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ABSTRACT
The democratic performance is declining across a number of
Central and Eastern European Member States of the European
Union, this while regime support has seemingly been steadily
increasing. This dual development leads to questions regarding
whether the democratic performance actually matters for regime
support within a region consisting of countries that are still being
considered as relatively new democracies. The findings from this
study shows that there is a negative connection between higher
levels of democratic performance and regime support within the
countries in this region during the period of 2004–2019.
Nonetheless, higher levels of democratic performance are still
related to higher levels of regime support across the region.
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Introduction

Public support for democracy as a system of governance remains high across Europe
(Claassen 2019; Diamond 2015; Norris 2011) and it has been suggested that the status
of democracy in Europe is more stable than in other regions (Rupnik 2007, 25). Moreover,
a membership to the European Union (EU) has been considered as an anchor that suppo-
sedly stabilises the liberal form of democracy within the Member States (Brusis 2016;
Cirtautas and Schimmelfennig 2010; Rupnik 2007; Rupnik and Zielonka 2013). Neverthe-
less, there are some worrying signs in terms of the actual democratic performance across
the EU (Sitter and Bakke 2019). These signs are the most straightforward across Central
and Eastern Europe (CEE), where a growing number of Member States are considered
to be heading towards a democratic recession (Cianetti, Dawson, and Hanley 2018;
Dawson and Hanley 2016; Matthes 2016; Sedelmeier 2014; Stanley 2019). The most note-
worthy example is Hungary, which in 2020 became the first EU Member State labelled as
an electoral authoritarian regime by the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset (Lühr-
mann et al. 2020). Moreover, after the Law and Justice Party (PiS) returned to power in
Poland 2015, they have “embarked on a programme of illiberal reforms that rivalled
Fidesz for ambition and led to a decline in the quality of democracy swifter and
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steeper than that observed in Hungary” (Stanley 2019, 349). Hence, both countries are
now more or less perceived as cases of “intentional subversion and capture of liberal
democratic institutions” (Stanley 2019, 351). Hanley and Vachudova (2018, 277) further
suggests that the current direction in the Czech Republic, with a government coalition
led by ANO and Prime Minister Andrej Babiš, is slowly turning the Czech Republic into,
what they refer to as, a populist democracy. This is a remarkable development in a
region previously considered as constituting a democratic success story (Cianetti,
Dawson, and Hanley 2018, 244).

Subsequently, there has been a growing scholarly interest in the social- and political
effects derived from these developments across the Central and Eastern European (CEE)
EUMember States during the last decade (e.g. Matthes 2016; Stanley 2019). Notwithstand-
ing the aforementioned countries, there are significant variations in regards to the patterns
of democratic performance observed across this region (Stanley 2019, 344). Furthermore,
democratic regimes are considered to be especially dependent on regime support
(Mishler and Rose 2002) but themacro-level connection between democratic performance
and regime support across a regional CEE setting has so far received limited attention (but
see Christmann 2018; Wagner, Schneider, and Halla 2009). Within the subsequent study,
the regimesmay ormay not be democratic, and the concept of regime support is therefore
used as an indication of the proportion of citizens supporting the regime, irreversibly of
regime type. The research aim of the present study is therefore to test the connection
between democratic performance and regime support across the CEE region over time.

The research approach is limited to study this phenomenon within the context of the
post-communist EU Member States from the CEE region. These are countries that has
been previously considered to be among the post-communist world’s most stable
democracies (Cianetti, Dawson, and Hanley 2018, 243) and now share more common fea-
tures with other EU countries than with non-EU post-communist countries (Brusis 2016;
Rupnik and Zielonka 2013). Even so, this region consists of countries that have developed
both politically and socioeconomically in different directions during especially the last 15
years (Bochsler and Juon 2020). Furthermore, by limiting the study to these countries it
becomes possible to account for the EU membership factor, as these countries together
constitute the newest democracies in the EU. This is also a regional cluster where signifi-
cant variations in the main explanatory variable, democratic performance, has been
observed during the period of interest (Lührmann et al. 2020; Stanley 2019). Considering
everything, this constitutes an adequate regional setting for this type of explanatory
study. As the presence of sufficient levels of regime support is especially important for
democratic consolidation within new, or transitional, democracies (Welzel 2007), the
altogether eleven countries constitute an optimal regional setting for studying the con-
nection between democratic performance and regime support.

The researchquestion that this study seeks to answer ishowdoes thedemocratic perform-
ance affect regime support within and between post-communist countries? Moreover, by
taking both a longitudinal and cross-national approach, this study seeks to identify and
explain general patterns across the CEE region regarding the macro-level connection
between regime support and regime performance and to what extent varied contextual
influences matter for regime support. This article is divided into five main sections. The
first section will present the main political developments across the CEE region post
2004. The second section will focus on what earlier studies have shown in terms of
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country-level variations in regime support. The third section presents the research design,
the dependent and independent variables, the data and the statisticalmultilevel regression
model. The fourth section presents themain findings and the final section concludeswith a
general discussion regarding themain limitationsandcontributionsderived fromthe study.

Democratic performance across CEE

A well-functioning democratic system is expected to possess a good balance between
freedom, equality and control, and the main difference between a democracy and an
autocracy is that the people are expected to constitute a check on the power within a
democracy (Bühlmann et al. 2012). Hence, a democratic system is expected to sustain
itself by effective self-control and rule enforcement by the public (Bernhard 2020, 353).
When a country reaches this status it is usually being referred to as a consolidated democ-
racy, which indicates that democracy has become the only realistic alternative of govern-
ance. Once a country becomes a consolidated democracy, the risk of democratic
regression is considered slight (Linz and Stepan 1996, 14). Democratic backsliding is a
term used to describe an ongoing process of de-democratisation or democratic
regression, even if there is no clear scholarly consensus regarding how to define this
process. In a broad sense, this type of process at least includes “any change of the
formal or informal rules that constitute a political community which reduces that commu-
nity’s ability to guarantee the freedom of choice, freedom from tyranny, or equality in
freedom to citizens and groups of citizens” (Jee, Lueders, and Myrick 2019, 1).

