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Marc Buhlmann
Année Politique Suisse, Institute of Political
Science, University of Bern, Bern, Switzerland

Synonyms

Direct legislation; Direct Initiative;

Referendum

say;

Introduction

Direct democracy is often seen as the most pure
and basic form of democracy. Representative
democracy allows for indirect influence of citi-
zens voting for representatives responsible for
taking political decisions. Contrarily, with direct
legislation each citizen has effective and direct
control over political decision making and equal
power to affect decisions through binding votes.
The idea of direct democracy is not new at all.
The ancient Greeks still knew some sort of
assemblies where decisions were made directly
by those few full citizens, who were entitled to
vote. In Switzerland and some of the US states,
forms of direct legislation have been installed
since the nineteenth century. Today, some sort
of direct democratic mechanisms can be found all
over the world (for overviews, see Altman 2011;
Gallagher and Uleri 1996; Scarrow 2001).

Given its long heritage and the widespread
use, how can direct democracy be treated as an
innovation? The reasons are twofold: First, direct
democracy is increasingly seen as a remedy for
the problems democratic states face in the
twenty-first century. The growing mistrust of
citizens regarding the political elites, the
declining willingness for individual political
engagement, and the declining output legitimacy
of representative systems are interpreted as signs
of a veritable crisis of democracy. It is argued that
giving the citizens more direct say — that is,
enlarging their possibilities for democratic
decision making and control — has the potential
to foster motivation to take part in politics, to craft
trust, and finally to renew democracy. In this
sense, direct democracy is an innovation for
representative democratic states and holds great
potential for a new democratic turn. Even if direct
democratic institutions can be found in many
countries, citizen polls are very rare events.

Second, direct democracy has an inherent
innovative potential because it enlarges the
scope of political arguments. In direct democ-
racy, it is not only the political elite but — at
least theoretically — all citizens who contribute
to the discussion of politics. In this sense, the
more legislation is direct, the higher is the
probability of new and innovative political solu-
tions. Direct democracy allows for policy inno-
vation and inclusion of new ideas and approaches
even from minorities and outsiders.

Of course, direct democracy also has its dan-
gers. A careful evaluation of the innovative

E.G. Carayannis (ed.), Encyclopedia of Creativity, Invention, Innovation, and Entrepreneurship,
DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-3858-8, © Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2013

28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
61



Comp. by: Prabu Stage: Proof Chapter No.: 483 Title Name: ECIE
Date:20/11/12 Time:11:45:08 Page Number: 2

62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69

70

71
72
73
74
75
76
v
78
79

80
81
82
83
84
85
86
87
88
89
90
91
92
93
94
95
96
97
98
99
100
101
102
103
104
105

potential of direct legislation needs a look at both
the benefits as well as the dangers of direct say
and control by all citizens. An appropriate juxta-
position of pros and cons must be based on theo-
retical as well as empirical insights. Prior to this,
there must be given a proper definition of direct
democracy that indeed has very different notions,
features, and instruments.

Notions of Direct Democracy

Basically, direct democracy means decision
making by eligible citizens as opposed to
representative democracy, where decisions are
taken indirectly (i.e., by representatives for
whom the citizens have voted). To distinguish
the existing forms of decision making by the
people, and to understand their different potential
for innovation, three characteristics must be
clarified: activation, approval, and definition.

Activation
The first important attribute of direct democracy
relates to the question: Who has the right to start
a process of direct legislation and under which
conditions?

First, the activation of a process of direct deci-
sion making can either be a political right for each
citizen (bottom-up) or explicitly rest in the hands
of the political elite (top-down). In the latter case,
direct democracy takes the form of a pure public
opinion poll. The government or (a part of) the
parliament submits a political issue aiming at
hearing the citizens’ opinion on this issue, at
increasing legitimation for it, or at consolidating
of power. Often, this form of direct decision takes
the notion of “plebiscite” (sometimes also “ad
hoc referendum’). When the right of the activa-
tion of direct legislation is given to the citizens,
this instrument can be considered either as an
abrogative or rejective veto or as a citizen’s
proposal. The veto allows for holding a vote on
whether a given law (already implemented or
not) should be rejected. To avoid misunderstand-
ing, it is only this veto-form of activation
that should be denominated “referendum.” The
citizen’s proposal grants the possibility to suggest
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new laws. This suggestion can either lead to
a popular vote — in this case, this instrument
normally is called a “citizen’s initiative” — or to
a more or less binding request for the elected
representatives to take into consideration
propositions for new laws. In Austria or in some
German Bundeslander, this form takes the notion
of “citizen demands” (sometimes also called
“agenda initiatives”).

