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Abstract 
 
More democratic countries are often expected to fail at providing a fast, strong, and effective 
response when facing a crisis such as COVID-19. This could result in higher infections and 
more negative health effects, but hard evidence to prove this claim is missing for the new 
disease. Studying the association with five different democracy measures, this study shows that 
while the infection rates of the disease do indeed appear to be higher for more democratic 
countries so far, their observed case fatality rates are lower. There is also a negative association 
between case fatality rates and government attempts to censor media. However, such censorship 
relates positively to the infection rate.  
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Description of the Data  
 

The used measures of democracy are: The Freedom House’s Political Rights Index (FH 

Political Rights), the Freedom House’s Civil Rights Index (FH Civil Liberties), the Freedom 

House Total Democracy Score (FH Total), the Polity’s Democracy Index (Polity’s Democracy 

Index), and Electoral Democracy Index of the V-Dem Institute. The Freedom House Political 

Rights Index is calculated by awarding a country a score from 0 to 4 in 10 political rights 

indicators under 3 categories, which are electoral processes, political pluralism, and the 

functioning of government. Freedom House Civil Rights Index scores are calculated by using 

questions under 4 categories: freedom of expression and belief, associational and organizational 

rights, rule of law, and personal autonomy and individual rights. Freedom House Total 

Democracy Index scores are calculated by simply adding Political Rights and Civil Liberties 

indices.  

 FH total generally changes due to significant developments in political rights and civil 

liberties. FH political rights index concentrates on political corruption, interests of minority 

groups, and rights of the opposition groups. FH Civil Liberties focus on media independence, 

the presence of a fair legal system, education, freedom of assembly, expression and religion, 

and trade union activities (Freedom House, 2020). Polity’s Democracy Index is calculated by 

considering many factors such as institutional constraints of power, the competitiveness of 

political participation, and electoral processes (Marshall and Gurr, 2020). The Electoral 

Democracy Index has values with a range from 0 to 1. It measures the responsiveness of the 

rulers to citizens, achieved through electoral competition for the electorate’s approval. It 

explicitly captures Dahl’s (1971) concept of polyarchy that beyond electoral competition 

includes freedom of expression/media as well as associational freedom. It is thus much broader 

conceptually and more demanding empirically than e.g. Polity. (Coppedge et al., 2019 and 

2020; Teorell et al., 2019; Lindberg et al., 2014). 

 Control variables are the Gini coefficient, tourism revenue per capita, Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) per capita, the population of people aged 65 and above as a percentage of the 

total population, the share of health expenditures per capita, number of medical doctors per 

1000 population, and hospital beds per 1000 population. We also use a Government Censorship 

Effort Index, which was developed by the V-Dem Institute, and a measure for the country's 

"testing policy" (Hale et al., 2020) to check for misreporting (under-reporting of confirmed 

cases and the number of deaths). The Government Censorship Effort variable measures the 
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degree of government censorship of media and press with positive numbers in a continuous 

way where a rising value indicates lower censorship. Testing policy is a sub-index of the 

Government Response Stringency Index (GRSI) developed by the Oxford COVID-19 

government response tracker (Hale et al., 2020). GRSI is a measure based on nineteen response 

indicators such as school and workplace closures and travel bans. The Testing Policy variable 

takes values between 0-3 where 0 means no response and 3 means maximum stringent response 

of daily data collected over the COVID-19 period averaged to obtain a non-zero continuous 

measure rising with stronger testing activity. 

 All available countries had values larger than 0 for the pandemic variables. We checked 

the relationships between the non-logarithmic variables. Joint test results and significance of 

the coefficients of the quadratic versions of the four democracy indices explaining the pandemic 

variables show that there are non-linear relationships in most equations. We, therefore, used the 

logarithmic specifications in the paper. The logarithmic transformation of the democracy 

indices requires values larger than 0; index values of 0 did not appear in our data set except for 

Polity’s Democracy Index where we added 1 to all observations. The variance inflation factors 

(VIF) presented in Table A3 suggest no collinearity between the independent variables. 
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Robustness Checks Continent Dummies and Age Distribution 

 

Appendix Table A5 adds continent dummies and controls for the age distribution of the 

populations to the models used in the Table of the paper as a robustness check. For the age 

distribution, we used 'Population Share 15-64' and alternatively 'Median Age'. The continent 

dummies are Europe, Asia, Australasia (Australia and New Zealand), North America and South 

America with Africa as the reference category.  

