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Abstract

Some scholars argue that democratic countries are in crisis during the COVID-19
pandemic and authoritarian countries tend to combat COVID-19. However, these studies
are usually based on reported data susceptible to manipulation and often overlook
successful cases such as New Zealand and Taiwan, which are considered to have higher
levels of government effectiveness. Using excess mortality data from 78 countries, this
study analyzed the impact of government effectiveness and its relationship with political
regimes. The results revealed that democratic countries with higher government
effectiveness can reduce COVID-19 excess mortality. This study suggests that democratic
countries need not give up freedom and need to improve government effectiveness to
combat COVID-19.
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1. Introduction

Some scholars argue that democracy is in crisis during the COVID-19 pandemic. Some

say that democratic countries face a trade-off between freedom and health (Alsan et al.,

2020; Norheim et al., 2021; Thomson and Ip, 2020). Recent studies also reveal that

democratic countries suffer from more COVID-19 deaths than authoritarian states

(Cepaluni et al., 2020; Cheibub et al., 2020; Frey et al., 2020).

In Figure 1, the upper left graph plots the total number of COVID-19 deaths per

1 million (as of December 31, 2020) on the vertical axis, as reported by the John Hopkins

University (2020), and the multiplicative polyarchy index (MPI) in 2019 on the horizontal

axis from the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Project (Coppedge et al., 2020). The

population data were obtained from World Bank. The latter codes democracy levels from

low to high (0-1) (Coppedge et al., 2020). The upper right graph illustrates the relationship

by using the level of Polity2 in 2018 from the Polity V Project (Marshall et al., 2020).

The latter codes democracy levels from -10 (most autocratic) to 10 (most democratic).

The bottom left graph shows the relationship by using the level of Democracy Index in

2019 from the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2020).

The latter codes democracy levels from 0 (most autocratic) to 10 (most democratic). The

correlation coefficient between the political regime variables and deaths is 0.3~0.5 (p



<0.001). These moderate, positive relationships appear to support the argument that

democratic governments are disadvantaged in coping with the current pandemic, at least

nominally.
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Figure 1: Relationship between political regime variables and number of COVID-19

deaths

However, the numbers of COVID-19 cases and deaths are based on government

data and can be manipulated, especially in authoritarian countries (Adiguzel et al., 2020;



Kapoor et al., 2020) . A study says that the positive correlation between political regime
and COVID-19 deaths is not found after controlling for other factors, including data
transparency (Annaka 2021). The World Health Organization (WHO) argues that only
excess mortality can make “true” death estimation possible (WHO, 2021). Excess
mortality has an advantage in estimating accurate mortality because “In encompassing
deaths from all causes, excess mortality overcomes the variation between countries in
reporting and testing of COVID-19 and in the misclassification of the cause of death on
death certificates. Under the assumption that the incidence of other diseases remains
steady over time, then excess deaths can be viewed as those caused both directly and
indirectly by COVID-19 and gives a summary measure of the ‘whole system’ impact.”
(Beaney et al., 2020: 330). The research which utilizes excess mortality even argues for
the advantage in democratic countries (Badman et al., 2021; Jain et al., 2021).

And there is a significant variance in democratic countries. Several democratic
countries are under 500 deaths per 1 million population, and many of them have over 500
deaths. Even in democracies, countries such as Taiwan and New Zealand seem to be
relatively successful in combating COVID-19 by the end of 2020. These countries are
islands, but the United Kingdom, which has suffered severely from the pandemic, is also

an island. Once the virus invades a country, it cannot usually combat the pandemic simply



by taking advantage of being an island.

Taiwan and New Zealand are being praised for their governing and bureaucratic

capability. Previous research has reported that government effectiveness is negatively

correlated with COVID-19 deaths (Liang et al., 2020; Serikbayeva et al., 2020).

Combating COVID-19 requires a tremendous amount of information related to the issue.

Government effectiveness varies among nations; democratic countries tend to have more

effective governments. However, this is not always the case; it is true that the correlation

coefficient between MPI and EIU and government effectiveness, obtained from the World

Bank, is relatively high (0.6657 and 0.7273, respectively), but the correlation coefficient

between Polity2 and it is only 0.3796. We find inefficient governments among

democracies and efficient governments among authoritarian states. Then, we cannot

straightforwardly conclude that “democracy suffers.” As Taiwan and New Zealand cases

show, democratic governments with higher government effectiveness may combat

COVID-19. In addition, a study shows that democratic countries with a higher quality of

government tend to have fewer people affected by natural disasters (Persson and

Povitkina, 2017). The current situation of the pandemic is like a natural disaster. We can

naturally expect that the same is true for this pandemic.

Then this study analyzes the interaction effects of democracy and government



effectiveness on COVID-19 using excess mortality. It argues that democracy is not a

determinant of the higher number of COVID-19 deaths but conditions the effects of

government effectiveness on fatalities. This suggests that effective democratic

governments can reduce COVID-19 excess mortality.

