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The article addresses the methodological challenges in measuring democratic ideals on an individual level in quantitative studies. Building upon own empirical research, the study identifies several difficulties in assessing individuals' attitudes on democracy. In addition to a discussion of quantitative measures on individual-level data such as the ESS module on democracy or the Afrobarometer measures, the study assesses the possibility of other endeavors and what these look like. The study identifies multidimensionality, the association between elements, as well as problems in aggregating concepts, as important elements to be addressed in research. In the last step, certain quantitative measures are tested through a survey to show possible solutions to the issues.
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Introduction

Extending research on the meanings of democracy measured on an individual level (Schedler and Sarsfield, 2007; Shin, 2017; Frankenberger and Buhr, 2020; Osterberg-Kaufmann et al., 2020; Quaranta, 2020; Davis et al., 2021), this paper discusses the possibility of measuring attitudes of democracy on an individual level using quantitative methods. This reflection realized in a survey conducted between July and December 2020 to test different methodological elements. The study poses the question: What do we measure when assessing individual level democratic ideals through survey-methodology? It seeks to combine measurement problems with theoretical premises to identify a viable solution to the problem of measuring democracy consistently across individuals and countries. The aim is to orient better methodological choices in line with theory and question design for both, within country and comparative studies. Gaining more insights into how democratic meanings influence political participation (Bengtsson and Christensen, 2016) is important to better understand mobilization processes. This enters not only into the debate of how mobilization is motivated (e.g., against inequality) but also on what ideal of democracy is promoted by political parties (e.g., populist parties). In addition, knowing more about democratic ideals helps comparing and understanding configurations in different political systems as well as country-level democratic polarization. Finally, it allows comparing people's ideals with how a political system is configured. Detailing more on ideals of democracy can orient theoretical debates on democracy and notably discuss between dominant strains (e.g., liberalism) and democratic ideals held by fewer people.

The article examines three elements and discusses their implications for measuring democracy on an individual level in line with existing and new measures. Those elements are not new, but are important for the design of any research. First, I discuss democracy's multidimensionality as a concept. This discussion includes the fact that measures need to be as open as possible to account for different attitudes on democracy, but at the same time ensure that they are valid and comparable. Second, I discuss the association between elements of democracy with the argument that, to account for a more valid understanding of different attitudes on democracy, it is important to contextualize elements by looking at their relations. Third, I discuss the possibility of aggregating sub-elements consistent with the way democracy is measured quantitatively, and the related problems with multidimensional concepts. After outlining theoretical challenges, the article proposes two additional steps: It outlines different ways to operationalize the theoretical challenges and finally applies those as part of data from own research.

In this article, I focus on the ideal of democracy as an element of political attitudes. Hence, I am more interested in assessing the way a democracy should look from an individual perspective (democratic ideal) and not in evaluating the current political system's performance. Although somewhat similar challenges apply, it is important to underscore that I focus more on such questions as “What is important to you?” than on “How do you evaluate?” I focus first on the state of the literature to illustrate challenges that apply to measuring democratic attitudes, before associating that literature with measures of democracy. In the last section, I propose several preliminary results from a survey with 1,110 participants from three countries.



Literature review

Measuring democracy, or more concretely, attitudes toward democracy, has a long tradition; however, what has been analyzed has changed more and more. Notably, the “meanings of democracy” approach to its measurement demands better measurement of the way democracy is perceived (Schedler and Sarsfield, 2007; Shin, 2017; Frankenberger and Buhr, 2020; Osterberg-Kaufmann et al., 2020; Quaranta, 2020; Davis et al., 2021). Amidst growing criticism, notably of the famous “satisfaction with democracy” question in international surveys (Canache et al., 2001; Shin, 2017), new measures are developed in an effort to differentiate between different understandings of democracy. This is an important part of today's research agenda, as Shin (2017, p. 2) summarized: “The capacity to make such a differentiation is a crucial component of an informed understanding of democracy.”


What defines democracy

It should come as no surprise that democracy is a case of contested concepts as Gallie remarked already in 1955. He outlined that democracy is not only appraisive, but also internally complex, with different components in which necessary and sufficient conditions are discussed (Gallie, 1955-1956). Today, scholars agree that democracy is a contested concept with even contradictory definitions and understandings (Schmitter and Karl, 1991; Croissant, 2002; Coppedge et al., 2011; Lauth, 2011; Coppedge, 2012; Burnell, 2013; Vandewoude, 2015; Giebler et al., 2018).

Democracy is a generic term that describes a variety of political systems that are signified as “government of the people, by the people and for the people” as stated in Lincoln's Gettysburg address (Lincoln and William, 1909). There is continuous interest in a minimal definition of democracy. Although we have seen above that different forms of democracy exist, there are certain elements that researchers perceive are shared in common. Scholars focus normally on fair and secret elections and universal franchise as minimal elements, as well as guarantees of political freedom, fairness, justice, deliberation, and political rights, while procedures, transparency and context dependency are additional elements (Dahl, 1989; Schmitter and Karl, 1991; O'Kane, 2004; Bermeo and Yashar, 2016; for a good overview on elections' role, see Hadenius, 2008). Other scholars talk about dimensions: e.g., rule of law, vertical and horizontal accountability, competition, freedom and equality, responsiveness, and participation have been identified (Lauth, 2011, 2013). Scholars use equally different typologies or adjectives to distinguish among democracies, for example electoral, liberal, majoritarian, participatory, deliberative, and egalitarian (Collier and Levitsky, 1997; Coppedge et al., 2011).

