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DEMOCRACY AND DIFFUSION 
Creating a Comprehensive Model for Explaining 

Democracy 
Gustav Lidén1 

 
Cross-national research aiming to explain democracy normally focuses either on 
internal or external factors as relevant for a country’s level of democracy. 
However, several scholars argue that democratization is not a completely 
domestic process. This study, with diffusion theory as a point of departure, shows 
how the two perspectives can be simultaneously examined. With the help of a 
theoretical framework that separates factors into different analytical levels, 
quantitative analyses make it possible to reach empirical results that examine the 
relevance of diffusion when it comes to countries’ levels of democracy, while 
controlling for internal variables. The results show that the effects of diffusion 
disappear when controlling for internal characteristics. In some cases, though, 
deviations to domestic explanations can be handled by addressing international 
influence instead. In general, it is reasonable to argue that the most powerful 
explanations for democracy are the traditional internal circumstances such as 
wealth and education. 

 
Keywords: democracy, diffusion, comparative politics.  

 
Cross-national research concerning explanations of democracy is rooted in two different 
theoretical approaches. The first is based on characteristics found somewhere inside the 
studied societies and constitutes a major part of comparative politics. It has a considerable 
theoretical and empirical history and can be separated into several entities. The second takes 
the opposite approach, focusing on factors influencing societies from the outside and is more 
closely related to the discipline of international relations. Explaining democracy with 
reference to factors external to societies also has a solid theoretical framework, but lacks clear 
empirical proof. This study is a reaction to the plea for research to more widely account for 
external effects (for example, Kopstein and Reilly 2000; Schmitz 2004; Brinks and Coppedge 
2006), more precisely through examining the effect of diffusion on the level of democracy of 
nations while simultaneously adhering to the wish for control of a broader battery of rival 
explanations (Wucherpfennig and Deutsch 2009). Such an undertaking  not only contributes 
to our knowledge of democracy but also shows how different disciplines in political science 
can be combined. 
 
This study has a twofold objective. Based on the aforementioned research gap, its main 
purpose is to examine the effect of the spreading of ideas regarding democracy as a form of 
diffusion on nations’ levels of democracy. To increase the certainty of such an undertaking, 
other explanations of democracy have to be considered. Hence, this is something that, sadly, 
has been neglected in contemporary research, where the focus is normally on either internal or 
external factors. The additional purpose of this study is of a methodological nature and 
concerns how diffusion can be dealt with in cross-sectional analyses. Such a design 
contributes by including the vertical context (Przeworski and Teune 1970) within which the 
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social phenomenon is placed. The following research question will be studied: When 
controlling for other theories does diffusion explain variation in countries’ level of 
democracy? 
 
This study begins with a presentation of the theory of diffusion, followed by a wider 
theoretical discussion that creates a framework for the empirical examination. Thereafter 
method and data are presented, followed by the empirical study. Finally, conclusions are 
discussed.  
 
A Theory of Diffusion 
In the current age of globalization the relevance of what is known as Galton’s problem is 
strengthened. Never before has the potential of scattering ideas from one society to another 
been as great. This has consequences for comparative politics and demands the discipline to 
find ways to cope with how external factors influence societies. This section begins with an 
overview of how international factors have been used in the literature when trying to explain 
democracy. A special focus is the theory of diffusion, which will be described in detail. 
 
Theoretically, the conception that democracy can only occur where the right socioeconomic 
or cultural requisites are present was challenged in the 1970s. During this time democracy 
was introduced in then poorer countries such as Portugal, Greece, and Spain and later on in 
the former communist world. In comparative politics this caused a twofold shift (Bell and 
Staeheli 2001).  First, an interest in so-called transition theories arose, focusing on the 
different stages in a society’s journey to democracy (Rustow 1970; O’Donnell, Schmitter, and 
Whitehead 1996). Second, another change in direction was the increasing attention on 
external factors as key factors in democratization processes. With Huntington’s publication, 
The Third Wave (1991), this approach became established. Huntington found that democracy 
spreads in waves, with the third wave dating to the period 1974 to 1991 when 31 countries 
went from varying forms of autocratic rule to democracy. Huntington’s wave approach to 
democratization addresses different factors, several of which are associated with internal 
characteristics of nations. These will be discussed more thoroughly during the course of this 
study. More interestingly, Huntington also points out the effect of diffusion as one possible 
explanation of democratization. He stresses the following three propositions. First, the 
massive expansion in global communication and transportation has made it more difficult for 
authoritarian regimes to isolate their citizens from outside influences. Second, Huntington 
emphasizes that geographical and cultural similarities are the best prerequisites for diffusion 
of democracy. Third, diffusion cannot by itself initiate democratization, but when the process 
has begun influence and knowledge from other nations can accelerate it. Markoff (1996) has 
not only verified Huntington’s theory but has also expounded the idea that external factors are 
at least as important as characteristics found within a society.  
 
Ross and Homer, at an early stage, clearly underscored the importance of the exogenous 
factors regarding the development of countries: “Because of interactions among units, 
especially among modern nation-states, it is difficult to think of any case where correlation 
between two traits or behaviours could be attributed only to processes internal to those 
societies, or ‘pure’ function” (1976:2). In line with this quote Whitehead et al. (1986), in a 
historical analysis, have found that out of 61 countries’ shift to democracy, 58 had varying 
degrees of external influence promoting the transition. Beginning in the late 1960s, some 
examples of empirical studies (for example, Putnam 1967; Midlarsky 1970; Karvonen 1981) 
that include diffusion can be found. In addition to the theory of democratic waves and 
diffusion, other ideas of external explanatory factors are established in the discipline 
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nowadays. These are often connected to a given country’s foreign policy and can be divided 
into subgroups. Two of these, the political and economical methods, have to do with 
diplomacy and aid. The other idea is far more radical and has to do with military intervention 
(Denk and Silander 2007). Having noted this, I will now discuss the contemporary research of 
democratic diffusion. 
 
