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Abstract 

Two decades after democratic transition, political participation levels in Central and Eastern 

Europe remain significantly lower than in Western European countries. While some authors 

invoke the socialization of citizens under authoritarian regimes as a cause, others hint at the 

fact that these countries still experience corruption, lack of good governance and low levels of 

economic development. In this article we test both theoretical claims, by conducting a 

multilevel analysis on the full sample of the European Social Survey (2002-2008), introducing 

a distinction between institutionalized and non-institutionalized forms of participation. The 

analysis demonstrates that, controlling for all relevant individual level characteristics, an 

authoritarian legacy, the perception of corruption, bad governance and low income levels 

have a negative impact on participation levels. Controlling for corruption levels and lack of 

good governance, the effect of an authoritarian legacy is rendered non-significant. An analysis 

by age and cohort suggests that the effect of current experiences with corruption are more 

powerful than the effect of an authoritarian legacy. As such, our findings support the claim 

that especially bad governance and corruption have a strong negative impact on civic 

engagement in Central and Eastern Europe. 

Keywords: political participation, democratic transition, political socialization, corruption, 

European Social Survey, Central and Eastern Europe 
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INTRODUCTION  

Political participation and democratic stability are closely intertwined. Stable 

democracies on average have significantly higher participation levels than unstable or 

emerging democracies. Within the academic debate, however, opinions diverge on the 

direction of causality: while some forms of participation might be conducive to the 

establishment and to the stability of democratic regimes, on the other hand it can also be 

argued that democracy provides an open political opportunity structure, thus 

encouraging political participation. 

While we know there is a close association between the state of democracy and the level 

of political participation, we know less about what happens in a transitional situation. It 

can be assumed that the political culture among the population requires some time to 

adjust to the transition from authoritarian rule to democracy. Most likely the same could 

be said about the transition from democracy to authoritarian rule, but there are fewer 

cases available to study this specific transition, and, self-evidently it is much more 

difficult to obtain a reliable picture of political behavioral patterns in a country that is 

ruled in an authoritarian manner. Studying transition regimes is theoretically relevant 

since it allows us to investigate temporal order: do citizens acquire new and expanded 

participatory habits following the transition to democracy, or rather the other way 

around? 

In the classical literature of the mid-20th century, one could observe a remarkable 

optimism about the possibility to make the transition toward stable democracy. This 

optimistic mood found its origins mostly in the observation that the former Axis powers 

rapidly transformed into stable parliamentary democracies, and countries like Japan, 

Germany and Italy quickly left their authoritarian legacy behind them. The current 

research literature, however, is much less sanguine about the perspective of a rapid 

transition toward a more democratic political participation pattern. The pessimistic 

mood finds it origin in the observation that political participation levels remain rather 

low in the formerly authoritarian regimes of Central and Eastern Europe. Despite the 

fact that these countries are democratic for more than two decades by now, that 

democratic elections have been held on a regular basis, and despite the fact that most 

countries have become a member state of the European Union, thus protecting basic 
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human rights in a structural manner, political participation levels remain low, and there 

are very few indications these levels would rise in the near future (White & McAllister, 

2007; Pacek, Pop-Eleches & Tucker, 2009; Neundorf, 2010). 

Two basic explanations can be found to explain this form of stability. The socialization 

perspective assumes that citizens of Central and Eastern European countries have been 

socialized in an authoritarian regime, effectively discouraging them from participating in 

politics or from fostering a critical attitude toward political elites (Finkel, Humphries, & 

Opp, 2001; Letki & Evans, 2005; Horvat & Evans, 2011). Since we know that 

socialization effects tend to be persistent throughout the life cycle, the assumption is 

that these attitudes and behavioral patterns are simply continued, even if their societies 

have changed dramatically since the democratic transition of the 1989-90 period (Fuchs 

& Roller, 2006). The experience perspective, on the other hand, argues that citizens of 

Central and Eastern Europe still are being confronted with the functioning of a less than 

ideal democratic regime (Lussier, 2011; Tavits, 2008; Uslaner, 2008). While on an 

institutional level, all features of democratic political regimes are present in these 

countries, in practice political elites still tend to be characterized by rampant corruption, 

abuse of power, discriminatory practices and luck of a free press (Fortin, 2012; 

Tworzecki & Semetko, forthcoming). Furthermore, the economic development of these 

countries tends to remain rather limited, discouraging full political participation (Evans 

& Whitefield, 1995; Jahn & Kuitto, 2011). 

Both perspectives lead to different hypotheses. The socialization perspective assumes 

that the differences between Western and Eastern European countries will gradually 

disappear, as a process of generational replacement implies that the age groups that still 

experienced the authoritarian regimes will gradually be replaced by younger age 

cohorts that grew up in democracy. The experience perspective, on the other hand, 

implies that not the authoritarian legacy as such determines participation levels, but 

rather current features of the political system, like corruption, lack of transparency and 

effective governance, the presence of political violence or the absence of a truly free and 

democratic press. Determining the validity of both perspectives has strong policy 

consequences. If the socialization perspective would be confirmed, countries simply 

have to wait for another couple of decades until the entire age group that was socialized 
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during authoritarian regimes will have disappeared. If the experience perspective would 

be confirmed, it is essential that the political institutions of these countries actually fight 

corruption and abuse of power by office holders and political elites. 

In this article, we first briefly review the literature on participation levels in established 

and more recent democracies in Europe. Subsequently we present data and methods 

more in detail. We test the empirical merits of both perspectives by using the full range 

of data that were obtained by the European Social Survey (ESS), in the period 2002-

2008. Pooling the four waves of the ESS leads to a full sample of 151,452 respondents. 

We rely on the full sample of the ESS, as it is essential to be able to compare stable and 

more recent democracies in order to reach a more valid conclusion with regard to the 

specific situation in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. To estimate these 

effects, we rely on multi-level analysis, allowing us to identify simultaneously individual 

and contextual determinants of political participation. In the concluding section we offer 

some suggestions on the validity of the socialization and experience models, and the 

implications of our findings with regard to the functioning of democracy in the more 

recent democracies in Central and Eastern Europe. 

