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ABSTRACT 

 

 Universally, the education of the populace is one of the primary functions of any sovereign 

state. However, global differences begin to emerge when one looks at the details of education 

within a country. Specifically, mandatory levels of education vary immensely when compared 

around the world. The research will seek to determine the effect that compulsory education 

levels have on democracy. For the purposes of this research, democracy is defined using indices 

established by Freedom House for political rights and civil liberties. The effects of compulsory 

education on democracy have been estimated using multiple OLS and fixed effects models. The 

effects of mandatory education levels on democracy are nominal but more significant in the 

category of civil liberties. Although inconclusive, this research opens the door for future studies 

on the relationship between compulsory education and government models, perhaps including 

studies that incorporate additional education-related variables into the analysis.         
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

 
 “Providing a high-quality education for all children is critical to America’s economic  

 future. Our nation’s economic competitiveness and the path to the American Dream 

 depend on providing every child with an education that will enable them to succeed in a 

 global economy that is predicated on knowledge and innovation.”
1
 

-President Obama, 2011  

  

 President Obama is not the first individual to draw parallels between educational 

attainment and economic success. There is a large body of research that correlates higher levels 

of education with higher salaries and higher degrees of success at the individual level (see 

Angrist and Krueger 1991, Acemoglu and Angrist 1999). This microeconomic perspective has 

been further developed and scaled up to indicate that also at the country level, more educated 

societies are more likely to be economically prosperous. This relationship is often taken one step 

further to positively correlate higher levels of education and prosperity to a democratic form of 

government.  

 Democracy is defined as “a form of government in which the supreme power is vested in 

the people and exercised directly by them or by their elected agents in a free electoral system.”
2
 

Despite this rather specific definition and set of core values, a democratic government may be 

found in a wide variety of models and is experienced in different ways throughout the world. 

However, it is this basic tenet of individual rights and responsibilities that allows for a common 

connection among all types of democracies. This connection is believed to have implications for 

peace and prosperity across the globe.  

                                                           
1
 Education Guiding Principles, www.whitehouse.gov.  

 
2
 Merriam Webster online. 
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 The “Democratic Peace Theory” is rooted in a 1795 essay by Immanuel Kant entitled 

Perpetual Peace. It is here that Kant introduced the concept that countries or states would fight 

only for the purpose of self-defense. This theory has since evolved into a belief that countries 

with a democratic form of government are generally less likely to go to war and are therefore 

more peaceful. Furthermore, democratic governments are less likely to declare war on other 

democracies. While some believe that there is no historical example of democracies at war, it is 

generally agreed that countries with similar government structures will have similar economic 

infrastructures. This, in turn, facilitates international trade and thus increases the positive returns 

of globalization.     

 However, it is clear that democratic values are not the only component required for peace 

and prosperity around the globe. The opening statement of this paper suggests that educational 

attainment is also a necessary factor for success. It is thus a multi-faceted approach to policy, 

taking into account social, economic, and political factors that we must focus on in order to 

improve the global economy.  The following research will display and analyze the relationship 

between mandatory education levels and system of governance at the country level. Specifically, 

this paper will explore the effect of compulsory education regulations on democracy. The 

primary data sources for this research are the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization‟s (UNESCO‟s) Statistics Institute and the Freedom in the World Index developed 

by Freedom House.    

 The first section of this paper will explore the existing literature. Here I will discuss 

research that both supports and refutes a positively-correlated relationship between education 

and democracy. This section will also provide insight into how the subsequent research can 

advance our understanding of the nature of this relationship. The next section will present the 
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data sources and describe the compilation methods. This section will also include a discussion of 

the quantitative models used to analyze the data. I will then illustrate the results and provide 

interpretations of the analysis. Finally, I will present my conclusion and outline a few policy 

implications of these results as well as indicate where additional research might provide deeper 

insights.        

 

2.  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 The hypothesis that higher levels of education lead to more democratic societies has been 

the subject of extensive research beginning in the second half of the 20
th

 century. This idea was 

first introduced into the mainstream by Seymour Martin Lipset in 1959 in his article “Some 

Social Requisites for Democracy: Economic Development and Political Legitimacy,” published 

in the American Journal of Political Science. In this article, Lipset explained “the cultural pre-

requisites to a successfully functioning democracy” (69). His empirical analysis indicates that 

democratic nations tend to be wealthier, have a higher level of industrialization and urbanization, 

and have higher levels of education. Since this article was published, its hypothesis has been 

revisited and results that both support and refute his findings have been published. 