Much due to research design and method, the contemporary empirical studies examining the 
relation between diffusion and democracy can be separated into two different approaches. The 
first is connected to human geography and normally focuses on geographical and regional 
aspects. For example, using a geographical approach, scholars (O’Loughlin et al. 1998) have 
found that even after the growth of democracies during the third wave, democracies are 
geographically clustered. This is the case even when controlling for economic development, 
implying that neighboring countries are imitating each other. Ray (1995), Starr (1991), and 
later Starr and Lindborg (2003) have discussed the spatial effect in the spread of democracy. 
The results of their studies give support to the idea that the level of a country’s democracy can 
be externally influenced, generated by the global, regional, and neighboring context. A 
concrete example of this is the fact that states undergoing democratization in general are 
surrounded by, compared to the average, more democratic states. The opposite is found for 
countries becoming less democratic. With a regional focus on Eastern Europe in particular, 
Kopstein and Reilly (2000) can verify this. By applying spatial statistics they can establish 
that neighboring countries tend to resemble each other concerning their level of democracy. In 
the borderlands between Eastern and Western Europe this is significant where former 
communist states such as East Germany, Slovakia and the Czech Republic have the same high 
level of democracy today as their neighbors Austria and Germany.    
 
The second approach is made up of advanced statistical studies with the possibility of 
controlling for internal endogenous factors and has a wider perspective on how to 
operationalize diffusion. Of special interest is the global research of Gleditsch (2002: chapter 
5) whose longitudinal models include both a variable reflecting economic development and 
two measures of diffusion: the regional level of authority structure and the stability of peace 
in the surrounding polities. All the factors of explanation are significant even when 
controlling for earlier variants of the dependent variable. It is significant that the diffusion 
variable measuring the regional level of authority is at least as important as the variable 
indicating economic development. In a later study explicitly focusing on the process of 
transition, Gleditsch and Ward (2006) reach similar results, making it possible to argue that a 
high proportion of democratic neighbors decreases the likelihood that an authoritative country 
will endure even when controlling for country specifics. Similar studies (Pevenhouse 2002; 
Wejnert 2005; Brinks and Coppedge 2006; Niemeyer, Sanderson, and Proctor 2008) using 
both longitudinal and hierarchical data strengthen the earlier research. Wejnert (2005) shows 
that on a global scale diffusion is a central predictor of democracy even when controlling for 
economic development. Analyses on regional levels validate these results, showing that 
diffusion factors are of greater importance to the level of democracy than socioeconomic 
ones. Brinks and Coppedge (2006) apply rigorous methodological concern when designing 
their framework and can not only confirm that neighboring countries have similar levels of 
democracy but also conclude that countries under the US sphere of influence are significantly 
more democratic than others.   
 
Following this sketch of the different approaches concerning diffusion of democracy, the next 
section looks at a model of diffusion. Rogers (2003) has separated out four elements in 
diffusion processes, where an innovation is communicated through channels over time among 
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members of a social system. The innovation in this case is of course the idea of democracy. 
How this notion can be spread has been elaborated on by O’Loughlin et al. (1998), who refer 
to the dimensions of transfer and reception. The first dimension, taking place within a 
communicative social system, is promoted by geographic proximity, trade, diplomacy, and 
contingent historical circumstances. Factors obstructing the transfer of information are 
linguistic, cultural, psychological, religious, and ideological differences between societies. 
These two dimensions decide to what extent information is shared. The other element is 
concerned with the extent to which information is adopted and potentially results in 
institutional and normative changes. O’Loughlin and colleagues describe how these types of 
diffusion processes are connected to the emergence of social movements and several national 
factors, for example the perception of democracy. Factors preventing the reception of 
democratic ideas are in general the same as those obstructing their spreading, hence distance 
and language, culture, and social or religious factors are central. Applying these causal 
mechanisms to the case of democracy can be done in several ways (Dahl 1971; Gleditsch 
2002; Denk and Silander 2007; Simmons, Dobbin, and Garret 2008). For example, the 
importance of events occurring in neighboring countries can be emphasized; the fact that 
decision makers often take into account how foreign actors act can be underscored; the 
situation where a hegemony is imitated by other countries can be highlighted; and that 
neighboring countries’ characteristics can be both a model and an inspiration for countries’ 
own development all need to be stressed. 
 
Creating a Framework for Empirical Examination 
As has been argued, an obvious weakness in the growing literature on democratic diffusion is 
the lack of control for external variance in empirical models. This is even more salient in 
more advanced quantitative studies (for example, Brinks and Coppedge 2006; Gleditsch 2002; 
Wejnert 2005) with time series approaches. Although this research examines diffusion, it is 
characterized by models that are underspecified in relation to internal explanations for 
democracy. Guided by contributions that have worked comprehensively (Dahl 1971; 
Huntington 1991; Sørensen 2008), I will shortly discuss the more established theories of 
democracy and then sum up all these alternative views in a model, creating a framework for 
the following empirical examination. 
 
With the seminal work of first Lerner (1958) and then Lipset (1959), the modernization theory 
became the dominating approach in explaining democracy, emphasizing a positive relation 
between socioeconomic development and democracy. The causal mechanism has been 
elaborated upon by Diamond (1992), who stresses specifically the effects of economic 
development and not the development per se. By creating better living conditions, citizens’ 
political participation is stimulated and more radical political orientations tend to diminish. 
This theory has developed over the years with the help of better and more extensive data and 
more advanced statistical techniques (for example, Hadenius 1992; Burkhart and Lewis-Beck 
1994; Helliwell 1994; Barro 1999; Acemoglu et al. 2009) and research that points out that 
economic wealth built on oil or mineral assets does not have the normal positive relation with 
democracy (Barro 1999; Ross 2001; Aslaksen 2010). A vital part of contemporary research 
(Przeworski et al. 2000; Boix and Stokes 2003; Epstein et al. 2006) is the distinction of the 
theory into two parts, separating ”endogenous theory” (development increases the likelihood 
for transitions to democracy) and “exogenous theory” (already established democracies are, 
because of development, less likely to fall to a dictatorship).  
 
