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T H E  G L O B A L  A DVA N C E  O F  D E M O C R A C Y is largely a develop-
ing world phenomenon. The median per capita income of the
86 countries currently undergoing democratic transitions is
$985. Seventy-five percent of these democratizers are classified
as low- or lower-middle income by the World Bank.  Nearly 60
percent are in Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America. 

Unsurprisingly, both the democratization and development
paths are filled with potholes. Forty-five percent of all contem-
porary democratizers have experienced at least one episode of
democratic backsliding (though two-thirds of these resumed
their positive advance within three years). Eight in ten rever-
sals to autocracy occur in democratizers experiencing negative

growth. Low-income countries, meanwhile, face negative
growth. The median annual growth of 1.46 percent for this
group since 1980 is nearly a full percentage point below
wealthier cohorts. Poor countries are also notoriously more
vulnerable to economic volatility, conflict and humanitarian
crisis. In short, there are compelling reasons for anyone inter-
ested in either democracy or development to consider the
inter-linkages between the two phenomena.

Governance and development
divergences

T H E  R O C K Y  E X P E R I E N C E  typical of both democratization and
development perpetuated a long (and still commonly) held
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belief that the two processes were incompatible—and should be
tackled sequentially. Better to first establish a strong econom-
ic foundation, this view argued. Once per capita incomes, liter-
acy rates, urbanization and other development prerequisites
were raised, the process of democratic change could unfold
more smoothly. The problem with this widely-accepted thesis
is that low-income autocracies do not develop
any more rapidly than low-income democracies
or democratizers. Nor are the few autocracies
that are able to sustain economic progress any
more likely to democratize successfully than
those that initiate the process at lower income
levels. The “development first” strategy, there-
fore, unwittingly provides a perpetual rationale
for maintaining autocracy.

Increasingly, there is a recognition that good
governance matters to development.1 Isolating
the effects of political governance on growth
and development is particularly challenging
though, because the manner in which states
organize themselves affects virtually every
other factor linked to growth —human capital
development, respect for property rights, rule
of law, openness to the outside world, technol-
ogy adoption, access to information, and trans-
parency, among others. Stated differently,
political governance is not just one other inde-
pendent variable to be considered in a growth
regression. Rather, who is making policy deci-
sions, the incentives they face to stay in power,
how competing interests are weighed, which
groups have access to credit, investment and
aid dollars, and to whom leaders are account-
able all directly and indirectly influence devel-
opment outcomes.

To assess the effects of alternate political
structures on development, this review draws
on the Polity IV democracy index.2 Countries
classified in the top tier of this 0-10 measure
qualify as democracies. Those in the bottom
tier are considered autocracies. The time peri-
od covered, 1980-2005, encompasses the cur-
rent wave of democratization. To avoid confu-
sion on the possible direction of this influence,
five year lagged indicators are used. So, for
example, countries classified as democracies or
autocracies in 2000, will be compared for their
median growth rates in 2005. Keeping the focus
on democracy in poor countries, comparisons
in this review are limited to countries with per
capita incomes below $2,000, referred to as
“low-income” for shorthand. 

Working within those parameters, we see that median per
capita growth rates3 of democracies have been slightly (though
statistically significantly)4 higher than autocracies—1.46 per-
cent vs. 1.25 percent—for the full timeframe considered. On
the surface, the slender difference in overall growth rates sug-

gests that the governance effect on development is negligible.
Yet, excavating beneath this aggregate relationship unearths
multiple layers of additional insight.

First, is temporal variation. Notably, in the years immedi-
ately following the end of the Cold War, many new democra-
cies in Central Europe and Africa endured serious economic

contractions as they transitioned from state-
centered economic systems. Otherwise, there
is a consistent pattern of superior democratic
growth performance. Excluding the 1992-1996
period, median lagged growth for democracies
from 1980-2005 is 1.95 percent—or a third
higher than the autocratic median. 

Next, 15 percent of autocratic growth data
for the post-1980 period are missing. As a
result, economic performances of countries
like Afghanistan, Burma, Cuba, Iraq, Libya,
North Korea, and Somalia are consistently not
factored into these comparisons. In contrast,
no democratic growth data is missing for this
time period. Instructively, one of the distin-
guishing features of autocratic governance—
opaqueness—makes it more difficult to conduct
objective comparisons of performance. 

Important inter-regional differences also
emerge from these governance-growth com-
parisons. Democracies in Latin America, Sub-
Saharan Africa, and Central Europe average
fivefold higher lagged growth rates rather than
autocracies in those regions. Non-trivially,
these regions account for 76 percent of contem-
porary democratizers. In East Asia, the pattern
is reversed. This is meaningful since nearly all
of the autocratic economic success stories come
from this region. Removing East Asia from the
global sample cuts the median autocratic growth
rate by a quarter—to 0.91 percent. The East Asia
experience also demonstrates that democracy is
not a prerequisite for development. 

