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Does democracy lead to improved human development outcomes? There is a significant body of 

literature which suggests that democratic governments produce populations which are healthier, 

more educated, and have higher overall quality of life than populations living in authoritarian 

regimes. Previous studies on the relationship between democracy and human development point 

to the fact that in democracies, citizens use elections as well as other individual rights and civil 

liberties in order to pressure leaders to make policy choices which are beneficial for their 

populations such as the provision of public health services and education. However, some studies 

suggest that once confounding factors are accounted for, democracy may have little to no effect 

on human development outcomes (Carbone 2009; Nelson 2007; Ross 2006).  

 My study examines the relationship between two measurements of democracy, how 

democratic a country is in a certain year and its history of democratic rule, on human 

development outcomes, namely infant mortality and secondary school enrollment rates. Utilizing 

a data set of 195 countries between 1980-2019, I employ 12 OLS regressions with country and 

year fixed effects in order to test the relationship between democracy and human development. 

The results of my study suggest that once fixed effects are accounted for, democracy’s impact on 

human development may be limited, with economic and demographic factors being larger 

determinants of a country’s human development outcomes. 

Theories of Democracy and Human Development 

There are a number of possible factors which may cause more-democratic states to achieve better 

human development outcomes than less-democratic states.  
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Electoral Accountability 

Regime type may affect how leaders maintain power and provide for their constituencies. 

Democracies generally hold their elected leaders accountable for public wellbeing. Voters 

consider democratic leaders to be responsible for providing for the public, and if they believe 

that their leaders are not providing or supporting the basic necessities for maintaining a high 

quality of life, then they may vote these elected leaders out of office. This system of electoral 

accountability may cause democratic leaders to invest resources in ways which benefit the 

general population (Fumarola 2020). By contrast, less-democratic states are often not constrained 

by electoral accountability to the same extent that democratic states are. In authoritarian regimes, 

electoral competition is often limited in its openness or fairness, or may be eliminated entirely 

(Levitsky and Way 2002). Due to the reduced electoral competition in these regimes, rulers are 

less susceptible to popular demands and may still maintain power, even if they do not effectively 

provide for the public’s well-being (Escribà-Folch 2011). Therefore, if democratic leaders are 

more receptive to public demands than nondemocratic leaders are, they may invest more money 

and resources into improving human development outcomes such as the provision of healthcare 

and public education.  

 While democratic leaders may face stronger electoral pressures than nondemocratic 

leaders, they may also be more susceptible to demands from broader portions of their 

populations as well. Leaders in authoritarian regimes often share power with elites in order to 

gain control over a larger array of resources, as well as to placate possible uprisings by 

delegating power to opposition leaders (Boix and Svolik 2013). This elite patronage helps to 

keep authoritarian rulers in power, and often neglects popular demands in favor of the narrow 

interests of elites and allies of the regime (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009). By ignoring the wants 
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and needs of certain portions of their populations, authoritarian leaders may fail to effectively 

provide legislation which improves human development outcomes for the population at-large. 

Under more democratic regimes where legislation does not favor elites to the same extent that it 

does in authoritarian regimes, leaders may be more effective in responding to public requests for 

better healthcare or education, especially those from minority or opposition groups, and therefore 

achieve improved human development outcomes (Siegle et al. 2005).  

Access to Information & Corruption  

Access to information by citizens varies by regime type, and may indirectly affect a country’s 

human development outcomes. Democratic regimes have open and free media which is 

incentivized to provide factual information to the masses. This media can include reports that 

may be critical of the ruling regime, though democratic regimes cannot censor such reports. 

Because of this, citizens can gain more accurate information about the efficiency of their 

government in providing for its citizens, and can use this information to make informed 

decisions when voting in order to choose leaders who will improve their country’s human 

development (Brown 1999). Access to information also works in the opposite direction, as 

democratic leaders may use open and free media to gather more accurate and informed 

information about voter wants and needs, and implement policies accordingly (Sen 1999). 

Authoritarian regimes do not have open and free media to the same extent as democracies, and 

therefore citizens in these countries may not have accurate information regarding their 

government’s ability to provide for them. Combined with limited and unfair elections, censored 

media can therefore lead to ineffective policies which do not help to improve human 

development outcomes in these authoritarian regimes (Siegle et al. 2005).  
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 Access to information also helps to reduce corruption, which in turn may help to promote 

human development. Corrupt leaders may use their positions of power to enact poorly-devised 

policies which benefit themselves or allies of the regime at the expense of average citizens, 

especially regime opponents. These corrupt policies may therefore lead to poor human 

development outcomes by dedicating funds and resources towards projects that do not benefit or 

may even harm the masses, rather than investing in public health or education (Siegle et al. 

2005).  Open media and the right to assemble in democracies allow citizens to monitor and 

combat corruption from their elected leaders, which leads to increased government transparency 

and government efficiency (Drapalova et al. 2019). Due to media censorship in authoritarian 

regimes, leaders in these countries can more easily implement corrupt and narrowly-conceived 

policies since citizens lack the appropriate information to effectively monitor their government. 

Because of this, access to information may cause democratic governments to be less corrupt and 

therefore promote policies which are more conducive to achieving positive human development 

outcomes (Deacon 2009).  

