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Abstract: 

 

This paper aims to assess the value of the causal mechanism approach (Hedström and Swedberg, 1998; 

Elster, 1998; Gambetta, 1998) in public opinion research. With this idea in mind, our work explores the 

types of rationality that underlie choice for political regime, understanding those as causal mechanisms that 

intervene in the process of preference formation. In doing so, we seek to “clarify, what it might mean in 

practical terms – i.e., for practicing social scientists – to assume a mechanismic view of causation” 

(Gerring, 2007:165). The strategy is to test two types of rationality as process derived from supporting 

democracy at individual level. The analysis focuses on Brazil, a society that recently completed a 

successful process of transition towards democracy. Our interest is to focus on the balance between the 

impact of survey respondents‟ evaluations of different dimensions of democratic performance (that we 

label here as “utilitarian causal mechanism”), and the effects of citizens‟ normative preferences (that we 

label here as, “normative causal mechanism”), as well as their joint impact on molding individual 

preferences for a particular type of government in Brazil. The results endorse the hypothesis that utilitarian 

rationality prevails along some important signs of normative rationality. Finally, we suggest that if public 

opinion research only considers the utilitarian causal mechanism in preference formation, we would be 

considering only a portion of the entire portrait. Therefore, an argument in favor of the causal mechanism 

approach is recommended. 
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Introduction 

  

Debates about explanations of action constitute the core of the social sciences (i.e., 

Elster, 1993 and 1997; Parsons, 2007), within which the specific question about the 

rationality of action comprises a fundamental dimension of this discussion. Since Weber 

and Durkheim works‟ – at least – the problem of action and its rationality is one of the most 

important ones in sociology, political science, and other disciplines. However, this debate 

has shown scarce development in the field of public opinion research. Despite some of the 

seminal work that has given significant attention to this matter (i.e., Converse, 1964, Page 

and Shapiro, 1992), the most part of recent public opinion research has remained relatively 

apathetic to this foundational debate. The discussion about the foundations of action should 

be a central part of public opinion research, to the extent that a response of an interviewer 

in a survey is a type of a choice, - that is, a form of action. Survey methodology should not 

be indifferent to the problem of action and its rationality.  

 

As a result, one standard argument of rationality prevails in a large part of public 

opinion research – most of the time, implicitly, by default. This conception of rationality 

applied to individual political decisions takes the idea that preferences are formed as result 

of some intrinsic principle of utility present among individuals for granted (i.e. Kramer 

1971; Tufte 1978; Fiorina 1981; Lewis-Beck 1988; Mackuen, Ericson y Stimson 1992; 

Nannestad y Paldam 1994; Przeworski and Maravall 2001; Stokes 2001). This standard 

type of explanation of action refers to the idea in which action is always utilitarian. 

Accordingly, an ordered set of preferences are usually interpreted as the consequence of 

just one causal mechanism, that is, the maximization of personal utility. Preferences 

measured by survey research are not exempt from this explanation. They are the result of 

utilitarian respondents. The argument does not admit a plurality of political reasoning – or 

more than one causal mechanism - in the process of preferences formation. Preferences are 

explained, according to this point of view, with the assumption of utility. Relying on an 

economic model of preference formation, scholars typically characterize its underlying 

psychological basis as utilitarian.  Consequently, principles of normative or expressive 

rationalities have been excluded from this kind of explanation (Davis and Speer, 1991).  

 

Most discussions around the issue of support for democracy among citizens have 

followed this path (i.e. Lewis 2003; Chu, Diamond and Shin 2001; Dalton 1999; 

Klingemman 1999; Rose, Mishler and Haerpfer, 1998; Fuchs, Guidorossi and Svensson 

1995).
1
 This kind of explanation assumes that a developed interest for democracy (i.e., 

satisfaction with democracy) pre-exists the declaration of support for democracy. An 

accepted step in understanding support for democracy consisted in interpreting individuals‟ 

postures to regime type as a simple translation of a cost-benefit calculus. As a consequence 

of the assumption of utility, scholars that analyze support for democracy in Latin America 

have tried to explain support for democracy through this type of explanation (i.e. Lagos 

2001, 2003a, 2003b; Payne, Carrillo, and Zovatto, 2002).
 2

  The assumption of utility 

prevails in the discussion about the determinants of support for democracy in the region. 

Nay, and as evidence of the influence of this supposition in the literature about attitudes 

                                                 
1
 An important and seminal exception is Bratton and Mattes (2001). 

2
  For a critical review, see Sarsfield and Echegaray (2006), and Sarsfield and Carrión (2006).  
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towards democracy, the former “assumption of utility” has also been present in studying 

other important variables such as the satisfaction with democracy (i.e. Anderson and 

Guillory 1997; Canache, Mondak and Seligson, 2001).   

 

However, this kind of explanation competes with other ones in political science and 

sociology.  On the side of the utilitarian-based explanation, other scholars has pointed out 

the importance of normative or expressive rationalities to explain different attitudes and 

political behavior (for classic sociology theory, i.e., Weber 1944; for theory of action, i.e., 

Elster, 1993, 1997, and 1998; Hedström and Swedberg, 1998; Gambetta, 1998; Boudon 

1996 and 1998; Lupia, Mc Cubbins and Popkin, 2000; for public opinion research, i.e., 

Davis and Speer, 1991; Whitefield and Evans 1999, Bratton and Mattes 2001, Sarsfield and 

Echegaray 2006 and 2008). Following this tradition, and in a different way from most 

scholars, we claim that endogenous reasons that lie behind personal choices of political 

regime are an empirical problem that we need to explore. Our approach tries to look at what 

takes place “inside the box” (Gerring, 2007) in terms of disclosing the reasoning process. 
3
 

Thus, this paper tries to review the reasoning behind preference formation for political 

regimes in Brazil, measured by the standard question, used in the Latinobarometer.
4
 In 

doing so, our discussion covers two types of rationalities to make sense of individuals‟ 

choices: utilitarian rationality, and normative rationality (Weber, 1944; Boudon, 1996 and 

1998; Lupia, Mc Cubbins, and Popkin; 2000).  

 

Following this argument, we organize our discussion as follows: the first section 

presents our findings about determinant of support for democracy in Brazil at the aggregate 

level and in the long term. Conventional wisdom (i.e., Kramer 1971; Tufte 1978; Fiorina 

1981; Lewis-Beck 1988; Mackuen, Ericson y Stimson 1992; Nannestad y Paldam 1994) 

suggests that we should observe that political and economic performance of democracy 

should predict support for democratic government, that is, the biases of political support 

should be utilitarian. In the second section, we will examine whether support for democracy 

- a normative preference - is related to citizens‟ evaluations of the performance of 

democracy - a positive belief (Boudon 1998). 
5
 The main goal here is to observe the linkage 

between performance evaluations of democracy and regime type preference at the 

individual level, thus revealing – or at least, suggesting - the political reasoning process 

behind manifested preferences.
 
Thirdly, we examine the relative weight of normative 

reasoning that is present when forming the preferences for the type of government, 

exploring which type of rationality is dominant among Brazilians. Finally, we control our 

                                                 
3
 Among scholars that have defended this approach see Williams (1979 and 1988); Lupia, McCubbins and 

Popkin (2000); Kahneman and A. Tversky (2000); Kuklinski and Quirk (2000); Lodge and Taber (2000); 

Popkin and Demock (2000); Tversky and Kahneman (1999); Quattrone and Tversky (1987). 
4
 The variable was measured according to the following question wording: With which of the following 

statements would you most agree ? 1. Democracy is always preferable to any other type of government; 2. 

Under some circumstances, an authoritarian government can be preferred to a democratic government; 3. For 

people like myself it doesn´t matter whether a government is democratic or non democratic. 
5
 We depart from the understanding that a positive belief is a perception about the “real world” and that a 

normative preference is a belief about a desirable condition of the world. It is to our understanding that a 

positive response would indicate that normative preferences interact with (therefore, can be “tamed” by) 

contingent information from actual experience, whereas a negative response would indicate that normative 

preferences (in this paper, support for democracy) are rigid and blind to new information. 
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hypothesis by socio-demographic variables, including gender, age, subjective income, 

education and social class.  