 The findings are indeed  very robust. This is particularily true for the core issue under 

study, the role of democracy; parameters and standard errors hardly change. The parameter 

estimates for 'Population Share 65 and older' became a bit smaller in absolute terms, and the 

significance weaker for the Case Fatality Rate only. Temperature, which was positive and 

significant for the Infection Rate and non-significant for the Case Fatality rate becomes non-

significant with values close to zero for the former rate, while the results for the latter remained 

unchanged. All other controls remain robust. 

 The added 'Population Share 15-64' turned out to be never significant; the same when 

replaced by the 'Median Age' (results not presented, but mentioned in the footnote of Table 

A5). The continent dummies show some significant results. In comparison to Africa, Europe 

has higher infection rates and Australasia (Australia and New Zealand) has lower. North 

America and to a lower degree South America have higher Case Fatality Rates than the other 

continents.  
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Table A1. Descriptive Statistics 
 

 

Note: All variables after logarithmic transformation. Numbers are from the reduced sample due to missing 
variables (N=99); the numbers in parentheses are the respective numbers for the full sample of 128.   
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Table A2. Countries and Codes   

 
 

Note: Full sample of 128 countries is used in Panel A of the paper Table. Due to missing variables, the sample used in the 
statistical analysis of Panel B of the paper Table reduces to 99 countries excluding those marked here with a "*".  
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Table A3. Data and Sources 
 

 



7 
 

Table A4. VIF Results 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  



 

Table A5. Democracy and Infection Rate (columns I-V); Democracy and Case Fatality Rate (columns VI-X); Robustness Checks 
Continent Dummies and Age Distribution 

  (I) (II) (III) (IV) (V) (VI) (VII) (VIII) (IX) (X) 
FH Total 1.127**     -0.939***     
 (0.477)     (0.225)     
FH Political Rights  1.179***     -0.510***    
  (0.366)     (0.189)    
FH Civil Liberties   0.592     -1.090***   
   (0.447)     (0.246)   
Polity Democracy Index    0.567**     -0.562***  
    (0.279)     (0.149)  
Electoral Democracy Index     1.288**     -0.645*** 