2. Analysis

2.1. Model

Using cross-sectional data, this section analyzes the interaction effect between political

regimes and government effectiveness on COVID-19 deaths. It estimates the following

specifications:

COVID excess mortality;=a + B, Political Regimes;

+ fB,Governance;+p3(Political Regimes;

X Governance;) + ', X; + &

COVID excess mortality is excess mortality per 100000 population. Political Regimes

indicates MPI, Polity2 score, or EIU democracy index, and governance represents

government effectiveness. X is a vector of controls. ¢ is an error term. i represents each

country.



The excess mortality data are obtained from Karlinsky and Kobak (2021). This

study constructs cross-national data on 78 countries, obtaining political regime variables

from the Polity Project, V-Dem Project, and Economist Intelligent Unit. Government

effectiveness, population density, population ratio age 65 and above, GDP per capita are

taken from the World Bank. The yearly data (2019) for all variables are used (except for

population density (2018)). Government effectiveness attempts to capture “perceptions

of the quality of public services, the quality of the civil service and the degree of its

independence from political pressures, the quality of policy formulation and

implementation, and the credibility of the government’s commitment to such policies.”

(Kaufmann et al. 2010: 223). The scores range from -2.5 (weak) to 2.5 (strong). It is

already employed by the studies which analyzed the relationship between state capacity

and Covid-19 (Liang et al., 2020; Serikbayeva et al., 2020). The estimation model

includes both the latitude and longitude obtained from John Hopkins University, which

captures geographic characteristics, such as humidity and cultural factors, such as high

awareness of mask usage and preventive behavior affecting the severity of COVID-19

deaths as well as any remaining regionally specific effects.

For estimation, ordinary least squares (OLS) with robust standard errors are

applied. The control variables (except for latitude and longitude) are logged due to their



skewed distributions. Model goodness of fit was assessed using the Akaike information

criterion (AIC) and the Bayesian information criterion (BIC) based on Lindsey (2014)

and Gluzmann et al. (2015). However, note that the key variables, such as the political

regime variables, are included in the estimations, regardless of AIC and BIC assessment.

Descriptive statistics are provided in Appendix.

2.2. Results

Models 1, 2, and 3 in Table 1 analyze the relationship between MPI and excess mortality,

and Models 4, 5, and 6 take Polity2, and Models 7, 8, and 9 take EIU as independent

variables. Models 1, 4, and 7 are without government effectiveness. Models 1 and 7 show

that MPI and EIU are negatively correlated with excess mortality and statistically

significant. Polity2 in Model 4 is also but not significant. However, all the political regime

variables in Models 2, 5, and 8, including government effectiveness, are not statistically

significant at the conventional level. On the other hand, government effectiveness is

negatively associated with excess mortality and is consistently statistically significant.

Models 3, 6, and 8 include the interaction terms between the political regime variables

and government effectiveness. These models reveal that the interaction terms are

negatively associated with excess mortality and are robustly statistically significant.



Table 1: Determinants of COVID-19 Excess Mortality

@ @ ©) 4 ®) (6) U] ®) O]
VARIABLES EM per 100k  EM per 100k  EMper 100k  EMper 100k  EMper 100k ~ EM per 100k  EM per 100k ~ EM per 100k  EM per 100k
MPI -180.3** -122.8* -30.57
(74.68) (73.36) (100.1)
Polity2 -1.740 -0.0749 0.710
(3.200) (3.351) (3.489)
EIU -29.85** -16.76 -9.993
(11.85) (12.68) (13.24)
Government
effectiveness -98.19*** -14.59 -119.7%** -59.07* -91.30*** 89.96
(26.84) (39.03) (30.40) (29.74) (29.12) (56.14)
MPIxEffectiveness -151.6**
(60.27)
Polity2xEffectiveness -7.783%**
(2.314)
ElUxEffectiveness -23.90***
(7.072)
Ratio over age 65 (log) 118.7*** 126.1%** 115.9%** 87.47** 104.5%** 115.1%** 126.2%** 124.0%** 114.1%**
(33.10) (31.29) (32.93) (39.47) (38.19) (38.20) (34.26) (33.40) (32.57)
Population density (log) -10.49 -7.544 -13.38 -8.671 -5.630 -12.84 9.162 -6.700 -12.97
(8.466) (7.484) (8.803) 9.591) (8.815) (9.397) (7.372) (7.389) (7.961)
GDP per capita (log) -25.25% 28.40 20.56 -46.74%** 25.65 18.82 -21.13 23.72 16.87
(13.82) (18.96) (19.03) (14.16) (20.89) (18.78) (14.01) (19.30) (18.91)
Latitude 0.254 0.148 0.646 0.530 0.352 0.609 0.0120 0.0717 0.434
(0.490) (0.494) (0.554) (0.548) (0.551) (0.577) (0.523) (0.541) (0.574)
Longitude -0.833*** -0.606*** -0.556*** -0.646*** -0.419* -0.422* -0.737*** -0.536** -0.526**
(0.203) (0.198) (0.208) (0.224) (0.219) (0.221) (0.200) (0.209) (0.215)
Constant 225.5* -292.7 -208.4 408.1%** -280.1 -214.6 275.2%** -199.9 -120.8
(113.8) (178.3) (196.0) (102.2) (191.6) (189.2) (93.62) (180.1) (186.8)
Observations 78 78 78 77 77 77 78 78 78
R-squared 0.311 0.370 0.417 0.249 0.338 0.379 0.318 0.362 0.427