Soon after it was launched the modernization theory was challenged. The dependency school, 
theoretically elaborated upon by Wallerstein (1974) and Chirot (1986) and later also 
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empirically studied (Kaufman, Chernotsky, and Geller 1975; Bollen 1983; Bollen and 
Jackman 1985; Gasiorowski 1988; Gnosh 2001), attracted a lot of interest when introduced as 
a reasonable alternative in the field in the 1970s. The main thesis involved a shift of focus to 
an international perspective with the hypothesis that democracy was negatively related to 
dependency. In other words the deficit of democracy in the developing world (the 
“periphery”) was not due to its lack of wealth, as Lipset would have argued, but was caused 
by a systematic exploitation by the developed countries in the “core”, which hindered the 
“periphery” from gaining independence. The mechanism explaining this consists of several 
steps where inequality in the world system is assumed to result in an inequality in politics that 
the “periphery countries” in particular suffer from. Thereby the theory creates a causal link 
between international and domestic conditions. As Bollen (1983:468) states: “The greater the 
political inequality, the lower is the political democracy of a nation.” A more subtle form of 
criticism of the modernization theory emphasized not the lack of equality between societies 
but within them. Dahl (1971) points out the same mechanism noted by Bollen above, meaning 
that inequality in the distribution of material values translates to inequalities in political 
resources leading to a lack of democratization. Another explanation of why democracy is 
related to equal societies involves the supposition that authoritative political systems have 
more ways to suppress the frustration that can result from a divided society. Empirical studies 
have, however, been contradictory (Bollen and Jackman 1985; Boix 2003; Vanhanen 2003). 
 
In the 1990s, Putnam (1993) brought an alternative approach to democracy. Even though the 
prehistory can be dated back to research by de Tocqueville (1835-1840/2003) as well as 
Almond and Verba (1965), the author highlighted the importance of aspects like civic 
engagement and social capital in democracies. Other scholars have been even more distinct in 
adapting these variables as explaining factors for democracy. Diamond (1999) emphasizes the 
causal relationship between a vibrant civil society and the socialization of its members into 
democratic norms that will generate social trust, tolerance, cooperativeness, and civic 
competence, all factors crucial to democracy. That there can be a connection between 
socioeconomic development and cultural aspects is highlighted by Inglehart and Welzel 
(2005). To verify the theory empirically, however, has been more difficult, with ambiguous 
results (Inglehart 1988; Gibson 2001; Paxton 2002).  
 
An additional, though related, concept that is widely discussed today in the field of 
democratization theory is religion (see for example: Anderson 2004; Minkenberg 2007). This 
field’s modern history can be dated back to Weber’s (1905/2003) The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism, in which a relationship between Protestantism and capitalism is 
developed. In a more general discussion of religion and politics, Stepan (2005) has 
underscored that these two dimensions must be kept separated to avoid the risk that religious 
institutions might have influence on the decision-making process. Causal descriptions have 
focused in particular on the various forms of Christianity as often progressive conditions in 
the development toward democracy. Woodberry and Shah (2005) specify this with 
Protestantism and point to the fact that the church has spread values, such as pluralism and 
freedom of religion, that are in accordance with democracy. Scholars have attempted to 
examine this linkage empirically (Barro 1999; Anckar 2011), and have found that countries 
classified as Jewish and Protestant are the most democratic, while Muslim and Buddhist 
countries are the least. The explanation is in line with Stepan’s warning, which concludes that 
the strong linkage between church and state in many Muslim countries can prevent 
democracy. 
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Running parallel with this development is the existence of literature that goes a step further, 
referring to studies focusing on the relationship between characteristics within a society’s 
political system and its level of democracy. One example of this is some research about how 
the electoral system affects legitimacy (Lipset 1994). In a cross-national global study (Blais 
and Massicotte 1997), focus is put, as well as on other factors, on the relationship between 
electoral formulas and levels of democracy. Neglecting how democratic each electoral 
process is, the scholars instead present the big picture. The results show that the level of 
democracy is positively correlated with proportional representation and negatively correlated 
with majority systems. Another aspect of the political system is the form of government, 
which in turn can add several different perspectives to compare. Linz and Stepan (1978) argue 
that presidential democracies are less stable than parliamentary regimes. Empirical research 
has been ambivalent, some supporting this statement (Stepan and Skach 1993) while others 
reject it (Blais, Massicotte, and Dobrzynska 1997; Gasiorowski and Power 1997). 
 
Figure 1 schematically summarizes the different approaches to democracy fleshed out in this 
section. The figure shows how these approaches translate into three different ways of 
explaining the level of democracy in society A. The first approach (i) explains the level of 
democracy using characteristics from the society’s own political system. This presupposes a 
sound theoretical distinction between explanans and explanandum. By contrast, the second 
approach (ii) is based in factors external to the given society’s political system. Collectively, 
these two alternatives are considered endogenous in relation to the society because the 
determinants are extracted from within. In contrast, the theoretical exposé began with 
discussing explanations that are found outside the concerned society. This third approach is 
exogenous in relation to the society.   
  
Figure 1 Different approaches in studies explaining democracy 

                                                                                                              
                                                                             Example of theory: 

                                                                             (i) Executive power; Electoral formula 

                                                                             (ii) Modernization; Civic engagement; Religion 

                                                                             (iii) Dependency; Diffusion; Foreign policy 

                                                                                           

 
Based on the discussion of democratic diffusion this hypothesis is deducted:  
 
Hypothesis 1: A country’s democratic level will covary with (to that country) the most 
influential country’s or countries’ democratic level.  
 
Two circumstances make this hypothesis legitimate. First, as Rogers (2003) and O’Loughlin 
et al. (1998) have argued, ideas can be communicated from one society to another and thereby 
have the potential to influence the receiving society. Second, with a narrow focus scholars 
have shown that democracy can be such an idea (O’Donnell et al. 1986). This hypothesis can, 

Surroundings (iii) 

Society A (ii) 

Political system (i) 
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however, vary due to the exercise of influence. In the following section this possibility will be 
elaborated.      
 
