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Global support for democracy is puzzling in the time of alleged backlash toward democracy. Building on recent studies on democratic support that take into consideration heterogeneity in the subjective perceptions of democracy, I conducted a conjoint analysis and examined the trade-offs among various democratic values that the citizens might face when they think of democracy. Using an original dataset of 2,206 respondents, sampled from Japanese adult population, I found that the procedural view of democracy played the most important role when Japanese people evaluated a country's democracy level. In their view, a lack of free and fair elections and disenfranchisement of certain groups were more detrimental to democracy than a shortage of checks and balances, economic growth, and social welfare. In addition, the analysis shows that factors representing the minoritarian view and the substantive view of democracy play an undeniable role in citizens' democracy evaluations, which confirms the discrepancies between how students of democratization conceptualize and how ordinary people think of democracy today.
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Introduction

Is democracy decaying and in danger in the present era? Although the number of democratic regimes and the proportion of democratic countries have increased over time (Figure 1), we observe instances of democratic backsliding worldwide (Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2018; Haggard and Kaufman, 2021). A growing concern among the citizens and the policymakers is highlighted by the cases of consolidated democracies that are believed to last almost forever (Svolik, 2008), but are a part of this autocratization pattern. The fact that democracies today collapse less by coup d'état, but are put in danger more by democratically elected leaders (Svolik, 2015), complicates the matter. This is the case because the democratic backsliding by elected leaders might proceed gradually, and therefore citizens might not realize the backsliding is indeed in progress.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 (Left) Number of democracies and non-democracies from 1800 to 2018. (Right) Proportion of democracies and non-democracies from 1800 to 2018. Using V-Dem data Version 11 (Coppedge et al., 2021), I classified regimes as democracy if the value of electoral democracy index is greater than or equal to 0.5. A regime is deemed nondemocratic if the electoral democracy index is smaller than 0.5.


The growing concern regarding democratic backsliding contradicts global mass support for democracy that some of the survey research demonstrate (Rose et al., 1998; Bratton et al., 2005; Chu et al., 2008; Jamal and Tessler, 2008; Klingemann et al., 2008; Blokker, 2012; Booth and Richard, 2014), even in nondemocratic countries (Maseland and van Hoorn, 2011; Welzel and Alvarez, 2014). Studies on support for democracy have accumulated. To make sense of the gap between the high level of support for democracy and the relative lack of democracy in the real world, recent research has attempted to examine whether individuals have different understanding of democracy when they are asked about their support for it (Mattes and Bratton, 2007; Crow, 2010; Canache, 2012; Cho, 2015).

Innovations have been proposed and implemented for measuring what people think with respect to democracy. Open-ended questions and close-ended questions have been used in survey research (see Shin and Kim, 2018; Osterberg-Kaufmann et al., 2020 for a review). On the one hand, open-ended questions reveal the properties, which the respondents identify as essential characteristics of democracy. Close-ended questions, on the other hand, enable researchers to investigate the extent to which the citizens differentiate the properties of democracy and how these properties shape their understanding of democracy. Among others, the Asian Barometer Survey develops novel question items that address the issues of identification and differentiation simultaneously, leading to the conclusion that the substantive view of democracy predominates among Asians. Despite the novel empirical strategy that the Asian Barometer Survey devised, there remains room for improvement. Surveys can include diverse attributes of democracy and varied connotations of those attributes. Then, researchers can comprehensively observe the properties, which the respondents identify as essential properties of democracy with varying magnitudes of importance or priority.

To address the possible trade-offs that individuals might face when they think of democracy, I conducted a conjoint analysis with a nationally representative sample of Japanese people. Conjoint analysis is a survey-based experimental method that allows us to observe the characteristics individuals identify as properties of democracy and the degree of emphasis that they place on these properties. My analysis shows that Japanese people, on average, consider the lack of electoral competition and electoral participation to be most detrimental to democracy. In addition, it reveals that other aspects of democracy including the minoritarian view and substantive view play an undeniable role in shaping the popular understanding of democracy in Japan. Thus, the finding corroborates previous studies that demonstrate the multidimensional nature of subjective democracy while offering nuanced observations of citizens' perspective.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. First, I review the literature and summarize previous studies that highlight heterogeneity in the understandings of democracy among the public and try to overcome the problem by implementing open-ended and close-ended questions. Next, I highlight a novel approach taken by the Asian Barometer Survey while discussing the limitations in its empirical strategy. I emphasize the need for an alternative approach to better investigate what individuals identify as properties of democracy and how they use these properties in their regime evaluation. Second, I explicate the merit of conjoint analysis, provide the design of my conjoint analysis regarding democracy evaluation, and demonstrate the result that Japanese people, on average, negatively react to the lack of electoral competition and participation when evaluating a country's democracy. The last section concludes.



