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Abstract: Do minorities fare worse under direct democracy than under representative democracy? We provide new evidence
by studying naturalization requests of immigrants in Switzerland that were typically decided with referendums in each
municipality. Using panel data from about 1,400 municipalities for the 1991–2009 period, we exploit Federal Court rulings
that forced municipalities to transfer the decisions to their elected municipality councils. We find that naturalization rates
surged by about 60% once politicians rather than citizens began deciding on naturalization applications. Whereas voters
in referendums face no cost of arbitrarily rejecting qualified applicants based on discriminatory preferences, politicians in
the council are constrained to formally justify rejections and may be held accountable by judicial review. Consistent with
this mechanism, the increase in naturalization rates caused by switching from direct to representative democracy is much
stronger for more marginalized immigrant groups and in areas where voters are more xenophobic or where judicial review
is more salient.

Replication Materials: The materials required to verify the computational reproducibility of the procedures and analyses
in this article are available on the American Journal of Political Science Dataverse within the Harvard Dataverse Network,
at: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/T8OYHT.

Does direct democracy hurt minorities? This fun-
damental question has divided scholars from
the birth of Athenian democracy to current-

day controversies over referendums in American states,
Switzerland, and many other countries. Although many
praise the virtues of direct democracy as the most demo-
cratic means of enacting legislation, others have long cau-
tioned that do-it-yourself government by citizens threat-
ens the interests of minorities (Madison 1961). But despite
considerable scholarly work on the topic, our understand-
ing of how different forms of democratic government
affect minority interests continues to be limited. Some
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studies of direct democracy provide evidence for a sys-
tematic anti-minority bias (Gamble 1997; Haider-Markel,
Querze, and Lindaman 2007; Hajnal 2009; Schildkraut
2001), whereas others suggest that direct democratic de-
cisions do not systematically suppress minorities and may
even enable them to protect their interests (Cronin 1989;
Donovan and Bowler 1998; Frey and Goette 1998; Ha-
jnal, Gerber, and Louch 2002; Zimmerman and Francis
1986). And while critics of direct democracy are quick to
cite popular votes that have infringed upon the rights of
minorities, supporters argue that such decisions are often
simply window dressing because legislatures would have
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passed similar measures even in the absence of the direct
democratic vote. As Matsusaka (2005, 201) concludes in
a recent review,

Legislatures have harmed minorities, too—
almost all Jim Crow laws throughout the South
were brought about by legislatures—and elected
representatives, not direct democracy, interned
Japanese-American citizens during World War
II. There is no convincing evidence—anecdotal
or statistical—that minority rights are under-
mined by direct democracy with a greater regu-
larity than by legislatures.

The reason for the absence of “convincing evidence”
on the effects of direct democracy on minority outcomes
is that identifying the causal effect of direct democracy
is a challenging empirical enterprise. Most existing stud-
ies simply count how often minority positions lose in
popular votes; however, they lack a control group to in-
fer whether minority outcomes would have been better
if the same decisions had been taken under representa-
tive democracy. Only a few studies go further and use
cross-sectional data to compare minority outcomes in
jurisdictions with and without direct democratic provi-
sions. However, this raises common concerns about en-
dogeneity and omitted variable bias because jurisdictions
with and without direct democracy differ on a plethora of
unmeasured confounding characteristics—such as voter
preferences, historical legacies, or political culture—that
independently affect minority outcomes.

Common strategies to deal with omitted variable
bias, such as natural experiments and fixed effects estima-
tion with panel data, have not been applied to this topic
because constitutional provisions about direct democracy
rarely change over time. To our knowledge, thus far, no
study has relied on natural experiments that exploit plau-
sibly exogenous changes in direct democracy to identify
its impact on minority outcomes. From a policy perspec-
tive, this lack of reliable knowledge regarding the impact
of direct democracy on minority outcomes is troubling
because direct democracy has become increasingly fash-
ionable in recent decades. More than half of all American
states and cities already provide for initiatives and ref-
erendums, and many European countries frequently use
referendums for a wide range of policy decisions (Hug
2003).

In this study, we address this gap and advance a nat-
ural experiment that considers the causal effect of direct
democracy on the naturalization rates of immigrant mi-
norities in Switzerland. Naturalization rates are an im-
portant outcome because naturalization is the pathway
through which immigrants obtain the right to vote, the

right to permanently stay in the host country, and, as cor-
relational studies suggest, access to better jobs and higher
wages (e.g., OECD 2011). Quasi-experimental evidence
also shows that naturalization propels the political and
social integration of immigrants (Hainmueller, Hangart-
ner, and Pietrantuono 2015, 2017).

In Switzerland, citizenship applications of immi-
grants are decided by the municipality in which the im-
migrant resides. Municipalities use two main types of
regimes to vote on naturalization applications: direct
democracy, in which citizens vote on the applications us-
ing referendums, and representative democracy, in which
elected legislators vote on the applications in the munici-
pality council. This configuration has generated a wealth
of data that enable us to examine whether immigrant
minorities fare better or worse if their naturalization re-
quests are decided by the people or by legislatures. We
collected an original annual panel data set that combines
information about the local institutions and naturaliza-
tion rates for a representative sample of about 1,400 mu-
nicipalities for the 1991–2009 period. Our identification
strategy exploits a series of rulings by the Swiss Federal
Court in 2003–5 that forced most municipalities to change
their decision-making process from direct to representa-
tive democracy. This rare instance of a large-scale, plau-
sibly exogenous, institutional variation over time allows
us to identify the effect of switching from direct to rep-
resentative democracy in a design-based framework that
exploits within-municipality variation, thereby ruling out
time-invariant confounders.

We find that the sudden transition from direct to
representative democracy sharply increased naturaliza-
tion rates by about 60%. This effect is robust to various
specification checks, including time-varying covariates,
linear and quadratic municipality-specific time trends to
account for local trends in unobserved confounders, and
various other specifications. Moreover, given that it takes
3-5 years of administrative processing time before a sub-
mitted application is put to the vote, applicants could
not have anticipated the institutional change, and there-
fore the sharp increase in naturalization rates cannot be
explained by sudden changes in the applicant pool. Es-
sentially, lucky immigrants whose applications were to
be decided in the municipal council stood a much better
chance of being approved compared to unlucky applicants
who were similarly qualified but had applied in the same
municipality just a few months earlier such that their ap-
plications would still be voted on at the citizens’ assembly.
Consistent with this design-based identification strategy,
placebo tests confirm that there are no differential trends
in naturalization rates for each of the 5 years prior to the
institutional switch but much higher naturalization rates
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532 JENS HAINMUELLER AND DOMINIK HANGARTNER

for each of the 3 years following the switch from direct to
representative democracy.

