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Abstract
Political information is key to political competence. The relationship between political information and the decision 
to vote, however, is understudied at the municipal level of government. Based on a survey of 3,200 electors in the 
province of Quebec, our results highlight the importance of information in voters’ decision to go to the polls as well 
as how this information affects other variables. Our analysis shows that the more a voter is knowledgeable about the 
candidates’ platforms and projects, the more likely he or she is to vote. Our findings extend knowledge regarding 
political information, political competence and turnout from other levels of government to the municipal level. 
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Résumé
Si l’information politique contribue à la formation de la compétence politique, peu de travaux analysent la relation 
entre l’information politique et la décision de se rendre aux urnes à l’échelle municipale. À partir d’une enquête 
menée auprès de 3 200 électeur•trice•s de la province de Québec, nous montrons d’une part l’importance que détient 
l’information chez les électeur•trice•s dans la décision d’aller voter  et  d’autre part la façon dont cette information 
est susceptible d’influencer d’autres variables. Notre analyse montre que plus un•e électeur•trice est informé•e sur 
les programmes et les projets des candidat•e•s, plus il.elle est susceptible de voter. Ces résultats élargissent ainsi plus 
largement les connaissances concernant l’information politique, la compétence politique et la participation électorale.
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Introduction 
Information deficits are often cited as possible explanations for lower voter turnout (Elmendorf and Schleicher 2012). 
This relationship between information and turnout has been extensively studied for the upper levels of government, 
and has led to the development of the concepts of political sophistication (Dassonneville 2012) and political compe-
tence (Blondiaux 2007). Indeed, levels of political knowledge are considered a crucial indicator of voter competence 
(Dassonneville 2012). 

However, while a recent study has clearly established a link between the nature of the information available 
and the choices made by voters at the polls (Crowder-Meyer, Kushner Gadarian, and Trounstine 2020), to our 
knowledge, no study has verified the impact of this specific informational context on individual voter turnout in local 
elections. In part, this is because electoral analyses at this level focus mainly on aggregate data, making it difficult for 
researchers to discern the relationship between the elector’s choice of whether or not to vote and the political infor-
mation available to them (Breux and Couture 2018). Nevertheless, municipal politics is an intriguing arena in which 
to study the relationship between information and turnout; for example, Cutler and Matthews argue that voters in 
municipal elections have less information than in other elections and that information is not well organized (2005, 
360), which may help to explain comparably low voter turnout in local elections. How then can we understand the 
relationship between information and turnout in these peculiar elective settings? 

Accordingly, we seek to explore the notion of political competence and its link with electoral participation at 
the municipal level of politics. Based on a survey of 3,200 electors in the province of Quebec, Canada, conducted 
in November 2017, we measure the relationship between municipal voter competence and voter turnout. We begin 
by addressing links between political competence and electoral participation, including existing concepts and mea-
sures. This then leads into a discussion of the specific context of municipal electoral participation and voters at this 
level of elections. Next, we present our methodological approach and the original information index we develop to 
measure voters’ sense of being sufficiently informed about municipal politics. Our analysis highlights the importance 
of information in voters’ decision to vote at the municipal level. Further, we demonstrate how information could 
be linked with other variables which shape electoral behaviour, notably home ownership, age, and involvement in 
political parties. We address our research findings by situating them within the relatively unique settings of municipal 
politics, and demonstrate that well-recognized influences on turnout and vote choices—such as information—must 
be understood within these local elective settings. 

Political competence and electoral participation
The relationship between the voter’s political competence and electoral participation has been extensively studied in 
political science. The abundance of studies is due in part to a seminal finding by  pioneers in the field, namely that the 
elector is generally an uninformed individual (Campbell et al. 1960). The key studies on political competence brought 
forth an instrumental vision of political information in which information is considered a form of investment (Bim-
ber 2001). According to Downs’ model of rationality (1957), the voter can prioritize her or his preferences and vote 
according to the benefits it will bring. The model postulates that a voter will remain poorly informed, since the costs 
of acquiring political information exceed the benefits that can be expected. 

