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Measuring Success in
Democratic Governance*

Scott Mainwaring, Timothy R. Scully, and Jorge Vargas-Cullell

Abstract
In this article, we present measures of democratic governance to give a sense of how Latin american countries
have fared since the early 1990s. the rest of the book discusses reasons for success and failure in democratic gov-
ernance, but first it is necessary to provide a descriptive map of which countries have been more or less success-
ful on which dimensions of democratic governance. óur evaluation is concerned with the extent to which
democracies enhance citizen well-being and protect citizen rights. We provide an empirical mapping of how
Latin american countries have fared since the early 1990s on a wide array of governance issues that are infre-
quently brought together to provide a medium time perspective.
In addition to providing this descriptive map, we hope to stimulate thinking about how to conceptualize and meas-
ure democratic governance. the closest existing measures are of effective governance in general (e.g., Kaufmann,
Kraay, and mastruzzi 2003, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008) rather than specifically democratic governance, and of the
quality of democracy based on its procedural ideals (diamond and morlino 2005; Levine and molina 2006). óur
enterprise is different, and we believe it merits an effort to create a systematic approach to measurement.

Keywords: democratic governance, empirical mapping, procedural ideals, measurement.

Resumen
en este artículo introducimos las medidas de la gobernanza democrática, para así analizar cómo los países lati-
noamericanos se han desenvuelto desde los inicios de los años 90. el resto del libro Democratic Governance in
Latin America, discute las razones para el éxito y fracaso en la gobernanza democrática, pero primero es necesa-
rio proveer un mapa descriptivo de los países que han tenido mayor o menor éxito en las diferentes dimensiones
de la gobernanza democrática. ñuestra evaluación está enfocada en la medida en que las democracias mejoran el
bienestar ciudadano y protegen los derechos de los mismos. así, proveemos un mapeo empírico de la manera
cómo los países latinoamericanos se han desempeñado en varios temas de gobernanza, los cuales en conjunto per-
miten establecer una perspectiva a mediano plazo.

adicionalmente, queremos promover la discusión sobre la forma cómo debería conceptualizarse y medir la
gobernanza democrática. Las medidas existentes hacen referencia a la gobernanza en general (e.g., Kaufmann,
Kraay, and mastruzzi 2003, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008) en lugar de basarse en la gobernanza democrática en par-
ticular y en la calidad de la democracia basada en los ideales de procedimiento (diamond y morlino 2005; Levine
y molina 2006). ñuestra iniciativa es diferente y creemos que responde al esfuerzo de crear un acercamiento sis-
temático para la medición.

Palabras claves: gobernanza democrática, mapeo empírico, ideales de procedimiento, medición.

* Publicado originalmente en enero de 2009 en el libro Democratic Governance in Latin America, editado por
scott mainwaring y timothy r. scully. reimpresión autorizada por stanford University Press, board of
trustees of the Leland stanford Jr. University, copyright (c) 2010, License date 2/14/2011.
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Introduction

ameasurement of democratic governance allows researchers and policy makers to
chart change over time in a given country and to compare across countries with
some precision. It enables us to move from impressionistic assessments to more

careful measurement.
We measure performance in nine dimensions of democratic governance: the level of

democracy, ensuring respect for the rule of law, control of corruption, promoting econom-
ic growth, maintaining inflation under a reasonable level, reducing poverty, job creation,
improving education, and providing citizen security. the basic assumptions underlying the
analysis are twofold; that
1. these outcomes profoundly influence citizens’ and societies’ present and future well-

being, and
2. governments and states significantly influence these outcomes.

We do not test these commonly held assumptions but rather provide a descriptive map to
capture variance in the quality of democratic governance for twenty Latin american coun-
tries for the post-1990 period. contrary to analyses that lump Latin america together as
a more or less undifferentiated region with converging trends, we highlight differences
across countries.

In recent years, there has been a proliferation of different indices to measure the qual-
ity of governance and the “democraticness” (i.e., the level of democracy) of a political
regime. In relation to the existing literature on these subjects, we hope to make four con-
tributions. first, we measure success in democratic governance. this endeavor is new and,
we believe, worth undertaking. the most significant effort to measure good governance
focuses on perceptions about the quality of policy and policy implementation (Kaufmann
et al. 2003, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008). In contrast, we believe that success in governance
is best measured by actual results. We do not examine the relationship between the quali-
ty of policies or institutions and outcomes, but we assume that in the medium to long
term, good outcomes result to a significant degree from good policies and/or institutions.
the work on quality of democracy is valuable, but because of its focus on procedural
aspects of democracy, it is narrower than our purview.

second, we incorporate more objective indicators about government performance and out-
comes than most existing works on related subjects. because we focus on success in democrat-
ic governance, primary attention to outcomes is in order, since they affect citizens the most.

third, because citizenship is core to democracy, we focus on aspects of democratic gov-
ernance that have a great impact on citizens. this is not a focal point of Kaufmann et al.’s
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work on good governance or of the work on quality of democracy. finally, we focus on
results over the medium term, which we operationalize as fifteen years. Year-to-year assess-
ments of Latin america can be valuable, but sometimes the medium term perspective gets
lost in the sea of immediate, short-term analyses.

many analysts have based their expectations about future performance on recent past
performance, leading to exaggerated optimism or pessimism, depending on the case and
year, and to dubious analytic framing of questions and answers.

2. Case selection of countries

although the way we assess the quality of democratic governance might be useful for other
regions of the world, we limit our selection of countries to Latin america. We include the
twenty countries of the western hemisphere in which spanish, Portuguese, or creole is the
official language or one of the official languages: argentina, bolivia, brazil, chile,
colombia, costa rica, cuba, the dominican republic, ecuador, el salvador, guatemala,
Haiti, Honduras, mexico, ñicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and venezuela.

among the 20 Latin american countries, two have consistently (cuba) or usually
(Haiti) had authoritarian regimes since 1990. We include them for purposes of compari-
son, but we do not regard them as cases of democratic or even semi-democratic gover-
nance. therefore, we include 20 countries in the tables in this article, but we have 18 cases
of democratic or semi-democratic governance.

3. Dimensions of democratic governance

Democratic governance refers to the capacity of democratic governments to implement
policies that enhance citizen well-being and rights. In turn, a democracy is a regime 1) that
sponsors free and fair competitive elections for the legislature and executive; 2) that allows
for inclusive adult citizenship; 3) that protects civil liberties and political rights; and 4) in
which the elected governments really govern, the military is under civilian control, and
other armed actors do not dictate policy.

the nine dimensions of democratic governance that we examine are:

1. the level of democracy
2. rule of law
3. control of corruption
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4. economic growth
5. inflation
6. job creation
7. poverty
8. education
9. citizen security

We chose these nine dimensions because citizens, social scientists, international institu-
tions, politicians, and policy makers widely view them as very important. óur intention is
not to be exhaustive, but rather to capture multiple important aspects of democratic gov-
ernance. because we wanted parsimony, it was important to select dimensions that were
theoretically discrete. óf course, it is essential to focus on policy outcomes that are signif-
icantly affected by government and state policies and actions.

We focus on issues that citizens have identified as salient in public opinion surveys and
those that have a profound impact on citizen well-being. this focus on citizen opinion and
well-being is in order because more than their nondemocratic counterparts, democracies
have obligations toward their citizens. according to democratic theory, the “demos”–the
people–is the source of legitimacy for the regime (sartori 1987). stated in terms of prin-
cipal/agent theory, the citizenry is the principal that elects public officials as its agents to
carry out public responsibilities on its behalf.

the list of issues that one could include under the rubric of effective democratic gov-
ernance is endless. We limit our attention to a few of the most important among them.
We concentrate on policy outcomes more than policy processes. this decision enables us
to exclude a wide array of issues and to concentrate on the ability of political systems to
enhance citizen well-being and rights. although processes are important in democratic life,
citizen well-being is most affected by outcomes.

following the distinction of foweraker and Krznaric (2000), the first of these nine
dimensions–how democratic the regime is–is intrinsic to the procedural ideals of liberal
democracy. the second dimension, rule of law, is both intrinsic and partly extrinsic to
democratic governance.

some nondemocratic regimes have well-functioning institutions of the rule of law, and
in this sense, both democratic and nondemocratic governments can observe the rule of law.
In a democracy, however, ensuring respect for the rule of law entails two distinctive tasks
without which a democratic regime is severely hampered. the legal order must uphold the
rights of citizens and noncitizens, and it must ensure that power holders are subject to the
law (ó’donnell 2004). the other seven dimensions are extrinsic to democracy as a political
regime. they refer to outcomes of all governments, whether or not they are democratic.
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although these measures could be used for shorter time periods, we are interested in
how countries have fared over an extended period. for most dimensions, we therefore con-
structed country-level measures for a fifteen-year period since the early 1990s. We look at
the medium term because it takes an extended period of time for governments to address
most pressing issues. In addition, for some dimensions of governance, especially econom-
ic growth, there is a lot of “noise” in short-term performance.

the fifteen-year period has three advantages. most important, it is long enough that
the “noise” of short term economic fluctuations caused by idiosyncratic factors is consid-
erably reduced. second, in several countries (chile, Haiti, and Panama), new and more
democratic political regimes came into existence around 1990. given our concern with
democratic governance, we wanted to begin the analysis at a time when most regimes in
Latin america were competitively elected even if not fully democratic. third, by the early
1990s, market-oriented economic reforms were taking hold in most of Latin america. We
measure democratic governance in the aftermath of the emergence of the “Washington
consensus.” ótherwise, initial differences in economic policy attributable to antecedent
authoritarian regimes could explain differences in performance.

because there are solid existing indicators that effectively measure performance for these
nine dimensions, and because of the advantages of comparability across research projects
that accrue from using the same indicators, we rely on a new combination of existing meas-
ures rather than building new ones. Where possible, our measures focus on political, eco-
nomic, and social outcomes rather than perceptions of the quality of government policies
or institutions.1this focus represents a departure from Kaufmann et al.’s (2003, 2005,
2006, 2007, 2008) governance indicators, which measure perceptions about government
performance. both approaches are useful, though for different purposes. as noted, the
rationale for focusing on outcomes is that we are measuring success, not the perceived qual-
ity of policies. In addition, citizens care deeply about results and understand democracy
partly in terms of substantive outcome (camp 2001; vargas cullell 2004, 113–29).

