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Abstract

Why do democratic publics support governments that weaken democratic institutions? We
argue that democratic erosion can arise from a “democracy-for-delivery” trade-off, in which cit-
izens continue to value democratic institutions but become willing to tolerate violations when
governments deliver on urgent problems. We study this question through a pre-registered con-
joint experiment fielded across six Latin American countries – Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa
Rica, Mexico, and Peru – with 13,200 respondents. Participants evaluated hypothetical gov-
ernment profiles that varied in policy priorities, effectiveness, and institutional conduct. The
results show that while citizens penalize governments that weaken or attack democratic in-
stitutions, they reward effective governance even more strongly. This trade-off is especially
pronounced when governments address salient concerns, particularly crime and insecurity.
Random exposure to effective governments in the conjoint increases downstream support for
relaxing re-election constraints on incumbents, while revealed tolerance for institutional viola-
tions predicts broader non-democratic attitudes. Finally, lifetime experiences with crime and
economic growth, conditional on whether they occurred under democracy or autocracy, pre-
dict contemporary authoritarian tolerance. These findings suggest that democracy can become
vulnerable not because citizens necessarily reject it, but because democratic governments fail
to deliver security and prosperity.

*Beatriz Magaloni, Stanford University (corresponding author, magaloni@stanford.edu). Christopher Dann, Stan-
ford University (cdann@stanford.edu). Tara Hein, Harvard University (tarahein@harvard.gov.edu). We thank
VélezReyes+ for generously funding this project.
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1 Introduction

Democratic backsliding has become a defining feature of contemporary politics, reaching even
some of the world’s most stable democracies (Bermeo 2016; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2019). While
documenting the drivers of backsliding has been an active area of research (e.g. Grillo et al. 2024),
a growing body of evidence links this institutional erosion to a widening gap between what citi-
zens expect from democratic governance and what it actually delivers. As global surveys show,
dissatisfaction with democracy is closely tied to indicators of successful delivery from govern-
ment. Specifically, citizens in societies with weaker experiences of government performance, es-
pecially economic, report systematically lower levels of satisfaction with democracy, both across
countries and within them over time (Acemoglu et al. 2025; Dickson et al. 2026; Fukuyama, Dann,
and Magaloni 2025).

Latin America is a telling context for studying these dynamics, where commitment to democracy
has been steadily eroding for decades. Drawing on LAPOP’s AmericasBarometer, the share of
respondents who report being neither satisfied with democracy nor consistently preferring it to
any other form of government rose from 21% in 2005 to 40% in 2022 – a near doubling in less than
two decades.1 Given recent methodological studies suggest these survey items are typically upper
bounds on democratic support (e.g. Jang and Svolik 2026), a decline in expressed commitment to
democracy of this magnitude is striking.

In this paper, we argue this regional decline is rooted less in an outright rejection of democratic
values per se than in democratic governments’ persistent failure to deliver: above all, their lim-
ited capacity to ensure security and to improve material welfare. This performance deficit has
opened space for anti-institutional politicians who promise to solve these problems while disre-
garding constitutional and legal constraints on executive power. We call this the “democracy-for-
delivery” trade-off: publics are increasingly willing to tolerate democratic violations in exchange
for effective performance, to the point of supporting leaders who reshape the state’s institutional
architecture to accumulate power, weaken checks and balances, and ultimately secure their own
re-election. Nayib Bukele in El Salvador and Hugo Chávez in Venezuela are canonical cases. Both
illustrate how effective governance on the dimension citizens care about most – security in the
case of Bukele, redistribution and welfare for the poor in Chávez’s – can become the very lever by
which incumbents dismantle the institutions meant to constrain them. These cases are less excep-
tions than warnings: they show a general mechanism by which delivery, not the abandonment of
democratic values, licenses democratic erosion.

We focus on Latin America for three reasons. First, as the survey evidence above shows, support
for democracy has declined substantially over the post-Cold War period. Second, growing dissat-
isfaction has occurred in tandem with historically high rates of violent crime and persistent fail-
ures to deliver material welfare, thus making the “delivery” side of the trade-off especially salient.

1. Own calculations using data from LAPOP combining two questions: satisfaction with democracy and whether
democracy is preferable to any form of government.

2



In recent years, homicide rates have risen sharply even in traditionally low-violence countries such
as Costa Rica, while poverty, inequality, and weak public services remain entrenched across the re-
gion. Third, Latin America is currently undergoing substantial democratic erosion. Venezuela, El
Salvador, and Nicaragua are now classified as electoral autocracies by V-Dem, while Mexico and
Peru continue to regress and Brazil has only recently reversed a period of autocratization (Nord et
al. 2026). And these developments coincide with a broader regional shift toward right-wing can-
didates who, following Bukele’s rise in El Salvador, increasingly campaign on promises to crack
down on violent crime. Taken together, these conditions make Latin America an unusually rich
setting for testing how citizens weigh government delivery against democratic constraints.

To test the “democracy-for-delivery” trade-off, we conduct a conjoint experiment across six Latin
American countries – Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico, and Peru – fielded by IPSOS
in March 2026 among 13,200 respondents. These six countries provide “out-of-sample” cases be-
yond the canonical experiences of Bukele in El Salvador and Chávez in Venezuela, while spanning
diverse democratic trajectories, from stable Costa Rican democracy to historical spells of author-
itarian rule in Brazil, Chile, and Mexico. In the conjoint, respondents view pairs of hypothetical
government profiles, choosing which they would prefer to govern their country and are asked to
express how much they trust a given government profile. Each respondent completes six such
paired comparisons, evaluating twelve profiles in total.

Every profile is defined by three experimentally randomized attributes. The first is policy prior-
ity: the government is described as focusing on one of three domains – “crime and insecurity”,
“poverty and lack of opportunities”, or “quality of public services” (health, education, and trans-
port) – the three concerns that consistently rank highest among Latin American citizens. The sec-
ond is effectiveness: governments are described as “very effective”, “somewhat effective”, or “little
effective” in their chosen domain, with success or failure defined through domain-specific out-
comes (for example, reductions in homicides and organized crime for security; falling unemploy-
ment and rising wages for poverty; shorter hospital waiting lists for public services). The third is
institutional strategy, which captures the severity of efforts to erode democracy in pursuit of policy
outcomes: governments either “respect institutions” (governing with Congress, complying with
judicial rulings, guaranteeing civil liberties), “weaken institutions” (governing by decree, bypass-
ing Congress, ignoring some judicial decisions), or “attack institutions” (persecuting opponents,
replacing judges with allies, restricting the press). Crucially, elections remain intact across all three
levels of the institutional strategy attribute, consistent with how most contemporary backsliding
unfolds.

Our central finding is that citizens are not undemocratic: they consistently sanction governments
that weaken or attack democratic institutions, but place a substantially greater premium on ef-
fective governance. Our baseline conjoint experiment provides strong support for these pre-
registered hypotheses. Relative to respective baseline categories, respondents are 30.8 percentage
points more likely to choose a highly effective government, but only 16.9 percentage points less
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likely to support one that attacks democratic institutions. Unpacking these average marginal com-
ponent effects (AMCEs) into predicted probabilities makes the resulting democracy-for-delivery
trade-off explicit: a highly effective government that attacks democratic institutions is preferred
to a poorly performing democratic government by 14 percentage points. Yet democracy remains
valuable conditional on performance: somewhat and highly effective democratic governments are
preferred to equally effective autocratic profiles by between 6 and 17 percentage points. Citizens
therefore value both democracy and delivery, but the reward for competence can outweigh the
penalty for democratic violations. These patterns are mirrored when trust in government is used
as the outcome, suggesting that they capture broader evaluations of government legitimacy rather
than electoral choice alone.

In probing pre-registered heterogeneous effects, we find little evidence that effective governance
makes citizens more willing to excuse democratic violations. Across all levels of government ef-
fectiveness, respondents impose a remarkably similar penalty on governments that weaken or
attack democratic institutions, suggesting that effectiveness and institutional conduct enter polit-
ical evaluations largely independently. The democracy-for-delivery trade-off therefore reflects an
additive asymmetry rather than an interaction: citizens consistently value democratic institutions,
but they place an even greater premium on effective governance. We similarly find little evidence
that this institutional penalty depends on the policy domain a government prioritizes. Although
respondents are marginally more tolerant of institution-attacking governments that focus on crime
and insecurity, democratic violations remain electorally costly across all policy domains.

Beyond respondents’ choices over the distribution of attributes, the salience of an issue may also
matter (Bordalo, Gennaioli, and Shleifer 2022). In line with our pre-analysis plan, we test whether
effects differ when government profiles prioritize the policy domain respondents themselves rank
as their country’s most important issue. We find that respondents are more likely to choose ef-
fective governments when these priorities “match”, yet their penalty for weakening or attacking
democratic institutions remains unchanged. The democracy-for-delivery trade-off thus intensifies
in salient domains because the returns to effectiveness increase, not because the perceived costs of
democratic erosion fall. Alongside issue salience, we then compare AMCEs based on respondents’
normative commitments to democracy using an index gauging preferences for liberal as opposed
to pure majoritarian democracy and the standard “Churchillian item” of whether democracy is
preferable to any other form of government. Here, we now find that respondents who are more
committed to democracy across both measures are more likely to penalize institution-attacking or
institution-weakening government profiles.

Additional to candidate choice, we further examine several downstream democratic attitudes,
measured at the end of the conjoint. After the six tasks were completed, respondents were also
asked four post-treatment questions: (1) support for allowing consecutive presidential re-election;
(2) support for the president closing Congress and governing by decree; (3) support for military
intervention to seize power (excluding Costa Rica, which has no standing military); and (4) a
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forced choice between an effective and a democratic government.2 These outcomes allow us to
test whether the conjoint treatments extend beyond evaluations of specific government profiles to
broader democratic attitudes.

To test for such downstream effects, we exploit respondents’ randomized exposure to government
effectiveness across the six conjoint tasks. We construct an “effectiveness seen” measure captur-
ing the average effectiveness of the government profiles each respondent encountered. Because
this exposure is generated entirely by random assignment, it provides a causally identified test
of whether exposure to effective governance shapes subsequent democratic attitudes. We obtain
a striking result: respondents randomly exposed to more effective government profiles are more
likely to support constitutional changes permitting the re-election of selected incumbents. Sub-
stantively, this reflects the precise mechanism through which leaders such as Nayib Bukele in El
Salvador, Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, and Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua consolidated power: not
by persuading citizens to abandon democracy, but by delivering enough that citizens prioritized
performance over institutional constraint. Notably, this effect is specific to re-election. Exposure
to more effective profiles does not increase support for closing Congress, military takeovers, or
effective non-democratic governments. Effective governance therefore does not appear to make
citizens generally more authoritarian, but rather more willing to relax constraints on the tenure of
incumbents who deliver.

Moreover, due to the randomized nature of the hypothetical government profiles assigned to
respondents, systematic selection of certain profile types can also proxy for a “revealed prefer-
ence”. We thus generate a “tolerance index”, which measures, across the six tasks, how many
government profiles respondents selected that weakened or attacked institutions. Unlike the
effectiveness-seen measure, this index reflects respondents’ own choices rather than random-
ized exposure; its associations with downstream attitudes are therefore correlational rather than
causally identified. With this caveat in mind, the pattern is nonetheless revealing: the tolerance in-
dex is tightly correlated with supporting constitutional changes that enable re-election of selected
authoritarian-leaning governments, closing Congress, allowing military takeovers in permitted
circumstances, and preferring effective governments irrespective of whether they are democratic
– that is, with all four downstream outcomes, not solely re-election.

