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Abstract

This paper explores how economic conditions affect support for incumbent political leaders
in non-democracies, asking whether trade openness conditions this relationship. Using data
from the World Values Survey (1995-1997, 2000-2003) in 19 authoritarian countries, this
paper finds that, consistent with results from democracies, openness conditions the effect of
individual-level relative poverty on support for incumbents. In closed authoritarian economies,
relative poverty reduces support for the incumbent, but increased economic openness attenu-
ates this effect. Second, this paper asks why trade openness has this effect by examining (1)
whether compensation and/or (2) disengagement from the domestic economy (via migration
and remittances) condition the relationship between economic outcomes and approval. We
find some preliminary support for both arguments. However, these results are concentrated
among more pro-democracy respondents, suggesting implications for how economic condi-
tions may affect democratization. Finally, we analyze opinion data from Brazil during military
rule (1972-73) to test the disengagement argument at the municipal level.
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How do economic outcomes affect political support for incumbent leaders? This question is typi-

cally examined in the context of competitive, democratic elections. Yet authoritarian leaders may

also depend on economic performance to maintain their rule. This paper explores whether and

how aggregate economic factors affect the relationship between individual economic outcomes

and support for authoritarian incumbents. First, we provide evidence that economic outcomes at

the individual level affect support for leaders in nondemocracies. We then explore whether the

national economic context shapes the relationship between individual economic outcomes and in-

cumbent approval. In particular, we examine a common hypothesis from the political economy

literature suggesting that economic openness conditions the link between the economy and support

for the incumbent (Hellwig 2001, Samuels & Hellwig 2007).

Next, we consider two corollary hypotheses that address the question of why economic

openness might matter: (1) Does government compensation condition how individual outcomes

translate into approval for authoritarian incumbents? (2) Do migration and remittances affect the

relationship between individual outcomes and support for nondemocratic rulers? When faced

with the vicissitudes of world economic cycles in a globally integrated economy, governments can

reduce individual economic risk by compensating citizens with higher levels of government spend-

ing (Rodrik 1998). If openness attenuates the link between economic performance and approval,

government compensation may be one explanation because it reduces individual uncertainty. An

alternative argument, which builds on recent work that examines the political consequences of

migration, suggests that citizens in more open economies are less likely to be connected to the

economic fortunes of the domestic economy and therefore less likely to link economic outcomes

to assessment of incumbents. Citizens who might be tempted to migrate when faced with negative

economic shocks or who live in areas that receive high levels of remittances from abroad may

have less stake in the domestic economy. If openness is simply a proxy for exit from the domestic

economy via factors linked to migration, then these factors might explain why openness reduces

the relationship between economic outcomes and approval.
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The first section of this paper discusses economic voting in democracies and the literature

on public opinion in non-democracies. The next section develops the main hypotheses for how

economic context shapes the individual-level assessment of incumbents in authoritarian countries.

The third section introduces data from the World Values Survey used to test the main hypotheses

and discusses why these data are useful for answering questions about incumbent approval even

in nondemocratic countries. The fourth section reports the results of the main empirical tests. We

then test one further implication using data from Brazil during the period of military rule. The

final section discusses some preliminary conclusions.

Economic performance and incumbent approval

Economic voting has long been a method through which voters in democratic systems hold elected

parties and politicians accountable. The logic of the economic vote argues that voters hold elected

officials responsible for the economy by first observing the state of the economy and then using

this information to make their vote choice (Lewis-Beck & Paldam 2000). National context, how-

ever, can affect the magnitude of the economic vote. For example, political institutions in some

countries provide wide powers over the economy to a particular office or party, clarifying exactly

who is responsible for economic outcomes, and thus weakening the link between the economy

and vote choice (Powell & Whitten 1993, Duch & Stevenson 2005). Most of the research on the

economic vote uses national aggregates to explore how economic conditions affect electoral out-

comes (Lewis-Beck & Stegmaier 2000), though recent studies pool individual-level information

from voter surveys and aggregate economic data to understand how economic and political context

shapes support for incumbents (Hellwig 2001, Duch & Stevenson 2005).

A common variant of the economic voting logic suggests that voters simply sanction in-

cumbents for poor performance (Fiorina 1978, Fearon 1999). Voters use aggregate economic

performance as a gauge of politicians’ competence and vote accordingly. Analysis at the aggre-

gate level confirms this logic (Lewis-Beck & Stegmaier 2000). A more nuanced version of this
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argument postulates that voters can only extract a noisy signal of politician’s competence from

economic performance. When politicians are less likely to be responsible for economic outcomes,

voters attach less weight to the signal from economic performance relative to other, non-economic

factors. This may occur because voters are less likely to blame incumbents in shared governments

or when voters understand that economic performance is largely driven by exogenous economic

shocks (Alesina & Rosenthal 1995, Duch & Stevenson 2005).

Increasing globalization may also diminish the weight voters assign to domestic economic

performance because voters recognize that politicians have less control over economic policy (and

hence outcomes) in globalized economies (Hellwig 2001, Hellwig 2008). Samuels & Hellwig

(2007) call this the ‘government constraint’ hypothesis, arguing that “[g]reater exposure to the

world economy reduces electoral accountability in the world’s democracies.” (288) This hypothe-

sis follows from the premise that national governments cannot simultaneously maintain indepen-

dent monetary policy, exchange rate stability, and control over capital flows (Rodrik 2000). In a

globally integrated economy, national governments may have little policy autonomy, and indeed

stronger incentives to respond to international actors rather than domestic mass publics.

Following this literature, we assume that trade openness, defined as the volume of imports

and exports as a share of overall output, is a good proxy for integration into the global econ-

omy. According to the ‘government constraint’ logic, voters in more open economies should be

less likely to use economic assessments in their evaluation of incumbents than voters in closed

economies. We test this proposition in a sample of nondemocratic countries. We find that, con-

sistent with this argument, openness attenuates the empirical link between individual economic

outcomes and incumbent approval. We then posit two corollary hypotheses that might explain

why openness affects the relationship between individual economic outcomes and support for in-

cumbents. In doing so, we also examine subsets of respondents who self-identify as more or less

pro-democratic, providing some traction on how the answers to these questions affect the prospects

for democratization. Finally, we test one hypothesis using data from Brazil during the period of
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military rule.

This research addresses the literature on globalization and political change. Recently, scholars

have begun to investigate whether democratization causes changes in trade openness (Milner

& Kubota 2005) and the conditions under which democratization might influence trade policy

(Kono 2006, Kono 2008). But the empirical literature on how openness affects democratization

is relatively scant. Li & Reuveny (2003), test whether trade helps or hinders democracy and find

that trade openness decreases democracy. This research, however, does not address important

questions about the direction of causation. Rudra (2005) also examines how globalization affects

democratization, arguing that globalization increases democracy when countries spend more on

social welfare. Because this research studies welfare spending, however, the scope of the empiri-

cal tests are limited and weighted heavily towards democracies. In a recent paper, López-Córdova

& Meissner (2008) use a gravity model of trade to examine how trade levels affect democracy in

the long-run, paying particular attention to capturing the exogenous effect of trade. This research,

however, does not examine the micro-foundations of the support for or against authoritarian rule

as economic conditions change. If trade openness does in fact affect democracy and if we believe

individuals within authoritarian regimes are a key part of the story linking openness to democracy,

we need to look at how these actors respond to economic events in their own lives, conditional on

the national economic context.

