
Vol.:(0123456789)

Social Indicators Research (2021) 153:849–921
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-020-02517-2

1 3

ORIGINAL RESEARCH

The Meanings of Democracy among Mass Publics

Nicholas T. Davis1 · Kirby Goidel2  · Yikai Zhao3

Accepted: 10 October 2020 / Published online: 21 October 2020 
© Springer Nature B.V. 2020

Abstract
In this paper, we illustrate that composite views about democracy vary significantly within 
and across national populations. Using World Values Survey data, we use latent class 
analysis to demonstrate that composite views of democracy display only modest consen-
sus across country contexts. Although the features of procedural democracy are widely 
viewed as a cornerstone of democracy, their perceived importance and the way that they 
interact with substantive features varies considerably across and within democratic coun-
tries. These findings encourage caution when analyzing cross-national mass opinion about 
democracy. In particular, latent variable modeling using pooled survey data should pay 
careful attention to the unique permutations that democracy takes in the minds of citizens.

Keywords Democracy · Latent class analysis · Public opinion

1 Introduction

Perhaps no question has animated contemporary political science more than how (and 
whether) citizens understand democracy. Historically, democracy is linked to self-determi-
nation and the “consent of the governed” (Sabine 1937). Yet, the shape that such consent 
takes remains contested, while the word “democracy” remains intentionally ambiguous in 
its public use and subject to scholarly dispute (Prothro and Grigg 1960).
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One common attempt to categorize the meanings of democracy involves accounting for 
its production of political goods, a blend of institutional outputs, priorities, and structures 
(Pennock 1966; Almond et al. 2004).1 “Minimalist” definitions emphasize voting, major-
ity rule, and competitive elections with the consent of the governed rooted in the selec-
tion of competing elites (Schumpeter 1942; Dahl 1971). In minimal democracies, the pub-
lic interest is theoretically secured by elite calculations that one set of ruling elites will 
some day be replaced another (Przeworski 1999). Substantive and deliberative democratic 
theorists, in contrast, include not just the consent of the governed but also condition what 
democratic processes must look like and what democratic outcomes must achieve. Demo-
cratic processes must be deliberative or participatory (Habermas 1989; Pateman 2012) and 
democratic outcomes must be democratizing, meaning that they should create the condi-
tions for economic equality and provide democratic citizenries with basic economic neces-
sities (Rawls 1971). Among the central questions of contemporary democratic theory are 
whether there is a tradeoff between liberty and equality and, within liberal democracies, 
how to create institutions that balance political equality (one person, one vote) with eco-
nomic inequalities (Pateman 2012). For radical democratic theorists, such balancing is 
impossible, as the meaning of democracy is constantly in flux as is the tradeoff between 
liberty and equality (Laclau 2001; Laclau and Mouffe 2001).

If scholars differ widely in the meanings they assign to democracy and the weights they 
assign to democracy’s “essential” characteristics, substantial variance in how the public 
understands democracy should hardly be surprising. Indeed, comparative scholars have long 
recognized the variance in scholarly and public understandings of democracy (Almond and 
Verba 1963; Dahl 1971). Yet, at the same time, they have often implicitly assumed or even 
explicitly argued that survey responses to questions about the quality of democracy are com-
parable both within and across countries despite evidence to the contrary (Ariely and Davi-
dov 2011; Oser and Hooghe 2018b; Jacobsen and Fuchs 2020). This problem is particularly 
pressing in the research agenda regarding support for democracy, which assumes that citizens 
share common underlying views about the contours of democracy across widely varying geo-
graphic, cultural, and political contexts. What does it mean, then, to say that democratic sup-
port is backsliding (Mounk 2018; Foa and Mounk 2016)? Backsliding from what?2

In this paper, we investigate how mass publics combine the essential characteristics of 
democracy to form composite understandings of what democracy means. Our purpose here 
is to reconsider how citizens think about democracy. Are “minimalist” definitions empha-
sizing voting, majority rule, and competitive elections adequate to describe how citizens 
think about democracy? What responsibility do democracies have for providing basic 
necessities or addressing social, economic, and political inequalities? Do citizens think 
about democracy through a maximalist lens that accounts for these features? If so, do indi-
viduals living in democratic states with different histories and institutions connect these 
ideas together in common ways?

