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RESEARCH ARTICLE
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ABSTRACT
The number of referenda taking place in established democracies
has been increasing, but oftentimes the use of referenda is
controversial. This paper utilises two New Zealand national
probability mail surveys collected before (2015; n = 901) and after
(2016; n = 1350) the controversial flag change referendums
initiated by Prime Minister John Key. We found that support for
referenda increased from 54.5% in 2015 to 70.7% in 2016. We
examined how demographics, party vote, political attitudes, and
support for changing the flag related to change in support for
referenda Younger age groups and those with moderate levels of
education had larger increases in support for referenda. We did
not find any evidence of ‘loser effects’ as National voters and flag
change supporters were just as likely to increase in support for
referenda as other voters and those opposing change,
respectively. In summary, the results of this paper show that
despite controversy, referenda have become more popular,
especially among certain groups.
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Introduction

In recent years, the use of referenda has increased in most Western democracies (Scarrow
2001; LeDuc 2003; Donovan and Karp 2006; de Vreese 2007; de Vreese and Schuck 2014).
Notable examples include the Scottish independence referendum and the controversial
‘Brexit’ referendum, where British voters marginally supported the United Kingdom
leaving the European Union (Mullen 2014; Goodwin and Heath 2016). In New Zealand
(NZ), two referendums across 2015 and 2016 gave voters the option of changing the
national flag, yet after considerable public consultation and debate, voters chose to keep
the current design (Milne 2015; Satherley et al. 2018). Indeed, the controversy and
debate caused by referenda has often not been solely over the issue at hand, but has
also extended to the idea of referenda in general (Anderson and Goodyear-Grant 2010).
As such, here we utilise data from two waves of the NZ version of the nationally represen-
tative International Social Survey Programme (ISSP); data were collected during public
and media debates on the flag referendums (2015), and after the referendums (2016).
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We test whether public support for referenda has changed over a one-year period (Dalton
et al. 2001; Leininger 2015b). Additionally, we examine whether the characteristics of
those who support referenda had changed over the year of the controversial flag referen-
dums (2015–2016), including demographics, party vote, political attitudes, and whether
participants supported changing the flag.

Support for referenda

Although there is some variation across nations, the majority of people internationally
tend to support referenda (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002; Karp and Aimer 2002; Ander-
son and Goodyear-Grant 2005; Donovan and Karp 2006; Font and Fernández 2015;
Schuck and de Vreese 2015; Leininger 2015a). Leininger (2015a) analysed survey data
from 25 European nations, and found levels of support for referenda ranged from 77%
to 92%. Analyses using 2004 ISSP survey data found that 71% of New Zealanders sup-
ported referenda (Bowler et al. 2007). However, there is a possibility that support has
increased over the past few of years due to the number and type of referenda taking
place. Particularly, populism (the idea that society is divided into two groups: the pure
people and corrupt elite; populism sides with the ‘common’ or ‘average’ people as anti-
elite, anti-establishment; Mudde 2004) and dissatisfaction with representative democracy
have been increasing over recent years, opening the possibility for ‘political disaffection’
(Inglehart and Norris 2016; Oliver and Rahn 2016; Bernauer 2017; Martinelli 2017).
Increased disaffection and populism have been previously associated with support for
referenda because direct democracy attempts to bypass the authority of political elites
(Akkerman et al. 2016; Dalton et al. 2001; Leininger 2015a, 2015b; Martinelli 2017;
Pauwels and Marien 2010).

