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Abstract What effect does economic inequality in authoritarian regimes have upon
the political participation of its citizens? Do individual income and repression each
have a greater effect than economic inequality? Three prominent theories, namely
the Conflict, Relative Power, and Resource Theories address the inequality-partic-
ipation puzzle in the context of democracies. However, theoretical arguments and
empirical evidence for non-democratic regimes are scarce. I argue that it is in-
dividual income and the level of repression rather than economic inequality that
explain political participation in autocracies. Using three-level hierarchical models
that combine micro and macro level data for 65,000 individuals covering a various
set of 31 authoritarian regimes and 54 country-years, this analysis demonstrates that
higher levels of economic inequality hardly suppress political participation among
all citizens. However, individual income has a more powerfully effect on civil soci-
ety participation, while the level of repression decreases the voting likelihood more
powerful than income. These findings suggest that the Resource Theory generates
the greatest empirical support for autocracies.
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Ökonomische Ungleichheit, Einkommen und ihre Effekte auf elektorale
und zivilgesellschaftliche Partizipation in autoritären Regimen

Zusammenfassung Welchen Effekt hat ökonomische Ungleichheit auf die politi-
sche Partizipation der Bürger in Wahlen und der Zivilgesellschaft? Ist der Effekt
von Einkommen und Repression größer als der Effekt von ökonomischer Ungleich-
heit? Drei bedeutende Theorien (Konflikt Theorie, Relative Macht Theorie, und
Ressourcen Theorie) beschäftigen sich mit diesen Fragen für Demokratien. Theo-
retische Beträge und empirische Untersuchungen für nicht-demokratische Regime
sind jedoch selten. In dieser Studie argumentiere ich, dass das individuelle Ein-
kommen und das Repressionslevel politische Partizipation in Autokratien erklärt
und nicht ökonomische Ungleichheit. Mit Hilfe hierarchischer Modelle, in denen
Mikro- und Makro-Daten für 65.000 Individuen aus 31 Autokratien und 54 Län-
derjahren gesammelt werden, zeigt die Analyse, dass ökonomische Ungleichheit
kaum politische Partizipation in Autokratien vermindert. Individuelles Einkommen
hat dagegen einen stärkeren Einfluss auf die Partizipation in der Zivilgesellschaft,
während das Repressionsniveau die Wahrscheinlichkeit der Wahlteilnahme stärker
verringert als Einkommen und Ungleichheit. Die Ergebnisse weisen darauf hin, dass
die Ressourcen Theorie die größte empirische Unterstützung erfährt.

Schlüsselwörter Ökonomische Ungleichheit · Politische Partizipation · Wahlen ·
Zivilgesellschaft · Autokratische Regime · World Value Survey

1 Introduction

Recent academic debates on the relationship between economic inequality and polit-
ical participation (the inequality-participation nexus) focused on democratic regimes
and western countries (Filetti and Janmaat 2018; Karakoc 2013; Lancee and Van
de Werfhorst 2012; Ritter and Solt 2019; Solt 2008, 2010). In contrast, this study
investigates the theoretical and empirical connections among economic inequality,
income, and political participation1 for non-democratic regimes with data from the
World Value Survey for over 65,000 individuals covering a various set of 34 authori-
tarian regimes. Only few studies have examined the effect of economic inequality on
political participation and individual political preferences in non-democratic regimes
(cf. Haggard et al. 2013; Karakoc 2013). However, as indicated by Figure A2 in the
Supplementary Online Appendix, the distribution of economic inequality in autocra-
cies is comparable with the distribution in democracies, even though more autocracy-
years cluster around a GINI of 40. Even if the distribution of economic inequality

1 In this article political participation is used in its broad sense. Political participation is here defined as ac-
tivities undertaken by citizens to influence political decisions (e.g. Brady 1998; van Deth 2001, 2016). This
encompasses electoral participation as well as civil society engagement. However, these two branches have
different causes and consequence for authoritarian regimes. For better legibility, the distinction between
both is used later in the article.
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is comparable, the mechanisms that drive political participation in autocracies are
fundamentally different from those in democracies.

Many scholars have arrived at empirical confirmations of the Relative Power
Theory, and have argued that economic inequality should have a negative effect
on political participation in general, and that the negative effect should be larger
for poorer individuals (Ritter and Solt 2019; Solt 2008). Other studies have found
evidence that the Resource Theory explains the political participation of individuals
(e.g., Alesina and La Ferrara 2000; Uslaner and Brown 2005). The Resource Theory
argues that higher individual income has a positive impact on political participation,
and that economic inequality has a negative or positive effect on participation. In
contrast to the empirical evidence for the Relative Power and the Resource Theories,
the Conflict Theory has not generated much empirical evidence for a positive effect
of income inequality on political participation (e.g., Solt et al. 2016, 2017). The
Conflict Theory suggests that greater economic inequality leads to incompatible
views on the distribution of political power between rich and poor citizens. Karakoc
found that greater economic inequality leads to lesser civil society participation by all
income groups, but can also mobilize civic participation of poor individuals at high
levels of inequality (Karakoc 2013, p. 214). This finding supports the predictions of
both the Conflict and Resource Theories.

Theoretically, this article builds on the above mentioned theories developed for
democratic contexts and tests whether the theories can be applied in authoritarian
contexts. The aim of this paper is to redefine the theories for authoritarian context
and to arrive at a more precise theoretical specification of the causal mechanisms
between inequality and political participation under authoritarianism. This article
refers to the Resource Theory and argues that the theoretical mechanisms which
connect individual income and political participation are affected by the level of
repression and patronage in authoritarian regimes. I use the insights of the literature
on repression in authoritarian regimes (e.g., Davenport 2007; Escribà-Folch 2013;
Gerschewski 2013) and argue that individual income in conjunction with repression
can affect political participation in authoritarian regimes. This article argues that
individual income has a more powerful effect on political participation than macro-
level inequality and the interaction between income and inequality. In contrast, it
further argues that repression decreases individual participation in authoritarian pol-
itics. In contrast to the Relative Power and Conflict Theories, this article expects that
economic inequality will not work as a suppressing factor on political participation
in authoritarian regimes, because individual political behaviour is not an extension
of economic interests in authoritarian regimes. Political participation under authori-
tarianism is affected by information distortion, corruption and patronage networks,
as well as forced mobilization and clientelism.

Therefore, income inequality should be misperceived by individuals (Gimpelson
and Treisman 2018). In sum, this article expects that individual income is the main
individual factor that affect participation, because richer individuals are less prone
to forced mobilization and information distortion.

To demonstrate the effect of individual income and to arrive at a nuanced empirical
picture of the political consequences of economic inequality in authoritarian regimes,
I test my theoretical argument using three-level hierarchical models and data from
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the World Value Survey for over 65,000 individuals nested in 54 country-years
across in 34 countries.

