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DEMOCRACY VERSUS DICTATORSHIP:
THE INFLUENCE OF POLITICAL REGIME

ON GDP PER CAPITA GROWTH

This article investigates the infl uence that a regime type has on GDP per 
capita growth. Statistical investigation showed that, during the 1820-1950 
period, democracies were much more successful than dictatorships in pro-
moting economic growth. However, during the last fi fty years, dictatorships 
achieved results that were equivalent to democracies in the promotion of GDP 
per capita growth. 

Keywords: Political regime, democracy, dictatorship, GDP per capita 
growth.

Introduction

According to Dani Rodrik (quoted in Przeworski et al., 2000, 322), there 
are very few questions in social sciences more fundamental than the relationship 
between political regimes and economic prosperity. However, previous investiga-
tions did not provide an answer to the question of the relationship between regimes 
and development. To illustrate, Przeworski and Limongi (1993) found that eight 
out of twenty-one of the most important empirical investigations concluded that 
democracy produced faster development; eight investigations argued that dicta-
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torship produced faster development and fi ve investigations concluded that there 
was no difference (Przeworski and Limongi 1993, 60, 66). Therefore, they claim 
that, “the impact of political regimes on growth is wide open for refl ection and 
research (italics - MA).” In addition, investigations during the last ten years also 
produced contradictory results.

Hence, the main purpose of this article is to investigate the developmental 
success of the two types of political regimes – democracy and dictatorship - during 
the 1820-1999 period. Furthermore, linear regressions investigate whether political 
regime has statistically signifi cant infl uence on GDP per capita growth. The main 
fi nding of the article is that democracies were more successful than dictatorships in 
promoting GDP per capita growth during the last 180 years. However, during the 
last 50 years, dictatorships achieved results that were equivalent to democracies 
in the promotion of GDP per capita growth. 

Literature review

The relationship between regimes and development has been investigated in 
two ways – on the basis of theoretical arguments and on the basis of empirical data. 
This literature review presents fi rst the theoretical arguments and than provides a 
critical examination of the empirical investigations.

Theoretical arguments

There are two different answers to the question which regime - democracy 
or dictatorship - enables faster development.1 One group of authors (Galenson 
1959, Schweinitz 1959, Huntington 1968, Rao 1984-5) argue that dictatorships 
are more effective than democracies in mobilizing resources for investment. An 
additional argument in favor of a dictatorship is the ability of a dictatorship to force 
fi rms to invest and export, refusing particularistic pressures for unproductive uses 
of resources (Haggard 1990). Furthermore, dictatorships may promote stability. 
Hewlett (1980) argues that repression, imposed by a military regime, prevented 
social unrest in Brazil in the 1960s and stabilized the economy. For Huntington, 
democratic political systems can be effective in developed countries. In contrast, 
a democracy frequently produces anarchy in developing countries. Briefl y, authors 

1 Analysis in this section is based on Przeworski and Limongi 1997a.
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who argue that dictatorship fosters development claim that dictatorship provides 
more stability and mobilizes more resources.  

Another group of authors argues that democracies are more successful than 
dictatorship. According to Sen (2000), universal suffrage and division of power 
neither produce political instability nor hinder economic growth. Economic and 
political freedoms strengthen one another and economic freedoms foster economic 
growth. According to Olson (2000), dictatorships may produce economic miracles 
for a short period of time but only democracies produce long lasting economic 
success. He also argues that the main advantage of democracy is better protection 
of property rights. These rights stimulate economic activities because people know 
that they will enjoy the rewards of their work. In contrast, dictatorships produce 
much more uncertainty because they are prone to success crises. 

According to North (1990), only democracy can force a government to act 
in the interest of the general population. The lack of democratic control enables 
dictators to steal resources instead of using them for economic development. In 
contrast, democracy enables the replacement of politicians that use resources inef-
fi ciently or only for the well being of the ruling elite. In other words, democracy 
imposes accountability on governments. Finally, Goodell (1985) argues that only 
democracies may produce predictable “rules of the game,” and this predictability 
fosters investment. Briefl y, authors who think that democracies produce faster 
economic growth claim that democracies allocate economic resources better than 
dictatorships. Furthermore, democracies protect property rights, which reduces 
uncertainty and encourages investment. 

Empirical Studies

In the literature, it is possible to fi nd approximately fi fty articles that compare 
GDP per capita growth in democracies and dictatorships. Roughly halve of them ar-
gue that democracies were more successful and half of them argue that dictatorships 
were more successful. It would be out of the scope of this article to present all of 
the works. Therefore, an appendix of the article presents the most important articles 
and books about this topic. Here, a critical summary of the articles is presented. 

The empirical studies about the infl uence of political regime on economic 
growth have one common characteristic – they neither prove that democracies 
enable faster economic development nor that dictatorships have better results. As 
Sirowy and Inkeles (1990, 137) pointed out: 

Overall, these studies present a very mixed and confusing picture with regard to the 
effect of democracy on economic growth. The inconclusive results presented by these 
studies are further compounded by the fact that these studies are quite heterogeneous 
with respect to characteristics of measurement, coverage research design, and method 
of analysis.
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Fortunately, there is a book that sheds a lot of light on the investigation of the 
infl uence of regime type on economic development. The book Democracy and De-
velopment (2000) by Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub and Limongi contributes more 
to the investigation of a regime’s effectiveness than any other previous investigation 
in this fi eld. First, the book covers the longest period of time (1951-90) and the 
largest number of countries (141). Therefore, this is the most comprehensive inve-
stigation in the fi eld. Inclusion of all the possible cases excludes the possibility of 
bias. Second, the book presents clear defi nitions of terms. Even though the authors’ 
defi nition of democracy is a new one, it follows Schumpeter’s (1947, 269) defi nition 
of democracy2 and, therefore, enables a comparison with other works in the fi eld. 
The usage of two classical terms – democracy and dictatorship - contributes to 
the clarity of the work. Furthermore, in contrast to other subjective classifi cations 
(Gastil’s, Bollen’s, Adelman and Moriss’), Przeworski et al use an objective crite-
rion for classifi cation – alternation in power as a result of elections.3 In the book 
Democracy and Development, Przeworski et al present many discoveries about the 
relationship between regime type and development. The most important fi nding is 
that, during the 1951-90 period, dictatorships had higher annual rates of growth of 
GDP (4.42 percent) than democracies (3.95 percent). However, an average annual 
growth of GDP per capita was higher in democracies (2.46 percent) than in dicta-
torships (2.00 percent) (pp. 216). In addition, people live longer in democracies. 
“Men live 66.2 years under democracy and 50.8 under dictatorship, and women 
71.5 years under democracy and 54.2 under dictatorship” (pp. 228). On the basis 
of comprehensive investigation of the successes of democracies and dictatorships, 
Przeworski et al (2000, 12) conclude the following: “Whenever regimes do make a 
difference, lives under dictatorships are miserable. The Churchillian view may be 
not enough, but it is accurate. Democracies are far from perfect but they are better 
than all the alternatives.” However, this article challenges some of Przeworski et 
al. fi ndings.

