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INTRODUCTION 

 Is there is a correlation between a country’s support for a democratic government and its 

economic performance? Leading economist Adam Przeworski found that democracy in itself does 

not cause economic growth, but a country needs a good economy for democratic viability. Since 

the third wave of democracy in the early 1990’s, Latin America had stood as a democratic 

stronghold. Democracy was of paramount importance during the late 2000s and early 2010s when 

the economies of South America were thriving due to the commodity boom. However, when 

growth slowed in the mid-2010s, the region’s underlying economic shortcomings were laid bare. 

By the beginning of 2019, democratic preference declined to its lowest levels in nearly 20 years. 

This paper will analyze the economies of Argentina, Brazil, and Chile in the pursuit of determining 

whether there is a direct correlation between the economy’s success and popular support for 

democracy or whether there are other non-economic factors that have a significant influence on a 

country’s view towards democracy. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 In the effort to focus on the critical aspects of this complex subject, the following three 

research questions will be addressed: 

1)  How does each country’s economic performance correspond to its population’s 

perception of democracy? 

 2)  Is 2018’s low democratic favorability similar to the previous low of 2001? 

 3)  Are there other factors besides economic governance that influence democratic 

preference? 
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METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

 Research was conducted through desk review and secondary data analysis. Public opinion 

data was gathered from Chilean polling firm Latinobarómetro and reinforced by an analysis of the 

political and economic circumstances. Socioeconomic data was sourced from the World Bank, 

other financial institutions, and scholarly articles. Reports covering current events were 

accumulated through various news agencies including Reuters, the Washington Post, and The 

Guardian. The majority of the information and analysis is valid through the end of 2018, as the 

researcher was limited by the absence of public polling from 2019.  

 

ARGENTINA 

 A.  The 2001 debt crisis and democracy’s low favorability 

In December 2001, the Argentine government defaulted on its $93 billion debt. The 

economy contracted 4%1 and unemployment climbed to 22.8%.2 Argentina’s old nemesis, 

inflation, had begun to spiral once more, reaching 70% by 2002. The dire straits were a direct 

result from an economic crash in Brazil—with which Argentina shared 30% of its trade3—in 1998, 

which decreased demand for Argentinian products, sending Argentina into a four-year-long 

depression.   

Previously, as part of the Convertibility Plan initiated in April 1991, Argentina had 

successfully pegged its currency to the US dollar to increase monetary stability and retain investor 

confidence. Having alleviated hyperinflation and recovered stability, Argentina became a valued 

destination for investors. Backed by a proliferation of foreign direct investment, government 

 
1 World Bank Data Argentina 

2 Rabobank 2013 

3 World Integrated Trade Solution 
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spending increased drastically. However, once Brazil’s economy began to fail and its finance 

ministers were forced to devalue the currency, Argentina’s currency became overvalued and 

Argentina’s products became more expensive. Unable to support its spending by the taxes on 

exports to Brazil, Argentina’s government resorted to borrowing on the international capital 

market, resulting in a public debt equal to 41% of its GDP.4 World events causing uncertainty in 

the markets, including NASDAQ crash in late 2000 and the September 11, 2001 attacks in New 

York added additional stress on Argentina’s economy as investors pulled money out of 

international markets and the global stock market came to a halt. 

Between May and December of 2001, Argentina attempted to restructure bonds and 

collaborated with the IMF and top bankers for a loan package as their emerging markets slid.5 The 

populace lost confidence in the Argentine government when austerity measures were necessary to 

cut spending on public programs; polls indicated the populace considered them a symptom of 

government mismanagement. Per Latinobarómetro, 79.9% of people polled believed the economic 

situation in 2001 was either bad or very bad, with a mere 18.8% opining it was regular.6 

Argentina’s economy had effectively imploded, and the simultaneously experienced a historic low 

in democratic favorability in 2001, in which 57.7% of the nation expressed support for democracy.7  

Although Argentine preference for democracy remained substantially higher than Brazil or 

Chile, 2001 was perhaps the worst year in recent memory for Argentina, as it faced not only an 

economic meltdown but a legitimate loss of confidence in its politicians at the same time. The 

Argentines organized mass demonstrations against their government, known as the “Que se vayan 

todos!” campaign, which persisted up to the 2003 presidential elections. Crowds surrounded the 

 
4 Country Economy 2018 
5 Blustein 2003 
6 Latinobarómetro Argentina 2001 

7 Latinobarómetro Argentina 2001 
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Casa Rosada, forcing incumbent President De la Rúa to resign and evacuate the palace by 

helicopter on December 21, 2001. After he resigned, four presidents held office within ten days, 

all tasked with righting the economy and reinstituting public faith in leadership.8 The Argentine 

government, and democracy, faced a substantial legitimacy crisis. An astounding 73.6% of 

Argentines expressed little or no confidence in the president to lead the country out of this 

economic quagmire, and 77% were not very or not at all satisfied with democracy9. To the public, 

the government proved incapable of leading the economy effectively through this dark economic 

period.  