Second, the activation of a direct decision
making process depends on different legal condi-
tions. In some countries (e.g., Switzerland,
Uruguay), the renewal or modifications of the
constitution must lead to a popular vote by rights,
normally called “mandatory referendum”
(also called regulated referendum). In other
countries (e.g., Austria, France, or Spain), the
representatives have the right to decide whether
the people should vote on a given law or not
(“ad hoc referendum”). In contrast, the launch
of an “optional or facultative referendum” or
a “citizen’s initiative” has to fulfill conditions,
normally the collection of a given amount of
signatures within a given timeframe. Of course,
such hurdles can be more or less high. To call for
an optional referendum in Switzerland — where
direct democracy is most widely used — one needs
to collect 50,000 signatures (roughly 1 % of the
eligible citizens) within 90 days. For a citizen’s
initiative, 100,000 signatures must be collected
within 18 months.

Approval

The crucial feature of direct democracy is
approval — whether a decision in direct legislation
in the end is legally binding or not. Most often,
pure plebiscites in terms of citizen opinion polls
are only consultative and non-binding.
Thus, even if the citizens reject a proposal, the
parliament can implement it. On the other end of
the scale, there are direct democratic decisions
that are binding without consent of the parliament
or even against the expressed opposition of the
elected representatives. Between these two
extremes, there are several levels of conditions
for the legal binding, mostly depending on
approval quorums and participation quorums.
Approval quorums ask for more than
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simple majorities such as super-majorities (e.g.,
a majority of all enrolled citizens) or double
majorities (e.g., a majority of citizens plus
a majority of federal states). As for participation
quorums, whether a decision is binding or not
depends on a minimum number of citizens
participating.

Definition Power
Foremost in the case of direct democratic
processes initiated by the people, one has to
consider the power of definition. First, the use
of a referendum or an initiative can be restricted
to special cases only or be allowed for all policy
fields. Second, a citizen’s proposal can be more or
less set out — that is, it can give more or less
possibilities to the political elite to re-formulate
the initial request of the initiators. In some US
states and Swiss cantons, citizens are allowed to
propose legislative measures (via a “statutory
initiative”). The definitional power of this instru-
ment is greater than that for a “constitutional
initiative,” where citizens are allowed to propose
a constitutional amendment that must afterward
be specified by the parliament. In some countries
(such as Uruguay and Switzerland), the legisla-
tures are allowed to make ‘“‘counterproposals”
against the citizen-initiated proposal. The
above-mentioned “referendum” in the sense of
a pure veto against a decision taken by the par-
liament has no definition power, because it only
aims at the rejection of an existing law proposal.
The three defining elements of direct democ-
racy are summarized in Fig. 1.
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Based on the typology in Fig. 1, considering the
theoretical arguments of merits and drawbacks,
and leaning on empirical findings of the advan-
tages and dangers of direct legislation, the inno-
vative potential of direct democracy can be
estimated.

Bottom-Up Versus Top-Down
The vertical axis in Fig. 1 depicts the trigger of
a process of direct legislation. The activation

of direct democracy can either be top-down or
bottom-up.

At first sight, innovative potential for
direct legislation is greater when it is activated
by citizens. At least two reasons underline this
suggestion: the argument of the many and the
inclusion effect of direct democracy. First,
allowing citizens to bring in propositions for
new legislation measures enlarges the scope of
possible arguments and the range of political
solutions. Marsilius of Padua (1967) already
praised the idea of decision making by many.
According to the medieval physician and philos-
opher, the probability that many citizens do find
a better political decision than only parts of the
people is high. The deliberative theory of democ-
racy concentrates on the process of decision mak-
ing and highlights the public discussion based on
the mutual justification of political arguments as
the essential element of democracy. Second,
bottom-up direct legislation has an inclusive
effect. Minorities — often excluded or only
marginally involved in representative decision
making — have the possibility to bring their
specific preferences into the political arena.
They can force the political elite as well as fellow
citizens to think and discuss about the minorities’
interests. In this sense, initiatives have an impor-
tant function as a megaphone or a valve or can
even help to break taboos. New, innovative, and
even displeasing themes come on the agenda, and
the political elite as well as the citizens are forced
to argument for or against them. The innovative
potential of bottom-up direct legislation lies in
the inclusion and enlargement of political ideas,
proposals, and arguments.

Furthermore, a citizen’s right to directly take
part in legislation has a system-stabilizing effect.
The acceptance of laws that are directly made by
citizens themselves is higher. Empirical research
further shows that satisfaction with democracy
and even with one’s life as well as trust in polit-
ical institutions and representatives is higher
when there is direct democracy (for overviews
on empirical findings of the impact of direct
democracy, see Lupia and Matsusaka 2004;
Maduz 2010). In this sense, direct democracy
has the potential to innovate representative
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democratic systems that suffer from growing
mistrust and political apathy.