 Generally, the literature identifies a relationship between higher levels of education and a 

more durable democratic system of governance. However, there is little empirical evidence 

published regarding compulsory education and whether years of required education have similar 

effects on government structure preferences in the long term. Research in this realm has been 

conducted by UNESCO and the 33-member Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD). Together, they have published many studies on levels of education 

required, educational attainment, and their relevant social implications across the globe. These 



 

4 
 

data have been used to study and attempt to understand any existing relationships and to further 

use this information to influence policy around the world.          

 Initially, research on the effects of compulsory education in the United States indicates 

that laws requiring students to stay in school up to a certain age are associated with positive 

outcomes such as higher salaries (Angrist and Krueger 1991, Acemoglu and Angrist 2000). 

Although these studies do not directly indicate a propensity toward democracy, there is 

significant evidence of increased earnings and other positive private returns to education, both 

factors that are often associated with a preference for democratic government.  The studies by 

Angrist and Krueger (1991) and Acemoglu and Angrist (2000) found that although compulsory 

education laws increase the number of individuals completing high school, they do not affect 

college attendance.   

 Brunello, Fort, and Weber (2009) performed a similar study focused on 12 European 

countries. Their difference-in-differences analysis looked at the relative effect on wages resulting 

from a change in compulsory education laws after World War II.  In addition to looking at the 

general relationship between education and wages, they included variables for ability or talent. 

The underlying assumption here was that mandatory education policy is aimed to ensure that all 

individuals attain a certain level of education, regardless of their inherent talent or natural 

abilities.  They believed that individuals with higher levels of innate ability will be more inclined 

to attain higher levels of education regardless of policy. In contrast, those with less inherent 

talent are more likely to drop out after reaching the minimum education level required by law. 

Their results generally show a positive relationship between higher mandatory education levels 

and higher wages. Additionally, they identified that the effect on wages was more substantial 

among those less talented. These results reinforce the findings discussed by Angrist and Krueger 
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(1991) as well as Acemoglu and Angrist (2000) in their American-focused studies previously 

mentioned.   

 The effect of education on wages has been further researched at the country level through 

analysis of per capita gross domestic product (GDP) and standard of living. Taking a cross-

country perspective, Barro (1999) looks at standard of living as a predictor of democracy by 

using electoral rights as an instrumental variable. He shows that countries with low levels of 

economic development are less likely to sustain democratic governments. Therefore, as countries 

expand economically, they are more likely to become democracies and to maintain this form of 

governance. Barro cites modern examples such as Chile, South Korea, Taiwan, Spain, and 

Portugal as proof of this hypothesis.     

 In this same study, Barro explores the relationship between economic development and 

democracy by adding controls related to various factors that are thought to influence democracy. 

He compares indicators for health, upper-level schooling, inequality of income and education, 

heterogeneity of the population, legal structure, colonial history, and religion. Most relevant are 

his findings that primary education rather than higher education appears to be more important to 

democratization.      

 Glaeser et al. (2007) reaffirm this finding in their article “Why Does Democracy Need 

Education?” In this quantitative analysis, they explore the relationship between education and 

civic participation and find a strong positive correlation. Countries with higher levels of 

education are more likely to have citizens that actively participate in society and thus have a 

higher tendency to be democratic. Glaeser et al. expand this research to explore the resilience of 

democracies across levels of education. They find that democratically-governed countries with a 

low level of education are less likely to maintain that form of government in the long run.  
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Alternatively, dictatorships with a higher educated populace are more likely to shift towards 

democracy over time. Specifically, they find that “the probability of a well-educated dictatorship 

becoming a democracy within 20 years is 87 percent” (5).        

 The positive correlation between education and democracy is not universally 

substantiated. A recent study by Acemoglu et al. (2005) investigates the relationship between 

changes in education and changes in democracy. It questions the proposed assertions by Lipset 

(1959), Barro (1999), and Glaeser (2004) by seeking to find whether individual countries 

become more democratic as their populations achieve higher levels of education. Using the 

Freedom House democracy scale and a fixed effects model, they ultimately find that “countries 

that become more educated show no greater tendency to become more democratic” (44).  

 An older study by Acemoglu and Angrist (2000) provides an empirical analysis of the 

social returns to education using compulsory school laws as an instrumental variable. This 

research is performed on a limited sample of white men aged 40-49, using data from the 1960-80 

census. The study found that although stricter compulsory education laws did increase the 

number of men completing high school, it did not affect college attendance. Although the private 

returns to education appear to be between six and ten percent, this study shows negligible social 

returns.  The diversity of research and conclusions only reinforces the need for further 

investigation of these relationships.         

