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Abstract

Rooted in history, with origins tracing back to Athenian democracy in
the 5th century BCE, direct democracy has gained renewed attention
as a potential solution to the challenges of representative democracy.
It is often seen as a means to reduce democratic deficits, enhance
citizen participation, and legitimize political decisions. This study
reviews recent literature on direct democracy, analyzing 46 articles
published between 2016 and 2023 to map key themes and debates.
While findings highlight its potential to strengthen participation,
empower citizens, and align policies with public preferences, they also
emphasize significant risks, including the marginalization of
vulnerable groups and susceptibility to elite manipulation.

Plain Language Summary

Direct democracy, where citizens vote directly on laws and policies,
has been around since ancient Athens and is now being looked at
again as a way to improve how modern democracies work. Many
people believe it can help fix problems like low trust in politicians and
lack of citizen involvement. This study looked at 46 recent research
papers published between 2016 and 2023 to understand what experts
are saying about direct democracy today. The research shows that
while direct democracy can increase participation and make
government decisions more in line with what people want, it also
comes with risks. These include the possibility of powerful groups
taking advantage of the system and some groups of people being left
out or harmed by the process.
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Introduction

Broad public support for democracy as a political system
coexists with growing skepticism about its quality. Modern
liberal democracies have been questioned and accused of
distorting some of their essence, and citizens express their
cynicism and dissatisfaction through lower participation and
voting for disruption. Democratic mechanisms of accountability
have been challenged by globalisation and the market (Della
Porta, 2013), while democracies increasingly face persistent
threats such as fragmentation and polarization (McCoy et al.,
2018; Orhan, 2022; Sunstein, 2002), populist movements
(Gerber, 2011; Mudde, 2004; Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017;
Pauwels, 2014), and the broader trend of democratic backsliding
(Bermeo, 2016; Wolkenstein, 2023). In response to these chal-
lenges, direct democracy has gained attention as a potential
remedy, emerging as a potential alternative or solution to some
of the difficulties (Bernhard, 2024).

The goal of this review article is to take a snapshot of the
current literature and its assessment of direct democracy’s
potential as a solution to the aforementioned problems. By
examining 46 recent articles, we aim to map the topics
being explored under the umbrella of direct democracy and
highlight the key debates that animate this growing field of
research. Direct democracy, as both a political mechanism and
an area of study, has seen significant scholarly attention due to
its perceived potential to address democratic deficits, enhance
citizen participation, and produce more legitimate policy
outcomes. However, it remains a contested terrain, with diverse
perspectives on its drivers, effects, and conditions for success.
In this review, we focus on synthesizing insights around four
central questions: What drives the adoption of direct
democracy? Under what conditions does it succeed? What are
its effects? And how do these dynamics play out and intersect
in different political and institutional contexts?

To address these questions, we used a sample of articles
published between 2016 and 2023, as the seminal article of
Leeman and Wasserfallen (2016) seems to have started a new
wave of research on the topic. The sample was constructed
by searching articles that fulfilled the following criteria:
First, they needed to be published between 01.01.2016 and
30.10.2023 (the time the search ended). Second, they needed
to include the term “direct democracy” in the title. As a result,
there may be additional published research addressing the
topic, but we are confident that the work in which direct
democracy is the most salient concept has been included in the
sample. The initial sample was constructed through a compre-
hensive search conducted by a student assistant, who began with
Google Scholar and then expanded the search to include the
Scopus database as well as the University of Miinster’s local
library catalogue. This resulted in a dataset of 46 articles pub-
lished in journals relevant to the Political Science community.
After careful reading, we found that three of these articles were
irrelevant for the purpose of this review and did not fit its scope.
Therefore, we reviewed 43 articles. We present a thematic
review of the literature rather than a systematic review and
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therefore do not claim to exhaustively or comprehensively cover
all relevant studies.

We distinguish between effects, conditions, and structural versus
case-specific arguments, considering each along short-term
and long-term dimensions where appropriate. By doing so, we
aim to uncover both the immediate, context-dependent
factors and the broader, more enduring dynamics that shape
the adoption, operation, and outcomes of direct democracy.
This distinction is crucial for several reasons. First, it reflects the
multifaceted nature of direct democracy, which operates both
as an immediate response to political pressures and as a
long-term institutional feature. Short-term dynamics often cap-
ture the situational drivers or outcomes of direct democracy, such
as a referendum triggered by a political crisis or the immediate
populist boost following a successful initiative by correspond-
ing actors. In contrast, long-term dynamics focus on broader,
systemic influences like political culture, institutional traditions,
and socio-economic development, which are likely to shape
the adoption and effectiveness of direct democracy over time.

We conclude that while direct democracy can potentially be
beneficial, it is not without risks. It offers potential benefits
such as enhanced citizen participation, greater legitimacy, and
policy alignment with public preferences. While early research
emphasized its educative and egalitarian potential, recent stud-
ies highlight significant challenges, including overlaps with
populism, risks to marginalized groups, and concerns about
citizens’ competence in complex policymaking. Additionally,
direct democracy is vulnerable to manipulation by political
elites, particularly in illiberal contexts, where referendums
can be exploited to suppress opposition, entrench power and
undermine minority rights. Without institutional safeguards,
these risks can erode democratic principles, destabilize governance
and exacerbate societal divisions.

Discussion

Deficits and cultural shifts

The introduction of direct democracy is often driven by com-
plex and long-term factors that mirror shifts in political culture
and public values. One of the arguments for the introduction
of direct democracy is the desire to assert citizen control
over the administrative state. Kogan, Lavertu, and Peskowitz
(2017) argue that citizens seek greater influence over
administrative processes to address perceived inefficacy, par-
ticularly in managing public resources. In particular, perceptions
of democratic deficits serve as powerful drivers for the introduc-
tion of direct democratic mechanisms. When citizens feel that
representative institutions fail to reflect their preferences or
uphold democratic values, they may advocate for direct democ-
racy as a corrective measure (Leemann & Wasserfallen, 2016).
Direct democracy, with its emphasis on direct citizen involvement
in decision-making, addresses many of the grievances tied to
the democratic deficit. By allowing citizens to participate more
actively in the political process through referendums and initia-
tives, direct democracy offers a way to counteract declining trust
in elites, foster greater political engagement, and increase
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transparency in governance. Vatter, Rousselot, and Milic (2019)
argue that direct democracy can empower citizens and pro-
mote more responsive governance by aligning policy outcomes
more closely with voter preferences, thereby helping to mitigate
the democratic deficit. Their literature review highlights stud-
ies suggesting that direct democratic mechanisms may also
constrain public spending and enhance the efficiency of service
delivery.