Downs’ expectations have been both supported and contradicted in subsequent research on information and 
voting. Most importantly, researchers have demonstrated the greater a citizen’s level of political knowledge, the more 
likely she or he is to vote (Larcinese 2007). This assertion renders political competence “an individual disposition 
or attribute” (Blondiaux 2007, 761), a specific type of capacity. However, several studies in both Europe and North 
America have shown that socio-economic variables such as education and income play a significant role in such a 
relationship (Berggren 2001) and possibly even form the basis of the relationship (Lassen 2005). Information is a 
variable that is endogenous to other variables that may influence the decision to go to the polls. This finding has 
informed a body of research on the inequalities that this relationship generates within the electorate (Delli Carpini 
and Keeter 1993; Gaxie 1978). Pantoja and Segura illustrate this inequality: “if politically knowledgeable citizens 
participate at higher levels, make better choices, and have more responsive representatives, then certain groups in the 
polity that have been shown to possess less information [...] are politically at disadvantage” (2003, 268).

Researchers have also demonstrated that context is a variable that can improve an individual’s level of political 
knowledge. Indeed, the more political information that is disseminated, the lower the cost of voting will be for the 
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voter, increasing the probability that she or he will go to the polls. Availability of information is therefore crucial in 
shaping the decision of whether to vote. Research on the influence of context in this regard is divided into two parts. 
On the one hand, there is work that addresses the impact of election campaigns on mobilization (Dumitrescu 2012; 
Römmele 2003), highlighting the influence of both candidates and political parties (Chong and Druckman 2007). 
Trumm and Sudulich (2018), for example, argue that not all activities have an impact on electoral mobilization and 
that the type of elections is also important to consider. On the other hand, some studies highlight the role of the ins-
titutional and legislative context, and underline the importance of the rules surrounding campaign spending for levels 
of voter turnout (Baek 2009). For still others, some institutional contexts are seen to favor the political competence 
of citizens (Gordon and Segura 1997). Under certain conditions, the institutional context could possibly compensate 
for a lack of political knowledge on the part of the individual. According to Berggren, for example, “institutional 
arrangements apparently can offset the tendency to those with few resources to remain unsophisticated, in effect 
reducing the resource-bias in political sophistication” (2001, 547). 

This research highlights the multiple interactions that can take place between the level of political knowledge 
and individual electoral participation, and make information a key element of this relationship. These multiple inte-
ractions have led to the development of a number of concepts and measures of political knowledge.

Concepts and measures
Several concepts have been devised by researchers to identify and assess political competence. One such concept is 
the notion of “political sophistication” by Neuman (1986), defined as the articulation between three concepts “politi-
cal salience”, “political knowledge” and “political conceptualization.” For Luskin, “a person is politically sophisticated 
to the extent to which his or her political cognitions are numerous, cut a wide substantive swath, and are highly or-
ganized or ‘constrained’ ”(1990, 332). Others, in turn, speak of “political knowledge,” which Delli Carpini and Keeter 
define as the “range of factual information about politics that is stored in long-term memory.” This notion of political 
knowledge is related to political sophistication. Indeed, as Delli Carpini and Keeter note, “a common conclusion in 
an increasing number of studies is that factual knowledge is the best single indicator of sophistication and its related 
concepts of ‘expertise,’ ‘awareness,’ ‘political engagement’ and even ‘media exposure’” (1993, 1180).

In yet another approach to assessing political competence, Zaller defines political awareness as the “extent to 
which an individual pays attention to politics and understands what he or she has encountered.” (1992, 21) For 
Zaller, political awareness is a way of analyzing the impact of information on individuals. This concept likewise has 
affinities with that of political knowledge: “much evidence indicates that simple tests of political knowledge are the 
most reliable and valid measures of political awareness.” (1991, 1233) Milner, for his part, considers civic literacy as 
a measure that combines “ability manifesting itself in the form of political knowledge, and willingness in the form 
of political participation.” (2002, 1) 

This summary highlights the different ways in which the notion of political competence can be conceptualized. 
Despite their diversity, these different concepts also share a common feature: their measures, in addition to giving rise 
to debate, tends to resemble a knowledge test, which presents certain limitations.