Liberal democracy is discussed a great deal today. Its core elements are elections (and the choice between alternatives), representation with binding rules based on equity, pluralism, and tolerance, as well as freedom of association and speech, self-determination, responsibility, and the control of the government (Bobbio, 1988; Bauzon, 1992; O'Kane, 2004; Coppedge et al., 2011). Other forms, such as deliberative democracy, focus to a greater extent on processes, participatory democracy, or direct democratic ways to exert influence, and egalitarian conceptions on redistribution of resources (Coppedge et al., 2011). While it would be easy to choose one of these concepts of democracy, it is unlikely that a single definition can capture the multiple understandings that individuals assign to democracy in different countries.



Constituent elements for its measurement

The question of constituent dimensions of democracy illustrates the multiple approaches well, and has generated at least some agreement among scholars. Lauth summarized the dimensions of political freedom and individual political equality as necessary elements of democracy and regarded political control consistent with the rule of law as a third dimension (Lauth, 2010, 2011, 2013; Lauth and Schlenkrich, 2018). Scholars who have analyzed indices of democracy argue for the existence of two axes; however, their names differ. Munck and Verkuilen (2002) discussed contestation or competition and participation or inclusion, Hadenius (2008) used elections and political liberties, and Bowman et al. (2005) discussed political liberties and political rights. In addition, whether democratic output should be used to evaluate a democracy is contested (Lauth, 2010, 2013). Lauth argued that a “trade-off” between different dimensions of democracy exists and ideal democracies cannot realize political liberty and equality, and political and judicial control completely at the same time (Lauth, 2013; c.f., Lauth and Schlenkrich, 2018, for a renewal of the argument on the dimensions' interdependence). Coppedge et al. (2011) adopted a similar perspective, and stated that conceptions of democracy, such as liberal or majoritarian conceptions, can conflict with each other. This association shows the requirement not simply to assess which elements of democracy individuals believe are important, but also to account for the perceived interactions among concepts.

When defining democracy, one can use rather limited concepts that focus on elections (Przeworski, 2010), or can opt for larger concepts with several dimensions, such as the Quality of Democracy approach, and several other competing definitions, such as Varieties of Democracy, the Democracy Barometer, Democratic Audit, and many more. The definition one applies influences which elements/variables to select for deductive studies to a considerable extent. It equally makes cross-study comparisons more difficult, as there is no single widely accepted definition with, respectively, widely available data that follow the same logic. The underlying problem is epistemological in nature. By choosing a selective approach, such as on elections only, one can easily miss other dimensions. This is why I argue for the quality of democracy approach, because it is open to many perspectives and is applicable widely. Consistent with the way democracy is defined, I discuss in the following how multidimensionality, the association among concepts, and possibly aggregation, influence the way democracy is measured.




Multidimensionality

Researchers today agree that democracy is multidimensional (Dahl, 1989; Coppedge et al., 2011), yet there is still no consensus about which dimensions should be included. This multidimensionality indicates that there is not one democratic ideal within society, but several, which is reflected in the research on democracy's quality (Bühlmann et al., 2014; Lauth and Schlenkrich, 2018). The approach to its quality assesses not only degrees, but also types of democracy, simultaneously. According to the multidimensional concept, democracy consists of different dimensions, such as control, equality, and freedom, to take one example (Beetham, 1994), that are more or less developed in different political systems. The dimensions include elections, equal participation, or individual liberties, among others.

However, applying this definition still poses measurement problems. The concept is in sharp contrast to the very general, undifferentiated technique that many international surveys use to evaluate democracy (Canache et al., 2001; Ferrin and Kriesi, 2016; Boese, 2019). To increase feasibility, many studies opt for greatly reduced approaches to democracy. As a consequence, only a few studies have used multidimensional concepts of democracy because it necessitates including many different variables (Ferrin, 2012; Bengtsson and Christensen, 2016; Ferrin and Kriesi, 2016; Kriesi and Morlino, 2016; Heyne, 2018). As democracy takes different forms in different countries, perceptions of it differ as well (Schedler and Sarsfield, 2007; Heyne, 2018), which is another reason that multidimensional measures are necessary.

First, it is crucial to not ask excessively general questions. As outlined above, a question that asks “How important is democracy for you” will be understood differently in different countries (Heyne, 2018), but also by different people. Thus, with respect to validity, it is essential not to include this question, except perhaps in interviews to begin the debate. It is definitely possible to ask questions about democracy's dimensions in interviews, as research has shown (Refle, 2019; Frankenberger and Buhr, 2020). However, this means that we descend at least one level and do not ask questions about democracy in general, but more concrete questions about minority rights, for example, to capture multiple dimensions.