Exploring how economic conditions affect support for authoritarian leaders also has im-

plications for the study of democratization. Prominent theories of democratization rest on the

assumption that key actors (in these theories, the ‘poor’, circumscribed as a social class) must

have sufficiently low collective action costs so they can credibly threaten another actor (the ‘rich’)

(Wood 2000, Acemoglu & Robinson 2006, Boix 2003, Morrison 2007). In Acemoglu and Robin-

son (2006), for example, the comparative static results that form the core of their argument re-

lating inequality to democratization fall in the parameter space where collective action costs are

4



low enough that the poor can threaten the rich with revolution. When collective action costs

are too high, the model yields essentially a null result: the poor acquiesce to the status quo and

dictatorship remains stable. There is a long literature in comparative politics that credits eco-

nomic crisis (or more broadly poor economic performance) as the trigger for spurring collective

action that eventually leads to authoritarian regime breakdown and, in some cases, democratization

(Gasiorowski 1995, Markoff & Barreta 1990, Haggard & Kaufman 1995, Geddes 1999, Ulfelder

& Lustik 2007). Indeed, Acemoglu and Robinson suggest plausible scenarios for when collective

action costs are sufficiently low to produce interesting results: “some circumstances are uniquely

propitious for solving the collective-action problem – such as a harvest failure, a business-cycle

depression, the end of a war, or some other economic, social or political crisis.” (2006, 145)

Recent empirical research confirms that these ‘windows of opportunity’, defined as negative eco-

nomic shocks, are correlated with movement towards democracy in sub-Saharan African countries

(Brückner & Ciccone 2008) – a finding which echoes earlier empirical work linking economic cri-

sis to democratization (Gasiorowski 1995). The motivation for the present paper builds on this

theoretic link between negative economic outcomes and democratization by exploring part of this

relationship at the micro-level.

Finally, this study contributes to the public opinion literature in authoritarian countries. To

date, opinion research in nondemocratic countries has mostly been limited to single case studies.

Geddes & Zaller (1989) explore the dynamics of support for authoritarian policies in Brazil during

military rule in the early 1970’s to test theories of message exposure/acceptance first developed in

the context of elections in the United States. Stein (2007) finds that liberalizing media coverage

during the military regime in Brazil lead to declines in the public’s support for the military’s con-

tinued rule. Stokes (1996) looks at the connection between economic factors and aggregate-level

opinion in Peru during the early years of Fujimori’s rule. Consistent with the literature on the eco-

nomic vote, she finds that poor economic outcomes are correlated with less support for Fujimori.

For obvious reasons, studies of elections under authoritarian rule in the Soviet Union and allied
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Communist regimes could only explore the determinants of participation (Karklins 1986, Bahry &

Silver 1990). Similarly, the literature on Chinese elections tends to focus on participation (Landry

& Wang 2010), turnout (Zhong & Chen 2002), and preference congruence between constituents

and leaders (Manion 1996) because the Chinese Communist Party does not have general elections

for national posts. One study of Chinese respondents addresses support for national-level lead-

ership, but this research only surveys respondents from Beijing (Chen & Hilliard 1997). Others

have examined electoral turnout and participation in other nondemocratic settings, for example

Egypt (Blaydes 2006) and Uganda (Bratton & Lambright 2000). In a few cases, scholars move

beyond questions of participation and look directly at individual-level support for incumbents or

‘democracy’ in authoritarian countries that hold multiparty national elections, such as Malaysia

and Mexico (Welsh 1996, Magaloni 2006)1. Finally, some have explored why individuals hold

authoritarian beliefs in a sample of democracies (Stevens & Barr 2006); why voters prefer former

authoritarian leaders in democratic elections (Seligson & Tucker 2005); and economic voting in

elections directly following transitions to democracy (Duch 2001, Tucker 2006).

While public opinion research in authoritarian countries offers evidence for why voters par-

ticipate in nondemocratic elections and even how respondents view authoritarian incumbents in a

few cases, single country studies cannot address the question of how national-level economic fac-

tors shape individual-level opinion towards authoritarian leaders and governments. To understand

whether and how economic factors contribute to opposition against or support for authoritarian

rule, we need to examine a broader sample of countries to observe sufficient variation in national-

level economic variables, especially measures such as trade openness which allow us to answer

questions about globalization.

Cross-national studies of public opinion using WVS data and similar cross-national surveys

often include some authoritarian countries. The samples in most cross-national opinion studies,

however, are typically dominated by respondents living in democratic countries (see for example,
1See Magaloni (2006), Chapter 5 for a summary of the economic-approval literature on Mexico.
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Chang & han Chu (2006) or Dalton & Weldon (2010)). Some research, though, has used samples

that contain a large minority or a majority of respondents living in authoritarian contexts (Norris

& Mattes 2003, Bratton & Boadi 2005, Blaydes & Linzer 2008, Bratton & Chang 2006), but none

of these studies explicitly focuses on approval of authoritarian leaders or examines the economic

context in which respondents assess incumbents. The present study is thus one of the first (to our

knowledge) to combine individual-level opinion data and aggregate economic data to test theories

of incumbent approval across a range of authoritarian countries.

Theoretical considerations

Building on the economic vote literature and the recent work applying political economy in-

sights to contextualize the individual vote (Hellwig 2001, Duch & Stevenson 2005, Samuels &

Hellwig 2007), we begin with the argument that individuals in more open countries are less likely

to use economic considerations when assessing incumbent politicians and parties. We amend this

hypothesis in one way. Instead of using individuals’ perceptions of the overall economy, we use

a survey instrument that captures assessment of personal economic circumstances. We do this for

two reasons. First, individual assessments of aggregate economic outcomes are not independent

of personal characteristics of respondents (Bartels 1996, Duch & Anderson 2000). A respondent’s

level of political information and ideology, for example, can affect the extent to which her percep-

tions accurately match objective economic indicators (Zaller 1992, Bartels 1996). Duch & An-

derson (2000) argue “public perceptions of economic performance deviate from actual economic

conditions because the systematic effects of subjective considerations at the individual level are

manifested in the aggregated evaluation series.” (649) Second, respondents’ assessments of their

personal economic situation are less likely to be contaminated by perceptions of aggregate eco-

nomic outcomes. Perceptions of national level outcomes may, in turn, be affected by perceptions
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of the incumbent government itself.2 Assessment of personal economic circumstance should be

more independent of incumbent approval, reducing concerns about endogeneity.

By conceptualizing economic discontent as individual perception of individual economic

outcomes, our measure moves away from the economic vote literature that relies on objective

aggregate economic indicators but closer to the literature on revolution. For example, Gurr (1970)

argues that relative deprivation, rather than objective status, leads citizens to participate in anti-

regime activity. Gurr suggests that relative deprivation taps into an individual’s perception of her

personal economic condition relative to her expectation of where she ought to be.

We first provide evidence that respondents who experience negative individual economic

outcomes are less likely to approve of the incumbent’s performance. We also provide empirical

support suggesting that more prodemocratic respondents are less likely to support incumbents in

nondemocracies. We interpret these results as baseline stylized facts. If these relationships did

not hold, then the hypotheses make little sense because they posit that aggregate national factors

condition these basic relationships.

Given the assumption that negative individual economic outcomes reduce support for au-

thoritarian incumbents, the main hypothesis for openness can be stated as:

H1: Individuals in open economies are less likely to link economic outcomes to incumbent ap-

proval than individuals in closed economies.

In short, openness should reduce the (positive) correlation between individual economic outcomes

and incumbent approval.

Rodrik (1998) points out that governments in more open countries tend to spend more:

there is a strong correlation between trade volume and government spending (Garrett 2001). Ro-
2Hellwig (2001), for example, uses voters’ assessment of the state of the economy as the key individual-level

variable that is shaped by national context, but this economic assessment may not be independent of perceptions
about the incumbent.
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drik’s explanation for this correlation suggests that societies which face more risk in a globally in-

tegrated economy demand (and receive) compensation from the government in the form of higher

spending. However, the debate over whether and how openness (and globalization more generally)

increases government spending has yet to come to a firm conclusion (e.g. Rudra (2002), Wibbels

(2006)). Further, there is some evidence that increased openness does not necessarily lead to

more government spending, suggesting instead that it is only volatility that spurs governments to

augment compensation (Kim 2007).