LITERATURE 

While immediately following the 1989 transition to democracy in most countries of 

Central and Eastern Europe, there was a strong optimism about the development of a 

civic culture in these countries, in the more recent literature these expectations clearly 

have been sobered. Evidence shows quite clearly that even two decades after the 

transition, political trust levels remain very low, and with some minor exceptions like 

Slovenia or Estonia, there is little evidence about a possible rise of political trust levels 

(Dimitrova-Grajzl & Simon, 2010). The same goes for political participation levels, and 

here we do not find any evidence about a rise in participation, no matter what specific 

forms of participation are being studied. To some extent, even the opposite phenomenon 

occurs. Bernhagen and Marsh (2007) have shown that while in the early 1990’s voter 

turnout in the more recent democracies on average was three per cent lower than in 

established democracies, this gap had grown to a full ten percent by the turn of the 

century. Inglehart and Catterberg (2002) explain this phenomenon by invoking a ‘post-

honeymoon’ effect: after the initial jubilation about regaining democracy, expectations 
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were soon sobered as various countries experienced political instability, economic 

decline, a loss of social provisions, and in some cases even a reduction in average life 

expectancy or a demographic decline. Karp and Banducci (2008) too, show evidence that 

citizens of the newly established democracies, on average, are less likely to be contacted 

by political parties than citizens of established democracies. In most new democracies, 

political parties are only weakly institutionalized, and levels of party identification and 

party membership remain very low. Protest activity too (like demonstrating or signing 

petitions) remains low, and for some countries the levels have even further declined 

(Bernhagen & Marsh, 2007). This failure of the countries of Central and Eastern Europe 

to ‘catch up’ with the countries in Western Europe is all the more remarkable since at 

the same time, political participation levels have risen sharply in the new or emerging 

democracies of Latin America and Asia (Norris, 2002: 45). In Latin America, citizens 

apparently tend to use the new liberties they have gained after the end of dictatorship in 

their countries. The same trend does not seem to occur in Central and Eastern Europe. 

As Richard Rose (1995: 3-4) already noted: the citizens of these countries tend to 

appreciate the freedom not to participate. 

While there is a consensus in the literature about the fact that participation levels tend 

to remain low in the more recent democracies in Central and Eastern Europe, there is 

much more disagreement about the potential causes of these differences (Bunce, McFaul 

& Stoner-Weiss, 2010). Some authors clearly rely on a socialization perspective (Finkel, 

et al., 2001; Letki & Evans, 2005). Their argument is that most of the current inhabitants 

of these countries were raised, and therefore also socialized during authoritarian rule. 

During this phase in their political development they learned that political institutions 

cannot be trusted, and that voicing their political discontent would not make a 

difference at all, and, in fact most likely would get them into trouble (Miller, Koshechkina 

& Grodelund, 2004; Gherghina & Klymenko, 2012). Since the year 1989 conditions have 

changed, and one might even say improved, dramatically in Central and Eastern Europe. 

Nevertheless, a typical feature of early socialization experiences is that they still exert 

effects, even long after the conditions in which the socialization took place, have been 

replaced or have become obsolete. Once citizens have acquired distrust toward the state, 

they will continue to cultivate this outlook, even if the regime has been overthrown by 

then. For participation too, we know that early participation experiences tend to 
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introduce a habit of taking part in an active manner in political life (Jennings, 1987; 

Plutzer, 2002; Youniss, 1980). Since the citizens of the authoritarian regimes never 

learned to express their opinions in a free manner, this is a habit that they will not take 

up at a later age. It has to be noted however, that some authors have also expressed the 

opposite hypothesis: it is assumed that especially older age groups that were socialized 

during the hardship of authoritarian rule, will have a much more positive view of 

current democratic practices (Neundorf, 2010). For the current analysis, however, this 

does not make a difference, as we still expect that the main difference will occur 

between the age groups that were socialized during authoritarian rule, and those that 

were politically socialized more recently. 

Other authors, however, are much more skeptical about the claim that this is mainly a 

“legacy of the past”. Their argument is that the current functioning of political 

institutions too, should be taken into account. Most political systems in Central and 

Eastern Europe continue to be plagued by political instability and endemic levels of 

corruption (Tavits, 2008; Fortin, 2012). The available evidence suggests quite strongly 

that corruption and lack of good governance will have an eroding effect on the 

willingness to take part in political life, and on the level of trust both in institutions and 

in one’s fellow citizens (Rose & McAllister, 1990; Uslaner 2008). This responds to an 

application of the life-long learning model: even if we do assume that experiences during 

the primary socialization age have a profound effect on one’s political attitudes, there is 

no reason to assume that experiences later on in the life cycle no longer could have this 

kind of effect (Mishler & Rose, 2007). The current levels of corruption and abuse of 

power, therefore, are expected to have a negative impact on the willingness to 

participate in social and political life (Badescu, Sum, & Uslaner, 2004). A recurrent 

finding in the literature is indeed that participation will be higher in societies scoring 

high on good governance indicators (Berg-Schlosser, 2004). 

In the literature it is also proposed that economic conditions will have a strong impact 

on participation levels. Citizens are more likely to participate in countries with a higher 

level of economic development (Burkhart & Lewis-Beck, 1994). The fact that economic 

prosperity did not always develop as expected in these countries, therefore might have a 

detrimental effect on participation levels. Neundorf (2010: 1077) even argues that the 
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fact that this economic downturn did not match rising aspirations is one of the main 

causes for the discontent with the current system in Central and Eastern Europe: “It 

seems that the most persuasive argument for accepting the new democratic system is a 

flourishing economy. If people are well off, they seem to be less inclined to turn back to 

their old system.” 