B.  Democracy flying high (2011-2016) 

Beginning in 2011, Argentina began a six-year-long high of democratic support above 

70%, reaching its apex in 2013 with 73% approval (Latinobarómetro Informe 2018).  The country 

experienced substantial growth in 2010 and 2011 bolstered by the commodity boom in which 

Argentina  saw profound profits for soybean exports to China. The economy grew by 10% in 2010 

and 6% in 2011,10 an expansion that had warranted enough confidence by the populace to re-elect 

Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner for a second term.  

However, beginning in 2012, Argentina’s economy again began to decline, as it  fluctuated 

between expansion and contraction. Several factors come into play that explains this decrease. 

First, vulture bondholders11, who had held out on Argentina’s debt “haircut” repayment in 2003, 

demanded full repayment for their loans. When President Fernandez de Kirchner refused, these 

vulture funds leveraged their political power and a New York judge ruled in their favor, forcing 

 
8 Blustein 2003 

9 Latinobarómetro Argentina 2001 

10 World Bank Data Argentina 

11 Vulture funds (per Investopedia): an investment fund that seeks out and buys securities in distressed investments, 

such as high-yield bonds in or near default, or equities that are in or near bankruptcy. 
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Argentina to pay back the vulture creditors in full before paying back the creditors who agreed to 

the haircut.12 This battle with international financiers prolonged Argentina’s inability to access the 

capital markets since 2001 and the country risked a decreased credit rating in the future.13 Another 

factor is the interventionist policymaking by the Fernandez de Kirchner administration that had 

overseen rising public debt and little business confidence. In order to maintain her populist 

economic agenda, she instituted capital controls that limited flows into the Argentine economy. At 

the same time, Fernandez de Kirchner enacted high export controls that effectively prevented the 

agricultural sector from reaping benefits.  

Interestingly enough, in 2013, when democratic preference reached its high under 

Fernandez de Kirchner at 73% public support,14 Argentines had negative perceptions of the 

economy. Latinobarómetro indicates that 71.3% of the public were either not very satisfied or not 

at all satisfied with the functioning of the economy.15 However, at the same time, 85.3% believed 

their personal economic situation was either regular or good, suggesting that the worries of the 

state were not translated to the individual level.16 This most likely can be explained by the effect 

of Kirchnerism.17  

Critics claim Kirchnerism as being highly clientelist, but the two presidents maintained a 

large following amongst low-income urban families. Fernandez de Kirchner instituted policies like 

“Argentina Trabaja” that provided social safety nets for job vacancies,18 and she also maintained 

affordable public utilities. At the end of Fernandez de Kirchner’s presidency, she was investigated 

 
12 Gillespie 2016 

13 Gillespie 2016 

14 Latinobarómetro Informe 2018 

15 Latinobarómetro Argentina 2013 

16 Latinobarómetro Argentina 2013 

17 Kirchnerism is a leftist populist political movement of the Peronist Party founded in 2003 when Nestor Kirchner 

was elected President and was continued by his wife, Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner through the end of her term. 

18 ECLAC 2009 
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for corruption charges and left office in a disgraced manner. Moreover, public debt to GDP reached 

52.6%, having increased every year since 2010.19 Despite her unceremonious exit, public 

confidence had not wavered in their support for democracy because a corrupt Peronist politician 

was not uncommon to the Argentine populace.  

Mauricio Macri, a center-right politician, was elected in 2015 to clean up the economic and 

political mess left over by Fernandez de Kirchner and revitalize the economy. By replacing 

protectionist policies with pro-market mechanisms, Macri maneuvered the Argentine economy to 

experience a revitalization from the injection of foreign investment. He further cut government 

spending in order to return Argentina’s economy to more balanced health, though many changes 

disproportionately hit the poor. Macri cut subsidies for energy and transportation, and “electricity 

prices increased by 250%, natural gas by 195%, water distribution by 300%, and transportation by 

100%” during the first four months of 2016.20 Although the fiscal deficit continued to grow, and 

economic expansion remained minimal, polling suggests that the public was willing to accept these 

realities. In fact, Argentines rewarded his reforms with favorable results in the midterm elections, 

with his coalition winning 13 of the 23 provinces.21 

C.  Argentina’s second debt crisis (2018) 

By 2018, Argentines became disillusioned with Macri’s government. Though 58% of 

Argentines approved of a democratic government, the preference for democracy had dropped 10 

points from 2017--the region’s second largest fall.22 Despite Macri’s promises for increased 

foreign investment, little investment actually materialized in Argentina. Macri also had reversed 

so many of his own policies from before the midterm elections causing uncertainty in the capital 