  This body of supporting literature indicates that although substantial work exists on the 

topic, there is no unanimous ruling of the influence of education on the evolution and/or 

durability of democracy. Described above, there are those who believe that education has a 

strong and positive correlation to democratic values – they believe that higher levels of education 

lead individuals to seek greater opportunities economically and this prosperity inherently leads to 
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democracy. However, others believe that there is no inherent relationship between higher levels 

of education and more democratic government systems. Taking into account these two 

dichotomous views, the following research will aim to discover whether there is a minimum 

level of education that is correlated with sustainable democracy.   

 

3.  DATA AND MODELS  

 

The primary data used in the following research has been collected, organized, and 

published by Freedom House; the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO); and the World Bank. Relevant data are freely accessible online from 

these organizations, and I have compiled the various sources into a comprehensive dataset to 

manipulate and analyze for the purposes previously outlined in this paper.   

Annually, Freedom House conducts a survey entitled Freedom in the World that provides 

a numerical ranking of the level of global freedom by country. This ranking allows for cross-

country analysis of freedom across the globe by grading countries on their levels of political 

rights and civil liberties. UNESCO‟s Institute for Statistics provides extensive data on education, 

literacy, science and technology, culture, and communication. Data for additional control 

variables have been collected from the World Bank‟s World Development Indicators databank. 

 

3.1 Dependent Variable 

The Freedom House survey provides an annual evaluation of the level of global freedom 

as experienced by individuals. This evaluation is published online in its entirety and can also be 

purchased directly from the organization. Freedom House defines and measures freedom as “the 

opportunity to act spontaneously in a variety of fields outside the control of the government and 
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other centers of potential domination.”
3
  This „opportunity to act‟ falls into two broad categories 

- political rights and civil liberties.      

 Political rights allow individuals to freely participate in the political process.  

Participation includes the right to vote in legitimate elections with distinct alternatives, the right 

to compete for public office, as well as the right to join political parties and organizations. 

Finally, political rights also ensure that elected representatives are accountable to the electorate 

when in a position to impact public policy.
4
 Furthermore, civil liberties “allow for the freedoms 

of expression and belief, associational and organizational rights, rule of law, and personal 

autonomy without interference from the state.”
5
 Together, these two categories of privileges 

provide the framework within which Freedom House is able to research, measure, and rank every 

country and territory in the world.     

Each country/territory is evaluated and analyzed by a team of regional experts and 

scholars on an annual basis. Using a diversity of information sources such as foreign and 

domestic news reports, academic analyses, non-governmental organizations, think tanks, 

individual professional contacts, and visits to the region, the analysts develop a comprehensive 

report. This report provides historical background, a short description of major developments 

from the past year, and a description of the current state of political rights and civil liberties.   

In addition to the country report, the team of analysts assigns each country/territory a 

numerical rating for political rights and a separate rating for civil liberties. Rankings are on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7. In both categories, „1‟ indicates the highest level of freedom and „7‟ is 

indicative of the lowest degree of freedom. The rating process is guided by a detailed checklist of 

questions. This checklist is a combination of 10 political rights-related questions and 15 

                                                           
3
 Freedom House, Freedom in the World. 

4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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questions associated with civil liberties. The 10 political rights questions are further broken down 

into the following three sub-categories: electoral rights, political pluralism and participation, and 

functioning of government. Questions about civil liberties break into four sub-categories: 

freedom of expression and belief, associational and organizational rights, rule of law, and 

personal autonomy and individual rights.
6
   

These political rights and civil liberties ratings are used to further classify each country as 

“Free,” “Partly Free,” or “Not Free.” Researchers determine this designation by taking the 

average of the political rights rank and civil liberties rating. Countries whose average rating falls 

from 1 to 2.5 are considered “Free,” those from 3 to 5 are deemed “Partly Free,” and from 5.5 to 

7 are considered “Not Free.” Prior to publication, these designations are reviewed and compared 

for consistency by region as well as to the previous year‟s findings. If a major shift of rating or 

category is proposed, there are further levels of scrutiny.       

These data are calculated by Freedom House for 194 countries and 14 related and 

disputed territories annually since 1973. The following research uses the information on political 

rights and civil liberties as the measurement of democracy for 192 countries (see Appendix A for 

a complete country list) during the timeframe of 1999 – 2010.     

A summary of the Freedom House data is provided below in Tables 1 and 2 as well as 

Figure 1. These graphics help to establish a framework on which to build more detailed research. 

Table 1 illustrates the breakdown of the Political Rights Index. Although there does not appear to 

be substantial changes in the groupings, one significant trend that emerges is a slight shift 

towards the middle. Between 1999 and 2010, the numbers of countries found at either end of the 

spectrum, High and Low, have decreased and those ranking from 3 to 5 have increased. In 

                                                           
6
 For a complete list of guiding questions refer to the Freedom House website, 

http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=351&ana_page=364&year=2010. 