Even if openness does not increase volatility and the thus the demand for compensation,

governments may still increase compensation in the face of negative economic shocks and/or po-

litical threats. There is a long literature in economics, beginning with Keynes (1936), suggesting

that governments should augment aggregate demand during periods of slack growth by increas-

ing government consumption. The logic behind automatic stabilization policies in countries with

large welfare states, for example, stems from this argument. From a purely economic perspective,

counter-cyclical government spending should occur across both democracies and nondemocra-

cies, but if democracies provide more public goods than nondemocracies (Bueno de Mequita &

Morrow 2003) and stabilization policies are viewed as a public good, then we might expect this to

be more true in democracies.

There is, however, a political logic which relates economic crisis to government compen-

sation in nondemocracies. Morrison (2007) argues that authoritarian leaders have an incentive to

spend nontax revenue (from sources such as foreign aid and oil exports) on compensation directed

at the poor to forestall revolution. To support this argument, Morrison (2009) provides evidence

that nontax revenue is correlated with higher social spending in a sample of nondemocracies. Fol-

lowing the model set-up in Acemoglu & Robinson (2006), the key implications of this model stem

from the parameter space where a minimum collective action threshold (on the part of the poor)

is met. If negative income shocks or poor individual economic outcomes are times when this

collective action threshold is more likely to be met, then this is precisely when we should expect
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government spending/compensation to ease the threat of revolution from below. This suggests

one possible explanation for why openness attenuates the empirical link between individual eco-

nomic outcomes and support for incumbents in authoritarian contexts: if openness entails more

compensation, then it may be compensation that reduces the economic-approval connection. Not

all government spending, though, may be useful as compensation for losses due to negative eco-

nomic shocks. Instead social spending might better capture compensation for citizens who might

mobilize against the regime. This suggests a corollary hypothesis:

H2: Individuals in countries with more social spending are less likely to link economic outcomes

to incumbent approval than individuals in countries with low levels of social expenditure.

A second explanation for why openness conditions the link between economic outcomes

and incumbent approval in nondemocracies may lie in the fact that citizens in more open economies

are more likely to be disengaged from the domestic economy for reasons related to migration. Cit-

izens in regions with large flows of remittances and/or citizens who have an economic incentive to

migrate when faced with poor economic outcomes may be less likely to link their own economic

fortunes to the incumbent government. In the absence of strong ties to the domestic economy,

negative economic shocks should have less effect on the assessment of incumbents. We call this

the disengagement hypothesis. This argument builds on the migration literature that posits that

citizens living in the home country who receive remittances or who have a family member who

has migrated are less invested in domestic politics (Bravo 2007, Goodman & Hiskey 2008).

The disengagement logic also has implications for theories of social conflict and democra-

tization discussed above (Wood 2000, Acemoglu & Robinson 2006, Boix 2003, Morrison 2007).

Building on Hirshman (1981), one argument suggests that when citizens have attractive exit op-

tions they are less likely to invest in voice or protest when faced with a negative shock (Gelbach
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2006, Clark & Golder 2007, Wright 2010). Attractive exit options, in this formulation, can alter

the logic of when citizens are likely to credibly threaten violence against authoritarian regimes.

Precisely when negative shocks induce citizens to overcome collective action barriers, they also

have the greatest incentive to exit rather than protest. If exit proves more attractive than protest,

there should be less anti-regime protest when faced with negative shocks. For the purposes of

the disengagement logic, we assume that anti-regime sentiment is a precursor to anti-regime ac-

tivity. If this is true, then better exit options should attenuate the empirical link between negative

individual outcomes and support for incumbents in nondemocracies.

We state this hypothesis in terms of disengagement, and then discuss why we measure this

as neighboring country wealth and remittances.

H3: Individuals in countries where disengagement is possible are less likely to link economic out-

comes to incumbent approval than individuals in countries where disengagement is less attractive.

Disengagement

One implication of the disengagement argument suggests that exit should be less costly for citi-

zens when the potential wages earned in neighboring countries is higher. The case of Zimbabwe

during the current economic crisis that dates from 1999 perhaps illustrates this best. Neighboring

South Africa has much higher average wages than found in Zimbabwe: from 1998 to 2006, South

Africa’s GDP per capita rose from $2975 to $3562, while Zimbabwe’s fell from $675 to $409 ($US

2000).3 As the economic crisis deepened in Zimbabwe, labor migrated in search of higher wages.

A recent survey of Zimbabwean citizens who had migrated to South Africa found that 92% of the

3While GDP per capita only captures averages, the UN estimates that the distribution of income as measured by
a GINI coefficient is similar in South Africa (0.59 in 1995; 0.58 in 2000) and Zimbabwe (0.57 in 1995), though the
GINI in Zimbabwe has likely changed since 1995.

11



respondents had migrated since the beginning of the economic crisis in 1999 (Makina 2007), sug-

gesting that the vast majority of the migration occurred once Zimbabwe’s economic crisis began.

South Africa is both much wealthier than Zimbabwe and very close.

The link between migration and neighbor wealth is not isolated to southern Africa. For ex-

ample, Lucas notes that “the dominant sources of migration to the EU are the remaining portions

of Europe, the Maghreb, and Turkey, all of which are neighboring regions. For the US the largest

source of migrants is Mexico. The wealthier countries of East Asia have turned to other countries

within the region to supply their unskilled labor needs.” (2005, 47) This same point can be illus-

trated at the country-level as well. While South Africa is largest regional magnet for migrants in

sub-Saharan Africa, it is not the only relatively wealthy country in the region that attracts migrants

from poorer neighbors. Adepoju notes that as “[a] small and rich country [relatively], Gabon relies

on contract labour and immigrants to supplement the domestic labour force. Most immigrants are

from Mali, Equatorial Guinea, Nigeria, Senegal, Benin, Cameroon, and Togo.” (2000, 391) With

the exception of Senegal, which has a coastal capital city, all these countries are within 2000km

of the capital and largest city in Gabon, Libreville, where nearly 45% of the country’s population

resides. With the exception of Equatorial Guinea, which recently has grown rapidly with the dis-

covery of off-shore oil deposits, all the countries Adepoju notes that have migrants in Gabon had a

GDP per capita figures of less $1300 in the late 1990s. Gabon’s GDP per capita in the late 1990s,

by comparison, was nearly $5000.

Thus to capture one aspect of the disengagement hypothesis, we use neighboring countries

GDP, while controlling for home country GDP. With this measure of exit, the third hypothesis

suggests that citizens in countries with wealthier neighboring countries are less likely to link indi-

vidual economic outcomes with approval for incumbent leaders.

In addition to neighbor wealth, we measure disengagement with remittances. We might

think of remittances as the converse of ‘free resources’ available to governments in that they are

revenues generated from a process that remains distinct from the citizens-ruler relationship. Oil
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revenue and foreign aid, for example, are nontax revenue sources that accrue to the government

without the cooperation of citizens. Remittances are a source of individual income not linked to

the domestic economy and the policies pursued by the government. Recent empirical evidence

suggests that remittances increase the provision of goods that are often thought to public (in the

sense that they are provided by the government) by groups of private citizens outside the normal

operation of government services (Adida & Girod forthcoming, Chaudhry 1989). Similarly, Yang

(2007) finds that remittances function as insurance against negative income shocks in the Philip-

pines, and Frankel (2009) suggests that the counter-cyclical flow of remittances smooths private

consumption in recipient countries. These findings indicate that remittances might serve a pur-

pose similar to that of government spending, as discussed above. Bravo (2007) and Goodman &

Hiskey (2008) show that remittances are associated with lower engagement with local politics in

southern Mexico, citing a logic similar to the exit argument presented here. If remittances measure

disengagement from domestic politics, citizens in countries that receive more remittances should

be less likely to link individual economic outcomes to incumbent approval than citizens in low

remittance countries.

