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ARTICLES

The Deep Impact of Economic Collapse on Democratic
Support

Robert Person
Department of Social Sciences, United States Military Academy, West Point, NY

What is democracy? To many citizens of post-Soviet countries it is synonymous with the
disorder, instability, chaos, and hardship that was widespread throughout the 1990s.
Importantly, these beliefs have been remarkably durable despite the subsequent economic
recovery. While strong majorities remain supportive of democracy, the dynamics of transition
have resulted in a subpopulation that is quite skeptical of democracy’s ability to deliver on its
promises, a fact that has important implications for future regime development in these
countries. The present article combines qualitative interview data and nationally-representative
surveys of Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, and Latvia to explore the long-term consequences of
economic collapse on beliefs about democracy and dictatorship among citizens of the post-
Soviet states.

What is democracy? Not surprisingly, it depends on who you
ask. Pose the question to a randomly selected attendee of the
American Political Science Association’s annual meeting and
you may hear a procedural definition of democracy as a system
in which executive and legislative offices are filled through
contested elections where the opposition has some meaningful
chance of winning and incumbents have some meaningful
chance of losing. Query another political scientist at the hotel
bar and you may learn of some additional characteristics of
democracy to add to your working definition: constraints on
executive power; guarantees of certain liberties and rights; guar-
antees that all adult citizens enjoy equal political rights regard-
less of race, ethnicity, or gender; rule of lawwith an independent
judiciary; constitutional safeguards against any group (such as
the military or clerics) operating above the law.

But pose this question—What is democracy?—to a man
working on his car in Vinnytsia, Ukraine, or to a woman resting
on a bench in Tambov, Russia, and you will hear a very different
answer. Their definitions of democracymay have little to dowith
contested elections or liberal rights, let alone the importance of
the “two turnover test” or the problem of “type-2 errors” in

coding regimes.1 Instead of the institutional definitions of
democracy that animate Ph.D. seminar discussions, you will
hear empirical definitions of democracy drawn from their perso-
nal experiences and observations living under democracy, dicta-
torship, or something in-between. And those empirical
definitions of democracy will bear the scars of a dual political-
economic transition whose painful legacy remains vivid in the
memories of ordinary men and women across the former Soviet
Union to this day:memories of pensions unpaid,wages stretched
thin, belts tightened a notch at a time, and bitter disappointment
that “democracy” after the Soviet collapse failed to bring the
better life that so many had expected.

Thus, “democracy” is what citizens make of it. Its meaning
for ordinary men and women is socially constructed based on
individual and collective experiences and observations
acquired over a lifetime, though certain experiences have an
outsized influence on how citizens of former Soviet countries
understand and relate to the concepts of democracy and dicta-
torship. The present research shows that the first few years of
the post-Soviet era were central to shaping people’s empirical
definitions of democracy. During this period many former
Soviet states experienced tumultuous dual political-economic
transitions labeled as “democratization” and “market liberal-
ization,” thereby forming a strong cognitive association in the
minds of citizens between democracy and political-economic
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instability. More surprisingly, this research shows that the
traumatic experiences of the early 1990s continue to shape
the political beliefs and regime preferences of those who lived
through the dual transition. Once set, these first impressions of
“democracy” and what that term means have proven to be
remarkably durable, forcing us to reassess the long-term
legacy not just of communism but of the post-communist
transition itself.

“Russians [or Belarusians or Ukrainians …] don’t
know what democracy is because they never experienced
real [or consolidated or uncorrupt] democracy.” This
objection and its variants are familiar to most scholars
who study regime preferences, democratic support, and
liberal values in the many countries of the world who fail
to cross the procedural thresholds required by various
coding schemes to be classified as a consolidated liberal
democracy. The follow on criticism is that we cannot take
seriously and therefore cannot reliably study public opi-
nion about democracy because our survey respondents
and interview subjects don’t know what they’re talking
about. And yet of the 175 open-ended field interviews
conducted for this study, not a single subject replied with
a blank stare when asked to talk about the positives and
negatives that come along with democracy. All were able
to offer observations about democracy based on what
they had experienced, seen, and heard in their country
and in others. These observations were to them the mean-
ing of “democracy.” In short, all the men and women to
whom I spoke were working with internally consistent
(and remarkably similar) empirical definitions of
democracy.

This is the heart of the argument that I put forward:
traumatic economic collapse occurring simultaneously with
citizens’ “first contact” with democracy results in a socially
constructed empirical definition of democracy. This under-
standing—that democracy means instability, chaos, disorder,
and hardship, along with its inverse that authoritarian rule
means stability, predictability, and order—is surprisingly
durable and continues to color citizens’ regime preferences
long after the initial trauma has subsided. While the data
show that citizens of the surveyed countries are generally
supportive of democracy by comfortable margins, their con-
temporary views of democracy and authoritarianism are
rooted in the economic conditions of the early 1990s: those
who witnessed more severe economic collapse are signifi-
cantly less supportive of democracy than those who wit-
nessed milder collapses during that crucial transition period.

ECONOMIC COLLAPSE AND DEMOCRATIC
BELIEFS

It should come as no surprise that economic factors have
played a dominant role in scholarly explanations of
regime preferences. Several studies of economic voting,

including those with a cross-national focus as well as
those more specifically on post-communist transitions,
have examined the ways in which a country’s economic
performance influences the candidates that voters choose
at the polls.2 Though the debate continues over whether
citizens engage in retrospective versus prospective eco-
nomic voting, the general conclusion is that poor eco-
nomic performance (or expectations of poor
performance) can spell doom for incumbents facing
reelection.

The issue takes on increased magnitude in young
post-transition regimes where simultaneous political
and economic transitions can be traumatic. Several
authors have noted that the unprecedented economic
contraction following the collapse of socialism in
Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union had far-reaching
consequences throughout all realms of society.3 As
Przeworski predicted in 1991, “the durability of the
new democracies will depend to a large extent on their
economic performance,” suggesting that the very eco-
nomic trauma that these countries were experiencing
would have important consequences for their very
survival.4 While some scholars have argued that there
is a limited connection between economic performance
and support for political and economic reforms, many
more have argued for an inverse relationship between
economic collapse and support for democracy, democra-
tization, and market reforms.5

Many have noted that conditions of economic stress
can erode support for both market and democratic
reforms, resulting in rebellious publics and fertile ground
for the rise of populist movements.6 Individuals who have
been “locked out” of the post-communist economy
because they lack the skills and resources to operate
effectively in the new market environment are especially
prone to developing support for non-democratic
alternatives.7 Nevertheless, there remains debate regard-
ing the impact of economics on democratic breakdown
and the relationship between economic reforms and poli-
tical instability.8

Some influential scholarship in the late 1990s noted
that the countries that went the farthest in liberalizing
their economies also made the greatest progress in poli-
tical liberalization, suggesting that the tension between
economic and political reforms may have been
overstated.9 Such countries, they noted, also experienced
better economic performance once recovery began.
Contrary to many expectations, politics in these coun-
tries did not come to be dominated by the short-term
losers of transition, nor did an electoral backlash against
reform materialize in some countries where it would
have been most likely.10 In fact, Kitschelt argues that
over time, anti-market parties find that they are able to
contest and win elections, and thus moderate their hos-
tility to democratic institutions.11
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It may well be the case that electoral backlash or mass
mobilization against economic or political liberalization did
not emerge everywhere that there was severe economic
dislocation. However, this is not to say that that this dis-
location did not have significant effects on the populations it
touched. The findings presented below suggest that the
experience of economic collapse in the early 1990s and
simultaneous political reforms that were packaged and
sold as “democratization” durably shaped citizens’ beliefs
about the nature—and downsides—of democracy. Similarly,
while some scholars have argued that public attitudes hostile
to democracy are not responsible for the failure of Russian
democracy, this is not to say that there are no meaningful
political consequences to having a public that is deeply
skeptical of democracy and those who peddle it.12 While
there may not be a one-to-one correlation between mass
regime preferences and a country’s regime type, those atti-
tudes, beliefs, and preferences are part of the complex
environment that influences a country’s political develop-
ment. Put simply, it is hard to imagine a Russian opposition
politician or party gaining much public support today run-
ning under the banner of democracy, largely thanks to the
baggage with which the term comes loaded.13 I will return
to a discussion of the practical significance and conse-
quences of mass democratic skepticism in the conclusion.

