of multicollinearity, but also because it is more unlikely to have a 

personal knowledge between candidates and voters in larger municipalities. 

Model 5 included the index of quality of life, and we excluded all variables that 

offered socioeconomic information, but we included the control variable the 

size of the electorate. We checked multicollinearity, and none of the models 

reached values that would signify a problem with multicollinearity. The highest 

variance inflation factor (VIF) was 2.87, and it was in Model 4. The mean of 

VIFs was 1.47 for Model 1, 1.40 for Model 2, 1.57 for Model 3, 1.79 for Model 

4, and 1.51 for Model 5. 
 

Results 
 

 Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for the first dataset with all municipalities 

and for the second dataset including only municipalities with extended jurisdic-

tion and Prague separately. Table 2 presents the OLS regression models. Model 

1 shows that non-pluralistic municipalities have lower voter turnout by 11 %. 

Model 2 confirms this finding also in municipalities with a population of up to 

2,000 inhabitants. It is important to look at the relationship between candidates 

per seat and voter turnout. The number of candidates is heavily influenced by 

the size of the municipality as Ryšavý and Bernard (2013) correctly point out. 

In Figure 1, there are four plots of the relationship between voter turnout and 

four variables. The first plot12 shows the variable of candidates per seat and it 

indicates that voter turnout increases with the number of candidates per seat up 

to two. Voter turnout decrease after two candidates per seat. This is caused by 

the fact that larger municipalities have lower voter turnout, but a higher number 

of candidates per seat. Therefore, Model 2 and 3 show results when we 

included only municipalities with a population of up to 2,000 inhabitants. The 

dummy variable of two and more candidate lists shows that in more 

competitive municipalities is higher voter turnout. 
 

                                                 
11 There are many definitions of rural municipalities. The other statistical definitions can consider 1,000 or 3,000 as 

a population limit for rural municipalities (Čmejrek et al. 2010: 89-93). 
12

 The plot uses a generalized additive model (GAM) with integrated smoothness estimation. This plot visually limits the x-

axis to 13, but the underlying data were not changed. The other plots use linear models. 
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics 
 

Variables Mean St. Dev. Min Max 
 

Mean St. Dev. Min Max 

Turnout 60.5 12.0 20.8 98.4 
 

43.4 6.1 29.9 59.8 

Size of electorate 

(logged) 
6.0 1.2 2.7 13.7 

 
9.4 0.9 7.7 13.7 

Incumbent 0.9 0.3 0.0 1.0 
 

0.9 0.2 0.0 1.0 

Candidates per voter 

(logged) 
1.6 0.7 -1.8 3.8 

 
0.5 0.5 -1.8 1.7 

Tertiary education 7.4 4.0 0.0 32.4 
 

11.1 3.4 4.4 29.3 

65+ electorate 15.9 4.4 1.3 53.3 
 

16.2 1.6 12.1 20.1 

Closeness 
     

11.7 11.6 0.0 55.3 

Unemployment 2.6 1.7 0.0 15.6 
 

2.9 1.4 0.7 8.9 

Financial distress 7.4 5.5 0.0 51.2 
 

10.0 4.1 3.6 23.7 

Non-pluralism 0.1 0.3 0.0 1.0      

Two+ candidate lists 0.7 0.4 0.0 1.0 
     

Candidates per seat     
 

8.8 2.7 3.0 24.3 

Index of quality of life 
     

4.9 1.5 0.0 10.0 

Observations 6229 
 

206 

 

Notes: 6,229 observations (dataset with all Czech municipalities); 206 observations (dataset with 

only municipalities with extended jurisdiction and Prague) 

Source: Authors' calculation 
 

  Under Model 3, voter turnout is higher in a municipality with two and more 

candidate lists by 10 % while holding all other variables constant. Also, Model 

2 and Model 3 indicate that voter turnout increases with higher the number of 

candidates per voter. Therefore, municipalities where the personal knowledge 

of running candidates is more likely, they have higher voter turnout. In Figure 

1, the second plot visualizes this relationship. Therefore, we confirmed the first 

and second hypotheses. Model 1 to Model 4 show the same results concerning 

socioeconomic variables offering information about the quality of life. The 

better socioeconomic conditions, the  higher voter turnout in municipalities. 

