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“How Stable Are Democracies? ‘Warning
Signs Are Flashing Red.’ ” Or Maybe Not.
Posted on December 2, 2016 by TonyLima —

The quoted text in the title is the headline in a New York Times article November 29. The article re-
ports on a paper that will be published in the January, 2017 issue of the Journal of Democracy.

The authors, Yascha Mounk and Roberto Stefan Foa, believe they have found a set of
leading indicators whose values may be able to predict whether a democratic form of
government will go into decline in the near future. Here’s the money pull-quote:

Support for autocratic alternatives is rising, too. Drawing on data from the European and
World Values Surveys [sic], the researchers found that the share of Americans who say
that army rule would be a “good” or “very good” thing had risen to 1 in 6 in 2014, com-
pared with 1 in 16 in 1995.

That trend is particularly strong among young people. For instance, in a previously pub-
lished paper, the researchers calculated that 43 percent of older Americans believed it was
illegitimate for the military to take over if the government were incompetent or failing to
do its job, but only 19 percent of millennials agreed. The same generational divide showed
up in Europe, where 53 percent of older people thought a military takeover would be ille-
gitimate, while only 36 percent of millennials agreed.

There are many problems with this research. I’ll discuss three of them here:

The research uses, in part, the World Values Survey and European Values Study. It happens that
I have quite a bit of hands-on experience with this dataset. And it has issues.

1. 

The Journal of Democracy does not adhere to standard academic publishing practices. It is not
peer-reviewed.

2. 

The authors have no apparent qualifications to conduct empirical research.3. 

I’ll look at these in the order listed above. Hyperlinks should let you jump directly to a section.

The World Values Survey and European Values Study
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University of Michigan Professor Ronald Inglehart is one of the founders of these surveys. He has
posted a response to the authors’ earlier paper here. Or you can just click the screen capture below to
see a readable image.

In the distant past I spent a few years on some research that eventually hit a dead-end. In large part
this was caused by the nature of the data in these two data sets.

The problem is that the data is neither longitudinal nor cross section. Even worse, the wave defini-
tions are different for the World Values Survey (WVS) and the European Values Study
(EVS).

Ronald Inglehart—

(click for larger image)—
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As far as I can tell, a single cohort is surveyed over the course of three or four years. Although there is
a table reporting the year in which a specific survey occurred, they all fall into a single cohort in the
date ranges. That is, each “wave” surveys a single cohort over multiple years. They conduct the survey
this way because their sample is tens of thousands. In other words, the sponsors don’t have the fund-
ing to construct a true longitudinal data set.

The first problem is that not every country is surveyed in every wave. The Times article cites
data for six countries. The table below shows the year in which each country was surveyed in each
wave. New Zealand is an especially egregious case, with responses in only two of the six waves. (Click
here for a pdf file containing the complete list of countries, waves, and years.)

Strictly speaking, data used from different years should not be compared. For example, consider the
first wave (1981-1984). In the U.S. this was a period of sharp disinflation with the unemployment rate
briefly exceeding ten percent. And, of course, 1995-2000 was the dot com boom. People were likely to
be pretty optimistic during this period. Here’s what the Times story says about the periods compared:

Support for autocratic alternatives is rising, too. Drawing on data from the European and
World Values Surveys [sic], the researchers found that the share of Americans who say
that army rule would be a “good” or “very good” thing had risen to 1 in 6 in 2014, com-
pared with 1 in 16 in 1995.

The global economy was doing pretty well in 1995. By contrast, 2014 was a year of eco-
nomic stress. People are more likely to turn to authoritarian solutions during periods
of economic malaise. That is a more plausible hypothesis for the authors’ results than a

Wave Date Ranges (click for larger image)—

Country Survey Dates (click for larger image)—
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declining faith in democracy.

The Nature of Data

For those unfamiliar with data, the two usual structures are time series and cross sectional data. Time
series data is generated over time (d’oh). Your annual income each year for the past five years is
time-series data.

Cross-sectional data collects the data at a point in time. This is often done by surveying individuals or
households. (Technically, of course, the survey cannot be done at a point in time. Usually the surveys
take at least a few months.) A few years ago I surveyed a group of California wineries. I was trying to
get the quantities of various wines produced in a single year. This is cross-sectional data.