Following the political disaffection hypothesis, support for referenda may have recently
increased as voting in referenda may be a way for those disconnected with traditional,
representative politics to express their opinions on issues (Dalton et al. 2001; Bengtsson
and Mattila 2009). Studies show that voters are becoming increasingly disconnected
with traditional electoral politics and representative democracy (both overall and across
certain demographic and attitudinal characteristics; see Dalton 2008; Leininger 2015a).
Although more longitudinal evidence is needed, there may have also been a recent
decrease in the public trust of political authority, experts, and scientists (Forss and
Magro 2016; Oliver and Rahn 2016; Bauer 2017). Referenda may be a way for the dis-
affected to engage with the political system where they may feel that representative democ-
racy and traditional party politics are not meeting their needs (Dalton et al. 2001;
Bengtsson and Mattila 2009; Leininger 2015b). Despite the recent well-publicised, contro-
versial referenda, the results of these votes were generally upheld by governments, perhaps
adding to the popularity of the method. Combined with a general increase in the number
of referenda in many countries, past experience may have shown people that referenda
provide an opportunity to be heard.

Alternatively, support for referenda may have decreased over recent years. There has
been negative press around the use of referenda, particularly controversy over the
results (Jackson et al. 2016; Lynn et al. 2017) and, in NZ, the financial costs (Radio
New Zealand 2014; Little 2016). Past research from Denmark around the referendum
on the introduction of the Euro has shown that exposure to negative coverage on referenda
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can affect one’s political views and increase cynicism, especially among the less politically
interested or involved (de Vreese and Semetko 2002; Semetko and de Vreese 2004). In an
experiment, Schuck and De Vreese (2011) exposed Dutch participants to positive and
negative tabloid media portrayals of referenda. They showed that negative tabloid press
led people to have lower support for referenda. In summary, the negative press on
recent referenda may have negatively influenced public opinion on their use.

Other research has found that support for referenda is changeable, but that this may
depend on certain personal characteristics. Collingwood (2012) conducted a survey exper-
iment with American participants where the control group were exposed to a question
asking for their support for direct democracy, in this case statewide ballot initiatives, then
they were asked for their thoughts on specific ballot initiatives. The experimental group
answered these ballot initiative questions first. That is, they were primed with these
difficult issues then answered thequestionondirect democracy.The resultswere split by edu-
cation and showed that having to consider the complex issues (the experimental group) first
led the lower education participants to have lower levels of support for referenda. There was
no difference across the control and experimental conditions for those with higher levels of
education. Thus, we might expect that those with lower levels of education increase in their
support for referendums after an ‘easy’ question, such as those in the flag referendums.

The flag change referendums

Since 1993 there have been two types of referenda in New Zealand: citizens-initiated or gov-
ernment-initiated (see Roberts 2016 for a summary). The first, citizens-initiated referenda,
are those launched out of a successful petition of 10%of enrolled voters. Five citizens-initiated
referendums have been conducted on topics relating to: the number of firefighters; the
number of MPs in parliament; more punitive sentences in criminal justice; the rights of
parents to physically punish their children; and whether the government should sell a min-
ority share of some of its assets. Many of these have been controversial due to their topics,
the ambiguous wording of questions, and the government not following the wishes of the
people (as citizens-initiated referenda are not binding on the government). The second
type of referenda are government-initiated referenda. These referenda can either be consulta-
tive (similar to a poll) or constitutional (they alter the entrenched provisions of the Electoral
Act), andmay be binding (meaning they enact a lawwhen passed). Prior to the two flag refer-
endums, there had been only two government-initiated consultative referenda. The first, as
part of a government coalition deal, furthered a ballot regarding compulsory superannuation
– only to be overwhelmingly rejected by the public (92%). The second ran alongside the 2011
election, and asked whether voters wanted to retainMMP (they did) and if not, which of four
systems they wanted to move to. Thus, New Zealanders have experienced referenda from
time-to-time, but their use has been by no means commonplace and is often controversial.

