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Amid what is now recognized as a years-long democratic recession 
that includes not only backsliding in younger democracies but dysfunc-
tion in established ones, it is important to see the phenomenon not only 
through the lenses of experts at Freedom House or V-Dem, but from the 
standpoint of ordinary citizens. It is they, after all, who should have the 
final say over what kind of democratic political system they are experi-
encing and whether its quality of governance lives up to their expecta-
tions. 

Support for and satisfaction with democracy may come from many 
sources, including the provision of political goods, economic success, 
protection of human safety, and improvements in governance (in terms 
of transparency, fairness, impartiality, and the like). Such tangible ben-
efits deeply affect citizens’ commitment to democracy.1 Experts make 
their assessments of how democracy is doing in a given country, and 
ordinary citizens make theirs. What citizens experience may accord with 
what the experts see, or it may not. By offering a citizen-based perspec-
tive, we hope to enrich the overall picture of the current state of democ-
racy around the world. 

Using the longitudinal data accrued from the Global Barometer Sur-
veys (GBS),2 we can track changes in popular orientation toward de-
mocracy in 51 countries across three continents over the past decade 
of democratic decline. Our data show significant backsliding in the 
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public�s attitudes toward and appreciation of democracy between 2006–
08 and 2016–18, buttressing the early expert warnings of global demo-
cratic recession. Declining support for democracy is closely related to 
diminishing satisfaction with how democracy works in practice. In some 
countries, disappointment with poor governance has led people to put 
more trust in the executive than in the legislature, in hopes that a strong 
leader can solve all ills. The risks of such a course are clear: Focusing 
power in the executive tends to erode checks and balances and may even 
pave the way to electoral autocracy. A strong leader (often a populist) 
sold as a savior can undermine institutions and the underlying principle 
of popular sovereignty in pursuit of immediate goals. Such potent lead-
ers tend, moreover, to heighten political polarization, and this has a cost 
since the polarization itself makes democracy less appealing. 

Our empirical analysis suggests that solving the structural and insti-
tutional problems responsible for poor governance and eroded mecha-
nisms of popular accountability is the only way to make up democracy’s 
lost decade. 

How do experts’ assessments of democracy compare to popular 
evaluations over the last decade? In order to answer this question, we 
compare the aggregate data on popular support for democracy that we 
have been able to gather from GBS3 with the annual Freedom House 
index. The data available for East Asia were gathered across the period 
2006–16, while for sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America the period 
was 2005–18.4 

At the most general level, New York–based Freedom House divides 
the world into three parts: Countries are Free, Partly Free, or Not Free. 
One can gauge the magnitude of the global democratic recession by cal-
culating the percentage of net changes in terms of democratic backslid-
ing from one point in time to a later point. Looking at how widespread 
popular support for democracy is in each given society (because such 
support is so important to democratic consolidation) we create our own 
threefold classification. 

Our gauge is a standardized question which asks respondents if they 
agree that “democracy is always preferable to any other kind of govern-
ment.”5 Based on answers to this question, countries can be classed as 
“robust,” “weak,” or “fragile” democracies. Following Larry Diamond, 
we call any country where more than two-thirds of respondents explic-
itly agree that democracy is always better a “robust” democracy (at least 
insofar as its foundation in popular sentiment goes). Countries where 
this figure is between 50 and 66 percent we call “weak,” and any country 
where it falls below 50 percent we call a “fragile” democracy.6 

We know there are pitfalls here. The question’s use of the “D-word” 
might inflate the level of support for democracy, for instance, given 
that many respondents may feel it “socially unacceptable” to deny the 
value of democracy itself. Then too, in some authoritarian countries the 
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observed level of support for democracy can seem higher than it really 
is because the regime calls itself a democracy (usually with at least one 
qualifying adjective attached) and many respondents who seem to be 
avowing their endorsement of democracy will in fact merely be echoing 
that party line.7 Even when these pitfalls are present, however, compar-
ing changes over time on these measures can be revealing. 

