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Introduction 

Almost every year, every democratic country holds some kind of election - municipal, regional, 

parliamentary, presidential or European elections. The possibility to stand as a candidate is 

most often limited only by citizenship or by the age of the candidate, but no other restrictions 

are usually given (EC, 2023). Candidates therefore have to fulfil virtually no conditions in terms 

of their knowledge or competence. This paper seeks to contribute to the academic and policy 

debate by drawing attention to a significant negative element in the functioning of democratic 

political systems, namely the situation where voters make decisions based on incomplete 

objective information. This reliance on incomplete data leads to inefficient or irrational choices, 

a prevalent issue in the current democratic model that can lead to the election of incompetent 

politicians. 

The voter's choice of candidates is normally based on subjective factors, objective factors or 

a combination of both (Cedefop, 2013). Subjective factors are based on the degree of 

consistency between the form and manner of the candidate's presentation and the voter's 

opinion of that presentation, where the voter 'identifies' or 'disagrees' with the candidate. 

Perhaps the most important component of the objective factors, but one which the voter is 

usually unable to define or identify, is the competence of the politician to hold office (van Noord 

et al, 2023). Competence to hold office is a practically undefined variable. It includes the 

willingness to study the background material for deliberations, the willingness to educate 

oneself in the field of governance, the elementary ability to know and navigate the relevant 

legal norms, the ability to conduct a debate on the basis of rational arguments, the ability to 

see the consequences of one's decisions and, equally important, the ability not to bring into 

the decision-making process the consequences of one's own life situations unrelated to the 

exercise of the office. However, competence to hold office still has no units of measurement, 

unlike the age and education of candidates (Grönlund and Milner, 2006). Competence to hold 

office is usually not defined or identified by the voter, let alone taken into account in the act of 

voting itself (Delli Carpini (1999). However, the voter has the opportunity to obtain such 

information, and (unfortunately) mainly at the expense of his or her free time - by watching the 

minutes of meetings of representative bodies, communicating with politicians, etc. But the 

question is how many voters are willing to sacrifice some of their free time to watch politicians 

in order to judge their competence. Objective factors include, for example, the candidate's age, 

level of education, occupation and other publicly available information about the candidate that 

has been confirmed by the candidate (property ownership, marital status, number of children, 

current political party affiliation, etc.). Some of this information also appears on the ballot paper. 

For age, the general assumption is that older people should have more experience than 

younger people. Those with a university degree are also expected to have a higher level of 

knowledge than those with a secondary (or primary) education. Another variable that often 

appears on the ballot paper is whether the person already holds (or has held) an elected 

position - for example, if the candidate is a councillor, a deputy or an MP. It is also common to 

expect that people who have held the office they are standing for will be more competent than 

those who are standing for the first time. But is age, education or the number of times someone 

has been elected to office enough information for voters to make a rational decision? 

It is clear from the above that assessing the fitness to hold office of politicians (at various levels, 

including local government) is not a straightforward matter. However, without information on 

the level of competence of elected local government officials, it is not possible to identify 

shortcomings and take possible measures for improvement, and without sufficiently qualified 
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officials, municipalities/regions/states/European Union may, for example, manage public funds 

inefficiently. There are usually no control mechanisms to monitor the knowledge of candidates. 

The most common control mechanism for the actions of councillors is the control of the public, 

which has the right to know about their actions and decisions (Soontjens, 2022). However, this 

cannot completely prevent ineffective action. 

The aim of this research is therefore to find out, using the example of the Czech Republic, 

whether the representatives of political representation have sufficient knowledge to perform 

their duties.  This research tested the knowledge of Prague municipal districts representatives 

in two legal norms that are essential for the work of a representative, namely the Act on the 

Capital City of Prague1 and the Budgetary Rules of Territorial Budgets2. These laws are crucial 

for the performance of the function of Prague representatives, as they move within them on a 

daily basis. There are a total of 57 municipal districts in Prague, 10 of which were selected on 

the basis of a suitable date for the council meeting that provided testing opportunities. These 

districts were then asked to participate in the research, which ultimately involved 50 

representatives. Based on the above research gap and the aim of this article, the authors 

define 3 research questions.  

1) To what extent are representatives familiar with the legislation under which they 

make decisions? 