Literature review


Mass support for democracy in question

In modern times, democracy is deemed a type of political regime that enjoys universal appeal or aspiration (Inglehart, 2003; Dalton et al., 2007; Diamond, 2011; Norris, 2011). This perspective is supported by public opinion research, be it analyses of a regional or global survey project, that the vast majority of people worldwide express support for democracy when they are asked about their preference (Rose et al., 1998; Bratton et al., 2005; Chu et al., 2008; Jamal and Tessler, 2008; Klingemann et al., 2008; Blokker, 2012; Booth and Richard, 2014). Intriguingly, public support for democracy is consistently reported in countries that are usually considered nondemocratic (Maseland and van Hoorn, 2011; Welzel and Alvarez, 2014). These findings let some scholars conclude global diffusion of liberal ideas (e.g., Elkink, 2011).

Global public support for democracy is encouraging, on the one hand, because it demonstrates the legitimacy of democratic regimes while criticizing and rejecting its nondemocratic counterpart, possibly leading to democratic changes worldwide (Mishler and Rose, 2002; Mattes and Bratton, 2007; Shin and Tusalem, 2007; Diamond, 2008). On the other hand, however, this finding does not corroborate the theory of lifelong learning of democracy that emphasizes the role of political socialization and intrinsic regime performance in nurturing the public preference for democracy (Bratton et al., 2005; Mattes and Bratton, 2007; Fails and Pierce, 2010). This is the case because it is impossible for the citizens living in nondemocratic political regimes to learn about democracy. Moreover, using the Asian Barometer Survey Wave 4 data, Shin and Kim (2018, p. 225) find that the citizens living in non-democracies are more satisfied with the way in which their country is governed democratically than the citizens residing in democracies. This indicates the possible discrepancies in what democracy means to ordinary citizens. Having these concerns in mind, scholars started to investigate whether people from different parts of the world share the same understanding of democracy before examining the magnitude of support for democracy.



Subjective understanding of democracy

While individual citizens might hold different understandings of democracy, scholars who conduct empirical studies on democratization generally accept the idea of defining democracy with respect to procedure rather than a source of authority or purpose (Huntington, 1991, p. 6). The procedural minimal definition of democracy (Dahl, 1971) becomes its dominant conceptualization (e.g., Przeworski et al., 2000; Boix, 2003; Coppedge et al., 2008). This serves as a useful analytical concept and the resulting dichotomous measurement of political regimes (i.e., democracy and non-democracy), for instance, allows researchers to draw a clear dividing line between democracies and non-democracies. Hence, scholars are able to study when and why a nondemocratic regime collapses and a democracy replaces it.1

In contrast to that, ordinary citizens might view democracy as an abstract and, at times, contentious concept (Gallie, 1955; Collier and Levitsky, 1997; Collier et al., 2006) as it evokes varied connotations and implications. This is the case because the citizens around the world are exposed to heterogeneous political, economic, and social contexts (Munck and Verkuilen, 2002; Hopkins and King, 2010). Public opinion research indicates that ordinary citizens do not necessarily follow the minimalist definition of democracy (Davidov et al., 2014; Ulbricht, 2018). For example, in his study of Mexico, Crow (2010) documents the varied ways in which people define democracy. While some define it narrowly with respect to elections and political rights, others take a broader view by incorporating substantive outcomes into the definition of democracy.2 A similar conclusion is drawn from the samples collected in Latin America (Canache, 2012) and Africa (Mattes and Bratton, 2007). Likewise, Cho (2015) argues that democracy has a weak cognitive foundation in non-Western countries. He shows that most people in Western democracies are able to distinguish between democratic and authoritarian attributes, whereas this is not the case in the Middle East and South Asia. These studies urge scholars to examine how people understand democracy before asking their affinity to and desire for it (Schedler and Sarsfield, 2007; Shi, 2014; Ferrín and Kriesi, 2016; Wegscheider and Stark, 2020).