 

First image inside the box: contextualizing support for democracy in Brazil 

 

The challenge of building democracy in Brazil cannot be fully assessed without 

considering those issues related to the legacy of authoritarianism, the nature of political 

institutions and culture, persistent social inequality, and ongoing violence. Brazil 

summarizes the context under which a vast representation of Latin Americans experienced 

the need to respond to the call for a regime change since the mid-1980s. And such critical 

context shaped the conditions under which system credibility and support was nurtured –a 

major issue to its very survival as a new political regime option.  

 

Debates over consensus or disagreement over democracy in Brazil have been often 

tied up to factors exogenous to citizens, capable to generate favorable or negative stimuli to 

the rise of citizens‟ opinion.
6
  Elite agreements, economic conditions or business cycles, 

institutional and normative incentives inherited from the authoritarian past or crafted by 

political engineers have routinely emerged as casuistic interpretations about the ultimate 

balance public opinion has on democracy
7
.  Initially, and maybe consequential of a 

succession of important events such as scandals in the mass media, economic crises, 

increasing social inequalities, and institutional turbulences, Brazilian aggregated public 

opinion appeared to be relative unstable over the past decade and half (since public opinion 

studies became regular) , which would confirm the explanatory capability of those different 

interpretations (see Table 1). 
 

Table 1  

Support for Democracy in Brazil, 1988-2004 (in %) * 

 

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

43 43,4 55 39,5 48,7 57,9 47 41 50 50 48 43,5 39 30 37 35 41 

 
* Response choice for option democracy is always preferable with question wording: Which of the following statements would you agree 

with the most?” Answer options: “Democracy is always preferable to any other type of government.” “Under some circumstances, an 
authoritarian government can be preferred to a democratic government”. “For people like me it is about the same whether a government 

is democratic or non-democratic”. 

 Sources: Latinobarómetro; CESOP; Datafolha; Fundação Perseu Abramo; Moisés, (1995) 
8
 

 

                                                 
6
 See further debate about the distinction between exogenous and endogenous reasons in Lupia, Mc.Cubbins 

and Popkin (2000). 
7
 Arguments behind these different factors have been defended by O‟Donnell (1988), Lamounier, (1990), and 

Figueiredo (1991). 
8
  Even though these surveys were conducted by which sources, their methodologies were very similar and the 

question wording was identical. The main difference is that some polling organizations used urban samples 

(LB in the period 1998 and 2000) and others used national representative samples (CESOP; Datafolha; 

Fundação Perseu Abramo; Moisés, in the period  1988-1994; LB in the period 1995-1997 and 2001-2007). 

We are aware these differences can have important consequences on the findings. However,  a series with the 

identical methodological design and the same polling company for this span of time doesn‟t exist for Brazil. 

On the other hand, it is important to note that around 40% value is the most frequent value obtained across all 

surveys overtime, even when using urban sample only or national representative samples. 
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If we consider all dramatic chances in economic and political conditions that took 

places in the 17 years between 1988 and 2004, one could suppose that these changes 

explain the relative instability of support for democracy in Brazil. Dispersion of values 

across the time has been slightly high (standard deviation of 7.66), although below the line 

of 10 %, as proposed by the seminal work of Page and Shapiro (1992).
9
 However, it is 

important to note important ups and downs between some years in the series. In some 

cases, these fluctuations are higher than 10 %, the value proposed for Page and Shapiro 

when talking about an irrational public.
10

  

 

On the other hand, and after 20 years of having transferred power to civilian rule, 

democracy endorsement in Brazil is an attribute of a minority. Examined overtime, it seems 

that no matter what material or symbolic achievements, or gains in political stability 

democratic rule brought to Brazilians, democracy only has been capable of raising a 

continual half-hearted feeling from society. In 1988, more than a year before the first 

competitive elections for president, about 43% sided with the notion that democracy is 

always the most preferred option for political order; by 2004, despite the relevant ups and 

downs, that percentage  remained steady at about 41% (see Table 1). Contrary to some 

scholars‟ expectations , adherence to democracy unveiled by comparing regime preference 

overtime has remained stagnant, with upswings in support constrained to specific scenarios 

or conditions.
11

 In the long term (at least, in the series 1988-2004), Brazilians opted for 

stability in their partial endorsement for democracy.    

 

This finding, would imply that important groups are convicted authoritarians in 

Brazil? Empirical evidence shows that is not the case. Over the past decade and half, 

explicit tendencies toward authoritarianism remained the less popular option engaging less 

than a quarter of the public, in the best case scenario (see Table 2). Moreover, it remained 

circumscribed to pretty much the same type of public as its low variance (3.15) points out. 
 

Most Brazilians that felt uninspired about democracy opted to remain indifferent. 

Some scholars rapidly interpreted this as revealing political apathy while others view this as 

expressing political cynicism. Whatever the interpretation, most of them usually placed 

those high rates of indifference in line with a longstanding view of Brazilians being as 

depoliticized and unwilling to give too much thought to political matters (Hollanda, 1986). 

But it might be the case of who founded in the “indifference option” of the question a more 

genuine alternative through which channeling both their political feelings towards the 

civilian regime and their democratic credentials - at least among some Brazilians cognizant 

of how democracy evolved in the country and full of expectations (or knowledge) about 

what democracy should be. As Seligson and Carrión (2002) argue, a government that could 

claim some democratic credential way back in time but characterized by undemocratic 

practices or unfulfilled expectations with regards to implementing genuine democratic 

                                                 
9
 Thus, in the Page and Shapiro (1992) terms, the Brazilian political preferences about democracy would be 

rationals if we deem its stability in the time.  
10

 Criticism against the theoretical precariousness and contingent nature of forces exogenous to the citizen to 

understand how he or she forms his/her preference for government has been well documented by Przeworski, 

Cheibub and Limongi (2003). 
11

 Moisés (1995: 126) claimed a sustained growth of democratic support based on a 5 year survey review, an 

unusual period characterized by major variability in people‟s standings. 
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routines, may entice sophisticated and die-hard democrat citizens to choose for the option 

that “it‟s the same whether the government is democratic or authoritarian” as posed by the 

question wording. After all, that not only validly describes how an initially democratically 

elected government may behave but it will also contain a criticism to a democratically 

elected leader or elite that switches political style in favor of authoritarian drives.    

 
Table 2   

Responses to Preference for Political Regime, Brazil (in %) 

 

Year  Democracy Indifferent Authoritarianism 

1988 43 36 21 

1989 43,5 34,5 18 

1990 55 28 17 

1991 47 33 19 

1992 48 28 23 

1993 59 27 14 

1994 47 29 24 

1995 56 23 22 

1996 50 26 24 

1997 50 33 17 

1998 48 35 17 

1999 43,5 36 20,5 

2000 39 37 24 

2001 30 52 18 

2002 37 48 15 

2003 35 46 19 

2004 41 41 18 

 
*Responses DK/NA added 

Sources: Latinobarometer; CESOP; Datafolha; Fundação Perseu Abramo; Moisés, 1995 

 

In other words, the intriguing resilience of political indifference may not necessarily 

reflect antipathy to democracy per se but lack of identification with the actual practice of 

democracy in Brazil, given its idiosyncratic manifestations. Thus, if the way actual 

democracy works is deemed as unsatisfactory in light of ones‟ standards of what 

democracy should be, then the adoption of a cynical or indifferent response may entail a 

rational if not healthy reaction. The critical citizen (Norris, 1999) may feel better identified 

with the response “it‟s the same” without giving up his or her ideological commitment to 

true democracy.  As one Brazilian scholar summarized it after reviewing the peculiarities of 

the democratizing process until the mid-1990s: “[Given the circumstances of Brazil] It 

wouldn‟t be realistic to expect (…) that the different strata of the mass public be able to 

perceive all the nuances revealing a passage from an authoritarian to democratic regime, or 

that they could display great enthusiasm about the latter” (Moisés, 1995: 115).  