I argue here that even when one adopts a minimalist definition of democracy, it is worth taking a more open approach that can be used to assess several of its perspectives. Leaning on qualitative approaches, this could mean using more inductive or open approaches, while in quantitative approaches, large batteries of questions are necessary to capture a maximum of different understandings. Reducing the operational definition of democracy is also possible once the data are established; however, expanding it can become difficult when questions are posed only on democracy or freedom in general. In this sense, I argue for measuring the maximum number of attitudes possible—within the limits of practical elements such as time for answering a survey—and making these data available to all scholars to allow every research perspective to test it. It is furthermore of importance not to focus on the main ideal of democracy, that will be often liberal democracy in Western countries, but to equally assess the differences in its understanding as well as challenging concepts of democracy.

While I proceed with examples from quantitative research, it is possible to apply similar questions in interviews without greater problems. It is necessary to note that respondents will not answer all questions, but will return to the aspects that are most important to them. Keeping this in mind, it is likely that respondents to quantitative surveys will also skip certain questions or simply respond with a neutral value because of limited conceptions of democracy. Those shortcomings of surveys led Frankenberger and Buhr (2020) to conclude that quantitative surveys are inherently inappropriate to assess what democracy means to citizens. Still, I argue that in case of neutral and reduced conceptions, it is useful to assess what items differ from averages for which individuals or groups of individuals. In addition, it is useful to know how many items are valued by respondents, a question that I will come back to with a new question type for the analysis of meanings of democracy.

The European Social Survey (ESS) from 2012 actually made a good start, but it is still focused a great deal on elections and less on equality-oriented elements. The new questionnaire from the ESS 2020 module on democracy is more streamlined on liberal democracy. It still has the advantage that it covers several subdimensions and is available already (European Social Survey, 2012, 2018). Among the different elements included in the ESS 2012 are those questions on the importance for democracy1 shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Questions and dimensions included in the ESS (Round 6).

[image: Table 1]

As the reader may have noticed, the categorization mentioned above is the author's proposition, but something such as equality before the court can be subsumed easily under the equality dimension too. This problem of association will be addressed in the next section. However, the ESS questions' advantage is that they cover not only questions on elements' importance, but also on the way people perceive the situation in the country. This distinguishes between the respondents' actual and ideal perception; however, it is equally part of the problem as respondents get questions with nearly-similar wording two times during the survey.

Still, the questions themselves posed in the ESS are not without problems. Questions that are poor with respect to response rates to the ESS include one that it is important to prevent people from expressing extreme political views, whether the government is formed by a single party, or whether it ignores the people. For example, while < 20% of the total sample responded in Germany and Switzerland, the situation was different in the United Kingdom (UK), where only the question on preventing people from expressing extreme views posed problems. Still, it shows that some questions on democracy, particularly when formulated inversely toward autocracy, evoke social desirability bias that needs to be addressed to provide accurate results. The problem is less relevant to the positive perspective on democracy, where it is more a problem of distinguishing between high levels of support, as outlined later.

While economic elements are often included indirectly in measures of democracy (e.g., in the Democracy Barometer, Bühlmann et al., 2014) by measuring corruption or economic elements' influence, the way individuals integrate economic elements into their conception of democracy is an open question because of the absence of research on the topic. Therefore, in every individual-level measure of democracy, researchers should reflect carefully whether to integrate economic elements or not. Consistent with the open approach advocated earlier, economic elements should be integrated into the data collection at least, leaving it up to every researcher to choose whether or not to include them. Nevertheless, even if economic elements that are associated with democratic output are not included in a theoretical framework, it still appears a good idea to at least control for them in quantitative studies.

As discussed above, the ESS 2012, which was repeated in 2020/2021 in a reduced form with focus on liberal democracy, is a good starting point not only for quantitative, but also qualitative, endeavors that could use similar questions. It illustrates well the influence of, for example, electoral democracy definitions, in which the control dimension is overrepresented and the equality dimension under-represented. Other researchers therefore relied on either the World Value Survey2 (Shin, 2017; Davis et al., 2021) or the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study that however already dates from 2009 (Quaranta, 2020). I add carefully, that according to each scholar's definition, other scholars might subsume the question of equal treatment before courts under equality rather than freedom. This shows that depending upon scholars', but more importantly, individuals' interpretation as well, elements fall under different categories, which is why I argue that it is important to show the association between elements.



Association

Based upon my own research (Refle, 2019), I argue that it is important to identify different elements' association. My qualitative research showed not only that interviewees talked more easily about elements of democracy than about democracy in general, but also that they associated different elements in different ways. One example is the state's monopoly of power. While some people see the monopoly of power as important in democracy, as it allows extremism to be fought, a different perspective sets it in conflict with individual freedoms that can become restricted in a too powerful state. Another example is equality before courts, which can fall under freedom because it guarantees freedom, but can also be seen from an equality perspective, in that everyone is treated in the same way. Thus, it becomes important to account for this differential association in future research, because it shows meaning construction on an individual level. The pure assessment of individual elements' importance, as performed in the ESS in 2012 and 2020/21, can give an overview of what dimension or items are evaluated, but this type of question cannot assess the relations among elements.

