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Crises of the magnitude of the COVID-19 pandemic may plausibly affect deep-seated attitudes of a large fraction of

citizens. In particular, outcome-oriented theories imply that leaders’ performance in response to such adverse events

shapes people’s views about the government and about democracy. To assess these causal linkages empirically, we use a

preregistered survey experiment covering 12 countries and 22,500 respondents during the pandemic. Our design

enables us to leverage exogenous variation in evaluations of policies and leaders with an instrumental variables strategy.

We find that people use information on both health and economic performance when evaluating the government. In

turn, dissatisfaction with the government decreases satisfaction with how democracy works, but it does not increase

support for nondemocratic alternatives. The results suggest that comparatively bad government performance mainly

spurs internal critiques of democracy.
The COVID-19 pandemic has generated dramatic
health and economic disruptions, and it has tested
governments’ capacity to deliver in difficult times. To

assess the full ramifications of such crises, scholars should
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and O’Rourke 2013; Esaiasson et al. 2021; Kritzinger et al.
2021; Lupu and Zechmeister 2021; Malhotra and Kuo 2008).
Specifically, when people observe that their elected leaders
are comparatively bad at addressing a crisis that puts their
lives and livelihoods at risks, they may also blame the way in
which democracy works in their country. Going one step
further, they may even start supporting alternative, non-
democratic regime types. To what extent does this happen?
While outcome-oriented theories posit a causal link between
perceived government performance on one hand and the
evaluation of political leaders and of democracy on the other,
it is hard to estimate the strength of this relationship empir-
ically. In this article, we take a step toward addressing this
question. We examine causal linkages between perceived
government performance and democratic satisfaction and
support by using a survey experiment conducted in 12 coun-
tries during the COVID-19 pandemic and a design-based
instrumental variable approach.1

Faced with the worst pandemic in a century, many com-
mentators and political leaders expressed worries about the
health of democracy. For instance, US President Joe Biden
asserted that democracy has to prove that it “still works.’’2

Seemingly in line with his concern, survey data showed a
statistically significant correlation between people’s satisfac-
tion with the incumbent government, their satisfaction with
democracy, and support for nondemocratic alternatives.
Street protests that took place during the COVID-19 crisis
criticized not just pandemic policies but the political system
as a whole, and some consolidated democracies such as Ger-
many saw the most serious efforts to overthrow the elected
government in decades (Plümper, Neumayer, and Pfaff
2021; Solomon and Bennhold 2022).

However, the literature does not agree on the causal rele-
vance of people’s views about how well their government is
handling a crisis. The large body of work on popular support
for democracy frequently discusses the endogeneity problem
involved in assessing causal claims about the effect of gov-
ernment performance evaluations on democratic attitudes
(e.g., Bol et al. 2021; Claassen andMagalhães 2022; Magalhães
2014, 80; Norris 2011, chap. 10; Robinson 2006). Reverse
causality is a first concern (Kostelka and Blais 2018). Dissat-
isfaction with or rejection of democracy may drive negative
views of specific governments and their policies, and the
1. The preregistered analysis plan for the experiment is available from
the University of Pennsylvania’s Credibility Lab at https://aspredicted.org
/yt8k8.pdf.

2. Joe Biden’s address to a joint session of Congress, April 29, 2021,
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/04/29
/remarks-by-president-biden-in-address-to-a-joint-session-of-congress/.
policy response to crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic can
be conditioned by preexisting democratic norms and insti-
tutions (Engler et al. 2021). A second endogeneity concern is
omitted variable bias. For instance, protests and grievances
voiced by populist parties, which are stronger where support
for mainstream parties is weaker (Plümper et al. 2021), may
drive negative attitudes toward governments while also de-
creasing satisfaction in the democratic system more broadly.
In sum, the observed correlations between these variablesmay
not reflect causality, which calls for a source of exogenous
variation (Angrist and Pischke 2008; Ashworth, Berry, and
Bueno de Mesquita 2021).

Enduring theoretical disagreements compound these em-
pirical challenges. One perspective is that satisfaction and
support for democracy in consolidated democracies should in
general be insensitive to short-run performance, because these
are deep-seated attitudes primarily determined by socializa-
tion and early life experiences (e.g., Easton 1975; Fuchs-
Schündeln and Schündeln 2015; Inglehart and Welzel 2005).
In contrast, the outcome-oriented perspective stresses that
large-scale crises can provide a critical test of leaders’ ability.
As a result, peoplemay grow less satisfiedwith democracy and
more open to nondemocratic alternatives if they are dissat-
isfied with the government’s response to a crisis. Extending
existing theories (Meirowitz and Tucker 2013), we argue that
a novel empirical implication of the performance-based per-
spective is that both health and the economy should shape
people’s satisfaction with how the government is handling a
dual crisis such as COVID-19. In turn, lower satisfaction with
the government can reduce satisfaction with democracy.
These implications are linked. The existence of two separate
performance dimensions enhances learning about the func-
tioning of democracy.

We turn to a comparative survey including 22,500 re-
spondents to test these implications. The survey was admin-
istered during the pandemic in 12 countries that accounted
for more than two-thirds of the officially reported COVID-19
related deaths at that time (Dong, Du, and Gardner 2020).
Our preregistered analysis draws on an embedded survey
experiment that randomized vignettes about the pandemic.
To provide a strict test and mitigate experimenter demand
effects, the text made no mention of democracy. Rather, the
treatments simply provided information on and made salient
the comparative magnitude of the health and economic crisis
in the country. In some treatment arms, the vignettes attrib-
uted blame or praise to the government. The experiment
generated exogenous variation in (otherwise endogenous)
evaluations of policies and leaders. Using a design-based in-
strumental variable approach (where instruments are exoge-
nous by construction), we estimate, first, how individual

https://aspredicted.org/yt8k8.pdf
https://aspredicted.org/yt8k8.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/04/29/remarks-by-president-biden-in-address-to-a-joint-session-of-congress/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/04/29/remarks-by-president-biden-in-address-to-a-joint-session-of-congress/


Volume 86 Number 4 October 2024 / 000
evaluations of health and economic measures affect satisfac-
tion with the government and, second, whether satisfaction
with the government affects democratic attitudes.

