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Abstract 

One potential flaw of democratic governments is that they may be no better than 

autocratic governments when it comes to improving the well-being of the poorest. 

That is because democratic leaders do not necessarily require the support of low-

income voters in order to secure a winning a majority. In response to that challenge 

we argue that democratic leaders have a greater incentive and capability to reduce 

deprivation. Democratic governments have more of an incentive to seek the 

economic benefits associated with deprivation reduction. In addition, they are better 

equipped to reduce deprivation because the greater protection they afford to media 

freedom enhances their ability to deliver resources to the poorest. In order to test 

those two theoretical claims we use a panel of 167 countries for the years 1961-2011, 

measuring deprivation in terms of under-five mortality. We find robust evidence that 

level of democracy is negatively associated with under-five mortality and that that 

negative association is greater in the presence of media freedom. In addition we find 

some evidence that the negative association between government health provisioning 

and under-five mortality is greater in the presence of media freedom.  
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It is often argued that democratic governments are better at advancing the life quality of their 

citizens than their autocratic counterparts. In support of that general claim there are a growing 

number of cross-national studies that purport to show that democracies produce healthier, more 

educated and better nourished populations than autocracies.1 The prevailing explanation for this 

linkage between regime-type and life quality in the political economy literature is that elected 

representatives must satisfy a greater number of supporters and, therefore, ensure that welfare-

promoting resources reach a larger share of the population. It is not immediately obvious, however, 

that democracies are better at promoting the well-being of the poorest members of society. It 

remains possible that democratic regimes will not target welfare transfers and public goods to the 

low-income group because their votes are not required in order to secure a winning majority. 

Enfranchisement may lead to an improvement in the life quality of middle-income citizens, whose 

preferences typically determine public policy, but not the life quality of low-income citizens. It 

may be argued, therefore, that the introduction of universal suffrage may not lead to a reduction in 

deprivation.2  

In response to that challenge we argue, firstly, that democratic governments have more of 

an incentive to seek the economic benefits – economies of scale, positive externalities and enhanced 

productivity - associated with deprivation reduction. Thus, the poorest stand to gain even if we 

assume that democratic leaders do not directly require their electoral support. Secondly, we argue 

that democracies are better equipped to reduce deprivation because the greater protection they 

afford to free speech, and especially media freedom, enhances government responsiveness. Our 

central claim is that those two factors – economic incentives and communication openness – 

combine to explain why democracies are better for the poor than autocracies. The economic 

benefits of deprivation reduction provide democratic governments with an incentive to target 

resources towards the poor, whilst media freedom enables them to achieve that goal.  

The article is divided into two main parts. In the first part we examine two of the leading 

models in the political economy literature and conclude that, by themselves, they fail to explain 

why democratic regimes might be better for the poor than autocratic regimes. We then develop the 

twin claim that democracies have (i) more of an incentive to provide the poorest with public goods 

such as health care and education and (ii) a greater capacity to ensure that the poorest actually 

                                                 

1 See, for example,  Besley and Kudamatsu 2006; Blaydes and Kayser 2011; Brown 1999; Gerring, Thacker, and Alfaro 

2012; Mackenbach, Hu, and Looman 2013; Wigley and Akkoyunlu-Wigley 2011. 

2 Ross 2006; Mulligan, Gil, and Sala-i-Martin 2004; Truex 2015; Rothstein, Pierre, and Stoker 2015 
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receive those goods. This is followed by a theoretical account of why democracies have freer media 

and a brief survey if the existing empirical literature.  

In the second part we test the hypotheses that increases in the level of democracy have a 

reductive effect on the level of deprivation (as measure by child mortality) and that that reductive 

effect is amplified by the presence of media freedom. Using an annual panel of 167 countries for 

the years 1961 to 2011 we find robust evidence in support of both of those theoretical claims. Based 

on the same panel we also find evidence that the reductive effect of government health provisioning 

is greater in the presence of media freedom. 

 

1. Democracy and Deprivation 

Meltzer and Richard have presented one of the most influential political economy models of the 

effects of regime-type on the redistribution of income.3 We argue that although the Meltzer-Richard 

model, by itself, does not permit us to conclude that democratization has a positive impact on the 

poorest, a revised version of the model does allow us to arrive at that conclusion. 

 

Median voter theory 

Meltzer and Richard argue that democratization amounts to the extension of political rights from 

the wealthy elite to the rest and, therefore, that it grants influence to those who will benefit from 

redistribution. If the income of the median voter – whose preferences determine government policy 

– is below the average they will demand redistributive spending up to the point at which the 

distortionary effects of taxation (such as the negative incentive effect on effort and investment) lead 

to a decrease in tax revenue. Thus, the Meltzer-Richard model predicts that democracies will 

redistribute more than autocracies because the median voter is typically further down the income 

distribution. Even if that is correct, however, it is by no means clear that the members of low-

income group stand to benefit. Candidates for election may target income redistribution so as to 

capture the votes of the middle-income group, which typically contains the median voter. Thus, it 

is possible that the low-income group will benefit little from the redistributive effects of 

democratization.4 However, median voter theory does predict that enfranchisement will lead to a 

decrease in absolute deprivation in those cases where the income distribution is strongly right-

skewed – in other words, when the median voter is unable to achieve an adequate standard of living. 

However, even in those cases the theory does not allow us to predict a reduction in deprivation 

                                                 

3 Meltzer and Richard 1981. See also Acemoglu and Robinson 2006 and Boix 2003. 

4 Ross 2006Ross 2006  
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amongst those further down the income distribution. 

Perhaps the pro-poor credentials of democracy can be established if we focus our attention 

on the effect of regime-type on the provisioning of public goods. Bueno de Mesquita and colleagues 

have developed an influential account of the impact of enfranchisement on the production of public 

goods.5 According to their selectorate theory the widening of the support base required for a 

government to stay in office generates a trend away from targeted private benefits (such as direct 

payments, access to hard currency and grants of monopolies) and towards public goods. Private 

goods will constitute a large proportion of the benefits that are provided by a government that only 

requires a narrow set of backers in order to survive. That is because it is less costly to enrich the 

few than to use public goods in order to benefit everyone. In addition, there is a risk that the 

production of public goods would establish the conditions for a successful revolt by those currently 

lacking political influence. An increase in educational attainment, for example, may pose a threat 

to the ruling elite.6 However, as the required number of backers expands it becomes more cost-

effective for the government to maintain support by producing public goods. Thus, as suffrage is 

extended private goods represent an increasingly smaller proportion of the benefits doled out by 

the government.  

The question is whether the increase in the production of public goods that follows from 

the expansion of political rights will also benefit the poor. The kind of publicly provided resources 

that would be of most value to the worst-off (e.g. access to health practitioners, pharmaceuticals 

and teachers) are neither non-rival nor non-excludable. Thus, it remains possible that low-income 

voters will be denied sufficient access to social services because they are not required in order to 

win the election. That possibility becomes more likely if, perhaps because of the perceived lack of 

political influence, it turns out that poorer citizens are less politically active than their upper and 

middle income counterparts.7 Thus, it is not immediately obvious that the greater emphasis that 

democracies place on public goods will entail that they are more pro-poor than autocracies. The 

selectorate theory of public goods provisioning appears to take us no further than the median voter 

theory of income redistribution. As with welfare transfers, public goods provisioning may be 

tailored so as to capture the support of the median voter.  

 

  

                                                 

5 Bueno de Mesquita 2003; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2002 

6 Bueno de Mesquita and Smith 2009 

7 Przeworski 2010; Lipton 1977Przeworski 2010; Lipton 1977  
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Revised median voter theory 

The median voter and selectorate theories, by themselves, suggest that the survival of democratic 

and autocratic leaders is not determined by whether they have the support of the low-income group. 

We now argue that democratic governments have reason to reduce deprivation irrespective of 

whether they require the support of the poorest citizens. The argument appeals to three crucial 

differences between public goods and welfare transfers. Public goods such as health care and 

education generate economies of scale, produce positive externalities and enhance worker 

productivity. Those three factors mean that the decisive middle-income voters have a vested interest 

in extending access to low-income voters. Firstly, the public provisioning of health and educational 

resources with high fixed costs, such as hospital and school buildings, means that access can be 

extended to additional citizens at low marginal cost. Secondly, middle-income voters may receive 

spillover benefits from improvements in the health and education of the poorest. For example, 

health interventions such as vaccinations will help to prevent the spread of contagious diseases. 