The aim of the present analysis is to determine the plausibility of both approaches. If the 

socialization approach would offer the best explanation for the low participation levels 

in Central and Eastern Europe, we should be able to observe strong generational 

differences. Younger age groups that have been socialized following the transition 

toward democracy in the early 1990’s, should have a more activist profile than their 

older counterparts that were socialized during the years of authoritarian rule. If, on the 

other hand, experiences with endemic levels of corruption would determine 

participation levels, there is no obvious reason to assume any generational differences, 

as corruption still remains a very important problem in most of these countries and all 

age groups are equally and simultaneously confronted with this social problem. 

Focusing on differences in cohorts, therefore, offers an opportunity to investigate what 

is the most likely causal reasoning for the observed low levels of political participation 

(Nikolayenko, 2008). 

Self-evidently a number of country level variables have to be included. First we include 

data from Freedom House to assess the quality of democracy in a country, and from 

Transparency International to include information on the perceived level of corruption. 

Blais and Dobrzynska (1998) have demonstrated that economic development has a 

positive effect on voter turnout levels. Good governance indicators as developed by the 

World Bank, can inform us about the state of governance in these countries. In a similar 

vein, Van der Meer, van Deth and Scheepers (2009) find that GDP per capita stimulates 

contacting politicians, campaigning and cooperating with others. Therefore, lower GDP 

levels are correlated with lower levels of participation. Not all scholars agree, however, 

on the impact economic development will have on participation, especially in new and 

emerging democracies. Kostadinova (2003), e.g., did not detect a significant relation 

between (change in) GDP per capita and voter turnout in new democracies.  
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HYPOTHESES 

This review of the literature leads to two competing hypotheses. The socialization 

perspective assumes that the experience of authoritarian regimes in the past leads to 

lower levels of political participation, both with regard to institutionalized forms of 

participation (that were often considered as quasi-compulsory during the authoritarian 

era) as with regard to non-institutionalized forms (that were often not even possible 

during the authoritarian era).  

H1: Political participation levels will remain lower in post-authoritarian countries 

in Europe. 

If we assume that citizens that were socialized during the period of authoritarian rule to 

some extent will continue to hold on to their value pattern, the legacy of authoritarian 

rule would remain most visible among these older age groups. 

H2: The effect of an authoritarian legacy is stronger among older age groups that 

were politically socialized during that period than among young age groups that 

came of age following the democratic transition. 

The experience perspective, on the other hand, argues that the current economic 

conditions and the experience of corruption will affect political participation in a 

negative manner, for all age groups.   

H3: Political participation levels will remain lower among all cohorts in post-

authoritarian countries with high levels of corruption. 

These three hypotheses will be tested using the data from the European Social Survey. 

 

DATA AND METHODS 

In order to conduct this analysis, we rely on the four waves of the European Social 

Survey (2002-2008). The European Social Survey is a bi-annual cross-national survey on 

the social attitudes of European populations, and it is characterized by the fact that it 

adheres to rather strict methodological standards (more information on the 

questionnaires and sampling procedures can be found at http://ess.nsd.uib.no). The 

analysis will remain limited to the member states of the European Union that were 
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surveyed in at least one of the four waves1. Given the fact that empirical evidence shows 

there are persistent differences in the political culture of Western and Eastern Germany 

(Neundorf, 2009), Germany will be entered in the analysis as two different societies, 

where we assume that the Western part made the transition to democracy in 1949, and 

the Eastern part in 1989. This implies that for the situation in post-authoritarian 

countries, we have access to population data from Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, the 

Eastern part of Germany, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Hungary, Romania and 

Bulgaria. 

The dependent variable is political participation, and more specifically, we will make a 

distinction between institutionalized and non-institutionalized forms of participation. 

This in line with the theoretical literature in this regard, arguing that there are 

substantial differences in the democratic meaning of institutionalized (i.e., organized by 

the political system or the political elite) and non-institutionalized (i.e., elite-

challenging) forms of participation (Dalton, 2004), a distinction that is often used in 

analyses of the European Social Survey (Newton and Montero, 2007). Furthermore, a 

factor analysis of the dataset confirms that institutionalized and non-institutionalized 

political participation acts clearly belong to two different factors. Institutionalized 

participation relates to contacting a politician or working in a political party or political 

organization. These forms of participation have in common that most often their format 

is being governed by institutional rules (Marien, Hooghe & Quintelier, 2010). Non-

institutionalized participation refers to signing petitions, protesting and boycotting 

products. The distinction between institutionalized and non-institutionalized political 

participation has proven to be cross-nationally equivalent using multiple group 

structural equation modeling, although some caution is needed for the items on working 

for a political party and protesting that are not completely equivalent across countries 

(Newton & Montero, 2007; Reeskens, Quintelier, & Billiet, 2009). In this analysis too, 

both batteries can be empirically distinguished. An exploratory factor analysis 

demonstrated that working in party or an organization, or contacting politicians loads 

strongly on a factor of institutionalized participation, while on the other hand signing 

petitions, boycotting products and taking part in demonstrations load strongly on a 

factor with non-institutionalised participation. The results of this factor analysis, 

therefore, are completely in line with our expectations derived from the participation 
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literature. Therefore the determinants of both forms of participation will be analyzed in 

separate analyses. 

It has to be noted that the distribution of participation acts is not normal, and therefore 

both variables were dichotomized (did not participate/did participate in at least one of 

these acts). These dichotomies will be used as the dependent variables in the multilevel 

binary logistic analyses. More detailed information about the variables can be found in 

the appendix. 

 

Figure 1. Level of political participation over time. 

