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Why does popular support for democracy vary from one country to 
another? Is it because of economic factors, or does politics matter more? 
Those who favor the first kind of explanation argue that democracy must 
earn its legitimacy mainly by “delivering the goods”—if people see a net 
improvement in their material welfare under democracy, this reasoning 
goes, they will support it. Those who lean toward political explanations 
caution against economic reductionism and claim that citizens’ sense of 
commitment to democracy may be less a function of how they think the 
market is working than of how they experience democracy itself.
	 This debate is important not only theoretically, but for practical rea-
sons as well. All other things being equal, a strong coupling between 
economic performance and popular commitment to democratic gover-
nance is not conducive to the consolidation of young democracies. A 
country’s economic condition is always subject to numerous contingen-
cies, and can fluctuate sharply from one year to another. This is particu-
larly so in the age of globalization, as supranational economic forces 
increasingly hamper the ability of democratically elected governments 
to manage their respective nations’ economies and protect their citizens’ 
material well-being.
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	 Just how important is it, then, for young democracies to deliver eco-
nomic growth and material well-being to their citizens? Casting our eyes 
over the globe, we have found an encouraging pattern that clearly shows 
economic factors to be relatively unimportant in explaining levels of 
popular support for democracy. A glaring exception to this encouraging 
picture comes from East Asia, where a number of high-income coun-
tries yield figures which suggest that publics there expect democratic 
regimes to keep up the kind of miraculous economic growth that took 
place under earlier and more authoritarian forms of governance. 
	 Earlier research on experiences of political transition in postcom-
munist Central and Eastern Europe suggested that, of the many factors 
influencing citizens’ support for democracy, perceptions of change in 
individual or national economic circumstances are the most important.1 
Writing about how citizens respond to and form attitudes about demo-
cratic transition, Adam Przeworski similarly stressed that the most rele-
vant factor is the gap between subjective expectations and real economic 
experiences. Consequently, if citizens believe that democracy improves 
their personal economic situation and that of the nation, then popular 
support for democracy increases.2 Russell Dalton also discovered that 
citizens’ attitudes toward democracy in the former East Germany are 
strongly linked to their evaluations of the national economy.3

	 These findings emphasizing the economic basis of popular support 
for democracy came under challenge from Geoffrey Evans and Stephen 
Whitefield, who analyzed survey data from eight postcommunist coun-
tries in the early 1990s. Evans and Whitefield found that there is very 
little link from economic experience to support for democracy when 
the perceived responsiveness of the electoral system and support for 
marketization are controlled for.4 Richard Rose, William Mishler, and 
Christian Haerpfer studied public opinion in nine former East Bloc 
countries, and also warned against reductionist theories “that treat all 
political attitudes as if they were simply derivative of economic condi-
tions.” They found that both economic and political factors determine 
levels of popular support for democracy, but politics matters more.5

	 Subsequently, researchers studying other regions have also called 
into question the conventional wisdom that governments in new democ-
racies legitimize themselves mainly through economic performance. 
Robert Mattes and Michael Bratton found that Africans support democ-
racy even while being discontented with its achievements in both the 
political and the economic realms. This implies a measure of intrinsic 
support that supersedes instrumental considerations. Mattes and Brat-
ton also found that approval of democracy remains performance-driven, 
though approval hinges less on the delivery of economic goods than on 
the government’s record of securing basic political rights.6 
	 Analyzing data from the multiyear Latinobarómetro survey, Marta 
Lagos found that when many Latin American countries were hit by se-
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vere economic crises around the turn of the millennium, satisfaction with 
market-based policies and the actual workings of democratically chosen 
governments began to drop even as support for democracy as a regime 
type went up. This suggests that Latin Americans are learning to distin-

guish between democracy as a system and 
this or that democratic government which 
they may like or dislike.7 Working with 
the same data, Carol Graham and Sandip 
Sukhtankar later corroborated Lagos’s 
findings.8