We also investigate several mechanisms that might
explain why immigrants fare much better when politi-
cians in legislatures rather than citizens in referendums
decide on naturalization applications. Semi-structured
interviews conducted with head secretaries of a random
sample of the switching municipalities suggest that an
important mechanism through which immigrants ben-
efit is the heightened legal accountability that accom-
panies the transition of decision-making power from
the people to the politicians. Voters in referendums are
largely unconstrained to vote “sincerely” because they
do not have to formally justify their decisions and face
no reputational costs from arbitrarily rejecting qualified
applicants based on discriminatory preferences against
particular immigrant groups. In contrast, representative
democracy requires that accountable politicians pub-
licly report on the reasons for voting to reject an ap-
plicant, and these justifications are subject to judicial
oversight by the courts if applicants appeal. These con-
straints increase the costs for politicians to arbitrarily
reject applicants on the basis of discriminatory judg-
ments, even if politicians are potentially just as prejudiced
against particular immigrant groups as voters. Consis-
tent with this legal accountability mechanism, which is to
our knowledge novel in the literature on direct democ-
racy, additional tests confirm that switching from direct
to representative democracy is most beneficial for ap-
plicants who live in the most xenophobic municipali-
ties or belong to more marginalized origin groups (e.g.,
former Yugoslavia or Turkey). Moreover, successful ap-
peals against arbitrary rejections, which raise awareness
about judicial oversight, result in higher naturalization
rates only when politicians instead of voters decide on
applications.

Overall, the results present perhaps the most direct
evidence to date that, when faced with the same policy
decision, direct democracy disadvantages minorities with
greater regularity than legislatures. The outcomes for im-
migrant minorities in Switzerland are systematically more
negative if their naturalization applications are decided by
people rather than legislatures. In the Conclusion section,
we elaborate on the theoretical and policy implications of
our findings.

Direct Democracy and Minorities

A sizable literature has investigated the relationship be-
tween direct democracy and minority interests. Most

studies have used what might be called a “counting-
up” approach and have examined how often minori-
ties win or lose in direct democratic votes. This ap-
proach has yielded mixed results, with some studies
supporting and others refuting the existence of a sys-
tematic anti-minority bias (Cronin 1989; Donovan and
Bowler 1998; Frey and Goette 1998; Gamble 1997; Haider-
Markel, Querze, and Lindaman 2007; Hajnal, Gerber, and
Louch 2002; Moore and Ravishankar 2012; Tolbert and
Smith 2006; Vatter and Danaci 2010; Zimmerman and
Francis 1986). While this counting-up approach is well
suited to study the dynamics of popular votes, it does
not provide knowledge about the effect of direct ver-
sus representative democracy on minority outcomes. The
design lacks a control group to measure the missing coun-
terfactual of how well the same minorities would have
fared if the same decisions had been taken under repre-
sentative democracy (Gerber and Hug 2001; Matsusaka
2005).

The important, and largely unanswered, question is
whether representative democracy is systematically bet-
ter at protecting minority rights than direct democracy.
Only about a handful of studies have gone further and
compared minority outcomes under different democratic
regimes (Haider-Markel, Querze, and Lindaman 2007;
Helbling and Kriesi 2004; Preuhs 2005; Schildkraut 2001;
Vatter and Danaci 2010). However, since direct demo-
cratic institutions rarely change over time, these stud-
ies are limited to cross-sectional comparisons. It has
been well rehearsed in the literature that cross-sectional
study designs are insufficient to remove the selection
bias that results from the endogeneity of political insti-
tutions (Acemoglu 2005; Olken 2010; Przeworski 2007).
Direct democratic institutions, such as the initiative pro-
cess in America or popular votes in Swiss municipalities,
are not exogenously assigned, but result from endoge-
nous and complex historical processes. Therefore, juris-
dictions that established direct democracy differ in many
ways from jurisdictions that did not, including important
geographic, cultural, economic, and political differences
that are correlated with minority outcomes. For exam-
ple, in America the initiative is much less common in
the South, and this geographic imbalance is correlated
with different histories and policies regarding ethnic and
racial minorities. Many of these confounding factors can-
not be measured, and even if they could be measured, one
quickly runs out of comparison cases when dealing with
small samples of comparable jurisdictions. In this study,
we address this issue by utilizing a natural experiment
that enables us to exploit a rare instance of large-scale
and plausibly exogenous over-time variation in direct
democracy.
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Naturalizations in Switzerland

Switzerland employs a system of triple citizenship that
delegates the responsibility for naturalization decisions
to the municipal level (for details, see Hainmueller and
Hangartner 2013). Immigrants who want to apply for
Swiss citizenship have to complete a residency require-
ment of at least 12 years, after which they can submit their
naturalization application to the municipality in which
they reside. The municipality then forwards the applica-
tion to the federal and cantonal authorities for various
background checks, and if the outcome of this evaluation
is positive, the municipality eventually invites the appli-
cant for an interview to assess the applicant’s language
skills, integration status, and financial situation. Follow-
ing this local assessment, the application is submitted to
the local naturalization institution for a vote on the final
decision. Usually between 3 and 5 years elapse from the
submission of the first application form to the final vote.
This lengthy processing period is an important part of
our identification strategy because it rules out the possi-
bility that applicants could have anticipated the change in
the institution that was used to vote on their naturaliza-
tion request.

Municipalities use different institutional arrange-
ments to autonomously vote on naturalization applica-
tions. In the period under investigation (1991–2009), the
institutional regimes can be roughly classified into three
types:

Direct Democracy: Swiss residents decide on the pend-
ing naturalization requests by voting in a referendum
on each applicant. Applicants who receive a majority of
“yes” votes obtain a Swiss passport. In most municipali-
ties, the referendums are held at the citizens’ assemblies
where citizens meet at regular intervals to decide on var-
ious municipal matters, and votes are commonly cast by
hand raising. Prior to 2003, in a small number of munic-
ipalities, which we refer to as ballot box municipalities,
citizens submitted their ballots for the referendums not
at the citizens’ assemblies but at the local polling places.
This process was similar to voting by mail in that citi-
zens received official leaflets informing them about the
applicants and then cast secret ballots to approve or reject
the applications.

Representative Democracy: Naturalization requests
are not decided by citizens but by elected politicians who
vote on the applications in the legislative or executive
branch of the municipal council (the legislative branch is
called the municipality parliament in larger municipali-
ties). Politicians are elected to serve in the council for a
tenure of typically 4 years, and there are no term limits. A

few municipalities elect council members for 6 years and
restrict the tenure to a maximum of three terms.

Appointed Commissions: In a very small number of
municipalities, the naturalization decision is delegated to
appointed naturalization commissions that operate at the
municipal or in some cases the cantonal level. Members
are typically appointed by the municipality or cantonal
council for long, and sometimes even unlimited, tenures
and include a mix of local politicians and regular citizens.

Figure 1 displays the proportion of municipalities
that used direct democracy, representative democracy,
and appointed commissions over the period from 1990
to 2010. The data are based on a survey we conducted
with a representative sample of about 1,400 municipali-
ties to measure the local naturalization regime.1 In the
early 1990s, approximately 79% of the municipalities
used direct democracy, 20% used representative democ-
racy, and only about 1% used appointed commissions to
vote on naturalization requests. Barely any institutional
change occurred from the 1990s to about 2005, when,
triggered by a series of landmark rulings by the Swiss
Federal Court, about 600 municipalities were forced to
transfer the decision-making authority over naturaliza-
tion applications from voters to politicians.

