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Abstract 

In late 2019 the SARS-CoV-2 virus surfaced in Wuhan, China. It quickly spread within the 

East Asian region, and then quickly evolved into a worldwide pandemic. In response, governments 

around the world reacted with a variety of policies aimed at containing the virus. The response of 

nations varied around the world, however many similar policies were enacted, including 

lockdowns, quarantines, stay-at-home orders, and mask mandates. Many different factors 

influenced the actions that each nation took, including cultural mores, the severity of the outbreak, 

and the willingness of the public to accept coronavirus-based restrictions on liberty and movement. 

However, another factor that influenced the levels of coronavirus response worldwide is the 

political ideology of nations. Political ideology can be effectively quantified using the overall 

levels of democracy within nations. The International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 

Assistance (International IDEA) separates nations into five distinct categories of political 

ideology. Authoritarian nations have little to no democratic elements, hybrid nations combine 

authoritarianism with democracy. The other three categories quantify the level of democracy 

present within a nation. These are strong democracies, moderate democracies, and weak 

democracies.  Using synthetic control methods and difference-in-differences, this paper will show 

several interesting results that show that political ideology impacted the levels of government 

response across the amount of economic support provided, the level of containment and health 

policies enacted, and the stringency of response policy, as well as the overall level of government 

response to the deadly pandemic.  Moderate democracies had statistically significantly increased 

levels of government response, enacted more health and containment policies, and were more 

stringent. Weak democracies were less stringent, and authoritarian nations provided increased 

levels of economic support, while strong democracies provided less economic support.
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1. Introduction 

In late 2019 the SARS-CoV-2 virus surfaced in Wuhan, China. It quickly spread within the 

East Asian region, and then quickly evolved into a worldwide pandemic. In response, governments 

around the world reacted with a variety of policies aimed at containing the virus. The response of 

nations varied around the world, however many similar policies were enacted, including 

lockdowns, quarantines, stay-at-home orders, and mask mandates. Many different factors 

influenced the actions that each nation took, including cultural mores, the severity of the outbreak, 

and the willingness of the public to accept coronavirus-based restrictions on liberty and movement. 

However, another possible factor that may have influenced the levels of coronavirus response 

worldwide is the political ideology of nations. Authoritarian governments may be able to respond 

more quickly since they can suppress the will of the people and carry out policy regardless of 

public backlash. China’s policy of physically sealing the homes of its citizens to prevent the spread 

of the disease would be impossible to enact in a more democratic state, such as the United States, 

or the United Kingdom. Alternatively, democratic governments may choose to respond more 

forcefully given that the public will hold them accountable. Nearly all democracies have responded 

with at least some level of science-based policy to tackle the containment of the coronavirus. 

However, Nicaragua, an authoritarian-democratic hybrid nation, has taken the opposite approach. 

Their government claims the virus is nearly non-existent within their borders and has taken 

minimal action. This response may suggest that “authoritarian governments, free from any kind of 

public censure, are likely more concerned with preserving their rule… than protecting citizens” 

(Pearson et al. 2020, 1). 

This research aims to determine if political ideology, broadly determined by levels of 

democratization, influenced the responsiveness of national governments concerning economic 
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support, health containment of the virus, stringent policy, and overall level of government 

intervention around the world, from its early origins in January 2020 to mid-October 2020. 

The effect of political ideology on the level of coronavirus response was determined using 

a difference-in-differences approach. Several datasets were used for this purpose, including the 

Oxford Covid-19 Government Response Tracker and the International IDEA’s Global State of 

Democracy 2019 pre-pandemic indices. However, the parallel trends assumption for the 

difference-in-differences method was not satisfied sufficiently, and thus a synthetic control method 

approach was used to create proper controls for each nation. The synthetic control for each nation 

was constructed using a set of controls that were ideologically distinct from the treatment nation. 

Thus for each ideological group, the set of control nations is identical; for example, all 

authoritarian nations shared the same set of control nations, all non-authoritarian nations within 

the sample.  From the resulting output of the synthetic control method optimization, the 

observational values of the synthetic controls were reconstructed; providing a second full dataset, 

mirroring the first. This dataset is the synthetic equivalent to the first dataset, having the same 

variables. Each nation is given a synthetic equivalent in this dataset with the same level of daily 

data. A difference-in-differences model was then used for each treatment and synthetic nation pair, 

to estimate the effect of each ideology responding to the deadly pandemic. With these estimates of 

the treatment effect for each nation, nations with the same ideology had their treatment effects 

bootstrapped to obtain standard errors for the treatment effect by ideology. 

