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Backsliding in a comparative perspective
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Citizens’ commitment to democracy: two opposing visions

According to the literature on democratic erosion...
• Citizens are willing to accept backsliding as long as they

obtain policy benefits in exchange (Graham & Svolik, 2020).

According to the literature on democratic support...
• Most Europeans support democracy (Wuttke et al., 2022).
• Citizens are not willing to trade off democracy for other

socially desirable outcomes such as economic prosperity
(Adserà et al., 2023) or security (Neundorf et al., 2023).
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Puzzle

• Why are some democracies experiencing backsliding in spite
of the high commitment to democracy among its citizens?

• Are citizens really committed to “liberal” democracy? Can we
find significant differences among them?
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• Citizens will value “free and fair elections” more than other
liberal elements, such as freedom of speech, rule of law, and
horizontal accountability.

• Citizens are more likely to forgo liberal principles than to
relinquish free elections
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Design

Paired conjoint experiment
• UK, Israel, Hungary, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden
• Intro: “Countries may have different characteristics: income

you would enjoy in each country, the extent to which some
rights and freedoms are guaranteed etc.”

• 5 tasks by respondent
• Outcomes:

• Country choice
• Country rating (0-10 very bad - very good scale)
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Task example
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Results (baseline): Which democratic principles do citizens
value most?

Elections:
Not Free

(baseline: Free)

Media:
 Too critical censored

(baseline: Allowed openly criticise)

Protests and demonstrations:
Opposition demonstrations restricted

(baseline: Opposition free to demonstrate)

Laws:
 Gov. bends the law 

(baseline: Gov. follows law)

Parliament:
 Gov. bypasses parliament

(baseline: Gov. subject to control)

Judges and courts:
 Gov. ignores court rulings 

(baseline: Gov. abides by court rulings)

Income

-.5 0 .5 1 -2 -1 0 1 2

Choice
Income: Normalized

Rating:
Income: Normalized

Hungary Israel Poland Portugal Spain Sweden UK
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Who values liberal democracy? Age

Not free

Free

Too critical censored

Allowed openly criticise

Demostrations restricted

Free to demonstrate

Gov. bends the law

Gov. follows law

Gov. bypasses parliament

Gov. subject to control

Gov. ignores court rulings

Gov. abides by court rulings

0.8 * avg. income

1.25 * avg. income

Elections:

Media:

Protests and demonstrations:

Laws:

Parliament:

Judges and courts:

Income:

.4 .5 .6 4.5 5 5.5 6

Choice
Income: Normalized

Rating:
Income: Normalized

18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 +65



Motivation Argument/Expectations Research Design Results Conclusion

Who values liberal democracy? Gender

Free

Not free

Allowed openly criticise

Too critical censored

Free to demonstrate

Demonstrations restricted

Gov. follows law

Gov. bends the law

Gov. subject to control

Gov. bypasses parliament

Gov. abides by court rulings

Gov. ignores court rulings

0.8 * avg. income

1.25 * avg. income

Elections:

Media:

Protests and demonstrations:

Laws:

Parliament:

Judges and courts:

Income:

.4 .45 .5 .55 .6 4.5 5 5.5 6

Choice
Income: Normalized

Rating:
Income: Normalized

Men Women
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Who values liberal democracy? Education

Free

Not free

Allowed openly criticise

Too critical censored

Free to demonstrate

Demonstrations restricted

Gov. follows law

Gov. bends the law

Gov. subject to control

Gov. bypasses parliament

Gov. abides by court rulings

Gov. ignores court rulings

0.8 * avg. income

1.25 * avg. income

Elections:

Media:

Protests and demonstrations:

Laws:

Parliament:

Judges and courts:

Income:

.4 .5 .6 4 5 6 7

Choice
Income: Normalized

Rating:
Income: Normalized

Primary or lower Lower secondary Higher secondary Tertiary
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Who values liberal democracy? Ideology

Free

Not free
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Too critical censored
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Demonstrations restricted
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Take aways

• “Free and fair elections” is the principle citizens value the
most in a democracy

• Prioritization across countries is fairly similar, but value of
democratic principles differs significantly

• Some of the differences, based on sociodemographic
characteristics

• Young people, Far right, Less educated are more tolerant of
democratic erosion

• Gender differences are less evident
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Next steps

• This paper is clearly a follow-up of the EJPR paper

• Need to compute Willingess to Pay
• So far, a purely descriptive approach has been privileged

• What do you think about it? Should we go hypothesis testing?
• Are we missing any variable of paramount importance?

... all suggestions will be much appreciated!
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