While it is difficult to identify best practices, it is easier to retrace association in interviews, because it allows for a fine-grained analysis of connected elements. Another option that is not the most suitable, is ranking the most important elements in democracy as performed in the Afrobarometer3. In Round 6, the Afrobarometer used a question about what democracy means to respondents to which they could make three responses that indicated their three most important priorities. In combination with a list of proposed items, respondents could indicate what item has the first, second and third priority and could indicate positive and negative aspects such as corruption, government change and peace for example. However, this variable becomes complicated to interpret as one is faced with much diversity among priorities. Respondents do not simply evaluate the most important elements according to their attitudes, but also associate elements indirectly, because they normally mention the three most important elements that they would connect. However, this is not ideal, because normally is not always and depends upon individual thinking; they can also mention elements that they perceive are unrelated. Further, it is not always straightforward to rank items and can introduce a non-response error for the questions that follow.

Another option that I tested is allowing respondents to assign points to individual elements of democracy according to their conception of them. In this question type, the respondent is asked to distribute 100 points freely. The respondent can distribute all 100 to one element or to different elements according to his/her priorities. This more flexible assessment has a number of advantages, because it is easier to identify what elements are clustered and whether few or many elements are important to respondents. The results from this test can be found in the empirical section of this article.

While I view association between elements as an important element that distinguishes different conceptions of democracy, many problems on a measurement level to be solved in the future. Still, the problem of interaction is associated with another challenge, the question of aggregation.



Aggregation

Aggregation (vertical integration and summary in main dimensions) is another important challenge and is consistent with the way one conceptualizes democracy's necessary and sufficient conditions. As outlined with reference to Gallie (1955-1956) above, democracy scholars continue to find it difficult to agree on these dimensions. The trend was toward more flexible measures in the past decade or approaches that do not determine necessary and sufficient conditions for democracy, or approaches that are only consistent with very specific concepts.

In the past, a number of scholars, including Dahl (1989) or Przeworski (2010), used models of necessary and sufficient conditions to analyze democracy. Similarly, Goertz (2006) discussed necessary and sufficient conditions. The discussion continued later under the label of the quality of democracy, or can be found in international indices in which different indicators form dimensions. However, this has not gone unchallenged: Scholars working on democratization and the gray zone in between democracy and autocracy argued to abandon necessary and sufficient conditions (Tilly, 2000). As any cut-off point would be arbitrary (O'Donnell, 2010). As a contested concept, it is doubtful whether there will be one solution, as the different names applied in aggregate-level studies show. While flexible solutions can be envisaged in inductive research, it causes problems for more deductive quantitative studies, because it will be difficult to determine categories for items. A preference here could be given to specific approaches consistent with respective concepts, such as measuring only deliberative democracy, but that limits generalization and creates a barrier to democracy scholars working with other concepts.

Accordingly, I propose a mixed solution. The problem of elements' association, as outlined above, makes aggregation difficult because the same element can be viewed from different perspectives and have different meanings. A simple aggregation of two, three, or four dimensions depending upon the perspective subsumes different meanings under the same label and undermines individual-level measures' validity. Factor analysis of a quantitative survey can prove useful here, because connections between items get identified. Equally cluster or later class analysis will provide useful insights. Still, there will remain tensions between theory and measurement. One example are factor loadings for factor analysis that may differ from not only one country to another, but even from one group of individuals to another (thinking about populist voters who conceptualize democracy differently and would subsume items under different dimensions). Thus, on a technical level, aggregation may be possible, but difficult to justify, and quasi-impossible as a multidimensional concept even though theorized differently. However, when analyzing measures of democracy, it is possible to account for specific interactions as an element of groups of people's conceptions, which Ferrin (2012) did with the ESS data. The solution would be to collect data that are as open as possible to different aggregations, but that can be ordered easily after the data are collected.

For practical purposes, I also apply the 3-fold division between control, equality, and freedom. Still, we cannot simply aggregate sub-dimensions without adhering to one tradition of democracy, indicating that as a multidimensional concept, we should be satisfied with keeping variables at the end. The disadvantage of this is that we are faced with a large number of variables to analyze. Thus, it is important to identify interactions for specific groups of people (e.g., activists in social movements or voters for specific parties).

There is another problem when considering attitudes. One will find either simple affirmative statements across respondents, or missing information on all dimensions of democracy, as individual-level conceptions will be fragmented and normally not comprise all elements of democracy, likely because of educational level or knowledge of the topic. As democracy is assigned several meanings across individuals and countries, the best course is to try to re-group these meanings. In the experimental section of this study, I outline the way factor analysis can contribute to this effort, as well as the way measures may account for simplistic perceptions.

It is necessary to manage aggregation with caution; however, it is useful for communication, as it is easier to talk about the subdimensions rather than lower levels, as some elements will remain empty. Here, such qualitative data collection procedures as interviews have the advantage that people talk, will not respond to all elements, and will relate elements in their answers automatically. On a technical level, quantitative analysis can proceed the inverse way and regroup attitudes once the data is collected. In this sense, aggregation seems here less of a problem than association between items. What I propose in the following is a suggestion on how to construct surveys on attitudes toward democracy with the aim to generalize across the population and/or groups of people.