From this methodology, several interesting conclusions were reached. The first is that only 

moderate democracies had significantly increased levels of government response at the 𝛼 = 0.05 

level. The other four ideologies’ treatment effects were not statistically significant. However, when 

examining the other three composite indices, there are other effects. Moderate democracies had 
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statistically significantly increased levels of government response, enacted more health and 

containment policies, and were more stringent. Weak democracies were less stringent, and 

authoritarian nations provided increased levels of economic support, while strong democracies 

provided less economic support. 
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2. Literature Review 

Since the coronavirus pandemic is ongoing, the literature surrounding it is very recent and 

includes published literature as well as working papers.  Some literature has examined the effect 

of anti-contagion policies on the COVID-19 pandemic. There is a negative effect on coronavirus 

cases when anti-contagion policies are implemented (Hsiang et al. 2020, 262). That is, when anti-

contagion policies are implemented, the number of coronavirus cases per day drops. Thus if 

political ideology impacts the government response, then it may also influence directly how well 

governments can contain the spread of the coronavirus. While an intuitive and expected result, 

nonetheless the impact between policy and coronavirus cases is an important research question. 

 Synthetic control methods are a generalization of the difference-in-differences model. It 

was developed by Abadie, Diamond, and Hainmüller in a series of seminal papers. The synthetic 

control method allows for an artificial control group to be created by assigning weights to the 

available controls to create a new set of observations that closely match the treated group. The 

optimization attempts to minimize the difference between the synthetic control and the treatment 

on a specified set of predictors. Additionally, the algorithm also weighs the predictors in terms of 

how much each affects the dependent outcome variable. Abadie, Diamond, and Hainmüller use 

the synthetic control method to examine the economic outcomes of the reunification of Germany 

(Abadie, Diamond, and Hainmüller 2015, 495), the economic costs of Basque conflicts in Spain 

(Abadie, Diamond, and Hainmüller 2011, 1), and the effect of California’s proposition 99 (Abadie, 

Diamond, and Hainmüller 2010, 493). In each of these studies, there is only a single treated region, 

and a single synthetic control is created to match. 

 All other literature discussed pertains to the data sets used, and is given its own section 

below. 
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3. Data Sets 

The International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA) 

is an institute that promotes democracy worldwide. As part of their efforts, every year they compile 

a report which is known as the global state of democracy report. Chronicled within it are the 

various events which affected democracy worldwide, as well as the categorization of nearly every 

world nation into one of five distinct categories. These categories, authoritarian regime, hybrid 

regime, weak democracy, moderate democracy, and strong democracy, represent the strength of 

democracy and democratic values within the nation. However, the analysis is more nuanced than 

simply checking if direct democracy exists. The report goes into substantial detail on their 

methodology and how they go about providing a rigorous framework for their worldwide 

comparison. In short, the five major aspects that are considered include representative government, 

fundamental rights, checks on government, impartial administration, and participatory 

engagement. From this, nations are determined to be either democracies or non-democracies. Non-

democracies are further classified into two distinct groups, authoritarian regimes and hybrid 

regimes. Hybrid regimes include some democratic institutions and elements while authoritarian 

nations do not. Democratic nations are classified into three groups, weak, moderate, and strong 

democracies. This is done by indexing the five major aspects, with nations from 0 to 0.4 being 

classified as weak democracies, 0.4 to 0.7 being moderate democracies, and 0.7 to 1 being strong 

democracies. Further information on the exact methodology used to compute the index can be 

found in the global state of democracy report published by the International IDEA. 

However, due to the coronavirus outbreak, the International IDEA has frozen the 2020 

indices into two distinct categories, the pre-pandemic indices, which do not consider the actions 

nations have taken to respond to coronavirus, and the preliminary pandemic indices, which do take 
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into account recent government policy concerning coronavirus. This paper uses the pre-pandemic 

indices as the political ideology of nations. The pre-pandemic indices were chosen because they 

represented a complete dataset while the pandemic indices were largely still evolving and are 

incomplete. The categorization of democracy is used as a direct measure of political ideology for 

this research. 