This logic suggests that remittances reduce domestic political engagement, regardless of

regime type. Applied to nondemocratic regimes, remittances could thus be viewed as hinder-

ing democracy. There is an alternative theory, however, which suggests that remittances may

strengthen prodemocratic and anti-regime sentiment in nondemocracies. Building on the clien-

talism literature which suggests that lower-income voters are more likely to support incumbents

because their vote is cheaper to buy than higher income votes, research on Mexico under PRI rule

suggests that remittances decreased support for the PRI.4 According to this logic, the causal mech-

anism that links remittances to declining regime support runs through development outcomes and

perhaps more importantly the fact that this income flow comes from outside the state. Thus re-

mittances may serve to sever clientalistic links between citizens and nondemocratic governments

4See Magaloni (2006) for a discussion of this case.
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(Pfutze 2009) and thus decrease incumbent approval.5 For the purposes of this paper, we note this

alternative theory, but posit that remittances should lead to more disengagement and thus attenuate

the link between economic outcomes and support for incumbent in nondemocracies.

Empirical analysis

To test the preceding hypotheses, we analyze data from the World Values Survey (1995-1997,

2000-2003) in 19 authoritarian countries. Before discussing the survey instruments and providing

some basic descriptive data, we address whether survey data collected from respondents living in

nondemocratic countries is accurate and reliable. Second, we explain why we use individual-level

data to assess the connection between economic outcomes and support for incumbent leaders.

There are a number of potential concerns with using surveys, some of which are heightened

when using data from respondents in nondemocratic countries: item non-response; norm-seeking

responses; cross-cultural validity; and measurement error associated with using a single survey

instrument to measure approval. Table 1 shows the countries (and years) included in the sample,

as well as the share of missing responses for the politically sensitive variables for each country.6

There is a non-trivial share of respondents in each country’s survey that do not provide an an-

swer for the these questions.7 If these non-responses are correlated with an unobservable factor

that is also correlated with approval, non-response can bias the sample. To explore the issue of

item-nonresponse in nondemocracies, Ren (2009) analyzes the correlates of non-response in the

5If we assume prodemocracy respondents are the most likely to be anti-regime (see Model 1-3, Table 2, below),
then we can examine how remittances and neighbor country wealth affects the empirical link between prodemocracy
sentiment and incumbent approval. We tested models that do this and find that, as theoretically expected, neighbor
wealth attenuates the negative correlation between being prodemocracy and incumbent approval. Remittances, how-
ever, strengthen this relationship. Thus remittances and neighbor GDP work in the opposite direction as conditioning
effects on the prodemocracy-approval relationship, lending support to the evidence from Mexico that remittances en-
hance democracy. Dividing the sample respondents in to low and high income groups, we found that remittances only
affected the prodemocracy-approval relationship among low income respondents, providing further support for the
possibility that the effect of remittances runs through income.

6The approval and prodemocracy variables are described below.
7The percentages of the share of missing responses, by response and country from a sample of respondents with

non-missing demographic data.
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Chinese panel of the WVS and finds that respondents with more education and political interest

are more likely to provide substantive answers.8 However, these factors also explain non-response

in other countries, including democracies such as South Korea, India, and the United States. In

fact, Ren shows that India is the country with the most similar pattern of non-response to China’s

while the United States is the most dissimilar, with Vietnam falling in between. This suggests that

income level, and not democracy, is a contextual factor that shapes item non-response. In a study

of Russian surveys in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Carnaghan (1996) finds that non-response

is unlikely to be the result of fear, but suggests that apathy may explain non-response. While this

evidence is encouraging, there are techniques for assessing whether item-nonsponse biases the

survey sample (Berinksy 2002), and we leave this possibility for future research.9

Second, respondents answering sensitive questions in a country where the government can

credibly threaten repression in response to anti-government views may be more likely to provide

norm-seeking responses. Respondents may know the socially (or in this case politically) desirable

answer and out of fear, respond accordingly. If, for example, those respondents who are most

likely to disapprove of the regime are also the most likely to know the politically desirable re-

sponse and adhere to this response even if they believe otherwise, estimating correlations among

responses may be biased. One way researchers test for this possibility is to randomly assign a

third person to the interview session to see if the presence of this additional person increases the

prevalence of the socially-desirable response. To our knowledge, this type of test has not been car-

ried out in the implementation of the WVS. However, there is evidence from other nondemocratic

contexts which suggest that surveys in these settings do not suffer from norm-seeking insofar as

respondents who report being more afraid to answer sensitive questions do not have systemati-

cally different responses (Shi 1997; Chen 2004). Some have found that the exposure-acceptance

8Ren analyzes the same wave as used in the present analysis
9Accounting for possible sample selection bias is further complicated because we would have to account for the

hierarchical nature of the data in both stages of the selection equation. An alternative would be to test a selection
model separately for each country and then pool the result. This would require sufficient non-missing data on relevant
variables to identify the selection equation.
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model operates in authoritarian contexts (Geddes & Zaller 1989, Stein 2007), suggesting that more

highly educated respondents are more likely to know and reject state propaganda. In the empirical

analysis below, therefore, we control for individual factors that might correlate with fear (age) and

exposure-acceptance (education levels).10 We also tested whether aggregate measures of repres-

sion (Political Terror Scores) are correlated with the non-response percentages listed in Table 1,

and did not find any relationship (see Figure 1 in the Appendix).

As we discuss in more detail below, we use a question about personal income to measure

recent economic outcomes at the individual level. Although the survey instrument has been trans-

lated into local languages, attitudes towards income can vary across cultures and contexts. This

concern can be addressed using standard statistical techniques that allow respondents from the

same country to share some propensity to answer the question a certain way – both by including

country-specific components in the error terms and by allowing the effect of savings to vary across

countries.

Ideally, respondents would answer multiple questions about the concept under considera-

tion and these multiple responses would be treated as simultaneous measures of an underlying,

latent variable which can then be analyzed together (Ansolabehere & Snyder 2008). The WVS

data do have an additional set of questions which ask respondents to name the political party they

support. From this, we can code the party in power and close political allies.11 This information

could then be used to construct another variable which captures support for the incumbent party.

However, there is much more missing data on these questions and the missingness is less likely to

be at random. Questions about specific party support are also impossible to answer in countries

where there is only one party and the WVS contains no responses for this question (eg. China and

Vietnam).

We use individual-level economic outcome data to better capture the micro-mechanism

10We do not test the full set of hypotheses suggested by the exposure-acceptance model.
11We are currently collecting the data necessary to analyze these questions.
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linking economic grievance to incumbent support. Many cross-national studies of the economic

vote in democratic countries pool individual level data on political support and examine how ag-

gregate economic indicators, such as economic growth, inflation, or unemployment, condition

the individual-level voter choice (e.g. Duch & Stevenson (2005)). Others rely on both aggre-

gate approval/election outcome data and aggregate macro-economic data (e.g. Samuels & Hell-

wig (2007)). The micro-explanation that links economic crisis and grievance with anti-regime

behavior (and perhaps even democratization), however, occurs at the individual-level. Control-

ling for potentially confounding individual-level traits, we assess the relationship between recent

individual-level economic outcomes and incumbent approval. We are reluctant to rely on aggre-

gate economic indicators of grievance for two reasons. First, the distribution of economic pain

during a macro-economic downturn can be uneven and different types of macro-economic crises

can affect different groups within societies. Further, the distributional coalition that supports the

regime may vary by regime. Isolating one type of macro-crisis may not provide much leverage

across 19 cases, particularly if the cases involve heterogenous support coalitions.12 Second, us-

ing aggregate economic factors that vary considerably over time within countries may not capture

much of the relevant variation from a larger population of cases. For example, the 19 observations

of lagged (or current) growth are not representative of growth across time among non-democracies

and contain very little variation.

Data

The data come from surveys conducted in 19 countries during periods of nondemocratic rule.