I find evidence that inequality has a less powerful effect than individual income.
The results clearly demonstrate that economic inequality has the same effect, both
for poor and for rich individuals. The effect of economic inequality is insignificant
and very uncertain. The results also show that individual income and education
have a major impact on the political participation of citizens under non-democratic
rule. In accordance with my theoretical expectations, repression in the context of
elections decreases voting likelihood. The results support the Resource Theory and
challenge the explanatory power of the Conflict and the Relative Power Theories for
authoritarian regimes.

This study contributes to the existing literature in three ways. First, by trans-
forming the theoretical expectations as articulated by the three theories on political
participation to the context of authoritarian regimes. By developing theoretical as-
sumptions for authoritarian regimes, this article presents empirical evidence for the
inequality-participation nexus in the context of authoritarian regimes. Second, this
study challenges important assumptions of the Distributive Conflict Models. By in-
vestigating the determinants of political participation in autocracies, this study con-
tributes to the literature on authoritarian elections (cf. Knutsen et al. 2017; Levitsky
and Way 2010; Schedler 2013). Third, it contributes to the research on the polit-
ical behavior and trust of individuals under authoritarianism (cf. Gandhi and Ong
2019; Mauk 2020). By presenting evidence that political participation is distributed
unequally based on income and education, autocracies foster political participation
indirectly by facilitating economic development and providing education that may
have long-term effects for the stability of those non-democracies (cf. Paglayan 2020;
Acemoglu et al. 2005).

2 Previous research on political participation and economic inequality

A large volume of the extant literature examines the effect of economic inequality
on political participation, such as voting and participation in campaigns, protests,
and in civil society organizations (e.g., Filetti and Janmaat 2018; Karakoc 2013;
Lancee and Van de Werfhorst 2012; Solt 2008; 2010). However, most studies have
concentrated on democracies, while very few have examined political participation
in non-established democracies and non-democratic regimes (Table 1). There are at
least two reasons for this. First, data on political participation issues as well as eco-
nomic inequality are limited for non-established democracies and non-democratic
regimes. However, new surveys on individual attitudes have produced data on polit-
ical participation outside the OECD (e.g. World Value Survey, International Social
Survey Programme). Second, comparative research on authoritarian regimes has not
focused on individual participation thus far. However, research investigating the role
of individual political behavior in authoritarian regimes is emerging slowly (e.g.,
Blaydes 2006; Brownlee 2011; Gandhi and Ong 2019; Miller 2017).

Under democratic rule political participation is thought to influence public pol-
icy outcomes and to install an elected government. In contrast to the government-
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Table 1 Recent studies investigating the inequality-participation puzzle. Independent Variable: Macro-
Level Inequality. (Source: Authors compilation of studies and findings based on a review of the literature)

Dependent Variable Source Theory
supported

Voting Solt (2008, 2010) Relative
Power
Theory

Political participation (in general)
Participation in civil society

Filetti and Janmaat (2018);
Lancee and Van de Werfhorst (2012)

Participation in campaigns Ritter and Solt (2019)

Political interest Solt (2010, 2008)

Political participation
(voting, civil society participation)

Karakoc (2013); Krishna (2008) Resource
Theory

Political participation
(civil society participation, voting)

Karakoc (2013); Bratton (2008) Conflict
Theory

Demand for redistribution Ansell and Samuels (2011); Gimpelson and
Treisman (2018); Lupu and Pontusson (2011)

forming role in democracies, political participation in authoritarian regimes has dif-
ferent mainly regime-stabilizing effects. By holding regular elections, authoritarian
regimes try to legitimize their rule internally and externally (e.g. Gandhi and Lust-
Okar 2009; Magaloni 2006), and showing strengths towards potential challengers in
the regime elite or on the opposition (e.g. Geddes et al. 2018, pp. 129–153). Turning
to the individual incentives to participate in authoritarian regimes, we can differ-
entiate between forced participation, self-motivated participation and clientelism.
Most literature argues that people participate in authoritarian elections because they
expect a material reward, such as economic transfers via vote buying or patronage
(cf. Letsa 2020), or they use their participation as a signal of regime support (e.g.
Greene 2009; Magaloni 2006). All three types of incentives could be influenced by
the level of economic inequality, the individual income and the level of repression
in authoritarian regimes.

There is some evidence that the Relative Power Theory can explain political
participation of individuals under different levels of economic inequality (Ritter
and Solt 2019; Solt 2008, 2010). Unfortunately, we do not know much about this
relationship in authoritarian regimes. Therefore, this article reviews the Relative
Power, the Resource, and the Conflict Theories in this section, and examines their
significance for political participation under non-democratic rule.

2.1 Resource theory

The Resource Theory maintains that it is individual income and not economic in-
equality that operates as the main driver behind political participation. Political
participation, such as voting or engaging in civil society campaigns, involves invest-
ing “time to take part, money to contribute to campaigns and other political causes,
and skills to use time and money effectively” (Verba et al. 1995, p. 16). Its main
argument is that with increasing income, individuals are more likely to participate in
political processes. Macro-level economic inequality affects political engagement by
defining the distribution of economic resources among individuals. Higher macro-
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level economic inequality results in a greater concentration of money in few hands
and leads to less dependence on the time invested in working (Ritter and Solt 2019,
p. 679). Overall, the Resource Theory predicts, “that greater inequality will result
in more participation by the relatively affluent and less participation only among
the relatively poor” (Ritter and Solt 2019, p. 679). The Resource Theory assumes
that the effect of individual income should be greater than the effect of economic
inequality on participation. Karakoc has shown empirical evidence for the Resource
Theory for non-democratic regimes and has demonstrated that the Resource Theory
explains civil society participation in post-Communist countries, by both repressing
and mobilizing civil society participation (Karakoc 2013).

2.2 Conflict theory

The Conflict Theory argues that macro-economic inequality increases individual
political participation. Based on the assumptions of the Meltzer-Richard theorem
(1981), the Conflict Theory assumes that greater inequality implies that poor in-
dividuals are poor in relative comparison with rich individuals, “so redistributive
policies should become more attractive to them as a means of improving their cir-
cumstances” (Solt 2008, p. 49). If the poor intend to demand redistributive policies,
they are more likely to either participate in organizations that demand redistribu-
tion or to vote for parties that advocate for them and their rights. In contrast to
the demands of the poor, the rich are interested maintaining the status quo, so they
participate in political parties and organizations that aim to implement policies that
reduce the likelihood of redistribution. The Conflict Theory predicts that at higher
levels of macro-level inequality, the views of the poor and the rich will oppose each
other strongly. Therefore, greater economic inequality should result in more politi-
cal interest and participation, on parts of both the rich and the poor. In sum, higher
economic inequality leads to more incompatible preferences which generates more
conflictive politics.

