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As a leading scholar of democracy has acknowledged: “Liberal de-

mocracy is sinking deeper into crisis.”1 In Western democracies, the rise
of authoritarian populism poses critical challenges to the practices of
liberal democracy.2 Western liberal regimes, moreover, have seen these
challenges become even sharper amid declining popular confidence
in democracy (especially among the young), a possible harbinger of
democratic deconsolidation.3 Elsewhere, the transitions away from authoritarianism and toward democratic consolidation that economic modernization, new information technologies, and international democracypromotion efforts were supposed to bring seem to have hit a wall.4 It
turns out that authoritarian rulers have learned to engineer institutions,
to break up gathering opposition movements, to deploy technology to
their own advantage, and to respond to citizens’ needs quickly enough to
prevent passive discontent from turning into active resistance.5
Despite everything, however, democracy continues to reign supreme in
contemporary political discourse, with limited meaningful challenges from
alternatives. Few of today’s authoritarian leaders publicly denounce democracy; instead, they present their regimes as democracies (with varying
adjectives attached). Among ordinary people, meanwhile, the desirability
of democracy is widely agreed on. Large-scale opinion surveys spanning
decades have established that the concept of democracy is popular even in
societies where the practice of that form of government is limited.6
There is a puzzle here: If democracy is so popular, how can it be
Journal of Democracy Volume 32, Number 4 October 2021
© 2021 National Endowment for Democracy and Johns Hopkins University Press