This switch to representative democracy was driven
by multiple Federal Court rulings. In the early 2000s,
media reports sparked debates about seemingly discrim-
inatory rejections of applicants in one of the ballot box
municipalities that voted on naturalization applications
in secret ballot referendums. A case was brought before
the Federal Court, which, in July 2003, ruled that secret
ballot voting for naturalization referendums violates the
Swiss Constitution (BGE 129 I 232 and BGE 129 I 217).
The main reason for ruling out secret ballot referendums
was that immigrants have the right to appeal rejected
applications; therefore, the decision-making body is obli-
gated to provide a justification for a rejection (BGE 129 I
217). Since it lies in the nature of closed ballots that voters
do not have to justify their decisions, the court reasoned
that such procedures cannot be used for naturalizations
(see the supporting information [SI] for details).

Through these rulings, the Federal Court consid-
erably narrowed the range of permissible institutional
regimes that municipalities could use to vote on natural-
ization applications. As a direct response, the ballot box
municipalities immediately had to transfer the authority
for naturalization decisions to the municipality council.
Many of the other direct democratic municipalities that

1We provide details about the survey in the next section. Table B.1
in the supporting information provides a detailed breakdown for
the different regime subtypes.

 15405907, 2019, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ajps.12433 by Stanford U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [06/01/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



534 JENS HAINMUELLER AND DOMINIK HANGARTNER

FIGURE 1 Trends in Naturalization Institutions
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Source: Authors’ municipality survey.
Note: Plot shows percent of municipalities that use direct democracy, representative democracy, and
appointed commissions to decide on local naturalization requests for the years 1990–2010. N = 1,360
municipalities.

voted at the citizens’ assemblies initially tried to accom-
modate the court rulings, which required municipalities
to justify rejections, by arguing that any concerns that
were raised about applicants during the assembly meet-
ing could be used as an ex post justification for rejections.
However, in 2004, the Federal Court issued another rul-
ing (BGE 130 I 140) and argued that such a practice of
providing ex post justifications was constitutionally prob-
lematic and clarified that it would be tolerated only as
a temporary solution until municipalities and cantons
revised their naturalization procedures. This landmark
ruling triggered a larger institutional change, as direct
democracy municipalities that voted at the citizens’ as-
semblies were compelled to transfer the decision-making
power over naturalization requests to the municipality
council. Several cantons, mainly larger ones with nu-
merous naturalization requests, immediately drafted new
laws regulating the institutional procedures for granting
citizenship. Particularly, the cantons of Bern, Vaud, and
Zurich issued laws in 2005 requiring that naturalizations
be decided by the municipal council.

The court rulings and resulting cantonal reforms
forced municipalities to switch from direct to represen-
tative democracy, therefore provide a fitting natural ex-
periment to identify the causal effect of the institution.

In particular, we can exploit the over-time variation in
about 600 municipalities because the timing of the switch
from direct to representative democracy was exogenously
dictated from above and not self-selected by the munic-
ipalities. Interviews that we conducted with head secre-
taries of a random sample of switching municipalities
corroborate the exogeneity of the municipal switches. As
one secretary expressed, “this change was forced upon
us from above, we did not switch voluntarily.” Other
replies included statements like “the new laws dictated
that we change the regime” or “the change was inevitable
because of the new rules.” Consistent with this identifica-
tion strategy, placebo tests that we present below confirm
that for the switching municipalities, there were no dif-
ferential trends in naturalization rates for each of the 5
years prior to the switch.

Data, Sample, and Methodology

We collected annual panel data for the 1990–2010 period
for a large sample of Swiss municipalities. The SI contains
details and sources for all measures. The key independent
variable is the institutional regime that municipalities use
to decide on their naturalization applications. We use
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two binary variables, Direct Democracy and Appointed
Commission, that we coded as 1 if a municipality i used
direct democracy or an appointed commission, respec-
tively, as of January 1 in a given year t, and 0 otherwise.
Representative Democracy serves as the reference category.
To measure these institutions, we fielded a survey to the
head secretaries (Gemeindeschreiber) of all Swiss munic-
ipalities to collect information about the history of the
local naturalization process. This survey yielded an over-
all response rate of about 60%, for a total sample size of
1,476 municipalities. The nonresponse analysis suggested
that our sample is representative of the target population.
The sample municipalities capture about 82% of the total
Swiss population or 75% of municipalities with at least
10 naturalizations in 2000.

The outcome is the naturalization rate, which for
each municipality is defined as the number of ordinary
naturalizations that occurred during year t divided by the
number of eligible foreigners who resided in the munic-
ipality at the beginning of year t. We computed the local
naturalization rates using the detailed Foreign Popula-
tion Structure and Migration Statistics (PETRA) register
data provided to us by the Swiss Federal Statistical Office.
Table B.2 in the SI provides descriptive statistics.

To estimate the effect of direct democracy, we use a
two-way fixed effects regression given by

Yit = �i + �t + � Direct Democracyit

+ � Appointed Commissionit + X ′
i t� + εi t,

where Yit is the local naturalization rate, �i is a munici-
pality fixed effect that rules out omitted variable bias from
unobserved municipality characteristics that are time in-
variant over our period (e.g., a municipality’s geographic
features, its political culture and history), �t is a year fixed
effect to control for common factors that change nonlin-
early over our period (e.g., federal trends in migration),
Direct Democracyit and Appointed Commissionit are our
institutional measures, Xit is a vector of time-varying co-
variates, including a constant, and εi t is an idiosyncratic
error term. The quantity of interest is �, which identi-
fies the effect of switching from direct to representative
democracy based on the within-municipality variation
of naturalization rates among municipalities that switch
their regimes over time. In other words, the requirement
for the identification is that the timing of the institutional
switch is exogenous to the municipalities, which is plau-
sible because the timing of the institutional shift is not
self-selected, but forced upon the municipalities by the
federal court ruling and the subsequent cantonal reforms,
which were beyond the control of the municipalities.

In the robustness checks, we further relax the model
specification and estimate

Yit = �i0 + �i1 t + �i2 t2 + �t + � Direct Democracyit

+ � Appointed Commissionit + X ′
i t� + εi t,

where t is a time trend variable. This specification
includes municipality fixed effects, year fixed effects, and
municipality-specific linear and quadratic time trends.
The addition of the municipality-specific trends ensures
that unobserved municipality-specific differences that
vary smoothly over time (e.g., local trends in voter
preferences, ethnic heterogeneity, or migration patterns)
are purged from the estimate of �, such that only
breaks in the trends of the local naturalization rates
that directly coincide with the switching from direct to
representative democracy are captured by this parameter.
Our effect estimates remain very similar when adding the
municipality-specific time trends, which yields support
to our identification assumption that the timing of the
institutional switch is exogenous to the municipal trends.
We also use additional specifications and placebo checks,
including a dynamic panel model that shows that the
switching municipalities exhibit no differential trends in
the 5 years prior to the switch, which further corroborates
the validity of the identifying assumption. To account
for potential serial correlation and heteroskedasticity,
we always cluster the standard errors at the municipal
level. To address potential posttreatment bias, we
present the results both with and without time-varying
covariates.