Individual Rights & Civil Liberties 

Individual rights and civil liberties allow citizens to pressure their governments to pursue 

effective policy choices which support human development through a number of different 

avenues. Freedom of association, freedom of speech, and freedom of the press allow citizens to 

signal their disapproval of government leaders and their policies through protests, critical media, 

and other social movements. Utilizing such rights and liberties can provide leaders with feedback 

on policies, as well as pressure them with loss of office if ineffective or controversial policies are 

not rectified (Cleary 2007). Individual rights and civil liberties also allow for the formation of 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) which can help facilitate human development by 
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promoting public health and education (Brown 1999; Miller 2015). Furthermore, the right to 

political openness and contestation allows citizens to vote ineffective leaders out of office and 

increase representation for minority or opposition groups, therefore causing governments to 

pursue more effective policies which improve human development for a larger portion of the 

population (Siegle et al. 2005). Since many individual rights and civil liberties are often limited 

and sometimes even nonexistent in authoritarian regimes, more-democratic regimes may achieve 

better human development outcomes than less-democratic regimes due to the pressures these 

rights and liberties apply to democratic leaders (Lake and Baum 2001).  

Previous Empirical Studies 

Findings from previous empirical studies on the relationship between democracy and human 

development have yielded mixed results. Some studies find that regime type and human 

development share a linear relationship, where more-democratic regimes have better human 

development outcomes than less-democratic ones, even if they are not completely democratic. 

Miller (2015) finds that hybrid regimes consistently outperform autocracies in human 

development outcomes, especially in those related to health. Cassani et al. (2016) also find that 

hybrid regimes can be effective in improving human development outcomes, though they note 

that democracies still significantly outperform hybrid regimes.  

Another body of literature finds that a country’s history of democratic rule can affect its 

human development outcomes. According to Gerring et al. (2012), a country being a democracy 

for a longer period of time is more important for improving human development outcomes than a 

country simply becoming democratic. Wigley and Akkoyunlu (2011) suggest that countries with 

longer histories of democratic rule spend more on public health and have increased educational 
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attainment, and McGuire (2004) finds that long-term democratic rule leads to improved health 

outcomes, but that short-term democratic rule does not. However, Carbone (2012) claims that 

even newer democracies can achieve improved health outcomes when compared to authoritarian 

regimes.  

Other studies suggest that more democratic regimes invest money into human 

development more than less democratic regimes. Kotera and Okada (2017) find that that 

democracies allocate more funds for health and less for defense, but that they do not allocate 

more funds for education or other types of social welfare than nondemocracies. Brown and 

Hunter (1999) suggest that due to pressures from constituents, democracies are forced to allocate 

more funds towards social welfare than authoritarian regimes are. Shin and Lee (2003) find 

similar results which suggest that democratizing forces regimes to invest more in social welfare, 

especially for those citizens who were previously repressed or ignored by the regime.  

A common measure of the health aspect of human development is infant mortality rates 

(United Nations 2018). Kim and Kroger (2017) find that hybrid regimes with elections are on 

average no more effective than full autocracies in reducing infant mortality. Wullert and 

Williamson (2016) also support this conclusion, as they find that in Sub-Sharan Africa, there is a 

quadratic relationship between regime type and infant mortality, with democracies and 

autocracies outperforming hybrid regimes in infant mortality rates. However, Miller (2015) finds 

that there is a linear relationship between regime type and infant mortality, with hybrid regimes 

outperforming autocracies, and Kudamatsu (2012) finds that infant mortality rates dropped in 

Sub-Saharan Africa following post-Cold War democratization.  

 A number of studies have found that democracies have better educational outcomes than 

nondemocracies. According to Brown (1999), democratic countries are better at attaining higher 
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school enrollment numbers than nondemocratic ones, even in low-income countries. Stasavage 

(2005) finds that amongst African countries, those with democratically elected governments 

provide more funding for primary education, though funding for universities is not related to 

democratic rule. Brown (2004) suggests that increased executive competition can improve 

gender equality in education, and Chen (2008) claims that more-democratic regimes in East Asia 

spend more on education than less-democratic regimes do. 

Many studies focus on the relationship between economic factors related to democracy 

and their effects on human development. Veysel Kaya and Demirbas (2012) find that there is a 

positive relationship between democratic rule and improved economic outcomes. Saha and 

Zhang (2017) find a strong relationship between democracy and economic growth, and that this 

relationship exhibits non-linearity. Korotayev et al. (2018) find that GDP growth leads to 

increased democracy and education, and that this increased education in turn further increases 

democracy. Heo and Hahm (2015) find that economic development leads to increased 

democracy, and that increased democracy leads to improved economic outcomes, and Prado et 

al. (2016) argue that development and democracy support one another. According to Siegle et al. 

(2005), democracy is a necessary precursor to economic and human development, and that 

stunted economic growth in poorer countries is caused by rule by authoritarian regimes. 