 
19 Country Economy 2018 

20 Kovalski 2019 

21 BBC 2017 

22 Latinobarómetro Informe 2018 
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markets by diminishing confidence that Argentina could be counted on to remain a steady political 

risk. Inflation rose to 34%, the highest rate in 27 years. Yet, Macri continued to borrow money for 

public priorities, and eventually requested a loan from the IMF for a record $57 billion. As a result 

of Macri’s continued borrowing, the debt to GDP skyrocketed to 82%, up 27% from 2017.23 

During his tenure Macri had done nothing to boost the number of people experiencing middle class 

stagnation despite his campaign promises. In fact, under his leadership, poverty in Argentina 

increased from 25% to 32%.24 Rather than improving Argentina’s economic standing like he 

promised, he had sunk the country into a quagmire similar to the economic strife of 2001.  

Public displeasure of Macri was reinforced by his approval ratings. He never enjoyed much 

public support throughout his term, reaching a high of only 42%, but by 2018, his last full year of 

his presidency, his approval rating had plummeted to 23%.25 After riding through Macri’s 

economic mismanagement for years, Argentines were disillusioned. They no longer believed that 

Macri was capable of stabilizing the economy let alone growing the economy, and again sought 

leadership, from the reliable Peronists. In an interview with the Washington Post in 2019, one 

Argentine who would vote for Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner and Alberto Fernandez in the 

presidential election remarked, “I know Cristina robs. But at least we were better off with her” 

(Faiola 2019).26  

 

 

 

 

 
23 Country Economy 2018 

24 World Bank Data Argentina 

25 Latinobarómetro Informe 2018 

26 Faiola 2019 
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BRAZIL 

 A.  Brazil’s low point (2001) 

 President Henrique Cardoso was elected in October 1994 on a platform of monetary 

stabilization and foreign investment. In the year before his ascendancy to office, Brazil’s inflation 

rate was uncontrollable at 1,927% and rose to nearly 2,100% in 1994.27 In 1994, while Cardoso 

was the Economy Minister, he initiated the Real Plan which implemented a system of measures 

that aimed to stabilize runaway inflation, restrict government spending, and raise interest rates. He 

continued this economic plan  through his presidency. By 1995, inflation decreased precipitously 

to 66%, and Brazil was able to attract foreign investment with the renewed economy.28  

Unfortunately, the Brazilian economy still experienced volatility through 2001, scaring off 

investors, as “every time international investors reacted to an event by imposing stricter conditions 

for investing or remaining in Brazil, threatening to divest or reduce financial flows, the State 

intensified its mechanisms to attract investors.”29 Not all of Brazil’s faults were self-inflicted. The 

East Asian financial crisis of 1997 and the Russian financial crisis of 1998 detrimentally impacted 

Brazil’s foreign exchange rate. Cardoso was left with little choice but to devalue the currency by 

8% in 1999 to maintain Brazil’s competitiveness.30 

Brazil also felt the reverberating effects of world events such as the NASDAQ crash in 

2000, a domestic energy crisis,31 and the economic aftermath of the September 11 attacks. By the 

end of 2001, the Brazilian people wanted policies that work implemented, and so the country 

experienced a historic low in support for democracy. A mere 30.2% of Brazilians vocalized their 

 
27 Macrotrends 2020 

28 Macrotrends 2020 

29 Medialdea 2013 

30 Evangelist, Sathe 2006 

31 A severe drought in 2001 reduced water levels in hydroelectric dams—the country’s primary source of energy 

generation—to a point where the government enforced electricity rationing  
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democratic preference, while 30.8% expressed no preference to the style of governance, clearly 

demonstrating the public’s lack of faith in the government.32 To temper fears about the emerging 

market economies, the Brazilian government raised interest rates and increased public debt 

indexed to the interest rate, reaching 68% of GDP.33  The drastic economic changes compounded 

into numerous problems for the average household. Salaries decreased each year through 2003 and 

private consumption rates grew minimally; unemployment and informal sector labor increased; 

and family debt had grown as families could not access loans.34 Latinobarómetro indicates that 

nearly 47% of Brazilians regarded the country’s economic situation as bad or very bad and 63% 

believed there were more poor people in 2001 than five years before.35  

By the end of Cardoso’s tenure in 2002, Brazil maintained a poverty rate of 41% and a 

Gini Coefficient of 58.4, making it the most unequal nation in Latin America.36 The majority of 

Brazilians had grown to distrust Cardoso for sending the country into an economic down spiral 

while doing little to reform a drastically unequal society. An overwhelming 65% of Brazilians 

reported little to no confidence in their president as he had  “ensured that he will be remembered 

for his economic myopia.”37 Rather than continuing with Cardoso’s designated successor, voters 

were allured by Luiz Ignacio Lula da Silva and the Workers’ Party, with his campaign platform 

that would specifically target issues like extreme poverty. 