 

Defi nitions of key terms and the investigation plan  

Defi nitions of democracy and dictatorship

Since the main purpose of the article is to compare the results of democracies 
and dictatorships, this section provides fi rst a short explanation of the origin of 
these two terms as well as their most important defi nitions.

2 See pages 5-6.
3 See page 8.
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 The term democracy originates from the Greek word democratia, which 
means rule of the people. Modern defi nitions of democracy connect democracy 
with elections. For Joseph Schumpeter (1947, 269), “the democratic method is that 
institutional arrangement for arriving at political decision in which individuals acq-
uire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle for the people’s vote.” 
Przeworski and Limongi (1997a, 179) defi ne democracy as “a regime in which some 
governmental offi ces are fi lled as a consequence of contested elections.” For Robert 
Dahl (1971, 8) polyarchies (democracies) “are regimes that have been substantially 
popularized and liberalized, that is, highly inclusive and extensively open to public 
contestation.” Not all the authors accept minimalist defi nitions of democracy that 
associate democracy only with elections. According to Mainwaring, Brinks, and 
Perez-Linan (2001, 41), “without respect for the core civil liberties traditionally 
associated with democracy, a regime is not democratic as we understand that word 
today. Without protection of civil liberties, the electoral process itself is vitiated.” 
Therefore, the authors propose their own defi nition. “We defi ne a democracy as 
a regime (1) that sponsors free and fair competitive elections for the legislature 
and executive; (2) that allows for inclusive adult citizenship; (3) that protects civil 
liberties and political rights; and (4) in which the elected governments really go-
vern and military is under civilian control” (Mainwaring, Brinks, and Perez-Linan 
2001, 38).  Giovanni Sartori (1962, 354) formulates the main problem in defi ning 
democracy. “The misunderstanding springs from the fact that we say democracy 
sometimes to indicate “liberal democracy,” and sometimes to indicate only “demo-
cracy”.“ Nevertheless, all the important modern defi nitions of democracy involve 
free elections as conditio sine qua non.

The term dictatorship has an origin in the Latin word dictatura, which means 
dictation. Up until modern time the term dictatorship did not necessarily have 
negative connotations. For Machiavelli (1970) and Rousseau (1978) dictatorship 
is justifi ed under extraordinary circumstances. In Machiavelli’s works, a system 
that has negative connotation is tyranny – unlimited personal ruling.   For Marx, 
Engels and Lenin, dictatorship of the proletariat is a system that should end the 
exploitation of the working class (Bobbio 1989, 161). Today, however, dictatorship 
is usually a synonym for an illegitimate government.        

The challenge in using categories as defi ned above is operationalizing them. 
In other words, it is not always easy to decide whether a country is a democracy or 
not. It is even more diffi cult to compare levels of democracy in different countries. 
Certain organizations, like the Freedom House, and certain authors, like Jaggers and 
Gurr, Bollen, etc. accepted the challenge and tried to measure levels of democracy. 
However, these measurements have been highly subjective, especially Freedom 
House’s measurement (this measurement is the most frequently used in the literatu-
re). To illustrate, in 1989, all the parties except the Communist party were banned 
in Yugoslavia, and free elections were not held for 50 years. In contrast, in 1990, 
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all the republics in Yugoslavia held multiparty elections and in four out of the six 
republics, the elections were held according to the highest democratic standards.4 In 
these four republics, Communist parties lost the elections and peacefully transferred 
power to the opposition. Nevertheless, according to the Freedom House, Yugoslavia 
had the same level of political rights (5) and civil rights (4) in 1989 and in 1990.5 
Many authors have criticized the subjectivity of the Freedom House. Bollen and 
Paxton (2000, 77) found that the Freedom House has a systematic bias against leftist 
governments. Mainwaring, Brinks, and Perez-Linan (2001, 53-5) showed, in an 
analysis of Latin America, that the Freedom House rating was inappropriate for the 
following countries: Nicaragua, El Salvador, Mexico, Colombia, Dominican Repu-
blic and Guatemala. Therefore, the authors concluded that “Freedom House scores 
might be misleading because of its systematic biases, and the reliability and validity 
of its scores are subject to question because of the lack of explicit coding rules.” 
Similar criticism can be applied to other measurements of the level of democracy. 
They are also highly subjective (due to the absence of explicit coding rules) and/or 
ideologically biased (against leftist governments). On the basis of all the arguments 
mentioned above one cannot but agree with Vanhanen (1997, 34) who argues that 
these classifi cations are “too complicated, with too many indicators, which makes 
it extremely diffi cult to gather empirical data from all countries of the world and 
even more diffi cult to fi nd objective grounds to weight the importance of different 
indicators. Besides, all of them require too many subjective judgments.”

The author of this article considers classifi cation of regimes by Przeworski et 
al (2000) as the best one available in the literature. Their classifi cation is based of 
the following defi nition. Democracy is a regime “in which those who govern are 
selected through contested elections” (Przeworski et al 2000, pp. 15, 18) whereas 
dictatorships are regimes that are not democracies. Furthermore, Przeworski et al 
(2000, 16) use an objective criterion6 for classifi cation: “whenever in doubt, we 
classify as democracies only those systems in which incumbent parties actually did 
lose elections.” The attractiveness of Przeworski’s measure is not in its refi nement 
in measurement of democracy but in its bluntness: a country is either a democracy 
or not. If it is so diffi cult even to decide whether a country is democracy or not, than 
there is no justifi cation for subjective evaluations of level of democracy at the scales 
of seven, ten or even a hundred. Therefore, Przeworski et al (2000) defi nition and 

4 For example, all the candidates had access to media for free during prime time. In addition, 
both small and big parties were treated equally. Finally, transfer of power from communist to oppo-
sition occurred without any incident.  

5 According to Freedom House, 1 is the best grade and 7 is the worst grade. Country ratings 
are available at www.freedomhouse.org/ratings

6 Objectivity is a consequence of measurability – incumbent’s party either did or did not lose 
elections.
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classifi cation of regimes are the bases for investigation in this article. The dependent 
variable is GDP per capita growth, defi ned as “the sum of the gross value added 
by all resident producers in the economy plus any product taxes and minus any 
subsidies not included in the value of the products” (www.worldbank.com/data).      

Data

In this investigation, all of the political data for the 1820-1990 period are from 
Przeworski et al (2000). For the 1991-9 period this article uses an unpublished clas-
sifi cation of regimes made by Antonio Cheibub.7 This classifi cation is a continuation 
of classifi cation that was conducted for book Democracy and Development.   