As a final point of analysis, a fundamental question that emerges from our conjoint experiment,
and its knock-on association with downstream authoritarian attitudes, concerns the origin of such
preferences: what exactly drives some respondents to more willingly trade-off democratic princi-
ples for effective governance? We follow a recent literature that exploits macro politico-economic
phenomena over respondents’ lifetimes using cohort variation (Acemoglu et al. 2025; Besley,
Dann, and Dray 2026). This exercise has utility in connecting authoritarian attitudes, as procured
from a purely hypothetical conjoint experiment, to observed experiences with government perfor-

2. The re-election question is adapted to each country’s constitutional context to ensure the proposed change vio-
lates existing limits. In Brazil, respondents are asked about permitting a third consecutive term; in Mexico, a second
consecutive term; and in Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, and Peru, immediate re-election.
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mance over the life-cycle.

First, we estimate our core democracy-for-delivery trade-off conjoint result across decadal cohorts,
estimating subgroup effects for individuals born as far back as the 1950s. The results reveal a strik-
ing pattern: while all cohorts have quantitatively similar preferences for effective autocrats over
ineffective democrats in pairwise contests, younger cohorts (i.e. those born in the 1990s or 2000s)
are far less likely to reward very effective democratic-leaning government profiles relative to in-
effective authoritarian ones. This result also serves as a validation exercise for revealing cohort
differences in the data.

Next, using the approach developed by Malmendier and Nagel (2011), we estimate a weighted
average of lifetime experiences with democracy, showing that recent democratic experiences are
negatively associated with our tolerance index. Although this may seem counterintuitive in the
Latin American context, where democratic performance has been arguably meager (e.g. Mainwar-
ing and Pérez-Liñán 2023a), we unpack this result by examining respondents’ lifetime experiences
of economic growth and annualized changes in homicides per 100,000 individuals – capturing the
two core policy domains of economic performance and crime in the conjoint. Crucially, we esti-
mate these relationships heterogeneously according to whether such experiences occurred under
democracy or autocracy at each point in an individual’s lifetime.

Our results point to a clear distinction between experiences under democratic and authoritar-
ian rule. Higher homicide rates under democracy predict greater tolerance of authoritarian vi-
olations, whereas comparable exposure under autocracy predicts less tolerance. For economic
performance, stronger growth under democracy similarly predicts lower authoritarian tolerance,
although we find no strong evidence of a relationship between growth under autocracy and these
attitudes. In both domains, more recent periods of an individual’s lifetime receive greater weight,
with insecurity exerting influence over a longer time horizon. These results suggest that respon-
dents’ choices in our hypothetical conjoint are tightly connected to their lived histories of democ-
racy, crime, and economic performance.

This paper makes several contributions to the literature on democratic erosion and citizen at-
titudes. First, it contributes to a growing body of experimental evidence that directly models
how citizens respond to governments that deliver results while simultaneously eroding liberal-
democratic institutions. Prior work has examined democratic norms (Chapman et al. 2024), placed
democratic principles alongside other desirable goods in societal bundles (Chu, Williamson, and
Yeung 2025; Adsera, Arenas, and Boix 2023; Ferrer et al. 2025; Neundorf et al. 2025), or studied
democratic violations through partisan cues (Graham and Svolik 2020; Svolik 2019; 2020), candi-
date competence (Frederiksen 2022), and policy congruence (Werner and Snagovsky 2025). We
instead attribute a demonstrated record of both institutional conduct and policy performance to
the same governing entity, placing specific levels of democratic erosion and delivery directly in
tension across three policy domains most salient to Latin American voters.
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Second, unlike studies emphasizing partisan polarization as a primary driver of democratic ero-
sion (e.g. Svolik 2019; Graham and Svolik 2020), we study contexts where partisan attachments
are comparatively weak and unstable (Mainwaring and Scully 1995). Our findings suggest that
performance-based democratic erosion may be at least as consequential as erosion driven by par-
tisan polarization, especially in countries with weaker partisan ties.

Third, we introduce an important and realistic gradation of institutional violations. Our design
separates governments that weaken institutions – governing by decree, bypassing Congress, or ig-
noring judicial decisions – from those that openly attack them – persecuting opponents, replacing
judges with allies, or restricting the press – while leaving elections intact, as is characteristic of
many contemporary backsliders. This distinction captures meaningful differences in both sever-
ity and prevalence: institutional weakening reflects the incremental erosion characteristic of most
contemporary backsliding, whereas institutional attacks represent more overt authoritarian con-
solidation (Bermeo 2016; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2019). We find that citizens penalize both, but pun-
ish attacks substantially more than weakening; yet the premium placed on effective governance is
large enough to offset these penalties under sufficiently strong performance.

Finally, we contribute to understanding the origins of values that tolerate authoritarianism
(Ballard-Rosa et al. 2021; Besley and Persson 2019). Whereas experimental studies typically treat
willingness to tolerate democratic erosion as a pre-existing preference, we connect these choices
to citizens’ actual histories of government performance. Lifetime experiences of growth and in-
security predict tolerance of authoritarian government profiles differently depending on whether
those outcomes were experienced under democracy or autocracy, with more recent experiences
carrying greater weight. This links experimental evidence on democratic erosion to experiential
learning from real-world governance, suggesting that citizens’ willingness to tolerate authoritar-
ianism is shaped in part by what democracy has delivered over their lifetimes (e.g. Acemoglu et
al. 2025).

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 outlines the data and experimental design, while
section 3 presents the empirical specifications used to estimate treatment effects. Section 4 unpacks
the core results from our conjoint, including heterogeneous effects. In section 5, we then explore
post-experimental outcomes and downstream authoritarian attitudes from the conjoint. Section 6
then connects these attitudes to observed experiences with democracy, crime and growth over the
life-cycle exploiting cohort variation. Section 7 concludes.

2 Data and Design

2.1 Experimental Design

We implement a conjoint experiment in which respondents compare pairs of hypothetical gov-
ernments with randomized characteristics and select the government they would most prefer to
govern their country (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014a). The experiment was embed-
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ded in an online survey fielded by Ipsos in March 2026 across six Latin American countries: Brazil,
Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico, and Peru.

Each respondent completed six paired comparison tasks, thus evaluating a total of twelve govern-
ment profiles. Every profile was defined by three experimentally varied attributes: (1) the policy
domain prioritized by the government, (2) its effectiveness in addressing that domain, and (3) the
institutional strategy it employed. Attributes were independently randomized across profiles and
tasks, and the assignment of profiles to “Government A” or “Government B” was also randomized
in each comparison.

The target sample was 2,200 respondents per country (13,200 total), quota-sampled to approx-
imate national distributions of age, gender, and subnational region/district populations. All
pre-registered analyses are estimated unweighted; weighted estimates are reported as robustness
checks (and produce virtually identical results). The survey was approved by the IRB at the au-
thors’ institutions and involved no deception. Table 1 provides summary statistics for the conjoint
attributes, outcomes, moderator variables, and control variables. Appendix Table A.1 provides
the complete attribute wording, alongside further details on each of the survey items.

2.1.1 Attributes and Levels

Policy Domain Respondents see governments that focus on one of three policy domains: “Crime
and Insecurity”, “Poverty and Lack of Opportunities”, or “Quality of Public Services” (i.e. health,
education, and transportation). These domains consistently rank among the top concerns of Latin
American citizens (LAPOP Lab, AmericasBarometer) and have long occupied a central place in
both electoral competition and debates over democratic performance in the region (Mainwaring
and Pérez-Liñán 2023a).

In the experiment, there is no restriction requiring the two profiles shown in a given task to be-
long to the same policy domain. Respondents may thus compare, for example, a government
focused on crime and insecurity with one focused on public services or poverty reduction. This
design allows the experiment to capture not only trade-offs between effectiveness and democratic
institutional conduct, but also trade-offs across competing policy priorities.

Government Effectiveness The effectiveness attribute is tailored to each policy domain, with
success or failure defined in terms of domain-specific outcomes. For security, effectiveness is
described through changes in organized crime, homicides, and common (i.e. petty) crime; for
poverty, through unemployment, wages, and household economic stability; and for public ser-
vices, through hospital waiting lists, school resources, and public transport quality. This approach
increases realism while ensuring that effectiveness levels remain substantively comparable across
domains. The three levels – “Very Effective”, “Somewhat Effective”, and “Little Effective” – rep-
resent a government associated with complete success, partial success, or outright failure respec-
tively.
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Institutional Strategy The institutional strategy attribute captures increasingly severe forms of
democratic erosion. The first level – “Respects Institutions” – describes a government that works
with Congress, respects judicial decisions, and guarantees civil liberties including freedom of ex-
pression, protest, and the press. The second level – “Weakens Institutions” – describes a govern-
ment that governs by decree, bypasses Congress, ignores some judicial decisions, and removes
bureaucrats considered obstacles. The third level – “Attacks Institutions” – describes a govern-
ment that persecutes opponents, replaces judges and ministers with allies, bypasses Congress, re-
stricts the media, and limits civil liberties. These three levels correspond, broadly, to the spectrum
of erosion-based events identified in the comparative politics literature: from full institutional
compliance, to the partial weakening typical of contemporary democratic backsliding (Bermeo
2016), to the overt authoritarian consolidation that characterizes more advanced cases of demo-
cratic breakdown. The institutional strategy is held common across policy domains and levels of
effectiveness, such that, for example, a hypothetical government profile can weaken institutions
to either improve levels of crime, expand poverty alleviation efforts or invest in public services,
associated with limited, partial or complete success.

Moreover, the descriptions for institutional strategy intentionally reflect bundles of actions rather
than isolated institutional changes. While this limits identification of the marginal effect of any
single violation, it increases external validity by approximating how democratic backsliding fre-
quently occurs in practice, whereby executives employ multiple strategies simultaneously (i.e.
“creeping authoritarianism”) (Bermeo 2016; Diamond 2019; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2019). Crucially,
the gradation between weakening and attacking institutions is substantively meaningful and em-
pirically relevant: most contemporary backsliding cases – Hungary, Turkey, Venezuela, and Bo-
livia – began with institutional weakening before escalating to overt attacks on democracy. Our
design thus allows us to estimate whether citizens respond differently to two qualitatively dif-
ferent forms of democratic erosion, providing a more demanding and realistic test of democratic
commitment than designs that focus on single institutional violations.

2.2 Outcomes

Task-Level Outcomes After being exposed in each task to pairs of hypothetical government pro-
files, respondents answer three questions. First, they choose which government they would prefer
to have in their country (the primary conjoint outcome). Second, they rate their trust in each pro-
file on a 1-7 scale, which we normalize to [0, 1] following τ̃ = (Trust Rating − 1)/6. Third, they
indicate whether they would support constitutional change to allow re-election of the government
they just chose – the key downstream measure of performance legitimacy.

Post-Experimental Attitudes After completing all six conjoint tasks, respondents answer four ad-
ditional post-experimental questions measuring broader democratic attitudes: support for closing
Congress and governing without it, support for military intervention (not asked in Costa Rica),
and a forced choice between democratic and effective government.
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2.3 Moderators

To explore heterogeneous effects in the conjoint, we also ask questions in our survey to generate
moderator variables.

Top Policy Concern Before the survey was carried out, we asked respondents to list the top three
problems they believe the national government should prioritize. This included crime, employ-
ment, poverty, transport infrastructure, energy and public services, health, education, housing,
immigration, and corruption, alongside a residual “other” where respondents could self-declare.
See Appendix A for further details.