First we examine changes in the two parallel assessments over the 
same period. For the same 51 countries that GBS surveyed periodically 
between 2005 and 2018, “Free” countries dropped from 24 to 19 while 
“Partly Free” countries increased from 23 to 27. By contrast, the chang-
es in popular support for democracy were more dramatic, as “robust” 
countries dropped from 30 to 2.

Across the three regime types, Not Free countries on average regis-
tered the highest level of support in 2005, followed by Free countries. A 
decade later, the average level of democracy support dropped for each 
class. In Free countries, the mean support level fell from 67 to 61 per-
cent, while in the Partly Free set it went from 65 to 62 percent and in Not 
Free countries from 80 to 70 percent. Within the decade, five countries 
(Dominican Republic, Indonesia, Lesotho, Mali, and Mexico) fell from 
Free to Partly Free, yet removing them from the set of Free countries 
leaves democracy support within that class little changed. 

Variation within the set of Free countries widened over the decade, 
indicating that in some countries opinions about democracy have be-
come more sharply split. Within Free countries, one might identify a 
growing population of disgruntled citizens who no longer think that de-
mocracy is always superior to any alternative regime type. When more 
citizens in Free countries think this way (as they have been doing in Bra-
zil, El Salvador, and South Africa, for instance), one can anticipate that 
fewer people will be ready to stand up against violations of democratic 
principles by authoritarian-inclined politicians, while more people will 
be open to the idea of falling in line behind populist leaders.

By contrast, the strong support for democracy that we found in a few 
Partly Free countries (such as Burkina Faso and Venezuela—the latter 
of which has since become Not Free) means that in these countries the 
ideal of democracy still has a reservoir of support behind it, which sug-
gests potential for democratic advance. Nevertheless, compared to a de-
cade ago, democracy has lost appeal across the board, especially among 
people living in Free countries.

Data accrued by regular opinion polls such as the GBS are products 
of an approach to measuring the state of democracy in a given country 
which differs from the Freedom House approach. The former is basically 
bottom-up: It relies on what ordinary citizens say they have been experi-
encing at the grassroots level. The Freedom House method is essentially 
top-down: It counts on qualitative judgements by experts who typically 
emphasize major events of system-wide or long-term significance. 
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It often takes a big change (such as the 2012 military coup that 
knocked Mali from Free down to Partly Free status) to cause the experts 
at Freedom House to shift a country from one class to another—though 
it is possible for a country at the low end of one category to fall into 
the category below due to no more than a small change. Regular opin-
ion polls are more sensitive to what is happening on the ground. They 
can pick up undercurrents before their cumulative effects help to trigger 
prominent political events. This probably explains why scholars exam-
ining the changes in all Freedom House scores between 1972 and 2012 
concluded that the trend of democratic recession was marginal since 
it mainly occurred in Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa, regions 
where backsliding democracies already tended to be frail even before 
they began actually regressing toward authoritarianism.8 

Another expert survey, V-Dem (short for Varieties of Democracy, 
www.v-dem.net), traced the changes across 2006–16 and concluded that 
there existed challenges to democracy but no evidence showing that “de-
mocracy is caught in a global crisis.”9 These observations lagged behind 
our survey data, which reveal that support for democracy was already 
in decline across the board during the same period. In Latin America, 
Latinobarómetro found a gradual decline in support for democracy that 
had begun by 2008. Not until 2018, after the rise of rightist populism 
in the West and the conspicuous ascendance of China and Russia as 
authoritarian “role models,” did the two expert surveys recognize global 
democratic retreat as a reality. 

Looking at data points over time, we can see that popular discontent 
had been brewing for a decade in democracies and has eroded popular 
support for the democratic regime in most countries. 