Method and Data for Empirical Examinations of Diffusion 
The observation units in this study will be 190 out of the 192 United Nations member states, 
not counting the state of the Vatican City. Montenegro and Palau are excluded because of a 
lack of data. In fact, it has to be noted that due to missing data in several of the variables, the 
number of cases varies throughout the analyses.  
 
The dependent variable is the level of democracy. The Freedom House index, which measures 
political rights and civil liberties, will be used. These factors will be combined using their 
arithmetic mean with the scale inverted, making the maximum value of 7 reflect a fully 
democratic country and the minimum value of 1 corresponding to a fully authoritarian 
country. Despite some criticism (for example Mainwaring, Brinks, and Pérez-Liñán 2001; 
Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland 2010), this index is valued because of its good construct 
validity (Bollen and Paxton 2000; Hadenius and Teorell 2004) on the condition that a liberal 
perspective of democracy (cf. Diamond 1999) is chosen. Data from 2008 will be used for the 
dependent variable.  
 
Generally speaking and corresponding to the hypothesis, the scope of diffusion’s influence on 
democracy is determined by two factors (see equation 1 below). The diffusion-influencing 
country cd is calculated by multiplying the level of influence from the influencing country or 
countries ci with the influencing country’s or countries’ level of democracy. When measuring 
diffusion there are two crucial parts. First it has to be established which country is affecting 
another. In this study both a variable limited to only one influencing country and a variable 
reflecting regional effects are used. Second, it is necessary to know the degree to which the 
influence is working. With this design, regardless of whether the influencing country is 
democratic or not, the overall idea is that a larger amount of influence will result in a 
diffusion value that is close to the influencing country’s own level of democracy. Following 
the logic used by Karvonen (1981), the phenomenon of interest (level of democracy) and the 
strengthening variable (level of influence) can be distinguished. 
 

cicicd democracyoflevelfluenceinofleveldiffusion ____ ×= (1) 
 
After calculating different diffusion variables based on different theoretical points of 
departure, these can be included as independent variables in regular multivariate regression 
analyses as explained by Ross and Homer (1976).   
 
Based on theoretical criteria, three different diffusion variables will be used in this study. The 
first diffusion variable represents perhaps the most intuitive way of thinking about the 
spreading of ideas, focusing on influence from neighboring countries. This is a geographical 
form of diffusion and the underlying theoretical idea has previously been studied (Starr 1991; 
Kopstein and Reilly 2000; Starr and Lindborg 2003; Brinks and Coppedge 2006). The 
theoretical argument is convincing, stating that: “countries are rewarded when their regimes 
are similar to those of their neighbors’” (Brinks and Coppedge 2006:466). Such a condition 
can be described as a prerequisite for political and economical advantages and constitutes the 
causal link between exogenous and endogenous factors. When determining a country’s most 
important neighbor a strictly geographical approach is used and the country with the longest 
mutual border is chosen. To decide the level of influence a parallel method is applied, namely 
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the quota of the length of the shared border as part of the influenced country’s total border 
length (see equation 2).  
 

ci
cd

ciwithcd
cd democracyoflevel

lengthbordertotal
lengthborder

geodiffusion __
__

_
_ __ ×⎟

⎟
⎠

⎞
⎜
⎜
⎝

⎛
= (2) 

 
where ci is the country alongside which country cd has its longest border, where the border 
length is the length (in km) of the mutual border between country cd and country ci and where 
the total border length (in km) is the total length of country cd’s border.   
 
The second diffusion variable is based on the understanding that ideas can be spread through 
trade between countries, thus an economic perspective of diffusion. As Gleditsch has argued 
(2002), high trade flows imply interaction between states. Hence, greater affinity between 
societies is making it possible for maintaining effective economic exchange and is thereby 
desired. A country’s largest import partner is selected as the most influential country. This 
variable also considers the extent of the country’s imports (see equation 3).   
 

cicifromcd
cd

cd
cd democracyoflevelpercentmportI

GDP
mportI

tradediffusion ____ __ ×⎟
⎟
⎠

⎞
⎜
⎜
⎝

⎛
×⎟⎟
⎠

⎞
⎜⎜
⎝

⎛
= (3) 

 
where import is the value of import (in US dollars), GDP is the Gross Domestic Product (in 
US dollars), Import_percent is the percentage of country cd’s imports from the influencing 
country ci, where ci is the country supplying cd with its largest share of imports 
 
The third diffusion variable represents the most common way to measure diffusion (Starr 
1991; O’Loughlin et al. 1998; Kopstein and Reilly 2000; Gleditsch 2002; Pevenhouse 2003; 
Starr and Lindborg 2003), a measure based on regional influence. The theoretical arguments 
resemble each other and are based on the favorable conditions that proximity, and historical 
and cultural similarity result in (Rogers 2003; O’Loughlin et al. 1998). The idea that states in 
the same region are normally oriented to the same political-economic policies (O’Loughlin et 
al. 1998; Starr 1991; Starr and Lindborg 2003) provides a strong argument for an effective 
spread of ideas. Following the regional approach suggested by Wejnert (2005) the variable is 
specified in equation 4.   
 

n
democracyofleveldemocracyofleveldemocracyoflevel

regiondiffusion ncicici
cd

−−− ++
=

______
_ 21 (4) 

where  are the countries in the same region and  the total number of countries in the region, 
excluding country . Thus this variable differs from the earlier two. It hypothesizes that all 
the neighboring countries will have an impact on the country under examination, even though 
it does not have a mechanism to separate the level of influence of one neighboring country 
from another. More precisely, this variable is based on the average level of democracy held by 
the countries in the same region, excluding the value of the studied country. Tests of internal 
consistency show that these three variables are not just theoretically but also empirically 
related.2  
 
Earlier research has often failed in studying exogenous factors simultaneously with more 
widely accepted explanatory factors of democracy. To fill this lacuna, this study will test 