Empirical testing

The second part of this study discusses a survey conducted to address those problems on an empirical level. I used the questions on what is important for democracy the ESS developed already, but supplemented them with additional questions derived from the 3-fold distinction between the control, freedom, and equality dimensions, and included economic elements as well. Twenty nine Items were used, of which 11 were original ESS items and the remaining either modified items from the ESS or new questions based on the operationalization of the Democracy Barometer4 and World Value Survey indicators. As the ESS is a general survey, the number of items that is included is naturally limited to fewer ones. In addition, the distinction between ideal and existent configuration in the ESS does not help in my view as it repeats the same items with different wording which may cause confusion among respondents. Consequentially the focus is on the democratic ideal and not on ideals and actual configuration.

This survey for this article was conducted using Facebook recruiting with paid ads and obtained an N of 1,110 participants. While the original design focused on four countries (Switzerland, France, Germany, and the UK), relatively few respondents from France were included ultimately because of problems with data collection. Hence, the final dataset consisted of 488 respondents from the UK, 355 from Germany, 166 from Switzerland, and 101 from France. Detailed analysis will be provided only for the UK, Switzerland and Germany, because the n for France was relatively low. The survey was conducted between July and December, 2020 and is obviously not representative and needs further verification with a better sample.

The survey was prepared in Limesurvey and hosted on university servers. Thereafter, I used advertising on a Facebook page to recruit potential participants. The recruiting was oriented toward the general public, but was supplemented later with recruiting by gender because it became clear that more men participated initially. The questionnaire began with a question on voter rights in each country and then proceeded with some basis demographic information, such as age and educational level. Because of the already clear difficulty of one question in particular, it was expected that some of the experimental questions could cause attrition, so that certain basic sociodemographic variables (gender, education, and age) were posed at the beginning to verify whether educational levels, for example, influenced attrition5. The following sections included one in the style of the ESS questions on “How important is it for democracy that…” with questions on the following dimensions: 7 on freedom; 8 on equality; 10 on control, and 4 on economic. The following part then used the Afrobarometer priority question in which respondents could rank different democratic elements. In the following, I tested a new question in which respondents had to attribute exactly 100 points to different items. The last section asked general questions, such as party voted for, political activism, interest, trust, and the like, as well as region of residence. As no incentives were given, the first questions attracted much higher response rates than did the latter. This was clear toward the end of the survey, because political participation values were particularly high for those who finished the survey. This indicated that those who are politically active were more likely to finish the survey. This means also that the first questions on importance are more representative than the latter questions, which are more valid for those more interested. Representativeness for the general population is not given and a discussion of some of the socio-demographics is found in the Appendix.

In presenting the preliminary results, I add cautiously that further testing, verification, and replication are necessary to ensure the results' accuracy. The results that are presented in the following are largely descriptive and require further multivariate verification. I distinguished between general results across countries (including all 1,110 respondents), and country-specific differences. Exploratory factor analysis without rotation serves as base model and was performed across all items and within each dimension. Then component matrices were compared to identify items that are constituent to dimensions and the overall concept. To detail more, inter-item correlations were used to identify items that are associated positively or negatively. To verify on possible links to other key variables, one-way ANOVA were performed to make the underlying conceptual differences more tangible. These appear to be useful because they identify the underlying conceptual similarities, and underscore items that are included in different concepts or that are contrary to conceptual expectations simultaneously.



Results

This section is divided into three parts. The first discusses the ESS-like question's important elements, the second assesses the priority question, and the third discusses the new points-based question. The Table 2 verifies whether the results are consistent with other datasets. Here, I presented two questions that were posed in exactly the same way. We can see that the means for both items are similar to those measured in the ESS 2012, but do not overlap completely. In general, the standard deviation is higher in my dataset, which may be an indicator of increased polarization or may also indicate a potential bias, which can be verified ultimately with the ESS 2020/2021 results, once published. I also note that the ESS question on freedom of expression is based upon only a few respondents for each country because of many missing answers. With a questionnaire based only upon democracy, it is possible to augment the response rates for this item, as I had response rates of nearly 100% for this and the other questions.


TABLE 2 Comparison of identical items from ESS 2012 and my own dataset.

[image: Table 2]

This is a very strong argument to use not only democracy-related questions in a general survey, but to conduct separate surveys on democracy alone, because it can increase the response rates significantly and allow better analysis as a result. In addition, contrary to the ESS, answers for each block of questions were randomized, such that the preceding questions were less likely to influence them.

Table 3 gives an overview of the freedom-related items from my survey. The same problem as in the ESS questions emerges: The means on the 10-point scale are very high. It means that inferring priorities from differences toward averages is more complicated, because measurable differences are relatively small. While the questions themselves do not pose problems with respect to response rates, they have to be analyzed with techniques for skewed data. In the following, I refer to factor analysis to account for the underlying association of concepts that is able to identify patterns despite skewed data.


TABLE 3 Freedom dimension.

[image: Table 3]

Further, I verified whether these items are correlated and whether they allow for aggregation. The Cronbach's alpha for the freedom questions is relatively high given that several sub-dimensions are included. A factor analysis showed that freedom's first factor loading was 41%, the second 17% (Appendix Table 8, annex). It is notable that all items that include the words court or human rights were associated negatively with the first dimension, indicating that those items represent another conception to respondents, at least in part.