Does Direct Democracy Hurt Immigrant
Minorities?

We first conduct a nonparametric graphical analysis that,
akin to a regression discontinuity design, seeks to isolate
the extent to which the differences in naturalization rates
can be attributed to the effect of switching from direct to
representative democracy. In Figure 2, we plot the natu-
ralization rates for the 7 years before and after the munici-
palities switched from direct to representative democracy
as gray dots (the values are jittered horizontally). The
sample is restricted to the switching municipalities, and
the municipalities are arranged such that year zero refers
to the first year in which the municipalities used repre-
sentative democracy to decide on naturalization requests
as of January 1. The solid and dashed lines summarize the
average naturalization rate in the years under direct and
representative democracy, respectively (based on a loess
fit with 95% pointwise confidence intervals).
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FIGURE 2 Effect of Direct Democracy on Naturalization Rates
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Note: Plot shows how ordinary naturalization rates change as municipalities switch from
direct to representative democracy. Gray dots visualize municipal naturalization rates
for 7 years before and after a given municipality switched from direct to representative
democracy (values are horizontally jittered); year 0 refers to the first year in which
representative democracy was used on January 1. The solid and dashed lines summarize
the average naturalization rate in the years under direct and representative democracy,
respectively, using a loess fit (solid line) with 95% pointwise confidence intervals (dotted
line). N = 598 (all switching municipalities).

The results provide evidence that the average natural-
ization rate surged sharply just as municipalities switched
from direct to representative democracy. A signed rank
test comparing the naturalization rates to the left and
the right of the threshold reveals that this jump is sig-
nificant at conventional levels (p<.03). The fact that
the steep rise in the naturalization rates coincides with
the institutional switch suggests that this increase is at-
tributable to the change from direct to representative
democracy as opposed to other confounding factors.
Given that it takes about 3-5 years of processing time
before a submitted application is put to a vote, immi-
grants had no way of anticipating the switch in the insti-
tutional regime; therefore, the increase in naturalization
rates cannot be explained by a sudden increase in the qual-
ity of the applicant pool. Instead, lucky immigrants whose
naturalization applications were to be evaluated by elected
politicians in the council stood a much better chance of
getting a Swiss passport as compared to unlucky, but sim-
ilarly qualified, applicants who had submitted their nat-

uralization applications in the same municipality just a
few months earlier such that their requests would still be
decided by voters under direct democracy.

Table 1 presents the results from the two-way fixed
effects specification. The coefficient on the Direct Democ-
racy indicator in Model 1 reveals that switching from
direct to representative democracy increased naturaliza-
tion rates by 1.22 percentage points on average. This effect
is precisely estimated (t ≈ 6.8) and large in substantive
terms. As reported in the last three rows in Table 1, the
switch from direct to representative democracy resulted
in an increase of approximately 61% over the average
naturalization rate under direct democracy, with a 95%
confidence interval of [44%, 79%].

Model 2 adds a second indicator, Appointed Com-
mission, for the very small group of municipalities where
applications are evaluated by appointed naturalization
commissions. The results suggest that naturalization rates
are higher under this regime compared to representative
democracy. However, this effect is based on a very small
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DOES DIRECT DEMOCRACY HURT IMMIGRANT MINORITIES? 537

TABLE 1 Effect of Direct Democracy on Naturalization Rates

Outcome Naturalization Rate (%)

Mean (Direct Democracy) 2.00 2.19

Sample All Municipalities German Language

Model (1) (2) (3) (4)

Direct Democracy −1.22 −1.21 −1.72 −1.71
(0.18) (0.18) (0.22) (0.23)

Appointed Commission 0.51 0.11
(0.58) (0.71)

Constant 1.80 1.79 2.40 2.39
(0.16) (0.16) (0.23) (0.23)

Municipality Fixed Effects
√ √ √ √

Year Fixed Effects
√ √ √ √

Observations 24,484 24,484 15,661 15,661
Municipalities 1,360 1,360 877 877
Effect Size (% �) 62 60 78 78
95% CI LB 44 42 58 58
95% CI UB 79 78 98 98

Note: OLS panel fixed effects regression for 1991–2009 period. Regression coefficients are shown, with robust standard errors (clustered
by municipality) in parentheses. The outcome variable is the municipal rate for ordinary naturalizations, and the independent variables
are Direct Democracy (1 for direct democracy, 0 otherwise) and Appointed Commission (1 for appointed commission, 0 otherwise). Repre-
sentative democracy is the baseline. The last three rows summarize the increase when switching from direct democracy to representative
democracy as the percent increase over the average naturalization rate under direct democracy. LB and UB refer to upper and lower bounds
of the 95% confidence interval. Models 1–2 refer to the sample of all municipalities, and Models 3–4 restrict the sample to municipalities
in the German-language region.

number of municipalities and is not per se identified by
our natural experiment. Not surprisingly, it is also not ro-
bust across specifications. Models 3 and 4 replicate these
specifications while restricting the sample to municipali-
ties in the German-language region where the large ma-
jority of switches occurred. The results are similar, with
slightly larger effect sizes: On average, switching from di-
rect to representative democracy increased naturalization
rates by about 78% [58%, 98%].

Overall, the results demonstrate that applicants fare
better if elected politicians in municipal councils rather
than the citizens in referendums decide naturalization re-
quests. A back-of-the-envelope calculation suggests that,
in the switching municipalities alone, about 12,000 fewer
immigrants would have been naturalized over the last
5 years if municipalities had not switched to represen-
tative democracy (based on the estimate in Model 1).
This is a rather conservative calculation since it is only
based on switching municipalities and ignores the fact
that the long-term effects of the switch are even larger
(see below).

How robust are these findings? Here, we summarize
a variety of robustness checks. First, we checked whether
our results are robust to including time-varying covari-

ates and municipality-specific time trends that proxy for
time-varying unobserved confounders. The set of time-
varying covariates includes economic shocks, captured by
the local unemployment rate; demographic shocks, cap-
tured by the log population and lagged ratio of the Swiss to
the foreign-born population; and preference shocks, cap-
tured by the municipality-level vote shares for the Swiss
People’s Party (SVP). This vote share variable provides
a good proxy for the xenophobic preferences of the local
electorate because the SVP is the main right-wing party in
Switzerland, and its political agenda is anti-immigration
(Kriesi et al. 2005). Table B.3 in the SI shows that the
results are highly robust across all specifications; on aver-
age, direct democracy decreases the naturalization rate
by approximately 54–78%, and this effect is precisely
estimated across models. This reassures us that the ef-
fect of direct democracy is not driven by global or lo-
cal trends in unobserved confounders. This also rules
out the possibility that the effect might have resulted
from a general impact of the court rulings on natural-
ization decisions. Consistent with this, we also found that
municipalities that did not switch did not experience any
unusual increase in naturalization rates around the time
of the court rulings.
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538 JENS HAINMUELLER AND DOMINIK HANGARTNER

Second, we investigated whether our results are sen-
sitive to the fact that some municipalities did not change
their regime during our time period. These municipalities
are in cantons that had not revised their regulations by
2010; therefore, municipalities in these cantons had not
yet been forced to switch. These municipalities should
not influence the internal validity of our effect estimates
because our identification is based only on municipal-
ities that were forced to switch as a result of the new
regulations triggered by the court rulings. To test this,
we replicated the benchmark model for two subsamples,
which comprise (1) the municipalities in cantons where
the majority of the municipalities switched from direct to
representative democracy and (2) only the municipalities
that switched from direct to representative democracy.
The results, which are displayed in Table B.4 in the SI,
are very similar to the main results across all models,
with effect sizes ranging from 56 to 78%. Although this
test corroborates the internal validity of our estimates, we
note that the fact that some cantons have not switched
yet may still influence the external validity of our esti-
mates. In particular, given that the cantons that had not
yet switched include some of the more conservative areas
(Aargau, Solothurn, and Thurgau), the estimated increase
in naturalization rates that we obtained from the sample
of switching municipalities presumably provides an un-
derestimate of the (potentially) larger effect expected if all
municipalities were to switch to representative democracy
(in the section below, we show that the effect of switching
is larger in more conservative areas).