4. Identifying critical dimensions
citizen views

citizen viewpoints were one consideration in selecting the nine dimensions. table 1.1
presents survey data on what citizens identify as the most pressing problems in contempo-
rary Latin america.

1 gerring et al. (2005) also focus partly on outcomes in their measure of good democratic governance.
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the seven surveys in table 1.1 register some change over time yet also show some consis-
tency in citizen perceptions of their countries’ most important problem. Unemployment,
crime, poverty, economic problems, corruption, and inflation have consistently topped the
list of citizen concerns. corruption has become more salient over time as inflation has
decreased in salience. óur nine dimensions cover all of these problems.

three of these nine dimensions do not appear high on the list of citizen concerns: the level
of democracy, the rule of law, and education. most citizens weight the level of democracy
and rule of law less significantly than substantive outcomes, but they are crucial in an
assessment of democratic governance. education provides citizens with greater economic,
social, and cultural opportunities, and high levels of education position societies well for
today’s global economy.

4.1. The level of democracy

a high level of democracy is an important dimension of successful democratic governance.
through their policies and practices, governments and states help produce the level of
democraticness of the political regime. government action impinges on the degree to
which political regimes meet the four defining criteria of democracy. governments and
states obstruct or facilitate the holding of free and fair elections. they make it easier or
harder for citizens to exercise their right to vote. they hinder or promote freedom of the

Table 1.1. Citizens opinions about Their Countries’ Most Important Problem
(Percentage who indentified each issue as most important)

2003 2004 2005 2006 2006 2007 2008
Latinobarómetro LaPóP Lb LaPóP Lb Lb Lb

(Lb)

Unemployment 29 28 30 19 24 18 15
economic problems 18 12 11
Low wages 11
Poverty 10 17 11
corruption 10 7 5 11
crime 8 17 14 26 16 17 17
Job instability 5
Inflation, high prices 5 9 2 3
Political Problems 9

Sources: corporación Latinobarómetro 2003: 48; corporación Latinobarómetro 2005:70-71; corporación Latinobarómetro
2006: 39-40; LaPóP 2004; LaPóP 2006; corporación Latinobarómetro 2007: 20-22; corporación Latinobarómetro
2008: 23.
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press, freedom of expression, freedom of assembly, and the preservation and development
of civil and political rights and liberties. finally, governments affect the degree to which
they have control over the military and other nonelected potential veto players. some gov-
ernments vigorously pursue greater control over these actors; others willingly cede more
power to them.

to measure the level of democracy, we use mean freedom House scores from 1994 to
2008. so that a high score registers a high level of democracy and vice versa, we inverted
the scores by subtracting the combined freedom House score from 14. With this invert-
ed scale, 12 is the maximum possible value, and 0 is the lowest possible value. table 1.2
shows the scores for twenty Latin american countries for our first four dimensions. the
second column reports mean freedom House scores for 1994 to 2008. the level of
democracy has varied considerably across countries. according to freedom House,
Uruguay (11.5), costa rica (11.3), and chile (10.8) have had the highest levels of democ-
racy, followed at some distance by Panama (10.3), argentina (9.3), and the dominican
republic (9.1). In recent years, chile (since 2003), costa rica (since 2004), and Uruguay
(since 2000) have consistently had the best possible scores for both civil liberties and polit-
ical rights, indicating a high quality democracy. In contrast, Haiti (even when it has had a
competitive regime), guatemala, and several other countries have had serious deficiencies
in democratic practice. and cuba, of course, remains steadfastly authoritarian.

the Latin american countries cover almost the entire range of the inverted freedom
House scores (from 0 to 12). although there is much room for improvement in the level
of democracy in many countries in the region, the period since 1990 has been by far the
most democratic in the history of Latin america.

freedom House scores are one of three exceptions to our preference for objective meas-
ures; they are based on expert assessments. they provide a better measure of democracy than
assessments that rely exclusively on conventional objective data such as electoral turnout,
electoral results, and turnover in office. democracy also requires protection of civil and
political rights, as well as the control of democratically elected officials over the military.
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4.2. Rule of Law

effective democratic governance entails effective rule of law. Without effective rule of law,
citizen rights cannot be ensured (ó’donnell 1999, 2005), and citizen rights are integral
to democracy. some aspects of the rule of law are especially important for poor citizens
because otherwise they cannot exercise their legal rights. effective rule of law also entails
holding elected officials accountable for transgressions of the law. In a region where cor-
ruption has had corrosive effects on democracy, this is important. In addition, without
effective rule of law, patrimonial practices more easily permeate the state bureaucracy,
thwarting efforts at universalism and undermining meritocracy and efficiency. finally,
effective rule of law is important to counter authoritarian moves by elected presidents
because it implies the exercise of constitutional review by an independent judiciary.

for this dimension, we use Kaufmann et al.’s (2003, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008) indica-
tor for rule of law. It is a sophisticated composite indicator that in 2007 was based on an
aggregation of 75 survey and expert opinion questions taken from 26 organizations. We
use this subjective measure because of the great difficulty in obtaining valid objective
measures for a large number of countries. their indicator is the best available measure that
covers a wide range of countries. Kaufmann et al. (2008, 76–77) detail the sources and the
specific survey questions for the rule of law dimension.

the score for a given country is equal to the number of standard deviations it is away
from the mean score for all countries in a given year. a positive score indicates that a coun-
try in a given year ranked above the world mean; a negative score indicates a ranking worse
than the world mean. Kaufmann et al. (2008) have calculated scores for eight years: 1996,
1998, 2000, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, and 2007.

for this indicator and our other five indicators in which radical change from one year
to the next is all but impossible, we added the absolute level for the final year for which we
have data (2007 in this case) and the change from the first year (1996 in this case) to the
last.2 It is essential to consider both how countries fare relative to one another, and how they
fare relative to their own past. this method inherently advantages neither countries that
start off with a high level, nor those that start off with a low level.3 In principle, this com-

2 Perceptions about the efficacy of rule of law tend to be remarkably stable over time. for the twenty Latin
american countries, the 2006 scores are correlated with the 2005 scores at 0.99 and with the 1996 scores
at 0.93.

3 some methods that examine only change would disadvantage countries that start off in a good position. for
example, if we measured the percentage of change relative to the starting point, (vt+15 – vt)/vt, where
vt+15 is the value at year t+15 and vt is the value at year t, countries that started off with a high value on
this variable would be at a disadvantage. vt +15 can increase relative to vt more easily if vt is low. Using
this method, an increase from 6 to 10 yields a better score (an increase of 66.7%) than an increase from 40
to 65 (an increase of 62.5%). Likewise, an increase from 29 to 30 produces a better score than a constant
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bined approach weights both the initial starting point and the amount of change equally.4

óne of the great deficiencies in democratic governance in most of Latin america has
been establishing effective rule of law. the Kaufmann et al. indicator underscores this
point. In 2007, seventeen of twenty Latin american countries on average scored below the
world mean for rule of law. It also underscores the wide range in Latin america in terms
of the rule of law. scores ranged from an abysmal –1.42 for Haiti, one of the worst scores
in the world, to 1.17 for chile. there was a substantial gap between chile, Uruguay
(0.49), and costa rica (0.44), on the one hand, and the rest of the countries. brinks’s
chapter in the book Democratic Gorvenance in Latin America (2009) provides empirical
evidence to support the claim of a large gap between Uruguay, on the one hand, and brazil
and argentina, on the other, even though brazil and argentina are roughly in the middle
of the Kaufmann et al. scores for Latin america. óur scores for rule of law range from
–2.26 (venezuela) to 1.12 (chile).

4.3. Control of corruption

corruption has come to the fore in public opinion as one of the most important problems
confronting democracy in contemporary Latin america (seligson 2002, 2006; Weyland
1998). It appears high on the list of problems identified by citizens as the most pressing in
their countries (see table 1.1).