 

 

 

 
32 Latinobarómetro Brazil 2001 

33 CEIC Data 

34 Medialdea 2013 

35 Latinobarómetro Brazil 2001  

36 World Bank Data Brazil 

37 Anderson 2002 
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B. The commodity boom and a bolstered Workers’ Party (2009-2015) 

In 2009, Lula da Silva had less than two years left of his presidency. During his 

administration, da Silva had overseen a profound reduction in income inequality and poverty. This 

was primarily due to the government’s establishment of a conditional cash transfer program in 

2003, Bolsa Familia. Bolsa Familia provided the poorest Brazilian families with a monthly stipend 

on the condition they would vaccinate their children. This program is considered the most 

successful version of the conditional cash transfer in the region and has been replicated across 

Latin America and the rest of the world.  

Through Bolsa Familia and other poverty reduction initiatives, over 30 million Brazilians 

escaped poverty and entered into the broader economy by 2013.38 During this time, income 

inequality dropped four points to 53.7, still high, but significant progress had been made. Brazil 

enjoyed its highest-ever approval of democracy with 55% preference.39 Lula’s success in reducing 

poverty and inequality cemented the Workers’ Party  as the foremost power in Brazilian politics.  

In 2010, Brazil elected Dilma Rousseff, Lula’s handpicked successor. Rousseff, 

representing the Workers’ Party, was to continue Lula’s legacy. High commodity prices during 

this period helped the Workers’ Party to finance their programs. As the global economy wavered 

in the aftermath of the 2008-2009 financial crisis, Brazil had already exited early from the 

recession. In fact, Brazil experienced profound growth north of 7% and was marked as a substantial 

economic player in the future.40 By 2011, the growth rate of the Brazilian economy was slowing, 

but managed to expand over 3%.41 Not much had changed for Brazil with Rousseff as president as 

she continued Lula’s policies and built upon them. As an example, social security had increased 

 
38 Watts 2013 

39 Latinobarómetro Informe 2018 

40 World Bank Data Brazil 

41 World Bank Data Brazil 
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by 10% and provided relief for 36 million low-income families.42 Access to higher education had 

also expanded for individuals with minority and low-income backgrounds via the Student 

Financing Fund.43 

Even as the economy began to slow in 2014, Rousseff had gained enough public support 

via the base of the Workers’ Party to win reelection. Yet the broader Latin American recession 

soon became an obstacle that eroded support for her presidency. Her government continued to play 

a large role in economic output. However, as the private sector experienced decreased 

competitiveness due to lower commodity prices and currency fluctuations, the government 

crowded out the private sector. In 2015 Rousseff was also plagued with reports of  corruption from 

stemming from Petrobras, the state oil company which she headed before her presidency. Her 

government’s disapproval rating rose to 65.5%, yet confidence in democracy remained at its 

second highest peak, with 54% approval.44  It is clear that the Brazilians disapproved of the leader 

but not the idea of democracy.    

C.  Brazilian democracy takes a tumble (2018) 

 By 2018, approval for democracy in Brazil had eroded to 34%, only underperformed by 

2016.45 However, 2016’s low approval rating can be explained by Rousseff’s impeachment. 

Rousseff had misappropriated government funds to close budget gaps, an action which previous 

presidents had taken. Unlike other presidents who had done this, Rousseff was considerably 

unpopular, making her vulnerable. In a highly politicized event, parties from the right were able 

to leverage political capital to paint a picture of her ineptitude and inability to govern, and 

effectively removed her as President. 

 
42 BBC 2014 

43 Lavinas, Gentil 2020 

44 Latinobarómetro Brazil 2015 

45 Latinobarómetro Informe 2018 
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 The public’s trust in democracy was further eroded in 2018 by the wide scale corruption 

scandal involving Lava Jato. The Lava Jato scandal involved a complex web of corruption 

implicating the state-run oil company Petrobras and the construction company Odebrecht for 

bribing politicians for favorable government contracts. The graft was initially uncovered in 2014 

but exploded in 2018 when it was discovered that $2.5 billion in Petrobras funds were allocated to 

various government officials throughout all of Latin America, not just Brazil, leaving very few 

countries untouched by the scandal. Investigations and documents revealed that Brazil’s major 

politicians from the Workers’ Party and other parties were participating in the graft. The most 

prominent politician involved in the scandal was former president Lula, who was looking to run 

in the 2018 elections.46 Brazil’s populace was livid at the widespread corruption and vilified the 

Workers’ Party for their involvement in the scandal. Brazilians no longer trusted any of the 

politicians. This is evidenced by a 7% confidence in their government.47 The only institution that 

remained steadfast in the crisis was the Judicial Branch, which was investigating Lava Jato.  