116

Journal of Democracy

in trouble? If people admire democracy, should they not also despise
authoritarian leaders and regimes and be ready (when circumstances
present themselves) to join democracy advocates in rebelling against
authoritarianism? Should people not vote against populist leaders who
have violated democratic institutions, procedures, or norms? For a comprehensive understanding of these questions, we need to examine both
supply-side and demand-side dynamics. The former include evolving
political practices and instances of institutional engineering by political
elites. The latter feature transformations of opinion and behavior among
the masses.
Students of democracy and organizations dedicated to promoting it
have tended to focus on the supply side while paying little heed to the
demand side. Demand-side dynamics matter, however, and varying conceptions of democracy play a bigger role in shaping these dynamics
than is commonly understood. To grasp why democracy is in trouble
today, it is crucial to face the evidence that people are willing to trade
off democratic principles for instrumental gains. This evidence reveals
a key dynamic that scholarship on popular understandings of democracy
has overlooked until recently.
Contemporary literature on these popular understandings has shown
how distinct conceptions of democracy may color people’s views of
democracy and affect related participatory activities. In democracies,
citizens who have voted for populist leaders and ignored these leaders’
blatant violations of democratic principles may still support democracy.
Meanwhile, in authoritarian regimes, citizens who appreciate the performance of their authoritarian leaders and believe that these leaders are responsive to popular needs may sincerely view the regime as democratic.
Is not such responsiveness, these citizens may ask, a “democratic” feature of great instrumental value given how it encourages the government
to meet citizens’ concrete needs, even if that government does not in
practice respect key principles of democracy?
Could it be that both the resilience of authoritarian regimes and the
rise of authoritarian populism in democracies are being driven by similar attitudinal and behavioral dynamics flowing from the ways in which
people conceive of democracy? Popular understandings of democracy
provide the benchmark against which people assess their existing political regimes, evaluate possible alternatives, and take part in politics.
Trade-offs between democratic principles and instrumental gains (both
such principles and such gains being desirable to most people in any
society) are central to the theorization, operationalization, and measurement of popular conceptions of democracy.7 Although academics affirm
that popular understandings of democracy are worth studying, scholars
have undertheorized the willingness of publics to trade off democratic
principles for instrumental gains, and lack empirical methods to capture
this crucial dynamic.8
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Existing scholarship on democratic transition and consolidation has
documented the widespread anxiety over such trade-offs among the
masses,9 as well as the strategic weighing of such trade-offs by elites
planning political maneuvers.10
Even in established democracies,
such trade-offs can make it to the
Could it be that both the
center of party politics. As Martin
resilience of authoritarian
Wolf has demonstrated in his wideregimes and the rise of
ly-read Financial Times reports, the
authoritarian populism
2008 global financial crisis and the
in democracies are being
Great Recession that followed it
driven by similar dynamics
have greatly enhanced the salience
flowing from the ways in
of such trade-offs.11 Mature democwhich people conceive of
racies have witnessed intensified
democracy?
conflicts between the winners and
losers of economic globalization,
as well as inflamed popular resentment of glaring income and wealth inequalities. North America and Europe have seen the rise of radical antiglobalization on the far left and
ultranationalist populism on the far right.12 What has further surprised
most students of democracy is how citizens in these democracies have
responded to populist politicians’ blatant violations of key democratic
principles. Rather than punishing these politicians at the ballot box,
electorates have often rewarded them. These are glaring reminders that
key democratic principles or institutions are under attack and could be
sacrificed when conditions are ripe.
A crucial distinction is whether democracy is conceived by prioritizing its instrumental or its intrinsic values. The first conception mainly
defines democracy according to its usefulness in delivering socioeconomic and political goods. Democracy, in this view, is a method of governance and is expected to satisfy people’s demands via public policies that provide what everyone everywhere wants: prosperity, security,
reliable public services, and the like. The second understanding puts
democracy at the heart of a way of life that is cherished as intrinsically
valuable. Democracy is primarily expected, via established institutions
and procedures, to realize principles of popular sovereignty, liberty, and
individual dignity. To differentiate between the two camps, the willingness to trade off democratic principles for instrumental gains is key.
Theoretically, the prevalence of such willingness in an authoritarian
society raises the bar for democratic transition. An authoritarian regime
that adds to its skills at spreading propaganda and suppressing liberaldemocratic ideas a record of satisfying people’s material needs can be
hard to unseat. Similarly, in a democracy, the prevalence of such willingness also raises popular expectations and demands for elected leaders to deliver short-term material benefits, creates space for populism
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and extreme parties, and gives ambitious politicians an excuse to shove
aside liberal-democratic principles in the name of satisfying popular
needs. All these pose significant challenges to the consolidation and
health of democracy.
Conversely, if citizens in authoritarian regimes become no longer
willing to trade off democratic principles for tangible performance
gains, opposition groups can mobilize to target the regime for underproviding democratic institutions and procedures more easily. If citizens of
democracies become less willing to make instrumental trade-offs, then
those democracies will become much likelier to achieve consolidation
(if new) or to show resilience in the face of short-term governance challenges (if established).
The contrast between instrumental and intrinsic conceptions of democracy is of far more than academic significance. In today’s world,
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the United States of America
represent dramatically different political regimes. They rely on different
models of governance and growth, and they actively engage in global
campaigns to defend and promote these models.
The defining features of U.S. democracy are embodied within its constitution, which promotes checks and balances, the separation of powers,
the rule of law, and institutionalized protections for people’s unalienable
rights and liberties. Ratified in 1788, the U.S. constitution is the world’s
oldest codified constitution; the U.S. model has had a long and lasting impact on many people’s understandings of democracy. Meanwhile, it is undeniable that the United States, like many advanced industrial democracies, is challenged by sharpening polarization, rising inequality, partisan
gridlock, and shrinking social mobility—potentially ample grounds for
people to be dissatisfied with the performance of democracy. As the United States has contended with these problems, many developing and even
developed countries have been impressed by China’s economic growth
over recent decades, despite increasing concerns about its sustainability.
The Chinese Communist Party is well aware that democracy is unchallengeable in contemporary political discourse, and insists to audiences both foreign and domestic that the PRC is a “genuine democracy,”
albeit one “with Chinese characteristics.”13 Many developing countries
have come to see the PRC’s mixture of economic growth and social
stability under the political monopoly of a disciplined and competent
ruling party as something enticing and worthy of emulation. The “China
model,” some students of democracy realize, represents a serious current challenger to liberal democracy.