Public sector corruption is inimical to democracy. goods, services, and policies that
should benefit the public are instead appropriated for narrow private benefit. according to
existing scholarship, public sector corruption has a corrosive effect on state effectiveness
and economic performance generally (Krueger 1974; mauro 1995) and on democratic
legitimacy in Latin america (seligson 2002, 2006). della Porta (2000) argued that cor-
ruption worsens government performance and reduces confidence in government in
Western europe, and Pharr (2000) showed that corruption had a strong impact on confi-
dence in government in Japan.

level of 60. methods that examine only change relative to how much improvement is theoretically possible
are flawed when a country that starts off at a high level slips slightly, while a country that starts off at a low
level increases slightly. assume that 100 is the maximum value for a dimension and that we calculated per-
formance as (vt+15 – vt)/(100 - vt). With this method, country a, which slips from 96 to 95 over fifteen
years, would appear to perform worse (with a score of –.25) than country b, which improved from 40 to
41 (with a score of .025). With most issues, however, it would be very misleading to conclude that b was
more successful than a.

4 Whether it does so in practice depends on the dispersion of the values for the initial level and the amount
of change.
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as is the case with our first two dimensions, for control of corruption, there are no
valid cross-national objective data that cover most of our countries.5given this data prob-
lem, we added Kaufmann et al.’s (2008) measure of control of corruption for 2007 to the
change in this measure between 1996 and 2007. It is the best available indicator of cor-
ruption for the twenty countries analyzed here.6

Kaufmann et al.’s scores for control of corruption suggest the same two conclusions as
their scores for rule of law: first, that Latin america as a region fares relatively poorly; sec-
ond, that there are great differences across countries within Latin america, making any
sweeping generalization problematic. chile stood out as far more successful than any other
Latin american countries, with a score of 1.35 standard deviations above the world mean
in 2007. Uruguay (0.96) and costa rica (0.39) again scored above the world mean, while
the remaining seventeen countries scored below the world mean. Haiti’s score of –1.28 was
among the worst in the world.

óur scores adding level and change in control of corruption range from –1.52 for
Haiti to 1.49 for Uruguay.

4.4. Economic Growth

We include economic performance in this assessment of the success of democratic gover-
nance for two reasons. first, economists have established that governments and states
affect economic growth. good governance is a major factor in economic growth in the
medium to long term (glaeser et al. 2004; Hall and Jones 1999; Kaufmann et al. 2005).

second, especially in a region with great poverty, citizens have material needs. citizens
expect governments to address their most pressing problems, and in contemporary Latin
america, large numbers of citizens identify economic issues as the most salient problems
confronting their countries (see table 1.1). many citizens indicate in public opinion sur-
veys that they would be willing to sacrifice democracy if a nondemocratic regime would
resolve the economic problems. In the 2004 Latinobarómetro survey, 55 percent of
respondents stated that it would be acceptable to have a nondemocratic regime if it
resolved their country’s economic problems (Latinobarómetro 2004). In this context –a
high salience of economic problems coupled with a citizen willingness to support nonde-

5 ólken (2006) and seligson (2002, 2006) developed innovative approaches to measuring corruption.
However, cross-national time series data that measure corruption in these ways are not yet available for all
twenty Latin american countries.

6 Kaufmann et al. incorporated more sources of information and more countries than transparency
International. We prefer Kaufmann et al. for these reasons, among others.
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mocratic regimes if they could solve such problems–democratic regimes can suffer if gov-
ernments fail to stimulate economic growth and well-being.

to measure growth, we take the annual change in per capita gdP in constant 2005
dollars, measured in purchasing parity power, from 1991 to 2006 according to the World
bank’s World Development Indicators. column 7 of table 1.2 shows the growth perform-
ance of Latin american countries for this period. consistent with conventional wisdom,
the median performance in Latin america in these years was mediocre, notwithstanding
sustained growth in most of the region from 2003 to 2008. ónly eight countries had an
average increase in per capita gdP of at least 2 percent per year.

consistent with our emphasis on the wide variance within Latin america, the disper-
sion in growth performance has been great. With an annual average per capita growth of
4.0% over these fifteen years, chile and the dominican republic easily eclipsed the rest
of Latin america. Per capita gdP increased by 80% in chile and 79% in the dominican
republic between 1991 and 2006. costa rica (2.9%), Peru (2.9%), Panama (2.7%),
argentina (2.3%), Uruguay (2.1%), and el salvador (2.1%) experienced moderate
growth. growth performance in the remaining countries ranged from anemic to dreadful.
two countries (Paraguay and Haiti) suffered regressions in per capita income, very slight
in Paraguay (–1% cumulatively) and steep (–36% cumulatively) in Haiti.

although the common observation that region-wide growth performance in the 1990s
was disappointing is true, it could obscure these large differences. Haiti’s per capita gdP
fell from $1848 in 1991 to $1 186 in 2006, a decline of 36%. the income gap between
chile and Haiti increased from 3.8:1 in 1991 to 10.6:1 in 2006. If in this fifteen-year peri-
od chile’s economy had declined as much as Haiti’s and Haiti’s had grown as much as
chile’s, Haiti would have reached 74% of chile’s per capita gdP in 2006.

4.5. Inflation

Inflation is an important measure of success in democratic governance. as fernando
Henrique cardoso emphasizes in his chapter in Democratic Gorvenance in Latin America
(2009), high inflation strongly affects the well-being of citizens. In the 1980s and early
1990s, when many Latin american countries experienced three or four digit inflation
rates, this problem had an extremely deleterious impact on citizens, particularly the poor,
who usually bore the brunt of the impact because they could not protect their revenues as
effectively as the wealthy. moreover, as José de gregorio argues in Democratic Gorvenance
in Latin America (2009), inflationary crises affect other aspects of economic performance
including growth.
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We measure inflation with the mean annual change in consumer prices, 1992 to 2006,
according to the World Development Indicators.7 because of persistent extremely high infla-
tion during the early part (1992 to 1994) of this fifteen-year period, brazil had an average
annual inflation rate much higher than any other Latin american country (92%). the fig-
ure for brazil will diminish substantially as the very high inflation years of 1992 to 1994
drop out of the revolving fifteen-year period. venezuela (34%), ecuador (28%), Uruguay
(26%), and Haiti (20%) have had recurrent problems with inflation. Panama (1%), el
salvador (6%), bolivia (6%), and chile (6%) are on the low end.

control of inflation has been one of the achievements of democratic governance in
Latin america since the early 1990s. Inflation (measured by the consumer price index
according to the World Development

Indicators) peaked at 3080% in argentina in 1989, 11,750% in bolivia in 1985,
2948% in brazil in 1990, and 7482% in Peru in 1990. In contrast, in 2007, for the nine-
teen countries with competitive regimes in Latin america, the highest inflation rate was
14%.

4.6. Job Creation

Jobs are crucial for citizen well-being. for most people, insertion in the labor market is an
indispensable means to generate the income they require to live decently. When large seg-
ments of the population lack decent jobs, widespread poverty, inequality, and looming
social problems follow because people do not have enough money to buy food or services
and because the state has no tax base to fund social services. Unfortunately, in Latin
america, large segments of the citizenry do not have access to good quality jobs. Precarious
and informal insertion in the labor market prevails8, and only a minority have well-paid
jobs with social security and labor rights (cePaL 2005; tokman 2001).

government policies and institutions affect the behavior of economic agents in ways
that influence employment. economic policies, education policies and training of the
labor force, and the enforcement of rights and social security all affect job creation. In

7 We calculated the geometric annual mean, that is, the cumulative increase over fifteen years, then the fif-
teenth root of this figure.

8 the concept and measurement of informal work is highly contested (Husmmanns 2004). We adopt the
ILó’s definition: Informal work “includes all remunerative work (i.e. both self-employment and wage
employment), that is not registered, regulated or protected by existing legal or regulatory frameworks, as
well as non-remunerative work undertaken in an income-producing enterprise. Informal workers do not
have secure employment contracts, workers’ benefits, social protection or workers’ representation” (ILó
2005).
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Latin america, in recent decades, job creation has varied independently of economic
growth in many cases; hence, we include it as a separate dimension.

ñot all jobs promote citizen well-being, though. We are interested in what the
International Labour órganization terms decent work, or “productive work in which
rights are protected, which generates an adequate income, with adequate social protection”
(ILó 2005).

as a proxy for decent work in Latin america we use the share of the active labor force
(employed or unemployed individuals who are seeking jobs) that is employed in the for-
mal sector. the rationale for using this proxy in the absence of a direct measure of decent
work is that overall, formal sector workers enjoy better working conditions than their
informal counterparts. We multiplied the percentage of the active labor force that was
employed times by the percentage among the employed who were in the formal sector.
merely using the unemployment rate for Latin america would be inadequate because it
disguises underemployment and informal work, both of which are central features of labor
markets in the region (tokman 2001).

most Latin american countries have not generated sufficient formal sector jobs since
the early 1980s. In thirteen of the seventeen Latin american countries for which there are
data, formal sector employment comprises less than half of the labor market that is
employed or seeking employment (column 5 of table 1.3). the region’s poor countries
have a low percentage of the labor force employed in the formal sector: bolivia (29.9%),
colombia (35.5%) although it is not among the poor countries, Paraguay (35.8%),
ecuador (37.7%), ñicaragua (38.3%). at the high end are chile (62.7%), costa rica
(56.0%), Panama (54.8%), and mexico (54.7%). most countries experienced a deteriora-
tion of formal sector employment between 1990 and 2005 (column 6).

