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Abstract
Recently, there has been a renewed interest in the effects of (changes in) local context on citizens’ political attitudes and behavior among public opinion scholars. A
common challenge for such studies is to identify the causal effect of local contextual
characteristics on individuals’ perceptions. In this paper, we leverage local boundary reforms to assess how changes in local context affect citizens’ perceptions. We
combine data on Swiss municipal mergers with individual-level panel data from the
Swiss Household Panel to study how local boundary reforms impact citizens’ political trust, satisfaction with democracy, political interest, and perceptions of political
influence. This data allows to compare individuals living in merged municipalities
with individuals living in non-merged municipalities and to assess the effects of local boundary reforms over a long time-period (1999-2019). While we find no effect
of municipal mergers on citizens’ political trust, satisfaction with democracy, and
political interest, using a difference-in-differences design, we uncover a positive effect on individuals’ perceptions of political influence – a finding that goes decidedly
against the established literature. We suspect that this positive effect might have
to do with the specific participatory nature of municipal mergers in Switzerland.
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Introduction

In recent years, there has been a renewed interest in the effects of (changes in) local
context on citizens’ political attitudes and behavior. For instance, scholars have started
to investigate how living in economically and socially declining areas influences public
support for radical right parties (e.g. Colantone and Stanig, 2018; Patana, 2020; Bolet,
2021; Ansell et al., 2022). Yet, identifying causal effects of local contextual factors, and
especially distinguishing them from compositional or sorting effects, where citizens selfselect into certain contexts, is a difficult empirical task (Maxwell, 2019, 2020).
An increasingly popular research design, attempting to partly alleviate these difficulties, leverages local boundary reforms as a quasi-experiment to estimate contextual
effects on citizens’ political attitudes. Tying in with the classic debate on size and democracy (see Dahl and Tufte, 1974), existing research has assessed how territorial reforms
impact citizens’ political behavior. However, the majority of existing studies focuses
on aggregate-level outcomes such as local turnout (e.g. Koch and Rochat, 2017; Heinisch
et al., 2018; Lapointe, Saarimaa and Tukiainen, 2018; Bhatti and Hansen, 2019; Rodrigues
and Tavares, 2020; Allers et al., 2021) or support for the radical right (e.g. Rösel, 2017;
Blesse and Rösel, 2019). By contrast, studies investigating the causal effect of municipal
mergers at the individual-level are much more scarce. This largely has to do with the
high demands in terms of the data necessary for such an analysis. Ideally, to convincingly
estimate the causal effect of municipal mergers on citizens’ political attitudes, one would
need geo-coded panel data observing the same individuals for several time points before
and after a merger has happened. In the absence of such data, the few existing works
that look at merger effects at the individual-level rely on repeated cross-sections (Lassen
and Serritzlew, 2011) or panel data with two time points only (Hansen, 2013, 2015).
Combining original data on Swiss municipal mergers with geo-coded individual-level
panel data from the Swiss Household Panel (SHP) over a time period of 20 years (19992019), we are able to leverage the power of more than 75,000 observations, allowing us
to estimate the causal effect of local boundary reforms on citizens’ political attitudes
in a more credible way than was possible so far. Relying on a difference-in-differences
(DiD) design, we study how municipal mergers impact citizens’ political disaffection,
operationalized as citizens’ political trust, satisfaction with democracy, political interest,
and perceptions of political influence. While we find no effect of municipal mergers on
citizens’ political trust, satisfaction with democracy, and political interest, we uncover a
positive effect on individuals’ perceptions of political influence. In contrast to the existing
literature that finds a negative effect of municipal mergers at both the aggregate- (e.g.
Heinisch et al., 2018; Lapointe, Saarimaa and Tukiainen, 2018; Allers et al., 2021) and the
individual-level (e.g. Lassen and Serritzlew, 2011; Hansen, 2013, 2015), in our analysis,
individuals living in a merged municipality seem to exhibit higher, rather than lower,
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levels of perceived political influence than individuals who live in municipalities that did
not merge. This might have to do with the nature of municipal mergers in Switzerland:
Swiss citizens have to approve municipal mergers in a referendum, which gives reason
to believe that this participatory character of the municipal merger process drives the
positive effect we find.
The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. After reviewing the existing literature
on the political consequences of territorial reforms, we formulate three hypotheses on the
effect of municipal mergers in the Swiss case. We then present our data sources, estimation
strategy and results. We conclude by outlining some broader implications of our findings
for a better understanding of how (changes in) local context impact citizens’ political
attitudes and behavior.

