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Religion and Support for Democracy: A Cross-
National Test of the Mediating Mechanisms

PAZIT BEN-NUN BLOOM AND GIZEM ARIKAN*

Religion can be a source of undemocratic attitudes but also a contributor to democratic norms.
This article argues that different dimensions of religiosity generate contrasting effects on democratic
attitudes through different mechanisms. The private aspect of religious belief is associated with
traditional and survival values, which in turn decrease both overt and intrinsic support for democracy.
The communal aspect of religious social behaviour increases political interest and trust in institutions,
which in turn typically lead to more support for democracy. Results from multilevel path analyses
using data from fifty-four countries from Waves 4 and 5 of the World Values Survey suggest there is
some regularity in mechanisms responsible for the effect of religiosity on democratic support that
extend beyond religious denomination.

With the resurgence of religion as a political force shaping individual identities and
political dynamics, as in the emergence of the Christian right in the United States, the
return of British Red Toryism, Sarkozy’s defence of France’s Christian roots and
Berlusconi’s efforts to legislate a ban on abortion in Italy, the debate over whether
religiosity may be a threat to democratic values has intensified. While some scholars argue
that religion is related to prejudice and political intolerance that challenge democratic
norms,1 others stress the importance of religious social networks for the development of
civic skills and norms that can have a positive effect on support for democracy.2

Nonetheless, relatively little research has been dedicated to explaining the complex
relationship between religiosity and democratic attitudes, which has been coined ‘the
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political ambivalence of religion’.3 One way of reconciling the contradictory evidence lies
in viewing religiosity as a multidimensional phenomenon, one that involves belief,
behaviour and belonging.4 It has recently been demonstrated that different dimensions of
religiosity have differential effects on attitudes towards democracy.5 Although religious
belief, due to its association with conservative and traditional values, generates opposition
to change, desire for order and intolerance, which are incompatible with democratic
values,6 involvement in social religious networks contributes to democratic attitudes due
to its positive influence on civic skills and the traditional role of religious institutions as
agents of mobilization.7

While these claims suggest that different components of religiosity affect support for
democracy through different mechanisms, the role of these mechanisms has not been
examined empirically. This article aims to fill this lacuna by testing the argument that
different dimensions of religiosity affect democratic attitudes through different
mechanisms. More specifically, it demonstrates that traditional and survival values are
the principle mediating mechanisms for the negative effect of religious belief on
endorsement of democracy, while confidence in democratic institutions and interest in
politics mediate the effect of social religious behaviour on democratic support.
The contributions of this article are fourfold. First, while empirical research on religiosity

typically focuses on a single religious tradition or on case studies, we use multilevel path
models to test our hypotheses with data from Wave 4 (1999–2001) and Wave 5 (2005–07) of
the World Values Surveys (WVS) for a total of fifty-four world democracies that are highly
diverse in terms of economic development, level of democratization, and religious and
cultural traditions. Next, we test the effect of religiosity on both overt and intrinsic support
for democracy.8 Thirdly, while the vast majority of empirical studies in the field are limited to
only one dimension of religiosity or pool the belief and behaviour dimensions into a single
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Theory in the Grand Manner through Empirical Data’, in David C. Leege and Lyman A. Kellstedt, eds,
Rediscovering the Religious Factor in American Politics (Armonk, N.Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 1993), 216–31;
Lyman A. Kellstedt, John C. Green, James L. Guth and Corwin E. Smidt, ‘Is There a Culture War?
Religion and the 1996 Election’ (paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science
Association, Washington, D.C., 1997); Corwin E. Smidt, Lyman A. Kellstedt and James L. Guth, ‘The
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measure, we are able to show the differential effect of each dimension while controlling for
the other. Fourthly, and most importantly, even those studies that encompass more than one
case study or distinguish between the different dimensions of religiosity focus on the potential
effects of religiosity on democratic attitudes without considering exactly how such effects are
achieved. Using path models and mediation analysis, this article aims at filling this gap. In
addition, we show that the mediation mechanisms are usually robust among adherents of
major religious traditions.

RELIGIOSITY AND DEMOCRATIC ATTITUDES: DIFFERENTIAL EFFECTS

Personal spiritual beliefs and norms generally have a profound effect on political
behaviour, particularly on democratic attitudes.9 While it is possible to think about
religion as a single dimension, current literature usually grants religiosity three: belief,
behaviour and belonging.10 Belief combines theology, ‘an understanding of the divine and
humanity’s relationship to it’, and ‘social theology’, which ‘connects the individual and
the institutional church to the world’, and may entail belief in God, heaven and hell, or
life after death, or the tendency among people to characterize themselves as religious.
Behaviour consists of private practice such as prayer or reading of the holy texts, and
social practice, which involves participation in organized religious communities and
attendance at places of worship. Belonging consists of identification with a particular
organized denomination and/or a religious movement. It includes the dynamic
component of belonging as well as identification with trends within a denomination.
Recent empirical evidence suggests that different dimensions of religiosity may lead to

different outcomes, with private religious beliefs, such as the belief in God and heaven,
and social religious activities, such as attendance at places of worship and participation
in organized religious communities, having potentially differential effects on political
behaviour11 as well as on support for democracy.12 It has been suggested that religious belief,
on the one hand, due to its association with conservative-traditional values, generates
opposition to change, desire for order and intolerance, and is thus incompatible with
democratic norms.13 On the other hand, places of worship hold great potential for deliberative
democracy,14 provide organizational and philosophical bases for a wide range of social
movements,15 and aid the development of civic skills and democratic norms.16

9 Robert N. Bellah, ‘The New Religious Consciousness and the Crisis of Modernity’, in Charles Y.
Bloch and Robert N. Bellah, eds, The New Religious Consciousness (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1976), pp. 133–52; David E. Campbell, ‘Religious Threat in Contemporary Presidential Elections’,
Journal of Politics, 68 (2006), 104–15.

10 Kenneth D. Wald and Corwin E. Smidt, ‘Measurement Strategies in the Study of Religion and
Politics’, in David C. Leege and Lyman A. Kellstedt, eds, Rediscovering the Religious Factor in American
Politics (New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1993), pp. 26–49; Kellstedt, Green, Guth and Smidt, ‘Is There a
Culture War?’; Smidt, Kellstedt and Guth, ‘The Role of Religion in American Politics’.

11 Laurence A. Kotler-Berkowitz, ‘Religion and Voting Behaviour in Great Britain: A Reassessment’,
British Journal of Political Science, 31 (2001), 523–54; Paul Dekker and Loek Halman, The Values of
Volunteering: Cross-Cultural Perspectives (New York: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003).

12 Ben-Nun Bloom and Arikan, ‘A Two-Edged Sword’.
13 Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson and Sanford, The Authoritarian Personality; Gibson, ‘The
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14 Neiheisel, Djupe and Sokhey, ‘Veni, Vidi, Disseri’.
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16 Norris, Democratic Phoenix.
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Thus, this article is set to test empirically the hypothesis that differential effects of the
different dimensions of religiosity affect support for democracy through these different
mediating mechanisms, and the extent to which the underlying mechanisms are robust
across major religious traditions.

RELIGIOUS BELIEF AND DEMOCRATIC SUPPORT: VALUES AS A MEDIATING

MECHANISM

The negative effect of religious belief on support for democracy is often attributed to the
inherent contrast between the values underlying religiosity and democracy. Religion is
based upon belief and a transcendent truth, while the democratic system encourages
scepticism, and assumes that laws and establishments are contextual and are open to change.
Religion emphasizes the duties of believers to God and their surroundings based on laws
of behaviour, thought and faith, while democracy emphasizes the right to believe, act and
think independently. Finally, democracy tends towards universality, striving for the global
implementation of civil rights among all people and governments, while a religious public is
thought to consider itself superior to other groups, and thus as entitled to more rights.17

The two most widely used value theories in cross-national research were developed
by Shalom Schwartz and Ronald Inglehart. Schwartz’s value theory identified two
conceptual value dimensions: openness to change versus conservatism, which conveys a
conflict between independence and resistance to change; and self-enhancement versus self-
transcendence, which refers to a conflict between concern for the self and concern for the
other.18 Similarly, Inglehart and Welzel identified two bipolar value dimensions: traditional
versus rational-secular values, which represents the conflict between conservation, social
conformity and respect for authority, on the one hand, and openness to change, individual
autonomy and rejection of authority, on the other; and survival versus self-expression, which
reflects the syndrome of material and physical insecurity (conveyed in a ‘post-materialism’
index), hierarchical authority and intolerance, as opposed to self-expression, individual choice
and weakened focus on traditional hierarchies.19

Religion is consistently found to be positively related to conservative and traditional
values, ‘because these values stress transcendence, belief, and humility, preserving the
social order, and protecting individuals against uncertainty’,20 and to be negatively
correlated with openness to change and individual autonomy.21 In fact, a meta-analysis
that encompasses fifteen countries and all three main monotheistic traditions verifies a

17 Bellah, ‘The New Religious Consciousness and the Crisis of Modernity’; Yochanan Peres and Eppie
Yuchtman-Yaar, Trends in Israeli Democracy: The Public’s View (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1992);
Campbell, ‘Religious Threat in Contemporary Presidential Elections’.

