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In this article, we test the effect of communist-era legacies on the large and tempo-
rally resilient deficit in civic participation in post-communist countries. To do so, 
we analyze data from 157 surveys conducted between 1990 and 2009 in twenty-
four post-communist countries and forty-two non-post-communist countries. The 
specific hypotheses we test are drawn from a comprehensive theoretical framework 
of the effects of communist legacies on political behavior in post-communist coun-
tries that we have previously developed. Our analysis suggests that three mecha-
nisms were particularly salient in explaining this deficit: first, the demographic 
profile (including lower religiosity levels) of post-communist countries is less 
conducive to civic participation than elsewhere. Second, the magnitude of the 
deficit increases with the number of years an individual spent under communism 
but the effects were particularly strong for people socialized in the post-totalitarian 
years and for those who experienced communism in their early formative years 
(between ages six and seventeen). Finally, we also find that civic participation suf-
fered in countries that experienced weaker economic performance in the post-
communist period, though differences in post-communist democratic trajectories 
had a negligible impact on participation. Taken together, we leave behind a poten-
tially optimistic picture about civic society in post-communist countries, as the 
evidence we present suggests eventual convergence toward norms in other non 
post-communist countries.
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Introduction

Twenty years after the collapse of communism, a rough consensus in the litera-
ture on post-communist politics is that the past matters. Many questions remain, 
however, about exactly how, when, and why the past matters. One facet of the post-
communist experience that has often been held up as direct evidence of the influence 
of the communist past—and more specifically to the effect of a compromised public 
sphere and an idealized private sphere—is the post-communist deficit in civic par-
ticipation, which has been confirmed by cross-national survey evidence.1 While 
communist regimes promoted a variety of civic organizations (ranging from youth 
organizations to labor unions), participation in these organizations was often manda-
tory and highly regulated by the state, while independent alternatives were either 
marginalized or outlawed.2 As a result, the transition countries initially suffered from 
a dearth of credible civic organizations, as much of the communist “civic infrastruc-
ture” was abandoned, while the emerging alternatives were significantly constrained 
in terms of both economic and human resources (and in some cases by restrictive 
legislation even in the post-communist period). Since civil society restrictions were 
more severe in communist countries than in the generally shorter and shallower 
authoritarian episodes in other regions,3 this organizational perspective would pre-
dict a large initial civic participation deficit, which should gradually diminish over 
time as domestic and international efforts to promote civil society development 
produce a new generation of civic leaders and organizations.

However, a more pessimistic interpretation of this deficit focuses on the demand-
side aspect of civil society participation. From this perspective, the pervasive distrust 
of the public sphere under Communism has left an attitudinal legacy that severely 
undermines the sort of interpersonal and institutional trust necessary for civic par-
ticipation. To make matters worse, the logic of communist shortage economies pro-
moted the proliferation of informal friendship networks,4 which continued to thrive 
during the uncertainty of the post-communist transition. These friendship networks 
are much smaller and have a very different organizational logic than Western volun-
tary organizations, and may have arguably “crowded out” the fledgling civil society 
in terms of both resources and personal allegiances of post-communist citizens.

The goal of this study is to provide not just a systematic analysis of the extent to 
which there has in fact been a civic participation deficit in the post-communist 
world5 but also to assess the extent to which this deficit is a function of the com-
munist past.6 Thus, we revisit the question of the appropriateness of comparing civic 
participation in post-communist countries in a much more thorough empirical 
framework, namely, a pooled data set of the second, third, fourth, and fifth waves of 
the World Values Survey (hereafter WVS). This allows us to compare fifty-seven 
surveys from twenty-four post-communist countries with hundred surveys from 
forty-two non-post-communist countries from 1990 to 2009. We are thus able to 
bring much more data to bear on this question than previous work.
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To assess the extent to which this deficit is a function of the communist era past, 
we apply a framework that we have developed elsewhere7 that identifies specific 
causal pathways through which the communist-era past could impact the behavior 
of citizens (hereafter “civic behavior”) in the post-communist present. The frame-
work lays out three theoretical propositions for how the past could shape political 
behavior in the present. One of these propositions flows from the idea that post-
communist citizens approach civic participation in a distinctive manner because of 
the fact that they were socialized under communism; that is, it is the actual process 
of living through communism that matters. The other two of these propositions 
spring from another that individual citizens in post-communist countries do not 
necessarily approach civic life differently from the way that citizens elsewhere do 
so, but that aggregate-level outcomes are still different from those found in the rest 
of the world because of the legacy of communism. This framework is designed to 
provide specific testable and falsifiable hypotheses concerning the effects of 
communist-era legacies on civic participation by drawing attention to the actual 
mechanisms by which these legacies can act on civic behavior in the present. We lay 
out this framework and use it to develop a set of hypotheses about the drivers of civic 
participation in post-communist countries in the second and third sections, respec-
tively. In the fourth section, we briefly discuss the data sources and statistical meth-
ods, which we then apply in the fifth section to test our different explanations for how 
the communist-era past may have impacted civic participation in post-communist 
countries. The sixth section discusses the implications of these results specifically 
for our understanding of civic participation in post-communist countries, but also 
more broadly for how historical legacies help to shape subsequent political behavior. 
We find that while a significant part of the post-communist civic participation deficit 
was due to communism’s impact on the region’s demography and religious life, the 
role of political institutional legacies was surprisingly modest. We also show that 
both the cumulative exposure to communist regimes and the nature of early political 
socialization experiences had lasting effects on the civic participation patterns of 
post-communist individuals.