Much like the two preceding government-initiated referendums, the two sequential flag
referendums had straight-forward questions. The first referendum asked New Zealanders
to do just that; there was a choice of preferred alternative flag designs. A contest had run
for flag designs and an interdisciplinary Flag Consideration Panel had narrowed down the
options. The consideration and referendum process was widely criticised for its cost, being
politicised or a ‘vanity’ project of Prime Minister John Key, and the order and process
(Radio New Zealand 2014; Little 2016). The designs were widely joked about, even by
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international comedians, such as John Oliver, whose jokes became national headlines
(Hoskinson 2014; Perota 2015). At the conclusion of the consultation process, there
were four competing designs, and then five, when the popular ’red peak’ design was
added after an online petition obtained 50,000 signatures (Nzhistory.govt 2016). In
November 2015 New Zealanders had the opportunity via postal ballot to select their pre-
ferred design. The Kyle Lockwood blue silver fern variation won, and then faced off against
the current NZ flag in a run-off referendum in March 2016. The current NZ flag won the
ballot with 56.7% of the vote.

Despite the controversy from politicians and in the media, there are reasons to believe
that the experience of the flag referendums may have increased general support for refer-
endums in New Zealand. The flag referendums were on what could be classified as an
‘easy’ issue (Carmines and Stimson 1980; Wojcieszak 2014). In contrast to ‘hard’ issues
like economic policy or the constitution, it is rather easy to choose a preferred flag and
this choice requires little background or technical knowledge. Although we might
expect support for referenda to increase in general, we expected some groups to decrease
in support for referenda. It has been suggested that referendum support may not necess-
arily be based on a belief in direct democracy as an idea, but rather on one’s views on the
results of recent referenda (Font and Fernández 2015). In this paper, we test increases in
support across party vote and whether one supported the flag change. Satherley et al.
(2018) have illustrated a ‘follow the leader’ effect in a nationally representative NZ
sample after the flag referendums, wherein National Party supporters became more sup-
portive of change after Prime Minister John Key signalled his strong support for change.
Thus, we would expect ‘loser effects’ wherein support for referenda should have decreased
for those who want to change the flag, and for National Party Supporters, who may seek to
bolster their popular leader by decreasing in support for referenda.

Aims and hypotheses

This paper has two aims. First, we test if public support for referenda had changed over
the one-year period from 2015 to 2016. We hypothesise that public support for referenda
will have increased between 2015 and 2016, given that the flag referendum was an ‘easy’
issue and the government broadly listened to the will of the people. Second, we test
whether any increase in support was uniform across demographic variables, vote
choice, political attitudes, and support for changing the flag. Following the political dis-
affection hypothesis we expect support to have increased among those higher in popu-
lism and those who feel the most politically disaffected (Dalton et al. 2001; Bengtsson
and Mattila 2009; Leininger 2015b; Greaves and Vowles in press). Therefore, we
expect men, ethnic minorities, those with lower levels of education and income,
New Zealand First voters, and those with lower political efficacy to have had higher
increases in support for referendum (relative to women, NZ Europeans, those with
higher incomes and educations, other voters. and those higher in political efficacy,
respectively). In addition, we expect ‘loser effects’; that is, support for referenda
should be lower in those who want to change the flag, as the referendums were unsuc-
cessful in obtaining change (Font and Fernández 2015). Further, we hypothesise that
National voters may have lower levels of support for referenda, given that the wishes
of their popular leader were not fulfilled (Satherley et al. 2018).
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Method

Sample and procedure

The data analysed were drawn from the 2015 and 2016 NZ waves of the International
Social Survey Programme (ISSP). The ISSP is an organisation of 48 nations that run
cross-national surveys on different social science topics annually. Potential participants
for both waves of data collection were sampled from the NZ electoral roll, which is avail-
able to scientific researchers on request. To ensure representativeness, both waves were
weighted for non-response based on characteristics available on the electoral roll, includ-
ing: gender, age, Māori (indigenous) descent, region, rurality, New Zealand Deprivation
Index quintiles, and occupation, before analyses (see Milne 2016; Wu and Milne 2017).
Thus, the results of the analyses can be considered nationally representative. A full
description of the survey methods including sampling and survey questions is found in
the Appendix.