18 Shalom Schwartz, ‘Universals in the Content and Structure of Values: Theoretical Advances and
Empirical Tests in 20 Countries’, in Mark P. Zanna, ed., Advances in Experimental Social Psychology
(New York: Academic Press, 1992), pp. 1–65.

19 Ronald Inglehart and Christian Welzel, Modernization, Cultural Change, and Democracy: The
Human Development Sequence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005).

20 Shalom Schwartz and Sipke Huismans, ‘Value Priorities and Religiosity in Four Western Religions’,
Social Psychology Quarterly, 58 (1995), 88–107, p. 92.

21 Milton Rokeach, ‘Value Systems and Religion’, Review of Religious Research, 11 (1969), 2–23;
Schwartz and Huismans, ‘Value Priorities and Religiosity in Four Western Religions’; Sonia Roccas and
Shalom Schwartz, ‘Church–State Relations and the Associations of Religiosity with Values: A Study of
Catholics in Six Countries’, Cross-Cultural Research, 31 (1997), 356–75; Sonia Roccas, ‘Religion and
Value Systems’, Journal of Social Issues, 61 (2005), 747–59.
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positive association of religiosity with conservation (tradition and conformity) and
security values, and a negative association of religiosity with openness to change and self-
expression values.22

While religious belief is associated with survival and traditional values, democratization
emphasizes independent thought compatible with freedom of choice, self-expression and
tolerance for outside groups. Threats to material existence and survival require that
reduced priority be given to self-expression and human choice, and are thus less conducive
to pro-democratic attitudes. In fact, Inglehart’s post-materialism index, which indicates
the degree to which individuals value self-expression and quality of life as opposed to
economic and physical security, relates negatively to support for authoritarian values and
positively to support for democracy.23 At the same time, conservative values such as
conformity and respect for tradition are negatively associated with pro-democratic values
since they promote the existing order and represent acceptance of hierarchical authority.
Hence, theory and empirical results both indicate that the value conflict between

democratic principles and religious belief is responsible for the negative relationship,
suggesting that religious belief moulds a person towards more traditional and survival
values, which in turn are negatively related to support for democracy. Since prior research
indicates that the negative relationship holds for believers of different religious traditions,
we hypothesized that rational (v. traditional) and self-expression (v. survival) values
mediate the effect of religious belief on support for democracy across religious traditions.

RELIGIOUS SOCIAL NETWORKS AND DEMOCRATIC SUPPORT: INSTITUTIONAL

CONFIDENCE AND POLITICAL INTEREST AS UNDERLYING MECHANISMS

Religiosity is not merely a mental concept but also an institution that influences one’s
social network and that has significant effects on political behaviour.24 Religious
organizations and networks provide meaning to a complex world, defend the group that
shares their worldview, and help solve collective action problems that underlie political
participation. Religious institutions are often considered powerful mobilization forces
that promote political involvement and participation.25 Studies also point to the fact that
active participation in places of worship positively affects political involvement and contributes
to the development of civic skills.26 Churches hold great potential for deliberative democracy.27

As members of minority groups in democracies, the religious may enjoy the fruits of religious
freedom and the rights and resources granted to minorities.28 More often than not, religious

22 Vassilis Saroglou, Vanessa Delpierre and Rebecca Dernelle, ‘Values and Religiosity: A Meta-
Analysis of Studies Using Schwartz’s Model’, Personality and Individual Differences, 37 (2004), 721–34.

23 Ronald Inglehart, ‘Postmodernization Erodes Respect for Authority, but Increases Support for
Democracy’, in Pippa Norris, ed., Critical Citizens: Global Support for Democratic Government (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999).

24 Bernard R. Berelson, Paul F. Lazarsfeld and William N. McPhee, Voting: A Study of Opinion
Formation in a Presidential Campaign (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1954); Kenneth D. Wald,
Dennis E. Owen and Samuel S. Hill, ‘Churches as Political Communities’, American Political Science
Review, 82 (1988), 531–48; Paul A. Djupe and Christopher G. Gilbert, ‘The Resourceful Believer:
Generating Civic Skills in Church’, Journal of Politics, 68 (2006), 116–27.

25 Ted G. Jelen and Clyde Wilcox, eds, Religion and Politics in Comparative Perspective: The One, the
Few, and the Many (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

26 Putnam, Bowling Alone.
27 Neiheisel, Djupe and Sokhey, ‘Veni, Vidi, Disseri’.
28 The religious are a majority in the United States but each religious group is a minority.
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elites act to politicize religious group identity and mobilize the corresponding constituency
within the democratic game. To do so, they need to encourage their public to practise their
democratic rights as citizens. With religious leaders advocating the democratic game and
encouraging their audiences to assume an active role in it, places of worship could be expected
to enhance overall support for democracy.
Since religious institutions are frequently used as mobilization venues, frequent

participation in religious networks also increases a group’s political salience and political
awareness as well as an individual’s interest in politics. As empirical evidence demonstrates,
those who are more interested and engaged in politics also understand the political process,
believe that their participation makes a difference and are more likely to take an optimistic
view of democratic governance.29

Participation in religious networks also increases the likelihood of political representation
and resources, thus enhancing political efficacy and confidence in political institutions. In fact,
frequent church attendance has been found to have a positive effect on confidence in
institutions.30 In turn, trust in institutions also suggests diffuse support for the social
and political system in general, and should therefore be positively related to support for
democracy.31 Thus, more frequent religious attendance increases interest in politics and
confidence in democratic institutions, which in turn relate positively to support for democracy.
Accordingly, we hypothesized that political engagement and confidence in democratic
institutions mediate the effect of religious social behaviour on support for democracy.

OVERT DEMOCRATIC SUPPORT VERSUS SUPPORT FOR SPECIFIC REGIME

PRINCIPLES

While support for democracy is regarded as necessary for the stability and legitimacy of
democratic regimes,32 the literature agrees that it is not a unidimensional concept but rather a
family of attitudes that can be roughly grouped into overt and more substantive support.
Scholars of comparative politics have typically focused on what could be regarded as

abstract or overt support for democracy, that is, citizens’ declaration of general endorsement
of the democratic regime and of deeming it desirable for their country. While this family of
attitudes is not necessarily a good predictor of the democratization of a country,33 overt

29 Christopher J. Anderson and Christine A. Guillory, ‘Political Institutions and Satisfaction With
Democracy’, American Political Science Review, 91 (1997), 66–81, p. 72.

30 William Mishler and Richard Rose, ‘Trust, Distrust and Skepticism: Popular Evaluations of Civil
and Political Institutions in Post-Communist Societies’, Journal of Politics, 59 (1997), 418–51; Clive S.
Bean, ‘Citizen Confidence in Social and Political Institutions in a Changing World’ (paper presented at
the Social Change in the Twenty-first Century Conference, Brisbane, 2003); Pierre Brechon, ‘Influence of
Religious Integration on Attitudes: A Comparative Analysis of European Countries’, Revue Française de
Sociologie, 45 (2004/5), 26–48.

31 Hans-Dieter Klingemann, ‘Mapping Political Support in the 1990s: A Global Analysis’, in Pippa
Norris, ed., Critical Citizens: Global Support for Democratic Governance (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1999), 31–56.

32 David Easton, ‘A Re-Assessment of the Concept of Political Support’ British Journal of Political
Science, 5 (1975), 435–57; Larry Diamond, Developing Democracy: Toward Consolidation (Baltimore,
Md.: Johns Hopkins Press, 1999); Pippa Norris, Democratic Deficit: Critical Citizens Revisited
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).