Contrarily, top-down activation of direct
democracy seems to have less innovative
potential. Plebiscites normally only have a con-
sultative function. The political elite quite selec-
tively asks the citizens to legitimize a more or less
disputed legislative proposal. This seems not to
be innovative, neither in terms of content nor in
terms of enlargement of arguments. However,
enlarging the scope, one can find innovative
potential in top-down activation of direct legisla-
tion, too. First, even consultation — compared to
no direct democracy at all — holds the capability
for renewal. Asking the citizens for their opinion
forces the representatives to argue for or against
their proposal and to explain their points of view.
This can lead to a broader and probably innova-
tive discussion on a given topic. Given the possi-
bility of plebiscites, opposition parties could even
use this instrument to force the government to
take clear positions. Second, top-down direct
democracy is not necessarily only consultative.
In Switzerland, the parliament has the ability to
formulate a counterproposal for a citizen’s initia-
tive. Normally, Swiss representatives absorb
some requests of the citizen’s proposal but reject
those going too far. A counterproposal is
a reformulated and attenuated form of the initial
initiative. Sometimes the initiators recall their
initiative when there is a counterproposal, but
most of the time, both the initiative and the coun-
terproposal are voted on. A counterproposal not
only innovatively enlarges the discussion and the
scope of arguments, but it presents an interesting
interplay between representative and direct
democracy. As such, it also can weaken
a widespread criticism of direct democracy: the
danger of misuse of direct democratic instruments
by powerful groups aiming at promoting their
own interests or constraining the power of the
state (Bernhard 2012). With a counterproposal,
the representatives have the chance to counter,
attenuate, or enlarge one-sided proposals.

Advisory Versus Binding Decisions
The horizontal axis in the typology distinguishes
binding from non-binding instruments of direct
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legislation. In combination with the vertical axis
discussed above, the approval of a direct decision
can strengthen the innovative potential with
regard to contents: the motivation to find new
arguments and positions is bigger and the scope
of new ideas is wider when the stakes are high,
regardless of whether activation is bottom-up or
top-down. As for the systemic innovation, con-
sultative plebiscites that only serve to consolidate
power or that are not binding even if rejected by
the people rather lead to more political disap-
pointment of the citizenry. The very idea of direct
democracy is reduced to absurdity, and the feel-
ing that the political elite comes close to some
sort of oligarchy is aggravated. However, and
again, a rejection of a non-binding proposal has
also some innovative potential because it cannot
be completely ignored by the political elite — at
least in democratic systems. If nothing else, some
tiny reforms must be undertaken if the represen-
tatives want to secure their re-election.

The innovative potential of the horizontal axis
should be discussed further in terms of responsi-
bility. It is the citizens who have the final respon-
sibility for decisions of legally binding direct
legislation. As for the non-binding advisory pro-
posals, it is the political elite who finally decide
what will be done. The question of ultimate
responsibility lies at the very heart of the debate
between supporters and opponents of direct
democracy. The former state that giving the peo-
ple more direct responsibility to decide on polit-
ical issues leads to higher political engagement,
greater accountability and awareness of political
problems, more acceptance of the democratic
process, and finally even more trust in the polit-
ical elite (Barber 1984). Supporters of direct
democracy, thus, would state that only real direct
democracy (i.e., citizen-initiated and binding law
proposals) has innovative potential for widening
the scope of arguments and reforming represen-
tative democracies. The critics of direct democ-
racy are very skeptical in consideration of the
capabilities of the citizens. They argue that prob-
lems of modern societies are far too complex for
ordinary citizens who do not consider anything
except their own interests and thus lack a sense of
responsibility and accountability. Furthermore,
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direct democracy allows demagogues to launch
populist proposals that violate human or minority
rights (Schumpeter 1962). Thus, critics of direct
democracy deny a responsibility of citizens. In
the end, the people do not bear the consequences
of their decisions.

Empirical investigation confirms neither
the naive belief in the salutary effect of direct
participation that brings citizens to perfection,
letting them find a Rousseauian common welfare
(Rousseau 2006), nor the fear of the anarchical
tyranny of powerful populist and self-interested
majorities. There are hints that citizens in direct
democratic systems are more politically compe-
tent and do not blindly abolish taxes or demand
higher government spending. Compared with
elected representatives, citizens who have the
power to decide directly even seem to be
more economical in spending money: the level
of public debt is lower in direct democratic
systems than in representative  systems
(Matsusaka 2005). Some empirical findings
even show positive effects of direct legislation
on an individual’s development of civic virtues,
such as political trust or efficacy (Smith and
Tolbert 2004). However, there are also empirical
findings that identify at least partially discrimi-
nating effects of direct democracy. Turnout at
polls in Switzerland or California often is quite
low. This is not a problem as such because the
absentees often do not take part because they are
not interested in the topic, are not concerned or
feel not competent enough. The problem of this
self-selection, however, is its bias: well-educated
upper-class people with high income participate
much more in direct legislation than do structur-
ally disadvantaged citizens (Mendelsohn and
Parkin 2001). Analysis of all polls in Switzerland
further shows that the danger of direct democracy
for minorities cannot be denied. Sometimes
citizen’s proposals collide with basic rights
(Vatter 2011).