Measures

Support for referenda was assessed in 2015 by asking participants to rate their agreement
with: ‘Referendums are good ways to decide important political questions’ (1 strongly
agree to 5 strongly disagree). In 2016, the same question read: ‘Do you think that referen-
dums are a good way to decide important political questions?’We tested whether support
for referenda had increased more over a range of characteristics, the descriptive statistics
for these variables are found in Table 1, for full descriptions of the measures please see the
detailed methods in the Appendix.

As shown in Table 1, we also tested for significant differences between the 2015 and
2016 samples for these variables and found some small, but statistically significant differ-
ences. The 2016 sample was significantly more interested in politics than the 2015 sample
(t(1775) = 4.04, p < .001) and had significantly higher political efficacy (t(2175) = 3.33, p
= .001). Participants were significantly more supportive of changing the flag in 2015
(40.0%) than in 2016 (35.5%; χ² (1) = 4.51, p = .034).

Results

Referendum support over time

We first explored whether support for referenda had increased or decreased over time with
a chi-square test. As shown in Figure 1, a higher proportion of participants agreed or
strongly agreed with the statement that referenda are a good way to decide political ques-
tions in 2016 (70.7%) than in 2015 (54.5%). A Chi Square test showed that the difference
was significant (χ2(4) = 77.52, p < .001).

Were changes in who supports referenda driven by particular groups?

It was clear that support for referenda was higher in 2016 than 2015, but were the higher
levels of support universal? The effect for year was significant (b = .700, SE = .093,Wald =
2.013, p < .001), indicating a significant difference in support across years. We used binary
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logistic regression models in SPSS to test the effect of year on the relationship between
various demographic and attitudinal characteristics, party vote, and support for referenda
as a method for answering political questions (we grouped together those who selected
‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ vs. neutral and disagree responses into a binary variable).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the demographic variables by year.
2015 2016

M (SD) or % (n) M (SD) or % (n)

Age 18–30 19.5% (176) 19.3% (260)
31–45 23.8% (215) 24.2% (326)
46–60 29.5% (266) 28.1% (379)
61–75 19.3% (174) 20.0% (269)
76+ 7.9% (71) 8.4% (113)

Gender Woman 52.1% (469) 52.5% (707)
Ethnicity Māori 14.5% (131) 13.9% (185)

NZ European 80.8% (728) 81.0% (1076)
Pasifika 4.6% (41) 3.1% (41)
Asian 9.1% (82) 8.4% (111)

Household Income <$50,001 32.0% (237) 29.3% (328)
$50,001–$100,001 34.3% (254) 31.7% (355)
>$100,001 33.6% (249) 39.1% (438)

Highest Qualification Secondary School 40.5% (359) 40.3% (534)
Trade or Diploma 29.7% (263) 29.2% (386)
University 29.9% (265) 30.5% (404)

2014 Party Vote Did not vote 6.4% (53) 8.0% (101)
National 46.1% (401) 46.3% (582)
Labour 22.5% (196) 24.7% (310)
Green 10.0% (87) 9.9% (124)
NZ First 6.6% (57) 6.9% (87)

Left-right Scale (0 left – 10 right) 5.3 (2.2) 5.2 (2.1)
Political Interest (1 low – 4 high) 2.6 (0.8) 2.7 (0.8)***
Political Efficacy (1 low – 5 high) 3.2 (1.2) 3.3 (1.1)**
Support Changing the Flag 40.0% (344) 35.5% (469)*

Note: Sample weighting is applied; participants could select multiple ethnic groups; t-tests and chi-square tests were used
to test for significant differences across year.

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Figure 1. Support for referenda by year.
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Firstly, there were no significant interactions between year and any of the following vari-
ables: gender, ethnicity, voting, political left-right placement, political interest, or efficacy
(see Appendix Table A1). This suggests that increases in support from 2015 to 2016 did
not vary by any of these factors. To give a specific example, men and women both
increased their support for referenda by similar amounts from 2015 (men = 55%,
women = 54.2%) to 2016 (men = 70.4%, women= 71%). Of particular interest, the inter-
actions for neither National voting nor supporting changing the flag were significant.
This indicates that neither group became more or less supportive of referenda over one
year than (a) other voter types or (b) those who did not want to change the flag.