Consistent with the argument I advance here about the
lasting effects of the post-Soviet economic collapse, scho-
lars in the American and comparative subfields of political
science have established the ability of major political, social,
and economic events felt society-wide to leave lasting
marks on the collective knowledge, beliefs, and behavior
of those who experienced these events.14 Such events can
fundamentally reorient people’s prior political beliefs, lead-
ing to a convergence of beliefs among those who may have
had very different priors before the collective experience in
question.15

While not directly tested in this article, the literature on
cognitive psychology offers a plausible explanation for why
citizens’ beliefs about democracy—forged under the stress
of economic collapse—become so durable and resistant to
updating once the country’s economic trajectory turns
around. Confirmation bias (sometimes referred to as moti-
vated reasoning) is a common cognitive phenomenon in
which humans fail to update their beliefs when presented
with information that contradicts their prior beliefs.16 Such
biases—often unconscious or not deliberate—may consist
of ignoring contradictory information or reinterpreting such
information so that it confirms one’s priors. These cognitive
explanations have been deployed in the study of social and
political psychology to account for the “stickiness” of poli-
tical beliefs.17 A related cognitive phenomenon known as
conservatism bias describes a situation in which an indivi-
dual adjusts her beliefs in the face of new information but
fails to adjust to the degree that would be expected of an
unbiased Bayesian updater.18

Taken together, these literatures offer an intriguing theo-
retical explanation for how significant traumatic events can
reorient people’s political beliefs while simultaneously mak-
ing those beliefs resistant to updating in the face of new
information. Though the economies of most post-Soviet
states would eventually recover, citizens’ empirical defini-
tions of democracy—the belief that democracy means
chaos, instability, and hardship—were forged by the trauma
of the initial collapse and remain firm to this day.

I operationalize my main theoretical claim through two
hypotheses for empirical testing:

H1: Citizens of post-Soviet states will display a strong
association between democracy/democratization and
conditions of economic hardship, hardship, instability,
disorder, and chaos in the social, political, and espe-
cially economic realms.

H2: Individuals in regions that experienced more severe
economic collapse in the early 1990s will be more
critical of democracy and less critical of authoritarian-
ism than those living in regions that experienced
milder economic collapse.

One final theoretical point is worth highlighting here.
The argument that I put forward here is a sociotropic one,
asserting that citizens’ beliefs about democracy are shaped
more by the macroeconomic conditions around them than
by their individual economic circumstances. This argument
stands on the foundation provided by a large literature on
economic voting that has found strong evidence of retro-
spective sociotropic effects on voter decisions. Much of this
evidence and theory comes from the subfield of American
politics.19 Additional evidence of sociotropic voting has
also been found in comparative and case studies of eco-
nomic voting outside the United States.20 While I do not
rule out the possibility of “egotropic” or individual pocket-
book influences on individuals’ beliefs about democracy
and indeed test for such influences in the statistical models
below, the main theoretical argument and empirical finding
of this paper concerns the macroeconomic conditions that
leave a durable mark on political beliefs.

DATA AND METHODS

This article adopts a multi-method approach to evaluating
the hypotheses advanced in the previous section, combin-
ing qualitative data from open-ended field interviews with
quantitative data from nationally-representative surveys of
Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, and Latvia. These countries
were selected for study for a variety of reasons. First,
each country—even Belarus—experienced meaningful
liberalization and democratization in the early 1990s,
however brief that experience may have been. Thus,
citizens of those countries experienced a taste of
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something that was being sold to them as “democracy”
and were able to form first-hand impressions (what I have
referred to as empirical definitions of democracy).
However, each of these regimes has taken very different
trajectories since, and today represent nearly the full
spectrum of regime types, from solidly authoritarian
Belarus to liberal democratic Latvia, with Russia and
Ukraine falling somewhere between. This variation in
regime type makes them ideal comparative cases, as
does the observed variation in economic trajectories that
are at the center of this analysis. Finally, these cases
offered intriguing comparisons along ethno-national and
historical divides, comparisons that are not the focus of
the present article but are explored elsewhere.21

Qualitative Interviews

In 2007–2008 I conducted 175 interviews in urban and
rural locations across each of the countries under study.-
22 Cities and regions were carefully selected for varia-
tion along economic, political, cultural, and historical
indicators. In each location I was accompanied by a
local research assistant to facilitate conversations with
citizens and to provide translations when respondents
preferred to speak in the titular language instead of
Russian, as was often the case in Lviv, Ukraine, and
Riga, Latvia. Based on input from local assistants, I
conducted interviews in neighborhoods that were identi-
fied as poor, middle income, and relatively wealthy,
thereby achieving a wide range of socioeconomic status
among interview subjects. While explicit sampling quo-
tas were not used, the pool of subjects was fairly
balanced by age and gender. In each neighborhood, we
selected an apartment building as a starting point and
knocked on doors until a maximum of five interviews
had been conducted before moving to a new building. In
rural locations, the procedure was similar for the single-
family dwellings that are typical of villages. Most inter-
views were conducted in the evening to ensure that we
were not missing the working population in our sample.
Subjects were told that they were taking part in a socio-
logical survey of political attitudes, that their participa-
tion was voluntary, and that their answers would remain
confidential. Given such assurances, most respondents
were remarkably forthcoming, even in authoritarian
Belarus. Respondents were asked a series of open-
ended questions about their political beliefs and related
economic and political life experiences.

Nonetheless, it is worth noting that these qualitative
interviews, while gathered in a systematic manner, are
not random samples and thus not necessarily representa-
tive. Selection bias among those who agree to an inter-
view request is always a concern for qualitative
researchers, warranting appropriate caution. Still, such

qualitative evidence in the present endeavor can effec-
tively reinforce and illuminate the quantitative survey
results which are drawn from nationally representative
samples.

Nationally Representative Surveys

Based on insights gained in the open-ended interviews
described above, I developed survey questionnaires with
closed-ended questions about respondents’ political beliefs,
regime preferences, life experiences, and relevant demo-
graphic indicators. These surveys were administered by a
well-respected independent survey research firm based in
Moscow in late 2007–mid 2008 in Russia (n = 1501),
Belarus (n = 1,000), Ukraine (n = 1,000), and Latvia (n =
1,000).23 Surveys in each country followed a multi-stage
cluster sampling method with selections at each level made
according to probability proportional to size (pps). These
sampling methods ensure that each survey was nationally
representative while also facilitating statistical corrections to
be made in the subsequent analysis that account for the
clustered nature of the survey data. Additional details about
the survey sampling methodology can be found in Person
(2010), while specific details about the statistical models used
in this article appear in the results section below.24

Given the countries under consideration, it is reasonable to
ask whether interviews and surveys are reliable methods for
gauging public opinion in authoritarian countries, particularly
on political matters. To this concern I would note that every
authoritarian country is different, and it is true that in some
countries a political survey would be an unreliable instrument.
However, neither Belarus nor Russia is Stalin’s Soviet Union,
and people are more or less free to criticize the regime as long
as they do not have the power, influence, or exposure to reach
many people and therefore threaten the regime. And so people
in Belarus are willing to complain about Batka (“Papa”
Lukashenko) in their courtyards and doorways, as evidenced
by the critical remarks gathered in qualitative interviews. It is
also telling that in the Belarus survey, 31 percent of the
sampled residents of Belarus expressed little or no confidence
in the president, 38 percent expressed little or no confidence in
the government, and 43 percent have little or no confidence in
the parliament. In Russia, the corresponding numbers were 22
percent, 51 percent, and 64 percent respectively. This is hardly
a marker of a terrified population cowed into silence and
suggests that respondents felt free to express their political
beliefs openly.