Some studies find that democracy may have indirect effects on human development, or 

that the direction of causality for the relationship between democracy and human development is 

not clear. Ghosh (2016) argues that democracy is not a direct cause for human development, but 

rather facilitates legislation that affects other international and domestic factors, which, in turn 

lead to improved human development outcomes. Hornat (2019) suggests a sort of cyclical 

relationship, where democracy leads to education reform but that further democratic rule relies 
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on schools producing democratically-minded individuals. Djezou (2014) finds that economic 

growth precedes democracy and leads to regime stability, which in turn causes regimes to 

become more democratic. Complementing Djezou’s findings, Acemoglu and Robinson (2001) 

find that citizens in countries with poor economic conditions may force their governments to 

democratize in order to improve economic conditions under threat of revolution.   

 While many studies find that there is a positive or nonlinear relationship between 

democracy and human development, there are some studies which claim that once confounding 

factors are accounted for, democracy has little to no effect on human development outcomes. 

Carbone (2009) claims that democracy does not always lead to improved human development 

outcomes, and may even lead to increased political fractionalization. Ross (2006) suggests that 

democracy does not actually affect human development, but rather increases spending on health 

and education which only affects the middle and upper classes while not improving human 

development outcomes for the poor, and Nelson (2007) finds that democracies dedicate more 

funds towards social services, but that this spending does not necessarily lead to improved 

human development outcomes.  

 There are a number of issues with previous empirical studies on the relationship between 

democracy and human development which my study improves upon. Firstly, many previous 

studies do not include country or year fixed effects in their analyses. Countries vary greatly in 

their cultures, histories, geographies, leaders, and other unique characteristics which cannot be 

easily measured by control variables. It is logical to assume that these factors may influence a 

country’s current or historical regime type, as well as its human development outcomes. By not 

including country fixed effects, many previous studies have neglected to control for the bias that 

may be caused by these factors. Global trends in democratization, health, education, and the 
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economy may affect regime type and human development outcomes as well. Since many 

previous studies do not include year fixed effects, their outcomes may be biased since they do 

not control for these trends. 

 Many previous studies on democracy and human development are limited in scope, either 

by geography or time. Some studies focus only on a particular region of the world, such as Sub-

Saharan Africa (Kudamatsu 2012; Stasavage 2005; Wullert and Williamson 2016) Post-Soviet 

countries (Cassani et al. 2016) Latin America (Brown and Hunter 1999), or even just one or two 

countries (Carbone 2012; Ghosh 2016; Prado et al. 2016). Since different countries and regions 

of the world vary greatly in a number of important ways, the findings from these studies may not 

be applicable on a broader geographic scale. While some studies do use broader geographic data, 

these studies sometimes only focus on human development outcomes for a small number of 

years. For instance, McGuire (2004) only focuses on the years 1990-1995, and Brown (1999) 

only includes data for 16 years between 1960 and 1987. By limiting the temporal scope of their 

samples, studies such as these may not yield results which are applicable for broader periods of 

time. 

 A third issue with many previous studies is that they only focus on a single aspect of 

human development, or only focus on government expenditures as they relate to human 

development, rather than human development outcomes themselves. Human development is 

normally measured by three metrics: health, education, and quality of life (United Nations 2018). 

By only focusing on a single aspect of human development, many previous studies fail to more 

fully capture the relationship between democracy and human development. While government 

expenditures on human development vary by regime type, they may not be indicative of a 

country’s human development outcomes. Countries may falsify expenditure data, especially 
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amongst authoritarian regimes, and spending on human development does not necessarily 

translate into improved human development outcomes (Miller 2015; Nelson 2007; Ross 2006). 

Therefore, studies which only focus on how different regime types invest funds into human 

development may not accurately depict how democracy affects actual human development 

outcomes. 

 Finally, many previous studies treat regime type as binary, either democratic or 

nondemocratic, or use a categorical variable which defines regimes as either autocracies, hybrid 

regimes, or democracies. Binary variables of regime type do not account for hybrid regimes, 

whose human development outcomes have challenged traditional thoughts about the relationship 

between democracy and human development (Kim and Kroger, 2017; Miller 2015; Wullert and 

Williamson 2016). While some studies do include variables for regime type which differentiate 

between autocratic and hybrid regimes, these studies still do not account for variances in 

governance between different hybrid regimes. As noted by Carothers (2002), the extent to which 

elections and civil liberties are present and how they affect governance can vary greatly amongst 

hybrid regimes. Therefore, treating regime types as strict categories may bias the results of these 

studies since varying levels of democracy amongst these regime types may lead to different 

human development outcomes.  

Data and Methodology 

Data Set: 

The data set for my study contains panel data for 195 countries between 1980 and 2019. The data 

were gathered from Freedom House, the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the 

Center for Systemic Peace. It should be noted, however, that data are missing for a number of 
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years and countries. Certain variables (such as school enrollment) are measured at differing 

intervals which vary by country, which leads to missing data for the years that they are not 

measured. Since many of the gaps between measurement years are more than one or two years, it 

would be inappropriate to interpolate the missing data for these variables. It is important to note 

that much of this missing data is not distributed randomly, as it is more likely for less-democratic 

states to have missing data than more-democratic ones, which could bias the results of this study 

(Ross 2006). Also, it should be noted that the Polity2 variable which is also used to create the 

stock of democracy variable excludes states which have populations of less than 500,000, which 

may also bias the results of this study (Gerring et al. 2012).  