 

The fluctuations in the level of support for democracy might be the result of the 

dramatic changes in the economic and political environments that we have mentioned. The 

first step is, thus, to explore the existence of the relationship between the economical and 

institutional contexts, and support for democracy at the aggregated level. Such time-series 

of survey measures permits a test of the validity of explanations at the aggregate level about 

political legitimization of democracy. For the same years (lagged by one to allow that 

effects to apply), we count on data for key indicators of economic performance (e.g., GDP 
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growth and inflation rate), institutional stimuli (e. g., whether year coincided with minor or 

major election, or non election at all),
 
and socialization opportunities (e.g., seniority of 

civilian rule).
12

 Table 3 summarizes the occurrences.  

 
 

 

Table 3 

Lagged values of economic performance and institutional environment, and support for democracy* 

 

 

Year % GDP.t-1 Inflation.t-1 Rule Seniority .t-1 Election Support 

1988 3,5 415,83 3 1 43 

1989 -0,1 1037,55 4 3 43,4 

1990 3,2 1609,38 5 1 55 

1991 -4,3 1699,59 6 0 39,5 

1992 1 458,37 7 1 48,7 

1993 -0,5 1174,67 8 0 57,9 

1994 4,9 2567,34 9 3 47 

1995 5,9 1246,62 10 0 41 

1996 4,2 15,24 11 1 50 

1997 2,7 9,20 12 0 50 

1998 3,3 7,74 13 3 48 

1999 0,1 1,78 14 0 43,5 

2000 0,8 20,10 15 1 39 

2001 4,4 9,95 16 0 30 

2002 1,3 10,38 17 3 37 

2003 1,9 25,31 18 0 35 

2004 0,5 8,71 19 1 41 
 

*Time lag set at prior year 
Election counts as 1 if minor elections held, 3 if presidential elections held 

Sources: Central Bank of Brazil, CAPEL, Source at Table 1 

. 

 

As we have a small number of cases (N = 16), we don‟t move forward with a 

multivariate model to empirically test the statistical leverage of those different explanations 

of preference for government at the aggregate level. Thus, we explore the existence of 

bivariate correlations between the traditional determinants of political support and support 

for democracy (see Table 4).  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
12

 Most of these indicators are standards. “Rule of seniority” is the number of terms served (years of 

democratic rule + one year). With this political variable, theoretical expectations are that more years of 

democratic rule would contribute to democratic socialization, that is, more support for democracy.  For a 

synthetically justification of all of them, see Mainwaring and Scully (1995), and Echegaray (2005).  
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Table 4 

Bivariate Correlations 

 

    GDP Inflation 

Rule of 

Seniority Election 

Support for 

Democracy 

GDP Correlación de Pearson 1 .026 .047 .088 .170 

Sig. (bilateral)   .923 .864 .747 .528 

N 16 16 16 16 16 

Inflation Correlación de Pearson .026 1 -.610(*) .212 .283 

Sig. (bilateral) .923   .012 .430 .289 

N 16 16 16 16 16 

Rule of 

Seniority 

Correlación de Pearson .047 -.610(*) 1 -.133 -.517(*) 

Sig. (bilateral) .864 .012   .624 .040 

N 16 16 16 16 16 

Election Correlación de Pearson .088 .212 -.133 1 .219 

Sig. (bilateral) .747 .430 .624   .416 

N 16 16 16 16 16 

Support for 

Democracy 

Correlación de Pearson .170 .283 -.517(*) .219 1 

Sig. (bilateral) .528 .289 .040 .416   

N 16 16 16 16 16 

* Correlations are significant at 0,05 level  

 

At first sight, with the notable exception of rule of seniority, there is no foreseeable 

pattern anchoring attitudes towards democracy from incidences in the economic or 

institutional realms. Yet, the inflation rate is strongly correlated with seniority of 

democratic rule which suggests that as civilian government gained time in command of 

national affairs, it learned how to tame price hikes
13

. It is very interesting to note that the 

sign and value of the Correlation of Pearson between rule of seniority and support for 

democracy (-.517, statistically significant at .05) is evidence of a declination of the 

“honeymoon effect” between Brazilians and its democratic government.  

 

Briefly speaking, the lack of statistical significance of most predictors suggests that 

some of the core arguments (mainly, economical and political explanations) cannot explain 

political support at the aggregate level.
 14

 If we consider the predictably criterion of public 

opinion at the aggregate level as one dimension of its rationality, support for democracy 

among Brazilian would seem to be irrational against the theoretical framework of Page and 

Shapiro, according to which we should expect “that public opinion as collective 

phenomenon” should be “meaningful”…”organized in coherent pattern” and “adaptative to 

new information or changed circumstances, responding in similar ways to similar stimulus” 

(Page and Shapiro, 1992:14).
 15

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13

 Correlation coefficient of -.61 (p <. 0.05). 
14

 Criticism against the theoretical precariousness and contingent nature of forces exogenous to the citizen to 

understand how he or she forms his/her preference for government has been well documented by Przeworski, 

Cheibub and Limongi (2003). 
15

 Italics in the original. 
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Going to individual level: causal mechanisms behind political attitudes 

 

Following the contention according to which a causal mechanism – defined as the 

pathway or process by which an effect is produced - might be easier to observe in the 

micro-level relations than in the macro-level relations (Gerring, 2007), we now go to the 

individual level. At the individual level, our argument is that different reasons could feed 

the individual-level preference formation process behind alignment with democracy. Our 

claim is that different types of rationality – different type of causal mechanisms - could 

explain the process from positive beliefs and/or fundamental normative preferences to 

derived normative preferences. This process would conclude, in the case of support for 

democracy – to a decision on whether to endorse democracy or adopt a non-democratic 

posture. These competing rationalities – or competing causal mechanisms - are here labeled 

as “utility rationality” (that explain support for democracy as derived from a cost-benefit 

calculus), and “normative rationality” (that explains support for democracy as derived from 

other normative preferences, such as preference for freedom).  

 

One of the most important developments in recent social science is the renewed 

interest in the “internal reasons” that drive people‟s behavior and preferences (Lodge and 

Taber 2000; Lupia, McCubbins and Popkin 2000; Popkin and Dimock 2000; Williams 

1979, 1988; Kuklinski and Quirk 2000). This approach rejects the idea that behavior is 

driven by a rationality that is instrumentally efficient, consistent, and future-oriented (Elster 

1988). Instead, this new approach, which we wish to propose here, seeks to explore the 

cognitive foundations of human action (Bandura 1991; Sniderman 1993; Sniderman, 

Brody, and Tetlock, 1991). Rationality is, then, a question of “reasons” (Nozick 1995).  The 

rationality of a preference lies in the reasons for holding this preference. 
16

 

 

 At the same time, the concept of “reason” employed in this paper is strongly related 

to the notion of “mechanism,” understood as a causal model that makes human behavior 

intelligible (Gambetta 2000). The model takes the form: under certain conditions K, an 

agent will do or prefer X because of M, with a probability p.  M refers to both reasoning 

processes that determine choice (of which rational choice is only a subset) and 

subintentional processes that directly influence behavior and preference formation. In this 

paper, we seek to elucidate the values of M, understood as the reasons that guide the 

preference of a regime X, with a probability p (Sarsfield and Carrión, 2006). 

 

 We are aware of discrepancies regarding the observability of causal mechanisms 

relative to evidence of the covariation. The emphasis on the importance of covariation – 

focus on its observability - is named here “covariation-based approach”. We assume, as 

does Gerring (2007), that observability is a matter of degree. Thus, “while the so-called 

Heisemberg principle decrees that no entity can be measured with perfect accuracy, it 

seems apparent that some entities (such as molecules) are relatively easy to observe – i.e., 

they can be observed more or less directly – while others (such as quarks) must be inferred. 

In this spirit, we shall say that phenomena are more or less observable (Gerring, 2007: 166). 