óur gauge of performance adds the absolute level of formal work (as a percentage of
the active labor force) and its change over time (also as a percentage) by adding columns
5 and 6. It is essential to consider the level of formal sector employment. a government
that registers a modest improvement in job generation, from the worst in the world to only
marginally better, does not deserve an average ranking just because of the improvement. It
is equally essential to take into consideration whether the situation is improving. We
reproduce this mixed method (level + change over time) for the remaining three dimen-
sions of democratic governance. theoretically, the scores can range from –100 (an initial
level of formal sector employment of 100% that declines to 0%) to 200 (an initial per-
centage of formal sector employment of 0% that increases to 100%). table 1.3 shows the
results.
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by an ample margin, chile had the best performance in job generation for the 1990 to
2005 period. In 1990, costa rica had the highest percentage (62.9%) of jobs in the for-
mal sector, followed by mexico (59.5%), chile (56.8%), brazil (55.7%), Panama
(55.4%), and Uruguay (55.1%), with all other countries in the region considerably lower.
by 2005, chile had the highest percentage of jobs in the formal sector, and it also showed
the largest increase between 1990 and 2005. bolivia anchors the very low end of the spec-
trum, with the lowest percentage of workers in the formal sector (29.9% in 2002) and a
significant decrease between 1990 and 2002.

4.7. Poverty

óur seventh criterion of success is reduction of poverty over time. In a region characterized
by widespread poverty, the ability to reduce poverty over time is crucial. If a democratic regime
does not reduce poverty, it fails on an important social dimension that has a huge direct
impact on human well-being (see Huber and stephens, chapter 5 in Democratic Gorvenance
in Latin America, 2009). moreover, as de gregorio argues in Democratic Gorvenance in Latin
America (2009), poverty and/or high inequalities can adversely affect economic growth (see
also birdsall and de la torre 2001, 9–12; engerman and sokoloff 1997).

Table 1.3. Generation of Formal Sector Jobs, 1990 - 2005

beginning and beginning and employment employment
end year for end year for % rate X % employed rate X % employed Percent change column 5 +
employment employed in in formal sector in formal sector circa 1990 to column 6

rate formal sector circa 1990 circa 2005 circa 2005

argentina 1990-2005 1996-2005 46.6 49.9 3.3 53.2
bolivia 1990-2003 1996-2002 37.0 29.9 -7.1 22.8
brazil 1990-2005 1990-2005 55.7 45.9 -9.8 36.1
chile 1990-2005 1990-2003 56.8 62.7 5.9 68.6
colombia 1990-2005 2000-2005 39.8 35.5 -4.3 31.2
costa rica 1990-2005 1990-2005 62.9 56.0 -6.1 49.9
dominican rep. 1995-2005 2000-2004 45.5 41.9 -3.6 38.3
ecuador 1990-2005 1990-2005 41.9 37.7 -4.2 33.5
el salvador 1990-2005 1990-2005 41.1 40.8 -0.3 40.5
Honduras 1990-2005 1990-2001 43.5 46.9 3.4 50.3
mexico 1990-2005 1990-2005 59.5 54.7 -4.8 49.9
ñicaragua 1990-2005 1993-2005 43.7 38.3 -5.4 32.9
Panama 1990-2005 1991-2005 55.4 54.8 -0.6 54.2
Paraguay 1990-2005 1995-2005 39.1 35.8 -3.3 32.5
Perú 1990-2005 1990-2005 36.5 40.8 4.3 45.1
Uruguay 1990-2005 1997-2005 55.1 48.6 -6.9 41.7
venezuela 1990-2005 1995-2005 46.5 43.9 -2.6 41.3

Source: International Labour órganization, Panorama Laboral 2006: América Latina y el Caribe, tables 1-a and 6-a.
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We use cePaL (2005, 2006, 2007, 2008) data for poverty rates in the region. these are
the best available data that cover the region for an extended time span. Unfortunately, data
are not exactly comparable for all countries; the poverty line is not the same across countries.
ñevertheless, the data are consistent in ordinal terms with World bank data that uses $1 or
$2 per capita per household as the indicator of extreme poverty and poverty, respectively.9

the four countries that Huber and stephens (in this volume) identify as having the
most successful social policies have much lower rates of poverty than the others (column
3 of table 1.4). according to recent estimates, chile has a poverty rate of 13.7% of the
population; Uruguay, 18.1%; costa rica, 18.6%; and argentina, 21.0%. ónce again,
variance across Latin america is considerable. the traditional bastions of poverty are
Honduras (68.9%), ñicaragua (61.9%), Paraguay (60.5%), guatemala (54.8%), and
bolivia (54.0%), all of which are substantially higher than the next countries.

We base our measure for poverty on a combination of the level of poverty circa 2007
and change between circa 1991 and circa 2007. column 4 of table 1.4 provides the data.
a low score represents a good performance with poverty and vice versa. scores theoretical-
ly range from –100 (best) to 200 (worst).

during this period, several countries achieved sharp reductions in the rate of poverty
mostly in the years since 2002. chile’s success in attacking poverty has been steady and
dramatic: a decline from 38.6% of the population in 1990 to 13.7% in 2006. based on
urban data, ecuador is a surprising success story in poverty reduction, with a decline from
62.1% of the population in 1990 to 38.8% in 2007. Panama, brazil, mexico, and Peru
also experienced sharp reductions in poverty. In contrast, two countries showed a slight
deterioration in the rate of poverty during these approximately fifteen years: argentina
(16.1% to 21.0%), and Uruguay (17.9% to 18.1%).

by virtue of having a moderate level of poverty in 2005 and of its great success in
reducing poverty between 1990 and 2006, chile has by far the best score (–11.2) for this
dimension of democratic governance, followed at a considerable distance by Panama (9.3),
costa rica (10.9), brazil (12.0), ecuador (15.5) (whose low score is in part an artifact of
using urban data only), mexico (15.7), and Uruguay (18.3). While chile succeeded in
greatly reducing poverty, the dominican republic, with the same increase in per capita
gdP from 1991 to 2006, barely reduced poverty. at the poorly performing end of the
spectrum is a cluster of countries with high poverty levels and modest success in reducing
poverty over the fifteen-year period: Paraguay (60.4), Honduras (57.0), ñicaragua (50.2),
bolivia (45.0), el salvador (40.8), and guatemala (40.2).

9 for debates about the virtues and shortcomings of different measures of poverty, see székely et al. (2000)
and gruben and mcLeod (2003).
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4.8. Education

In reasonably open economies as is now the case throughout Latin america, education is a
crucial asset in enabling individual achievement (birdsall 1999; birdsall and székely 2003;
cePaL 1998, 65–83). at the macro level, higher levels of education usually help reduce
poverty and income inequalities. education is a crucial asset for societies in this era of glob-
alization and the growth of “the knowledge economy” (Wolff and castro 2003). for this
reason, high levels of education also foster economic growth (birdsall 1999; glaeser et al.
2004). Innovation and scientific advances depend crucially on the skills of the population,
as alejandro foxley argues in his chapter in Democratic Gorvenance in Latin America
(2009). these are among the reasons education is one of our nine dimensions for evaluat-
ing the success of democratic governance.

We measure success in education by adding the absolute level and the improvement in
the percentage of fifteen-to nineteen-year-olds who are in school or who have graduated.
Ideally, measures of quality would supplement this measure of access to education, but we
could not obtain valid time series measures of quality for enough countries. the available
data indicate problems of quality of education throughout Latin america.

table 1.5 reports the data on access to secondary education. columns 2 and 3 give the
raw data on the percentage of fifteen- to nineteen-year olds who were enrolled or had grad-
uated for circa 1990 and circa 2005.10 chile (88%), the dominican republic (surprising-
ly high at 83%), and argentina (82%) led the region in the share of fifteen- to nineteen-
year-olds who are enrolled in school or finished high school. the modest rates for Uruguay
(70%) and costa rica (69%) are surprising in light of the fact that these two countries
consistently score toward the top of the region on most other social indicators. the coun-
tries that fare worst, guatemala (42%), Honduras (48%), and ñicaragua (53%) score
poorly on most social indicators.

several countries achieved major improvements in access to secondary education between
1990 and 2005. brazil led the way with an increase of 23%, which reduced by 50% (from
46% to 23%) the percentage of fifteen-to-nineteen-year-olds who are neither high school
graduates nor enrolled. costa rica (with an increase of 22%), argentina and venezuela
(18%), chile and colombia (15%), and bolivia and Honduras (14%) also experienced dou-
ble digit increases in the percentage of fifteen- to nineteen-year-olds who are graduates or
enrolled. ónly one country, ñicaragua, experienced a decline (from 56% to 53%). far more
Latin americans are gaining access to secondary education today than in the past.