   



 

10 
 

addition to this informative trend, the table provides a macroeconomic perspective of the global 

levels of freedom as defined by an understanding of the political rights within a country.    

 

  Table 2 provides a similar disaggregation using the Civil Liberties Index during the same 

12-year period. In this case, there is a noticeable shift over the timeframe. Over time, the number 

of countries coded as having a high level of civil liberties has increased.  

1 - High 2 3 4 5 6 7 - Low

1999 61 24 20 19 15 26 25

2000 61 26 16 20 12 32 23

2001 62 23 17 20 17 33 18

2002 60 26 18 23 11 36 16

2003 59 26 22 17 16 33 17

2004 59 27 23 16 17 29 19

2005 60 25 27 14 17 29 18

2006 59 28 26 14 19 26 20

2007 58 29 22 18 20 24 21

2008 57 29 21 23 18 23 21

2009 58 26 23 20 16 29 20

2010 58 26 23 20 16 29 20

N=192

TABLE 1: POLITICAL RIGHTS INDEX

Notes: This table provides an overview of country-level data regarding political 

rights obtained from the Freedom in the World  publication produced annually by 

Freedom House. In this index, a ranking of 1 is indicative of a high level of political 

rights and a 7 indicates the lowest amount of political freedom.
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 The disparity in numbers of countries that rank high (closer to 1) between the first and 

second tables appears to indicate that governments are more willing to give their citizens 

personal freedoms while still maintaining central, authoritarian control. A few examples of 

countries with this characterization are Antigua and Barbuda, Burkina Faso, and Tunisia. Each of 

these countries has a disparity of at least two rankings between the political rights and civil 

liberties indices in any year.   

 Specifically, a review of the 2010 Country Report on Tunisia indicates a Political Rights 

rating of 7 and a Civil Liberties rating of 5. The narrative goes on to explain how then-Prime 

Minister Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali had ruled the country for over 30 years, winning five 

consecutive terms with large margins. His regime was rigid, allowing little room for political 

opposition. There was strict media control, and the judiciary was not independent.  However, the 

1 - High 2 3 4 5 6 7 - Low

1999 29 37 29 30 34 18 13

2000 30 39 29 27 35 18 12

2001 29 38 30 26 36 20 11

2002 37 36 29 27 34 17 10

2003 41 35 30 26 32 17 9

2004 48 28 34 24 32 15 9

2005 52 28 34 23 31 13 9

2006 51 29 33 28 29 14 8

2007 51 28 32 29 31 13 8

2008 50 29 32 28 31 14 8

2009 50 30 27 30 32 14 9

2010 50 30 27 30 32 14 9

N=192

TABLE 2: CIVIL LIBERTIES INDEX

Notes: This table provides an overview of country-level data regarding civil liberties 

obtained from the Freedom in the World  publication produced annually by 

Freedom House. In this index, a ranking of 1 is indicative of a high level of civil 

liberties and a 7 indicates the lowest amount of civil liberties.
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authorities were known to be fairly progressive on social policy, especially in the realm of 

women‟s rights.
7
  

Next, the data from the previous indices are aggregated into a third metric that is shown 

in Figure 1. This graph indicates the delineation by Freedom House on the general state of 

freedom by country. Researchers determine this designation by taking the average of the political 

rights and civil liberties ratings and assigning that figure to a range equal to the three levels – 

“Free,” “Partly Free,” or “Not Free.” This graphic is informative, as it reinforces how little 

variation there has been in classification over the course of the 12-year period.   

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7
 Freedom House, Freedom in the World, 2010 Country Report on Tunisia. 
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Although an informative breakdown for grasping a general picture of levels of freedom 

around the world, it is important to note that there is substantial variation among countries within 

each category. For example, not all countries assigned to the “Free” category have perfect 

freedom or lack serious problems, but rather they have comparably more freedom than countries 

falling into the “Partly Free” or “Not Free” categories. The disparity within category also exists 

across the other two groupings. 

A few illustrative examples from 2010 are Australia, Canada, and France, which were 

determined to be “Free” and had an average rating of 1. Botswana and Guyana also were 

determined to be “Free” but were at the other end of the spectrum with a 2.5 rating. According to 

information provided by Freedom House, each of these countries is considered an electoral 

democracy, but there remains a sharp divide in the actual practice of government. The 2010 

report for Canada lauds the Supreme Court for a major achievement in freedom of expression 

due to a breakthrough ruling that made it more difficult to accuse journalists of libel.
8
  

Alternatively, the report for Botswana noted a further reduction in government transparency and 

an increase in extrajudicial killings.
9
  This broad range of government actions that still allow a 

country to fall into the category of “Free” must be kept in mind when drawing conclusions from 

the information in this chart. 