Equally, providing health care and schooling to the low-income group may help to reduce the 

possibility of social unrest. Thirdly, and more importantly, middle-income voters may benefit from 

the effect of human capital formation on economic growth. Democratic governments will tend to 

prioritize the expansion of human capital amongst the decisive middle-income voters. However, 

those voters will also recognize the further growth dividends to be gained from investing in the 

education and health of the poorest.8 Health care provisioning increases the stock of human capital 

because healthier workers are more productive, disease-free children tend to learn more and the 

incentive to privately invest in education increases as survival rates improve.9 Thus, the chances of 

poorer citizens being neglected are less than would be the case if welfare transfers represented the 

only redistributive instrument available to democratic governments.10  

It should be noted, however, that autocratic regimes may also wish to take advantage of the 

benefits associated with health and education, especially the growth dividends associated with 

human capital formation. A regime without access to free resources (i.e. natural resource rents and 

                                                 

8 A similar point is made by North, Wallis, and Weingast 2009, 142–43, 266. 

9 Soares 2005; Bleakley 2007; Baird et al. forthcoming. 

10 In a similar vein Lizzeri and Persico 2004) argue that the industrial elite in nineteenth century Britain supported 

spending on preventative health measures and public education so as to minimize their exposure to disease and to 

create a more educated labor force. They go on to argue that it was in the self-interest of the majority of the elite to 

extend the franchise during the 1800’s because it increased the likelihood of policy-making orientated towards those 

kinds of public goods, rather than targeted spending.  
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foreign aid) must rely on economic growth in order to increase the tax revenue to be divided 

amongst its narrow support base.11 In addition, growth will enhance the regime’s ability to deal 

with exogenous shocks such as natural disasters and recessions. As a result autocratic leaders also 

have an incentive to increase the productivity of the worst-off by granting them access to free 

schooling and medical care. At the same time, however, they will be averse to investing in human 

capital for fear of creating a new economic class that will ultimately threaten their grip on power.12 

Autocratic leaders without access to non-tax revenues must balance the cost of not enabling 

economic growth against the risk of empowering the low-income group. In addition, resource-rich 

autocracies have even less, if any, incentive to invest in the productivity of its citizens. We assume, 

therefore, that autocracies will typically invest less in the health and education of the low-income 

group than democracies.  

So far we have argued that democratic leaders have a greater incentive to reduce deprivation 

even if it turns out that they do not require the support of the poorest in order to achieve a winning 

majority. That is, democratic leaders have a greater incentive to pursue the scale economies, 

positive externalities and, especially, productivity gains associated with deprivation-reduction. The 

main implication of this theoretical account is, 

 

Hypothesis 1: An increase in the level of democracy will reduce the level of deprivation 

(as measured by child mortality). 

 

We now argue that democracies have a performance advantage over autocracies even if, for the 

sake of argument, we assume that both types of regime have the same incentive to reduce 

deprivation.  

 

2. Media Freedom and Deprivation 

The existing evidence suggests that the key to reducing deprivation lies with the targeting of public 

resources, rather than the magnitude of those resources.13 We have already noted that democratic 

governments have greater reason to target the low-income group even if they do not require their 

electoral support. However, we contend that targeting, by itself, does not completely explain the 

comparative advantage of democratic governments over their autocratic counterparts. Deprivation-

                                                 

11 Besley and Kudamatsu 2008 

12 See, for example, Lindert 2004 and Ansell 2010.  

13 Bidani and Ravallion 1997; Filmer and Pritchett 1999; McGuire 2006; Gauri and Khaleghian 2002 
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reduction crucially depends on how effectively the poor are targeted. Whether public resources are 

effectively targeted towards the poor depends, in turn, on the quality of the information available 

to the government and its citizens. We contend that democracies are able to supply higher quality 

information than autocracies because they typically afford greater protection to freedom of 

expression, most notably media freedom.14  

Media freedom helps to ensure that the right kind of resources actually reach those that need 

them the most. That is because communication openness helps to overcome two potential sources 

of imperfect information. One concerns the information available to the government, while the 

other concerns the information available to citizens. In the first case the government will be better 

informed about the need for intervention (e.g. disease outbreak) as well as the success of its 

poverty-reducing policies (e.g. whether government policy is being properly implemented by 

government officials). In this regard media freedom enhances the ability of the government to select 

and implement deprivation-reducing policies. In the second case, citizens will be better informed 

about the actions of the government, such that it will be more difficult to hide policy failure. As we 

have seen, democratically elected governments may not be accountable to the low-income voters, 

but they are accountable to the pivotal middle-income voters who, in turn, have a vested interest in 

the productivity of the poorest. The presence of an independent and uncensored media means that 

those pivotal voters are better placed to assess the government’s attempts to improve the living 

standards – and, thereby, productivity - of the worst-off members of society. This implies the 

following hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 2: An increase in the level of media freedom will amplify the reductive effect 

of democracy on deprivation (as measured by child mortality). 

 

3. Democracy and Media Freedom 

For the purposes of this study we assume that democratic regimes are typically (but not necessarily) 

characterized by a higher degree of media freedom than autocratic regimes. That assumption is 

                                                 

14 The crucial role of media openness in enabling human development is noted by Amartya Sen Sen 1999, 180–81; Sen 

2009, 335–37). This is in keeping with his seminal finding that a famine has a not occurred in an independent country 

that is characterized by regular and competitive elections as well as a relatively free press (Sen 1980; Sen 2009, 152–

53). While that result informs us about the ability of democratic governments to respond to major shocks that threaten 

the poor, it does not tell us about the ability of those governments to alleviate the ongoing suffering of the poor (e.g. 

child mortality, illiteracy, malnutrition etc.). On the latter point see Varshney 2000.  
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based on the following theoretical account of the determinants of media freedom. Democratically 

elected leaders have an incentive to hide from the glare of media scrutiny. That is because the 

presence of asymmetric information between elected officials and their citizens enables them to 

pursue policies that are more in their interests than in the interests of the latter. At the same time, 

however, the restriction of media freedom may threaten their political survival. That is because the 

denial of media freedom may prevent them from receiving the feedback they require to successfully 

implement the policies demanded by the middle-income voters. More significantly, those voters 

are in a position to demand the continued protection of civil liberties such as media freedom. In 

other words, the decisive voters will insist on an independent and uncensored media so as to 

enhance their ability to select and discipline elected officials.15 We would expect, therefore, that the 

expansion of the franchise will lead to an increase in the protection of media freedom.  

This is consistent with the view that many, if not most, democracies fail to achieve an ideal 

level of media freedom. Even if we accept that media outlets in democracies are subject to less 

censorship and intimidation, they may still fall under the influence of the rich or the government.16 

If the media is captured in either of those two ways, then the quality of information available to 

voters will be compromised. Thus, our claim in this article is the moderate one that democracies 

are characterized by a greater degree of media freedom than autocracies. 

Autocratic leaders are typically averse to allowing open communication for fear that it will 

enable opposition movements to overcome the coordination problems in revolt. That is to say, 

dictators will want to prevent each citizen from becoming aware that there are other citizens who 

are likewise negatively affected by the government policies and that there are a sufficient number 

of them to make a revolution viable. If a citizen realizes that her fellow citizens are unaware of the 

government’s failings, then it will not be in that individual’s interest to challenge the government. 

By contrast, if a sufficient number of citizens are aware of the government’s failings, then it is in 

their interests to challenge the government.17 Thus, preventing citizens from using media to obtain 

that common knowledge is vital to the survival of the regime. Indeed there is some evidence that 

non-democratic leaders recognize that controlling the media, and especially television, is more 

important than controlling the judiciary and opposition political parties.18 

                                                 

15 Although, the adequate protection of civil liberties may crucially depend on whether there are genuinely competitive 

multiparty elections. On this point see Bueno de Mesquita et al (2005) and Keith (2002).  

