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Vote mandatory referendums

Launch, sign and/or vote

Political rights

Elective referendums

Citizens’ initiatives

Elect representatives
National Regional Municipal

Executive

Legislative

✓ ✓

✓
✓

✓

✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓✓

3 levels of the state

Summary of the political rights of Swiss citizens
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Structure and outcome of citizens’ initiatives referended at national level

461 topics

‘90 - ‘00 ‘01 - ‘31

‘31 - ‘60

‘91 - ‘20

YES

NO

‘61 - ‘9055

134

243

22

126

Do not obtain the signatures needed

117

Were withdrawn before voting

196

22
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Structure and outcomes of elective referendums at national level

3‘105 issues possibles = 100 %

‘74 - ‘00

‘01 - ‘31

‘31 - ‘60

‘61 - ‘90

‘91 - ‘20

YES

NO

212

381

711

1‘589

212

93 % 

No launching 

of referendum 

35

93 

98 

Elective referendum 

is launched

Do not obtain the 

signatures needed

7 %

226 issues challenged
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Great difference in the effectiveness with which political rights are being used

15

60

85

53

90

47

10

Citizens’ initiatives

1892 - 2022

Not 

voted

Elective referendums

1864 - 2022

Structure of referendums and outcomes, as per type of right used to cause the referendum, national level, in %

Voted

Citizens’ initiatives

1892 - 2022

Elective referendums

1864 - 2022

40

No

Yes

% of process launched that gets voted % of voted that gets a YES
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Structure of enactments of the Swiss parlament by source of the dossier, in %

The Federal Council has control of the political / legislative agenda in Switzerland

79 

17

82 

14

Government

Period

2007 - 2011

Parliament

Citizens

Period

2019 - 2023, in progress

100 % = 558 dossiers 480 dossiers
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Structure of enactments of the Swiss and other parliaments, average, in %

The political process has a very high effectiveness in Switzerland

90 

10

Enacted

Switzerland

2007 - 2022

Not enacted

7 

88 

USA

2000 - 2020



© Eduardo Schindler - 2023 Global Forum on Direct Democracy - Mexico, March 2023

Author of the book: Liberty and Prosperity - Switzerland’s magic recipe revealed and explained Page: 7

Elections

Time

Elections

Switzerland - direct democracy

Representative democracias

Broad political rights: are unrestricted, apply permanently, and are used regularly

Every 4 years

Referendums

Quarterly
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2‘170 municipalities

26 cantons

National

Winter

1‘000 - 1‘500

45 - 55

2 - 4

Per year In 4 years In 20 years

5‘000 - 7‘000

180 - 220

10 - 18

20‘000 - 28‘000

700 - 900

40 - 70

100k - 135k

3‘500 - 4‘500

200 - 350

Per session, 4x Accumulated

Number of topics voted by way of a referendum

Quarterly referendums and their impact on the Swiss political agenda

Accumulated Accumulated
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In % of the votes casted in the respective cantons. March 2012 

Outcome of the initiative "6 weeks of holidays" – rejected by 67% of the voters !

81

Appenzell IJura

NO

50 % 

49Yes
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Structure of the public revenues and expenses. In % of the total.

Direct democracy leads to a highly decentralized and effective use of public funds

ExpensesRevenues

Confederation

Cantons

Municipalities

42
31 34

32

39
43

26 30
23

1950 1990 2019

38
31 33

34
40

43

28 29
24

1950 1990 2019
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Elected representatives must be responsive and responsible under direct democracy 

’60 ’70 ’80 ’90 ’00 ’10 ’20 

40

16

38

Switzerland  

OECD countries 

Public debt as % of GDP

139
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National

1848 - 2022

Cantón Zürich 

1831 - 2022

100 % = 611 topics 1’384 topics

33

31

36

77

7

16

62

20

18

Initiative

Elective

Mandatory

City of Zürich 

1980 - 2020

At the canton level the citizens make even a lower usage of political rights

By type of political right that led to the vote, in %

440 topics
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Vote mandatory referendums

Launch, sign and/or vote

Political rights

Elective referendums

Citizens’ initiatives

National Regional Municipal

✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓✓

3-stages implementation plan as the line of least resistance

Stage 1
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Vote mandatory referendums

Launch, sign and/or vote

Political rights

Elective referendums

Citizens’ initiatives

National Regional Municipal

✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓✓

Stage 2

3-stages implementation plan as the line of least resistance
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Vote mandatory referendums

Launch, sign and/or vote

Political rights

Elective referendums

Citizens’ initiatives

National Regional Municipal

✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓✓

✓ ✓✓

Stage 3

3-stages implementation plan as the line of least resistance
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Results of the elective referendum "Back to direct democracy" 

In %, September 1949

NO

Recommendation of the political class

Federal council

Senat Parties
Deputies
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Results of the elective referendum "Back to direct democracy" 

Recommendation of the political class Actual vote

NO

51
60 YES

Citizens Cantons
Federal council

Senat Parties

Deputies

In %, September 1949
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