10 We used cePaL’s data rather than the World bank’s edstats data on net secondary enrollment because of
doubts about the validity of the latter. for example, the World bank shows costa rica as having the third
lowest net secondary enrollment in Latin america in 2005 at 41%, a figure far below that for bolivia (73%),
to take just one example..
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We scored education by combining the percentage of those enrolled or graduated circa
2005 with the improvement between circa 1990 and circa 2005. ónce again, the variance
across Latin american countries is great. chile (103), brazil (100), argentina (100),
venezuela (96), costa rica (91), the dominican republic (89), and colombia (88) are at
the high end of the spectrum. With the lowest rate of access to secondary education in the
region (excepting presumably Haiti, for which there is no data) and a record of almost no
change between 1990 and 2005, guatemala anchors the low end (43).

Table 1.4. Change in Percentage of Population below the Poverty Line, 1991- 2007

Percentage below Percentage below Percentage poverty
the poverty line the poverty line circa 2007 + change

circa 1991 circa 2007 (2007-1991)

argentina 16.1 (1994) 21.0 (2006) 25.9
bolivia1 63.0 (1989) 54.0 (2007) 45.0
brazil 48.0 (1990) 30.0 (2007) 12.0
chile 38.6 (1990) 13.7 (2006) -11.2
colombia 56.1 (1991) 46.8 (2005) 37.5
costa rica 26.3 (1990) 18.6 (2007) 10.9
cuba nd nd
dominican rep. 46.9 (2000) 44.5 (2007) 15.5
ecuador 62.1 (1990) 38.8 (2007) 40.8
el salvador 54.2 (1995) 47.5 (2004) 40.2
guatemala 69.4 (1989) 54.8 (2006)
Haiti nd nd
Honduras 80.8 (1990) 68.9 (2007) 57.0
mexico 47.7 (1989) 31.7 (2006) 15.7
ñicaragua 73.6 (1993) 61.9 (2005) 50.2
Panama2 48.7 (1991) 29.0 (2007) 9.3
Paraguay 60.6 (1999) 60.5 (2007) 60.4
Perú 54.1 (2001) 39.3 (2007) 24.5
Uruguay 17.9 (1990) 18.1 (2007) 18.3
venezuela 39.8 (1990) 28.1 (2007) 17.2

Source: cePaL, Panorama Social de América Latina 2005 (2005): 317-18; ecLac, Social Panorama of Latin America 2006
(Preliminary version); ecLac, Social Panorama of Latin America 2007 (Preliminary version): 11; ecLac, Social Panorama
of Latin America 2008, briefing Paper: 11.
data for argentina, ecuador, and Uruguay are for the urban areas.
1 bolivia 1989 is our estimate for the country as a whole based on cePaL’s figure of a 52.6% poverty rate for urban

areas in 1989 and on a poverty rate that was on average 10.4% higher in the country as a whole than in urban areas
only in 1997, 1999, and 2000 (the three years for which cePaL has estimates for both the country as a whole and for
urban areas only). We added 52.6% + 10.4% to produce the estimate of 63.0% for 1989. the estimation procedure
for 1989 enabled us to develop a longer time series.

2 Panama 1991 is our estimate for the country as a whole based on cePaL’s figure of a 39.9% poverty rate for urban
areas in 1991 and on a poverty rate that was on average 8.8% higher in the country as a whole than in urban areas
only for 2002, 2005, and 2006. these are the three years for which cePaL has estimates for both the country as a
whole and for urban areas only. We added 39.9% + 8.8% to produce the estimate of 48.7% for 1991. the estimation
procedure for 1991 enabled us to develop a longer time series.
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4.9. Citizen Security

In thomas Hobbes’s classic work, Leviathan, the state’s primary function is to protect cit-
izens. In Hobbes’s view, without the state’s capacity to impose law and order, ruthlessness
and violence would prevail. this view of the state’s most primordial function has much to
say for it. citizens need a state that will protect them from violence.

Unfortunately, in much of Latin america, the state has failed at this basic function, with
pernicious consequences for citizens and for democracy. violence escalated in recent decades
as the ranks of the urban young and unemployed swelled and as drug trafficking and organ-
ized crime took hold in most large Latin american cities. citizens view crime as one of the
most important problems in contemporary Latin america (refer back to table 1.1). In seven

Table 1.5. Improvement in Access to Secondary Education in Latin America, 1990-2005

Percentage enrolled Percentage enrolled score
ór graduated, 15-to or graduated, 15-to for percentage

19-year-olds, 19-year-olds, enrolled or graduated,
circa 1990 circa 2005 15-to 19-year-olds

argentina 64 82 100
bolivia 49 63 77
brazil 54 77 100
chile 73 88 103
colombia 58 73 88
costa rica 47 69 91
cuba — — —
dominican rep. 77 83 89
ecuador — 68 69
el salvador 55 61 67
guatemala 41 42 43
Haiti — — —
Honduras 34 48 62
mexico 55 61 67
ñicaragua 56 53 50
Panama 65 73 81
Paraguay — 67 76
Peru 60 78 76
Uruguay 63 70 77
venezuela 60 78 96

Sources: cePaL, Panorama Social de América Latina 2007, cuadros 36 and 37 (online); cePaL, Panorama Social de América
Latina 2006, cuadros 36 and 37:398–401; cePaL, Panorama Social de América Latina 2005, cuadros 36 and 39:406–407,
412–413. the data for argentina and Uruguay are urban only. the national data for ecuador and Paraguay are available for
2005/06 but not for the early 1990s. the urban data for
ecuador shows an increase of 1% over this time (76% in 1990 and 77% in 2006), so we assumed the same 1% increase for
the national data. the urban only data for Paraguay show an increase of 12%, from 66% in 1994 to 78% in 2006. We assumed
the same increase of 12% for the country as a whole. this might be a conservative estimate of the national increase for
Paraguay but we had no grounds for any other means of calculating change over time. the original sources give the precise
years for the data.



of the eight countries in the 2004 LaPóP surveys, crime victimization lowered mass sup-
port for democracy (seligson 2004), so there is a direct connection between high crime and
diminished support for democracy. the 2006 LaPóP confirmed this connection.

to assess government performance in citizen security, we primarily used the Pan
american Health órganization’s data on homicides.11 data on other kinds of crime are less
comparable across national borders and are more difficult to obtain, especially for a time
series. moreover, high homicide rates affect the quality of life more than other forms of
crime. Homicide rates measure one of the most important elements of citizen security, and
it is likely that homicide rates are correlated with other forms of crime.

columns 2 and 3 of table 1.6 show the homicide rate in the 1990s and this decade.
Homicide rates vary widely across Latin america. according to relatively recent data, Peru,
Uruguay, argentina, chile, cuba, and costa rica had between 4.5 and 8.0 homicides per
100,000 people. (the data on Peru, however, seem quite underreported.) With one of the
highest homicide rates in the world, 61.3 homicides per 100,000 people, el salvador was
eight to fourteen times above the level of these other countries. colombia (52.5 per
100,000), Honduras (46.0), and guatemala (45.2) were about ten times higher than the
countries with lowest homicide rates. for purposes of comparison, the United states has a
homicide rate of about 6 per 100,000 inhabitants per year.

High homicide rates have pernicious effects on the quality of every-day life, and they
reflect differences in the state’s ability to protect citizens from other citizens (and in today’s
world, from organized gangs). these differences in homicide rates antedate the democrat-
ic and semi-democratic regimes, but in the countries with very high crime and homicide
rates, these problems have gotten worse since the transitions to competitive regimes.

We measure state performance in protecting citizens from homicide by adding the
most recent level and change over time. el salvador (72.4), guatemala (68.8), Honduras
(58.2), and venezuela (52.5) have the worst scores. although colombia maintained the
second highest homicide rate, a steep decline in relation to the 1990s gave it a better score
than el salvador, guatemala, Honduras, and venezuela. Peru (where the data are of dubi-

11 the data on homicides have some inconsistencies and shortcomings. In some countries, the data underreport
homicides. the Pan american Health órganization (PaHó 2006, 6) stated that the data are particularly
unreliable for guatemala and Honduras. the PaHó (2006, 7) reports that in the 1980s, homicides were
11% of all deaths in guatemala, compared to 0.03% in england; that is, homicides as a share of all deaths
were more than 360 greater in guatemala than in england. the homicide data for Peru also seem to be con-
siderably understated. In 2006, Peru was the country (among those in the 2006 LaPóP survey) with the
highest rate of crime victimization in Latin america, and Peruvians exhibited the highest rate of personal inse-
curity in the region (carrión, Zárate, and seligson 2006). for argentina, according to a report of the ministry
of Justice, the actual rate of homicides exceeded the reported rate by 80% in 1997 (8.8 per 100,000 popula-
tion rather than 4.9). for most countries the cross-national patterns in the data are consistent across sources
and over time.
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ous validity), Uruguay, argentina, mexico (another case of dubious validity), cuba, chile,
and costa rica cluster closely at the low end.

