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h i g h l i g h t s

• For a successful initiative in a union of states state-specific thresholds need to be reached.
• The campaign organizer rationally decides which states to target.
• Proportional thresholds avoid distortions in the initiative process if constituencies exhibit similar variation of preferences.
• Degressive thresholds are preferable if preference heterogeneity increases in population size.
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a b s t r a c t

The paper studies the design of popular initiatives in unions of states. We analyze the effect of state-
specific threshold requirements on the incentives of a rational campaign organizer who decides which
constituencies to target. If the heterogeneity of preferences in a population increases with its size, de-
gressively proportional thresholds satisfy the normative objective of ‘neutrality’ between individuals from
different states. In contrast, thresholds which are linear in population size are ‘neutral’ if a priori no dif-
ferences between states are acknowledged.

© 2013 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

One of the key innovations in the democratic processes of the
European Union (EU) is the introduction of the European citizens’
initiative (ECI) as established in the 2009 Treaty of Lisbon. While
direct democratic instruments form part of the political culture at
the sub-national or national level in many advanced democracies
including most of the EU member states and have been used in-
creasingly in the last two decades (see, e.g., Bogdanor, 1994; Setälä,
1999), the ECI is the first attempt of implementing a piece of direct
democracy in a union of states.1 Article 11 (4) of the Treaty pro-
vides that

[. . . ] not less than one million citizens who are nationals of a
significant number of Member States may take the initiative of
inviting the Commission, within the framework of its powers,
to submit any appropriate proposal on matters where citizens
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1 Starting with a French referendum in March 1972 there has been a number of

national referenda on Europe, i.e., on enlargement of or accession to the European
Union (or its predecessors). In some cases, e.g., the Netherlands, these referenda
provided the first instance of direct democracy at the national level.

consider that a legal act of the Union is required for the purpose
of implementing the Treaties.

Being addressed to the European Commission which is respon-
sible for initiating policy proposals and monitoring policy imple-
mentation, the ECI promises to give citizens the possibility to exert
influence on the political agenda of the EU.2

While in most democracies using that instrument a successful
initiative either requires the legislature to act or directly triggers
a popular vote, EU law-makers are not legally bound to take any
legislative action in response to the collection of signatures. In the
words of the European Commission, the ECI ‘‘does not affect the
Commission’s right of initiative, it will, however, oblige the Com-
mission, as a college, to give serious consideration to the requests
made by citizens’’ (EU Commission Staff Working Document SEC
(2010) 370). If a citizens’ initiative is presented according to the
rules, the Commission will have to issue a communication within
three months of submission.

It seems therefore fair to describe the European Citizens’ Initia-
tive as a petition or popular motion which leaves practically full
control to the established European political institutions, in partic-
ular the Commission. Even though the new right is not nearly as

2 By contrast, a petition (provided for in Articles 24 and 227 TFEU and introduced
in 1992) is addressed to the European Parliament.
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Fig. 1. ECI minimum numbers of signatories and population size.

powerful an instrument as in, e.g., the initiative in Switzerland or
variousUS states, itmight still prove to possess certain institutional
virtues: arguably, a successful initiativewill create sufficient public
pressure to put an issue firmly on the EU’s agenda, i.e., give some
agenda-setting power to the citizens. It forces a visible reaction of
the political establishment which otherwise might have neglected
(or even intentionally disposed of) the issue. Thus, the ECI at least
has the potential to increase transparency and accountability.

The quality of direct democracy and whether it achieves its de-
sired effect hinges on the design of the relevant procedures which
receives increasing attention by policy-makers and citizens, and in
the scientific literature (e.g., Aguiar-Conraria andMagalhães, 2010;
Barankay et al., 2003; Gerber, 1996; Herrera and Mattozzi, 2010).

In its preamble the respective EU regulation stipulates that the
procedures for the citizens’ initiative should ensure ‘‘that citizens
of the Union are subject to similar conditions for supporting a
citizens’ initiative regardless of theMember State fromwhich they
come’’ and ‘‘that a citizens’ initiative is representative of a Union
interest’’ (RegulationNo 211/2011 of the European Parliament and
of the Council of 16 February 2011 on the citizens initiative). It goes
on to establish (i) 1,000,000 signatures as the overall threshold,
(ii) the requirement to meet minimum numbers of signatures in at
least seven member states, (iii) a time limit of twelve months for
signature collection. With respect to (ii) the regulation says that