All countries Only countries that took part in all waves2 

  

Levels of political participation in established and post-authoritarian democracies, 2002-2008. Unit: 
proportion of respondents that has taken part in this kind of political participation, ESS, 2002-2008. 

 

Before starting with the analysis, it is useful to show the evolution of participation acts 

in both established and post-authoritarian countries in Europe. Figure 1 shows that 23 

percent of the respondents participated in an institutionalized activity, and 30 percent in 

non-institutionalized activities (Figure 1). As expected, we find that respondents in post-

authoritarian countries are less active than respondents in established democracies, and 

this goes for both institutionalized and non-institutionalised political participation. As 

especially in Central and Eastern Europe, not all countries have taken part in all four 
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waves of the European Social Survey, we show the figures also for those countries that 

have taken part in all four waves. This part of Figure 1 looks the same, indicating that 

any findings are not due to countries included or not included in the dataset. 

Furthermore, there are few indications that the difference between established and 

emerging democratic systems would have become more limited during the observation 

period. Even if we limit ourselves to respondents that were born after 1979, and thus 

were socialized after the democratic transition, this difference between ‘old’ en ‘new’ 

democracies remains substantial (Table 1). This overview of the data therefore clearly 

suggests there are differences between established and post-authoritarian countries, 

and furthermore that these differences remain stable. 
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Table 1. Frequency of participation acts  

 

Institutio-

nalized 

participation 

Non-

Institutio-

nalized 

Participation 

N 

Young age cohort in post-authoritarian 

countries 
11.28 17.51 9,489 

Young age cohort in established 

democracies 
22.13 37.98 16,646 

Older age cohort in post-authoritarian 

countries 
16.66 17.11 38,505 

Older age cohort in established 

democracies 
27.94 35.01 86,812 

All respondents 23.40 29.71 151,452 

Entries are the percentage of respondents indicating that they had participated in at least one act of (non-) 
institutionalized participation. Young age cohorts= born after 1979. Older cohorts= born in 1979 or 
earlier. Source: European Social Survey, cumulative file from wave 1 (2002) to 4 (2008). 

 

Our hypotheses deal with the effect of country level variables on political participation 

levels. First we make a distinction between countries with and without a 

postauthoritarian heritage. In order to have a more fine-grained distinction, we also 

include the years of stable democracy since 1919, allowing us, e.g., to make a further 

distinction with the countries in Southern Europe that made the democratic transition in 

the 1970s. To assess the current level of democratic rights we use the scores on the 

Freedom House Index, and the perceived level of corruption is derived from 

Transparency International3. Good governance indicators were derived from the World 

Bank dataset4. Given the fact that most of these good governance indicators strongly 

correlate, we limited ourselves to the most important ones being used in this kind of 

research. The level of economic development is measured by the Gross Domestic 
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Product/capita and the level of income inequality, and these figures too are derived 

from the World Bank. 

 

Since it is important to develop fully elaborated models, we included quite a large 

number of independent variables on the individual level. Education level and socio-

economic status are obvious control variables. In order to test our main hypothesis, we 

also included age cohorts, whereby the youngest age cohort was defined as the 

respondents that were born after 1979. This means these respondents were less than 11 

years old at the moment of the democratic transition in their country, so it can be safely 

assumed that a substantial part of their political socialization actually occurred after the 

transition (Jennings & Niemi, 1981). Household income could not be included in the 

analysis since almost one third of the respondents failed to provide an answer to this 

question. Instead we opted for a subjective evaluation of income, by asking respondents 

how satisfied they are with their family income, and this item was not plagued by item 

non-response. We also included various variables that in earlier research were shown to 

have a direct effect on participation levels, like political interest, political trust and 

generalized trust (see Appendix for full measurement characteristics). Political interest 

was measured with a single item, while for political trust we used the highly correlated 

items of trust in parliament and trust in politicians, since these two items had the lowest 

level of item non-response in the various countries. For a summary of the literature on 

the individual level determinants of political participation, we can refer to the work of 

Rosenstone and Hansen (2003). 

 

RESULTS 

First we develop an individual level explanatory model for political participation. This 

does not directly address our main research question, but it is necessary to include this 

individual model as a control before we can enter country level independent variables. 

Table 2 presents the results of the multilevel logistic regression analysis including the 

individual level variables on institutionalized and non-institutionalized political 

participation. Although most odds ratios follow the same trend for both forms of 

participation, sometimes the direction of the effect differs, as for instance for gender. 
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While men tend to prefer institutionalized forms of participation, women apparently 

have a preference for non-institutionalized forms of participation. In line with earlier 

research results, we find that the effect of education is the same for both forms of 

participation, as education level has a positive impact on both institutionalized and non-

institutionalized participation (Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995; Stolle & Hooghe, 

2011). Satisfaction with household income has a positive effect on institutionalized 

political participation, but not on non-institutionalized participation. Somewhat 

surprisingly, work status has no effect on institutionalized participation: working 

respondents, students, the unemployed and respondents who are not working are all 

equally active.  On the other hand, students are more active in non-institutionalized 

political participation than the working or unemployed respondents. The size of the 

family also affects the level of political participation: the more people living in the 

household, the higher the likelihood to participate in non-institutionalized political 

participation. Having children and household composition do not affect non-

institutionalized political participation5. For institutionalized participation we find a 

curvilinear trend for age: those born between 1940 and 1978 are more active in 

institutionalized forms of participation than those born after 1979 and before 1940. 

Respondents born after 1940 are the most active in non-institutionalized political 

participation; here only the oldest generation lags behind. While institutionalized 

political participation almost self-evidently is being enhanced by being a citizen or being 

born in the country of residence, as these characteristics provide access to more political 

rights, citizens are also more likely to engage in non-institutionalized political 

participation. 