Longitudinal data combines both cross-sectional and time-series data. A good example is U.S. labor
market data. Every month, 60,000 households are surveyed. One quarter of the sample is replaced
every month. Respondents are asked various demographic questions, followed by the key questions:

Did you do any work for which you were paid during the preceding three weeks? A “yes” answer
means they are in the labor force and employed. Answer no and you get to answer question 2.

1. 

Did you actively look for work during the past three weeks? A “yes” answer means they are in the
labor force and unemployed. “No” means they are not in the labor force.

2. 

This is longitudinal data because demographic characteristics are collected during each month. And
the questions, answers, and sample are mostly the same from month to month. (The 25% replacement
of the sample technically is a defect, but the Bureau of Labor Statistics has to compensate for people
in the sample getting older, among other issues.)

The Global Values Surveys do not fall into any of these three categories. The first time I looked at the
survey questions I was astounded at the amount of detail. Sadly, once I took a closer look at the
methodology, the data became useless for my purposes. I’ll be curious to see how the authors made
use of this sketchy data set.

The Journal of Democracy
Their full paper won’t be published until next month. It will appear in the January, 2017 issue of the
Journal of Democracy. It is hardly ever a good sign when researchers publicize their findings in
advance of publication.

And there’s even a problem with that. The Journal of Democracy is not peer-reviewed. Here’s their
statement on submitting unsolicited manuscripts:

Although the majority of its articles are commissioned by the Editors, the Journal of
Democracy also welcomes unsolicited submissions. Every unsolicited manuscript is read
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and evaluated by at least two members of the editorial staff. Many unsolicited
manuscripts are rejected at this stage, often for reasons of focus, timing, style, or space
that do not necessarily reflect on their scholarly merits. The Journal is not formally
peer-reviewed, but in some cases manuscripts are sent to outside scholars or specialists
for comments and evaluation.

Peer reviewing is the gold standard for academic publications. Publishing in a journal that does not
use double-blind peer reviewing makes the entire body of research suspect.

The Authors Are Not Qualified
The authors, Yascha Mounk and Roberto Stefan Foa, have Ph.D.s in Government from Harvard. Dr.
Mounk is class of 2015, Dr. Foa is 2016. Their pre-doctoral studies focus on philosophy and history. I
could find no evidence that either has significant training or experience working with data. But Dr.
Mounk sure gave a great pull-quote to the Times:

Yascha Mounk is used to being the most pessimistic person in the room. Mr. Mounk, a lec-
turer in government at Harvard, has spent the past few years challenging one of the
bedrock assumptions of Western politics: that once a country becomes a liberal democ-
racy, it will stay that way.

Curiously, Dr. Mounk is a lecturer in Government at Harvard. But he has his union card. (In
academia, a Ph.D. is usually required for admittance to the faculty in most departments.) Why isn’t he
on a tenure-track appointment somewhere?

Roberto Stefan Foa is a lecturer in Political Science at the University of Melbourne in Australia.
Understand that European universities place a much different meaning on the title “Lecturer” than is
the case in the U.S. But even that’s misleading. Here’s what Wikipedia says about academic ranks in
Australia:

Level A – Associate Lecturer; equivalent to Lecturer/Assistant Professor at a US university or
Lecturer at a UK university.
Level B – Lecturer; equivalent to Assistant Professor at a US university or Senior Lecturer at a
UK university.
Level C – Senior Lecturer; equivalent to Associate Professor at a US university or Senior/Princi-
pal Lecturer at a UK university.
Level D – Associate Professor; equivalent to Associate Professor with tenure at a US university or
Reader at a UK university.
Level E – Professor; equivalent to Full Professor (with a Chair) at a US university or Professor at
a UK university.

I’ve spent quite a bit of time on the University of Melbourne website. I have determined that Dr. Foa
has an entry on that site. It lists his name, title, and department. His curriculum vita (not on the uni-



“How Stable Are Democracies? ‘Warning Signs Are Flashing Red.’... http://gonzoecon.com/2016/12/10487/

5 of 6 12/5/16, 10:57 AM



Powered by Netfirms

Better Tag Cloud

versity website) also lists his office location. He is also listed as the faculty member in charge of an im-
portant course. I have not been able to find out where his academic title fits in the above taxonomy.
He is practically invisible.

Conclusion
I look forward to reading the full article when it is published. Stay tuned.

This entry was posted in Current issues, Economic Data and tagged democracy, European
Values Study, featured, Roberto Stefan Foa, World Values Survey, Yascha Mounk by
TonyLima. Bookmark the permalink [http://gonzoecon.com/2016/12/10487/] .
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