33 Ronald Inglehart, ‘How Strong is Mass Support for Democracy – And How Can We Measure it?’
Political Science and Politics, 36 (2003), 51–7; Ronald Inglehart and Christian Welzel, ‘Political
Culture and Democracy: Analyzing Cross-Level Linkages’, Comparative Politics, 36 (2003), 61–79;
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support is still viewed as a necessary (though not sufficient) condition for the thriving of a
democratic culture and the legitimacy of democratic regimes.34

At the same time it was agued that overt support for democratic institutions does not
necessarily manifest genuine support for democratic values.35 Since democracy has come
to be equated with a normatively good regime, respondents may utter general support
due to social desirability, perhaps without even being sure of its real content in terms
of procedures and values.36 Additionally, abstract support may be rooted in the hope
for potentially beneficial institutional outcomes, such as redistribution, lower crime or a
prosperous economy.37 If support for democracy stems from the notion that democracy is
about delivering material benefits, that is, if support is instrumental rather than intrinsic,38

then it could be contingent on the regime’s performance and thus be subject to volatility.
Therefore, the current literature distinguishes between overt support for democracy and

a more substantive support for specific regime components. Intrinsic support for
democracy includes a positive dimension, of endorsement for democratic procedures,
values and norms, such as free elections, civil rights and freedom of speech.39 At the same
time, intrinsic support also encompasses a negative dimension, by which citizens reject
autocratic principles and instrumental outcomes that are not integral to liberal democracy,
such as economic prosperity, relative security and lower crime levels, and thereby accept that
their endorsement of the regime is not necessarily contingent on its performance.40

Accordingly, we tested our hypotheses about the mechanisms underlying the effect of
religious belief and social behaviour on both types of support for democracy. While the
underlying value conflict between religious belief and democratic values is expected to
hold for both overt and intrinsic support for democracy, the process underlying religious
social behaviour may differ for the two types of support. It could be argued that
participation in social religious networks assists the devout in identifying democracy as
beneficial for them as an interest group. If this is true, then the political involvement and
institutional trust of the devout contributes to overt but instrumental support for
democracy, not to endorsement of democratic procedures and values.

(F’note continued)

Christian Welzel, ‘Are Levels of Democracy Affected by Mass Attitudes? Testing Attainment and
Sustainment Effects on Democracy’, International Political Science Review, 28 (2007), 397–424.

34 Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five
Nations (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1963); Easton, ‘A Re-Assessment of the Concept of
Political Support’; Russell J. Dalton, ‘Political Support in Advanced Industrial Democracies’, in Norris,
ed., Critical Citizens, pp. 57–77; Diamond, Developing Democracy; Michael Bratton, Robert Mattes and
E. Gyimah-Boadi, Public Opinion, Democracy, and Market Reform in Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2004); Inglehart, ‘How Strong is Mass Support for Democracy’; Norris, Democratic
Deficit.

35 Alejandro Moreno and Christian Welzel, ‘How Values Shape People’s Views of Democracy: A Global
Comparison’ (presented at the Mapping and Tracking Global Cultural Change Conference, Center for the
Study of Democracy, University of Califortnia, Irvine, 2011, available at http://www.democracy.uci.edu/files/
democracy/docs/conferences/2011/Moreno%20Welzel_Chapter.pdf, Accessed 13.08.2012.

36 Inglehart, ‘How Strong is Mass Support for Democracy?’ Andreas Schedler and Rodolofo Sarsfield,
‘Democrats with Adjectives: Linking Direct and Indirect Measures of Democratic Support’, European
Journal of Political Research, 46 (2007), 637–59; Norris, Democratic Deficit.

37 Schedler and Sarsfeld, ‘Democrats with Adjectives’.
38 Bratton and Mattes, ‘Support for Democracy in Africa’.
39 Moreno and Welzel, ‘How Values Shape People’s Views of Democracy’; Norris, Democratic Deficit.
40 Klingemann, ‘Mapping Political Support in the 1990s’; Moreno and Welzel, ‘How Values Shape

People’s Views of Democracy’; Norris, Democratic Deficit.
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Furthermore, increased trust in institutions is not necessarily indicative of a healthy
democratic culture. Since critical thinking is at the core of democratic values, genuine
democrats may be critical of their governments and institutions, demanding that their
country further implement democratic principles and values.41 In fact, at the national
level, trust in institutions is often negatively related to the level of democratization, as
citizens of consolidated democracies tend to be more critical towards the functioning of
institutions.42 Therefore, while we expect religious social behaviour to generate trust in
institutions, the effect of confidence may differ between overt and intrinsic support.

IDENTIFICATION WITH RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS AND DEMOCRATIC ATTITUDES

The effect of the ‘belonging’ dimension on support for democracy is hotly debated.43

While this article does not seek to test the effects of different religious traditions on
democratic attitudes, we are interested in the extent to which the mechanisms underlying
religiosity emerge across religious traditions.
Notably, some theological, psychological and sociological perspectives on religion

suggest that major religious traditions can all be associated with the values of tradition
and conformity, requiring submission to transcendental authority, emphasizing the need
for preserving prevailing social norms and structure, encouraging the acceptance of the
social order and discouraging questioning and innovation.44 Established religions also
typically reduce uncertainty and anxiety by providing answers to fundamental questions
such as those concerning life, death and injustice, thereby implying that religious belief is
also related to security values above and beyond religious orthodoxy.45 Indeed, previous
research indicates that the effect of religious belief on democratic attitudes holds when
controlling for the belonging dimension.46 We expect the mechanism underlying the effect
of religious belief on support for democracy, therefore, to be consistent between the
adherents of different religious traditions, since major religious traditions all seem to be
associated with the type of values that mediate the effects of religious belief.47

However, while the belief systems of major religions share common values, the effect of
social religious behaviour on democratic support is expected to show some variation
across contexts, since there are diverse worldviews within each major religious tradition,

41 On ‘critical citizens’, see Pippa Norris, ‘Institutional Explanations for Political Trust’, in Norris, ed.,
Critical Citizens, pp. 217–35; Norris, Democratic Deficit; Lingling Qi and Doh Chull Shin, ‘How Mass
Political Attitudes Affect Democratization: Exploring the Facilitating Role Critical Democrats Play in the
Process’, International Political Science Review, 32 (2011), 245–62.

42 Norris, Critical Citizens; Norris, Democratic Deficit; Welzel, ‘Are Levels of Democracy Affected by
Mass Attitudes?’.

43 Elie Kedourie, Democracy and Arab Political Culture (London: Frank Cass, 1994); Samuel P.
Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (New York: Simon & Schuster,
1996); Michael Radu, ‘The Burden of Eastern Orthodoxy’, Orbis, 42 (1998), 283–300; Mark Tessler, ‘Do
Islamic Orientations Influence Attitudes toward Democracy in the Arab World? Evidence from Egypt,
Jordan, Morocco, and Algeria’, International Journal of Comparative Sociology, 43 (2002), 229–49;
Michael Bratton, ‘Briefing: Islam, Democracy, and Public Opinion in Africa’, African Affairs, 102 (2003),
493–501; Christopher Marsh, ‘Orthodox Christianity, Civil Society, and Russian Democracy’,
Demokratizatsiya, 13 (2005), 449–62.

44 Schwartz and Huismans, ‘Value Priorities and Religiosity in Four Western Religions’.
45 Schwartz and Huismans, ‘Value Priorities and Religiosity in Four Western Religions’.
46 Ben-Nun Bloom and Arikan, ‘A Two-Edged Sword’.
47 Saroglou, Delpierre, and Dernelle, ‘Values and Religiosity’.
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and churches and religious social networks may not be homogeneous with regard to
political views. In fact, research points to a great deal of variability in the theological
positions, political tendencies and cohesiveness of Protestant congregations,48 as well as
some Muslim sects.49 Some congregations may be greater contributors than others to
deliberative democracy and the development of civic attitudes.
Unfortunately, studying the effect of the belonging dimension with the WVS dataset is

difficult, since the surveys did not collect data on identification with congregations or
sects, which are deemed the most important unit of political socialization among the
devout.50 As a result, along with other cross-national studies, we also conceptualize and
operationalize this dimension as identification with major religious traditions. Unfortunately,
this practice ignores diverse viewpoints within each tradition and often pools together
denominations that take on different meanings in different cultural settings, which makes
it impossible, therefore, to study the variance across religious denominations within
a larger tradition.