Independent Variables: 

As has been previously noted, treating regime types as strict categories ignores differences 

within regime types, so I do not use a dichotomous or categorical variable to measure 

democracy. I instead use two different independent variables to test the relationship between 

democracy and human development. The first variable I use is the Polity2 variable. The Polity2 

variable comes from the Center for Systemic Peace’s Polity IV project and is a modified version 

of their original Polity variable which allows for states in transitionary or interregnum periods to 

still receive scores (Polity IV Project 2019).  Polity2 assigns countries scores ranging from -10 to 

10, with countries assigned a score of -10 being the least democratic (such as North Korea) while 

countries assigned a score 10 are the most democratic (such as Australia). Countries which are in 

transitionary or interregnum periods receive a neutral score of 0. Polity2 includes scores for 

countries from 1800 to 2018, and scores are assigned based on four different measurements of 

democracy: competitiveness and openness of executive recruitment, constraints on the chief  
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Independent Variables 

 Mean Standard Deviation N 

Polity2 1.84 7.06 6426 

Stock of Democracy 1026.50 457.66 6435 

This table displays some descriptive statistics of the independent variables used in this study. Their means are 

located in column 1, their standard deviations in column 2, and the number of observations in the data set for each 

variable is located in column 3.  

executive, competitiveness of political participation, and the regulation of political participation 

(Polity IV Project 2019). I use the Polity2 variable to measure a country’s level of democracy at  

a given point in time. This variable does not, however, capture the effects of a change in a 

country’s level of democracy or its history of democratic rule. 

It has been suggested by some studies that simply becoming more democratic does not 

necessarily improve a country’s human development outcomes, but rather that how long a 

country has been a democracy for can have more significant effects on its human development 

(Gerring et al. 2012; Wigley and Akkoyunlu 2011). Therefore, in order to measure the effects of 

a country’s history of democratic rule, I created a variable called stock of democracy. In order to 

do this, I first converted the 21-point Polity2 scale to a positive scale ranging from 1 to 21, so 

that it would be possible to take the log of this variable. I then summed each country’s positive 

Polity2 score since 1900 for every year between 1980 and 2018. Countries which have had more 

positive Polity2 scores for longer periods of time would therefore have a higher stock of 

democracy than those who have lower Polity2 scores or have only more recently become more 

democratic. However, it stands to reason that more recent Polity2 scores would be more relevant 

for a particular year’s human development outcomes (e.g., how democratic a country was in 

2017 would have a more significant effect on a country’s human development outcomes in 2018 

than how democratic that country was in 1900 would). In order to help capture the diminishing 

effects of a country’s democratic history, I took the log of this democratic stock variable.  
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Because Polity does not assign countries Polity2 scores before they are considered to be 

sovereign (such as countries that were parts of multinational states or were overseas colonies), I 

assigned these countries Polity2 scores for the years prior to their declaration of sovereignty 

when creating my stock of democracy variable. Following the methodology of Gerring et al. 

(2012), countries that were part of multinational states were assigned the same Polity2 score as 

their ruling imperial power. For instance, Croatia was assigned the same Polity2 score as 

Yugoslavia from 1918-1991. Countries which were overseas colonies are less likely to be 

governed in the same way as their ruling imperial powers (Gerring et al. 2012). Because of this, I 

assigned them neutral Polity2 scores of 0 (or 11 in the positive 21-point scale), similar to how 

Polity assigns countries in transitionary or interregnum periods scores. However, it stands to 

reason that different overseas colonies may have been ruled more or less-democratically than 

others, which means that a neutral Polity2 score may not always accurately reflect how certain 

colonies were governed. In order to account for this, some models in my study omit countries 

which were overseas colonies after 1900.  

Descriptive statistics for the independent variables used in this study can be found above 

in Table 1. Tables listing countries which I assigned Polity2 scores to when creating my stock of 

democracy variable can be found in the appendix. 

Dependent Variables: 

Human development is normally divided into three main metrics: health, education, and quality 

of life (United Nations 2018). However, quality of life is a rather nebulous concept, and the HDI 

simply measures it as a country’s GNI per capita based on purchasing power parity (United  
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics of Dependent Variables 

 Mean Standard Deviation N 

Infant Mortality 40.67 36.69 7297 

School Enrollment 70.04 32.81 4927 

This table displays some descriptive statistics of the dependent variables used in this study. Their means are located 

in column 1, their standard deviations in column 2, and the number of observations in the data set for each variable 

is located in column 3.  

Nations 2018). Because of this, I choose to only focus on health and education outcomes in my 

study.  

In order to measure a country’s health outcomes, I use a country’s infant mortality rate. 

Infant mortality rates, as defined by the World Bank, are “the number of infants dying before 

reaching one year of age, per 1,000 live births in a given year” (World Bank Infant Mortality  

2018). Infant mortality rates are highly-sensitive, and they are strongly correlated with more 

comprehensive measurements of a country’s population health, such as disability-adjusted life  

expectancy rates (DALE), which therefore makes them appropriate for measuring a country’s 

human development outcomes as they relate to health (Reidpath and Allotey 2003). However, 

since my variable for infant mortality is strongly skewed to the right, I use the log of this variable 

in my analyses.  