2

The political consequences of territorial reforms

How do citizens react to changes in their local context? In the wake of growing political polarization across the urban-rural spectrum (Rodden, 2019; Huijsmans et al., 2021;
Hegewald and Schraff, 2022), public opinion scholars have gained a renewed interest in
analyzing the impact of local contextual characteristics on citizens’ political attitudes and
behavior. For example, scholars have recently shown that local socio-cultural degradation
in the form of pub closures (Bolet, 2021), regional exposure to import shocks (Colantone
and Stanig, 2018), declining house prices (Ansell et al., 2022), as well as general economic downturns at the local level (Patana, 2020) fuel support for radical right parties –
particularly in rural areas (Harteveld et al., 2021).
While the cited studies employ convincing research designs, a more general challenge
for the identification of local contextual effects on citizens’ attitudes and behavior is to
disentangle contextual from compositional or sorting effects (see Maxwell, 2019, 2020).
Aggregate-level and individual-level cross-sectional analyses face difficulties to differentiate between changes in political attitudes and behavior that result from the influence of
the local context and changes that result from particular kinds of citizens self-selecting
into particular places and thereby producing the observed changes.
This has been a particularly hotly debated issue with respect to the impact that the
size of a political jurisdiction has on political attitudes and behavior (Denters et al.,
2014). On the one hand, scholars have argued that citizens living in smaller jurisdictions
are more likely to feel and be politically engaged than citizens of larger jurisdictions
because in small jurisdictions citizens are both closer to their representatives as well as
to their fellow citizens. In turn, this enables citizens to exert a more direct influence on
politics and establish meaningful exchanges (Dahl and Tufte, 1974). On the other hand,
citizens in larger jurisdictions should be more politically engaged, because they need to
make sure their interests are taken into account. In a larger and more diverse jurisdiction,
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citizens have an incentive to participate in order to make their voices heard (Oliver, 2001).
Yet, it is difficult to assess whether citizens are impacted by their local environment
and hence participate more or less in large jurisdictions, or whether citizens that have
a predisposition to participate more or less sort into jurisdictions with different sizes.
In order to circumvent this problem, scholars strive to identify situations in which local
contexts are subject to sudden changes, in this case in the size of a political jurisdiction.
Territorial reforms – that lead to the amalgamation or splitting of existing jurisdictions
– represent such a situation of sudden change.
Scholars have been studying the political consequences of territorial reforms both at
the aggregate and the individual level. At the aggregate level, a main focus has been on the
change in political participation to determine whether increases in size are indeed causing
citizens to participate more or less in politics. Given that most territorial reforms at the
local level in the last decades have led to a consolidation of local boundaries through
municipal mergers, scholars have studied the effects of sudden increases in jurisdiction
size on turnout. Generally speaking, existing studies find a negative or null, but not a
positive, effect of municipal mergers on turnout (Koch and Rochat, 2017; Heinisch et al.,
2018; Lapointe, Saarimaa and Tukiainen, 2018; Bhatti and Hansen, 2019; Rodrigues and
Tavares, 2020; Allers et al., 2021). Moreover, scholars show that when the change in size
a jurisdiction experiences is more pronounced, the effect of the merger is stronger (Koch
and Rochat, 2017; Lapointe, Saarimaa and Tukiainen, 2018; Bhatti and Hansen, 2019).
Yet, there are mixed findings with regards to the longevity of these effects. While Koch
and Rochat (2017) show that turnout recovers after an initial merger “shock”, Allers et al.
(2021) find permanent effects of increases in jurisdiction size on turnout.
Scholars have also studied whether the quality of representation declines as a result
of a merger – given that closer contact to representatives is a key argument in favor of
small jurisdictions. Studying the large-scale Danish local government reform of 2007,
Jakobsen and Kjaer (2016) show that peripheral parts of a new municipality, i.e. those
municipalities that make up a small share of the merger coalitions’ population, are better
represented in the local council of the new municipality after a merger than central parts.
They attribute this difference to a higher mobilization in the peripheral parts and a
stronger “territorialization” of the vote, i.e. voting for candidates that come from a
particular place (and not necessarily from a particular party) (see also Saarimaa and
Tukiainen, 2016). In the absence of such a mobilization, Voda and Svačinová (2020) show
that peripheral parts are less well represented in the councils of merged municipalities
– even decades later – and Harjunen, Saarimaa and Tukiainen (2021) show that such
an underrepresentation can have negative distributional consequences for the peripheral
parts of a municipality.
Finally, recent aggregate-level studies have shown that territorial reforms can also have
an impact on electoral outcomes. Scholars have shown that populist radical right parties
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perform better in jurisdictions that are affected by territorial reforms, attributing this
improved performance to citizens’ feeling of alienation and consequential turn to protest
parties (Rösel, 2017; Blesse and Rösel, 2019).
Studies on the impact of territorial reforms on citizens’ attitudes and behavior at the
individual level are much more scarce. This is likely the case because studying the effects
of territorial reforms on individuals’ political attitudes and behavior is very demanding in
terms of data. In a strict sense, a robust test of the impact of territorial reforms requires
repeated measurements of the same individuals’ attitudes and behavior at different time
points – i.e. panel survey data. Only with such data, it is possible to assess how a change
in jurisdictional structures affects an individuals’ perceptions.
The few existing studies that focus on individuals’ political attitudes tend to rely on
repeated cross-sections and mainly study the impact of the Danish local government reform of 2007. This means that they conducted surveys before and after a reform not
with the same sample of individuals, but with different individuals from the same jurisdictions. While this does not allow to identify individual-level changes, an aggregation of
individuals’ responses at the level of the jurisdiction allows to assess whether individuals
living in a jurisdiction affected by a reform on average changed their attitudes compared
to individuals living in a jurisdiction not affected by a reform. Based on this approach,
Lassen and Serritzlew (2011) find that Danish citizens’ perceived internal political efficacy,
i.e. the feeling to understand politics, decreases in merged municipalities. Hansen (2013,
2015), the only study using both repeated cross-sections and panel data, finds that trust
in local politicians as well as satisfaction with democracy decreases after municipal mergers. Likewise, Hansen and Kjaer (2020) show that Danish citizens’ attachment to their
municipality is lower in merged compared to non-merged municipalities after a merger.
All of these studies find stronger effects in municipalities that experienced a larger change
in size, suggesting that the observed differences indeed result from changes in size and
not from the territorial reform process itself.
Beyond the Danish case, Baskaran and Blesse (2019) analyze the effects of regional
splits and regional mergers on political attitudes in African countries. They find that
regional splits increase trust in the country’s president, but decrease political interest,
whereas they do not find any effects of regional mergers. Yamada and Arai (2020) use
survey data collected ex-post after Japanese municipal mergers to show that citizens living
in more peripheral parts of a new municipality perceive to have less close contacts with
their representatives than before the municipal merger. Finally, Stein, Broderstad and
Bjørnå (2022) study the impact of the 2020 county consolidation reform in Norway on
citizens’ trust in politicians using a survey with four repeated cross-sections. While they
do not find an overall effect of the reform, they show that in counties in which there was
a mobilization against the reform, but where it was nevertheless implemented, citizens’
trust in politicians declines as a result of the reform.
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Based on the results of these studies, we can expect that territorial consolidation of
jurisdictions increases citizens’ disaffection with politics. We can thus formulate a first
hypothesis:
H1 Citizens that live in merged municipalities are more politically disaffected after the
reform than citizens living in non-merged municipalities.
Moreover, several of the referenced studies find that the political consequences of
territorial consolidation are more pronounced in jurisdictions that are subject to a larger
change in size. Citizens that live in a small municipality which merges with a large show
a much more fundamental change in attitudes than citizens living in a large municipality
that merges with a small one. The former might have a sense of losing control over their
representatives and politics in the new municipality and this authority transfer might
alienate them from politics.
H2 The effect of municipal mergers on citizens’ political disaffection is more pronounced
for citizens living in municipalities that experience a larger change in population size.
Finally, territorial reforms of political jurisdictions do not only change their size, but
also their composition. The new jurisdiction will for instance have a different sociodemographic composition of its population than the old jurisdictions as well as different
economic and fiscal opportunities. We focus on this latter aspect and examine whether
the change in these fiscal conditions that an individual experiences as a result of a merger
impacts the extent to which a merger increases political disaffection. More precisely, we
assess whether the impact of merging on political disaffection differs depending on whether
a jurisdiction merges with poorer or with richer partners. We can expect that citizens
living in a comparatively rich jurisdiction that merges with poorer ones might be more
politically disaffected after a merger – because they will have to “share” their resources and
because there will be a de facto transfer of resources from their pre-merger jurisdiction
to the other ones, since the new jurisdiction not only pools the political authority of
pre-merger jurisdictions, but also their economic resources (see also the literature on the
common pool problem in merger processes, e.g. Hansen, 2014; Saarimaa and Tukiainen,
2015; Fritz and Feld, 2020). We therefore formulate a third hypothesis:
H3 The effect of municipal mergers on citizens’ political disaffection is stronger in municipalities that are economically more well-off than their merger partners.