Furthermore, exploring the influence of information on voting raises the  question of the nature of the causality 
between these variables. Do electors inform themselves because they wish to vote or do they vote because they are 
informed? For some authors, whatever the causal direction between these variables, there is nonetheless:

 
[…] a correlation between the level of political competence, in the classical sense of the term, and the 
propensity to participate in politics, to give one’s opinions in surveys, or to vote. Statistically, political 
competence has to do with action. What matters is the relationship between competence and commit-
ment […] what matters is the relationship between competence and commitment. The more informed 
you are, the more likely you are to be politically engaged and vice versa” (Blondiaux 2007, 772). 

Although relevant, previous surveys address competence and vote choice at the upper levels of government, with only 
a few focusing on the municipal level. This situation therefore calls for a more in-depth study of the mechanisms that 
can be applied at this lower level, where the specificity of the informational context is often mentioned, albeit without 
having been the subject of empirical tests.
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Municipal electoral participation and information
Research on municipal electoral participation in North American is US centered (Breux and Bherer 2011; Breux and 
Couture 2018), although Canadian studies on this subject have increased in recent years. That said, the municipal 
electoral scenes in the two countries share similarities and so allow us to make several observations. More precisely, 
some factors that could explain voter turnout at others levels of government seem to matter differently at the muni-
cipal level. This seems particularly true where information is concerned.

Context may help explain voter turnout at the municipal level (Breux, Couture, and Bherer 2014; Trounstine 
2009). The literature on municipal electoral participation demonstrates that socio-economic variables have less in-
fluence on mobilization at this level of government than at others. The weaker influence of these variables can be 
explained in part by environment in which individuals live. Some researchers, such as Oliver, Ha, and Callen (2012), 
have linked sizes of municipalities to the probability of voting: the smaller the size of the municipality, the greater 
the probability that an individual will go to the polls, since his or her vote can make a difference. Breux, Couture, and 
Goodman (2017) found a similar relationship in the Canadian province of Quebec. While municipality size plays a 
role in electoral mobilization, it also explains why the informational context is often used to explain low voter turnout, 
with the cost of political information being higher in the most populous, complex municipalities. 

Other researchers have focused their attention on the characteristics of voters and how these affect likelihood to 
vote. These studies have found that municipal voters tend to be homeowners, older, more affluent and more educated 
than the average citizen (Rugh and Trounstine 2011). Home ownership facilitates access to information since mu-
nicipal decisions are likely to influence both the value of the property and the tax bill (Oliver 2000). Residents’ lived 
experience of public policies is also relevant, particularly in the context of property services, insofar as homeowners 
are more informed about public management (Couture, Breux and Bherer 2014).

Age is also an important variable in the decision to vote and, in fact, appears to exercise a stronger influence in 
local than federal or provincial elections.  According to Stockemer and Rocher (2017), there is a 25-point difference 
in self-reported voting among those aged 18–24, compared to voters aged 25–34. This difference increases to 45 
points when comparing self-reported voters aged 18–24 to self-reported voters aged 55 and older. In other terms, 
older individuals are more likely to vote at the municipal level. This finding was confirmed by Dostie-Goulet et al. 
(2013), who showed that young voters tend to abstain at the municipal level but vote at other levels, with the excep-
tion of those who had a strong sense of belonging to their municipality (also see Nakhaie 2006). Moreover, although 
Stockemer and Rocher (2017) demonstrated that political knowledge was an intermediate variable between age and 
propensity to vote, their analysis does not focus on the municipal level. 

Other characteristics of the institutional and political context of municipal elections also influence electoral 
participation and the dissemination of information. The municipal level, for example, is known for its often high 
re-election rates. Trounstine (2008) points out that the dominance of one candidate during elections tends to reduce 
voter turnout and to lead to political monopolies when the same person is re-elected more than three times in a row. 
Since election results are largely predictable in these situations, voters have less incentive to go to the polls, as Bherer 
(2011) showed in her analysis of a city in Quebec. In such a context, it may be difficult for a newcomer to politics 
to make herself known, given the dominance of the incumbent candidate in the media and the electoral scene (see 
Breux, Couture, and Bherer 2014). 