Past research finds that there are effective “archetypes” that describe citizens’ impres-
sions of and expectations for democracy with respect to how procedural and substantive 
dimensions of democracy are wedded together (Oser and Hooghe 2018a, b). We illustrate 
that composite views of democracy vary both within and, importantly, across national 

1 For example, well-known theorists like Habermas (1996) and Dahl (1989) depict democracy by its pro-
duction of rights; freedoms of expression, association, assembly, movement, and so on giving democracy its 
functional meaning.
2 Recent research has questioned the evidence of democratic backsliding, noting that it is is often cherry-
picked and does not capture the ambiguity in the term “democracy” (Wuttke et al. 2020a, b; Zilinksy 2019).
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populations. In other words, constructing a universal typology of democratic meanings 
is not applicable. Using latent class analysis, we show that pooling respondents across 
democracies produces a much different picture of both the nature and prevalence of com-
posite views toward democracy than conducting such analysis on individual countries. 
These findings echo other calls for renewed care when analyzing pooled, cross-national 
survey data regarding multi-dimensional concepts like democracy (e.g. Cutler et al. 2013; 
King et al. 2004; Wuttke et al. 2020a, b). In particular, we argue that latent variable mod-
eling of democracy’s attributes using such data should pay careful attention to both data 
generating processes and the peculiarities of the survey response.

2  Attitudes about democracy in the cross‑national context

Scholars of comparative politics recognize that democratic values are diffused widely (e.g. 
Diamond and Plattner 2008; Ferrín and Kriesi 2016; Ulbricht 2018). Even in “unlikely 
places,” Dalton et al. (2007) argue that a liberal understanding of democracy is both per-
vasive and associated with political freedom and civil rights. In other words, citizens seem 
to reliably depict democracy in terms of the production of its civil and procedural outputs. 
Yet, other research challenges whether citizens’ reflections about the nature of democracy 
are shared. While individuals might well associate democracy with political freedom at an 
abstract level, their understanding of political freedom may also be heavily contingent upon 
culture and context. In other words, definitions of democracy may share terms (political 
freedom), but not common understandings of what those terms mean, in part because insti-
tutional contexts mediate such meanings (Bratton 2010; Ulbricht 2018; Laclau and Mouffe 
2001).

Vernacular differences in how citizens understand freedom notwithstanding, a second-
order concern involves how individuals think more broadly about the outputs and quali-
ties of democracy. This involves the well-known distinction between procedural or minimal 
definitions of democracy (e.g. Dahl 1971) and the substantive production of welfare goods 
associated with democracy (e.g. Schumpeter 1942). Democracies clearly vary in the extent 
to which they produce welfare-maximizing goods. Social democracies with robust systems 
of public health, labor protections, and poverty-alleviating programs look much different 
from liberal democracies that have internalized the neoliberal qualities of limited state 
intervention in the marketplace (see Held 2006 for a compilation of models of democracy). 
These differences frustrate cross-national analysis of democracy to the extent that measur-
ing and comparing democracies as a unit of analysis probably warrants a multidimensional 
approach (e.g. Coppedge et al. 2011; Wuttke et al. 2020a, b). In other words, the permuta-
tions that democracy takes are simply too varied to try and shoehorn democracy into a 
single index or indicator.

The idea that democracy is multidimensional in structure has not been lost on scholars 
attempting to analyze how the public views democratic process and institutions. Scholars 
routinely uncover dimensionality in public opinion data toward democracy that reveals 
that citizens not only distinguish procedural from substantive elements (e.g. Baviskar 
and Malone 2004; Ferrín and Kriesi 2016; Carlin 2018), but associate the incorporation 
of social benefits (Crow 2010) and social goods more broadly with democracy (Oser and 
Hooghe 2018a, b). Although much attention has been paid to support for democracy (e.g. 
Claasen 2020; Merkley et al. 2019), the characteristics citizens associate with democracy 
convey important information about the expectations that they have for it.
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One way of making sense of this survey data has been the attempt to explore whether or 
not—institutional design notwithstanding—citizens from different countries share broadly 
similar conceptualizations of what they expect from democracy. Ferrín and Kriesi (2016), 
for example, illustrate that, while citizens of different European democracies vary in the 
extent to which they place importance on certain qualities of democracy, there appears to 
be shared understanding of different institutional features. Oser and Hooghe (2018a, b) take 
a somewhat different approach and instead sort individuals into groups or “archetypes” of 
democracy in both Europe and the United States and find that there is a distinct set of per-
mutations that democracy takes in the minds of citizens (see also Hooghe et al. 2017).