Causal mechanism is, in this sense, what we can infer about a set or chain of events. In this 

                                                 
16

 This postulate rests on a central contention: that the actor‟s actions, beliefs and preferences are usually 

perceived by her and the observer as significant. 
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paper, events (more observables) are the different responses in a survey, while causal 

mechanisms (less observables) are political reasoning behind these responses. Despite the 

fact that political reasoning is less perceptible than the responses, that causal argument 

helps give meaning to the connections between events. Its logic is based on the plausibility, 

without which, covariation between events or variables would be meaningless.  

 

As it has been argued for the case of judicial integrity and impartiality, differences 

between the covariation-based approach and the causal mechanism-based approach seem to 

reproduce a classic and honourable distinction in the social science which, unfortunately, 

“has fallen into oblivion in more recent methodological debates”: the distinction between 

internal and external perspective on social reality (Scheldler, 2004:250). Covariation-based 

approach would be an “external observer”, because she is “content merely to record the 

regularity of observable behavior” (Hart, 1961:89-90).
17

 The logic behind the covariation-

based approach lies on recognizing an observable covariation between two phenomena, two 

variables. Claims in the covariation-based approach rely on a standard argument focus on 

empirical covariation, and take the typical form of “the change in the probability and/or 

value of the dependent variable when an explanatory variable changes its value in a unit, 

and the effects of other variable are controlled” (Sarsfield 2007: 153). 

 

Closer to the internal perspective, a causal mechanism-based approach puts your 

faith in a causal argument to give meaningful connections between variables. A causal 

mechanism-based approach drives us to the reasons and the process behind the human 

action. Less observable than covariation, however, any good explanation should require a 

plausible argument about the process/processes between the dependent and the independent 

variables. Inherently, causal mechanism approach brings us into the subjective world of 

individuals. Imagining the reasoning of citizens (but not observing it), casual mechanism 

approach is seems to the logic of the novelist. In the sociologic theory, this idea has been 

represented (and, in a good part, abandoned or ignored by political scientists), with the 

notion of sociologic imagination (i.e., Wright Mills, 1959). Put synthetically, the logic of 

the novelist is to deduce with imagination.  

 

In a different and complementary way, the covariation approach pursues observable 

patterns of covariation between variables. Sociological imagination does not enter into this 

perspective.  The covariation approach is skeptical about imagination. As Kenneth 

Coleman synthesized, “correlations are correlations, and all other things are aestheticism”. 
18

The logic of the covariation approach is the logic of the chronicle. Far from the 

imagination of the novelist, from the point of view of the chronicle, facts are facts. Only 

regularities matter. The scientist should seek empirical covariations.  

 

On the other hand, differences between a covariation-based approach and a causal 

mechanism-based approach (and, of course, the discussion between an external or an 

internal perspective) brings us, in a certain way, to the classic Weberian debate between to 

                                                 
17

 Quoted in Schedler (2004). 
18

 Personal communication. 
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explain or to understand (Von Wright, 1970).  
19

 Without a doubt, a program of conceptual 

discussion about the definition of explanation would go beyond the specific problem that 

we are analyzing here. Although we don‟t examine this question in a systematic way, 

following the idea that a good definition of explanation must include both covariation 

between variables and causal mechanisms,  we suggest that we should consider these two 

aspects in establishing a minimal definition of the concept of explanation. 

 

One of the arguments in favor of the causal mechanism approach is that without a 

causal argument for the covariation between variables, we could not distinguish between 

spurious covariation and causal covariation.  On the other hand, and as it is well-known, 

covariation is not the same as a causal effect (Holland, 1986). To this extent, it is important 

to keep the seminal work of King, Keohane, and Verba (2000) at hand, according to which 

a causal effect should be considered “a theoretician concept that is independent of the used 

data”.
20

 Such a theoretical definition is applied to “a unit” that constitutes “one of the many 

elements that have to be observed in a study, like a person, a country, a year or a political 

organization” (King, Keohane, and Verba 2000: 88-89). From King, Keohane and Verba 

conception‟s of causal effect, it can be derived that the observability of the causal effect, 

when solely based on covariation, is problematic. Table 5 summarizes some advantages and 

disadvantages of the causal mechanism approach that we suggest in this paper.     
 

Table 5 

 
Covariation-based approach Causal mechanism-based approach 

The logic of the chronicle The logic of the novelist 

Correlation is a necessary condition for 

causality. And… in some research (implicitly), 

correlation is a sufficient condition for 

causality. 

 

Correlation is not a necessary condition for 

causality. Correlation is an important criterion, but 

not a definitional requisite of causality. 

Never, correlation is a sufficient condition for 

causality. 

The main purpose of description and analysis is 

to find statistical associations between 

variables.   

The main purpose of description and analysis is to 

find meaningful connections between events. 

Co-variation Plausibility 

It is more observable It is less observable 

If A, then B with a probability M If A, then C with a probability N, D with a 

probability of O, and B with a probability M 

Permit to predict but not to explain (if just one 

mechanism exists between DV and IV) 

Permit to explain but not to predict ((if more than 

one mechanism exists between DV and IV) 

 

From the covariation-based approach and from a more formally logical stance, 

covariation is a necessary although not a sufficient condition of causal effect. To the extent 

of which covariation might be spurious, covariation doesn‟t guarantee a causal effect 

between two variables. In a different way, from the causal mechanism-based approach, 

covariation is neither a necessary nor sufficient condition of causal effect. If two or more 

casual mechanisms work between two variables, we might observe no covariation among 

them, but, we might not discard a causal effect. A well-known example from George 

                                                 
19

 This “listing” of challenges for a debate on the causality notion is certainly not exhaustive. A program of 

conceptual discussion of the causality idea would go beyond the synthetic fact that arises here.  
20

 The use of the italics comes from the original text.  
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Vaillant shed light on the idea: “Perhaps for every child, who becomes an alcoholic in 

response to an alcoholic environment, another eschews alcohol in response to the same 

environment”. 
21

 In this example – and in all cases in which work more than one casual 

mechanism - the consequence will be to observe absence of covariation. Covariation is not 

a necessary condition for causal effect.   

 

If we would accept the existence of two o more causal mechanisms between two 

phenomena, are we thrown back on mere narrative description? In this case, would the 

covariation-based approach be invalid?  The response to both questions seems to be No. 

Causal mechanism-based approach points out the importance to consider that covariation 

(or its absence) should be connected with a causal argument that completes it. Both, 

covariation and causal mechanism should form part of a minimal definition of causal effect.   

 

Permit us to give another example closer to the problem we analyze in this paper. 

Jon Elster (1998: 69-70), criticizing the statistical explanation (especially to account for 

individual cases), and pointing out a “plea for disaggregation”, invites us to think of the 

following case:  

 
Suppose that a scholar decides to study the dependence of donations to charity of the amount of 

money donated (and know to be donated) by other people, and that there turns out to be very little correlation. 

It might be tempting to conclude that people do not really to take account of how much others give when 

deciding how much to give themselves. An alternative explanation might be that population consists of two 

roughly equal-sized groups, one motivated by the norm of fairness and one motivated by more utilitarian 

considerations. On this account, everybody would look to others before deciding how much to give but would 

differ in the way the decision of other affect their own. To uncover the presence of these two opposed 

mechanisms (nonlawlike tendencies), one has to go to a lower level of aggregation and look inside the black 

box.    

 

On the causal mechanism account, it is possible to think in different fine-grained 

stories from a phenomenon A. The difference between the covariation-based approach and 

the mechanism-based approach is to move from “If A, then B with a probability M” to “If 

A, then C with a probability N, D with a probability of O, and B with a probability M”.  

 

Types of rationalities behind support for democracy 

 

Following these ideas, we seek to determine whether support for democracy follow 

a utilitarian (cost/benefit), or normative (axiological) rationality, understanding both 

rationalities as two different causal mechanisms. In some individuals the first one prevails 

over the second one while in other individuals the second one prevails over the first one. A 

group of individuals A following the utilitarian rationality mechanism should: (a) be 

unsatisfied with the democratic performance and, because their reasoning is utilitarian, 

prefer authoritarianism with a probability P (in other words, they prefer authoritarianism 

because they are dissatisfied with the performance of democracy). In a different way, a 

group of individuals B following the normative rationality mechanism should: (b) to be 

unsatisfied with the democratic performance but, as they prefer freedom over order, and 

their reasoning is normative, they prefer democracy with a probability of P.  