Hale et al. have been compiling the government responses of nations worldwide from 

January 1st, 2020 until the present in the Oxford Covid-19 Government Response Tracker 

(OxCGRT). From this data, they have compiled a series of indicators that quantify the response of 

nations around the world. The categories of these indicators include containment and closure, 

economic response, and health systems. Each indicator and index is updated daily, thus giving a 

daily level dataset for analysis. The indicators are updated in response to new information and 

policies released by governments. This means that the dataset contains information based only on 

publicly available signals. Currently, over 165 different nations are represented in the Oxford 

dataset. The rigorous nature of the data collection and the openness around the index calculation 

mean that the Oxford dataset is one of the most accessible databases for coronavirus research that 

aims to perform cross-country analysis. 

 The OxCGRT dataset “provides a systematic, cross-national, cross-temporal measure to 

understand how government responses have evolved” over time (Hale et al. 2020, 3). Their data 

is meant to be used for “cross-national… systematic comparisons across countries” (Hale et al. 

2020, 6). They also acknowledge that there are “strong assumptions about what kinds of 

information ‘counts’,” and warn that “measurement bias” may exist within the OxCGRT dataset 

if the absent information is correlated with variables of interest (Hale et al. 2020, 6). For this 

research, this would be a problem if the absent information was correlated with the political 
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ideology. However, this is most likely not an issue, because most information that is left out is 

strongly correlated with information that is included. For example, the magnitude of income 

support is not recorded as part of the dataset, however, the overall magnitude of fiscal measures 

taken by the government is recorded.  

From their indicators, the Oxford team compiles four composite indices which measure 

government response in different areas. While the team acknowledges that more complex 

approaches, such as Principal Component Analysis (PCA) or Principal Factor Analysis (PFA) can 

be used to construct indices, they opt for a “simple, additive unweighted indices,” because this 

approach is the “most transparent and easiest to interpret” (Hale et al. 2020, 6). The four composite 

indices are an “overall government response index, [a] stringency index, [a] health and 

containment index, [and an] economic support index” (Hale et al. 2020, 7). Each index pulls from 

certain indicators, and the overall government response pulls from all indicators which are used in 

the other three indices. However, due to the construction of the indices, they only have meaning 

relative to each other, there is no real-world meaning for a one-point difference in an index score 

between two nations. 

 Information from several different datasets is used to construct the control predictors for 

the synthetic control model, including the International Monetary Fund and United Nations 

estimates for GDP, and Worldometer, for demographic information about nations. Worldometer 

is a website run by “an international team of developers, researchers, and volunteers” and “was 

voted as one of the best free reference websites by the American Library Association” 

(Worldometer 2020). 
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A total of 156 nations were included in the dataset. Nations were added to the sample if 

they were present in the OxCGRT dataset, as well as if they were classified by the 2019 pre-

pandemic GSoD indices. 

Table 1: Aggregate ideological characteristics of nations included in the sample. 

Number of 
nations by 
ideology 

Authoritarian Hybrid Weak 
Democracy 

Moderate 
Democracy 

Strong 
Democracy 

 30 31 23 56 16 
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4. Methods 

Originally, the research question was going to be answered using difference-in-differences. 

Each treatment nation would be paired with a control nation that was manually selected to achieve 

a fulfillment of the parallel trends assumption. However, after the estimation of the difference-in-

difference equation, there were clear problems. The parallel trends assumption was violated. The 

Oxford government response index is very choppy, and as nations implement policies it changes 

very quickly. As such, there are not clear parallel trends in the government response index between 

nations, even after controlling for the difference in starting times for post-periods. Moreover, any 

parallel trends that were present were often due to random chance. 

 Figure 1 shows clearly the violation of the parallel trends assumption under this 

methodology. Singapore was meant as the treatment nation and Australia as its control. 

Additionally, two placebo tests were performed, one using only the pre-period data and the second 

using only the control data, with a randomized treatment. The results of both tests were clear. 

Figure 1: Demonstration of the violation of parallel trends assumption. During the pre-period, Australia and 
Singapore do not display parallel trends. Only the pre-period data is displayed. 
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The parallel trends assumption was not supported. Not only did the manual pairing introduce 

selection bias, but the placebo tests, as well as visual inspection, reinforced the notion that the 

parallel trends assumption did not hold. Due to this, the synthetic control method is necessary to 

answer the research question if difference-in-differences is to be used. 