THE MODEL AND DATA

We used multilevel path modelling, a variant of Structural Equation Modelling (SEM), in
order to test the argument that traditional and survival values mediate the effect of
religious belief, while confidence in institutions and interest in politics mediate the effect
of social religious behaviour on support for democracy. The theory-driven path model
specifies the direct and indirect effects of religious belief and social religious behaviour on
measures of overt and substantive support for democracy. We also modelled individual-
level support for democracy as a function of three country-level predictors: communist
legacy, economic development, and the extent of political rights and civil liberties.51 The
model further specifies correlations between individual-level exogenous variables as well
as disturbance correlations between rational and self-expression values, on the one hand,
and confidence in political institutions and interest in politics, on the other, to represent
any omitted causes affecting these endogenous variables (see Figure 1).
We used data from Waves 4 and 5 of the WVS, collected in 1999–2001 and 2005–07

respectively. Since individuals with no experience with democratic forms of governance
might have unreliable evaluations of democracy and democratic institutions,52 countries
classified as ‘not free’ by Freedom House in the year in which data were collected were
omitted from the analysis. Additionally, a number of countries were not included in the
final analysis because necessary items were missing. Our analysis covers a total of more
than 60,000 observations from fifty-four countries that are diverse in terms of economic
development, level of democratization, and religious and cultural traditions.53 MPLUS 4.1

48 Wald, Owen and Hill, ‘Churches as Political Communities’.
49 Ersin Kalaycioglu, ‘Islam, Secularism, and Democracy: Insights from Turkish Politics’ (paper

presented at the 67th Annual Midwest Conference, Chicago, 2010).
50 Djupe and Gilbert, ‘The Resourceful Believer’; Ted G. Jelen and Marthe A. Chandler, ‘Communalism,

Associationalism, and the Politics of Lifestyle’, Review of Religious Research, 38 (1996), 142–58; Wald, Owen
and Hill, ‘Churches as Political Communities’.

51 David Kaplan and Pamela R. Elliot, ‘A Didactic Example of Multilevel Structural Equation
Modeling Applicable to the Study of Organizations’, Structural Equation Modeling, 4 (1997), 1–24.

52 See Meyer, Tope and Price, ‘Religion and Support for Democracy’.
53 Eighteen of the countries appear in both datasets: Argentina, Bulgaria, Canada, Chile, Finland, France,

Germany, India, Italy, Japan, Republic of Moldova, Netherlands, Poland, Romania, Russian Federation,
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software was used to run the path models as well as to calculate the direct, indirect and
total effects and their standard errors.

Measures

To facilitate interpretation, all individual level variables were coded to vary between 0 and 1.
Descriptive statistics are presented in Table S1 in the online appendix.

Overt support for democracy. Two measures that tap overt support were constructed:
(1) endorsing democracy, which is a summative index of ‘Having a democratic political
system’ and ‘Having a strong leader who does not have to bother with parliament and
elections’ [reversed], constructed both on Wave 4 and on Wave 5 data; and (2) ‘Democracy is
desirable’,54 which includes the items ‘Democracies aren’t good at maintaining order’;

Religious belief

Social religious
behaviour

Rational versus
traditional values

Self-expression
versus survival values

Interest in
politics

Confidence in
institutions

Support for
democracy

D2

D4

D3

The within part of the theory-driven path model 

Support for
democracy

Communist
legacy

Political rights and
civil liberties 

Economic
development

The between part of the theory-driven path model 

D1

Fig. 1. The theory-driven path model

(F’note continued)

Spain, Ukraine and the United States. Additional countries included in Wave 4 are: Albania, Austria,
Bangladesh, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Macedonia,
Malta, Mexico, Peru, Philippines, Tanzania, and Uganda. Additional countries included in Wave 5 are:
Australia, Brazil, Colombia, Cyprus, Georgia, Indonesia, New Zealand, Norway, Serbia, Slovenia, South
Africa, South Korea, Sweden, Trinidad and Tobago, Turkey, Thailand, the United Kingdom and Uruguay.

54 Note that this measure is conceptually different from general satisfaction with democracy and from
democratic performance evaluation. Rather, this set of items ‘allow[s] respondents to express doubts
about democracy, without directly rejecting democratic principles’ and ‘focus on broad features of
democratic governance, and not short-term judgments about specific governments.’ See Russell J. Dalton
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‘In democracy, the economic system runs badly’; ‘Democracies are indecisive and have too
much squabbling’ [all items are reversed]. Unfortunately, the second battery of items did not
appear in Wave 5 and, therefore, we were able to run the analysis only for ‘endorsing
democracy’ for this wave. In both measures, high values indicate more support. 55

Substantive support for democracy. Wave 5 of the WVS includes a battery of items asking
respondents to rank the importance of several possible characteristics of a democracy on a
1–10 scale where 1 indicates ‘not an essential characteristic of democracy’ and 10 indicates ‘an
essential characteristic of democracy’. Of these items, two additive scales were constructed
that tap substantive support.56 ‘Support for democratic procedures’ includes: ‘people
choose their leaders in free elections’, ‘civil rights protect people against oppression’, ‘people
can change the laws in referendums’, and ‘women have the same rights as men’. ‘Non-
instrumental support for democracy’ reflects a general notion that democracy is not about
delivering material benefits and is a summative scale of the items: ‘governments tax the rich
and subsidize the poor’, ‘people receive state aid for unemployment’, ‘the economy is
prospering’, and ‘criminals are severely punished’. All items are reversed such that higher
values reflect a more liberal and non-instrumental understanding of democracy. Before
forming each additive index, we centred all variables on their means by subtracting the
individual mean of all items from each item57 to produce the relative position of the
individual on a variable,58 and isolated relative priorities in the respondents’ item ratings from
the absolute levels of ratings to overcome cross-cultural response bias.59

Religious belief. The following items were employed in Wave 4 – belief in: God, life after
death, heaven; importance of God in the respondent’s life; and getting comfort and
strength from religion. In constructing this measure, we controlled for differential item
functioning, which may obstruct the comparability of the construct across different
religious groups, by using multi-group (MG) SEM.60

(F’note continued)

and Nhu-Ngoc T. Ong, ‘Authority Orientations and Democratic Attitudes: A Test of the Asian Values
Hypothesis’, Japanese Journal of Political Science, 6 (2005), 1–21.

55 Confirmatory factor analysis provides empirical support for operationalizing these items as two
different factors. The fit indices of the pooled items are lower compared to the fit statistics obtained from
CFA of the last three items, and thus support a two-dimensional structure.

56 Moreno and Welzel, ‘How Values Shape People’s Views of Democracy’, p. 1; Norris, Democratic
Deficit.

57 Moreno and Welzel, ‘How Values Shape People’s Views of Democracy’.
58 Loue E. Hicks, ‘Some Properties of Ipsative, Normative and Forced-Choice Normative Measures’,

Psychological Bulletin, 74 (1970), 167–84.
59 Ronald Fischer, ‘Standardization to Account for Cross-Cultural Response Bias’, Journal of Cross-

Cultural Psychology, 35 (2004), 263–84.
60 See Fons J.R. Van de Vijver and Kwok Leung, Methods and Data Analysis for Cross-Cultural

Research (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage Publications, 1997). Since belief in God is the most fundamental
aspect of religiosity, we expect this item to be unbiased across contexts. In fact, modification indices in the
full invariance model show no significant expected change in chi-square value when this particular item is
unconstrained. Therefore, we fixed the loading of the item and allowed the rest of the items to vary freely
across countries. The partial invariance model gives the best model fit obtained across a number of
alternative partial and full-invariance models (CFA5 0.974, TLI5 0.963, RMSEA5 0.154). Although
we would have liked to control for differential item functioning in the other measures that we use, the
WVS questionnaire unfortunately does not include many items that could be used as anchors for all the
scales – that is, items that are unbiased across groups, and whose loadings can be held fixed.
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Since many of these items were missing for the majority of countries in Wave 5, we
constructed an additive index from the only two items available in the dataset: whether
the respondent considers himself or herself a religious person (15 yes, 05 no), and the
importance of God in the respondent’s life (1–10 scale, 105 very important). Although
such an operationalization of religious belief is less than ideal, the comparison of both
measures for Wave 4 data shows that their correlations are very strong (0.89), thus
providing support for the validity of the measure.