Two politically sensitive variables are used in this analysis: incumbent approval and an index

of prodemocracy sentiment. The former is the dependent variable and the latter an independent

variable we use to split the sample into subgroups for further analysis. The approval variable

12Pepinsky (2008), for example, shows that different types of economic crises can have different effects on regime
stability, depending on the policy preferences of the authoritarian support coalition.
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comes from the following survey question:

How satisfied are you with the way the people now in national office are handling

the country’s affairs? Would you say you are very satisfied, fairly satisfied, fairly

dissatisfied or very dissatisfied.

We recode these responses into a binary variable which takes a value of one for ‘Very satisfied’ and

‘Fairly satisfied’ and a zero for the other two responses.13 Respondents also could record ‘Don’t

know’, ‘No answer’, or ‘Not applicable’. For the present analysis, these responses are treated as

missing.

The second sensitive variable we employ is an index constructed from two survey instru-

ments which ask about the value of democratic rule and military rule. The survey instrument is

the following, where the respondent is then asked about ‘Having the army rule’ and ‘Having a

democratic political system’:

I’m going to describe various types of political systems and ask what you think about

each as a way of governing this country. For each one, would you say it is a very good,

fairly good, fairly bad or very bad way of governing this country?

We use these eight responses to form an ordinal index where one or two points are added when the

respondent views democracy favorably and military rule unfavorably. Similarly, one or two points

are subtracted when the respondent views military rule favorably and democracy unfavorably.

The index is then recoded on eight equal intervals between zero (least favorable to democracy)

and one (most favorable to democracy). When we divide the sample into ‘prodemocracy’ and

‘not prodemocracy’ subsamples, we use the two most democratic responses as the cutpoint for

prodemocracy respondents, where they constitute 43% of the sample.14

13We tested random intercept models with an ordinal classification, with similar results. We have been unable to test
an ordinal approval variable with random coefficients because the maximization procedure for the likelihood function
does not converge.

14Changing this cutpoint to include the top 3 categories (or 66% of the most prodemocratic respondents) does not
materially affect the results in Tables 2 and 3. We also used a country-specific measure with the cut-point being above
the country median; this did not change the results.
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Table 1 lists the countries, the year of the survey in each country, and the percent missing

from each country for these two politically sensitive variables. The amount of missingness on the

two politically sensitive variables varies by country. Over the whole sample, the prodemocracy

variable (11.6%) has more missingness than the approval variable (6%). This should not be sur-

prised because the prodemocracy variable is constructed from two survey questions, compounding

the amount of missingness. To put these numbers in perspective, the amount of missingness in the

survey instruments for protest behavior, such as participation in strikes or demonstrations, is be-

tween 20% and 25% for this sample.15

The main explanatory variable we analyze is relative poverty. We calculate this variable

from the survey instrument that asks about the respondent’s income level on a scale from 1 to 10,

where 10 is the highest income level. We recode this scale on a 0-1 interval and invert it so that 1

is equal to the lowest income level. Next we calculate the mean level of poverty by country. The

mean poverty level ranges from 0.5 to 0.8, where a larger value means that more citizens catego-

rize themselves in lower income levels. To obtain relative poverty, we then divide the individual

poverty variable by country poverty. High individual poverty (close to 1) in a country with many

relatively well-off citizens (0.5 mean country poverty) yields a relative poverty score close to 2.

A wealthy respondent (individual poverty close to 0) in a country with many poor citizens (mean

country poverty 0.8) yields a relative poverty score close to 0.

At the individual-level, we include age and its square because older respondents may have

higher incomes and systematically different perceptions of incumbent competence concerning

government policy and recent economic performance. For example, Magaloni (2006) argues that

older voters in Mexico were more likely to vote for the PRI despite poor economic performance

in the 1980s because these voters had memories of a long period of economic expansion under

PRI rule during previous decades. Thus older voters were less likely to use information on the

15The survey instruments in the WVS asking about protest behavior do not distinguish between participation in
anti-government and pro-government actions.
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Table 1: Missing data, by country and variable

Country Year prodemocracy approval

Algeria 2002 9.9 7.6
Azerbaijan 1997 15.4 19.2
Belarus 1996 16.8 6.1
China 2001 22.8 13.9
Egypt 2000 4.4 0.0
Georgia 1996 6.1 1.9
Iran 2000 31.8 9.6
Jordan 2001 11.9 5.8
Kyrgyzstan 2003 3.1 0.2
Mexico 1996 10.0 3.6
Morocco 2001 24.5 10.1
Nigeria 1995 3.1 2.2
Pakistan 2001 10.0 8.6
Peru 1996 7.0 5.0
Singapore 2002 2.7 0.6
Tanzania 2001 1.1 1.8
Uganda 2001 3.2 1.5
Vietnam 2001 7.4 4.8
Zimbabwe 2001 9.1 8.7

TOTAL 11.6 6.0

Percent missing data. Denominator taken from sample with non-
missing observations on demographic control variables. Source:
WVS, see text.
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current state of the economy to decide which party to support. Education level may be correlated

with income level because human capital investment frequently entails higher wages; and educa-

tion levels can help voters resist dominant public opinion narratives, particularly at high levels of

political information (Bartels 1996, Zaller 1992). This may also be true in nondemocratic setting

such as China (Kennedy 2008). Individual-level indicators for being married and having children

are also included to control for the possibility that these types of individuals have higher incomes

and may systematically favor the status quo and thus the incumbent.

The first two contextual variables we test are openness (OPEN ), measured as the natural

log of the volume of imports and exports as a share of GDP (ln((Imp + Exp)/GDP)), and social

spending (public education and public health) as a share of GDP (SPEND).16 Health spending

comes from 2003, the only year available; and education spending is from either the year of the

survey in each country or the closest prior year with available data. To capture the logic of higher

exit benefits, we calculate variable (EXIT ) the from two other measures: (1) the natural log of

mean GDP per capita of neighboring countries, where neighbors are defined as all countries with

capitol cities within 2000km of the target country’s capital city; and (2) the natural log of remit-

tances (as a share of GDP). Remittances capture a similar logic of exit because citizens that are

less dependent on domestic sources of income should have less at stake in the domestic economy

and its leadership.17 To calculate EXIT , we center each of these (logged) variables at zero18, add

them, and divide them by 2. In the Appendix, we list the measure of EXIT for each country in

the sample and show its distribution. Countries in North Africa and Eastern Europe tend to have

the highest scores, reflecting their proximity to Europe and wealthy oil-rich country in the Middle

East. Sub-Saharan African countries tend to have the lowest scores for exit.
16OPEN and LGDP are taken from the Penn World Tables v6.3; SOCIAL is from the WDI (accessed July 17,

2010). There is no data for education spending for Algeria.
17Neighbor GDP is constructed from Maddison’s (2006) data on the world economy to capture a large sample of

non-democratic countries. Remittance data comes from the World Development Indicators (accessed May 15, 2010).
18Their respective standard deviations are almost identical: 0.75 and 0.76 respectively.
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Model specification

The fully specified model is a hierarchical model for a binary dependent variable, and includes

cross-level interactions. Before testing that model, we build up to it with a series of more parsi-

monious models nested within the full hierarchical specification. The first model examines only

individual-level characteristics, with a random intercept u0j .

Approval = γ00 + γ10Povertyij + φ20Xij + u0j + εij (1)

where i indexes respondents, j indexes countries, and X is a vector of control variables: (Age,

Age2, Education, Income, Child, Married). In the second model, we add random coefficients

for the key explanatory variable of interest to allow the slope for Poverty to vary by country, with

a random intercept, u1j .19

Approval = γ00 + γ10Povertyij + φ20Xij + u0j + u1jEconij + εij (2)

Next, we add a contextual variable Z that is constant across respondents within the same country,

where Z ∈ (OPEN,SPEND,EXIT ). We also control for level of development by including

LGDP.20

Approval = γ00 + γ01Zj + γ02LGDPj + γ10Povertyij + φ20Xij + u0j + u1jEconij + εij(3)

Finally, we add the interaction between the contextual variable and Poverty:

19We tested models that allow unstructured covariance for the random components and found that covariance be-
tween u0j and u1j was never statistically different from zero (see Figure 2 in the Appendix). Thus we report models
with independent covariance which allows a distinct variance for each random effect and assumes that all covariances
are zero.

