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Motivation

• How much does voting once affect the probability of voting again?
• If voting persistence exists, can it last a long time? Can it change electoral outcomes?
• How much can one very important, very salient election affect people’s willingness to

participate in future elections?
• Does any of this vary by gender, ideology, or educational attainment?
• Existing evidence is mostly limited to the USA and suffers from the problem of

endogenous voter registration.



Chile’s 1988 Plebiscito

• In 1980, Chile’s authoritarian regime wrote a new constitution
outlining a potential democratic transition.

• On October 5th 1988, the country voted on whether to extend
the dictator’s rule for 8 more years or hold presidential elections
in 1989.

• The “No” option won with 56% of the vote, and pro-democracy
candidate Patricio Aylwin was inaugurated as president in 1990.

• The Concertación de Partidos por la Democracia was electorally
dominant until 2010.



How did Voter Registration Work?

• Registration to vote was voluntary for eligible people, but voting was mandatory upon
registration.

• The process started in February 1987 and was suddenly and unexpectedly closed on
August 30th 1988.

• Citizens could only register upon turning 18 years old.
• The final electorate consisted of 7.4 million people, about 92% of the eligible population.
• Turnout for the plebiscito was 97.5%.
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Identification Strategy

• The sharp cutoff date (birth on August 30th 1970) for voter registration allows for a
regression discontinuity setup.

• Comparing marginally eligible to marginally ineligible individuals will yield causal
estimates if the identifying assumption is met.

• Identifying assumption: The only individual characteristic that changes discontinuously
around the cutoff date is plebiscite eligibility.

• Because of the sudden announcement of registration closure, marginally eligible
individuals very close to the cutoff had little time to register. Therefore, birth dates 8
weeks preceding the cutoff are dropped.



Compliance



Data & Outcomes of Interest

• Until the 2009 presidential election, voting remained mandatory for (voluntarily)
registered citizens.

• Starting in the 2012 municipal elections, voter registration became automatic and voting
was voluntary.

• Dataset consists of registration data until 2009, and turnout data in the 2012-2017
period.

• This allows testing of two different outcomes: Registration and turnout.
• The strategy consists of testing the difference in registration and turnout outcomes

between marginally eligible and marginally ineligible individuals on downstream elections.



Regression Setup

Y j
i = αj

k + δj
k · Beforeik + µj

k · Cutoffik + γj
k · Cutoffik × Beforeik + εj

ik

• Beforeik is a binary variable that indicates if individual i turned 18 before the eligibility
cutoff for election k.

• Cutoffik is the distance, in weeks, to the cutoff for individual i in election k.
• Y j

i is registration or turnout for individual i in election j.
• Bandwidth is 26 weeks (6 months) on either side of the cutoff.
• δj

k is the causal effect of marginal eligibility.
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Main Result: δ̂ on Registration



Main Result: δ̂ on Turnout



What About Other Cutoffs?



Heterogeneity by Educational Attainment (1)



Heterogeneity by Educational Attainment (2)



Heterogeneity by Allende Support
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Conclusions

• Voters in the 1988 plebiscite were significantly more likely to be registered to vote by
2009, and significantly more likely to vote in all elections by 2017.

• The effects are relatively stronger for less-educated individuals.
• The large and long-lasting consequences of the salience of the plebiscite probably

contributed to 20 years of electoral success by the winning coalition.



Chile’s 2022 Constitutional Referendum

• With many differences, parallels can be drawn between the 1988 plebiscite and the 2022
constitutional referendum.

• Both were, for millions of Chileans, their first time voting; both were important and
salient political events; both featured a high degree of polarisation and mobilisation.

• The parallels beg the question about whether that referendum will significantly affect
subsequent elections.

• Crucial difference: Until further notice, voting remains mandatory for all Chileans.
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