Capturing the Trade-Offs: New Survey Instruments
The best method for scrutinizing the trade-offs that people make between instrumental and intrinsic values of democracy is not to ask them
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Table—New Survey Instruments to Probe
Popular Willingness to Trade Off Democratic Principles
Ranking Set 1: Social Equity
1a - Government narrows the gap between the rich and the poor.
1b - Basic necessities, like food, clothes, and shelter, are provided for all.
1c - Government ensures job opportunities for all.
1d - People receive state aid if they are unemployed.
Ranking Set 2: Good Government
2a - Government does not waste any public money.
2b - Government provides people with quality public services.
2c - Government ensures law and order.
2d - Politics is clean and free of corruption.
Ranking Set 3: Norms and Procedures
3a - People choose government leaders in free and fair elections
3b - The legislature has oversight over the government.
3c - Multiple parties compete fairly in the election.
3d - The court protects ordinary people from the abuse of government power.
Ranking Set 4: Freedom and Liberty
4a - People are free to express their political views openly.
4b - People are free to organize political groups.
4c - Media are free to criticize the things government does.
4d - People have the freedom to take part in protests and demonstrations.
Ranking Set 1

Ranking Set 2

Ranking Set 3

Ranking Set 4

1a

3b

2c

4d

3a

1b

4c

2d

2a

4b

1c

3d

4a

2b

3c

1d

Note: The GBS II asked each respondent to select a single statement from each of the four
sets above as democracy’s key characteristic. To minimize any effect that the ordering of
the statements might have, the GBS II rotated the sequencing of the four components in
each of the four ranking sets.

to rate which features of democracy are crucial,14 or to pose open-ended
survey questions.15 Instead, it is to ask people to rank features of democracy according to how crucial the respondents think they are. In this
essay, we examine popular willingness to trade off democratic principles
for instrumental gains using new ranking instruments embedded in largescale comparative surveys from 72 societies collected by the Global Barometer Surveys II (GBS II) plus a national survey covering the United
States.16
In earlier waves of the GBS’s regional components (such as the
Asian Barometer Survey, Afrobarometer, Latinobarómetro, and the
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like), which go back as far as the late 1990s, the conventional openended survey question was used to collect varying responses to the
question: “What does democracy mean to you?”17 Then GBS researchers conducted extensive and independent content analyses, and further
cross-validated their findings and coding schemes to identify some key
components in popular responses to the open-ended question. The data
showed that people around the world have regularly and repeatedly
mentioned four things: 1) social equity, 2) good government, 3) norms
and procedures, and 4) freedom and liberty. To minimize the possible
influence of measurement errors on postsurvey inferences, the GBS II
includes four sets of indicators for each component. 18 The upper section of the Table presents all indicators and their corresponding latent
components.
For instance, to discern how many people favor a conception of democracy that puts social equity first, the following set of four indicators is used: 1a) “Government narrows the gap between the rich and
the poor,” 1b) “Basic necessities, like food, clothes, and shelter, are
provided for all,” 1c) “Government ensures job opportunities for all,”
and 1d) “People receive state aid if they are unemployed.” To find those
among the respondents whose understanding of democracy focuses on
good government, there is this set of indicators: 2a) “Government does
not waste any public money,” 2b) “Government provides people with
quality public services,” 2c) “Government ensures law and order,” and
2d) “Politics is clean and free of corruption.”