 During this time, Brazil was also enveloped in its worst recession in years. GDP growth 

had stagnated around 1%, debt to GDP soared to 87%, and unemployment was 12.54%.48 Brazil’s 

credit rating was also downgraded to “junk” status.49 As the 2018 election cycle approached, 

approximately 5% of Brazilians expressed satisfaction with the functioning of the economy and 

62% had at least a bad outlook on the country’s economic situation.50 Jair Bolsonaro, the populist 

firebrand from the far-right Social Liberal party, campaigned on cleansing the country of 

corruption.  

 
46 Andreoni, et al 2018 

47 Latinobarómetro Informe 2018 

48 World Bank Data Brazil 

49 Reuters 2018 

50 Latinobarómetro Informe 2018 
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Although a politician for 25 years, Bolsonaro was considered a political outsider, separated 

from the elite who were implicated in Lava Jato. Consequently, disgruntled rightist Brazilians 

mobilized around Bolsonaro’s brand of politics in 2018 as a change to the status quo. In contrast, 

Fernando Haddad of the Workers’ Party was hampered by public disillusionment with his party as 

politicians were found sequestering large sums of money while the population suffered from high 

levels of poverty and inequality. Bolsonaro defeated Haddad easily in a runoff in October 2018 

primarily because Haddad was unable to capture an electorate outside of the Workers’ Party base.  

 There is still a question whether the Lava Jato scandal would have had such a detrimental 

effect on the populace’s support for democracy if the economy had been performing as it did during 

2009 through 2013. 

 

CHILE 

 A. An unresponsive government in a global economic downturn (2001) 

 In 2001 Chile grappled with its lowest level of democratic favorability at a 44.9% 

preference rate. Chile’s economy took a downturn due to the global economic slowdown in 2001 

in the wake of the NASDAQ crash and the September 11 attacks. Output declined to 3.3% from 

5.3% the year before,51 and the global price of copper also sank by 31% to $0.60 per pound, its 

lowest value in 15 years.52 Even though the Chilean economy was the most diversified in Latin 

America, it was very dependent on copper exports, and therefore a decrease in the price of copper 

had an outsized impact on Chile as a whole. However, the Chilean economy did not experience 

profound problems like Brazil and Argentina during this time period due to two factors. First, 

Chile did not have a symbiotic relationship with Brazil and Argentina, so it was not swept by the 

 
51 World Bank Data Chile 

52 The Economist 2001 
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economic shocks that devastated those countries. Second, Chile possessed much stronger capital 

controls and monetary mechanisms that were better able to withstand economic volatility.  

Despite the moderate macroeconomic impact on the economy from the copper problem, 

deeper issues persisted. Unemployment, a perennial issue in Chile, had been hovering above 10% 

in previous years and remained at that level in 2001; however, this was only part of the issue. 

Beginning in 1998, the value of wages had decreased relative to the surge in productivity, and in 

2001, the two diverged sharply, creating an even bigger gap.53 By the end of 2001, nearly 41% of 

Chileans believed the economic situation in the country was bad.54 Stated differently, in addition 

to the copper price drop, the relative value of Chilean wages dropped compared to production. 

Thus, the impact on Chileans was greater than either copper prices or the wage decreases. 

 According to UNDP, “75% of Chileans expressed negative feelings towards the country’s 

economic system.”5556 They felt the state had failed to address glaring social problems in the areas 

of  healthcare, education, and housing.57 In April 2001 approximately 80% of secondary school 

students walked out of school in protest of a 2,500-peso (USD $4.69) transportation fee levied by 

a private company and demonstrated in the streets of Santiago.58 This became known as the 

Mochilazo Protests. The Education Ministry refused to negotiate with the students who had 

participated but the protests continued for weeks until the Ministry finally relented and lifted the 

fees.  

 

 

 
53 Gammage, et al 2014 

54 Latinobarómetro Chile 2001 

55 UNDP 2004 

56 Donoso 2013 

57 Donoso 2013 

58 EMOL 2001 
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 B.  The highs of Piñera and the return of Bachelet (2010-2015) 