Our analysis yields three key results. First, health and
economic concerns are about equally important in shaping
assessments of government performance in the pandemic.
This contrasts with prior evidence showing that heuristics
sometimes lead people to substitute the part for the whole
when evaluating the incumbent (Healy and Lenz 2014). A
significant strand of scholarship emphasizes the importance
of the economy for the electoral fate of incumbents (Achen
and Bartels 2016; Duch and Stevenson 2008). During a pan-
demic, health evaluations may plausibly trump economic
ones. Indeed, some studies report that health was of primary
importance for evaluations of the government during the
pandemic (Kritzinger et al. 2021; Schraff 2021). Overall, we
find that people in the experiment used information on both
health and the economy when judging political leadership.
The result is consistent with a rational model of learning, and
it provides additional support for the argument that voters
may use exogenous shocks to learn about leaders’ capacity to
handle them (Ashworth, Bueno deMesquita, and Friedenberg
2017).3

Second, we find that there is a large pass-through from
satisfaction with the government to satisfaction with de-
mocracy. Concretely, a 1 point decrease in satisfaction with
the head of government reduces satisfaction with democracy
by about half a point. Given our research design, we conclude
that this effect is unlikely to reflect reverse causation or
omitted variable bias. Even in consolidated democracies, the
buck does not stop with the incumbent. People who blame
the government for bad management of the pandemic also
become more critical of democracy in their country.

Third, dissatisfaction does not immediately translate into
higher support for nondemocratic alternatives. In contrast to
ordinary least squares (OLS) estimates between satisfaction
with democracy and support for this regime, we fail to reject
the null hypothesis of no effect when leveraging our experi-
mental variation.

Taken together, the results suggest that comparatively bad
performance in the pandemic spurred internal critiques of
democracy rather than increasing support for alternative re-
gime types. The results imply that citizens tend to draw an
3. A separate literature on spatial models of voting also looks at health
policy as one of the policy dimensions on which voters judge candidates
(e.g., Tomz and Van Houweling 2008). How much weight this dimension
receives will differ across voters and contexts. For an example of com-
parative prepandemic research that finds no effect of health outputs on
satisfaction with democracy, see Claassen and Magalhães (2022).
important boundary when it comes to democratic gover-
nance. Relative performance during the worst pandemic in
a century has meaningful causal effects on the evaluation of
leaders and satisfaction with democracy. But in our experi-
ment dissatisfaction with elected leaders stemming from rel-
ative performance information, which was randomized, does
not cause higher support for authoritarian rule. In that sense,
democracy remains the only game in town.

As in other research generating exogenous variation
through experiments or searching for plausibly exogenous
instruments in the wild, our instruments meaningfully shift
the endogenous treatment variables of interest, like satisfac-
tion with the government leader, but do not explain most of
their variation (Angrist and Pischke 2008, 166–72; Gerber,
Green, and Shachar 2003). Working in difficult settings for
testing causal claims, the goal of the design-based instru-
mental variable approach is to replace an implausible as-
sumption (no unobserved confounders) with “a plausible one,
albeit not a certain one” (Imbens and Rosenbaum 2005, 110).
There is no single right way to study the causal linkages
shaping people’s views about democracy, and different re-
search designs require different trade-offs.4 The main limita-
tion of the instrumental variable approach may be the gen-
eralizability of the results beyond the subpopulation of people
who respond to the experimental messages. We believe that
it was a trade-off worth making in this study (we also provide
evidence on how steep it is). On the positive side, our
designed-based approach enabled us to tackle our research
questions without requiring strong assumptions about selec-
tion on observables. Importantly, our results are robust to
different ways of leveraging the experimental variation.

SUPPORT FOR LEADERS AND DEMOCRACY
IN HARD TIMES
A long tradition of scholarship argues that people’s support
for democracy “will normally be independent of outputs and
performance in the short run” (Easton 1975, 445). In line
with this view, theories of electoral accountability commonly
assume that people blame the government for poor perfor-
mance, not the political system itself (Duch and Stevenson
2008). However, Easton (1975, 446) and others also argue
that, in the long-run, government performance is likely to
4. Another approach analyzes differences in attitudes around lock-
downs (Bol et al. 2021). While insightful, such an approach does not
distinguish health from economic performance. In addition, the timing of
lockdowns is not necessarily exogenous (De Vries et al. 2021; Schraff
2021). Some studies leverage microlevel panel data (Amat et al. 2020;
Kritzinger et al. 2021). However, even with such data, it may be difficult
to rule out alternative explanations based on time-varying confounders
(Angrist and Pischke 2008).
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shape democratic support. Moreover, he suggests that un-
usually poor government performance can occasionally lead
people to update their beliefs about democracy relatively
quickly. Some prepandemic evidence supports this view (e.g.,
Armingeon and Guthmann 2014; Claassen and Magalhães
2022; Magalhães 2014; Norris 2011), but these observed
correlations are hard to interpret causally.

Building on this literature, we examine the causal link-
ages between information on government performance, eval-
uations of policies and leaders, and support for democracy in
the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic put people’s well-
being at risk around the world, offering a good test case to
assess outcome-based views of democratic politics. While the
onset of the pandemic was an exogenous shock, its severity,
both in terms of health and economic outcomes, was at least in
part a result of public policies in place before the crisis or
enacted in response to it. To be clear, our goal is not to estimate
the overall impact of the pandemic on public attitudes toward
government and democracy.5 Rather, we aim to assess em-
pirical implications derived from an outcome-based frame-
work in which people use available information to learn about
the capacity of democracy to solve pressing problems.