This latter approach reveals a curious set of findings. On the one hand, it seems reason-
able to assume that citizens living in different countries would view democracy in simi-
lar ways –European and American democracies presumably share some common episte-
mological footings that overlap into shared views of democracy. On the other hand, even 
among countries that presumably produce procedural goods in common ways, this seems 
to gloss over the dynamic historical movements that give these democracies their nature. 
In that case, it seems odd that we might find a basic or universal “menu” of democratic 
profiles that emerge across countries, similar though they may be. Indeed, among scholars 
of comparative politics and political theorists, there is no single model of democracy but 
rather a wide range of models capturing various “essential features” of democratic govern-
ance (Held 2006). It would be surprising then if citizen understandings of democracy were 
not at least as varied within and across countries.

3  Our contribution

We propose two extensions of this past work, which we believe have interesting implica-
tions for the broader research agenda involving citizens’ appraisals of democracy. First, in 
their latent class analysis of the characteristics that people associate with democracy, Oser 
and Hooghe (2018a, b) recode the underlying instruments used to construct their typology 
of democracy. This decision complicates how we interpret the raw survey response, which 
was bivalent and symmetrical, and presents a potential problem for model-based equiva-
lence testing. Thus, here, we leave the data in their original form and analyze responses 
using a latent class model that can account for the un-transformed, polytomous responses.

Second, we extend the dataset of available countries to include a richer set of democra-
cies. Although there is the justifiable tendency to treat western and non-western democra-
cies as categorically different with respect to public opinion on democracy (grounded in 
the finding that the psychometric properties of the survey data are often distinct across 
these contexts; Ariely 2015), we take full advantage of the coverage of survey data pro-
vided by the World Values Survey to explore the possibility that a typology of democratic 
meanings is portable. Although there are both substantive and methodological tensions 
involved in trying to field and compare survey data across consolidated, mature democ-
racies and emerging ones (Mattes 2008), this analysis represents a unique opportunity to 
situate the “transformation model” of democratic public opinion (Rose et al. 1998) within 
the larger ecosystem of democracies worldwide.
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4  Data and measures

The data for these analyses are drawn from the “essential characteristics of democracy” 
battery included in the Wave 5 (2005–2009) questionnaire of the World Values Survey 
(WVS). These data are now over a decade old, but they still constitute the most recent, 
largest and diverse sample of countries that has ever fielded these questions.3 We restrict 
the sample to countries that score a 6 or better on the Polity Index at the time of survey 
fielding; this decision was made to ensure that we included a wide range of countries that 
are more or less “democratic,” while excluding publics that live under autocracy or anoc-
racy. While it would be interesting to explore how persons in those countries view democ-
racy, we nevertheless restrict our sample to countries that score the “minimum” value con-
ventionally associated with democratic states. The sample formally includes 37 countries.

The essential characteristics battery is useful for our purposes because it asks respond-
ents to rate a wide variety of features that might ostensibly be related to or associated with 
democracy. These items include: whether (1) government should tax the rich to subsidize 
poor; (2) the economy prospers; (3) citizens receive state aid for employment; (4) peo-
ple choose leaders in free elections, (5) can change laws via referendums, and (7) civil 
rights protect people’s liberties from state oppression and (8) women have the same rights 
as men; (9) criminals are severely punished; (9) the army takes over when government is 
incompetent; (10) religious authorities interpret laws. To be sure, these characteristics of 
democracy cover a wide array of facets of democracy. Items one through three reflect “sub-
stantive” outputs, while items four through eight embody the types of outputs that are com-
monly described as “procedural” goods.” Although unconventional measures of support for 
civil or liberty goods, items nine and ten fit within this latter category because associating 
democracy with either feature conveys a disregard for secular pluralism and elected self-
determination—both core features of functional democracy.4

While many of these instruments have been widely used in past studies (e.g. Norris 
2011; Welzel 2011; Shin 2012; De Regt 2013; Ariely 2015), we remain agnostic at the 
extent to which they are invariant. It is possible that some instruments are understood dif-
ferently across democratic contexts. In fact, we would expect this to be the case in a sample 
as diverse as the World Values Study. As Welzel and Inglehart (2016, pg. 1072) caution, 
however, psychometric tests involving individual-level attitudes often offer modest insight 
into “how prevalent these values are in a country.” Because our analytical quantity of inter-
est is in the prevalence of democratic groups derived from latent class models both within 
countries and the distribution of those groups across countries, we tend to be less con-
cerned about invariance than other research that models the correlates of such beliefs.