3
3.1

Research design
Data

In our study, we focus on local boundary reforms in Switzerland. Since the new millenium, Switzerland has experienced a significant decline in the number of municipalities
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due to municipal mergers. In 1999, there were still 2,903 municipalities. 20 years later
this number had shrunk to 2,212, which is a reduction of almost 25%. This is an impressive consolidation process, all the more so if one considers that municipal mergers in
Switzerland are voluntary and bottom-up processes (Strebel, 2018).
Unlike many other European countries, where higher-tier governments implement local
territorial reforms top-down (Baldersheim and Rose, 2010), Swiss cantons limit their
role to the provision of financial incentives – lump-sum payments per inhabitant in case
of a merger – in order to encourage municipalities to merge. Such incentives are an
almost necessary condition for Swiss municipal mergers to take place (Kaiser, 2014).
Municipalities – and here mainly local officials – then react to these incentives and set
up merger projects with neighbouring municipalities. A key feature of Swiss municipal
mergers is that, in order to be implemented, merger projects need the approval of a
majority of voters in each of the participating municipalities (Strebel, 2019; el-Wakil
and Strebel, 2022).1 Between 1999 and 2019, almost 1,300 municipalities voted on 427
different merger projects. Figure 1 shows these municipalities and distinguishes those that
have implemented a merger and those that participated in a merger project that failed to
gather a majority of voters in all participating municipalities and was thus cancelled. As
one can see, these merger projects take place in the whole of Switzerland and concern a
substantive part of the Swiss territory.
Swiss municipal mergers are, thus, voluntary, bottom-up, processes that are decided
on in popular votes. While the majority of local territorial reforms are implemented topdown (Baldersheim and Rose, 2010), several countries have experienced voluntary bottomup merger processes since the new millenium – for example Finland, Japan, Iceland,
or Norway – and in many cases, these mergers were accompanied by consultative or
binding referendums in the involved municipalities (Miyazaki, 2014; Folkestad et al., 2021;
Karlsson and Eythórsson, 2022; Karv, Backström and Strandberg, 2022). The Swiss case,
thus, clearly fits in with this trend towards voluntary territorial reforms.
Swiss municipalities are also key actors in the multilevel structure of the Swiss federal
state (Linder and Mueller, 2021, 74-79). First, they are central for the implementation
of higher tier policies – be it in the areas of social assistance, education, or elderly care.
Local governments, thus, also account for one third of total public spending in Switzerland.
Second, they have a substantive discretion in policy-making (Ladner et al., 2019). For
1