5. Correlations among relations

to provide a first indication of how performance is related across these nine dimensions,
table 1.7 shows the Pearson bivariate correlations among the dimensions. to facilitate ease
of interpretation, we reversed the coefficients for inflation, poverty, and homicides so that
in all cases a positive coefficient in table 1.7 means that a good performance on one
dimension is correlated positively with a good dimension on the other.

the table indicates that good results have tended to bundle together in contemporary
Latin america. except for inflation, good performance in one dimension has been related

Table 1.6. Homicicles Per 100,000 people in Nineteen Latin American Countries

1990s 2000s change in homicicle rate score
(column 3 – column 2) (column 3 + column 4)

argentina 4.9 (1995) 5.0 (2006) 0.1 5.1
brazil 26.6 (1995) 29.2 (2005) 2.6 31.8
chile 2.9 (1991) 5.8 (2005) 2.9 8.7
colombia 79.3 (1991) 52.5 (2005) –26.8 25.7
costa rica 5.4 (1995) 8.0 (2006) 2.6 10.6
cuba 6.1 (1995) 6.5 (2004) 0.4 6.9
dominican republic 12.4 (1991) 10.7 (2004) –1.7 9.0
ecuador 10.8 (1991) 18.4 (2005) 7.6 26.0
el salvador 51.2 (1995) 61.3 (2005) 10.1 72.4
guatemala 21.6 (1995) 45.2 (2005) 23.6 68.8
Haiti — 18.6 (2002) — 18.6
Honduras 33.8 (1999) 46.0 (2005) 12.2 58.2
mexico 16.7 (1991) 11.3 (2003) –5-4 5.9
ñicaragua 11.3 (1995) 17.5 (2005) 6.2 23.7
Panama 11.1 (1995) 12.4 (2004) 1.3 13.7
Paraguay 15.6 (1995) 20.3 (2004) 4.7 25.0
Peru 6.2 (1995) 4.5 (2002) –1.7 2.8
Uruguay 4.8 (1995) 4.6 (2004) –0.2 4.4
venezuela 12.5 (1991) 32.5 (2004) 20.0 52.5

Note: for Haiti, 2002 is the only year reported. for Honduras, 1999 is the only year reported.
Sources: for recent data for most countries: Pan american Health órganization (PaHó), Health analysis and Information
systems area. regional
core Health data Initiative, technical Health Information systems, Washington, dc, 2005; PaHó, Health analysis and
statistics Unit, regional core Health data Initiative, technical Health Information systems, Washington, dc, 2007.
available at www.paho.org. for 1991 for several countries: Pan american Health órganization, “statistics on Homicides,
suicides, accidents, Injuries, and attitudes towards violence,” online at www.paho.org/english/ad/dPc/ñc/
violence~graphs. for the dominican republic in 1991, mayra brea de cabral and edylberto cabral, “La violencia y los fac-
tores socioeconómicos de riesgo en la república dominicana.” at www.psicologiacientifica.com/bv/psicologia-150-1-la-vio-
lencia-y-los-factores-socioeconomicos-de-riesgo-en-la-.html.
for Honduras 1999, www.paho.org/spanish/dd/PUb/causas_externas.pdf. for guatemala and Honduras 2005, freedom
House, freedom in the World 2007.
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to good performance in others. virtuous cycles have prevailed in some countries and
vicious ones have prevailed in others.

eight of the nine dimensions have some statistically significant correlations with other
dimensions; the only exception is inflation. óf the 36 cells in table 1.7, 19 are statistical-
ly significant with a p value of .10 or less (thirteen have a p value of .05 or less). With all
19 of the statistically significant correlations, good scores on one dimension are correlated
with good scores on the other. excluding inflation, 19 of the 28 correlations are statisti-
cally significant at p < .10. óf the 36 correlations in the table, 34 have a positive coeffi-
cient. the two exceptions (inflation with poverty and access to secondary education) have
very low coefficients and are nowhere close to being statistically significant.

many of the significant correlations in table 1.7 mesh with theoretical and comparative
expectations based on prior work. Level of democracy, rule of law, and control of corruption
are highly correlated. although positive correlations between the level of democracy and rule
of law seem intuitively sensible, this finding is still somewhat notable because the level of
democracy is measured as a mean score for fifteen years while rule of law is measured as the
2007 level added to change from 1996 to 2007. the common methodology and common
sources for rule of law and control of corruption help explain the high (.80) correlation.

the correlation (.56) between per capita growth and generation of formal sector jobs
is consistent with expectations, as is the correlation (.44) between growth and poverty
(higher growth is associated with a better score for poverty). these results, however, are still
notable because per capita growth measures change while the variables for generation of
jobs and poverty measure a combination of the level and change. this asymmetry in meas-
urement is likely to lower the correlations, making the strength of the correlations notable.

Table 1.7. Correlations among Indicators of Democratic Governance in Latin America

freedom rule of control of Inflation generations enrollment + Homicide
House law corruption growth (natural log) of jobs Poverty graduates rate

freedom House 1.00 .46** .47** .80*** .25 .54** .56** .42* .11
rule of Law 1.00 .80*** .63*** .25 .65*** .53** .37 .43*
control of
corruption 1.00 .53** .18 .41 .47* .22 .10
growth 1.00 .35 .56** .44* .31 .29
Inflation (log) 1.00 .34 –0.6 –.18 .08
generation of jobs 1.00 .61** .34 .27
Poverty 1.00 .56** .43*
enrollment +
graduates 1.00 .44*
Homicide rates 1.00

*correlation is significant at .10 (2-tailed).
** correlation is significant at .05 (2-tailed).
***correlation is significant at .01 (2-tailed).
Note: due to missing information for some of the variables, the number of cases in the cells is not always the same. the
same correlation has different p values depending on the number of cases.
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more striking are the high correlations between level of democracy, rule of law, and con-
trol of corruption on one hand, and economic growth, generation of formal sector jobs,
and poverty, on the other. freedom House scores are correlated at .80 with per capita gdP
growth. In the post-1990 period, Latin american countries that have been more demo-
cratic have had better performances in economic growth, generating formal sector jobs,
and curbing poverty. based on prominent work in comparative politics (e.g., Przeworski
et al. 2000), there is no reason to expect that countries with a higher level of democracy
would also perform better in economic growth. this result would not hold up for some
other regions or for Latin america in other times.

somewhat surprisingly, the log of inflation is not correlated with any of the other meas-
ures; the same result obtains with the raw (i.e., not logged) numbers for inflation. this
reflects (among other things) the fact that several countries with low inflation have other-
wise not been success cases. for example, bolivia, el salvador, and guatemala are among
the six countries with average annual inflation rates in the single digits for 1992 to 2006.

6. Commensurability across dimenssions

each of these nine dimensions uses different units and has a different scale. the level of
democracy is measured in inverted freedom House scores; economic growth is measured
in annual change in per capita gdP growth; and so forth. to create commensurability
among measures, we rescaled all dimensions into a scale that runs from 0 (the worst per-
formance in the world) to 100 (the best performance in the world). except for inflation,
all other scores are transformed in linear fashion. for example, the worst (0) and best (12)
freedom House scores are transformed into 0 and 100, respectively, on our index. all
other freedom House scores are transformed in linear fashion.

table 1.8 indicates the best and worst performances in the world on these nine dimen-
sions. Using the range of performances in the world ensures that we do not artificially trun-
cate scales by limiting the comparisons to Latin american experience. at the same time, it
ensures that we establish standards of excellence and failure that are actually attained.

to determine a given country’s indexed score on a given dimension, we took its score,
subtracted the score of the worst performing country, divided by the range of scores (best
score minus worst score) for that dimension, and multiplied by 100. for example, to
determine costa rica’s indexed freedom House score, we took its inverted mean score
(11.3), subtracted the score of the worst performing country on that dimension (0), divid-
ed by the range of scores (best score minus worst score) and multiplied by 100, producing
an indexed score of 94.25.
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for per capita gdP growth, we used the country with the second best performance in
the world, china (9.3% per capita per year), rather than equatorial guinea, which was an
extreme outlier with an 18.4% per capita per year growth rate. the rapid growth in
equatorial guinea resulted from the discovery and rapid exploitation of petroleum wealth
in a small country (the population is about 504,000). Including equatorial guinea makes
very large differences in growth performance seem small. ón the other eight dimensions,
no country was such an extreme outlier.

for inflation, we constructed the index with the natural logarithm of the annual
increase in consumer prices because the expected impact of increases in prices on citizens
and economic agents is nonlinear. an increase in the inflation rate of 0 to 25% usually has
a far greater impact than in increase from 400 to 425%. for inflation rates lower than 1%,
we used a logged value of 0.

among the 177 countries for which we have data for inflation for 1992 to 2006, the
democratic republic of congo had the highest average increase in consumer prices at
401.1% per year

.12
among countries that had data for at least twelve years, Japan was low-

est at 0.2% per year. With the logged transformations of the original inflation values, a
score of 1.501313 (equivalent to an annual inflation of 20%) produces the median indexed
score of 50.

