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Democratic support surveys are a staple of comparative politics. Yet, skepticism

shrouds their validity. Poor public understanding of the concept of democracy has been

singled out as a potential issue: Because the concept is neither understood nor experi-

enced uniformly by everyone, the benchmark used to report levels of democratic sup-

port is often inconsistent or inaccurate (Dalton, Sin, & Jou, 2007; Kiewiet de Jonge,

2016). The issue is particularly acute in developing democracies, in which the applica-

tion of democratic rules is often partial, with unequal scope and reach of its socialization

(Fuchs & Roller, 2006; Kirsch & Welzel, 2018; Mattes & Bratton, 2007; Schedler &

Sarsfield, 2007). In this article, we follow Dahl (1971) and consider that an accurate def-

inition of democracy is at minimum procedural in the sense that it includes the organ-

ization of competitive, free and fair elections and the presence of independent media

sources.

Scholars often assume that individuals who know what democracy is support it be-

cause it is the best system of government, or at least one that is superior to other non-

democratic alternatives (Canache, 2012; Cho, 2014). This is the interpretation that is

given of the positive association between democratic understanding and democratic sup-

port that has been found in cross-national surveys. Yet, it may well be that other factors,

such as socioeconomic status, are confounding this association. Alternatively, it may

also be that the causal link between the two is reversed.

To provide further insight, we conducted a survey experiment in Indonesia, a

developing democracy with a strong blend of authoritarian history and democratic ex-

perience, and where democratic understanding is low, similarly to other countries of the

region. Like other studies conducted in geographically dispersed countries and with

hard-to-reach populations (Boas, Christenson, & Glick, 2018; Samuels & Zucco, 2014),
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we recruited respondents via Facebook and corrected for sample non-representativeness

using a weighting strategy. For the experiment itself, we exposed at random half of the

respondents to a short definition of democracy (treatment group), while the other half

did not receive anything (control group). The aim was to induce democratic under-

standing among treated individuals, before asking democratic support questions. Our

results indicate a sizeable treatment effect, but only among respondents with low educa-

tion. Furthermore, in contrast with observational studies, we find that, in this group,

exposure to a definition considerably lowered support for and satisfaction with democ-

racy. An important implication of our study is that aggregate levels of democratic sup-

port found in cross-national surveys can be inaccurate because of the lack of a uniform

understanding of the concept of democracy within and between countries.

Survey Research on Democratic Support and Understanding

Democratic support is usually measured via closed-ended survey questions intended to

measure support for the principles of democratic governance. At the aggregate level,

high public support is critical for the survival of democratic regimes (e.g., Claassen,

2020). A common question asks respondents whether democracy is preferable to other

kinds of government; another equally common one asks respondents to rate their satis-

faction with the way democracy works in the country (Canache, Mondak, & Seligson,

2001). In this article, we study both types of questions.

Are democratic support surveys valid? Validity refers to the correspondence of the

measure to the underlying concept (Harkness, Van de Vijver, & Mohler, 2003). Threats

to the validity of democratic support surveys include the difficulty in translating the

questions across languages and cultures (Ariely & Davidov, 2011), and the presence of a

social desirability bias in answers (Panel, 2019). Yet, a key issue has to do with how

respondents understand the word “democracy” that usually appears in these questions

(Kiewiet de Jonge, 2016). Not everybody has the same understanding of the concept.

Furthermore, there are variations between and within countries (Dalton et al., 2007).

Some define it in procedural terms, some refer to its perceived outcomes; others are un-

sure of how to answer and respond “don’t know” instead (Canache, 2012). The absence

of a uniform understanding of the concept of democracy is thus a threat to the validity

of democratic support surveys.