Definition Power
For some opponents of direct democracy, the
notion of innovative direct democracy is a

contradiction in terms. Direct democracy, rather
than being innovative, severely hinders reforms
and improvements. Giving citizens the possibil-
ity to veto and even cancel parliamentary legis-
lation leads to backlogs instead of political
innovation. Thus, direct democracy is seen as
a brake.

The discussion on the backlog potential of
direct democracy should be enlarged by
the third feature of the typology in Fig. 1: the
definition power. A pure referendum, as defined
above, indeed only blocks a given law or legisla-
tive reform when it is adopted. This is the literal
sense of such a veto- or control-instrument.
However, to consider the whole idea of direct
democracy as a paralyzing system would ignore
some significant facts. Such a view does not
account for the definition power of other
instruments than the pure referendum, such as
statutory or constitutional initiatives, launched
by citizens. Proposals that can be more or less
drafted out do indeed have a great potential for
innovation. As discussed above, bottom-up
induced impulses for political reforms can even
break up lethargic representative systems and
lead to important reforms. In this sense, direct
democracy is not a brake but rather an accelerator
for political change.

The degree of definition power affects the
scope of the elected representatives’ contribution
to a specific legislation. Citizen-initiated legisla-
tion can range from a simple mandate for the
representatives to create a new law to a specific
proposal that must be adjusted by the parliament
or even a fully set-out law that — given the accep-
tance by the people at the polls — must be adopted
wholesale. The larger the degree of definition
power of direct democratic instruments is, the
less representatives will have control over the
specific legislation but the greater the potential
of law-giving innovation there is.
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Conclusion and Future Directions

To define the innovations of direct democracy,
one must clearly define what is meant by direct
democracy. There are several different instru-
ments allowing for citizens to directly join in
political decision making. Thus, there is no such
thing as the “direct democracy.” Further, direct
democratic institutions should be seen as comple-
mentary to representative democracy. There is
no question of either representative or direct
democracy. The distinction between direct and
representative democracy is not exclusionary,
but the two concepts are complementary. In
fact, an enlargement of representative systems
by direct democratic institutions seems to be
an interesting — given the growing mistrust and
apathy in established democracies, perhaps even
inevitable — innovation of a democratic system.
It is the complementation of representative
democracy with direct forms that holds the most
innovative potential for a transformation of
democratic systems to semi-direct democracies.

Depending on the activation, the approval, and
the definition power, the inclusion of citizens’
ideas into the law-making process holds great
innovative potential. As a rule of thumb, the
more bottom-up the direct democratic process is
organized, the more responsibility is given to the
citizens in terms of approval, and the higher the
degree of definition power is for citizen-initiated
legislation, the greater is the potential for demo-
cratic innovation as regards content. The enlarge-
ment of the scope for different arguments, the
potential of taboo breaking, and the possibility
of accelerating political reform is highest when
citizens are allowed to directly bring in specific
law proposals.

However, there are trade-offs between the
innovative potential of direct legislation and the
danger of unequal and undemocratic direct deci-
sion making by citizens as well as between inno-
vation and representative control. Direct
democracy has incorporated perils such as the
possible “tyranny of the majority” that harms
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basic rights, populist demagoguery, or discrimi-
nating demands. Such jeopardy is greater the
more the responsibility for direct law making is
given to the citizens. Furthermore, the more the
citizens have to decide, the more the elected
representatives must shift responsibility, political
power, and control over the political process and
output.

The challenge for established democracies in
the twenty-first century is the search for
a political system that gives possible solutions
to these trade-offs. This should be a system that
is open enough to tap the innovative potential of
citizen-initiated direct legislation, but that leaves
enough scope for the elected representatives to
limit and control the potential dangers of direct
democracy. Such a system will certainly combine
elements of representative and direct democracy.
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Democracy, Degree of Definition Power of Initiators

Fig. 1 Different notions of
‘g Low High Low High
direct democracy
Bottom up Citizen demand Referendum Initiative
Activation
Top down Plebiscite Counterproposal
Advisory/consultative Legally binding (depending on
quorum or not)

Approval
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