However, there were significant interactions between both age and year, and education
level and year. As shown in Figure 2, the age x year interaction indicated that the oldest age
group (76+) had a smaller increase in support for referenda from 2015 to 2016 (from
61.2% to 66.0%) than did the youngest age group (18-30; from 48.4% to 66.9%; b =
−.770, SE = .387, Wald = 3.969, p = .046). As presented in Figure 3, the education x year
interaction indicated that those who obtained final year secondary school qualifications
as their highest level had a greater increase in support for referenda from 2015 to 2016
(from 37.9% to 72.0%) than those with no qualifications (from 63.5% to 69.9%; b =
1.167, SE = .431, Wald = 7.344, p = .007); and that those whose highest qualification was
diploma below degree level had a greater increase in support for referenda from 2015
to 2016 (from 48.4% to 73.6%) than those with no qualifications (b = .823, SE = .365,
Wald = 5.082, p = .022). These results suggest that the largest increases in support over
this one-year period occurred in those with moderate levels of education, and those
who completed secondary school but did not obtain a university degree.

Discussion

In light of the controversial flag change referendums and others worldwide, we investigated
if support for referenda as a way to answer political questions had changed between 2015
and 2016. We found that support for referenda was higher in 2016, as per our hypothesis.
This may seem surprising to some, as there were several high-profile referenda across this

Figure 2. The proportion of participants who supported referenda by year and age group.
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period that were widely panned in the media, including the controversial and costly flag
referendums in NZ (Milne 2015). Nonetheless, the will of the people was heard: which
may have contributed to the higher level of support found in this paper. We reasoned
that part of this increase may be due to a rise in political disaffection, which has previously
been linked to higher support for referenda (Dalton et al. 2001; Pauwels and Marien 2010;
Leininger 2015a, 2015b; Akkerman et al. 2016; Martinelli 2017).

We then sought to discover if increases in support were found across everyone, or
whether certain groups drove the effects. We expected that this may be the case for
those whom past work has found to be more disaffected or populist: namely, men,
ethnic minorities, those with lower levels of education and income, New Zealand First
voters, and those with lower political efficacy. Unexpectedly, we found that those in the
oldest (76+) age group had the smallest difference in support between 2015 and 2016.
This suggests that this older age groups’ views of referenda did not change as much as
the other groups. Perhaps this result is attributable to the idea that older people have
more crystallised, less changeable political views (Osborne et al. 2011; Dinas 2013).
There were also effects across education level by year. Relative to those with less education,
trade certificates, or university level education, those with moderate levels of education
(who had finished secondary schooling or a low-level diploma, but not obtained a univer-
sity degree) had far higher support in 2016, when compared to 2015. The recent apparent
increase in populism has been associated with education. For example, the results of the
Brexit referendum and the rise of Donald Trump have been attributed to the support of
those with lower levels of education (Ford and Goodwin 2010; Goodwin and Heath
2016; Inglehart and Norris 2016; Oliver and Rahn 2016). Our results show that these
groups may have increasing levels of support for referenda too. It may be that in recent
years referenda have become more popular amongst those with lower level of education.
Furthermore, this result may relate to the fact that the results of recent referenda have
favoured the opinions of this group, such as the Brexit decision (Goodwin and Heath
2016) and retaining the NZ flag (Milne 2015).

We also tested for ‘loser’ effects by exploring differences across party vote. We reasoned
that voters for the right-wing National party could have been less supportive due to the

Figure 3. The proportion of participants who supported referenda by year and education level.
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referendums being spear-headed by then-National Prime Minister John Key, and
we expected that those who supported the flag change would be less supportive of refer-
endums after the flag change lost. We found no significant differences in increases in
support across party vote, nor was there any differences in increases for whether one sup-
ported changing the flag. Meaning there was no evidence of a ‘losers’, or ‘winners’ effect for
that matter. Thus, we have shown that at least for an ‘easy’ issue, there is no evidence of a
‘losers’ effect on referendum support in the current case and context.