Communist Legacies and Post-communist Political Attitudes:  
A Theoretical Framework

Our theoretical framework for exploring the effects of the past upon civic par-
ticipation in the present consists of three separate, though not necessarily mutually 
exclusive, sets of causal pathways. The first of these assumes that post-communist 
citizens approach civic participation differently than citizens elsewhere because of 
the manner in which they were socialized under communism. Drawing on the 
socialization approach to the study of partisanship, we begin from the premise that 
children pick up many of their values and attitudes toward civic and political life at 
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a relatively young age as they are entering adulthood.8 The reason why post-commu-
nist citizens might approach civic participation differently, then, is because they 
were socialized under communism during their formative years.

We can think of two ways in which this might play out. First, an early socialization 
approach would lead us to believe that once these behaviors are fixed, they tend to 
stay that way over the course of one’s life. So if we can properly identify the types of 
behaviors that communist regimes inculcated into their youngest subjects, we can 
then examine if these behaviors permeate into citizens’ civic participation in the post-
communist era. Alternatively, one could postulate that socialization occurs in a cumu-
lative fashion over the lifetime of an individual. From this cumulative socialization 
perspective, behavioral patterns are not fixed by early experiences, but instead should 
strengthen the more time one spends living under communism. Moreover, while such 
patterns of behavior could begin to change on the basis of post-communist experi-
ences, we would expect this change to occur gradually, which means that communist-
era socialization should produce distinctive attitudes and behavior well into the 
post-communist period. One common feature of both versions of the socialization 
perspective is that they highlight differences between post-communist citizens 
because of the nature of communism in the country in which they were living at the 
time they were being socialized. We present our specific hypotheses in the following 
section, but the basic idea is that citizens who were socialized under Stalinist totalitar-
ian regimes will display different pattern of civic participation than those who were 
socialized under post-totalitarian or reformist communist regimes. We refer to this 
approach as the Socialization Legacy Proposition.

An alternative approach is to assume that citizens in post-communist countries 
behave similarly to individuals elsewhere, but that the aggregate-level patterns of 
civic participation in post-communist countries will still be different because of 
other communist legacies. One could consider two different causal mechanisms 
underlying this type of argument. First, the grand developmental project of 
Communism arguably left behind individuals with a very distinctive set of demo-
graphic characteristics; we highlight three such possible socioeconomic legacies, 
although there may be more. First, communism left behind societies that were 
significantly poorer than their West European neighbors and in some cases further 
behind than during the pre-communist period.9 Second, communism produced 
highly literate societies with lower levels of income inequality, and very distinctive 
patterns of social mobility.10 Finally, communism resulted in a rapid but distorted 
industrialization, which created pockets of industrial concentration. So it may be 
the case that low income earners who are highly educated the world over tend to 
eschew civic participation, but that there turn out to be disproportionately more 
poor highly educated people in post-communist countries. In this case, individuals 
would behave similarly, but we will still end up with societal-wide patterns that 
look very different in post-communist countries than elsewhere (in this example, a 
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participation bias). We refer to this theoretical approach as the Demographic 
Legacy Proposition.

Second, it may be the case that citizens in post-communist countries respond to 
economic and political stimuli in much the same manner as citizens elsewhere, but 
that in the first two decades after the collapse of communism they were simply con-
fronted with different stimuli, which in turn resulted in different aggregate-level 
patterns of political behavior. To put it perhaps more intuitively, the argument here 
would be that citizens in Greece would likely have exhibited the same patterns of 
civic participation in the 1990s as citizens of Moldova had they faced the same set 
of political and economic circumstances in the 1990s as citizens in Moldova. We 
will refer to this approach as the Differential Stimuli Proposition.

While there are numerous stimuli we could consider, we are particularly interested 
in the performance of the economy and the performance of political institutions.11 
From an economic performance perspective, it is conceivable that the lower activism 
of post-communist citizens is simply the result of the paralyzing economic crisis of 
the post-communist period.12 In formal institutional terms, the shorter and often shal-
lower democracies of the former Soviet bloc may provide citizens with fewer oppor-
tunities for meaningful civic participation, and thereby contribute to lower citizen 
activism.13 Finally, building on Howard’s argument,14 it is possible that lower levels 
of civic participation in post-communist countries are simply due to the widespread 
informal friendship networks, which reduces citizens’ demands for formal civic par-
ticipation.15

Of course, it is legitimate to ask whether or not we can think of such a differential 
stimuli proposition as positing a “legacy effect” of communism. On one hand, the 
stimuli themselves to which people are reacting may in many cases be legacies of 
communism. So one can reasonably argue that the economic crisis faced by post-
communist countries in the early 1990s was a direct result of communist-era distor-
tions.16 On the other hand, one could argue that empirical confirmation of this 
proposition would essentially be a rejection of a legacy-based approach at the indi-
vidual level: if we find that citizens in post-communist countries approach civic 
participation no differently than anywhere else, then what does that actually have to 
say about the long-term effects of communism on civic behavior? In some ways, this 
is largely a question of semantics and should not interfere with our empirical inquir-
ies. One alternative is to consider the differential stimuli proposition as one type of 
null hypothesis: support for this proposition would in a sense downgrade the role of 
the past in conditioning behavior in the post-communist present, although it would 
do so in a very specific manner. Another way of interpreting this, though, would be 
to say that to the extent we find support only for the differential stimuli proposition, 
it should lead us to conclude that individuals were not affected by communism in a 
lasting psychological manner but nevertheless that the approach can explain why we 
observe different patterns of civic behavior in post-communist countries.17
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Hypotheses