Existing theoretical work establishes that when people do
not directly observe incumbent politicians’ quality and effort,
it can be rational for them to make inferences from gover-
nance outcomes. From the perspective of citizens, these out-
comes are the “realization of a statistical experiment that
generates information about the incumbent” (Ashworth et al.
2017, 96; also see Duch and Stevenson 2008). Such updating
may be particularly likely to take place during a crisis like the
COVID-19 pandemic. Crises critically test leaders’ ability to
make fast decisions with large stakes, and they may reveal
deficits or strengths of political leadership that are less visible
during normal times. A crisis can also reveal comparative defi-
cits in preparedness that in turn motivate a reevaluation of the
quality of political leadership (Ashworth, Bueno de Mesquita,
and Friedenberg 2018). The argument is not that we should
expect blanket condemnation of leaders during a crisis but that
5. For an example of a study interested in the compound effect of the
pandemic, see Esaiasson et al. (2021). While we focus on the effects of in-
formation regarding the magnitude of the health and economic crises and the
policy response to them, satisfaction with government may also have been
affected by other factors such as restrictions of civil liberties. Such factors
would need to be taken into account to measure the full effects of the pan-
demic on satisfaction with the government and, in turn, on attitudes toward
democracy, particularly since there may have been a trade-off between the
protection of civil liberties and governments’ effectiveness in flattening the
curve. Our data do not allow us to analyze such a trade-off, which has been
explored by other studies (e.g., Alsan et al. 2020).
relative performance is informative. As suggested by schol-
arship on benchmarking and accountability, information that
compares a country’s performance to other countries or
previous crises, such as the one that our treatments provided,
may be particularly useful to evaluate the performance of the
government (Aytaç 2018; Kayser and Peress 2012).

While in standard theories of electoral accountability
voters are only concerned with learning about the quality of
elected leaders, they may also be uncertain about the ability of
a given democratic system to produce good leaders (Duch and
Stevenson 2008) and to controlmoral hazard (Ferejohn 1986).
In crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, people’s very lives
and livelihoods are on the line. Therefore, the responsiveness
of the government to their interests may be considered “the
ultimate measure of whether the citizenry has a voice” (Eichen-
green 2018, xi). We argue that citizens may interpret leader-
ship failures in such periods as a symptom of broader political
issues. Our argument extends the theoretical intuition of
models in the spirit of Meirowitz and Tucker (2013) by con-
sidering two salient dimensions: health and the economy. The
logic is developed formally using a Bayesian model of learning
in appendix A (apps. A–F are available online). Here, we focus
on the theoretical intuition and its observable implications.

Our framework assumes that the groups of policy makers
responsible for health and economic policies are partially
differentiable. For instance, in addition to chief executives
(presidents or primeministers), it is natural to think of finance
ministers on one side and health ministers on the other side,
even if they both formally respond to the chief executive.
During the pandemic, health ministers and health officials
were in the public spotlight as rarely before, from Anthony
Fauci in the United States to Olivier Véran in France and Jens
Spahn in Germany, and they had to make key decisions.
Moreover, the design, coordination, and implementation of
policies addressing the crisis, like lockdowns, frequently also
involved state-level premiers or governors.

This two-dimensional framework has two key implica-
tions. First, we expect people to use information on both
health and economic outcomes when evaluating governments
and democratic institutions. In contrast to heuristics in which
people substitute the part for thewhole (Healy and Lenz 2014)
and focus on a single dimension (Schraff 2021), we expect
them to consider both economic and health aspects. Empir-
ically, showing that people respond to performance on all
relevant dimensions would also indicate that they are not
blindly blaming their government and political system for the
crisis.

Second, if a country performs poorly on both dimensions,
it is more difficult to dismiss bad outcomes as caused by a
single actor who can be replaced in the next election. Rather
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than simply making an inference about the incumbent chief
executive, people may conclude that democracy does not
function as well as they previously thought. Conversely, if
performance is comparatively good, there is more reason to
positively update not just about the incumbent government
but about democracy in their country.6

The argument holds constant the probability of being
exposed to relevant information. Rather than trying to esti-
mate the impact of exposure, we controlled for it through the
experimental design. As we discuss in the next section, all
respondents received some information, and randomization
ensures that preexperimental exposure and any other possi-
ble confounders are exogenous to the messages.

In sum, our theoretical framework implies two key hy-
potheses that we test in the empirical analysis:

H1. When citizens evaluate the government in the
pandemic, both health and economic performance
matter: lower perceived performance on either dimen-
sion decreases satisfaction with the government.

H2. Higher dissatisfaction with government perfor-
mance during the pandemic leads to higher dissatis-
faction with democracy.

DATA AND EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN
Our experiment was embedded in a cross-country survey
conducted simultaneously in 12 countries in July 2020. For
each country, table 1 indicates the exact dates when the sur-
vey was administered, the number of respondents, and the
COVID-19 mortality rate at the time of the survey. Our ex-
periment includes some of the countries with the highest rates
of COVID deaths per capita (e.g., Spain and the United
Kingdom) as well as countries with very low infections and
deaths rates (e.g., Australia and New Zealand). This enhances
the external validity of our results. All countries except for
Brazil are relatively rich and all are members of the Organi-
zation for Economic Cooperation and Development with a
long history of democracy. They may thus be considered least
likely cases for finding effects on democracy (Lupu and
Zechmeister 2021; Meirowitz and Tucker 2013).

The surveys were administered in each country’s language
on the internet by established commercial polling companies
(CSA Research in Australia and in theUnited States, Netquest
6. Another interpretation is that even if there is a single encompassing
policy maker and people receive two separate performance signals on that
individual, they can still learn more deeply about the ability of democracy
in their country to select a good leader.
in Spain, and IPSOS in all other countries).7 All participants
gave informed consent to participate. Thanks to quota sam-
pling, the sample is representative of the census population in
each country along gender, age, occupation, region, and level
of urbanization. Target sample sizes for the experiment were
about 2,000 respondents in France, Germany, and the United
States; 1,500 in Spain; and 1,000 respondents in the remaining
countries. Because treatments initially were not randomized
as instructed in France, the survey company ran the correct
experiment among a larger sample of respondents, none of
whom had participated in the faulty survey.

Experimental design
About halfway through the survey, each respondent received
twomessages, one of four possiblemessages on health and one
of four possible messages on the economy. The four possible
messages on health (resp. the economy) were as follows:

1. A positive message on the health (resp. economic)
situation in the country, as compared to previous
health (resp. economic) crises, without any men-
tion of the government (group TH1, resp. TE1).

2. A positive message on the health (resp. economic)
situation in the country, as compared to previous
health (resp. economic) crises, and praising the
government for its handling (group TH2, resp. TE2).