A few studies on political participation under authoritarianism have suggested
that the poor are more likely to participate in politics than the rich (e.g., Bratton
2008; Krishna 2008). Bratton showed that the poor are more likely to participate in
community meetings and vote more frequently than the affluent in 12 African coun-
tries (Bratton 2008). However, these findings mainly support the Conflict Theory, but
do not include measures of economic inequality. Haggard et al. (2013) investigated
the effect of macro-level inequality on perceptions of redistribution for 41 develop-
ing countries. They found that inequality only has limited effects on demands for
income redistribution, while preferences of low-income groups “vary significantly
depending on occupation and place of residence” (Haggard et al. 2013, p. 113).

Recent studies have indicated that perceived inequality and not the real level of
inequality constitutes the main driver for the demand for redistribution (Ansell and
Samuels 2011; Gimpelson and Treisman 2018; Lupu and Pontusson 2011). Political
participation should not affected by economic inequality. Rather, it should be affected
by the perception of inequality by each individual. Gimpelson and Treisman found
that less than one-third of the respondents in their study chose the actual country’s
inequality level correctly by using survey data for 40 democratic countries (2018,
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p. 32). These findings indicate that macro-level inequality cannot be a predictor of
redistributive conflicts between the rich and the poor. Thus, the Conflict Theory
cannot predict the likelihood of participation, when we assume that redistributive
preferences are the main driver of political participation in authoritarian regimes.

2.3 Relative power theory

The Relative Power Theory has generated the most consistent empirical findings ex-
plaining the political participation of individuals in democracies. Solt (2008) studied
23 democracies and showed that economic inequality powerfully depresses electoral
participation, and also noted that this effect is more powerful for those with lower
levels of income. This confirmes the Relative Power Theory. Ritter and Solt (2019)
noted in the context of US elections that “higher levels of economic inequality mean
that poorer people will have less and richer people more of the resources needed
not simply to participate in campaign activities, but to shape the scope of politics”
(2019, p. 11). Economic inequality should normally decrease political participation,
and should have a more negative effect on the participation of the poor. The the-
ory argues that economic inequality produces political inequality. Consequently, the
Relative Power Theory argues that “contexts of greater economic inequality enable
richer individuals not simply to prevail more often in an actual political contest, but
also to more fully reshape the political agenda to exclude whatever issues that poorer
citizens would have otherwise wished to debate, and even to more completely con-
vince these poorer citizens to abandon preferences they would have otherwise held”
(Ritter and Solt 2019, p. 679). However, why should poor individuals participate in
politics when there are high levels of inequality? The Relative Power Theory offers
different reasons for this. As a result of the power imbalance under a state of high
economic inequality, the poor have less political power than rich individuals, and are
more likely to fail in their political initiatives and demands. Repeated failures lead
to the political demobilization of the poor and this, in turn, leads to less political
participation in elections and civil society activity. This effect should all the more
pronounced in authoritarian regimes because political participation rights are either
restricted or absent based on the competitiveness of those regimes, and the poor
have lesser capacity to use informal channels that influence political decisions of
the ruling coalition.

3 Theoretical argument and hypotheses

I argue that that it is not economic inequality that causes political inequality, but
individual income and the effects of repression that affect the likelihood of politi-
cal participation in authoritarian regimes. This section builds theoretical arguments
and proposes mechanisms that connect individual income, repression, and political
inequality.2 Based on the literature review above, this article tries to apply theoreti-

2 I define political inequality as a participation gap between rich and poor individuals and the political
consequences of this participation gap.
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cal assumptions of widely-used theories for democratic contexts to the authoritarian
environment. In doing so, this article engages with the specific characteristics of
political participation under authoritarianism.3

Contemporary authoritarian regimes hold elections regularly and enable civil so-
ciety organizations to participate in authoritarian politics. Therefore, civil society
participation and electoral participation are two types of restricted political partici-
pation in contemporary authoritarian regimes, even when such types of participation
are not directly connected to demands for democratization. Nevertheless, research
shows that authoritarian regimes with multiparty elections are more likely to democ-
ratize after elections (e.g., Knutsen et al. 2017; Wright and Escribà-Folch 2012).
Therefore, elections and large-scale political mobilization in civil society can be
major factors that affect the stability of authoritarian regimes (e.g., Hadenius and
Teorell 2007; Knutsen et al. 2017; Morgenbesser and Pepinsky 2019). However,
political participation in general does not necessarily affect the balance of power.

Political participation under authoritarianism is influenced by information distor-
tion through controlled media environments (e.g. Chen and Xu 2017; Guriev and
Treisman 2015), corruption and patronage networks (e.g. Chang and Golden 2010),
and forced mobilization by vote buying and economic incentives for pro-regime
voting (González-Ocantos et al. 2012; Nichter 2008). Individuals can express their
demand for policy change through different forms of political participation and mo-
bilization, such as participation in mass protests and voting for regime opponents.

In addition, individuals have different incentives to participate in authoritarian
regimes. Individuals can be self-motivated to participate in politics in the context
of dictatorship to demand for leadership or policy change. This self-motivated par-
ticipation is connected to the economic reasons for voting (cf. Letsa 2020) when
individuals expect a material reward, such as direct transfers via vote buying or
patronage networks. In addition, political participation, in particular voting in autoc-
racy, can be a consequence of forced participation in a compulsory voting system
or by incentives via vote buying or repression. In this section, this article connects
the question why people choose to participate in politics when it is clear that po-
litical participation will not bring policy change with individual characteristics and
contextual factor of authoritarian regimes.

This article refers to the empirical literature and its findings, and argues that
economic inequality cannot influence the likelihood of political participation in
authoritarian regimes at a large scale. In the next section, it presents four related
mechanisms connecting income, economic inequality, and repression with political
participation in authoritarian regimes. I rely on the Conflict, Resource and Relative
Power Theories and adjust the assumptions of these theories to suit the context of
political participation in authoritarian regimes. This article argues that economic
inequality is not the main driver of political inequality in authoritarian regimes.

3 According to Yom’s (2015) distinction between a deductive template and inductive iteration of research
practices and hypothesis formulation, this article uses a twofold strategy of theory and hypothesis for-
mulation. In a process of deductive inquiry the above mentioned theories were adapted to the field of
participation under autocracies, while in a later stage inductive iteration was used to further elaborate the
theoretical arguments concerning vote-buying and repression in a dialog with the data presented in the
article.
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3.1 The role of repression and income

First, I argue that inequality should neither increase nor decrease political partic-
ipation in authoritarian regimes more than individual income, although economic
inequality increases the gap in policy preferences between the poor and the rich
individuals. This has at least three reasons: first, economic inequality is largely
misperceived by individuals and therefore cannot be a good predictor of individual
participation (Gimpelson and Treisman 2018; Haggard et al. 2013). Second, the in-
formation available on economic inequality in authoritarian regimes is confined by
media restrictions and information bans. This gap intensifies the likelihood of the
misperception of the real levels of economic inequality. Third, individuals do not
believe that economic inequality and voting for redistributive policies translate into
changes in policies outputs and outcomes. Thus, I assume that economic inequality
has no effect on political participation in authoritarian regimes.