2) Are there differences in the performance of councillors within groups by age, 

education or number of times elected to office? 

3) Is there a connection between the knowledge of the tested laws and the level 

of education of councillors, the number of times these councillors are re-elected or the 

age of the councillors? 

The article is divided into the following sections. The introduction is followed by a literature 

review. The third section describes the methodology. The fourth section focuses on the 

presentation of the results. The fifth section presents a discussion of the results. The last 

section is the conclusion, which not only addresses the research questions and the objective 

of this paper, but also provides suggestions for concrete measures to improve the current 

situation. 

Literature review 

Contemporary literature suggests that education, experience, personal skills and abilities, 

knowledge of legislation or communication skills can be considered as general attributes 

representing qualifications (Cedefop, 2013). Some of these attributes are not easily tested, 

while others are. For example, Pushpa (2016) analyses the legal knowledge of councillors in 

an Indian district. Other studies focus on the knowledge of councillors in other specific areas - 

for example, research by Malla, Dahal and Hasegawa (2020) analyses the knowledge of 

councillors in disaster preparedness in Nepal. However, most studies seem to focus on what 

we know about politicians and leaders, or how we imagine them to be, rather than what they 

themselves know (see for example Galston, 2007; Papcunova and Gecikova, 2014; Dimitrov 

et al, 2014; Eveland and Garrett, 2017; Weaver, Prowse and Piston, 2019; Walgrave et al, 

2023). 

 
1 Act No. 131/2000 Coll. 
2 Act No. 250/2000 Coll. 
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The importance of the qualifications of elected representatives can also be seen in terms of 

some basic economic theories. According to public choice theory, district representatives can 

be thought of as politicians ("producers") who are elected to four-year terms in local elections 

by the citizens ("customers") of the districts, both of whom seek to maximise their own utility in 

these elections (Boyne, 1998; Protection, 2003). It is in the interest of citizens to elect 

representatives who will carry out their mandate competently. However, the question remains 

as to how voters can verify the qualifications of individual candidates and whether available 

information such as highest educational attainment, age or number of times a candidate has 

been elected is a sufficiently meaningful indicator. Recent research (van Noord et al, 2023) 

shows that people generally prefer candidates with higher education to those with lower 

education, and this preference seems to be mainly due to their perceived higher competence. 

People with less education perceive candidates with more education as more competent and 

express strong agreement with the dominance of the university educated when it comes to 

choosing a political voice. Education refers not only to general competence, but specifically to 

theoretical or cognitive competence. These competences are the most important factor in 

electoral decision-making. 

Another important finding is that the foundations of political competence are laid at an early 

age, and it is in primary and secondary school that people are most often introduced to politics, 

its instruments and content, and the political system in which they live. This is where they first 

encounter concepts such as constitution, republic, constitutional monarchy, democracy or laws 

and the legal system. Galston (2001) notes that despite the tremendous increase in the formal 

education of the US population over the past 50 years, the level of political knowledge has 

changed little. He argues that today's college graduates know no more about politics than did 

high school graduates in 1950. Contrary to the findings of 30 years ago, contemporary 

research suggests that traditional civics education in the classroom can significantly increase 

political knowledge. It is not only the educational institutions in individual countries that 

influence political competence and its development, but institutions in general. Grönlund and 

Milner (2006) come to interesting conclusions in their research on the determinants of political 

knowledge in a study using data from about 40,000 respondents in 22 countries (from the 

Comparative Study of Electoral Systems conducted by the University of Michigan between 

1996 and 2002, Sapiro and Shively (2002)). They argue that knowledge of institutions alone is 

not enough. For democracy to work, voters need to know enough about political parties and 

their leaders. Only then is it possible to compare politicians' promises with voters' own policy 

preferences and to vote for trustworthy individuals whose promises are given sufficient weight 

and credibility. Research should compare not only the political knowledge of individuals, but 

also the ability of social institutions to support this knowledge. Thus, it is not useful to find that 

one nation has higher/lower political knowledge than another. What is important is to find that 

the existence of certain institutions enables voters from one nation to vote more knowledgeably 

than voters from another nation. Indeed, such findings can help states to redesign their 

institutions to better contribute to more informed (i.e. rational) voting. Institutions can be 

created, abolished or redesigned through political choices. 