Social religious behaviour. This is a summative index of the frequency of attending religious
services (an eight category variable), and either belonging to a religious organization in
Wave 4 or being an active/inactive member of a religious organization in Wave 5. Higher
values represent greater involvement in social religious behaviour.

Values. Rational (v. traditional) values were measured with the autonomy index: abortion
is not justifiable, national pride, respect for authority. Self-expression (v. survival) values were
measured with the post-materialism index, level of happiness, homosexuality is not justifiable,
and willingness to sign a petition.61

Confidence in institutions. This is an additive index for confidence in the parliament, civil
services, government and political parties.

Interest in politics. ‘How interested would you say you are in politics?’ This is a four-
category item, where 1 denotes strong and 0 no interest.

Country level controls. These were (1) Freedom House’s rating of non-democracy for the
year 1999–2000 (Wave 4) and 2005–06 (Wave 5), with a scale of 1–7, where 7 indicates the
least amount of freedom. Countries classified as ‘not free’ (scoring 5.5–7) were not
included in our data; (2) logged GDP–PPP per capita for the year 2000 (Wave 4) and 2005
(Wave 5), as published by the World Bank;62 (3) a Communist legacy dummy.

RESULTS

Theory-driven Models

Table 1 shows the results from multilevel path analysis as well as the fit indices for the
hypothesized models (see Figure 1), and Table 2 shows the decomposition of the effect of
religiosity on support for democracy for total, indirect and direct effects, where total
effects include the direct effect of religiosity and its indirect effects via the specified
mediators. The fit of the theory-driven models is above acceptable thresholds for all five
models, indicating that the data fits the theory-driven models well.63

61 See Inglehart and Welzel, Modernization, Cultural Change, and Democracy, Appendix B. We
removed one item from each of the original measures, due to redundancy with one of our other variables
(importance of God in life was used in religious belief; trust is highly correlated with a key mediator). Our
versions of the values measures correlate highly with the original measures (r5 0.93 for rational-
traditional values; r5 0.90 for self-expression-survival values).

62 GDP–PPP: Gross domestic product at purchasing power parity.
63 Rex B. Kline, Principles and Practice of Structural Equation Modeling, 2nd edn (New York: The

Guilford Press, 2005).
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TABLE 1 Multilevel Path Model for Democratic Support: Theory-driven Models

Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c Model 1d Model 1e

Endorses
democracy
(Wave 4)

Democracy
desirable
(Wave 4)

Endorses
democracy
(Wave 5)

Support for
democratic

procedures (Wave 5)

Non-instrumental
support for

democracy (Wave 5)

Individual-level (Level 1) effects
Religious belief - Rational v.

traditional values 20.437 (0.027)** 20.439 (0.027)** 20.295 (0.025)** 20.281 (0.024)** 20.281 (0.024)**
Religious belief- Self-Expression v.

survival values 20.182 (0.039)** 20.187 (0.038)** 20.264 (0.039)** 20.272 (0.041)** 20.272 (0.041)**

Social rel. behaviour - Confidence in
institutions 0.138 (0.027)** 0.141 (0.027)** 0.070 (0.017)** 0.076 (0.018)** 0.076 (0.018)**

Social rel. behaviour - Interest in
politics 0.050 (0.027)* 0.048 (0.028)* 0.034 (0.021)* 0.049 (0.020)** 0.049 (0.020)**

Religious belief - Support for
democracy 0.017 (0.010) 20.013 (0.011) 0.007 (0.007) 20.008 (0.003)** 20.003 (0.003)

Rational vs. traditional values -
Support for democracy 0.106 (0.012)** 0.108 (0.018)** 0.062 (0.017)** 0.032 (0.009)** 20.002 (0.004)

Self-expression vs. survival values -
Support for democracy 0.105 (0.016)** 0.119 (0.017)** 0.096 (0.012)** 0.066 (0.006)** 0.023 (0.004)**

Social rel. behaviour - Support for
democracy 0.015 (0.007)** 0.016 (0.007)** 0.014 (0.007)** 20.002 (0.003) 0.009 (0.003)**

Confidence in institutions - Support
for democracy 0.069 (0.012)** 0.059 (0.008)** 0.021 (0.009)** 20.024 (0.005)** 0.004 (0.004)

Interest in politics - Support for
democracy 0.055 (0.010)** 0.072 (0.011)** 0.074 (0.012)** 0.031 (0.008)** 0.007 (0.002)**

Correlations
Religious belief 2 Social religious

behaviour 0.049 (0.006)** 0.049 (0.046)** 0.058 (0.008)** 0.060 (0.008)** 0.060 (0.008)**

Disturbance correlations
Rational v. traditional values 2 Self-

expression v. survival values 0.009 (0.001)** 0.009 (0.001)** 0.019 (0.002)** 0.020 (0.002)** 0.020 (0.002)**
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c Model 1d Model 1e

Endorses
democracy
(Wave 4)

Democracy
desirable
(Wave 4)

Endorses
democracy
(Wave 5)

Support for
democratic

procedures (Wave 5)

Non-instrumental
support for

democracy (Wave 5)

Confidence in institutions 2 Interest in
politics 0.011 (0.002)** 0.011 (0.002)** 0.014 (0.002)** 0.012 (0.001)** 0.012 (0.001)**

Country-level (Level 2) effects
Communist legacy - Support for

democracy 20.047 (0.026)* 20.096 (0.037)** 20.046 (0.020)** 0.010 (0.010) 20.006 (0.009)
GDP per capita (PPP, logged) -

Support for democracy 20.009 (0.015) 20.023 (0.024) 0.028 (0.014)** 0.013 (0.007)* 20.009 (0.008)
Freedom House rating (of non-

democracy) - Support for
democracy 20.004 (0.013) 20.017 (0.015) 20.018 (0.008)** 20.010 (0.004)** 20.009(0.003)**

Model Fit Indices
x2 193.375 193.584 272.200 227.46 222.962
TLI 0.931 0.938 0.946 0.967 0.972
CFI 0.977 0.979 0.982 0.989 0.991
RMSEA 0.026 0.026 0.032 0.031 0.031
AIC 228554.116 226722.146 9869.615 230645.18 241125.414
BIC 228292.308 226461.544 10130.197 230389.515 240869.749

Number Level 1 Units/ Level 2 Units 34,386/36 33,075/36 33,053/36 28,205/33 28,205/33

Note: Table entries are unstandardized parameter estimates with standard errors in parentheses. *p, 0.1, **p, 0.05 (2-tailed).
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TABLE 2 Total, Direct and Indirect Effects of Religiosity on Democratic Support: Theory-driven Models

Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c Model 1d Model 1e

Endorses
democracy
(Wave 4)

Democracy
desirable
(Wave 4)

Endorses
democracy
(Wave 5)

Support for
democratic

procedures (Wave 5)

Non-instrumental
support for

democracy (Wave 5)

Total, direct and indirect effects

Total effect of religious belief 20.048 (0.010)** 20.082 (0.011)** 20.037 (0.009)** 20.035 (0.005)** 20.009 (0.003)**
Total indirect effect of religious belief 20.065 (0.009)** 20.070 (0.010)** 20.044 (0.009)** 20.027 (0.005)** 20.006 (0.002)**
Specific indirect effects via rational
v. traditional values 20.046 (0.007)** 20.047 (0.008)** 20.018 (0.005)** 20.009 (0.003)** 0.001 (0.001)

Self-expression v. survival values 20.019 (0.005)** 20.022 (0.005)** 20.025 (0.006)** 20.018 (0.003)** 20.006 (0.001)**
Direct effect of religious belief 0.017 (0.010) 20.013 (0.011) 0.007 (0.007) 20.008 (0.003)** 20.003 (0.003)

Total effect of religious social behaviour 0.027 (0.007)** 0.028 (0.008)** 0.018 (0.007)** 20.003 (0.003) 0.009 (0.003)**
Total indirect effect of religious social

behaviour 0.012 (0.003)** 0.012 (0.003) ** 0.004 (0.002)** 20.000 (0.001) 0.000 (0.001)
Specific indirect effects via:
Confidence in institutions 0.009 (0.002)** 0.008 (0.002)** 0.001 (0.001)** 20.002 (0.001)** 0.000 (0.000)
Interest in politics 0.003 (0.002)* 0.003 (0.002)* 0.002 (0.002) 0.002 (0.001)** 0.000 (0.000)*

Direct effect of religious social
behaviour 0.015 (0.007)** 0.016 (0.007)** 0.014 (0.007)** 20.002 (0.003) 0.009 (0.003)**

Sobel tests
Indirect effect of religious belief via

rational v. traditional values 27.753** 25.629** 23.484** 23.402** 0.499
Indirect effect of religious belief via

self-expression v. survival values 23.803** 24.206** 25.167** 25.681** 24.345**
Indirect effect of religious social

behaviour via confidence in
institutions 3.820** 4.262** 2.030* 23.170** 0.973

Indirect effect of religious social
behaviour via interest in politics 1.755* 1.658* 1.565 2.070** 2.007**

Note: Table entries are unstandardized parameter estimates for the total, direct and indirect effects of religiosity variables and their standard errors in
parenthesis, calculated by MPLUS 4.1 software. Sobel tests are calculated according to the formula in M. E. Sobel, ‘Asymptotic Confidence Intervals
for Indirect Effects in Structural Equation Models’, in S. Leinhardt, ed., Sociological Methodology (Washington, D.C.: American Sociological
Association, 1982), pp. 290–312). *p, 0.1, **p, 0.05 (2-tailed).