20We tested several models that include other country-level controls: economic growth, population, and the age
dependency ratio. Including these did not affect the results.
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Approval = γ00 + γ01Zj + γ02LGDPj + γ10Povertyij + γ11ZjPovertyij +

φ20Xij + u0j + u1jPovertyij + εij (4)

This is the fully specified hierarchical model. To test the preceding hypotheses, we are primarily

interested in γ11Z+γ10, the effect of Poverty at various levels of Z.21 To facilitate interpreting

the interaction effects, in the bottom panel of each table, we report: (γ11 ∗ ZLOW + γ10) and

(γ11 ∗ZHIGH + γ10) where ZLOW and ZHIGH are the values of Z at one standard deviation below

and above the sample mean of Z, respectively. We also report the variance components of the

model: the model intercept and the variance of the random slopes for Poverty (in (2)-(4)). For

each contextual variable (Z), we report three models: full sample; pro-democracy respondents

only; and anti-democracy respondents only.22

Results

Table 2 reports the results of specifications in (1) to (3). In the first model, Poverty is negative

and significant, suggesting that respondents who are relatively more poor view the incumbent less

favorably. Second, Prodemocracy is negative and significant in all three models, indicating that

respondents who view democracy more favorably are less likely to approve of the incumbent.

We interpret these baseline results as evidence consistent with two stylized facts: relatively poor

individuals and those who are more prodemocratic are less likely to support the incumbent.

Next, we turn to openness as a contextual factor. In column 4, the interaction between

OPEN and Poverty is positive and significant. Examining the bottom panel, the effect of
21The effect of Poverty on Approval, of course, also includes u1j : γ11Z + γ10 + u1j . See Figure 2 in the

Appendix for the distribution of u1j ; these fall between -.04 and .06, with a mean close to zero. Interpreting the effect
of Poverty as we do in Tables 2 and 3 assumes u1j equals zero.

22We report full sample models for respondents with non-missing data on the prodemocracy variable. When we
use a sample that includes respondents with missing data on this variable, the results are generally stronger than those
reported in Tables 2 and 3.
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Poverty when openness is low (γ11 ∗ ZLOW + γ10) is negative and significant (-0.328), while

this coefficient is positive when openness is high (0.158). This suggests that relative poverty is

only correlated with disapproval in relatively closed countries. Column 5 reports results from a

subsample of prodemocracy respondents and are consistent with the results from the whole sample.

Looking at a sample of less democratic respondents in column 6, openness has little substantive

effect on Poverty. The subsample results indicate that if openness conditions the link between

relative poverty and approval, this only occurs among more prodemocratic respondents.

Figure 1 examines the substantive effect of Poverty in more detail. The vertical axis mea-

sures the marginal effect of an increase in Poverty from one standard deviation below the mean to

one standard deviation about the mean (0.6 to 1.4). The horizontal axis marks the level of OPEN

(logged). At low levels of openness, relative poverty lowers the probability of incumbent approval

by roughly 5%, while at high levels of openness this same change in Poverty is associated with

3% increase in the probability of approval. Note that these results are for the population average

because we have set the random intercepts (u0j) and slopes (u1j) equal to zero. In the Appendix

(Figure A-4), we show the distribution of this same marginal effect for Poverty across a range

of OPEN for each country by including û0j and û1j when calculating the marginal effects. For

almost all countries, the marginal effect decreases substantially as OPEN increases, though the

intercepts vary widely (see also Figure A-2).

Table 3 examines two additional contextual factors: social spending and the exit index

comprised of neighbor wealth and remittances. Government spending appears to have no effect on

Poverty in the full sample, but a strong positive effect in the sample of prodemocratic respondents.

At low levels of spending, there is a strong negative correlation between relative poverty and

approval. In the sample of nondemocratic respondents, spending has little effect on the poverty-

approval relationship. Columns 4-6 look at exit. In both the full sample and among prodemocratic

respondents only, exit attenuates the negative correlation between relative poverty and approval.

Again, among less prodemocratic respondents, exit has little effect. In the Appendix, we plot
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Table 2: Incumbent approval

Sample All Prodem ∼ Prodem
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Relative poverty -0.124* -0.083 -0.083 -1.772** -2.599** -0.881
(0.05) (0.11) (0.11) (0.65) (0.77) (0.71)

Open 0.078 -0.033 -0.330 0.066
(0.63) (0.62) (0.54) (0.63)

Rel. poverty*Open 0.407** 0.585** 0.207
(0.16) (0.18) (0.17)

Married 0.132** 0.128** 0.128** 0.129** 0.124* 0.133*
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.06)

Children 0.179* 0.169+ 0.169+ 0.169+ 0.191 0.131
(0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.14) (0.12)

Age -0.013+ -0.012+ -0.012+ -0.012+ -0.025* -0.002
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Age2 0.000+ 0.000+ 0.000+ 0.000 0.000** -0.000
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Education -0.127* -0.142** -0.142** -0.144** -0.152* -0.161*
(0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.08) (0.07)

ln(GDP) 0.180 0.095 0.065 0.063 0.177 0.111
(0.36) (0.38) (0.45) (0.44) (0.37) (0.45)

Pro-democracy -0.940** -0.935** . -0.935** -1.583** -0.415**
(0.08) (0.08) . (0.08) (0.39) (0.14)

γ00 0.266 -0.906** -0.907** -1.147** -1.119** -1.386**
(0.16) (0.22) (0.22) (0.26) (0.31) (0.46)

V ar(u1j) 0.314+ 0.313+ 0.294+ 0.072 0.293+
(0.17) (0.17) (0.17) (0.18) (0.17)

ll -1.19e+04 -1.19e+04 -1.19e+04 -1.19e+04 -5563.438 -6316.427
N 23004 23004 23004 23004 9994 13010

γ11 ∗ ZLOW + γ10 -0.328* -0.538** -0.147
(0.130) (0.166) (0.623)

γ11 ∗ ZHIGH + γ10 0.158 0.196 0.090
(0.131) (0.161) (0.659)

+ p<0.10;∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01
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Table 3: Incumbent approval and contextual factors

CONTEXT SPEND (1-3) EXIT (4-6)

Sample All Prodem ∼ Prodem All Prodem ∼ Prodem
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Relative poverty -0.487 -0.740* -0.102 -0.080 -0.112 -0.012
(0.30) (0.36) (0.29) (0.10) (0.13) (0.11)

Rel. poverty*Spend 0.065 0.094+ 0.018
(0.05) (0.06) (0.04)

Rel. poverty*Exit 0.326* 0.513** 0.006
(0.16) (0.19) (0.20)

Spending -0.277+ -0.287* -0.254+
(0.15) (0.11) (0.15)

Exit -0.323 -0.855+ 0.042
(0.56) (0.44) (0.58)

Married 0.138** 0.136* 0.136* 0.127** 0.121* 0.130*
(0.04) (0.06) (0.06) (0.04) (0.06) (0.06)

Children 0.182+ 0.201 0.153 0.171+ 0.195 0.137
(0.09) (0.14) (0.13) (0.09) (0.14) (0.12)

Age -0.013+ -0.027* -0.003 -0.012+ -0.027* -0.003
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Age2 0.000 0.000** 0.000 0.000+ 0.000** -0.000
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Education -0.146** -0.149+ -0.182* -0.145** -0.159* -0.168*
(0.05) (0.08) (0.07) (0.05) (0.08) (0.07)

Pro-democracy -0.937** -0.936**
(0.08) (0.08)

ln(GDP) 0.404 0.423 0.486 0.156 0.312 0.191
(0.39) (0.30) (0.40) (0.40) (0.31) (0.41)

γ00 -0.948** -0.885** -1.224** -1.061** -0.983** -1.220**
(0.23) (0.27) (0.37) (0.25) (0.28) (0.38)

V ar(u1j) 0.247 -0.069 0.259 0.297+ 0.000 0.308+
(0.17) (0.19) (0.17) (0.17) (0.18) (0.17)

N 22265 9540 12725 23004 9994 13010

γ11 ∗ ZLOW + γ10 -0.237 -0.461* -0.025 -0.256* -0.438** -0.014
(0.150) (0.201) (0.148) (0.130) (0.167) (0.137)

γ11 ∗ ZHIGH + γ10 0.069 0.045 0.052 0.106 0.196 -0.008
(0.159) (0.191) (0.152) (0.140) (0.179) (0.145)

+ p<0.10;∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01
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Figure 1: Marginal Effect of Poverty, by OPEN. (from Model 4, Table 2)

the marginal effects of an increase relative poverty, by spending and exit – among prodemocracy

respondents only. The patterns are very similar to that found in Figure 1 for openness. Thus

we find evidence for both the compensation and disengagement hypotheses, though it is slightly

stronger for the exit argument.