As always, there are exceptions to this rule. In the cantons of Jura and Ticino, some merger projects
were implemented even though the voters of one or several municipalities rejected it at the ballots: those
municipalities that accepted the merger still merged, without a renewed vote. Moreover, the cantonal
government of Ticino has also forced municipalities that rejected a merger to merge nevertheless, thus
overruling the outcome of the local popular vote. Yet, this concerns only very few cases. Finally, the
canton of Glarus is the only canton, where a top-down reform that concerned the whole cantonal territory
was implemented in 2011 – after the citizens of the canton had decided to merge the 27 municipalities of
the canton into 3 new ones at the Landsgemeinde (the canton’s citizen assembly that takes place outdoors
once a year) in 2007.
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Figure 1: Map: municipalities that voted on a municipal merger in Switzerland,
1999-2019

Note. Municipal boundaries of the year 2000.
instance, Swiss municipalities can set their own tax rates and they can make naturalization
decisions concerning foreigners living in the municipality. Finally, Swiss municipalities are
also important focal points for citizens’ place attachment and local identities as well as
for collective will-formation and participation processes, through elections, popular votes,
as well as the widespread reliance on lay politicians in Swiss local government.
Studying the impact of municipal mergers on citizens’ political disaffection in Switzerland is, thus, relevant both because municipal mergers are a salient topic that citizens
can pronounce themselves on and because municipalities are an important tier of government in the Swiss multilevel system. We use data on all municipal merger projects
that have been voted on between 1999 and 2019. For each of these merger projects, we
have collected data on all the involved municipalities, the year and the outcome of the
local popular votes, as well as the year the merger was implemented – if it passed the
popular vote stage. This data allows us to conduct a fine-grained analysis of the effect of
territorial reforms on citizens’ political disaffection.
To measure citizens’ levels of political disaffection, we use data from the Swiss Household Panel (SHP) (Tillmann et al., 2022). The SHP is a panel survey that is fielded
on a yearly basis since 1999 and involves a total of 22,236 households. For our study
period, 1999 to 2019, the SHP comprises of three samples, the original sample of 1999,
a first refreshment sample in 2004, and a second refreshment sample in 2013. The SHP,
together with the German Socio-Economic Panel and the British Household Panel, figures
among the longest running panel studies in the world and provides high-quality data to
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measure social and political change. As our dependent variables, we rely on SHP survey
items tapping citizens’ political trust, satisfaction with democracy, political interest, and
feeling of political influence.2
A crucial feature of the SHP for our study is that it records the municipality where
households live. Upon signing a data protection agreement, researchers can obtain access
to the official municipality codes for each household and year that is present in the SHP.
This allows us to combine the information on municipal mergers with the SHP data. To
combine the two datafiles, we have matched the municipal mergers and the SHP data
based on the municipality code and the year. For each municipality that was involved
in a municipal merger, the year the merger was voted on, as well as all subsequent years
prior to the merger, contain the information on the merger project. In this way, all
households that were either present in a survey wave in which a merger project was voted
on or in subsequent survey waves prior to the implementation of the merger, obtained
the information on the merger – and hence end up in our “treatment” group. For these
households, we then add the information on the merger project to all other years they
lived in the respective municipality and participated in the SHP.
While this is a straightforward way of combining the municipal merger with the SHP
data, there are a number of challenges that required consequential decisions, i.e. the
removal of households from the sample (see Table 1). Most of these challenges relate to
the fact, that only 8% of all households (N=1,796) participated in all 20 panel waves
between 1999 and 2019. Table A.1 gives an overview of some types of households that we
encountered in the data. First, there are households living in a merged municipality that
entered the panel only after the merger was implemented (e.g. household 3 in Table A.1).
We, thus, do not have information on them for the pre-merger period – particularly not
on their place of residence. We therefore exclude these households from our sample, since
they cannot serve as a viable control group. This concerns 1,757 out of 22,236 households.
Second, there are households that experienced more than one municipal merger project
(e.g. household 7 in Table A.1). This can be the case, because the municipality they lived
in participated in a merger project several times – for example because a first merger
project the municipality voted on was cancelled due to a lack of popular support and
then a second attempt succeeded. Another possibility is that the household moved from
one municipality to another municipality that was involved in a merger project. Since it is
difficult to decide in such situations, which years after the first merger are to be treated as
post-merger years of the first merger and which years as pre-merger years for the second
2
The question wording for each item used is as follows: Political trust = “How much confidence do you
have in the Federal Government (in Bern), if 0 means “no confidence” and 10 means “full confidence”?”;
Satisfaction with democracy = “Overall, how satisfied are you with the way in which democracy works
in our country, if 0 means “not at all satisfied” and 10 means “completely satisfied”?”; Political interest
= “Generally, how interested are you in politics, if 0 means “not at all interested” and 10 means “very
interested”?”; Feeling of political influence = “How much influence do you think someone like you can
have on government policy, if 0 means “no influence” and 10 means “a very strong influence”?”