3. A negative message on the health (resp. economic)
situation in the country, as compared to previous
health (resp. economic) crises, without any men-
tion of the government (group TH3, resp. TE3).

4. A negative message on the health (resp. economic)
situation in the country, as compared to previous
health (resp. economic) crises, and blaming the
government for its handling (group TH4, resp. TE4).

The two messages were cross-randomized, for a total of
16message combinations. The probability of receiving each of
the health (resp. economy) messages was equal to one-fourth,
resulting in 16 groups of equal size. Themessages were written
to ensure equivalence among countries and were tailored to
each country’s context (e.g., a country’s COVID-19 mortal-
ity rate). They were based on factual information, namely,
COVID-19 and previous pandemic numbers from Johns
Hopkins University, and predicted gross domestic product
growth from the April 2020 World Economic Outlook of the
International Monetary Fund. While interviewees can be
expected to have had extensive information about health and
7. Canada was excluded because the randomization was not imple-
mented properly.



000 / Government Performance and Democracy Michael Becher et al.
economic crises before the survey, themessages were designed
to, first, make some aspects of these crises and the govern-
ment’s response salient and, second, provide factual infor-
mation about the relative magnitude of the crisis (which
might have been new information for some respondents).
Specifically, we put publicly available information in a com-
parative and historical perspective, drawing on benchmarking
theories of how people evaluate government performance as
well as experimental tests thereof (Aytaç 2018; Kayser and
Peress 2012). None of the messages mentioned democracy or
attributes of political regimes.8

The full text of all messages is shown in appendix B. Here,
we provide the text of two messages in the United Kingdom
for illustration. The vignette de-emphasizing the gravity of the
health situation in theUnitedKingdom comparedCOVID-19
mortality at the time of the survey to the four-times-higher
mortality during the 1918 Spanish influenza pandemic and
the mortality from the 1968 flu: “By the end of June, the total
number of deaths due to COVID-19 in the country was less
than one per thousand. While of course dramatic, some his-
torians put these numbers in perspective and pointed out that
they were much lower than for the 1918 Spanish flu, which
killed four times as many people in the country. More re-
cently, the 1968 flu also had a higher mortality rate than
COVID-19 worldwide, but it had been largely forgotten”
(TH1).
8. Table E.1 presents the joint distribution of economic and health
treatments. As expected from the design, all 16 groups have equal size.
By contrast, the UK health treatment emphasizing the
gravity of the health situation compared the mortality from
COVID-19 with the much lower mortality of the flu in a
normal year. The government treatment added to this text a
cross-national comparison of how the government man-
aged the crisis, in terms of providing tests, masks, and other
health supplies, indicating that the government response
had been comparatively slow and less successful: “By the
end of June, the number of deaths due to COVID-19 in the
country was more than 40,000, which is twenty thousand
more than the number of deaths from the flu in a normal
year. In addition, many more people were infected and had
to be hospitalized for days or weeks. Many observers blamed
the government for taking too long to provide enough tests,
masks, and other health supplies for the population. They also
pointed out that the government’s response to the health
crisis had been slower and less successful than in other
countries in the region” (TH4).

Intertemporal comparisons such as the ones in these spe-
cific vignettes were designed to shift people’s beliefs about the
magnitude of the crisis. Comparisons with the Spanish flu
and other epidemics also echoed stories published by the
media during the pandemic (e.g., Ortiz 2020). Since many
policy tools changed over time (although social distancing and
masks were by no means new), any discussion of the govern-
ment’s response was based on contemporary comparisons
across borders, as is illustrated by the second vignette.9 On the
Table 1. Survey Dates, Number of Observations, and Number of COVID-19 Deaths per Million Inhabitants in Each Country
Date
9. The
gnette was
Sample Size
comparison with other countries “in th
motivated by large regional variation
Deaths per Million
Australia
 July 16, 2020
 1,010
 4.5

Austria
 July 16–20, 2020
 1,000
 80.1

Brazil
 July 16–17, 2020
 1,002
 357.2

France
 July 9–19, 2020
 9,081
 446.9

Germany
 July 16–17, 2020
 2,001
 109.4

Italy
 July 16–17, 2020
 1,000
 579.8

New Zealand
 July 16–20, 2020
 1,000
 4.5

Poland
 July 16–17, 2020
 1,000
 42.0

Spain
 July 6–10, 2020
 1,441
 604.7

Sweden
 July 16–20, 2020
 1,000
 544.7

United Kingdom
 July 16–17, 2020
 1,000
 615.7

United States
 July 17–22, 2020
 2,006
 423.6
Total
 22,541
Note. Death data are from the COVID-19 Data Repository by the Center for Systems Science and Engineering at Johns Hopkins University (Dong, Du, and
Gardner 2020).
e region” in that vi-
in policy responses
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economy, the positive treatment contrasted the immediate
negative impact of the crisis with a relatively quick recovery
predicted by some economists at the time, and the government
condition included praise for the stimulus package. The neg-
ative treatment focused on the more pessimistic outlook, and
the government condition added criticism of government
policies. In addition to the cross-randomization of the health
and economic statements, which of these two statements the
respondent saw first was randomized.

Outcome variables
After reading the statements, respondents were asked a
range of questions, identical in all countries, about their
perception of the seriousness of the crisis, their satisfaction
with the health and economic measures undertaken by the
government to cope with it, their overall satisfaction with
the government head, as well as causally more distant mea-
sures concerning their satisfaction with the functioning of
democracy and their support for various political regimes.
With these questions, our goal was to assess the causal chain
linking evaluations of concrete government performance to
overall satisfaction with the government and satisfaction with
and support for democracy.

We follow a long tradition in political science and distin-
guish democratic performance from more diffuse ideals and
principles (Easton 1975; Norris 2011). Satisfaction with de-
mocracy is a widely used item that taps into satisfaction with
how democracy works in a particular country. Respondents
were asked: “How satisfied are you with the way democracy
works in your country?” Answers were recorded on a 0–
10 scale (rescaled to range from 0 to 1 for the analysis), where
0 means not satisfied at all and 10 means completely satisfied.
Satisfaction with democracy is widely regarded as an indicator
of how people evaluate the performance of a democratic re-
gime in practice (Linde and Ekman 2003, 405). It falls between
“more diffuse support for . . . regime principles and more
specific support for regime institutions and political actors”
(Kostelka and Blais 2018, 371; also see Norris 2011).