3 At the time of writing, the Wave 7 WVS data had not been released publicly. It may provide new, con-
temporaneous updates to this analysis. Wave 6, in contrast, provides more limited coverage of the “essential 
characteristics of democracy,” which limits the countries available for our sample. Analysis of Wave 6 data 
are comparable to the results presented here and are available upon requests from the authors. The Euro-
pean Social Survey, especially Round 6, provided a robust set of questions specifically on the meanings of 
democracy (Ferrín and Kriesi 2014). The inclusion of countries from various regions and with different cul-
tures and political systems, however, made the World Values Survey a better choice for this analysis.
4 In particular, army rule is sometimes asked in a different question format as a measure of support for 
democracy (Magalhaes 2014; Miller and Davis 2020). However, because it was included in the battery—
and because it represents a rejection of the liberal principles that underscore virtually any reasonable defi-
nition of democracy—we retain it for analysis here. We also include all the available items in the World 
Values Survey to address criticisms that a more limited set of items would bias the results. We have run the 
analysis with a more limited set of items. Those results confirm the pattern of findings presented here.
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5  Results

One (blunt) way of exploring differences in how individuals think about democracy’s 
nature across democratic contexts involves simply looking at the distribution of responses 
to questions in the WVS battery. Although we possess ten instruments for 37 countries, 
depicting that amount of information visually can be unwieldy. Thus, Fig. 1 illustrates the 
central tendencies (mean, mode) and variance of three of the ten characteristics of democ-
racy for five countries. Each of the countries varies with respect to historical, institutional, 
and social-cultural dynamics, which hopefully renders an interesting set of contexts within 
which to explore similarities and differences.

Panel A reveals that, while the average importance of free elections is quite high across 
the five countries, some modest variation is nevertheless present in Brazil, Japan, the 
United Kingdom and the United States. On the matter of harsh punishment for criminals 
in Panel B, we see significant variance across the countries. Japan is least likely to associ-
ate punitive remedies with wrongdoing; the UK and the United States score lower on these 
instruments, but there is significant variance in the distribution of responses in Brazil, Swe-
den, the UK, and the United States. Panel C illustrates a similar pattern with respect to 
redistribution. Across this limited sample of countries, there is much variation in the pref-
erence for the role that taxes play in generating material equality in democracy.

The descriptive data helps illustrate that there is general consensus and differences on 
some characteristics of democracy both within and across countries. To test how citizens 
connect ideas about the properties of democracy into composite views about democracy, 
both globally and within each country, we now turn to a series of latent class analyses 
(LCA). We begin by building an LCA that includes all 37 countries in our sample. To esti-
mate the models, we use poLCA in R (Linzer and Lewis 2011) The process of fitting LCA 
is iterative: we fit a model with k classes and then compare the fit indices of a model with 
k + 1 classes. The terminal or final number of classes is chosen by consulting different fit 
qualities. Traditionally, the solution with the lowest Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) 
determines acceptable model fit (i.e. the optimal number of groups that describes the data); 
however, the adjusted Akaike Information Criterion (cAIC) and model entropy are also 
important features to consider (Nylund et al. 2007), as well as the substantive implications 
of the terminal solution. For example, a model that appears justifiable on the grounds of the 
fit indices, but that produces many classes with extremely small assignment probabilities, 
may actually exhibit overfitting. Fitting the optimal number of classes to the data ultimately 
requires the researcher to balance these considerations (Oberski 2016).