Consequently, democratic backsliding contributes to a stepwise dismantling of societal
elements that the citizens living within democracies are supposed to cherish. Bermeo
(2016, 5) identifies democratic backsliding as “state-led debilation or elimination of any
of the political institutions that sustain an existing democracy”. Moreover, Sitter and
Bakke (2019, 4) suggests that the process of democratic backsliding at any rate involves
some key features, such as a decline in the quality of rule of law and the democratic pro-
cesses, usually combined with an increasing concentration of political power. They further
argue that this is a process that can be proceeded step wise, openly and deliberately.
Although, most scholars seem to agree that the process of democratic backsliding
occurs gradually and mostly under some form of legal disguise (Lührmann and Lindberg
2019, 1095). Thus, democratic backsliding will in this study be used as a concept for
describing an (1) ongoing process that is (2) deliberative and results in the eventual (3)
weakening of democracy.

After the end of the Cold War, the CEE countries entered a phase of market liberalisa-
tion, followed by a period of democratic transition before finally entering a phase of
democratic consolidation when the EU accessions finally materialised after 2004 (Cirtautas
and Schimmelfennig 2010, 422). Initially an EUmembership was considered as being extra
important for consolidating democracy in these countries, as many of them were experi-
encing domestic contestation between liberal and authoritarian political alternatives
during the democratic transition period (Sedelmeier 2014). Nonetheless, after the EU
memberships materialised most of these countries have become regarded as “normal
countries”, in the West European normative sense of the meaning (Schleifer and Treisman
2014, 93). At least prior to the Global Recession (2007–2009), and the following Eurocrisis
(2010–2012), most of the CEE countries were booming with the standard of living rising
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extensively across the region (Krastev 2007, 58). Therefore, the period between the end of
the Cold War and the years following the EU accessions can broadly be described as a
honeymoon-period for the CEE region and these countries were widely considered as
constituting democratic success stories (Cianetti, Dawson, and Hanley 2018, 244).

The Global Recession finally ended this honeymoon-period, as most CEE countries
were forced to implement though austerity measures and unpopular structural reforms
just in order to cope with the economic challenges during the financial crises (Armingeon
and Guthmann 2014, 423). Moreover, the financial crises had a significantly negative
effect on how the EU was perceived by the public across this region (Karv 2019; Van
Erkel and Van der Meer 2016). Another important indirect consequence derived from
the financial crises was that the EU friendly political elites lost much of their credibility
across the region (Matthes 2016, 331). Thus, it has been argued that the financial crises
started a process that has eventually contributed to the weakening of the liberal form
of democracy across the CEE region (Brusis 2016; but see Bochsler and Juon 2020).
Hence, the CEE region is now facing serious democratic difficulties (Cianetti, Dawson,
and Hanley 2018, 244).

Still, over a decade ago Krastev (2007, 56) already declared that the liberal era had
ended within the CEE region while some even questioned whether liberal democracy
was ever really institutionalised to begin with (Dawson and Hanley 2016, 25). According
to Mungiu-Pippidi (2007, 16), these countries might have acted nice during the EU admis-
sion-discussions, but once they were accepted they gradually started to “return to their
old ways”. One of the main reasons why the EU have not been able to counter this devel-
opment is because even if “EU law provides the EU with a limited set of enforceable stan-
dards, it simply does not have comparably strong and comprehensive mechanisms for
putting countries under pressure once admitted” (Batory 2018, 179). Hence, as further
suggested by Mungiu-Pippidi (2007, 16), “when conditionality has faded, the influence
of the EU vanishes like a short-term anesthetic”. Subsequently, it has now become
evident that the EU should not be regarded as a guarantor for the survival of liberal
democracy within the Member States (Uitz 2015, 283). Still, an EU membership might
still be perceived as some kind of assurance for these countries not to develop into
full-blown dictatorships (Keleman 2020, 495).

Anyhow, it is important to remember that after 30 years of democracy the differences
between these countries have also grown. Hence, even if these countries all share a post-
communist political heritage there are significant variations in terms of both the political
and societal developments across the CEE region post EU-accessions. Looking at the
specific countries, and according to Stanley (2019), Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovenia
and Slovakia can now all be considered as constituting stable democracies, as these
countries are showing little signs of democratic backsliding. However, based on the
ongoing political developments across Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland, Stanley
(2019) suggests that these countries now clearly constitute backsliding democracies,
showing evident signs of democratic backsliding. This is particularly interesting, as both
Hungary and Poland were previously regarded as regional leaders in terms of democratic
development (Bernhard 2020, 348). In the Hungarian case this development has been a
continuing process since 2010, and Hungary is thus a country that “has experienced par-
ticularly egregious forms of democratic backsliding” (Jee, Lueders, and Myrick 2019, 20).
Over time, the Fidesz led government has subsequently managed to transform both the
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constitutional framework and system of governance in Hungary (Brusis 2016, 5). In terms
of the three most recent EU Member States, the democratic transition within Bulgaria,
Romania and Croatia have so far lagged behind the other CEE countries, and Stanley
(2019) therefore suggests that these three countries should be considered as “arrested
developers”, so far even failing to reach even the initial status as consolidated democra-
cies. This further increases the risk of democratic backsliding across these countries (see
Appendix Figure A1 for country-level developments regarding democratic performance
2004–2019).