Very significant conclusions are drawn in an article by Delli Carpini (1999) entitled "In Search 

of the Informed Citizen: What Do Americans Know About Politics and Why Does It Matter?" 

He argues that the acquisition and retention of information increases the rationality of choices, 

and that more information available to citizens leads to a better functioning democracy than 

less information. Low information has negative consequences for the functioning of democracy 

- it makes it less likely that the public's participation in elections or opinion polls will reflect their 
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collective, group and individual interests. In other words, informed citizens are more important 

for democracy and its functioning than uninformed citizens. He sees it as a problem that more 

than a small proportion of the population is sufficiently politically informed to meet the high 

standards of good citizenship. The level of political knowledge of the population can increase 

significantly with an optimal combination of motivation (e.g. increasing with education, social 

status or age), opportunity and ability, while the potential for growth in political education is 

also supported by a significant and strong relationship between the level of political knowledge 

and socio-economic status and the information and political environment. Opportunity to learn 

is also important for the acquisition of political knowledge, and the availability of information in 

an understandable form may be a stronger factor than interest and education. Other findings 

include that the poor, African Americans, young people and women in particular are generally 

less politically informed than the elderly, the wealthy, whites and men. The long-term exclusion 

of socio-economically disadvantaged populations from various parts of the public sector has a 

negative impact, as certain groups of people are then less able to define their own political 

interests and act accordingly in political decision-making. In the context under consideration, 

the idea that democracy naturally leads people to avoid elected positions being held by the 

most eminent (in terms of expertise, competence and knowledge) people is also suggestive. 

These people want to remain themselves and do not like to bend over backwards - hence they 

do not normally engage in politics (Kent, 1826). From this, Tocqueville (2000) postulates, 

among other things, that universal suffrage is no guarantee of a good election.  

The literature review presented here shows that voters generally prefer candidates with higher 

education to those with lower education - they perceive them to be more competent. It also 

shows that a significant proportion of society does not have sufficient information to exercise 

the right to vote in an informed manner, while the rationality of voting increases as information 

is acquired and retained. The existence of certain institutions and their attitudes - for example, 

an appropriate form of civic education or the availability of information in a comprehensible 

form - can contribute to increasing voter information. This paper thus seeks to fill a research 

gap and to highlight a significant negative element in the functioning of democratic political 

systems, where voters make decisions based on incomplete objective information. As a result, 

there is an elementary inefficiency to the point of irrationality of choice, which can lead to the 

election of incompetent politicians. The following research attempts to verify this. 

 

Methodology 

The research methodology was designed to lead to the fulfilment of the aim of this thesis and 

to provide answers to the research questions stated in the introduction. Respectively, it was to 

test the knowledge of municipal councillors in two legal norms that are essential for the work 

of a councillor and to find out to what extent the differences in the knowledge of councillors are 

influenced by age, education or experience. Specifically, the Act on the Capital City of Prague3, 

which regulates the status of the capital city of Prague as the capital of the Czech Republic, 

the region and the municipality, and the status of the municipal districts. And the Act on 

Budgetary Rules for Territorial Budgets4, which regulates the formation, status, content and 

functions of the budgets of local self-government units and lays down rules for the 

 
3 Act No. 131/2000 Coll. 
4 Act No. 250/2000 Coll. 
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management of their funds; it also regulates the establishment or creation of legal entities of 

local self-government units - schools, nurseries, etc. 

The research conducted in June 2021 was carried out by testing the knowledge of councillors 

in selected districts of the capital city of Prague. There are a total of 57 municipal districts in 

Prague, 10 of which were selected on the basis of a convenient date for a council meeting that 

provided opportunities for testing. These districts were then approached to participate in the 

research, which was eventually attended by 50 councillors. The testing was anonymous and 

usually took place before or after the borough council meeting. Twenty-five closed questions 

were generated from each bill. The result was 2 separate tests, which were written by the 

councillors in turn. In total, they answered 50 questions. Each councillor indicated his/her age 

according to the relevant age category (18-35 years, 36-45 years, 46-55 years, more than 56 

years), the highest level of education attained (high school or university - it should be noted 

here that all participating councillors had at least a high school education) and information on 

the number of times he/she had been elected as a councillor (1x, 2x, 3x and more than 3x). 