In order to ensure similar conditions for citizens to support a cit-
izens’ initiative, [..] minimum numbers should be degressively
proportional.
The relationship betweenpopulation size and the requiredmin-

imum numbers of signatures given in the regulation is shown in
Fig. 1. A least squares power-law regression of the thresholds τi on
population sizes ni results in τi = c · n0.56

i with R2
≈ 0.96. As a

reference, Fig. 1 also includes the best-fit linear regression (with
coefficient 0.009 and R2

≈ 0.93).
One plausible desideratum is to treat individuals from differ-

entmember states equitably in the following sense: ceteris paribus
two states j and k ought to be equally ‘‘attractive’’ from the point
of view of an initiative organizer. In particular, the threshold
requirement relative to population size should not be harder to
satisfy in one state than in any other. Which arrangement of state-
specific thresholds τ1, . . . , τm satisfies this norm? In order to an-
swer this question we first study the allocation of resources to
different states by a campaign organizer who wishes to make the
initiative successful.3 Intuitively, the best solution to the problem

3 In this paper we assume a single organizer as seems fit for an initiative like
the ECI. By contrast, Strömberg (2008) analyzes the incentives to allocate campaign
resources to the constituencies in the context of an election between competing
candidates.

of threshold selection seems to be plain proportionality. We use
our model to show that the choice of the state thresholds reflects
specific assumptions about heterogeneity in the various popula-
tions. To the extent that these assumptions are warranted or not,
the initiative could be biased by design towards either the smallest
or the largest states.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. In Section 2 we
introduce the theoreticalmodel. Results are presented in Section 3.
A brief conclusion follows in Section 4.

2. A simple model of the initiative process

Consider a union formed by a large society of n citizens. Assume
a partition of the population intom states, and for j = 1, . . . ,m, let
state j consist of nj people. Of course,


j nj = n.

The citizens are to decide within a fixed time span [0, T ]

whether or not to endorse by their signature a legislative proposal,
the initiative. With probability θj ∈ [0, 1] an individual in state j is
realized to strictly prefer the initiative proposal to the status quo.
More specifically, the θj’s of citizens in state j are taken to be inde-
pendently and identically distributed (i.i.d.) random variables with
density function fθj and cumulative distribution function Fθj .

The initiative is put forward by the initiative organizer who
allocates campaign resources to the various states in an effort to
make the initiative successful. Not signing is a weakly dominated
strategy for a citizen who prefers the initiative, thus, if given the
opportunity, we assume that she will actually decide to sign.

If the per-capita-resources spent in state j are rj (rj ≥ 0), the
(independent) probability that an individual there has the oppor-
tunity to approve or disprove of the proposal is captured by the
function ψj(rj) : R+ → [0, 1], which is twice continuously differ-
entiable, and sufficiently concave. Specifically, we assumeψ2

j (rj) to
be concave. For large nj, this is very close to assuming that the un-
certain number of potential signatories is Poisson distributed with
expected value ψj(rj)nj. Then, the total number of signatures Sj in
state j follows amixedPoissondistributionwithmeanE[θj]ψj(rj)nj.

The gathering of signatures in state j can be thought of as a
counting process {Sj(t), t ∈ [0, T ]}, i.e., a stochastic process that
keeps count of the number of events (signatures) that have oc-
curred in period [0, t]. Obviously, Sj(t) is non-negative and integer-
valued for all t ∈ [0, T ]. Furthermore, Sj(t) is non-decreasing in
t .4 Specifically, we consider a mixed Poisson process {Sj(t), t ∈

[0, T ]}:

Definition 1. A mixed Poisson process {Sj(t), t ∈ [0, T ]} is a con-
tinuous time counting processwith state spaceN and counting dis-
tribution Pr(Sj(t) = k) of the form:

Pr[Sj(t) = k] =


∞

0
e−txψj(rj)nj

(txψj(rj)nj)
k

k!
dFθj(x), (1)

where Fθj is referred to as the structure function given by Fθj(x) =

Pr(θj ≤ x)with Fθj(0) = 0.5

If the random variable θj is degenerate at some x (>0), then
we have a homogeneous Poisson process. By contrast, a non-
degenerate structure function models the situation that state-
ments of support come from a heterogeneous population where
the probability to strictly prefer the initiative proposal varies from
one individual to another (or from one socio-demographic group

4 For a rigorous, extensive treatment of stochastic processes see Ross (1996).
5 Examples of mixed Poisson processes {S̃j(t), t ∈ [0, T ]} include the Pólya

process and the Sichel process which use a Gamma and a generalized inverse
Gaussian distribution as structure functions, respectively. For more information on
mixed Poisson processes see Johnson and Kotz (1985) and Grandell (1997).
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