Specific and Diffuse Support, 2005–18

The GBS collects data on both support for and satisfaction with de-
mocracy. Satisfaction manifests itself through popular approval of how the 
given country’s democratic system is performing. Respondents are asked, 
“How satisfied are you with the way democracy is working in [our coun-
try]?” In theory, support for democracy should be more stable than satis-
faction, which can rise or fall due to government performance. Another 
way of putting it is that while satisfaction is a governance question, support 
is a regime question. Nevertheless, scholars increasingly believe that the 
legitimacy of any given democratic regime is affected eventually by the 
outputs it produces.10 In other words, while the short-term performance of 
a government does not affect citizens’ support for democracy as an ideal 
regime type, repeated failures to deliver both political and economic goods 
will sooner or later start costing democracy some of its support.

The last decade has made it clear that the growing problems of elites 
abusing power and violating democratic principles in third-wave democ-
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Satisfaction with Democracy

racies have exacerbated the decline in satisfaction with democracy ex-
pressed by ordinary people. This declining satisfaction has in turn eaten 
away at popular support for democracy and weakened the prodemocratic 
popular sentiments that should act as a barrier to democratic backsliding. 

Francis Fukuyama has pointed out that the root cause of rising popu-
lar discontent is the poor performance of third-wave democracies that 
lack state capacity to maintain rule of law, accountability, and the de-
livery of basic public goods.11 Corruption, government inefficiency, 
and abuses of power plague almost all new democracies, especially in 
lower-income countries. At the same time, globalization and the 2008 
global financial crisis hit many third-wave democracies hard as world 
trade stagnated and commodity prices plunged amid monetary policies 
that staved off instability but at the price of worsening inequality. 

Figure 1 shows the relationship between satisfaction with the way de-
mocracy works and support for democracy across regions over multiple 
waves of Barometer surveys. We note three key findings. First, across all 
regions—sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, and East Asia—we detect-
ed a downward trend in satisfaction with democracy (as shown by the data 
points moving to the left along the horizontal axis). Latin America, which 
is surveyed annually, registered the most glaring drop in satisfaction, es-
pecially since 2010. In 2018, the average share of respondents across the 
region who said that they were satisfied with how democracy was work-
ing in their respective countries only reached 25 percent. In Africa, the 
magnitude of growing dissatisfaction is significant as well. 

East Asian countries have maintained fairly high levels of democratic 
satisfaction with only a mild setback between 2010 and 2016. The re-
gion’s average is pushed up, however, by the much higher levels of 
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satisfaction with “democracy” expressed by respondents in nondemoc-
racies such as China and Singapore. There, the regimes call themselves 
democracies but attach adjectives to qualify them as something distinct 
from classic liberal democracies. If we focus on just the Free coun-
tries in East Asia, the satisfaction level is modest, averaging 61 percent 
across Japan, Mongolia, South Korea, and Taiwan in 2016, compared to 
72 percent across hybrid regimes and nondemocracies. 

Second, the relationship between support for democracy as a regime 
and satisfaction with how democracy performs is complex. Our data re-
veal substantial variation across regions. In Africa, ordinary people have 
maintained their relatively high support for democracy despite decreas-
ing levels of satisfaction with democracy. In Latin America, and to some 
extent in East Asia as well, support for democracy and satisfaction with 
democracy are tightly linked. Once again, Latin America registered the 
sharpest decline in support for democracy. There, the trend followed the 
economic cycle: The drop in support for democracy does not begin until 
2010, which is when governments began running out of funds to counter 
the fallout of the 2008 financial crisis. 

Third, in most countries satisfaction with democracy has registered 
consistently below support for democracy (indicated by all the data 
points that are above the diagonal line in Figure 1). East Asia, where 
citizens’ support for democracy consistently trails their satisfaction with 
it (indicated by all the data points below the diagonal line), presents a 
perplexing anomaly in this general pattern.

The source of this anomaly is twofold: First, the strong presence of 
high-performing hybrid and one-party regimes in the region pushes up 
popular satisfaction with regime performance without necessarily lifting 
support for democracy. Next, large numbers of citizens in young East 
Asian democracies such as Mongolia, South Korea, and Taiwan tend to 
apply unusually high standards when judging their respective countries’ 
democratic systems, while citizens of “baby boom” vintage often harbor 
nostalgia for the authoritarian past. In our 2016 survey, 25, 28, and 37 
percent of respondents in South Korea, Taiwan, and Mongolia, respec-
tively, embraced the view that “Under some circumstances, an authori-
tarian government can be preferable to a democratic one.”