The literature on democratic understanding defines it as capacity to conceptualize

fundamental democratic principles by correct identification of its characteristics, com-

plemented by the discrimination of such characteristics from those that are authoritarian

in nature (Cho, 2014). In surveys, this capacity is typically measured via open-ended

meaning of democracy questions, where respondents can freely articulate personal asso-

ciations of democracy (e.g., Canache, 2012; Dalton et al., 2007). These studies reveal

that democratic awareness is greater among individuals living in democracies (Dalton

et al., 2007; Zagrebina, 2019). In countries in which the democratic rule of law still com-

petes with elements of authoritarian governance, there are important pockets of popula-

tions that are unable to define the concept (Canache, 2012; Fuchs & Roller, 2006;

Schedler & Sarsfield, 2007). A key reason for this pattern is that the way democracy is

understood evolves through greater exposure to the democratic process. It also depends

on how the concept has been defined by political leaders (Kirsch & Welzel, 2018).
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What is the relationship between democratic understanding and democratic sup-

port? Poor understanding is often accompanied by high rates of democratic satisfaction,

which suggests that in developing democracies low expectations align with authoritarian

principles of governance (Norris, 2011). Furthermore, individuals with poor under-

standing show lower support for democratic principles (Canache, 2012; Cho, 2014). A

common interpretation of this finding is that if people knew what democracy was, they

would be more supportive of it and be more critical of the ruling elites primarily because

democracy would be perceived as superior to the system in place in their country.1

With our survey experiment, we seek to test the validity of democratic support

questions by comparing the answers of respondents exposed to a definition of democ-

racy—who thus would have a uniform understanding of the concept—to those not

exposed to it, which is a similar condition found in most cross-national surveys on the

topic. If we find differences between the two, this would increase doubts on the validity

of democratic support surveys.

The Study

Case-Selection: Indonesia

In 1999, Indonesia held its first democratic election since 1955. The elections were pre-

ceded by a transition period called Reformasi (reformation) that ended with the depos-

ition of Suharto’s autocratic New Order regime. Two decades on, the country sees its

rapid albeit unequal democratization efforts stagnate and even decline (Davidson,

2018). In 2013, the country fell from “free” to “partly free” on the Freedom House

index due to lowered ratings in protection of ethnic minorities, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,

and Transgender (LGBT) communities, as well as religious freedom (Freedom House,

2018). The country also inherited systemic issues from the previous regime, such as

deep-rooted corruption, clientelist political mechanisms, and non-independent media

sources (Davidson, 2018).

Despite setbacks, support for democracy in Indonesia remains relatively strong and

stable since democratization (Pietsch & Clark, 2015). At the same time, only half of

Indonesians are able to correctly recognize pre-Reformasi Indonesia as authoritarian and

their current system as democratic (Shin & Kim, 2018), and a large proportion of the

population still express support for some authoritarian elements (Lussier & Fish, 2012).

Survey Data

To recruit respondents for our survey experiment, we used a Facebook advertisement

that redirected participants to a web-based survey. Facebook is an increasingly common

tool and method of recruitment, especially in geographically dispersed countries such as

Brazil (Samuels & Zucco, 2014) or India (Boas et al., 2018). In our case, Facebook was

also chosen because the latest figures show that around 61% of Indonesia’s 130 million

are active users (Hootsuite Inc., 2019). However, recruitment via Facebook can obvious-

ly lead to sample bias, as Facebook users are younger and better educated than the rest

1Note that support for democracy can also be instrumental in the sense that individuals can support democ-
racy because they believe they will benefit indirectly from the system, for example, because this is a system
that will bring prosperity to people like them.
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of the population. Despite this, a study does show that the sample bias can be corrected

by using sociodemographic weights (Mellon & Prosser, 2017).

Our survey experiment was conducted between March 15 and March 25, 2019.