It is also worth noting that the period in which the
surveys were taken were high points of political-economic
stability and prosperity in all four countries. While one
cannot rule out the possibility that a different context
might have produced different survey responses, the relative
calm and stability of 2007–2008 provide an ideal context for
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testing hypotheses about deeper influences on citizens’
regime preferences.

THE TRAUMA OF TRANSITION

That the period of economic collapse in the early 1990s
among the post-Soviet countries was a traumatic shock is
somewhat of an understatement. Even countries that experi-
enced milder economic collapses endured significant pain.25

In Latvia, while wages bottomed out quickly and recovered
more quickly than in other countries, the initial shock was
severe: with 1991 as the base year, average wages declined
32 percent after the Soviet collapse.26 Belarus, another
country with a milder collapse still experienced a 36 percent
decline in average wage levels before bottoming out in
1994.27 Russia was hit more severely by the post-Soviet
economic collapse, with average wages dropping 46 percent
by 1995.28 Finally, Ukraine experienced a truly devastating
collapse, witnessing wage levels plummet an incredible 63
percent by the time they hit the bottom in 1994.29 As of
2007, neither Ukraine’s real average monthly wage levels
nor its real GDP per capita had returned to their 1991 levels.
To put this into perspective, real GDP per capita in the
United States declined by only 29 percent during the first
several years of the Great Depression. And as painful as the

so-called “Great Recession” of 2009 felt, in 2009 U.S. GDP
per capita declined by only 2.6 percent.30

Figure 1 plots inflation-adjusted average monthly wages
(standardized to 2000 USD) from 1991 to 2007 and vividly
displays the severity of the economic collapse that gripped
the former Soviet states during the early-to-mid 1990s.
During qualitative open-ended interviews with citizens in
Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, and Latvia, I asked subjects to
talk about their lives and experiences during the early
1990s. Though these interviews were not drawn from a
random samples, several themes emerged that proved con-
sistent with the quantitative survey data, providing helpful
context and illustration of the latter. Throughout the inter-
views, there was near universal agreement that the period
following the Soviet collapse was one of instability and
disorder in which people’s lives were upended as a result
of the traumatic changes taking place in society. Several
respondents blamed the leaders of that era by name, while
others compared their lives after the collapse to what they
had had before.

Not surprisingly, work, money, and food were common
themes. According to a 34-year-old woman in Tambov,
Russia, “things were very unstable in the 1990s—I lost
my job and didn’t have any money” (Tambov #4, 5/24/
07). An older woman in Lipetsk, Russia, complained,
“under Yeltsin I didn’t get my pension. I worked my

FIGURE 1 Average monthly wages (2000 USD).
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whole life and then this happens. Back then they stole our
money,” referring to the “thieves” in the government
(Lipetsk #5, 5/28/07). Another resident of a village outside
of Lipetsk was more succinct: “Back then the whole country
fell apart” (Lipetsk #7, 5/25/07). In Nizhny Novgorod,
Russia, one woman told me that “[during Soviet times] we
had a good apartment, we bought a car, we had enough to
eat. After [the collapse] we spent it all on food and medicine
until we were poor” (Nizhny Novgorod #10, 6/5/07). This
story was echoed by a 70-year-old woman living in the
Russian city of Yaroslavl, approximately 175 miles from
Moscow: “Under Soviet power, I had a good apartment, job,
wages, everything I needed, but not anymore” (Yaroslavl
#3, 6/13/07).

Interview subjects in Belarus were just as frank about the
difficulties they faced during the early years of indepen-
dence. One resident of Minsk, the capital, remembered
that “we were in shock from prices. I got things by bribing”
(Minsk #8, 7/23/08). A neighbor of this interviewee was
similarly outspoken about the problem of inflation during
the early 1990s: “In the 1990s, the problem was standing in
line to buy clothes and food. Everything was expensive….
All day you work, and after work you stand in line for
things…. We would buy and buy, stock up what we could,
because there would always be price jumps.” Another
Belarusian in the western city of Brest (which sits on the
Polish border) said, “There were lots of goods available in
the 1990s, but prices jumped—we didn’t have enough
money to pay for it” (Brest #15, 8/19/08).

Other parts of Belarus did not witness the flood of new
goods that the man in Brest saw but could not buy; for
residents of those areas, the shortages of the Soviet era
persisted. As one woman in Minsk put it, “it was a scary
time, as there was nothing available. After the Soviet Union
collapsed there was literally nothing available” (Minsk #14,
7/23/08). As in Russia, the state was largely unable to fulfill
its social services to citizens, as a 65-year-old man in the
western Belarusian city of Brest remarked: “It was a mess
[in the 1990s]. We didn’t get paid pensions, there were
meetings, strikes …” (Brest #2, 8/19/08). A man in the
city of Vitebsk, Belarus summed up the period perhaps
most poignantly (if somewhat crudely): “There was nothing
to eat. It was f-ing awful” (Vitebsk #11, 8/7/08).

Residents of Ukraine and Latvia had similarly trauma-
tized memories of life during the 1990s amidst one of the
greatest social, economic, and political upheavals the mod-
ern world has seen. One middle-aged man in the eastern
Ukrainian city of Donetsk (at the heart of Ukraine’s coal-
producing and Russian-speaking Donbas region) zeroed in
on the economic disruptions of the time, stating, “In the
1990s the factories didn’t work, criminal rackets were
everywhere, and the wages were low” (Donetsk #1, 8/20/
08). Another Ukrainian respondent, this one in the central
Ukrainian city of Vinnytsia, declared that “everything went
to hell, and [Ukraine’s leaders] just put everything into their

pockets like always” (Vinnytsia #22, 8/29/08). Despite
Latvia’s marginally softer economic collapse and quicker
recovery following independence, its residents also shared
similar experiences from the 1990s: “life was hard, it was
hard to survive, money was a problem“ (Riga #3, 9/9/08).
Another elderly resident of Riga, an ethnic Russian, remem-
bered that during the 1990s “there wasn’t enough money—
money for an apartment, for medicine. My pension wasn’t
enough” (Riga #5, 9/10/08). Again and again, residents of
Latvia, whether ethnic Latvians or Russians, had the same
complaints about the early post-Soviet era: inflation, low
wages, no jobs, low pensions, and so on.

What is remarkable is the fact that the bitter sting of that
experience seems not to have faded much in the 15 years or
so that has elapsed. While there is no doubt that memories
and strong impressions can mellow over time and be revised
significantly (overly positive and nostalgic memories of life
in the Soviet Union are testament to this), for the subjects
that I interviewed, softer memories have not come with
time. Nor has time mellowed the visceral reaction to those
years of chaos, instability, and disorder. Indeed, many inter-
view subjects became quite emotional when recalling the
struggles of their lives during that time, speaking heatedly
and vigorously about their experiences. In a few cases,
respondents even brought themselves to the verge of tears
as they spoke of their troubles. It was perfectly clear that
this had been a traumatic event in their lives, one which left
a scar that persists unhealed to this day.