Democratic Commitment To gauge normative commitments to democracy as another potential
moderator, we asked respondents two sets of questions. The first asked respondents the extent to
which they agreed or disagreed with the following items: (1) “A real democracy must protect the
rights of minorities, even if that limits the will of the majority; (2) “When there is a sufficient major-
ity, there should be no legal or institutional obstacles to change any law”; and (3) “If a president is
very popular and the majority of people want it, there should be no limits to their re-election.” We
were thus able to generate a ‘liberal-majoritarian index’, where smaller values represent stronger
commitments to liberal democracy, and larger values represent stronger preferences for majoritar-
ianism. The second question we asked is the standard “Churchill item” (as fielded across several
of the “barometers” surveys), asking respondents whether “Democracy is preferable to any other
form of government”.

Personal Experiences Albeit relegated to the appendix as “exploratory hypotheses” (see PAP, sec-
tion 5.3), we also gathered data on personal experiences. This included (1) whether respondents
had been the victim of a crime in the last 12 months, (2) whether overall income was sufficient
or insufficient, leading to financial difficulties, and (3) satisfaction with the quality of public ser-
vices, including transport infrastructure, public schools, public health facilities and the work of
the police.

2.4 Control Variables

We also gathered data on various individual-level characteristics, including age, gender, education
level, household income and political ideology (10-point scale, where lower values indicate more
left-leaning orientations). As per Table 1, our overall sample leans more towards females with
tertiary education. Although the core results we report are unweighted (as outlined in the PAP,
section 2), for robustness we also report results using bespoke survey weights to go some way in
correcting for skewed distributions of population characteristics.
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Table 1: Summary Statistics for the Government-Choice Conjoint Analysis

Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
Conjoint Attributes
Policy domain: Poverty/Economy 158,400 0.334 0.472 0.000 1.000
Policy domain: Crime/Insecurity 158,400 0.333 0.471 0.000 1.000
Policy domain: Public Services 158,400 0.333 0.471 0.000 1.000
Government effectiveness: Little effective 158,400 0.332 0.471 0.000 1.000
Government effectiveness: Somewhat effective 158,400 0.334 0.472 0.000 1.000
Government effectiveness: Very effective 158,400 0.334 0.471 0.000 1.000
Institutional strategy: Respects institutions 158,400 0.334 0.472 0.000 1.000
Institutional strategy: Weakens institutions 158,400 0.333 0.471 0.000 1.000
Institutional strategy: Attacks institutions 158,400 0.333 0.471 0.000 1.000

Outcomes
Government choice 158,400 0.500 0.500 0.000 1.000
Trust in government 158,400 4.067 1.744 1.000 7.000
Support re-election 13,200 0.455 0.414 0.000 1.000
Close Congress 13,200 0.442 0.497 0.000 1.000
Military intervention 11,000 0.434 0.496 0.000 1.000
Effective over democracy 13,200 0.517 0.500 0.000 1.000

Moderator Variables
Crime top concern 13,200 0.317 0.465 0.000 1.000
Economic top concern 13,200 0.171 0.377 0.000 1.000
Public services top concern 13,200 0.228 0.419 0.000 1.000
Churchill item 13,200 0.677 0.467 0.000 1.000
Liberal-majoritarian index 13,200 4.049 1.088 1.000 7.000
Crime victimization 13,200 0.331 0.470 0.000 1.000
Economic insecurity 13,200 2.518 0.850 1.000 4.000
Public services evaluation 13,200 2.232 0.691 1.000 4.000

Control Variables
Age 13,200 40.308 13.333 18.000 99.000
Female 13,200 0.575 0.494 0.000 1.000
Primary/Secondary Education 13,200 0.241 0.428 0.000 1.000
Tertiary Education 13,200 0.755 0.430 0.000 1.000
Household income bucket (1-8) 13,200 5.622 2.131 1.000 8.000
Ideology (0-10) 13,200 5.595 2.482 0.000 10.000
Note: variables with 158,400 observations are averaged across the twelve government profile (6 tasks × 2 government
profiles per task × 13,200 respondents). Variables with 13,200 observations are averaged across respondents. See
Appendix A for further details on each of the survey items.
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2.5 Statistical Power

As outlined in our PAP (section 3.6), our experiment is well-powered to test for main effects (i.e.
our core hypotheses) and moderately powered for interactions (i.e. auxiliary hypotheses). With
N = 2, 200 respondents per country and N = 13, 200 pooled across countries, with each respon-
dent evaluating 12 profiles, we calculate the minimum detectable effect (MDE) for a main AMCE
as approximately 2.4 percentage points per country and 1 percentage point in the pooled analysis
(design effect (DEFF)-adjusted, α = 0.05, 80% power). For interaction effects, pooled MDEs are
approximately 2.5-3.5 percentage points. The study is therefore well-powered for all main hy-
potheses and adequately powered for the primary interaction tests (H3, H5, H10) in the pooled
sample. See PAP for further details on power calculations.

3 Empirical Strategy

3.1 Baseline Specification

Profile Selection The primary estimand of interest from our conjoint experiment is the Average
Marginal Component Effect (AMCE) – the causal effect of a given attribute level on the probability
of profile selection, averaged over the joint distribution of all other attributes (Hainmueller, Hop-
kins, and Yamamoto 2014b). We estimate AMCEs via the baseline profile-level linear probability
model:

Yijt = γ{i,d,c}+
∑
k

β1,k
(
Policyijkt

)
+
∑
k

β2,k
(
Strategyijkt

)
+
∑
k

β3,k
(
Effectivenessijkt

)
+εijt (3.1)

where Yijt = 1 if respondent i chooses profile j in task t, and 0 otherwise. While our baseline
specification always includes country fixed effects, γc, to account for any common country-level
characteristics across respondents, for robustness we also estimate marginal means with subna-
tional district-level fixed effects, γd, and respondent-level fixed effects, γi, thus accounting for
alternative sources of within-unit variation. εijt is the error term, with standard errors clustered
at the respondent level.

Policy, Strategy, and Effectiveness constitute our three core attributes, indexed by a, each with
k possible levels as outlined in Table 1. The reference categories, k0, are “Poverty/Economy”
(policy), “Respects Institutions” (institutional strategy), and “Little Effective” (effectiveness). For
attribute a, where k indexes a particular level and X−a denotes the set of all remaining attributes,
the AMCE is given by:

βa,k = EX−a

[
Pr(Yijt = 1 | Aa,ijt = k,X−a)

]︸ ︷︷ ︸
=µa,k

−EX−a

[
Pr(Yijt = 1 | Aa,ijt = k0,X−a)

]
. (3.2)

Here, µa,k = EX−a

[
Pr(Yijt = 1 | Aa,ijt = k,X−a)

]
denotes the “marginal mean” for level k of
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attribute a (Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2020), with k0 denoting the corresponding reference cate-
gories. Marginal means are computed by averaging predicted values over the uniform distribu-
tion of all attribute levels, as pre-specified in our pre-analysis plan.

Trust in Government Alongside asking respondents to choose a preferred profile based on ran-
domized attributes, to test H7, our survey also asked respondents to rate how much they trusted
each profile based on a 7-point scale, with 1 meaning “no trust at all” and 7 meaning “totally
trust”. We thus re-estimate marginal means, except the outcome now refers to expressing trust in
a government profile:

µa,k = EX−a

[
Pr (τ̃ijt = 1 | Aijt = k,X−a)

]
, (3.3)

where τ̃ijt ∈ [0, 1] is normalized from the original 7-point scale, τ̃ijt = (Trust Rating − 1)/6. Ev-
idence for H7 would thus suggest µa,k > 0 for the effectiveness attribute, increasing in levels
k ∈ {Little Effective, Somewhat Effective,Very Effective}.

3.2 Specifications for Interaction Effects

Effectiveness-Institutions Trade-Off To estimate H3, we interact each strategy attribute with
levels of government effectiveness. The estimated specification is thus:

Yijt = γc +
∑
k

β1,k
(
Policyijkt

)
+
∑
k

β2,k
(
Strategyijkt

)
+
∑
k

β3,k
(
Effectivenessijkt

)
(3.4)

+
∑
k

∑
l

δk,l

(
Strategyijkt × Effectivenessijlt

)
+ εijt

Evidence for H3 requires positive interaction coefficients, δk,l > 0, for institutional-violation strate-
gies at higher levels of government effectiveness. This would indicate that effectiveness attenuates
the negative penalty associated with weakening or attacking democratic institutions.

Policy Domain-Institutions Trade-Off To estimate H5, we now interact each institutional strat-
egy attribute with policy domain. The estimated specification is thus:

Yijt = γc +
∑
k

β1,k
(
Policyijkt

)
+
∑
k

β2,k
(
Strategyijkt

)
+
∑
k

β3,k
(
Effectivenessijkt

)
(3.5)

+
∑
k

∑
l

δk,l

(
Strategyijkt × Policyijlt

)
+ εijt

Evidence for H5 requires positive interaction coefficients, δk,l > 0, for institutional-violation strate-
gies in the crime and insecurity domain. This would indicate that the penalty associated with
weakening or attacking democratic institutions is attenuated when governments prioritize crime
and insecurity.

Heterogeneous Effects To probe heterogeneous effects, we pursue models with interaction terms
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and also sample splits. For interaction effects, consider a respondent-level characteristic, Zi. We
can thus run specifications by interacting our core attributes in equation (3.1) with Zi:

Yijt = γc +
∑
k

β1,k
(
Policyijkt

)
+
∑
k

β2,k
(
Strategyijkt

)
+
∑
k

β3,k
(
Effectivenessijkt

)
+ θZi (3.6)

+
∑
k

δ1,k
(
Policyijkt × Zi

)
+
∑
k

δ2,k
(
Strategyijkt × Zi

)
+
∑
k

δ3,k
(
Effectivenessijkt × Zi

)
+ εijt

For these specifications, we focus on AMCEs for comparisons of relative effects. To test H9 and
H10 regarding issue salience, Zi = Matchijt: an indicator equal to 1 if the policy domain of profile
j matches the issue domain respondent i considers most important (a pre-treatment question we
ask all respondents). Here, we thus expect θ > 0, a profile is more likely to be chosen if it prioritizes
the policy the respondent cares about most, and δ3k > 0, respondents will be more likely to tolerate
violations for these most salient policies.

Regarding sample splits, this simply requires re-estimating the core specification in equation (3.1)
on relevant samples of the data. To test H11 for security prioritization, we split respondents by
whether they rank crime and insecurity as their highest-priority issue, relative to other respon-
dents who prioritize other policy concerns. Finally, to test H12, we split respondents by demo-
cratic commitment. We operationalize this in two ways. First, we use a liberal-majoritarian index
constructed from items on minority rights, majority rule, and reelection limits, splitting respon-
dents at the median into strong and weak democratic commitment. Second, we use the standard
Churchillian question, distinguishing respondents who say “Democracy is preferable to any other
form of government” versus those who express “In some circumstances, an authoritarian gov-
ernment may be preferable to a democratic one” or “For people like me, it makes no difference
whether the regime is democratic or not.”

4 Results

4.1 Baseline Results

Figure 1 presents the AMCEs from the baseline conjoint model. Starting with the policy domain
of government profiles, crime/insecurity carries a modest but significant premium, chosen by 2.6
percentage points more than the base domain of poverty reduction. This is followed by public
services, which conveys a premium of 0.7 percentage points over poverty reduction, although
this effect is not significant. Overall, governments prioritizing crime and insecurity are slightly
more preferred to those focusing on poverty or public services, thus supporting H4, but these
differences remain modest.