Following previous work, we measure support for de-
mocracy as a regime type by using items regularly employed
in the World Values Survey and other surveys (Linde and
Ekman 2003; Norris 2011). Respondents read the following
text: “There are various types of political systems. What do
you think about each as a way of governing this country? For
each one, would you say it is a very good, fairly good, fairly bad
(Engler et al. 2021) as well as existing work on benchmarks used by the
media (Park 2019). We refrained from mentioning specific countries with
strong connotations (e.g., China) to avoid priming effects unrelated to
performance.
or very bad way of governing this country?” Then they were
asked about four different systems: (i) “Having a strong leader
who does not have to bother with parliament and elections,”
(ii) rule by experts, (iii) rule by the army, and (iv) a democratic
political system.

EMPIRICAL STRATEGY
The main empirical analysis sequentially addresses two re-
lated research questions.10 First, how much importance do
respondents give to health compared to economic consider-
ations when evaluating the overall performance of the gov-
ernment during the pandemic? Second, do evaluations of
government performance affect perceptions and attitudes
about democracy, specifically satisfaction with how democ-
racy works and support for different regime types? These
questions and related hypotheses explore the impact of var-
iables that are deliberately not directly manipulated by the
experiment. It would be unethical and practically difficult to
force people to take a particular view of their government or
the policies it has adopted. Instead, we leverage exogenous
variation in the explanatory variables of interest that is induced
by the treatments, using an instrumental variable strategy.

The use of instrumental variables derived from an exper-
iment enables us to relax assumptions about selection on
observables (Angrist and Pischke 2008, 161–66; Imbens and
Angrist 1994). Using the experimental vignettes as instru-
ments for endogenous causal factors of interest, we can esti-
mate causal linkages for the subpopulation of people who
respond to the experimental treatments. We can interpret the
results causally under four assumptions.

First, we need to assume that the instrument is as good
as randomly assigned. In our case, this assumption holds
thanks to the experimental design.11

Second, the instrument should be relevant for the endog-
enous explanatory variables of interest. While the experi-
mental vignettes may have no effect on some respondents,
they must have an effect on some. We show below that this is
indeed the case, and there is a substantively and statistically
relevant first stage.

The third assumption is the exclusion restriction, which
requires that the experimental vignettes only affect the out-
come through the particular variable of interest. Again, ran-
domization of the vignettes helps in that it blocks some po-
tential mechanisms. We discuss possible violations of the
10. The experimental vignettes have the expected effects on imme-
diate outcomes: beliefs about the seriousness of the crisis (see table E.3).

11. We verify that observables (gender, age, occupation, religion,
health status, race, income, and education) are balanced across experi-
mental conditions (see table E.2).
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exclusion restriction at each step of the analysis. Our design
also enables us to relax this assumption by instrumenting for
some additional channels.

The final assumption is monotonicity. It requires that all
people who respond to the information respond to it in the
same way. For instance, people exposed to positive informa-
tion should be weakly more satisfied with the head of gov-
ernment than they would be if they were exposed to negative
information. This part of the assumption is not directly test-
able, but we use different ways to construct the instruments
and varying modeling strategies as a robustness check.

Weights given to health and the economy
in the overall evaluation of the government
Our theoretical framework implies that both health and
economic measures matter when people form an overall
evaluation of the head of government (hypothesis 1). We
test this hypothesis by regressing overall satisfaction with
the head of the government (SGi ) on satisfaction with the
health and economic responses, using specifications of the
following form:

SGi p a0 1 a1SHi 1 a2SEi 1 vi: ð1Þ
Given the concern that the error term vi includes omitted
variables, we instrument SHi (resp. S

E
i ), the respondent’s level of

satisfaction with the health (resp. economic) measures, which
are endogenous, with the experimental treatment groups.

Identification
The exclusion restriction requires that the instruments
from the experiment only affect respondents’ level of sat-
isfaction with the head of the government through their
effects on satisfaction with the health and economic re-
sponses. While this assumption is not directly verifiable, the
fact that the texts of the vignettes focus on the health and
economic dimensions of the crisis and that they only praise
or criticize the government for policies implemented on
these two dimensions makes it plausible.

Figure 1 indicates that randomized messages have a
sizable effect on people’s evaluation of health and economic
policies in the first stage. Figure 1A displays average satis-
faction with the health measures enacted to mitigate the
pandemic for each of the four different health messages. For
respondents receiving messages highlighting comparatively
negative information about the country’s health situation and
attributing some blame to the government, average satisfac-
tion is 0.491 on the (rescaled) outcome ranging from 0 to 1.
In comparison, average satisfaction is about 0.034 units higher
among respondents receiving a positive health message in-
cluding some praise for the government. The difference is
statistically significant at conventional levels (p p :001), and
it corresponds to a 6.9% increase relative to the mean in the
former group. Satisfaction with the health policy response
increases as messages become more positive, and all differ-
ences with the most negative reference category are statisti-
cally significant.

The picture for people’s satisfactionwith economic policies
enacted to cope with the crisis, shown in figure 1B, is analo-
gous. Satisfactionwith the economic policy response increases
monotonously from the worst message to the best, and all
differences with the reference category are statistically sig-
nificant. The difference in means between comparatively
negative information attributing some blame to the govern-
ment and comparatively positive information attributing
some praise is 0.022, corresponding to a 4.5% increase.