The advertisement was set to target Indonesian citizens over the age of 17 (voting age)

residing in five most populated Indonesian cities: Jakarta, Bandung, Surabaya, Bekasi,

and Medan.2 Together, the cities represented about 15% of the country’s total popula-

tion. In total, more than 3,000 unique respondents completed the survey, among which

2,545 gave enough answers to be included in the analysis.3

In Supplementary Appendix A, we show the distribution of key sociodemo-

graphic characteristics of the respondents compared to official population statistics of

the targeted cities. We observed slight discrepancies in terms of age distribution and

more substantially for education. Most importantly for the purpose of this study, we

obtained a reasonably diverse sample for each sociodemographic category. We can

thus correct the sample bias by adopting the weighting strategy explained in

Supplementary Appendix A.

Experimental Design and Manipulation Check4

Respondents were randomly split into two groups to perform an A/B test: half were

exposed to a short definition of democracy (treatment, N¼ 1,284), while the other half

received no definition (control, N¼ 1,261). The definition was taken from a summary

of Dahl’s (1971) definition of democracy (Diamond & Morlino, 2004):

“At a minimum, democracy requires: (a) universal adult suffrage; (b) recurring,

free, competitive, and fair elections; (c) more than one serious political party; and

(d) alternative sources of information.”

We followed this treatment with democratic support questions.5 We used three of

the most commonly used questions in cross-national surveys. In the first one

(“democracy vs. autocracy”), respondents were asked to report with which of the fol-

lowing statements they most agree: “(a) Under certain circumstances, an authoritarian

government may be better, (b) Democracy is always preferable to any other kind of gov-

ernment, or (c) For people like me, it does not matter the system of government.”

Second, we asked respondents to rate their satisfaction level with the way democracy

works in their country on a 1–10 scale (“satisfaction with democracy”). Third, we asked

them how important it is for respondents to live in a democracy on the same 1–10 scal-

ing (“living in democracy important”).

2We included screening questions at the beginning of the survey to exclude respondents who do not meet to
these criteria. The questions are important because the Facebook targeting algorithm is not flawless. For ex-
ample, uploading the new location of a user who moved from a city to another may take some time.

3To minimize attrition, which could have resulted in larger sample bias, we made sure that they survey was
short. It took an average of 5.5 min to complete it.

4The survey experiment was approved by the Research Ethics Board of King’s College London. Among
other ethical precautions, we did not collect any information that would allow us or anyone to personally iden-
tify respondents in the dataset, made them sign a consent form presenting the topic of the study prior partici-
pation, and gave them the possibility to leave the study at any time. Note also that we did not deceive the
respondents in the sense that the treatment consists in exposing them to a real academic definition of
democracy.

5For the English translation of the treatment and democratic support questions, as well as descriptive statis-
tics of the democratic support questions, see Supplementary Appendix B.
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Before testing the hypotheses, we perform two tests to evaluate the rigor of our ex-

perimental design. Because the variable education is central to our analysis (see hypoth-

eses below), we conduct the balance test on the entire sample, as well as on each

education level, separately. Results show that the assignment of the treatment is indeed

random and not associated to any sociodemographic characteristics of the respondents

even within education levels.

Second, we conduct a manipulation check to see whether the treatment-induced

democratic understanding among respondents. Right after the treatment (and before

asking the support for democracy questions), we asked respondents to answer an open-

ended meaning of democracy question. We find that low-education respondents were

about 11.3 percentage points less likely to respond “don’t know” when treated, and 5.2

points less likely to provide a meaningless definition of democracy. This means that

once treated, low-education respondents provided (meaningful) definitions of democ-

racy at the same rate as other respondents. By contrast, the probability of providing a

(meaningful) answer did not increase with the treatment for mid- and high-education

respondents because they already had a clear idea of democracy prior to being treated.

Details of the coding and test can be found in Supplementary Appendix D.

Hypotheses

In line with the theoretical framework discussed above, we expect that the exposure to a

definition of democracy increases respondents’ democratic understanding, and subse-

quently, their democratic support. Our first hypothesis is thus the following:6

H1: An exposure to a definition of democracy increases support for democracy.