The association of the 1990s with instability can be seen
in Figure 2, which is drawn from survey questions in which
respondents were asked to rate the level of stability in the
country on a scale from 1 to 10. Notwithstanding a critical
assessment by Ukrainian and Latvian residents of contem-
porary stability, Figure 2 confirms that most citizens of these
post-Soviet states remember the 1990s as an unstable and
tumultuous time.31 To be sure, these are subjective assess-

FIGURE 2 Respondents’ ratings of stability in the country.
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ments of stability, but that is precisely the point: this is how
citizens vividly remember those years; this is what the
1990s mean to them.32

IN THEIR OWN WORDS: PAINTING DEMOCRACY
BLACK

Of course, the incredible changes taking place in the post-
Soviet space after 1991 were not limited to the economic
sphere as the former Soviet republics sorted through the
wreckage of the Soviet planned economy. Massive political
changes were taking place and continued to take place for
many years thereafter. Of greatest consequence for this
article was the liberalization and democratization that
occurred within many of the post-Soviet countries.
Figure 3 plots each country’s Polity IV score from 1991 to
2007.33 Crucial for the argument presented in this article,
each country experienced a political transition after the
collapse of the Soviet Union that resulted in meaningful
liberalization that was labeled as “democracy” by elites
and citizens alike.34 It is this simultaneous taste of democ-
racy with economic collapse during the early transition
period that has left a bitter taste in the mouths of ordinary
citizens to this day, strongly shaping their beliefs about
democracy and its inverse, autocracy.

This strong and lasting association in the minds of post-
Soviet citizens that equates democracy (as they experienced
it in the early 1990s) with the economic collapse they
experienced was apparent in the open-ended qualitative
interviews I conducted with residents throughout each coun-
try. In the interviews, I asked subjects to talk to me about
some of the positive and negative things that come along
with democracy and authoritarianism. To be sure, many
respondents did address what they perceived to be positive
aspects of democracy—things like free speech, freedom to
travel, the fact that “they don’t shoot people” (Tambov #10,
5/25/07). Similarly, some subjects were able to talk about
negative aspects of authoritarianism, such as the lack of
personal freedoms and the inability for people to influence
what the leader does. But the majority of respondents seized
on the opportunity to present a litany of complaints about
democracy while often extolling the virtues of authoritarian
regimes.

What is most intriguing is not the fact that respondents
were so critical of democracy, but rather the grounds on
which they criticized it. The language they used and the
examples they gave of drawbacks to democracy (and con-
versely the benefits of authoritarianism) highlight the fact
that they operate with a an empirical definition of regimes
that links democracy with disorder and economic hardship;
conversely, they associate authoritarianism with political

FIGURE 3 Polity IV scores, 1991–2007.

IMPACT OF ECONOMIC COLLAPSE ON DEMOCRATIC SUPPORT 341



and economic stability. In other words, they have concluded
that “democracy” is defined by those negative things that
they experienced in the 1990s during the post-Soviet eco-
nomic collapse. Rightly or not, many have blamed democ-
racy for that collapse and have come to believe that
authoritarian rule, by contrast, is at least a more stable—
and perhaps preferable—system of government.

The critiques of democracy covered a wide range of
social and economic concerns. In Russia, respondents
noted things like lack of housing, unemployment, low
wages, crime, corruption, and low pensions as among the
main drawbacks of democracy.35 As one respondent in
Lipetsk put it, “There’s nothing good about democracy.
Just low wages and pensions” (Lipetsk #7, 5/29/07). When
asked about authoritarianism, this woman remarked that “If
he’s a good leader, it’s a good thing.” Another respondent
residing in the city of Nizhny Novgorod overlooking the
Volga River told me, “Under democracy there’s food in the
stores and we can get sausage, but it’s too expensive to
afford” (Nizhny Novgorod #1, 6/4/07). Lack of food was
another concern expressed by an elderly man living outside
of the city: “Under democracy there’s complete chaos.
When there isn’t enough to eat, you can’t have democracy”
(Nizhny Novgorod #9, 6/5/07). When pressed to give some
positives about democracy, one woman outside of Tambov
was at a loss: “God only knows!” (Tambov #10, 5/25/07).

The corresponding conclusion that Russians drew from
their experiences was that authoritarianism was a more
stable political, social, and economic regime than democ-
racy. As a woman in Tambov said, “Authoritarianism is a
good thing, it means there’s more order” (Tambov#1, 5/24/
07). Nor was she the only one to equate authoritarian rule
with order. A 49-year-old man living near Yaroslavl told me
that “without a strong hand, nothing gets done” (Yaroslavl
#6, 6/14/07). His neighbor was equally direct: “We need a
strong leader to guide us” (Yaroslavl #9, 6/14/07). Another
respondent in Nizhny Novgorod also claimed that “people’s
physical security is better” under authoritarianism, yet
another way in which people contrast the virtues of author-
itarianism with the supposed drawbacks of democracy.

Interview subjects in Belarus gave similar responses to
those of their Slavic brethren to the east, emphasizing
their belief that democracy is an unstable system that is
unable to meet the living needs of ordinary people. One
woman in Minsk sitting on a bench outside her apartment
building said, “Under democracy they promise a lot but
can do little” (Minsk #2, 7/23/08). She then proceeded to
point out the good things in the neighborhood that have
been built during Lukashenko’s rule. Pointing to a rickety
playground that was falling apart, she dryly commented,
“democracy built that.”

Another resident of Minsk criticized democracy, saying,
“everything is allowed, people can do whatever they want,
and there’s no order” (Minsk #15, 7/23/08). This perception
that democracy is an overly permissive system with no

control and order was common: “If people are given too
much freedom, we don’t know what they’re capable of. It
gets to the point where it’s survival of the fittest [under
democracy]” (Brest #13, 8/19/08). One resident of Vitebsk
echoed this sentiment, saying, “There are no limits under
democracy. You can’t shut anyone up, it is quieter without
democracy” (Vitebsk #6, 8/7/08). One resident of Brest,
while somewhat less eloquent, was sincere in his bluntness
when asked about democracy: “Sh-tocracy, as they say. To
hell with it” (Brest #2, 8/19/08). An interviewee in Vitebsk,
while less vulgar was equally direct, noting, “you give them
freedom, you get anarchy” (Vitebsk #10, 8/7/08).

Belarusians, like Russians, were also inclined to associate
authoritarian rule with order and stability. One Minsk resident
was clear with her logic: “Politically, we have a dictator.
Therefore, it’s stable” (Minsk #7, 7/23/08). Another Minsk
resident credited authoritarian rule as providing security, not-
ing that “there’s safety above all here in Belarus” (Minsk #6, 7/
23/08). This theme of authoritarian stability was prevalent
even on Belarus’s western border, where respondents have
had more contact with democratic Poland during the post-
Soviet era. One Brest resident claimed, “the more police
there are, the more stable a country is” (Brest #3, 8/19/08).
Others emphasized the fact that things simply get done
under authoritarianism, unlike their experience with democ-
racy. A resident of Brest explained that under authoritarian
rule “one person is personally responsible for the things that
happen in the country. If he says he’ll do something, he’ll
do it” (Brest #4, 8/19/08). Another Belarusian remarked that
“[Authoritarianism] is good for people who need to be led and
for people who don’t have anything because it provides better
[material conditions]” (Vitebsk #9, 8/7/08).36

A similar pattern of equating democracy to disorder,
instability, and bad economic conditions is apparent in the
responses of Ukrainian residents as well: disorder, “a mess,”
chaos, fighting, no discipline, corruption, criminality, dis-
agreement, low wages, and high prices were among the
ways that people described democracy in Ukraine. When
asked whether it would be worth it to have less democracy
in Ukraine if it would bring more stability, one resident of
Lviv remarked, “as of today, democracy is not part of the
stability equation,” suggesting that democracy was not con-
tributing any stability to life in Ukraine (Lviv #6, 7/18/08).
Others agreed, including another Lviv resident who con-
curred: “Yes, I think if there were less democracy it would
be more stable” (Lviv #7, 7/18/08).