Earlier works also noted how direct democracy functions as
a corrective mechanism for political discontent. For instance,
Dalton, Burklin, and Drummond (2001) argue that as citizens
grow more dissatisfied with traditional political institutions, they
seek out alternative methods to express their political
preferences. Moreover, as representative institutions are seen as
increasingly detached from the electorate, direct democratic tools
are viewed as a means of restoring accountability and ensuring
that political outcomes better align with public preferences.

Political cynicism and the rise of conspiracy theories also play
a significant role in fostering support for direct democracy.
Pantazi, Papaioannou, and Prooijen (2022) examine what they
describe to be the hidden link between belief in conspiracy
theories and a preference for direct democracy. Their
findings indicate that conspiracy theorists, who tend to distrust
representative democracy, often view direct democracy as a
more effective system for expressing their political agency. This
phenomenon is mediated by political cynicism and feelings
of powerlessness. These findings collectively yield a critical
insight: as citizens lose faith in traditional representative
institutions, they increasingly turn to direct democracy as an
alternative that promises more direct control over political
outcomes.

The cultural and political transformations associated with
postmaterialism have also led to an increase in the adoption
of direct democracy. As societies have moved away from
concerns over material well-being to emphasize issues such
as individual autonomy, environmental sustainability, and
human rights, political parties have been compelled to adjust.
Qvortrup (2017) argues that postmaterialist values have pres-
sured political actors to handle contentious and high-stakes
issues through referendums. In this context, parties cannot
afford to alienate their voters by taking unilateral positions on
controversial topics; instead, they delegate these issues to the
electorate itself. Qvortrup’s analysis challenges the common
narrative that referendums are primarily tools of populists and
autocratic leaders. Rather than being exploited by authoritarian
regimes, the referendum has been more frequently employed
in well-functioning democracies, such as Switzerland, as a
mechanism for enhancing democratic legitimacy and involving
citizens in significant political decisions.

In light of these arguments, the push toward direct democracy
can be seen as a response to shifting societal demands. The
post-material revolution has led to the emergence of new
political cleavages, making it difficult for traditional repre-
sentative democracies to address diverse and often conflicting
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demands. Direct democratic mechanisms offer a means of
navigating these divides by giving citizens a more direct say in
policymaking. As citizens place increasing value on partici-
pation and self-expression (Inglehart, 1997), the institutional
design of democracy has adapted to accommodate these
preferences.

Importantly, the introduction of direct democracy does not
occur in a vacuum. Historical legacies, institutional arrange-
ments, and the broader political context shape how and why
direct democracy emerges. For instance, the seminal work of
Altman (2011) notes that countries with long-standing traditions
of local governance and civic participation are more likely to
embrace direct democratic reforms. Similarly, the presence of
strong constitutional constraints, as highlighted by Qvortrup
(2017), ensures that referendums and initiatives are used as
democratic safeguards rather than populist tools.

In summary, direct democracy offers a mechanism for address-
ing these evolving demands, providing citizens with a more
direct role in shaping political outcomes. As the literature
demonstrates, the adoption of direct democratic practices reflects
both a response to political discontent and a broader evolution
in democratic governance.

Weapon of the weak or tool of the elite?

One of the most common short-term drivers for introducing
direct democracy is the rise of citizen initiatives, protests, and
awareness campaigns, which act as catalysts for political
change. According to Tosun, Béland, and Papadopoulos (2022),
citizen initiatives, such as the European Citizens’ Initiatives
(ECIs), have proven to be effective tools for introducing
incremental policy changes in the European Union. While not
legally binding, these initiatives exert indirect influence on
political systems, forcing politicians and institutions to address
public demands. The authors highlight how ECIs can be
transformative over time, serving as building blocks for larger
policy reforms.

The rise of direct democracy as a tool for addressing public
dissatisfaction has also been evident in protest movements such
as the Yellow Vests in France. Van Outryve (2023) documents
how the movement criticized the representative government and
called for more direct democratic mechanisms. The Yellow Vests
proposed the establishment of local assemblies to bypass the
limitations of representative democracy and grant more power
to citizens. This experiment in the municipality of Commercy
exemplifies how protest movements, driven by short-term
dissatisfaction with existing governance structures, can push
for the introduction of direct democracy as a solution to
address power imbalances and perceived governance failures. In
this context, direct democracy is seen as a means to give power
back to the people, reflecting a grassroots effort to rectify the
shortcomings of representative systems.

Direct democracy is not only driven by bottom-up initiatives

but is also frequently employed as a top-down political
strategy by elites to achieve specific political objectives.
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Gherghina (2019) discusses how political parties in Romania
have used referendums to legitimize their positions, boost their
popularity, and outmaneuver political opponents. In post-
communist Romania, seven national-level referendums were
primarily employed as tools for electoral strategy rather than
genuine mechanisms for gauging public opinion. In these cases,
political actors used direct democracy to gain legitimacy or
distract the public from controversial issues. This instrumen-
tal use of referendums reveals how elites can manipulate direct
democracy for short-term political gains rather than addressing
broader democratic deficits.

Similarly, Péllinger (2019) highlights how Hungarian political
elites have wused referendums to legitimize controversial
legislative projects and preempt potential election issues.
In Hungary’s increasingly illiberal political environment, ruling
elites have called referendums to push through legislative
agendas, often in the face of opposition from minority politi-
cal actors. This illustrates another short-term driver of direct
democracy: elites may strategically employ referendums to
solidify their political dominance, limit opposition, and avoid
future electoral challenges. Thus, direct democracy can be hijacked
for short-term political manipulation, serving elite interests
rather than those of the broader public. Moreover, Cortés (2019)
emphasizes the growing use of referendums and initiatives to
decide policy issues worldwide. In cases where governments face
institutional resistance to their legislative agendas, direct demo-
cratic tools provide a means to bypass opposition and quickly
implement policy changes. The speed and decisiveness that
direct democracy makes it an appealing solution for political
actors aiming to push through their policies in the short term.

Direct democracy frequently emerges in response to immedi-
ate political needs and short-term grievances. Whether used
as a tool for policy change, as seen with European Citizens’
Initiatives, or as a political weapon by elites, direct democ-
racy provides a mechanism to address pressing political,
economic, and social issues. Further research is needed to
explore how direct democracy can be better harnessed to serve
democratic ideals without succumbing to elite capture or strategic
manipulation.

Transformative changes, impacts and inconclusive
effects

The literature discusses the potential effects of direct democ-
racy across a wide range of areas, including politics, economics,
education, taxation and representation. These effects may arise
directly through the policies enacted via these instruments,
or indirectly through their influence on participants and
institutions. Based on a set of popular consultations that took
place in Colombian municipalities regarding citizens’ views on
extractive industries in their territories, Acosta Garcia (Acosta
Garcia, 2022) argues that popular consultations, as spaces of
experimental autonomous activity have the potential to engender
alternatives to extractivist development. Economou, Kyriazis
and Metaxas (2017) compare three historical cases of direct
democracy (ancient Athens, modern California and modern
Greece) to examine institutional settings, deliberative processes,
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and outcomes. In Athens, direct democracy promoted the public
good; in California, it primarily aimed to increase disposable
income; while in modern Greece, the 2015 referendum had no
practical effect, as its result was not implemented.