                                                 
2 A factor analysis (principal component) show that the three variables loads on one factor.  
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explanatory factors from all levels detailed in the earlier section. Several aspects of the 
political system are of course relevant in such a discussion. The country’s electoral formula, 
theorized by Lipset (1994) and empirically studied by Blais and Massicotte (1997), is used, as 
well as a variable referring to the institution where the executive power is located, 
differentiating between parliamentarianism, semi-presidentialism and presidentialism (Linz 
and Stepan 1978). Moving up a level, four quantitative variables are adapted from the 
modernization theory (Hadenius 1992; Barro 1999; Acemoglu et al. 2009): GDP/capita, 
infant mortality rate, gross enrolment ratio and the proportion of Internet users in the 
population. Additionally, a dummy variable will be included measuring whether a country’s 
economy is dependent on oil assets (Barro 1999; Ross 2001; Aslaksen 2010). As previously 
argued, there is an increased interest in religion as an explanation of democracy. Therefore 
data concerning the dominating religion in the studied countries, in line with Barro (1999) and 
Anckar (2011), will be included. As a proxy of the country’s civic engagement voter turnout 
is used, argued by Putnam (1993) to be a standard measurement of political participation. 
However, it should be noted that this variable must be seen as a rough measurement. As can 
be derived from the discussion by Vanhanen (2003), this variable does not take into account 
important factors such as differences in age structure and the fact that elections in some of the 
most authoritarian countries are mere spectacles. Finally, some scholars (Boix 2003; 
Vanhanen 2003) claim that inequality within or between countries hinders democracy. The 
operationalization of this factor within societies is an indicator of income distribution (Bollen 
and Jackman 1985), measuring the share of the total income that belongs to the poorest 20%. 
The indicator of inequality between the countries follows earlier classifications (Bollen 1983; 
Wejnert 2005) in core, semiperiphery and periphery countries. Data for the independent 
variables are from 2005, but in a few exceptions the lack of data has been complemented with 
data from 1998 to 2008, choosing data as near to 2005 as possible. 
  
Empirical Results: Examining Diffusion as an Explanation 
of Democracy 
The statistical analysis will be done in several steps, beginning with bivariate correlations 
between the dependent variable, the level of democracy, and the independent variables. The 
variables will then be tested simultaneously in multivariate regression models.3  
 
Table 1 Pearson’s correlation between the level of democracy and independent variables  

 Coefficient N 
Diffusion_geo .467** 152 
Diffusion_trade (log) .346** 183 
Diffusion_region .658** 190 
GDP (log) .522** 182 
Gross enrolment ratio .508** 180 
Internet users .595** 183 
Infant mortality rate  -.498** 190 
Oil dependence  -.455* 176 
Voter turnout .278** 154 
Income distribution  .109 101 

01.0**05.0.* <=<= ρρNotes  

                                                 
3 The problem of multicollinearity will be handled by testing for VIF (Variance Inflation Factor), not allowing a 
value higher than five in the models. 
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The initial correlations with the quantitative data (and the dummy variable over oil 
dependence) and the level of democracy are shown in Table 1 . As can be seen, all the factors 
except one are significant. The significant variables all have the expected direction. Regional 
diffusion has the overall strongest correlation with democracy. Regarding the other two 
variables measuring external influence, they are both significant. The four variables 
representing the modernization theory also show strong correlations with the dependent 
variable, implying possible explanatory power. 
 
The qualitative variables are treated in separate tables. Using analysis of variance it will be 
reported if the mean value of democracy is significantly different between categories. Thus 
the relevance of the qualitative variable can be reached. A caveat is that the number of 
observations differs clearly between categories. This problem will be handled in multivariate 
analysis by creating less but more general categories. Starting with the question of religion as 
a possible factor explaining democracy, the results are shown in Table 2. The results show 
that there is a significant relation between countries’ dominating religion and the level of 
democracy. The highest level of democracy can be found in Protestant countries and the 
lowest in Islamic. In three categories the numbers of countries are low. The two Hindu ones 
(Nepal and India) together have an intermediate level of democracy; Japan, where Shintoism 
and Buddhism are often combined, has a high level of democracy; and Israel, the only Jewish 
country, is also a democratic one. 
 
Table 2 Democracy and dominating religion, arithmetic means 

 Values N 
None 4.775 40 
Protestantism 6.548 21 
Catholicism 5.791 55 
Orthodox Christianity 4.850 10 
Islam 2.978 46 
Hinduism 4.750 2 
Buddhism  3.143 7 
Shintoism and Buddhism 6.5 1 
Judaism 6.5 1 
   
Eta squared .440 N total=183 
Sig. .000  
 
The two factors reflecting the characteristics of a state’s political system are analyzed in Table 
3. As can be seen, the level of democracy does not vary randomly in the different categories 
of electoral formula. Most democratic are the two countries that use the system with a single 
transferable vote, which is a form of proportional system, followed by the countries using a 
traditional proportional system (PR). Least democratic is the single nontransferable vote 
which can be classified as a plurality system used in quite authoritarian countries such as 
Jordan and the Maldives. The institution that has the executive power seems to vary with the 
level of democracy. Parliamentary countries are the most democratic ones and presidential 
ones are the least.  
 