systematic time series data for the world on employment and informal employment
are difficult to find. for this reason, we base the best and worst case performances on level
only, without also including data about change over time. We surveyed the available ILó
information (2002, 2004, 2006) to set benchmarks for the worst and best cases. the best
record in formal employment was canada, where about 92% of the labor force was in the
formal sector. canada’s unemployment level was around 7%. multiplying the percentage
employed by the percentage of those employed who have formal jobs (.92 ◊ .93) produces
a score of 85.6% on our measure. based on crossectional ILó data, no country scored
worse than bolivia, so we used its score as the worst in the world.

for poverty, we could not find reliable data for a large sample of countries in the world,
so we indexed the scores with our Latin american sample.

for education, we used ecLac data in table 1.5, because it seemed more valid than
the World bank’s edstats data. for the world’s low score, we used the World bank’s
edstats using the same mixed method as in table 1.5 (combining current level of net sec-
ondary enrollment plus change from circa 1990 to circa 2005). With this mixed method,

12 this is based on fourteen years, 1992–2005, because of a lack of availability of data for 2006.
13 this is the mean of the logged values for the average inflation rate in the democratic republic of congo

(6.00) and Japan (0).
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mozambique had the lowest score in the world for net secondary enrollment (7), and
brazil had the highest score. to be consistent with table 1.5, we counted chile’s score of
103, which was the highest according to ecLac data, as the highest in the world. most
Latin american countries had scores above 50, reflecting large gains in access to second-
ary education in the 1990s and 2000s.

for homicides per 100,000 inhabitants, to establish the best and worst performances, we
used the World Report on Violence and Health, published in 2002 by the World Health
órganization. We did not attempt to construct a time series for the best and worst in the
world because of large gaps in data. according to the World Report on Violence and Health,
colombia had the highest homicide rate in the world (61.6 homicides per 100,000 inhab-
itants); Israel had the lowest (0.5). However, because colombia registered a substantial
reduction in homicide in our time series, the Latin american country with the worst score
in table 1.6 above is el salvador (72.4). accordingly, we use its score as the worst in the
world. We take Israel’s 0.5 per 100,000 homicide rate as its score for public security.

table 1.9 gives the indexed scores for the nine dimensions. because of the bundling
of good and poor performances across different arenas, a few countries stand out gener-
ally as cases of successful democratic governance while others are marked by failure in
many ways. chile has high scores on all nine dimensions, consistent with the common

Table 1.8. Best and Worst Performances in the World on Nine Dimensions of Democratic Governance

best in the world score Worst in the world score

freedom House scores many countries 12.0 many countries 0.0
rule of Law buthan 2.32 somalia –3.18
control of corruption Iceland 3.38 ñorth Korea –3.05
gdP per capita growth equatorial guinea 18.4% democratic republic of congo –4.6%
Inflation Japan 0.2% democratic republic of congo 401.1%
generation of jobs canada 85.6 bolivia 22.8
Poverty chile –11.2 Paraguay 60.4
ñet secondary enrollment chile 103 mozambique 7
Homicides Israel 0.5 / 100,000 el salvador 72.4 / 100,000

Sources:
Freedom House scores: www.freedomhouse.org.
Rule of law: Kaufmann et al. (2007:88–90).
Control of corruption: Kaufmann et al. (2007:91–93).
GDP per capita growth (annual): calculated from the World bank, WDI World Development Indicators. calculated in 2005
constant dollars in
purchasing parity power. equatorial guinea had the highest per capita annual growth but was an extraordinary outlier.
Inflation (annual percentage change in consumer price index): World bank, World Development Indicators.
Generation of jobs: International Labour órganization, Panorama Laboral de América Latina.
Poverty: best and worst are based on Latin american data only. from: cePaL, Panorama Social de América Latina 2005
(2005):317–18; ecLac,
Social Panorama of Latin America 2006 (Preliminary version).
Net secondary enrollment: World bank, edstats, at http://devdata.worldbank.org/edstats/indicators.html.
Homicides: World Health órganization, World Report on Violence and Health (2002).
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view that it has been the great success case in the post-1990 period. chile has built a
robust democracy, fostered rapid economic growth, and dramatically reduced poverty.
ón most dimensions of democratic governance, costa rica, Panama, and Uruguay have
also fared well. a few countries’ performance varied considerably across different dimen-
sions. for example, argentina did very well on education and public security but poorly
on control of corruption.

the indexed scores help identify nine countries that have been stuck in vicious cycles:
low quality democracy (or semi-democracy), poor rule of law, poor control of corruption,
poor growth, and poor performance in reduction of poverty. for 1991 to 2006, bolivia,
colombia, ecuador, guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, ñicaragua, Paraguay, and venezuela fit
this description. all of these countries scored poorly for Kaufmann et al.’s score for rule of
law, and all but bolivia and colombia also did for control of corruption. they also all
experienced anemic per capita gdP growth. ónly two countries of the nine, ecuador and
venezuela, performed above the regional mean in reducing poverty. colombia and
venezuela are relative newcomers to this category of low performers, having experienced
an erosion of democracy and of government performance since the 1980s. colombia has
fared better in most dimensions in recent years than in the 1990s.

Table 1.9. Indexed and Composite Scores of Democratic Governance in Latin America

freedom Jobs in
House rule of control gdP growth, Inflation, formal composite
scores1 law of corruption 1991-2006 1991-2006 sector Poverty education Homicides score

argentina 78 46 38 50 67 48 48 97 93 69
bolivia 73 28 48 43 70 0 22 73 — 54
brazil 71 46 43 43 25 21 68 97 56 60
chile 90 78 69 63 70 73 100 100 89 85
colombia 55 49 47 43 56 13 32 84 65 52
costa rica 95 63 48 55 57 43 69 87 86 78
cuba 1 47 44 — — — 84 — 91 8
dominican
republic 76 48 33 63 60 25 26 85 88 64
ecuador 69 28 33 43 44 17 63 64 64 55
el salvador 73 50 56 49 70 28 27 62 0 56
guatemala 53 34 40 42 65 — 28 37 5 44
Haiti 27 32 24 12 50 — — — 75 32
Honduras 68 40 42 43 57 44 5 57 20 51
mexico 71 46 43 45 59 43 62 62 92 63
ñicaragua 64 33 26 47 62 16 14 44 68 50
Panama 86 53 45 53 100 50 71 77 82 76
Paraguay 62 31 26 34 60 15 0 72 66 49
Peru 63 43 38 55 59 36 50 72 97 60
Uruguay 96 65 71 49 46 30 59 73 95 77
venezuela 59 17 28 36 41 30 60 63 28 50

1 freedom House scores are inverted [ 14 – (Political Liberties + civil Liberties)]
the composite index for bolivia, cuba, guatemala, and Haiti is based on eight, five, eight, and six, columns, respectively.
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If chile anchors the very successful end of the Latin american spectrum, Haiti anchors
the low end among the nineteen countries that have experimented with competitive polit-
ical regimes. In Haiti, two attempted transitions to competitive regimes were short lived
and resulted in a coup in 1991 and a rebellion in 2004, both leading to the overthrow of
a democratically elected president. the congress has been closed twice (in 1999 and 2004),
two international interventions took place (in 1994 and 2004), and the state at times tot-
tered on the brink of collapse.

7. A composite index of democratic governance

óne can build a reasonable argument for or against aggregating different dimensions of
democratic governance into a composite score. the case for a composite score is that high-
ly aggregated information can provide a useful synthesis. the widespread dissemination of
the Human development Index illustrates the advantages of a composite score; it provides
a useful summary snapshot of average human well-being in about 175 countries. In recent
years, the commitment of development Index (roodman 2006) provides an example of
a useful summary of how much wealthy countries support development efforts in the
third World. the arguments against a composite score are that variance across dimensions
can be lost, that in most cases there is no ideal way to aggregate across dimensions to cre-
ate the single score, and that the composite can be misleading for these and other reasons.

aggregating the nine dimensions into one composite score loses valuable information,
but it offers a highly synthetic sense of how different countries compare. all nine dimen-
sions reflect government performance and outcomes, so a composite score might generate
useful summary information about success in democratic governance. accordingly, we cre-
ated a composite score although our primary focus is on the nine underlying dimensions.

We opted for a multiplicative approach that recognizes the special importance of the level
of democracy in a composite score of democratic governance. We took the simple indexed
mean for the other eight dimensions and multiplied it by the indexed freedom House score,
then took the square root. scores could range from 0 to 100. With the exception of the
freedom House scores, rather than undertaking a complex weighting scheme, we followed
roodman’s (2006) logic that it is reasonable to take a simple mean of dimensions when there
is no clear criterion for weighting. following this method, the final column of table 1.9 pres-
ents a composite index for democratic governance for our twenty countries, with the caveat
that cuba is not a case of democratic governance, and that Haiti usually has not been.

this aggregation method rests on the implicit assumption that the other eight dimen-
sions should have equal weight under conditions of relatively democratic government. It
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is difficult to defend an absolute version of this assumption, but all eight dimensions are
highly important.

the composite scores reinforce three conclusions of this article. first, the outcomes of
democratic governance have varied greatly across countries; the composite scores properly
reflect huge differences.14 second, chile (85) has been the most successful case of democrat-
ic governance in contemporary Latin america, followed at some distance by costa rica
(78), Uruguay (77), and Panama (76). after this, there is another substantial drop to
argentina (69), the dominican republic (64), and mexico (63), followed by another sub-
stantial gap. third, at the opposite end of the spectrum, the composite index shows the very
poor scores for cuba (8) and Haiti (32), and the deficient overall performance in democrat-
ic governance of guatemala (44), Paraguay (49), venezuela (50), ñicaragua (50), Honduras
(51), colombia (52), bolivia (54), and ecuador (55). In the last several years, colombia has
improved its record in democratic governance relative to the 1990s, but it remains in the
group of poor performers because of the results of the period before Álvaro Uribe assumed
the presidency. In our judgment, the composite index performs well in identifying the rel-
atively successful cases and the poor performers for this period of fifteen years.