Measuring popular understanding of democracy

Unpacking people's understanding of democracy requires scholars to observe the extent to which the citizens identify the properties of democracy and differentiate them from the properties of its nondemocratic counterparts (Shin and Kim, 2018). Different approaches have been proposed and undertaken to address this point in survey research. Surveys have asked open-ended questions to learn what individuals identify as essential properties of democracy. In addition, using close-ended questions, previous studies investigate the extent to which subjective understanding of democracy corresponds to or deviates from certain concepts of democracy including the procedural definition of democracy.

Typical open-ended questions ask the respondents to list one or more attributes of democracy that come to their mind (Miller et al., 1997; Camp, 2001). This results in a list of properties of democracy to which the citizens attach positive connotations. Baviskar and Malone (2004) ask the respondents to name what they like and dislike about democracy to maintain neutrality. Open-ended question items largely grasp what the citizens identify as properties of democracy.3

Surveys that incorporate close-ended questions are represented by, for instance, the World Values Survey (WVS) Wave 7 in which the respondents are asked to evaluate statements referring to a principle or institutional setting that scholars conceive as the essential attributes of democracy (Haerpfer et al., 2020). These include statements about electoral process, political rights, civil liberties, redistribution of wealth from the rich to the poor, income inequality, obedience to rulers, and the role of army and religion in politics. By assessing citizens' evaluation of each statement, researchers can observe the properties that the citizens perceive as essential to democracy and emphasize more than the others (Zagrebina, 2020).

In both types of survey questions, researchers begin with the concern that the citizens might have different understandings of democracy. The questions help them observe the properties that citizens have in their mind when they think about democracy, leading to the conclusion that popular understandings of democracy are not uniform, but heterogeneous.

Building on this, some scholars use a set of survey items and classify the respondents into particular types of democracy that scholars conceptualize and respondents might conceive of (see Shin and Kim, 2018, p. 229–230, for a review). Among many others, Shi and Lu (2010) propose the distinction between procedure-based liberal conception and a substance-based minben conception of democracy. Norris (2011) makes three categories including procedural, instrumental, and authoritarian. Likewise, Welzel (2013) categorizes democratic understandings into liberal, social, populist, and authoritarian. Kirsch and Welzel (2019) distinguish between the liberal and authoritarian notion of democracy to make sense of the high support for democracy in nondemocratic regimes. This approach helps learn the extent to which individuals' perception corresponds to or deviates from the notions of democracy that scholars develop.

A potential drawback of this approach, however, is an implicit assumption that a certain combination of democratic properties that individuals identify leads to a notion of democracy that they are likely to hold. For example, those who disregard electoral institutions and procedures, but stress economic and social benefits are considered embracing substantive democracy. Although it the type of democracy that people show support for, this approach tends to remain descriptive, resulting in “a great deal of variation in the number and type of conceptual devices proposed to ascertain mass conceptions of democracy” (Shin and Kim, 2018, p. 229). Moreover, by giving a conceptual label to individuals through a classification procedure, the approach might mask the possible trade-offs that individuals face when they evaluate the different properties that relate to democracy. In other words, taxonomies might obscure the way in which individual citizens differentiate among the different properties of democracy with different weights.



Incorporating priorities of properties into the measure of understandings of democracy

Both open-ended and close-ended survey questions that ask the properties of democracy demonstrate a great deal of leverage to draw findings and implications that might be generalizable. This is the case because they allow researchers to mobilize a large scale of individual-level data. However, the fact that the subjective perception of democracy is multidimensional and diverse across individuals calls additional concerns. More specifically, it is important to scrutinize the extent to which a respondent emphasizes an attribute (or a dimension) over another. Two survey items, for instance, from Wave 7 of the WVS clarify this point. Following the text below, respondents are directed to evaluate ten different statements; each of which relates to a certain attribute of democracy (or political regime). For demonstration purpose, I present the first two statements:

Many things are desirable, but not all of them are essential characteristics of democracy. Please tell me for each of the following things how essential you think it is as a characteristic of democracy. Use this scale where 1 means “not at all an essential characteristic of democracy” and 10 means it definitely is “an essential characteristic of democracy.”

Q241: Governments tax the rich and subsidize the poor.

Q242: Religious authorities ultimately interpret the laws.