The last qualitative variable to examine is the classification of countries in relation to their 
position in the world system (see Table 4). The only two core countries not scoring the 
maximum value at level of democracy are Greece (6.5) and Japan (6.5). According to the 
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theory the semiperiphery countries have a lower level of democracy and the large group of 
periphery countries the lowest.  
Table 3 Democracy, electoral formula, and executive power, arithmetic means 

Electoral formula Executive power 
Plurality 4.958 N= 48 Parliamentary 6.100 N= 60 
Alternative 
vote 

5.375 N= 4 Semipresidential 5.235 N= 17 

Second 
ballot 

4.375 N= 8 Presidential 4.757 N= 76 

Single non-
transferable 
vote 

3.875 N= 4     

Single 
transferable 
vote 

7.000 N= 2    

PR 5.917 N= 60    
Mixed 
member 
majoritarian 

5.125 N= 20    

Mixed 
member 
proportional  

5.700 N= 5    

Mixed 
system in 
single-tier 
districting 

4.300 N=5    

      
Eta squared .150 N total =156  .165 N total =153 
Sig. .002   .000  
 
Table 4 Democracy and world system position, arithmetic means 

 Values N 
Core countries 6.906 16 
Semiperiphery countries 4.828 29 
Periphery countries 4.104 106 
   
Eta squared .207 N total =151 
Sig. .000  
 
Summing up, the results show that almost all independent variables can be significantly 
related to the level of democracy. However, because of lack of significance one variable is 
excluded from further analyses, namely income distribution. The remaining question to deal 
with is: what is the importance of diffusion in relation to other explanations of democracy? 
An answer to that question requires multivariate analyses. Multicategorical variables are 
coded into dummy ones. Christianity, parliamentary executive power, proportional electoral 
formulas and the core world-system position are the categories used as baseline variables.4   
                                                 
4 These categories are used for religion: nonreligion, Christianity (Protestantism, Catholicism, and Orthodox 
Christianity), Islam, Buddhism (Buddhism and Shintoism and Buddhism), and other religions (Hinduism and 
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Table 5 shows a series of multivariate analyses with special focus on the effects of diffusion. 
Model 1 includes ten independent variables. The three variables of diffusion are tested 
together with significant and theoretically motivated variables from the modernization theory 
(for example, Barro 1999; Ross 2001). To control for high levels of development based on oil 
assets, the variable concerning oil dependence is included. The model also includes the 
measurement concerning dominant religion since it clearly proved to be of relevance in the 
analysis of means. Overall the model explains almost 70% of the variation in democracy. 
With control for these factors, one of the diffusion variables is significant: the regional one. 
As expected, several of the control variables are important: the lack of an economy 
characterized by oil resources and Internet users. Finally, countries with Islam as the 
dominant religion tend to be significantly less democratic than Christian countries. 
 
In Model 2 the diffusion variables are tested with a partly different control for extraneous 
variation. GDP and religion have been excluded. Instead infant mortality rate is used, which is 
an established indicator reflecting economic development and welfare. To test the theory of 
civic engagement (Almond and Verba 1965; Putnam 1993) voter turnout is added. In the 
group of multicategorical variables form of executive power is included. Overall the 
indicators explain about 60%. Again, the regional diffusion term is significant even when 
controlling for two types of endogenous characteristics from levels one and two inside 
societies. 
 
In Model 3 the three variables are tested in another surrounding. Oil dependency and gross 
enrolment ratio remain included. The dummy variables reflecting world-system position and 
electoral formula are added. Overall the model explains about 60% of the variation in 
democracy. In this model none of the diffusion variables are significant. This makes the 
relevance of the regional diffusion term somewhat ambiguous since it proves to be significant 
with control for some alternative factors but not for others.  
 
Summing up the results from these three regression models it can be deduced that the theory 
of diffusion implies some importance with the regional effect as the dominating factor. This is 
in line with the earlier research that has emphasized the regional relevance (Starr 1991; 
O’Loughlin et al. 1998; Kopstein and Reilly 2000; Gleditsch 2002; Pevenhouse 2003; Starr 
and Lindborg 2003; Wejnert 2005). However, its status is unclear and needs further analyses. 
Concerning the control factors, the modernization theory is of importance, with variables 
measuring Internet use, gross enrolment ratio, and oil dependency as the most significant 
indicators. Variants of religion do not vary randomly over the level of democracy, and even 
when controlling for economic development and oil dependency Islam is negatively 
correlated with democracy in relation to Christianity. Finally, the type of electoral formula 
tends to relate to the level of democracy. 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                         
Judaism). Following the typology developed by Lundell (2005), these categories will be used for grouping 
electoral formulas: proportional system (Proportional and Single transferable vote), plurality system (Plurality 
and Single nontransferable vote), majority system (Second ballot and Alternative vote), and the mixed system 
(Mixed member majoritarian, Mixed member proportional and Mixed system in single-tier districting). The same 
categories that have been mentioned earlier are used for executive power and world-system position. 
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Table 5 Multivariate regression models, dependent variable: level of democracy 

(Notes. In each column, the regression coefficients are listed first, followed by the standardized regression 
coefficient and the T-Values. 01.0**05.0* <=<= ρρ ). 

Independent variables Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 

Diffusion_region 

 

 

 

Diffusion_geo 

 

 

 

Diffusion_trade 

(log) 

 

 

GDP (log) 

 

 

 

Oil dependency 

 

 

 

Internet users 

 

 

 

Nonreligion 

 

 

 

Islam 

 

 

 

Buddhism 

 

 

 

Other religion 

 

 

 

R2 

Adjusted R2 

F-value 

N 

 

.352 

.267 

3.076** 

 

.016 

.014 

.227 

 

.010 

.002 

.037 

 

.490 

.183 

1.835 

 

-1.466 

-.327** 

-5.410** 

 

.002 

.218 

2.251* 

 

-.009 

-.002 

-.031 

 

-.672 

-.162 

-2.118* 

 

-.816 

-.081 

-1.456 

 

.758 

.059 

1.456 

 

.695 

.670 

28.026** 

134 

Diffusion_region 

 

 

 

Diffusion_geo 

 

 

 

Diffusion_trade 

(log) 

 

 

Internet users 

 

 

 

Infant mortality 

rate 

 

 

Oil dependency 

 

 

 

Voter turnout 

 

 

 

Semipresidential 

 

 

 

Presidential 

 

 

 

R2 

Adjusted R2 

F-value 

N 

 

.225 

.186 

2.151* 

 

.008 

.009 

.118 

 

-.066 

-.018 

-.271 

 

.003 

.366 

3.877** 

 

-.011 

-.295 

-3.262** 

 

-1.057 

-.224 

-3.535** 

 

.014 

.129 

1.860 

 

.147 

.032 

.406 

 

.229 

.074 

.863 

 

.623 

.588 

17.811** 

107 

Diffusion_region 

 

 

 

Diffusion_geo 

 

 

 

Diffusion_trade 

(log) 

 

 

Gross enrolment 

ratio 

 

 

Oil dependency 

 

 

 

Semi-periphery 

 

 

 

Periphery 

 

 

 

Plurality system 

 

 

 

Majority system. 