Building on the theoretical framework developed above, in this section we for-
mulate hypotheses about the nature of post-communist exceptionalism in civic par-
ticipation, and about how we can establish which, if any, of the historical legacy 
explanations provides a more persuasive account of the peculiarly post-communist 
participation patterns. Judging by the findings of previous studies,18 the most 
straightforward communist legacy prediction is that post-communist citizens should 
exhibit a participatory deficit compared to their counterparts from non-communist 
countries. This hypothesis, of course, does nothing to get at any of the underlying 
mechanisms laid out in the previous section. Instead, we can think of it primarily as 
setting the stage for the mechanism-based analyses to follow; put another way, if 
there is no post-communist participation deficit then there is nothing for us to explain 
(unless we can show that two separate legacy mechanisms have opposite effects and 
cancel each other out). That being said, there are still open questions whether this 
participatory deficit also applies in comparison with other ex-authoritarian and  
ex-totalitarian countries—in other words, whether there is something specific about 
the nature of communism or whether it is part of a broader societal post-traumatic 
shock syndrome experienced by most former non-democracies. Another open ques-
tion, which has not yet been answered conclusively, is about the temporal evolution 
of this deficit and the half-life of communist behavioral legacies.

Sociodemographic Landscapes Hypotheses

From the perspective of the demographic legacies proposition, post-communist 
civic participation may be depressed compared to the rest of the world simply 
because of the peculiar social and demographic legacies left behind by decades of 
communist developmental strategies. Perhaps the most important sociodemographic 
legacy of communism that could undermine civic participation is the weaker religi-
osity and church attendance after decades of communist efforts to weaken organized 
religion.19 The impact of other sociodemographic factors is somewhat harder to 
asses: thus, ex-communist countries were comparatively poor, which should under-
mine civic participation, but on the other hand they were relatively equal in terms of 
income and human capital, which may provide for larger pools of potential civic 
participants. Similarly, the remarkable expansion of secondary and to a lesser extent 
tertiary education should in theory promote participation by post-communist citi-
zens. On the other hand, such advantages may be undercut by the particular nature 
of communist education, which emphasized technical subjects and ideological 
indoctrination. Overall, however, to the extent that the “different sociodemographic 
landscapes” proposition is correct we should expect that on aggregate the post-
communist civic participation deficit will be reduced or even eliminated once we 
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account for differences in sociodemographic conditions between ex-communist and 
non-communist countries.

Differential Stimuli Hypotheses

The post-communist transition abounded in both economic and political stimuli, 
which may account for the different civic participation patterns of ex-communist 
citizens. In economic terms, East European countries experienced one of the most 
traumatic economic crises in recent memory, with deep and prolonged recessions 
that were often accompanied by high and persistent inflation, and significant rises in 
unemployment. However, it is not entirely clear what the net participation effects of 
such economic upheavals would be: On one hand, citizens worried about their short-
term livelihood may find less time and energy to participate in public life. On the 
other hand, crises may also trigger efforts to overcome collective action problems to 
pursue common economic or political interests. The predictions are more straight-
forward with respect to political institutions: thus, the survival of authoritarian 
institutions should undermine civic participation by raising the individual costs of 
joining the public sphere. Moreover, the decline of the communist-era civic infra-
structure and the slow development of alternative civic organizations may provide 
even eager citizens with fewer participation opportunities. Overall, to the extent that 
the differential stimuli proposition is correct, we expect that controlling for eco-
nomic performance and political institutional differences should greatly reduce the 
extent of the post-communist participatory deficit.

Socialization Hypotheses

There are two ways to check for the effects of the socialization legacy proposition. 
First, we could treat civic participation as the cumulative result of life experiences. If 
this is the case, we should expect citizens who lived for longer periods under com-
munism to be less likely to participate in post-communist civil society than those who 
experienced shorter communist spells. Meanwhile, longer periods of either pre-
communist or post-communist life experience should have the opposite effect.

To the extent that socialization is purely a function of the environment in which 
one spends one’s early adult years, then individuals who spent more of these crucial 
early years under communism should have a greater participation deficit than their 
co-nationals who grew up during either pre- or post-communism.

The predictions are somewhat less straightforward with respect to the impact of 
different subtypes of communist regimes. While all communist regimes relied to 
some extent on the practice of enrolling their citizens in a variety of state-control 
“civic” organizations, there was a fair amount of variation in the extent to which 
regimes actively promoted such “civic participation” campaigns and the extent to 
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which such campaigns relied on coercion.20 Nor is it clear whether greater exposure 
to communist “civic participation” campaigns during either the early formative 
years or over the course of an individual’s life would result in the internalization or 
the rejection of the civic duty to participate in civic organizations. To the extent that 
individuals internalized communist regime pressures, we would expect individuals 
whose early socialization took place under more mobilizational communist regimes 
(esp. Stalinist and neo-Stalinist regimes) to have a smaller participation bias than 
those who grew up in more reformist communist periods. On the other hand, if the 
main mechanism is that of rejection of the public sphere in response to communist 
coercive participation campaigns, then we should expect individuals with a greater 
exposure to more coercive communist regimes (esp. Stalinist and neo-Stalinist 
regimes) to have a greater participation bias than those who grew up in more 
reformist communist periods. To assist us in testing this hypothesis, we have broken 
down the communist era in each country into five categories: the transition to com-
munism, Stalinist, post-Stalinist hardline; post-totalitarian (in the Linz and Stepan 
sense21); and reformist (note that not all countries experienced all five periods). We 
lay out the coding scheme below in Table 1.