Regime support

The public is the only legitimate source of political power within democracies, and the
public constitutes the main check on power within a democratic political system. More-
over, sufficient levels of public support is considered as critical for the viability of
regimes and for the effectiveness of governing institutions within any type of political
community (Easton 1965; Lipset 1959; Waldron-Moore 1999). It has been assumed the
regime support should increase the more democratic a regime is, as a democratic
regime is expected to follow the public preferences which in turn should boost
support (Rose and Mishler 2002, 1–2). Nonetheless, even when public support for democ-
racy remains high previously stable democracies can begin to dissolve from within due to
a change in the political policies proceeded or in the public preferences (Wodak 2019). In
order to understand the system importance of regime support, the most commonly used
theoretical foundation for researchers are the works of Easton (1965, 1975). Easton
created a framework for assessing the risk of system collapse, and as a result developed
the concept of system support as “the major summary variable linking a system to its
environment” (1965, 156). Easton’s main argument was, in short, that the lower the
levels of system support the higher the risk of system collapse. Still, as a political
system is too complex as a creation to be evaluated directly by the public, Easton
further differentiated between three main political objects of a political system towards
which support might be directed. These together constitute the main pillars of any pol-
itical system: the political authorities, the political regime and the political community.
In the Eastonian sense, the regime refers to the underlying fundaments of a political com-
munity, or “arrangements of authority roles” (Easton 1975, 448). Hence, in accordance
with Easton, the regime as a theoretical concept is frequently being used in reference
to a system of governance within a political community (Mishler and Rose 2002; Norris
2011) and that is also how the concept is perceived in this study.

Furthermore, in order to account for the varying levels of perceived system importance
of various kinds of attitudes, Easton distinguished between two main types of support:
specific and diffuse. From a system support perspective, longer periods of dissatisfaction
with the political authorities will over time affect support for the regime and finally
support towards the political community at the most system important, or diffuse,
level. In line with this reasoning, a “decline in regime support might provoke a basic chal-
lenge to political institutions or calls for reform in government procedures” (Dalton 2014,
257). At that point, the foundations of the political system are severely threatened. Hence,
if the political authorities are not able to counter or stop the declining levels of regime
support, the long-term viability of the regime is set to become increasingly challenged.
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Conversely, when the political authorities responsible for governing are perceived to be
performing well, it is expected to transform into support both for the governing insti-
tutions and for the underlying system of governance (Weatherford 1987).

Explaining country-level variations in regime support

The research interest for the subsequent study is the kind of support primarily directed
towards the functioning and workings of the regime. This kind of support is more
diffuse in character than support for the political authorities as it is considered to be
directed towards the workings of the regime institutions, processes and principles
(Norris 2011). Hence, country-level variations in this kind of support should be traced
to the actual, or perceived, regime performances (Easton 1975, 448–449), and is sub-
sequently an expression of varying public evaluations regarding the effectiveness of a
regime (Klingemann 1999). Country levels of regime support are therefore expected to
vary based on regime performances (Armingeon and Guthmann 2014; Christmann
2018; Cordero and Simón 2016; Van der Meer and Hakhverdian 2017). Hence, when
there are fluctuations in regime support it is expected to be traced to contextual-level
developments within the country (Easton 1965, 22). Still, the public differs in the emphasis
put on different types of regime performances across countries (Norris 2011).

In line with the findings from previous studies, effective governance should result in
higher levels of regime support within countries over time, independently of whether
the regime is a consolidated democracy or an autocracy (Magalhaes 2014, 40). Across
post-communist countries, it has been shown that the public primarily evaluates the
regime performance based on economic or institutional developments (Mishler and
Rose 2005; Quaranta and Martini 2016), and the importance of democratic performance
might therefore not be as important within transitional- as within consolidated democra-
cies (Rose and Mishler 2002). Nevertheless, if the public expresses high levels of support
for democracy as a system of governance, which has been the case across the CEE region
(Cordero and Simón 2016), the democratic performance might also have an impact on
regime support. Consequently, negative democratic performance might contribute to
lower levels of regime support when or if these developments are being felt (Magalhaes
2014).

According to the instrumental view of regime support, the economic performance
has a significant influence on regime support within democracies, with better economic
conditions creating higher levels of regime support (Magalhaes 2014; Quaranta and
Martini 2016). Likewise, this has also been shown to be true within authoritarian
systems (Park 1991, 745) and therefore, “nondemocratic regimes may enjoy a high
level of political support – even while denying rights to the people – if such regimes
can deliver economic well-being and good governance” (Chang, Chu, and Welsh
2013, 150–151). In its essence, the economic performance is a very straightforward cri-
terion used by the public to evaluate regime performance (Van Erkel and Van der Meer
2016, 179). The economic performance has therefore been shown to be a strong predic-
tor for explaining the variations in regime support over time, while the institutional
quality has been better at explaining the variations between countries (Van der Meer
and Hakhverdian 2017). Higher quality political institutions is expected to predict
higher levels of regime support between countries (Anderson and Tverdova 2003;
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Van der Meer and Hakhverdian 2017; Wagner, Schneider, and Halla 2009), and better
institutional performance might contribute to higher levels of regime support within
countries over time (Chang, Chu, and Welsh 2013).

Institutional quality is often measured by levels of corruption in comparative studies
and corruption levels have been shown to be a crucial determinant in cross-national ana-
lyses (Hakhverdian and Mayne 2012). Widespread corruption has been described as “the
most pervasive threat to the rule of law” (Mishler and Rose 2002, 10) and ingrained insti-
tutional corruption thereby make some countries even more vulnerable for democratic
backsliding (Börzel and Langbein 2019). Van der Meer and Hakhverdian (2017, 98) expli-
citly suggested that the “more widespread corrupt practices are, the less citizens trust
national political institutions and the less they express satisfaction with the functioning
of democracy”. Furthermore, as most CEE countries suffer from culturally ingrained cor-
ruption (Batory 2018), regime success with solving corruption problems has been
shown to result in higher levels of regime support (Linde 2012). Furthermore, higher
levels of income inequality have been shown to evoke more positive attitudes towards
non-democratic authoritarian alternatives (Solt 2012) while also reducing public
support for democracy (Krieckhaus et al. 2013).