The best quality of data regarding development is for the 1951-90 period. 
Therefore, the investigation of this period includes control variables.  The data for 
the 1951-90 period are available on the Internet site www.ssc.upenn.edu/~cheibub/
data/Default.htm. Economic data for the 1991-99 period are from CD-ROM World 
Development Indicators 2001, published by The World Bank.  Economic data for 
the 1820-1950 period are from Madison (1995). For this period, only population 
data, level of GDP and GDP per capita growth are available. In addition, these data 
are not as precise as the data for the 1951-90 period.  

This research faced problems with availability and reliability of data. The data 
about GDP per capita growth are not available for the entire 1820-99 period for all 
the countries.  Moreover, dictatorships with bad economic results (for example, 
Cuba, N. Korea, Iraq) tend to disguise these bad economic performances and do 
not publish data about economic growth. This tendency might bias the data. Most 
likely, dictatorships have had worse results in reality than the data suggests. How-
ever, there is also a tendency of biasing data in the opposite direction - in favor of 
democracies. As Przeworski (1995, 19) pointed out:

You are unlikely to observe poor economic performance in democracies, particularly 
poor democracies… When democracies face bad economic conditions, they die, and we 
do not observe them anymore: if a democracy does poorly, it becomes a dictatorship, 
so that in the observed population we are going to observe that democracies do better. 
Yet this fi nding results not because democracy has an effect on economic growth, but 
because democracies are more sensitive to economic crises.

Even though it may be likely that the bias favoring dictatorships may be stron-
ger than the bias favoring democracies, it is worth noting that data are biased in both 
directions and that, consequently, it is possible to make inferences on the basis of 
available data. In addition, since GDP per capita was measured in connection with 

7 I am grateful to Antonio Cheibub for allowing me to use his data set. 
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the total population and since countries for which data are not available do not have 
large populations, unavailability of data could not signifi cantly infl uence the overall 
result for weighted regressions, weighted averages and median growth.

Calculation methodologies: simple average versus weighted average

Majority of authors compare GDP per capita growth in democracies and 
dictatorships on the basis of simple averages.  Dick (1974) was the fi rst author 
who implemented the use of weighted average (by population) of GDP growth 
to compare economic successes of democracies and dictatorships. Later, Scully 
(1992) also compared economic successes of regimes on the basis of the same 
method. Grier and Tullok (1989) introduced the population-weighted regression 
in the investigation of the effi ciency of regimes.  

If economic success is measured exclusively by simple average, then small 
countries have a disproportionately strong infl uence on the results. According 
to Nachmias and Nachmias (2000, 419), “simple aggregates may conceal the 
relative infl uence exerted by each indicator used in the index. To prevent such 
misrepresentation, weighted averages are often used.” Therefore, to mitigate the 
potential problems caused by the calculation of simple average, economic results 
of democracies and dictatorships, as well as the results of their subtypes, will also 
be compared on the basis of weighted averages. 

The weighted average methodology has an additional advantage – it enables 
the inclusion of all the countries in an investigation. Since small countries have 
disproportionaly strong infl uence on the simple average, authors that use simple 
averages must exclude small countries. According to Lijphart (1999, 52), “in compa-
rative analyses of democracy, the smallest and least populous ministates are usually 
excluded; the cutoff point tends to vary between populations of one million and 
of a quarter of a million.” It is not clear why the cutoff point should be a quarter 
of a million or a million. Why is the cutoff not 100,000 inhabitants or 10 million 
inhabitants? It is clear that the simple average forces authors to make an arbitrary 
exclusion of countries. If economic growth is measured by the weighted average, 
arbitrariness does not exist. Each country can be included because all the results 
are weighted on the basis of the population. However, weighted average also has 
a very important disadvantage – big countries have a very strong infl uence on the 
average for a group of countries. Therefore, data calculated of the bases of both 
simple and weighted average will be presented. In addition, political regimes will 
also be compared on the basis of median growth.
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Selection of cases

This investigation includes all the countries for which data are available for 
the 1820-99 period.8 Lijphart (1999, 262-3) explains the main advantage of such 
a comprehensive investigation.

Fortuitous events may also affect economic success, such as the good luck experienced 
by Britain and Norway when they discovered oil in the North Sea. The effects of such 
fortuitous events as well as external infl uence that cannot be clearly identifi ed and 
controlled for can be minimized when economic performance is examined over a long 
period and for many countries. 

Accordingly, all the possible biases mentioned previously could be minimized 
with the inclusion of all the countries and all the years for which data are available. 
In addition to the comprehensive investigation that includes all the countries for the 
1820-99 period, this article also includes a separate global statistical analysis, for 
the 1820-1950 period, for the countries that switched their political systems from 
democracy to dictatorship and vice versa. This additional investigation provides an 
effective means for isolating the political regime as the independent variable. 

Models of investigation

Since this is a statistical study and since analysis is based on time-series cross-
sectional data, the following OLS regression model of investigation is used:

GDP per capita growth = a + b1political regime + b2age of regime - b3level of 
GDP per capita (lagged) - b4war + b5openness - b6population growth - b7population 
(natural log) + b8 regional growth + b9 investment + b10 education +  ε 

a = intercept
ε = standard error
The second model of investigation is based on observations weighted by 

population. Here, it is not possible to include population as a variable. Therefore, 
the following OLS regression model of investigation is used:  

(GDP per capita growth = a + b1political regime + b2age of regime - b3level of 
GDP per capita (lagged) - b4war + b5openness - b6population growth - b7 regional 
growth + b8 investment + b9 education +  ε)*population

8 Cheibub’s classifi cation of regimes ends with 1999. Therefore, this is the last year for the 
global statistical investigation in this article. 
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GDP per capita growth in democracies and dictatorships 

Although it is possible to compare economic results on the bases of many 
different criteria (GDP growth, infl ation, productivity etc.), GDP per capita growth 
is the most objective measurement of economic success. According to Przeworski 
et al (2000, 5), “income is simply the best overall indicator of the choices people 
enjoy in their lives.” Since the quality of data for the pre-1950 period differs from 
the quality of data for the years since 1951,9 economic success of democracies and 
dictatorships is analyzed separately for these two periods. 

GDP per capita growth pre-1950

For the 1500-1820 period, it is not possible to compare economic success of 
democracies and dictatorships because there were no democracies in existence. 
Therefore, for this period, it is only possible to approximate economic results of 
dictatorships, and these results were poor. On average, the annual growth of GDP 
per capita during the 1500-1820 period was only .04 percent (Maddison 1995, 20). 
In contrast, during the 1820-1992 period, when many countries became democracies, 
the average rate of growth of GDP per capita, for the entire world, was 30 times 
higher (1.21 percent). Of course, it does not necessarily mean that dictatorships 
caused the stagnation during the 1500-1820 period; and it also does not mean that 
democratization of the world caused economic success in the post-1820 period. It 
is possible that, as Helliwell (1992) argues, economic growth caused democratiza-
tion, not vice versa. Since 1820, both democracies and dictatorships have had much 
higher rates of growth of GDP per capita than in the pre-1820 period. Therefore, it 
is most likely that scientifi c and technological progress caused the acceleration of 
growth in both types of political regimes. Still, economic results in the pre-1820 
period do not support the hypothesis that dictatorships enable faster economic 
growth of GDP per capita than democracy.   