R
elig

io
n
a
n
d
S
u
p
p
o
rt

fo
r
D
em

o
cra

cy
3
8
9

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123412000427 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123412000427


The total effects of religious belief and religious social behaviour (see Table 2) show
that the models overall replicate past results regarding their differential effects on support
for democracy.64 The total effect of religious belief is negative and statistically significant
in all five models. The magnitude of this total effect in Models 1a and 1c, which specify
the same dependent variable for two different samples (Wave 4 and Wave 5), is very
similar, despite the changes in the measure for religious belief, the different sample
of countries, and the different time frame. This is strong evidence for the robustness of
our results. The total effect of social religious behaviour, as expected, is positive and
statistically significant in four of the five models, with the exception of its effect on
support for democratic procedures, which is discussed in detail below.
As expected, in all five models, religious belief has a negative and statistically significant

effect on rational (as opposed to traditional) and on self-expression (as opposed to
survival) values (see Table 1). In turn, both rational and self-expression values are
associated with greater abstract support for democracy (Models 1a, 1b and 1c) and with
support for the procedural and non-instrumental characteristics of democracy (Models 1d
and 1e)65 as indicated by the positive and statistically significant path coefficients (Table 1).
The indirect effects of belief via rational and self-expression values (Table 2) are all
negative and statistically significant, with the exception of the indirect effect of rational values
on the non-instrumental understanding of democracy (Model 1e).66 Sobel tests (Table 2)
provide additional evidence for the mediation of the effect of religious belief through rational
and self-expression values – again, with the exception of mediation via rational values in
Model 1e.
Parcelling out the indirect effect through values, the direct effect of religious belief is not

statistically different from zero with the exception of support for democratic procedures,
where religious belief retains its direct negative effect despite the fact that about 80 per cent of
the effect of belief on the dependent variable is explained by the mediator variables (Table 2).
Therefore, in accordance with our hypothesis, these findings suggest that the negative effect of
religious belief on democratic attitudes is to a large extent mediated by rational and self-
expression values, such that religious beliefs do not exert a unique influence on support for
democracy once values are accounted for.
The second dimension of religiosity, social religious behaviour, increases both interest

in politics and confidence in institutions in all five models (Table 1). In turn, interest in
politics has a statistically significant and positive effect on all support measures. The
indirect effects as well as Sobel tests (Table 2) show that interest in politics has an overall
positive mediating effect on support for democracy.
As expected, the effect of trust in institutions is different for overt and substantive

support for democracy. While confidence has the expected positive effect on overt support
(Models 1a, 1b and 1c), its effect on the non-instrumental understanding of democracy is
positive but fails to achieve statistical significance, and it is unexpectedly associated with
lower levels of support for the procedural notion of democracy. Both the indirect effects
and Sobel tests (Table 2) show that confidence in institutions positively mediates the effect

64 Ben-Nun Bloom and Arikan, ‘A Two-Edged Sword’.
65 In the case of non-instrumental attitudes towards democracy (Model 1e), self-expression values have

a positive effect while the effect of rational values is found to be null.
66 It seems that placing emphasis on material and physical security, but not traditionalism per se, is

associated with a democratic understanding that deems bread and butter issues or redistribution as being
essential to democracy.
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of social religious behaviour on overt support for democracy, and negatively mediates the
effect of this variable on support for democratic procedures.
When the effects of both mediators are taken into account, the total indirect effect of

social religious behaviour on overt support for democracy is positive and statistically
significant (Models 1a,1b and 1c), while, due to the conflicting effects of the two
mediators, it is null for support for democratic procedures (1d) and for non-instrumental
support for democracy (1e).
Overall, these results provide empirical evidence for the hypothesis that the effect of

social religious behaviour on support for democracy is mediated by the generation of
social capital in the form of political involvement and trust in institutions. There is
conclusive support for the positive mediating effect of political interest, while the
mediating effect of trust in institutions is positive only for overt support and negative for
support for democratic procedures. Still, as opposed to the case of religious belief, the
direct effect of social religious behavior – when mediators are taken into account –
typically remains positive and statistically significant (in Models 1a, 1b, 1c and 1e). That
is, involvement in religious social networks has an independent positive effect on pro-
democratic attitudes that is not accounted for by political interest and confidence in
institutions. It could be the case that additional aspects of social capital, particularly
political self-efficacy, are influential in driving the effect of social religious behaviour on
pro-democratic attitudes, but unfortunately a relevant measure was not available in our
data to test this alternative explanation.
Finally, the path coefficients for the country-level controls partly explain support for

democracy at the individual level (Table 1). Communist legacy has the expected negative
effect on overt support for democracy (Models 1a, 1b and 1c), but no statistically
meaningful effect on intrinsic support. Economic development, measured as the logged
per capita GDP, has inconsistent effects on pro-democratic attitudes: while it is positively
associated with endorsing democracy (Wave 5) and contributes to higher support for
democratic procedures, these positive effects do not replicate in other models. Similarly, a
country’s rating of non-democracy is negatively related to democratic attitudes in all
models, but reaches significance in only three of them.

Robust Analyses: Alternative Models

Next, we were interested in testing the extent to which the theory-driven model is
supported by the data when compared to four other possible explanations.67 Table 3 details
the fit indices for all four alternative models. See Tables S2–S5 in the online appendix for the
full results of the alternative path models tested.68

Our assumption that causality should flow from religiosity to values, trust in
institutions and political engagement, and not the other way around, is based on a
developmental logic. First, literature in developmental psychology suggests that political
attitudes develop at a much older age than religiosity. Children readily adapt to religion at
a young age, whereas political opinions, such as attitudes towards institutions and

67 Kline, Principles and Practice of Structural Equation Modeling; David P. MacKinnon, Amanda J.
Fairchild and Matthew S. Fritz, ‘Mediation Analysis’, Annual Review of Psychology, 58 (2007), 593–614.

68 Specifying and testing alternative path models does not necessarily indicate the correctness
of the causal model but may at least provide a statistical basis for the evaluation of a theory-driven
model with other alternative specifications. See Kline, Principles and Practice of Structural Equation
Modeling, p. 99.
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political engagement, emerge only later in life.69 In addition, we define values as desirable,
trans-situational motivational goals that vary in importance and serve as guiding principles.70

While, given the required socialization, religiosity is adopted at a very young age, conscious
cognitive constraints demand advanced cognitive skills as well as motivation. Still, we also

TABLE 3 Fit Indices for Alternative Path Models

Models x2 TLI CFI RMSEA AIC BIC
N Level-1/
Level-2

Theory- driven
1a 193.38 0.931 0.977 0.026 228554.12 228292.31 34386/36
1b 193.58 0.938 0.979 0.026 226722.15 226461.54 33075/36
1c 272.20 0.946 0.982 0.032 9869.62 10130.20 33053/36
1d 227.46 0.967 0.989 0.031 230645.18 230389.52 28205/33
1e 222.96 0.972 0.991 0.031 241125.41 240869.75 28205/33