 In 2010, Sebastian Piñera succeeded Michelle Bachelet as President of Chile, becoming 

the first center-right politician to be elected in Chile in nearly 50 years. The low of 2001 had been 

overcome, and the Lagos and Bachelet administrations had overseen an average of 4.3% GDP 

growth from 2003-2009 and a reduction in poverty to 20% by 2009.59 When Piñera took office, he 

also had to live up to Bachelet’s end-of-term approval rating of over 80%, one of the highest exit 

ratings in Latin American history.60 The Piñera presidency was a continuation of the previous 

administrations’ governance model, and there were no lapses in the economy. In Piñera’s first 

year, the prices of commodities rose significantly, and Chile’s economy grew by 5.8%.61 Bolstered 

by a return to high copper prices, Chile enjoyed a healthy 4% year-to-year GDP expansion 

throughout Piñera’s term.62  

Despite the economic growth, Piñera was not popular with the public. He struggled with 

low popularity throughout the duration of his term, making public relations gaffes that diminished 

his administration’s image. In 2011 Chile was also bombarded by the first of many major student 

demonstrations. The students protested for complete reform of the education system, which 

presented profound inequalities, not limited to the discrepancy in quality between public and 

private schools, for-profit institutions, and high interest rates.63 Popular discontent was so 

widespread and the protests were supported because “economic progress of recent years has raised 

expectations, and many Chileans say they now want social progress too”.64  

 
59 World Bank Data Chile 

60 Seiler, Radenstorf 2018 

61 World Bank Data Chile 

62 World Bank Data Chile 

63 Franklin 2011 

64 Long 2011 
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 Even as Chileans were demonstrating over inequality and the approval ratings for Piñera 

and the Concertación remained low, they remained committed to democracy. Democratic 

preference under Piñera reached its highest in 2013 at 63% and 81% of Chileans qualified their 

family’s economic situation as regular or good.65 Although, it must be noted that perceptions of 

inequality remained high, as nearly 75% of the population believed that politicians enacted policies 

for powerful groups rather than the populace as a whole.66 The embattled Piñera did manage to 

leave office with 50% approval, although he was still the most unpopular leader since the return 

to democracy in 1990.  

 In 2013, Michelle Bachelet was reelected for a second term, in large part due to the 

overwhelming success of her first term. She sought to continue the sound economic policies from 

the previous administrations while seeking a greater role of the government in society. Bachelet 

pushed laws for women’s rights, the environment, and notably education. To her, the state would 

be responsible in reducing the burden of income inequality and reform these unequal structures. 

The economy dipped to 2.3% growth in 2015 as the buoyancy of the commodity boom wore off. 

However, the expansion it sustained in previous years continued despite lower prices, with 77% 

of the people purporting a regular or good economic situation.67 Poverty had also been reduced to 

a mere 10%, although the Gini index remained stubborn at 47.7.68 More importantly, 2015 was the 

highest-ever approval of Chilean democracy, with 65% support and 83% of the public had at least 

a little confidence in the state (Latinobarómetro Chile 2015).69 To the Chilean left, Bachelet was 

 
65 Latinobarómetro Chile 2013 

66 Latinobarómetro Chile 2013 

67 Latinobarómetro Chile 2015 

68 World Bank Data Chile 

69 Latinobarómetro Chile 2015 
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proof that a leader in Chile could balance effective economic governance with an ideologically 

progressive agenda.  

C.  A return to normalcy (2018) 

 After Chile experienced a high in democratic favorability through 2015, it endured a 

tumble of 11 points in 2016 to 54% and held at 55% in 2017.70  Also, 59% of the public believed 

the country was treading water, and they believed that the primary culprit was the Bachelet 

government’s inability to replicate the success of her previous administration.71 The economy only 

expanded by about 1.5%, half of what it enjoyed in previous years.72 The decline in commodity 

prices hurt copper exports, but also private sector activity had stalled as an effect of a high 

corporate tax rate to finance anti-poverty measures had the effect of disincentivizing private 

business investment. Bachelet had inserted the government into the provision of traditionally 

private goods and services. This in turn replaced private investment with public, making the 

economy more dependent on the government. 

In spite of Bachelet’s intentions to reduce the economic burden on the populace, the cost 

of living had actually increased, making Santiago’s ratio of income to cost of living very expensive 

for a Latin American city. Over 75% of the population regarded the economic situation regular or 

bad, and 74.2% were not satisfied or not at all with the functioning of the economy.73 Support for 

Bachelet declined significantly as her government was unable to maintain growth and was littered 

with corruption scandals.  

 In the 2017 elections, Sebastián Piñera was once again elected to the presidency, having 

capitalized on a weak Concertación coalition fronted by Alejandro Guillier and a poorly 

 
70 Latinobarómetro Informe 2018 

71 Latinobarómetro Chile 2018 

72 World Bank Data Chile 

73 Latinobarómetro Chile 2018 



Mike Podesta 
IAFF 6358 

 

 18 

performing economy. Having overseen 4% growth in his previous administration, he convinced 

55% of the electorate that he would be better suited to revitalize the economy. However, reflective 

of Chilean disillusionment with the political class, the election turnout was only 42%--one of the 

lowest rates since 2001.74 Seeking unity with the left, Piñera would continue social policies enacted 

by Bachelet while changing economic agendas. He introduced a series of reforms that would 

overhaul the overburdened economy and promote investment, including a more favorable tax 

structure and an equitable pension system.  