Furthermore, we also control for attitudes and behaviors that are related to political 

participation. Political interest is, as expected, positively correlated with political 

participation. We find that that political trust is negatively related to non-

institutionalized participation while it is not significantly related to institutionalized 

political participation (Norris, 2002; Dalton, 2004). A similar trend can be found for 

generalized trust: no effect on institutionalized participation, and a positive on non-

institutionalized participation. Respondents who follow politics via the television news, 

on the other hand, are neither more, nor less likely to participate in political life6.  Being 

close to a political party or being a member of a political party7 has positive effects on 
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political participation, highlighting the importance of political parties as mobilization 

agents. Religion8 has a different effect on political participation: while religious 

respondents (of any denomination) are more likely to participate in institutionalized 

activities, they are equally likely to participate in non-institutionalized activities. Finally, 

respondents with more social ties are more likely to participate in politics than those 

who have a smaller social network (Rosenstone & Hansen, 2003; Verba, et al., 1995). 

Therefore, we also took into account having ‘anyone to discuss intimate and personal 

matters with’. Those who have such people in their network are also more likely to 

participate in politics. A similar reasoning holds for union membership: those who are a 

member of a union are more likely to be asked to participate in politics, and 

consequently to participate in politics.  Finally, we find, that over the eight years that are 

being covered by the European Social Survey (four waves), no significant decline or 

increase in the levels of institutionalized and/or non-institutionalized political 

participation has occurred. 
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Table 2. Individual level model for participation behavior 

 
Institutionalized 

Participation 
Non-institutionalized 

participation 
 Exp(B) Exp(B) 

Gender (0= woman) 1.282*** 0.799*** 

Education in years 1.067*** 1.076*** 

Satisfaction with household 
income 1.051*** 0.997ns 

Work status (ref: working)   

In education 1.060ns 1.367*** 

Unemployed 0.946ns 0.952ns 

Not working 0.975ns 0.880*** 

Number of household 
members 1.060*** 1.003ns 

Children living at home 1.056* 1.026ns 

Cohort (ref: youngest)    

Young cohort (1961-1978) 1.170*** 0.977ns 

Middle cohort (1941-1960) 1.262*** 0.882ns 

Oldest cohort (before 1940) 1.038ns 0.614*** 

Citizenship status 1.459*** 1.293* 

Born in country 1.273*** 1.106ns 

Follow politics on television 0.991ns 0.999ns 

Political interest 1.564*** 1.528*** 

Generalized trust 1.022ns 1.082*** 

Political trust 0.971ns 0.847*** 

Party identity 1.398*** 1.460*** 

Member of political party 4.101*** 1.419*** 

Religious belonging  1.188*** 1.013ns 

Has close friends 1.171*** 1.185*** 

Member trade union 1.241*** 1.253*** 

Wave of ESS (1-4) 0.991ns 0.979ns 
Constant 0.240*** 0.330*** 

ICC = ²/(²+²/3) 7.896 16.934 

Number of cases 120,519 120,099 

Entries are the result of two multilevel logistic regression models on pooled ESS samples, odds ratios en 
significances. Design weighted, Population-average model - HLM 6.0. ICC: intra class correlation. 
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It has to be noted again that this fully elaborated individual level model serves mainly as 

a control model, in order to investigate in a valid and controlled manner the effect of 

country level characteristics. In the remainder of this analysis, we will therefore each 

time repeat the full individual level analysis, and additionally, we add two country level 

variables.  

The problem in this specific analysis is that country level characteristics tend to be 

strongly correlated: the post-authoritarian societies in Central and Eastern Europe not 

only tend to have lower income levels, they also are plagued by higher levels of 

corruption and by lower levels of good governance, and they are less economically 

developed. Including all these country level simultaneously would lead to 

multicollinearity, and therefore we had to include these items block-wise. Given the fact 

that we are mainly interested in the effect of a recent democratic transition, this variable 

will be included in every model, each time supplemented by only one additional country 

level variable. As recent democracy we define those countries that made the transition 

toward electoral democracy after 1988. For obvious reasons of space, in the subsequent 

tables we only include this country level information, and we do not repeat information 

about all the individual level variables that were included in each and every subsequent 

model.9 

Table 3 presents the effect of single country level determinants and whether or not a 

country had an authoritarian political system on political participation. First, we find 

that a post-authoritarian legacy affects both forms of political participation in a negative 

manner, even controlling for all the individual level variables that were included in the 

model (Table 2). A closely related variable is the number of years of democracy since 

1919. Countries with a longer and more stable democratic history show higher 

participation levels. Respondents are more likely to participate in institutionalized and 

non-institutionalized political participation in countries where their civic rights are 

being respected (as expressed in the Freedom House Index). Note however, that there is 

not much variance between countries in this regard: most European countries score 

‘free’ in this index. The perception of corruption is negatively related to political 

participation: the higher the level of corruption, the less political participation. The most 

interesting finding however, is that when corruption is included, the effect of having an 
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authoritarian legacy is rendered non-significant.  If we include the Good Governance 

Indicators, the same effect can be observed. The fact that a country made the transition 

toward democracy only recently becomes non-significant. Government effectiveness, the 

rule of low and free voice and accountability, on the other hand, become strongly 

significant, and these indicators are clearly associated with higher participation levels. 