In Canada, two provinces differ from the others in that they both allow and supervise the formation of muni-
cipal political parties: Quebec and British Columbia (Couture, Breux, and Bherer 2018). The presence of political 
parties in Quebec, however, is rather minimal, despite having been legal for more than thirty years. Moreover, these 
municipal political parties rarely align with a clear ideological vision and instead present platforms that hardly differ 
from one another, rendering the municipal scene somewhat unintelligible. According to Bherer and Breux (2011), 
municipal politics in Quebec is characterized by an information deficit, which could help to explain low voter turnout: 

[T]he municipal information deficit structures [...] the urban political field in a fundamental way. First 
of all, the lack of media coverage and the absence of political parties make it particularly costly for 
citizens to obtain information. Moreover, the modest knowledge of municipal competences and the low 
media coverage of local affairs (coming from the media or parties) suppress all forms of social pressure 
that might encourage citizens to vote. (p. 6)
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Hypothesis
These previous findings suggest that the dissemination of information at the municipal level in Quebec is inadequate, 
and has consequences for voter turnout in local elections. Accordingly, we propose to test the following hypothesis: 
Voters’ political competence is associated with the likelihood they will vote in municipal elections. 

Testing this hypothesis is an important contribution to municipal election studies since, to our knowledge, this 
relationship has never been tested at the local level. In addition, testing this hypothesis also allows us to address some 
of the gaps identified by others in the measurement of political competence in previous studies (Blanchet 2016). In-
deed, the notion of political competence and the studies that analyze it are not without their limitations. Very often, 
the measurement of political competence is similar to a knowledge test, putting the interviewee in a situation close to 
that of an exam (Blondiaux 2007), i.e. the interviewee is often asked for factual knowledge (for example, do you know 
the name of the finance minister?). Barabas et al (2014) also showed that the level of political knowledge depended 
greatly on the type of questions asked to the voter, thus putting the results of previous studies into perspective. Such 
evidence calls for a revision of the way political knowledge is measured.

Studies on health and voter turnout provide us with an opportunity to reflect on how to address this limitation. 
Such analyses often take an individual’s self-assessment of his or her health status as an indicator of health: “Self-
rated health assessed by a simple single- item measure has been demonstrated to be a robust predictor of health 
outcomes independent of many measurable physical and biological factors” (Mavaddat et al. 2011, 800). This research 
suggests that individuals’ self-assessment of the level of political knowledge available to them—in other words, 
whether they feel sufficiently (or not) and adequately (or not) informed to make a choice during the election—could 
be an indicator of political competence regardless of factual knowledge. While this conclusion bears the risk of 
overestimating the individual’s political competence (Fernbach et al. 2013), self-assessment by the individual allows, 
at least indirectly, for the diversity of individual realities to be taken into account.

Our research suggests that  individuals’ self-assessment of the level of political information available to them—
in other words, whether they feel adequately informed to make a good choice in casting their ballot—could be linked 
to political competence regardless of factual knowledge. While this conclusion bears the risk of overestimating the 
individual’s political competence (Fernbach et al. 2013), self-assessment by the individual allows, at least indirectly, 
for  the diversity of individual realities to be taken into account. Moreover, this idea seems especially relevant given 
the knowledge that voters may vote with little political knowledge (Shineman, 2018). 

This self-assessment is particularly relevant at the municipal level because studies of political competence tend 
to neglect existing interactions between candidates and citizens (Ashworth and Bueno de Mesquita 2014). It also 
seems that much more significant at the municipal level because the scale is often associated with a proximity 
between the elected official and the citizen (Mévellec 2018), whether this be real or idealized. Similarly, asking voters 
about their sense of being sufficiently informed avoids measuring their level of knowledge as such. 

That is why we have created an information index based on three components which the voter self-assesses
 
•	 Knowledge	of	the	candidates	for	elected	office
•	 The	responsibilities	of	municipalities
•	 The	sense	of	being	sufficiently	informed.	

These three aspects thus circumvent the need to subject electors to a knowledge test when seeking to assess their 
knowledge. 