As it was mentioned above, the fi rst modern democracy (the US) emerged in 
1830.10 Hence, from this year it is possible to compare economic results of demo-

9 Difference in the quality of data means that data for pre-1950 period are not as accurate as data 
for the period after 1950. Nevertheless, since Maddison’s data for the 1820-1950 period are a result 
of a rigorous scientifi c investigation it is possible to use them for comparison of economic growth in 
different political regimes. For information on the technique employed to calculate economic growth 
see Maddison (1995, 118-47).   

10 According to Przeworski et al (2000, 104), prior to 1830, the United States did not fulfi ll 
minimum requirements for one country to be considered as a democracy. 
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cracies and dictatorships. However, for the 1820-1950 period, data about GDP per 
capita growth are not available for all countries. Furthermore, even for countries for 
which data are available, they are not available for every year. For example, data 
about the level of GDP per capita in the US prior to 1871 are available only for the 
following years: 1820, 1850 and 1870. In addition, it is not possible to add control 
variables because data for the 1820-1950 are very scarce. Therefore, it is not possible 
to employ linear regressions. Instead, an average rate of growth in democracies 
and dictatorships will be calculated on the basis of data about the level of GDP per 
capita in the fi rst and in the last year of democratic (dictatorial) regimes.11 Despite 
the absence of data for certain years, it is important to conduct an investigation 
of GDP per capita growth in democracies and dictatorships during the 1820-1950 
period because such an analysis does not currently exist in the literature.

Since it is not possible - because of lack of data - to conduct a global statistical 
analysis of GDP per capita growth that includes all the countries in the 1820-1950 
period, this section fi rst compares the results of countries that changed political 
system from dictatorship to democracy or vice versa. Results are presented in 
Table 1.12

On the basis of simple averages,13 countries in Table 1 had 1.19 percent faster 
growth during the period of democracy than during the dictatorship period. The 
average rate of GDP per capita growth was 2.05 percent during the period when 
these countries experienced democracy and only .86 percent when the same coun-
tries were dictatorships.

11 When required, this article approximates the level of GDP per capita for the years missing 
in Maddison’s data set. This approximation is calculated by averaging GDP per capita for a certain 
period of time. To illustrate, data for GDP per capita in the US in 1830 is calculated by averaging the 
rate of growth for the 1820-50 period.

12 The average rates of growth are calculated in accordance with the following formula:
r = 10(log (l/f)/y)-1
r = rate of GDP per capita growth;
l = level of GDP per capita in the last year of democracy (dictatorship);
f = level of GDP per capita in the fi rst year of democracy (dictatorship);
y = number of years a country was democracy (dictatorship).
13 Even though in this calculation the result was not weighted by population, it was weighted 

according to number of years a country was a democracy (dictatorship). It would be inappropriate, 
for example, to weight equally the results of the US, which was democracy for 120 years, during the 
1820-1950 period, with the results for Pakistan that was a democracy for only 3 years during that 
period. Therefore, an average of GDP per capita annual growth for each country was multiplied by 
the number of years this country was a democracy (dictatorship). These multiplications were summed 
and divided by the sum of the total number of years during which these countries were democracies 
(dictatorships). 



M. ANTIĆ: Democracy versus Dictatorship: The Influence of Political Regime on GDP Per Capita Growth
EKONOMSKI PREGLED, 55 (9-10) 773-803 (2004)784

Data in Table 1 show the superiority of democracies in economic growth in 
comparison to dictatorships during the 1820-1950 period. Twenty-one out of thir-
ty countries, which changed regimes in this period, had higher rates of economic 
growth during the period when they were democracies and only nine countries had 
faster growth during the period of dictatorship. The average rate of GDP per capita 
growth for the entire world for the 1820-1950 period was .92. Since twenty-fi ve 
out of the thirty countries that experienced democracy had average rates of GDP 
per capita higher than the world average, it can be concluded that democratic 
countries were very successful during this period. Only fi ve democracies posted 
rates below the world average. Furthermore, only two democracies had negative 
rates of growth – Spain (-3.22) and India (-2.34). Yet, Spain experienced a civil 
war during the period of democracy and India experienced violence after achieving 
independence. In addition, democracy in these countries lasted for a short period 
of time – in Spain fi ve years (1931-6) and in India three years (1947-50).  

Table 1 

AVERAGE ANNUAL RATES OF GROWTH IN COUNTRIES 
THAT EXPERIENCED DEMOCRACY (1820-1950)

Country
Period(s) when country 

was dictatorship

GDP per capita 
growth (%) 

during dictator-
ship   

GDP per capita 
growth (%) 

during democ-
racy

Period(s) when 
country was 
democracy

Venezuela 1900-45,1948- 3.98 13.17 1945-8
Chile 1925-32 -3.30 2.14 1900-25,1932-

Austria 1820-1918,1934-45 0.18 4.46 1918-34,1945-

Greece 1913-26(29),1936-46 -0.63 3.49
1926(29)-36, 

1946-
Italy 1820-1919,1922-46 0.79 3.90 1919-22,1946-

Brazil 1820-1946 0.62 3.46 1946-
Finland 1820-1919,1930-44 0.96 3.71 1919-30,1944-

Yugoslavia 1913-21,1929- 0.52 3.27 1921-29
Sweden 1820-1918 0.77 3.10 1918-

Germany 1820-1919,1933-49 0.81 2.93 1919-33,1949-
Bulgaria 1913-26,1934- -0.04 1.42 1926-34
Norway 1820-84 0.59 1.87 1884-
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Pakistan 1820-1947 0.14 0.99 1947-50
Canada 1820-1920 1.42 2.21 1920-

Czechoslo-
vak. 1820-1920,1948- 0.94 1.69 1920-48

Belgium 1820-1919 0.96 1.55 1919-
Denmark 1820-1901 1.11 1.66 1901-

USA 1820-30 1.30 1.58 1830-
Ireland 1820-1923(26) 0.96 1.23 1923(26)-

Portugal
1850-

1910(13),1926(29)- 0.64 0.79
France 1820-1875 1.08 1.16 1875-

Netherlands 1820-68(70) 1.06 1.00 1868-
Australia 1820-1901 1.23 1.15 1901-
Colombia 1900-10(13),1949- 1.66 1.49 1910(13)-49

UK 1820-1911 1.17 0.78 1911-
New Zea-

land 1870-1907 1.48 1.07 1907-
Peru 1900-39,1948- 2.25 1.18 1939-48

Argentina 1870-1912,1930-46 2.14 0.51 1912-30,1946-
India 1820-1947 0.15 -2.34 1947-
Spain 1820-1931,1936- 0.78 -3.22 1931-36

Average14 0.86 2.05

Moreover, both countries had low annual rates of GDP per capita annual 
growth when they were dictatorships – Spain .78 and India .15.