Finally, an important caveat here is that rather than seeing a rise in support for refer-
enda due to disaffection and populism, participants may instead be simply returning to an
earlier baseline. Bowler et al. (2007) found with their analyses of 2004 ISSP data that 71%
of New Zealanders agreed with the use of referenda. This result is remarkably similar to
the 70.7% level of support we found in 2016. The decrease in support for referenda
over this time period may be again tied to the contents of the actual referenda that took
place. In the period between 2004 and 2015, two high-profile referendums took place,
one on the issue of ‘smacking’ as a form of parental discipline (2009) and another on
the partial sale of state owned utilities (2013) – in both cases the public took a view
that was overwhelming at odds with the government of the day (continued support of
smacking; against the partial sale of state owned assets; Roberts 2016). It may have
been that the flag referendums have remedied these negative past experiences of referenda
for New Zealanders.

Limitations, future research directions, and implications

The main limitation of this work is that we were not measuring change in the same sample
over time. Longitudinal research with the same group of participants could help to disen-
tangle the effect of specific campaigns or referenda and increased political disaffection.
Although the samples were very similar in their composition, and we used sample weight-
ing, there may be a confounding variable that accounts for this difference in support for
referenda. Here, we used political efficacy and interest, but it has been suggested that
specifically increasing dissatisfaction with the establishment/representative democracy
might be driving the increase in support for referenda (Schuck and De Vreese 2011).
Future investigations could examine dissatisfaction with democracy and rising support
for referenda.

The current study was conducted in the wake of the controversial flag referendums.
However, if the study was conducted in the wake of a number of ‘hard issues’ – the
kind that take more effort and education to decide on, such as constitutional or economic
policy issues – overall referendum support may have been lower or had support from
different kinds of participants (Anderson and Goodyear-Grant 2010; Wojcieszak 2014;
Fatke 2014). In addition, recent publicised referenda were all upheld by the governments,
in the past there have been referenda that have been ignored (for example, the 1995 NZ
citizen-initiated referendum to decrease the number of firefighters; Karp and Aimer
2002). Furthermore, the paper was limited by the question wording – the questions
were set by the international secretariat – thus, we were unable to distinguish between
support for New Zealand’s binding and consultative referendum types. Future research
distinguishing referendum types, including views on citizens-initiated referendums, is
needed.
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Our analyses would have benefited from more time points of data collection. Much
of the process, including public consultation and an online competition to find the com-
peting designs, took place over the end of 2014 and start of 2015, prior to our first
survey in 2015. Thus, an earlier or further, later data point on support for referenda
in NZ would help to disentangle the effects of the timing of these surveys in comparison
to an overall increase in referendum support. However, these results provide non-exper-
imental support for past research (de Vreese and Semetko 2002; Semetko and de Vreese
2004; Schuck and De Vreese 2011) showing that public support for referenda can be
altered by arguments in the media. Of course, the results we found here may be a com-
bination of both rising disaffection and part of an increase in support post-flag
referendums.

Practically, the results of the body of literature on direct democracy suggest that
referenda and greater engagement with direct democracy may be a way to remedy
rising disaffection with representative democracy. Studies have shown that in contexts
with more opportunities for direct democracy, voters are more satisfied (Bernauer
and Vatter 2012), trusting (Bauer and Fatke 2014), and that use of a combination of
representative and direct democracy may be the best for public acceptance of political
decisions (Towfigh et al. 2016). There is also the possibility that the use of referenda
increases knowledge around the political issues under examination (Smith and
Tolbert 2007). Of concern is that voter turnout has been decreasing across time in
many countries, alongside other forms of civic engagement (Putnam 2001; Vowles
2017). Yet, it has been shown that referenda conducted alongside elections increases
election turnout (Smith and Tolbert 2007; Donovan et al. 2009). Based on extant
research, an increase in the use of direct democracy seems like a promising avenue
to increase citizen engagement with politics.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this paper contributed to the literature by showing referendum support
increased in NZ, despite experiencing the controversial flag referendums. In particular,
those with moderate levels of education (finishing secondary school or a diploma below
degree level) and younger people had the largest relative increases in support for referen-
dums. Additionally, we showed that in the case of NZ and the flag referendums, there were
no ‘loser’ effects: that is, National voters and those who support changing the flag
increased their levels of support, on average. These results suggest an increase in
support for direct democracy across the board, despite the controversies raised by the
media, comedians, politicians and other political elites; and despite the results not being
those that some groups wanted (National voters, flag change supporters). Thus, it
appears referenda are on the rise in terms of both frequency of use and support in the
populace. In short, our results suggest that what is important is not what was asked,
but how the public were asked: the New Zealand public is (increasingly) supportive of
referendums.
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Appendix