Regional averages, of course, have the drawback of concealing im-
portant nuances that can be observed at the level of individual countries. 
In Figure 2, therefore, we get more “granular” by ranking countries ac-
cording to their Freedom House status (Free, Partly Free, or Not Free) as 
of 2005, with arrows to display the changes in support and satisfaction 
(see Figure 2). The arrow represents data in the later time and two verti-
cal dashed lines refer to 66 percent and 50 percent, the two thresholds 
that differentiate the countries with robust support for democracy from 
those where such support is weak. 

In East Asia, support for democracy increased in five of thirteen cas-
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Figure 2.1—Support For anD SatiSFaction 
with Democracy: eaSt aSia

es, but in only one case (Japan) did support for democracy surpass the 
consolidation threshold of 66 percent. Japan also registered a significant 
increase in satisfaction with democracy during this period thanks to the 
tenacity of Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s government (2012–present) 
in revamping Japan’s economy after it had suffered two economically 
stagnant “lost decades.” 

Both satisfaction with and support for democracy declined in most 
East Asian countries. In the cases of Indonesia, the Philippines, Sin-
gapore, and Taiwan, curiously, increased satisfaction with democracy 
did not feed into greater support for it. Indonesia is the only one of our 
East Asian cases that Freedom House downgraded a category, shifting 
the country’s status from Free to Partly Free because of a restrictive 
NGO law adopted in 2013. (Indonesia was already near the margin so 
this single change was enough to make Freedom House shift the coun-
try’s categorization.) Support for democracy remained high in Indonesia 
throughout the period covered by this study. 

In Latin America, the trend was similar. From 2005 to 2018, fourteen 
of eighteen countries saw a fall in democracy support. All ten Free coun-

Note: Arrow tails show data for 2005; arrow heads show data for 2018. Countries in bold 
changed Freedom House status between 2005 and 2018. Vertical dashed lines refer to 66% 
(robust) and 50% (weak) thresholds.
Source: Global Barometer Surveys and Freedom House.
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tries, except Peru, manifested different degrees of declining support. 
El Salvador registered the sharpest drop, going from 70 to 30 percent. 
By 2018, six of the ten Free countries in the region had fallen into the 
“weak” category, with Costa Rica being the only Free country to remain 
above our “robust” threshold. Across Latin America, the aftermath of 
the economic crisis (2010 and later) has seen countries exhaust their 
capacity to undertake countercyclical fiscal policies aimed at softening 
the impact of the crisis. 

The protests and outbreaks of ungovernability that have occurred 
alongside rising dissatisfaction with democracy’s performance have 
finally taken a toll on democracy itself. Between 2010 and 2018, the 
region’s average level of satisfaction with democracy dropped from 46 
to 25 percent. This negative gravitational pull has dragged down the re-
gion’s average level of support for democracy by 14 percentage points.
While growing disenchantment with democracy did not to give notice-
able rise to support for authoritarianism outright, it did lower the bar-
rier for the return of nondemocratic options, as more Latin American 
respondents embraced the view that “For people like me, it does not 
matter whether we have a democratic or a nondemocratic regime.” 

In sub-Saharan Africa, support for democracy rose over the decade in 
eleven of twenty countries—five Free and five Partly Free. On average 
across the region, support for democracy held steady, but this was be-
cause rising democracy support in some countries canceled out declin-
ing support in others. 