Research design, data and methods

The data set consists of a pooled sample of 11 post-communist countries, covering the
period of 2004–2019. The study is therefore limited to only include countries from a
region united by their shared post-communist political heritage (Rupnik 2007, 17),
similar levels of economic development (Batory 2018, 169) and the EU membership.
These are Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland,
Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia. The empirical research purpose is to assess how time-
varying contextual-level factors affect macro-level trends of regime support at two
analytical levels: within countries and between countries over time. Thus, as the model
deals with two substantive levels of analysis, time and countries, a multilevel method is
necessary (Bliese, Chan, and Ployhart 2007; Snijders 1996).

According to Fairbrother (2014, 125), using a multilevel model allows for a cross-sec-
tional and longitudinal analysis, as “it provides a direct investigation of social change
without assuming that the longitudinal relationship is the same as the cross-sectional
one”. Moreover, a multilevel model is considered suitable “for analyses of complex
data structures where units are grouped, and a given unit’s expected value on the
dependent variable depends on the group(s) to which it belongs” (Fairbrother and
Martin 2013, 353). Thus, this study adopts a linear mixed model (LMM), which is a stat-
istical model that makes it possible to incorporate multilevel hierarchies in the analysis
(Edwards 2000). By using a LMM, it becomes possible to add contextual-level covariates
that are allowed to vary between countries, referred to as random effects. Moreover, a
LMM is considered as “particularly suited for analyzing correlated outcomes which are
continuous” (Edwards 2000, 334). Given that the LMM is also a very flexible regression
model, it becomes particularly useful for analysing aggregated country-level dataset
(Papadimitropoulou et al. 2019). The technique is therefore both possible and suitable
to use for cross-sectional and longitudinal datasets consisting of aggregated country-
level data (Snijders 1996, 405), but it should still be noted that it is a statistical technique
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that has so far been predominantly used for combining individual- with contextual level
data (Fairbrother 2014).

The dependent variable used in the model is the aggregated year-specific country
levels of regime support. Moreover, in order to differentiate between different types of
regime support (Easton 1965; Norris 2011), two measurements of regime support are
included: trust in government and satisfaction with how democracy works in the
country (hereafter democratic satisfaction). Starting with political trust, it is derived
from an evaluation of the object by a subject (Van der Meer and Hakhverdian 2017).
There is a widespread assumption amongst scholars that trust is critical for legitimising
the authority of regimes, as political trust is assumed to link ordinary citizens to the pol-
itical institutions that are created to represent them, thereby enhancing both the legiti-
macy, stability and effectiveness of these political institutions (Mishler and Rose 2001,
30). In short, the presence of political trust indicates, “that members would feel that
their own interests would be attended to even if the authorities were exposed too
little supervision or scrutiny” (Easton 1975, 447). Accordingly, political trust is considered
as a basic evaluative attitude towards the workings of the political institutions (Miller
1974, 952) and is widely used within studies as an attitudinal expression of regime
support (Armingeon and Guthmann 2014; Norris 2011). In new democracies, political
trust is expected to be even more critical for political stability, as these types of countries
typically inherit some kind of a trust deficit from their former regimes (Linz and Stepan
1996; Mishler and Rose 2005; Rose and Mishler 2002). Aggregated levels of trust in gov-
ernment is therefore widely used in macro-level studies as a measurement of regime
support (Kim 2010; Miller 1974), and will subsequently be used for that purpose here.

If trust in government is expected to reflect public evaluations of the functioning of the
political institutions, democratic satisfaction closer reflects public evaluations of how the
decision-making process works (Norris 2011, 44). Still, these two measurements of regime
support have been shown to be closely correlated at the individual level (Christensen and
Laegreid 2005). Furthermore, democratic satisfaction is understood to be more diffuse in
character and thus not as prone to fluctuations, like for example trust in government
(Mishler and Rose 2001; Norris 2011). Within empirical studies, survey items measuring
democratic satisfaction have become widely used measurements of process-related
regime support (Anderson and Tverdova 2003; Cordero and Simón 2016; Linde 2012;
Norris 2011; Waldron-Moore 1999). Even though the word “democracy” is a symbol
that individuals are prone to understand differently across countries, and hence not
optimal for cross-country analyses (Mishler and Rose 2002, 13), this indicator is in its
essence a reflection of regime performance (Armingeon and Guthmann 2014; Quaranta
and Martini 2016). One clear advantage with using survey data provided by Eurobarom-
eter (EB) is that it allows for both a cross-national and a longitudinal perspective in terms
of regime support across the CEE region, and EB has gathered country-specific survey data
across this region from 2004. It thus constitutes the obvious data source for this kind of
research approach (Hobolt and de Vries 2016, 416–417).1

The main independent variable of interest for this research purpose is country year-
specific levels of democratic performance. It is, however, a well-established assumption
that “measuring democracy is not an easy task” (Bühlmann et al. 2012, 519). The basis
of all comparative measurements of democratic performance centres on distinguishing
high-quality democracies from low-quality ones (Diamond and Morlino 2004). Although,
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as previously suggested, internal processes of democratic backsliding can occur in various
forms and are not always easily observable (Jee, Lueders, and Myrick 2019). According to
Diamond and Morlino (2004, 22), a “good democracy” at least includes stable political
institutions, political equality and free elections, but as they further suggested, “there is
no objective way of deriving a single framework of democratic quality, right and true
for all societies”. Hence, no single measurement of democratic performance is able to
account for all the essential elements of what constitutes a high- or low-quality democ-
racy, as many simultaneous processes of democratic backsliding are occurring simul-
taneously. Consequently, it is necessary to include a number of measurements to
account for various types of democratic performances in order to identify broader
patterns.