Table 1
Communist Experience by Year and Country

Country
Transition to 
Communism Stalinist

Post-Stalinist 
Hardline

Post-
Totalitarian Reformist

Albania 1944 1945–1990    
Bulgaria 1945 1946–1953 1954–1989 1990

Czechoslovakia 1945–1947 1948–1952 1953–1967, 
1969–1989

1968

East Germany 1945–1948 1949–1962 1971–1989 1963–191970

1928–1952 1953–1955; 
1965–1969

1970–1984 1921–1927; 
1956–1964; 

1985–191991
Hungary 1945–1947 1948–1953 1957–1960 1961–191989 1954–191956
Poland 1945 1946–1956 1982–1983 1963–191981; 

1984–1987
1957–1962, 
1988–1989

Romania 1945–1947 1948–1964 1971–1989 1965–1970

USSRa 1918–1920 1928–1952 1953–1955; 
1965–1969

1970–1984 1921–1927; 
1956–1964; 
1985–1991

Yugoslavia 1945 1946–1948 1949–1990

a. The Baltic republics and Western Ukraine were coded as starting communism in 1945, and exposure 
to regime subtypes was adjusted accordingly.
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Data and Methods

In the empirical sections of this article, we draw on cross-national survey data 
from four successive waves of the World Values Survey, which cover fifty-seven 
surveys from twenty-four post-communist countries and hundred surveys from 
forty-two non-post-communist countries from 1990 to 2009. Unfortunately, the 
survey questions on which our dependent variable is based were asked in two 
different formats in different WVS survey waves. In the second and fourth 
waves (1990–1992 and 1999–2002), respondents were asked whether or not they 
belonged to each of a list of different types of civic and political organizations. 
In the third and fifth waves, respondents were given a modified and only par-
tially overlapping list of organizations, and were asked to state whether they 
were an active member, an inactive member, or not a member of each type of 
organization. In addition, once when we focused on the overlapping organiza-
tions in the two types of questions, the survey wording made it difficult to com-
pare the two indicators, since cross-temporal analysis within country comparisons 
revealed that on average combining active and inactive membership from the 
third- and fifth-wave questionnaires resulted in much higher participation rates 
than the dichotomous question in the second and fourth waves.22 Therefore, we 
decided to restrict our analysis in the main part of this article to the questions 
from the second and fourth waves, which allow us to analyze participation 
immediately after the collapse of communism and then after slightly more than 
a decade of transition.23

Dependent Variables

In analyzing the participation data, we start by looking at each of the six organiza-
tion types separately in order to identify the extent to which post-communist par-
ticipation varies across issue area. However, for the main statistical tests we follow 
previous studies24 in creating an aggregate measure, which counts the number of 
different types of organizations in which the respondent reports to be a member. 
Since the dependent variable is a count variable and the variance of the distribution 
is greater than the mean, we use negative binomial regressions in our statistical 
models.25

For all regressions, we report robust standard errors clustered at the country-year 
level. This approach adjusts standard errors in order to account for the multilevel 
nature of our data, that is, that the macro-variables, such as economic performance 
and institutions, differ across country-years but are constant for all respondents in a 
given survey.26 Moreover, all the regressions use equilibrated survey weights, which 
combine any within-country survey weights with a cross-country component that 
adjusts for sample size differences across countries.
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Independent Variables

To establish the extent of post-communist exceptionalism, the regressions in 
Tables 2 and 3 include an indicator denoting whether the respondent lived in an ex-
communist country of Eastern Europe27 or the former Soviet Union.28

To test the importance of sociodemographic differences, our regressions include 
several relevant individual-level characteristics, including dummies for tertiary and 
secondary education, age, sex, religious denomination, religiosity/church attend-
ance, and size of locality. Since personal income questions present problems for 
cross-national analysis,29 we focus instead on country-level GDP/capita to capture 
cross-country income differences. Moreover, to test the impact of the egalitarian 
legacy of communism, we included a GINI coefficient of income inequality from the 
most recently available pre-survey year.30

As potential indicators of different economic stimuli facing post-communist citi-
zens, we include data on inflation, GDP change, and unemployment in the year (or 
two years) preceding the survey. To capture institutional constraints on civil society 
participation, we use Freedom House democracy scores (reversed, so that higher 
scores indicate greater civil liberties and political rights).31 Furthermore, since one 
may argue that the institutional framework for a functioning civil society takes some 
time to establish, and because even once such institutions come into being it may 
take time for citizens to become fully involved in them, we also include a measure 
of the length of a country’s democratic track record, calculated as the logged number 
of years for which the country had been continuously democratic.32

Finally, testing Howard’s hypothesis about the importance of informal friendship 
networks as substitutes of civil society participation was a more difficult challenge, 
because the World Values Survey does not include questions about respondent’s 
social networks. Therefore, we tried to find questions that would allow us to capture 
the basic logic underlying such networks, and in the end we settled on two questions: 
the first asked respondents to rate the importance of friends in their lives, while the 
second asked them whether most people can be trusted or whether one “cannot be 
too careful.” We then used the two questions to create a dummy variable for 
respondents who displayed a narrow trust circle, that is, individuals who rated 
friends as very important in their lives but professed low trust toward people in 
general. We should expect such people to be more likely to rely on the types of 
informal friendship networks than people who either do not put as much emphasis 
on friends or who are more trusting toward all people. In addition to coding such 
narrow-trust individuals, we also created an indicator of the proportion of such 
narrow-trust individuals in the overall population of a country and in the respond-
ent’s more immediate subnational region33 in a given country-year. The idea is that 
whereas the individual measure captures the potential “demand” for such informal 
networks (and is therefore endogenous to that person’s life experience), the country-
year aggregate is more likely to reflect the “supply” of such informal networks and 
therefore is largely exogenous to the preferences of any given individual.
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Table 2
Post-communist Exceptionalism and Demographic Legacies