Such an index is similar to the notion of internal political efficacy, the set of “beliefs about one’s own competence 
to understand and to participate effectively in politics” (Niemi, Craig, and Mattei 1991, 1407). This notion of internal 
political efficacy has also been the subject of reflection in relation to the question of information, often as part of 
the analysis of young voters’ electoral participation. This constitutes “political information efficacy,” which Kaid, 
McKinney, and Tedesco (2007, 1096) define as follows: “Our theory of political information efficacy is closely related 
to internal efficacy but differs in that it focuses solely on the voter’s confidence in his or her own political knowledge 
and its sufficiency to engage the political process (to vote)”. In their survey of young voters, Kaid, McKinney and 
Tedesco measure policy information effectiveness using four variables which measure perceptions of understanding, 
qualification, being self-informed, and being better informed than others. 

The main determinants of political information as measured by index data (see regression Table 1) are, in order 
of importance, interest in politics (Beta: 0.37), ownership (Beta: 0.12), age (Beta: 0.11), presence of a political party 
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(Beta: 0.11) and being male (Beta: 0.05). Education and income do not affect municipal political information, ac-
cording to our results. In other words, the reason why owners tend to vote more is that they have more information. 
This relationship would also help explain why young people tend to abstain more at this level of government, being 
less likely to own property (Couture, Breux, and Bherer 2014).

While our information index can be likened to this political information efficacy, we have adapted it to the 
municipal context. This measure does not claim to be superior to existing traditional measures of political informa-
tion; as Blondiaux points out, however, it has the advantage of participating in the diversification of “methodological 
access routes to politicization phenomena” (2007, 766), and of being able to encompass the diversity of the municipal 
contexts under study. 

Methodology

Sample
A total of 561 mayoral elections were held during the Quebec municipal elections on November 5, 2017. Between 
November 9, 2017, and December 15, 2017, we conducted an online survey of voters in these municipalities, which 
were divided by population size into four strata. In total, we obtained 3,209 respondents, including 416 respondents 
in municipalities with less than 5,000 inhabitants, 726 respondents in municipalities with 5,000 to 20,000 inhabi-
tants, 817 respondents in municipalities with 20,000 to 100,000 inhabitants, and 1,266 respondents in those with 
more than 100,000 inhabitants. We have complete data for all the variables under study for 3,126 respondents. 

Survey instruments
Our dependent variable is voter turnout, which was measured by a question aimed at reducing the effect of so-
cial desirability according to recommendations by Morin-Chassé, Bol, Stephenson, and Labbé St-Vincent (2017). 

*Beta values are the estimated coefficients of the explanatory variables. They indicate a change 
in the dependent variable (in this case, information) caused by a unit change in the single inde-
pendent variable while keeping all other independent variables constant.

Table 1
Linear regression
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Respondents who indicated that they voted were coded as 1 and abstentionists as 0. Some 72.7% of respondents 
reported having voted, which is higher than the average municipal participation rate of 44.8%.  More specifically, 
78.1% of respondents reported voting in municipalities with less than 5,000 inhabitants, 74.7% in those with 5,000 to 
20,000 inhabitants, 70.7% in those with 20,000 to 100,000 inhabitants, and 71.2% in those with more than 100,000 
inhabitants. In 2013, by contrast, the average turnout was 46.90% in municipalities with less than 5,000 inhabitants, 
45.15% in those with 5,000–20,000 inhabitants, 42.62% in those with 20,000–100,000 inhabitants, and 43.98% in 
those with over 100,000 inhabitants.

Models
The main independent variable [political competence] is the information index, which is composed of six dichoto-
mous variables: a) self-assessment of respondents’ knowledge of candidates for councillor, b) self-assessment of res-
pondents’ knowledge of candidates for mayor, c) self-assessment of candidates’ knowledge of platforms for candidates 
for councillor, d) self-assessment of candidates’ knowledge of platforms for mayor, e) self-assessment of the level of 
knowledge of municipalities’ responsibilities, and f ) a measure of the sense of being sufficiently informed to vote. The 
congruence of the index is very satisfactory, with a Cronbach’s’ alpha of 0.799 (Fornell and Larcker 1981).

The models also include several control variables that may influence both participation and the level of informa-
tion of respondents, such as age, gender, education, income, ownership or tenancy of one’s home, interest in politics, 
and the presence of at least one political party in the municipality. The wordings of the questions and coding of 
variables are available in the appendix, as well as the descriptive analysis for each of the variables and the correlation 
matrix.