Survey methodology

Sampling and procedure
The data analysed were drawn from the 2015 and 2016 NZ waves of the International Social
Survey Programme (ISSP). The ISSP is an organisation of 48 nations that run cross-national
surveys on different social science topics annually. Potential participants for both waves of
data collection were sampled from the NZ electoral roll, which is available to scientific
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researchers on request. To ensure representativeness, both waves were weighted for non-response
based on characteristics available on the electoral roll, including: gender, age, Māori (indigenous)
descent, region, rurality, New Zealand Deprivation Index quintiles, and occupation, before ana-
lyses (see Milne 2016; Wu and Milne 2017). Thus, the results of the analyses can be considered
nationally representative.

The 2015 ISSP procedure involved a simple random sample of 2500 people and garnered a
response rate of 36% (n = 901). The 2016 ISSP sampling procedure was stratified based on those
demographic groups which had a lower response rate to the 2015 edition, to oversample to
correct for biases in non-response. Therefore, surveys were mailed to 4075 potential participants
based off a combination of four factors: age, Māori descent, gender, and Auckland residence; as
younger people, Māori, men, and those living in Auckland (the largest city in NZ) showed
lower response rates in 2015. The overall raw response rate for the 2016 ISSP was 33.1% (n
= 1350) and the standardised response rate (the response rate if each stratum had been
mailed surveys to their proportional share of the population) was 38.7%. Sample
weighting was calculated individually for the 2015 and 2016 surveys and applied to all analyses
to correct for systematic participant non-response and the slightly different sampling
strategies employed. In both years, weighting was calculated to make sample estimates more
representative of the demographics of the general population (across gender, age, Māori
descent, region, rurality/urbanicity, deprivation, and occupation) and thus is consistent across
samples.

Participants were sent a personalised cover letter, a survey, a return envelope, and a pen. Par-
ticipants were given the opportunity to complete the survey online via Survey Monkey if they pre-
ferred (16.7% in 2015, and 18.9% in 2016). Approximately 3 weeks after the initial mailing
participants were sent a reminder postcard, and around 3 weeks after the postcard they were
sent a repeat mailing of the initial materials. As an incentive, participants were entered into a
draw to win one of four NZ$100 gift vouchers.

Measures
The following describes the way variables were measured in 2016. Age was measured by year of
birth and grouped into cohorts: 18–30, 31–45, 46–60, 61–75, and 76+. Gender was assessed with
an open-ended item and coded into woman, man, or gender diverse. Participants could
select multiple ethnic groups from a range of common responses or write in something else.
Participants selected their total, before tax, household income from a range of options from
loss or zero income to $150,000 or more. Participants were asked for their highest educational
qualification. Participants were asked for which party they voted for in the last (2014) general
election. We asked participants to place themselves on a left-wing (0) to right-wing (10)
scale. Political interest was assessed by asking: ‘How interested are you personally in politics?’
with four options from ‘very interested’, ‘fairly’, ‘not very’, and ‘not at all
interested’. Political efficacy was assessed with the item: ‘People like me don’t have any say
about what the government does’ rated on a 5-point ‘strongly agree’ (1) to ‘strongly disagree’
(5) scale.