Suppose that two respondents both give a score of 5 to each item. Yet, they might still be different with respect to the importance that they place on each statement. Respondent A might think that taxing and providing subsidies are a lot more important than the role of religious authorities. Respondent B might think that both statements are equally important. The problem here is that each statement is presented separately in the survey and respondents provide an answer to each question one by one. Thus, respondents might not have thought about the relative importance of each statement. If the survey questions are lumped together, the respondents would need to assess each statement while considering relative weights between them.4

Wave 3 and Wave 4 of the Asian Barometer Survey directly address this issue. In the survey, the respondents are exposed to the statement, “[m]any things may be desirable, but not all of them are essential characteristics of democracy. If you have to choose only one from each four sets of statements that I am going to read, which one would you choose as the most essential characteristics of a democracy?” As Table 1 shows, the respondents see a set of options that represent, good governance, norms and procedure, and freedom and liberty. Social equality and good governance relate to substantive democracy while norms and procedure and freedom and liberty are at the core of procedural democracy. The approach successfully randomizes the four different attributes of democracy to avoid the order effect and asks respondents to name one as the most essential characteristic of democracy (Huang, 2018).


TABLE 1 The Asian Barometer Survey (Wave 4) items asking the most essential characteristics of democracy.

[image: Table 1]

Figure 2 displays the results from fourteen Asian countries and entities. Using the four question items in the Asian Barometer Survey Wave 4 that was fielded in 2014–2016 (Table 1), for each country, I calculate the proportion of respondents who select good governance, social equality, norms and procedure, or freedom and liberty as the most essential characteristic of democracy.5 The proportion of respondents who choose an option representing norms and procedure or freedom and liberty (i.e., attributes that characterize procedural democracy) is highest in Taiwan (50.1%), followed by South Korea (47.3%), Japan (46.8%), Hong Kong (45.2%), Thailand (38.3%), Vietnam (37.9%), Malaysia (36.8%), China (34.2%), Mongolia (32.5%), Indonesia (31.5%), the Philippines (31.1%), Myanmar (30.9%), Singapore (29.1%), and Cambodia (27.7%). This demonstrates diverse views about democracy within and across countries and entities in the region. In addition, it reveals that substantive view of democracy predominates in general, which is consistent with the finding of the previous wave of the survey conducted in 2010–2012 (Huang, 2018, p. 305–307).
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FIGURE 2
 The Asian Barometer Survey Wave 4 questions on the Meaning of Democracy (Q88–Q91). The respondents are asked to choose one out of four options as the most essential characteristic of democracy. DK/NA includes those who choose “Do not understand the question,” “Can't choose,” or “Decline to answer”. The number above each bar shows the proportion of respondents who choose the options representing the procedural view of democracy (i.e., Norms and procedure or freedom and liberty).


Although the Asian Barometer Survey Wave 3 and Wave 4 address both identification and differentiation issues when measuring popular understanding of democracy, there remains room for improvement. First, the number of attributes under investigation can be expanded to more than four. Because subjective democracy can have numerous attributes, it will be an important addition if alternative empirical strategy allows researchers to incorporate more than four attributes. Second, and more importantly, the attributes can include both positive and negative connotations. The example from the Asian Barometer Survey Wave 4 implys positive meanings with respect to procedural or substantive democracy. It is uncertain how the respondents would react if the attributes had negative implications. Reflecting this concern, however, inflates the number of combinations of different attributes, which are difficult to implement in face-to-face, interview-based surveys. The limitations in the number and content of the attributes of democracy indicates the need for developing an empirical strategy that allows researchers to comprehensively observe the properties that the respondents identify as essential with varying magnitudes of importance or priority.



Conjoint analysis as an alternative approach

Conjoint analysis is a survey-based experimental method that has been widely used in the field of marketing. This is nowadays applied in other fields of social sciences including political science (Hainmueller et al., 2014). In a typical application, researchers construct a pair of hypothetical options with several attributes and let the respondents choose an option and/or evaluate each option in a continuous scale. These attributes have different levels that researchers define prior to the survey. For example, if a scholar conducts a conjoint analysis on preferences of smartphone, the attributes might include weight, storage, memory, color, price, and so on. If the scholar is interested in the color most popular among consumers, she can define the levels of color such as black, silver, red, and blue. Using the pre-defined levels of each attribute, she generates a pair of two hypothetical smartphones with the aforementioned attributes whose levels are randomly assigned. By randomizing the levels of each attribute, researchers can assess the extent and the degree to which each attribute matters to the respondents. Most importantly, the respondents evaluate and choose an option as a package of different attributes, which closely reflects real-world multidimensional choice situations. In addition, this approach can reduce social desirability bias of the respondents because multiple attributes allow them to justify the reason for a particular choice and their rating (Wallander, 2009).