Based on country-expert assessments, the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset dis-
tinguishes between a number of high-level principles of democracy, and from those dis-
tinctions a number of different democracy indices, measuring to what extent a specific
democracy related ideal is achieved, are created (Coppedge et al. 2020). All of these
indices run on a continuous scale from 0 to 1, with a higher value indicating a higher
level of democracy quality. The V-Dem dataset is now widely used by scholars for
similar purposes (Claassen 2020; Mechkova, Lührmann, and Lindberg 2017; Stanley
2019). Hence, in order to account for various aspects of democratic performance, two indi-
cators of democratic performance, drawn from version 10 of V-Dem, are utilised in this
study. The first indicator is the Electoral Democracy Index (EDI), which measures to what
extent the ideal of an electoral democracy, based on Dahl’s (1971) classic guidelines, is
being achieved within a country. This measurement thereby reflects the quality of free
elections, universal suffrage, freedom of association and expression across countries
(Teorell et al. 2018). The second indicator, the Liberal Democracy Index (LDI), measures
the quality of democracy by the limits placed on government, such as the quality of
the rule of law, the independence of the judiciary and the effectiveness of institutional
checks and balances. Even if the LDI also takes the level of electoral democracy into
account, the index mainly captures a different perspective of democratic performance
related to the more liberal form of democracy that is promoted by the EU (Claassen
2019, 121–122; Coppedge et al. 2020).2 As it is necessary to further control for data
source, the Freedom House Index, measuring the extent of civil liberties and political
rights across countries, is also included in the model as a robustness test (Högström
2013).3 For a similar research purpose, the Democracy Barometer might have also been
used (Bühlmann et al. 2012), but as the dataset available did not include data post
2017 it was not possible here.

In order to control for the most notorious country-level predictors of regime support
used by scholars, two categories related to the economic and institutional performance
of the countries, consisting of two determinants each, are further included in the
model. Considering the economic performance of countries, country-specific annual
unemployment rates reflect the short-term economic performances, and varying levels
of unemployment are therefore expected to affect regime support over time, with
higher levels of unemployment expected to contribute to declining levels of regime
support (Quaranta and Martini 2016). In order to control also for the difference
between richer and poorer CEE countries, a variable for GDP per capita, is also included
in the model as an indicator of the socioeconomic development across the region

EAST EUROPEAN POLITICS 69



(Claassen 2020; Magalhaes 2014).4 Eurostat provided annual data on economic perform-
ance, as the data enables comparisons across the CEE region over time.

Considering the institutional performance and institutional quality, the model will
further account for country-level variations in non-corruption and income inequality.
For this purpose, data derived from the Corruption Perception Index (CPI), provided by
Transparency International, is included in the model (Anderson and Tverdova 2003; Claas-
sen 2020; Van der Meer and Dekker 2011; Van Erkel and Van der Meer 2016). The index
ranks countries in terms of the pervasiveness of corruption, with the estimates derived
from expert assessments and opinion surveys.5 It should, however, be noted that this
index has been widely criticised. Still, limited to the context of the CEE region it can be
considered as a valid measurement of country-level corruption levels (Charron 2016).
The country levels of economic inequality are measured by the Gini Index derived from
Eurostat data, which is widely used to measure and compare the levels of income inequal-
ity across countries.6

Analysis

To begin with, an overview of country-level trends in regime support across the CEE
region 2004–2019 is presented below in Figure 1, based on both measurements of
regime support.

Looking at this period, regime support seemingly peaked across the CEE region in
2019, both in terms of trust in government and democratic satisfaction. Narrowing
down to only a ten-year period from 2009 to 2019, the mean levels of trust in government
have increased with over ten percentage points, while the mean levels of democratic sat-
isfaction have increased with over 24 percentage points, across the CEE region. Especially
Hungary stands out during this period; with levels of democratic satisfaction increasing
with 36.5 percentage points and trust in government increasing with 33.5 percentage
points. This after ten-years of continuous Fidesz-rule. Continuing with the other two back-
sliding democracies (Stanley 2019), the levels of democratic satisfaction increased with
16.3 percentage points in Czech Republic and with 23.9 percentage points in Poland,
while trust in government increased with 4.3 percentage points in Czech Republic and
with 21.3 percentage points in Poland between 2009 and 2019. By scrutinising the
country-specific trends, it becomes evident that regime support tends to fluctuate over
time across the region. Furthermore, as becomes clear when looking at the overall
trend during this period, the country levels of regime support have increased significantly
during this period, and this especially since 2013. This is a surge possibly connected to the
end of the Eurocrisis (Cordero and Simón 2016). Furthermore, within-country develop-
ments in regards to both indicators of regime support broadly follows the same patterns,
even though there are some minor exceptions. At least in terms of the three backsliding
democracies, there initially seems to be a negative relationship between democratic per-
formance and regime support over time. This assumption is further supported by the
results from a bivariate correlation analysis, presented in Table 1.

In the next step of the analysis, and following Söderlund, Wass, and Grofman (2011,
100–101), the results from the LMM analysis are presented. Hereafter the country based
regime performance measurements are modelled as a combination of (1) their mean
values across time for each Member State and (2) year specific values for each Member
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State and measurement of public support (the variable is therefore cluster-mean centred,
i.e. the deviation from the Member State mean). LMMs allow the model to consider both
time-invariant (mean) and time-varying (year-specific) covariates as predictors of a

Figure 1. Regime support across CEE countries, country-level mean values 2004–2019.
Sources: Standard Eurobarometer survey data 2004–2019.
Notes: Data for “satisfaction with democracy” 2008 is missing, as the survey item was not included by
EB in any of the two Standard EB surveys 2008. For comparative purposes, mean values of regime
support across the CEE (N = 11) is also included in the figure.