9

Table 1: Overview of households in-/excluded in sample
Household type

N

All SHP households
22,236
Post-treatment only 1,757
Multiple mergers
173
Participation gaps
291
Single-year/pre-treatment only 5,250
Study sample
14,765
Control 13,601
Treated 1,164

In sample?
–
No
No
No
No
Yes
Yes
Yes

one, we equally exclude these households from the sample (N=173).
Third, there are households with panel participation gaps (e.g. household n in Table
A.1). We might, for instance, have a household that participated from 1999-2001, and
then again from 2005-2009. While such participation gaps are not necessarily a problem,
they pose one for our assignment of municipal mergers. If in the example just mentioned,
a merger project was voted on in 2003 and implemented in 2004, we would miss this
information and wrongly assign the household to the control group. For this reason,
we exclude all households from the sample that have lived in a municipality that was
involved in a merger project and whose first and last year in the panel encompass the
years of the merger, but where the matching procedure does not result in a match, because
the household did not participate in the relevant years (N=291).
Fourth, we also exclude the panel years in which the households that belong to the
treated group – i.e. those living in a municipality involved in a merger while the merger
process took place – were not living in the respective municipality that was affected by
a merger. For example, if a household lived in a municipality from 1999 to 2006, and
the municipality merged in 2003, it experienced the merger there. But if the household
then moves to another municipality in 2007 and remains in the panel until 2009, we
exclude the years 2007-2009 from the data. We do so, because we cannot be sure whether
potential changes in citizens’ perceptions in the post-treatment period are due to the
merger experience or to the move. This concerns 2,117 out of 125,691 household-years.
Finally, we also cannot include those households in our analysis that were either only
present in the panel in one year – and hence we do not have a time-series – or were we
have only observed pre-treatment years. This concerns 5,040 households that belong to
the control group, i.e. live in municipalities that were not involved in a merger project,
and 210 treated households, i.e. those that experienced a merger project while living in a
particular municipality.
After removal of all observations, we are left with a sample of 14,765 households, 1,164
of which belong to the “treatment” group, i.e. lived in a municipality that was involved
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in a municipal merger project. Among those that belong to the “treatment” group, 718
households live in a municipality that implemented the merger and 446 households in a
municipality that was involved in a merger project, but where the merger project was
cancelled because a majority of voters in one or several of the involved municipalities did
not approve of the merger project.

3.2

Estimation strategy

To assess how territorial reforms impact political disaffection, we rely on a differencein-differences (DiD) design (Angrist and Pischke, 2014). These are widely employed to
study the impact of municipal mergers and territorial reforms (Blesse and Rösel, 2017;
Gendźwiłł, Kurniewicz and Swianiewicz, 2020; Rodrigues and Tavares, 2020). The logic
underpinning this approach is that for the treated individuals (i.e. individuals living in
municipalities that have implemented a merger), we construct the counterfactual change
in political disaffection as if these individuals would have lived in a municipality that
has not merged. Here, we rely on the change in political disaffection from individuals in
the control group (i.e. individuals living in municipalities that have not implemented a
merger). Then, this design should yield a reliable causal estimate of municipal mergers on
political disaffection, provided the parallel trends assumption is met (Angrist and Pischke,
2014, pp.184-186). In the present context, this would mean that pre-treatment levels of
political disaffection follow a similar trajectory across all individuals in the treatment and
control group and only diverge after a respective merger was implemented.
For the Swiss case, one might argue that a possible violation of this parallel trends
assumption could stem from the fact that municipalities essentially self-select into treatment as municipal mergers are subject to a public vote. However, in our study, we
look at the causal effect of the merger at the individual-level, not the aggregate-level as
commonly done in the existing literature (e.g. Koch and Rochat, 2017; Heinisch et al.,
2018; Lapointe, Saarimaa and Tukiainen, 2018; Bhatti and Hansen, 2019; Rodrigues and
Tavares, 2020; Allers et al., 2021). While mergers are collective decisions, the individuals
in our data might have diverging opinions from the majority of their municipality. In this
sense, although municipalities do self-select into treatment, the individuals living in these
municipalities do not.
We use ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions with individual-year two-way fixed
effects to estimate the following DiD equation:
yit = α + β1 Treatmenti + β2 Treatment Statust + β3 Treatmenti × Treatment Statust +
γYeart + δIndividuali + ϵit
yit represents the dependent variable for individual i at time t, Treatmenti is a dummy
variable for treatment or control group, taking 1 for individuals living in a municipality
11