The experimental design fully crossed health and eco-
nomic messages. For parsimony, figure 1 focuses on the ef-
fects of messages on one dimension on the evaluation of
the policy response on that dimension, averaging over the
messages on the second dimension. Not surprisingly, the
Figure 1. Effect of randomized messages on satisfaction with policy response: A, health treatment on health evaluation; B, economic treatment on economic

evaluation. Asterisks indicate the significance of the difference between each group and the reference group. *** p ! .01, ** p ! .05, * p ! .1. First-stage

regressions include interactions between health and economic messages (16 instruments; see table E.5).
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contrast between the bottom and top treatments is even
larger when considering interactions between dimensions.
Compared to respondents receiving negative information
and attributing some blame to the government on both di-
mensions, satisfaction with health measures is 0.062 units
higher (12.9%) among respondents receiving positive in-
formation and praise to the government about the country’s
health and economic situation (p p :001), and satisfaction
with economic measures is 0.044 units higher (9.2%, p p

:001). Table E.5 displays all the coefficients.
While two instruments would suffice to separate the effect

of health and economic evaluations on downstream out-
comes, our experimental design enables us to run a fully
saturated first-stage specification including one dummy for
each of the 16 treatment groups (one of which is omitted as
the reference category).12 This specification has the advantage
of avoiding functional form assumptions, and it enables us to
relax the exclusion restriction later on. But having many
instruments also increases the risk of weak instruments issues
(Angrist and Pischke 2008, chap. 4). By design, the difference
in information received by some experimental groups is small.

Therefore, we follow the advice of Angrist and Pischke
(2008, 209) and employ alternative specifications that in-
strument the two independent variables (satisfaction with the
health and economic responses) with two summary instru-
mental variables (labeled Health IV and Econ IV). They
provide a univariate score summarizing the intensity of the
four health and economic treatments, respectively. Each
ranges from 0, which corresponds to a negative message that
assigns blame to the government on the corresponding di-
mension, to 1, which corresponds to a positive message that
praises the government; other treatments receive intermedi-
ary values. When analyzing effects on democratic support, we
go one step further and use a unique instrument summarizing
both the economic and health treatments (SumIV). The exact
mapping between the treatment groups and the values given
to these summary variables is shown in tables D.1 and D.2. As
shown in table 2, while the Cragg-Donald statistic associated
with the fully saturated first stage is lower than the rule-of-
thumb threshold of 10 for the F-statistic (Stock and Yogo
2005), it is above that threshold in the just-identified models.

RESULTS
We now estimate the impact of satisfaction with health
and economic responses on people’s satisfaction with the
government leader. Table 2 displays results from the in-
strumental variable analysis estimated using two-stage least
12. For the first-stage regression estimates, see table E.5.
squares.13 Reassuringly, the results are very similar whether
the satisfaction with the health and economic responses is
instrumented with the 16 treatment dummies (cols. 1 and
2) or with the two summary instruments (cols. 3 and 4),
and with controls (cols. 2 and 4) or without (cols. 1 and 3).
While individual-level covariates and country fixed effects
are not needed to ensure the exogeneity of the design-based
instruments, they may increase precision.

In our preferred specification, shown in table 2 column 4, a
1 point increase in satisfaction with the economic or health
response increases overall satisfaction with the head of the
government by 0.31 and 0.38 points, respectively. The point
estimates on health and economic satisfaction are significant
at least at 5% in six out of eight cases (and at the less de-
manding 10% level in the remaining two cases). They are never
significantly different from each other. Thus, on average, re-
spondents place approximately equal weight on the health
and economic dimensions when they assess the action of the
government. The result is in line with theoretical expecta-
tions, and it bolsters the case that people pay attention to
both dimensions.

Government performance and democracy
Now we turn to the hypothesis that dissatisfaction with the
head of the government during the pandemic should lead
to dissatisfaction with democracy (hypothesis 2). Formally,
we estimate specifications of the following form:

Yi p y0 1 y1S
G
i 1 hi; ð2Þ

where Yi is an attitude on democracy and SGi (the satisfac-
tion with the head of government) is instrumented with our
16 treatment dummies, with the two scalar instruments sum-
marizing the health and economic treatments (Health IV
and Econ IV) or with the single scalar instrument summa-
rizing all treatments (SumIV).

Once again, the instruments are exogenous by design and,
as shown in figure 2 and table E.6, we have a relevant first
stage. The 16 treatment dummies, the two summary instru-
ments, and the single instrument all have significant effects
on satisfaction with the head of government. Figure 2 plots
the average satisfaction with the head of government, rescaled
to range from 0 to 1, for all treatment groups. It shows that
compared to respondents randomly receiving the most neg-
ative information, average satisfaction is 0.04 units higher
among respondentswho received themost positive information
about the country’s situation and the government. Again, the
13. Here and in all analyses below, we use heteroskedasticity-consistent
standard errors. They are not clustered because randomization was conducted
at the individual level.
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difference is statistically significant and politicallymeaningful,
representing a 9.4% increase. Contrasting health messages
also show a statistically significant effect on satisfaction with
the government when the economic message is held fixed.
Similarly, contrasting economic messages matter when the
health message is held fixed. To address the concern of weak
instruments, the just-identified specification with a single
summary instrument is our preferred one. As expected, the F-
statistic associated with the first stage of the univariate sum-
mary instrument is larger (equal to 10.2 with controls and 8.6
without) than when using multiple instruments.

The exclusion restriction requires that our treatments did
not affect respondents’ attitudes on democracy through any
other channel than by affecting their satisfactionwith the head
of government. This restriction would be violated, for in-
stance, if the vignettes emphasizing the gravity of the crisis
made respondents more negative overall and tainted their
responses to all subsequent questions, including those re-
cording their satisfactionwith and support for democracy.We
bring support for the assumption underlying the exclusion
restriction with two pieces of evidence, shown in appendix
sections E.9 and E.10. First, we show that the impact of sat-
isfaction with government is very similar when we control
(and instrument) for other possible mediating factors in
equation (2): beliefs about the seriousness of the health and
economic situation. Second, our effects are nearly identical
when we only use the experimental variation stemming from
vignettes mentioning the government’s response to the crisis.
The assumption underlying the exclusion restriction is weaker
in that case. Indeed, it is not straightforward to see how this
specific source of variation could have affected attitudes on
democracy through a channel other than their satisfaction
with the government.