Second, Figure 1 clearly shows that government effectiveness is the dominant attribute determin-
ing profile selection. Moving from a government that is little effective (as the base) to one that
is very effective increases the probability of being chosen by just over 30 percentage points. This
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is by far the largest effect observed in the conjoint experiment, providing strong support for H2.
Finally, the last two point estimates (grey) in Figure 1 show AMCEs for institutional violations.
Clearly, violations of democratic institutions carry substantial penalties, providing strong sup-
port for H1. Relative to governments that respect institutions, profiles that weaken institutions
are approximately 11 percentage points less likely to be chosen by respondents, while those that
openly attack institutions are penalized by approximately 17 percentage points. The magnitude
and ordering of these effects further support H6.

Figure 1: AMCEs of Government Attributes
Note: ∗∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10. 95% confidence intervals shown, with standard errors clustered
at the respondent level. AMCEs estimated using the specification in equation (3.1). Country fixed effects
included.

Moving beyond AMCEs, Table 2 reports marginal means, which translate the effects in Figure 1
into overall predicted probabilities of profile selection. The results are consistent with the pat-
terns in Figure 1. As shown, the probability of choosing a government profile rises sharply with
effectiveness, from approximately 0.33 for little effective governments to 0.64 for very effective
governments – a 31 percentage point increase. By contrast, the full penalty for attacking demo-
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cratic institutions, relative to government profiles that respect them, reduces the probability of
selection from 0.59 to 0.42 – a 17 percentage point difference.

These results define the empirical core of the democracy-versus-delivery dilemma, and given the
experiment is highly powered for main AMCEs, this trade-off is estimated precisely. The reward
for effectiveness exceeds the penalty for democratic violations. Citizens do not ignore institu-
tional conduct, but they weigh it against performance in a way that creates meaningful space for
authoritarian tolerance. Crucially, even a government that openly attacks institutions retains a 0.42
probability of being chosen. This is not trivial: in expectation, approximately four in ten respon-
dents would still prefer an institution-attacking government over its alternative, holding all other
attributes constant. This finding points to meaningful and widespread tolerance for democratic
erosion across the six-country sample, which is the central concern of this paper.

Table 2: Marginal Means of Government Attributes: Profile Choice

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Pr(Profile Chosen)

Attribute Level Mean SE Mean SE Mean SE

Policy Domain

Poverty/Economy 0.489 (0.002) 0.489 (0.002) 0.488 (0.002)
Crime/Insecurity 0.515 (0.002) 0.515 (0.002) 0.516 (0.002)
Public Services 0.496 (0.002) 0.496 (0.002) 0.496 (0.002)

Government Effectiveness

Little Effective 0.332 (0.002) 0.332 (0.002) 0.318 (0.002)
Somewhat Effective 0.527 (0.002) 0.527 (0.002) 0.529 (0.002)
Very Effective 0.640 (0.002) 0.640 (0.002) 0.652 (0.002)

Institutional Strategy

Respects Institutions 0.594 (0.002) 0.594 (0.002) 0.602 (0.002)
Weakens Institutions 0.482 (0.002) 0.482 (0.002) 0.480 (0.002)
Attacks Institutions 0.424 (0.002) 0.424 (0.002) 0.418 (0.002)

Observations 158,400 158,400 158,400
Fixed Effects Country District Respondent
Note: entries are marginal means, defined as the predicted probability that a profile is chosen
at each attribute level, averaging over the distribution of all other attributes (as per equation
(3.2)). Robust standard errors (SE), clustered at the respondent level, are reported in paren-
theses. Columns differ according to the fixed effects included in the specification. Sample
contains 158, 400(= 13, 200 respondents×6 tasks×2 profiles per task) profile- observations.

4.2 The Democracy-for-Delivery Trade-Off

Figure 2 presents the democracy-for-delivery trade-off in its starkest form. From the core specifi-
cation estimated from equation (3.1), we calculate predicted probabilities for each combination of
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government effectiveness and institutional strategy, averaging over the observed distribution of
policy domains and country fixed effects. Specifically, we set effectiveness and institutional strat-
egy to fixed values for all profiles, generate fitted values from the linear probability model, and
then average these fitted values across the full profile-level sample. This yields the predicted prob-
ability that a profile is chosen at each effectiveness and institutional strategy combination. Figure 2
plots these predicted probabilities for governments that respect institutions and governments that
attack institutions, thereby visualizing the delivery-democracy trade-off between effective versus
ineffective autocrats and democrats.

Figure 2: The Democracy-for-Delivery Trade-Off (AMCEs)
Note: point estimates show predicted probabilities from equation (3.1), averaged over the equal distribu-
tion of policy domains. Navy line shows the predicted probability of selecting a government that fully
respects democratic institutions as its effectiveness increases from left (fails to deliver) to right (successfully
delivers). The red dashed line shows the predicted probability of selecting a government that openly at-
tacks institutions as its effectiveness decreases from left (successfully delivers) to right (fails to deliver). The
shaded gray area marks the region where a democratic government is more likely to be chosen. Country
fixed effects included.

As shown by Figure 2, on the far left side, when democratic governments fail to deliver, they
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become electorally vulnerable to effective autocrats; a government that fully respects democratic
institutions but fails to address crime, poverty, or public services is chosen by only 42% of respon-
dents. On the other hand, a government that openly attacks those same institutions – persecut-
ing opponents, replacing judges, restricting the press – but delivers fully on policy is chosen by
56% of respondents. In pairwise competition, an effective autocrat thus wins by 14 percentage
points. This is arguably the “Bukele scenario”: citizens confronted with a choice between a fail-
ing democracy and an effective authoritarian government will, in substantial numbers, choose the
latter.

To more fully describe differences in predicted probabilities across pairwise comparisons of in-
stitution respecting or attacking government profiles, for a given effectiveness level, k, we can
define:

∆kk′ ≡ P̂r
(
Autocrat Chosen|Effectivenessk

)
− P̂r

(
Democrat Chosen|Effectivenessk′

)
,

where k, k′ ∈ {Little Effective, Somewhat Effective,Very Effective}. Calculating ∆kk′ across all
point estimates in Figure 2 gives us a matrix of all pairwise comparisons, outlined in Table 3.
Where ∆ > 0, an institution-attacking government profile dominates, whereas when ∆ < 0,
an institution-respecting government is more preferred. In almost all cells, we clearly see that
institution-respecting governments dominate profiles that violate them. The only cells where
authoritarian-leaning governments are preferred concern comparisons where very effective or
somewhat effective institution-attacking profiles are paired against more democratic governments
that have outright failed in delivery.

Following the results in Figure 2 and Table 3, a more optimistic finding thus emerges, of equal
importance and deserving equal emphasis. As conveyed in the far left area of Figure 2, and hence
the first column of Table 3, the zone in which autocracy wins is narrow – it requires both complete
democratic failure and moderate to maximum autocratic effectiveness simultaneously. However,
as soon as an institution respecting government achieves even partial results, the democratic ad-
vantage is restored: a somewhat effective democracy (chosen by 62% of respondents) beats a fully
effective autocrat (chosen by 56.4% of respondents) by 5.6 percentage points (as also summarized
in Table 3). Moreover, a very effective democracy (chosen by 73.3% of respondents) dominates
all other profiles comprehensively. Thus, democracy does not necessarily need to outperform
authoritarianism to survive – it needs only to avoid complete failure.

This finding must be interpreted with an important caveat. Our conjoint experiment presents re-
spondents with governments whose effectiveness levels are explicitly described and verified. For
example, a “very effective” government profile shown to a respondent has demonstrably reduced
crime by 70%, reduced poverty and unemployment, and improved public services. Yet, in the
real world, citizens rarely have access to such clear information. The more common scenario is
not that voters choose between a proven effective autocrat and a demonstrably failing democrat,
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but rather that voters choose between an incumbent government whose performance record is
contested and a rising challenger who promises effectiveness without having demonstrated it. Our
experiment cannot tell us how much citizens discount unproven autocratic performance claims,
or whether the effectiveness premium survives the uncertainty that characterizes real electoral
competition.

Table 3: Government Choice Probabilities Matrix

Democrat Effectiveness

Little Somewhat Very
(0.426) (0.620) (0.734)

A
ut

oc
ra

tE
ff

ec
ti

ve
ne

ss Very (0.565)
∆ = +0.14

(0.005)
Autocracy wins

∆ = −0.06

(0.005)
Democracy wins

∆ = −0.17

(0.003)
Democracy wins

Somewhat (0.451)
∆ = +0.03

(0.005)
Autocracy wins

∆ = −0.17

(0.003)
Democracy wins

∆ = −0.28

(0.005)
Democracy wins

Little (0.257)
∆ = −0.17

(0.003)
Democracy wins

∆ = −0.36

(0.005)
Democracy wins

∆ = −0.48

(0.005)
Democracy wins

Note: cells outline predicted probabilities from equation (3.1), averaged over the equal
distribution of policy domains. ∆ > 0 indicates the institution-attacking government
is more likely to be chosen; ∆ < 0 indicates the institution-respecting government
is more likely to be chosen. Standard errors for ∆ are reported in parentheses and
clustered at the respondent level. We calculate standard errors using the delta-method
via the respondent-clustered variance-covariance matrix.

What the experiment does establish is the potential for democratic erosion through performance
legitimacy: if an autocratic government genuinely delivers results, and if citizens recognize and
credit that delivery, the democratic government faces a real electoral threat unless it can match that
performance. The vulnerability of democracy lies not in the popularity of authoritarianism per se,
but in the combination of democratic underperformance and credible autocratic delivery. Where
democratic institutions consistently fail to address the problems citizens face most urgently, and
where autocratic leaders can credibly claim to solve them, the conditions for electoral democratic
erosion are set in place.

4.3 Effectiveness and Policy Domain vis-á-vis Institutional Strategy

Government Effectiveness H3 predicts that the penalty for weakening or attacking institutions
should be smaller when governments are more effective; effectiveness would, in effect, “buy” tol-
erance for democratic backsliding. To evaluate this proposition, panel (a) of Figure 3 presents the
predicted probabilities of profile selection across all nine combinations of government effective-
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ness and institutional strategy, estimated using the specification in equation (3.5).

Figure 3 shows three parallel downward-sloping lines, one for each effectiveness level. The in-
stitutional penalty is remarkably similar across all three levels of effectiveness, thus providing
limited support for H3. Reading across the x-axis, the predicted probability falls as institutional
conduct worsens for all three effectiveness levels.

The three lines are separated by large vertical gaps, with roughly 30 percentage points between
very effective and little effective governments at any given level of institutional strategy, but they
remain nearly parallel. This means that citizens strongly prefer more effective governments at
every level of institutional conduct, while penalizing institutional violations by roughly the same
amount at every level of effectiveness. In this sense, performance and institutional conduct appear
to operate largely independently in citizens’ evaluations.

This distinction is important. H3 tests whether effectiveness attenuates the institutional penalty,
that is, whether the two attributes interact. The near-parallel slopes in Figure 3 suggest that they
largely do not. However, a democracy-for-delivery trade-off can still arise if the effectiveness re-
ward is larger in absolute terms than the institutional penalty. This is what we find: the range be-
tween little and very effective governments is about 31 percentage points, compared with about 17
percentage points between governments that respect and attack institutions. Thus, the trade-off is
driven not by interactive attenuation, but by additive asymmetry. Citizens evaluate performance
and institutional conduct independently, but because they weight performance more heavily, ef-
fective institution-violating governments remain electorally competitive.

Policy Domain We next assess whether tolerance for democratic violations depends on the policy
domain a government prioritizes. H5 predicts that citizens will be more willing to tolerate institu-
tional violations when governments focus on crime and insecurity – the domain identified as most
salient in the Latin American context. To evaluate this proposition, panel (b) of Figure 3 presents
the predicted probabilities of profile selection across all nine combinations of policy domain and
institutional strategy, estimated using the specification in equation (3.5).