 

 

 

Mixed system 

 

 

 

R2 

Adjusted R2 

F-value 

N 

 

.107 

.091 

.875 

 

.063 

.072 

.875 

 

-.207 

-.055 

-.760 

 

.035 

.437 

4.898** 

 

-1.180 

-.253 

-3.794** 

 

-.587 

-.150 

-1.412 

 

-.688 

-.208 

-1.686 

 

-.949 

-.266 

-3.302** 

 

-.525 

-.073 

-1.039 

 

-.511 

-.135 

-1.906 

 

.673 

.598 

16.157** 

103 
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Table 6 Multivariate regression models, dependent variable: level of democracy 

(Notes. In each column, the regression coefficients are listed first, followed by the standardized regression 
coefficient and the T-Values. 01.0**05.0* <=<= ρρ ). 
 
In Model 4 the variables that have been discussed above are introduced for some final tests 
(see Table 6). First of all a more rigorous test of the two single country measurement of 
diffusion is carried out.  Two of the most important variables from the earlier models are also 
included: gross enrolment ratio, which had the highest beta-coefficient, and oil dependency, 
which showed high levels of significance in all models. Finally the dummy variables 

Independent variables Model 4 Model 5 

Diffusion_geo 

 

 

 

Diffusion_trade 

(log) 

 

 

Gross enrolment ratio 

 

 

 

Oil dependency 

 

 

 

Nonreligion 

 

 

 

Islam 

 

 

 

Buddhism 

 

 

 

Other religion 

 

 

 

R2 

Adjusted R2 

F-value 

N 

.166 

.147 

2.250* 

 

.108 

.023 

.365 

 

.036 

.368 

5.670** 

 

-1.672 

-.373 

-6.025** 

 

-.226 

-.050 

-.752 

 

-1.021 

-.247 

-3.171** 

 

-1.644 

-.148 

-2.484* 

 

.104 

.008 

.139 

 

.611 

.586 

23.985** 

131 

Diffusion_region 

 

 

 

Diffusion_geo 

 

 

 

Diffusion_trade 

(log) 

 

 

Internet users 

 

 

 

Gross enrolment  

ratio 

 

 

Oil dependency 

 

 

 

Nonreligion 

 

 

 

Islam 

 

 

 

Buddhism 

 

 

 

Other religion 

 

.188 

.163 

1.626 

 

.010 

.011 

.145 

 

.003 

.001 

.010 

 

.002 

.307 

3.223** 

 

.020 

.265 

2.538* 

 

-.952 

-.201 

-3.109** 

 

-.084 

-.024 

-.303 

 

-.376 

-.103 

-1.044 

 

.039 

.004 

.053 

 

.394 

.044 

.635 

Plurality system 

 

 

 

Majority system 

 

 

 

Mixed system 

 

 

 

R2 

Adjusted R2 

F-value 

N 

 

-.551 

-.157 

-1.967 

 

-.104 

-.013 

-.204 

 

-.471 

-.125 

-1.821 

 

.677 

.630 

14.335** 

103 
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concerning religion have been added. Overall the model explains about 60% of the variation 
in democracy. As can be seen in the model, the variable concerning geographical diffusion is 
significant. This implies that a country can be influenced by its neighbor’s level of democracy 
even when controlling for extraneous explanations. However, it is also important to add that if 
the regional diffusion variable is included, the importance of the geographical diffusion 
variable disappears. The external effect is obviously taken over by this indicator. This is in 
line with the initial bivariate correlations. 
 
In Model 5 all the most relevant variables have been included simultaneously so as to grade 
their importance and to enable a final test of diffusion. In this analysis, with control for both 
endogenous and exogenous explanations of democracy, none of the diffusion factors are 
significant. The earlier pattern continues with variables indicating wealth being most 
dominant. Several of the other variables have quite high T-values and are almost significant, 
especially the regional diffusion factor and plurality and mixed voting systems. Obviously it 
is hard to reach the conclusion that diffusion is central for explaining democracy. This 
provides an important addition to earlier research that has emphasized the importance of 
diffusion.  
 
Conclusions 
First and foremost, this study is an example of how to simultaneously include exogenous as 
well as endogenous factors in research explaining democracy. Such a design should have 
increased importance when the interactions between countries constantly seem to grow, 
leaving scholars with a situation of independent variables at different analytical levels.  
 
These results should be discussed with reference to the theoretical framework. In theory three 
analytical levels for determinants that influence level of democracy could be found. The 
empirical results first seemed to confirm such a model. Relevant explanations for democracy 
could be noticed at every level. A political system’s own electoral formula can have a 
relationship with its level of democracy. But the relevance is weak when adding controls for 
extraneous variation.  Moving up a level, characteristics found inside societies covary with the 
level of democracy. Higher levels of development and welfare are systematically found in 
democratic countries. Also, Islam as the dominating religion has a negative connection with 
democracy, even after controlling for the effects of development and oil assets. The relevance 
of religion is, however, uncertain, proving that other indicators are of greater relevance. At the 
highest level and most importantly, exogenous processes can have connection with countries’ 
level of democracy. However, with more rigorous control for other possible explanations the 
effect of diffusion disappears. In conclusion, factors found inside a society but external to its 
political system are most relevant regarding level of democracy. 
 
The deducted hypothesis cannot therefore be verified and the research question must be 
answered negatively. This leaves us with empirical evidence about the lack of effect from 
diffusion when explaining level of democracy. The deductive part is therefore completed. 
More inductively, the causal mechanisms creating democracy over three levels of 
explanations will be discussed. 
 