The actual testing was conducted by projecting each question on a projector, the respondent 

had a time limit of 30 seconds to answer each question, after which the next question was 

displayed and the previous question disappeared. Each question was displayed only once. 

Respondents chose from 4 answer choices, 1 of which was always correct. Representatives 

recorded their results on prepared answer sheets. Certain rules had to be followed during the 

testing: not to leave the room during the survey, not to communicate with other respondents 

and to use only their knowledge as a source of information. At the end of the survey, each 

answer sheet was marked with a unique identification number, the wording of which was also 

given to the representative concerned, so that the results could then be matched to the person 

of a particular representative should he/she wish to obtain an evaluation of his/her answers. 

Subsequently, the success rate of each respondent was evaluated. Next, we used the 

information collected about the respondents themselves as independent (explanatory) 

variables in the analysis. These variables were: whether the respondents have a university 

degree, the number of times they have been elected as representatives (1x, 2x, 3x, and more 

than 3x), and their age (18-35 years, 36-45 years, 46-55 years, more than 56 years). In 

addition, we used information on the wards whose councillors participated in the survey 

(unemployment, population and expenditure of the ward - all for 2021, see Annex 1) as 

explanatory control variables to eliminate the effect of larger wards, wards with higher budgets 

or wards with higher unemployment.  
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The list of variables is as follows: 

Table 1 – Variables overview 

Variable Description 

College 
Dummy variable signifying completed under-graduate 

education or higher 

  

Terms  
Number of terms served (including the term currently 

served) 

  
Age18-35 Dummy variable for age between 18 and 35 years 

  
Age36-45  Dummy variable for age between 36-45 years  

  
Age46-55  Dummy variable for age between 46-55 years 

  
Age56andhigher Dummy variable for age equal to or higher than 56 years 

  
District Unemployment Councilmember's district unemployment 

District Population Councilmember's district population count 

District Expenditures Councilmember's districts budget expenditures 

PerentOfCorrectAnswers The councilmember's result in the questionnaire (percent) 

  
ε error term 

 Source: own processing 

 
  

Since some of the above variables are dummy variables or variables with repeated values 

(unemployment, population and expenditure of the municipality) and with a limited sample of 

responses, the normality condition of the data was not always successful. The impact of this 

is somewhat limited by the use of robust standard errors in the analysis below.  

Multivariate regression analysis was used to assess whether councillors' scores are related to 

their characteristics (e.g. whether councillors with a university degree perform better in terms 

of knowledge of the legislation in force, regardless of the length of their term of office, etc.). 

The scores of individual councillors were used as the dependent variable, while their 

characteristics were used as independent variables. 
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Table 2 – Descriptive Statistics 

variable  Obs    Mean  
 Std. 

Dev. 
Min  Max 

Shapiro-

Wilk W test 

(p-value) 

College 50 0.60 0.49 0.00 1.00 0.99 

Terms 50 2.10 1.05 1.00 4.00 0.22 

Age18-35 50 0.14 0.35 0.00 1.00 0.00 

Age36-45 50 0.32 0.47 0.00 1.00 0.16 

Age46-55 50 0.34 0.48 0.00 1.00 0.30 

Age56andhigher 50 0.20 0.40 0.00 1.00 0.00 

District Unemployment 50 2.62 0.49 2.00 3.20 0.00 

District Population 50 25,641 23,675 2,414 104,921 0.00 

District Expenditures 50 
327,65

2 

281,39

7 
29,710 

1,031,85

3 
0.00 

PerentOfCorrectAnswer

s 
50 

0.58 
0.11 0.30 0.76 

0.45 

Source: own processing 

 
            

The regression model was run in 4 variants, which are defined below: 

Model 1 

𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑂𝑓𝐶𝑜𝑟𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡𝐴𝑛𝑠𝑤𝑒𝑟𝑠

= 𝐶𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑒𝑔𝑒 𝑥1 + 𝑇𝑒𝑟𝑚𝑠 𝑥2 + 𝑎𝑔𝑒18 − 35  𝑥3 + 𝑎𝑔𝑒36 − 45  𝑥4 + 𝑎𝑔𝑒46 − 55  𝑥5

+ 𝜀 

Model 2 

𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑂𝑓𝐶𝑜𝑟𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡𝐴𝑛𝑠𝑤𝑒𝑟𝑠