The synthetic control groups were created using the R package, ‘Synth.’ The Synth package 

was created by Hainmueller and Diamond. The predictors used to create the synthetic control 

models were the normalized number of cases, the distance to the epicenter of the pandemic, the 

GDP per capita, and the nation’s population, density, and urbanization percentage. Originally, 

culture was considered to be included as a predictor. However, there are few simple robust 

measures of culture that cover all nations within our sample. For example, the Inglehart-Welzel 

measures for culture, which is based on a values survey, only covered 50 nations in 2019. Using 

this measure of culture would require a significant trimming of the sample. As such, culture is not  

Figure 2: An example of the generated synthetic results. The dotted vertical line marks the end of the pre-
period. Note that there are very strong pre-period parallel trends, much more so than those present in figure 

1. 
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represented in predictors. However, to the extent that similar cultures have similar economic 

controls, the impact of culture being absent is mitigated. The ideology is left out of the predictor 

set since the ideology of the treatment and control group is mutually exclusive. The set of control 

nations are those which have different ideologies than the treatment nation. 

As with difference-in-differences, synthetic controls require a pre-period and a post-period. 

However, this provided two distinct problems. The first was what the treatment should be, the  

second: how exactly the post-period should be determined. Each nation responded to coronavirus 

as their populations were increasingly affected by it. Because of this, there is no one time at which 

the world as a whole, or even any two of the 34 nations included, began to respond to coronavirus.  

The solution to determining when the post-period began was to allow the post-period to 

differ by nation, but have all post-periods begin when the same condition is met. This condition is 

when the first death from coronavirus occurs within the nation. Expressed mathematically, this is 

equivalent to, where 𝑖 is the nation, and 𝑡 is the time: 

Unfortunately, the overall number of deaths over time may be correlated with political 

ideology. For example, authoritarian nations may be less concerned with the health of their citizens 

and thus do less to prevent their deaths systemically. However, when the very first death occurs 

from coronavirus is much closer to a random event. At this point, the pandemic is not out of 

control, and preliminary policy regarding disease outbreaks is largely homogeneous between 

ideological groups. 
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Figure 3: The histogram depicts the distribution of the start dates for the post-period. As the pandemic 
spreads, each nation begins to experience deaths, and the number of countries entering the post-period 

increases until all nations are in the post-period. 

The earliest start is China, the epicenter of the virus. The distribution builds up until all 

nations have entered the post period. 

Even if this is the case, it leaves more important issues that must be addressed. Since the 

data available is only based on public signals, there may be systemic data fabrication that is 

correlated with political ideology. Authoritarian nations are much more likely to lie about the 

number of deaths and cases. China, specifically, has been heavily criticized for its coronavirus 

data. Even casual observers have noted that the data for confirmed cases almost perfectly mirrors 

a logistical curve, largely absent of the noise expected. This is heavily indicative that they are lying 

about their coronavirus severity. However, China is not alone regarding suspicion. Vietnam does 

not record a single death until day 214, over twice as long as most other nations. Their proximity 

to China also exacerbates concerns that the data may not be entirely accurate. In addition to this 
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problem, early deaths from coronavirus were often mischaracterized because the disease was not 

widely considered when determining the cause of death in late 2019 and early 2020. However, to 

the extent that all nations were equally affected by this misidentification problem, the effects 

should be minimal. These are both inherent limitations in the data. As such, without formulating a 

separate research paper to answer these questions, the best we can do is acknowledge the 

limitations present in the data. However, the most visible and large-scale contagion measures 

undertaken by China, such as physically sealing residents within their homes, are reported to have 

happened weeks after the first ‘official’ death. This signals that, while an imperfect measure, the 

date of the first death does trigger a marked change in authoritarian governments response to the 

pandemic, even if that date is not entirely correct. 

However, there is another data-specific limitation that must be addressed. The OxCGRT is 

based on publically available information. It uses the official numbers from nations for the number 

of cases, deaths, and policy. Since it only uses publically available information, if nations are lying 

about their policy, the indices may be incorrect. Some nations may have incentives to lie if the 

policies that they are pursuing to combat the pandemic are considered unethical, and would 

damage their reputation on the world stage. For example, it is unlikely that China will openly admit 

that it was physically sealing the homes of citizens, and abandoning their needs in the process. It 

is also possible that this incentive to lie is correlated with ideology. Specifically, authoritarian and 

hybrid nations have incentives to lie about their more repressive policies. Thus there may be a bias 

in the indices for these ideologies. 