In the interest of brevity, we truncate the modeling output associated with our LCA in 
Table 1, such that it reports fit statistics associated only with those models near the “thresh-
old” for appropriate class enunciation (the full modeling output is available in Tables  3 
and 4 in the “Appendix”). The results produce no clearly optimal number of classes, but it 
is possible to converge upon a defensible solution nonetheless. First, while the BIC values 
objectively hit their nadir at the 22-class solution, the decrease in BIC is very marginal past 
the 7-class solution (Column 6), where entropy dips. Although we have sufficient data to 
parse additional classes, these expansive solutions create extremely small, country-specific 
classes that contain small numbers of persons and likely reflects overfitting by the algo-
rithm. Thus, as a secondary criterion for model selection, we avoid models that produce 
classes with less than a 5% probability of assignment (details on the distribution of class 
prevalence is available in Table 4 in the “Appendix”). This leaves us with a seven-class 
model, which we present in Fig. 1.
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A  Free elections

B Harsh punishment for criminals

C  Redistributive taxation

Fig. 1  Distribution of responses to free elections, gender equality, and redistributive taxation across 
selected democracies
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Interpreting the results of the model is eased by visually inspecting the estimated value 
associated with each input item across the groups. We begin with one important obser-
vation: there are roughly three “shapes” to the classes. Class 2 comprises about 16% of 
all respondents and pairs relatively high values of procedural support (free elections, civil 
rights, referendums, general equality) with very low levels of support for religious authori-
ties interpreting the law and the army taking over under conditions of instability. This is 
distinct from the “apathetic” or “indifferent” persons that comprise classes 3 and 7. Persons 
belonging to these groups—about 14% of all respondents—give relatively low rankings to 
all of the qualities of democracy; none of the ten items assigned a value higher than 6.0. 
Class 7 is more negative in its evaluation of democracy’s qualities, but both classes exhibit 
the same rough pattern of responses.

In contrast to these two patterns, Classes 1, 4, 5, and 6 exhibit high levels of support for 
both procedural and substantive outputs. Class 4 comprises almost 20% of respondents and 
assigns substantive outputs like redistributive taxation, economic prosperity, and state aid 
the highest levels of essentiality across the sample. Curiously, while it contains high levels 
of support for free elections and civil rights, it also exhibits high levels of punitiveness 
with respect to punishing criminals. Classes 1 and 5 are very similar, exhibit only modest 
intercept differences on substantive outputs, while Class 6 is more moderate across both 
dimensions.

To the extent the general pattern of these responses illustrates a common view of 
democracy, nearly 70 percent of respondents belong to one of these four groups. However, 
while members of these groups all concur generally about the importance of free elections, 
referendums, civil rights, and gender equality and seem to reject army rule, mean group 
values on these input items do vary in meaningful ways. For example, there is almost a 
three-point difference in the essentialness of civil rights between Classes 4 and 5. This 
finding is lost, however, on models that pool this data together as if the essential character-
istics of democracy are more or less “invariant” across country contexts. Thus, while the 
most common vision of democracy across democracies involves connecting both economic 
and welfare goods together, we do see some of the classic tensions involving the distinction 
between social and liberal democracy present here.5

Although a 7-class solution emerges as the most reasonable, “best-fitting” depiction of 
how respondents connect certain facets of democracy together, it is not clear whether this 
set of classes spontaneously emerges within each country or whether each country pos-
sesses a more limited range of classes. Past research using European Social Survey (ESS) 
data conveys that a single, uniform model explains how respondents view democracy (Oser 
and Hooghe 2018a). In other words, a pooled model, like the one presented in Fig. 2 fully 
captures composite democratic beliefs within each country, and we would expect to find 
evidence of all seven classes within every country included in the sample. That earlier 
analysis involved only European countries and a different set of data, so it is possible that a 
more diverse sample of democracy would not produce such results although, even eyeball-
ing the descriptive data in Fig. 1, it would seem unlikely that Sweden and the UK would 
contain the same number, much less type of classes of democracy.

5 With substantial amounts of data, LCA will pull out fine-grain distinctions that may have little substan-
tive utility. While Classes 1 and 4 are similar, one to two-point differences are substantively significant 
when the modal response is one of support. Seven classes may risk cutting the data too thin, but we feel that 
these distinctions are nonetheless warranted given the efficiency gains in the Bayesian Information Crite-
rion.
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To test the prevalence and distribution of classes within each country, we proceed by 
fitting LCA models across each individual country in our sample. This approach naturally 
generates an enormous number of estimates. In lieu of presenting iterative BIC values in 
tabular form or visually via elbow-plots for each country here in the main text, we simply 
report the number of classes that best fit the countries in the sample (model output is avail-
able in “Appendix B”). Table 2 reveals that, while the three-class model most frequently 
describes the distribution of classes within a given country, almost 30% of the sample pro-
duces two, four, or five classes of democratic visions.