Table 1. Regime support and democracy development correlation,
2004–2019.

Trust in National Governmant Democracy satisfaction

Bulgaria −0.04 −0.59*
Croatia −0.05 −0.31
Czech Republic −0.28 −0.58*
Estonia −0.31 −0.19
Hungary −0.44* −0.67**
Latvia 0.01 0.23
Lithuania −0.52* −0.61**
Poland −0.72** −0.57*
Romania −0.31 −0.41
Slovakia 0.31 −0.24
Slovenia −0.59** −0.56*
Notes: Pearson’s correlation estimates; One-tailed test of significance. *p < 0.05;
**p < 0.01.
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continuous dependent variable. In the model, the mean values account for the between
countries variability, and the measurement-specific values account for the within
countries variability (or the regime support measurement-specific deviation from the
cluster mean). The rationale for including the cluster mean as a separate covariate is in
order to more directly assess whether the between and within countries effects differ,
which is necessary for this research purpose (see Appendix Table A1 for descriptive
data on the variables included in the model). The main results from the analyses are pre-
sented below in Table 2, including values reflecting the regression estimates, standard
errors, variance components and the explained variance, following Lahuis et al. (2014),
achieved by the multilevel models.

The findings presented suggest that regime performance clearly predicts regime
support, which is in line with the literature. Still, not all types of regime performances
affect regime support and the type of regime performance that matters does not
matter equally for the two kinds of regime support. Thus, it is evident that these two
measurements of regime support neither are measuring the same thing nor are they
equally affected by regime performance across the CEE region. Furthermore, both the
economic and institutional performances indicators turned out to be statistically signifi-
cant determinants for the within and between countries variations in regime support.
In terms of the statistical effects, the within-country effects were stronger in relation to
democratic satisfaction than trust in government, and the variance explained within
countries were also higher.

Discussion

The findings suggest that higher levels of democratic performance predicts higher levels
of regime support between countries, which is in line with the findings from earlier
studies (Christmann 2018; Magalhaes 2014). On the other hand, declining levels of demo-
cratic performance were related to higher levels of regime support over time. Looking at
the country-specific correlations between democratic performance and regime support,
the connection becomes even clearer, with the correlations in Hungary, Poland, Lithuania
and Slovenia being statistically significant for both types of regime support. As better
democratic performance was expected to contribute to higher levels of support for
democracy as a system of governance among democracies (Magalhaes 2014), these
findings suggest that there is instead a reversed relation in terms of regime support
across the CEE region. Thus, the assumption that regime support should increase the
more democratic a regime becomes is not supported by these findings. Nevertheless,
as the findings are based solely on a sample of eleven countries covering a 15-year
period the connection is in need of more scrutiny in order to make broader generalis-
ations. Still, as the connection remains statistically significant for each measurement of
democratic performance, and even after controlling for the most widely used explanatory
indicators, the findings seem initially robust for the explicit context of the post-commu-
nist Member States of the EU.

Moreover, by controlling for a number of contextual-level determinants in the statisti-
cal model it was possible to confirm a number of macro-level connections between
regime performance and regime support, such as the impact of economic and insti-
tutional performance on regime support. Nonetheless, this type of macro-level study
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Table 2. Predicting varying country levels of regime support 2004–2019.a

Dependent variable Trust in national government Satisfaction with national democracy

Between-country effects Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Democratic quality
Electoral Democracy Index 0.03 (0.49) 1.64** (0.43)
Liberal Democracy Index 0.10 (0.37) 0.97* (0.41)
Freedom House Index 0.21 (0.78) 1.90 (0.88)

Economic quality
Unemployment 0.09 (1.01) 0.02 (0.93) 0.14 (0.82) −2.10* (0.90) −1.26 (1.02) −0.22 (0.92)
GDP per capita −0.98* (0.42) −1.01* (0.40) −1.00* (0.38) −0.91* (0.37) −0.67 (0.44) −0.51 (0.43)

Institutional quality
Income inequality −1.35 (0.73) −1.35 (0.72) −1.33 (0.72) −1.07 (0.65) −0.93 (0.80) −0.56 (0.81)
Non-corruption 1.64** (0.44) 1.59** (0.46) 1.58** (0.47) 0.40 (0.39) 0.38 (0.51) 0.36 (0.53)

Within-country effects
Democratic performance
Electoral Democracy Index −0.22 (0.13) −0.25* (0.12)
Liberal Democracy Index −0.18 (0.10) −0.18* (0.09)
Freedom House Index −0.37 (0.20) −0.51** (0.18)

Economic performance
Unemployment −0.88*** (0.22) −0.88*** (0.22) −0.91*** (0.22) −1.27*** (0.21) −1.28*** (0.21) −1.29*** (0.20)
GDP per capita −0.17 (0.12) −0.16 (0.12) −0.19 (0.12) 0.10 (0.12) 0.10 (0.12) 0.06 (0.12)

Institutional performance
Income inequality −0.00 (0.36) 0.04 (0.36) −0.02 (0.36) 0.46 (0.32) 0.52 (0.33) 0.45 (0.32)
Non-corruption 0.35* (0.15) 0.34* (0.15) 0.39** (0.15) 0.58*** (0.14) 0.57*** (0.14) 0.63*** (0.14)