Support for changing the flag was assessed differently across years due to the timing of the flag
referendums. In 2015, participants were asked: ‘There is a referendum planned for later this year on
changing the New Zealand flag. Do you think New Zealand should change its flag?’. Those who
selected ‘possibly, depending on the design of the new flag’ and ‘yes, I support changing the flag’
were coded as a 1 (supporting change) and those who chose ‘no, I do not support changing the
flag’ were coded as a 0 (opposing change). In 2016 participants were asked if they voted ‘in the
2016 referendum on the New Zealand flag’, we grouped together the responses: ‘no, I did not
vote’ with ‘yes, I voted to keep the current New Zealand flag’ as unsupportive of change (coded
as 0), and coded ‘yes, I voted to change to the blue and black Silver Fern flag’ with a 1 as supporting
flag change.

146 L. M. GREAVES ET AL.



Table A1. Logistic regression models predicting support for referenda by variable x year interaction.
2015 Support for
referendums

2016 Support for
referendums

Regression results for variable
x year

% (N ) or M (SD) % (N ) or M (SD) b SE Wald p
Age 18–30 45.8% (70) 69.0% (171)

31–45 48.4% (93) 66.9% (208) −.211 .284 .554 .457
46–60 59.0% (244) 74.0% (271) −.292 .277 1.116 .291
61–75 60.2% (100) 74.3% (191) −.329 .301 1.195 .274
76+ 61.2% (67) 66.0% (70) −.770 .387 3.969 .046

Gender Women 54.2% (228) 71.0% (474)
Men 55.0% (220) 70.4% (438) −.061 .186 .106 .744

Ethnicity Māori 51.6% (65) 67.6% (117) −.232 .306 .574 .449
NZ European 48.2% (380) 70.6% (728) −.504 .351 2.056 .152
Pacific 60.0% (18) 74.4% (29) −.278 .568 .240 .624
Asian 52.9% (37) 74.5% (79) −.091 .443 .043 .837

Household
Income

Continuous 12.56 (3.45) 12.49 (3.59) −.040 .030 1.718 .190

Education No formal
qualification

63.5% (73) 69.9% (135)

NCEA Level 1
equivalent

64.4% (47) 80.8% (97) .560 .419 1.785 .182

NCEA Level 2
equivalent

63.6% (42) 71.1% (64) .053 .426 .016 .900

University Entrance
equivalent

37.9% (22) 72.0% (72) 1.167 .431 7.344 .007

Trade/professional
certificate

54.5% (85) 69.3% (138) .352 .334 1.111 .292

Diploma 48.4% (45) 73.6% (134) .823 .365 5.082 .024
Degree 54.3% (76) 66.1% (150) .215 .332 .418 .518
Postgraduate degree 47.8% (54) 67.9% (114) .548 .353 2.403 .121

2014 Party Vote Did not vote 35.7% (15) 57.9% (55) −.226 .396 .325 .569
Labour 52.9% (91) 74.8% (220) .098 .356 .076 .782
National 59.7% (225) 71.5% (406) −.337 .325 1.078 .299
Green 47.7% (41) 64.5% (78) −.187 .410 .208 .649
NZ First 61.4% (35) 79.5% (66) .036 .483 .005 .941

Left-right Scale Left (0–4) 54.1% (100) 71.1% (219)
Centre (5) 51.1% (113) 70.1% (282) −.067 .260 .066 .797
Right (6–10) 61.1% (149) 70.7% (246) −.386 .247 2.445 .118

Political interest Continuous 2.35 (.76) 2.23 (.74) −.039 .120 .103 .748
Political efficacy Continuous 2.85 (1.19) 2.72 (1.13) .024 .081 .090 .764
Support
Changing the
Flag

Yes 59.5% (196) 72.2% (332) −.058 .124 .217 .166

Note: For categorical variables with more than two categories, the first category is used as the reference category. Bold
signifies a statistically significant effect.
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