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Post-communist –.896 ** –.944** –.313* –1.13** –.693** –.514** –.349
(.017) (.173) (.187) (.143) (.188) (.194) (.219)

Non-communist 
ex-authoritarian

–.483**
(.164)

Non-communist 
ex-totalitarian

–.370*
(.162)

Eastern Europe –.824**
(.014)

Interwar Soviet –1.544**
(.038)

Tertiary education .783** .786** .809**
(.057) (.055) (.060)

Secondary 
education

.385** .375** .424**
(.045) (.044) (.049)

Post-communist* 
tertiary 
education

–.138
(.113)

Post-communist* 
secondary 
education

–.282**
(.095)

GDP/capita (log) .050 .132† .129†
(.072) (.072) (.071)

Income inequality –.007 –.010 –.010
(.007) (.007) (.007)

Religious service 
often

.380** .380**
(.043) (.043)

Religious service 
never

–.283** –.282**
(.031) (.031)

Age –.002** –.004** –.004**
(.001) (.001) (.001)

Predominantly 
Catholic

.297 .235 .229
(.223) (.233) (.232)

Predominantly E. 
Orthodox

.147 .147 .148
(.279) (.290) (.288)

Predominantly 
Protestant

.916** .921** .917**
(.204) (.213) (.213)

Predominantly 
Muslim

.582 .574 .573
(.382) (.382) (.381)

Years 1990–
2002

1999–
2002

1990–2002 1990–
2002

1990–
2002

1990–
2002

1990–
2002

1990–
2002

Countries All All Germany All All All All All
Additional 

demographic 
variations

No No No No No Yes Yes Yes

Observations 124353 76232 5473 124353 124353 124353 124353 123335

Note: Values in parentheses are robust standard errors.
*p < .05, **p < .01, †p < .1.
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Table 3
Differential Stimuli Hypotheses

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Post-communist –.435* –.418* –.374* –.422* –.426* –.429*
(.192) (.184) (.197) (.185) (.183) (.182)

Freedom House democracy .056* .042 .055* .052* .047*
(.027) (.047) (.027) (.025) (.024)

Age of democracy (log) .041
(.081)

Narrow trust individual –.047*
(.025)

Narrow trust prevalence (regional/local) –.251
(.273)

Narrow trust prevalence (national) –.456
(.618)

GDP change .001 –.002 –.002 –.001 –.0003 .0002
(.008) (.008) (.008) (.008) (.008) (.009)

Inflation (log) –.093 –.095 –.092 –.088 –.090 –.090
(.074) (.071) (.074) (.070) (.069) (.070)

Unemployment –.012 –.016 –.016 –.015 –.015 –.014
(.011) (.011) (.011) (.011) (.011) (.012)

Income inequality –.004 –.003 –.004 –.003 –.003 –.003
(.007) (.006) (.006) (.006) (.006) (.006)

GDP/capita (log) .102 .024 .012 .022 .035 .043
(.086) (.088) (.082) (.086) (.082) (.083)

Tertiary education .775** .771** .769** .771** .771** .772**
(.055) (.054) (.053) (.054) (.054) (.053)

Secondary education .374** .372** .365** .372** .374** .376**
(.044) (.044) (.042) (.044) (.044) (.043)

Age –.004** –.005** –.005** –.005** –.005** –.005**
(.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001)

Predominantly Catholic .301 .246 .246 .226 .243 .244
(.217) (.209) (.206) (.206) (.209) (.208)

Predominantly E. Orthodox .257 .266 .230 .239 .272 .267
(.263) (.260) (.270) (.266) (.257) (.255)

Predominantly Protestant .950** .885** .859** .878** .884** .890**
(.215) (.212) (.216) (.210) (.212) (.211)

Predominantly Muslim .640 .694* .685* .670* .697* .675*
(.392) (.342) (.336) (.339) (.333) (.329)

Religious service often .369** .371** .369** .374** .376** .377**
(.044) (.046) (.046) (.046) (.045) (.045)

Religious service never –.283** –.277** –.278** –.277** –.276** –.277**
(.032) (.031) (.032) (.031) (.031) (.031)

Years 1990–
2002

1990–2002 1990–
2002

1990–
2002

1990–
2002

1990–
2002

Countries All ALL All All All All
Additional demographic variations Yes YES Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 124353 124353 124353 120385 124353 124353

Note: Values in parentheses are robust standard errors.
*p < .05, **p < .01 (one-tailed where appropriate).
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To test the socialization hypotheses, we used a person’s age and the year of the 
survey to determine their birth year and then combined this information with the 
communist periodization data from Table 1 to calculate the number of years a given 
respondent had lived under communism and particular communist regime sub-
types.34 Moreover, for each respondent we calculated the number of years spent 
under communism and during each type of communist regime subtype for two peri-
ods: ages 6–17 and 18 and older. These periods were chosen to capture early 
socialization during primary and secondary school ages, and adult socialization.35

Empirical Results

As a first step, we take a brief look at the broad patterns of civic membership 
across different types of organizations and different time periods. Such an approach 
is important for both substantive reasons, since it illustrates the nature and temporal 
evolution of the post-communist civic participation deficit, and for methodological 
reasons, since it allows us to identify whether the post-communist exceptionalism is 
sufficiently consistent across categories to justify using a single participation index.