                                                 
21

 This example is quoted by Elster (1998). 
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Alternatively, a group of individuals C following the normative rationality 

mechanism should: (c) consider democracy as the type of government that assures other 

political values they thinks are good, legitimate or desirable and, then, prefer democracy 

with a probability P (in other words, they prefer democracy because she consider 

democracy as the type of government that assures other political values that they think are 

good, legitimate or desirable as freedom). A group of individuals D following the 

normative rationality mechanism should: (d) consider authoritarianism as the type of 

government that assures other political values that they think are good, legitimate or 

desirable (i.e., order, security) and, then, to prefer authoritarianism with a probability P (in 

other words, to prefer authoritarianism because they consider authoritarianism as the type 

of government that assures other political values that they think are good, legitimate or 

desirable as order or security).  

 

These types of observational consequences of our two rationalities are not 

exhaustive or mutually excluded. Empirically, other combinations might emerge between a 

condition X and different results (y1, y2, y3,…,yn). An example might be an individual E who 

is satisfied with democracy but prefers authoritarianism. In this case, we are faced with an 

individual who is not responding to an utilitarian rationality.  This does not mean that the 

preference is irrational. This type of preference formation would be driven by normative 

concerns. On the other hand, it might be posible that some individuals reject (or accept) 

democracy for more than one reason.  In this case, we should talk about the coexistence of 

utilitarian and normative reasons.  

 

In the following sections, these arguments will be tested and discussed in two 

models. We aim to observe the presence of alternative reasoning forming preferences for 

political regime. Additionally, we also include the conventional control variables (age, 

gender, subjective income, education, and socioeconomic status). Table 6 summarizes our 

conceptual framework and measurement of these two types of rationalities, as well as the 

hypothesized links between positive beliefs and normative preferences. 
 

 
Table 6  

Types of rationality as causal mechanisms in the formation of preferences 

 
Preferences 

rationality  

General statements Specific statements for support for democracy 

Utilitarian 

Rationality 

 

X  is preferred because X supplies expected utility, 

and/or X results satisfactory 

 

X is not preferred because X does not supply 

expected utility or X results not satisfactory 

 

Democracy is preferred if it has supplied expected 

utility or satisfaction 

 

Democracy is not preferred if it has not supplied 

expected utility nor satisfaction 

 

Normative 

Rationality 

X is preferred regardless of X result satisfactory 

(intrinsic preference per se).  

 

 

X is preferred because M, being M other normative 

preference.  

Democracy is preferred because it is perceived as 

good, desirable, legitimate, despite of consequences or 

its performance 

 

Democracy is preferred because individual prefer 

liberty over order. 
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Observing inside the box: two mechanisms to understand political preferences at the 

individual level  

 

Contrary to mechanic translations of opinion choice as requiring a complex 

cognitive background, we discuss modes of reasoning that require minimal thinking by 

ordinary voters. These different reasoning processes are easily  practiced by the average 

Brazilian, as they are based on palpable perceptions on results (i.e., his/her degree of 

satisfaction with democracy, his/her evaluations of economy, or his/her approve of 

presidential performance) and their preferences for type of government. By paying attention 

to the interactions between these routes to preference formation, one can derive a simple 

and pragmatic rule about how individuals form their preferences. 
22

 Indicators used for the 

dependent variable and the independent variables are summarized in Table 7. 
 

Table 7 

Explanatory and dependent variables (or reasons for regime type preference) 

 

Dependent Variable 

(Support for democracy) 

Indicator: (LB, 2004) 

 

 

Preference (normative) on type 

of government 

 

“Preference for democracy or authoritarianism” 

Explanatory Variables 

Utilitarian Model 

(Positive beliefs) 

Indicators:  
(LB, 2004) 

 

 

 

 

Empirical 

perceptions/evaluations of 

“truly existent” democracy 

 

 

Victimization: Respondent, or a Family 

Member, has been Victim of a Crime?  

Presidential approval 

Satisfaction with Performance of Democracy  

Trust in Institutions  

Retrospective Assessment of the Economy  

Prospective Assessment of the Economy 

External Efficacy: Vote Do Makes Difference 

Explanatory Variables 

Normative Model 

(Normative preferences) 

Indicators: 

 (LB, 2004) 

 

 

Normative preferences about 

political values 

Prefer Order over Freedom 

A Strong Hand is Good for the Country 

Traditionalism: Believe Better Women at 

Home, Men at Work 

 

If individual preferences are formed by the causal mechanism of utilitarian 

rationality, we should observe that people who are more satisfied would be more likely to 

support democracy than individuals who are less satisfied (satisfaction with democracy 

variable). The same should be expected for individuals with positive evaluations of the 

                                                 
22

 We are aware that differing level data is being explored here but the purpose of illustration is to make these 

cross-level leap a useful tool to understand why public opinion responses to democracy can be better 

understood by an argument centered on types of rationality. 
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economy (retrospective economy and prospective economy variables). Likewise, 

individuals that place more trust in political institutions would be more likely to support 

democracy than individuals that place trust less in their institutions. On the other hand, 

individuals with a negative evaluation of the presidential performance (presidential 

approval variable) would be less likely to support democracy than individuals with a 

positive evaluation. The same could be said about victimization variable: respondent - or a 

family member - that it has been victim of a crime would be less supportive for democracy. 

Finally, individuals that think that vote do makes a difference would be more likely to 

support democracy than individual that think that their vote does not make a difference. 

 

Normative rationality does not depend on performance assessments of the 

government. It is axiological because it relies on normative preferences. Therefore, the 

choice of the type of government (derived preference) is a result of the preference about 

what kind of political goods the government should provide – a fundamental normative 

preference (Elster, 1998b). Consequently, if individual preferences are formed by the causal 

mechanism of normative/axiological rationality, we should observe that the choice of type 

of government should be a consequence of their normative fundamental preferences. In this 

way, if individual A believes that freedom is preferable to order, he would be more likely to 

support democracy. On the contrary, if individual B believes that order is preferable to 

freedom, then he would be more likely to support authoritarianism. Accordingly, if 

individual preferences are formed by the causal mechanism of normative/axiological 

rationality, we should observe that people that believe that “a strong hand is good for the 

country” would be more likely to prefer authoritarianism than those who believe that “a 

strong hand is not good for the country”. Likewise, individuals that have a traditional 

perspective about gender roles should be less likely to support democracy (to the extent 

which democracy assumes equality between men and women). 

 

In few words, an individual that prefers democracy because  it produces certain 

goods or utilities (i.e., economic progress, development), is an individual whose 

preferences are formed following the utilitarian rationality path. Alternatively, an individual 

that prefers democracy, because it is associated with certain values that are considered 

desirable (i.e. justice, liberty, equality) and his/her preference is independent of 

performance evaluations, is an individual with normative-oriented preferences. In the first 

case, the commitment to democracy is normative because it is based on an axiological 

rationality; in the second case, it is instrumental because it is based on a utilitarian 

rationality (Bratton and Mattes, 2001; Sarsfield and Echegaray, 2008; Sarsfield and Carrión 

2006; Seligson and Sarsfield, 2006). 
23

 

 

Using the LB data for Brazil in 2004 allows us to validate an examination of the 

prevailing rationalities previously conducted for the entire region of Latin America, during 

the mid-1990s (Sarsfield and Echegaray, 2006). What this earlier study suggests is a 

considerable presence of utility reasoning while normative rationality remains scarcely 

                                                 
23

 We didn‟t get to the problem of irrationality in preference formation. However, in a sense, it is a residual 

category in our analysis here. We would infer the emergence of irrationality when we fail to identify either a 

utilitarian or a normative rationality.  
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present. For the majority of Latin Americans, democracy was embraced not just as a result 

of belief in its intrinsic legitimacy or because of any ideological value but mainly because 

of an ability to deliver expected results.  