One major area of debate concerns the relationship between
direct democracy and attitudes towards politics. In an analy-
sis on the German Bundeslidnder, (Ackermann efr al., 2023)
emphasize that citizens in contexts with direct democratic
mechanisms do not exhibit more populist attitudes nor greater
support for the political system, confirming the same result of
previous research, which also did not detect such a correlation
(Ladner & Fiechter, 2012; Mendelsohn & Cutler, 2000; Smith
& Tolbert, 2004). Also, Gherghina and Pilet (2021) identified
limitations in the studies that associate populist attitudes
with direct democracy, demonstrating that these analyses
have theoretical, conceptual and methodological weaknesses
that do not support this correlation. Using a structural equa-
tion model, Chang (2023) shows that political efficacy mediates
the relationship between support for direct democracy and party
affiliation: citizens with high internal and external efficacy who
value direct democracy are more likely to be affiliated with
a political party. In contrast, the simple availability of direct
democratic mechanisms does not appear to influence party
affiliation directly.

Previous studies suggest that overly frequent use of popular
votes can erode citizens’ trust in political institutions, as people
generally prefer effective systems without bearing the bur-
den of continuous decision-making themselves (Hibbing &
Theiss-Morse, 2002). However, Freitag and Ackermann (2016)
challenge the universality of this claim, arguing that responses
to direct democracy vary across personality types. Using
hierarchical data from 26 Swiss cantons, they demonstrate that
while direct democracy can shape institutional trust, the direc-
tion and strength of this effect are mediated by individual
personality traits. Specifically, characteristics such as openness
to experience, agreeableness, conscientiousness, extraversion,
and neuroticism influence how citizens perceive and react to
popular votes, suggesting that some individuals are more respon-
sive to democratic stimuli than others. In a broader exploratory
analysis of 38 European countries, Gherghina (2017) identifies
a positive association between the presence of direct
democracy at the local and national levels and the perceived
legitimacy of political regimes. These findings suggest that
direct democratic instruments may contribute to enhancing
governmental legitimacy.

The potential effects on education and knowledge are also
inconclusive at best. (Barth et al., 2020) question the idea
that direct democracy increases attention to politics, since one of
the conditions for educational effects is voters’ familiarity with
initiatives and referendums. When asked about their knowledge
on concrete policy aspects and measures, many citizens reveal
a much lower level than they claimed. Public awareness of the
measures is lower than previous studies suggest, demonstrating
that the educational effect of direct democracy is implausible.
Others, such as Adam and colleagues (2018), who studied the
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Greek, Scottish and Catalan referendums, found no correla-
tion between direct democracy and increased interest in politics
and political education, just as they considered the relationship
between direct democracy and populism to be inconclusive.

Using data from the European Social Survey, Kern and Hooghe
(2018) show that more educated citizens benefit from the
greater abundance of participatory tools, while citizens with
fewer educational resources show a fatigue that leads them to
participate less , accentuating the gap in political influence
between different segments of the population. Another correla-
tion that emerges as inconclusive is between direct democracy
and greater equality. However, Geiflel and colleagues (2019)
clarify that there are more pro-equality bills than those that
have the opposite effect.

In terms of voter turnout, both in local and national elections, a
study carried out in Czechia revealed a strong direct positive
correlation between direct democracy campaigns and increased
voting levels (Dvotdk et al., 2017). This positive correlation is
in line with previous results (Childers & Binder, 2012; Dyck
& Seabrook, 2010). However, contrasting evidence comes
from a cross-national panel study covering democracies from
1980 to 2005, which found that direct democracy mecha-
nisms can take over functions traditionally performed by
representative institutions, potentially leading to a decline in
electoral participation. Despite advocates’ expectations of com-
plementarity, the study observed a drop in turnout where direct
democracy tools were institutionalized (Peters, 2016).

Several studies show that direct democracy can have immediate
effects on policies and society. Tosun, Béland and Papadopoulos
(2022) point out that the introduction of direct democracy
institutions can have direct impacts that lead to transforma-
tions in society, examples of which are the national sovereignty
referendums and the Brexit vote. Direct democracy, especially
in the form of constitutionally incorporated referendums, has
been suggested as a possible solution to correct systemic flaws
in a representative democratic system. However, an empirical
study by But ez al. (2023) examining the relationship between the
use of direct democratic instruments and countries’ Democracy
Index Scores found that while there is a positive correlation
globally, this relationship does not hold within the sample of
EU countries.

Kersting and Regalia (Kersting & Regalia, 2022) applied the
Direct Democracy Integrity Index to examine constitutional
referendums in Turkey (2017) and Italy (2020), investigat-
ing their roles in shaping democratic governance. Using a most
different systems design, they compared a modern autocracy
(Turkey) and a consolidated democracy (Italy), both of which
frequently use nationwide constitutional referendums. Their
analysis shows that while the Turkish referendum contributed
to majoritarianism by consolidating presidential power, the
Italian case provided an opportunity for minorities and regional
actors to express dissent.

Leeman and Wasserfallen (Leemann & Wasserfallen, 2016)
draw on the literature and empirical research based on data
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from 10 Swiss cantons to affirm that direct democracy ini-
tiatives have a positive effect on the congruence of policies with
voters’ expectations. While some previous studies have also
identified such a relationship (Matsusaka, 2004; Matsusaka,
2010), others did not find evidence of this correlation
(Lascher et al, 1996; Lax & Phillips, 2012; Tausanovitch &
Warshaw, 2014). The authors explain this difference by showing
that DD does not have a single, constant effect on congruence,
verifying that the increase in congruence occurs more
frequently when the preferences of the people and the elite
diverge.

Instruments of direct democracy, such as initiatives and
referendums, are argued to positively influence how members
of parliament (MPs) perceive public opinion on various policy
proposals. A survey conducted among national parliamentarians
and citizens found that MPs more accurately assess proposals
that are subject to a direct democratic vote, suggesting that
popular votes serve as a valuable source of information for
aligning with citizen preferences (Helfer et al., 2021). Previous
research has shown that the mere possibility of a referendum
can induce MPs to get closer to voters (Hajnal et al, 2002;
Matsusaka & McCarty, 2001).

Based on the premise that direct democracy may enhance gen-
der equality by creating more inclusive spaces for political
engagement and by affirming women’s political competence,
Kim (Kim, 2019) investigated the effect of direct democracy
on gender equality by using historical data from Sweden.
Analyzing the period between 1921 and 1940 that followed the
introduction of universal suffrage, the study compared female
electoral participation across municipalities with and without
direct democracy mechanisms. The findings indicate that the
gender gap in voter turnout was smaller in municipalities that
employed direct democracy tools than in those relying solely on
representative mechanisms.