	 This good news about citizens’ readi-
ness to “decouple” their view of democra-
cy in general from the economic record of 
particular democratic governments needs 
a major qualification, however. In the lat-
est Asian Barometer survey of seven East 
Asian countries, citizens’ evaluations of 

both their nation’s and their household’s economic condition emerge as 
one of the stronger predictors of support for democracy when the cross-
national survey data are pooled together. This suggests that analyses re-
stricted to the level of individual countries—where the data show people 
judging democracy more by its provision of political “goods” such as 
accountability, equal rights, and citizen empowerment than by national 
or household income—are missing significant cross-national patterns.9

	 What is causing this discrepancy between the regional and country-
level patterns in East Asia? The answer may be that variation in people’s 
perception of economic performance across countries tends to be much 
greater than within one country. Within a single country, people’s eco-
nomic evaluation tends to move in one direction at a time: thumbs-up 
during booms, thumbs-down during busts. This built-in convergence is 
likely to attenuate the observed causal relationship between people’s 
economic evaluation and the level of support that they express for de-
mocracy. Therefore, country-by-country analyses cannot be conclusive 
because they might be missing some significant cross-national pattern 
of causality. Any analysis based on a single world region will likewise 
suffer because it may fail to capture a significant cross-regional pattern. 
Since national economic cycles within a single region often move in 
synchronized fashion, this is a legitimate concern. Unfortunately, virtu-
ally all the existing empirical studies on the issue have been confined 
to survey data collected in a few countries or at most one geographical 
region.
	 We are trying to offer the first systematic global investigation of the 
relative importance of citizens’ economic evaluations to their support 
for a democratic form of government. Our effort relies on a newly avail-
able cross-regional merged data set created under the auspices of the 
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Globalbarometer. This set pools all identical (or at least functionally 
equivalent) indicators from four regional surveys, namely Latinobaró-
metro, the Afrobarometer, the Asian Barometer (which covers both East 
and South Asia), and the newly launched Arab Barometer.10 Together, 
the pooled set covers more than 54 countries spread over four conti-
nents.11 Since our capacious data set maximizes cross-national varia-
tion and minimizes the risk of underestimating the economic factors’ 
impact on support for democracy, our scope of analysis puts the claim 
that “economic factors matter more” to an eminently fair (and even fa-
vorable) test.
	 We base our analysis on a survey item that is widely used to gauge 
popular support for democracy as a preferred political system. Typi-
cally, respondents are asked to choose among three statements: “De-
mocracy is always preferable to any other kind of government”; “Under 
some circumstances, an authoritarian government can be preferable to a 
democratic one”; and “For people like me, it does not matter whether we 
have a democratic or a nondemocratic regime.”12 This has been the most 
widely used item due not only to its face validity, but also to the way in 
which it facilitates meaningful comparisons.
	 We use comparable measurements to examine the impact of both the 
“sociotropic” consideration (how people think their country’s econo-
my is doing) and the immediate “pocketbook” effect (how their own 
household is doing).13 The goal is to find out whether there is a discern-
ible global relationship between economic performance and democratic 
legitimacy, and whether or how each region deviates from this global 
pattern. We also break up the four regions and reclassify countries into 
four groups depending on whether their national income is low, lower-
middle, upper-middle, or high.14 This regrouping will allow us to learn 
if economic performance is less important to popular support for democ-
racy in richer rather than poorer countries or vice-versa.
	 In the Figure on p. 78, we plot a country’s level of popular support 
for democracy against its mean scores on the evaluation of economic 
condition. For simplicity’s sake, we combine the measure for evaluating 
national economic conditions with that of personal economic conditions 
to yield a single indicator of perceived economic performance.15 The 
horizontal axis marks the average score of people’s evaluation of eco-
nomic condition with a maximum range of 1 (very bad) to 5 (very good). 
On the vertical axis, 0.6 means that 60 percent of the respondents in a 
given country believe that democracy is the best form of government for 
their society, while 0.4 means that 40 percent do so, and so on.16 
	 As the scatterplot in the Figure shows, many third-wave democracies 
must cope with substandard legitimacy. Fewer than half the emerging 
democracies that we survey have reached the two-thirds level that may 
be taken as a minimum threshold of mass support for democracy in a 
consolidated regime.17 Many countries, such as Brazil, Ecuador, Mon-
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golia, Pakistan, Paraguay, South Korea, and Taiwan, have dipped below 
0.5, meaning that (according to this measure) less than half the popula-
tion in those places unconditionally embraces democracy.
	 Next, we examine the scatterplot for any clues it may hold regard-
ing any cross-national pattern featuring a linear relationship between 
perceived economic performance and the strength of citizens’ commit-
ment to democracy at the aggregate level. We see no linear relation-
ship between people’s perception of current economic conditions and 
the extent to which publics believe that democracy is the best form of 
government for their society. Countries where citizens take a dim view 
of current economic conditions can vary greatly as regards levels of 
popular commitment to democracy as the only legitimate form of gov-
ernment. Notable examples are Benin and Paraguay. At the same time, 
many countries that register relatively high popular support for democ-
racy vary significantly in terms of how their citizens evaluate economic 
conditions. The figure’s three outliers (Kuwait, Vietnam, and Zimba-
bwe) occupy the two polar ends on the horizontal axis. Both Vietnamese 
and Kuwaitis are extraordinarily upbeat about their respective national 
economies while Zimbabweans feel very down about theirs, but all three 
publics register very high levels of popular yearning for democracy.18