On the other hand, economic development in a country spurs political participation: the 

higher the gross domestic product (GDP) per capita, the higher political participation 

levels. The effect of income inequality does remain limited, and in this analysis the effect 

of an authoritarian legacy does remain significant. Overall, we find that the trends are 

highly similar: the level 2-variables that affect institutionalized political participation 

also affect non-institutionalized political participation. Levels of participation tend to be 

lower in countries with a high level of perceived corruption and a lack of good 

governance.  
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Table 3. Effect of country-level variables on political participation 

 
Institutionalized 

 political participation 
Non-institutionalized 
political participation 

 Exp(B) Exp(B) 

Post-authoritarian country 0.558** 0.373*** 

ICC (in %) 5.663 11.883 

Years of democracy since 
1919 1.014** 1.022*** 

ICC (in %) 4.073 8.519 

Post-authoritarian country 0.638* 0.442** 

Freedom House Index 1.443* 1.620* 

ICC (in %) 4.661 10.641 

Post-authoritarian country 0.809ns 0.608ns 

Corruption level 0.843** 0.797** 

ICC (in %) 3.878 9.122 

Post-authoritarian country             1.083ns            1.026ns 

Government Effectiveness             1.789***            2.459*** 

ICC (in %) 3.141 6.335 

Post-authoritarian country              1.078ns            0.919ns 

Rule of Law              1.957***            2.493** 

ICC (in %) 3.440 8.063 

Post-authoritarian country              0.875ns            0.677ns 

Voice and Accountability 

ICC (in %) 

             2.339* 

4.560 

           3.230* 

10.238 

Post-authoritarian country 0.918ns 0.709ns 

GDP per capita (in US $) 1.019** 1.024* 

ICC (in %) 3.974 9.064 

Post-authoritarian country 0.530*** 0.338*** 

GINI 0.951* 0.931* 

ICC (in %) 5.024 10.460 

Entries are the results of two multilevel logistic regression models on pooled ESS samples: odds ratios en 
significances. The individual-level variables were included in these models, but are not repeated in this 
table (see Table 2). Design weighted, Population-average model - HLM 6.0. ICC: intra class correlation. 
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COHORT SPECIFIC ANALYSIS 

The results of the analysis thus far do not yet allow us to determine whether 

socialization or experience explanations offer the most likely explanation for the 

patterns that could be observed with regard to the distribution of political participation. 

At first sight both models seem to add to the explanation, as both the legacy of 

authoritarianism and contemporary indicators with regard to corruption and levels of 

economic development have a strong impact on participation levels. In the introduction, 

however, we argued that a cohort-specific analysis could help us to determine the 

validity of both approaches. While younger age cohorts are still being exposed to 

corruption and low levels of economic development, they did not experience themselves 

the pre-1989 authoritarian regimes. We can expect therefore that among this youngest 

cohort, the effect of historical variables should be strongly diluted while the effect of 

contemporary country level variables should not be age-specific. In the final step of the 

analysis, we therefore repeat the full model, but this time with the inclusion of 

interaction effects between cohort and post-authoritarian legacy. However, as we want 

to ascertain whether the youngest group behaves differently, we use here the oldest 

group as reference category.  

Table 4 presents the logistic multilevel analysis with the interaction between the most 

recent cohort and the authoritarian legacy. The oldest age cohort therefore functions 

here as the reference category (in contrast to Table 2). We find a significant negative 

interaction effect for institutionalized participation and a non-significant effect for non-

institutionalized participation. In both cases, however, the claim that the effect an 

authoritarian legacy would be diluted for this youngest cohort, clearly is not supported 

at all. Despite the fact that this age group did not experience themselves the 

authoritarian regimes that were in place before 1989, apparently their participation 

levels are depressed in the same manner or even more strongly as the participation level 

of older age groups. The results thus run counter to the second hypothesis that effects 

would be weaker for the youngest age group. This finding might still be explained in two 

distinct manners. First, it could be argued that low participation levels in Central and 

Eastern Europe are not related to historical experiences, but can be fully explained by 

invoking the current high level of corruption, and the low economic development level 

in those countries. A second explanation might be more indirect: while this youngest age 
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group did not experience themselves an authoritarian regime, they have been educated 

by parents and teachers that did have this experience, and apparently these older 

groups transmit their value pattern toward the next generation. 

 
Table 4. Cohort specific effects of country level variables 

 
Institutionalized 

Participation 

Non-
institutionalized 

participation 
 Exp(B) Exp(B) 
Level 1   
Cohort (ref: oldest)    
Youngest cohort (after 1979) 0.947ns 1.649*** 
Young cohort (1961-1978) 1.130*** 1.618*** 
Middle cohort (1941-1960) 1.219*** 1.454*** 
Level 2   
Post-authoritarian country 0.558** 0.373** 
Cross-level interactions   
Post-authoritarian * youngest age cohort  0.908* 0.981ns 
Constant 0.233*** 0.309*** 

ICC = ²/(²+²/3) 5.536 11.882 
Number of cases 124,230 123,785 

Entries are the result of two multilevel logistic regression models on pooled ESS samples, odds ratios en 
significances. The individual-level variables were included in these models, but are not repeated in this 
table (see Table 2). Design weighted, Population-average model - HLM 6.0. ICC: intra class correlation. 

 

The results represented in Table 4, therefore do not yet allow us to determine whether 

the experience-based model offers a better explanation for the lower participation levels 

of these countries. In Table 5, we therefore conduct a further test, by also including the 

corruption level in a country, and by including the interaction effects for the various 

cohorts (using the oldest cohorts as the reference category again). The results, however, 

again do not show any diluting effects: for the youngest age cohorts, the effect of an 

authoritarian legacy mostly remains about the same strength as for the other age 

cohorts. While there is a significant differences with the cohort born between 1961 and 

1978, there is no significant difference with the middle (1941-1960) and oldest (pre 

1941) cohorts. Again, we do not find any evidence that the effect might be mainly 

explained by historical socialization effects, as the effect is equally strong for young age 

groups who never experienced the pre-1989 conditions.10 
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Table 5. Cohort specific effects of country level variables 

 
Institutionalized 

Participation 
Non-institutionalized 

participation 
 Exp(B) Exp(B) 
Level 1   
Cohort (ref: youngest)    
Young cohort (1961-1978) 1.203*** 0.998ns 
Middle cohort (1941-1960) 1.284*** 0.870*** 
Oldest cohort (before 1940) 1.046ns 0.587*** 
Level 2   

Post-authoritarian country 
Corruption level 
GDP per capita (in US $) 

0.961ns 
0.895ns 

1.011ns 

0.756ns 
0.861ns 

1.015ns 
Cross-level interactions   
Post-authoritarian *Young cohort  1.154** 1.130** 
Post-authoritarian *Middle cohort 1.076ns 0.961ns 
Post-authoritarian *Oldest cohort  1.052ns 0.925ns 
Constant 0.231*** 0.302*** 

ICC = ²/(²+²/3) 5.660 11.892 
Number of cases 124,230 123,785 

Entries are the result of two multilevel logistic regression models on pooled ESS samples, odds ratios en 
significances. The individual-level variables were included in these models, but are not repeated in this 
table (see Table 2). Design weighted, Population-average model - HLM 6.0.  