However, especially the variable financial distress is significant13. In Model 1, 

voter turnout decreases by 0.45 % for every one percentage point of inhabitants 

in enforcement proceedings. The range between the municipality with the 

lowest and highest share the inhabitants in enforcement proceedings is 51 %. 

Therefore, Model 1 expects that the difference in voter turnout between these 

two municipalities would be almost 25 %, while holding all other variables 

constant. 

                                                 
13

 In Figure 1, the third plot visualizes this relationship. However, we attached only the plot with 205 Czech municipalities 

with extended jurisdiction and Prague to clearly see significance of this variable. 
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Table 2: The OLS regression models 
 

Dependent variable: 

Voter turnout in the 2018 municipal elections 

 
Models: 

 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Non-pluralism -11.247*** -10.803*** 
   

 
(0.305) (0.317) 

   
      

Two+ candidate lists 
  

10.434*** 
  

   
(0.283) 

  
      

Candidates per voter 8.107*** 9.037*** 7.219*** 
  

 
(0.216) (0.237) (0.256) 

  
      

Candidates per seat 
   

0.526*** 0.491** 

    
(0.134) (0.155) 

      

Incumbent 0.320 0.286 0.021 1.192 1.274 

 
(0.298) (0.315) (0.310) (1.077) (1.266) 

      

Closeness 
   

0.051* 0.034 

    
(0.021) (0.025) 

      

Financial distress -0.450*** -0.432*** -0.397*** -0.534*** 
 

 
(0.019) (0.020) (0.020) (0.085) 

 
      

Unemployment -0.190*** -0.197** -0.122* -0.395 
 

 
(0.057) (0.060) (0.059) (0.202) 

 
      

Tertiary education 0.237*** 0.205*** 0.223*** 0.553*** 
 

 
(0.026) (0.029) (0.029) (0.099) 

 
      

65+ electorate 0.081*** 0.097*** 0.085*** 0.287 
 

 
(0.023) (0.024) (0.024) (0.162) 

 
      

Quality of life 
    

2.129*** 

     
(0.182) 

      

Size of electorate -2.839*** -1.885*** -3.757*** -4.532*** -4.342*** 

 
(0.121) (0.171) (0.191) (0.444) (0.447) 

      

Constant 66.832*** 59.893*** 64.288*** 75.113*** 67.748*** 

 
(1.094) (1.429) (1.442) (3.910) (3.736) 

      

Observations 6,229 5,532 5,532 206 206 

R2 0.623 0.573 0.586 0.709 0.591 

 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses, *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 

Source: Authors’ calculation 
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  The models show that the running incumbent does not have an effect on 

voter turnout 14 . These findings are interesting in the context of previous 

research in the Czech Republic. Indeed, the previous research conducted at the 

local level has hypothesized that if the incumbents do not run for election, it 

increases voter turnout as voters certainly decide on a new mayor (Balík 2009: 

169). Thus, this hypothesis was not confirmed. However, Balík’s (2008b) 

research was based on the observations of only two districts (okresy). There-

fore, the difference between our and his results can be found in the complexity 

of studies as we did not limit ourselves only to two districts, but we analyzed 

with statistical methods dataset covering all municipalities in the Czech 

Republic. 

  Closeness in elections quite surprisingly has a positive relationship with 

voter turnout. However, the B coefficients are rather low in Models 4 and 

Model 5, and it does not reach even statistical significance in Model 5. 

Therefore, even though this measurement of competitiveness may be a useful 

and good predictor of voter turnout in SMD elections, one may argue that it is 

not a suitable measurement in Czech municipal conditions under proportional 

representation. As for the number of candidates per voter, this variable has a 

statistically significant positive relationship, but the B coefficient (0.526) is 

quite low. The difference between the mean and minimal value of this variable 

is 1.62. Therefore, the model predicts difference not even 1 % in voter turnout 

between a municipality with the average and a minimal number of candidates 

per seat while holding all other variables constant. As mentioned, Model 1 to 

Model 4 show the importance of socioeconomic variables. Also, Model 5 

shows that the index of quality of life and turnout have a significant positive 

association. Therefore, the third hypothesis is supported. It seems that inhab-

itants of municipalities with lower quality of life are discouraged from parti-

cipating in the political process. They probably do not believe that elections 

can change their situation. The scale of the index of quality of life is from 0 to 

10 (for example, Orlová is rated 0 and Říčany 10). It means that for every point 

in this index, the model predicts higher participation by 2.1 %. Therefore, the 

model expects the difference in voter turnout between the worst and best-rated 

municipality 21.6 %. In Figure 1, the third plot visualizes the relationship 

between voter turnout and this variable. Also, the fourth plot shows the 

relationship between voter turnout and financial distress in municipalities with 

extended jurisdiction and Prague. 
 