To sum up, direct democracy can have transformative effects on
society, contributing to the generation of tangible democratic
alternatives by allowing citizens to present proposals in some
cases, and by increasing the congruence of policies with citizens’
expectations, being a relevant source of information for MPs.

Prerequisites for successful operation

The effectiveness of direct democracy depends significantly
on the conditions under which it is implemented. Although
recent literature on this topic remains relatively limited, sev-
eral studies have addressed the contextual factors that shape the
successful functioning of direct democratic instruments. As with
all democratic processes, sustained citizen support is a crucial
prerequisite. Without broad-based public engagement and trust,
the legitimacy and practical impact of direct democracy may
be undermined, regardless of the institutional design. Adinolfi
(2018) wusing multilevel analysis in the Portuguese context,
found widespread support for democracy in general, as well as
for specific mechanisms like direct democracy. At the legislative
level, various mechanisms are employed to regulate and
safeguard the implementation of direct democracy initiatives.
In Romania, for example, Gherghina (2019) highlights how
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minimum quorum requirements are used to validate ref-
erendum outcomes, serving as a legal constraint on their
effectiveness.

To assess the conditions under which direct democracy institu-
tions can develop Altman (2017) created the Direct Democracy
Practice Potential Index. This index was applied to 200
policies across various countries between 1900 and 2014,
evaluating four types of mechanisms: popular initiatives, pop-
ular referendums, obligatory referendums, and authorities’
plebiscites. The index captures the ease of initiating, implement-
ing and approving direct democratic measures, as well as the
significance of the resulting vote in terms of legal bindingness
and practical enforcement.

The dissemination of relevant information during referendum
campaigns plays a crucial role in shaping individuals’ positions
and is generally valued by citizens. However, the arguments
circulated in these campaigns are often closely aligned with
party political orientations, which in turn influence voters’
motivations both directly and indirectly. Citizens do engage
with policy information, but primarily when it aligns with
their existing partisan views (Colombo & Kriesi, 2017).
In response to this challenge, Merli (2020) advocates for the
introduction of additional safeguards, such as the provision of
high-quality, independent information that focuses on the
content and likely effects of proposed measures. She also
emphasizes the importance of allowing sufficient time and
opportunity for deliberation, enabling citizens to form more
informed and reasoned opinions and mitigating the risk of
knowledge deficits.

More broadly, analyzing the conditions for the emergence
and implementation of direct democracy requires careful
contextualization. Historical, cultural, social, and legislative
factors can all condition the development and functioning of
direct democratic practices. For example, the availability of
accurate information, opportunities for effective deliberation,
and an understanding of the implications of policy choices are
all critical enabling conditions.

Systemic strengths and weaknesses of direct
democracy

While the early literature emphasized that direct democracy can
strengthen citizens’ capabilities and knowledge, contributing
to a higher quality of democracy (Kriesi, 2012), more recent
studies, on the other hand, are skeptical about this educational
aspect. Ackermann et al. (2023), for example, highlight that
while direct democracy offers citizens a more direct voice in
decision-making, potentially addressing democratic malaise,
it also bears conceptual similarities with populist appeals, rais-
ing concerns about its educative versus populist potential.
Similarly, Mendez and Mendez (2017) note that, although
they are optimistic about the ECI, citizens are not competent
enough to understand the decision making in the EU. They
further warn that how direct democracy may delegitimize the
EU’s complex policymaking structures.
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Legitimacy is another recurrent theme and the literature
addresses how citizens perceive the fairness of laws passed
through direct democracy versus representative democracy.
Ladam (2020) finds that citizens tend to view outcomes from
ballot initiatives as fairer than those passed through legislative
processes, suggesting that the participatory nature of direct
democracy fosters a perception of fairness (although it does
not change their evaluation of outcomes). Mendez and Mendez
(2017) also suggest that referendums grant a high degree of
legitimacy to a political decision in general but much also
depend on different types of EU referendum. Similarly, Towfigh
et al. (2016) argue that for issues that are deemed important
for voters, direct democracy generates greater acceptance
even when those voters who do not agree with the collectively
chosen outcome.

Direct democracy can also serve as a corrective tool, pushing
the policymakers to pay more attention to public preferences
(Leemann & Wasserfallen, 2016). Tosun et al. (2022) argue that
instruments of direct democracy, such as the ECI, can foster
incremental yet transformative policy changes. They contend
that direct democracy can discipline policymakers, forcing them
to consider the preferences of citizens to avoid the risk of
veto. Prato and Strulovici (2017) similarly highlight the role
of direct democracy in aligning policies with the electorate’s
preferences, arguing that it typically improves congruence
between policy outcomes and voter desires. However, they also
caution that this benefit may come at the expense of politi-
cal institutions, as direct democracy can undermine the role and
incentives of elected officials, leading to long-term negative
effects on governance. Walter (2019) extends this analysis to
welfare state expansion, showing that direct democracy can
either constrain or expand social expenditure depending on
the political environment. In settings with few governing
parties, direct democratic instruments can expand welfare
provisions, while in settings with many governing parties, they
tend to constrain social spending.

A separate line of inquiry focuses on the egalitarian potential of
direct democracy. Asimakopoulos (2016) presents an idealistic
view, advocating for direct democracy as a means to promote
substantive equality. He argues that traditional electoral systems
are inherently fraudulent and that only direct democracy can
provide genuine equality. Kriamling et al. (2023) adopt a
similar stance, through a comparative study of direct voting
practices in countries of the Global South (including the
Caribbean, Latin America, Africa, Asia, and Oceania) between
1990 and 2015. Their analysis reveals that nearly half of
the votes concerned socio-economic issues or legal and
political equality, with most aiming to enhance equality and
showing a considerable likelihood of success. The findings sug-
gest that direct democracy is not inherently a threat to equality
and that direct democratic mechanisms tend to produce more
pro-equality outputs than expected. The study observed con-
sistent pro-equality outcomes across diverse political cultures.
Contrary to fears that direct democracy might exacerbate
inequality. Similarly, Kim (2019) argues that direct democracy
can foster political inclusion, particularly for women.
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However, this optimistic view is not without its critics. Some
studies show that direct democracy can also systematically
disadvantage marginalized groups, as evidenced by more
negative outcomes for racial and ethnic minorities in direct
democratic processes (Hainmueller & Hangartner, 2019). Thus,
while direct democracy holds promise for promoting equality,
its implementation may still produce unequal outcomes for
vulnerable groups. Merli (2020) echoes this warning by
arguing that direct democratic instruments can be used to
curtail minority rights, thereby reinforcing illiberal democracies.