 

Data discussion 

 

An initial look at the data shows that some our expectations are met while others are 

not (at least, at this preliminary stage: see Table 8).  In terms of the role of performance 

evaluations on regime preferences (what we label here utilitarian rationality mechanism), 

we find that, as expected, a greater satisfaction with the way democratic government 

operates in the country translates into greater support for democracy. Likewise, greater trust 

in key political institutions is associated with greater support for democracy. On the other 

hand, regime choice seems to be associated with the respondent‟s evaluation of 

democracy´s efficacy of democracy (vote do make a difference). In Brazil, people who 

believe that voting does not make a difference are more likely to either embrace 

authoritarianism or be indifferent than those who hold more efficacious political beliefs. 

The perception of a high efficacy seems to be a utilitarian basis for support for democracy 

among Brazilians.  

 
Table 8 

 Difference in means  

 
BRAZIL, LB 2004 Democracy Authoritarianism Indifference 

Victimization: Respondent, or a Family Member, has been Victim of a 

Crime? (0=yes, 1=no) NS 

.70 .71 .75 

Presidential approve (0=no; 1=yes) ** .63 .54 .52 

Satisfaction with Performance of Democracy (1= not satisfied at all; 4= 

very satisfied) *** 

2.3 1.8 1.9 

Trust in Institutions (3=low trust; 12=high trust) *** 7.4 6.8 7.0 

Retrospective Assessment of the Economy (2=now is worse; 10=now is 

better) * 

6.1 5.9 5.8 

Prospective Assessment of the Economy (2=will get worse; 10=will get 

better) ** 

7.1 

 

6.7 6.8 

External Efficacy: Voting Does Make a Difference (0=no; 1=yes) *** .75 .53 .52 

Prefer Order over Freedom (0=yes; 1=no) *** .40 .31 .55 

A Strong Hand is Good for the Country (0=yes; 1=no) *** .57 .37 .51 

Traditionalism: Believe Better Women at Home, Men at Work ** 

(1=strongly disagree; 4=strongly agree) 

1.9 2.0 2.2 

 
Note: Entries are means. Asterisk next to the variable indicates that the difference in means among regime 

categories is statistically significant at:  

NS = No significance, * = p < .05, ** = p < .01, *** = p < .001 

 

There is also some evidence that assessment of the economy has an impact on  

regime choice: those who have positive assessments of the economy retrospectively tend to 

be slightly more likely to prefer democracy than authoritarianism.  The relationship, 

however, is not linear for prospective assessments. Those who are indifferent about regime 

choice tend to hold  a more positive and optimistic outlook of the future economy  than 

those who prefer authoritarianism. Coming together with this finding, victimization status 

doesn‟t seem to affect regime choice. 
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On the other hand, a greater agreement with traditional roles for men and women 

decreases support for democracy.  People that have more traditional orientations towards 

gender-related issues are less likely to support democracy. The same phenomenon occurs 

with those individuals that prefer order to freedom. It is interesting to note that all of them 

are more likely to be indifferent to regime choice than supporting  authoritarianism. These 

findings seem to show that the basis of preferences for type of government has a normative 

component too. Since orientation towards gender, and orientation towards order or freedom 

are learned mainly, but not exclusively , from the family and other institutions of 

socialization - which are subject to relative continuity over time -  it plausible to argue that 

preferences for regime derive from long-standing normative orientations. As a 

counterintuitive finding, it is relevant to note that those that believe “a strong hand is good 

for the country” are more likely to prefer democracy than authoritarianism. This result 

could indicate a preference for a delegative democracy (O´Donnell, 1992) or an illiberal 

democracy (Zakaria 1997). 

 

It is difficult for us - in this stage of our analysis - to posit any definitive conclusion 

about which mechanism dominates the formation of regime preferences in Brazil. Regime 

preferences don‟t seem to be the consequence of only one type of rationality. However, it is 

plausible to claim that regime choice has both utilitarian and normative rationality 

foundations among Brazilians that vary according to different attitudes and values. All 

these relationships, nevertheless, can certainly change when we control for multivariate 

effects. We now turn to this task. 

 

A model of regime preference 

 

Looking for a model of the determinants of preference for democracy, the main task 

is to identify the relative weight of the alternative reasoning processes behind regime 

preference formation. In this article, we use multinomial logistic regression to estimate our 

model of support for government type. Respondents who say “Democracy is preferable to 

any other kind of government” comprise the baseline category of the dependent variable. 

Our goal is to determinate which set of predictor variables make it more likely that a 

respondent would fall into the “under some circumstances, an authoritarian government can 

be preferable to a democratic one” or “for people like me, it does not matter whether we 

have a democratic or a non-democratic regime” rather than into the “democracy is 

preferable” category. Our predictor variables are of two types: ordinal/interval and nominal.  

In the first case, the interpretation is straightforward. The logistic coefficient indicates the 

change of an individual´s odds of being in a category of the dependent variable relative to 

the baseline category for each unit increment of the independent variable. In the case of 

nominal variables, the multinomial logistic coefficient indicates the change of  odds of a 

case falling in a given category relative to a reference category of the independent variable.   
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Table 9: Multinomial Regression Models  

 
Asterisk next to the variable indicates that the Betas are statistically significant at:  
* = p < .05, ** = p < .01, *** = p < .001 

 

 

Table 9 presents the multinomial logistic regression estimates for three different 

models. The first model includes a set of variables to test the utilitarian rationality 

hypothesis based on seven different evaluations of performance of democracy: “satisfaction 

with democracy”, “prospective economy”, “retrospective economy”, “political trust”, 

Dependent Variable: Support For Democracy (P13st) 

Model 1: 

Performance-Based Support 
Model 2: 

Normative-Based Support 
Model 3: Full Model 

B S.E. Wald B S.E. Wald B S.E. Wald 

Authorit..

preferable 

Intercept 1.385 .679 (4.165)** 1.191 .771 (2.383) 2.032 .967 (4.419)** 
Satisfaction -.951 .161 (35.066)*** -.958 .169 (32.160)*** -.930 .173 (28.868)*** 
Prospective economy -.076 .072 (1.107) -.044 .077 (.330) -.052 .079 (.435) 
Retrospective economy .007 .070 (.010) -.006 .075 (.006) -.007 .078 (.009) 
Political trust -.014 .049 (.082) .009 .052 (.033) .016 .053 (.089) 
Presidential disapproval -.053 .227 (.055) .058 .237 (.060) .072 .241 (.090) 
Presidential approval 0(b) . . 0(b) . . 0(b) . . 
Victimization -.178 .219 (.655) -.107 .228 (.221) -.169 .233 (.525) 
No victimization 0(b) . . 0(b) . . 0(b) . . 
Vote doesn‟t  make difference 1.049 .205 (26.180)*** 1.030 .218 (22.417)*** 1.042 .222 (22.084)*** 
Vote do  makes difference 0(b) . . 0(b) . . 0(b) . . 
Traditionalism    .190 .089 (4.585)** .248 .098 (6.409)** 
Prefer order over freedom    .213 .217 (.964) .232 .220 (1.111) 
Not prefer order over freedom    0(b) . . 0(b) . . 
A strong hand is good for the country    .652 .213 (9.329)*** .631 .216 (8.515)*** 
A strong hand is not good for the country    0(b) . . 0(b) . . 
Age       -.008 .008 (1.212) 
Education       .054 .072 (.556) 
Subjective income       -.073 .128 (.322) 
Socioeconomic status       -.072 .150 (.232) 
Men       -.294 .216 (1.841) 
Women       0(b) . . 