It is also worth mentioning that democracies were more successful during 
the entire 1820-1950 period. During the 1830-70 period, the United States (the 
only democratic country in the world until 1868) had an average rate of GDP per 
capita growth of 1.3 percent per year. In this period, the average rate of growth in 
dictatorships was less than .6 percent per year. During the 1870-1950 period demo-
cracies had GDP per capita growth of more than 2.05 percent per year. In contrast, 
dictatorships posted less than 1.3 percent annual GDP per capita growth from 1870-
1913 and less than .9 percent annual growth during the 1913-50 period.

 As Table 2 shows, countries that were dictatorships during the entire 1820-
1950 period had worse economic results than countries that experienced democracy 
during the same time frame. These countries had, on average, only .5 percent rate 
of annual growth.

14 The weighted average is not calculated because data about population are not available for 
many country-years.
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Table 2 

GDP PER CAPITA ANNUAL GROWTH (%) IN COUNTRIES THAT WERE 
DICTATORSHIPS DURING THE ENTIRE 1820-1950 PERIOD15

Country Periods for which
data are available GDP per capita average annual growth (%)

Russia16 1820- 1950 1.03
Hungary 1870- 1950 0.84
Mexico 1820- 1950 0.78
Turkey 1913- 50 0.77
Japan 1820-1950 0.76

Poland 1926(29)- 50 0.69
Thailand 1870- 1950 0.21

China 1820- 1950 0.12
Egypt 1900- 50 0.03

Romania 1926- 50 -0.26
Average 0.5

At the end of this period, the oldest democracy – the United States – became 
the strongest economic and military power in the world. In 1945, the US produced 
approximately 50 percent of world’s GDP and was the only nuclear power in the 
world. It is diffi cult to say whether the American political regime caused this eco-
nomic and social development. The same question can be formulated more broadly: 
Did economic development cause democratization or did democratization spur 
economic growth during the 1820-1950 period? There is no doubt that democracy 
emerged in countries that were the most developed economically. Therefore, it can 
be concluded that economic growth fostered democratization. However, data in 
Table 1 show that the same countries drastically increased GDP per capita growth 
when they changed the political system from dictatorship to democracy. Accordin-
gly, it can be concluded that democratic political regime had a positive infl uence 
on economic development during the 1820-1950 period.  

15 Data are not available for all the countries that were dictatorships during this period of time. 
Table 2 includes only those countries that were independent at least for a period of time during the 
1820-1950 period.

16 Since 1917 USSR.
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GDP per capita growth in democracies and dictatorships from 1951-90

It is not completely clear which political regime had better results during the 
1951-90 period. As Table 3 shows, if results are compared on the basis of simple 
average or on the basis of median growth, democracies had faster GDP per capita 
growth than dictatorships. 

Table 3

GDP PER CAPITA GROWTH DURING THE 1951-90 PERIOD (%)

Dictatorships Democracies
Simple average 2.00 2.46
Median 2.09 2.55
Weighted average 2.97 2.47

Nevertheless, if results are compared on the basis of weighted average (by 
population), dictatorships had higher rates of GDP per capita growth than demo-
cracies. The reason is simple – small democratic countries had faster growth than 
small dictatorships but more populous dictatorships had faster growth than populous 
democracies.17  It is worth mentioning that, in contrast to the 1820-1950 period, 
differences between democracies and dictatorships became negligible during the 
1951-90 period. Democracies increased GDP per capita growth by approximately 
.5 percent in the last 50 years. However, dictatorships improved their results mate-
rially. The previous sections showed that during the 1820-1950 period dictatorships 
had, on average, GDP per capita growth of less than .9 percent a year. In contrast, 
during the 1951-90 period dictatorships had, on average, GDP per capita growth 
of 2 percent or higher.

17 An additional trend is that democracies have decreased and dictatorships have increased size of 
population in the last 40 years. For example, a median size of population in democracies was 7,593,500 
inhabitants in 1960 and 5,750,500 inhabitants in 1999. In contrast, a median size in dictatorships was 
5,367,000 in 1960 and 7,983,000 in 1999. There are two factors that caused these differences. First, 
dictatorships have had faster population growth than democracies in the last 40 years. Second, and 
even more important, democratization is connected with the right of self-determination. Therefore, 
many democracies disintegrate during the process of democratization (for example, Soviet Union, 
Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, etc.). As a result, an increasing number of democracies are relatively 
small in territory and population. In contrast, dictatorships do not allow self-determination. 
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GDP per capita growth in democracies and dictatorships from 1991-9 

Scientifi c discussions concerning economic results of democracies and di-
ctatorships were intensive – as discussed in the literature review – during the cold 
war period. Data that were used in these investigations were for pre-1990 period. 
Even the most recent investigations, written by Przeworski at al. (2000), Gasioro-
wski (2000), and Kurzman, Werum and Burkhart (2002), use data that fi nish with 
1990, 1992, and 1980, respectively. However, the best period for comparison of 
democracies and dictatorships was the 1990s because many countries changed their 
political regime during these years. This enables a comparison of results under 
two different political regimes. Nevertheless, as Table 4 shows, this period of time 
also does not provide an unequivocal answer on the main research question in this 
article – which political regime enables faster economic growth?   

Table 4

GDP PER CAPITA GROWTH DURING THE 1991-9 PERIOD (%)

Dictatorships Democracies
Simple average .83 1.11
Median 1.46 1.87
Weighted average 5.17 1.78

As shown in Table 4, if growth is calculated on the bases of simple average 
and median, then democracies have faster growth of GDP per capita than dicta-
torships during the 1991-9 period. However, if growth is calculated on the basis 
of weighted average, then dictatorships post economic growth that is 2.9 times 
faster. The reason for confl icting results is China. The most populous dictatorship 
achieved tremendous economic success during 1990’s, having an average rate of 
growth of GDP per capita of 9.3 percent a year. Therefore, dictatorships had much 
better results on the basis of weighted average. Table 4 shows how misleading it 
can be to compare results solely on the basis of weighted average. On the basis of 
this indicator alone, one may conclude that many more dictatorships have better 
economic results than democracies. In reality, more countries benefi ted from de-
mocracy than from dictatorship. However, this table also shows how misleading it 
can be to compare results solely on the basis of simple average. Relaying solely on 
this indicator one may conclude that many more people benefi ted from democracy 
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than from dictatorship. In reality, hundreds of millions of people benefi ted from 
fast economic development in dictatorships. Therefore, the analysis above shows 
that the best scientifi c approach is to use different indicators for comparison. This 
is especially important if previous investigations produced contradictory results. 