 In order to measure a country’s education outcomes, I use a country’s secondary school 

enrollment numbers for a given year. The variable I use for secondary school enrollment is the 

total number of students enrolled in secondary school, regardless of their age, over the number of 

students in a country that are of the appropriate age to attend secondary school (World Bank 

School Enrollment 2018). It should be noted that because this ratio allows for students who may 

be older than the appropriate age to attend secondary school to be included in enrollment 

numbers, the ratio sometimes exceeds 100% enrollment. However, the few cases which exceed 

100% should not be considered problematic, since this variable can be considered as more of a 
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measure of how effectively a government provides education for its citizens, rather than how 

much students learn in school (Brown 1999). However, as previously noted, data for school 

enrollment rates are not always measured regularly on an annual basis, and this missing data is 

more likely to come from less-democratic or developing states, which may bias the results of my 

study. Descriptive statistics for the dependent variables used in this study can be found above in 

Table 2. 

Control Variables: 

In order to help isolate the results of this study to the relationship between democracy and human 

development outcomes, I include 5 control variables in all of my analyses. The first control 

variable I use is the log of a country’s GDP per capita. GDP per capita is a country’s GDP 

divided by its population (World Bank GDP per Capita 2018). GDP per capita is strongly 

correlated with human development, and it is suggested that wealthier countries may have better 

human development outcomes, regardless of regime type (Blaydes and Kayser 2011; Brown 

1999). The second control variable I employ in my analyses is a country’s annual real GDP 

growth. It has been suggested by a number of studies that economic growth may lead to 

improved human development incomes, and may even facilitate regime change as well (Dzejou 

2014; Korotayev et al. 2018; Heo and Hahm 2015). As a third economic control variable, I 

include the amount of foreign aid a country receives in a year. Developing countries which 

receive foreign aid often achieve improved human development outcomes, and the receipt of 

foreign aid sometimes comes with stipulations which lead to changes of how democratically-

governed a country is (Miller 2015).  

 In addition to the three economic control variables mentioned above, I also include two 

demographic control variables. The first demographic control variable I employ is a country’s 
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population. It is possible that country’s population size may affect its human development 

outcomes (Gerring et al. 2012; Miller 2015). Besides a country’s population size, I also include a 

country’s urban population as a control variable. It has been suggested by previous studies that 

countries may have more difficulties improving their human development outcomes if they have   

more rural populations (Miller 2015; Wigley and Akkoyunlu 2011). Descriptive statistics for the 

control variables used in this study can be found in the appendix.  

Empirical Model:  

My study employs 12 different ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions with country and year 

fixed effects and robust standard errors clustered by country in order to examine the relationship 

between democracy and human development. Country fixed effects help to account for country-

specific variables which would otherwise confound the results of this study, and year fixed 

effects help to control for time shocks present in the data set. The first six regressions test the 

relationship between democracy and infant mortality, while the other six regressions test the 

relationship between democracy and secondary school enrollment. All 12 models employ the 5 

control variables discussed above. 

In order to account for the fact that assigning overseas colonies neutral Polity2 scores 

may not fully measure how democratically they were governed, half of my models omit former 

overseas colonies from their samples. Regressions that do include countries which were former 

overseas colonies however, have large sample sizes, ranging from 156 countries and 3,690 

observations, to 161 countries and 5,163 observations. 
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Table 3: Democracy and Infant Mortality 

DV = (ln) Infant Mortality 1 2 3 4 5 6 

       

Polity 0.0036 0.0016   0.0056** 0.0043 

 (0.0025) (0.0034)   (0.0026) (0.0035) 

(ln) Stock of Democracy      -0.3680** -0.3154 -0.4549** -0.3803 

   (0.1853)  (0.2378) (0.1880) (0.2387) 

(ln) GDP per capita      -0.1000***      -0.1305***      -0.0978***       -0.1238*** -0.0940*** -0.1234*** 

 (0.0287) (0.0264) (0.0269)  (0.0266) (0.0272) (0.0264) 

GDP Growth 0.0003 0.0019 0.0004   0.0025* 0.0004 0.0024* 

 (0.0005) (0.0014) (0.0005) (0.0013) (0.0005) (0.0013) 

Urban Population -0.0004 -0.0055 -0.0000 -0.0045 0.0000 -0.0045 

  (0.0037) (0.0052) (0.0037) (0.0051) (0.0037) (0.0051) 

(ln) Population   0.2127* 0.0463 0.1741 0.0028 0.1317 0.0016 

 (0.1179) (0.1594) (0.1081) (0.1623) (0.1120) (0.1591) 

Foreign Aid 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

 (0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000) 

n 5,155 2,501 5,163 2,501 5,155 2,501 

Countries 161 82 161 82 161 82 

Within R2 0.8491 0.9041 0.8506 0.9058 0.8526 0.9064 

The unit of analysis is country-year. Years are from 1980-2018. Robust standard errors clustered by country are in parenthesis. Each model contains country and 

year fixed effects. Columns 1, 3, and 5 contain results for the entire data set. Columns 2, 4, and 6 contain results only for countries which were not former 

overseas colonies after 1900.  