Does not 

matter … 

Intercept .762 .617 (1.523) 1.369 .701 (3.809)* 4.157 .891 (21.775)*** 
Satisfaction -.691 .142 (23.562)*** -.639 .151 (18.011)*** -.553 .155 (12.653)*** 
Prospective economy -.055 .065 (.711) -.012 .070 (.029) -.042 .072 (.336) 
Retrospective economy .003 .063 (.002) -.023 .067 (.123) -.045 .071 (.403) 
Political trust .024 .044 (.305) .017 .046 (.135) -.004 .048 (.007) 
Presidential disapproval .360 .201 (3.211)* .571 .213 (7.166) .544 .220 (6.115)** 
Presidential approval 0(b) . . 0(b) . . 0(b) . . 
Victimization -.394 .202 (3.823)* -.288 .212 (1.839) -.322 .222 (2.095) 
No victimization 0(b) . . 0(b) . . 0(b) . . 
Vote doesn‟t  make difference .906 .185 (23.873)*** .975 .198 (24.226)*** .993 .206 (23.328)*** 
Vote do  makes difference 0(b) . . 0(b) . . 0(b) . . 
Traditionalism    .259 .078 (10.924)*** .197 .088 (5.001)** 
Prefer order over freedom    -.510 .191 (7.114)*** -.456 .198 (5.295)** 
Not prefer order over freedom    0(b) . . 0(b) . . 
A strong hand is good for the country    .252 .191 (1.726) .283 .199 (2.023) 
A strong hand is not good for the country    0(b) . . 0(b) . . 
Age       -.028 .007 (14.165)*** 
Education       -.142 .071 (3.995)** 
Subjective income       .009 .116 (.007) 
Socioeconomic status       -.379 .138 (7.615)*** 
Men       .035 .200 (.031) 
Women       0(b) . . 
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“presidential approval/disapproval”, “victimization/no victimization”, and “efficacy”.
24

 The 

second model introduces a set of three variables that measures the existence of normative 

rationality: “traditionalism” (do believe better women at home, men at work/do not believe 

better women at home, men at work), “prefer order over freedom/prefer freedom over 

order”, and a “strong hand is good for the country/a strong hand is not good for the 

country”. Model 2 seeks to remove the ability to predict the support for democracy of 

Model 1. Finally, the third model includes the conventional control variables of age, 

education, subjective income, gender, and socioeconomic status.  
 

Results show that both satisfaction with democracy and efficacy have significant 

effects on preferences for government type in all the three models. The negative sign of the 

logistic coefficient for satisfaction with democracy indicates that respondents who are 

satisfied with the democratic performance are less likely to fall into both “authoritarianism” 

and “indifference” categories. The introduction of the normative variables (Model 2) 

doesn‟t affect the significant and substantial impact of the satisfaction with democracy. The 

same occurs with the efficacy variable. It is important to note that both effects are present 

even when controlled for socio-demographic variables. A different behavior occurs with the 

victimization variable. In Model 1, victimization is significant statistically to predict 

indifference but not authoritarianism. Thus, individuals that have been victims of crime are 

more likely to be indifferent than democrats. However, this effect of victimization is 

removed when we introduce the normative variables of second model.  

 

On the other hand, we do not find a significant association between the other 

variables of instrumental/utilitarian rationality (retrospective evaluation of economy, 

prospective evaluation of economy, political trust, and presidential approval) and 

preference for type of government.  It is relevant to note that neither economic evaluations 

nor political evaluation affect support for democracy in Brazil. This absence of effect might 

be the result of the normative mechanism working (at least, among one of two roughly 

equal-sized groups of Brazilians). On the other hand, this result contradicts previous 

findings from other new democracies (i.e. Bratton, Mattes and Gyimah-Boadi, 2005; Rose, 

Mishler and Haerpfer, 1998; Whitefield and Evans, 1999). 
25

  

 

We also find additional support for the contention according to which normative 

rationality is a causal mechanism working behind the preference‟s formation. In this way, 

the variables “traditionalism” and “strong hand is good for the country” significantly 

predicts the preference for government type. Individuals that are more conservative are 

more likely to prefer authoritarianism or be indifferent than to prefer democracy. In an 

                                                 
24

 It would be possible to point out that prospective economy, retrospective economy, political trust, 

presidential approval/disapproval, victimization/no victimization, and external efficacy variables are 

conceptually related and statistically correlated with satisfaction with democracy. We tested the covariate 

relationships (see Appendix B) and we found that all of them (except victimization) correlate significantly 

with satisfaction with democracy. However, when we controlled satisfaction with democracy with all these 

variables in the multivariate model as explanatory variables of support for democracy, satisfaction with 

democracy has an statistically significant effect on support for democracy, whereas the other variables do not 

(except efficacy). For this reason, we decided to hold all variables in the model. The implication of these 

findings is that satisfaction with democracy has specific dimension that this indicator don‟t consider. 
25

 It is important to point out that in the case of African countries findings are mixed.  
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analogous way, individuals in favor of a “strong hand” are less likely to prefer democracy. 

Additionally, both effects are present even when controlling for socio-demographic 

variables. A somewhat similar correlation occurs with the “order over freedom” variable: 

those that prefer order are more likely to be indifferent (but not to be authoritarians).  

 

Alternatively, an interesting finding is that socio-demographic variables are not 

relevant when comparing individuals that fall into the “authoritarianism” category to those 

that fall into the “democracy” category, but, in a different way, socio-demographics do 

matter when we compare “it doesn‟t matter category with “democracy” category. In the 

latter case, we find that the younger generations are more likely to be indifferent (“it 

doesn‟t matter” category) than to prefer democracy compared with the older generations. 

At the same time, those that come from lower socioeconomic status levels are more likely 

to be indifferent. In a similar manner, those individuals that have lower subjective income 

are less likely to prefer democracy.   

 

Conclusions 

 

Our strategy in this article has been to test the rationality of support for democracy. 

in Brazil through an  aggregate-level time series analysis, and an individual level cross-

section analysis. We need to be very prudent with the conclusion at the aggregate level 

because we have a small number of cases (N=16) and, for this reason, we only use a 

bivariate correlation. With this caveat in mind, a first result is that findings reported in the 

paper from the two levels are contradictory. In the first one, objective measures of 

performance do not explain support for democracy, that is, democratic support does not 

vary depending on the variation of objective measures of performance. In the second one, 

individual evaluations of performance do explain support for democracy. Why? What‟s 

wrong with one analysis or the other? In our view, such a difference could be interpreted in 

favor of to include other causal mechanisms to explain support for democracy at the 

aggregate level (i.e., percent of Brazilians that prefer order over freedom). If we only 

consider the utilitarian mechanism in the preferences formation, we might have the middle 

of the picture. Secondly, those differences between the aggregate level and individual level 

might be linked with the fact that economic growth and inflation are macroeconomic 

dimensions of economic performance that are not necessarily “perceived” – at least, in a 

direct and immediately manner - by individuals‟ microeconomic experience in their 

everyday life. In this sense, subjective perceptions about economy - or politics - measure by 

survey would be more immediately sensible than objective macroeconomic measures of 

performance.  

 

At the individual level, preference for democracy does not occur in a vacuum. The 

results show that both satisfaction with democracy and efficacy contour the preference for a 

democratic type of regime. This is sustained both by differences in examination means as 

well as by the three models tested. On the other hand, one variable of normative-based 

mechanism matters: traditionalism. Individuals that have traditional orientations towards 

gender are less likely to support democracy. Also, those individuals that prefer order over 

freedom, in a consistent manner, are more likely to prefer authoritarianism than democracy. 

At the same time, people that prefer order over freedom are more likely to prefer 
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democracy than to be indifferent. Finally, people that believe that a “strong hand is good 

for the country” are more likely to prefer authoritarianism than democracy. 

 

The belief about the efficacy of democracy (voting does make a difference) 

structures, to a greater extent, the calculus of regime support. Perceptions of regime 

efficacy and inefficacy were respectively associated to positions towards democracy, 

paving the road to crystallizing a utilitarian rationality as a force that shapes preferences. 

Such utilitarian rationality impacts upon the regime options available to individuals: it has 

the ability to connect perceptions of competence to support for democracy, and perceptions 

of incompetence with adherence to non-democratic options.  