16 Petrova 2008; Besley and Prat 2006 

17 Lohmann 1994 

18 McMillan and Zoido 2004 
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Nevertheless, non-democratic leaders face a trade-off when it comes to controlling media 

outlets. While restrictions on the flow of information enhances the ability of the regime to prevent 

collective action, it also diminishes the ability of the regime to ascertain whether its policies are 

having the desired effect – in the absence of reliable feedback the government cannot be sure that 

it has selected the right policies or that low-level bureaucrats are properly implementing the 

government’s policies.19 In short, citizens will be less informed, but so will the government. As a 

result, the regime’s ability to promote economic growth and to prevent discontent that might lead 

to collective action will be compromised. Perhaps in order to rectify that information deficit, a 

number of autocratic regimes (especially those without access to free resources) are characterized 

by a surprisingly high degree of media openness.20 However, autocratic rulers must still take into 

account the possibility that an opposition movement will use media to solve the coordination 

problem in revolts. Thus, we assume that democratic regimes will, with rare exception, be 

characterized by a higher degree of media freedom than autocratic regimes. 

The theoretical position we are defending in this article may be summarized as follows. 

Two leading political economy models, by themselves, do not allow us to make the prediction that 

democracy is better for the poor than autocracy. Nevertheless, scale economies, positive 

externalities and especially worker productivity provide democratic governments with more of an 

incentive to reduce deprivation even if they do not require the electoral support of low-income 

voters. In addition, the greater media freedom that typically accompanies the introduction of 

universal suffrage helps to ensure that public resources are more effectively targeted towards the 

low-income group. In sum, democratic governments have a greater incentive as well as a greater 

ability to reduce deprivation. We hypothesize, therefore, that deprivation-reduction is a function of 

(i) the level of democracy and (ii) the interaction between the level of democracy and the level of 

media freedom.  

 

4. Existing Studies 

With respect to the empirical literature there are a growing number of studies which purport to 

show that the extent to which democratic procedures have been institutionalized is associated with 

                                                 
19

 This shortcoming of autocratic rule was explicitly acknowledged by Chairman Mao after the devastating famine 

which killed millions in China between 1958-1961, as well as by Mikhail Gorbachev after he became the leader of the 

Soviet Union in the mid-1980s. See Sen 2009, 345 and Egorov, Guriev, and Sonin 2009, 645.  

20 Egorov, Guriev, and Sonin 2009. See also King, Pan, and Roberts (2013), King, Pan, and Roberts (2014) and 

Lorentzen (2014; 2013). 
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a reduction in child mortality.21 On the other hand there is only mixed evidence that the level of 

democracy at each point in time is associated with a reduction in child mortality. A number of early 

studies found a negative relationship between level of democracy and infant or child mortality.22 

However, Michael Ross contends that those studies are plagued either by sample bias because they 

exclude a number of well-performing autocracies or, by omitted variable bias because they do not 

control for country fixed-effects. Using a large sample of countries for a long time frame, as well 

as controlling for country-specific effects, he finds no evidence that the level of democracy is 

associated with a reduction in infant and child mortality.23 Nevertheless, two recent studies that do 

control for country-specific factors find that level of democracy is negatively associated with infant 

mortality.24  

In addition, there is a nascent political economy literature on the positive effects of media 

on the willingness and ability of governments to provide welfare-promoting resources. Stromberg 

finds that those who have access to a new mass media medium are favored by government policy-

making.25 Djanovic and colleagues find that less public ownership of the media is associated with 

better public policy outcomes.26 Besley and Burgess present evidence that government spending is 

more responsive to droughts and floods in Indian states with a higher newspaper circulation.27 

There is also some evidence that media can enhance state capacity. This is important 

because even if political leaders try to deliver public services to the poor, implementation may be 

compromised if the state bureaucracy is characterized by corruption and inefficiency.28 Reinikka 

and Svensson find that the illicit capture of grants intended for primary schools in Uganda declined 

markedly after the government made data on the inflow of funds to school and district 

administrators available to newspapers and radio broadcasters.29 In addition, Egorov and colleagues 

find that media freedom is associated with improvements in the overall quality of government 

                                                 

21 See Besley and Kudamatsu 2006, Gerring, Thacker, and Alfaro 2012 and Gerring et al. 2016. 

22 See, for example, Lake and Baum 2001; Bueno de Mesquita 2003; Przeworski 2000; Zweifel and Navia 2000 

23 Ross 2006. See also Truex 2015.  

24 Kudamatsu 2012) and Gerring et al. 2016). In addition, Martel Garcia 2014) finds that that Ross’s results do not 

hold after necessary corrections are made to the imputation model. 

25 Stromberg 2004 

26 Djankov et al. 2003 

27 Besley and Burgess 2002 

28 Halleröd et al. 2013 

29 Reinikka and Svensson 2005 
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institutions.30 Similarly, Brunetti and Weder find that greater press freedom is associated with less 

corruption.31 

Our aim in the present study is to steer a path between these two related literatures. That is, 

we aim to show not only that level of democracy is negatively associated with deprivation (as 

measured by child mortality), but also that that negative association is conditioned by the presence 

or absence of media freedom. As far as we are aware, there is no existing study which examines 

the impact of media freedom on persistent deprivation. 

 

5. Model, Variables and Data 

In order to assess the two hypothesis noted above we employ a panel of 167 countries for each year 

from 1961-2011 to analyze the relationship between democracy and deprivation (as measured by 

child mortality). In order to assess whether level of democracy (as measured by competitive 

participation) influences the level of deprivation (Hypothesis 1) we employ an additive model of 

the following form. 

 

ln(𝑈𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑟5 𝑚𝑜𝑟𝑡𝑎𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦)𝑖𝑡+1 =  𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑒𝑡𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒 𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖𝑡  +

 𝛽2𝑀𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑎 𝐹𝑟𝑒𝑒𝑑𝑜𝑚𝑖𝑡  +  𝛽3 ln(𝛸)𝑖𝑡  +  𝑢𝑖𝑡+1     (1) 

 

In order to assess whether media freedom conditions the impact of democracy on child mortality 

(Hypothesis 2) we employ a multiplicative model of the following form. 

 

ln(𝑈𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑟5 𝑚𝑜𝑟𝑡𝑎𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦)𝑖𝑡+1 =  𝛽0  + 𝛽1𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑒𝑡𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒 𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖𝑡  +

  𝛽2𝑀𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑎 𝐹𝑟𝑒𝑒𝑑𝑜𝑚𝑖𝑡  +   𝛽3𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑒𝑡𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒 𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖𝑡 × 𝑀𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑎 𝐹𝑟𝑒𝑒𝑑𝑜𝑚𝑖𝑡  +

𝛽4 ln(𝛸)𝑖𝑡  +  𝑢𝑖𝑡+1                                 (2) 

 

Where i is the country, t is the year and X is the set of control variables. In order to take into account 

the possibility of unmeasured country-specific factors, such as inveterately weak state capacity, 

culture or climatic conditions, we include country fixed-effects. In addition, we include year 

dummies so as to control for the possibility of a spurious correlation between the political variables 

and child mortality. That is necessary given that there has been a steady downward trend in child 

                                                 

30 Egorov, Guriev, and Sonin 2009, 660–62 

31 Brunetti and Weder 2003 
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mortality around the world over the last 50 years.32 Finally, we include the lead of the dependent 

variable to reduce endogeniety. 

 

Dependent variable 

Our measure of deprivation is the probability, per 1000 live births, that a newborn baby will die 

before reaching the age of five (Under-5 mortality).33 We assume that it becomes increasingly 

difficult to achieve a marginal decrease in under-5 mortality as its level is lowered. Thus, in the 

empirical analysis that follows we (following convention) take the natural log transformation of 

the dependent variable. Child mortality tends to be concentrated amongst the least-advantaged 

members of society in developed and especially developing countries.34 What is more, child 

mortality typically results from causes that are comparatively easier and less costly to prevent (e.g. 

through access to clean water, antibiotics, perinatal and postnatal medical care etc.). Thus, we 

would expect that child mortality rates amongst the poor will be especially sensitive to the public 

provisioning of health-promoting resources. By contrast we would expect that child mortality rates 

amongst the non-poor will not be particularly sensitive to government provisioning. That is because 

non-poor families will reassign their private funds when the government fails to provide sufficient 

mortality-averting resources.35 What this means is that child mortality provides us with an indirect 

measure of income poverty. Perhaps more importantly, child mortality in itself represents a more 

meaningful indicator of well-being amongst the poor than more traditional measures such as 

income poverty. Avoiding premature mortality and preventable illness is valuable in itself and is 

crucial to the achievement of other valuable life goals.36 A further advantage of this indicator of 

deprivation is that comparable data is available for almost all countries, stretching back more than 

half a century.  