In Piñera’s first year, 2018, Chile’s economy again grew by 4% as copper prices boosted 

on the market, and the population responded favorably. Even though the same overarching political 

economic system remained, preference for democracy actually increased by 3% to 58% approval.75 

Results show that in 2018, 26% of Chileans believed the economic situation was good or very 

good, the highest in Latin America, and well above Argentina and Brazil.76 Chile was also tied 

with Ecuador for the highest percentage of individuals satisfied or very satisfied with the economy. 

These numbers, up from Bachelet’s term, likely indicate that Chileans believed that Bachelet’s 

government was to blame for the country’s problems and that a return to normalcy occurred when 

the new administration entered. Thus, general confidence with the government’s policies toward 

the economy, rather than the actual performance, appears to drive democratic favorability. 

 Despite Chile’s rise in democratic favorability in 2018 the people were still not content 

with the state of income inequality and the government’s failure to address the issues regarding, 

healthcare and education. They also maintained lukewarm support for democratic institutions as 

74% believed that the government governed for powerful interest groups and not the people.77 
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Moreover, nearly 90% regarded the income scale to be unjust or very unjust. Thus, a return to 

normalcy does not appear to change public opinion on major economic or social issues. However, 

43% of the population considered Chilean democracy to be one with small problems, so the 

conditions did improve from the previous year.78 

 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE THREE COUNTRIES? 

 Argentina, Brazil, and Chile share similar trends in preferences for democracy in relation 

to the economy. Beginning in 2001, all three countries experienced lows when economic stability 

wavered, and sometimes crashed, as the global markets came to a standstill. They also all enjoyed 

soaring highs during the height of the commodity boom in the early 2010s, when higher prices 

meant more income and taxes. The higher income, in turn bolstered their countries’ economies 

and the governments gained favorability by enacting targeted social spending that improved 

conditions. In 2018, Brazil and Argentina’s democratic support eroded significantly as slowdowns 

exposed the governments’ inabilities to govern effectively through political and economic crises. 

In 2017, Chile endured a similar dip, but after electing new leadership in early 2018, the populace 

saw the country as stable and democratic favorability improved. 

 While the three Southern Cone nations are somewhat synchronous in that they experienced 

highs and lows during the same periods, the degree of the fluctuations and reasons for the 

fluctuations are unique to each country. Moreover, the citizen response is markedly different in 

the three countries. For instance, Argentina has been the most favorable to democratic governance 

of the three, regardless of the economic state. Support remains consistently in the 60s and 70s, 

probably in large effect due to the cult of personality of the Kirchner presidents in Argentina. Both 
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Nestor and Cristina enacted clientelist policies that would garner favor with urban populations and 

maintain broad support. These policies reinforced the social protection programs and utility 

subsidies in place during Fernandez de Kirchner’s second term as the country experienced a 

downturn.  

The only occurrences in which democratic favorability in Argentina went below 60% was 

during the debt crises of 2001 and 2018. Argentina has defaulted eight times since the turn of the 

20th century and is on its way to a ninth in 2020. The failure of the state to employ fiscal rigidity 

generates public perception and panic that the government is incapable of handling downturns. In 

2001, Argentines demanded the complete dismissal of the political class that had ruined the 

economy. In 2018, the public was fed up with the false promises of the Macri government to 

recover the economy and voted out his administration at the ballot box the following year as the 

debt spiraled. 

In the aftermath of political and economic crises of 2001, the Argentine voters returned to 

familiarity with the leftist wing of the Peronist Party to recover the country’s identity. In the 2003 

elections, the impact of the “Que se vayan todos!” movement enabled Nestor Kirchner to take 

power on a populist platform. Disillusioned Argentines, led by those who felt the brunt of the debt 

crisis, were inspired by Kirchner’s promises to negotiate a deal with the IMF to resolve the default 

and to implement policies favorable to the poor urban population. In a similar manner, as Macri 

had fumbled fiscal management, support for conservative, pro-business regimes decreased, and 

the allure of the Peronists reemerged. Alberto Fernandez and Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner 

became attractive options, as people knew to expect from the party. 
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 Brazil’s democratic approval rating has always remained lower than Argentina since 2001, 

with 2009 being its best year at only 54% preference.79 It also has suffered the largest single year 

decline with a 22% slide in 2016 in the wake of the Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment.80 The sheer 

scale of corruption and plutocracy regarding Lava Jato can also explain the lukewarm support for 

democracy. In periods of crisis, Brazilians orient themselves to a political outsider as a solution 

for new leadership, ones who have not been corrupted or tainted by poor economic governance.  