= 𝐶𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑒𝑔𝑒 𝑥1 + 𝑇𝑒𝑟𝑚𝑠 𝑥2 + 𝑎𝑔𝑒18 − 35  𝑥3 + 𝑎𝑔𝑒36 − 45  𝑥4 + 𝑎𝑔𝑒46 − 55  𝑥5

+ 𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑐𝑡 𝑃𝑜𝑝𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛  𝑥6 + 𝜀 

Model 3 

𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑂𝑓𝐶𝑜𝑟𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡𝐴𝑛𝑠𝑤𝑒𝑟𝑠

= 𝐶𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑒𝑔𝑒 𝑥1 + 𝑇𝑒𝑟𝑚𝑠 𝑥2 + 𝑎𝑔𝑒18 − 35  𝑥3 + 𝑎𝑔𝑒36 − 45  𝑥4 + 𝑎𝑔𝑒46 − 55  𝑥5

+ 𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑐𝑡 𝑃𝑜𝑝𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛  𝑥6 + 𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑐𝑡 𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑥7 + 𝜀 
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Model 4 

𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑂𝑓𝐶𝑜𝑟𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡𝐴𝑛𝑠𝑤𝑒𝑟𝑠

= 𝐶𝑜𝑙𝑙𝑒𝑔𝑒 𝑥1 + 𝑇𝑒𝑟𝑚𝑠 𝑥2 + 𝑎𝑔𝑒18 − 35  𝑥3 + 𝑎𝑔𝑒36 − 45  𝑥4 + 𝑎𝑔𝑒46 − 55  𝑥5

+ 𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑐𝑡 𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑥6 + 𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑐𝑡 𝐸𝑥𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑒𝑠 𝑥7 + 𝜀 

 

The control variables DistrictExpenditures and DistrictPopulation could not be included in the 

model simultaneously due to excessive multicollinearity. Therefore, Model 3 and Model 4 use 

them selectively. To confirm the goodness of fit of the model, the distribution of the regression 

residuals was compared to the expected normal distribution of the regression residuals using 

the kernel density of the residuals as shown in the results below and in Annex 2. 

 

Results 

The average result for all 50 questions was 57.88%, the average result for Law 131 (Law on 

the Capital City of Prague) was 58.96%, and the average result for Law 250 (Law on the Budget 

Rules of the Territorial Budgets) was 56.8%. Representatives who had been elected to office 

more than three times had the highest success rates in the tests, which may indicate the 

important role of experience. Representatives elected once succeeded in 58.22% of the 

questions. Representatives elected twice succeeded in 58.25% of the questions. 

Representatives elected three times succeeded in 53.77% of the questions. Representatives 

elected more than three times succeeded in 61.42% of the questions. Representatives in the 

18-35 age group succeeded in 61.14% of the questions. Representatives in the 36-45 age 

group succeeded in 60.37% of the questions. Representatives in the 46-55 age group 

succeeded in 58.00% of the questions. Representatives in the 56+ age category succeeded 

in 51.40% of the questions. Representatives with secondary education succeeded in 58.6% of 

the questions. Representatives with a university degree succeeded in 57.4% of the questions. 

The results of all types of regression model can be found in the regression tables below. As 

you can see, the 18-35 and 36-45 age categories show a small positive result that is statistically 

significant with 90% confidence, and the same in all 4 models. The models were also able to 

explain only 12.26%-14.53% of the total variance. This means that factors such as education 

level and number of terms served have no statistically significant association with knowledge 

of the two laws, while age up to 46 years has a positive effect. 

The VIF scores are all within the permissible values, indicating that none of the models were 

significantly affected by multicollinearity. The normality of the residuals could not be confirmed 

(p-values between 0.0415-0.0420). The kernel density plots (in Annex 2), and however, 

confirm that although the residuals are not normally distributed, the model is nonetheless 

random and the model is likely to be well fitted. Different transformations of the variables were 

tested, including logarithmic, exponential and polynomial, without achieving a better fit. 
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Table 3 – Regression results  

PerentOfCorr
ectAnswers 

PerentOfCorr
ectAnswers 

  
PerentOfCorr
ectAnswers 

  
PerentOfCorr
ectAnswers 

  
PerentOfCorr
ectAnswers 

  