that implemented a merger and 0 for all others.3 Treatment Statust is a dummy-variable
indicating treatment status (0 = before or 1 = after treatment) and β3 is the coefficient of
interest, i.e. the DiD estimator. Moreover, Individuali and Yeart capture the individualyear two-way fixed effects.
While the assignment of treatment status, i.e. the time before or after the treatment,
is straightforward for those households and individuals in the treated group – i.e. the
merger year – we also need to assign a treatment status to all households in the control
group to be able to compare the effects of the treatment to a counterfactual situation
where no treatment occurred. To do so, we rely on a very simple strategy. For each
household, we identify the first and the last year of their panel participation. We then
subtract the first from the last year and divide this difference by 2. For each household,
this gives us the number of years when half of the time of their total panel participation
has passed. We add this number to the first year they were in the panel and treat the
resulting year as the year of the counterfactual treatment. For instance, if a household
entered the panel in 2003, exited the panel after 2007, this gives a difference of 4 years,
divided by 2 is 2 and hence the counterfactual treatment year for this case is 2005.4 In
that way, we maximize the number of households that can serve as control observations.
Figure A.1 show the treatment years for control and treated households and figure A.2
shows the distribution of the pre-/post-treatment years across the two groups.
To test H1 , Treatmenti is coded as described. To reiterate, here, we would expect a
negative treatment effect, meaning that individuals living in merged municipalities exhibit
higher levels of political disaffection (i.e., lower levels of political trust, satisfaction with
democracy, political interest, and feelings of political influence), than individuals living
in municipalities that have not merged.5
To test H2 and H3 , we re-coded Treatmenti as follows. For H2 , PowerLossi shows
whether an individual lived in a control municipality (= 0), a municipality that makes
up more than 50% (small power loss, = 1) or less than 50% (large power loss, = 2) of
the population of the newly merged municipality.6 Here, as stipulated in H2 , we would
expect that the negative treatment effect of municipal mergers is more pronounced among
those individuals who experience a large power loss. Similarly, to test H3 , WealthLossi
shows whether an individual lived in a control municipality (= 0), in a municipality that
had a higher (wealth gain, = 1) or lower (wealth loss, = 2) tax rate than the one in
3

At this stage, we are only looking at the effects of successful merger projects. Later, we also plan to
run additional analyses investigating the effect of the merger vote.
4
For cases, where the difference between the last and the first year in the panel is an uneven number,
we rounded to the next higher integer. So, for a household that started in 2006 and left in 2009 (e.g.
household 2 in Table A.1), the year 2008 is identified as the year 0 (1.5 rounded up is 2, 2006+2=2008).
5
Out of N=23,264 unique individuals in our data, N=1,645 (7%) are treated and N=21,619 (93%) are
untreated.
6
N=996 (4%) are treated by living in a small power loss municipality, N=649 (3%) are treated by
living in a large power loss municipality, N=21,619 (93%) are untreated.
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the municipality resulting from the merger.7 In line with H3 , we would expect that the
negative treatment effect of the merger is more pronounced in municipalities that incur a
wealth loss, instead of a wealth gain in terms of facing higher or lower tax rates respectively
after the merger.8

4

Results

Figure 2 presents the DiD estimates (Treatment*After) of the effect of municipal mergers on political disaffection (H1 ), operationalized as political trust (Panel A), satisfaction
with democracy (Panel B), political interest (Panel C), and feeling of political influence
(Panel D). Full model results can be found in Table B.1. The only statistically significant
difference, between individuals living in municipalities that underwent a merger (treatment group) and those who live in non-merged municipalities (control group), pertains
to political influence. All other DiD estimates for the models using political trust, satisfaction with democracy, and political interest as their dependent variables, do not meet
conventional levels of statistical significance (p<0.05). Surprisingly, instead of the expected negative treatment effect of municipal mergers on political influence, the direction
of the effect we find is positive. Essentially, individuals living in a merged municipality
exhibit higher levels of perceived political influence than individuals who live in municipalities that did not merge. This finding goes decidedly against the established literature,
documenting negative treatment effects of municipal mergers for political disaffection at
both the aggregate- (e.g. Heinisch et al., 2018; Lapointe, Saarimaa and Tukiainen, 2018;
Allers et al., 2021) and the individual-level (e.g. Hansen, 2013, 2015; Lassen and Serritzlew, 2011). We suspect that this positive treatment effect has to do with the nature of
municipal mergers in Switzerland. Since Swiss citizens have to express support in favor
of a municipal merger by means of a popular vote, it seems reasonable that individuals’
perceptions of political influence are increased as a result of the merging process. Be that
as it may, in light of the evidence presented, we have to reject H1 .
Figure 3 plots the DiD estimates (Treatment*Small/Large power loss) testing H2 ,
where Treatmenti is substituted by PowerLossi , indicating whether an individual lived in
control municipality, or in a municipality that makes up more than 50% (small power loss)
or less than 50% (large power loss) of the population of the newly formed municipality. Full
model results can be found in Table B.2. In short, none of the DiD estimates in any of the
models, reach the 5% threshold of statistical significance. At best, in the political influence
model (Panel D), the DiD estimate of small power loss meets the 10% level, showing that
the increase in individuals’ perceptions of political influence is slightly more pronounced
7

N=429 (2%) are treated by living in a wealth gain municipality, N=1,049 (5%) are treated by living
in a wealth loss municipality, N=21,619 (93%) are untreated.
8
Tax rate differences between pre-merger municipalities are a highly salient issue in referendums on
municipal merger in Switzerland (Strebel, 2021).
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Figure 2: Difference-in-Differences estimates: Effect of municipal mergers (testing H1 )