The norms-and-procedures indicators are 3a) “People choose government leaders in free and fair elections,” 3b) “The legislature has oversight over the government,” 3c) “Multiple parties compete fairly in the
election,” 3d) “The court protects ordinary people from the abuse of
government power.” Finally, to probe how many see democracy as being about freedom and liberty above all, GBS II uses these indicators:
4a) “People are free to express their political views openly,” 4b) “People
are free to organize political groups,” 4c) “Media are free to criticize the
things government does,” and 4d) “People have the freedom to take part
in protests and demonstrations.”
In order to determine how respondents ranked the distinct features
of democracy, the GBS II asked each respondent to select a single
statement from each of the four sets as democracy’s key characteristic:
“Many things may be desirable, but not all of them are essential characteristics of democracy. If you have to choose only one from each of
the four sets of statements that I am going to read, which one would you
choose as the most essential characteristic of a democracy?” To minimize any effect that the ordering of the statements might have, the GBS
II rotated the sequencing of the four components in each of the four sets,
as shown in the lower section of the Table.
The survey used the “most essential characteristic” probe as a way to
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find out how people assessed trade-offs among 1) social equity, 2) good
government, 3) norms and procedures, and 4) freedom and liberty. They
were asked to do the ranking four times with distinct indicators for each
of the four components. We label the four sets of indicators “popular
understandings of democracy” (PUD).
Theoretically, the indicators relating to social equity and good government should capture instrumental gains that people in any society
will desire, while the indicators relating to norms and procedures and
freedom and liberty, respectively, should capture key democratic principles that people also endorse. By telling respondents to, in effect,
“pick one and only one,” GBS II forced them—in speech, at any rate—
to make trade-offs. To sort and categorize people based on their distinct
conceptions of democracy, latent-class analysis (LCA) is the best type
of statistical model to apply here. In order to make full use of all the
survey data, and to treat nonresponses as an indicator of some sort of
attitude toward democracy when confronted with the trade-off dynamic
(in some cases, it can be hard to choose), we added to the analysis a fifth
category of “don’t knows” (DKs).19
Then we ran a series of LCA models to see how well each fitted
the data, revealing the number of latent types of respondents and their
distinct responses when they were prompted to assess the trade-offs
between democratic principles and instrumental gains. Regardless of
the model-comparison statistics used, the LCA with four distinct latent
types outperformed its counterparts with either two or three distinct latent types consistently in more than 95 percent of the scenarios under
examination. This suggests that the PUD instruments have effectively
uncovered four distinct groups of people based on how they view tradeoffs between democratic principles and instrumental gains.
One of the groups is the DKs. These had nonresponses to at least three
of the four sets that they were asked to rank. We call them Agnostics. A
second group tends to favor norms and procedures or freedom and liberty as essential characteristics of democracy. We call them PrincipleHolders. A third group leans toward social equity or good government,
and we call them Benefit-Seekers. The final group of respondents identifies a mixed bag of indicators as essential characteristics of democracy.
This group we call the Fence-Sitters. Nonresponses to mass surveys can
have various causes (bad survey administration, respondents’ lack of
information or cognitive capacity), so we will leave the Agnostics aside
and focus on the other three groups.