College -0.0177   -0.0122   0.0114   -0.0096   

  (0.0331)   (0.0352)   (0.0179)   (0.0351)   

Terms 0.0138   0.0147   0.0114   0.0155   
  (0.0166)   (0.0166)   (0.0179)   (0.0175)   

Age18-35 0.1145 * 0.1190 * 0.1139 * 0.1266 * 

  (0.0620)   (0.0615)   (0.0628)   (0.0635)   

Age36-45 0.1009 * 0.0991 * 0.0951 * 0.1012 * 

  (0.0509)   (0.0519)   (0.0532)   (0.0529)   

Age46-55 0.0688   0.0720   0.0676   0.0751   

  (0.0503)   (0.0500)   (0.0508)   (0.0503)   
District 
Population 

  
  

(-0.0000) 
  

(0.0000) 
  

  
  

      (0.0000)   (0.0000)       

District 
Unemployme
nt 

        -0.05   (0.0179)   

          (0.0818)   (0.0815)   
District 
Expenditures 

            (-0.0000)   

              (0.0000)   

Intercept 0.4887 

*

*

* 
0.4938 

*

*

* 
0.6091 

*

* 
0.4579 * 

  (0.0624)   (0.0655)   (0.2103)   (0.1985)   

Observations 50   50   50   50   

R-squared 0.1226   0.1310   0.1382   0.1453   
Residual 
normality 
(kernel p-
value) 

0.0420 

  

0.0418 

  

0.0416 

  

0.0415 

  

Mean VIF 1.5600   1.5000   3.0700   2.8300   
robust st.  
errors in 
parentheses                 

* p<0.1  **p<0.01 ***p<0.001          
Source: own processing 

 

We find this finding very interesting, as it contradicts the widely held view that experience and 

education make politicians more familiar with the regulations that relate to their competences. 

Moreover, it appears that the qualities of individual respondents cannot be explained by these 

characteristics alone, and only age plays a (small) role. What could explain the missing 85% 

of the variance not included in this analysis? We suggest that it lies in individual factors - 

individual characteristics of politicians that cannot be captured by simply measuring experience 

or education. And it is these individual characteristics that can be referred to as 'competence 

to hold office'. The results also strongly suggest that electing political representatives on the 

basis of their education or experience is ineffective because it does not yield a better 
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understanding of the legislative regulation that competent politicians should possess. Choice 

by age groups could be a more effective strategy if we elected younger candidates. 

 

Discussion 

The results of the research suggest that the preference for candidates with higher education 

(over candidates with lower education) on the basis of the perception of their higher 

competence does not produce the expected results and can be described as mistaken. In fact, 

representatives with secondary education succeeded in more questions than those with higher 

education. In the same way, we can proceed with the idea that candidates with higher 

education have better theoretical knowledge and are better able to apply it in their decision-

making in practice (van Noord et al, 2023). We believe that higher education does not 

automatically imply higher competence to hold elected office. It is therefore necessary to shift 

today's perception of educational attainment (especially in politics) to where it objectively 

belongs - a high school diploma or university degree is merely a document certifying the 

completion of a certain number of study tasks culminating in final exams or theses. 

The research also identifies as ineffective the selection of candidates according to the number 

of times they have been elected to political office (again, a statistically insignificant association 

with knowledge of legislation). We believe that although the information that a candidate is (or 

has been) a member of an elected body may lead to an assumption of greater competence, it 

is not a sufficient argument for a 'well-informed voter'. Indeed, a considerable amount of 

objective information is missing for a rational choice.  

There is also evidence to suggest that there are factors other than education or experience 

that influence the ability of representatives to work with the relevant legislation and to perform 

public functions in general. We define them as follows: the willingness to study the material for 

deliberation, the willingness to educate oneself in the field of governance, the elementary ability 

to know and navigate the relevant legal norms, the ability to conduct a debate on the basis of 

rational arguments, the ability to see the consequences of one's decisions and, equally 

important, the ability not to bring into the decision-making process the consequences of one's 

own life situations unrelated to the exercise of the office. They partly coincide with the general 

characteristics that constitute qualifications - education, experience, personal skills and 

abilities, knowledge of legislation or communication skills (Cedefop, 2013). We refer to these 

factors by the term 'competence to hold office' and include them among the objective factors 

on which voters decide when choosing their representatives. We believe that voters 

overwhelmingly do not have this important piece of objective information, and this is the case 

for most candidates. We also believe that the assumption that certain groups of the population 

have a reduced ability to define their own political interests and to act on them in political 

decision-making (Delli Carpini, 1999) is not only true for certain groups of the population, but 

also in general, because of the reluctance of voters (especially the high time costs) to find out 

more information about candidates, and also because this information is often not available. It 

would also be appropriate to define certain levels or units of measurement for 'competence to 

hold office'.  