Results for the 1991-9 period are similar to results for the 1951-90 period. 
In both periods democracies had better results on the basis of simple average and 
median but dictatorships had better results on the basis of weighted average. The-
refore, it is possible to conclude that, during the last fi fty years, large (populous) 
dictatorships had better results than large democracies and, vice versa, small de-
mocracies had better results than small dictatorships. Of course, it is not possible 
to conclude, on the basis of the above data, that democracy causes better results 
in small countries or that dictatorship causes better results in big countries. The 
results above could be a consequence of spurious correlation. For example, it is 
possible that big dictatorships developed faster because of lower level of GDP per 
capita. Therefore, this article conducts a linear regression for the 1951-99 period 
that includes control variables.

Linear regression with a dummy variable for political regime

In the linear regressions bellow, the infl uence of political regime is investi-
gated with a dummy variable (democracy – dictatorship).18 The value assigned to 
democracy is 0 and the value for dictatorship is 1. The dependent variable is GDP 
per capita.

Control variables

In order to prevent spurious correlations, a set of control variables is inclu-
ded.19 Age of a regime is included as a control variable because Huntington (1968) 
argues that regime stability fosters economic growth. Data for this variable are 
from Przeworski et al (2000) and from unpublished classifi cation of regimes by 

18 For sources of data see pages 8-9. Democracy and dictatorship have already been defi ned 
(see page 8).

19 When nothing else is specifi ed, data for control variables are from Przeworski et al (2000). 
Data are available on the Internet site www.ssc.upenn.edu/~cheibub/data/Default.htm.



M. ANTIĆ: Democracy versus Dictatorship: The Influence of Political Regime on GDP Per Capita Growth
EKONOMSKI PREGLED, 55 (9-10) 773-803 (2004)790

Cheibub.20 Age of a regime is defi ned as number of years that a country has an 
uninterrupted political regime.21 

The level of GDP per capita is included because economic theory argues that 
poor countries develop at a faster rate than developed countries. According to the 
economic law of diminishing returns, “we will get less and less extra output when 
we add successive doses of inputs while holding other inputs fi xed” (Samuelson and 
Nordhaus 1989, 33). In other words, it is easier for low-income countries to achieve 
high levels of economic growth. Indeed, during the 1990-7 period, low-income 
countries had a 3.9 percent average annual GDP growth; middle-income countries 
had 2.8 percent growth and high-income countries had 2.2 percent growth (The 
World Bank 1999a). Since low-income countries are predominately dictatorships 
and since high-income countries are predominately democracies, an investigation 
without a control variable for the level of economic development may produce 
spurious correlation. Faster economic development in dictatorships can be a result 
of lower income level rather than a result of a lower level of democracy. According 
to Hicks (1988, 680-1), “growth during a period will be relatively high where “de-
velopment” at the beginning of the period was relatively low, and relatively low 
where “development” was high”. Therefore, the level of GDP per capita will be 
one of the control variables in the linear regression. The level of GDP is defi ned 
as real GDP per capita based on 1985 international prices (Przeworski et al 2000, 
295). In order to make this variable a little predetermined, the lagged value of per 
capita GDP is used in the regressions.

War is another control variable because Huntington and Dominguez found 
that a low rate of per capita growth prevailed among countries that suffered from 
violence and confl ict. This fi nding was confi rmed by Landau (1986) who concluded 
that war, fought on the country’s soil, signifi cantly decreases economic growth.22 In 
the linear regression, war is a dummy variable with a value of 1 when there is confl ict 
of any type (international or civil) on the country’s territory, 0 otherwise.23 

20 See page 8. 
21 The base year is 1870. This means that, for example, the age of the regime for the United 

States is now 134 years because this country had a democratic political regime during the entire 
1870-2003 period. For the year 1870 the value is 1. 

22 An additional reason for inclusion of this variable is the fact that this article is based on Przew-
orski at al. (2000) classifi cation of regimes. For these authors all the countries that are not democracies 
are dictatorships. However, a great majority of the countries that have civil war on their soil are neither 
democracies nor dictatorships (according to classical defi nitions of dictatorship) – rather they are in a 
state of anarchy. Their bad economic performances are assigned to dictatorships. Therefore, inclusion 
of war as a control variable should prevent biasing of results against dictatorships.   

23 Data for the 1951-90 period are from (Przeworski at al, 2000). Data about wars for the 1991-9 
period are from Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (2001). 
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An additional control variable is the degree of openness of an economy. This 
variable should also isolate political regime as the independent variable in the 
investigation. Openness is defi ned as “exports and imports as a share of GDP” 
(Przeworski et al 2000, 297). Population growth is included because Przeworski 
et al (2000, 217-68) found that population growth has a negative infl uence on GDP 
per capita growth. Furthermore, total population (natural log)24  is also a control 
variable because Landau (1986) found that total population has a negative infl uence 
on growth – less populous countries have higher rates of GDP per capita growth. 

An additional control variable is regional growth of GDP per capita. Variable 
“regional growth” was not included in the previous regressions about GDP per 
capita growth.  However, the spillover effect of economic growth on neighboring 
countries has already been noticed in the literature. According to Amsden (2001, 
20), “when one country began introducing developmental machinery, other countries 
in close proximity followed suit: The industrial promotion systems of Malaysia, 
Indonesia, and Thailand, for example, were introduced at roughly the same time 
and closely resembled one another.” Hence, it is important to include this variable 
because fast economic growth in a country could be a result of strong economic 
growth in neighboring countries. Throughout the history different regions achieved 
the fastest economic growth. Up until the 15th century the Mediterranean region was 
the most developed. From the 16th to the 20th century, Europe and North America 
had the fastest economic growth. During the last decades, countries in the Pacifi c 
basin achieved the fastest strides in economic development. Since trade routes 
change and economic and political conditions can be more favorable in one regi-
on than another, a “regional growth” variable helps to isolate political regime as 
the independent variable in the investigation. In other words, this variable shows 
whether, for example, South Korea developed quickly due to its political regime 
or due to the fact that it is located on the Asian continent, which developed very 
rapidly during the last few decades. Hence, the “regional growth” variable enables a 
comparison of the results of regimes inside a group that is relatively homogeneous. 
For example, it is more logical to compare results of democracies and dictatorships 
in the sub-Saharan Africa than to compare results of a democracy in Africa with a 
dictatorship in East Asia.25

24 Source of data is Przeworski et al (2000) and The World Bank (2001). 
25 The variable “regional growth” is calculated in the following way. First, all the countries 

are divided into fi ve groups: 1) Sub-Saharan Africa; 2) Asia and Pacifi c islands/Oceania; 3) Middle 
East/North Africa; 4) Latin America; 5) Industrial countries including Eastern-Europe/ Soviet Union. 
Second, GDP per capita growth is calculated for each region and for each year. Finally, GDP per 
capita growth for a certain country is excluded from the calculation of regional growth. This means 
that, for example, the value for regional growth for Argentina is equal to the average GDP per capita 
growth for all the Latin American countries except Argentina.
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Since Huntington and Dominguez (1975) argued that the main advantage of 
dictatorships was a higher level of investment, “investment” will also be a control 
variable in the regression. Investment is defi ned as “real gross domestic investment 
(private and public) as a percentage of GDP” (Przeworski et al 2000, 295). The last 
control variable is education, which is a standard variable in the studies of economic 
growth. This variable is defi ned as “cumulative years of education of the average 
member of the labor force” (Przeworski et al 2000, 293).