Random effects
Residual (Null model) 66.62*** (7.33) 66.62*** (7.33) 66.62*** (7.33) 92.43*** (10.60) 92.43*** (10.60) 92.43***(10.60)
Residual (Full model) 46.05*** (5.54) 45.97*** (5.53) 45.90*** (5.52) 35.27*** (0.44) 35.27*** (4.44) 34.44*** (4.34)
Intercept (Null model) 72.04*** (32.50) 72.04*** (32.50) 72.04*** (32.50) 82.94*** (38.04) 82.94*** (38.04) 82.94***(38.04)
Intercept (Full model) 28.13*** (13.38) 27.46*** (13.08) 27.76*** (13.21) 21.91*** (10.48) 34.94*** (16.06) 36.91***(16.84)
Pseudo R-squares
Between 0.61 0.62 0.62 0.74 0.58 0.56
Within 0.31 0.31 0.31 0.62 0.62 0.63
Countries 11 11 11 11 11 11
Observations 176 176 176 163 163 163

Sources: Own elaboration, Standard Eurobarometer, Eurostat, V-Dem, Freedom House and Transparency International.
Notes: Linear mixed model (LMM) regressions. Regression estimates unstandardised. Maximum likelihood estimates. Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. Pseudo
R-square values computed based on the guidelines provided by Lahuis et al. (2014). Effects that are statistically significant in bold.

aOnly the findings from the analyses including control variables are presented in the table. However, it should be noted that without the control variables there were also statistically significant
relations between all three measurements of democratic performance and trust in government within countries over time.
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just scratches the surface of a complex issue, and hence this study only functions as an
introduction to deeper, and more statistically advanced, analyses. Still, the findings pre-
sented in this study shows that the democratic performance of countries affects the
regime evaluations within new and transitional democracies. Hence, macro-level
studies focusing on explaining country-level variations in regime support should also
start controlling for the democratic performance of countries. Future studies should
try to study this connection also at the individual level, possibly identifying the charac-
teristics of those individuals expressing higher levels of regime support across this
region.

Conclusions

This article has addressed the development between democratic performance and
regime support across the CEE region during the period between 2004 and 2019 in
order to identify patterns of similarities. Even though the strengthening and safeguard-
ing of liberal democracy is an outspoken goal of the EU (Börzel and Schimmelfennig
2017, 291), liberal democracy is clearly eroding across the CEE region (Dawson and
Hanley 2016, 2). According to Keleman (2020, 494), the EU is now even in a situation
referred to as authoritarian equilibrium, suggesting that the EU is “now providing a hos-
pitable environment for aspiring autocrats”. Following the guidelines from the system
support theory (Easton 1965, 1975), longer periods of high levels of specific support
should transform into the more diffuse kind of support for the system of governance,
no matter if the system is liberal, illiberal or authoritarian. Thus, as long as the govern-
ments are improving the everyday living conditions the public might be willing to
accept a stepwise dismantling of liberal democracy in favour of, for instance, a more
illiberal type of democracy. At least in the short-run. However, it will become increas-
ingly difficult for the public to reverse course once an illiberal democracy has been
firmly established within any type of national setting. Given that high levels of
regime support remain crucial for the survival of democracies and non- democracies
alike (Claassen 2019; Easton 1965), the connection between regime support and demo-
cratic performance across the CEE region does not offer any comfort for European lib-
erals. Hence, for the future of liberal democracy across the EU, and for the future of
the EU in general (Sitter and Bakke 2019, 15), there are apparent reasons to worry
about this development.

Even as the ongoing “populist and anti-liberal wave” (Bugarič and Ginsburg 2016, 1)
have affected most parts of Europe, the country-specific effects differ. Thus, even
though a lot of the political and scholarly focus have been on the developments across
the CEE region, there are also reasons to look closer at the political developments in a
number of West European countries, as it is impossible to “be certain that any democracy
– no matter how long-standing – is consolidated” (Claassen 2020, 51). Furthermore,
according to Wodak (2019, 208), a process of “shameless normalization” has also been
occurring within established Western democracies such as Austria, the UK, Italy and the
Netherlands. As Claassen (2020) has shown, public support for democracy can also start
to decline within established democracies, which is in line with Lipset’s (1959, 89) argu-
ment that “even in legitimate systems, a breakdown of effectiveness, repeatedly or for
a long period, will endanger its stability”. Therefore, the main conclusion derived from
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this study is that the increasing levels of regime support combined with democratic back-
sliding in a growing number of countries across the CEE region might even start consti-
tutes a key challenge for the future of liberal democracy in the EU. Thus, these findings
add support to Rupnik’s (2007, 22) warning that these countries might over time start
to undermine the EU from within.

Economic breakdowns have been shown to contribute to democratic recessions
(Bernhard, Reenock, and Nordstrom 2003), and in this sense the fallouts of the
Global Recession and the Eurocrisis might have just accelerated an inevitable
process. Since the start of the Global Recession, populist radical right parties with illib-
eral political programmes have entered government in Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria, Slo-
vakia, Czech Republic and Estonia (Bochsler and Juon 2020). Once they are in a
governing position, these parties have also been shown to start undermining the
liberal form of democracy in their respective countries (Huber and Schimpf 2016).
Hence, a growing number of scholars have started to argue that the CEE region is
now simply experiencing a reversed wave of democratisation (Bochsler and Juon
2020; Diamond 2015). This development could further start to accelerate after the fall-
outs of the COVID-19 pandemic are being felt across the CEE region. It is not farfetched
to expect that the outcome of the pandemic will contribute to spikes in nationalism,
declining levels of economic growth and the further weakening of the EÚs possibilities
of affecting national level political developments. The findings presented in this study
suggests that the public across CEE countries are at least not being bothered with
democratic backsliding, and might even welcome it, as long as other types of societal
elements are improving.