Note. OLS regression coefficients with individual-year two-way fixed effects. Error bars
represent 95% confidence intervals. Full model results can be found in Table B.1.
for those living in municipalities experiencing a small power loss in terms of changes in
population size. Moreover, Figure 3C suggests that individuals living in municipalities
that experienced a large power loss as a result of a merger tend to be less interested in
politics after a merger than individuals living in control municipalities. Nevertheless, H2
has to be rejected. At conventional levels of statistical significance, there seems to be no
effect heterogeneity between individuals living in municipalities experiencing larger and
smaller changes in population size in the wake of municipal mergers.
The same appears to be true with regard to the fiscal changes brought about by
merger projects. Figure 4 shows the DiD estimates (Treatment*Wealth gain/loss) testing
H3 , substituting Treatmenti for WealthLossi , indicating whether an individual lived in a
control municipality, or in a municipality that had a higher (wealth gain) or lower (wealth
loss) tax rate than the one in the new municipality. Again, none of the DiD estimates
are statistically significant. In the models using political trust (Panel A) and satisfaction
with democracy (Panel B) as their dependent variables, the DiD estimates for wealth
gain reach the 10% level. Here, the positive effect of municipal mergers on both trust and
satisfaction seems to be somewhat stronger in municipalities gaining financially from a
merger project by means of a lower tax rate in the newly formed municipality. Yet, given
these findings, H3 is rejected. Effect heterogeneity between the fiscal winners and losers
of a municipal merger seems to be minuscule, if at all present.
In sum, our analysis leads us to reject H1 , H2 , and H3 . However, with regard to the
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Figure 3: Difference-in-Differences estimates: Effect of power loss due to municipal
mergers (testing H2 )

Note. OLS regression coefficients with individual-year two-way fixed effects. Error bars
represent 95% confidence intervals. Full model results can be found in Table B.2.
Figure 4: Difference-in-Differences estimates: Effect of wealth gain/loss due to
municipal mergers (testing H3 )

Note. OLS regression coefficients with individual-year two-way fixed effects. Error bars
represent 95% confidence intervals. Full model results can be found in Table B.3.
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main treatment effect of municipal mergers on political disaffection, we find that, as a
result of the merging process, individuals who live in merged municipalities exhibit higher
levels of perceived political influence relative to individuals who reside in non-merged
municipalities. We speculate that this might be explained by the participatory character
of municipal mergers in Switzerland. The fact that citizens have a say in the merging
process might drive this positive treatment effect.

5

Conclusion

As part of the “return of geography” (Rodden, 2019) to mainstream political science, in
recent years, a growing number of studies has attempted to estimate the effect of context
on citizens’ political attitudes and behavior (e.g. Colantone and Stanig, 2018; Patana,
2020; Bolet, 2021; Ansell et al., 2022). However, in particular, disentangling contextual
from compositional effects, is a major empirical challenge in this field of research (Maxwell,
2019, 2020). Drawing on an increasingly popular research design using local boundary
reforms as a quasi-experiment, we tried to circumvent these problems, focusing on how
municipal mergers impact citizens’ political disaffection.
Within the literature on the political consequences of territorial reforms, there has
been a general shortage on studies investigating the causal effects of municipal mergers
at the individual-level. The vast bulk of existing works has looked at aggregate-level
outcomes such as local turnout (e.g. Koch and Rochat, 2017; Heinisch et al., 2018; Lapointe, Saarimaa and Tukiainen, 2018; Bhatti and Hansen, 2019; Rodrigues and Tavares,
2020; Allers et al., 2021) or support for radical right parties (e.g. Rösel, 2017; Blesse and
Rösel, 2019), while the few studies that look at individual-level outcomes (e.g., Lassen
and Serritzlew, 2011; Hansen, 2013, 2015), suffer from limitations in terms of the data
they use.
Combining original data on Swiss municipal mergers with geo-coded individual-level
panel data from the Swiss Household Panel (SHP) over a time period of 20 years, we
presented novel evidence on the causal effects of municipal mergers on citizens’ political
attitudes, leveraging the power of a new dataset with more than 75,000 observations.
While we find no effect of municipal mergers on citizens’ political trust, satisfaction with
democracy, and political interest, we uncover a positive effect on individuals’ perceptions
of political influence. Instead of a exhibiting lower levels of political influence, in our
data, individuals living in a merged municipality seem to exhibit higher levels of political
influence compared with individuals living in non-merged municipalities. Importantly,
this finding contradicts much of the existing literature, usually documenting a negative
effect of municipal mergers at both the aggregate- (e.g. Heinisch et al., 2018; Lapointe,
Saarimaa and Tukiainen, 2018; Allers et al., 2021) and the individual-level (e.g. Hansen,
2013, 2015; Lassen and Serritzlew, 2011).
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One possible explanation for this puzzling finding might be found in the voluntary,
bottom-up nature of Swiss municipal mergers (Strebel, 2019). In contrast to many other
European countries, where municipal mergers are a top-down process mandated by central
governments, municipal mergers in Switzerland are only implemented if approved by a
majority of citizens in all participating municipalities (el-Wakil and Strebel, 2022). In this
regard, an implemented merger serves the public the dish it ordered, thereby potentially
driving the positive effect we find. We plan to further scrutinize this argument in the
next iteration of this paper. One way to test this mechanism would be to focus on
merger projects that failed due to the lack of public support in some of the participating
municipalities. This would allow us to look at individuals who live in a municipality that
has approved the merger, but not implemented it as a result of the resistance of one or more
of the other municipalities involved. Instead of a positive effect on political influence, we
would then expect a negative effect of the municipal merger for these specific respondents,
since the outcome of the merger process was different from what they (presumably) voted
for in the merger referendum and they didn’t experience that the will of the majority had
policy consequences. A second way of further testing our proposition is to assess whether
the positive effect on perceived political influence is less pronounced in municipalities
where the outcome of the merger vote was close. In such cases, we might find that
mergers’ positive effect on feelings of political influence are less pronounced, since voters
are more divided on the issue.
Despite its preliminary nature, our study’s results have important implications for
research on local contextual effects. First of all, we study a most-likely case for such
effects to occur. Swiss municipal mergers are a highly salient and often contested reform
and Swiss municipalities have a pivotal role in the Swiss multilevel governance system both
for policy implementation as well as for policy-making and for collective will-formation. If
such a reform that is experienced by all inhabitants of a municipality in this context does
not have a substantial impact on political disaffection, this strongly contrasts with studies
that find an impact of less visible, less abrupt, or less salient changes at the local level –
such as immigration, or a deterioration of socio-economic conditions (Patana, 2020).
Second, our study also points to new ways of causal identification of contextual effects.
Existing research on local boundary reforms has mainly focused on the change in jurisdiction size that come with them. However, local boundary reforms change many other
characteristics of local jurisdictions as well, such as its socio-economic or -demographic
composition. These sudden changes in the composition of a jurisdiction can be leveraged
to assess the effects of a variety of possible explanatory variables on citizens’ attitudes and
behavior. Our analysis of the change in wealth, or rather their tax rate, that pre-merger
jurisdiction undergo is a first example of this.
Finally, our study highlights that we should pay close attention to the nature of the
contextual effects – and to the larger context within which they are observed: in our case,
17