Hypotheses

The following hypotheses have been formulated on the basis of a review of 
the relevant literature and of preliminary investigations set for in this article:

Hypothesis 1:
Democracies have higher rates of growth than dictatorships.
Hypothesis 2:
The longer that the current regime exists the higher the rate of GDP per capita 

growth. 
Hypothesis 3:
The higher the level of GDP per capita (lagged) the lower the annual growth 

of GDP per capita.
Hypothesis 4:
In years where a country has a war on its own territory the lower the GDP 

per capita.
Hypothesis 5:
The more open an economy the higher the growth of GDP per capita.
Hypothesis 6:
The higher the rate of population growth the lower the growth of GDP per 

capita.
Hypothesis 7:
The higher the number of people (natural log) in one country the lower the 

rate of GDP per capita growth.
Hypothesis 8:
The higher the regional economic growth the higher the growth of GDP per 

capita.
Hypothesis 9:
The higher the level of gross domestic investment (percent of GDP) the higher 

the rate of GDP per capita growth.
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Hypothesis 10:
The bigger the number of years of education of the average member of the 

labor force the higher the rate of GDP per capita growth.

Results of the linear regression

On the basis of the models set forth above (see page 12), two linear regressions 
are conducted with a dichotomous independent variable (democracy – dictatorship) 
and several control variables. In the fi rst regression there is no weighting and in the 
second regression observations are weighted by population. Results are presented 
in Table 5. 

The main question that this article tries to answer is whether regime type has 
an infl uence on GDP per capita growth. Yet, as it is evident from the table, the li-
near regression does not provide an unequivocal answer. According to the simple 
model, regime type does not have signifi cant infl uence on GDP per capita growth. 
However, according to the weighted model, dictatorship has signifi cant positive 
infl uence (at .05 level) on GDP per capita growth. Here, very dictatorship increases 
GDP per capita growth by .51% a year. A logical possible explanation for differences 
in results of the two regressions is that more populous countries have some benefi ts 
from order that a dictatorship may provide. It is important to stress that results in 
Table 5 are in accordance with the data presented in tables 3 and 4.  

As it was expected, level of GDP per capita (lagged) has statistically very 
signifi cant (at .0001 level) negative infl uence on GDP per capita growth in both 
models. A $1,000 increase in the level of GDP per capita decreases GDP per capita 
growth by .3% a year. In other words, it can be expected that, in a long term, the 
gap between rich and poor countries will gradually decrease.  

War on the territory of a country also has statistically signifi cant (at .01 level 
in the simple model and at .001 level in the weighted model) infl uence on GDP per 
capita growth. According to the simple model war decreases GDP per capita growth 
by 1.1 percent a year. The same fi gure in the weighted model is -.92.

Degree of openness has statistically very signifi cant positive infl uence (at 
.0001 level) on GDP per capita growth in the simple model. Here, a one percent 
increase in export and import increases GDP per capita growth by .02 percent. 
Nevertheless, according to the weighted model, degree of openness does not have 
signifi cant infl uence on GDP per capita growth. Obviously, degree of openness is 
not so important for populous countries because these countries have huge internal 
markets. 



M. ANTIĆ: Democracy versus Dictatorship: The Influence of Political Regime on GDP Per Capita Growth
EKONOMSKI PREGLED, 55 (9-10) 773-803 (2004)794

Table 5

POOLED CROSS-SECTIONAL TESTS OF EXPLANATIONS OF GDP 
PER CAPITA GROWTH FOR THE 1951-9026 PERIOD

Variables27 Simple average Weighted observations
Regime28 .0321(.319) .5056(.2533)*
Age of regime .0003(.0037) .0016(.0029)
Level of GDP per capita (lagged) -.0003(.0001)*** -.0003(.00005)***
War -1.1034(.3758)** -.9197(.2635)***
Degree of openness .0162(.0036)*** .0062(.0048)
Population growth -.7642(.0873)*** -.8837(.0964)***
Population size(natural logarithm) .6304(.2154)** X
Regional growth .1776(.068)** .2032(.0644)**
Educational level .0041(.0636) .1336(.0719)
Investment .1357(.0166)*** .1327(.0164)***
R-squared .1418 .212
N 2893 2893
Note: Main entries are unstandardized OLS coeffi cients. Fixed effects for time29 are included in 
order to control for autocorrelation. 30The robust standard errors, which were used to control for 
heteroscedasticity (Beck et al. 1993; White 1980), are in parentheses. 
     *p < .05 (two-tailed test).
  **p <  .01 (two-tailed test).
*** p < .001 (two-tailed test).

26 Due to availability of data, it was possible to conduct a linear regression only for the 1951-
90 period. However, as it is evident from Table 4, data about GDP per capita growth for the 1991-9 
period do not differ much in comparison with data for the 1951-90 period (when the two regimes 
are compared). 

27 The coeffi cients for each time period dummy variable are not reported by Limdep; see 
footnotes 29 and 30.

28 This is a dummy variable; value for democracy is 0 and value for dictatorship is 1.
29Fixed effects for time are controlled by a dummy variable for each unique year in data.  There-

fore, the degree of freedom (number of observations minus number of independent variables) is 2843 
– ie, there are additional 40 independent variables being estimated (one for each year 1951-1990).

30 Fixed effects are included because Breusch-Godfrey test indicted presence of autocorrela-
tion. 
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Population growth has a very signifi cant negative (.0001 level) impact on 
GDP per capita growth. A one-percent increase in population growth decreases 
GDP per capita growth by .76 percent (simple model) and by .88 percent (weighted 
model). In contrast, population size (natural logarithm) has a positive infl uence on 
GDP per capita growth. There is only .3% chance that the null hypothesis is true 
– that population size does not have infl uence on GDP per capita growth. Here, the 
result is not in accordance with the hypothesis above. A possible explanation for 
the result is that a huge internal market may have positive infl uence on GDP per 
capita growth in populous countries. Of course, since the entire model is weighted 
by population, this variable does not exist in the weighted model. It might look 
illogical that, on one side, population growth decreases economic growth and that, 
on other side, population size stimulates economic growth. However, it is possible 
to fi nd a logical explanation. In short term, population growth decreases GDP per 
capita growth. However, when previous children - who were once only economic 
burden - enter working force they stimulate economic growth. Hence, population 
size stimulates GDP per capita growth.   