Two patterns are immediately apparent. First, institutional penalties are substantial and largely
consistent across policy domains. In all three domains, the probability of selecting a government
declines sharply as institutional strategy moves from respecting institutions to weakening and ul-
timately attacking them. The downward slopes are nearly parallel, indicating that the penalty for
democratic violations is broadly similar regardless of the policy prioritized by a given government
profile.

Second, the only visible divergence occurs when governments openly attack democratic institu-
tions, where the Crime/Insecurity line (0.447) ends noticeably above the Poverty/Economy (0.408)
and Public Services (0.415) lines – the visual counterpart of the one significant interaction term.
While this provides some evidence to H5, substantively this attenuation is modest. The differ-
ence across domains at the “Attacks Institutions” level is small relative to the overall institutional

20



penalty, which remains large in magnitude across all domains. Even in the security domain, gov-
ernments that attack institutions are substantially less likely to be chosen than those that respect
them.

(a) Government Effectiveness (b) Policy Domain

Figure 3: Heterogeneous Treatment Effects by Effectiveness and Policy Domain
Note: 95% confidence intervals shown, with standard errors clustered at the respondent level. Panel (a) outlines pre-
dicted probabilities computed from the Effectiveness × Institutional Strategy interaction model, averaged over the
equal distribution of policy domains. Panel (b) outlines predicted probabilities computed from the Domain × Institu-
tional Strategy interaction model, averaged over the equal distribution of policy domains. Lines represent the predicted
probability of a profile being chosen as institutional strategy worsens from left (Respects Institutions) to right (Attacks
Institutions), separately for each effectiveness level. Country fixed effects included.

4.4 Trust in Government

Additional to choosing randomly selected government profiles across pairwise comparisons, we
now assess the extent to which government attributes also predict levels of trust in provided pro-
files. Table 4 presents the marginal means estimated from equation (3.3). Consistent with the
results in Table 2, trust in government is jointly shaped by both effectiveness and institutional
conduct, and the magnitudes are substantively comparable to the predicted probabilities of pro-
file selection in Table 2. Moving from a little effective to a very effective government increases
trust in a government profile by 15 percentage points (from 0.431 to 0.581), while moving from a
government that respects institutions to one that attacks them reduces political trust by 9 percent-
age points (from 0.564 to 0.472). As such, additional to the results in Table 2, both attributes matter
for how much citizens trust a government, not just whether they choose it.

Comparing the results across Tables 2 and 4, the trust penalty for institutional violations is pro-
portionally smaller than the choice penalty. For attacks on institutions, the choice probability falls
by 17 percentage points (0.594 to 0.424) while trust falls by only 9 points (0.564 to 0.472). Thus,
citizens penalize institution-attacking governments more in their revealed choices than in their ex-
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pressed trust, suggesting that some respondents choose the more democratic government while
still extending moderate trust to the institution-violating one. This gap between choice and trust
points to a form of ambivalence: citizens do not fully embrace governments that violate demo-
cratic institutions, but neither do they withhold trust from them entirely.

In Appendix B.1, we also plot a version of Figure 2 using trust in government as the outcome vari-
able, illustrating similar patterns. While trust in government is a well-contested concept (Levi and
Stoker 2000), these results can largely be inferred in a similar fashion to Besley, Dann, and Dray
(2026), such that expressions of trust reflect perceptions of government performance per respec-
tive profile. As Hardin (2002) notes, trust in government largely comprises “confidence. . . based
on reasons for believing government agents to be trustworthy” (p. 152).

Table 4: Marginal Means of
Government Attributes: Trust in Government

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Trust in Government Profile (0-1)

Attribute Level Mean SE Mean SE Mean SE

Policy Domain

Poverty/Economy 0.507 (0.002) 0.507 (0.002) 0.507 (0.001)
Crime/Insecurity 0.516 (0.002) 0.516 (0.002) 0.516 (0.001)
Public Services 0.511 (0.002) 0.511 (0.002) 0.510 (0.001)

Government Effectiveness

Little Effective 0.431 (0.002) 0.431 (0.002) 0.431 (0.001)
Somewhat Effective 0.522 (0.002) 0.522 (0.002) 0.521 (0.001)
Very Effective 0.581 (0.002) 0.580 (0.002) 0.580 (0.001)

Institutional Strategy

Respects Institutions 0.564 (0.002) 0.564 (0.002) 0.564 (0.001)
Weakens Institutions 0.497 (0.002) 0.497 (0.002) 0.497 (0.001)
Attacks Institutions 0.472 (0.002) 0.472 (0.002) 0.471 (0.001)

Observations 158,400 158,400 158,400
Fixed Effects Country District Respondent
Note: entries are marginal means, defined as predicted trust in a profile at each attribute
level, averaging over the distribution of all other attributes. Standard errors clustered at the
respondent level are reported in parentheses. Columns differ according to the fixed effects
included in the specification. Trust is normalized to range from 0 to 1 from an original 7-
point scale.

4.5 Heterogeneous Effects

In this section we now probe various heterogeneous effects based on the pre-treatment character-
istics of respondents. We estimate equation (3.6), measuring respondent-level characteristics Zi in
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various ways based on our pre-registered hypotheses. We also pursue sample splits by estimating
the core, baseline specification in equation (3.1) on relevant samples of the data.

4.5.1 Issue Salience

In our pre-analysis plan, we predict two effects: first, respondents will prefer profiles that match
the policy domain of greatest concern (H9); and second, that the penalty for democratic violations
will be attenuated when the policy domain of a government profile overlaps with a respondent’s
main policy concern (H10).

Figure 4 presents AMCEs separately for matched and unmatched profiles, where we estimate the
specification in equation (3.6). We set Zi = Matchijt, an indicator equal to 1 if the policy domain of
profile j matches the issue domain respondent i considers most important. The figure can be read
as follows: differences between the blue circles (matched) and red diamonds (unmatched) point
estimates within each attribute indicate how issue salience shifts the weight respondents place
on that attribute. Panel (a) of Figure 4 provides these estimates for whether the policy domain
of a government profile matches the top issue concern of a respondent, and panel (b) focuses
specifically on crime/insecurity as the top ranked issue.

Matched Issues Three results emerge. First, we find limited support for H9: matched profiles are
not systematically preferred to unmatched ones, as shown in panel (a) of Figure 4. The estimated
main effect is positive but small for crime and actually negative for public services, indicating that
domain alignment does not on its own increase the probability of selection. However, second, and
most importantly, issue salience strongly amplifies the reward for effectiveness.

Panel (a) of Figure 4 shows that the gap in estimates between matched and unmatched profiles
is large for both “Very Effective” and “Somewhat Effective” government profiles – approximately
7-8 and 6-7 percentage points, respectively –, constituting the largest heterogeneous effects. Thus,
citizens do not simply value effectiveness in the abstract; they reward it especially when govern-
ments address their most pressing concern. Third, H10 receives only weak support. Panel (a) of
Figure 4 shows the institutional penalty is only marginally smaller for matched profiles, but the
magnitude is modest relative to the large baseline penalty for institutional violations.

These findings sharpen the paper’s central argument: the democracy–delivery trade-off intensifies
in salient domains because the benefit of effectiveness rises, not because the cost of democratic
erosion falls. Governments that weaken institutions while delivering in high-salience areas need
not convince citizens to abandon democracy; they need only deliver enough to make democratic
concerns seem secondary. The mechanism therefore operates not through rejection of democratic
values, but through the prioritization of pressing problems over democratic principles.

Crime Salience We next examine whether the trade-off between effectiveness and institutional
conduct varies among respondents who prioritize crime and insecurity. H11 from our pre-analysis
plan predicts that individuals who rank crime as their top concern will (i) place greater weight
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on effectiveness and (ii) be more tolerant of institutional violations. We emphasize crime in
the pre-analysis plan, relative to other policy domains, given its salience in the Latin Ameri-
can context. To evaluate this proposition, panel (b) of Figure 4 shows estimates by now set-
ting Zi = Crime Matchijt, an indicator equal to 1 if the policy domain of government pro-
file j is crime/insecurity and the issue domain respondent i considers most important is also
crime/insecurity.

Panel (b) of Figure 4 presents these results. The figure can be interpreted by comparing the po-
sition of the navy circle (highest concern) and red diamond (lower concern) points within each
attribute: differences between the two thus indicate how crime salience shifts the weight respon-
dents place on that attribute. First, the results show that crime-concerned respondents place sub-
stantially greater weight on effectiveness. The estimated effects for both “Somewhat Effective”
and “Very Effective” governments are noticeably larger among high crime concerned respondents
relative to respondents who ranked crime as a lower priority. This indicates that individuals most
worried about security place a particularly high premium on governments that deliver results,
consistent with the first component of H11.

(a) Matched Issue (b) Crime/Insecurity Salience

Figure 4: Heterogeneous Treatment Effects by Issue Salience
Note: 95% confidence intervals shown, with standard errors clustered at the respondent level. AMCEs estimated using
the specification in equation (3.6), where Zi = Matchijt in panel (a) and Zi = Crime Matchijt in panel (b).

Second, crime-concerned respondents exhibit a strong domain preference for security-focused
governments. Relative to panel (a) of Figure 4 which pools across all matched issues, panel (b)
shows that the effect of the Crime/Insecurity domain is close to zero among lower concerned re-
spondents, but is clearly positive among those who prioritize crime. Third, there is no evidence
that crime-concerned respondents are more tolerant of institutional violations. The estimated
penalties for both “Weakens Institutions” and “Attacks Institutions” are very similar across the
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two groups, and the confidence intervals overlap substantially.

These findings provide only partial support for H11. Crime-concerned respondents differ from
others primarily in how much they reward effectiveness and value security-focused policy do-
mains, but not necessarily in their tolerance for democratic violations. In other words, individuals
most concerned with crime demand more from governments in terms of performance, but they
do not grant them greater latitude to undermine democratic institutions.

4.5.2 Normative Commitments to Democracy

We next examine whether the trade-off between government effectiveness and institutional con-
duct varies with respondents’ commitment to liberal-democratic principles. As specified in the
pre-analysis plan (Section 4), we use two complementary measures that capture distinct dimen-
sions of democratic attitudes.

The first is a continuous liberal-majoritarian index constructed from three items measuring sup-
port for minority rights protections, institutional constraints on majority rule, and limits on presi-
dential re-election. The index is standardized so that higher values indicate weaker commitment
to liberal-democratic constraints. The second is the standard Churchillian item, which presents
respondents with three options: (1) “Democracy is preferable to any other form of government”;
(2) “In some circumstances, an authoritarian government may be preferable to a democratic one”;
or (3) “For people like me, it makes no difference whether the regime is democratic or not.” We
code respondents who chose option (1) as strongly committed to democracy (n ≈ 8, 942, 67.7% of
the sample), and those who chose options (2) or (3) as weakly committed (n ≈ 4, 258, 32.3% of the
sample).

Figure 5 presents the results. In both panels, differences between the navy (stronger commitment)
and red (weaker commitment) points indicate how democratic commitment shapes the weight
respondents place on each attribute. As shown, both measures provide clear support for the first
component of H12: democratic commitment strongly conditions institutional penalties. Respon-
dents with stronger commitments to democracy assign substantially larger penalties to govern-
ments that weaken or attack institutions. This separation is largest for “Attacks Institutions” and
is precisely estimated across both the liberal-majoritarian index and the Churchillian item.