 

A considerable presence of utility reasoning coexists with a minor presence of 

normative rationality in Brazil. For most Brazilians, democratic restoration and continuity 

does not get its value from any intrinsic legitimacy or ideological leverage connected to it. 

The message this analysis relays is that individuals need to be convinced by means of 

satisfying records and sustainable evidence of efficacy to rally around democracy, not the 

contrary.   

 

Finally, the first goal of this paper was to test the relative power of a utilitarian rationality 

hypothesis and a normative rationality hypothesis as being causal mechanisms that explain 

the preferences for type of government among Brazilians. We cannot claim to have tested 

the relative merit of each approach conclusively. Nonetheless, much of the above analysis 

suggests that normative rationality is of less importance than utilitarian rationality. 

Individual evaluations of performance explain support for democracy even though we 

control these variables with normative-based variables and socio-demographic variables. 

However, normative variables are also significant. In this way, our conclusions are mixed. 

Therefore, an argument in favor of the causal mechanism approach is recommended. It 

would seem that the logic of the novelist matters if we wish to explain preference 

formation.  
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APPENDIX A 

Wording questions: 

 

SATISFACTION WITH DEMOCRACY: 
 

P14ST.- In general, would you say that you are very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied or not at all 

satisfied with the way democracy works in (country)? 

           (P14ST) 

   [1] Very satisfied 

   [2] Fairly satisfied 

   [3] Not very satisfied 

   [4] Not at all satisfied 

   [8] Don‟t Know 

   [0] No answer 

 

RETROSPECTIVE ECONOMIC EVALUATION: 

 

P3ST.- Do you consider the current economic situation of the country to be much better, a little better, about 

the same, a little worse or much worse than 12 months ago? 

           (P3ST) 

   [1] Much better 

   [2] A little better 

   [3] About the same 

   [4] A little worse 

   [5] Much worse 

   [8] Don´t know 

   [0] No answer 

 

P6ST.- Do you consider your economic situation and that of your family to be much better, a little better, 

about the same, a little worse or much worse than 12 months ago? 

           (P6ST) 

   [1] Much better 

   [2] A little better 

   [3] About the same 

   [4] A little worse 

   [5] Much worse 

   [8] Don‟t know 

   [0] No answer 

 

 

PROSPECTIVE ECONOMIC EVALUATION: 

 

P4ST.- And in the next 12 months do you think that, in general, the economic situation of the country will be 

much better, a little better, about the same, a little worse or much worse compared to the way it is now? 

           (P4ST) 

   [1] Much better 

   [2] A little better 

   [3] About the same 

   [4] A little worse 

   [5] Much worse 

   [8] Don´t know 

   [0] No answer 

 

P7ST.- And in the next 12 months do you think that your economic situation and that of your family will be 

much better, a little better, about the same, a little worse or much worse compared to the way it is now? 

           (P7ST) 
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   [1] Much better 

   [2] A little better 

   [3] About the same 

   [4] A little worse 

   [5] Much worse 

   [8] Don´t know 

   [0] No answer 

 

POLITICAL TRUST 

 

P34ST.- SHOWCARD. Please look at this card and tell me how much confidence you have in each of the 

following groups/institutions. Would you say you have a lot, some, a little or no confidence? 

(P34STB) Judiciary 

(P34STC) The President 

(P34STF) Congress/Parliament 

 

   [1] Have a lot 

   [2] Some 

   [3] A little 

   [4] No confidence 

   [8] Don't know 

   [0] No answer 

 

VICTIMIZATION 

 

(P51STA) Have you, or someone in your family, been assaulted, attacked, or been the victim of a crime? 

   [1] Yes 

   [2] No 

   [8] Don't know 

   [0] No answer 

 

PRESIDENTIAL APPROVE 
 

P46ST.- Do you approve or disapprove of the current presidential administration headed by (NAME OF 

PRESIDENT)? 

           (P46ST) 

   [1] Approve 

   [2] Disapprove 

   [0] Don´t know, No answer 

 

EFFICACY 

 

P28ST.- Some people say that the way you vote can change the way things will be in the future. Others say 

that no matter how you vote, things will not improve in the future. Which statement is closest to your way of 

thinking? 

           (P28ST) 

   [1] The way you vote can change the way things will be in the future 

   [2] No matter how you vote, things will not improve in the future 

   [8] Don't Know 

   [0] No answer 
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ORDER VERSUS FREEDOM 

 

P20BID.- Do you believe that it is better to live in an orderly society where certain freedoms are limited, or 

do you believe it is better to live in a society where all rights and freedoms are respected, although there may 

be less order as a result. 

           (P20BID) 

   [1] I prefer to live in an orderly society although some freedoms may be limited 

   [2] I prefer to live in a society where all rights are respected, although there may be some 

       disorder 

   [8] Don't Know 

   [0] No answer 

 

A STRONG HAND IS GOOD FOR THE COUNTRY 

 

P26ST.- Some people say that a bit of a firm hand from the government is not a bad thing for Chile. Others 

say that we don't need the government's firm hand. Which statement is closest to your way of thinking? 

           (P26ST) 

   [1] A firm hand from the government is not a bad thing for the country 

   [2] A firm hand is not good for the country 

   [8] Don't Know 

   [0] No answer 

 

TRADITIONALISM 

 

P57ST.- SHOW CARD. Do you strongly agree, agree, disagree or strongly disagree with each of the 

following phrases: 

(P57ST.A) It is preferable that a woman concentrates on the home and a man on his work 

   [1] Strongly agree 

   [2] Agree 

   [3] Disagree 

   [4] Strongly disagree 

   [0] Don´t know, No answer 
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APPENDIX B 

 
Correlations  
 

    

Satisfaction 

with 

democracy Retrospective Prospective 

Political 

trust 

Presidential 

approve or 

disapprove 

Has been 

victim of a 

crime? 

Does voting 

make a 

difference? 

Satisfaction with 

democracy 

Correlación de 

Pearson 1 .270(**) .184(**) .316(**) .289(**) .054 .109(**) 

  Sig. (bilateral)   .000 .000 .000 .000 .071 .000 

  N 1107 1079 954 1048 1013 1105 1053 

Retrospective Correlación de 

Pearson .270(**) 1 .408(**) .221(**) .305(**) .043 .053 

  Sig. (bilateral) .000   .000 .000 .000 .142 .079 

  N 1079 1165 1002 1096 1061 1163 1097 

Prospective Correlación de 

Pearson .184(**) .408(**) 1 .233(**) .303(**) .009 .092(**) 

  Sig. (bilateral) .000 .000   .000 .000 .771 .004 

  N 954 1002 1018 970 932 1017 966 

Political trust Correlación de 

Pearson .316(**) .221(**) .233(**) 1 .367(**) -.009 .147(**) 

  Sig. (bilateral) .000 .000 .000   .000 .761 .000 

  N 1048 1096 970 1127 1036 1125 1064 

Presidential 

approve or 

disapprove 

Correlación de 

Pearson .289(**) .305(**) .303(**) .367(**) 1 .050 .081(**) 

  Sig. (bilateral) .000 .000 .000 .000   .099 .010 

  N 1013 1061 932 1036 1094 1092 1030 

Has been victim 

of a crime? 

Correlación de 

Pearson .054 .043 .009 -.009 .050 1 -.031 

  Sig. (bilateral) .071 .142 .771 .761 .099   .306 

  N 1105 1163 1017 1125 1092 1202 1119 

Does voting 

make a 

difference? 

Correlación de 

Pearson .109(**) .053 .092(**) .147(**) .081(**) -.031 1 

  Sig. (bilateral) .000 .079 .004 .000 .010 .306   

  N 1053 1097 966 1064 1030 1119 1121 

**  La correlación es significativa al nivel 0,01 (bilateral). 

*  La correlación es significante al nivel 0,05 (bilateral). 
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APPENDIX C 

 

 

 
Country Polling 

company 

Sample Year Sample N Sample error Percentage of 

population 

represented 

 

Brazil 

 

 

IBOPE 

 

Probabilistic 

multistage 

sample  

 

2004 

 

1204 

 

2.8 % 

 

100 % 

 