Religiosity dimensions as
mediators
2a 988.09 0.635 0.878 0.060 222834.39 222572.58 34386/36
2b 1023.67 0.659 0.886 0.062 221144.59 220982.51 33075/36
2c 936.82 0.810 0.937 0.059 12782.32 13042.90 33053/36
2d 761.00 0.886 0.962 0.058 228232.12 227976.45 28205/33
2e 750.60 0.903 0.968 0.057 238712.35 238456.68 28205/33

Alternating mediators
3a 1194.88 0.227 0.742 0.087 220196.35 219951.44 34386/36
3b 2003.19 0.331 0.777 0.087 219987.06 219726.46 33075/36
3c 7911.08 20.619 0.460 0.173 16166.49 16427.07 33053/36
3d 6425.76 0.026 0.675 0.169 225420.84 225165.17 28205/33
3e 6425.77 0.164 0.721 0.169 235901.07 235645.41 28205/33

Democratic support as an
independent variable I
4a 900.34 0.663 20.180 0.057 237072.41 236785.27 34386/36
4b 909.60 0.624 20.317 0.058 236343.24 236057.42 33075/36
4c 664.59 0.889 0.611 0.050 5138.64 5424.44 33053/36
4d 678.80 0.982 0.936 0.055 2037.64 2318.04 28205/33
4e 584.90 0.902 0.659 0.051 5554.11 5834.51 28205/33

Democratic support as an
independent variable II
5a 1500.86 0.520 0.951 0.104 248953.13 248505.52 34386/36
5b 1293.47 0.403 0.939 0.099 243764.09 243318.55 33075/36
5c 811.58 0.035 0.901 0.078 26735.24 26289.73 33053/36
5d 848.44 0.045 0.902 0.087 244049.53 243612.42 28205/33
5e 937.19 20.424 0.854 0.091 255846.34 255409.23 28205/33

Note: Table entries are fit indices coming from theory-driven model and four alternative path
models.

69 Jean Piaget and Anne-Marie Weil, ‘The Development in Children of the Idea of Homeland and
Relations with Other Countries’, International Social Science Bulletin, 3 (1951), 561–78; Irving E. Sigel
and Rodney R. Cocking, Cognitive Development from Childhood to Adolescence: A Constructivist
Perspective (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1977); Benjamin Beit- Hallahmi and Michael
Argyle, The Psychology of Religious Behavior, Belief, and Experience (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 147.

70 Schwartz, ‘Universals in the Content and Structure of Values’.
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wanted to test this assumption by empirical means and, therefore, specified a model where
mediators were exchanged with the independent variables (Models 2a–2e). Secondly, we were
interested in alternating the mediators such that political values mediate the effect of social
religious behaviour, while confidence in institutions and political interest mediate the effect of
religious belief on democratic attitudes (Models 3a–3e).
Another possible explanation suggests that democratic norms and attitudes increase the

likelihood of social religious behaviour via political involvement, and not the other way
around. To test for this possibility, we specified two alternative sets of models: one where
democratic attitudes explain values and political involvement, which in turn explain the
two dimensions of religiosity (Models 4a–4e), and the other where the two dimensions of
religiosity explain democratic attitudes, which in turn explain values and political
involvement (Models 5a–5e).
We find that these alternative specifications fit the data less well, based on the goodness

of fit indicators (see Table 3). In all alternative path models, the chi-square values
are much higher, and the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA)
indicators are higher than the recommended threshold of ,0.05. The Comparative
Fit Index (CFI) tends to be lower than the hypothesized models and the Tucker–Lewis
Index (TLI) values are all well below the acceptable thresholds. The Akaike Information
Criterion (AIC) and Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) indices, which indicate
better fit for lower values,71 lead to the same conclusion, with these values being
much higher for alternative models relative to the theory-driven ones. Empirical evidence,
therefore, joins theoretical considerations in pointing to the better fit of the theory-
driven specification.

Robustness across Time Frame, Sample and Measures

The data come from two different waves of the WVS collected in different years, including
different samples of countries, and using a different measure for religious belief in the two
datasets. The hypothesized mediating mechanisms re-emerge across these different times,
samples, selected countries and measures. This is important evidence for the robustness of
our findings.
The results also largely replicate for different measures of support for democracy. Thus,

in addition to overt support, the mediation mechanisms are also found to be consistent
for two different measures of support for substantive democracy, which tap to what
extent respondents endorse liberal and non-instrumental aspects of democracy.

Mediation Effects by Denomination

Finally, we investigated the extent to which the hypothesized mediation processes are
consistent across religious traditions by running all five multilevel path models separately
for mainline Protestants, Catholics, Muslims, Christian Orthodox, Evangelicals and
Buddhists (Wave 5 only), resulting in a total of twenty-eight models (see Table S6 in the
online appendix for the full results).72 The results of the models are generally in line with
our expectations concerning the relative similarity of mediation mechanisms across
religious traditions.

71 Kline, Principles and Practice of Structural Equation Modeling, pp. 142–3.
72 Unfortunately, the number of observations for Hindus and Jews (in both waves), as well as

Buddhists (in Wave 4) were too low to produce reliable results with multilevel analysis.
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Starting with religious belief, the results provide very strong empirical support for the
mediating effect of values. In all the models, religious belief is negatively and significantly
related to rational values, and in twenty-three models it is also negatively associated with
self-expression values.73 In turn, rational and self-expression values are statistically
significant predictors of democratic support in the vast majority of the models. In
addition, similar to the general model, the direct effect of religious belief, once the
mediating effects of values are controlled for, turns out to be statistically null in all but
two of the models. These findings provide vast evidence for values as the underlying
mechanism of religious belief, above and beyond religious traditions.
Despite our inability to take into account the varied denominations or sects within each

tradition, the results still provide empirical evidence for the mediating effect of confidence
and political interest on support for democracy across major religious traditions. With the
exception of Protestants and Buddhists, social religious behaviour is associated with
higher confidence, and in the majority of the models confidence in turn has the expected
significant effects on support for democracy. Frequent involvement in religious social
networks also leads to increased interest among Catholics, Muslims and Buddhists, but
not among mainline Protestants, Christian Orthodox and Evangelicals. Overall, in twenty
of the twenty-eight models, at least one of the two hypothesized variables turns out to be a
statistically significant mediator of social religious behaviour.
Still, the evidence in favour of the hypothesized mediation processes varies across

religious traditions. While there is evidence for the mediating effects of both proposed
variables for Catholics, it seems as though confidence rather than interest is the principal
mediating mechanism for Muslims and Evangelicals. However, political interest is the
main mediating variable for Buddhist identifiers. The mediation mechanisms for social
religious behaviour among the Christian Orthodox are not as consistent compared to the
other groups, as institutional confidence has a statistically significant effect on support for
democracy for this group only in two models, and a significant mediation effect for
interest only emerges in one of the overt support models. This could be a result of the
varied relations of different Eastern Orthodox churches with democratic regimes.74

Finally, mainline Protestants are the only religious group where the expected mediation
process does not emerge for both mediators, possibly due to the diversity of Protestant
denominations with varying views on democracy. Future work could test the processes
underlying the effect of social religious behaviour among Protestants with different
congregational affiliations.
Furthermore, and similar to the general model, institutional trust often holds different

effects on different measures of pro-democratic orientations. While it is typically associated
with overt support for democracy for the adherents of almost all major religious traditions, it
is often related to decreased support for democratic procedures, and does not have a
statistically meaningful effect on non-instrumental support for democracy.

73 The exceptions being the three Buddhists models and two of the abstract support models among the
Christian Orthodox. The self-expression values coefficients in the Christian Orthodox models are in the right
direction, and we suspect they do not reach acceptable significance levels due to low degrees of freedom, since
significance is achieved in the larger Wave 5 sample. The null effect for Buddhism may be attributed to the fact
that in some nations such as Thailand, which contributes the most observations to the Buddhist dataset,
Buddhism is subordinated to the state, and even associated with more conservative forces; Duncan McCargo,
‘Buddhism, Democracy, and Identity in Thailand’, Democratization, 11 (2004), 155–70.