However, the two measures diverge in how democratic commitment relates to effectiveness. Us-
ing the liberal-majoritarian index, effectiveness effects are nearly identical across groups; respon-
dents differ in how much they penalize institutional violations, but not in how much they reward
effective governance. The premium for delivery is, in this sense, broadly shared among respon-
dents who are and are not committed to democracy. By contrast, the Churchillian measure reveals
a different pattern. Respondents who do not affirm that democracy is always preferable are both
less likely to penalize institutional violations and more responsive to effectiveness, particularly at
high levels of performance.
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This divergence reflects a substantive distinction between the two measures. The liberal-
majoritarian index captures attitudes toward specific institutional constraints: respondents who
are less committed to these constraints tolerate violations more, but do not value effectiveness
differently. On the other hand, the Churchillian item captures a broader normative orientation
toward democracy as a regime. Among respondents who express openness to authoritarian alter-
natives or indifference to regime type, effective performance carries greater weight, making the
trade-off between democracy and delivery more pronounced.

(a) Liberal-Majoritarian Index (b) Churchill Item

Figure 5: Heterogeneous Treatment Effects by Democratic Commitments
Note: 95% confidence intervals shown, with standard errors clustered at the respondent level. AMCEs are estimated
separately by subgroup. In panel (a), strong commitment (navy point estimates) refers to respondents who are below
the median of the liberal-majoritarian index. In panel (b), democracy preferable (navy point estimates) refers to respon-
dents who express that “Democracy is preferable to any other form of government”.

4.6 Robustness and Extensions

Moderators Our pre-analysis plan outlined several exploratory hypotheses. Namely, hypotheses
E1-E3 consider the role of individual experiences with crime victimization and personal economic
circumstances, in addition to satisfaction with public services. We measure these three individual-
level characteristics and use each as moderators, substituting them for Zi to estimate the specifi-
cation in equation (6.5). See Appendix B.2.

Country-by-Country Results Following exploratory hypothesis E4 of the pre-analysis plan, and
similar to Figure 6, we repeat the core democracy-for-delivery trade-off from Figure 2 but now
broken down per country. Appendix Figure B.3 shows that this pattern is remarkably consistent
across all six countries. Brazil conveys the smallest “trade-off” between effective authoritarian-
leaning profiles versus little effective democratic-leaning profiles, whereas Peruvian respondents
are most willing to make this trade-off, consistent with wider literature on democratic underper-
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formance in Peru (Mainwaring and Pérez-Liñán 2023b).

Survey Weights Although the online survey fielded by Ipsos aims to be representative of national
distributions regarding age, gender, among other ascriptive characteristics, we also report core
results using bespoke survey weights. See Appendix B.4.

False Discovery As outlined in our pre-analysis plan, we correct for multiple testing across pre-
specified hypothesis families using the Benjamini-Hochberg false discovery rate procedure (Ben-
jamini and Hochberg 1995), with separate families for the main AMCEs (H1-H7) and the hetero-
geneity analyses (H9-H12). See Appendix B.5.

5 Post-Experimental Outcomes and Downstream Attitudes

Due to the randomized nature of the hypothetical government profiles assigned to respondents
in the conjoint survey, systematic selection of some types of profiles over others provides a type
of “revealed preference” (Samuelson 1938). Repeated selection of profiles according to certain
characteristics can thus be used to reveal the relative weight respondents place on different gov-
ernment characteristics.

5.1 Revealed Tolerance for Authoritarianism and Random Exposure to Effective Gov-
ernments

Revealed Tolerance Our core “preference” of interest in this paper primarily concerns the extent
to which individuals are willing to tolerate democratic violations, especially in favor of effective
governments. Using the selection of profiles from the conjoint, we construct a “revealed tolerance”
index:

Tolerancei =
1

6

6∑
t=1

∑
j

Yijt1
[
Strategyijt ̸= Respects Institutions

]
, (5.1)

which simply represents the average number of times a respondent selected a profile j across
the six tasks t that weakened or attacked institutions. This index thus ranges from 0 (respondent
never chose an institution-violating government across all six tasks) to 1 (respondent always chose
an institution-violating government). It captures the extent to which each respondent, through
their revealed choices, demonstrated a willingness to accept governments that bypass, weaken,
or openly attack democratic institutions. Importantly, because profile attributes are randomly
assigned, variation in Tolerancei across respondents reflects genuine differences in democratic
preferences rather than differences in the profiles they happened to see. Using this measure, we
then run the following specification:

Yidc = γ{d,c} + ϕToleranceidc + θX′
idc + εidc (5.2)
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X′
i denotes a vector of respondent-level controls (gender, age, education, employment status, mar-

ital status, income bin, political ideology and religious denomination) and γ{d,c} refers to either
subnational district or country fixed effects. The coefficient ϕ thus represents the estimated ef-
fect of a respondent consistently selecting institution-violating profiles across the six tasks, given
Tolerancei ∈ [0, 1], on post-experimental attitudes.

Yi refers to a set of post-experimental outcomes. We focus on four outcomes: (1) support for
constitutional changes permitting consecutive presidential re-election, even where prohibited; (2)
support for closing Congress under certain circumstances; (3) support for military intervention
under certain circumstances (excluding Costa Rica, which has no standing military); and (4) pref-
erences for effective governments over democratic governments. All outcome variables except
support for re-election via constitutional change vary only at the respondent-level versus the gov-
ernment profile-level. For re-election, we asked respondents per profile chosen: “If the president
of the government you chose above tried to change the Constitution to get re-elected, would you
support them in their pursuit of re-election?” We then take the average of responses across all six
tasks to generate a mean support re-election via constitutional change variable.3

Exposure to Government Effectiveness One caveat with the specification in equation (5.2) con-
cerns the non-random nature of the tolerance index; individual-level unobservables may drive
greater propensities to select more authoritarian-leaning government profiles while simultane-
ously expressing more non-democratic attitudes. As an alternative predictor of downstream non-
democratic attitudes from the conjoint experiment, we develop a mean “Effectiveness Seen” index
that represents the average level of effectiveness across profiles shown to respondents:

Effectiveness Seeni =
1

6

6∑
t=1

∑
j

Effectiveijt, (5.3)

where Effectiveijt =


0 if profile j of task t is Little Effective

0.5 if profile j of task t is Somewhat Effective

1 if profile j of task t is Very Effective

Substituting Effectiveness Seeni for the tolerance index in equation (5.2) allows us to leverage ex-
perimentally induced variation in exposure to effective government performance. Because such
exposure is generated by the random assignment of conjoint profiles, it provides a stronger basis
for credible inference regarding whether effective performance itself can shape non-democratic

3. We adapted this question to each country’s constitutional context. In Mexico, where presidential re-election is
constitutionally prohibited, respondents were asked whether presidents should be allowed a second consecutive term.
In Brazil, where presidents may serve two consecutive terms, respondents were asked about permitting a third consec-
utive term. In Chile, Costa Rica, Peru, and Colombia, where immediate re-election is prohibited, the question referred
to allowing immediate re-election. In all cases, the proposed change would require a constitutional amendment, mak-
ing the measure a test of respondents’ willingness to endorse institutional reforms that concentrate power in the hands
of incumbents.
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attitudes. Across the four outcome variables measured, of particular interest is support for presi-
dential re-election via constitutional amendment. In the Latin American context, reforms to pres-
idential term limits have frequently served as a mechanism for executive power consolidation,
including under leaders such as Nayib Bukele in El Salvador, Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, and
Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua. Support for constitutional amendments permitting re-election thus
provides a direct measure of citizens’ willingness to endorse institutional changes that weaken
constraints on executive power.

5.2 Results

As shown in panel A of Table 5, across all columns there is a tight association between the toler-
ance index and non-democratic attitudes. In columns 1 and 2, respondents that select institution-
attacking profiles across all six tasks are, on average, more likely to express greater support for
unconstitutional re-election by approximately 18 percentage points. Columns 3 and 4 reveal sim-
ilar effect sizes in respondents’ average willingness to accept government closure of Congress.
In columns 5 and 6, albeit marginally smaller, respondents that select institution-attacking pro-
files across all six tasks are, on average, approximately 14 percentage points to accept military
takeovers of government. Finally, across columns 7 and 8, we find similar effect sizes in respon-
dents’ preference for effective governments, even if it is not democratic.

Panel A of Table 5 also provides the mean response per post-experimental outcome. Given the
mean of the tolerance index across respondents is approximately 0.6 (i.e. on average, across the
six tasks, respondents selected at least three profiles that either weakened or attacked democratic
institutions), the estimated effect sizes across columns 1-8 are clearly quantitatively large. The
average respondent is 8.4-11.9 percentage points more likely to express non-democratic attitudes
across our four post-experimental outcomes, as predicted from their average tolerance for more
authoritarian-leaning government profiles.4

Panel B of Table 5 now focuses on the mean effectiveness seen measure constructed from the aver-
age government effectiveness across the twelve randomly generated government profiles (6 tasks
× 2 profiles). As shown in columns 1 and 2, we find strong support that exposure to government
effectiveness is strongly associated with average support for re-election of selected governments
via constitutional amendment. Specifically, given the average level of the effectiveness seen mea-
sure is 0.5, columns 1 and 2 suggest respondents are approximately 7 percentage points more
likely to support constitutional amendments for re-election, in expectation.

Across columns 3-8, we find limited evidence for the acceptance of closing congress and military
takeovers of government under some circumstances, alongside preferences for effective govern-
ments irrespective of democracy. These null results are arguably as important as the significant

4. Using the average of the tolerance index across respondents, the minimum estimate in Table 5 is 0.140 (columns 5
and 8), whereas the maximum estimate is 0.199 (column 3). Hence, the prediction bounds are 0.6× 0.140 = 0.084 and
0.6× 0.199 = 0.119.
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result in columns 1 and 2: citizens exposed to effective governance do not become generally more
authoritarian, but rather become specifically more willing to endorse incumbency extension via
constitutional change.

Table 5: Conjoint Tolerance and Downstream Democratic Attitudes

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Panel A
Support

Re-election
Close

Congress
Military

Intervention
Effective Over

Democracy
Tolerance Index 0.183∗∗∗ 0.181∗∗∗ 0.199∗∗∗ 0.198∗∗∗ 0.140∗∗∗ 0.141∗∗∗ 0.142∗∗∗ 0.140∗∗∗

(0.016) (0.015) (0.029) (0.028) (0.026) (0.026) (0.021) (0.019)
Wild cluster p-value [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000]

Panel B
Effectiveness Seen 0.143∗∗∗ 0.144∗∗∗ 0.025 0.026 -0.008 -0.009 -0.040 -0.034

(0.037) (0.037) (0.019) (0.018) (0.031) (0.035) (0.036) (0.035)
Wild cluster p-value [0.000] [0.000] [0.281] [0.219] [0.750] [0.750] [0.250] [0.344]

Observations 13,200 13,200 13,200 13,200 11,000 11,000 13,200 13,200
Country FE Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No
District FE No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes
Individual Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Note: ∗∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10. Robust standard errors clustered at the country-level. We also report wild-cluster bootstrap
p-values in square parentheses, clustering on country (Cameron, Gelbach, and Miller 2008). Columns 1-2 refer to mean support for
constitutional change to allow re-election of the chosen government across 6 tasks. Columns 3-4 measure whether it is justified for the
president to close Congress and govern without it. Columns 5-6 ask respondents whether it is ever justified for the military to take power
by force (not asked in Costa Rica). Columns 7-8 ask respondents whether they prefer effective governments, irrespective of whether it is
democratic or not.