	 To further substantiate the claim that economic performance plays a 

Figure—Support for Democracy versus 
Evaluation of Current Economic Condition
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secondary role in shaping attitudes toward democracy, we apply correla-
tion analysis to our merged data so that the strength of their linear asso-
ciation at the individual level can be more precisely gauged.19 To assess 
the relative importance of economic performance in explaining people’s 
normative commitment to democracy, we also include measures of how 
many people believe that democracy of an acceptable quality is being 
supplied in their country. Our comparative survey contains three sets of 
indicators that reveal essentials regarding how the political system looks 
in citizens’ eyes. The first set gauges how much people trust the key 
institutions of parliament, the courts, and political parties.20 The second 
set comprises indicators that measure the extent to which the political 
system fulfills such minimal requirements of liberal democracy as em-
powering the people to change a government they dislike,21 holding free 
and fair elections,22 and guaranteeing equal rights under law.23 The third 
set gathers data regarding citizens’ overall satisfaction with the way that 
democracy works in their particular country.24

	 In Table 1 on p. 80, we juxtapose the correlation coefficients between 
support for democracy and the two economic indicators with each of the 
seven political indicators. The left-most column reports the correlation 
coefficients indicating the strength of linear association based on the 
entire global pool of our survey data.25 The next four columns report the 
results of correlation analysis based on the pooled survey data from each 
of the four regions. The last four columns show the strength of linear as-
sociation for each of the four income groups, from low-income countries 
to high-income countries.
	 The correlation coefficients are not strong for any of the nine explan-
atory variables. This is not surprising: The indicator that we use to mea-
sure support for democracy is very limited. Its binary scale tends to at-
tenuate correlation coefficients, and thus underestimates the underlying 
strength of linear relationships. So we should pay more attention to the 
relative strength of each variable’s linear relationship with support for 
democracy. The left-most column shows that, across all four continents, 
how respondents perceive overall national economic conditions matters 
more than how they evaluate their personal economic circumstances. 
But neither exerts the kind of influence on attitudes toward democracy 
that most of our political factors do. The levels of trust that people feel 
toward parliament, parties, and courts, as well as respondents’ sense that 
citizens are politically empowered, far outweigh judgments of national 
or personal economic weal or woe. Among all the political indicators, 
satisfaction with democracy exerts the strongest influence on people’s 
normative commitment to democracy. Since such satisfaction is a catch-
all measure, it might well carry the cumulative impact of all the factors 
listed above.
	 When we move down to the regional level, this pattern continues to 
hold. Among Africans, levels of trust in parliament, the courts, and free 
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and fair elections matter more than does the perception of national eco-
nomic conditions—and much more than does the perception of personal 
economic conditions. Again, the impact of overall satisfaction with de-
mocracy, which arguably enjoys the closest causal proximity to support 
for democracy, surges to the top. Among Latin Americans, evaluations 
of national and personal economic conditions are the two least impor-
tant factors in shaping people’s sense of democracy’s legitimacy. For 
Asians, belief in the preferablility of democracy hinges more on trust in 
parliament and the courts, plus overall satisfaction with democracy and 
the sense that rights are receiving equal protection. 
	 The five Arab-majority countries surveyed differ from this emerging 
pattern on two scores. First, no factor, economic or political, explains 
the positive orientation toward democracy with much power, for no cor-
relation coefficient exceeds 0.07. The correlations may be low because 
of the limited variance on the item that gauges support for democracy 
across the Arab world. The level of aggregate support in all five coun-
tries—Algeria, Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco, and Palestine—exceeds 0.80, 
putting each of these lands well above the global mean of 0.67 (see the 
Figure on p. 78). Support for democracy in the Arab world, in other 
words, is very high (perhaps because people there, having never experi-
enced democracy, can think of it as an ideal to which they aspire rather 
than as a system of governance whose ups and downs they have actually 
had to deal with). Moreover, among the few factors that exert some mea-
ger impact, the two economic-conditions indicators come out stronger. 
Indeed, they surpass all political indicators except trust in courts.
	 Of all four regions, the one where perceptions of national economic 
condition make the strongest impact is clearly Asia. This is probably 
because many East Asian countries have traveled along a distinctive 
trajectory of regime transition. Most of today’s East Asian democracies 
are the successors of growth-friendly, market-conforming, soft-authori-
tarian regimes. Moreover, a great majority of East Asia’s citizens have 
seen an extraordinary socioeconomic transformation unfold within their 
lifetimes. They live in a region replete with authoritarian regimes, such 
as China’s and Vietnam’s, that have attained a high degree of economic 
success, and their own countries must live with constant competitive 
pressure from precisely those rising (authoritarian) economic powers. 
As a result, East Asians who live under democracy tend to apply much 
higher standards of success when they assess how their governments 
are performing economically. East Asians also place more emphasis on 
economic success, seeing it as a pillar of national pride, self-esteem, 
and security. This value priority is especially salient among the most 
socioeconomically advanced East Asian countries.26