The relationship between direct democracy and deliberation
has long been debated, with deliberative democracy theo-
rists traditionally viewing direct democratic mechanisms as
incompatible with deliberative ideals. Critics argue that these
instruments promote a purely procedural form of democ-
racy, lacking the substantive discourse central to deliberation.
However, (el-Wakil, 2017) challenges this assumption, sug-
gesting that optional referendums align with Joshua Cohen’s
definition of substantive democracy by incentivizing political
actors to provide acceptable justifications for their positions.
A further example of deliberation within direct democratic
settings is the Landsgemeinde, an annual open-air citizens’
assembly in Switzerland. An analysis by Gerber and Mueller
(2018) of 500 speeches delivered between 2000 and 2012
demonstrates that open citizen participation in such forums does
not undermine democratic functioning but instead illustrates
the capacity of citizens to actively engage in public dis-
course. Expanding on this debate, (el-Wakil & McKay, 2020))
argue that the perceived tension between direct and representa-
tive democracy is largely unfounded. They advocate moving
away from a narrow “Direct Democracy Approach” toward
a broader ‘“Democratic Systems Approach” that integrates
various forms of decision-making such as elections, town
hall meetings, and mini-publics within a unified democratic
framework.

Contextual critiques of direct democracy

Several scholars highlight how direct democracy, while theoreti-
cally a channel for public will, can be manipulated by political
elites and incumbents to secure partisan advantage, restrict
political competition, or promote illiberal agendas. For
instance, Gherghina (2019) shows that in Romania, referendums
were primarily used by political elites for electoral gains or
legitimacy rather than for genuine democratic deliberation. Two
out of the seven referendums were directly aimed at weakening
political opponents, illustrating how the ruling elites monopo-
lized the initiative power, with bottom-up referendums virtually
impossible. Similarly, Merli (2020) emphasizes the illiberal
potential of direct democracy, arguing that instruments such as
referendums lack the parliamentary filters that normally pro-
tect minority rights. This absence of procedural checks can
deepen societal cleavages, promote hate speech, and support
authoritarian regimes.

Pallinger (2019) further expands on this in the Hungarian
context, where direct democracy, under an increasingly
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illiberal regime, has been used to solidify political dominance.
Despite Hungary’s history of nation-wide referendums, direct
democracy remains unclear in its democratic purpose, often
serving to reinforce majoritarianism rather than fostering
deliberative or participatory forms of governance. Adding a
broader European dimension, Mendez and Mendez (2017) cau-
tion against the extra-territorial impacts of referendums in
the EU. Political elites frequently exploit referendums for
partisan advantage, especially in treaty revisions. This misuse
can destabilize EU governance, eroding the legitimacy of the
referendum as a democratic tool. Collectively these studies
underscore the vulnerability of direct democracy to political
manipulation, particularly in illiberal contexts, where ruling
elites exploit referendums to undermine political competitors,
entrench power, and push illiberal agendas.

Secondly, scholars have discussed how direct democracy can
disrupt good governance. Kogan er al. (2017) examine the
administrative consequences of failed referendums in Ohio
school districts. They find that direct democracy can force
administrators into protracted bargaining processes with voters,
which can disrupt public service delivery. The key takeaway
here is that direct democracy can introduce short-term
transaction costs in governance, potentially with long-lasting
effects. Similarly, Prato and Strulovici (2017) consider how
direct democracy impacts politicians’ behavior and incentives.
They argue that increasing voters’ power to amend policy
through referendums weakens politicians’ incentives to invest
in expertise or perform effectively. The theory suggests that
when voters can directly amend policies, politicians become
less motivated to acquire competence, leading to poorer
governance outcomes. Thus, direct democracy, while empowering
voters, may undermine the very political competence and
accountability it seeks to enhance.

Conclusion

This article aimed to offer a review of the scholarly literature
on direct democracy, not a direct assessment of empirical
evidence. Accordingly, we do not make claims about what
direct democracy does. Instead, we synthesize what existing
research has found by higlighting prevailing arguments, debates
and patterns across the literature. Since this literature review
focuses on articles published in English between 2016 and
2023, this defined scope allows for a concentrated analysis of
recent scholarly developments. However, it also means that
research published in other languages or outside this timeframe
is not included. Future reviews could expand this scope both
geographically and temporally to incorporate a broader
range of perspectives and potentially capture insights from
different regions and historical contexts that may further enrich
the understanding of direct democracy.

Direct democracy can potentially enhance democratic participa-
tion, strengthen citizen capabilities, and align policy outcomes
with public preferences. Its educative benefits fostering a more
informed and engaged citizenry notwithstanding, more recent
studies highlight significant challenges, including its conceptual
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overlap with populism and concerns about citizens’ compe-
tence in complex policymaking contexts, particularly in settings
like the European Union. Direct democracy is also seen as a
tool for enhancing legitimacy, with evidence suggesting that
ballot initiatives are perceived as fairer and more participatory
than legislative decisions. At the same time, instruments such
as referendums can serve as corrective mechanisms, push-
ing policymakers to align more closely with public preferences
and fostering incremental but meaningful policy changes.

Nevertheless, direct democracy is not without its risks. It
can systematically disadvantage marginalized groups, with stud-
ies showing negative impacts on racial and ethnic minorities
and potential threats to minority rights. While some scholars
highlight its egalitarian potential, particularly in promoting
political inclusion and pro-equality outputs, others caution that
these benefits may come at the expense of institutional stability
and long-term governance.

Direct democracy is highly vulnerable to manipulation by
political elites, particularly in illiberal contexts. Instead of
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The literature cut-off occurred more than a year and a half before the text reached me, which is a
considerable gap in such a fast-moving field. At the same time, I appreciate the difficulty of writing
a comprehensive overview in such a fertile research area. The authors' decision to work the
sample to its analytical limits—while resisting the temptation to apply statistical methods to what
is essentially a qualitative thematic dataset—reflects a clear editorial choice, which I respect.
Nevertheless, the result inevitably shows the limitations of that approach.

One main concern is with the sequence in which the six thematic portions of the literature are
presented. In the current form, they are arranged more as a thematic collage than as a
progression of insight. If the aim is to give readers a clear picture of what we know, it would be
more effective to structure the synthesis along causal lines: begin with the drivers of direct
democracy, then turn to design questions that can be discussed without reference to outcomes,
then present the evidence on effects, and finally address studies of interaction effects with
moderator variables. Such a structure would make the intellectual architecture of the field much
more visible and would also better convey where the literature’s causal claims are strong and
where they remain tentative.