6 Lifetime Experiences and Revealed Preferences

A clear question that emerges from the conjoint experiment concerns: where exactly do authoritar-
ian preferences come from? Albeit descriptive, Table 5 shows a clear connection between revealed
preferences for tolerating violations of democratic procedures and downstream attitudes towards
democracy. And as per Appendix B.2, our moderator effects provide some individual-level evi-
dence that recent experiences with crime and dissatisfaction with public services lead to stronger
preferences for authoritarian alternatives.

Additional to immediate experiences, a large literature has demonstrated that experiences over
the life-cycle have strong predictive power over contemporary attitudes and beliefs (Giuliano and
Spilimbergo 2025). Individuals born into different periods can thus possess highly distinct pref-
erences and attitudes based on heterogeneous lived experiences with politico-economic outcomes
and institutions. As a final piece of analysis, in this section we exploit cohort-variation in the
data to predict authoritarian attitudes vis-à-vis lifetime experiences with democracy, growth and
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crime.

6.1 Cohort Differences in the Democracy-for-Delivery Trade-Off

One of the most documented stylized facts surrounding satisfaction with democracy is the decline
in institutional confidence among younger cohorts, both in absolute terms and relative to previous
generations at comparable stages of the life cycle (Foa et al. 2020). As another source of hetero-
geneity in the data, we use the self-reported age of respondents to calculate their year of birth (i.e.
2026 − age), and then estimate subgroup effects using our core specification in equation (3.1) per
decadal cohort (i.e. those born in the 1950s, 1960s, etc).

Figure 6 unpacks the core democracy-for-delivery trade-off from Figure 2 by decadal cohort. Strik-
ingly, we see all cohorts convey the same patterns as in the pooled specification: very effective
autocratic profiles are preferred to ineffective democratic profiles, but very effective democratic-
leaning governments are still the most preferred government profile. This serves as a validation
exercise that cohort-level variation exists in the data.

Comparing across panels however, one clear difference does emerge: there is almost a monotonic
increase in the gap between very effective democratic profiles to little effective autocratic profiles
from older to younger cohorts. Individuals born in the 1950s are far more likely to prefer a very
effective democrat and far less likely to prefer a little effective autocrat relative to those born in
the 2000s. Visually this is shown by the smaller gray area.

These results thus provide meaningful nuance to popular claims of eroding support for demo-
cratic institutions among today’s youth. At least across our six Latin American contexts, younger
cohorts are not necessarily more likely to prefer authoritarian profiles to older generations; they
are simply less likely to reward highly effective democratic governments, and less likely to penal-
ize ineffective authoritarian-leaning government profiles.

6.2 Measuring Lifetime Experiences with Democratic Performance

Albeit not pre-registered, as a final exploratory exercise we probe the extent to which cohort dif-
ferences in attitudes, as conveyed in Figure 6, can be explained by heterogeneous differences in
macropolitical and macroeconomic shocks experienced over an individuals’ lifetime. Given con-
joint surveys are purely hypothetical scenarios, this exercise has utility in connecting revealed
preferences, as procured from a fully randomized choice-driven experiment, to observed experi-
ences.

Similar to Acemoglu et al. (2025), we examine whether lived experiences under democracy shape
contemporary attitudes. We begin by exploiting variation in lifetime exposure to democracy
across our six Latin American contexts. We then unpack this relationship by studying heterogene-
ity in democratic performance, focusing on the two policy domains most central to our conjoint
experiment: public security and economic well-being. To capture these experiences, we construct
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life-cycle measures by exploiting cohort variation within countries using intentional homicide
rates per 100,000 people and GDP per capita, distinguishing between experiences accumulated
under democratic and authoritarian regimes.

Experiences with Democracy First, we measure individual experiences with democracy over the
life-cycle. Using the formula from Malmendier and Nagel (2011), we calculate the following:

d̄ibc(λ) =

ageibc−1∑
k=1

wibc(k, λ)× dbct, (6.1)

where wibc(k, λ) =
(ageibc − k)λ∑ageibc−1

k=1 (ageibc − k)λ
.

Figure 6: Delivery-Democracy Trade-Off by Birth Cohort
Note: point estimates show predicted probabilities from equation (3.1), averaged over the equal distribution
of policy domains. Navy line shows the predicted probability of selecting a government that fully respects
democratic institutions as its effectiveness increases from left (fails to deliver) to right (successfully delivers).
The red dashed line shows the predicted probability of selecting a government that openly attacks institutions
as its effectiveness decreases from left (successfully delivers) to right (fails to deliver). The shaded gray area
marks the region where a democratic government is more likely to be chosen. Country fixed effects included.
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For each year of a respondent’s life, t = 2026− k, we classify whether that year was democratic or
not, dbct ∈ {0, 1}, using V-Dem’s ‘Regimes of the World’ variable. For individual i in birth cohort
b in country c, we thus take a weighted average of all past realizations of democracy, dbct, across
one’s life since birth up until the survey year (2026), with running variable k being the number of
years before the survey.

The weights in equation (6.1), wibc(k, λ), are a function of age and a parameter λ that determines
the “shape” of memory. If λ = 0, then d̄ibc is simply an unweighted average of democracy re-
alizations over the life-cycle. If λ > 0, this suggests more recent experiences have more weight,
whereas λ < 0 suggests more weight is placed on experiences closer to birth. As practiced in the
literature on estimating memory, to determine the optimal λ∗, we run a grid search over differ-
ent candidate values of λ in increments of 0.1, using an interval of λ ∈ [−3, 3], and then use the
parameter yielding the minimum residual sum of squares (RSS) (Besley, Dann, and Dray 2026;
Malmendier and Nagel 2011).5

Using our tolerance index from the conjoint as a “revealed preference” for democratic violations
vis-á-vis effective performance, we run the following specification:

Toleranceibdc = γ{d,c} + πd̄ibdc(λ
∗) + θX′

ibdc + uibdc (6.2)

We continue to include either country or subnational district fixed effects, γ{d,c}, thus allowing us
to compare cohort experiences within countries or districts (which themselves are nested within
countries). X′

ibdc refers to the same vector of individual controls as in equation (5.1), except we
now drop age to allow for between-cohort variation. The estimand of interest is thus π, reflecting
how experiences with democracy over the life-cycle predict revealed tolerance for democratic vi-
olations. If λ∗ > 0 and π > 0, then this suggests more recent experiences with democracy across
cohorts within countries is associated with greater authoritarian preferences.6

Heterogeneous Experiences with Crime and Economic Performance To gauge heterogeneous
experiences with democracy, we focus on experiences over the life-cycle with crime and economic
performance. We use intentional homicides per 100,000 individuals as a proxy for crime, and then
GDP per capita as the standard metric of economic performance, which we gather from the Mad-
dison Project Database. We construct homicide rates by combining data from the UN Office on
Drugs and Crime (UNODC), available mainly from 1990 onward, with pre-1990 mortality data
from the Latin American Mortality Database 2 (LAMBdA). To harmonize these two sources, we
use LAMBdA’s broad “Accidents, Homicide, Suicides” cause-of-death category as the closest his-
torical proxy for intentional homicides, converting deaths into rates using country population, and
then rescale the series using overlapping UNODC years. For recent years not yet covered by UN-

5. See Appendix C.3 for results.
6. In Appendix C.1, we also use a basic “autocracy experience” dummy to exploit extensive margin variation, out-

lining whether a respondent has lived through some autocratic period in the country interviewed at any point in the
life cycle.
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ODC (i.e. 2023 onwards), we use official national homicide rates where available (see Appendix
C.2 for further discussion of homicides data).

As opposed to levels, we now focus on annualized changes to capture whether individuals experi-
enced improving or worsening conditions over the life cycle, while reducing the influence of fixed
differences in crime and income across countries. We now adjust the set-up from Malmendier and
Nagel (2011) in equation (6.1) by interacting dbct at each point in the life-cycle with realizations of
either annualized differences in the log of intentional homicides per 100,000 people or the log of
GDP per capita:

x̄
democracy
ibc (λ) =

ageibc−1∑
k=1

wibc(k, λ)
[
xbct × dct

]
, (6.3)

x̄
autocracy
ibc (λ) =

ageibc−1∑
k=1

wibc(k, λ)
[
xbct × (1− dct)

]
, (6.4)

where, xbct refers to either ∆log(Homicides per 100,000)ibct or ∆ log(GDP per capita)ibct (i.e. “eco-
nomic growth”). To also gauge heterogeneous experiences under autocracy, we interact xbct with
periods of autocratic rule, 1−dbct, thus allowing changes in crime or economic performance to have
distinct effects depending on regime type. We then estimate the following specification:

Toleranceibdc = γ{d,c} + π1x̄
democracy
ibdc (λ∗) + π2x̄

autocracy
ibdc (λ∗) + θX′

ibdc + uibdc, (6.5)

where we thus allow for heterogeneous impacts of crime and economic performance conditional
on regime type. The parameter λ is again estimated using a grid search, but we now use the
specification in equation (6.5).

Consistent with the political economy literature on lifetime experiences and preference forma-
tion, the memory-based framework of Malmendier and Nagel (2011) can best be interpreted as
a model of citizens learning about the quality of political institutions, with some episodes over
the life-cycle receiving greater weight than others (Acemoglu et al. 2025; Besley, Dann, and Dray
2026). Although this analysis was not pre-registered, our theoretical expectation is that, for expe-
riences with changes in homicide rates, π1 > 0 and π2 < 0: increases in homicides experienced
under democracy should foster greater tolerance for authoritarian alternatives, whereas similar
experiences under autocracy should reduce it. For economic performance, we expect the opposite
pattern, with π1 < 0 and π2 > 0, such that positive growth experiences under democracy diminish
authoritarian preferences, while comparable experiences under autocracy increase them.

6.3 Results

Table 6 provides estimates for experiences with democracy and democratic performance over the
life-cycle. Columns 1 and 2 focus on lifetime experiences with democracy, where we find an
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overall negative association with the tolerance index. Given we estimate an optimal λ = 3, this
suggests individuals place strong emphasis on recent experiences with democratic performance.
A one standard deviation increase in one’s overall democratic experience decreases individual
placement on the tolerance index by around 6 percentage points.

Columns 3 and 4 then unpack this heterogeneously by focusing on experiences with changes in
homicide rates accumulated under democratic and authoritarian spells within the same country.
We find that experiencing increases in homicide rates under democracy is associated with signifi-
cantly greater tolerance for authoritarian alternatives, whereas comparable experiences under au-
tocracy are associated with lower authoritarian tolerance. The optimal λ = 1 again suggests more
recent experiences drive most of the effect, being almost linear in the “decay” of memory.

The magnitude of these effects can be illustrated by comparing cohorts that accumulated demo-
cratic experiences under different security environments. In Chile, individuals born in the 1970s
spent most of their formative adult lives under the Concertación governments, a period charac-
terized by democratic consolidation, strong economic performance, and historically low levels of
violent crime. By contrast, individuals born in the 1990s have accumulated a larger share of their
democratic experiences during the 2010s and early 2020s, when concerns over crime and public
security became increasingly salient. The resulting difference in democratic homicide experiences
implies a 0.11 standard deviation difference in authoritarian tolerance, accounting for approxi-
mately 32 percent of the observed gap in authoritarian tolerance between the two cohorts. These
estimates suggest that a meaningful share of generational differences in support for authoritar-
ian alternatives can be traced to the security conditions citizens experienced under democratic
rule.