In general, these three graphics disaggregate the Freedom House data and provide a 

macro-level perspective on the status of democracy in the world. The following research will aim 

to understand factors relevant to mandatory education levels that affect these levels of 

democracy. 

 

                                                           
8
 Freedom House, Freedom in the World, 2010 Country Report on Canada. 

9
 Freedom House, Freedom in the World, 2010 Country Report on Botswana. 
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3.2 Independent Variable 

The data for the independent variable comes from a predefined table researched and 

compiled by UNESCO. This table provides information regarding various figures related to 

education in 208 countries across the globe from 1999-2010. For this study, I have compiled the 

data indicating the number of years of education that are required by law in each country. This 

information is broken down annually and by country. Between 1999 and 2008, information is 

available for 183-185 countries. More recent data for education requirements in 2009 and 2010 is 

a much smaller dataset, as indicated in Table 3. 

 

 This table gives an overview of the data provided by UNESCO for compulsory 

education. Some significant points in these data are the countries found at the minimum and 

maximum education levels. Bangladesh, Equatorial Guinea, Laos, Myanmar, and Pakistan have 

the lowest education requirements at five years. Angola was at the bottom for the first seven 

years in the above table with a mandatory education level of four years until 2006 when they 

changed their regulation to six years of required schooling. At the other end of the spectrum, 

Belgium and The Netherlands enforce 13 years of mandatory schooling along with Argentina, 

which recently increased its school requirement from 10 to 13 years. The one outlier in 2009, 

with 14 years of required education, is Venezuela. Until 2008, the requirement in Venezuela 

remained steady at 10 years before dramatically increasing to 13 and then increasing again to 14 

years of mandatory education in 2009.   

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

Countries 183 183 183 183 184 183 185 185 185 183 77 5

Avg Comp Educ 8.787 8.781 8.781 8.819 8.853 8.902 8.908 8.941 8.984 9 8.857 7

Standard Dev 1.957 1.949 1.949 1.934 1.906 1.916 1.919 1.909 1.898 1.939 2.15 1.581

Minimum 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 5 5 5 5 5

Maximum 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 14 9

TABLE 3: DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR COMPULSORY EDUCATION

Notes: The data compiled in this table is found in the online Institute of Statistics by UNESCO.
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3.3 Models 

The basic model on which this research is developed is an Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) 

model. This initial framework is in the form: 

             =  +            +    .   (1) 

Across the models, democracy is a dummy variable equal to „1‟ when country i in year t is 

considered “Free” and „0‟ in all other cases. Two models of democracy are used: one in which 

democracy is defined by the political rights index and another where it is defined by the civil 

liberties rating. For the purpose of this study, countries that are given a rating from 1 to 3 on their 

respective scales will be considered “Free.” All countries that are associated with a political 

rights or civil liberties index rating greater than 3 will be considered “Not Free.”  

 The variable compulsory education (compeduc) is equal to the level of education legally 

required.  This variable is also disaggregated by country (i) and year (t). Additionally, I have 

used robust standard errors in order to correct for the innate heteroskedasticity in linear 

probability models.     

Equation 1 will provide a baseline of relevant information for comparison throughout this 

paper. However, there are certain limitations to this model that must be addressed.  The primary 

limitation is endogeneity. In the OLS model above (Equation 1), it is likely that the independent 

variable, compeduc, is correlated with the error term, thus causing bias in the resulting 

coefficients. One solution to fixing this bias is through the addition of variables that were omitted 

and that might be correlated with compulsory education, hence Equation 2 below. In an attempt 

to further reduce the bias caused by endogeneity, I have introduced country and year fixed 

effects in Equations 3 and 4. The addition of country fixed effects allows me to control for any 



 

16 
 

variable that is correlated with the democracy variable and that does not change over time.  The 

aim is to further reduce bias in the resulting estimates.   

As discussed above, in order to reduce bias in the coefficients caused by omitted 

variables, Equation 2 includes data that controls additional relevant factors. The expanded model 

used is:  

            =  +            +     +   .    (2) 

The control variables represented by the X variable in the model are GDP per capita (GDP per 

capita in 1000s) and the percentage of the population that resides in rural areas (ruralpop). The 

data for these control variables was obtained from the World Bank‟s World Development 

Indicators databank.   