In 2001, Brazilians were also disillusioned by the policies of Henrique Cardoso that put 

the economy into a volatile state and perpetuated the structures of inequality and poverty. As a 

response, the public voted in the outsider Lula da Silva by an overwhelming margin, 62% to 38%,81 

believing he would deliver on his promise to raise the standard of living for millions of people 

previously left behind by the economy. In  2018, the Lava Jato scandal and the poor economy left 

Brazil politically and economically exposed, and the Workers Party was blamed as the primary 

culprit for the meltdown by the right-wing opposition. In the upcoming elections, Brazilians 

backed Jair Bolsonaro, who was not a part of the establishment that had been implicated. They 

ignored his lack of significance in Congress and shady history because he stimulated outrage 

against the Workers’ Party for its failures. His presidency was seen as a return to order. 

 Although economic mismanagement is a significant factor that drives Brazil’s democracy 

rating, one cannot ignore its sheer political polarization, which neither Argentina nor Chile had 

experienced to the same extent. In large part this factor is responsible for a swinging pendulum of 

governments on the political spectrum and can explain why Brazilian democracy is more 
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susceptible to volatility. The effect is that there is a greater effect when a crisis unfolds, public 

response largely falls along party lines, breeding greater division within society.  

Chile has consistently supported democracy, with its highs in the mid 60s and the lows 

typically in the mid 50s. Of the three countries, Chile is also the only one where democracy 

conditions improved in 2018, from 55% to 58%.82 It has maintained a careful dose of committed 

democratic governance with orthodox economic principles for 30 years without variation, and 

consequently, it had not gone through a true economic crisis during the time span. Unlike Chile, 

Argentina and Brazil still struggle with the most basic aspects of economic management, poverty 

and debt, and thus has a more volatile economy and government.    

The economic problems in Chile that are vocalized are similar to issues that other OECD 

nations have--inequality in wages and living standards. These issues continue to be the primary 

concern of Chileans, despite economic upturns or downturns. This makes Chile unique over 

Argentina and Brazil. If the economy performs poorly, the populace expects the government to be 

responsible for removing the unjust systems in place that are hindering growth. If the economy 

does well, Chileans believe that the government should do more to ensure the benefit is shared by 

a greater portion of the population. Chileans are attracted to proven leaders who had overseen 

considerable economic and social progress. For example, in 2017, Sebastián Piñera was re-elected 

as the economy had stagnated under Bachelet. Yes, he was an unpopular president in his first term, 

but Chileans trusted him enough to take the reins again largely due to his track record of governing 

a strong economy.  

The democratic government of Chile was constructed in such a manner so as not to recreate 

partisan divisions in society. Because of this, Chilean politics is traditionally driven to the center, 

 
82 Latinobarómetro Informe 2018 



Mike Podesta 
IAFF 6358 

 

 23 

and led by center-left and center-right coalitions, making it less susceptible to polarization. 

Chileans are known as a population unafraid to speak out about societal needs but the political 

class remains insulated from the clamor of the public. So, when Chileans protest against their 

government for poor policies, the collective action is largely sparked by a general dissatisfaction 

with vertical accountability. This can be seen in the 2017 elections, in which the strong, yet 

moderate, center began to deteriorate in favor of ideologically driven parties that are arguing for 

specific issues to be addressed, most notably income inequality.83  

 

CONCLUSION 

 Based on public polling data and analysis of political and economic factors affecting 

Argentina, Brazil, and Chile during the given period, it can be concluded that there is a correlation 

between a country’s economic performance and moods towards democracy but not a direct 

correlation. More specifically, the dips and increases in democratic preferences are reflective of 

citizen perceptions about the governments’ ability to manage the economies, rather than objective 

performance. To avoid volatility and to secure stable democratic preferences, the government must 

work to alleviate basic structural problems in economic booms so that they are not amplified during 

downturns.  

However, the economy is only a foundational factor to explain the trends of democratic 

support. History and the countries’ different political culture affect their views toward democracy.  

Chile possesses a political culture geared towards moderation and consensus, Argentina orients 

itself around the Peronist party, and Brazil gravitates to cults of personality in their presidents. 
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Chile’s democratic institutions are considered to be more insulated from political pressure than 

those in Argentina or Brazil, which leads to the latter two countries being more volatile politically.  

One factor that was not explored in this paper is population size and demographic 

makeup: a critical component in determining the ways in which certain populations vote and for 

whom they support. This could be a major influencer since there is a considerable demographic 

difference between the three countries, as Brazil is the largest country in Latin America with 

over 200 million people and maintains complex racial and regional divisions that are not as 

defined in Argentina or Chile. Argentina, though considerably smaller than Brazil, with 44 

million people, is still twice the size of Chile’s population. Altogether, more research beyond 

economic governance is required on other fundamental aspects of democratic trends, which may 

provide readers with a more comprehensive understanding of public preference for democracy. 
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