This empirical approach is applicable to the present problem regarding popular understandings of democracy. Indeed, conjoint analysis can better address the multidimensional nature of understandings of democracy. Moreover, it allows us to measure which attributes or properties the respondents give more emphasis. For example, Graham and Svolik (2020) find that, when choosing a candidate during the elections, partisan interests and considerations with respect to economic and social policies work as the strongest drivers of vote choice, which obscures undemocratic attitude and behavior of candidates. In what follows, I apply conjoint analysis to demonstrate what we can learn about popular understandings of democracy. By doing so, I attempt to provide an opportunity to investigate whether conjoint analysis helps improve the measurement of people's understandings of democracy.




Data and methods


Data collection

To investigate the extent to which citizens living in a democratic country hold different views of democracy, I conducted a conjoint analysis in which the respondents in an online survey evaluated two hypothetical countries with a set of attributes that represent different perspectives of democracy. In this paper, I focus on three dimensions of democracy. First, the attributes of electoral competition and electoral participation relate to the procedural view of democracy (e.g., Dahl, 1971). Second, as a dimension distinct from the procedural view of democracy, I include three attributes that represent checks and balances—media, separation of powers, and minority protection. Claassen (2020) argues, for instance, that democracy involves majoritarian and counter-majoritarian (or minoritarian) elements. Majoritarian elements of democracy closely relate to electoral institutions and processes while minoritarian elements are represented by institutions and processes that embody liberal views and protect minorities in general. Lastly, the attributes of economic growth and social welfare constitute the substantive view of democracy, which emphasizes the outcomes produced by political regimes. I chose the three dimensions to closely reflect on the ongoing debate of substantive democracy versus procedural democracy. I added the minoritarian aspect because this plays a role different from the majoritarian aspect with respect to support for democracy (Claassen, 2020).6

In this study, I chose a sample from Japanese adult population. First, Japan is an old democracy that experienced democratic transition after the Second World War (Huntington, 1991). This means that most of the respondents in this survey were born after Japan became a democracy in the procedural minimalist sense. Therefore, population homogeneity regarding democratic experience would be presumably high.7 As Figure 2 indicates, Japanese people are divided into procedural and substantive understandings of democracy, despite a long and stable democratic history. Thus, it is intriguing to see the extent to which people in Japan view democracy in a procedural or substantive manner and which attributes constitute democratic understandings among them. Second, to ensure representativeness of the respondents through web survey, it is critical that the target country achieves a high internet penetration rate. According to the Internet World Stats (2019), the internet penetration rates of Japan is 93.5% as of 2019. In addition, Japan is ranked twenty-fifth in the world and seventh in Asia after Kuwait (99.6%), Qatar (99.6%), Bahrain (99.3%), UAE (98.5%), South Korea (95.9%), and Brunei Darussulam (94.9%).8 Thus, Japan is well suited for an online survey as the sampling bias due to the lack of internet access is likely to be small.9



Conjoint tasks

Table 2 presents the seven attributes with varying levels that are used in the conjoint analysis. The attribute of electoral competition includes free and fair elections, cases of election fraud that are severely punished if detected, a single party dominance with alleged electoral fraud, and holding unfree and unfair elections. The attribute of electoral participation includes universal suffrage, universal suffrage with complicated registration procedure, and cases in which suffrage is not granted to certain ethnic minorities. The attribute of media includes three levels—neutral media, media that are critical of the government, and the government pressurizing the media so that criticism is not expressed. The attribute of separation of powers includes divided government and resulting policy stalemate, the Supreme Court overruling government decisions, excessive use of presidential decree in policy-making, and bureaucracy making most policy decisions. The attribute of minority protection includes cases in which a country attempts to integrate immigrants, properly represents sexual minorities, disregards ethnic minorities, or does not recognize certain religions. The first attribute of the substantive view refers to economic growth. This ranges from a growth rate of 5%, 1%, −1%, to −5%, which correlates with the extent to which the citizens benefit or suffer from economic performance. The second is about social welfare. This includes two contrasting cases with respect to social security system and resulting provision of, for instance, education and health. Another set of two contrasting cases is about the government measure to fight a high unemployment rate.