citizens could influence policy-making and they could experience this impact first hand
when a merger was implemented. This is a very different situation than when citizens are
“trapped” in a certain context and cannot influence (negative) changes that are occurring
(see e.g. Ansell et al., 2022). Whether or not citizens’ have agency with respect to the
local contextual changes that occur likely matters a lot for the outcomes we observe.
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Appendix
A

Descriptive statistics, further information
Table A.1: Illustration: types of households

Year

...

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

...
–
–
–
...
...
...
..
.

-2
–
X
–
-1
-2
-1
..
.

-1
-2
–
–
0
-1
X
..
.

X
-1
2
-1
1
0
1
..
.

1
0
3
X
–
1
2
..
.

2
1
4
1
–
2
X
..
.

3
–
5
2
–
–
1
..
.

Household n

...

-2

–

X

–

–

3

Household
Household
Household
Household
Household
Household
Household
..
.

2010 . . .

Group

In sample?

...
–
...
...
–
...
...
..
.

Treated
Control
Treated
Treated
Control
Control
Treated
..
.

Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
..
.

...

Treated

No

Note. X = treatment year, 0 = counterfactual treatment year, – = year, in which
household is not observed/did not participate in panel wave.

Figure A.1: Distribution of counterfactual and actual treatment years across
households

1

Figure A.2: Distribution of counterfactual and actual pre-/post treatment years across
households

B

Regression tables
Table B.1: Difference-in-Difference Regression Results (H1)
Dependent variable:

After
Treatment*After
Observations
R2
Adjusted R2

Political
trust

Satisfaction
with democracy

Political
interest

Political
influence

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

0.005
(0.019)
0.078∗
(0.047)
75,745
0.0001
-0.256

−0.016
(0.018)
0.016
(0.045)
75,612
0.00001
-0.257

−0.084∗∗∗
(0.014)
−0.017
(0.031)
127,987
0.0004
-0.166

−0.022
(0.026)
0.146∗∗
(0.064)
75,920
0.0001
-0.256

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01

Note:

2

Table B.2: Difference-in-Difference Regression Results (H2)
Dependent variable:

After
Small power loss
*After
Large power loss
*After
Observations
R2
Adjusted R2

Political
trust

Satisfaction
with democracy

Political
interest

Political
influence

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

0.005
(0.019)

−0.016
(0.018)

−0.084∗∗∗
(0.014)

−0.022
(0.026)

0.081
(0.059)

0.011
(0.057)

0.031
(0.039)

0.136∗
(0.081)

0.073
(0.073)

0.023
(0.071)

−0.093∗
(0.048)

0.162
(0.100)

75,745
0.0001
-0.256

75,612
0.00001
-0.257

127,987
0.0004
-0.166

75,920
0.0001
-0.256

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01

Note:

Table B.3: Difference-in-Difference Regression Results (H3)
Dependent variable:

After
Wealth gain
*After
Wealth loss
*After
Observations
R2
Adjusted R2

Political
trust

Satisfaction
with democracy

Political
interest

Political
influence

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

−0.085∗∗∗
(0.014)

0.007
(0.019)

−0.015
(0.018)

0.174∗
(0.091)

0.169∗
(0.088)

−0.049
(0.059)

0.144
(0.125)

0.067
(0.058)

0.023
(0.056)

0.005
(0.038)

0.106
(0.080)

74,998
0.0001
-0.257

74,872
0.0001
-0.258

126,789
0.0004
-0.166

−0.024
(0.026)

75,170
0.0001
-0.257

∗ p<0.1; ∗∗ p<0.05; ∗∗∗ p<0.01

Note:

3