Others throughout Ukraine harbored clear resentment
toward some of the changes that came with democratization
in the 1990s. A successful business owner in Vinnytsia
warned, “democracy is like a dog that bites, and it can bite
people seriously. People should mind it” (Vinnytsia #10, 8/28/
08). In Lviv, a man asked, “What did democracy bring for us?
Nothing—now there’s no order. Authoritarianism is better
because the power is concentrated” (Lviv #17, 7/19/08).
Farther to the east, in Donetsk, an interview subject recalled,
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“under democracy they sold all of Ukraine—the factories, the
plants… they just closed everything. We need stability before
we need democracy” (Donetsk #8, 8/21/08). Another Donetsk
resident said of democracy, “there’s everything in the shops,
but nobody has money to buy things” (Donetsk #3, 8/20/08).

Often respondents in Ukraine contrasted democracy to
authoritarianism as a means of expressing their dissatisfac-
tion with the former. One man in Lviv, a former member of
the Soviet military, stated, “there’s nothing good about
democracy, it only comes with problems. Authoritarianism
provides stability of government” (Lviv #11, 7/19/08). The
same point was made in more colorful terms by a man
interviewed in Donetsk, who said, “under authoritarianism
it gets said and it gets done. Democracy just f-s us all”
(Donetsk #10, 8/21/08). One resident of Vinnytsia argued
that democracy is ineffective and incapable of accomplish-
ing anything, stating, “authoritarianism is much better than
what we have now, because now our leaders just talk a lot
but don’t do anything” (Vinnytsia #11, 8/28/08). Another
respondent in Vinnytsia told me, “democracy doesn’t bring
anything good—it just brings chaos and fighting.
Authoritarianism is a good thing if it’s the right kind of
person, like what they have in Belarus. He’s a good batka
[papa]. They keep the cities clean, their agricultural fields
are productive. You look around here and we don’t have
these things!” (Vinnytsia #3, 8/27/08).

Interestingly, this wasn’t the only respondent to speak
positively of Lukashenko’s regime in Belarus. An ethnic
Ukrainian living in Lviv remarked, “a guy like
Lukashenko won’t allow corruption to flourish. If
Belarus had democracy they wouldn’t be as well off as
they are because there’s more corruption under democ-
racy” (Lviv #5, 7/17/08). A 60-year-old woman in
Donetsk with fond memories of the stability of the
Brezhnev era complained, “everything the communists
did, the `democrats’ undid and messed up: social services,
economic development…. People live well in Belarus,
everything’s very clean” (Donetsk #15, 8/22/08). When
asked about democracy and authoritarianism, a woman in
Vinnytsia declared, “we need a strong leader and strict
rules, just like Putin and Lukashenko. They have order in
Russia and Belarus, but we have chaos in Ukraine”
(Vinnytsia #12, 8/28/08).

Such sharp criticisms of democracy could be heard in
democratic Latvia as well. Interestingly, ethnic Latvians
and ethnic Russians seemed to be united in their pessi-
mism. One Russian woman living in Riga said that
under democracy there are “poor living conditions and
nobody takes care of things. And there’s too much crime
and disorder” (Riga #8, 9/10/08). A 48-year-old Latvian
man echoed the sentiment, stating that under democracy
there’s “disorder and a lack of control” (Riga #23, 9/12/
08). A Belarusian woman living in Riga answered,
“there are more minuses to democracy than plusses.
People live badly under democracy” (Riga #3, 9/9/08).

Another respondent, this one a 45-year-old Russian man,
identified high unemployment as a defining feature of
democracy (Riga #15, 9/11/08). One Latvian man was
quite outspoken in his criticism: “Under democracy you
can choose who f-s you. In a dictatorship they decide
this for you” (Riga #14, 9/11/08). Though some
expressed themselves more eloquently than this man,
the theme of a difficult, unpleasant life under democracy
was widespread among respondents of all nationalities in
Latvia.

The inefficiency of the government under democracy
and democracy’s inability to get things done was another
common theme among interview subjects in Latvia. One
young Latvian woman of 22 years who has known
democracy for most of her life criticized the system,
stating that “democracy slows down decision making”
(Riga #4, 9/10/08). Another young Latvian, this one a
man, echoed this critique: “Democracy has problems
making decisions. Under authoritarianism it’s easier to
get things done” (Riga #18, 9/11/08). Another Latvian
man claimed, “in democracy there’s disagreement and
fighting. People can choose their leaders but it doesn’t
help make things any better” (Riga #26, 9/12/08).
Another Latvian agreed with this sentiment, complaining
that “the government can’t make decisions easily” under
democracy (Riga #22, 9/12/08). Even one Latvian man
with a somewhat more liberal outlook told me, “more
freedom is a good thing, but sometimes democracy has a
hard time getting things done” (Riga #27, 9/12/08). In
short, there is a widespread perception among the resi-
dents of Latvia that democracy simply doesn’t deliver
what it promises in an efficient and effective manner.

Given their apparent disillusionment with democracy,
it is not surprising that many interviewees in Latvia held
positive connotations of authoritarian rule. One 53-year-
old Latvian man said, “Authoritarianism isn’t always a
good thing, but it’s stable. It means order and economic
development. A strong leader would be good for Latvia
—someone like Lukashenko with real guts would be
good” (Riga #17, 9/11/08). A Russian respondent
named “discipline” as the most important benefit of
authoritarian rule (Riga #21, 9/12/08). Finally, one
Latvian man looked back to Latvia’s own authoritarian
past in the 1930s as an example for how Latvia should
be run today, saying, “It was better when there was one
president controlling everything, like [dictator Karlis]
Ulmanis in the 1930s. That was the best time for
Latvia” (Riga #25, 9/12/08).

These conversations with ordinary men and women
thus lend suggestive support for H1: Citizens of post-
Soviet states will display a strong association between
democracy/democratization and conditions of economic
hardship, hardship, instability, disorder, and chaos in
the social, political, and especially economic realms.
The fact that these impressions associating democracy
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and instability remain strong long after economic recov-
ery has begun speaks to the durability of those first
impressions of democracy. Quantitative evidence from
the surveys also suggests the lasting impact of economic
collapse on citizens’ assessment of democracy and dic-
tatorship. This evidence is presented in the following
section.

SURVEY EVIDENCE

Statistical Models

Analysis of data from the Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, and
Latvia surveys allows us to quantify the role that the
economic collapse of the early 1990s played in shaping
citizens’ beliefs about democracy and authoritarianism.
This analysis will also offer confirming support for H2:
Individuals in regions that experienced more severe
economic collapse in the early 1990s will be more cri-
tical of democracy and less critical of authoritarianism
than those living in regions that experienced milder
economic collapse.

Dependent Variables

Six statements about democracy and authoritarianism
reveal respondents’ beliefs about those regimes and their
understandings of what those regimes mean. These state-
ments, summarized in Table 1, serve as the dependent
variables in the statistical models that follow. Some
questions have been replicated from the World Values
and European Values Surveys, while others are original
to this survey.