These results indicate that the universal model of democratic beliefs presented in 
Fig.  2—which illustrates that a full seven classes sufficiently describes the variation in 
composite views of democracy—does not fit the individual country models. However, 
comparing the counts of classes across countries does little to inform how these com-
posite views of democracy vary substantively within and across geographic contexts. To 

Fig. 2  Latent Class Analysis pooling respondents across all countries. Input items are arrayed on the x-axis; 
y-axis corresponds to the predicted mean value of input item for members of a given class. Prevalence or 
the probability of a respondent being assigned to a given class is presented alongside class in legend. Full 
modeling output associated with the modeling procedure is available in the “Appendix A”

Table 2  Number of unique classes emerging from best-fitting solution to the latent class analysis in the 
respective country

Full modeling output for these outcomes is available in “Appendix B”

2 Classes 3 Classes 4 Classes 5 Classes 6 Classes

Argentina
India
Sweden
Trinidad

Australia
Brazil
Bulgaria
Canada
Chile
Finland
France
Georgia
Ghana
Hungary]
Indonesia
Japan
Moldova

Netherlands
Norway
Peru
Poland
Romania
Russia
Slovenia
Spain
Switzerland
Taiwan
Ukraine
United Kingdom

Cyprus
Indonesia
Mali
Turkey
United States
Uruguay

Mexico
South Africa

Thailand
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investigate the distribution of the types of classes that encompass mass views of democracy 
at the country level, we again proceed using a visual portrayal of the mean values associ-
ated with the input items across classes.

Each panel of Fig.  3 illustrates such plots for India, Norway, the United States, and 
Mexico. The plots for every individual country are presented in “Appendix C”. These plots 
produce a number of observations. First, each panel contains a country that has a different 
number of classes. India produces two classes, while Mexico produces five. Second, the 
substantive nature of the classes also vary across each country. In India, there are two very 
distinct views of democracy—one that associates democracy with both procedural and sub-
stantive goods and one that is quite indifferent to these qualities. In Norway, there are three 
classes that are all modestly distinct from each other. In contrast, in the United States and 
Mexico, there are four and five classes respectively, some of which are fairly similar to the 
other. On balance, however, the seven-class solution that best fit the pooled data in no way 
fits the class solution in any of the individual countries. The lack of a distinct pattern, then, 
implies that the efficacy of a pooled view of democracy across the world is low.

While this finding is not necessarily unexpected, perhaps we effectively “stack-the-
deck” by analyzing too many diverse and disparate democracies. To investigate whether 
or not this is the case, we pivot next to a series of four panels in Fig. 4 that illustrates the 
best-fitting class solutions for several European democracies—which presumably might 
exhibit greater commonality with respect to how citizens define democracy. Again, it is not 
clear that composite views of democracy are portable even across these western democra-
cies. Sweden produces only two classes of democracy in Panel B, and these are unlike the 
classes present in Spain. The United Kingdom produces three classes, but two of the three 
are very similar and not substantively similar to those present in Norway. Even with their 
common epistemological heritage, we find that mass publics view democracy in textured 
ways, although it is relevant to note that support for procedural goods is nearly uniformly 
high within these countries. To the extent that elections and civil liberties are cornerstone 
features of democracy, the citizens of these countries seem to recognize that democracy 

A 2 Classes B  3 Classes

C  4 Clases D  Five classes

Fig. 3  Class plots of composite views of democracy for selected countries. Classes in each panel are calcu-
lated using iterative modeling process for respective country. Full output modeling for this process for the 
full sample of 37 countries is available in “Appendices B and C”
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involves these features, albeit to varying degrees. However, differences do exist when we 
wed citizens’ beliefs about the procedural and substantive elements of democracy together. 
In some countries this produces several classes of democracy, in others only two. But under 
no circumstances do we ever find evidence of a standardized menu of democratic concepts 
that fits all countries equally. Simply put the distribution of beliefs about democracy is 
largely peculiar to the individual country context.