For the equality dimension, Table 4 shows largely the same problems of skewedness, in which one item, direct democracy, scored particularly low. As will be shown later, this was influenced by the UK's value, which was low for direct democracy.


TABLE 4 Equality dimension.

[image: Table 4]

However, an analysis of covariance showed that there was a negative correlation between the item on direct democracy and minority rights, which was the only case of a negative relation. For the second battery of questions on equality, the first factor loading accounted for 38% of variance, and the second for 16% (Appendix Table 9, annex). With respect to the freedom dimension, several minor loadings accounted for between 5 and 12% of the variance. The second dimension appeared to show an over- or under-emphasis on certain groups, notably minority groups, and the items on minority rights, representation of groups equal participation, and equal vote count demonstrated negative correlations.

Table 5 shows the responses for the control dimension, in which again, three items had means below 8 on a 10-point scale. Federalism, party politics, and government responsiveness had particularly low means. At the same time, this indicated more polarization in those items, as the standard deviations were higher than for other items.


TABLE 5 Control dimension.

[image: Table 5]

The Cronbach's alpha for the control dimension was lower than for the other two dimensions, but relatively high for a multidimensional concept. Still, it is notable that this derived in part from the inclusion of the secret ballot, which was correlated negatively with two other items. The exclusion of this item increased the Cronbach's alpha to 0.69. Controlling with a factor analysis showed three major dimensions. The first had a factor loading of 27%, the second, 15%, and the third, 13% (Appendix Table 10, annex). The first dimension was related positively across all items, in which the secret ballot was slightly less important. This was the control dimension. The second dimension concerned the items on government responsiveness, but was associated with political alternatives as well. The third dimension represented other actors' control and correlated negatively with the items “not under control of other actors,” as well as “courts controlling” and “separation of powers.” However, that the ballot is secret was not related significantly in many cases. Thus, it appears that this item has a different dimension.

Table 6 shows the economic dimension, which is disputed theoretically with respect to whether it is a constitutive element of democracy or a related dimension. Except for the government protecting its citizens from poverty, the respondents agreed in general that those items are less important for democracy itself.


TABLE 6 Economic dimension.

[image: Table 6]

The economic dimension had a Cronbach's alpha of 0.73, and the factor analysis revealed two major dimensions. The first factor loading explained 57% of the variance, while the second loading explained 27% (Appendix Table 11, annex). Notably, the second concerned the questions of poverty and equality.

The Cronbach's alpha for all items (freedom, equality, control, economics) combined was 0.86. Nearly all items were correlated positively across all countries combined; negative correlations were very rare and included the secrecy of the ballot twice and the minority rights/direct democracy interaction once. The latter can be seen as a sign of polarization between majoritarian and minority rights-oriented approaches.

Taking all items of democracy together except those on the economy, the first factor loading accounted for 26% of the variance. Further, there were five additional factor loadings that each explained 4 and 9% of the variance. The first dimension is democracy itself, which had positive effects on all variables, although the variable for the secret ballot had the smallest effect, followed by clear party alternatives and citizens having the final say. From the perspective of all respondents across countries, these three items were democracy's least important elements. This also illustrates the multidimensional nature of the concept well.

The second factor loading was associated with direct democracy, but also minority rights and the one person, one vote principle. This perspective emphasizes that citizens participate directly and majoritarian decision-making, and de-emphasizes minority rights and equal participation. The third perspective focuses on representation, while the fourth focuses on freedom of speech, transparency, and participation. The fifth dimension resembles the third, but focuses more on individual than collective participation. The sixth dimension focuses on a strong government that is able to rule without control; it de-emphasizes the control-related elements and emphasizes individual participation at the same time.

While multivariate analysis's utility is yet to be revealed, a more complete assessment of different dimensions of democracy provided certain promising results that can be used in comprehensive studies on democracy in the future. The batteries of questions are especially useful when it comes to identifying multi-dimensionality and the possible aggregation of items. It equally gives some ideas on associated items.


Question on priorities

It was theoretically possible to select 23 priorities, but the respondents were not forced to do so. Practically, ~32% did not answer this question at all, which showed that the question was more complex than the first and the respondents were less willing to answer after the first batteries of questions. Another 10% stopped after the fifth priority; overall, 50% responded up to priority 7, while priority 8 had more missing than valid responses. This continued until the 23th priority, which only 6% answered.

The problem with this question is that it poses difficulties for interpretation. While it offers certain ideas about the most important priorities on a descriptive level, as shown below, all possible combinations are not necessarily included, for example civil liberties get combined with peace. Thus, not even the first priorities give a consistent picture, and require a more detailed interpretation. Still, the question was useful in interpreting country differences, which were more visible between the UK, Switzerland, and Germany. While civil liberties and equality and justice, for example, played very important roles in Switzerland and Germany, more government-oriented aspects took top priorities in the UK.