Global Trade-Off Patterns
Using the U.S. case as an anchor, we pooled the GBS II and 2017
U.S. national survey data, 20 specified a four-class LCA model, and
plotted respective weighted percentages of the four groups of people
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Figure—Regional Distributions of Popular Willingness to
Trade Off Democratic Principles: Latent-Class Analysis
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across six world regions, each of which has its own distinctive socioeconomic, political, and cultural environment. Those world regions
are North Africa, East Asia, South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin
America, and the United States (see the Figure).
In the Figure, the United States outperforms the other regions by
having the largest proportion of Principle-Holders (47 percent) and the
smallest share of Agnostics (less than 1 percent). Latin America’s share
of Principle-Holders is very close (about 46 percent). North Africa’s
proportion of Principle-Holders is barely into double digits at 11 percent, while East and South Asia average 16.5 percent. Sub-Saharan Africa exceeds all three of these regions by having about 24 percent of
respondents saying they placed norms and procedures or freedom and
liberty at the heart of their conception of democracy.
Not surprisingly, the order of the regions is reversed when we focus
on the percentages of Benefit-Seekers. East Asia and North Africa have
the largest shares of this type of citizen, with around 47 and 46 percent,
respectively. Latin America and the United States show much smaller
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proportions of Benefit-Seekers (19 and 18 percent, respectively). SubSaharan Africa and South Asia fall in between, with about 39 percent in
the former region and 32 percent in the latter being willing to trade off
democratic principles for instrumental gains.
The Figure also reveals some interesting but nuanced features of
popular willingness to trade off democratic principles, especially among
the Fence-Sitters. Their willingness to engage in such trade-offs changes
depending on the specific principles in play. One might say that FenceSitters will sacrifice democratic principles only when the instrumental
gains to be made seem too attractive to forgo. North Africa has the largest percentage of Fence-Sitters (around 35 percent). Surprisingly, the
United States ranks second in this regard: About 33 percent of its people
are willing to trade off democratic principles when the compensations
are high enough. Meanwhile, Latin America has the lowest percentage
of Fence-Sitters (21 percent), while Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia,
and East Asia fall in between with Fence-Sitters averaging about 27
percent of the citizens across those three regions. While regions vary
sharply in their proportions of Principle-Holders and Benefit-Seekers,
there is much narrower variation in the percentages of Fence-Sitters that
one finds: Across all regions, they account for about a fifth to a third of
the citizenry.
We also calculated weighted percentages of Principle-Holders,
Benefit-Seekers, and Fence-Sitters for each of the 72 societies, and
drew a set of three world maps to represent these percentages via shadings from light to dark (societies not among the 72 are left unshaded
on each map). The darker the shading, the higher the percentage of
Principle-Holders, Benefit-Seekers, or Fence-Sitters, respectively, depending on the map.
As illustrated in Map 1, the darker shading of the United States and
Latin America indicates a higher share of citizens who are PrincipleHolders. In Latin America, the share of Principle-Holders ranges from
36 percent in Ecuador to about 56 percent in Peru. Not only that country,
but also Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, and Panama exceed the United
States when it comes to the proportion of Principle-Holders in the population (they are all above 50 percent while the U.S. figure is 47 percent).
When it comes to the proportion of Principle-Holders, Asian societies
cluster at the low end: In Vietnam, a mere 2 percent of the citizenry
gave answers that mark a Principle-Holder; while even in the liberal
democracies of Japan and Taiwan, only 12 and 14 percent respectively
are Principle-Holders. Africa displays more heterogeneity: Egypt, Mali,
Morocco, Niger, and Tunisia all come in at a Principle-Holder proportion below 10 percent, while Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Tanzania, and Zambia all exceed 30 percent.
As for Benefit-Seekers (shown on Map 2), Latin America has relatively few (about 15 to 25 percent of respondents) and so does the