 

Independent variables 

The competitive participation variable is based on the two defining characteristics of regime type, 

                                                 

32 Hill et al. 2012 

33 Our data source for under-5 mortality is UN Inter-Agency Group for Child Mortality Estimation (IGME) 2016. The 

IGME estimates cover every country-year for the period under study. For a detailed explanation of how the IGME 

estimates were produced see Hill et al. 2012. 

34 de Looper and Gaetan 2013; Yazbeck 2009 

35 On the latter point see Ross 2006. 

36 Sen 1998 
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the competitiveness of the political process and the extent of participation in the political process.37 

For the first component we rely on the polity2 index compiled by the Polity IV project.38 The 

polity2 index is based on the extent to which political participation is competitive, the openness 

and competitiveness of executive recruitment, and the extent to which the chief executive is subject 

to institutional constraints. Those three components are converted into a 21 point scale for each 

year, with the most autocratic countries receiving a score of -10 (e.g. North Korea) and the most 

democratic countries receiving a score of +10 (e.g. Japan).39  For all its merits the polity2 index 

does have one major shortcoming. Namely it does not take into account the proportion of the 

population that is permitted to participate in the selection of public officials.40  With that 

shortcoming in mind we use electoral participation to estimate the proportion of citizens that are 

permitted to participate in the political process.41 The obvious drawback of using electoral 

participation is that it includes voter turnout in uncompetitive elections (e.g. elections in one-party 

states). Thus, in order to overcome the shortcomings of both these measures of democracy, we 

weight the extent of electoral participation by the degree of competitiveness in the selection of 

public officials. More precisely, we multiply electoral participation by the polity2 score divided by 

the maximum polity2 score of 21. The resulting regime variable entails that electoral participation 

retains its full value in those countries that are fully democratic, whereas it is weighted downwards 

in those countries where there is insufficient competition in the recruitment of political leaders.42 

This way of combining competition and participation ensures that each is treated as necessary and 

                                                 

37 Dahl 1973. 

38 Marshall and Jaggers 2016 

39 The polity2 index has become the standard measure of democracy in the literature and it is probably less susceptible 

to measurement error than its main rivals. For an evaluation of the various indices see Munck and Verkuilen 2002 and 

Coppedge et al. 2011. 

40 Thus, for example, the polity2 index does not take into account the absence of universal suffrage in South Africa 

before 1994 and at the federal level in Switzerland before 1971. See Paxton 2000. 

41 Electoral participation is the proportion of the total population voting in elections and is taken from Vanhanen 2014.  

42 It may be argued that our regime variable will be insensitive to any transitions from a high participation autocracy 

(e.g. one-party states) to a low participation democracy, and vice versa. Upon examining the data set we found that in 

those cases where such a transition took place the change in the polity2 index was such that there was a marked change 

in the competitive participation score. Finally, Michael Miller (2015) has presented evidence that autocracies with 

multi-party elections (i.e. competitive autocracies) perform better than one-party autocracies, with respect to health 

and education outcomes. Including contestation alongside participation helps to ensure that our measure differentiates 

these two types of autocratic regime.  
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complementary ingredients of democratic rule.43 

For media freedom we use the dichotomous indicator of media freedom that has been 

constructed by Whitten-Woodring and Van Belle.44 According to that index, the media environment 

is classified as free if criticism of government or government officials can and does occur and 

unfree if it is not possible to safely criticize the government or government officials. It should be 

noted that the polity2 index does not explicitly take account of civil liberties such as media 

freedom.45 

 Finally, the fixed-effect specification that we use helps to mitigate any omitted variable bias. 

Nevertheless, it is necessary to control for those time-varying factors that might be simultaneously 

determining the extent of democracy or media freedom as well as the level of under-5 mortality. 

For that reason we include the natural log of income, urbanization, trade openness and oil and gas 

rents in order to control for wealth, economic development, exposure to international competition, 

and access to non-tax revenue.46 

 

Data set  

After constructing the data set we found that observations were missing for a small proportion of 

country-years. Deleting those cases with missing values may deprive the model of relevant 

information. In addition, it may bias the results if there is a systematic difference between the 

observed and unobserved data.47 Thus, rather than applying the method of listwise deletion, we use 

the Amelia multiple imputation algorithm to estimate the missing values.48 Using the multiple 

imputation process meant we were able to generate a balanced panel for the 167 countries that were 

extant in the world from 1961-2011 and had populations greater than 250,000. In order to ensure 

the robustness of our findings we also run the two models using the original, non-imputed, data set 

                                                 

43 Munck 2009, 48–49, 59 

44 Whitten-Woodring and Van Belle 2014 

45 Jaggers and Gurr 1995, 471 

46 Real gross domestic product per capita (in constant 2005 dollars) and total trade as a proportion of gross domestic 

product are taken from the Penn World Table 7.1 Heston, Summers, and Aten 2012. Share of population living in urban 

areas is taken from the World Development Indicators (World Bank 2016). Finally, each country’s oil and gas rents per 

capita (in 2000 constant dollars) are taken from the dataset compiled by Michael Ross (2013). Ross calculates rents by 

deducting extractions costs from the total value of oil and natural gas production. 

47 Hollyer, Rosendorff, and Vreeland 2011, for example, find that there is a sizeable statistical association between 

regime type and data missing from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators.  

48 Honaker, King, and Blackwell 2013 
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(see section 7 below). Detailed variable descriptions, descriptive statistics as well as a complete 

description of the multiple imputation process can be found in the appendix. 

 

6. Results 

The results of our analysis are presented in Table 1. The first five columns present the results of the 

additive model and the next four columns present the results of the multiplicative model. The 

remaining columns provide further robustness checks for our baseline results. 

 

6.1 Additive model 

Does level of democracy play a role in determining the level of deprivation?  (Hypothesis 1) As we 

can see from column 1 our measures of participation (electoral participation) and political 

competition (polity2) are statistically significant and carry the expected sign. Unsurprisingly, 

therefore, our composite measure of democracy, where electoral participation is weighted by the 

degree of political competition (competitive participation), is also significant and carries the 

expected sign (column 2). These results suggest that those studies that rely solely on the polity2 

index may underestimate the reductive effect of democracy on infant or child mortality. On the 

other hand, our results suggest that media freedom, by itself, does not play a role in determining 

the level of child mortality (columns 1 and 2). We consider whether it modifies the reductive effect 

of democracy below. 

It may be argued that that our results overstate the negative association between democracy 

and child mortality because the electoral participation variable is based on electoral turnout as a 

proportion of the whole population. Thus, it may be affected by the size of the young population in 

each country which is, in turn, positively correlated with child mortality. Equally, it may be argued 

that electoral turnout is influenced by factors other than simply the extent of enfranchisement (e.g. 

electoral system). Although, at a conceptual level it may be argued that higher participation (in a 

democratic context) is better irrespective of the factors that determine participation. Moreover, an 

advantage of using turnout, as opposed to de jure measures of adult suffrage, is that it enables us 

to take into account de facto restrictions on participation. Nevertheless, in order to address those 

two concerns we reconstructed the competitive participation variable using the proportion of the 

adult population that is eligible to vote.49 As we can see from column 3 competitive participation 

                                                 

49 More precisely the degree of adult suffrage was multiplied by the polity2 score divided by the maximum polity2 

score of 21. Adult suffrage as a percent of the adult population is taken from Paxton et al. 2003. 
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remains significant and is negatively associated with under-5 mortality after that indicator is 

reconstructed based on adult suffrage. 

It may also be argued that the polity2 index captures more than political competition 

because it includes constraints on the chief executive. Moreover, that component accounts for much 

of the variation in the polity2 index.50 We, therefore, reconstructed the competitive participation 

variable based on those components of polity2 that most closely encapsulate contestation - 

competiveness of political participation (parcomp) and competitiveness of executive recruitment 

(xrcomp). Column 4 presents the results of our analysis when polity2 is replaced with the weighted 

average of those two components (contestation).51 Column 5 presents the results of the model when 

the competitive participation variable is revised based on that more precise measure of political 

competition.52 In both cases the results are consistent with the baseline estimations.  