*p<0.1. **p<0.05. ***p<0.01.
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Empirical Results 

Table 3 above displays the results of regressions which examine the relationship between 

democracy and my health indicator of human development, infant mortality. The models in 

Table 3 all have good explanatory ability, with within r-squares ranging from around 0.85 to 

0.91. Model 1 uses Polity2 as the independent variable, and includes data for countries which 

were overseas colonies after 1900. Model 2 also uses Polity2 as the independent variable, but 

does not include data from overseas colonies. Models 3 and 4 use stock of democracy as the 

independent variable, with Model 3 including overseas colonies and Model 4 excluding them. 

Models 5 and 6 use Polity2 as the independent variable while holding stock of democracy 

constant. Model 5 includes overseas colonies, and Model 6 does not.  

The Polity2 variable only gains statistical significance in Model 5, when stock of 

democracy is introduced. Polity2’s positive coefficient in Model 5 implies that having a more 

democratic regime in a certain year may actually increase infant mortality, rather than decrease 

it. Stock of democracy is statistically significant in Models 3 and 5, and has a negative 

coefficient in both models. The introduction of the Polity2 variable in Model 5 does not cause 

stock of democracy to lose its statistical significance, and actually increases the size of its 

coefficient. However, stock of democracy is not statistically significant in any of the models 

which exclude former overseas colonies.  

 In all 6 models in Table 3, GDP per capita is statistically significant and has a negative 

coefficient, and is statistically significant at a higher level than either Polity2 or stock of 

democracy reaches in any of the 6 models. Population size reaches weak statistical significance 

in Model 1, and GDP growth reaches weak statistical significance in Models 4 and 6. Both 

population and GDP growth have positive coefficients when they reach statistical significance. 
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Table 4: Democracy and Secondary School Enrollment 

DV = School Enrollment 1 2 3 4 5 6 

       

Polity -0.1406 -0.3635*   -0.2202*   -0.4702** 

 (0.1202) (0.1944)   (0.1160) (0.2094) 

(ln) Stock of Democracy        14.4644 6.8860 17.8985*  14.5785               

       (10.2669) (13.3517) (10.2526) (13.9773) 

(ln) GDP per capita       3.9422***   2.8141*       3.6654*** 2.5332        3.4991***   2.4750 

 (1.1038) (1.5958) (1.0692) (1.6083)  (1.0650)   (1.5748) 

GDP Growth      -0.2065***      -0.2776***      -0.2108***      -0.3114***       -0.2137***       -0.2990*** 

 (0.0452) (0.0705) (0.0442) (0.0740)  (0.0445)   (0.0706) 

Urban Population       0.7955***       1.0377***       0.7697***       0.9997***        0.7777***       (0.9979*** 

 (0.1962) (0.2810) (0.1970) (0.2931)   (0.1964)   (0.2812) 

(ln) Population -1.2430 9.7228 0.0602 9.2564 1.7481  11.3742 

 (5.7761) (8.6577) (5.8661) (9.0577) (5.9586)    (8.6896) 

Foreign Aid 0.0004 0.0020 0.0001 0.0020 0.0003    0.0018 

 (0.0007) (0.0014) (0.0006) (0.0014) (0.0006)    (0.0013) 

n 3,690 2,006 3,693 2,006 3,690 2,006 

Countries 156 80 157 80 156 80 

Within R2 0.6648 0.6577 0.6666 0.6537 0.6689 0.6607 

The unit of analysis is country-year. Years are from 1980-2018. Robust standard errors clustered by country are in parenthesis. Each model contains country and 

year fixed effects. Columns 1, 3, and 5 contain results for the entire data set. Columns 2, 4, and 6 contain results only for countries which were not former 

overseas colonies after 1900.  

*p<0.1. **p<0.05. ***p<0.01. 
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 The results of the models in Table 3 imply that a country’s level of democracy in a 

particular year has little to no effect on its infant mortality rate, and that a country’s history of 

democratic rule has a slightly stronger effect on a country’s infant mortality rate than its current 

level of democracy does, though this does not hold true when former overseas colonies are 

omitted. Overall, it appears that a country’s wealth, as measured by its GDP per capita in my 

models, is most strongly correlated with reduced infant mortality rates.   

Table 4 above displays the results of regressions which test the relationship between 

democracy and secondary school enrollment. Models 1-6 of Table 4 have the same independent 

and control variables as Models 1-6 in Table 3, but instead use secondary school enrollment as 

the dependent variable. The regressions in Table 4 have overall less explanatory ability than 

those in Table 3, with r-squares averaging around only 0.66. It is also important to note that due 

to the fact that primary school enrollment rates are reported less frequently and by fewer 

countries than infant mortality rates are, the sample sizes for the regressions in Table 4 are 

smaller than those in Table 3. 