According to the World Bank, Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is defined as “the sum of 

gross value added by all resident producers in the economy plus any product taxes and minus any 

subsidies not included in the value of the products.”
10

 This figure does not account for the 

depreciation of infrastructure or the exhaustion and degradation of natural resources. In order to 

allow for meaningful global comparisons, this figure is further specified by dividing the GDP 

figure by mid-year population to obtain the per capita amount and is reported in current 

thousands of U.S. dollars. Data on GDP per capita are compiled by the World Bank using 

information from World Bank national accounts data as well as OECD National Accounts data. 

As discussed above, this particular variable is most certainly endogenous, related to both 

compulsory education and democracy. Therefore, I have run the models both inclusive and 

exclusive of this control. 

The second control variable that I have included represents the percentage of the 

population living in rural areas.  The World Bank compiles this data using estimates from the 

                                                           
10

 World Bank, World Development Indicators. 
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United Nations World Urbanization Prospects. They calculate this figure as the difference 

between the total population within a country and its urban population. The definition of “rural” 

is determined by national statistical offices.
11

 

In addition to controlling for the above-mentioned factors within the population of each 

country, I further examine the relationship between compulsory education and democracy by 

including country and year fixed effects. By including country fixed effects, I am able to hold 

constant all factors that do not vary over time and are not explicitly included in the model. Due 

to previously discussed issues of endogeneity with some of the control variables, I have again 

used two separate fixed effects models. 

Equation 3 adds a full set of country and year dummies to control for fixed effects in the 

original OLS regression (Equation 1) and to eliminate bias in the coefficients caused by the 

omission of related variables. This equation is in the form: 

            =  +            +  +  +      (3) 

 

In this model,    represents the full set of year dummies and    is representative of a complete 

set of country dummies.    

 Next, I expand the above-mentioned fixed effects model to include the additional control 

variables previously discussed. This final expanded model is in the form: 

            =  +            +     +  +  +      (4) 

 

In this equation, X represents the control variables for GDP per capita and the percentage of the 

population that lives in rural areas,    represents the full set of year dummies, and    is 

representative of the full set of country dummies.    

 An additional constraint with these data and the use of a fixed effects model is that during 

the 12-year timeframe this study references, there are several countries whose compulsory 

                                                           
11

 World Bank, World Development Indicators. 
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education levels do not shift. Therefore, by including fixed effects, we lose some of the potential 

effect that mandatory education levels may have on levels of democracy. 

 A final issue that is necessary to mention at this juncture is that of reverse causation. In 

this study, I am looking to determine the relationship between mandatory education and 

democracy.  However, arguably democratic governance might also be the cause of higher levels 

of compulsory education or higher GDP per capita. There are no alterations to this model that 

can be performed to correct for this, however it is nevertheless a limitation to this research that 

must be noted. 

 The next section of this paper will provide analysis of the relationship between 

democracy and compulsory education that emerged from running the previously described 

models. Each of the four models has been run separately with political rights or civil liberties as 

the proxy for democracy, and the results have been organized into several tables and discussed.     

 

4.  RESULTS 

 Building off of the existing literature and the qualitative analysis detailed in the previous 

sections, I will next explore the quantitative relationship between compulsory education and 

democracy. The following analysis is developed from the results that emerged out of the four 

regressions outlined and described in the previous section.        

 Table 4 shows the results obtained through the basic (Equation 1) and expanded 

(Equation 2) OLS regressions. The columns with a sub-heading a use the political rights index as 

the dependent or democracy variable, and the sub-category b is indicative of the civil liberties 

index as the proxy for democracy.   
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 The results in columns 1.a and 1.b are statistically significant at all conventional levels. 

However, the effects are minimal. For both political rights and civil liberties, one additional year 

of education is associated with an increase of approximately 0.08 in the probability of being free. 

These equations also result in a very low R-squared, where approximately 10-11% of the 

variation in the dependent variable is explained by the independent variable.   

 The results of using the expanded equation (Equation 2 on page 16) that includes 

additional controls are detailed in columns 2.a and 2.b. The coefficients on each variable are 

generally statistically significant except for the effect of the rural population in the civil liberties 

equation. Holding constant rural population and GDP per capita, compulsory education is 

associated with an increase of .0575 in the probability of being free based on political rights and 

a shift of approximately .067 in the probability of being free based on civil liberties. Each of 

these results indicates a rather slow progression towards higher levels of democracy as the level 

of required education increases. Furthermore, the inclusion of these additional control variables 

Political Rights

(1.a)

Civil Liberties

(1.b)

Political Rights

(2.a)

Civil Liberties

(2.b)

Constant
-0.1518

(0.0466)

-0.2173

(0.0451)

0.0752

(0.0702)

-0.0522

(0.0677)