Independent Variables

Themain independent variables of interest are those macro-
economic variables that capture the scale of the post-Soviet
economic collapse and the subsequent recovery. In recognition
of the variation in economic performance within as well as
across countries, I have compiled regional-level average
monthly wages that have been adjusted for inflation and stan-
dardized into 2000 USD.37 The decision to use wage levels as
an indicator for macroeconomic conditions was driven by
practical and theoretical considerations. Regional-level wage
data was nearly complete for all regions in all countries since
1991, in contrast to regional-level GDP per capita data for
which there were significant gaps. As a theoretical matter,
average wage levels may be preferable to GDP per capita in

TABLE 1
Summary Statistics of Dependent Variables*

Question Country Disagree strongly Disagree Agree Agree strongly

Q1. Democracy may
have its problems
but is better than
other forms of government

Russia 6.4 17.8 46.7 29.2
Belarus 6.7 15.7 50.4 27.2
Ukraine 10.0 26.4 41.2 22.4
Latvia 4.5 19.9 59.5 16.1

Q2. In democracy the
economic system runs badly

Russia 16.5 43.2 26.3 14.0
Belarus 22.6 50.3 19.3 7.9
Ukraine 15.9 35.3 31.5 17.3
Latvia 11.9 42.6 36.2 9.4

Q3. Democracies are
indecisive and have
too much squabbling

Russia 11.9 30.6 33.2 23.6
Belarus 18.9 40.4 27.6 13.2
Ukraine 9.3 22.8 33.6 34.3
Latvia 5.4 22.1 47.2 25.2

Q4. Democracies
aren’t good at
maintaining order

Russia 11.7 36.6 33.2 18.6
Belarus 17.8 43.4 26.7 12.1
Ukraine 11.7 29.7 35.2 23.5
Latvia 8.2 38.8 39.5 13.5

Q5. Authoritarian Belarus
rule is more decisive
and gets things done

Russia 12.1 34.1 36.8 17.0
Belarus 14.6 33.8 35.1 16.5
Ukraine 10.2 23.3 44.0 22.5
Latvia 8.6 29.5 45.6 16.3

Q6. Under authoritarian
rule the economic system
is more stable

Russia 14.0 30.2 37.6 18.2
Belarus 17.3 35.6 32.5 14.7
Ukraine 12.2 25.9 39.9 22.0
Latvia 8.0 30.0 44.2 17.8

Note. * Cells display sample-corrected percentage of respondents giving a particular answer.
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this instance because wages are more closely related to the
material well-being of ordinary citizens, particularly in settings
where GDP per capita masks high levels of inequality. While it
is true that not all respondents in the surveys are wage
earners individually, wages adequately capture the general
macroeconomic conditions that are at the heart of the
sociotropic argument that I am making.

Using this regional-level wage data, I develop two key
variables that capture the dynamics of the collapse and
subsequent recovery: wage collapse divides wage levels in
the year that they reach their post-Soviet minimum (the
bottom of the “J-curve”) by wage levels in 1991. Lower
values of this variable indicate a more severe economic
collapse.38 Wage recovery divides wages in 2007 by
wages in the year that they bottomed out for the country.
Higher values of this variable indicate a stronger economic
recovery.

One possible objection to the use of of regional-level
economic data from the 1990s to predict contemporary
beliefs about democracy is the possibility that respondents
do not live in the same region as they did in the 1990s
where they experienced the economic collapse. While it is
certainly true that there has been interregional and interstate
migration during the post-Soviet era, the extent of such
migration should not be overstated.39 First, economic and
administrative barriers to migration remain significant, par-
ticularly in countries like Russia and Belarus that still main-
tain propiska registration systems and residency restrictions.
White cites official statistics showing that Russian internal
migration in fact declined in the post-communist era, falling
from 4.7 million in 1989 to 2.9 million in 1993, and just
under 2 million in 2004. Importantly, she also notes that
“[the] Russian norm … is within-region migration….
Generally, it seems that migrants head for local cities.”40

Thus, even for those respondents who have moved since the
1990s, there’s a good likelihood that they still live in the
same oblast. Furthermore, it is also worth noting that even if
there were significant interregional migration among
respondents, this would essentially introduce statistical
noise into the independent variable, thereby attenuating the
coefficient toward zero, an effect known as “regression
dilution.”41 In such circumstances, any statistically signifi-
cant coefficient on the independent variable would in fact be
underestimating the true size of the effect. Thus, it is pos-
sible that any results finding a relationship between regional
economic conditions and regime beliefs are in fact stronger
than those suggested by the regressions.

Since a country’s regime type might reasonably be expected
to influence an individual’s beliefs about democracy and author-
itarianism, I include the variable polity average that is the
country’s average annual Polity IV score from 1991 to 2007.
Alternative models used the country’s Polity IV score in 2007,
as well as an individual’s average lifetime polity score across her
lifetime. Neither of these robustness checks produced results
that were substantively different from those presented below.

In order to assess egotropic explanations for regime
beliefs, I include two individual-level variables that capture
a respondent’s material situation. Individuals were asked to
place themselves on a scale of material well-being: (1)
We’re unable to obtain even food; (2) We can obtain food,
but getting clothes is a serious problem; (3) We can obtain
food and clothes. But it’s a problem to get durable house-
hold appliances; (4) We can obtain durable household appli-
ances. But we can’t get a car; (5) We can obtain almost
everything, excluding an apartment or country house; (6)
We don’t have problems obtaining anything. We can get
everything. Such scales tend to be more reliable assessments
of household economic situation than self-reported income.

Respondents were asked to place themselves on this scale
for the early 1990s and for today.Material situation today is an
individual’s assessment of his or her current well-being, while
change in material situation subtracts their assessment of their

TABLE 2
Summary Statistics

Variable name
Full

sample Russia Belarus Ukraine Latvia

Independent variables:

Wage collapse 0.542 0.521 0.636 0.372 0.652
(0.013) (0.003) (0.071) (0.010) (0.021)

Wage recovery 2.808 2.071 2.953 2.682 3.896
(0.108) (0.020) (0.328) (0.166) (0.124)

Material situation today 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001
(0.014) (0.025) (0.028) (0.026) (0.035)

Change in material situation 0.000 0.000 –0.003 0.004 0.000
(0.068) (0.191) (0.043) (0.042) (0.045)

Polity avg. 3.882 4.235 –3.294 6.412 8.000
(0.061) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Unemployed 0.045 0.036 0.024 0.056 0.066
(0.003) (0.005) (0.005) (0.007) (0.008)

Urban 0.721 0.733 0.728 0.694 0.723
(0.007) (0.011) (0.014) (0.015) (0.014)

Male 0.427 0.379 0.463 0.431 0.457
(0.007) (0.013) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016)

Age 45.12 46.25 45.39 43.66 44.60
(0.261) (0.474) (0.551) (0.542) (0.521)

Education 3.979 4.001 3.955 4.092 3.855
(0.011) (0.020) (0.023) (0.021) (0.027)

Dependent variables:

Q1 2.902 2.970 2.973 2.756 2.875
(0.016) (0.026) (0.032) (0.031) (0.029)

Q2 2.366 2.392 2.129 2.509 2.422
(0.015) (0.025) (0.033) (0.034) (0.031)

Q3 2.703 2.699 2.355 2.848 2.915
(0.017) (0.027) (0.036) (0.035) (0.027)

Q4 2.560 2.600 2.333 2.706 2.580
(0.014) (0.028) (0.029) (0.033) (0.030)

Q5 2.649 2.609 2.536 2.774 2.698
(0.016) (0.026) (0.031) (0.031) (0.030)

Q6 2.625 2.624 2.440 2.726 2.708
(0.014) (0.025) (0.039) (0.036) (0.028)

Note. Cells display sample-corrected means. Standard errors are in
parentheses.