Inadequate voter political knowledge is a common and long-standing negative element of 

democratic society that receives too little attention. One can agree with the claim that despite 

the huge increase in formal education of the US population over the last 50 years, the level of 

political knowledge has hardly changed (Galston 2001). If voters had sufficient political 
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knowledge, they would prefer to vote for competent candidates. The number of correct 

answers in the survey (57.88%) suggests that the election of such candidates does not occur, 

and this across urban districts in a city of over 1 million.. If it is true that the level of information 

in a given area can be raised by civic education in schools (Galston, 2001) or by support from 

selected social institutions (Grönlund and Milner, 2006), a society-wide debate is needed on 

the appropriateness of the current setup of the education system in countries with democratic 

political regimes. And to take concrete measures if it is judged to be insufficiently effective in 

terms of the level of political knowledge of the electorate compared to other, especially 

culturally closer, countries. In this respect, one can agree with Grönlund and Milner's ideas. 

The combination of insufficient political knowledge on the part of the electorate and insufficient 

competence to hold office on the part of politicians creates a synergistic effect of inefficiency 

in the functioning of democratically elected institutions and their subordinate public and private 

sector bodies. This creates a 'democracy tax' paid by society as a whole, not for the existence 

of the principle that 'virtually anyone can stand for office' - this principle is a fundamental 

element of democracy and it is dangerous and harmful to question it. "We pay the 'democracy 

tax' because voters lack a significant amount of objective information about candidates that 

they would otherwise surely take into account when voting! This is why incompetent candidates 

get elected. We believe that there is an inverse correlation between increasing the level of 

knowledge of voters and politicians and the ineffectiveness of democracy. It is the increase in 

knowledge that can provide a positive argument to refute the belief that universal suffrage does 

not guarantee good elections (Tocqueville, 2000). 

It is equally important to recognise that elected representatives are often not obliged to have 

the appropriate level of knowledge. This is a crucial difference from, for example, civil servants, 

who are often sanctioned for not fulfilling this obligation and are obliged to upgrade their 

qualifications. While this set-up does not prevent elected representatives from learning, it does 

not motivate them to learn and understand the legislative system and its mechanisms, and 

may also contribute to creating a dependency on officials working in the institution they 

administer who do have this knowledge. This arrangement also creates a clear inequality, 

where it can be said that the information asymmetry between politicians and civil servants, as 

discussed for example by Bendor (1987), may have its legislative roots in some countries. And 

the dependence of less educated politicians on a more educated bureaucracy can give 

unelected officials a significant position and the ability to directly influence policy decisions. 

 

Conclusion 

The aim of this paper was to provide a unique perspective on the workings of democracy and 

to identify one of its major limitations, namely that voters never make decisions based on all 

the objective information they can get about candidates. Voters make decisions based on 

subjective information (e.g. identification with a political party, proximity of opinion, or the 

marketing self-presentation of candidates) and only some of the objective information (such as 

a candidate's age, education, and occupation) provided on the ballot paper. However, deciding 

on the basis of incomplete objective information leads to inefficiency or even irrationality of 

choice, which is a common and tedious fact in the current concept of democracy. In order to 

achieve this goal, the 3 research questions were defined as follows: 

1) To what extent are representatives familiar with the legislation under which they 

make decisions? 
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2) Are there differences in the performance of councillors within groups by age, 

education or number of times elected to office? 

3) Is there a connection between the knowledge of the tested laws and the level 

of education of councillors, the number of times these councillors are re-elected or the 

age of the councillors? 