Compulsory Education
0.0813***

(0.0050)

0.0877***

(0.0049)

0.0575***

(0.0062)

0.0666***

(0.0059)

GDP Per Capita (1000)
0.0046***

(0.0006)

0.0050***

(0.0006)

Rural Population
-0.0013*

(0.0005)

-0.0006

(0.0005)

R-Squared 0.1009 0.1168 0.1276 0.1436

Observations 1919 1919 1824 1824

TABLE 4: OLS REGRESSIONS

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses.  Statistical significance at the 1% level is indicated by ***, 

significance at 5% is indicated by **, and at the 10% level by *.
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increases the R-squared to just over 14% in 2.b and to just below 13% in regards to political 

rights. Although these data show statistically significant results, the magnitude of the 

relationships indicates only a slight correlation between compulsory education levels and 

indicators of democracy. 

  To seek a potentially more robust relationship and in order to try and further reduce bias 

in the estimated coefficients, the previous two models were run again including country and year 

fixed effects. These two models are described above as Equation 3 and Equation 4 (on page 17). 

The inclusion of country fixed effects allows for the control of all time-invariant factors that are 

not specifically included in the model. 

 The regression results from these two models are shown in Table 5. As in the previous 

table, the models that use political rights as the dependent variable are marked with the sub-

category a, and those labeled b use the civil liberties index. Columns 3.a and 3.b simply look at 

compulsory education and democracy with the addition of the fixed effects (Equation 3).  

Columns 4.a and 4.b provide the results of estimating the fixed effects model including the 

additional control variables for GDP per capita and rural population (Equation 4).   
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 The compulsory education coefficient for political rights as shown in column 3.a is 

statistically significant. However, contrary to the previously reported OLS findings, an additional 

year of education has a negative impact on democracy when including fixed effects.  The same 

equation with civil liberties as the dependent variable (3.b) results in a minor positive effect, 

however it does not elicit statistically significant results. These results might be attributable to a 

previously mentioned limitation in the data.  Fixed effects allow us to hold constant all correlated 

factors that are time-invariant and because the time period of the sample is rather short, there is 

not much variation in the country-level data. Therefore, the effects are likely to be lost when we 

use fixed effects. However, the addition of fixed effects does result in a substantial increase of 

the R-squared when compared to the previously reported OLS results.       

 The next two columns (4.a and 4.b) in Table 5 show the results for Equation 4 described 

in the previous section on page 17. This regression includes the control variables GDP per capita 

and percentage of population living in rural areas as well as a full range of fixed effects for 

country and year. In this model, holding GDP per capita and rural population constant, 

Political Rights

(3.a)

Civil Liberties

(3.b)

Political Rights

(4.a)

Civil Liberties

(4.b)

Compulsory Education
-0.038***

(0.0099)

0.007

(0.0089)

-0.0425***

(0.0107)

-0.0076

(0.0095)

GDP Per Capita (1000)
0.0006

(0.0009)

-0.0017**

(0.0009)

Rural Population
-0.0027

(0.0054)

-0.0029

(0.0048)

R-Squared 0.8499 0.8816 0.8445 0.8783

Observations 1919 1919 1824 1824

TABLE 5: FIXED EFFECTS REGRESSIONS

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses.  Statistical significance at the 1% level is indicated by ***, 

significance at 5% is indicated by **, and at the 10% level by *.
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compulsory education has a negative impact on democracy. In this equation, an additional year 

of compulsory education is associated with a 0.038 decrease in the probability of being 

politically free. These results are statistically significant at all conventional levels. In all of the 

regressions detailed in Table 5, the effect of GDP per capita is minimal and the sign of the 

coefficient is inconsistent between political rights and civil liberties. The effect of the percentage 

of the population that is rural is also negatively associated with both indicators of democracy, 

although the relationship is not statistically significant. However, the R-squared remains high 

through all of the fixed effects models. On average, 86% of the variation in the dependent or 

democracy variable is explained by the independent variables.  

 

5.  CONCLUSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

 From the outset, the literature was at odds over the importance of education in the 

determination of democratic government and society. This research looked at the relationship 

between education and democracy on a broad but shallow scale. Due to limitations of the data 

and scope of the research, a strong relationship between education and democracy was not 

distinguished. However, significant evidence did emerge that opens the door for additional 

research.  

 Perhaps most informative and hopeful for policymakers is the relationship between 

increased education levels and expanded civil liberties. Looking at democracy as a long-term 

shift within a country seems logical and points to limitations in this study. Within the definition 

of civil liberties is the idea that individuals have personal, inherent rights. As we have seen in the 

data provided by Freedom House, gaining an initial foothold in regards to citizens‟ individual 
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rights is a definite starting point for policy aimed at building a deeper and more sustainable 

democracy.  