The authors who previously investigated the infl uence of political regime on 
GDP per capita growth did not use variable “regional growth.” However, the results 
above justify a small innovation in this article – inclusion of this new variable.31 In 
both models there is less than .01 percent probability that the null hypothesis is true 
– that regional growth does not have an infl uence on GDP per capita growth. In the 
simple model, a one-percent increase in regional growth increases GDP per capita 
growth by .18 percent. In the weighted model, a one-percent increase in regional 
GDP per capita growth increases GDP per capita growth by .2 percent. 

Finally, according to both models, investment also has statistically very signi-
fi cant infl uence (at .0001 level) on GDP per capita growth. A one percent increase 
in investment increases GDP per capita growth by .14 percent (simple model) and 
by .13 percent (weighted model).

Surprisingly, age of regime and educational level do not have signifi cant 
infl uence on GDP per capita growth. Regression models are signifi cant at .0001 
level. R-squared are relatively low (.14 and .21). However, the purpose of this 
article is not to explain fully what causes GDP per capita growth but to investigate 
the infl uence of political regime on GDP per capita growth. 

Finally, a Granger causality test was conducted in order to investigate the 
causal direction between political regime and GDP per capita growth. The test 
was conducted with four lags and it showed bilateral causality.32 This means that 
political regime does have signifi cant infl uence on GDP per capita growth but GDP 

31 I am grateful to Michael Herb for suggesting this innovation to me.
32 F values in tests were 16.83 and 39.5. Since critical value was 5.63, test showed bilateral 

causality. 
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per capita growth also has a signifi cant infl uence on type of political regime. There 
is a logical explanation for this bilateral causality: Economic situations may dictate 
political arrangements. To illustrate, in many Latin American countries political 
arrangements were the result of struggles between landlords and the urbane elite.33 
Furthermore, economic growth may stimulate democratization. This phenomenon 
has been extensively investigated in the literature.34 However, the Granger test 
shows that it is also legitimate to investigate opposite causality – infl uence of 
political regime on economic growth. Type of political regime may spur or hinder 
economic growth. In other words, the Granger test confi rmed the validity of the 
investigation in this article.

Conclusion and the policy implications

Democracies had much faster growth of GDP per capita than dictatorships 
during the 1820-1950 period. Furthermore, if results are calculated on the basis 
of simple average and median, democracies had faster growth of GDP per capita 
than dictatorships during the 1951-99 period. Therefore, one must agree with Ol-
son (2000) who argues that dictatorships may produce economic miracles for a 
short period of time but only democracies produce long lasting economic success. 
However, if results are calculated on the basis of weighted average, dictatorships 
had faster growth of GDP per capita than democracies during the 1951-99 period. 
In addition, weighted linear regression in this article showed that dictatorship had 
a signifi cant positive infl uence on GDP per capita growth during the same period 
of time. Obviously, there were many miracles among dictatorships during the last 
fi fty years, especially among populous dictatorships. Therefore, it can be concluded 
that democracy did not show positive infl uence on GDP per capita growth during 
the last fi fty years.

Finally, it is important to mention the policy implications of the analyses above. 
As Table 5 shows, this article does not offer much surprise concerning economic 
factors that stimulate economic growth. Hence, policy recommendations are the 
following: countries should stimulate investment and regional economic integration 
and  should reduce population growth. Small countries should have open economies, 
and it is advisable for all countries to avoid having war on their own territories. 
Furthermore, in long term, it is preferable to have democracy than dictatorship. There 
is no developmental justifi cation for dictatorship, especially not for small countries. 

33 I am grateful for this comment to Carrie Manning. See also Rogowski (1989).
34 See, for example, Dahl (1971), Huntington (1993), Lipset (1959), Przeworski and Limongi 

(1997), etc. 
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However, the investigation in this article produced one surprising fi nding. During the 
last fi fty years populous dictatorships were more successful in promoting economic 
development than populous democracies. During this period of time, dictatorship 
had signifi cant positive infl uence on economic growth in populous countries, and 
democracy did not have signifi cant positive infl uence on economic growth even 
in small countries. Therefore, it can be concluded that countries should not expect 
economic miracles from democratization. Former Soviet Union is the prime example 
for this claim. In other words, democracy should be considered as a value by and 
on itself but democracy should not be considered as a precondition for economic 
growth. Populous countries should even expect a short term economic decline 
after democratization. Therefore, analysis in this article suggests that dictatorships 
which have excellent developmental results should postpone democratization as 
long as dictatorship produces economic miracles. To illustrate, during the 1990-
2000 period, three fastest growing economies in the world were three dictatorships 
– China, Singapore and Vietnam (see World Development Report, 2003, pp. 238-
9). For these countries it is probably not advisable to change their political system 
as long as it yields such excellent economic results. However, these countries are 
exceptions.  Economic results during the last 180 years suggest that democracy is 
better solution for a long lasting economic success. 

Appendix A

THE MOST IMPORTANT EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATIONS ABOUT 
THE INFLUENCE OF POLITICAL REGIME ON GDP 

PER CAPITA GROWTH

INVESTIGATIONS THAT FOUND 
DICTATORSHIPS TO BE MORE SUC-

CESSFUL

INVESTIGATIONS THAT FOUND DEMOCRA-
CIES TO BE MORE SUCCESSFUL

Adelman and Morris (1967) Dick (1974)
Huntington and Dominguez (1975) Koremendi and Meguire (1985)
Marsh (1979,1988) Pourgerami (1988)
Weede (1983) Scully (1988, 1992)
Kohli (1986) Barro (1989)
Landau (1986) Grier and Tullok (1989)
Sloan and Tedin (1987) Remmer (1990)
Helliwell (1992) Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub and Limongi ( 2000)
Gasiorowski’s (2000) Kurzman, Werum and Burkhart (2002)
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DEMOKRACIJA PROTIV DIKTATURE: UTJECAJ POLITIČKOG REŽIMA 
NA PER CAPITA RAST DRUŠTVENOG PROIZVODA

Sažetak

Članak istražuje utjecaj tipa režima na per capita rast društvenog proizvoda. Statističko 
istraživanje je pokazalo da su u razdoblju 1820.-1950. demokracije bile mnogo uspješnije 
od diktatura u promoviranju ekonomskog rasta. Međutim u posljednjih pedeset godina, 
diktature su postigle jednako značajne rezultate kao i demokracije u promoviranju per 
capita rasta društvenog proizvoda.

Ključne riječi: politički režim, demokracija, diktatura, per capita rast društvenog 
proizvoda