From a broader perspective, the evidence provided by this study further suggest
that the previously established assumption concerning the relation between demo-
cratic consolidation and democratic perseverance is not necessarily true. It has been
suggested that there should be little risk of democratic backsliding once a country
reaches the status of consolidated democracy (Linz and Stepan 1996), an assumption
based on a notion that at such stage of democratic development the democratic
system should be able to sustain itself by effective self-control by the public (Bernhard
2020). Democratic performance across the CEE region peaked between 2011 and 2012,
according to the LDI, when seven of the countries reached the regime status as liberal
democracies but in 2019 only Estonia, Latvia and Slovenia remained at that level (Lühr-
mann et al. 2020). Hence, scholars might have misjudged the desire of the public to
exercise effective self-control for the safeguarding of a more liberal democratic
regime type. The findings from this study moreover suggest that the public is
willing to continue supporting a regime even after it enters a transition period
towards a less liberal form. Notwithstanding that, most Europeans still prefer democ-
racy to other forms of governance but a development towards a less liberal form of
governance does not seem to be a deal breaker in terms of continuing regime
support, at least not as long as other regime elements are seemingly improving.
Reaching the regime status of a consolidated liberal democracy, in addition to
being an EU Member State, is thus clearly no guarantee for the perseverance of the
liberal form of democratic governance in Europe. Hence, scholars should be careful
not to overestimate the importance that the public actually puts on living in a
liberal form of democratic regime.

EAST EUROPEAN POLITICS 75



Notes

1. The Standard EB surveys are collected twice a year (spring and fall), and since the fall of 2004
(EB 62), all of the CEE countries included in the empirical part of this study are regularly
included in the survey. Moreover, in order to create comparable country-year values, a
mean value based on the spring and fall editions is created for each country-year (Christmann
2018). Hence, original survey data from, altogether, 30 different surveys is utilised in this
study. Country-year specific values for “Trust in the national government” are created from
using the EB survey question: “I would like to ask you a question of how much trust you
have in certain institutions. For each of the following institutions, please tell me if you
tend to trust it or tend not to trust it?” Percentage points in Figure 1 is showing country-
year mean values answering “Tend to trust”, with “Dońt know” answers excluded. Country-
year specific values for “Satisfaction with national democracy” are created from using the
EB survey question: “On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied
or not at all satisfied with the way democracy works in (OUR COUNTRY)?” Percentage
points in Figure 1 showing country-year mean values answering either “Very satisfied” or
“Fairly satisfied”, with “Dońt know” answers excluded.

2. The scale for the EDI and LDI indices have been adjusted from 0–1 to 0–100. Hence, an orig-
inal value of 0.11 is 11 in the dataset.

3. The Freedom in the World values used here are based on the aggregated values for all cat-
egories combined, ranging from 0 to 100, with a value of 100 indicating full freedom. These
values are hence more generalisable than the V-Dem measurements, which differ between
different elements of democracy. However, the Freedom House measurements that are
based on expert assessments have also been blamed to be biased in favour of allies of the
USA (Steiner 2016).

4. The values for GDP per capita are in PPS (purchasing power parity) and calculated in relation
to the EU28 average, set to equal 100. If a country’s average is higher than 100, the country’s
average per head is higher than the EU average.

5. The Corruption Perceptions index ranges from 0 to 100, with higher values indicating lower
levels of corruption.

6. The Gini Index measures the wealth distribution of a country’s population, ranging from 0 to
100, with a lower value indicating lower levels of income inequality.
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Appendices

Figure A1. Democratic performance across CEE countries (adjusted scales), country-level values 2004–
2019.
Sources: V-Dem and Freedom House.
Notes: The V-Dem scales have been adjusted for the empirical purpose in the statistical analyses.
Hence, a V-Dem value of for instance 0.11 has been changed to 11.
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Table A1. Descriptive statistics of the variables used in the statistical model.
Variables Level Obeserv. Mean S.D. Min Max
Trust in government Country-year 176 29.6 11.8 10 71
Satisfaction with democracy Country-year 163 38.0 13.3 14 70
Electoral Democracy Index (EDI) Country-mean 11 80.6 7.3 67 90
Liberal Democracy Index (LDI) Country-mean 11 70.8 9.5 51 84
Freedom House Index Country-mean 11 88.5 4.4 82 95
GDP per capita in PPS (EU28=100) Country-mean 11 41.7 12.6 20.2 67.4
Unemployment (%) Country-mean 11 8.9 2.1 5.6 12.4
Non-corruption (CPI) Country-mean 11 50.5 8.0 40 67
Income inequality (Gini Index) Country-mean 11 30.7 4.6 23.8 35.9
Electoral Democracy Index (EDI) Country-year 176 −0.1 4.9 −24 12
Liberal Democracy Index (LDI) Country-year 176 0.2 6.2 −25 16
Freedom House Index Country-year 176 −0.1 3.2 −15 8
GDP per capita in PPS (EU28=100) Country-year 175 −0.2 6.4 −24.6 16.3
Unemployment (%) Country-year 176 0.0 3.1 −6.2 9.7
Non-corruption (CPI) Country-year 176 −0.1 5.3 −18 11
Income inequality (Gini Index) Country-year 149 −0.0 1.6 −4.4 5.8

Notes: Observ. = observations, S.D. = standard deviation, Min = minimum, Max = maximum. Satisfaction with democracy
values missing for 2008 (all), 2011–2012 (Croatia). GDP per capita values missing for 2019 (Croatia). Income inequality
index values missing for 2004 (Slovenia, Latvia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Croatia, Slovakia,
Bulgaria), 2005 (Croatia, Bulgaria, Romania), 2006–2009 (Croatia), 2019 (Estonia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia, Slo-
venia, Lithuania, Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia).
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