 Complementary to this theory, I would suggest that as education becomes more important 

to a society so too increases their focus on individual rights. There is some evidence of this 

evolutionary process that has emerged from this study, but in addition we are seeing this 

phenomenon play out in real time as we watch populations across the Middle East and North 

Africa demand monumental government change.        

 Despite this positive, qualitative supporting example, there is certainly substantial room 

for deeper exploration into this relationship and the multitude of other interacting factors. An 

important aspect that was not included in this limited research but that I feel is an integral factor 

is curriculum. Each country can impose compulsory education regulations that meet their needs. 

However, unless the curriculum allows for the exploration of concepts such as civil liberty, 

political freedom, or democracy, the opportunity to affect social change is minimized. Of course, 

this is often deliberate in the cases of countries with harsh and intolerant regimes, but I believe 

further research that included this information would prove significant. In addition to looking at 

the content of education, the quality of education will also likely provide insights into the nature 

of the relationship between education and government model.            

 The importance and inherent benefit of education at the individual level cannot be denied. 

The questions arise at the moment of deciding how much education is sufficient and what social 

returns will this elicit. It is at this juncture where policymakers and future research must focus 

their attention. 

 



 

24 
 

Appendix: Country List 

Afghanistan 

Albania 

Algeria 

Andorra 

Angola 

Antigua & Barbuda 

Argentina 

Armenia 

Australia 

Austria 

Azerbaijan 

Bahamas 

Bahrain 

Bangladesh 

Barbados 

Belarus 

Belgium 

Belize 

Benin 

Bhutan 

Bolivia 

Bosnia &    

Herzegovina 

Botswana 

Brazil 

Brunei 

Bulgaria 

Burkina Faso 

Burundi 

Cambodia 

Cameroon 

Canada 

Cape Verde 

Central African Rep. 

Chad 

Chile 

China 

Colombia 

Comoros 

Democratic Rep. of 

the Congo 

Congo 

Costa Rica 

Cote d'Ivoire 

Croatia 

Cuba 

Cyprus 

Czech Rep. 

Denmark 

Djibouti 

Dominica 

Dominican Rep. 

Ecuador 

Egypt 

El Salvador 

Equatorial Guinea 

Eritrea 

Estonia 

Ethiopia 

Fiji 

Finland 

France 

Gabon 

Gambia 

Georgia 

Germany 

Ghana 

Greece 

Greenland 

Grenada 

Guatemala 

Guinea 

Guinea-Bissau 

Guyana 

Haiti 

Honduras 

Hungary 

Iceland 

India 

Indonesia 

Iran 

Iraq 

Ireland 

Israel 

Italy 

Jamaica 

Japan 

Jordan 

Kazakhstan 

Kenya 

Kiribati 

North Korea 

Kosovo 

Kuwait 

Kyrgyzstan 

Laos 

Latvia 

Lebanon 

Lesotho 

Liberia 

Libya 

Liechtenstein 

Lithuania 

Luxembourg 

Macedonia 

Madagascar 

Malawi 

Malaysia 

Maldives 

Mali 

Malta 

Marshall Islands 

Mauritania 

Mauritius 

Mexico 

Micronesia 

Moldova 

Monaco 

Mongolia 

Montenegro 

Morocco 

Mozambique 

Namibia 

Nepal 

Netherlands 

New Zealand 

Nicaragua 

Niger 

Nigeria 

Norway 

Oman 

Pakistan 

Palau 

Panama 

Papua New Guinea 

Paraguay 

Peru 

Philippines 

Poland 

Portugal 

Qatar 

Romania 

Russia 

Rwanda 

Samoa 

San Marino 

Sao Tome & 

Principe 

Saudi Arabia 

Senegal 

Serbia 

Seychelles 

Sierra Leone 

Singapore 

Slovakia 

Slovenia 

Solomon Islands 

Somalia 

South Africa 

Spain 

Sri Lanka 

Saint Kitts & Nevis 

Saint Lucia 

Saint Vincent & the        

Grenadines 

Sudan 

Suriname 

Swaziland 

Sweden 

Switzerland 

Syria 

Tajikistan 

Tanzania 

Thailand 

East Timor 

Togo 

Tonga 

Trinidad & Tobago 

Tunisia 

Turkey 

Turkmenistan 

Uganda 

Ukraine 

United Arab 

Emirates 

United Kingdom 

United States 

Uruguay 

Uzbekistan 

Vanuatu 

Venezuela 

Vietnam 

Yemen 

Zambia 

Zimbabwe
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