 In contrast to the regressions in Table 3, Polity2 gains statistical significance more often 

than stock of democracy does in the regressions in Table 4. Polity2 gains weak statistical 

significance in Models 2 and 5, and gains further significance in Model 6. Polity2 has negative 

coefficients for all the models where it is significant, which implies that a country’s current 

regime being more democratic may actually decrease primary school enrollment rates. Polity2’s 

coefficient is also larger in models when former overseas colonies are included. Stock of 

democracy only gains weak statistical significance in Model 3, and like in Table 3, is not 

statistically significant in any models which omit former overseas colonies. Since neither 
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democracy variable reaches significance at the p<0.01 level, it appears that democracy has a 

rather limited effect on school enrollment rates. 

GDP per capita has strong statistical significance in models which include former 

overseas colonies, but has weak or no significance in models which omit them. GDP growth is 

highly statistically significant in all 6 models, and its negative coefficient suggests that economic 

growth may lead to reduced school enrollment rates. The percentage of a country’s population 

that lives in an urban area is also highly statistically significant in all 6 models, and it has larger, 

positive, coefficients than GDP growth does, suggesting that more urbanized countries may 

achieve better educational outcomes than more rural ones. 

 Overall, the results of the regressions in Table 4 are similar to those in Table 3. Both a 

country’s current level of democracy and its history of democratic rule have a limited effect on 

its educational outcomes. Economic and demographic factors are far more significantly 

correlated with increased primary school enrollment than factors relating to democracy are. 

Polity2 reaches statistical significance more often in Table 4, but its coefficient suggests that 

democratic rule is associated with decreased, rather than increased, school enrollment. This is 

similar to the results in Table 3 which suggest that democratic rule leads to higher infant 

mortality rates.  

Discussion and Conclusion 

Does democracy lead to improved human development outcomes? Despite the large body of 

literature which suggests that democratic governments produce healthier and better-educated 

populations, the results of my study suggest that democracy’s effects on human development 

outcomes may be limited. Once country and year fixed effects are accounted for, it appears that 
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demographic or economic factors such as a country’s urban population or wealth are more 

important in determining its human development outcomes. A country’s history of democratic 

rule is weakly associated with lower infant mortality rates and higher secondary school 

enrollment, but this does not hold true once former overseas colonies are omitted. What is more 

interesting to note is that in every model where the variable for how democratic a country is in a 

particular year reaches statistical significance, its coefficient suggests that being more democratic 

negatively affects human development outcomes. These findings align with those of Ross (2006) 

and Nelson (2007), who suggest that while democracies tend to spend more money on social 

welfare than nondemocracies do, this spending does not always translate into improved human 

development outcomes, especially for the poor. As noted by Ross, global health trends and 

country-specific factors have a far greater effect on human development than a country’s system 

of governance does.  

 The results of my study have a number of practical implications. It appears that the 

relationship between democracy and human development is not so cut-and-dry: simply becoming 

more democratic may not necessarily lead to improved human development outcomes. My 

findings suggest that certain economic and demographic factors play a larger role in improving 

human development than democracy does. As noted by Djezou (2014) and Heo and Hahm 

(2015), economic development may be a necessary precursor to democracy and improved human 

development outcomes. Indeed, a number of developing democratic nations in Sub-Saharan 

Africa have both poor economic and human development outcomes.  

 My study faces some issues which could be improved upon with further research. Firstly, 

missing data may bias the results of my study. If I were to use multiple imputation in order to fill 

in this missing data, then I may be able to achieve more robust results by performing my 
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analyses with larger sample sizes. Also, while my study analyzes how strongly correlated 

measures of democracy are with human development outcomes, my study does not suggest any 

sort of causal mechanism between them. As noted by Ghosh (2016), Hornat (2019), and Dzejou 

(2014), there may be an indirect or cyclical relationship between democracy and human 

development. Studying the causal mechanisms between the two would allow me to more 

accurately depict the relationship between democracy and human development.  
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Appendix 

Table 5: Former Members of Multinational states 

Country Ruling Power Years 

Albania Ottoman Empire 1900-1913 

Armenia Russia/USSR 1900-1990 

Azerbaijan Russia/USSR 1900-1990 

Bangladesh Pakistan 1947-71 

Belarus Russia/USSR 1900-1990 

Bosnia Austria-Hungary; Yugoslavia 1900-1917; 1918-1991  

Croatia Austria-Hungary; Yugoslavia 1900-1917; 1918-1991 

Czech Republic Austria-Hungary; Czechoslovakia 1900-1917; 1918-1992 

Eritrea Ethiopia 1900-1992 

Estonia Russia/USSR 1900-1916; 1941-1990  

Finland Russia 1900-1916 

Georgia Russia/USSR 1900-1990 

Iraq Ottoman Empire 1900-1917 

Ireland England 1900-1921 

Israel Ottoman Empire 1900-1917 

Kazakhstan Russia/USSR 1900-1990 

Kyrgyzstan Russia/USSR 1900-1990 

Latvia Russia/USSR 1900-1917; 1941-1990 

Lithuania Russia/USSR 1900-1917; 1941-1990 

Macedonia Yugoslavia 1922-1990 

Moldova Russia/USSR 1900-1990 

Mongolia China 1900-1920 

Serbia Yugoslavia; Serbia & Montenegro 1921-2002; 2003-2005 

Slovakia Austria-Hungary; Czechoslovakia 1900-1917; 1918-1992 

Slovenia Austria-Hungary; Yugoslavia 1900-1917; 1918-1990 

South Sudan Sudan 1956-2011 

Sudan Egypt 1900-1955 

Syria Ottoman Empire 1900-1917 

Taiwan China 1900-1945 

Tajikistan Russia/USSR 1900-1990 

Timor Leste Indonesia 1976-1999 

Turkmenistan Russia/USSR 1900-1990 

Ukraine Russia/USSR 1900-1990 

Uzbekistan Russia/USSR 1900-1990 
This table displays a list of all countries in my data set which were members of multinational states after 1900. The 