Turning to the second-stage results shown in table 3, we see
that satisfaction with the head of the government has a large
impact on respondents’ satisfaction with how democracy
works in their country. As we leverage experimental variation
in the former, we can rule out that this relationship merely
reflects reverse causality or unobserved confounders. In our
preferred specification (col. 6), a 1 point increase in satisfac-
tion with the head of government increases satisfaction with
democracy by 0.46 points. The effect is significant at the 5%
Table 2. Impact on Overall Satisfaction with the Head of Government
16 IVs
 2 SumIVs
(1)
 (2)
 (3)
 (4)
Economic satisfaction
 .387**
 .394***
 .304*
 .311*
(.151)
 (.145)
 (.178)
 (.171)
Health satisfaction
 .378***
 .377***
 .390***
 .383***
(.111)
 (.106)
 (.128)
 (.121)
Individual controls
 ✓
 ✓
Country FE
 ✓
 ✓
Outcome mean
 .458
 .458
 .458
 .458
Linear combination of estimates:
Difference economic satisfaction 2 health satisfaction
 .009
 .017
 2.086
 2.072
(.232)
 (.223)
 (.262)
 (.253)
Cragg-Donald statistic
 2.550
 2.889
 12.221
 14.088
Note. Instrumental variable (IV) two-stage least squares estimates. The dependent variable ranges from 0 to 1 and measures the level of satisfaction with the
head of government (president/prime minister/chancellor). Satisfaction with health and the economy are instrumented with the 16 treatment groups (cols. 1
and 2) or with the two summary instruments (cols. 3 and 4). See app. D for summary instrument details. Columns 2 and 4 control for country fixed effects
(FE) and the following individual controls: age (decade of birth dummies), income (quartile dummies), gender, education (dummies for high school diploma
and college degree), religious denomination dummies, job status (part time, full time, unemployed, self-employed, out of labor force), health status, race
(White, Black, Latino, Asian), and occupation (white collar, blue collar, and service worker dummies). N p 22,541.
* p ! .1.
** p ! .05.
*** p ! .01.
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level and of similar size across specifications. While smaller
than the OLS estimate (table E.7), the instrumental variable
estimate implies a fairly large pass-through from evaluations
of the incumbent government to the functioning of democ-
racy. Supporting hypothesis 2, there is evidence of a causal
link between people’s view of their government and their
satisfaction with how democracy works in their country more
broadly. That is, blame or praise does not stop with the in-
cumbent government.

While our goal is not to estimate the compound effect of
the pandemic on public attitudes, one may nonetheless ask
what our findings imply about the drop in satisfaction with
democracy observed in several countries after an initial rally
effect (Bol et al. 2021; Kritzinger et al. 2021; Schraff 2021). A
Table 3. Impact on Satisfaction with Democracy
16 IVs
 2 SumIVs
 SumIV
(1)
 (2)
 (3)
 (4)
 (5)
 (6)
Satisfaction with the head of government
 .522***
 .528***
 .476**
 .496**
 .450**
 .460**

(.149)
 (.143)
 (.220)
 (.208)
 (.228)
 (.215)
Individual controls
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
Country FE
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
Outcome mean
 .500
 .500
 .500
 .500
 .500
 .500

F-statistic
 1.328
 1.578
 4.573
 5.449
 8.595
 10.208
Note. Instrumental variable (IV) two-stage least squares estimates. The dependent variable is the respondent’s level of satisfaction with the way in which
democracy works in their country, which ranges from 0 to 1. Satisfaction with the head of government is instrumented with the 16 experimental groups
(cols. 1 and 2), with the two summary instruments (cols. 3 and 4), or with the single summary instrument (cols. 5 and 6). See app. D for summary in-
strument details. Controls as in table 2. N p 22,541.
* p ! .1.
** p ! .05.
*** p ! .01.
Figure 2. Effect of randomized messages on satisfaction with head of government. Asterisks indicate the significance of the difference between each group

and the reference group. *** p ! .01, ** p ! .05, * p ! .1. For first-stage regressions, see table E.6.
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back-of-the-envelope calculation based on the estimates in
table 3 suggests that out of the 4.0 percentage points decrease
in satisfaction with democracy observed between April and
July 2020 (fig. F.1), approximately 2.4 percentage points
(60%) may be attributed to the (steeper) decline in the satis-
faction with the head of government.

In contrast with the results found on satisfaction with the
way democracy works, table 4 shows that respondents’ sup-
port for democratic ideals and their attitudes on other regime
types are not significantly affected by their satisfaction with
the head of government. Only one coefficient in the table is
statistically significant, but this result is not robust to the
choice of first-stage variables. The coefficients in this table are
generally noisy and should be interpreted with caution, but
they stand in stark contrast with OLS estimates, which are
statistically significant (see table E.7).

Taken together, the experiment shows the existence of a
strong causal relationship between people’s satisfaction with
the leader of the incumbent government and the functioning
of democracy. However, there is no robust evidence that this
linkage extends to the absolute desirability of having a dem-
ocratic system. In that respect, the evidence for performance-
based theories remains mixed.

Further analysis
Additional analyses reported in the appendix further probe
the robustness of these results and explore impact hetero-
geneity and mechanisms.
Cross-national heterogeneity. The results are robust to
dropping the two youngest democracies, Brazil and Poland
(tables E.9 and E.10). We also explore heterogeneity based
on the magnitude of the health and economic situation faced
by each country. The link between satisfaction with the gov-
ernment and satisfaction with democracy is slightly stronger
in countries with lower mortality and a comparatively better
economic outlook, perhaps because attitudes remained more
malleable in these countries, but the differences with other
countries are not statistically significant (table E.12). We note
that the effect of government satisfaction on satisfaction with
democracy is significant in all four groups: countries with
below versus above median mortality and those with below
versus above median economic outlook.