Robust Standard errors in parentheses

w0001, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1



>
= =
= (L]
[ Tt 8
s o @ —
o E 881
2 s4i=
b 2 8 :
D87 o e F1 :
T o Q 3 3
8° B &
.Qg— o T T T T T T T T T T T
® 2 25 -2 -15 -1 -5 0 5 1 15 2 25
o e o e . = A e T Government effectiveness
25-2-15-1 -5 0 5 1 15 2 25
Government effectiveness Polity2=-10 Polity2=-5
—— MPI=0 —+— MPI=.3 —=— Polity2=0 —=#—— Polity2=5
—— MPI=6 —— MPI=.9 —=&—— Polity2=10
2
I
ts
[eR=]
g=
@ %
Q
do —%
ge] y
e -
o2
8 ! T T T T T T T T T T T
g 25-2-15-1 -5 0 5 1 15 2 25
Government effectiveness
—— EIU=0 —e— ElU=2
—— EIU=4 —— EIU=6
—— EIU=8 —e— EIU=10

Figure 2: Predicted Excess Mortality of the Interaction Terms (95% Cls)

Figure 2 illustrates the marginal effects of government effectiveness on the

number of deaths conditioned by the level of political regime variables based on Models

3, 6, and 9. These graphs show the downward trends of the predicted excess mortality as

the political regime variables are higher. These results indicate that effective democratic

governments tend to have lower COVID-19 excess mortality. When countries are most

democratic, and their government effectiveness is above zero, the predicted excess

mortality is negative in all the figures.
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3. Discussion

The current study demonstrates that government effectiveness is an essential factor in

reducing COVID-19 excess mortality. This result strongly supports the findings of Liang

et al. (2020) and Serikbayeva et al. (2020). However, the former does not consider the

effect of political regimes. The latter uses the Freedom House score only to define

democracy, not paying attention to the interaction effects of democracy and government

effectiveness on Covid-19. And also, both of them use the reported numbers of COVID-

19 deaths, not excess mortality.

On the other hand, Badman et al. (2021) and Jain et al. (2021) utilize excess

mortality instead of the reported numbers. However, the former only looks at the

correlation between the variables and does not consider other factors such as demographic

and geographic ones. The latter does include various variables in analysis but does not

analyze the interaction between political regimes and government characteristics. And all

the studies above do not use the V-Dem data, a new gold-standard political regime

variable.

This study analyzes the interaction between political regimes and government

effectiveness using excess mortality and the V-Dem data and reports that good democratic

governance can significantly reduce COVID-19 excess mortality. These results genuinely

11



contribute to the literature.

There are some limitations of this study paper, of course. For example, the

number of observations is relatively small mainly because of the missing values of excess

mortality, although the excess mortality data seem much more reliable than the reported

number of deaths. Especially, This study does not include such cases as China and India,

which have not reported excess mortality. China has been regarded to succeed in

combating COVID-19, and, on the other hand, India has been in a catastrophic situation.

These problems may lead to some bias, but the data are not available now. This should be

corrected in future research when the data are available.

4. Conclusion

Scholars have argued that democracy is in crisis during the COVID-19 pandemic. Some

say that democratic countries face a trade-off between freedom and health. Recent studies

have also revealed that democratic countries suffer from more COVID-19 deaths than

authoritarian states. However, these studies are often based on the reported numbers of

COVID-19 deaths, not excess mortality, and overlook successful cases such as New

Zealand and Taiwan. These countries are often considered to have higher levels of

government effectiveness. This study analyzed the impact of government effectiveness

12



and its relationship with political regimes. The results revealed that democratic countries

with higher government effectiveness can reduce COVID-19 excess mortality. This study

suggests that democratic countries do not need to reduce social freedoms and needs to

improve government effectiveness to combat COVID-19.
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Appendix: Descriptive Statistics

Variable Obs Mean  Std. Dev. Min Max
Excess Mortality per 1200000 Population 78 135.90 132.2182 -60 590
Polity2 78 0.5112 0.2970 0 1
MPI 77 6.6494 5.4695 -10 10
EIU 78 6.6895 1.9946 1.93 9.87
Government Effectiveness 78 0.5542 0.8493 -1.0490 2.2211
Population Density (log) 78 2.4699 0.5931 0.4208 3.3323
Age 65 and above Ratio (log) 78 4.3048 1.3200 0.7109 8.9813
GDP per capita (log) 78 9.5508 1.1212 7.0178 11.6179
Latitude 78  29.1895  27.6936 -40.9006 61.9241
Longitude 78 142067 625216 -102.5528 174.8860
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