Source: Global Barometer Surveys II and 2017 U.S. national-survey data. Countries not surveyed are unshaded.
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Source: Global Barometer Surveys II and 2017 U.S. national-survey data. Countries not surveyed are unshaded.
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Source: Global Barometer Surveys II and 2017 U.S. national-survey data. Countries not surveyed are unshaded.

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

Map 3—Percentages of Fence-Sitters in 72 Countries

126
Journal of Democracy

Jie Lu and Yun-han Chu

127

United States (about 19 percent). Societies across the two African and
two Asian regions show more heterogeneity in this regard. Among
African countries, we see the Benefit-Seekers’ share of respondents
running as low as 20 percent (in Cameroon and Tanzania) and as high
as 50 percent or more (in Malawi, Mali, Morocco, Niger, Senegal,
Swaziland, and Tunisia). Similarly, among Asian societies, the share
jumps from about a quarter of respondents in Bangladesh, India, and
Vietnam to more than half in mainland China, Japan, Singapore, Taiwan, and Thailand.
Fence-Sitters are shown on Map 3. Their share varies the most within the two African regions. It runs as low as 10 percent in Madagascar, Mozambique, and Swaziland, and as high as 45 percent in Algeria, Benin, Egypt, Liberia, and Sierra Leone. Among Latin American
countries, the range is 15 percent (in Chile, Colombia, Honduras, and
Peru) to 30 percent (in Ecuador and El Salvador), compared to about
33 percent in the United States. In Asia, the extremes are Nepal at 10
percent and Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Singapore at around 35 percent.
For students of democracy, the patterns displayed in these figures offer comfort but also a warning. On the one hand, as a textbook case of
liberal democracy, the United States cultivates citizens who are Principle-Holders: Close to half of U.S. respondents said that they were rarely
if ever willing to sacrifice democratic principles for instrumental gains.
Along with the Latin American societies (such as Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Panama, and Peru) that equal or surpass it in this regard, the
United States outperforms most other societies under examination here.
In these Western Hemisphere countries, the large shares of citizens who
are Principle-Holders act as stabilizing elements amid rising authoritarian populism, increasing partisan or ideological polarization, and growing socioeconomic anxiety.
On the other hand, about a fifth of U.S. citizens are Benefit-Seekers
(willing to trade off democratic principles for instrumental gains) while
a third are Fence-Sitters. This means that if conditions become ripe (as
amid the dislocations caused or worsened by events such as the Great
Recession), a majority of U.S. citizens have attitudes that may dispose
them to ignore the democratic violations of shrewd politicians who
promise concrete benefits (it would depend on which way the FenceSitters swing). In democracies—including the liberal democracies of
Japan and Taiwan—where Benefit-Seekers form actual majorities, the
situation is worse. In prominent authoritarian societies where BenefitSeekers and Fence-Sitters together make up 60 to 90 percent supermajorities (mainland China, Singapore, and Vietnam), democracy advocates face uphill battles indeed.
People who vary in their willingness to trade democratic principles
for instrumental gains also differ greatly in how they engage in politics.
Compared to Benefit-Seekers and Fence-Sitters, Principle-Holders are
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more likely to engage in a range of conventional and unconventional
participatory activities for political purposes. The latter are more likely
to cast ballots, help with election campaigns, contact political agents
and government agencies, join protest marches, or even use violence on
behalf of a political cause. Such differences are particularly salient and
substantial in authoritarian contexts and shrink as surrounding political
conditions and practices become more democratic (as gauged by the
Freedom House ratings). In consolidated and mature democracies such
as the United States, it is the Benefit-Seekers and Fence-Sitters, rather
than Principle-Holders, who seem more likely to march, demonstrate, or
use violence for political causes.
In other words, Principle-Holders—with their deep commitment to
democracy’s intrinsic values—are more likely to contribute to democratic transitions in authoritarian societies. In democracies, however, this same commitment makes Principle-Holders more inclined to
“stay within the system” and leave street politics to Benefit-Seekers
and Fence-Sitters, who are by definition less worried about upholding
democratic principles, norms, and institutions. Recent cases of rising
street politics and political violence that have challenged core institutions and norms in established democracies such as France, Taiwan,
the United Kingdom, and the United States substantiate the validity of
our findings.
Of the four groups that the GBS II identifies, Principle-Holders are
the change agents in authoritarian societies but the guardians of liberaldemocratic essentials in democracies. Benefit-Seekers and Fence-Sitters,
whether actively or passively, behave like accessories of authoritarian
leaders (especially those who perform well and deliver quality governance) and prolong their survival. When democracies are challenged by
socioeconomic and political crises, Benefit-Seekers and Fence-Sitters
are more likely to make democratic decay worse by welcoming authoritarian politicians and heeding their appeals. The prevalence of Benefit-Seekers and Fence-Sitters in many authoritarian societies suggests
gloomy prospects for democratic transition in these countries. There
are simply too many citizens ready to give up democratic principles in
exchange for instrumental gains (whether real or perhaps merely promised) in governance and material circumstances.
Although we do not have comparable data from the mature democracies of Western Europe, the findings of recent scholarship on how Europeans view and evaluate democracy, as well as the rising influence of
populism and radical right-wing parties in this region, do not suggest an
essentially different picture. To make democracy once again the “only
game in town” not merely in speech but in practice will take a focus
not only on improving how democracies perform, but also on producing more principled democrats who will not be tempted to turn in their
liberal-democratic loyalties for any instrumental gains.
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Central and South America (Latinobarómetro), the Middle East (Arab Barometer), and
countries of the former Soviet Union (Eurasia Barometer).
17. Respondents were probed multiple times for responses.
18. The crafting of all indicators was based on popular responses to the open-ended
survey question collected in earlier waves of the GBS.
19. More specifically, we coded responses to each ranking set using a five-point nominal scale: 1 for social equity, 2 for good government, 3 for norms and procedures, 4 for
freedom and liberty, and 5 for nonresponse.
20. In keeping with best practice, we weighted the 72 cases in order to ensure the same
effective sample size in the pooled analysis.