Oil is another key factor affecting autocratic
growth. Eighty percent of hydrocarbon-rich
societies are autocracies.5 The spike in oil prices
in recent years, accordingly, has buoyed the auto-
cratic growth data. When hydrocarbon-rich
countries are excluded from the 25 year compar-
ison, median autocratic growth declines by 20
percent. For the post-2000 period, hydrocar-
bon-rich growth accounts for a quarter of the
median autocratic rate. Given that resource-rich
autocracies have a higher tendency of being
“cursed” than “blessed,” the developmental ben-

efits of this oil-driven growth, moreover, cannot be assumed. 
Governance differences are also evident with regards to

growth volatility—long a bane of developing countries.
Autocracies have a 5 percent chance of experiencing a sharp
(i.e. 10 percent) contraction in annual economic output in any
given year. This rate is three times that of democracies. The
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median of another measure of volatility—the coefficient of
variation (standard deviation over the mean growth rate)—is
four times larger in autocracies than democracies.
Democracies’ relative capacity for stability, in turn, enables
them to sustain their economic gains more effectively.

The differing incentives facing democratic and autocratic
governments appear to be particularly relevant for social wel-
fare outcomes. Infant mortality rates (IMR) are a good case in
point. Democracies have consistently lower IMRs than autocra-
cies at similar income levels. For example, in 1980, the median
IMR for low-income democracies was 74 (per 1,000 live births)
compared to 106 for autocracies. Even so, the rate of improve-
ment in democracies has tended to be more rapid. Specifically,
the 5-year lagged gains in IMRs for democracies from 1980-
2005 was 12.5 percent compared to 7.3 percent for autocracies.6

Consequently, the relative divergence in median IMRs between
democracies and autocracies has grown to 32 vs. 77 in 2005.

Similar patterns are observed on other social indicators.
The median 5-year lagged improvements in primary school
completion rates between 19907 and 2005 are 10.8 percent for
democracies and 7.1 percent for autocracies.8 This reflects an
increase in median levels of primary school completion for
low-income democracies from 69.5 percent to 91.5 percent
and for autocracies from 47 percent to 68.7 percent. 

Citizens in democracies have also had consistently longer
life expectancies than those in autocracies. In 1980, the dif-
ference among low-income countries was eight years—58.7 vs.
50.6. Five year lagged rates of improvement in democracies
since that time have been more rapid than autocracies—2.2
percent vs. 1.8 percent.9 This has resulted in the life
expectancy gap between low-income democracies and autoc-
racies widening to 10 years by 2005—66.1 vs. 56.2. 

Autocratic legacies

AT  A  M I N I M U M , this comparative review of development per-
formance between low-income democracies and autocracies
shows that there is not a trade-off between democracy and
development. Paraphrasing Nobel Laureate, Amartya Sen, cit-
izens in developing countries need not choose between food
and freedom. The observed divergences also reveal a signifi-
cant positive link between democracy and future development
outcomes. The relationship is not universal—some democra-
cies have underperformed and a select number of mostly East
Asian autocrats have realized exceptional growth. Yet the
overall pattern is consistent over time and multiple measures. 

Given this and the fact that two-thirds of developing coun-
tries have already started down a democratic path, the central
issue really is not whether there is a development advantage
from democratization but how to maximize developmental
performance in new democratizers. To address this we must
understand better the reasons for the considerable variance
in development performance among democratizers. In other
words, if democracy matters to development then why is there
such variation in democratizers’ development performance?

Several distinguishing characteristics emerge: quality of
democratic institutions, depth of free press, duration on a
democratic path, independence of the private sector, and lower
debt service levels.10 Of particular relevance is autocratic his-
tory. The more recently democratizers11 have had an autocratic
government, the slower has been their development progress.
To illustrate, democratizers that were autocratically governed
five years previously averaged growth rates half those of
democratizers that were not autocratic during the previous five
years. This translates into a sevenfold difference in expansion

of per capita income levels over five years—7.42
percent vs. 1.13 percent (see Figure 1). Going
back 10 years, the difference is threefold. Even
democratizers that are 15 years out of an autocrat-
ic system were expanding 30 percent slower than
democratizers without this legacy. Similar drags
on progress are observed for social indicators.
These patterns are a reminder that new democra-
tizers tend to begin their transitions in periods of
economic crisis. The first few years of these tran-
sitions bear the costs of this downward momen-
tum—showing up as weak democratizer develop-
ment performance. Reforms may then take hold,
leading to a recovery. Sustaining political reforms
through this turnaround is a critical challenge,
however, as more than half of all democratic
backsliding occurs within the first five years of a
transition. Even then, rehabilitating established
norms of patronage, lack of transparency and
other institutional scleroses takes time. 
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FIGURE 1: MEDIAN DEMOCRATIZER GROWTH RELATIVE TO AUTOCRATIC HISTORY

Autocratic Not autocratic

Source: Based on the World Bank's WDI 2007 dataset and the Polity IV index.
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Some policy implications that emerge from this review
include:
n Democracies that stay on the democratic path tend to gen-

erate higher rates of growth and social development.
Accordingly, sustaining democratization should be an
objective of development institutions. 

n Positive development performance, in turn, reduces the
risk of democratic backsliding, especially in the early years
of a democratic transition. Assistance strategies, conse-
quently, should be sensitive to the political economy chal-
lenges these new democratizers are facing. 

n Since many new democratizers have inherited dysfunc-
tional institutions, the initial period of a democratic tran-
sition often yields slow or negative growth. This is less a
failure of democratic governance as a reminder that sus-
tained support for institutional rehabilitation is needed to
overcome autocratic legacies.

Joseph Siegle is Senior Research Scholar, University of Maryland

School of Public Policy.
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pier than they are in the future, and finally, 93 percent culti-
vated optimism and are convinced that the next five years will
be even better. Much can be made of this wholesale optimism,
so that a truly prosperous and democratic state can be created
in Mali.
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