A few clear trends are worth noting. Most importantly, there was a sizeable and 
statistically significant post-communist deficit for membership in five of the six 
types of organizations: religious, cultural/arts, ecological, professional, and sports 
and recreation, Moreover, there is very little evidence suggesting that over the first 
decade of the transition, ex-communist citizens were closing the participation gap 
vis-à-vis their non-communist counterparts. The only outlier is membership in labor 
unions, where ex-communist countries started with a large and significant surplus in 
the early 1990s. However, we would argue that, with the notable exception of 
Poland, this surplus does not really reflect greater labor activism in the former Soviet 
bloc but rather the communist legacy of mandatory membership in state-controlled 
unions for the employees of most state-owned enterprises (especially in the indus-
trial and service sectors). This argument is reinforced by the fact that this large initial 
union membership surplus completely disappeared during the first decade of the 
transition.36 As a result, in our regression analysis we exclude labor union member-
ship from our civic participation index because it clearly captures different dynamics 
than membership in other organizations.

Regression Analysis

As a first step in the process of testing our legacy hypotheses in a regression 
framework, in the first five models in Table 2 we present a series of simple models 
that help establish the nature of the post-communist deficit in civic participation. 
Thus, model 1, which simply includes a post-communist dummy and a control for 
the survey year, confirms the summary statistics from Figure 1 and reveals a fairly 
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large and highly statistically significant post-communist deficit in civic organization 
membership. Given that the coefficient in model 2, which restricts the analysis to the 
fourth WVS wave (1999–2002), is actually slightly more negative than in model 1, 
it appears that this participatory deficit is not simply driven by the scarcity of civic 
participation opportunities in the immediate aftermath of the collapse of commu-
nism. Model 3 confirms the existence of a post-communist participation deficit even 
if we shift from the cross-national sample used in the first two models to a within-
country analysis of East and West Germans, who share a wide range of cultural and 
institutional commonalities but are separated by their differential exposure to com-
munism. However, it should be noted that the size of the coefficient in model 3 is 
only about a third of that in model 1, which suggests that part of the overall deficit 
in model 1 may be explained by cultural and institutional differences, which are not 
necessarily related to communism. On the other hand, it is important to keep in mind 
two important external validity limitations of within-Germany comparisons: first, 
the specific nature of the East German communist regime may have produced dif-
ferent participatory dynamics than elsewhere in the communist bloc, and second, 
civic participation in West Germany itself may not be representative of other non-
communist countries, given Bernhard and Karakoc’s argument about the demobiliz-
ing legacy of totalitarianism.37

Figure 1
Civic organization membership by type
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To account for Bernhard and Karakoc’s argument about the participation legacies 
of authoritarian and totalitarian regimes,38 in model 4 we add two additional dummy 
variables: one, labeled “non-communist post-totalitarian,” which identifies the three 
countries (Italy, Austria, and Germany) who experienced totalitarian rule under their 
Fascist regimes according to Bernhard and Karakoc,39 and one which identifies all 
countries that experienced authoritarian rule since 1970.40 The results in model 4 
confirm that citizens of non-communist ex-authoritarian and ex-totalitarian countries 
also exhibit a participatory deficit compared to their counterparts in older democracies, 
which may help explain why the difference between East and West Germans in model 
3 was smaller than between all post-communist and non-communist in model 1. 
However, the magnitude of the deficit for non-communist ex-authoritarian and  
ex-totalitarian countries is significantly smaller than for ex-communist countries. 
This finding confirms the greater demobilizing effect of communism and the impor-
tance of distinguishing post-communist countries from other post-authoritarian/
totalitarian regimes.41

In model 5, we turn our attention to the question of regional differences between 
East European countries (including the Baltics and Moldova), which experienced 
roughly forty-five years of communism and the interwar Soviet republics, which 
were exposed to communist participation campaigns for over seventy years (i.e., an 
additional generation). While the coefficients for both indicators are negative and 
statistically significant, model 5 nevertheless confirms that interwar Soviet republics 
had a significant participation deficit even compared to their East European counter-
parts,42 which suggests that at least at the country level greater exposure to commu-
nism is associated with weaker civic participation.43 Of course, this contrast does not 
exhaust the possible variation between countries of the former Soviet bloc, which 
differed in terms of both pre-communist sociopolitical legacies and in the nature of 
their communist regimes. While pre-communist differences are beyond the scope of 
the current discussion,44 we analyze the effects of differential communist experi-
ences below in the section on socialization.45

In the next two models we test the predictions of the demographic legacy propo-
sition. Thus, in model 6 we add a battery of demographic and developmental con-
trols, which may help explain why aggregate participation outcomes may vary in 
ex-communist countries even if individual behavior is very similar across different 
types of societies. The results confirm the importance of education, age, Protestantism, 
and to a lesser extent of economic development in driving civic participation,46 but 
for our purposes the more important finding is the fact that controlling for demo-
graphics reduces the size of the post-communism coefficient by about 22 percent. 
However, even with these controls the post-communist deficit continues to be rather 
large and highly statistically significant.

Since religiosity and church attendance has been shown to drive civic participa-
tion in other settings, 47 and since communist regimes had pursued determined and 
at least partially successful campaigns against organized religion, in model 7 we test 
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whether accounting for differences in religious attendance helps explain the post-
communist participation deficit. The results confirm this expectation: not only were 
individuals reporting higher religious attendance more likely to participate in civic 
organizations but adding the religiosity controls explained roughly a quarter of the 
post-communist participation deficit from model 6. If we exclude participation in 
religious organizations from the participation index that we use as our dependent 
variable, the overall patterns are quite similar but the impact of religious attendance 
is somewhat weaker and it accounts for only 10 percent of the remaining participa-
tion deficit (results not shown; available from authors on request).