Third, we checked whether the results are different
for the ballot box municipalities that were forced to switch
immediately as a result of the very first federal court ruling
and for the municipalities that used citizens’ assemblies
and had to switch as a result of the subsequent court
rulings and cantonal reforms. The results, displayed in
Table B.5 in the SI, show that the effects of switching
from direct to representative democracy are quite similar
for both groups, with effect sizes of 80% for ballot box
municipalities and 72% for assembly municipalities. This
further corroborates the internal validity of our estimates
and rules out the possibility that the results are confined to
a particular flavor of direct democracy (including forms
with and without deliberation about the naturalization
requests).

Fourth, we examined whether there are differential
trends prior to the switch and whether switching had
different short-term and long-term effects. For this, we
estimated a dynamic panel model in which we coded a
binary indicator that captures the change from direct to
representative democracy and added five leads and three
lags of this indicator to capture the potential effects during

the 5 years before and the 3 years following the actual
switch (the model also includes a full set of municipality
and year fixed effects). In Figure 3, we plot the effects for
the leads and lags (with their 95% confidence intervals).

The results provide evidence that the transition from
direct to representative democracy considerably increased
naturalization rates. We find no significant “placebo” ef-
fects for the 5 years leading up to the switch, which cor-
roborates that there are no omitted variables that lead to
differential trends prior to the adoption of representative
democracy, as we would expect given that the switch was
exogenous to the municipalities. Significant differences in
naturalization rates emerge immediately after the regime
change, and these differences grow considerably larger,
with estimated increases of up to 115–130% during the
3 years following the transition. This demonstrates that
the shift from direct to representative democracy resulted
in considerably higher naturalization rates in the long
term. It stands to reason that the general equilibrium
effects of the switch in the longer term are even bigger
than what we can capture here with our limited time
period. Since it is now easier to get approved under rep-
resentative democracy, we might expect that the pool of
applicants will increase in the longer term, as immigrants
who are otherwise discouraged from applying will submit
their applications once they learn about how the regime
change has affected the naturalization decisions.

As a final robustness check, we replicated our models
using the rate of facilitated naturalizations in the munic-
ipality as the dependent variable instead of the rate of
ordinary naturalizations, which is by far the most com-
mon mode of naturalization. Facilitated naturalizations,
which can be applied for only by those immigrants who
have been married to a Swiss citizen for at least 5 years, are
an ideal placebo outcome: Facilitated and ordinary natu-
ralizations typically follow a similar dynamic because they
are influenced by many of the same demand and supply
factors. However, they differ in that the treatment vari-
able is “switched off” for the facilitated naturalizations
since they are centrally decided by the Federal Office for
Migration and the municipalities are not involved in the
decision. Therefore, switching from direct to represen-
tative democracy should have no effect on this placebo
outcome unless there are time-varying omitted variables
that coincide with the switch and cause a change in the
local naturalization rate. Figure 4 replicates the dynamic
panel model and confirms that the switch from direct to
representative democracy had no discernible effect on the
rate of facilitated naturalizations; the point estimates are
precisely estimated zeros for the differential trends prior
to the switch, the short-term effects, and the long-term
effects. Table B.6 in the SI shows that the same is true
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DOES DIRECT DEMOCRACY HURT IMMIGRANT MINORITIES? 539

FIGURE 3 Dynamic Effect of Direct Democracy on Naturalization Rates

Note: Estimated impact of switching from direct to representative democracy on
ordinary naturalization rate for years before (black lines) and after (gray lines) the in-
stitutional change. Year 0 is the first year in which representative democracy was used
on January 1. Point estimates with 95% confidence intervals (based on robust stan-
dard errors clustered by municipality) are from dynamic panel regression including
municipality and year fixed effects and indicator variables for three lags and five leads.
Results are based on N = 487 switching municipalities for which complete panels are
available. Notice that the (insignificant) positive difference for the year immediately
prior to the reform, year –1, is mostly an artifact of our conservative coding. Since we
measure the institutional regime on January 1 of each year, year 0 refers to the first full
year under representative democracy and year –1, although coded as preceding the
switch, is in fact a hybrid because it includes several municipalities that switched early
or in the middle of the year such that their naturalization rates for year –1 include
many naturalizations that were already decided under representative democracy.

for the other subsamples. These results suggest that the
main results are not driven by shocks in unmeasured con-
founders.

Why Do Immigrants Fare Worse
under Direct Democracy?

Our natural experiment provides evidence that switch-
ing from direct to representative democracy increased
the naturalization rates of immigrant minorities. What
mechanisms might explain this institutional effect? It is
well known that isolating the precise mechanisms that un-
derly any causal effect is very difficult with observational

(and even experimental) data. Nonetheless, in the follow-
ing, we provide evidence that speaks to the relative im-
portance of four potential channels involving differences
in the processing time, levels of information, preferences,
and legal accountability. This evidence draws on further
quantitative tests as well as over 230 semi-structured in-
terviews that we conducted with the head secretaries of a
random sample of the switching municipalities (see the
SI for details).

A first hypothesis is that the switch from direct to rep-
resentative democracy led to higher naturalization rates
through a sharp decrease in the processing time. This
hypothesis implies that the switch should produce an in-
stantaneous short-term effect; however, once the natural-
ization rate stabilizes at the increased rate, no long-term
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540 JENS HAINMUELLER AND DOMINIK HANGARTNER

FIGURE 4 Dynamic Effect of Direct Democracy on Facilitated
Naturalization Rates (Placebo Outcome)

Note: Estimated impact of switching from direct to representative democracy on fa-
cilitated naturalization rate for years before (black lines) and after (gray lines) the
institutional change. Year 0 is the first year in which representative democracy was used
on January 1. Point estimates with 95% confidence intervals (based on robust standard
errors clustered by municipality) are from dynamic panel regression including munici-
pality and year fixed effects and indicator variables for three lags and five leads. Results
are based on N = 487 switching municipalities for which complete panels are available.

effects should be evident. The dynamic panel estimates in
Figure 3, which show that the long-term effects are even
larger than the immediate effects, contradict this impli-
cation.