The models were estimated from the logistic regression and the standard errors were adjusted by taking into 
account the respondent’s allotment to one of the four municipality size categories (robust cluster variance estimator).

Results
The analysis of the results will take place in three steps. First, we will present the relationship between information 
and voter turnout. Next, we will look at the mediation effect of the information on the control variables. Finally, we 
will present the interaction effects between the information index and the size of municipalities, political interest, and 
the age of respondents. The results are presented in Table 2 (next page).

Model B shows that the information index is significantly correlated with voter turnout. The marginal effect 
(Dy/DX), presented in Table 3 (next page), shows that each additional point on the information index is linked 
to an 11.2% increase in participation. Comparing model B with model D shows the effect of the introduction of 
control variables on this relationship. It appears that the introduction of control variables has little effect on the 
relationship between the information index and voter turnout. The relationship remains very significant at the 1 per 
1,000 threshold and the marginal effect remains high at 9.5 percentage points.

Model C, strikingly, shows that five of the six variables in the information index are significantly associated with 
voter turnout. Only knowledge of the responsibilities of municipalities is insignificant. A comparison of model C with 
model E shows the effect of the introduction of control variables. It appears that the introduction of control variables 
has little effect on the relationship between the variables making up the information index and voter turnout. Four 
relationships remain highly significant at the 1 per 1,000 threshold. Knowledge of municipal responsibilities also 
remains insignificant in the E model. With respect to knowledge of mayoral candidates, the significant relationship 
to the 1% threshold in model C remains significant, but at the 5% threshold in model E. Moreover, the introduction 
of control variables also has little effect on the intensity of the relationships illustrated by the marginal effects (Dy/
Dx) presented in Table 3. 

In the order of importance and intensity of effects, knowledge of the platforms or projects of mayoral candi-
dates first increases the probability of participating in the election by 20.2 percentage points in model C and 18.8 
percentage points in model E. Then comes the sense of being sufficiently informed, with an effect of 17.7 percentage 
points in model C and 14.7 percentage points in model E. Next, knowledge of the platforms of the candidates for a 
councillor position has an effect of 12.7 percentage points in model C and 11.1 percentage points in model E. The 
knowledge of the candidates for mayor and councillor closes the gap with 5.6 and 9.3 percentage points respectively 
in model C and 3.9 and 7.7 in model E.
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Table 2
Logistic regression with R.C.V.E.

Table 3
Marginal effect
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Model A presents the effect of the control variables. In this model, variables measuring education and income 
level are not associated with municipal electoral participation, while age, gender, homeownership, political party 
presence and interest in municipal politics are associated with participation. A comparison of model A with model 
D allows for an examination of the mediation potential of the information index on the different significant control 
variables in model A. The introduction of the information index in model D reduces the statistical significance of 
the control variables and their intensity, as illustrated by the marginal effects in Table 4. Thus, adding the informa-
tion index to the model reduces by half the age effect from an increase in participation of 0.2 percentage points for 
each additional year in model A to 0.1 percentage points in model D. A decrease of about half of the effect is also 
observed for the homeowner and political party variable, while the effect disappears completely for gender. The most 
important effect is found for political interest, which ranges from a 25.0 percentage point increase in participation 
for respondents who express an interest in municipal politics in model A to 8.0 percentage points in model D. These 
results tend to support the idea that a significant portion of the relationship between age, gender, homeownership, 
political party involvement and political interest is linked to the information effect.

To understand more about the mechanisms at work in the information effect, we modelled the interaction between 
the information index and three variables: the size of the municipality’s population, age of voters and their level of 
political interest. Results that illustrate the marginal effects of the interaction between variables are presented in 
Figures 1, 2 and 3. The models also include all the other variables presented in Table 2. 

The results of these three figures converge toward the same observation. The effect of the information index 
is generally uniform for municipality size, political interest, and age. More specifically, an additional point on the 
information index does not have a greater effect on either the municipal size or age categories. Further, an additional 

Table 4
Marginal effect

Figure 1
Marginal effects predicted with 95% CLs
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point on the information index also has a similar effect for respondents who express an interest in politics and those 
who do not. Except for respondents who scored three points on the information index, the two groups of respondents 
from the political interest category do not stand out on the information index.