Second, as the Resource Theory has argued, with increasing income, individuals
are more likely to participate in political processes. I assume that this connection
holds in authoritarian regimes as well. I start with incentives for individuals to
participate in political processes. Individuals can participate in elections to express
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the incumbent government by voting for the
regime party or the opposition. Individuals can also express their dissatisfaction with
the regime by not participating in elections. Individuals can engage with both pro-
regime and anti-regime civil society organizations or can participate in anti-regime
organizations. I also expect that non-participation has no signalling effect on the
regime. Each individual evaluates the cost and benefits of voting for the opposition
against the costs and benefits of voting for the incumbent party. Compulsory voting
systems and informal social pressure in local communities influence the costs of non-
voting. In some authoritarian regimes, the social pressure from local communities
and village chiefs to participate in elections are high, such as in China (He 2007).
This individual decision-calculus is mainly influenced by both the individual income
and resources of individuals, such as education and employment. In general, this
article expects that the individual income and the perceptions of the costs and benefits
of participation influence the likelihood of participation. In sum, I argue that the
Resource Theory is powerful in explaining the political participation of individuals
under authoritarianism.

Third, I assume that the level of repression around authoritarian elections and
the repression of anti-regime civil society organizations influence the likelihood of
individual participation in elections or engagement with the civil society organiza-
tions. Most authoritarian regimes are based on a relative small winning coalition that
is dominated by richer individuals who are important for the authoritarian elite to
survive. Repression should affect the poor more than the rich, who have the ability
to compensate the effects of repression with individual income through corruption
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or monetary compensation for penalties.4 In addition, richer individuals are more
likely to be part of patronage networks. In contrast to the Conflict Theory, the poor
are less likely to participate in regimes with high levels of repression. The level of
repression should influence the individual decision-making process with respect to
participation. I expect that individual income and repression will interact with each
other. Repression during elections and of civil society should affect the poor people
more than affluent individuals.

Fourth, I expect that vote buying increases the likelihood of individuals to vote
in elections in general, while among the poor it should have a greater positive effect
on participation (González-Ocantos et al. 2012; Nichter 2008). Authoritarian regime
parties can buy the votes of less affluent people more easily than the votes of the
rich. The poor typically have a below average education and may be more likely not
to understand when an attempt to buy their votes is made.

3.2 Brief review of theoretical predictions

This section presents a brief overview of the theories and its extensions. The Re-
source Theory predicts that the effect of inequality on political participation is
conditional on individual income levels (line A, Figure A1, online appendix). It
indicates that the effect of economic inequality is negative, but will be smaller than
the effect of individual income. The product of the interaction of individual income
and inequality and the effect of inequality should be smaller than the income effect.
Therefore, based on these theoretical expectations, I frame the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 Individual income is likely to increase political participation in au-
thoritarian regimes.

Second, the Relative Power Theory predicts that economic inequality has a neg-
ative effect on political participation (line B, Figure A1, online appendix) and that
the interaction between inequality and income has a positive effect on participation
(line C, Figure A1, online appendix), indicating a more negative effect for lower in-
comes on political participation. It maintains that the magnitude of inequality should
be greater than the product of individual income and the interaction of income and
inequality. It suggests the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 Economic inequality decreases political participation in autocracies
in general, and the effect is stronger on those with lower levels of income.

Third, the Conflict Theory predicts that greater economic inequality results in
greater political participation of individuals, irrespective of whether they are rich or
poor (line B, Figure A1, online appendix). It suggests the following hypothesis:

4 Repression may not randomly distributed along individuals. Rather, it is much more likely that individual
experiences of repression or vote buying cluster at the group level. Group levels can be, for example, ethnic
or social class membership. However, this article does not include a fourth level of analysis to account for
this assumption due to the lack of mapping instruments and the problem of model interpretation.
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Hypothesis 3 Economic inequality increases political participation in authoritarian
regimes, independent of the individual income level.

Fourth, this article assumes that repression of civil society organizations and
repression in the context of authoritarian elections would decrease the likelihood of
political participation (line D, Figure A1, online appendix). My theory assumes that
the decreasing effect of repression should be more pronounced for the poor (line E,
Figure A1, online appendix). Thus, the following hypothesis is presented:

Hypothesis 4 Repression is likely to decrease political participation in autocracies
in general, and should affect lower levels of income more strongly than higher levels
of incomes.

Fifth, my theory predicts that vote buying should increase the likelihood of indi-
vidual participation in authoritarian elections. However, the effect would be condi-
tioned by individual income levels. The theory predicts the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5 Vote buying increases electoral participation in autocracies in gen-
eral, and increases the likelihood of voting more powerfully on lower levels of
incomes.

4 Data and methods

This study addresses the effects of economic inequality, income, and repression on
the political participation of individuals by examining the relationships among them
in a diverse sample of authoritarian regimes. Democratic country-years are excluded
because this study focuses on political participation in non-democratic regimes. As
mentioned earlier, political participation and the effects of income, repression, and
inequality have features that are different from those in democracies. To differentiate
between democratic and autocratic regime-years, I use the Regimes of the World
distinction based on V-Dem indicators (Lührmann et al. 2018).

Drawing accurate cross-level inferences requires information on individual char-
acteristics and contextual factors. The individual data used in this study are sourced
from the World Value Survey (2016). The contextual data comes from Solt’s data
on economic inequality (SWIID 2020) and from the Varieties of Democracy dataset
(Coppedge et al. 2020a). Information on countries and country-years included in
this study is presented in Online Appendix A.

This article combines the cross-national survey data collected in different waves
of the WVS with data on inequality from the SWIID (Solt 2020) and political
regimes (Coppedge et al. 2020a). Two datasets are built: The electoral participation
dataset includes 35,678 respondents in 28 country-year contexts in 22 multiparty
authoritarian regimes from the fifth and sixth wave of the World Value Survey. The
civil-society participation dataset includes 65,713 respondents in 54 country-year
contexts in 34 authoritarian regimes from wave 2–6 of the World Value Survey.5

The including criteria are the following:

5 Compare Table B1–B5 in the Online Appendix.
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1. A respondent has information on the dependent and individual independent and
control variables;

2. a country-year has information on all country-year independent and control
variables.6

In contrast to Civil Society Participation dataset, the Electoral Participation dataset
only includes those country-years in which the authoritarian regime is classified as
a multiparty authoritarian regime. Multiparty authoritarian regimes are those regimes
in which at least one real opposition party is allowed to compete in authoritarian
elections. However, the political competition can be legally and/or informally highly
constrained by the authoritarian incumbent party.7

4.1 Dependent variables

Self-censorship of political preferences and regime support in authoritarian regimes
can produce a significant bias on questions regarding the citizen-regime relation-
ship (e.g., Robinson and Tannenberg 2019; Tannenberg 2017). The potential of self-
censorship may be more problematic in more autocratic regimes (Tannenberg 2017,
p. 21). Respondents have two options in the context of high political fear: preference
falsification and item non-response (cf. Mauk 2020, pp. 88–92). Preference falsi-
fication can be detected by examining interviewer evaluations of the respondents’
demeanour during the interview (e.g. Mauk 2020) or by evaluating survey item on
perceived survey sponsors (e.g. Tannenberg 2017).