One possible solution for this would be to use indicators that are unable to be faked as 

robustness checks for the indices. Sulfur dioxide is one such indicator. As lockdown policies 

strengthened, the emission of sulfur dioxide decreased. The concentration of sulfur dioxide in the 
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atmosphere over any region can be measured by satellites with precision. No government can lie 

about this figure. Already several papers in the literature have used sulfur dioxide concentrations 

to answer several coronavirus related research questions. The most common dataset used is 

NASA’s Ozone Monitoring Instrument (OMI). However, the data from this is not of sufficient 

granularity for this to be a feasible solution for any possible robustness check for the indices. As 

NASA releases more recent OMI data, this approach may become viable. 

Another indicator is the number of excess deaths which have occurred within a nation. 

There is extensive research that has shown that in nations around the world the number of deaths 

occurring in 2020 has exceeded averages from the past few years. The conclusion is often that 

these excess deaths are unreported coronavirus deaths or indirect deaths due to coronavirus. An 

indirect example would be the fact that a preventable death occurs due to hospital overcrowding. 

While a promising idea, the data is once again difficult to find for so many nations to sufficient 

granularity, and unfortunately this data has the same problem as the indices, governments can lie 

about it. Additionally, the number of deaths sometimes does not move with the level of government 

response. This can be easily seen by how within the United States, regions are lifting lockdowns 

even when caseloads and death figures are increasing. 

There are a number of these types of indicators, another being measured light levels from 

space, but they all suffer from the same data collection problem. These indicators are often difficult 

to have sufficient breadth across the entire period of the data and nations within the data set. As 

time passes, one may expect that these datasets will be expanded and better data will become 

available. When this occurs, there may be ways to construct this robustness check easily. Until 

then, this is more suitable for an area of future research. 
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Eight nations have recorded zero deaths over the period of the data. Four of these nations 

were authoritarian, one was a hybrid nation, and the remaining three were moderate democracies. 

These eight nations were never considered as a treatment and thus did not have synthetic controls 

created for them. Subsequently, no regressions were created for them. 

While the separated post-period solved the problem of the coronavirus affecting different 

nations at different times, the definition of the treatment was murky. The treatment that caused a 

change in the government response was the emergence of coronavirus. This means that no single 

treatment group exists. Furthermore, no nation was unaffected by coronavirus, and as such, there 

were no untreated controls to use, as every nation was affected by the treatment. As such, the 

formulation of the treatment was changed. Specifically, it was changed from simply the treatment 

nation is responding to coronavirus to being a nation of a certain ideology responding to 

coronavirus, while all control nations are not that ideology. For example, in New Zealand, the 

treatment is being a strong democracy that is responding to a deadly outbreak of coronavirus. None 

of the nations in the control, which itself is a synthetic New Zealand created by weighting all non-

strong democracies, are strong democracies, and as such, the treatment effect of this estimation is 

due to differences in ideology. 

Once each of the synthetic controls was created, and the weights from the synthetic control 

group were obtained, the weights were used to reconstruct observational data for the synthetic 

control. This was done for both variables which were included in the synthetic control creation 

and those that were not. With this observational data in hand, a difference-in-differences regression 

allowed for the estimation of the effect of political ideology for each nation. The process of 

creating synthetic controls was repeated for each of the composite indices. Thus for each nation, 

four sets of synthetic controls were created, one for each index. 
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 Each nation then had a difference-in-differences estimation for each index. The final 

equation for each nation’s regression estimation is: 

 