Discussion
Our survey shows that political competence, measured through our information index, is correlated to individual 
voter turnout at the municipal level. The effect of the information index is strong and decreases only slightly after 

Figure 2
Marginal effects predicted with 95% CLs

Figure 3
Marginal effects predicted with 95% CLs
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the introduction of control variables. To our knowledge, this is the first time that the correlation of information on 
municipal voter turnout has been measured in a Canadian context. 

In Accountability and Responsiveness at the Municipal Level: Views from Canada, Breux and Couture showed that 
“electors can…reduce the information they need to make a decision by engaging in a retrospective evaluation of the 
outgoing government’s performance” (2018, 83). This last point is directly related to the concepts of accountability 
and responsiveness as well as to clarity of responsibility. In other words, “it is possible for electors to assign the results 
of public action to those elected officials who are responsible for it” (Breux and Couture 2018, 84). However, the 
results of our survey contradict these findings since, for our sample, clarity of responsibility does not seem to be a 
factor in the decision as to whether to go to the polls.

Nevertheless, the importance of information on the effect of certain variables should not be overlooked, in 
particular the variables homeownership, age, and political parties. While Oliver, Ha and Callen (2012) showed that 
voters tend to be homeowners, our survey shows that the homeowner variable effect hinges on information. The 
effect of information on the “age” variable should also be considered. The literature has shown that age influences the 
decision to vote at the municipal level (Nakhaie 2006). Young voters tend to abstain more than older voters, albeit 
across all levels of government and not only at the municipal level (Steben-Chabot 2016). Still, our survey shows, for 
the municipal level, that information is associated with the “age” variable. This correlation also confirms the results 
of a recent qualitative survey based on focus groups with voters who are on average about 20 years old; these voters 
consider themselves to be insufficiently informed about municipal politics and so are in need of information (Breux 
and Vallette 2020). 

Our study also shows that there is a link between information and the presence of political parties. The literature 
that has examined the influence of these formations on municipal electoral participation has often led to contradic-
tory conclusions. Some studies hold that political parties increase electoral participation, while others find that their 
presence does not affect it. In Quebec, Couture et al. (2014), based on aggregate data, showed that the presence of 
political parties did not affect voter turnout. The results of our survey fine-tune this finding by pointing out that the 
effect of municipal political parties at the municipal level is mediated by information.

This clarification is most important in the Quebec context. Although regulated by law, the presence of political 
parties is a subject of debate, and their limitations are often pointed out. Among the latter, their name (often similar), 
their lifespan (often limited), their platforms (often too similar) and their lack of clear positioning on a left-right axis 
are often denounced (Bherer and Breux 2012). However, our results suggest that even in this form, these formations 
are important because of the information they provide. While the very fact of calling them “political parties” raises 
questions, our survey highlights their role as disseminators of information, regardless of the limitations observed.

Moreover, when distinguishing between the different variables that make up our information index, the more a 
voter knows about candidates’ platforms and projects, the more likely they are to vote. This is most interesting because 
in Quebec a candidate is not required to have a political platform or project to run in municipal elections: he or she 
must merely collect a certain number of signatures to run, a number that depends on the size of the municipality. To 
the extent that the government agency overseeing municipal elections in the province requires accountability in the 
use of political financing, consideration could be given to making this accountability conditional on the expression 
of a platform or program, even if only minimal. This would allow voters to have the opportunity to have similar 
information for each candidate, whether he or she be independent or a member of a political party. In other words, 
this would make it possible to structure the electoral offer.

From a methodological point of view, our results are based on an information index, created from an individual’s 
self-assessment of her or his level of information and knowledge. In political science, political efficacy information 
is a measure of how individuals evaluate their political knowledge and voting skills. We drew inspiration from this 
work to create an information index that we adapted according to the elements specific to the municipal context. 
In our opinion, this is a first response to the working hypothesis of the existence of an information deficit in the 
context of the municipal level. The fact that the knowledge variables are not too heavily correlated with one another 
demonstrates the strength of our index.

Our survey shows that the intensity of the effect of the information is uniform when it comes to young people, 
large cities or people who say they are not interested in municipal politics. This suggests that increasing turnout 
hinges primarily on better dissemination and structuring of information to voters. 
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