8. Prior works on effective governance

óur reason for building a new measure of democratic governance is that no measure close-
ly resembles what we have undertaken here.15 In the next sections of this article, we devel-
op this point by comparing our index to the most prominent existing works on effective
governance, the quality of democracy, and democratic performance. óur point is not that
our measure is better than these alternatives, but rather that it is different and that it cap-
tures an important phenomenon.

successful democratic governance has much in common with successful governance,
except that it occurs under conditions of democracy. Whether they are democratic or not,
governments that succeed at governing must ensure citizen security and promote human
well-being. for this reason, our project has some elements in common with Kaufmann et
al.’s (2003, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008) governance indicators. they include six important

14 even so, these differences are almost certainly understated because of missing data. We do not have data for
Haiti for formal sector jobs, poverty, or education. In all three areas, Haiti fares disastrously, and it seems
probable that the official data understate homicides.

15 the Índice de desarrollo democrático (www.idd-lat.org) comes closer than other measures to focusing on
success in democratic governance. We do not discuss it in the text because it has been less influential than
the measures we analyze. óur measures are constructed in very different ways than those of the Indice de
desarrollo democrático.



59

REVISTA LATINOAMERICANA DE POLITICA COMPARADA

ceLaeP • Issñ: 1390-4248 • vol. ño. 5 • Julio 2011
31-66

MEASURING SUCCESS IN DEMOCRATIC GOVERNANCE

dimensions of governance: voice and accountability, political stability and absence of vio-
lence, government effectiveness, regulatory quality, rule of law, and control of corruption.
they provide solid empirical measures for the dimensions, and their methodology is
sophisticated.

óur project differs from Kaufmann et al.’s governance indicators in six respects. first,
they attempt to measure how effective governance is; we attempt to measure how success-
ful it is. all of their indicators are subjective whereas six of our dimensions are objective
and are based on outcomes. We prefer some objective data about outcomes because of
their greater reliability and validity.

second, we focus on governance under competitive political regimes. there is much
common ground between successful democratic governance (our enterprise) and effective
governance (Kaufmann et al.), but governing under democracy presents distinctive chal-
lenges and advantages. the pursuit of efficiency is bounded by democratic checks and bal-
ances and by electoral competition; political goals are established through a competitive
process. ónly one of Kaufmann et al.’s indicators, voice and accountability, taps the dem-
ocratic character of the political regime.16

third, Kaufmann et al.’s indicators compare countries in a given year, but they have no
validity for temporal comparisons. (the same is true for our indexed scores and composite
score). If there is a general trend in the world, Kaufmann et al.’s indicators fail to register
this change. seven of our nine dimensions measure change over time, not merely change
relative to the world average in a given year. for the rule of law and control of corruption
indicators, we are not able to track change over time because we rely on Kaufmann et al.

fourth, for our purposes, Kaufmann et al. overweight perceptions by business groups
(arndt and óman 2006, 69–71; Kurtz and shrank 2007). seventeen of the thirty-one
organizations that provide the basis for Kaufmann et al.’s measures (2005, appendix a,
62–100, 108–109) are business oriented. the individual questions from surveys and
expert opinion polls also disproportionately–for our purposes–reflect business perspectives
and concerns. the fact that business interests have a favorable opinion of governance does
not always mean that democratic governance is effective. We are especially concerned with
aspects of government performance that have a deep impact on citizens.

fifth, the Kaufmann et al. measures are based on the idea that a large amount of
information (the surveys and expert opinion questions) presented in a highly synthetic

16 If there were no other differences between our vision of successful democratic governance and Kaufmann
et al.’s indicators of successful governance, we could have imposed a minimum threshold on their voice and
accountability indicator (or used freedom House scores to establish a minimum threshold), discarded the
cases that failed to meet this threshold, and used their indicators to compare the level of success among
democratic cases. However, our project differs in other ways, so this threshold approach would not accom-
plish our purpose.
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manner (the number of standard deviations from the mean) is optimal. Without dismiss-
ing the merits of their approach, our index is predicated on different assumptions. We
opted for relative parsimony by choosing only nine dimensions, eight of which are built
from only one form of data. óne advantage of our approach is greater intuitive compre-
hensibility. the mean inverted freedom House scores of 11.3 for costa rica and 6.3 for
guatemala are meaningful to the sizable number of scholars who have worked with
freedom House measures. the fact that costa rica was 0.44 standard deviations about
the mean for Kaufmann et al.’s rule of law in 2007 is useful information, but the deeper
meaning of this fact requires examining the survey and expert opinion questions that
underlie the index. Kaufmann et al.’s scores are technically sophisticated but they do not
produce an intuitively obvious substantive meaning. In opting for parsimony and sim-
plicity, our approach differs.

finally, whereas Kaufmann et al. give annual scores, our measure tracks performance
over a longer period of time. óur measures could in principle assess performance in a par-
ticular year. However, objective data such as per capita growth that can oscillate sharply
from one year to the next are not good measures of success. High growth in a single year
can reflect a strong recovery from a recession, a good harvest, a favorable change in the
terms of international trade, etc.

another well-known measure of governance is Putnam (1993, 63– 82), who devised
twelve measures of the effectiveness of Italy’s regional governments.17 His measures might
be appropriate for assessing the quality of regional governments, but national governments
have different responsibilities (e.g., macroeconomic policy and management) than region-
al governments. for an assessment of government performance at the national level, our
measures are more suitable.

9. Our meassure compared to measures of the quality of democracy

most measures of the quality of democracy focus exclusively or largely on procedural issues
(altman and Pérez-Liñán 2002; diamond and morlino 2005; Levine and molina 2006;
Lijphart 1999, 275–300). In contrast, our assessment of democratic governance also focus-
es significantly on policy results.

17 cabinet stability, budget promptness, quality of statistical services, quality of legislative output as judged by
experts, legislative innovation, the number of day care centers, the number of family clinics, government
spending on agriculture, expenditures on local health units, government spending on housing and urban
development, and bureaucratic responsiveness. several of these measures are biased toward social democrat-
ic governments.
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as conceptualized by diamond and morlino (2005) and Levine and molina (2006),
the quality of democracy refers to the extent to which democracies live up to a procedur-
al liberal understanding of democracy. both sets of authors exclude policy results from
their purview. óur enterprise is different because we evaluate not only democratic proce-
dures, but also the governance results of democratic governments.

because we include the results of democratic governance from the standpoint of citizen
well-being, our measures are generally broader than the procedural measures. We also
exclude some issues that some measures of the democraticness of the political regime include.
for example, foweraker and Krznaric (2000) include the level of electoral disproportionali-
ty (the difference between parties’ vote and seat shares) and the size of the legislature divid-
ed by the number of seats of the largest party in their measure of the quality of democracy.

óur project also differs from the Programa estado de la ñación (Peñ)/UñdP citizen
audit of the quality of democracy in costa rica (vargas cullell 2004). the Peñ/UñdP
defined quality of democracy as “the extent to which political life and institutional per-
formance in a country . . . with a democratic regime coincides with the democratic aspi-
rations of its people” (vargas cullell 2004, 96). the citizen audit thus depends on citizen
aspirations and beliefs about what a democracy should be. óur project differs in three
ways. first, we employ criteria for measuring success that we determined in consultation
with other scholars. even though our criteria were influenced by public opinion surveys
regarding what citizens value in a democracy, our endeavor is different from one that
begins with citizen aspirations. second, we focus partly on objective performance. third,
we use a more bounded procedural definition of democracy that is consistent with most
contemporary scholarly definitions, whereas the Peñ-UñdP assessed the quality of
democracy based a broad understanding of democracy including non-regime dimensions.

Conclusion

We hope to make three main contributions with this article. first, we believe that chart-
ing how Latin american countries have performed on some of the issues that are critical
to citizen well-being over the past fifteen years is useful. to the best of our knowledge, no
previous work has examined the sweep of dimensions that we have here for all of Latin
america over the medium term.

second, social scientists should develop tools for assessing and measuring success in
democratic governance. existing measures focus on other issues. they are useful, but it is
also important to be able to measure success in democratic governance. We hope to stim-
ulate thinking about ways to do so.
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third, the article underscores the wide variance in success in democratic governance in
contemporary Latin america. there are meaningful ways in which it is useful to think
about Latin america as a region (mainwaring and Pérez-Liñán 2007). However, this fact
should not obscure the important differences within this diverse region.
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