                                                 
14

 The Pearson correlation coefficient between these two variables is -0.057. 
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Figure 1: The relationship between voter turnout and four variables 
 

 

 

 

 

Source: Authors' calculation 
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Conclusion 
 

The aim of the article was to contribute to the research that examines the 

relationship between voter turnout and socioeconomic and political variables. 

We constructed the original dataset that consisted of 6,229 municipalities. We 

reached our conclusions by using the OLS regression models. We followed and 

extended previous research on voter turnout in the Czech Republic (Kostelecký 

2005, 2011; Kostelecký – Krivý 2015; Linek 2004). However, we chose an 

innovative approach and included variables that have not yet been included in 

the research. Also, we created the second dataset that included only 205 Czech 

municipalities with extended jurisdiction and Prague. This dataset included the 

index of quality of life provided by the project of Obce v datech that has not yet 

been explored in political research. 

  From political variables, we included in all models the variable about 

incumbents and their efforts to get reelected. We created this variable using 

web pages of municipalities and other online sources because of the absence of 

a central database about the mayors. We found that a running incumbent did 

not have an effect on voter turnout. This finding is in contrast to the Balík’s 

assumption (Balík 2009: 169) that the absence of mayor’s efforts to get 

reelected increases voter turnout as voters know that they surely decide about a 

new mayor because incumbent does not run. However, we confirmed the past 

research (Balík et al. 2015; Ryšavý – Bernard 2013) that indeed smaller 

municipalities have a higher voter turnout. We explored the possible measure-

ment of competitiveness in Czech municipalities. We found that municipalities 

with a population of up to 2,000 inhabitants have higher voter turnout by 10 % 

when there are at least two candidate lists while holding all other variables 

constant in one of our models. Also, when in the non-pluralistic municipalities, 

the number of candidates per seat does not exceed 1, municipalities have lower 

voter turnout by 11 %. Therefore, competitiveness has a significant positive 

association with voter turnout in small Czech municipalities. 

  On the other hand, in municipalities with extended jurisdiction and Prague, 

the closeness of elections does not increase voter turnout. Closeness is in a 

majority of studies important determinant of voter turnout (Cancela – Geys 

2016; Geys 2006). However, this is not a case in Czech municipalities possibly 

because of MMD with proportional representation and not plurality voting with 

SMD. Also, we found out that there is a positive and significant association 

between voter turnout and the number of candidates per voter. The similar-

sized municipalities can have a different number of candidates and the number 

seats for elections. The high number of candidates per voter signifies it is more 

likely that a voter can know some of the candidates very closely as a neighbor, 

friend or even family member, and this variable can boost voter turnout.  
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  Socioeconomic variables have a great effect on voter turnout in Czech 

municipal elections. Better living conditions in municipalities increase voter 

turnout. Municipalities with a greater share of people in financial distress have 

a lower voter turnout. Unsurprisingly, the greater share of people with tertiary 

education also means higher voter turnout in a municipality. Also, we 

examined the relationship between the index of quality life and voter turnout in 

205 municipalities and Prague and found out that this relationship is indeed 

positive and significant. We found out that our model expected the difference 

in turnout between the worst and best-rated municipality would be 21.6 %. 

Thus, poor living conditions rather discourage citizens from participating. In 

this article, one of our contributions is that we extended the current research on 

Czech municipalities with new variables concerning the quality of life. 

  Further research should examine the relationship between turnout and 

similarly complex index about quality of life in other countries. Again, we must 

stress that researchers should use more complex indicators than the GPD or 

even the HDI whenever possible especially in highly developed countries 

where the differences at the local level are not that great as in developing 

countries.  
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