TABLE 2 Levels of attributes used in the conjoint analysis.
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Online survey

A survey was conducted online with a sample of Japanese adults. The sample was recruited to represent the Japanese adult population. Rakuten Insight fielded the survey in January 2022 and 2,206 respondents participated in the study. This sample excludes those who failed to carefully read the survey instructions or failed to answer an attention check question in the middle of the survey. The survey started with a set of questions asking respondents' nationality, age, gender, and political attitude, behavior, and knowledge, which was followed by conjoint tasks. The survey concluded with a battery of demographic questions regarding respondents' household, marital status, prefecture of residence, education level, employment, and household income.10

In the survey, the respondents were presented with a pair of hypothetical countries with the seven attributes whose levels were randomly assigned. They were asked to choose which country looks more democratic. Table 3 shows an example conjoint task.11 After comparing the two hypothetical countries, the respondents were asked to choose from “Country A is more democratic” and “Country B is more democratic”. Each respondent was asked to complete the task five times. To avoid the order effect of attributes on respondents' answer, the order of attributes was randomly assigned. The order was, however, fixed to one respondent to avoid imposing excessive cognitive burdens on the respondents.12


TABLE 3 An example conjoint table.
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Results

Figure 3 presents the estimated average marginal component effect (AMCE) of a regime attribute on a respondent's probability of choosing a hypothetical country as being more democratic than the other hypothetical country. The horizontal bars represent 95% confidence intervals that are robust to clustering at the respondent level. One of the levels in each attribute is set as the baseline and the AMCEs represent the extent to which the other levels affect the respondents' evaluation relative to the baseline. Note that we can compare the magnitude of AMCEs across properties.
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FIGURE 3
 The average effects of regime characteristics on respondents' evaluation of a country's democracy. Each solid circle represents the estimated average marginal component effect (AMCE) of a regime attribute on a respondent's probability of choosing a hypothetical country as being more democratic than the other country. The horizontal bars represent 95% confidence intervals that are robust to clustering at the respondent level.


First, a country in which elections are held, but are hardly free and fair, witnesses 23.9% decrease in the probability of being chosen as more democratic than another country with free and fair elections. This negative effect of unfree and unfair elections is strongest among all property levels, implying that Japanese people believe, on average, that rigged and stolen elections render a political regime least democratic. The second largest negative effect is found in cases where the incumbent always wins the elections despite alleged fraud (−19.1%) and when certain ethnic minorities are not granted the right to vote (−19.7%). In brief, the analysis reveals that Japanese respondents, on average, strongly react to undemocratic characteristics of electoral competition and participation.

Second, the AMCEs are found negative and moderately strong in size when the media are unable to criticize the government (−15.3%), bureaucrats make policies which are followed by a rubber stamp legislative institution (−14.0%), the government makes no effort at fighting a high unemployment rate (−13.6%), disparities exist in education and health provision (−12.1%), many citizens suffer from a −5% economic growth (−12.0%), the state denies certain religions (−11.0%), and ethnic minorities are ignored in politics (−10.7%). Hence, we can observe that the respondents consider those negative characteristics with respect to the minoritarian view and substantive view of democracy.

In brief, the present analysis demonstrates the multidimensional nature of popular understandings of democracy by conducting conjoint analysis and offering a comprehensive picture of subjective understandings of democracy. We observe that Japanese people, on average, consider a regime least democratic if electoral competition and participation are severely undermined and constrained. In addition, we learn that the properties representing the minoritarian view and the substantive view of democracy play an undeniable role when the citizens evaluate a country's democracy level. Media freedom, separation of powers, and minority protection, economic growth, and social welfare are important for the citizens, to a certain and moderate degree when comparing countries' democracy. Even in a country like Japan in which democracy has been present for more than seventy years, individuals incorporate regime outputs, particularly economic performance and security, into their evaluation of democracy. The finding corroborates the results of the Asian Barometer Survey Wave 4 (Figure 2). However, the present analysis reveals that procedural democracy is more important than the other perspectives.