 

 

DISCUSSION 

In this article we tried to explain the persistence of low levels of political participation in 

the more recent democracies in Central and Eastern Europe. We did so in the most 

comprehensive manner that we could imagine, by including all respondents from the 

four waves of the European Social Survey in the analysis, and by constructing a fully 

elaborated multilevel model, including individual and country level variables. A first 

obvious conclusion is that these country level variables remain very important. Even 

two decades after the democratic transition, countries in Central and Eastern Europe 

clearly are characterized by lower levels of political participation that cannot be 

explained by individual level variance. Hypothesis 1 is thus confirmed: two decades after 

the transition of the late 1980s, participation levels remain significantly lower. The 

multilevel analysis shows that not only an authoritarian history, but also low income 

levels, lack of good goverance and high levels of corruption have a strong negative effect 

on political participation levels. 
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A theoretically relevant finding, however, is that the effect of an authoritarian legacy is 

rendered non-significant if one controls for corruption, governance indicators and for 

GDP levels.  In this regard, we side with the conclusions from Neundorf (2010: 1107) 

that economic prosperity strongly reduces the effect of socialization under authoritarian 

rule. From a policy perspective, this would imply that if the Central and Eastern 

European countries manage to build a sustainable economic growth this process, in the 

long run, should be associated with the construction of a democratic political culture. 

Self-evidently, it has to be acknowledged that good governance might be more difficult 

to achieve in a political system that only recently made the transition to democracy, but 

in that case too it is important to note that there is not a direct socialization effect. The 

timing of the democratic transition might have an effect on the capacity of the political 

system to deliver good governance, but it does not have a direct impact on citizens’ 

attitudes and participatory habits. 

Hypothesis 2, however, did not receive support: the effect of an authoritarian legacy did 

not show any significant interaction effects with the age cohort, and if they did, the 

interaction effect ran opposite from what we expected. This non-finding renders the 

socialization perspective rather unlikely, as there is no apparent reason to assume that 

respondents that were socialized or even born after the democratic transition would 

still experience a direct impact of this historical legacy. The experience hypothesis, on 

the other hand offers a much more likely explanation for the pattern that we have found, 

as all age group in society are equally confronted with the consequences of 

contemporary high levels of corruption and lack of good governance. 

The current, cohort-specific analysis, therefore, allows us to shed new light on the hotly 

debated question why participation levels remain low in Central and Eastern Europe. 

The results of the analysis suggest that the historical legacy of having an authoritarian 

regime by itself is insufficient to explain these low levels. The high levels of corruption in 

these countries and the lack of good governance, on the other hand, seem to have a very 

strong depressing effect on participation levels, and therefore practices of corruption 

should be investigated more in depth if the aim is to increase democratic participation 

levels in Central and Eastern Europe. One might of course still argue that new 

democracies are more vulnerable for corruption and lack of good governance, but in that 
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case too, the effect of an authoritarian legacy is at best indirect. The fact that the effect is 

present across age cohorts, however, does not allow for much optimism. If the youngest 

age cohorts would have had higher levels of participation, we could have assumed that 

they would continue this pattern in the future, thus having a positive impact on the 

average participation level in these countries. This however, proved not to be the case, 

as the youngest age cohorts simply seem to follow the same pattern with regard to 

participation as older age cohorts. Simply waiting and hoping that a process of 

generational replacement by itself will lead to higher participation levels in Central and 

Eastern Europe, therefore, does not seem a warranted strategy, and it could be 

suggested that especially the consequences of endemic corruption, lack of good 

governance and economic downturn need to be investigated further. 
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APPENDIX I. DESCRIPTIVES OF THE VARIABLES USED IN THE ANALYSIS 

 

Number 
of cases Mean 

Std. 
Dev. Minimum Maximum 

Institutionalized 
participation 150377 0.23 0.42 0 1 
Non-institutionalized 
participation 149748 0.30 0.46 0 1 
Gender 151206 0.46 0.5 0 1 
Education level 150639 2.64 1.56 1 7 
Satisfaction with household 
income 146197 2.96 0.85 1 4 

Generalized trust 149166 0 0.88 -2.25 2.17 
Political trust 145361 0 0.91 -1.63 2.44 
Religious belonging 147639 0 0.93 -1.26 1.98 
In education 150369 0.09 0.28 0 1 
Unemployed 150369 0.05 0.22 0 1 
Not working 150369 0.36 0.48 0 1 
Member of a trade union 150316 0.19 0.39 0 1 
Political interest 150983 2.36 0.90 1 4 
Wave of ESS (1-4) 151452 2.54 1.13 1 4 
Follow politics on television 146552 1.97 1.30 0 7 
Party identity 147915 0.50 0.50 0 1 

Member political party 150800 0.05 0.21 0 1 
Has close friends 149952 0.90 0.30 0 1 
Citizenship status 151345 0.96 0.19 0 1 
Born in country 151173 0.92 0.26 0 1 
Number of household 
members 151269 2.80 1.44 1 22 
Education in years 149550 11.90 4.09 0 56 
Children living at home 150702 0.39 0.49 0 1 
Design weight 151452 1 0.41 0 5.98 
Level 2 