	 In the four right-most columns, we report the correlation coefficients 
calculated on the basis of pooled survey data from countries with dif-
ferent levels of per-capita annual income. Contrary to the received view 
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that a rising level of economic development promotes “self-expression 
values” such as freedom of speech and participation in the decision-
making process,27 we found that people’s economic evaluations had the 
strongest impact on support for democracy in the high-income coun-
tries, and the weakest impact in the low-income countries. In the low-
income lands, citizens’ assessments of their own and their countries’ 
economic circumstances had no impact at all. What mattered instead 
was trust in key democratic institutions—parliament, the parties, and 
the courts—plus the political system’s perceived adeptness at delivering 
free and fair elections and equal rights. 
	 The pattern of linear relationship observed among people living in 
high-income countries is just the opposite. There, citizens’ evaluations of 
national and personal economic conditions are, respectively, the most im-
portant and third-most important factors explaining their normative com-
mitment to democracy. While political factors (especially trust in courts) 
still matter, they rank behind economic factors. Reinforcing our argument 
about the high priority that people living in advanced East Asian coun-
tries give to economic development is the observation that four of the five 
high-income countries (Japan, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan) are 
East Asian. The fifth, Kuwait, is the only one from outside the region.
	 In the countries belonging to the upper part of the middle-income 
range, trust in democratic institutions, citizen empowerment, and free 
and fair elections all carry much more weight than economic perfor-
mance in shaping orientations toward democracy. In countries in the 
lower part of that range, evaluations of national economic conditions 
carry more weight in explaining the level of legitimacy that democracy 
enjoys, but political factors such as trust in parliament and the courts 
weigh heavier still.
	 Across the four income groups, to the extent that bad economic per-
formance can erode people’s support for democracy, assessments of the 
national economy loom larger than do evaluations of personal economic 
circumstances. People outside the five high-income countries mostly nei-
ther credit nor blame democracy for their personal economic fortunes.
	 In the bulk of cases, the single most important factor in accounting 
for people’s normative commitment to democracy is their level of over-
all satisfaction with the way democracy works. This calls for further 
exploration. In Table 2, we run a parallel correlation analysis in order 
to identify which factors shape people’s satisfaction with democracy’s 
overall performance. This analysis not only helps us to sort out the vari-
ous ingredients that make up democratic satisfaction, but also aids our 
effort to learn whether this catchall approval rating serves as an impor-
tant intermediary variable between perceived economic performance on 
the one hand and support for democracy on the other. 
	 The combination of a weak (but still statistically meaningful) as-
sociation between economic performance and support for democracy 
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with a much stronger linear relationship between economic evaluation 
and democratic satisfaction suggests that economic evaluation exerts no 
direct impact on people’s belief in democratic legitimacy. Rather, eco-
nomic evaluation exerts only an indirect effect that is mediated through 
people’s satisfaction with the overall performance of democracy. If the 
linear association between perceived economic performance and sup-
port for democracy is stronger than that between democratic satisfac-
tion and democratic support, we can confidently infer that perceived 
economic performance exerts at least some direct impact on people’s 
normative commitment to democracy. The same logic can be extended 
to the theoretical standing of political factors as well.
	 Globally speaking, all factors under investigation are important to 
people’s evaluation of the overall performance of the democratic re-
gime. Trust in democratic institutions and the free and fair voting process 
does the most to encourage popular approval of the way that democracy 
works. People’s evaluation of national economic conditions also mat-
ters, and its impact lags only slightly behind that of the various political 
indicators (see the left-most column of Table 2). This global pattern 
holds up well among Africans, Asians, and Arabs. In Latin America, 
by contrast, perceived national economic conditions matter more than 
political factors, but not by much. Across the four regions, how people 
assess the national economy appears to affect democratic satisfaction 
the most strongly in Asia.
	 Comparing the first row of Table 2 with its counterpart from Table 
1, we see that for all four regions the impact of perceived national eco-
nomic condition on democratic satisfaction is much stronger than its in-
fluence on democratic support. This implies that economic performance 
exerts only an indirect influence over people’s normative commitment 
to democracy, acting mainly through its impact on popular approval of 
the way that democracy is actually working in a given country.
	 This pattern also holds across the three income groups below the 
high-income countries. The glaring exception, in fact, is the high-in-
come group, where the impact (at 0.17) of perceived national economic 
conditions on democratic satisfaction is actually slightly weaker than its 
influence (at 0.2) over support for democracy. (It is well to bear in mind 
that for citizens of high-income countries, their perception of national 
economic conditions ranks highest as a shaper of belief in democratic 
legitimacy, while satisfaction with democracy ranks almost at the bot-
tom.) Putting all these together, an inescapable conclusion emerges: In 
high-income countries, economic performance is an important ingredi-
ent of popular support for democracy. People’s perceptions of how their 
national economies are faring have a significant and direct impact on 
how committed they feel toward democracy.28 This is a phenomenon pe-
culiar to high-income countries, and especially the affluent East Asian 
countries that make up four-fifths of our high-income group.