The first way to detect preference falsification lead to the conclusion that on
average 5.8% of the respondents appeared suspicious and 2.3% appeared dishonest
in African autocracies, while in Asian autocracies 2.3 of the respondents seemed
insincere in answering interview questions (Mauk 2020, p. 89). Mauk concluded
that the falsification rates are similar to the ones in democracies. The second way to
detect preference falsification introduced by Tannenberg (2017) results in the con-
clusion that survey items on trust in different government institutions and political
preferences of respondents suffer from autocratic trust bias for political sensitive
survey questions. Therefore, preference falsification is more problematic, the more
potentially sensitive a question is and the more the respondent believes that the
government has commissioned the survey. Unfortunately, the WVS does not ask
a question on the perceived survey sponsor or on interviewer evaluations of the re-
spondents’ demeanor. In addition, Robinson and Tannenberg (2019) found that the
level of self-censorship ranges from 24.5–26.5 percentage points in China and is
more prevalent among the wealthy, urban, young respondents. However, these rates
of self-censorship apply for highly repressive regimes, such as China, and are more

6 In the Supplementary Online Appendix D5 and E6 additional robustness tests are implemented using
multiple imputation for individual missing observations. Information on what country-years are excluded
can be found in Supplementary B.
7 By excluding closed autocracies, such as China or Qatar, this study decreases the potential bias of self-
censorship by respondents in surveys in highly repressive environments.
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relevant for more sensitive questions, such as trust in the ruling party, or perception
for democracy.

Item non-response is the second indicator for autocratic trust bias. “Respondents
afraid of repercussions may refuse to answer to politically sensitive questions or
pretend to ’don’t know’ or ’can’t choose’ an answer” (Mauk 2020, p. 90). Mauk
found that there is no systematic pattern of non-response across regime types and
the level of repression.

However, survey data from authoritarian regimes are the more problematic, the
more politically sensitive a question is. The questions used in this study, ask whether
respondents voted in the last elections. This question may be less sensitive because
regimes cannot generate approval rates for the incumbent party in multiparty author-
itarian regimes. Moreover, the survey items regarding the civil society participation
may be also a less sensitive question because such questions ask whether someone
take part in a wide spectrum of civil society organizations that can be part of the
political regime infrastructure as well as the opposition. Yet, if we want to study
political actions and preferences across authoritarian regimes on a global scale, we
must rely on public opinion surveys. However, we should be careful in interpreting
such findings regarding the potential autocratic trust bias.

4.1.1 Electoral participation

Data on individual voting behavior in the last elections were collected for 22 mul-
tiparty authoritarian regimes and 28 country-years from the World Value Survey.
The survey examined whether respondents voted in the last national or legislative
elections. However, the World Value Survey asked this question only in the last two
rounds. Therefore, only authoritarian regimes after 2005 have data on this item. The
average reported turnout across elections was 76%. However, voting varies across
countries, over time, and among individuals with different economic capacities. In
Thailand, over 98% of the citizens said that they had voted8 in the last national
elections in 2013, while in Morocco only 39.3% reported that they had voted in the
last national elections.

4.1.2 Civil society participation

Data on civil society participation come from questions that ask whether respon-
dents belonged to any of the following types of civil society organizations, such as
social welfare service, cultural or educational societies, labor unions, political par-
ties, local political organizations, human rights groups, professional organizations,
youth movements, sports clubs, women‘s organizations, peace movements, heath
organizations, and other civil society organizations. When a respondent indicated
belonging to any of these groups, the civil society variable was marked as 1, and 0

8 Thailand has a compulsory voting system.
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if the respondent indicated non-participation.9 Data for civil society participation
were collected for 34 authoritarian regimes over 54 country-years. On average, in-
dividuals in Jordan in 2007 and Egypt in 2012 had the lowest levels of civil society
participation. The highest civil society participation was recorded in Armenia in
1997 and in Rwanda in 2012 with over 80% individual participation rates.10

However, my coding of civil society participation is subject to some degree of
uncertainty. Some authoritarian regimes have used regime-founded civil society or-
ganizations to monitor and integrate civil society into a broader strategy of legitima-
tion of the regime. For example, youth movements such as the Free German Youth
in the German Democratic Republic or the Hitler Youth in Nazi Germany were used
by the regime for co-optation and monitoring of the civil society. Contemporary
authoritarian regimes also use regime-controlled civil society organizations such
as the “General Confederation of Labour” which is controlled by the Communist
ruling party in Vietnam. Therefore, the civil society participation variable does not
offer a flawless measure of participation. Nevertheless, it provides important insights
on individual participation in civil society and is the only available cross-national
measure of civil society participation.

4.2 Independent and control variables

The main independent variables are countries’ economic inequality and individual
income. Unfortunately, data on economic inequality for non-western countries are
scarce. The Standardized World Income Inequality Database (SWIID 8.3) provides
comparative data on market income inequality and post-tax and post-transfer inequal-
ity. Solt (2020) generated a comprehensive dataset for a rich sample of countries,
including several authoritarian regimes. The dataset is based on the methodological
standards of the Luxembourg Income Study and provides information on uncertainty
in the point-estimators for income inequality. This study uses data for both market
income and post-tax inequality.11 While 0 indicates that each household receives an
equal share of income, 1 indicates that a single household receives all income. The
median-voter theorem argues that market inequality is relevant for individual redis-
tribution preferences. However, this study aims to estimate the effect of inequality
on political participation and not individual redistribution preferences. Therefore,
I use both inequality measures to study whether market or disposable income in-
equality matters for the likelihood of political participation.12 The results reported in
this paper are based on market inequality. Results based on post-tax inequality are
reported in the Supplementary Online Appendix.

9 Compare the original coding by Karakoc (2013). In additional robustness tests, I excluded membership
in political parties and belonging to a party from the civil society participation variable to consider the fact
that political party membership is informally or formally compulsory in some authoritarian regimes.
10 Figures B1 and B2 present descriptive evidence of the fact that individual political participation is
influenced by individual income in my sample of authoritarian regimes.
11 Post-tax inequality is based on disposable household income distribution. Disposable inequal-
ity= posttax/transfer inequality.
12 For a discussion on market and disposable inequality, see Schmidt-Catran (2016).
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The second main independent variable is individual income. The theories argue
that the effect of economic inequality on the country-level depends on individual
income. Therefore, the empirical models test for individual income and the cross-
level interaction between individual income and economic inequality. The income
quintile of each respondent’s household was used for measuring income in this
study.13

At the individual level, this article controls for a series of variables that have been
found to affect the political participation of individuals: gender (dummy variable),
age (continuous), children (dummy variable, 1= parents), formal education (eight
categories, from no formal education to university degree), and labor status (dummy
variable, 1= unemployed). Education foster political participation by increasing civic
skills and political knowledge “that functions as the causal mechanisms triggering
participation” (Persson 2015, p. 698). However, education can also work as a proxy
variable for other factors, such as socialization or social status among others (Croke
et al. 2016; Persson 2015). Therefore, I would assume that education is a main driver
of political participation under authoritarian rule.