IMPACT OF ECONOMIC COLLAPSE ON DEMOCRATIC SUPPORT 345



situation in the 1990s from their situation today. Positive
values indicate an improved situation, while negative values
indicate a worse situation today.42

Additional variables control for an individual’s employ-
ment status. Following Kitschelt’s identification of the likely
“losers” of the post-communist transition, dummy variables
are included for unemployed, retired, unskilled (laborer/
agriculture), and security (security services/military/
police).43

Finally, statistical models also include individual-level
controls for age, gender, education, and urban/rural status.44

Table 2 includes summary statistics for all variables.

Statistical Estimation Techniques

This study takes advantage of several statistical techni-
ques that were not widely used or were not technically
feasible for those researchers studying public opinion in
post-communist countries in the 1990s. These techniques

offer corrections for potential biases in the survey data, thus
increasing the reliability of the findings.45

First, the analysis takes advantages of Stata’s survey
commands to account for the multistage clustered sam-
pling design of the survey. With respondents geographi-
cally clustered in villages, cities, raions, and oblasts,
failure to account for this clustering (in effect treating
the data as if it were drawn from a simple random
sample) will produce biased standard error estimates.
Specifically, uncorrected standard errors will be too
small, thereby finding statistical significance where
there may be none. The corrections undertaken in this
analysis correct for that bias and are the functional
equivalent of clustering standard errors, a correction
that is all the more necessary given the use of oblast-
level economic data in an individual-level analysis.

Furthermore, the survey data is weighted by country
population, region population, age, gender, and educa-
tion, correcting the biased coefficient estimates that

TABLE 3
Regression Results

(1) Q1 (2) Q2 (3) Q3 (4) Q4 (5) Q5 (6) Q6

Wage collapse 0.969** –1.450*** –1.790*** –1.030* –1.492** –1.465**

(0.049) (0.003) (0.002) (0.054) (0.011) (0.020)
Wage recovery 0.040 –0.165** –0.099* –0.058 –0.058 –0.073

(0.321) (0.034) (0.073) (0.124) (0.213) (0.198)
Material situation today 0.036 –0.072 –0.127** –0.156** –0.113 –0.041

(0.616) (0.307) (0.038) (0.014) (0.131) (0.574)
Change in material situation 0.019 –0.027 0.035 0.033 –0.014 –0.019

(0.748) (0.694) (0.354) (0.307) (0.807) (0.713)
Polity avg. –0.032* 0.042* 0.073*** 0.047** 0.018 0.017

(0.067) (0.061) (0.009) (0.023) (0.407) (0.554)
Unemployed –0.280 0.405 0.633** 0.115 0.267 0.162

(0.344) (0.110) (0.010) (0.609) (0.449) (0.544)
Retired –0.068 –0.004 0.412*** 0.311** 0.281** 0.168

(0.703) (0.979) (0.004) (0.038) (0.038) (0.176)
Security –0.172 –0.004 –0.398 0.114 0.245 –0.050

(0.613) (0.988) (0.283) (0.743) (0.422) (0.883)
Unskilled –0.162 0.044 0.166 0.111 0.012 –0.057

(0.239) (0.718) (0.128) (0.357) (0.923) (0.654)
Urban –0.145 –0.070 –0.032 –0.054 –0.288** –0.152

(0.390) (0.670) (0.851) (0.732) (0.049) (0.342)
Male 0.038 –0.156** –0.028 0.003 –0.130 –0.242***

(0.680) (0.024) (0.723) (0.975) (0.150) (0.005)
Age –0.011** 0.015*** 0.011*** 0.011** 0.010** 0.018***

(0.025) (0.000) (0.007) (0.011) (0.019) (0.000)
Education –0.005 –0.168** –0.179*** –0.093 –0.108 –0.182**

(0.938) (0.047) (0.009) (0.148) (0.211) (0.022)
cut1 –2.835*** –2.676*** –3.047*** –2.342*** –3.061*** –2.876***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
cut2 –1.254*** –0.638 –1.300** –0.387 –1.249** –1.236**

(0.008) (0.275) (0.012) (0.371) (0.028) (0.013)
cut3 0.765 0.878 0.267 1.228*** 0.617 0.617

(0.112) (0.138) (0.601) (0.007) (0.254) (0.186)
N 4501 4501 4501 4501 4501 4501

Note. p-values in parentheses.

Models: ordered logit.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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would be produced by an unweighted analysis that trea-
ted all respondents as having an equal probability of
selection. The absence of this clustering and weighting
data in much of the earlier scholarship on post-commu-
nist public opinion has limited the reliability of cross-
national pooling of survey data where corrections were
not made. This makes the present endeavor a significant
step forward in comparative post-communist studies of
public opinion.

Additionally, survey researchers must always be
attentive to non-response bias in their data. While over-
all rates of respondents answering “don’t know” or
“refuse to answer” was not high in the surveys there is
nonetheless a good deal of useful information that gets
discarded by the listwise deletion that automatically
drops respondents who are missing responses to any
variables in the model.46 At best, this wastes valuable
information contained in the dropped observations; at
worst, it has the potential to introduce bias into the
estimates if the missingness is not random. In order to
address the problem of missing data, I utilize the Amelia
II program developed by King et al.47 to generate five
sets of multiply-imputed data which were subsequently
analyzed in Stata using the appropriate commands for
imputed data.48

The statistical models that appear in Table 3 are ordered
logit models that utilize the clustering, weighting, and impu-
tation methods described above.

Regression Results

Sociotropic Macroeconomic Effects

Table 3 offers compelling support for H2: Individuals in
regions that experienced more severe economic collapse in
the early 1990s will be more critical of democracy and
less critical of authoritarianism than those living in
regions that experienced milder economic collapse.
Indeed, the severity of the economic collapse in the early
1990s, as captured in wage collapse, is among the most
consistent predictors of contemporary beliefs about democ-
racy and authoritarianism, achieving statistical significance
across all six dependent variables. Those living in regions
that experienced severe economic collapse (smaller values
of wage collapse) are more likely to agree that democracy
is characterized by bad economics (Q2), indecisive squab-
bling (Q3), and disorder (Q4). They are also more likely
to agree that authoritarian rule is more decisive and
effective (Q5) and that economies under authoritarian
rule are more stable (Q6). Finally, those in regions that
experienced the worst economic collapse are least likely
to agree that democracy is better than other forms of
government (Q1).

Since coefficients on ordered logit models can be chal-
lenging to interpret, Figure 4 presents predicted probabilities
of agreeing based on the regression results. In Figure 4,
wage collapse is varied while holding the other variables
constant in order to illustrate the substantive impact of the
economic collapse on people’s beliefs about democracy and
authoritarianism.49 Figure 4 also includes vertical gray lines

FIGURE 4 Predicted probabilities of agreement.
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that mark country averages for the wage collapse variable,
as well as markers for the worst and best performing regions
in the sample (Ternopil, Ukraine, and Riga, Latvia, respec-
tively). Table 4 gives additional summary statistics by coun-
try to further illuminate the results.

It is worth noting up front that citizens at all levels of
economic collapse are more likely than not to agree with the
statement that “democracy may have problems but is better
than other forms of government” (Q1). This is consistent
with the descriptive statistics that appeared in Table 1,
which showed that strong majorities in all four countries
agreed with the statement. However, respondents are also
likely to agree with a host of criticisms of democracy’s
shortcomings and authoritarianism’s perceived advantages.
These results suggest that most post-Soviet citizens have
adopted Churchill’s dictum that “democracy is the worst
form of government except for all those other forms that
have been tried from time to time.”50 Even with their
perceptions of democracy’s many flaws, most are not read-
ily willing to scuttle the democratic ship.

Nonetheless, there is significant variation in citizens’
perceptions of democracy and authoritarianism. Figure 4
confirms visually what Table 3 revealed: those living in
regions that experienced the most severe economic contrac-
tions in the early years of transition are the most likely to
hold views today equating democracy to instability, disor-
der, and a poorly functioning economy. In other words, they
are the most likely to operate with empirical definitions of
democracy laced with the criticisms heard in the field inter-
views reported above.