 

6.2 Multiplicative model 

Is the extent to which the poor benefit from democracy dependent on whether there is an 

independent and uncensored media? (Hypothesis 2) As we can see from column 6 all the variables 

of interest are statistically significant.  From the coefficient of the interaction term we can see that 

the marginal negative effect of democracy on under-5 mortality increases when media are free. The 

constitutive term for competitive participation represents the marginal effect of that variable on 

under-5 mortality when there is no media freedom. Equally, the constitutive term for media freedom 

represents the marginal effect of that variable when the regime is fully autocratic (e.g. North 

Korea). Note, however, it would be highly unusual for a fully autocratic country to permit any 

degree of media freedom. Reassuringly our results hold when the competitive participation variable 

is reconstructed based on adult suffrage rather than voter turnout (column 7) and our more precise 

measure of political competition (column 8).  

These results indicate that the negative association between competitive participation and 

under-5 mortality is greater in the presence of media freedom. That finding, combined with the 

observation that democracies typically afford greater protection to media freedom, suggests that 

they have a comparative advantage with respect to deprivation-reduction. In other words, it lends 

                                                 

50 Gleditsch and Ward 1997 

51 More precisely we take the average of parcomp divided by its maximum score of 5 and xrcomp divided by its 

maximum score of 3 to produce the variable we label as contestation. 

52 More precisely electoral participation multiplied by contestation. 
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support to the claim that the greater communication openness produced by democratic states 

enhances the government’s ability to tackle deprivation. 

Column 9 provides further evidence in support of the claim that media freedom enhances 

the government’s ability to deliver mortality-reducing resources to the poorest. More precisely, it 

examines whether the negative association between government provisioning and under-5 

mortality is magnified by the presence of media freedom. It is important to note that the question 

here is not how much the government provides, but rather how well it targets the resources it does 

provide. As we have already noted deprivation-reduction largely depends on the targeting of 

resources, rather than simply the extent of those resources. Thus, we take the magnitude of 

government provisioning as given and investigate whether the impact of those resources on under-

5 mortality is conditioned by media freedom. We take the natural log of the number of physicians 

per 1000 people (physicians) as our indicator of government health provisioning because data for 

that variable is available for the entire period under study.53 We do not investigate the modifying 

effect of media freedom on government spending on under-5 mortality health because it is difficult 

to find expenditure data that are both comparable across space and time and that cover a sufficient 

number of country-years. Competitive participation is included so as to control for the possibility 

that the media freedom variable is merely capturing the degree of participation and contestation. 

As we can see from column 9 media freedom magnifies the negative association between the 

number of physicians and under-5 mortality. It is noteworthy that this conditioning effect is 

independent of the reductive effect of competitive participation. While these results do not 

conclusively establish the direction of causality, they are consistent with the claim that effective 

provisioning is dependent on media freedom. 

 

6.3 Further robustness checks 

We have already tested our results to see whether they are sensitive to the way in which competitive 

participation is constructed (see columns 3, 4, 5, 7 and 8). We now examine whether our baseline 

results (columns 2 and 6) hold when adjustments are made to the model specification and the way 

in which we handle missing data.  

Fixed-effect specifications have a tendency to underestimate the significance of variables 

that do not change or are slow changing over time. We therefore ran the additive and multiplicative 

models without country fixed-effects, but with a range of controls for fixed factors. Those time-

invariant controls are ethnic fractionalization, landlocked, temperate, world region and legal 

                                                 

53 World Bank 2016 
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origin.54 As we can see from columns 10 and 11, the results are very similar to those obtained for 

the baseline estimations. 

Columns 12 and 13 address the possibility that the right and left hand variables of interest 

might lead to spurious results if they are both highly trended. In order to control for that possibility 

we included the lag of the dependent variable on the right-hand side for both model specifications. 

This method for de-trending the data did not produce results that are inconsistent with our baseline 

estimations. 

Finally, we examined whether our baseline results held when the models were estimated 

based on the non-imputed data set. Reassuringly, the results are very similar the baseline 

estimations suggesting that our findings are not simply an artifact of the imputation model (see 

columns 14 and 16).  However, we prefer to rely on the estimations that are based on the data sets 

that are produced by multiple imputation because that allows us to include more information and 

to avoid the possibility of selection bias (e.g. the listwise deletion of undemocratic countries that 

perform well with respect to deprivation-reduction).  

 

7. Conclusion 

There are a growing number of cross-country studies that suggest that a person living in a 

democracy will, all things considered, enjoy a better standard of living than would be the case if 

they were living in an autocracy. What is not clear, however, is whether that can be said for a person 

who is one of the poorest members of a democratic society. Democratic leaders must appease a 

wider range of supporters than autocratic leaders in order to ensure their political survival. 

However, the leading political economy models imply that neither type of leader need win the 

support of the low-income group in order to stay in power. If that is correct then the introduction 

of universal suffrage may not lead to an improvement in the well-being of the poorest.  

In response we have argued that democratic governments have a greater incentive and 

capability to reduce deprivation. In the first place, they have more of an incentive to pursue the 

economic benefits associated with deprivation-reduction. That is, they have reason to improve the 

living standards of the poorest even if they do not require their votes in order to secure a winning 

                                                 

54 Ethnic fractionalization is the probability that two randomly chosen individuals from the same population belong to 

the same ethnic group Alesina et al. 2003; landlocked is a dummy variable indicating whether a country has direct 

access to an open sea;  temperate is the proportion of the population living in a temperate climate zone Gallup, 

Mellinger, and Sachs 2010; world region is a dummy variable based on the World Bank’s classification; legal origin is 

a dummy variable indicating the historical basis of each country’s legal system La Porta et al. 1999. 
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majority. In the second place, democracies are better at redirecting welfare-enhancing resources to 

the poorest because media freedom enhances government responsiveness. We hypothesize, 

therefore, that deprivation-reduction is a product of both the level of democracy and the interaction 

between democracy and media freedom. 

In support of those two explanatory claims we have presented robust evidence that there is 

a negative association between the level of democracy and deprivation (as measure by under-5 

mortality) and that that negative association is greater in the presence of media freedom. We have 

also presented some evidence that the negative association between government health 

provisioning and under-5 mortality is greater in the presence of media freedom. Those findings 

suggests that the extent to which the poorest citizens are able to benefit from public policy is, at 

least in part, dependent on the presence of democratic institutions and the extent to which the 

government is vulnerable to criticism from independent and uncensored media. 

 

  



20 
 

References 

Acemoglu, Daron, and James A Robinson. 2006. Economic Origins of Dictatorship and 

Democracy. Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Alesina, Alberto, Arnaud Devleeschauwer, William Easterly, Sergio Kurlat, and Romain 

Wacziarg. 2003. “Fractionalization.” Journal of Economic Growth 8, no. 2: 155–94. 

Ansell, Ben W. 2010. From the Ballot to the Blackboard: The Redistributive Political Economy of 

Education. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Baird, Sarah, Joan Hamory Hicks, Michael Kremer, and Edward Miguel. forthcoming. “Worms at 

Work: Long-Run Impacts of a Child Health Investment.” The Quarterly Journal of 

Economics. At http://qje.oxfordjournals.org/content/early/2016/07/14/qje.qjw022, 

accessed November 1, 2016. 

Besley, Timothy, and Robin Burgess. 2002. “The Political Economy of Government 

Responsiveness: Theory and Evidence from India.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 

117, no. 4: 1415–51. 

Besley, Timothy, and Masayuki Kudamatsu. 2006. “Health and Democracy.” American Economic 

Review 96, no. 2: 313–18. 

———. 2008. “Making Autocracy Work.” In Elhanan Helpman, ed. Institutions and Economic 

Performance Cambridge Mass.: Harvard University Press. 

Besley, Timothy, and Andrea Prat. 2006. “Handcuffs for the Grabbing Hand? Media Capture and 

Government Accountability.” American Economic Review 96, no. 3: 720–36. 

Bidani, Benu, and Martin Ravallion. 1997. “Decomposing Social Indicators Using Distributional 

Data.” Journal of Econometrics 77, no. 1: 125–39. 

Blaydes, Lisa, and Mark Andreas Kayser. 2011. “Counting Calories: Democracy and Distribution 

in the Developing World: Counting Calories.” International Studies Quarterly 55, no. 4: 

887–908. 

Bleakley, Hoyt. 2007. “Disease and Development: Evidence from Hookworm Eradication in the 

American South.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 122, no. 1: 73–117. 

Boix, Carles. 2003. Democracy and Redistribution. Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Brown, David S. 1999. “Reading, Writing, and Regime Type: Democracy’s Impact on Primary 

School Enrollment.” Political Research Quarterly 52, no. 4: 681–707. 