At the country-year level, the models include a series of contextual factors that
should have a substantial effect on individual participation. However, because the
country-year sample is small with around 28–54 country-years, I selected the coun-
try-year controls carefully. A recent study has shown that multilevel models with
a small number of upper level-units produce unbiased estimates and confidence in-
tervals while using frequentist maximum likelihood estimators (Elff et al. 2020).
Nevertheless, the results should be interpreted with caution.

Political participation under authoritarianism is influenced by the perception of
individuals on facing repression for divergent behavior. This article expects that
individuals behave differently under higher and under lower levels of perceived
repression.

Unfortunately, data on perception of repression are not available at the individ-
ual level. Therefore, the models uses macro-level data to measure these variables.
To analyze voting likelihood, it uses the clean elections index by V-Dem to mea-
sure perceived repression in context of elections. This index measures the “absence
of registration fraud, systematic irregularities, government intimidation of the op-
position, vote buying, and election violence” (Coppedge et al. 2020b, p. 47) and,
therefore, covers the concept of perceived repression more precisely than a vari-
able on violence in elections. To analyze civil society participation, this article uses
civil society organization repression to test the effect of repression on the likelihood
of participation. The variable measures whether “the government attempt to repress
civil society organizations” (Coppedge et al. 2020b, p. 182). The models also control
for vote buying using an indicator on this (Coppedge et al. 2020b, p. 63). However,
vote-buying measurements are notoriously uncertain due to different effects: e.g.
preference falsification of respondents, indirectly measured proxies, selection bias,
and non-notice of vote buying efforts (e.g. Hicken et al. 2015; Mares et al. 2017).

13 In the Online Appendix, additional robustness tests used income deciles for measuring individual in-
come.
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Therefore, the findings based on my macro-level proxy for vote-buying should be
interpreted with caution.

In addition, the models control for previous democratic experiences of authori-
tarian countries. Citizens who grew up under democracy or experienced democratic
elections and political participation in a democratic context may be more willing to
participate under an autocracy. Previous democratic experience is measured by the
maximum value of the liberal democracy index (Coppedge et al. 2020b, p. 43) when
a country had a democratic period according to the Regimes of the World indicator.
Otherwise, it was coded as a 0. The models also control for the social support base
of authoritarian regimes. By using the Regime support groups indicators by V-Dem
(Coppedge et al. 2020b, p. 132), this article controls on which social groups the
authoritarian regime rely on in order to maintain power. The Relative Power Theory
expects that repeated failures of political initiatives and demands lead to political de-
mobilization of the poor. However, this expectation is dependent on the social power
base of the authoritarian regime. Authoritarian regimes that largely rely on the rural
and urban working class and the middle class, should have higher electoral participa-
tion as well as civil society participation rates compared to regimes that rely largely
on party and business elites.14 They also control for economic prosperity (GDP per
capita) on the country-year level.

All country-year variables and continuous or categorical independent variables are
mean-centered by the grand mean for the sake of better interpretation of coefficients
in multilevel models and faster estimation of binary dependent models. In addition,
the theories predict that income inequality and individual income interact with each
other.

Therefore, the models test for interaction effects between income and inequality.
They also test for interaction effects between individual income and the repression
variables as well as the vote buying variable.

4.3 Empirical method

The theoretical models that are presented in this paper need multilevel modelling
to examine the effect of contextual factors on participation. Therefore, this analysis
uses three-level hierarchical models: individuals i are nested in country-years t that
are nested within countries j. The model has the following form:

politicalparticipationjti D ˇ0 C ˇ1Xjti C �1Zjt C #j C �jt C �jti

The use of random slope models (Model 5–7) allows the effect of individual
income to vary in terms of both magnitude and effect direction among country-years.
Using separate error terms for countries #j and country-years �jt my models enable
the inclusion of independent variables at all three-levels. However, the models do

14 The indicator regime support group is built by taking the country-year maximum of the follow-
ing indicators: v2regsupgroups_9 (urban working class), v2regsupgroups_10 (urban middle class),
v2regsupgroups_11 (rural working class), and v2regsupgroups_12 (rural middle class). The resulting
indicator ranges from –0.226 to 0.524.
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not include country-variables. Since measures for political participation take binary
values, all models were estimated using logistic hierarchical models.

5 Empirical findings

In this section, I present the empirical results of the three-level hierarchical analysis
of the impacts of inequality, income, and repression on political participation. First,
I graphically present the results of the empirical models for the likelihood of voting
in authoritarian regimes. Second, I show the results of my models estimating the
likelihood of civil society participation.

5.1 Voting in elections

Fig. 1 reports the results of the main models estimating the effects of inequality,
individual income, and repression on political participation in elections. The intra-
class correlation coefficient of the empty model shows that 73.6% of the variance
comes from between-individuals, and 26.4% comes from the country-year level.15

Model 1 is the baseline model without any independent predictors. Model 2 includes
all individual-level variables. Models 3–7 add country-year predictors and estimate
the effects of income inequality on the likelihood of voting. Fig. 1 shows the results
of Models 2–7 as a dot-whisker plot. The dots represent the logit coefficients and
the whiskers show the 95% confidence intervals (see Solt and Hu 2015). For com-
parability, all ordinal and continuous predictors were rescaled by multiplying the
unstandardized coefficients of these variables by two standard deviations. Using this
standardizing technique, the rescaled coefficients were made directly comparable
with those of the dichotomous predictors. The coefficients represent the expected
change in the logged odds of the participation variable occurring for a change in an
independent variable from one standard deviation below to one standard deviation
above the mean (cf. Ritter and Solt 2019, p. 684).

Individual control variables mainly performed as expected. I found that better-
educated people are more likely to vote and that age has a positive effect on the
likelihood of voting as well. Those that are unemployed are less likely to vote, while
those who have children are more likely to vote than those who are childless.

The two variables of main interest in the Resource, Conflict, and Relative Power
Theories, namely macro-level income inequality and individual income, do not show
such consistent results with the theoretical expectations. Fig. 1 suggests that a change
of one standard deviation below the mean to one standard deviation above the mean
in the macro-level economic inequality results in a 0.35 decrease in the logged odd
ratio of voting.16 An estimated change from a 1.3 decrease, a substantial negative
effect, to a 0.61 increase, a substantial positive association, shows the uncertainty
of the predicted estimate. For the effect of individual income, one can see that the
coefficient is positive but very small, indicating only a weak association of individual

15 Based on the baseline model.
16 Based on Model 6.
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Fig. 1 Effects of Income, Inequality, and Fairness of Elections on Voting (The dots represent estimated
changes in the logged odds of voting (dependent variable) occurring for a change of two standard deviations
in the predictor variables. The whiskers show the 95% confidence intervals of these estimates)
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Fig. 2 Estimated Coefficients of Clean Elections by Individual Income (Based on Model 7 in Fig. 1.
Conditional effects of individual income and clean elections. The lines represent the estimated change in
the logged odds of the dependent. The shaded regions show adjusted 95% confidence intervals)

income with voting likelihood. Models using disposable inequality (post-tax and
post-transfer) are reported in Section C1 in the Supplementary Online Appendix.
The results hold irrespective of whether I use pre-tax or post-tax income inequality
measures.