However, we acknowledge that individuals with a good understanding make up a

significant portion of the population even in new democracies. Not only is democratic

knowledge more common after democratization (Dalton et al., 2007), greater degree of

modernization also gives rise to higher proportion of well-educated individuals—a

strong predictor of democratic understanding (Canache, 2012). We thus hypothesize

that the treatment is less likely to have a sizable effect among higher educated individu-

als, because they already hold a clear idea of democracy. This leads to the second

hypothesis:

H2: An exposure to a definition of democracy increases support for democracy, es-

pecially among citizens of low-education background.

Test

To test H1, we estimate a series of regressions in which the treatment predicts demo-

cratic support. To analyze the treatment effect on the variable “democracy vs.

autocracy”, we estimate two logit regressions predicting the probability of providing: (a)

a stated preference for either democracy or autocracy vs. “doesn’t matter”; and (b) a

6Note that although we did not formally pre-register the study, we defined the hypotheses in grant proposals
sent to both funding bodies. Upon request, the approved proposal can be provided.
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stated preference for democracy or autocracy (excluding “doesn’t matter”).7 The aim is

to grasp the full complexity of the treatment effect. However, we also reproduce the

analysis with a multinomial logit regression in Supplementary Appendix F. The results

are essentially similar. We use Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regressions on the other

two continuous democratic support variables.

Table 1 reports the treatment effects as estimated by these regressions with and

without sociodemographic control variables (full results in Supplementary Appendix

E). We find that inducing democratic understanding by exposing respondents to a def-

inition of democracy decreased the probability of preferring democracy over autocracy.

The effect size is large: between 8 and 12 percentage points. Second, we also find that

once treated, respondents were less satisfied with the way democracy works in

Indonesia. Both effects are statistically significant at p< .001.8

We then test H2 by repeating the regressions for H1 and adding an interaction term

between treatment and education, along with control variables (full results in

Supplementary Appendix G).9 The interaction is statistically significant at a level of

p< .001 for all of the outcome variables except for “living in democracy important”.

To offer an easy interpretation for the results, we plot the value of the treatment ef-

fect as education level varies for each of the outcome variable. Figure 1 reports the

results for the variable “democracy vs. autocracy”. It shows that the treatment effect is

sizeable and statistically significant at a level of p< .05 for low-education respondents,

and small and not statistically significant at a similar level for mid- and high-education

respondents. Firstly, low-education respondents were slightly more likely to state a

preference when treated (by about 7.5 percentage points). Secondly, they were less like-

ly to prefer democracy over autocracy in this situation by about 20% points. This last

finding is important, as it is in stark contrast with observational studies that find a posi-

tive association between democratic understanding and democratic support.10

Figure 2 reveals the same pattern for “satisfaction with democracy”, and to some

extent, “living in democracy important” (interaction effect is not statistically significant

for the latter). The treatment effect is greater and statistically significant at a level of

p< .05 among low-education respondents compared to mid- and high-education

7Note that it was possible to answer “don’t know” to this question. We exclude those respondents from the
main analysis. Yet, we also estimate logit regressions predicting the probability of providing an answer vs. a
“don’t know” in Supplementary Appendix E and observe a small treatment effect. We decided not to empha-
size this finding in the main text as it seems less interesting than the rest. Note that respondents were not given
the possibility to respond “don’t know” for the two other democratic support questions (“living in democracy
important” and “satisfaction with democracy”).

8We perform two extra tests. First, we reproduce the regressions with the non-weighted sample.
Supplementary Appendix E shows that the treatment effects are very small and not statistically significant.
This is most likely due to the over-representation of mid- and high-education respondents in the sample.
Second, we reproduce the regressions using bootstrapped confidence intervals (1,000 repetitions) as an alterna-
tive to calculate the uncertainty of the point estimates. Supplementary Appendix I shows that the results re-
main statistically significant at a level of p < .05.