Brunetti, Aymo, and Beatrice Weder. 2003. “A Free Press Is Bad News for Corruption.” Journal 

of Public Economics 87, no. 7–8: 1801–24. 

Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce. 2003. The Logic of Political Survival. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 



21 
 

Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce, George W. Downs, Alastair Smith, and Feryal Marie Cherif. 2005. 

“Thinking inside the Box: A Closer Look at Democracy and Human Rights.” 

International Studies Quarterly 49, no. 3: 439–57. 

Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce, James D. Morrow, Randolph M. Siverson, and Alastair Smith. 2002. 

“Political Institutions, Policy Choice and the Survival of Leaders.” British Journal of 

Political Science 32, no. 4: 559–90. 

Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce, and Alastair Smith. 2009. “Political Survival and Endogenous 

Institutional Change.” Comparative Political Studies 42, no. 2: 167–97. 

Coppedge, Michael, John Gerring, David Altman, Michael Bernhard, Steven Fish, Allen Hicken, 

Matthew Kroenig, et al. 2011. “Conceptualizing and Measuring Democracy: A New 

Approach.” Perspectives on Politics 9, no. 02: 247–67. 

Dahl, Robert Alan. 1973. Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition. Yale University Press. 

de Looper, Michael, and Lafortune Gaetan. 2013. “Measuring Disparities in Health Status and in 

Access and Use of Health Care in OECD Countries - Papers - OECD iLibrary.” At 

http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/measuring-disparities-in-

health-status-and-in-access-and-use-of-health-care-in-oecd-countries_225748084267, 

accessed September 29, 2013. 

Djankov, Simeon, Caralee McLiesh, Tatiana Nenova, and Andrei Shleifer. 2003. “Who Owns the 

Media?” Journal of Law and Economics 46, no. 2: 341–82. 

Egorov, Georgy, Sergei Guriev, and Konstantin Sonin. 2009. “Why Resource Poor Dictators 

Allow Freer Media: Theory and Evidence from Panel Data.” American Political Science 

Review 103, no. 4: 645–68. 

Filmer, Deon, and Lant Pritchett. 1999. “The Impact of Public Spending on Health: Does Money 

Matter?” Social Science & Medicine 49, no. 10: 1309–23. 

Gallup, John L., Andrew D. Mellinger, and Jeffrey D. Sachs. 2010. “Geography Datasets.” Center 

for International Development Dataverse. At http://hdl.handle.net/1902.1/14429, accessed 

May 24, 2016. 

Gauri, Varun, and Peyvand Khaleghian. 2002. “Immunization in Developing Countries: Its 

Political and Organizational Determinants.” World Development 30, no. 12: 2109–32. 

Gerring, John, Carl Henrik Knutsen, Svend-Erik Skaaning, Jan Teorell, Michael Coppedge, 

Staffan I. Lindberg, and Matthew Maguire. 2016. “Electoral Democracy and Human 

Development.” SSRN Scholarly Paper ID 2652180 Rochester, NY: Social Science 

Research Network. At http://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=2652180, accessed April 2, 2016. 

Gerring, John, Strom C. Thacker, and Rodrigo Alfaro. 2012. “Democracy and Human 



22 
 

Development.” The Journal of Politics 74, no. 01: 1–17. 

Gleditsch, Kristian S., and Michael D. Ward. 1997. “Double Take A Reexamination of 

Democracy and Autocracy in Modern Polities.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 41, no. 3: 

361–83. 

Halleröd, Björn, Bo Rothstein, Adel Daoud, and Shailen Nandy. 2013. “Bad Governance and 

Poor Children: A Comparative Analysis of Government Efficiency and Severe Child 

Deprivation in 68 Low- and Middle-Income Countries.” World Development 48: 19–31. 

Heston, Alan, Robert Summers, and Bettina Aten. 2012. “Penn World Table 7.1, Center for 

International Comparisons of Production, Income and Prices at the University of 

Pennsylvania.” Data. At http://www.rug.nl/research/ggdc/data/pwt/pwt-7.1, accessed 

December 20, 2015. 

Hill, Kenneth, Danzhen You, Mie Inoue, and Mikkel Z. Oestergaard. 2012. “Child Mortality 

Estimation: Accelerated Progress in Reducing Global Child Mortality.” PLOS Medicine 9, 

no. 8: 1–11. 

Hollyer, James R., B. Peter Rosendorff, and James Raymond Vreeland. 2011. “Democracy and 

Transparency.” The Journal of Politics 73, no. 04: 1191–1205. 

Honaker, James, Gary King, and Mathew Blackwell. 2013. “Amelia II: A Program for Missing 

Data.” Software. At http://gking.harvard.edu/amelia/. 

Jaggers, Keith, and Ted Robert Gurr. 1995. “Tracking Democracy’s Third Wave with the Polity 

III Data.” Journal of Peace Research 32, no. 4: 469–82. 

Keith, Linda Camp. 2002. “Constitutional Provisions for Individual Human Rights (1977-1996): 

Are They More than Mere ‘Window Dressing?’” Political Research Quarterly 55, no. 1: 

111–43. 

King, Gary, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret E. Roberts. 2013. “How Censorship in China Allows 

Government Criticism but Silences Collective Expression.” American Political Science 

Review 107, no. 02: 326–43. 

———. 2014. “Reverse-Engineering Censorship in China: Randomized Experimentation and 

Participant Observation.” Science 345, no. 6199: 1251722. 

Kudamatsu, Masayuki. 2012. “Has Democratization Reduced Infant Mortality in Sub-Saharan 

Africa? Evidence from Micro Data.” Journal of the European Economic Association 10, 

no. 6: 1294–1317. 

La Porta, R., F. Lopez-de-Silanes, A. Shleifer, and R. Vishny. 1999. “The Quality of 

Government.” Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization 15, no. 1: 222–79. 

Lake, David A., and Mathew A. Baum. 2001. “The Invisible Hand of Democracy: Political 



23 
 

Control and the Provision of Public Services.” Comparative Political Studies 34, no. 6: 

587–621. 

Lindert, Peter H. 2004. Growing Public: Volume 1 Social Spending and Economic Growth since 

the Eighteenth Century. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Lipton, Michael. 1977. Why Poor People Stay Poor: Urban Bias in World Development. 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Lizzeri, Alessandro, and Nicola Persico. 2004. “Why Did the Elites Extend the Suffrage? 

Democracy and the Scope of Government, with an Application to Britain’s Age of 

Reform.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 119, no. 2: 707–65. 

Lohmann, Suzanne. 1994. “The Dynamics of Informational Cascades: The Monday 

Demonstrations in Leipzig East Germany 1989-91.” World Politics 47, no. 1: 42–101. 

Lorentzen, Peter L. 2013. “Regularizing Rioting: Permitting Public Protest in an Authoritarian 

Regime.” Quarterly Journal of Political Science 8, no. 2: 127–58. 

———. 2014. “China’s Strategic Censorship.” American Journal of Political Science 58, no. 2: 

402–14. 

Mackenbach, Johan P., Yannan Hu, and Caspar W.N. Looman. 2013. “Democratization and Life 

Expectancy in Europe, 1960–2008.” Social Science & Medicine 93: 166–75. 

Marshall, Monty G., and Keith Jaggers. 2016. “Polity IV Project: Political Regime 

Characteristics and Transitions, 1800-2015.” Data. At 

http://www.systemicpeace.org/inscrdata.html. 

Martel Garcia, F. 2014. “Democracy Is Good for the Poor: A Procedural Replication of Ross 

(2006).” Research & Politics 1, no. 3. At 

http://rap.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1177/2053168014559094, accessed March 15, 

2015. 

McGuire, James W. 2006. “Basic Health Care Provision and Under-5 Mortality: A Cross-National 

Study of Developing Countries.” World Development 34, no. 3: 405–25. 

McMillan, John, and Pablo Zoido. 2004. “How to Subvert Democracy: Montesinos in Peru.” 

Journal of Economic Perspectives 18, no. 4: 69–92. 

Meltzer, Allan H., and Scott F. Richard. 1981. “A Rational Theory of the Size of Government.” 

Journal of Political Economy 89, no. 5: 914–27. 

Miller, Michael K. 2015. “Electoral Authoritarianism and Human Development.” Comparative 

Political Studies: 0010414015582051. 