The research shows that making decisions based on this information does not lead to the 

election of competent politicians. Taking the example of the Czech Republic, a test of the 

knowledge of Prague city councillors showed that they had insufficient knowledge of the two 

laws under which they most often make decisions. The average knowledge of the two laws 

was 57.88%. Regression analysis suggests that there is no significant statistical relationship 

between knowledge of these laws and either the level of education of the councillors or the 

number of times these councillors have been re-elected. Only low age (45 years and below) 

has a positive effect on the results of the representatives. Unfortunately, the results of the 

research can be generalised to elections at all levels of the democratic political system in the 

European Union and the Western world. If W. Churchill criticised democracy for this reason, 

he was certainly right. 

When we ask questions about democracy, we usually ask whether something is "democratic" 

or not, but it is all the more necessary to ask whether we can do anything to improve the level 

of our democracy and thus not forgetting the quality aspect of democracy. Electing our 

representatives on the basis of their competence and ensuring that public finances and public 

affairs in general are managed by experts, by people who are not only fit for office, but above 

all competent, is crucial to improving the quality of democracy. 

 The solution to the problem of incompetent politicians may lie on several levels described 

below. We consider the most important one to be the creation of a system of education for all 

citizens at central level, which would include training, the transmission of practical knowledge, 

final testing and an output in the form of a certificate (for the various levels of the country's 

political administration) and a score on the final test. The emphasis would be on the practical 

side of things ('competences for office'), with graduates being able to participate directly in the 

work of elected bodies. The training would not be compulsory and would be free of charge for 

successful graduates who would receive a certificate of successful completion. Unsuccessful 

participants, who could repeat the course, would pay for the cost of the course themselves. 

Successful graduates could be retested every 2 years by repeating the final test, plus they 

would receive regular information from the educational authority on amendments to legislation, 

etc. All successful graduates of the above training would be legally guaranteed the opportunity 

to indicate on the ballot the year they took their last successful test and the score from that 

test. This additional information on the ballot would work "both ways" - it would give the 

politicians who successfully completed the training the opportunity to communicate this 

information to the voters, and the voters would (at virtually no additional cost) learn another 

piece of information that is, in the view of the authors of the article, crucial to the exercise of 

their right to vote. 

The expected consequence of these steps is to balance the influence of the role of subjective 

and objective factors in the voter's decision and, ideally, to allow the election of politicians with 

whom the voter subjectively identifies and who, at the same time, have demonstrated through 

training and objective testing their level of competence to hold office. The voter's ability to 

support those with low levels of competence is, of course, unaffected. However, if economic 

theory is correct and the voter's objective is indeed to maximise his utility, i.e. to elect people 
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who will help maximise his utility, then the implementation of the above measures should 

contribute positively to increasing the voter's utility. This is similar to choosing a cook, a banker 

or a chimney sweep with excellent references instead of choosing "among many people 

without references". 

A limitation of this research may be its narrow focus. Future research should include more 

cities or regions to get a more comprehensive picture, or try to identify other measurable factors 

that could be used to identify policymakers' competencies. All research in this area is vital. 

Inadequate attention to this issue can lead to significant inefficiencies in the long run.  
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Attachments to the article 

 

Annex 1 

Information on the districts whose councillors participated in the survey 

(unemployment, population and expenditure of the district - all for 2021) 

Year 

2021 

Name of City 

District 

Unemployment 

(in %) Population 

Budgetary 

expenditure 

(in 

thousands 

CZK) 

1 Štěrboholy 2,00 2 464,00 29 709,76 

2 Kolovraty  2,30 3 944,00 59 688,02 

3 Běchovice 2,00 2 414,00 84 527,15 

4 Klánovice  2,00 3 511,00 61 086,05 

5 Praha 14 3,00 47 014,00 718 846,30 

6 Kunratice 1,90 10 091,00 67 947,99 

7 Praha 7  3,10 44 442,00 524 186,84 

8 Vinoř  2,50 4 528,00 51 068,17 

9 Praha 20 2,60 15 303,00 223 000,48 

10 
Praha 8 

3,20 104 921,00 

1 031 

852,83 

Source: the Czech Statistical Office, Prague City Hall 
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Annex 2 

Kernel densities of residuals - Model 1 

 

Source: own processing 

Kernel densities of residuals - Model 2 

 

Source: own processing 

Kernel densities of residuals - Model 3 
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Source: own processing 

Kernel densities of residuals - Model 4 

 

Source: own processing 
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