Taking all 51 countries listed in Figure 2, we can say that in Latin 
America and sub-Saharan Africa, changes in democracy support and 
changes in satisfaction with democracy are strongly correlated with one 
another (and that strong correlation becomes even more discernable 
when we do bivariate analysis at the individual level), while in East Asia 
there is only a weak correlation. In Free countries in particular, declin-
ing satisfaction with democracy is driving down support for democracy. 
This is the case in Benin, Brazil, Cape Verde, Chile, South Africa, and 
Uruguay. There are a few exceptions showing distinctive local dynam-
ics. In Mongolia and Peru, support for democracy had already fallen 
below 50 percent before the drop in satisfaction with democracy became 
manifest. In Namibia and Senegal, the floor of support for democracy 
has proven solid enough to withstand the decline in satisfaction. 

Thus when we turn to analyzing matters country by country, regime 
performance proves very important in explaining the changes in democ-
racy support observed in most countries. In fact, the explanatory power 
of perceived regime performance—how satisfied people say they are 
with “the way democracy works in this country”—is stronger in sub-
Saharan Africa than it is in Latin America, and far stronger than the 
effect of regime performance on democracy support that we observe in 
East Asia. 
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This confirms our argument that support for democracy is closely tied 
to satisfaction with democracy. Flagging regime performance—failure 
to deliver consistently the material and political “goods” that citizens 
expect their government to produce—is the driver behind the erosion of 
popular support for democracy observed in recent years. This is true in 
all three regions under consideration, and is also an indicator of the low 
level of democratic consolidation that leaves many third-wave democra-
cies vulnerable to backsliding. 

By calculating the differences between support and satisfaction in 
2005 and 2018, respectively, we can see whether the gaps between sup-
port and satisfaction have widened or narrowed in different countries. 
Overall, citizens in electoral authoritarian regimes (as opposed to sin-
gle-party regimes such as the ones in China and Vietnam) tend to voice 
a level of support for democracy that exceeds their level of satisfaction 
with how “democracy” (which may, let us recall, not be very demo-
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cratic) is working in their country. This pattern holds for Cambodia and 
Hong Kong in East Asia, Venezuela in Latin America, and Mali, Mo-
zambique, and Uganda in sub-Saharan Africa. 

In Latin America, support for democracy eroded over the decade from 
a regional average of 66 percent in 2010 to 52 percent in 2018. Across 
the quarter-century of the Latinobarómetro, respondents in Argentina, 
Costa Rica, and Uruguay have shown the highest levels of support for 
democracy. Satisfaction with democracy has been volatile in Argentina 
and Costa Rica due to economic crises and corruption scandals, but not 
so much in Uruguay. In Bolivia and Ecuador, new constitutions boosted 
both support for and satisfaction with democracy early in the Morales 
and Correa administrations. In each country, however, those increases 
vanished when the president engaged in manipulations aimed at allow-
ing him to retain power. (Ecuador also suffered an economic crisis in 
2019, two years after Correa left the presidency, when it was forced to 
comply with harsh IMF conditions.) In both countries, elites have been 
the driving force of crisis—Morales ultimately had to leave because of a 
police rebellion—so it is safe to assume that in each place, democracy’s 
prospects for consolidation depend heavily on how the government per-
forms. Democracy is unlikely to prevail when government fails. 

The gap between support and satisfaction has narrowed in many of 
sub-Saharan Africa’s Partly Free countries. In Nigeria, Zambia, and Ma-
lawi, we saw a concurrent upward movement of both support and satisfac-
tion and a narrowing of the gap between the two thanks to a much larger 
increase in people’s satisfaction with regime performance. For incumbent 
regimes, this is an encouraging trend. At the same time, however, it might 
also imply that prospects for further democratization are not good, and 
that many hybrid and electoral authoritarian regimes are here to stay. 

Turning to one of sub-Saharan Africa’s most stubborn authoritarian 
cases, we observe that more political space opened in Zimbabwe fol-
lowing the 2013 adoption of a new constitution. In November 2017, 
long-ruling president Robert Mugabe at last stepped down at the age of 
93, but this was due to infighting within the ruling party. Zimbabweans’ 
satisfaction with democracy more than doubled between 2005 and 2018, 
going from 19 to 42 percent, while support for democracy dropped al-
most ten points from its peak of 91 percent.