Finally, in model 8 we test an extension of the demographic legacy proposition by 
looking at whether greater education had similar participatory effects in post-communist 
and non-communist countries. To do so, we include interaction terms between the 
post-communism dummy and the indicators for secondary and tertiary education, 
which capture the different effects of education across regime types. The results in 
model 8 confirm earlier findings about the peculiar effects of communist modernization 
efforts:48 thus, judging by the negative interaction effects between post-communism 
and education, the post-communist citizens received a much weaker participatory 
boost from education, and the effects are particularly strong in the case of secondary 
education. As a corollary, the post-communist participation deficit was almost twice 
as large for individuals with secondary education than for those with no/primary 
education, and for the latter the deficit was no longer statistically significant. In other 
words, it appears that the coercive participation drives promoted by communist edu-
cation systems had a negative long-term effect on civic participation.

We now turn to the differential stimuli hypothesis, which tries to establish 
whether aggregate differences in post-communist civic participation can be explained 
by differences in the economic and institutional context in which individuals decide 
whether to join civic organizations. As a first step, in model 1 we added three indica-
tors of economic performance—GDP change, inflation, and unemployment. The 
results indicate that even though both high inflation and high unemployment were 
associated with moderate reductions in civic participation, thereby adding some 
credence to the crisis-driven demobilization hypothesis, the effects were at best 
marginally significant. On the other hand, the inclusion of economic performance 
controls reduces the size of the post-communist deficit by approximately 15 percent, 
compared to model 7 of Table 2. This suggests that the trauma of the transitional 
economic crisis also explains a part—although certainly not all—of the post-com-
munist civic participation deficit.

As a first step toward testing the role of institutional differences in driving indi-
vidual behavioral differences, in model 2 we control for the lagged Freedom House 
democracy score in a given country. While the results in model 2 confirm that the 
more permissive institutional environment of democratic regimes seems to be asso-
ciated with greater civic participation, the very small reduction in the size of the 
post-communism regression coefficient suggests that the post-communist civic 
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participation deficit cannot be blamed on supply-side constraints driven by more 
restrictive political institutions. To test whether institutional differences are more 
important in the long run, in model 3 we also control for the age of democracy in a 
country at the time of the survey. However, doing so reduces the post-communist 
deficit by less than 10 percent, which suggests that the more recent democratization 
of Eastern Europe does not really account for its weak civic culture either.

Finally, in models 4 and 5 we test the impact of informal institutions. Judging by 
the results in model 4, individuals with a narrow circle of trust are indeed less likely 
to join civil society organizations (significant at .05 one-tailed). On the other hand, 
models 5 and 6 reveal statistically weaker results for the local/regional and country-
level indicators of the relative prevalence of such narrow-trust individuals. This 
difference suggests that any negative correlation between informal networks and 
formal civic institutions is less driven by supply-side mechanisms (whereby preex-
isting informal networks crowd out the fledgling formal institutions) than by 
demand-side considerations, whereby the trust patterns of certain people predispose 
them to joining either narrow, informal friendship networks or broader, formal civic 
organizations. While this question deserves greater attention in future research, for 
the purpose of the current discussion, the more important finding is that the coeffi-
cient for the post-communist country dummy is virtually identical in models 2, 4, 5, 
and 6, which suggests that the post-communist participatory deficit cannot be 
explained on the basis of the greater prevalence and attractiveness of informal 
friendship networks in transition countries.49

Furthermore, in Table 4 we turn to the question of how communist socialization 
has affected the participatory choices of post-communist citizens. Unlike the analy-
sis in the previous two tables, the emphasis here is on the question of whether by 
virtue of their life experiences, post-communist citizens have different individual 
approaches to public life even once we control for differences in the societal con-
texts. As a first step in model 1, we simply tested how civic participation is affected 
by the overall length of time that an individual has lived under communism. The 
results are quite striking: longer exposure to communism is associated with signifi-
cantly weaker civic participation even once we control for the whole battery of 
demographic, economic, and institutional factors. Thus, the individual-level results 
reinforce the aggregate-level comparison in model 5 of Table 2, which found that 
East Europeans had a smaller civic participation deficit than their counterparts in 
interwar Soviet territories. In line with the earlier findings that this deficit does not 
simply vanish as the communist experience recedes into the past, the coefficient for 
the survey year, which captures the length of the post-communist experience is also 
negative (albeit much smaller and falling short of statistical significance).50

In model 2, we differentiate between different subtypes of communist regimes 
and find that by far the strongest demobilizing effect occurred among individuals 
who lived substantial periods of time under post-totalitarian regimes, whereas the 
effects were substantively smaller in reform-communist regimes and negligible (and 
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Table 4
Socialization Hypotheses

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

VARIABLES
 Communist total exposure –.0201**

(.006)
 Stalinist total exposure –.0030

(.008)
 Neo-Stalinist total exposure –.0063

(.008)
 Post-totalitarian total exposure –.0335**

(.007)
 Reform comm. total exposure –.0150*

(.006)
 Communist early exposure –.0251**

(.006)
 Communist adult exposure –.0070

(.008)
 Stalinist early exposure –.0035

(.010)
 Neo-Stalinist early exposure –.0148

(.009)
 Post-totalitarian early exposure –.0573**

(.011)
 Reform communist early exposure –.0117

(.009)
 Stalinist adult exposure –.0037

(.011)
 Neo-Stalinist adult exposure –.0037

(.012)
 Post-totalitarian adult exposure –.0247*

(.011)
 Reform communist adult exposure –.0161

(.011)
 Age .0057 –.0003 –.0062 –.0042

(.004) (.005) (.007) (.009)
 Survey year –.0289 –.0177 –.0190 –.0164

(.023) (.021) (.025) (.022)
 Observations 40,362 40,362 40,362 40,362

Note: Values in parentheses are robust standard errors. Also included but not reported are the individual- 
and country-level controls used in Tables 2 and 3 (except for religious service attendance).
*p < .05, **p < .01.