Where 𝑗  is the specific composite index, of the four in the OxCGRT, 𝑖  is the nation-

synthetic nation pair from the nations in the sample, and 𝑡 is the time. The 𝑡𝑟𝑒𝑎𝑡𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡  is equal to 

one for the original data and zero for the synthetic data. 𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡  is equal to one if the post condition, 

the first confirmed death having occurred, is fulfilled. Otherwise, the value is zero. 𝑊𝑒𝑒𝑘𝐼𝑛𝑌𝑒𝑎𝑟  

specifies the number of weeks that have passed since the start of 2020, 𝑊𝑒𝑒𝑘𝐼𝑛𝑀𝑜𝑛𝑡ℎ  represents 

the number of weeks that have passed since the start of the particular month of 𝑡, and 𝐷𝑎𝑦𝐼𝑛𝑌𝑒𝑎𝑟  

represents the number of days that have passed since the start of 2020. The 

log(𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑓𝑖𝑟𝑚𝑒𝑑𝐶𝑎𝑠𝑒𝑠 ) and log (𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑓𝑖𝑟𝑚𝑒𝑑𝐷𝑒𝑎𝑡ℎ𝑠 ) is the log of the number of cases and 

deaths that occurred within the 𝑖𝑡ℎ nation at time 𝑡. 

This equation was estimated once for each index-nation pair. For example, consider Russia 

and its synthetic counterpart. The equation is estimated first for Russia and Synthetic Russia for 

the government response index, then for the containment and health index, then for the stringency, 

and finally for the economic support index. 

𝑊𝑒𝑒𝑘𝐼𝑛𝑌𝑒𝑎𝑟 contains very similar information to 𝐷𝑎𝑦𝐼𝑛𝑌𝑒𝑎𝑟, but since the new year 

started on a Wednesday, it contains some different information, and the regression result changes 

by a small percentage when it is excluded, however, this change is not significant enough to change 

any results. 
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 Each equation estimation gives one sample for the treatment effect, 𝛽 , for that nation’s 

ideology for a specific index. Thus once all regressions are complete, there is a single numerical 

estimate for the treatment effect for each nation in the sample for each index. Using Russia as an 

example once again, there are four different 𝛽 ’s that are computed, one for each index.  These 

treatment effects can be grouped into vectors based on the political ideology of the nation. For 

example, Russia’s 𝛽  coefficient estimates would be entered into the hybrid vectors, along with all 

other treatment effects of hybrid nations. Thus each political ideology has a vector of treatment 

effects for each index. With the vector of treatment effects in hand for each ideology, block 

bootstrapping is performed to obtain the standard errors of the mean treatment effect. Given that 

the indices are serially correlated, block bootstrapping will improve the bootstrap estimates of the 

standard errors. The length of the blocks is fixed at ℓ = 𝑁 , where 𝑁 = # 𝑜𝑓 𝑜𝑏𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠 and 

the number of repetitions performed is 10,000. This simple rule approximates the results of Inoue 

and Shintani (2006, 539) who use automatic procedures to determine the optimal block length. 

The boot package in R is used for the computation of the bootstrapping. 

The mean of the vectors of treatment effects along with the standard errors generated 

through block bootstrapping and the number of observations, 𝑁, is reported in the results section 

for each nation and index. 
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5. Results 

The synthetic controls were much more feasible than the original difference-in-differences 

estimation. Figure 3 shows a sample of the constructed synthetic controls. They exhibit much 

better parallel trends and are very overlapping. Additionally, due to the optimization of the 

synthetic control method, the synthetic controls are also similar in terms of the demographic and 

economic controls which were used. 

 

Figure 4: A sample of the synthetic controls created using the SCM. Constructed synthetic controls for Brazil, 
Cuba, Guatemala, Ireland, Myanmar, and the United States.  

Table 2 (below) details the results of the mean treatment effects and bootstrapped standard 

errors. The important results of these are the signs of the significant variables. Because of how the 

dataset is formulated, with there being no real-world meaning to a one-point change in the indices, 

the sign of the significant variables becomes the most important thing to interpret. While we could 

use the standard deviations of the indices to provide a better interpretation, since the main 

independent variable we are concerned with, political ideology, is a factor, this would also yield 

minimal actionable information.  
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Table 2: Values for the treatment effect by index and ideology. The standard error computed using the block 
bootstrapping method is displayed in the parentheses below each estimate. Asterisks indicate a significant 

difference from zero at the 5% level. The observations differ from the number of observations in the sample 
since the nations with zero deaths do not have synthetic controls created for them, and thus do not appear as 

observations for this table. 