The observed trend among East Asia’s Partly Free countries is wor-
risome. In Singapore, the Philippines, Malaysia, and Thailand, the sat-
isfaction with regime performance remained high (or improved substan-
tially) but support for democracy has significantly declined. This might 
reinforce the incumbent’s resolve to constrain the political space while 
concentrating their effort on delivering materialist output.

Among ordinary people living under regimes that increasingly con-
strain political space, aspirations for democracy run high. This provides 
grounds for optimism about the future of democracy—it remains the re-
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gime for which people long when they live under the heels of rulers who 
rob them of their rights and freedoms. Finally, the concurrent downward 
movement observed in many Free countries is most worrisome. It un-
dermines democratic resiliency, so that when democratic institutions do 
not live up to expectations, citizens may turn their backs on democracy. 
This is a danger for democratic regimes that cannot fix chronic prob-
lems, such as corruption, racial discrimination, a widening income gap, 
and government inefficiency. Although these countries may retain the 
democratic rankings that experts assign them, there is a risk that fed-up 
citizens could embrace a leader who promises to fix all ills even if it 
means sacrificing democratic institutions. 

As citizens begin to feel powerless to extract effective policy re-
sponses from the government, populist leaders may come to the fore 
with vows to “fix things.” Once elected, these leaders are likely to find 
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institutions of accountability an inconvenience. Emboldened by a ma-
jority electoral mandate, executives gather more power into their own 
hands, maintaining an electoral façade but hollowing out checks and 
balances.12 At first, these leaders bring reforms, and citizens’ trust in 
the executive goes up. Focused on results (there are promises to the 
voters that must be kept), the chief executive may attack the legislature 
as inefficient and corrupt—a roadblock standing in the way of reform. 
Citizens’ trust in this institution of representation goes down. 

In polling, therefore, a widening gap between the trust that citizens 
are willing to place in the executive and the trust that they accord to the 
legislature may be the harbinger of executive aggrandizement. In order to 
see whether there is a trend among citizens to trust one branch more than 
the other, we calculate the gaps between trust in the executive and trust 
in the legislature for the 2005–18 period. There are two main findings. 

First, when people start trusting the executive branch more than the 
legislature, the country as a whole is likely to display a higher level of 
democratic satisfaction but a lower level of support for democracy, re-
sulting in a larger gap between the two attitudes. In the Philippines, trust 
in the president rose from 40 to 55 percent. At the same time, trust in the 
legislature continued to hover around 40 percent. Support for democra-
cy, however, lagged behind satisfaction in 2014 (47 versus 59 percent). 
In 2006, those figures had been 55 and 38 percent. The conclusion is 
clear: More trust in the president means more satisfaction with democ-
racy, but not more support for it. 

Despite inadequate responses to natural disasters and ongoing cor-
ruption, the presidency of Benigno Aquino (2010–16) had been more 
reliable in the eyes of citizens than that of his predecessor Gloria Ma-
capagal Arroyo (2001–10). As democracy continues to prove unable to 
dismantle political dynasties seeking to serve personal interests through 
Congress and other sources of public office, Filipinos increasingly pin 
their hopes on leaders. In the latest survey taken in 2018, trust in the 
presidency (under Duterte) rose to 89 percent and satisfaction with 
democracy soared to 70 percent, while support for democracy further 
plummeted to 40 percent. Duterte is seen as a populist, authoritarian-
oriented leader who has been responsible for extrajudicial killings while 
fighting his war on drugs. His popularity has baffled his opponents. This 
is the paradox of executive aggrandizement. While experts generally 
consider executive aggrandizement a harbinger of democratic erosion, 
ordinary people might see it as a necessary measure for realizing “de-
mocracy.” In other words, when democracy is equated with inefficiency 
and chaos, an aggrandizing executive may look to many like a savior. 