Conclusion

Global support for democracy is puzzling in the face of alleged backlash toward democracy. What does democracy mean for the public when they express support for it? Put differently, when they think about democracy, which aspect of democracy do they emphasize or prioritize? The conjoint analysis with a sample of Japanese adults demonstrates that, on the one hand, a lack of free and fair elections and disenfranchisement of certain groups in the society, which represents the procedural view of democracy, is considered to undermine democracy the most. That is, democratic procedures and institutions are at the core of their perception of democracy. On the other hand, however, the findings indicate that they also take into consideration other aspects of democracy which the minoritarian view and the substantive view of democracy embody. Therefore, the results corroborate the idea that popular understandings of democracy are heterogeneous.

The findings are distinct from the previous studies because the conjoint analysis incorporates the trade-offs that individuals might encounter when evaluating democracy. The analysis shows that, among Japanese people, electoral competition and participation are most important when evaluating a country's democracy level. Future research on popular understandings of democracy would improve by incorporating the extent to which individuals prioritize certain properties of democracy they identify into the measurement of understandings of democracy. As this paper demonstrates, conjoint analysis could be a useful tool for that purpose. A natural next step would be to examine when and why individual citizens hold the procedural minimalist view of democracy rather than the substantive view of democracy while using the findings from conjoint analyses. The literature developed a number of hypotheses including, for example, the lifelong learning of democracy (e.g., Bratton et al., 2005; Mattes and Bratton, 2007; Fails and Pierce, 2010) and the role that emancipative values play in shaping the popular understanding of democracy (e.g., Welzel, 2013). In addition, it is intriguing is to apply conjoint analysis to examine attributes of democracy that are not a part of procedural, minoritarian, or substantive democracy (e.g., Norris, 2011; Kirsch and Welzel, 2019).

Despite the advantages of conjoint analysis, there are certainly caveats. First, conjoint analysis is easy to implement for online surveys as we can automatically randomize the attribute levels, which, in turn, brings all the issues inherent in web surveys (Tourangeau et al., 2013). Among many others, some might have concerns about the nature of the samples because we often rely on a pool of respondents that a survey firm has recruited or those who spontaneously register for a survey pool membership. Because the participation in online surveys presumes literacy, conjoint analysis embedded in web surveys might not reach illiterate citizens and voters that face-to-face surveys could interview with, which might cause a bias in the sample. Second, if hypothetical options are unrealistic because of the randomly assigned attribute levels, the conclusions drawn from conjoint analyses might not be generalizable, which would lead to a low external validity of the experiment. In the present study, it would be unrealistic to insert a country name as an attribute because the hypothetical options might include, for instance, a case in which a country name is France and the attribute is unfree and unfair elections. From the respondents' perspective, this does not seem an appropriate hypothetical case, potentially causing measurement errors. This implies limitations in the design of conjoint analysis that might not happen with other types of survey. Future research would benefit from constructing conjoint designs to minimize the external validity issues while maximizing the benefits out of this empirical strategy.
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Footnotes

1It is important to note that employing the procedural minimal definition of democracy in empirical research does not necessarily mean that this must be the definition of democracy. For the criticism that the literature on democratic transition (or transitology) is teleological and a counterargument to it, see Gans-Morse (2004).

2As Dahl (1971, p. 10–11) acknowledges, the procedural minimal definition of democracy is not concerned with the further democratization of democracies (or polyarchies). Thus, it is not surprising that ordinary citizens consider democracy beyond the two dimensions—public contestation and participation—that constitute the minimalist definition.

3Osterberg-Kaufmann et al. (2020) argue that this approach in fact reveals knowledge of democracy among individuals as it does not require any reference or base concept of democracy to begin with. Importantly, there are more methodological approaches other than open-ended questions in public opinion poll to study citizens' knowledge of democracy. See Osterberg-Kaufmann et al. (2020) for an overview of alternative approaches.

4Another issue in this approach taken by the WVS is that “each characteristic is presupposed to be essential to a greater or lesser degree. Hence, this type of question does not permit the respondents themselves to determine whether some of the proposed characteristics are incompatible with democracy. Even the response ‘not an essential characteristic of democracy' cannot be treated unequivocally. It can be used by respondents to mark unessential characteristics or characteristics which are incompatible with democracy” (Zagrebina, 2020, p. 7).

5The Supplementary material shows the results of each survey item separately.

6In past survey research, other elements of political regime were investigated regarding understandings of democracy such as the role of religious authority, military, and strong leader in politics (e.g., the World Values Survey). Thus, future research would benefit by examining them through conjoint analysis.