A second mechanism is that elected politicians may
reject fewer applicants than voters because they have more
information about the applicants. This explanation also
lacks empirical support. Although council members typ-
ically have substantial information about the applicants,
the same was often true for citizens who voted on the
applications under direct democracy. In the ballot box
municipalities, voters received voting leaflets, which pro-
vided a detailed description of each applicant, prior to
the referendums. Similarly, in municipalities where vot-
ing occurred at the citizens’ assemblies, applicants often
had to appear at the assembly and were interviewed by the
voters. Even if we do assume that politicians have more
information, it is not clear why this would lead them to
reject fewer applicants unless we can explain why they
would positively evaluate such information.

A third hypothesis is that the effect of switching might
be driven by differences in the preferences of voters and
politicians. Since decisions are made by majority rule,
we have to consider the preferences of the median voters
and the median politicians who decide the naturalization
votes in the referendums or the municipality councils, re-
spectively. One possibility is that the median politicians in
the legislatures are more pro-immigration compared to
the median voters, and therefore we see fewer rejections
once municipalities switch from direct to representative
democracy. This hypothesis is difficult to evaluate because
there exists no detailed systematic data on the preferences
of local politicians that could be directly compared to the
preferences of the local electorate. However, given that
the politicians in the council are elected by the voters in
the municipality in competitive elections, standard mod-
els of representation (Downs 1957) suggest that the pref-
erences of the median politician in the council should
roughly reflect the preferences of the median voter in the
electorate. In other words, if electoral competition works
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DOES DIRECT DEMOCRACY HURT IMMIGRANT MINORITIES? 541

FIGURE 5 Effect of Direct Democracy on Naturalization Rates by Country
of Origin

Note: Effect of switching from representative to direct democracy on ordinary natural-
ization rate, computed for applicants from different country of origin groups (based on
Models 1 and 2 in Table 1 and Models 1–6 in SI Table B.9).

and voters elect politicians who share their preferences,
then we would expect that in municipalities where the
median voter is anti-immigrant, the median politician
in the council should be equally anti-immigrant. Con-
sistent with such a model of representation, we find that
the seat shares of the SVP in the municipality councils, a
rough proxy for the immigration preferences of the me-
dian voter, are highly correlated with the local vote share
for the SVP in federal elections, a proxy for the immigra-
tion preferences of the median voter (see SI Figure B.3).
Therefore, it seems theoretically and empirically doubt-
ful that there exists large differences in the preferences of
the median voter and the median politician that could
account for the large effect of the shift from direct to rep-
resentative democracy. That said, below we also consider
more sophisticated versions of the preference hypothesis
that allow for differences in the preferences of the me-
dian voter and the median politician. These alternative
versions of the preference mechanism also receive no em-
pirical support.

The fourth mechanism we examined holds that even
though the median politician and the median voter
share roughly similar preferences and would like to re-
ject a roughly similar fraction of applicants, politicians
face a higher level of legal accountability and therefore

higher costs for engaging in potentially arbitrary rejec-
tions. Notice that by legal accountability, we refer to
the accountability between the decision maker and the
law, not the political accountability of elected politicians
to voters. In both regimes, either citizens or politicians
are granted the authority to decide on the naturaliza-
tion applications; however, the discretion of the decision
maker is legally constrained by the normative require-
ment that the application decision has to be made on
nondiscriminatory grounds. In particular, Swiss law stip-
ulates that applicants can be rejected on the basis of cer-
tain permissible criteria (e.g., insufficient language skills
or integration status), but it is illegal to reject applicants
on the basis of certain impermissible criteria (e.g., origin,
ethnicity, or religion).

Although in theory voters are subject to the same
normative requirements as politicians, in practice this
legal accountability relationship between the decision
maker and the law functions poorly under direct democ-
racy since there is no institutional mechanism in place to
ensure that voters obey the requirement to exercise their
decision-making authority only in a nondiscriminatory
way. In referendums, citizens do not have to justify why
they reject an applicant, and they cannot legally be held
accountable for discriminatory rejections. Voters are
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542 JENS HAINMUELLER AND DOMINIK HANGARTNER

FIGURE 6 Effect of Direct Democracy and Voter Preferences
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Note: Marginal effect of switching from direct to representative democracy on the
ordinary naturalization rate computed at different levels of SVP vote share (based on
Model 1 in SI Table B.7). The gray shaded area visualizes the density of the marginal
distribution of SVP vote shares; red vertical lines indicate the quartiles.

unconstrained to “sincerely” vote on their personal pref-
erences and arbitrarily reject applicants based on their
origin or other impermissible criteria. In contrast, the
legal accountability relationship functions better under
representative democracy because politicians holding
elected office are required to publicly report on the
grounds on which they reject an applicant, and they might
be held accountable for arbitrary rejections if a rejected
applicant appeals to the courts, which then review the jus-
tification for the rejection. These mechanisms constrain
the discretion of politicians and make it more costly for
them to disobey the requirement for nondiscriminatory
decisions. This does not mean that application decisions
are always discriminatory under direct democracy or
always free from discrimination under representative
democracy, but it does suggest that, even when the median
politician in the council might be just as prejudiced
against immigrants as the median voter, the heightened
legal accountability that the politician faces makes it less
likely that he will “sincerely” act upon his potentially
prejudicial preferences and arbitrarily reject an applicant
on discriminatory grounds.

What is the empirical evidence for this legal account-
ability mechanism? There are at least five observable im-

plications that we can evaluate with our data. First, if this
mechanism is important, we would expect head secre-
taries to mention it in the interviews. This is indeed the
case. For example, when asked about potential reasons
why the naturalization rate was lower under direct democ-
racy, answers included statements such as “in the citizens’
assemblies, decisions were often based on pure populism
and applicants were arbitrarily rejected based on emo-
tional gut decisions and prejudice: this is a Yugo and we
don’t like him”; “flawless applicants were sometimes re-
jected simply because people vented their frustrations”; or
“assembly votes were extremely emotional, based on sym-
pathy or nationality.” When asked about why the natural-
ization rate might have increased following the switch to
representative democracy, responses included statements
such as “there is much less discrimination in the council,
as politicians have to carefully justify a rejection and can
be held accountable”; “legislators have to look at facts and
cannot afford to decide based on emotions like the vot-
ers”; “politicians have much less room for arbitrariness,
they cannot vote against Yugoslavian applicants on prin-
ciple”; or “legislators are aware that arbitrary rejections
might be challenged in court.” In summary, more than
two-thirds (25 out of 37) of the interviewed secretaries
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DOES DIRECT DEMOCRACY HURT IMMIGRANT MINORITIES? 543

TABLE 2 Successful Appeals and Average Naturalization Rates under Representative and Direct
Democracy

Outcome Naturalization Rate (%) (Mean = 6.15) Naturalization Rate (%) (Mean = 5.59)

Sample Representative Democracy Direct Democracy

Appeals Relative
to

Eligible
Immigrants Municipality Size Eligible Immigrants Municipality Size

Model (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Relative # of
Appeals