The second major finding is that when people trust the legislative 
more than the executive branch, support for democracy tends to be on 
the upswing. The Venezuelan case displays this. Conflicts between the 
executive and the legislature escalated after 2015, when the opposition 



178 Journal of Democracy

won an overwhelming victory in that year’s legislative elections. Presi-
dent Nicolás Maduro’s response was to gather more power into his own 
hands and to supplant the National Assembly. He did this with a progov-
ernment body, the National Constituent Assembly, chosen by means of 
a July 2017 special election (convened by a Maduro decree) that more 
than forty countries rejected. While Venezuela’s Freedom House rating 
fell from Partly Free to Not Free between 2005 and 2018, the continuing 
high support for democracy (79 percent) in the presence of low demo-
cratic satisfaction (12 percent) means that Venezuelans’ yearning for 
democracy as an ideal regime type remained resilient. 

Venezuela shows that extreme executive aggrandizement is still liable 
to backfire. Putinism may last a long while but is not intrinsically irrevers-
ible. While it may require more rigorous causal analysis, our preliminary 
assessment suggests that when popular trust in the legislature is at least not 
trailing too far behind the trust that citizens place in the executive, move-
ment on the two key indicators—support for democracy and satisfaction 
with the way democracy works—is more likely to yield a virtuous cycle. 
This more balanced popular foundation, in turn, helps to promote regime 
stability. By default, this virtuous cycle is more likely to emerge under 
a parliamentary as opposed to a semipresidential or presidential system, 
since presidential systems are more likely to feature divided government. 

Lopsided trust in the executive, conversely, may suggest that citi-
zens’ longing for a political savior to pull the country out of its predica-
ment is becoming strong enough to open a door that an aggrandizing 
executive will be tempted to walk through.

 Support for Democracy: Reservoir Dogged? 

Is democracy backed up by a reservoir of people who doggedly support 
it no matter what? Our analysis shows a two-sided picture. On one side, 
people who live in Not Free or Partly Free countries tend to support de-
mocracy at high rates: They do not have it, and they want it. On the other 
side, citizens of Free countries often reveal to Barometer pollsters falling 
support for democracy. The common cause on both sides is declining sat-
isfaction with government performance. In democratic countries, poor per-
formance erodes support for democracy as a regime. In Not Free countries, 
poor government performance has the opposite effect: It seems to sustain 
and even increase commitment to democracy as a regime to be hoped for. 

The relationship between shifts in democratic satisfaction and shifts in 
support for democracy is important. When both democracy support and 
democratic satisfaction go up, we have a virtuous cycle: Satisfaction with 
government performance bolsters support for democracy as a regime. When 
satisfaction trails support, this implies that there are dissatisfied democrats 
who demand better-performing democratic governance. That means in turn 
that ordinary people still cherish democracy as the ideal regime type. 
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If both satisfaction and support drop into significant decline, you get 
a vicious cycle in which poor government performance robs democracy 
of its appeal. Finally, when satisfaction with democracy is higher than 
support for it, democracy (if it exists) is standing on shaky ground: The 
government’s performance is winning public approval but failing to build 
support for democracy as a regime that people prefer over all others on 
grounds firmer than “things seem to be going well at the moment.” 

Most of the Free countries in this study have entered a vicious cycle, 
albeit from different starting points. In particular, Cape Verde, El Sal-
vador, South Africa, and Uruguay have experienced two-digit declines 
in support for and satisfaction with democracy. (It should be added that 
Uruguay still boasts a higher level of popular support for democracy 
than any other Latin American country.) 

Among the Free countries being surveyed, Mongolia is the only one 
where the observed level of satisfaction has gone down but support for de-
mocracy has risen, albeit from a low base. The observed shift of five per-
centage points, however, is not enough to elevate this struggling democracy 
beyond the “fragile” category. Democracy’s popular foundation in Mon-
golia is still much shakier than the country’s consecutive years of being 
rated Free might seem to imply. Mongolians have been disappointed by 
poor governance since the country adopted multiparty elections in 1990. 
Although elections are generally free and fair, two patronage-wielding par-
ties dominate the political scene, and rampant corruption has stalled democ-
racy’s progress. The current government and set of political arrangements 
meet most democratic criteria, but people are alienated from the two main 
parties and long for a “real democracy” that responds to their needs. 