9For the regressions presented in the main text, we consider education as a continuous variable ranging from
1 ¼ Low education to 3 ¼ High education. In Supplementary Appendix H, we also replicate the analysis in
considering it as a categorial variable. The results are essentially similar: The treatment has no effect for indi-
viduals with a high-education background, but it has one (in the expected direction) for individuals with a
mid- or low-education backgrounds.

10Note that the last panel of Figure 1 also shows that the treatment has a small positive effect on democratic
support for high-education respondents (p < .05). Since the manipulation check presented above show that
the treatment does not induce greater levels of democratic understanding among high-education respondents,
we interpret this as a priming effect of the treatment that made this group of respondents even more favorable
to democracy (Zaller & Feldman, 1992).
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respondents. At the lowest level of education, exposure to a definition of democracy

reduced the importance of living in a democracy by 0.5 points, and reduced satisfaction

rates by a full point. This last effect is considerable, as it corresponds to 40% of the

standard deviation of the variable in the raw sample (see descriptive statistics in

Supplementary Appendix B).

Discussion and Conclusion

Public support for democracy is a key factor in maintaining the stability of democratic

regimes. Yet, individual-level answers to democratic support surveys are wrought with

a key issue that threatens their validity, particularly in new and developing democracies:

Not all respondents are familiar with democracy. To offer new insights on the topic, we

conducted a survey experiment in Indonesia, in which we exposed the treatment group

with a short list of characteristics that define democracy and then asked all respondents

to answer three democratic support questions. The aim was to test if having a uniform

definition of democratic changes respondents’ support for it.

Our results both confirm and contrast some previous findings. First, we find that

greater democratic understanding altered democratic support only for individuals with

low-education background, while those with higher education levels were not affected

by the treatment. This is an important finding as it shows that even in flawed

Figure 1.
Treatment effects as education varies (“democracy vs. autocracy”). Solid lines are the treat-
ment effects estimated with regressions presented in Supplementary Appendix G. Dashed lines
are 95% confidence interval. Education: 1¼Low, 2¼Mid, and 3¼High

440 I N T E R N A T I O N A L J O U R N A L O F P U B L I C O P I N I O N R E S E A R C H

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ijpor/article/33/2/433/5890071 by guest on 19 August 2021

https://academic.oup.com/ijpor/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ijpor/edaa012#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ijpor/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ijpor/edaa012#supplementary-data


democracies like Indonesia, there is still a sizeable portion of 40–50% of citizens who

have sufficient understanding of democracy to provide informed responses to democrat-

ic support questions. Yet, it also means that many of them provide poorly informed

answers, particularly in developing democracies. This is problematic for cross-national

studies that rely on aggregate levels of democratic support.

Second, we find that inducing democratic understanding did not lead to greater

support for democracy. Instead, it decreased the probability of reporting a preference for

democracy over autocracy. This means that knowing democracy does not necessarily

imply loving it. Furthermore, our results also challenge the assumption that individuals

with low democratic understanding report higher satisfaction rates: The treatment in-

stead decreased satisfaction with democracy in our sample.

Future research could benefit from larger studies covering more countries, and

therefore, greater diversity in democratic understanding as well as socioeconomic com-

position. Furthermore, this study pursued the most cost-efficient strategy, with the use

of Facebook as a recruitment strategy. It is thus limited in scope, as a large portion of

Indonesians are without access to internet. Yet, we believe that, if anything, our treat-

ment effect is underestimated—the effect would have been larger if the sample were

representative of the population. Without internet access, many have no access to online

media and international news coverage. We however encourage further comparative

Figure 2.
Treatment effect as education varies (“living in democracy important” and “satisfaction
with democracy”). Solid lines are the treatment effects estimated with regressions presented in
Supplementary Appendix G. Dashed lines are 95% confidence interval. Education:
1¼Low, 2¼Mid, and 3¼High
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studies to use representative samples that could then enrich our study of the link be-

tween democratic understanding and democratic support in a developing democracy.

Supplementary Data

Supplementary Data are available at IJPOR online.
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