Today's research fields are generally too large to cover comprehensively without some
guantitative backbone. I see the study of direct democracy as necessarily interdisciplinary,
drawing from political science, psychology, sociology, communication studies, and history. Over
the past years, I have developed a practice of mapping mid-size literatures—between one and ten
thousand items—through co-citation analysis, using principal components analysis on datasets
with dummy variables for the 400 most-cited texts, 100 most-cited authors, and 30 most-cited
journals. For comparison, I ran such an analysis here, deriving 12 debates discussed in 993 texts
with “direct democra*" or “referend*"” in the title plus adding 139 texts that ranked in the top 400
among 3,619 texts with those terms anywhere in the text, and restricting the search to the
review's time horizon (2016-01-01 to 2023-10-30).

The result is a map of twelve distinct debates, which I will summarize here along the causal
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ordering I propose. In the “causes” category, Debate 12 on populism and issue voting finds the
populism-direct democracy link to be more contingent than often assumed, with strategic support
depending on issue and expected outcome (e.g., Gherghina & Pilet 2021; Werner & Jacobs 2022).
Debate 2 on participation and equality spans causes and effects: participation gaps are shaped by
socio-demographic inequalities, but such gaps also feed back into legitimacy perceptions (Kern &
Hooghe 2018; Dvorak, Zouhar & Novak 2017).

Under “design questions,” Debate 6 addresses institutional forms and procedural rules, comparing
how different mechanisms operate across contexts (Gherghina & Silagadze 2021; Jaske 2017).
Debate 10 looks at sovereignty and constitutional referendums, showing both the strategic
calculus behind allowing such votes and their variable potential to resolve or inflame conflicts
(Germann 2022; Harguindéguy, Sanchez & Sanchez 2021).

The “effects” category contains several well-developed streams. Debate 1 on economic effects
reports evidence for fiscal restraint and efficiency gains under certain conditions (Asatryan,
Baskaran & Heinemann 2017; Emmenegger, Leemann & Walter 2022). Debate 4 on policy
congruence finds that direct democracy can align policy with voter preferences, though often
mediated by elite framing (Lewis & Jacobsmeier 2017; Farley 2021). Debate 5 on EU referendums
examines their impact on integration politics and democratic legitimacy (Atikcan, Nadeau &
Bélanger 2020; Silagadze & Gherghina 2018). Debate 9 on institutional trust and system support
shows asymmetric winner-loser effects and the role of procedural fairness (Leemann &
Stadelmann-Steffen 2022; Arnesen et al. 2019). Debate 11 on turnout and mobilization
demonstrates that campaign intensity selectively boosts participation, while institutional rules
such as quorums or compulsory voting enforcement can depress or stimulate it (Goldberg, Lanz &
Sciarini 2019; Marx & Leininger 2022). Debate 8 on Brexit and national populism shows how
identity, immigration attitudes, and economic grievances converge to drive referendum outcomes
(Dennison, Davidov & Seddig 2020; Hobolt, Leeper & Tilley 2021).

Finally, under “interaction effects,” Debate 3 on political support and legitimacy shows how prior
trust levels and institutional quality condition direct democracy’s effects on legitimacy (Marien &
Kern 2018; Werner, Marien & Felicetti 2020). Debate 7 on voter knowledge and deliberation
demonstrates that information environments, partisan cues, and individual predispositions
interact to shape competence and choice (De Angelis, Colombo & Morisi 2020; Colombo 2018).

Comparing these insights with the grouping in the reviewed text shows partial overlap. Several
themes—such as fiscal effects, participation patterns, legitimacy, and populism—are present in
both. However, my analysis separates causes, design, effects, and interactions more sharply, while
the reviewed text merges them thematically. Some areas from the larger map are missing in the
review's grouping, most notably: the economic-fiscal dimension (Debate 1) as a coherent theme;
the distinct treatment of high-stakes sovereignty and constitutional referendums (Debate 10); and
the systematic attention to information processing and heuristics in voter decision-making
(Debate 7). The review also underrepresents interdisciplinary contributions from psychology (e.g.
heuristics and bias research), communication science (campaign framing effects), and sociology
(identity-driven participation patterns) which are important parts of the larger landscape.

For a review that uses the traditional method of hermeneutically interpreting articles, the Simsek
et al. text does a fair job: the individual texts are well summarized, and important developments in
the literature are pointed to. One can critique the choice of this traditional method, as its
necessarily confined search strategy—most notably leaving out the large body of literature with
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“referendum” or “direct democratic” as keywords and omitting interdisciplinary insights outside of
political science—leaves important findings unaddressed, such as the fiscal and budgetary
impacts of direct democracy, the strategic logic behind sovereignty referendums, and the
nuanced role of information environments in shaping voter competence. But of course, using a
different methodology would have produced a fundamentally different text. My suggestion for the
editors is to accept the text with reservations, and—if changes are still possible—to rearrange it
using a causality-based structure, or at least to add a paragraph that discusses the relationship
between the current thematic grouping and causal relations. For future reviews, I would
encourage the authors to consider complementing their hermeneutic synthesis with quantitative
mapping methods to better capture the breadth and interdisciplinary nature of this research field.

Is the topic of the review discussed comprehensively in the context of the current
literature?
Partly

Are all factual statements correct and adequately supported by citations?
Yes

Is the review written in accessible language?
Yes

Are the conclusions drawn appropriate in the context of the current research literature?
Partly

Competing Interests: No competing interests were disclosed.

Reviewer Expertise: Political science and sociology, especially democracy models beyond
traditional representative democracy

I confirm that I have read this submission and believe that I have an appropriate level of
expertise to confirm that it is of an acceptable scientific standard, however I have
significant reservations, as outlined above.

Reviewer Report 05 August 2025
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Anchored in four guiding questions and a clearly defined thematic scope, the article presents a
well-organized and critically engaged synthesis of recent scholarship on direct democracy (albeit
with some repetitions within the text). Drawing on 43 articles published between 2016 and 2023,
the authors structure their discussion around key questions: what the drivers of the adoption of
direct democracy are, under what conditions it succeeds, what its effects are, and how these
dynamics unfold across political and institutional contexts. The review is explicitly framed as
thematic rather than systematic, and the authors are transparent about its boundaries. Within
those parameters, the article effectively captures the central debates and recurring concerns that
shape the literature.

The paper has many strengths. It draws on diverse empirical examples, ranging from citizen-
driven referendums in Switzerland to elite-managed plebiscites in Hungary and Romania. It
balances optimism about direct democracy’s participatory potential with clear-eyed attention to
risks such as elite capture, populist instrumentalization, and the marginalization of minority
groups. The article’s engagement with themes like political disillusionment, legitimacy crises, and
democratic backsliding is particularly valuable. These issues are explored across both liberal and
illiberal regimes and are especially relevant to scholarship in political science and international
relations. Taken together, these contributions make the article a valuable resource for researchers
seeking to understand the multiple and often contradictory roles of direct democratic
instruments.