Economic discontent and approval under military rule in Brazil

In this section we analyze opinion data from citizens in southeastern Brazil during military rule in

1972-73. We use data from this survey to help better measure the key independent variable, relative

poverty, at a more local level. In future research, we will test whether regional economic conditions

condition how economic grievance translates into approval for authoritarian government.

In 1972, Brazilians had already experienced eight years of military rule. In late 1968, the

regime issued a decree calling for a state of siege, granting extraordinary powers to the president,

restricting civil liberties, and authorizing the president to suspend Congress and thus usurp legisla-

tive powers. At the same time that the regime tightened political control, it also entered a period

of unparalleled growth, known as Brazil’s ‘economic miracle,’ during which the GDP grew at an
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average of more than 10 percent annually. The regime also exploited the nationalistic spirit asso-

ciated with Brazil’s World Cup Championship in 1970 to help boost the public’s opinion of his

presidency, cultivating this support with a major propaganda campaign against the opposition that

professed “Brasil: Ame-o ou Deixe-o,” modeled after the U.S. campaign, “America: Love it or

Leave it”.

During this period, most media maintained a system of self-censorship, while a handful of

alternative publications and a select few mainstream publications the public’s only legal source

of opposition positions were subjected to intense scrutiny by government censors prior to publi-

cation. The government was thus able to keep large portions of the public relatively uninformed

about political conditions. Thus, since the economy was good, if a citizen did not have personal

experience with the regime’s repressive forces, knew of no one who did, and was not politically

predisposed to oppose military rule, he had little reason to disapprove of government.

The first major indication that citizens were becoming increasingly dissatisfied came in

1974. The military regime had maintained some form of elections throughout the period of military

rule. In 1974, the government-sanctioned opposition party won 59 percent of the popular vote

(Skidmore 1988, p. 234). Major student protests and autoworkers’ strikes in 1977 and 1978,

respectively, followed the electorateŠs turn. In 1982, as part of the process of political opening

known as abertura, the public directly elected governors. The increasing involvement of voters

in the electoral process and the proven ability to elect members of the opposition likely led to an

increase in citizensŠ interest in politics and also may have affected the amount of attention paid

to political news. An increasingly aggressive press also made citizens more aware actual political

and economic conditions as opposed to the conditions the regime tried to convey.

We use a survey conducted by scholars from the University of Michigan - Ann Arbor Center

for Political Studies titled.23 The researchers surveyed 1,666 respondents throughout Southeastern

23“Representation and Development in Brazil, 1972-1973.” More details of the survey are available on the Inter-
university Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR) website: www.icpsr.umich.edu.
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Brazil. They designed the survey to measure respondents’ preferences on salient political issues,

including their evaluations of political life, government performance, and their conceptions of the

relationship they have with both their representatives and leaders of organizations such as labor

unions. The researchers sampled two groups of residents: the first a randomized group of citizens

over 18 years of age throughout the seven states of Southeast Brazil and a second smaller sample

exclusively of members of 12 labor organizations in Rio de Janeiro and Sã̃o Paulo. We only use

the first sample because it contains information from respondents in 25 municipalities.

To measure approval, we examine a question which asks respondents to rate their “satis-

faction with the government.” This question wording is similar to the question from the WVS

and does not mention the specific incumbent leader by name. Respondents are allowed five rank

order responses. We collapse three least favorable ratings into one category given the dearth of

responses in these categories. This means we use a 3-category scale of approval (Approval). We

construct a relative poverty index as discussed above, except instead of using a ten-point scale of

income levels, we use a survey question which asked respondent their actual family income. We

take logged income, rescale it on the 0-1 interval, and then calculate the poverty index as described

above.24 Again, we assume that once we control for education levels and explicit party identifi-

cation (ARENA), individual assessments of personal economic outcomes is not endogenous to

approval for the incumbent.

To capture potential disengagement from the domestic economy, we use a proxy variable

for whether the respondent’s father is not a native of Brazil (NonNative). In the sample used

below, nearly 19% of respondents have fathers who were born in a country other than Brazil,

while less than five percent are non-natives themselves. Here the assumption is that citizens with a

one-generation connection to another country will have lower exit costs, on average, than citizens

24We also measured respondents’ assessment of personal economic outcomes with an index derived from answers
to survey questions: “Does the respondent make enough money?” and “Is the respondent satisfied with education
received?”. We then combined these two sets of answer, weighted equally, into a scale running from zero to one
(inclusive) where one represents a better economic outcome. This measure of discontent yielded similar results.
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without this connection.

We include the following control variables in the empirical model: female, age, age-

squared, education, married, and children. The final control variable is a measure of party identifi-

cation. To construct this measure, we created a binary variable (supportARENA) coded one if the

respondent either: self-identified with ARENA (partyARENA), voted for ARENA in the 1970

election (voteARENA), or was ‘completely in favor’ of the ‘military’s involvement in politics’.

The main result is robust to including only the party id variable and not the other two. However, in-

cluding these other measures of identification with the incumbent government expands the sample

because there is missing data on the party id question.

To test whether the effect of economic outcomes is conditional on whether the respon-

dent had a non-native father, we include an interaction between Poverty and NonNative. We

expect relative poverty to be negatively correlated with approval, and support for incumbent

party (supportARENA) to be positively correlated with approval, while the interaction term

(Poverty ∗NonNative) should be positive.

Given the ordinal nature of the dependent variable, we used an ordered probit model with

fixed effects for municipality. We tested more complicated models including: binary and ordered

dependent variable models with random (intercepts) effects; and random coefficients for Econ

with both states and municipalities as clustered units. The main result did not change much using

these models.

We present the results in a table in the Appendix and concentrate on the interpreting the

coefficients for Poverty and Poverty ∗NonNative. The top graph in Figure 2 shows the coeffi-

cient estimates for Poverty and Poverty + Poverty ∗NonNative. The first is the estimate of the

effect of economic outcomes on approval among respondents with a native father and the latter is

this same effect among respondents with non-native fathers. The top two coefficients are models

with no control for ARENA support, while the bottom two are from the specification that includes

this control. The coefficient estimates for Poverty are negative and statistically different from
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zero in both models while the coefficients for Poverty + Poverty ∗ NonNative are both close

to zero. The bottom panel depicts the probability of approval (Approval == 2) and disapproval

(Approval == 0)25 by relative poverty for those with native and non-native fathers. Among those

with native fathers, a two standard deviation increase in relative poverty (from 0.65 to 1.35) re-

duces the probability of approval from roughly 0.42 to less than 0.32 and raises the probability of

disapproval from 0.15 to 0.22. For respondents with native fathers, economic discontent has no

effect on the probability of approval or disapproval.

