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This work explores the long-run association between electoral participation and

different levels and types of education, with a special focus on financial education –

to study whether voter turnout depends on the ability of citizens to assess the

content of the socio-economic policies they vote for when casting a ballot in national

elections, that indicators of financial literacy can measure.

Findings

In a sample of 91 advanced and developing countries observed over the 1990-2014 

period, 

• electoral participation is higher in countries where a larger share of the 

population is financially literate. The effect is causal and results hold in 5-year 

subperiod panel regressions;

• the association between electoral participation and other measures of education 

at school is mild.
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A large literature in political science and economics agrees on the relevance of education 

to electoral participation. 

• Education may increase voter turnout by increasing civic skills and, hence, develop 

civic behavior, awareness of their public choices, sense of sharing a collective civic 

identity (Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980; Putnam, 1980; Rosenstone and Hanse, 

1993; Persson, 2013 and 2015; McNamara and Musgrave, 2020), by decreasing the 

cost of gathering information and voting (Filer et al., 1993).

• In individual data, positive nexus (Dee, 2004; Milligan et al., 2004; Tenn, 2007).

Empirically, 

• paradox in macro data - due to other societal changes (Delli Carpini, 1997; Persson, 

2013 and 2015);

• in macroeconomics, education used as a control variable (Mueller and Stratmann, 

2003; Fumagalli and Narciso, 2012), no systematic analysis on the association 

between education and voter turnout.

Education type

• Focus on education length.

• In recent studies, the type of education matters (Bhatti, 2017; Hillygus, 2005).

Literature on education and political participation
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In the last decades, financial literacy has been conceptualized, measured, analyzed, 

correlated to: 

• various aspects of individual behavior:

− from savings to portfolio choices, from retirement decisions to pension plans 

participation, from human capital formation to debt taking up (Lusardi Mitchell, 

2007; Bucher-Koenen Lusardi, 2011; Guiso Jappelli, 2008; Van Rooij et al., 2011; 

Fornero et al., 2022).

• macroeconomic phenomena: 

– lack of portfolio diversification (Jappelli, 2000; Giofrè, 2017);

– inequality and financial development (Lo Prete, 2013 and 2018), financial 

inclusion (Menkhoff et al., 2018).

Public choice:

– support to economic reforms (Fornero and Lo Prete, 2019), policy outcomes (in 

progress), more informed political choices (Murtinu et al., 2022);

– experiments on individual support to economic reforms (Fontoura Gouveia, 

2017) attitudes towards redistribution (Montagnoli et al., 2017).

Financial literacy (FL)
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Main indicators

• VOTER TURNOUT: percentage of eligible voter casting a ballot at national 

parliamentary elections (IDEA).

• FINANCIAL LITERACY: Standard & Poor’s Ratings Services Global Financial Literacy 

Survey. Based on 150.000 interviews, administered in 2014 in over 140 countries. 

Four questions (basic numeracy, interest compounding, inflation, and risk 

diversification). A person is defined financially literate if she correctly answered to 

three out of four questions. The index considers the percentage of financially literate 

people in a country.

• EDUCATION AT SCHOOL: school attainment rates and years of schooling (Barro and 

Lee, 2013).

• CONTROL VARIABLES: socio-economic conditions, institutional, geographical, 

historical determinants of political participation.

AGGREGATE DATA
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Financial literacy and voter turnout
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Education at school and voter turnout
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Basic financial education helps explain voting behavior in a large sample of democracies. 

Education at school – which is arguably related to the development of civic skills – is 

important, but its nexus with political participation is mild.

The data suggest that there is more than civic skills and responsibility – taught at schools 

- that matters to political engagement. Financial education – that, at a basic level, 

provides the skills needed to gauge economic and financial concepts - may kelp dealing 

with the increased complexity of politics and policy content in modern economies.

If citizens’ understanding of economics and finance concepts is among the determinants 

of the decision to turn out to vote, investing in financial education programs, and 

possibly including financial literacy modules in school curricula, can help to effectively 

increase political participation.

Concluding remarks
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