That said, a few areas would benefit from further refinement. Although the authors justifiably limit
their sample to articles with the term “direct democracy” in the title and clarify that the review is
thematic rather than comprehensive, the implications of this selection strategy could be more
explicitly acknowledged. This choice ensures coherence, but it also narrows the conceptual field
and risks excluding studies that analyze referendums or participatory mechanisms under different
terminologies. A brief reflection on how this might have shaped the thematic findings, as a trade-
off of scope rather than an oversight, would strengthen the self-reflexive element of the review,
particularly since the issue is mentioned in both the introduction and conclusion.

Second, regarding the fourth guiding question on how political and institutional contexts shape
the dynamics of direct democracy, the article presents a wide range of national case studies, but
their treatment remains largely illustrative. Examples from Hungary, Switzerland, Colombia, and
Turkey are presented individually rather than synthesized around shared conditions or patterns.
While the authors explicitly refrain from offering a systematic comparison, there is still room to
organize contextual insights more clearly. Applying a comparative lens by grouping findings
according to regime type, legal constraints, or administrative capacity could help clarify the
conditions under which specific risks or benefits tend to emerge. To remain consistent with the
authors’ stated aims, this suggestion pertains to the structuring of insights already present in the
literature, rather than the introduction of original empirical claims. It would also help to define
what the authors consider to be elements of direct democracy (next to referendums or initiatives),
including the extent to which citizens are able to make suggestions for constitutional
amendments -- based on voter signature requirements -- or to initiate referendums on laws issued
by the national parliament.

Third, the second guiding question, which addresses the conditions under which direct democracy
succeeds, is discussed across several sections but without a clear definition of success. The review
references enabling factors such as civic culture, institutional safeqguards, or deliberative quality.
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However, it is not always clear whether “success” refers to legitimacy, participation, congruence
between policy and public preferences, or regime responsiveness. A more explicit conceptual
framework, such as one that distinguishes between input, throughput, and output legitimacy,
would clarify how different studies understand and evaluate success and would also improve the
coherence of the synthesis.

Fourth, while the review highlights important normative themes such as legitimacy, populism, and
democratic disillusionment, these are introduced primarily as topical categories rather than
analytically developed frameworks. In many cases, the review summarizes how individual studies
refer to these issues without explaining how they are defined, contested, or connected across the
literature. This limits the article’s ability to clarify the conceptual stakes of the patterns it identifies.
A more explicit effort to connect these themes to broader theoretical debates already present in
the reviewed scholarship could help readers to better understand both the assumptions
underlying different studies and the significance of their findings for the study of democratic
governance.

Finally, there are minor editorial issues, such as inconsistent spelling of names (e.g., “Leeman” vs.
“Leemann”) and occasional typographic slips (e.g., doubled parentheses). These are superficial and
easily corrected, but worth addressing. The reference Walter (2019) is mentioned in the main text
but not listed in the bibliography.

In sum, this is a well-written and timely review that draws together diverse case studies, benefits
and risks of direct democracy in the scholarship with clarity and critical insight. Our suggestions
are intended to sharpen rather than restructure the article. By clarifying the implications of its
scope, avoiding repetition, offering a more structured comparative lens, and deepening the
conceptual framework, the review can become even more effective in guiding both scholarly
debate and future research on the evolving role of direct democracy in contemporary governance.

Is the topic of the review discussed comprehensively in the context of the current
literature?
Yes

Are all factual statements correct and adequately supported by citations?
Yes

Is the review written in accessible language?
Yes

Are the conclusions drawn appropriate in the context of the current research literature?
Yes

Competing Interests: No competing interests were disclosed.

Reviewer Expertise: International Political Economy, International Organization, European
Integration.

We confirm that we have read this submission and believe that we have an appropriate level
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of expertise to confirm that it is of an acceptable scientific standard.

Reviewer Report 21 July 2025

https://doi.org/10.21956/openreseurope.22123.r56297

© 2025 Oliver T. This is an open access peer review report distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the
original work is properly cited.

? Thom Oliver
University of the West of England, Bristol, UK

Summary of the article

This article provides a structured thematic review of English-language scholarship on direct
democracy published between 2016 and 2023. Based on a sample of 43 peer-reviewed articles, it
maps recent developments in four interrelated areas: (1) arguments in favour of direct democracy,
(2) drivers of its adoption, (3) empirical and perceived effects, and (4) enabling or constraining
conditions for its operation. The authors do not aim to assess direct democracy's performance per
se, but to offer a synthesis of contemporary scholarly debates, highlighting tensions, risks, and
normative expectations associated with direct democratic instruments.

The article is framed explicitly as a review of existing scholarship, not as an intervention grounded
in primary empirical evidence or normative political theory. Its ambition is to consolidate a
literature that has grown in volume and complexity over the past decade, and to identify where
recent findings converge, where they diverge, and where they raise new questions about the uses,
limitations, and consequences of direct democratic practice. In doing so, it seeks to provide a
resource for scholars interested in democratic innovation, legitimacy, and institutional design
across a range of political systems.

I have scored the article using the criteria above, and I add comments below, to explain those
individual evaluations.

Is the topic of the review discussed comprehensively in the context of the current
literature?

This was scored as partly. The article and its authors succeed in delivering what is a well
structured and reasonably broad survey of the recent literature. It is organised well thematically,
and is presented clearly. It is able to capture the main strands of debate, including the emergent
tensions between legitimacy and manipulation, and the 'ambivalent' relationship between direct
democracy and population, and the critical tension regarding the educative or egalitarian
potential of direct democracy initiatives.

There are a handful of absences which limit the comprehensiveness of the review, even within its
declared scope.

Firstly, conceptual or typological precision could be stronger. For example the article refers to
'direct democracy' broadly, but does not consistently differentiate between referendums,
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initiatives, citizens assemblies, or other institutional or organisational forms. Not does it
systematically classify cases by design, the much contested aspects of direct democracy in practice
(binding versus advisory, top down versus bottom up), considerations such as procedural rules
(turnout rules, agenda setting power), or normative processes (veto, consultation, or a broad
consideration of empowerment).

Whilst this may not be the defined scope of the review, the choice not to define this limitation or
caveat it, tends to lead to a flattening of important institutional variation, which itself has
implications for the outcomes later discussed.

There is also a lack of consideration of a number of highly relevant subfields, or at least they are
under-represented across the review, perhaps due to the inclusion/exclusion criteria) for example
literature on digital forms of direct democracy. participatory platforms, or the grey areas of hybrid
models of direct democracy are not considered. I would have anticipated to see works
represented here from Helene Landemore, Graham Smith, and James Fishkin, who all published
across the review period around relevant 'effects' which have reshaped the terrain, around
deliberative quality, legitimacy, which might be broadening the reviews planned analytical scope,
but probably worth another consideration, to rule in or rule out. It would certainly enrich
analytical scope and add value.