Because of the data's non-numeric nature and the fact that the answers were ordered by priorities, not items, this question required considerable recoding after data collection. The priorities question showed somehow useful for identifying what items get valued, but are much less useful for interpreting associations or aggregation. Still, there are simpler ways to obtain an even better result, which is why I continue directly with the points-based question.



Ideal democracy question

The experimental survey design included a question on the ideal democracy, and respondents could assign 100 points freely to “construct” their ideal democracy: Note that the respondents were forced to assign exactly 100 points and were unable to continue the survey if the score was not equal to 100. As a consequence, this question created additional attrition compared to the previous question. Here, there were ~35% missing answers across all four countries, which increased to 40% from the following question onwards.

However, the question proved very useful in developing the respondents' democratic profiles, because it showed the relative distribution the respondents assigned to each category. Table 7 shows the mean points assigned to each item. This allowed the important elements in each country to be identified and thus fulfilled the same function as the previous question on priorities, but was much easier to interpret. As it was ordered by items, the mean number of points assigned to each item could be interpreted easily, and showed that the respondents value direct democracy, human rights, free conduct of life, and equality before the law, particularly in Switzerland. In Germany, human rights and free conduct of life are valued particularly. Elections as the “core” of democracy figured relatively low in both countries. The UK illustrated country-specific differences, as no corruption, human rights, freedom of speech, and equality before the law are valued most. At the same time, this procedure allowed attitude profiles to be built. Despite the 35% missing answers, the interpretations were still not overestimated because the most interested respondents finished the questionnaire. Further, it is a quite promising measure of democratic ideals on an individual level. It was also useful that few respondents had only one top priority to which they assigned 100 points. Thus, the question's responses were also relatively easy to aggregate because the items could be merged easily.


TABLE 7 Democratic ideal.

[image: Table 7]

The Cronbach's alpha across items was 0.88 over the countries, which was highly comparable to the values for the questions on the items' importance. The factor analysis revealed that the concept of democracy overall is the main concept that explained 37% of the variance across countries, and all items were associated positively with this concept. The second concept explained only 6.7% of the variance and included minority orientation and human rights, and de-emphasized electoral democracy. The third concept accounted for 6.5% of the variance and was freedom-oriented.

While it remains to be seen whether additional items should be included or some items should be more detailed, the question appeared to be useful to establish profiles of democratic meanings across countries as well as specific groups of people (such as party adherents). For example, it allowed the differences between items for voters to be identified.

When looking at respondents close to the “Alternative für Deutschland” (Afd) in Germany as an example, we find significant differences for the items “direct democracy” and “equality before the law” when comparing with all other German respondents6. When all people who perceive that they are close to right wing populist parties [e.g., Schweizerische Volkspartei (SVP), AfD, Brexit party, Rassemblement National (RN)] are taken together, it is possible to contrast them more, and significant differences in direct democracy, human rights, freedom of speech, equality before the law, participation of all groups, minority rights, and economic growth were found that showed the potential to associate specific democratic ideals with parties. In addition, this same exercise can be applied for other party families, such as conservatives, social democrats, or green parties. Still, the differences are arguably stronger when the extremes, such as the right-wing populist parties mentioned, are contrasted with others.

Another element concerns the reduced conceptions that some people hold. The points-based question takes those into account easily with a large dataset. Still, it allows assessing the way people responded to this question on average. When examining the dataset that was collected for the pre-study, three types of respondents answered the points-based question: People who assigned points to only one or a few items (e.g., 60, 30, 30, or 100 for one item), those who used approximately five items, e.g., (5*20) and those who assigned points to all items (e.g., 2, 6, 10, 3, and so on). This is one of the advantages compared to the question about the items' importance, as the social desirability bias to assign the highest value to all appears to be lower. It still might appear to be desirable to assign some points to all items that are mentioned in the list. The points-based question revealed promising results and allow an easy distinction between attitudes held by groups of people.




Conclusion

The article exploited different options of measuring democracy on an individual level following a three-steps procedure: Outlining theoretical challenges of a contested concept, linking theory and existing measures, and illustrating results generated from those measures. First, I discussed multidimensionality, association between concepts, and aggregation as challenges for survey methods. Beginning with democracy as a disputed concept that does not have one definition, but several, several problems arise: It is not only multidimensionality, but also challenges of horizontal and vertical integration of the conception of democracy that make it difficult to agree upon one measure of democracy. Thus, the ideal is to examine detailed and open concepts that are still parsimonious. However, parsimony should not lead to a reduction in variables that could be useful from other perspectives. On a measurement level, we have seen that the ESS 2012 and 2020 with its module on democracy helps account for multidimensionality. However, my own data showed that more detailed accounts for every dimension and specific surveys on attitudes of democracy have their advantages when several perspectives—and not only liberal democracy—shall be assessed. It includes a strong argument for stand-alone surveys for measuring meanings of democracy.

When implementing several ways of measuring democracy, the results confirmed the complexity of the concept. In effect, the main concept of “democracy” is just one of several important concepts that are revealed through different types of questions. Over all items, the concept “democracy” had one factor loading that explained only 26% of the variance. However, the following factor loadings explained up to 17% when economic elements were not included. The challenge for quantitative measures is to identify how items are associated in order to identify the underlying concepts. Notwithstanding to how items are associated horizontally, the problem of vertical association is largely unproblematic from a statistical perspective. Thus, it is useful to keep many items that may measure several perspectives and test for the association among them to identify different groups of people's specific conceptions of democracy.