The Relative Power and the Conflict Theories expect the impact of interactions
between macro-level inequality and individual income on individual voting, while
the Resource Theory claims that macro-level inequality does not matter more than
income for individual behavior. Figure A3 shows that, in contrast to the assumption
under the Relative Power Theory, economic inequality does not play an important
role in suppressing the likelihood of the poor voting. The expectation of the Conflict
Theory does not hold: Individuals at lower income levels do not have an increased
likelihood of voting under higher economic inequality.

In the next step, I test H4 and H5, which postulate that repression decreases and
vote buying increases the voting likelihood. Both should affect the poor more than
more affluent people. As Fig. 1 demonstrates, the fairness of elections has a positive
effect on voting likelihood, thus indicating a negative effect of repression. I also
tested the interaction effect between individual income and clean elections using the
effect of clean elections over different income levels. Fig. 2 shows that the estimated
coefficient of clean elections is positive across different individual income levels.
It clearly indicates that the effect of clean elections on voting likelihood is not
conditional on the individual income level. In contrast to the assumption under H4,
the effect of clean elections is not affected by individual income. Fig. 1 also reveals
that vote buying has no substantial positive effect on voting likelihood. The effect
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Fig. 3 Estimated Coefficients of Vote Buying by Individual Income (Based on Model 7 in Fig. 1. Condi-
tional effects of individual income and vote buying. The lines represent the estimated change in the logged
odds of the dependent. The shaded regions show adjusted 95% confidence intervals)

is relatively small and insignificant and does not meet the theoretical expectations.
Fig. 3 shows the conditional effect of vote buying on different levels of income
and also clearly indicates that the effect of vote buying is not conditional on the
individual income level.

In summary, for my sample of authoritarian regimes, neither macro-level in-
equality nor individual income matters for the likelihood of voting. The models,
therefore, provide no empirical support for the Relative Power and the Conflict The-
ories. However, the effect of individual income on voting is weak and substantially
smaller than other individual predictors. Individual socioeconomic predictors such
as individual income do not have not a great effect on the likelihood of voting.
At the macro-level, fairness of elections, previous democratic experience of an au-
thoritarian regimes and the social group base of the regime are the main drivers of
individual voting probability. The results suggest a change of two standard devia-
tions in the fairness of election results in a 0.97 increase in the logged odd ratio of
voting. However, an estimated change from an –0.35 increase, a substantial negative
effect, to an 2.36 increase, a substantial positive effect, indicates the uncertainty of
the predicted estimate and indicates that fairness and clean elections may matter
for voting likelihood. As my theoretical expectations suggest, when authoritarian
elections are cleaner and free of fraud and violence, more individuals are likely to
participate in them. In contrast, vote-buying does not matter for voting likelihood.
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5.2 Civil society participation

Fig. 4 reports the results of a series of multilevel models that estimate the effects on
civil society participation of individuals in authoritarian regimes. Model 2 includes
all individual-level variables. Individual income has a substantial positive effect on
civil society participation, and confirms the assumption of the Relative Power and
the Resource Theories that low individual income leads to less political participation.
Furthermore, Fig. 4 shows that the uncertainty of the estimate is small. Further, the
individual predictors show that higher education fosters participation, while age and
unemployment have negative effects on the individual likelihood of civil society
participation.

Model 3 adds the Gini index. Model 4 tests whether the effects hold when eco-
nomic development, previous democratic experience, regime support groups and
civil society repression on the country-year level are controlled for. Model 5 allows
that the effect of individual income can vary in the effect size and direction between
the country-years by including random slopes. The findings show that a change of
one standard deviation below the mean to one standard deviation above the mean in
the macro-level economic inequality results in 0.07 decrease in the logged odd ratio
of civil society participation.17 However, an estimated change from a 0.66 decrease,
a substantial negative effect, to a 0.51 increase, a substantial positive association,
shows the uncertainty of the predicted estimate. However, the negative point esti-
mate indicates that economic inequality leads to lower civil society participation.
However, as indicated by Fig. 4 the effect direction is mixed among the models. Sec-
tion C.2 estimates the effect of disposable inequality on civil society participation,
and shows that the results hold while using post-tax Gini measurements.

In contrast to the findings on voting likelihood, repression does not matter for
civil society participation. Fig. 4 indicates that a change of one standard deviation
below to one standard deviation above the mean in the repression of civil society
organizations results in a non-substantial change in the logged odd ratio of civil
society participation. However, an estimated change from a 0.32 decrease, a sub-
stantial negative effect, to a 0.87 increase, a substantial positive association, shows
the uncertainty of the predicted estimate.18 This indicates that the level of civil soci-
ety repression by authoritarian regimes is not the main factor driving the likelihood
of individual participation in civil society. Therefore, my theoretical expectation in
H4 does not hold for civil society participation. In addition, Fig. 4 shows that pre-
vious democratic experience as well as the regime support groups have a positive
and significant effect on civil society participation in all models.

Fig. 5 plots the cross-level interaction of income and inequality and clearly indi-
cates that with increasing individual income, inequality was estimated to decrease
political participation of the lower-level income group and to increase the political
participation of the higher-level income groups. However, the expected interaction
effects range from small negative to strong positive associations at different income
levels, thus indicating that the effect is highly uncertain. This finding is consistent

17 Based on Model 6.
18 Based on Model 6 in Fig. 4.
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Fig. 4 Effects of Income, Inequality, and Repression on Civil Society Participation (The dots represent
the estimated changes in the logged odds of civil society participation (dependent variable) occurring for
a change of two standard deviations in the predictor variables. The whiskers show the 95% confidence
intervals of these estimates)
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Fig. 5 Estimated Coefficients of Inequality by Individual Income on Civil Society Participation (Based
on Model 6 in Fig. 4. Conditional effects of individual income and market inequality. The lines represent
the estimated change in the logged odds of the dependent variable. The shaded regions show adjusted 95%
confidence intervals)

with the Resource Theory and contradicts the Relative Power and the Conflict The-
ories. The Relative Power Theory assumes that the effect of income inequality and
the interaction between income and inequality matter more than individual income.
The Conflict Theory assumes that economic inequality increases political participa-
tion at all levels of income. In contrast, the findings support the Resource Theory,
which maintains that the effect of individual income is greater than the product of
inequality and the interaction.