6  Discussion and conclusion

The extent to which public understandings of democracy are directly comparable cross-
nationally is important for benchmarking how we approach analyzing public opinion 
toward democracy. In reassessing past work on democratic typologies (e.g. Oser and 
Hooghe’s 2018b), our latent class analysis indicates that there is neither a single, shared 
understanding of democracy across countries nor, for that matter, a set of shared under-
standings, per se. Pooling all respondents from the 37 countries together, we found that 
a 7-class solution best fit the data. Substantively, this finding might be odd—how would 
10 items combine together to form so many permutations of democratic meanings? Look-
ing at the individual countries’ profile plots sheds some light on this result. In most of the 
countries included in the analysis, a three-class solution provides the best fit to the data. In 
a small subset set of countries, a two-class solution provides a better fit. Notably, the pat-
terns across countries are similar, though not identical: robust support for civil rights and 
welfare goods in one class, and a second class where such support is usually lower. While 
a common set of patterns may exist with respect to the way the data fit together, the “inter-
cepts” or the average values of the input items across many of these classes vary in modest, 
but important ways—an observation that is not readily apparent if the values on the input 
items are truncated or arbitrarily recoded (as in past research). In turn, because the data 
are sufficiently large, subtle, but theoretically interesting differences manifest using a semi-
supervised machine learning approach like LCA.

A  United Kingdom B  Sweden

C  Norway D  Spain

Fig. 4  Class plots of composite views of democracy for selected European countries. Classes in each panel 
are calculated using iterative modeling process for respective country. Full output modeling for this process 
for the full sample of 37 countries is available in “Appendices B and C”
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Overall, our analysis confirms recent research calling for greater sensitivity to meas-
urement of multi-dimensional and multi-layered concepts, such as public understand-
ings of democracy, cross-nationally (Ariely and Davidov 2011; Cutler et  al. 2013; King 
et al. 2004; Wuttke et al. 2020c). Put simply, the meanings of democracy vary across and 
within countries, raising fundamental questions about what it means when scholars say that 
democratic support is eroding. Eroding from what? The answer to this question clearly 
depends on where one begins. For most scholars, this begins with an academic definition 
of democracy, despite the plethora of scholarly definitions noted earlier, and waning sup-
port is gauged from this pre-defined yardstick. The public may, however, have a very dif-
ferent idea of what democracy is supposed to entail, how its processes are supposed to 
work, and what outcomes it is supposed to produce. What appears as declining support 
may instead reflect declining support for democracy as currently practiced within a particu-
lar context. Despite measurable differences in public understandings of democracy, the vast 
majority of respondents across countries are “pro-democracy.” The differences that emerge 
reflect different values respondents place on specific characteristics, e.g., free and fair elec-
tions, free speech, and economic equality. In the United States, 79 percent of respondents 
were assigned to two classes of democratic understanding that displayed strong support 
for the essential characteristics of democracy, but differed in the relative value of specific 
features. Approximately 21 percent, in contrast, belonged to classes of democracy that are 
better described as indifferent. We would not, however, describe them as “anti-democracy.” 
This is comparable to the United Kingdom where 76 percent of respondents were assigned 
to pro-democracy classes while 24 percent were less supportive of democracy’s essential 
characteristics. In Sweden, the two classes that emerge are very much pro-democracy. The 
classes we have developed here help us better understand where the public begins, and 
should subsequently enrich, rather than undermine, subsequent analyses of democratic 
support.

In some ways, this tells us what we already know. People think about democracy dif-
ferently in the United States than in the United Kingdom, India, or Norway. We know 
this well, and yet in survey research we often implicitly assume these differences away 
or explicitly argue that there is a shared understanding of what democracy means over 
time and across space. The research presented in this article bridges this divide, providing 
quantitative classifications of the meaning of democracy while simultaneously taking seri-
ously the unique context of each individual country. Differences in democratic meaning 
are observed here in two ways: The number of classes of identifiable classes (or meanings) 
that emerge within a specific country and the contours those classes take across countries. 
Countries with a three-class solution are not necessarily comparable in terms of the shape 
and the distribution of those classes. What does this mean for future research? We would 
posit that the differences across country are not just noise, but are instead the result of 
systematic variations in institutional design (number of parties, presidential versus parlia-
mentary political systems, parallelism within media systems), political culture (individual 
versus collective), and contemporary economic and social forces (current economic condi-
tions, the presence of right-wing populist movements). The task of modeling these differ-
ences is beyond the scope of the current analysis and the task of future research. We would 
note, however, that taking seriously what democracy   means cross-nationally requires 
addressing the differences in understanding both in the terms of the number and the distri-
bution of those differences.