0.19 0.28 0.04 0.03

(0.04) (0.07) (0.12) (0.20)
Medium # of

Appeals
−0.40 −0.02 −1.35 −1.40

(0.62) (0.67) (1.43) (1.46)
High # of Appeals 2.42 2.10 0.86 0.79

(0.77) (0.84) (1.41) (1.41)
Constant 6.69 6.70 6.62 6.63 5.95 6.06 5.98 6.07

(0.52) (0.52) (0.51) (0.50) (0.84) (0.79) (0.79) (0.77)
Municipality

Fixed Effects

√ √ √ √ √ √ √ √

Year Fixed Effects
√ √ √ √ √ √ √ √

Observations 250 250 251 251 79 79 79 79
Municipalities 61 61 61 61 35 35 35 35

Note: OLS panel fixed effects regression for 2004–10 period. The sample consists of municipalities from the cantons of Zurich and
Bern under representative democracy (Models 1–4) and direct democracy (Models 5–8). Regression coefficients are shown, with robust
standard errors (clustered by municipality) in parentheses. The outcome variable is the municipal rate for ordinary naturalizations, and
the independent variables are the continuous measure for lagged successful appeals (Models 1, 3, 5, and 7) and the categorical measure for
lagged successful appeals (Models 2, 4, 6, and 8). Models 1, 2, 5, and 6 utilize the number of successful appeals relative to the number of
eligible immigrants; Models 3, 4, 7, and 8 utilize the number of successful appeals relative to the municipality size.

who talked about potential mechanisms explaining the
increase in naturalization rates stated that the responsi-
bility of the municipal council to justify a rejection “plays
a major role.”

Second, if the legal accountability mechanism is im-
portant, we expect a fair share of arbitrary rejections
under direct democracy given that voters casting secret
ballots face few constraints to vote on their prejudice.
This implication is also supported by the evidence. Hain-
mueller and Hangartner (2013) analyzed naturalization
referendums in ballot box municipalities over the 1970–
2003 period and found that they were largely decided
based on the applicant’s country of origin. For exam-
ple, the most marginalized group of applicants from the
former Yugoslavia or Turkey obtained an approximately
40% higher proportion of “no” votes on average com-
pared to observably similar applicants from Western or
Northern European countries. In contrast, permissible
criteria, such as the applicants’ language skills or integra-
tion status, had almost no effect on the outcome of the
naturalization referendums.

Third, the legal accountability mechanism anticipates
that switching from direct to representative democracy is
most beneficial for applicants from the most marginalized
groups. This is because these groups face the highest rates
of arbitrary rejections under direct democracy but should
enjoy more protection under representative democracy if
politicians face higher legal accountability, and therefore
discriminatory rejections are less likely to occur. To test
for this, we replicated the benchmark two-way fixed ef-
fect model with country-of-origin-specific naturalization
rates for three distinct origin groups, including immi-
grant applicants from (former) Yugoslavia and Turkey,
Southern European countries (e.g., Italy, Spain, and Por-
tugal), and Northern and Western European countries
(e.g., Germany, Austria, and France). These origin groups
account for the largest share of naturalizations; however,
they vary broadly in terms of their marginalization, as
immigrants from (former) Yugoslavia and Turkey typi-
cally face much higher anti-immigrant sentiments than
immigrants from countries in Southern Europe (Hain-
mueller and Hangartner 2013). The results are displayed
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544 JENS HAINMUELLER AND DOMINIK HANGARTNER

in Figure 5 and Table B.9 in the SI. We find that applicants
from Yugoslavia and Turkey gained the most as munici-
palities switched from direct to representative democracy.
In contrast, the change in the regime had no or only a
small significant effect for applicants from Southern Eu-
ropean origins. The effect estimates for the two groups
are statistically significantly different (p < .05).

A fourth implication of the legal accountability
mechanism is that the effect of switching should depend
on the anti-immigrant preferences of the local electorate.
Imagine a municipality where voters hold strong anti-
immigrant preferences. Here, we would expect a large
share of discriminatory rejections under direct democ-
racy because the preferences of unconstrained voters di-
rectly translate into policy. However, once such a munic-
ipality is forced to switch to representative democracy,
we expect the share of discriminatory rejections to drop
sharply as the elected politicians, despite being just as
prejudiced against immigrants as their constituents, are
more constrained in acting upon their prejudice by the
heightened legal accountability. On the flip side, we ex-
pect the switch to have little effect in areas with low levels
of xenophobia since there should be few discriminatory
rejections under either regime and legal accountability
should therefore be largely irrelevant. To test this impli-
cation, we reran the benchmark model while interacting
our institutional measures with the local vote share for
the SVP, a proxy for the xenophobic preferences of the
local electorate. The results, displayed in Figure 6 and
Table B.7 in the SI, confirm that the effect of switching is
indeed conditional on the xenophobic preferences of the
local electorate. Switching from direct to representative
democracy has essentially no effect in the least xenopho-
bic municipalities with low SVP vote shares, but it has a
large effect in the most xenophobic areas with high SVP
vote shares. The results are very similar when we replicate
the model while allowing for nonlinearity in the interac-
tive effect (see Figure B.1 in the SI) or using the seat shares
of the SVP in the municipality councils as an alternative
measure of the preferences of the median legislator (see
Figure B.2 in the SI).

Note that although the effect of heterogeneity docu-
mented above is highly consistent with the legal account-
ability mechanism, it is difficult to square with more
sophisticated versions of the preference argument. For
example, even if we assume that the median politician in
the council is on average more pro-immigration than the
median voter—perhaps because politicians are on average
more educated and therefore more tolerant toward immi-
grants or less biased—then the effect of switching should
be roughly uniform across immigrant groups and local
levels of xenophobia. The reason is that under electoral

competition, we would still expect that the preference of
the median council member would at least loosely track
the preference of the median voter, such that in more
xenophobic municipalities, the median politician would
still be more xenophobic than the median politician in less
xenophobic areas (even though both politicians are gener-
ally more pro-immigration than their respective median
voters). In other words, the gap in the naturalization pref-
erences between the median voter and the median politi-
cian should be roughly similar as we move from more to
less marginalized groups or from more to less xenopho-
bic areas; therefore, this argument cannot explain why
we see larger effects of the institutional shift for more
marginalized groups and in more xenophobic areas.

The interaction is also difficult to square with an
even more sophisticated preference argument that allows
for a varying gap between the preferences of the me-
dian voter and the median politician that might emerge
from a two-dimensional policy space, as in Lee, Roemer,
and Straeten (2006). If anything, under such a model,
we would expect the gap between the median voter and
politician to be smallest in the most xenophobic munici-
palities since local voters there care most intensely about
the immigration dimension. If voters place a high elec-
toral weight on this dimension, we expect that the median
politician will quickly adopt the strong anti-immigration
position of the median voter. However, it is precisely in
these places where we find the largest increase in natu-
ralizations when switching from direct to representative
democracy, which suggests that legal accountability is pre-
venting the politician from rejecting as many applicants
as voters would prefer.