Theoretical depth is a little limited, whilst the article does an excellent job of mapping empirical
finding and summarising arguments, it stops short of offering a synthetic classification, or critical
framework. Concepts such as trust, legitimacy and congruence are invoked rather than
problematised. Whilst the review clearly aims not to deliver a normative intervention, it may be
worth a consideration, or more likely a critical stance, on how these concepts are deployed (non-
uniformly, or uniformly across the cases that are reviewed and cited.

Therefore these critical dimensions in particular, noting that broadening normatively is out of
scope as presently dratted, perhaps constrain the articles capacity to surface deeper patterns, or
guide future scholarship beyond emuneration. The review is informative and well organised, but a
more critical synthesis, or theoretical integration would strengthen its analytical contribution to
the field significantly.

2. Are all factual statements correct and adequately supported by citations? YES

The article is carefully referenced and evidentially sound. All claims are supported with relevant
citations, often triangulated with multiple sources. The authors accurately represent the findings
of the reviewed studies, distinguishing where appropriate between consensus and disagreement.

There is commendable attention to nuance across diverse empirical contexts, and the authors
avoid overgeneralisation. Studies from Switzerland, Romania, Greece, and Latin America are
accurately characterised, and methodological heterogeneity is acknowledged in places. The
inclusion of both quantitative and qualitative sources, as well as theoretical essays and
institutional case studies, adds depth and diversity to the synthesis.

There is room for improved clarity in a few areas for instance, where empirical effects are
summarised in general terms, more specificity (e.g. regarding sample size, scope, or
methodological variation) could aid interpretation but these are minor refinements rather than
substantive concerns and may sit more widely as part of an alternative systematic literature
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review. Future iterations could also consider discussing variation in research design quality (e.g.
cross-national panels vs. single-case ethnographies) to further strengthen the evidential base.

3.Is the review written in accessible language?

The article is written in clear, accessible prose. Technical terminology is used sparingly and
appropriately. The thematic structure and consistent signposting support reader navigation. The
inclusion of a plain language summary is a valuable feature and well-executed. This is a
particularly welcome element for a journal aiming to encourage broad engagement and policy-
facing dialogue, and the authors have succeeded in making complex arguments digestible to a
non-specialist audience without sacrificing substance.

A small number of paragraphs are overly dense (especially in the central sections), and the
inclusion of summary tables or visual aids could enhance readability. The addition of a table
summarising the reviewed studies by country, method, institutional type, or key finding would
significantly aid comprehension and provide a helpful reference point for future researchers.
Nevertheless, the article remains accessible to an interdisciplinary audience. In this regard, the
authors strike an effective balance between scholarly rigour and communicative clarity.

4. Are the conclusions drawn appropriate in the context of the current research literature?
This was scored as partly. The conclusions are appropriately cautious and consistent with the
review's stated scope. The authors clearly refrain from offering normative or empirical
generalisations about the effectiveness of direct democracy. Instead, they present a qualified
synthesis: direct democracy holds democratic promise under certain institutional and cultural
conditions but also carries significant risks, particularly in illiberal or highly polarised contexts.

This framing is appropriate given the diversity of findings reviewed, and the authors are careful to
avoid overstating the coherence or consensus within the field. The concluding caution about elite
capture, democratic backsliding, and institutional fragility is particularly timely and well-
supported.

However, the conclusions remain largely descriptive. The article does not interrogate unresolved
tensions in the field, such as the paradox between participation and overload, or the simultaneous
appeal of direct democracy to both populist and deliberative ideals. The authors stop short of
offering a normative interpretation of the literature or of engaging the theoretical stakes of the
tensions they identify.

Nor does the article offer an explicit research agenda or typology of outstanding questions. This is
a missed opportunity. Given the breadth of literature reviewed, the authors are well-positioned to
identify the next frontiers for empirical research (e.g. comparative design effects, democratic
innovations beyond the West), methodological refinement (e.g. measuring congruence or
legitimacy), or theoretical integration (e.g. bridging participatory and epistemic accounts).

In short, while the conclusions are appropriate, they are not especially analytical. A stronger final
section synthesising the implications of recent scholarship, identifying fault lines or gaps, and
proposing directions for future work would raise the article’s overall contribution.

Some Broader Comments
Analytical Framework
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The review would benefit from a more clearly defined conceptual apparatus for categorising and
interpreting the literature. The organising themes of drivers, effects and conditions, are helpful
descriptively, but are not treated analytically, as they vary across institutional, normative (out of
scope) and epistemic lines.

Clarity of review design

The authors acknowledge this is not a systematic review, however the methodology used in the
article selection, filtering, and synthesis, lacks a little transparency, for a high quality narrative
review.

The decision to include only articles with 'direct democracy' in the title, is perhaps overly narrow,
and risks omitted highly relevant studies that address referendums, citizens initiatives and mini
publics, as well as alternative technologies/digital innovations. A broadening of scope though
effort and adding complexity would raise the contribution of the review significantly.

The authors describe the combination of google scholar and Scopus, without a clear justification
of inclusion/exclusion protocols, and therefore this may introduce concerns about replicability and
the presence/weight of grey literature. The review doesn't seem to clarify whether editorial
filtering or methodological quality were applied.

Therefore put broadly, the four main recommendations to try to address would be to

Strengthen the analytical framework, which would elevate the review from a summary, to a more
critical synthesis, and allow the authors to surface deeper patterns.

Improve description of methodological transparency, as noted above, clearly state criteria for
inclusion, and scope, perhaps use tables to summarise the articles by geography, method,
democratic instrument, and critically reflect on the reviews limitations.

Engage more broadly/widen scope. If the authors opted to widen search criteria, it would make a
more significant contribution, or signpost towards literatures to enrich future work.

Shift beyond synthesis, there is an opportunity to shift beyond synthesis to identify tensions,
contradictions, and conceptual gaps in the literature. This may well be a future, additional step for
the author team, but for this review, a signpost towards an emerging research agenda or
conceptual roadmap, would deliver a much needed forward looking orientation for a vital, and
fast moving contested democratic domain.

Is the topic of the review discussed comprehensively in the context of the current
literature?
Partly

Are all factual statements correct and adequately supported by citations?
Yes

Is the review written in accessible language?
Yes

Are the conclusions drawn appropriate in the context of the current research literature?
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Partly
Competing Interests: No competing interests were disclosed.

Reviewer Expertise: I have published in the domains of democratic governance, and studied
referendums as part of my work with the Qualitative Election Study of Britain. From a process and
methodological perspective, I have expertise in publishing systematic literature reviews.

I confirm that I have read this submission and believe that I have an appropriate level of
expertise to confirm that it is of an acceptable scientific standard, however I have
significant reservations, as outlined above.
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