Fig. 6 plots the estimated effect of the repression of CSO across income lev-
els. This interaction indicates that the repression of civil society organizations was
estimated to increase political participation in the lower-level income group and
decrease political participation in the higher-level income groups. However, the ex-
pected interaction effects range from small negative to strong positive associations
at different income levels, indicating the effect of repression of CSO on the partic-
ipation likelihood is highly uncertain. Where there is a greater repression of civil
society organizations, individuals with low income are more likely to participate in
civil society, while individuals with higher income are less to do so. The finding
clearly contradicts H4, and indicates that the repression of civil society organizations
can affect the poor more than the rich.

To sum up the interaction effects, in authoritarian regimes the poor are less likely
to participate in civil society when the macro-level inequality is high. Therefore, the
models support the Resource Theory. In authoritarian regimes with high levels of
repression of civil society organizations, the poor are more likely to participate in
civil society than more affluent individuals.
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Fig. 6 Estimated Coefficients of Repression of Civil Society Organization by Individual Income on Civil
Society Participation (Based on Model 7 in Fig. 4. Conditional effects of individual income and market
inequality. The lines represent the estimated change in the logged odds of the dependent variable. The
shaded regions show adjusted 95% confidence intervals)

5.3 Robustness tests

The results in the Supplementary Online Appendix show that the findings estimated
by the main models are robust to additional tests. First, I tested to see if the find-
ings remained stable, when I used income deciles. Sections D.1 and D.2 indicate
that the effect and the strength of the association of individual income on electoral
participation remain largely unchanged by using income deciles for measuring in-
dividual income. Sections E.1 and E.2 test the effect of income deciles for civil
society participation predictions. The main results hold.

Second, the main analysis does not include different measurements of inequality
for the main independent variable. Sections D.3 and E.3 test to see whether the
results of the main models hold while using UNU-WIDER Gini coefficients to
measure macro-level income inequality. The findings show that the results are robust
to the use of these different Gini measures.

Third, Section D.4 controls for the effect of compulsory voting systems and
shows that the main results hold. Section E.4 and E.5 control for the construction
of the dependent civil society participation variable. The modified variable excludes
individual participation in political parties and party-based organizations. The main
results hold.

Sections D.6 and E.6 use multiple imputation to address the problem of missing
individual observations. The multiple imputed datasets cover 43,074 individuals
in the Electoral Participation Dataset and 95,175 individuals for the Civil Society
Participation dataset. Both sections show that the main results hold.

K



Economic inequality, income, and their effects on electoral and civil society participation in... 293

6 Conclusion and discussion

This article argues that individual income and the level of repression determine the
likelihood of political participation, while economic inequality has no substantial
effect on the participation likelihood. The intuition underlying this expectation is
that individuals misperceive the actual level of inequality (Ansell and Samuels 2011;
Gimpelson and Treisman 2018; Mijs 2019).

The theoretical expectations were tested using three-level hierarchical models
with World Value Survey Data and data from V-Dem and SWIID. This study found
that economic inequality has a consistent non-significant effect on political par-
ticipation, while the effect of income and repression vary across different types of
political participation. By making four claims, this article has important implications
for our understanding of authoritarian politics.

First, in accordance with Albertus and Menaldo (2018), Ansell and Samuels
(2014), and Haggard and Kaufman (2016), this study weakens the assumption on
the distributive nature of democratization. It shows that macro-level inequality does
not increase political participation, both in elections and in civil society in non-
democratic regimes. Thus, one causal chain of the so-called distributive conflict
models (e.g., Acemoglu and Robinson 2006; Boix 2003) is challenged by showing
that economic inequality does not lead to increased participation of the population.
However, this is only an indirect test of the assumption that economic inequality
leads to anti-regime mobilization due to the definition of my dependent variable.

In addition, previous studies have shown that individuals misperceive the level
of economic inequality (Ansell and Samuels 2011; Gimpelson and Treisman 2018;
Lupu and Pontusson 2011; Mijs 2019). When perceived inequality correlates
strongly “with demand for redistribution and reported conflict between rich and
poor” (Gimpelson and Treisman 2018, p. 27), the actual level of economic inequal-
ity should be a poor predictor of redistributive preferences, and, if the distributive
conflict models are right, of the likelihood of political participation of individuals.
Therefore, it cannot be the main mechanism explaining political participation.

Second, this article presents evidence that economic inequality depresses polit-
ical participation in terms of voting and has no substantial effect on civil society
participation (cf. H2). However, in contrast to the assumption of the Relative Power
Theory, which predicts a decrease in participation at higher levels of economic in-
equality, I find that the relationship holds only for highly institutionalized types
of participation such as voting. Nevertheless, the uncertainty of this relationship is
high, indicating that economic inequality can have positive effects in some cases.

Third, this article finds a gap between the positive effects of individual income on
the likelihood of civil society participation and a small effect on the voting likelihood.
Individual income is, therefore, not a good predictor for voting, but for civil society
engagement (cf. H1). In contrast to the assumptions of the Relative Power and
Resource Theories, individual income does not matter for highly formalized and rare
types of political participation such as voting, but matters for types of participation
that are based on engagement that is more frequent and not as much formal as
voting. Fourth, my findings, pertaining to the effect of macro-level variables such as
the level of repression or the fairness and freedom of elections, are consistent with
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the findings of studies on political participation in authoritarian regimes (Blaydes
2006; Frantz 2018; Miller 2017). This study shows that the perceptions of individuals
of the risk to receive penalties matter for the likelihood of participation (cf. H4).
However, the analysis also shows that more precise measurement methodology is
required to capture relevant political phenomena, such as vote buying and inequality
perceptions to reducing measurement biases by proxies.

One key implication of this study pertains to the theoretical arguments linking
inequality and participation under authoritarianism. The scope of the presented the-
oretical models, the Resource Theory, the Conflict Theory, and the Relative Power
Theory is to illuminate the effect of inequality under democratic rule. However,
this study readapts these theories in the context of authoritarian regimes and finds
mixed results. It is important to note that the inferences made from this study do not
curtail the validity and explanatory power of those theories for democratic contexts.
Moreover, the findings indicate that the theoretical assumptions are inconclusive and
the development of an original theory of inequality and participation in autocracies
is indicated. This study has made a first step towards theory development.

Finally, this study has important implications for future studies on participation
in authoritarian regimes. Authoritarian regimes do not fear political participation in
general, in fact they promote such participation. What they worry about is losing
(competitive) elections. This study provides preliminary evidence that authoritarian
regimes should not agonize about rising economic inequality as a driver of anti-
regime participation and mobilization. However, using World Value Survey data,
this study cannot distinguish between pro- and anti-government voting and civil
society participation. Nevertheless, this article demonstrates the need for individual-
level data on voting for pro- and anti-government parties in authoritarian regimes
to test the micro-foundations of the redistributive nature of regime instability and
democratization.
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