74 For example, based on whether the churches are national or transnational. See Alfred Stepan,
‘Religion, Democracy and the ‘‘Twin Tolerations’’’, Journal of Democracy, 11 (2000), 37–57, p. 53.
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DISCUSSION

Overall, the results support the hypotheses that the negative effect of religious belief
on support for democracy is to a large extent mediated by values, and that the effect of
social religious behaviour is mediated by the generation of social capital in the form of
political interest and trust in institutions. We also find that there are some similarities in
the underlying psychological and sociological mechanisms through which religiosity in
different religious traditions influences support for democracy, although their relative
strength may vary.
While all measures in the models were scaled 0–1, which facilitates the comparison of

the effects, a comparison of the magnitude of direct and indirect effects from the
two samples should be made with great caution, since the results come from two different
datasets and the measure for religious belief is different for Models 1a–1b and 1c–1e. Still,
a few general trends can be reported. Ceteris paribus, the total negative effect of religious
belief on support for democracy is stronger than the positive effect of religious social
behaviour, with coefficients usually twice as large or more (Table 2). Combining these two
dimensions in a simple averaging scale may mask the positive effect of social religious
behaviour, showing an overall negative effect for religion on democratic attitudes.75 Thus,
this finding demonstrates the importance of disentangling the two dimensions of
religiosity in studying democratic attitudes. In addition, the effect of religious belief on
values is typically the strongest in the models, while the effect of religious social behaviour
on confidence in institutions and political interest is relatively weaker.
Furthermore, the fit of the theory-driven models is superior to that for all alternative path

models tested, and the results are consistent across samples and time periods, indicating the
robustness of the findings. Still, some idiosyncrasies are deserving of future research.
To a large extent, the results are consistent for both abstract and substantive support

measures. For both types of measures, the two dimensions of religiosity show some
differential effects. While the total effect of religious belief significantly hinders both overt
and intrinsic support for democracy, social religious behaviour boosts both overt and
non-instrumental support for democracy. Still, the total effect of participation in religious
networks on support for democratic procedures is null, because the positive effect of
interest and the negative effect of confidence cancel each other out.
These results shed light on the relationship between social religious networks and the

dissemination of democratic worldviews. Religious networks undoubtedly heighten overt
support for democracy, and also tend to increase (in the case of non-instrumental support
for democracy) – or at least not impede (in the case of support for procedural democracy)
– intrinsic support for democracy.
Next, we find that while trust in institutions is associated with higher overt support for

democracy, it is negatively related to support for democratic procedures.76 This finding is
highly consistent across religious traditions, with all but Muslims presenting a negative

75 Still, because of the strong positive correlation between religious belief and social religious behavior,
the extent to which the negative effect of belief will govern the positive effect of social religious behavior
depends on the strength of individual’s belief and frequency of participation. Thus, for the strongest
believers (when belief5 1) the positive effect of behaviour is not strong enough to cancel out this negative
effect even if the individual is a frequent participant (social behaviour5 1), but as belief weakens (when,
say belief is 0.5), frequent participation may cancel out the negative effects that religiosity has on pro-
democratic attitudes.

76 We would like to thank anonymous reviewer 1 for raising this point.
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and statistically significant effect of confidence on support for democratic procedures.
This result provides an opportunity to resolve the conflicting views in the literature
concerning the effect of institutional confidence on democratic support. On the one hand,
trust in institutions has been found to be positively related to abstract support for
democracy,77 as firm institutional confidence is thought to be essential to the establishment of
civil society and to political participation.78 On the other hand, it has also been found that
democratic governance increases citizen expectations, and thus leads to a more negative
assessment of a polity’s institutions. The existence of ‘critical citizens’79 or ‘dissatisfied
democrats’80 suggests that genuine commitment to democratic values manifests itself in
critical scrutiny of the polity. Therefore, while confidence in institutions is not necessarily
opposed to support for democratic regimes in principle, it is associated with less liberal
support for democracy; since those who have a more liberal understanding of democracy also
use high standards when evaluating the institutions of their country.
Our results suggest that activities that contribute to institutional trust, such as

participation in religious networks, are hardly harmful for democracy. First, the increased
trust translates into increased overt support for democracy, and this support is also
evidently non-instrumental in nature. Secondly, while it does not increase support for
democratic procedures, it also does not dampen it. And thirdly, such activities have other
constructive consequences, such as increased political interest, which are shown to
augment both overt and intrinsic democratic support.
Finally, we find that the proposed mediation mechanisms are generally consistent when

disaggregated into major religious traditions, while there is some variation concerning the
mediation effects of political interest and confidence on support for democracy. We
suspect some of these effects to be due to the contextual variation within each major
religious tradition that we were unable to test for.

CONCLUSIONS

Democracy is attained not simply through necessary institutional changes; its success and
prosperity also depend on the democratic beliefs and behaviours of ordinary citizens.
Ironically, it has been argued that through the advancement of religious freedom, the
process of democratization may promote the return of religion, which, in turn, may
undermine democratic political culture.81 It is thus of utmost importance to study the
extent to which the effect of religiosity on democracy is positive or negative, and
specifically the processes by which religiosity affects democratic attitudes. Tracing the
mechanisms responsible for the effect of religiosity makes it possible to address them
directly through civic education, while wholeheartedly allowing for religious freedom.
Accordingly, this research contributes to the extant literature in several ways. First, we

have verified that religiosity, depending on its dimension, has differential effects on both

77 See for example Gabriela Catterberg and Alejandro Moreno, ‘The Individual Bases of Political
Trust: Trends in New and Established Democracies’, International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 18
(2006), 31–48.

78 Almond and Verba, The Civic Culture; Adam Seligman, The Idea of Civil Society (New York: The
Free Press, 1992).

79 Norris, Critical Citizens; Norris, Democratic Deficit.
80 Qi and Chull Shin, ‘How Mass Political Attitudes Affect Democratization’.
81 Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence (Berkeley:

University of California Press, 2001).
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overt and intrinsic support for democracy. This conclusion agrees with current views of
the relationship between religion and democracy as being complex and multifaceted.82

Secondly, and most importantly, we show the mechanisms through which these
differential effects occur. Using path models, we demonstrate that the effect of private
devotion on support for democracy is due almost fully to the association of religious
belief with traditional and survival values, while the effect of religious behaviour on
democratic attitudes is due largely to the increased interest in politics and trust in
democratic institutions. In addition, we find that once values are accounted for, religious
belief has no direct effect on support for democracy, suggesting that specific religious
teachings contribute to anti-democratic sentiments only in so far as they enshrine
traditional and survival values. Social religious behaviour, however, often holds a positive
direct effect on support for democracy even if the mediating effects of political interest
and institutional trust are taken into consideration.
Next, our findings are impressively robust in terms of the mediating effects of values

among the adherents of the world’s major religious traditions. Yet, the mechanisms
through which social religious behaviour affects support for democracy seem to depend
more on the context. Thus, the hypothesized mediation process is mostly replicated for
Catholics, Muslims, Evangelicals and Buddhists, but to a lesser extent among Orthodox
Christians and not at all among mainline Protestants. Future studies could focus on the
religious congregation or sect as an important unit of political socialization that affects
democratic attitudes and could seek to investigate the potentially differential effects of
religious networks within a religious tradition.
In addition to its contributions to theorizing the relationship between religiosity and

support for democracy, this study makes a strong contribution in terms of methods and
design. While most research in the field is limited to a few case studies or a single
dimension of religiosity, we are able to account for individual as well as national-level
variation in attitudes towards democracy and show that these mechanisms apply in
different contexts by using two different datasets with representative samples from thirty-
six democracies each, and multilevel path modelling. Furthermore, while research exists
on the relationship between religiosity and values, religiosity and democracy, and values
and democracy, to the best of our knowledge, this is the first empirical examination that
studies the interrelations between these variables simultaneously.
To conclude, our findings suggest that it is not religious belief and religious behaviour

in and of themselves that affect democratic attitudes, but the values and behaviour they
teach to the religious individual. This is an optimistic finding in the sense that it leaves
room for intervention – for educating people about democratic values and norms. These
results are robust across a variety of religious traditions and contextual effects, and thus
make a convincing case that the psychological mechanisms underlying the effects of
religious belief and social religious behaviour on democratic attitudes extend above and
beyond a specific political context.

82 Kenneth D. Wald and Clyde Wilcox, ‘Getting Religion: Has Political Science Rediscovered the Faith
Factor?’ American Political Science Review, 100 (2006): 523–29; Mirjam Künkler and Julia Leininger,
‘The Multi-Faceted Role of Religious Actors in Democratization Processes: Empirical Evidence from
Five Young Democracies’, Democratization, 16 (2009), 1058–92; Smidt, Kellstedt and Guth, ‘The Role of
Religion in American Politics’.
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