Existing questions to measure democratic meanings on an individual level are currently underperforming. Either are the results heavily skewed like for the ESS questions, making interpretation difficult because respondents tend to indicate importance across all items, or are associations between items not clear. Existing questions on democracy invite social desirability to express that democracy is good and it might be worth experimenting with other research designs that reduce social desirability. Current measures of democracy propose solutions to measuring multidimensionality, but not association between items. Assessing associations may be easier with interviews or focus groups, as Frankenberger and Buhr (2020) underscored.

As one possible solution, I tested a point-based questions that has several advantages, but one major disadvantage: It led to some additional attrition among those less interested in politics. It may be possible to reduce this attrition by placing this question earlier, but another explanation is that those with missing or incomplete conceptions of democracy had difficulty answering it. Still, advantages lie on practical levels, in that it is simple to illustrate differences across countries. In addition, it opens manifold options for new research. First, by comparing different averages attributed to items, specific conceptions of e.g., right-wing populist (like tried by Bengtsson and Christensen, 2016 using the ESS), but also other voters can be established. Similarly, this can open up to other political actions, such as activities in different types of social movements and charities, depending on how democracy is conceptualized. Furthermore, in a normative perspective, it allows to check what dominant meanings exist among ordinary citizens. Comparing with aggregate data is can allow to identify items where the political system is configured differently from how citizens would see it. Finally, a comparison across political systems can also help accounting for polarization within a country when only few contradicting concepts are dominant among a country's population.

As well as the caveats evoked already with respect to representation, it is notable that the used dataset has several persistent problems. With the higher attrition toward the end, the analysis related to political activism and whether it shapes conceptions of democracy, was difficult. Some party-specific comparisons were still possible, showing the potential of linking meanings of democracy to political actions such as voting. While the used data does not allow for a wider generalization as it was implemented for question testing, the author is convinced that similar patterns arise with representative data and that can be implemented in the future.
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Footnotes

1Section “E” in ESS Round 6, https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/docs/round6/fieldwork/source/ESS6_source_main_questionnaire.pdf. Section “D” in ESS Round 10, https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/docs/round10/questionnaire/ESS-Round-10-Source-Questionnaire_FINAL_Alert-06.pdf.

2Q 235 onwards are partly selected as additional items, https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV7.jsp.

3Q29a, https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/tun_r6_questionnaire.pdf.

4https://democracybarometer.org/data-and-documentation/

5An overview on the questionnaire is available upon request.

6Respondents that indicate being close to the AfD attribute an average of 16.15 points to direct democracy [Standard Deviation (SD) at 21.42, chi2 sig at.01] compared to 4.92 (9.05) for others, for equality before the law the average is 4.9 (SD 5.97) compared to 10.69 (11.28), chi2 sig. at.05, n for both questions = people close to Afd 40, others: 196.
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Appendix


Representativeness of the dataset

Slightly more men than women participated (49.3 to 48%, while the remainder did not respond or indicated other), the distribution in education was 1.2% with primary school only, 18.1% with secondary school, 43.8% Bachelor's degree or three years' vocational training, and 33.3% with a master's degree or similar or higher. The respondents' average age was 59 years, indicating that older people were more likely to participate. When looking at the country level, respondents from the UK were slightly more likely to be men (51 to 46%, the remainder no answer or other), with an average age of 59 years. No respondents indicated that primary school was their highest level of education. The average age of respondents in Germany was 49 years, and female respondents were over-represented slightly (54%) compared to men (44%). There were fewer people with a Bachelor's degree or similar, but slightly more with a secondary education or master's degree or higher. The Swiss respondents were much younger on average, 43 years. 51% of the respondents were female, 46% male. Approximately 46% indicated that they had a Bachelor's degree or similar, and much fewer than in the other countries responded that they finished only secondary school. Still, this is consistent with the predominance of vocational training in Switzerland. While those indicators showed already certain potential biases with respect to representing the population overall, it may denote equally that the sample was restricted to Facebook users, which constituted an additional caveat. However, as the idea was to test different question types for survey research, it is still an acceptable deviation from a representative sample. As the second part of the survey yielded much fewer responses (only 658 for the first non-democracy-related question), it is difficult to estimate other potential biases. However, the question about respondents' interest in politics showed that 92% indicated at least a 5 on a 10-point scale. In combination with the question on political activities, in which the values for different political activities (particularly in comparison to general surveys such as the ESS) were relatively high, those who were politically most interested did finish the survey, while others dropped out earlier. Fortunately, educational level did not seem to affect attrition, so that the difficulty of new questions was unrelated to education, but attributable to political interest.


TABLE 8 Factor analysis for freedom dimension (threshold = 1).
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TABLE 9 Factor analysis for equality dimension (threshold = 1).
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TABLE 10 Factor analysis for control dimension (threshold = 1).
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TABLE 11 Factor analysis for economic dimension (threshold = 1).
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