7It is important to note that Japan is known for the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) that governs as the dominant party. The LDP has lost elections for the lower house only twice (1993 and 2009) since democratic transition. Thus, we cannot rule out the possibility of generational gaps before and after the first alternation in power in 1993, for instance.

8If we exclude countries with a high internet penetration rate in the Middle East, Japan is ranked third in Asia.

9The high internet penetration rate does not necessarily guarantee, for instance, that the older generations are equally likely to participate in online surveys as the younger generations. However, in an online that I conducted in Japan and Taiwan in November 2022, there was a clear difference and I could reach higher number of older population in Japan than in Taiwan.

10The Supplementary material presents the distribution of respondents' gender, age group, prefecture of residence, and annual household income.

11Because the level of each attribute was randomly assigned, it is possible that a pair of hypothetical countries have the same level in an attribute (which is indeed the case for the “economic growth” attribute in Table 3).

12Some might wonder whether the present conjoint design imposes extensive cognitive burdens on the respondents because the profile of the hypothetical countries involves more information than the other applications. I am not aware of previous studies that systematically address this point, and therefore unable to investigate whether the current design generates biased conclusion. This is an important question for future research, but remains beyond the scope of this study. To address this concern, I decided to ask the respondents to perform five tasks. Bansak et al. (2018) argue that assigning dozens of tasks does not lead to substantial declines in response quality when a conjoint design remains relatively simple.
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Q90 (1) Government ensures law and order Good governance
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election

Q91 (1) People have the freedom to take part in Freedom and liberty
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Respondents could choose from (7) Do not understand the question, (8) Can’t choose, and (9)
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The procedural/majoritarian view

Electoral o Free and fair elections are conducted
competition

Electoral fraud is reported and severely punished

.

The incumbent party always wins despite alleged
electoral fraud

Although elections are held, they are hardly free and fair

Electoral
participation

All adult citizens have the right to vote

All adult citizens have the right to vote, but voting
procedures are complicated

o Certain ethnic minorities are not given the right to vote

The minoritarian view

Media o The media provide neutral information about the
incumbent and opposition parties

The media are critical of the government

The media are generally unable to criticize the
government because the government exerts influence
over the media

Separation of Some elections might lead to a divided government and
powers. deliberations on bills might be stalled

The Supreme Court often rules unconstitutional
decisions made by the government

Most of the policies are decided by presidential decree
and Parliament is ignored

The bureaucracy effectively decides most of the policies,
and Parliament merely ratifies the decisions of the
bureaucrats

Minority protection

The government implements various policies to facilitate
the integration of immigrants into society

The rights and interests of sexual minorities (LGBTQ)
are adequately represented

Politics is conducted without regard to the rights and
interests of ethnic minorities

The state does not recognize the existence and activities
of certain religions

The substantive view

Economic growth o The economic growth rate is maintained at 5% and the
population generally benefits from the economic growth

The economic growth rate is maintained at 1% and some
citizens benefit from the economic growth

The economic growth rate continues to be —1% and
some people experience difficulties in their daily lives

The economic growth rate continues to be —5% and
many citizens are economically exhausted

Social welfare

.

The social security system is well developed and the
people receive generous support for education and
medical care

.

The social security system is not sufficiently developed
and there are disparities in education and medical care

The unemployment rate is high, but the government is
working on measures to improve vocational training

The unemployment rate is high, but the government is
not taking any particular measures
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Attributes Country B

Separation of powers The Supreme Court often rules unconstitutional decisions made by the Most of the policies are decided by presidential decree and Parliament
government is ignored

Minority protection The state does not recognize the existence and activities of certain Politics is conducted without regard to the rights and interests of
religions ethnic minorities

Media The media are critical of the government The media provide neutral information about the incumbent and

opposition parties

Social welfare The unemployment rate is high, but the government is not taking any The social security system is well developed and the people receive
particular measures generous support for education and medical care

Economic growth The economic growth rate continues to be —1% and some people The economic growth rate continues to be —1% and some people
experience difficulties in their daily lives experience difficulties in their daily lives

Electoral participation | All adult citizens have the right to vote, but voting procedures are All adult citizens have the right to vote
complicated.

Electoral competition | Although elections are held, they are hardly free and fair Free and fair elections are conducted

Each respondent performed a conjoint task five times. The order of attributes presented in the task was randomly distributed, but was fixed within respondents across the five tasks. The respondents
were asked to choose either “Country A is more democratic” and “Country B is more democratic”.
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