former states they were a part of are listed in column 2, and the years which they were part of these states are listed 

in column 3. 
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Table 6: Former Overseas Colonies 

Country Ruling Power Year of Independence 

Algeria France 1962 

Angola Portugal 1975 

Antigua and Barbuda United Kingdom 1981 

Bahamas United Kingdom 1973 

Bahrain United Kingdom 1971 

Bangladesh Pakistan 1972 

Barbados United Kingdom 1966 

Belize United Kingdom 1981 

Benin France 1960 

Botswana United Kingdom 1966 

Brunei United Kingdom 1962 

Burkina Faso France 1960 

Burundi Belgium 1962 

Cambodia France 1953 

Cameroon France 1960 

Cape Verde Portugal 1975 

Central African Republic France 1960 

Chad France 1960 

Comoros France 1975 

Congo France 1960 

Cote d’Ivoire France 1960 

Cyprus United Kingdom 1960 

Democratic Republic of Congo Belgium 1960 

Djibouti France 1977 

Dominica United Kingdom 1978 

Egypt United Kingdom 1922 

Equatorial Guinea Spain 1968 

Fiji United Kingdom 1970 

Gabon France 1960 

Gambia United Kingdom 1965 

Ghana United Kingdom 1957 

Grenada United Kingdom 1974 

Guinea France 1958 

Guinea-Bissau Portugal 1974 

Guyana United Kingdom 1966 

Hong Kong United Kingdom 1997 

India United Kingdom 1950 

Indonesia Netherlands 1949 

Iraq United Kingdom 1932 

Jamaica United Kingdom 1962 

Jordan Iraq 1958 

Kenya United Kingdom 1963 

Kiribati United Kingdom 1979 
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Kuwait United Kingdom 1963 

Laos France 1953 

Lebanon France 1946 

Lesotho United Kingdom 1966 

Libya UK/France/Italy 1951 

Madagascar France 1960 

Malawi United Kingdom 1964 

Malaysia United Kingdom 1957 

Maldives United Kingdom 1965 

Mali France 1960 

Malta United Kingdom 1964 

Marshall Islands United States 1986 

Mauritania France 1960 

Mauritius United Kingdom 1960 

Micronesia United States 1986 

Morocco France/Spain 1956 

Mozambique Portugal 1975 

Myanmar United Kingdom 1948 

Nauru UK/Australia/New Zealand 1968 

Niger France 1960 

Nigeria United Kingdom 1960 

Pakistan United Kingdom 1947 

Palau United States 1994 

Papa New Guinea Australia 1975 

Philippines United States 1946 

Qatar United Kingdom 1971 

Rwanda Belgium 1962 

Samoa New Zealand 1962 

Sao Tome and Principe Portugal 1975 

Senegal France 1960 

Seychelles United Kingdom 1976 

Sierra Leone United Kingdom 1961 

Singapore United Kingdom 1959 

Solomon Islands United Kingdom 1978 

Somalia Italy 1960 

South Africa United Kingdom 1961 

Sri Lanka United Kingdom 1948 

St. Kitts and Nevis United Kingdom 1983 

St. Lucia United Kingdom 1979 

St. Vincent and the Grenadines United Kingdom 1979 

Sudan United Kingdom 1956 

Suriname Netherlands 1975 

Tanzania United Kingdom 1961 

Togo France 1960 

Tonga United Kingdom 1975 

Trinidad and Tobago United Kingdom 1962 



 

Prado 32 

 

Tunisia France 1956 

Tuvalu United Kingdom 1978 

Uganda United Kingdom 1962 

United Arab Emirates United Kingdom 1971 

Vanuatu United Kingdom/France 1980 

Vietnam France 1954 

Yemen United Kingdom 1967 

Zambia United Kingdom 1964 

Zimbabwe United Kingdom 1980 
This table displays a list of all countries in my data set which were overseas colonies after 1900. Their imperial 

rulers are listed in column 2, and the year they officially gained independence is listed in column 3. 

 

Table 7: Descriptive Statistics of Control Variables 

 Mean Standard Deviation N 

GDP per Capita 9010.002 14440.260 6890 

GDP Growth 3.476 6.362 6940 

Urban Population 53.279 23.808 7539 

Population 33.589 125.746 6955 

Foreign Aid 346.962 729.318 6569 

This table displays some descriptive statistics of the control variables used in this study. Their means are located in 

column 1, their standard deviations in column 2, and the number of observations in the data set for each variable is 

located in column 3.  

 

 

* Data set and Stata .do file available upon request* 