     (0.602)     (0.209) 
Gini Coefficient -0.258 -0.115 -0.33 -0.441 -0.113 0.29 0.274 0.307 0.453 0.255 
 (0.439) (0.414) (0.453) (0.475) (0.484) (0.332) (0.347) (0.322) (0.334) (0.338) 
Tourism Revenue per capita -1.361 -1.215 -0.929 -0.794 -1.086 0.875 0.443 1.008 0.459 0.432 
 (3.588) (3.409) (3.752) (3.825) (3.456) (2.879) (2.85) (2.888) (2.812) (2.833) 
GDP per capita -0.033 -0.028 -0.005 0.073 0.029 -0.163 -0.195* -0.14 -0.256** -0.219** 
 (0.135) (0.129) (0.141) (0.131) (0.137) (0.102) (0.106) (0.099) (0.108) (0.107) 
Temperature -0.084 -0.09 -0.069 -0.088 -0.067 -0.041 -0.053 -0.031 -0.031 -0.062 
 (0.128) (0.110) (0.136) (0.138) (0.127) (0.086) (0.089) (0.085) (0.09) (0.091) 
Government Censorship Effort -0.632 -1.429* 0.183 -0.097 -0.823 1.280** 1.070* 1.175** 0.968* 0.916* 
 (0.752) (0.737) (0.82) (0.789) (0.817) (0.498) (0.558) (0.5) (0.54) (0.516) 
Population Share 65 and older -1.503*** -1.597*** -1.338** -1.298** -1.625*** 0.597* 0.517* 0.600* 0.443 0.558* 
 (0.567) (0.489) (0.566) (0.529) (0.552) (0.307) (0.301) (0.308) (0.317) (0.302) 
Doctors per 1,000 population 0.987*** 0.982*** 0.972*** 0.941*** 0.968*** 0.108 0.123 0.101 0.148 0.128 
 (0.261) (0.235) (0.273) (0.252) (0.248) (0.143) (0.151) (0.14) (0.145) (0.148) 
Beds per 1,000 population -0.085 0.035 -0.117 -0.143 -0.075 -0.22 -0.265* -0.176 -0.165 -0.219 
 (0.188) (0.167) (0.193) (0.196) (0.174) (0.136) (0.147) (0.124) (0.125) (0.141) 
Health Expenditures per capita 0.502 0.546* 0.462 0.458 0.453 0.096 0.103 0.104 0.129 0.142 
 (0.344) (0.306) (0.355) (0.346) (0.328) (0.234) (0.247) (0.222) (0.207) (0.232) 
Testing Policy  0.596 0.732** 0.489 0.587 0.588 -0.465** -0.457* -0.437* -0.482** -0.406 
 (0.387) (0.343) (0.42) (0.418) (0.379) (0.23) (0.243) (0.229) (0.24) (0.247) 
Population Share 15-64 2.714 2.25 2.595 3.229 3.53 -0.827 -0.479 -0.979 -1.396 -1.114 
 (2.356) (2.119) (2.518) (2.443) (2.431) (1.378) (1.471) (1.321) (1.365) (1.419) 
Europe 1.738** 1.643** 1.838** 1.630* 1.820** 0.186 0.165 0.159 0.319 0.093 
 (0.84) (0.808) (0.842) (0.885) (0.845) (0.406) (0.419) (0.399) (0.412) (0.408) 
Asia 0.142 0.029 0.208 0.118 0.156 -0.063 -0.027 -0.153 -0.034 -0.081 
 (0.597) (0.594) (0.584) (0.594) (0.587) (0.328) (0.35) (0.315) (0.319) (0.332) 
Australasia -2.215*** -2.249*** -2.140** -2.351*** -2.217** 0.51 0.481 0.482 0.662 0.475 
 (0.837) (0.811) (0.838) (0.875) (0.847) (0.639) (0.653) (0.622) (0.642) (0.632) 
North America 0.894 0.856 0.982 0.752 0.781 0.752** 0.715** 0.724** 0.914** 0.765** 
 (0.727) (0.719) (0.719) (0.766) (0.738) (0.339) (0.356) (0.325) (0.35) (0.35) 
South America 0.276 0.283 0.409 0.32 0.293 0.645* 0.537 0.666** 0.643* 0.549 
 (0.71) (0.673) (0.696) (0.714) (0.699) (0.342) (0.356) (0.331) (0.358) (0.342) 
           
              R2 0.700 0.735 0.681 0.692 0.716 0.400 0.371 0.411 0.397 0.366 

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Number of countries: 99. Gini Coefficient: Measure of the deviation of the distribution of income among individuals or households within a country. The coefficient ranges from 
0 to 100, with 0 representing perfect equality and 100 representing perfect inequality. Government Censorship Effort: The Government Censorship Effort variable measures in a continuous way the degree of government 
censorship of media and press with positive numbers whereas a rising value indicates lower censorship. Testing Policy: The Testing Policy variable takes values between 0-3 where 0 means no response and 3 means maximum 
stringent response of daily data collected over the COVID-19 period averaged to obtain a non-zero continuous measure rising with stronger testing activity.  Australasia is Australia and New Zealand. * Statistical significance 
at level 10% (*), 5% (**), and 1% (***). For all variables natural logarithmic transformations are used in the regressions. Replacing Population Share 15-64 by Median Age also leads to only non-significant estimates. 