Ideology Authoritarian Hybrid Weak 
Democracy 

Moderate 
Democracy 

Strong 
Democracy 

Overall 
Government 
Response 
Index 

 

-57215.14 

(80261.73) 

 

-6195.63 

(9457.1) 

 

1057.51 

(3054.37) 

 

23546.28* 

(5467.07) 

 

1909.44 

(20112.81) 

Stringency 
Index 

 

16657.62 

(37248.1) 

 

-12913.73 

(6654.18) 

 

-2374.85* 

(919.16) 

 

14169.34* 

(3523.69) 

 

16565.63 

(10103.33) 

Containment 
Health Index 

 

12484.03 

(31296.33) 

 

-23995.47 

(27303.4) 

 

-3432.03 

(2488.07) 

 

23614.32* 

(5442.79) 

 

-19423.71 

(69933.95) 

Economic 
Support 
Index 

 

7.72977* 

(3.16704) 

 

-0.52533 

(3.6689) 

 

5.50369 

(4.8201) 

 

-3464.83 

(2478.09) 

 

-105747.9* 

(25410.85) 

Observations  

26 

 

30 

 

23 

 

53 

 

16 

 
From the table, we see that moderate democracies have higher levels of overall government 

response, more implemented health and containment policies, and more stringent policies overall. 

Authoritarian nations provide more economic support, and strong democracies provide less 

economic support. Weak democracies have less stringent policies. 
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6. Discussion 

This section gives possible hypothesis for the various statistically significant results seen 

in the results section. 

The moderate democracies have an increased overall level of government responsiveness, 

increased stringency of policy, and increased levels of containment and health policies. One may 

expect that all the democracies would have the same result for the health and containment index. 

All the democracies would have their citizens hold politicians accountable and demand that the 

disease is contained, otherwise the citizens vote the politicians out of office. However, what we 

see is that only moderate democracies have increased containment policies. This may be 

explainable through the lens of civic responsibility, and how it differs within democracies. Civic 

responsibility can be thought of as how willing the citizenry is to participate actively and 

constructively towards the public good. In a weak democracy, there is low civic and democratic 

responsibility. In these nations, people follow laws and policies less because they believe that the 

policies are right and more because they are forced to. Meanwhile, in strong democracies, there is 

high civic and democratic responsibility, and thus less coercion is required to have the public 

willingly follow policies. As an example of how this relates to containment policy, in weak 

democracies, for the lockdown to occur, police were often deployed to public places, such as parks, 

to prevent public use of those places. This is contrasted with strong democracies which often issued 

fines for infractions of lockdown policy and did not need to place public areas under armed 

occupation to prevent their use. Both are effective ways of enforcing a lockdown policy.  

However, the moderate democracy has a level of civic responsibility that does not permit 

either of these solutions. The citizen of the moderate democracy will not tolerate police occupying 

public spaces, but also will not willingly conform with government policy out of a sense of civic 
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responsibility. As such, this requires the moderate democracy to institute more containment 

policies to have the same containment effect. Additionally, they must be more stringent in 

enforcing the policy for it to have the desired effect. As an example of how this occurred, consider 

Honduras, the United States, and New Zealand. All three declared nation-wide lockdowns at one 

point or another. Honduras, a weak democracy, instituted a national curfew which was enforced. 

New Zealand instituted a tiered lockdown system that was followed by the public, which was 

gradually eased even as the rest of the world continued to have severe problems with containment. 

The United States instituted a broad array of policies aimed at containment. Their first quarantine 

was a small town on the east coast and was a voluntary lockdown, which was ineffective. Mask 

mandates were issued and rescinded and re-issued as time went on, yet the coronavirus continued 

to spread unabated. Because of this, the USA had to continue to implement more containment 

policies. The United States currently has 5x as many per-capita coronavirus cases as Honduras, 

and over 180x as many per-capita cases as New Zealand. 

Strong democracies may also have similar reasons for having a lower amount of economic 

support. Because they can contain the disease much better, they do not need to give as much 

economic support, because the threat from the disease has passed. Additionally, being a strong 

democracy is correlated with being a richer nation, which may mean that the overall level of 

spending on economic support as a proportion of total expenditure is decreased. These together 

may explain how strong democracies exhibit lower economic support on average. 