85Yun-han Chu, Michael Bratton, Marta Lagos, Sandeep Shastri, and Mark Tessler

	 Our global survey underscores three important points: First, the suc-
cess of third-wave democratization is not yet a foregone conclusion. 
Many third-wave democracies have experienced slow and uneven 
growth in democratic legitimacy, with substantial portions of their citi-
zenries harboring reservations about democracy. Building a robust foun-
dation of legitimacy remains a daunting challenge for most third-wave 
democracies. 
	 Second, citizens of most new democracies can distinguish between 
the political and economic dimensions of regime performance. Many of 
them come to value democracy for the political goods that it produces 
even when its economic performance is perceived to be poor in the short 
term. More specifically, people’s acceptance of democracy as legitimate 
hinges mostly on whether certain key political institutions command 
citizen trust, and on the political system’s ability to meet such basic 
requirements of liberal democracy as free and fair elections, the provi-
sion of equal rights under law, and the empowerment of citizens to make 
changes of government by lawful means. In a nutshell, democracy needs 
to “pay its way” by delivering acceptable levels of citizen control and 
good governance.
	 Third, we cannot entirely write off economic performance as a factor 
in democratic consolidation. Democracies that have inherited records of 
stunning economic success from nondemocratic predecessors are under 
pressure to live up to high citizen expectations regarding continued eco-
nomic excellence. Furthermore, all emerging democracies are subject to 
the harsh likelihood that protracted economic stagnation will sap popu-
lar support for democracy by destroying that sense of satisfaction with 
democracy’s performance that is essential to democracy’s legitimation.
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