A typology is ultimately an abstraction of reality. In theory, such models ought to help 
us make sense of the world around us in concrete ways. These findings are important as a 
guide to future work involving support for democracy. Research on the democratic deficit, 
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for example, suggests that the disconnect between what citizens want and what democracy 
produces is problematic (e.g. Norris 2011). This typology might be useful for contextual-
izing what, specifically, mass publics demand from democracy. More fundamentally, the 
forces that generate competing visions of democracy are not well understood. What institu-
tional characteristics shape the number of classes of democratic meanings that are present 
with a system? In turn, how does a country’s social-cultural or economic milieu shape the 
expectations that citizens have for democracy? These are important questions to answer, 
and, as we have shown here, answering them requires careful attention to data generating 
processes and the peculiarities of the survey response.
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Appendix C: Country‑specific class plots

See Figs. 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 
28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40 and 41.

Fig. 5  Mean input values across classes for Argentina. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output esti-
mates in Appendix Table 5

Fig. 6  Mean input values across classes for Australia. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 6
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Fig. 7  Mean input values across classes for Brazil. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates in 
Appendix Table 7

Fig. 8  Mean input values across classes for Bulgaria. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 8

Fig. 9  Mean input values across classes for Canada. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 9
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Fig. 10  Mean input values across classes for Chile. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates in 
Appendix Table 10

Fig. 11  Mean input values across classes for Cyprus. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 11

Fig. 12  Mean input values across classes for Finland. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 12
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Fig. 13  Mean input values across classes for France. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 13

Fig. 14  Mean input values across classes for Georgia. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 14

Fig. 15  Mean input values across classes for Ghana. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 15
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Fig. 16  Mean input values across classes for Hungary. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output esti-
mates in Appendix Table 16

Fig. 17  Mean input values across classes for India. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates in 
Appendix Table 17

Fig. 18  Mean input values across classes for Indonesia. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output esti-
mates in Appendix Table 18
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Fig. 19  Mean input values across classes for Japan. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates in 
Appendix Table 19

Fig. 20  Mean input values across classes for Mali. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates in 
Appendix Table 20

Fig. 21  Mean input values across classes for Mexico. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 21
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Fig. 22  Mean input values across classes for Moldova. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output esti-
mates in Appendix Table 22

Fig. 23  Mean input values across classes for Netherlands. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output esti-
mates in Appendix Table 23

Fig. 24  Mean input values across classes for Norway. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 24
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Fig. 25  Mean input values across classes for Peru. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates in 
Appendix Table 25

Fig. 26  Mean input values across classes for Poland. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 26
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Fig. 27  Mean input values across classes for Romania. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output esti-
mates in Appendix Table 27

Fig. 28  Mean input values across classes for Russia. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 28
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Fig. 29  Mean input values across classes for Slovenia. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output esti-
mates in Appendix Table 29

Fig. 30  Mean input values across classes for South Africa. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output esti-
mates in Appendix Table 30
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Fig. 31  Mean input values across classes for Spain. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates in 
Appendix Table 31

Fig. 32  Mean input values across classes for Sweden. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 32
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Fig. 33  Mean input values across classes for Switzerland. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output esti-
mates in Appendix Table 33

Fig. 34  Mean input values across classes for Taiwan. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 34
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Fig. 35  Mean input values across classes for Thailand. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output esti-
mates in Appendix Table 35

Fig. 36  Mean input values across classes for Trinidad and Tobago. Notes: Class solution corresponds to 
output estimates in Appendix Table 36
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Fig. 37  Mean input values across classes for Turkey. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 37

Fig. 38  Mean input values across classes for Ukraine. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output estimates 
in Appendix Table 38



918 N. T. Davis et al.

1 3

Fig. 39  Mean input values across classes for United Kingdom. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output 
estimates in Appendix Table 38

Fig. 40  Mean input values across classes for United States. Notes: Class solution corresponds to output esti-
mates in Appendix Table 39
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