Earlier, we framed the argument about exit from the domestic economy in terms of disen-

gagement if not literally leaving the country. The proxy for this concept that we use for opinion

data from Brazil probably more closely fits as a measure of exit costs where exit means literally

migrating. Having a non-native father, we argue, means that on average these costs are lower. If

this variable is a plausible proxy for exit costs, then the results are consistent with the finding from

the WVS that disengagement from the domestic economy conditions the relationship between

economic outcomes and the approval of the incumbent under authoritarian rule.

Discussion

The preceding analysis bears some important cautions that can be summarized as avenues for

further research. First, we can extend the present question to a more direct test of the some

of the original ideas that motivated this research, namely the link between economic crisis and

collective action against autocratic rule. The WVS has survey instruments that address protest

behavior directly, such as participation in strikes and demonstrations (see Weldon et al. 2009).26

The present research establishes an empirical connection between individual economic outcomes

and support for incumbents in nondemocracies and shows that this connection is affected by trade

openness, neighboring country wealth, and remittances. One avenue for future research would be

25The middle category, Approval == 1 is not modeled.
26However, the WVS survey instrument does not distinguish between anti- and pro-government political activity.
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Figure 2: Economic Discontent and Approval, by Father Native-born status. Top graph depicts
the point estimates and 95% confidence intervals for the variable Poverty, among respondents
with native born father and those with a non-native born father. Bottom two graphs display the
predicted probabilities of approval and disapproval by relative poverty, for those with native and
non-native fathers.
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to examine the empirical link between individual outcomes and protest behavior, again conditional

on contextual factors such as openness and disengagement due to migration. In doing so, we

might model (and show) approval as causally prior to anti-regime protest behavior just as Pickup

(2010) shows that approval in democratic settings is causally prior to voting behavior. This type

of model would allow for economic factors to affect both approval and behavior, whereas strategic

considerations (such as the probability of successful contentious political action and the possibility

of repression) might only affect behavior.

Second, instead of thinking about contextual factors at the national level as we have done in

this paper, we might examine regional contextual conditions. Some of the hypotheses presented in

this paper might be better tested by capturing regional variation in migration costs and benefits –

especially the disengagement hypothesis. The Mexican case illustrates the complexity of thinking

about how exit mobility will affect democratization in regimes that are supported in part through

clientalistic exchange of monetary goods to poor citizens for (electoral) regime support. On the

one hand, exit (and remittances) can decrease the incentive to engage the regime politically, as the

evidence from Bravo (2007) and Goodman & Hiskey (2008) suggests. Less political engagement

would lead us to think that exit decreases the likelihood of a ‘threat from below’ (Wood 2000),

hurting the chances of democratization. Alternatively, exit mobility may sever the clientalistic

ties between the regime and its support base (poor citizens), thereby increasing the likelihood of

regime breakdown and democratization (Pfutze 2009). That both implications of exit mobility may

have been happening simultaneously in Mexico should lead us to think about why the ‘breakdown

of the clientalistic ties’ effect dominated the ‘political disengagement’ effect (at least in the long-

run). For the PAN to win, they had to collectively mobilize (electorally, in this case) against the

regime, and thus may not have been as prone to the ‘political disengagement’ effect of exit as PRD

supporters. The answer to this puzzle may lie in the possibility that different implications of the

exit logic occur in different regions.

Exploring exit conditions at the regional level could also give us purchase on the question
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of how the costs and benefits of internal migration affect the relationship between discontent and

incumbent approval at the individual level. Two decades ago, Herbst (1990) pointed out that the

end of colonial regional networks in sub-Saharan Africa might privilege internal (rural-urban)

migration over cross-border migration. Internal migration, he posited, might not bring the same

stabilizing effects as international migration. It is possible, however, that internal migration can

weaken political demands from citizens with economic grievances in the short-term but increase

them in the long-run if internal migration results in rapid urbanization.

Intriguingly, the WVS data contain information on the region of the respondent in many

countries. The difficulties of this approach are two-fold. First, many respondents do not report

information on region of residence, thus exacerbating missing data issues – though these can be

addressed. Second, comprehensive regional data on trade, relative GDP, and remittances (or even

unemployment rates) is sparse in many nondemocracies.

Last, this research question might be further addressed by using survey instruments ex-

plicitly designed to overcome issues related to non-truthful responses. Asking questions about

incumbent approval in nondemocracies might elicit non-truthful responses, especially when there

is a credible (and often realized) threat of repression against citizens associated with the oppo-

sition. Randomized-response instruments have been developed for precisely this purpose and

have been successfully used to test questions about other sensitive issues such as corruption

(Warner 1965, Gingerich 2006).

The present analysis provides some initial evidence consistent with the hypothesis that openness

attenuates the link between individual economic outcomes and incumbent approval in authori-

tarian contexts. We then considered two corollary hypotheses to address why this relationship

holds. We found some evidence to support both the compensation and disengagement hypothe-

ses. The positive findings, however, are concentrated among prodemocracy respondents, and thus

have implications for the link between globalization, economic performance, and democratiza-
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tion. Prominent theories of democratization begin their story with collective action sprung from

economic grievance. If economic openness and particularly disengagement from the domestic

economy attenuate the link between economic grievance and incumbent approval, then openness

may also stem the collective action necessary to jump start the story of democratization.
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Table A-1: Summary statistics

Variable Obs Mean StDev Min Max

Contextual variables
OPEN 19 4.172022 .6102288 3.428945 5.877451
SPEND 18 5.989714 2.308434 2.503298 10.27983
EXIT 19 -.0059925 .6096713 -1.295717 1.145332
ln(GDP) 19 8.279151 .8515193 6.557413 10.41727

Individual-level variables
Approval 23004 .504 .499 0 1
Relative income 23004 .973 .368 0 2
Married 23004 .629 .483 0 1
Children 23004 .249 .254 0 1
Age 23004 36.718 14.2 15 96
Education 23004 .441 .366 0 1
Prodemocracy 23004 .742 .212 0 1

Table A-2: Exit by Country

Country Exit

Algeria .4807231 Morocco 1.03754
Azerbaijan -.3745146 Nigeria -.7044896
Belarus .4737183 Pakistan -.1588201
China -.0105971 Peru -.2198378
Egypt .2306357 Singapore -.2951086
Georgia .6498781 Tanzania -1.295717
Iran -.2135849 Uganda -.4114524
Jordan 1.145332 Vietnam .4318561
Kyrgyzstan .0207632 Zimbabwe -.8113548
Mexico -.3323818

Source: Author calculations. See text.
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Table A-3: Economic Outcomes and Approval
Military Rule in Brazil (1972-73)

Model (1) (2)

Relative poverty -0.416** -0.410*
(0.13) (0.16)

Relative poverty*NNF 0.384 0.390
(0.28) (0.28)

Non-native father -0.315 -0.363
(0.26) (0.27)

ARENA support 0.568**
(0.08)

Female -0.202* -0.153
(0.10) (0.10)

Age 0.014 0.009
(0.01) (0.01)

Age2 -0.000 0.000
(0.00) (0.00)

Education 0.182 0.092
(0.15) (0.16)

Married 0.189+ 0.171+
(0.11) (0.10)

Children 0.078 0.018
(0.14) (0.14)

Cut 1 -1.314** -1.116**
(0.26) (0.28)

Cut 2 -0.095 0.156
(0.26) (0.27)

Log likelihood -1020.0 -908.5
Observations 1124 1040

Municipal fixed effects included but not reported; or-
dered probit model.
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Figure A-2: Missingness and Political Terror, by country. (5 = more terror)
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Figure A-4: Subject-specific marginal effects, by OPEN. Estimates for u0j and u1j are included
for each country. (from Model 4, Table 2)
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Figure A-5: Marginal Effect of Poverty, by SPEND. Prodemocratic respondents only; population
average: u0j and u1j set equal to zero. (from Model 2, Table 3)
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Figure A-6: Marginal Effect of Poverty, by EXIT. Prodemocratic respondents only; estimates for
u0j and u1j are included for each country. (from Model 5, Table 3)
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