Finally, columns 5 and 6 perform an analogous exercise for growth experiences. Individuals who
experience stronger economic growth under democracy are significantly less tolerant of author-
itarian alternatives, while growth experiences under autocracy have a smaller and statistically
insignificant association with attitudes. The optimal λ = 3 again suggests there is a strong recency
effect in recall vis-á-vis economic performance, consistent with the literature on memory and eco-
nomic behaviour (Besley, Dann, and Dray 2026; Malmendier and Nagel 2011; Malmendier and
Wachter 2024).

Again, these effects are not only significant but are also quantitatively meaningful. Using Brazil
as an example, individuals born in the 1940s accumulated much of their democratic experience
during the stabilization associated with the Real Plan and the strong growth of the 2000s, whereas
individuals born in the 1990s accumulated a substantially larger share of their democratic expe-
riences during the prolonged slowdown that followed the commodity boom. The resulting dif-
ference in democratic growth experiences amounts to approximately 2.1 standard deviations and
implies a 0.14 standard deviation difference in authoritarian tolerance, accounting for roughly 65
percent of the observed gap between the two cohorts.
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The estimated memory parameters reveal important differences across policy domains. For demo-
cratic exposure and economic growth, the optimal parameter is λ = 3 implying a strong recency
bias whereby citizens place substantially greater weight on recent experiences. By contrast, expe-
riences with crime are characterized by a much lower parameter, λ = 1, suggesting that security-
related experiences remain salient over a longer horizon. Substantively, this implies that con-
temporary attitudes toward authoritarian alternatives are shaped primarily by recent economic
performance, but by a broader accumulation of experiences with public security throughout the
life cycle.

This can also help to explain the null effect for growth experiences under autocracy on author-
itarian tolerance. Again drawing on the experience of Brazil, older cohorts, such as those born
in the 1940s, accumulated more positive growth experiences under military rule than younger
cohorts, such as the “Brazilian Miracle” of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Yet, if only very re-
cent growth determines authoritarian tolerance, then such experiences from an autocratic past are
heavily down-weighted in formation of contemporary attitudes. More substantively, the signifi-
cant effect for growth experiences under democracy is also consistent with an interpretation, as
suggested by Besley, Dann, and Dray (2026), that individuals tend to be more sensitive to demo-
cratic economic performance, plausibly due to more transparent informational environments and
greater scrutiny of government action.

Taken together, these results suggest that democratic exposure shapes preferences both directly
and indirectly through performance-based learning. While greater lifetime exposure to democracy
is associated with lower tolerance for authoritarian rule on average, this democratic advantage is
strengthened when democracy delivers favorable outcomes and is weakened when it is associated
with poor performance. This is consistent with citizens updating not only on regime type, but also
on the extent to which democratic institutions are able to provide security and prosperity.

Given treatment variation occurs at the country × cohort level, we cluster standard errors by
country-cohort. While it is likely that residuals are correlated within countries and cohorts, the
limited number of country units makes inference based on conventional cluster-robust standard
errors unreliable. We thus also report results using the wild-cluster bootstrap method, clustering
on country (Cameron, Gelbach, and Miller 2008). For experiences with democracy, we test the null
hypothesis that the point estimate is equal to zero. For heterogeneous experiences with crime and
economic performance, we test for equivalence of effects under democracy and autocracy, where
the null hypothesis is that the two coefficients are equal.
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Table 6: Cohort Experiences and Authoritarian Tolerance

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Dependent variable is Tolerance Index

Democracy experience -0.058∗∗∗ -0.057∗∗∗

(0.011) (0.011)
Homicide experience 0.113∗∗∗ 0.105∗∗∗

under democracy (0.032) (0.030)
Homicide experience -0.034∗∗ -0.034∗∗

under autocracy (0.014) (0.013)
Growth experience -0.068∗∗∗ -0.061∗∗∗

under democracy (0.024) (0.024)
Growth experience -0.019 -0.022

under autocracy (0.013) (0.014)

Wild cluster p-value
H0 : d̄ibc = 0 [0.017] [0.019]
H0 : x̄

democ.
ibc = x̄autoc.

ibc [0.079] [0.032] [0.386] [0.412]

Optimal λ λ = 3 λ = 3 λ = 1 λ = 1 λ = 3 λ = 3

Observations 13,200 13,200 13,200 13,200 13,200 13,200
Country FE Yes No Yes No Yes No
District FE No Yes No Yes No Yes
Individual Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Note: ∗∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10. Robust standard errors clustered at the country-cohort level. We also
report wild-cluster bootstrap p-values, clustering on country (Cameron, Gelbach, and Miller 2008). All coefficients
and standard errors are standardized. Optimal λ refers to the λ that gives the minimum RSS from our grid search.
Individual controls refers to dummies for gender, education, employment status, marital status, income level (eight
categories), religious denomination and ideology (10-point scale).

6.4 Cross-Cohort Correlations for the Effective Democrat Premium

As a final exercise, to more transparently visualize the underlying patterns in the data and con-
necting observed lifetime experiences with preferences from the conjoint experiment, we correlate
the within-country between-cohort variation for changes in democratic experiences of intentional
homicides and economic growth, using the optimal values of λ, with the country-cohort difference
in the predicted probability of selecting a highly effective democrat over a minimally effective au-
tocrat from equation (4.2):

∆̂bc = P̂r
(
Democrat Chosen|Very Effective

)
− P̂r

(
Autocrat Chosen|Little Effective

)
(6.6)

Figure 7 shows the raw correlations in the data. A striking set of results emerge. As per panel
(a), with the exception of Brazil as an outlier, almost all countries in our sample exhibit a negative
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cross-cohort correlation between homicide experiences and preferences for effective democratic-
leaning governments versus ineffective authoritarian-leaning ones. In panel (b), all countries then
show a positive association between growth experienced under democracy and these preferences
for effective democrats relative to ineffective autocrats. These results are thus consistent with the
results in Table 6.

Clearly, the cohort differences in ∆̂bc from Figure 6 are well-approximated by lifetime experiences
with homicides and economic growth. In almost all cases, despite using only decadal cohorts for
exposition, the linear trendlines show a reasonably tight association. For the youngest cohorts
in the data that have only lived most of their adult lives under periods of democracy following
the end of the Cold War, homicide rates have increased across several countries, in tandem with
stagnating economic growth. This becomes even more pronounced when considering we estimate
parameter values of λ such that individuals place greater weight on more recent experiences,
relative to those experienced closer to birth.

6.5 Robustness Checks and Extensions

Other Politico-Economic Shocks Although we focus on experiences with intentional homicides
and economic growth, in Appendix C.4 we also explore alternative politico-economic experiences
over the life-cycle. We focus on lifetime experiences with changes in the executive branch, inten-
sity of unrest-related events, and income inequality, measured using the top 10% and top 1% share
of pre-tax national income.

The results suggest that cohorts exposed to greater unrest and higher income concentration under
democratic rule are more tolerant of democratic violations later in life, while analogous experi-
ences under non-democracy are small or statistically weaker. Executive turnover reveals a dif-
ferent pattern: stability under non-democracy is associated with lower tolerance, implying that
instability or executive turnover in authoritarian contexts may increase later willingness to ac-
cept institutional violations. Overall, the evidence points to experiences of democratic disorder
and unequal democratic delivery as especially important predictors of tolerance for institutional
violations.

Notably, for these experiences, we consistently estimate an optimal λ < 0, which thus suggests
that other politico-economic experiences observed earlier in life can also contribute to the for-
mation of cross-cohort attitudes towards authoritarianism. This is intuitive: although increasing
crime and slowing growth are arguably highly salient policy issues across our six Latin American
contexts, and are thus given more recency in memory formation, we should by no means except
that these are exclusive predictors of contemporary political attitudes.
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(a) Homicide Experiences under Democracy

(b) Growth Experiences under Democracy

Figure 7: Country-Cohort Experiences of Homicides and Economic Growth under Democracy
and Preferences for Very Effective Democratic Governments

Note: panel (a) takes averages of homicide experiences under democracy by decadal cohort, using λ = 1. Panel (b)
takes averages of economic growth experiences under democracy by decadal cohort, using λ = 3. y-axis plots country-
cohort estimates of ∆̂bc used in equation (6.6).

39



Pre-Birth Experiences Placebo In Appendix C.5, we control for average experiences up to five
years before birth as a placebo test. This also helps to rule out the possibility that certain cohorts
are on differential cohort-trends which could also co-determine authoritarian preferences, or the
possibility of potential values transmission from parents (Acemoglu et al. 2025). We consistently
estimate null effects for pre-birth experiences, and this does not alter the magnitude or significance
of our core lifetime experience regressors.

Formative Years Experiences To rule out the possibility that alternative points in the life-cycle
determine authoritarian preferences as opposed to our weighted-experience measure from Mal-
mendier and Nagel (2011), we also test the formative years hypothesis as another plausible pro-
cess of memory formation (Krosnick and Alwin 1989; Alwin and Krosnick 1991). We take an
unweighted average of changes in homicide rates and economic growth between the ages of 18-
25 across cohorts within countries, regressing our tolerance index on this alternative experience
measure. We continue to estimate null effects, thus providing further confidence that respondents
place more emphasis on recent experiences with crime and economic performance as opposed to
realizations earlier in the life-cycle. See Appendix C.6.

7 Discussion

This paper has studied how citizens evaluate trade-offs between democratic institutions and gov-
ernment performance. We argue that democratic erosion in Latin America can be understood as
not necessarily driven by citizens rejecting democracy, but rather by frustration with democratic
governments that fail to deliver security, economic opportunity, and basic public services. To
test this argument, we fielded a conjoint experiment with 13,200 respondents across Brazil, Chile,
Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico, and Peru, who compared hypothetical governments varying in
policy priority, effectiveness, and respect for democratic institutions.

The results show a clear “democracy-for-delivery” trade-off. Although citizens punish govern-
ments that weaken or attack democratic institutions, they reward effective governance far more
strongly. As a result, a highly effective government that attacks democratic institutions can defeat
an ineffective democratic government. That said, respondents do not abandon democracy out-
right; while citizens place the highest premium on effectiveness, there is a far greater preference
for governments that deliver “democratically”.

Several additional findings clarify the mechanism. Respondents reward effectiveness more when
governments address their most important concerns, especially crime and insecurity, but they do
not become dramatically more tolerant of institutional violations. Democratic commitment also
matters: respondents with stronger pre-existing liberal-democratic commitments impose larger
penalties on governments that weaken or attack institutions.

The post-experimental results further show how this trade-off may translate into acceptance of
democratic erosion. Random exposure to effective government profiles increases support for con-
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stitutional changes allowing re-election, but not support for closing Congress, military interven-
tion, or authoritarian government in general. This suggests that performance legitimacy may
first erode democracy through apparently bounded institutional changes, especially reforms that
extend the tenure of popular incumbents. The lifetime-experience analysis points in the same di-
rection. Citizens who experienced rising homicide rates under democracy are more tolerant of
authoritarian alternatives, while those who experienced stronger economic growth under democ-
racy are less tolerant of them.

Taken together, these findings suggest that the danger to democracy, particularly in the Latin
American context, is not simply mass authoritarianism. Citizens continue to value democratic
institutions and strongly prefer governments that both respect them and deliver results; indeed,
even moderate democratic performance is enough to defeat highly effective authoritarian alterna-
tives in our experiment. The vulnerability arises when democratic governments repeatedly fail to
deliver. Under these conditions, the premium citizens place on performance can outweigh their
preference for democratic institutions, making authoritarian-leaning leaders competitive. Democ-
racy therefore need not lose its normative appeal to become vulnerable (Sen 1999): citizens may
tolerate its erosion not because they reject democracy in principle, but because they prioritize
urgent problems that existing democratic governments have failed to solve.
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