no longer statistically significant) for Stalinist and neo-Stalinist regimes. While these 
findings need to be subjected to greater scrutiny, they suggest that the combination of 
relatively low repression and weak ideological commitment in post-totalitarian 
regimes represented the greatest antidote to subsequent civic engagement by post-
communist citizens. By comparison, the demobilizing effects were weaker in situa-
tions of greater repression intensity (as in Stalinist and neo-Stalinist regimes).
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In the last two models we distinguish between early and adult socialization. Model 
3 focuses on the repercussions of overall early versus adult socialization and we find 
that early communist exposure has a much stronger and statistically significant demo-
bilizing effect, while adult socialization had small and statistically inconclusive effects. 
Finally, the results in model 4, which distinguishes both the timing and the type of 
communist exposure, further reinforce that post-totalitarianism seems to have had a 
greater demobilizing effect than other communist regime subtypes and most of this 
effect seems to happen during early socialization (though the effects are still fairly large 
and statistically significant for adult post-totalitarian exposure). Remarkably, the only 
communist subregime type whose demobilizing effects were consistently weak in 
both substantive and statistical terms was Stalinism.

Conclusion

Overall, our analysis reveals a large and temporally resilient post-communist 
deficit in civic participation and suggests that three legacies seem to be particularly 
salient in explaining this deficit. First, it appears that the demographic profile of post-
communist countries is less conducive to civic participation than elsewhere: simply 
controlling for the sociodemographic profile of post-communist citizens reduces the 
size of the civic participation deficit by more than 20 percent. Furthermore, once we 
account for the lower religiosity of post-communist citizens, the deficit declines by 
almost another 20 percent. Second, the magnitude of the deficit appears to be a func-
tion of the number of years spent under communism. Convincingly, we see this effect 
at both the aggregate level—the deficit is larger for people living in republics of the 
prewar Soviet Union—and at the individual level, where additional years lived under 
communism translate into lower levels of civic participation. Although the effect is 
cumulative over time, once we control for years lived under communism we see a 
stronger deficit for people socialized in the post-totalitarian years of communist 
regimes than for those socialized under high Stalinism. This suggests that perhaps the 
mobilizing effects of Stalinism left a lasting impression on those socialized in this era, 
which canceled out some of the generally demobilizing effects of living under com-
munism more generally. However, for people socialized in the post-totalitarian eras, 
communism left behind only a demobilizing effect that has persisted into the post-
communist era. Finally, economic conditions under post-communism also appear to 
explain part of the deficit, suggesting that the post-communist participation deficit is 
not simply a result of living through communism: living through the collapse of com-
munism has also had an impact.

It is also worth noting the factors we found that do not help explain the post-
communist participation deficit. First, while we do find the predicted effect for “low 
general trust–high network trust” individuals across our sample, accounting for the 
proportion of such individuals at the national or even subnational level does little to 
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explain the participation deficit. Nor, for that matter, does controlling for such atti-
tudes at the individual level. Additionally, and perhaps somewhat surprisingly, the 
current degree of political liberalization in a country seems to have little effect on 
the post-communist participation deficit (see Table 3, model 2), at least insofar as 
Freedom House scores are a good proxy for political liberalization.

To date, the defining study on civic participation in post-communist countries has 
been Marc Howard’s book.51 Nothing we have presented in this article should be 
construed as challenging Howard’s basic insight that the experience of living 
through communism could produce individuals with less of a proclivity for partici-
pating in civic organizations. By casting a wider empirical net and embedding our 
analysis in a more general theory of legacy effects, however, we have been able to 
add quite a bit more to the story. Most importantly, we have fleshed out our under-
standing of what it means to “live through communism” in terms of the civic par-
ticipation deficit: the sociodemographic landscape left behind by communism, 
living more years under communism, and socialization in the posttotalitarian phases 
of communist regimes seem to be important drivers of the civic participation deficit. 
Furthermore, we show that the post-communist economic—although not political—
environment also seems to play a nonnegligible role.

Taken together, we leave behind a potentially optimistic picture about civic soci-
ety in post-communist countries. To the extent that the civic participation deficit is 
driven by the experience of having lived through communism, we have no reason to 
expect it to persist beyond current generations. The evidence we have presented here 
points to eventual convergence toward norms in other non post-communist countries. 
Especially insofar as economic conditions in the first decade of post-communism 
may have driven part of the deficit, recent economic developments such as Poland 
being the only country in Europe not to go into recession in 2009 suggests that the 
days of distinctive post-communist economic experiences may be drawing to a 
close. The one crucial caveat here is that this may be a slow process indeed. The 
reversal of demographic changes wrought by communism is not likely to happen 
quickly, and even as older generations fade from the scene, it remains possible—and 
perhaps even likely based on the experiences of Germany, Austria, and Italy—that 
these older, more skeptical generations will leave their mark on their descendants. 
Thus, the question about when we should move beyond the post-communism para-
digm is ultimately an empirical one, which will have to be answered by future 
research about the half-life of the behavioral consequences of communism.
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