Furthermore, the scale of the effect is substantively sig-
nificant: holding all other variables constant, an individual
living in the hardest hit region is approximately 22 percen-
tage points more likely to agree that “democracies are
indecisive and have too much squabbling.” Similarly, she
is approximately 18 percentage points more likely to agree
that “authoritarian rule is more decisive and gets things
done.” Similar dynamics between the scale of the regional
economic collapse and beliefs about regimes are apparent
for the other dependent variables. It is striking that for a
wide range of values for wage collapse, greater than 50
percent of the population is likely to agree with statements
associating democracy with disorder and dictatorship with
stability. This suggests that post-communist countries—
even those that made the greatest progress in

democratizing—are home to subpopulations that are deeply
skeptical of what democracy promises.

More notable for the overall argument of this article is
the fact that regional macroeconomic conditions dating to
the economic trauma of the early 1990s offer a consistent
predictor of attitudes about democracy and dictatorship 17
years later. This points to the lasting power of that traumatic
experience to lock in durable beliefs. Equally striking is the
fact that the subsequent economic recovery—captured in
wage recovery—does not consistently predict contemporary
beliefs about regimes. One might expect that all else equal,
a stronger economic recovery would yield more positive
assessments of democracy, but the failure of wage recovery
to reach statistical significance in all but two models does
not support such an argument. To be sure, this finding
should be considered tentative, as the lack of statistical
significance could be a function of collinearity with the
wage collapse variable. Taking this consideration into
account, these findings at least offer suggestive support to
the claim that contemporary beliefs about the nature of
democratic and authoritarian regimes were strongly molded
by experiences in the early 1990s when citizens made “first
contact” with democracy amidst economic collapse.
Eventual recovery seems to have made minimal difference
in compelling citizens to update their first critical
impressions.

Egotropic Economic Effects

Results for individual-level socioeconomic indicators are
also intriguing examples of the “dog that didn’t bark.”
Consistent with much of the literature on sociotropic eco-
nomic voting, these results find little explanatory power
from household measures of material well-being. While the
contemporary scale of material well-being (material situation
today) achieves statistical significance for two models, it is not
a consistent predictor of attitudes across the range of regime
beliefs. Furthermore, the dynamic variable change in material
situation measuring an individual’s change in situation since
the 1990s fails to reach significance in any model. Thus, while
one can’t definitively rule out sociotropic economic effects in
this instance, they do not seem to have the same explanatory
power that sociotropic effects do.

The employment variables, interpreted here as markers of
socioeconomic status for those who were the likely “losers”
of transition, also offer mixed results. As predicted, retirees
and the unemployed are in some cases more likely to hold
beliefs critical of democracy and sympathetic to authoritar-
ianism. But these findings are not consistent across all
models. It is possible that collinearity between retired and
age are washing out significance on the former. Not surpris-
ingly, older respondents are consistently more likely to hold
negative views of democracy and positive views of dictator-
ship than are younger respondents. A similar and

TABLE 4
Summary Statistics for Wage Collapse

Country Mean Max Min

Russia 0.52 0.76 0.35
Belarus 0.63 0.76 0.55
Ukraine 0.37 0.55 0.28
Latvia 0.65 0.77 0.50
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predictable effect can be found for education with better
educated individuals holding views more sympathetic to
democracy.

Does Democracy Breed Democratic Skeptics?

One final surprising result emerges in Table 3: statistically
significant coefficients on the Polity average variable for Q1–
Q4 would suggest paradoxically that the more democratic a
country is (higher Polity IV scores), the more critical of
democracy its citizens are likely to be. This effect is robust
to other codings of regime type used in robustness checks.

The present article does not afford sufficient space to fully
engage in this intriguing—and perhaps troubling—finding,
though it is the subject of ongoing research. While the data
do not allow for the testing of cognitive micro-foundations, it
is plausible that an explanation for this puzzle can be found in
the same cognitive processes discussed earlier: if individuals
with strongly held prior beliefs equating democracy with
disorder and hardship only accept information that confirms
their beliefs (confirmation bias), will they grow more critical
of democracy over time? This explanation could account for
why citizens of democracies are the most critical of democ-
racy—they have the most experience with it and tend to blame
it for society’s woes—though further research is necessary to
verify such an explanation.

CONCLUSION

Nearly 25 years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, we
are beginning to understand the long-term legacy not just of
communist rule, but of the post-communist transition itself.
New data and longer hindsight afford the opportunity to
develop new perspectives on the post-Soviet transition and
its many social, political, and economic consequences. The
present article is part of that effort, demonstrating that the
transition and its effects did not end when the J-curve finally
bent upwards.

Just as the tumultuous transition process left its mark on
formal and informal political and economic institutions of
post-Soviet states, so too has the dual transition of the early
1990s left its mark on the political psyche of those citizens
who lived through those difficult times. Owing to the simul-
taneous economic collapse and first contact with democracy,
one of the most significant legacies of the transition is the
way in which it durably shaped citizens’ beliefs about
democracy and dictatorship. While strong majorities still
support democracy, the shared experience of collapse has
constructed empirical definitions of regimes that equate
democracy with disorder, instability, chaos, and hardship.
Dictatorship, by contrast, means order, stability, predictabil-
ity, and even prosperity. That these conclusions drawn by
ordinary men and women are not supported by objective
data linking regime type to economic performance is beside

the point: these perceptions about the relationship between
democracy, dictatorship, and economics are very real to the
people that hold them because they are based on their
experiences.

What are the broader significance and implications of
these findings? To the degree that the subfields of political
behavior and political psychology take interest in how indi-
viduals understand fundamental political concepts like
democracy and dictatorship, this research lends important
insights into the economic forces that shape people’s poli-
tical beliefs. Furthermore, it shows that such forces may
influence people’s beliefs despite new information or better
performance down the road. Put simply, first impressions
matter because those impressions last. There are many
authoritarian countries today (including a handful that still
wear the label of “communist”) whose citizens have yet to
experience their first taste of democracy. When that day
comes, the attendant economic conditions will likely shape
people’s empirical first impressions of democracy.
Democracy born into economic collapse—as happened in
many post-Soviet countries—is democracy that breeds
skeptics.

This, of course, raises deeper questions. Does a population
of democratic skeptics really matter to “important” political
outcomes? Easily the most important political outcome that
people have in mind when they ask “so what?” is that of
regime type itself: does public opinion influence the consoli-
dation or sustainability of democracy? Does a lack of mass
support for democracy increase the likelihood of democratic
breakdown? To be sure, a vast literature on democratic transi-
tions and democratic breakdown has identified a wide array
of structural, institutional, cultural, economic, social, and
other conditions that appear to influence democratic survival;
much of this literature has derived from exploration of the
post-communist world as well as earlier waves of democra-
tization in Latin America and Southern Europe.

The present endeavor does not lend itself to an explora-
tion of the relationship between public opinion, democratic
support, and regime survival and breakdown. In the very
least, it is apparent that the link between mass beliefs about
democracy and a country’s regime dynamics is a compli-
cated one. It defies a linear correlation between level of
mass democratic support and a country’s observed regime
type, but this does not mean that the political beliefs and
preferences of ordinary citizens are irrelevant to the study of
regimes. Further research is necessary in order to better
understand the conditions and circumstances under which
mass beliefs do—and don’t—influence a country’s regime
dynamics, to include type, transition, consolidation, and
stability.

But in the meantime, those contemplating the prospects for
democratization among the great many countries who have yet
to experience it for the first time would do well to remember
this truth: you only have one opportunity to make a good first
impression.
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