Individual heterogeneity. Instrumental variable analysis
recovers effects for the population of compliers, that is, indi-
viduals affected by the instruments (here, our experimental
treatments). While this method uncovers truly causal esti-
mates, it naturally raises questions about the characteristics of
compliers and the generalizability of the results. Such con-
cerns are shared with all experimental and instrumental
variable designs. For instance, quarter of birth, newspaper
subscriptions, or encouraging messages have statistically sig-
nificant effects on endogenous treatments like education,
turnout, and the use of voting advice applications but do not
explain most of their variation (Angrist and Pischke 2008,
169; Gerber et al. 2003; Pianzola et al. 2019).
Table 4. Impact on Support for Democratic Ideals
Strong Leader
 Experts
 Army
 Democracy
16 IVs
 SumIV
 16 IVs
 SumIV
 16 IVs
 SumIV
 16 IVs
 SumIV

(1)
 (2)
 (3)
 (4)
 (5)
 (6)
 (7)
 (8)
Satisfaction with the head of government
 2.165
 2.052
 .046
 2.009
 2.601**
 2.657
 .102
 .056

(.320)
 (.480)
 (.341)
 (.514)
 (.295)
 (.463)
 (.208)
 (.311)
Individual controls
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
Country FE
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
 ✓
Observations
 22,535
 22,535
 22,537
 22,537
 22,536
 22,536
 22,537
 22,537

Outcome mean
 .316
 .316
 .590
 .590
 .181
 .181
 .902
 .902

F-statistic
 1.567
 10.114
 1.567
 10.092
 1.566
 10.016
 1.580
 10.111
Note. Instrumental variable (IV) two-stage least squares estimates. The dependent variables are indicator variables equal to 1 if the respondent thinks that
having a strong leader (cols. 1 and 2), experts (cols. 3 and 4), the army ruling (cols. 5 and 6), or a democracy (cols. 7 and 8) is a good political system.
Satisfaction with the head of government is instrumented with the 16 treatment dummies (cols. 1, 3, 5, and 7) or with the single summary instrument
(cols. 2, 4, 6, and 8). Individual controls as in table 2.
* p ! .1.
** p ! .05.
*** p ! .01.
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While the population that responds to the instrument is
easy to characterize in the case of a binary instrument and a
binary endogenous treatment (Angrist and Pischke 2008,
chap. 4), doing the same is difficult in our more compli-
cated setting with 16 treatment groups (Imbens and Rubin
1997, 562). In figure E.1, we first explore individual-level
heterogeneity in the first stage based on observable charac-
teristics. While we observe some variation based on gender,
education, and religion (with women being more responsive
to health messages and respondents with college education or
without religion updating their level of satisfaction with the
head of government less), heterogeneity based on age, income,
and partisanship is small and not statistically significant.
Hence, the set of compliers does not seem to be overly
dominated by specific types of individuals.14

Second, we use an alternative model that estimates average
rather than local effects bymodeling individual heterogeneity.
The instrumental variable estimator of the correlated random
coefficient model proposed by Masten and Torgovitsky
(2016) allows for unobserved individual heterogeneity in re-
sponse to the instrument in the first stage and in the causal
effect of interest (assuming instruments are exogenous and
restricting unobserved heterogeneity to one dimension). Re-
assuringly, the estimates are comparable to those reported
above (table E.13).

Mechanisms. We now turn to a brief examination of mech-
anisms. We first consider peoples’ perceived efficacy in the
political process. While the effect of satisfaction with the head
of government on three measures of efficacy is consistently
positive, it is generally not statistically significant (table E.8).
This suggests that perceptions of political efficacy are not the
main channel explaining the effect of satisfaction with the
government on satisfaction with democracy.

Second, additional analyses suggest that the impact of
government evaluation on satisfaction with democracy is
unlikely to be explained by people blindly punishing de-
mocracy for bad outcomes that are beyond the control of
policy makers. When we only use the treatments praising
or blaming the government for its response to the crisis as
instruments, we find that the effect of satisfaction with the
head of government on satisfaction with democracy is
substantively the same as in our main analysis (tables E.14
and E.15).
14. Directly counting compliers would require dichotomizing both the
instruments and the treatment variable, which would dramatically un-
derestimate their number. Furthermore, such (extreme) coarsening of the
instruments is likely to generate bias (Marshall 2016).
Finally, we find that our treatments concerning the health
situation also shape people’s evaluation of their regional
government (table E.18). While not part of our preregistered
analysis, this result illustrates the relevance of subnational
executive actors in the crisis. An instrumental variable anal-
ysis shows that evaluations of the regional governments also
shape satisfaction with democracy, although this effect
becomes insignificant once we account for the chief executive
(table E.19).

CONCLUSION
We have provided evidence of causal linkages between
people’s evaluation of policies, leaders, and democracy during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Our analysis leverages a survey
experiment conducted in 12 countries. A total of 22,500 re-
spondents received randomly selected vignettes about the
gravity of the crisis and assessments of the government’s re-
sponse. Before the experiment, our respondents had been
exposed to abundant and often contradictory information
about the crisis: few events have dominated media coverage
and the public debate as much as the COVID-19 pandemic.
In this context, rather than providing new factual informa-
tion, our strategy was to put the crisis in historical and cross-
national perspective by comparing it to randomly varying
benchmarks and to make some facets of the crisis and of its
management salient in the mind of respondents.

We find that respondents put approximately equal weight
on their satisfaction with respect to health and economic
dimensions when providing an overall assessment of the head
of government. Dissatisfaction with the government in turn
increases dissatisfaction with democracy, but it does not in-
crease support for nondemocratic alternatives.

In line with performance-based theories, the experimental
results clearly demonstrate that considerations of relative
performance and policy responses in a global crisis feed into
citizens’ attributing blame to specific leaders as well as the
functioning of democracy in their country. The upside for
democracy is that there is no statistically significant turn to
nondemocratic alternatives in response to dissatisfaction with
how political leaders handled the crisis. Rather, the evidence
reveals a relevant degree of democratic resilience in a dis-
ruptive crisis. It is useful to keep inmind that, following a large
literature, our analysis focused on general regime principles. It
remains possible that people dissatisfied with their country’s
crisis management do not question democracy but nonethe-
less become more willing to tolerate partial violations of
specific democratic norms and practices (Graham and Svolik
2020). We also know that dissatisfaction with democracy is
correlated with the populist vote (Arzheimer 2009). Thus, one
concern is that citizen dissatisfaction may be tapped by



000 / Government Performance and Democracy Michael Becher et al.
political entrepreneurs who pay lip service to democracy but
are willing to undermine it once in power (Müller 2021),
something that would take a longer time horizon to uncover.
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