     Post-authoritarian country 26 0.38 0.5 0 1 
Freedom House index 
(reversed) 26 1.73 0.6 0 2 
Years democracy since 1919 26 51.08 26.04 11 83 
Corruption Level 
(Transparency) 26 3.48 1.82 0.7 6.2 
Government Effectiveness 26                            1.25 0.75 -0.41    2.13 
Rule of Law 26                          1.12 0.64   -0.24    1.95 
Voice and Accountability 26                        1.17    0.35   0.39     1.65 
GDP per Capita 26 29.17 18.99 4.11 89.86 
GINI 26                             31.25 3.91 24.70 38.50 
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APPENDIX II: The level of institutionalized political participation in the different 

countries over time 

 
ESS round 

 
 

1 2 3 4 Mean 

Austria 0.28 0.32 0.35 0.32 .3196 

Belgium 0.34 0.25 0.39 0.31 .3238 

Bulgaria 
   

0.07 .0659 

Cyprus 
   

0.21 .2130 

Czech Republic 0.30 0.23 
 

0.20 .2383 

Denmark 0.29 0.35 0.37 0.36 .3419 

Estonia 
 

0.11 0.14 0.15 .1313 

Spain 0.22 0.26 0.21 0.16 .2074 

Finland 0.42 0.41 0.41 0.43 .4203 

France 0.28 0.26 0.25 0.25 .2608 

United Kingdom 0.24 0.20 0.23 0.21 .2204 

Greece 0.17 0.17 
 

0.13 .1575 

Hungary 0.16 0.10 0.13 0.12 .1290 

Ireland 0.30 0.30 0.31 
 

.3023 

Italy 0.17 0.18 
  

.1768 

Luxemburg 0.28 0.36 
  

.3198 

Netherlands 0.30 0.25 0.32 0.32 .2971 

Poland 0.14 0.11 0.10 0.11 .1165 

Portugal 0.14 0.07 0.11 0.08 .0946 

Sweden 0.34 0.32 0.35 0.34 .3364 

Slovenia 0.14 0.13 0.18 0.13 .1429 

Slovakia 
 

0.15 0.15 0.14 .1449 

West-Germany 0.25 0.26 0.27 0.34 .2792 

East-Germany 0.26 0.26 0.27 0.31 .2753 

Lithuania 
   

0.09 .0909 
Romania 

   
0.13 .1340 

Latvia 
   

0.13 .1331 

Mean 0.25 0.23 0.25 0.20 .2321 
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APPENDIX III: The level of non-institutionalized political participation in the 

different countries over time 

 
ESS round  

 
1 2 3 4 Total 

Austria .40 .36 .31   .356 

Belgium .40 .29 .36 .33 .345 

Bulgaria 
   

.09 .091 

Cyprus 
   

.10 .105 

Czech Republic .23 .18   .19 .196 

Denmark .42 .45 .50 .47 .463 

Estonia 
 

.09 .11 .12 .105 

Spain .28 .45 .32 .27 .324 

Finland .40 .43 .46 .48 .441 

France .47 .47 .48 .47 .473 

United Kingdom .50 .43 .49 .46 .471 

Greece .13 .09   .19 .135 

Hungary .09 .09 .09 .20 .132 

Ireland .33 .26 .29   .295 

Italy .24 .23     .233 

Luxemburg .41 .34     .374 

Netherlands .28 .28 .26 .29 .278 

Poland .10 .13 .09 .11 .109 

Portugal .10 .07 .08 .08 .083 

Sweden .55 .62 .57 .61 .587 

Slovenia .16 .08 .18 .13 .136 

Slovakia 
 

.31 .24 .23 .255 

West-Germany .44 .43 .40 .48 .439 

East-Germany .48 .44 .41 .44 .445 

Lithuania 
   

.12 .120 

Romania 
   

.07 .075 

Latvia 
   

.14 .137 

Mean .32 .29 .32 .26 .295 
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Endnotes 

                                                        
1. This limitation allows us to use a coherent sample. Of the 27 member countries of the 

EU, only Malta did not take part in ESS. Non-EU-member countries like Ukraine, Israel, 

Turkey and the Russian Federation were not included in the analyses, since a number of 

the participation variables are not strictly comparable in these countries. We used the 

cumulative file of round 1 to 3 (version 1.0) and version 3.0 of the fourth round. In an 

alternative operationalization, the analysis remained limited to the countries that 

participated in all four waves. As this analysis was based on a more limited number of 

cases, stability of the models was weaker, but the analysis did lead to the same 

conclusions. 

2. Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, The Netherlands, 

Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, and Sweden. 

3.  http://www.transparency.org/policy_research/surveys_indices/cpi/2009/cpi_2009_table. 
4. http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.asp 

5. We can note that while some of these individual level variables might seem related at 

first sight, correlation remains limited so there is no danger of multicollineartiy, as could 

be observed from the low VIF scores. 

6. Kendall Tau-b’s correlation between political television use and institutionalized 

(r=0.061; p<0.001) and non-institutionalized (r=0.031; p<0.001) political participation 

(dummy). 

7. Note that this is a different question than the one used to create the dependent 

variable (e.g. worked for a political party), but both questions are highly correlated 

(r=0.436; p<0.001). 

8. Factorscale, measured by how religious are you, how often attend religious services 

apart from special occasions, how often do you pray apart from at religious services 

(explained variance: 65.418; eigenvalue: 1.963). 

9. It has to be noted that in general the individual level effects do not change all that 

much as a result of the inclusion of the country level variables. Full models (individual 

and country level combined) available from the authors.  

10. A more fine-grained distinction into smaller age groups confirmed this finding.  

http://www.transparency.org/policy_research/surveys_indices/cpi/2009/cpi_2009_table