Thus, is the effect of diffusion of no importance? Analyzing some of the cases does show that 
spreading the ideas of democracy from one society to another can directly influence the 
characteristics normally leading to democracy. These ideas can be adapted even though the 
applicable level of economic development and a supportive religion are lacking. This can be 
seen in western Africa where the quite high level of democracy in poor Islamic countries such 
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as Mali, Sierra Leone, and Senegal cannot be explained in any other way but by the fact that 
somewhat of a democratic cluster has been created in parts of the region. This implies that the 
countries in this region learn from each other.  In the same way the electoral system most 
intimately related to democracy can be developed even if the previously discussed 
characteristics are lacking. This is, for example, the only significant factor in the used dataset 
to explain Indonesia’s fairly high level of democracy. However, these examples should be 
described as deviations and clearly need more in-depth analyses to sort out their path toward 
democracy.  
 
If diffusion is to have at least some effect, it will probably require an effective spreading of 
ideas from nearby countries over a long period. This can result in the values embedded in 
democracy being picked up by the citizenship, strengthening participation, and finally 
creating demands for democracy. In such a way the causal mechanisms can cut out some of 
the steps found in endogenous explanations. However, it should be stated that the most 
powerful transition to democracy occurs when significant factors from all three levels 
integrate, plausibly shaping the most suitable conditions for democracy. Isolated, the 
traditional factors reflecting characteristics such as wealth and education are nevertheless still 
crucial for high levels of democracy.  
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Voter turnout. Source: A Comparative Data Set 2009, Administered by Krister Lundell, Åbo 
Akademi University.  
Dominating religion. Source: Data Bank 1975-2005, Administered by Krister Lundell, Åbo 
Akademi University.  
Income distribution. Source: Data Bank 1975-2005, Administered by Krister Lundell, Åbo 
Akademi University.  
World System Position. Source: Classification according to Wejnert, 2005. 
Electoral Formula. Source: A Comparative Data Set 2009, Administered by Krister Lundell, 
Åbo Akademi University.  
Executive Power. Source: A Comparative Data Set 2009, Administered by Krister Lundell, 
Åbo Akademi University.  
 
Swedish summary 
Jämförande studier med ambitionen att förklara länders nivå av demokrati väljer normalt en 
av två vägar. Det ena alternativet, och möjligen det mest frekventa, innebär att man försöker 
förklara länders demokratinivå utifrån egenskaper som man finner inom respektive fall. Oftast 
uttrycks detta genom att man tar fasta på länders ekonomiska utveckling, välstånd och kultur 
och försöker relatera det till deras demokrati. Det andra alternativet betraktar 
demokratiseringsprocesser som fenomen som inte huvudsakligen beror på interna 
karaktäristiska utan som istället beror på spridandet av idéer, det som benämns som diffusion. 
En begränsning som kännetecknar mycket av den rådande forskningen är att kombinationen 
av dessa båda perspektiv sällan förekommer. Den här studien har till uppgift att undersöka 
effekten av diffusion på länders nivå av demokrati samtidigt som länderspecifika egenskaper 
hanteras. 
 
För att beskriva de många relationer som stater idag har med andra länder används ofta 
beteckningen globalisering. Givet att de flesta länder idag har relationer med andra länder 
inom många olika områden förefaller det rimligt att fästa fokus på denna utgångspunkt även 
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när demokratisering diskuteras. Möjligheten att sprida idéer från ett land till ett annat borde 
också idag vara långt större än tidigare. Successivt så har också det forskarsamhälle som 
studerar demokrati accepterat denna verklighetsbeskrivning. Forskning inom både 
kulturgeografi och statsvetenskap har bidragit med viktiga resultat. Man har kunnat leda i 
bevis att demokratier är geografiskt sett samlade och att grannländer ofta har likartade nivåer 
av demokrati. Till och med när viss kontroll sker för de traditionella förklaringarna för 
demokrati visar sig diffusionsfaktorer vara av vikt.  
 
En begränsning i många av dessa studier är dock att de är underspecificerade i relation till 
landkaraktäristiska. Man kontrollerar inte, med andra ord, i tillräckligt hög utsträckning för de 
olika tänkbara faktorerna som är uttryck för länders interna egenskaper och som kan tänkas 
förklara demokratinivå. Genom att pröva tre olika indikatorer för diffusion i relation till två 
olika kategorier av interna förklaringskrafter hanterar denna studie denna brist. Detta sker 
genom en analytisk åtskillnad mellan tre olika nivåer av teoretiskt grundade 
förklaringskrafter. De empiriska testen sker i formen av tvärsnittsanalyser genom i 
huvudsakligen regressionsanalyser på ett material som utgör i princip samtliga av världens 
stater. 
 
Undersökningen ger ett antal intressanta resultat. Effekten av diffusion på demokratinivå 
framstår som oklar men efter omfattande kontroll för exogen variation förefaller det som att 
denna faktor är svag i relation till andra förklaringskrafter. Traditionella förklaringar som 
betydelsen av ekonomisk utveckling och välstånd och religion framstår istället som de 
centrala variablerna. Även det tillägg som på senare år har gjorts till denna teoribildning kan 
verifiera. Det avser att ett ekonomiskt välstånd byggt på oljerikedomar inte har en positiv utan 
istället en negativ relation med demokratinivå.  
 
Sammanfattningsvis är alltså effekten av diffusion utan relevans när vi vill förklara 
variationen i demokrati bland världens stater. Vissa oklarheter existerar alltjämt vilket pekar 
på behovet av fortsatt forskning. Förutom vissa inkonsekventa resultat i regressionsanalyserna 
finns det också länder i datamaterialet vars förhållandevis höga nivå av demokrati är svår att 
förklara. Kanske kan man tänka sig att de fattiga muslimska länderna i Västafrika (Mali, 
Senegal och Sierra Leone) som trots allt är demokratiska är det p.g.a. att något av ett 
demokratiskt kluster har skapats i regionen. Avslutningsvis är det viktigt att understryka att de 
mest heltäckande förklaringarna till demokrati kan ges när förklaringskrafter som motsvarar 
olika analytiska nivåer kombineras. 
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