Mulligan, Casey B., Ricard Gil, and Xavier Sala-i-Martin. 2004. “Do Democracies Have 

Different Public Policies than Nondemocraces?” Journal of Economic Perspectives 18, 



24 
 

no. 1: 51–74. 

Munck, Gerardo L. 2009. Measuring Democracy: A Bridge between Scholarship and Politics. 

Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Munck, Gerardo L., and Jay Verkuilen. 2002. “Conceptualizing and Measuring Democracy: 

Evaluating Alternative Indices.” Comparative Political Studies 35, no. 1: 5–34. 

North, Douglass C., John Joseph Wallis, and Barry R. Weingast. 2009. Violence and Social 

Orders: A Conceptual Framework for Interpreting Recorded Human History. Cambridge 

University Press. 

Paxton, Pamela. 2000. “Women’s Suffrage in the Measurement of Democracy: Problems of 

Operationalization.” Studies in Comparative International Development 35, no. 3: 92–

111. 

Paxton, Pamela, Kenneth A. Bollen, Deborah M. Lee, and HyoJoung Kim. 2003. “A Half-

Century of Suffrage: New Data and a Comparative Analysis.” Studies in Comparative 

International Development 38, no. 1: 93–122. 

Petrova, Maria. 2008. “Inequality and Media Capture.” Journal of Public Economics 92, no. 1–2: 

183–212. 

Przeworski, Adam. 2000. Democracy and Development: Political Institutions and Well-Being in 

the World, 1950-1990. Cambridge University Press. 

———. 2010. Democracy and the Limits of Self-Government. Cambridge University Press. 

Reinikka, Ritva, and Jakob Svensson. 2005. “Fighting Corruption to Improve Schooling: 

Evidence from a Newspaper Campaign in Uganda.” Journal of the European Economic 

Association 3, no. 1–2: 259–67. 

Ross, Michael L. 2006. “Is Democracy Good for the Poor?” American Journal of Political 

Science 50, no. 4: 860–74. 

———. 2013. “Oil and Gas Data, 1932-2011 (Version 2).” Data. At 

http://hdl.handle.net/1902.1/20369, accessed July 13, 2014. 

Rothstein, Bo, Jon Pierre, and Garry Stoker. 2015. “‘Human Well-Being and the Unsung 

Relevance of Political Science.’” In Guy Peters, ed. The Relevance of Political Science 

New York: Palgrave. At http://www.qog.pol.gu.se/digitalAssets/1484/1484203_2014_07-

rothstein.pdf. 

Sen, Amartya. 1980. “Famines.” World Development 8, no. 9: 613–21. 

———. 1998. “Mortality as an Indicator of Economic Success and Failure.” The Economic 

Journal 108, no. 446: 1–25. 

———. 1999. Development as Freedom. New York: Anchor Books. 



25 
 

———. 2009. The Idea of Justice. Cambridge Mass.: Harvard University Press. 

Soares, Rodrigo. 2005. “Mortality Reductions, Educational Attainment, and Fertility Choice.” 

American Economic Review 95, no. 3: 580–601. 

Stromberg, David. 2004. “Radio’s Impact on Public Spending.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 

119, no. 1: 189–221. 

Truex, Rory. 2015. “The Myth of the Democratic Advantage.” Studies in Comparative 

International Development: 1–17. 

UN Inter-Agency Group for Child Mortality Estimation (IGME). 2016. “Child Mortality 

Estimates.” Data. At http://www.childmortality.org/. 

Vanhanen, Tatu. 2014. “Measures of Democracy 1810-2012, FSD1289, Version 6.0 (2014-01-

31).” Data Tampere: Finnish Social Science Data Archive. At 

http://www.fsd.uta.fi/en/data/catalogue/FSD1289/meF1289e.html. 

Varshney, Ashutosh. 2000. “Why Have Poor Democracies Not Eliminated Poverty? A 

Suggestion.” Asian Survey 40, no. 5: 718–36. 

Whitten-Woodring, Jenifer, and Douglas A. Van Belle. 2014. Historical Guide to World Media 

Freedom: A Country-by-Country Analysis. Washington, DC: CQ Press. At 

http://knowledge.sagepub.com/view/historical-guide-to-world-media-freedom/SAGE.xml, 

accessed August 28, 2016. 

Wigley, Simon, and Arzu Akkoyunlu-Wigley. 2011. “The Impact of Regime Type on Health: 

Does Redistribution Explain Everything?” World Politics 63, no. 4: 647–77. 

World Bank. 2016. “World Development Indicators 2016.” Data. At 

http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators. 

Yazbeck, Abdo S. 2009. Attacking Inequality in the Health Sector. Washington D.C.: World 

Bank. 

Zweifel, Thomas D., and Patricio Navia. 2000. “Democracy, Dictatorship, and Infant Mortality.” 

Journal of Democracy 11, no. 2: 99–114. 



26 
 

Table 1:  Democracy, Media Freedom and Under-5 Mortality  
  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) 

  Additive model Multiplicative model Wthout fixed effects LDV Non-imputed 

Electoral Participation -0.0021***   -0.0023***                    

(0.0006)   (0.0007)                    
Polity2 -0.0064***                       

(0.0027)                       
Contestation (xrcomp & parcomp)    -0.1813***                    

   (0.0573)                    
Competitive Participation (Polity 2)  -0.0042***     -0.003***   -0.003*** -0.0045*** -0.0031*** -0.0043*** -0.003*** -0.0031*** -0.0019** 

 (0.001)     (0.001)   (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.0009) 
Competitive Participation (Suffrage)   -0.1582***     -0.1222***               

  (0.0378)     (0.041)               
Competitive Participation (Contestation)     -0.006***   -0.0045***              

    (0.0012)   (0.0012)              
Media Freedom 0.0459 0.0457 0.0547** -0.0023 0.0392 0.0911** 0.1141*** 0.0885** 0.0691** 0.0486* 0.0957** 0.0455 0.0923** 0.0365 0.0785** 

(0.0298) (0.028) (0.0284) (0.0007) (0.0308) (0.0405) (0.0433) (0.0439) (0.034) (0.0281) (0.0402) (0.028) (0.0403) (0.0263) (0.0384) 
Competitive Participation (Polity2) × Media 
freedom 

      -0.0025**       -0.0026**  -0.0026**   -0.0023** 

      (0.0013)       (0.0013)   (0.0013)   (0.0012) 
Competitive Participation (Suffrage) × Media 
freedom 

       -0.1136**                

       (0.0638)                
Competitive Participation  (Contestation) × Media 
freedom 

        -0.0028**               

        (0.0015)               
Physicians (ln)          -0.1544***             

         (0.0363)             
Physicians (ln) × Media freedom          -0.0759*             

                (0.0414)             

Income (ln) -0.3993*** -0.3939*** -0.5149*** -0.5079*** -0.498*** -0.3903*** -0.5138*** -0.4942*** -0.3708*** -0.4016*** -0.3977*** -0.3941*** -0.3902*** -0.3466*** -0.3427*** 

(0.0338) (0.0337) (0.0379) (0.0406) (0.0401) (0.0338) (0.0378) (0.04) (0.0327) (0.0326) (0.0327) (0.0334) (0.0335) (0.0522) (0.0522) 
Urbanization (ln) 0.2849*** 0.2617*** 0.305*** 0.277*** 0.2526*** 0.2505*** 0.3014*** 0.2393*** 0.2249*** 0.2337*** 0.2229*** 0.2543*** 0.2426*** 0.3244*** 0.3106*** 

(0.0681) (0.0695) (0.0729) (0.0793) (0.0791) (0.0706) (0.073) (0.0801) (0.0706) (0.0656) (0.0665) (0.0704) (0.0717) (0.0731) (0.0743) 
Trade openness (ln) -0.0667*** -0.0642*** -0.0233 -0.0305 -0.0296 -0.0629*** -0.023 -0.028 -0.0705*** -0.0646*** -0.0632*** -0.063*** -0.0617*** -0.0719*** -0.0695** 

(0.0205) (0.0208) (0.0246) (0.0255) (0.0256) (0.0209) (0.0247) (0.0258) (0.0211) (0.0206) (0.0206) (0.0207) (0.0208) (0.0382) (0.038) 
Oil & gas rents (ln) 0.0318*** 0.0297*** 0.0305*** 0.048*** 0.046*** 0.0293*** 0.0304*** 0.0455*** 0.029*** 0.0299*** 0.0296*** 0.0299*** 0.0295*** 0.0347*** 0.0338*** 