Among the Partly Free countries and territories, Hong Kong offers the 
most dramatic case of increasing democracy support. It rose ten percent-
age points while satisfaction with regime performance plunged twelve 
points. Recall that our figures stop at 2018—the current level of dissatis-
faction with the lack of democratic reform that people in Hong Kong feel 
dates from before the massive protests of 2019. By contrast, democratic 
support and satisfaction both went down more than ten points in the Do-
minican Republic and Mozambique, respectively. The Dominican Repub-
lic faces not only a crisis involving immigration from Haiti, but also a 
difficult political situation caused by President Leonel Fernández’s desire 
for a third consecutive term (which would be his fourth term overall). 

Among Not Free countries, Cambodia under dictator Hun Sen stands 
out because of the high level of support for democracy that its citizens 
have expressed. Support for democracy has increased from 61 to 74 per-
cent, while satisfaction with democracy dropped from 80 to 69 percent 
between 2006 and 2014. In China, by contrast, support for democracy 
declined from 81 to 55 percent between 2008 and 2016, while satisfac-
tion with the way “democracy” was working in the country declined 
from 88 to 72 percent over the same period. Although democracy entails 
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different meanings in China, government performance falling short of 
promises also lowered support for the Chinese regime. To what extent 
unforeseen calamities such as the novel coronavirus outbreak of late 
2019 and early 2020 might intensify this effect deserves further scrutiny. 

Taken together, the GBS findings reviewed here show that, no matter 
what definitions people attach to democracy, most ordinary citizens among 
our surveyed countries still view it as an “ideal” regime that is worthy of 
their support. Yet in Free countries, chronic problems of public corrup-
tion and unresponsive authorities have driven down support for democ-
racy and created a vacuum that populist leaders may exploit to undermine 
democratic institutions. In countries that are not so free, there is a reservoir 
of support for democracy, but this only appears when people realize that 
abandoning freedom does not guarantee better governance in return.

The next decade promises a continued struggle between the demands 
of peoples for more democracy and the ambitions of elites to hang onto 
power. Governmental performance is the key thing to watch, since there 
seems to be a threshold of “bad” below which it starts to drag down 
support for democracy as a regime. As structural and institutional fac-
tors continue to diminish state capacity in many countries, democracy is 
likely facing another lackluster decade.  

Are we observing the waning of the third-wave democracies? Have 
the third-wave democracies experienced a lost decade? From the per-
spective of ordinary people, there have been visible and significant set-
backs. Although expert surveys were sunnier and concluded that the 
retreat of the third-wave democratization between 2005 and 2016 was 
worrying but not threatening, results based on popular surveys showed 
a precipitous fall in support for democracy across countries during the 
same period, with much stronger reasons for pessimism. 

Democratic aspirations still run high in East Asia and sub-Saharan Af-
rica despite increasing dissatisfaction with how democratic governments 
work in practice. Latin America is its own story. Democratic satisfac-
tion and support ran strong during the boom years from 2002 to 2008, 
only to fall as economic crisis gripped one country after another. In Latin 
America the third wave is over: The region is no longer fully democratic. 

In countries veering toward or mired in authoritarianism, levels of 
support for democracy as a regime often run high. The support rep-
resents a lament as well as an aspiration. The greatest risk to existing 
democracy is to be found in countries where citizens trust the executive 
far more than they trust the legislature. This imbalance tends to lower 
citizens’ support for democracy while increasing their satisfaction with 
its perceived performance: They feel that their elected (typically popu-
list) chief executive is going to set things right at last. The polarization 
that typically accompanies populism’s rise afflicts not only less free 
countries, but stable liberal democracies as well. 

Unlike expert surveys, surveys of everyday people provide an evalu-
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ation based on all major aspects of social, political, and economic life 
in a given society. This is an indispensable source of information that 
can detect ground-level dynamics before the watershed events to which 
experts react. 
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