Authoritarian nations also have statistically significant results concerning the economic 

support index. The results indicated that authoritarian nations provided higher levels of economic 

support. One possible reason for this could be the fact that in authoritarian nations there tends to 

be more state involvement in business and the economy compared to democracies. For example, 
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in China, government power over businesses is nearly absolute, whereas in the United States, the 

government has limited power over corporations. Because of this, authoritarian nations often have 

more of a stake in businesses, and thus when a shock occurs which threatens these businesses, 

authoritarian nations are forced to step in, since businesses have such heavy reliance on the 

government. Meanwhile, in democracies this is less important because there are private options 

for businesses that can help them absorb shocks. 

These various hypotheses provide some possible explanation for why the significant results 

exist, but proving them would require new research entirely. 
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7. Conclusion 

The unique difference-in-differences approach taken overcomes several shortfalls that 

were present in the original data, including problems determining the time at which the post-period 

starts, and how the treatment should be measured when there are no untreated units. The synthetic 

control method allowed for the creation of adequate treatments which had parallel trends, where 

the original difference-in-differences estimation lacked them. The resulting regression showed 

many interesting results, including the fact that moderate democracies implemented more health 

and containment policies on average. 

 Further research into this topic could take the form of investigating the reasoning behind 

some of the significant findings of this research and the hypothesis proposed in the discussion 

section, by moving into the realm of political science. This would likely involve a more detailed 

analysis of the exact policies implemented by the nations in the various groups, and a comparison 

of them, as well as more analysis and understanding of the differences between ideologies 

themselves. Another avenue of research would be to focus on improving the methodological 

procedure used to generate the synthetic control groups. Other offshoots from the synthetic control 

method, such as inclusive synthetic control method and synthetic difference-in-differences may 

generate better synthetic controls. Alternatively, Krief et al. (2015, 1514) suggest a method that 

improves on the original synthetic control method by extending synthetic control groups when 

there are multiple treated units. This would allow for the more intuitive definition of the treatment, 

coronavirus itself, to be used. Finally, the series of research questions regarding corrections to the 

coronavirus data, whether regarding the truthfulness of the case and death figures or the 

government response index, could be researched. This would most likely require better datasets 
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than currently exist, however as time passes and better coronavirus datasets emerge, this problem 

will become considerably easier. 

Overall, this research shows that political ideology is a factor in the level of government 

response and that the level response differs based on the ideology across the four indices used in 

the OxCGRT. 
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Appendix A: List of Sample Nations 

This appendix contains a list of all nations used in the sample, listed in alphabetical order: 

Afghanistan Albania Algeria Angola 

Argentina Australia Austria Azerbaijan 

Bahrain Bangladesh Barbados Belarus 

Belgium Benin Bhutan Bolivia 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

Botswana Brazil Bulgaria 

Burkina Faso Burundi Cambodia Cameroon 

Canada Cape Verde Central African 

Republic 

Chad 

Chile China Colombia Congo 

Costa Rica Cote d'Ivoire Croatia Cuba 

Cyprus  Czech Republic Democratic Republic 

of Congo 

Denmark Dominican Republic Ecuador Egypt 

El Salvador Eritrea Estonia Eswatini 

Ethiopia Finland France Gabon 

Gambia Georgia Germany Ghana 

Greece Guatemala Guinea Haiti 

Honduras Hungary Iceland India 

Indonesia Iran Iraq Ireland 

Israel Italy Jamaica Japan 



 

28 

 

Jordan Kazakhstan Kenya Kuwait 

Kyrgyz Republic Laos Latvia Lebanon 

Lesotho Liberia Lithuania Luxembourg 

Madagascar Malawi Malaysia Mali 

Mauritania Mauritius Mexico Moldova 

Mongolia Morocco Mozambique Myanmar 

Namibia Nepal Netherlands New Zealand 

Nicaragua Niger Nigeria Norway 

Oman Pakistan Palestine Panama 

Papua New Guinea Paraguay Peru Philippines 

Poland Portugal Qatar Romania 

Russia Rwanda Saudi Arabia Senegal 

Serbia Sierra Leone Singapore Slovak Republic 

Slovenia Somalia South Africa South Korea 

South Sudan Spain Sri Lanka Sudan 

Sweden Switzerland Syria Taiwan 

Tajikistan Tanzania Thailand Timor-Leste 

Togo Trinidad and Tobago Tunisia Turkey 

Turkmenistan Uganda Ukraine United Arab Emirates 

United Kingdom United States Uruguay Uzbekistan 

Venezuela Vietnam Yemen Zambia 

Zimbabwe    

 