(0.0079) (0.0078) (0.0079) (0.0095) (0.0094) (0.0077) (0.0079) (0.0093) (0.0077) (0.0076) (0.0075) (0.0078) (0.0078) (0.0106) (0.0105) 
Lag dependent variable (ln)                0.0111 0.0141     

                      (0.0402) (0.04)     

Ethnic fractionalization            -0.0334 -0.0265         

           (0.1261) (0.1256)         
Landlocked            0.2112*** 0.2096***         

           (0.0701) (0.0698)         
Temperate            -0.6416*** -0.6302***         

                  (0.0899) (0.0888)         

Year dummies               

Country fixed-effects               

World region dummies               

Legal origin dummies               

Countries 167 167 167 161 161 167 167 161 167 167 167 167 167 165 165 

Years 1961-2011 1961-2011 1961-2001 1961-2011 1961-2011 1961-2011 1961-2001 1961-2011 1961-2011 1961-2011 1961-2011 1961-2011 1961-2011 1961-2011 1961-2011 

Observations 8,517 8,517 6,847 8,211 8,211 8,517 6,847 8,211 8,517 8,517 8,517 8420 8420 6,767 6,767 

Notes: The dependent variable is the natural log of under-5 mortality. Robust standard clustered at country level errors are reported in parenthesis. Each country-year represents a single observation. All right-hand side variables are lagged by one year. . *** 
significant at 1%; ** 5%; * 10% 
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Appendix  
 

 

A. 1 Variable Descriptions and Sources 

 

Variable Description Source 

Under-5 mortality (ln) 

 

Probability, per 1000 live births, that a 

newborn baby will die before reaching the age 

of five 

UN Inter-Agency Group 

for Child Mortality 

Estimation (IGME) (2016) 

Urbanization (ln) 

 

Share of population living in urban areas World Development 

Indicators 2016 (World 

Bank 2016) 

Income (ln) 

 

Real gross domestic product per capita (in 

constant 2005 dollars) 

Penn World Table 7.1 

Heston, Summers, and 

Aten (2012) (variable 

name: rgdpch) 

Trade openness (ln) 

 

Total trade as a proportion of gross domestic 

product 

Penn World Table 7.1 

Heston, Summers, and 

Aten (2012) (variable 

name: okenk) 

Oil & gas rents (ln) 

 

Total income from oil and gas per capita (in 

constant 2000 dollars). Rents calculated by 

deducting extractions costs from the total 

value of oil and natural gas production 

Ross (2013) 

Physicians (ln) 

 

Physicians per 1,000 people. Includes general 

and specialist practitioners. 

World Development 

Indicators 2016 (World 

Bank 2016) 

Polity2 

 

Composite democracy index based on the 

extent to which political participation is 

competitive, the openness and 

competitiveness of executive recruitment, and 

the extent to which the chief executive is 

subject to institutional constraints. The index 

was converted into a positive scale ranging 

from 1 to 21. 

Marshall and Jaggers 

(2011) 

Gleditsch (2008) 

Electoral participation 

 

Proportion of the total population voting in 

elections. Vanhanen’s measure takes into 

account voting in parliamentary and 

presidential elections, as well as referenda. 

This variable was repeated for the years 

between elections. 

Vanhanen (2014) 

Media Freedom 

 

Media environment is classified as free if 

criticism of government or government 

officials can and does occur and unfree if it is 

not possible to safely criticize the government 

or government officials. Following the 

recommendation of the authors of the data set 

(for those cases in which the media freedom 

indicator is used as an explanatory variable) 

we convert their 3 point index into a 

Whitten-Woodring and 

Van Belle (2014).  
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dichotomous variable.   

Competitive participation 

(polity2) 

 

Electoral participation multiplied by polity2 

divided by the maximum polity2 score of 21 

Vanhanen (2014). 

Marshall and Jaggers 

(2011). 

Contestation (xrcomp & 

parcomp) 

 

The average of parcomp divided by its 

maximum score of 5 and xrcomp divided by 

its maximum score of 3 

Marshall and Jaggers 

(2011) 

Competitive participation 

(Contestation) 

Electoral participation multiplied by 

contestation. 

Vanhanen (2014). 

Marshall and Jaggers 

(2011) 

Competitive participation 

(Suffrage) 

 

Proportion of adult population that is eligible 

to vote multiplied by the polity2 score divided 

by the maximum polity2 score of 21.  

Paxton et al. (2003). 

Marshall and Jaggers 

(2011). 

Ethnic fractionalization Probability that two randomly chosen 

individuals from the same population belong 

to the same ethnic group 

Alesina et al. (2003) 

Landlocked Coded 1 if a country does not have direct 

access to an open sea, otherwise 0. 

 

Temperate Proportion of the population living in a 

temperate climate zone 

Gallup, Mellinger, and 

Sachs (2010) 

World region dummy Dummy variables indicating a country’s 

region. (East Asia and Pacific, East Europe and 

Central Asia, Middle East and North Africa, 

South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Western)  

World Bank classification 

Legal origin dummy Dummy variables indicating the origin of a 

country’s legal system (British, French, 

Socialist, and Scandinavian) 

Porta et al. (1999) 

 

 

A.2 Polity IV Variables 

For the Polity IV variables that were used in the analysis (polity2, parcomp and xrcomp) the following 

alterations were made. (1) the former Soviet republics were assigned the same score as the Soviet 

Union for the years prior to independence; (2) the former Yugoslav republics were assigned the same 

score as Yugoslavia for the years prior to independence; (3) Vietnam was assigned the same scores as 

North Vietnam for the years prior to unification; (4) Eritrea was assigned he same scores as Ethiopia 

for the years prior to independence; (5) Namibia was assigned the same scores as South Africa for the 

years prior to independence; (6) Bangladesh was assigned he same scores as Pakistan for the years 

prior to independence; (7) Yemen was assigned the same scores as North Yemen for the years prior to 

unification; Finally, (8) The Czech and Slovak Republics were assigned the scores for Czechoslovakia 

for the years prior to independence. The multiple imputation process was used to estimate the Polity 

IV variables in all other cases.  

 

Because the Polity IV data set does not include countries with populations less than 500,000 we utilized 
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the expanded version of the polity2 data compiled by Gleditsch (2008).  Nevertheless, the expanded 

data set does not include those countries with populations less than 250,000.  

 

A.3 Descriptive Statistics 

 

Variable Name Obs Missing (%) Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Under-5 mortality (ln) 7,772 9 3.933 1.179 0.833 6.183 

Urbanization (ln) 8,488 0 3.674 0.686 0.749 4.605 

Income (ln) 7,249 15 8.234 1.316 5.081 11.822 

Trade openness (ln) 7,249 15 3.969 0.732 0.149 6.071 

Oil & gas rents (ln) 7,755 9 2.319 2.860 0.000 11.147 

Physicians (ln) 3,547 58 0.812 0.531 0.002 2.381 

Polity2 8,205 4 11.085 7.447 1.000 21.000 

Electoral participation 8,150 4 31.746 22.723 0.000 71.000 

Media Freedom 8,178 4 0.404 0.491 0.000 1.000 

Competitive participation (polity2) 8,150 4 19.968 20.100 0.000 70.000 
Contestation (xrcomp & parcomp) 7,624 7 0.545 0.318 0.000 1.000 
Competitive participation (Contestation) 7,594 8 20.507 19.285 0.000 70.000 
Competitive participation (Suffrage) 6,397 7 0.433 0.378 0.000 1.000 

 

A.4 Multiple Imputation 

The multiple imputation process uses the observed values to generate multiple estimates for each 

missing value. The variation between each imputed value is intended to reflect the estimated level of 

uncertainty in predicting each missing value (Honaker and King 2010; Schafer 1997). The Amelia II 

algorithm was used to produce five “complete” data sets. All variables in the regression models were 

included in the imputation model. In addition all the interaction terms were included in the imputation 

model. They were then recalculated based on the imputed data. The regression models were then run 

for each of those imputed data sets. Finally, the estimation results were combined using a procedure 

outlined by King et al. (2001). A single coefficient was produced for each independent variable by 

taking the average of the estimates produced by each imputed data set, while a single standard error 

for each coefficient was produced by using a formula that takes into account variance both within and 

across each imputed data set.  
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