The final observable implication of the legal account-
ability mechanism is that we might expect that politicians
in the municipality council react more strongly to suc-
cessful appeals by rejected applicants, which raise aware-
ness that arbitrary rejections are indeed reviewed by the
courts. In contrast, we expect that appeals have no effect
under direct democracy because citizens cannot be held
accountable for arbitrary rejections and therefore have
no incentive to worry about judicial oversight. To test this
implication, we collected data on the number of success-
ful appeals from all municipalities in the cantons of Bern
and Zurich for the years 2004–10. We first restricted the
sample to years in which politicians decided on the ap-
plications and regressed the local naturalization rates on
the fraction of successful appeals in the preceding year,
controlling for municipality and year fixed effects.

We find that a higher fraction of successful appeals
is correlated with higher naturalization rates in the next
year, suggesting that politicians react to judicial oversight
by engaging in fewer rejections (see Table 2, Models 1–4).
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Having a high as compared to a low fraction of successful
appeals in the previous year is associated with a 40% in-
crease in the naturalization rate compared to the average
naturalization rate.2 In contrast, replicating the model for
the years in which municipalities used direct democracy,
we find that appeals have no effect on the naturalization
rates, suggesting that voters do not react to judicial over-
sight; the point estimates are insignificant and fairly close
to zero for all measures (see Table 2, Models 5–8). This
pattern is what we would expect if politicians face higher
legal accountability than voters, but it is not anticipated
by the preference mechanism.

Overall, the evidence is highly consistent with the le-
gal accountability mechanism’s being an important chan-
nel through which immigrant minorities benefit from
switching from direct to representative democracy. The
positive effect is concentrated in the most xenopho-
bic areas and among the most marginalized immigrant
groups. Moreover, successful appeals, which raise aware-
ness about judicial oversight, increase naturalization rates
when politicians decide in the municipal council but have
no effect when citizens vote on the applications in referen-
dums. None of the alternative explanations we considered
can account for these multiple patterns.

Conclusion

Direct democracy is rapidly becoming a popular tool for
policy making in modern democracies. Although there
are advantages of bringing policymaking closer to the
people, one important concern is that the trend toward
direct democracy might threaten the interests of minori-
ties who are vulnerable to the tyranny of the majority.
Political scientists are just beginning to rigorously grap-
ple with this important issue. In this study, we address
the lack of causal evidence through a natural experi-
ment that exploits exogenous institutional change from
direct to representative democracy. We find that immi-
grant minorities in Switzerland fare much better if their
naturalization applications are decided by politicians in
legislatures rather than by citizens in naturalization refer-
endums. Further evidence suggests an important channel
through which this effect operates is the heightened legal

2If politicians vote more liberally solely to avoid the hassle of an ap-
peal, we would expect the relative number of any appeal, successful
or unsuccessful, to increase the naturalization rate in the following
year. However, we do not find any effect for the relative number
of unsuccessful appeals across all specifications. Only successful
appeals are correlated with politicians’ future naturalization deci-
sions.

accountability that politicians face compared to citizens
when deciding on the naturalization requests.

Our findings have several important implications.
With respect to the Swiss context, the results demonstrate
that direct democracy acts as a significant barrier to citi-
zenship. The fact that naturalization rates increase sharply
with the transition from direct to representative democ-
racy, while the quality of the applicant pool remains con-
stant, suggests that voters in naturalization referendums
discriminate against a significant proportion of qualified
applicants who would be approved if accountable legisla-
tors, who have to publicly justify their decisions and are
subject to judicial oversight, were to vote on the same ap-
plications. This evidence suggests that direct democracy
should no longer be used for naturalization decisions
if the goal is to lower the risk of discriminatory rejec-
tions. This is a pressing concern given recent proposals
to constitutionally restore secret ballot referendums for
naturalizations and the fact that by the end of our sample
period, some municipalities still continue to rely on ref-
erendums to decide on naturalization applications at the
citizens assembly.

More broadly, our results emphasize the importance
of the interplay between voter preferences and political in-
stitutions in generating policy outcomes. Our study pro-
vides perhaps the most direct evidence to date that when
faced with the exact same policy decision, direct democ-
racy does harm minorities more often than representative
democracy. Moreover, the evidence suggests that direct
democracy is most harmful for the most marginalized
minorities. This finding has direct implications for the
long-standing literature on the effect of direct democracy
on minority interests. It supports the warnings by op-
ponents of direct democracy and contradicts the claims
of its supporters who argue that there exists no rigorous
evidence that direct democracy harms minority interests.
Finally, from a theoretical perspective, we have identi-
fied a novel mechanism that explains how institutional
constraints can limit discretion and thereby mitigate how
prejudices translate into policy. In particular, our results
suggest that shifting authority to a venue in which deci-
sion makers are accountable to report on the reasons for
their decisions is beneficial for minorities who are at risk
of discrimination.

How generalizable are our findings? Although it
would be unwise to conclude from our results that
direct democracy is generally harmful for minorities,
our results show that at least in the important domain
of naturalizations, where the causal effect of direct
democracy can be isolated empirically, minorities suffer
from direct democracy when faced with an antagonistic
electorate. Whether direct democracy would be more
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or less harmful in other contexts is more difficult to
assess. We need to consider two questions about the
external validity. First, is Switzerland different? Second,
are naturalization referendums different?

If direct democracy amplifies the preferences of the
majority, then one possibility is that the negative effects
of direct democracy that we find are more pronounced in
Switzerland because the Swiss are more anti-immigrant
than natives in most other places. However, the evidence
contradicts the idea that the Swiss are unusually xenopho-
bic. In fact, cross-national data on immigration attitudes
from the European Social Survey and World Values Survey
suggest that across a broad range of measures, Switzerland
consistently ranks among the countries with the lowest
levels of anti-immigrant sentiment (see the SI for details).
This supports the conjecture that, if anything, we might
expect even more harmful effects if other countries were
to allow voters to express their preferences on immigrants
in referendums.

Another possibility is that the effects of direct democ-
racy differ in our setting because naturalization votes are
a special case. In particular, one distinguishing feature
is that naturalization referendums entail votes on indi-
vidual immigrants, rather than votes on broader policies
that affect the minority group as a whole. But would di-
rect democracy be more or less harmful if voters decided
on minority groups, rather than the individuals who be-
long to these groups? The large social psychology litera-
ture on the “person-positivity bias” (Sears 1983) supports
the conjecture that direct democracy would most likely
be more harmful if decisions applied to entire minority
groups. It is a central finding that individuals are regu-
larly viewed more positively than the groups or categories
they embody and that individuating information can act
to override stereotypes and encourage perceivers to form
judgments on the merits of the individual (LaPiere 1934;
Sears 1983). This person-positivity bias has been repli-
cated in different domains, including the area of immigra-
tion in which Iyengar et al. (2013) show that voters fiercely
oppose open immigration policies, even though they are
generally much more welcoming toward individual im-
migrants. We expect that a similar person-positivity bias
is also at play in our naturalization setting, where votes
are cast based on lots of individuating information about
the applicants.

In sum, both lines of reasoning about external valid-
ity suggest that our results likely provide a lower bound
for the harmful effects of direct democracy on immigrant
minorities. Nonetheless, it is our view that external valid-
ity is best addressed not by theoretical conjectures, but by
replicating internally valid studies in other countries and
in other policy domains.
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