
CAN DEMOCRACY BE TAUGHT?
Steven E. Finkel

Does civic education work? Can it teach people in emerging democ-
racies the values, skills, and attitudes that they need to take an active
part in governing themselves? Donor organizations in the United States
and Europe clearly think it can: In recent decades, they have spent
large sums in many countries to craft new school curricula, teach women
their rights, train prospective new voters, and show citizens how to
band together and approach local officials for help in solving commu-
nity problems.1 The general aim has been to strengthen democratic
political culture by showing citizens why they should support demo-
cratic norms and values, by improving their knowledge of how
democratic politics works, and by encouraging them to become more
active in public matters.

While there is a growing scholarly literature that tries to gauge the
effectiveness of civic education for children and young adults in devel-
oping democracies, similar studies of adults are much rarer.2 To help fill
this gap, this study assesses the effects of adult civic education pro-
grams in South Africa, the Dominican Republic, and Poland on political
participation as well as on levels of such key “democratic” traits as
trust, political tolerance, and sense of one’s own efficacy as a citizen. In
many fledgling democracies, low participation, intolerance, political
ignorance, and alienation are major systemic problems. An investiga-
tion such as the present one, therefore, has the important primary goal
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of illuminating whether civic education is a promising means for stimu-
lating greater citizen engagement, and the secondary goal of telling us
the conditions under which such programs are most or least effective.

More generally, the investigation of civic education’s impact can
shed light on important issues in the study of political culture and
democratic consolidation. Can short-term stimuli such as civic educa-
tion programs even affect basic political orientations? Do civil society
groups, which are so often the main vehicles of civic education in new
democracies, serve to integrate ordinary citizens into the political
process and foster salutary democratic attitudes, or are they—as some
critics charge—ineffective or even counterproductive agents of demo-
cratic cultural change?

The study began in the Dominican Republic and Poland in 1997, with
a follow-on study a year later in South Africa.3 In each country, two to
four civic education programs were selected for evaluation, ranging from
a program conducted by the Dominican group ADOPEM that trained
women in human rights and democratic values, to a program in commu-
nity problem solving and self-governance sponsored by the Polish group
Foundation for Support of Local Democracy (FSLD), to a program con-
ducted by the South African group Lawyers for Human Rights that trained
individuals in constitutional awareness and democratic rights. (See the
box on page 146 for a complete list of the programs that were included in
the study.)  At the core of the study was a survey administered by profes-
sional research firms to a sample of individuals trained in each program
as well as to a demographically similar “control group” of their compatri-
ots who had no involvement in civic education.4 The questionnaire
measured democratic participation and knowledge as well as support for
democratic values, institutions, and processes. Comparing the responses
of those who were and were not exposed to  civic education—with appro-
priate statistical allowances made for such potentially confounding factors
as education, age, gender, political interest, and group memberships—
would show whether exposure to civic education had made a difference
in the way these people thought, felt, and behaved.

The study looked for civic education’s impact on three areas that
experts have long described as essential components of democratic citi-
zenship. The first area is that of  “civic competence,”  a shorthand phrase
meant to sum up the political knowledge, civic skills, and perceptions of
one’s own political influence (“efficacy”) that undergird democratic par-
ticipation. The second area is that of adherence to such democratic values
and norms as political tolerance, meaning the extent to which citizens
are willing to extend procedural democratic liberties to individuals and
groups with whom they may disagree; institutional trust, meaning the
willingness to support (albeit perhaps critically and skeptically) basic
social and political institutions; and support for democracy as a form of
government preferable to other political systems. The third area is demo-
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cratic participation (especially local participation) by individuals, which
civic education is of course supposed to foster.

What Can Civic Education Do?

Much traditional scholarship on political culture holds that civic edu-
cation should have relatively little impact. According to this view, the
democratic transformation of an entire society’s attitudes and values is
the work of decades, and requires the action of large structural forces,
such as economic modernization and generational succession, as well as
sustained experience with democratic institutions and responsible be-
havior by opposition and governing elites in turning over power and the
like. Moreover, students of political socialization often argue that orien-
tations learned early in life “structure” adult attitudes and hence limit
the extent to which short-term stimuli can change basic values and pref-
erences. If the above theories are true, it obviously follows that a relatively
fleeting encounter with civic education later in life is not going to make
much difference when weighed against the vast influence exerted by
large socioeconomic factors and early socialization experiences.

In contrast to this relatively static view of political culture, other more
recent research suggests that democratic political orientations are, if not
wholly malleable, influenced to a considerable degree by short-term po-
litical, economic, and experiential factors. A steady stream of findings
over the past several decades has shown that variables such as the
individual’s perceptions of current economic conditions, assessments of
governmental competence, and experiences with governmental authority
can affect democratic orientations such as tolerance, social and institu-
tional trust, and political efficacy. The widespread demonstration of such
effects has led many scholars to conclude that, although early socializa-
tion and social-structural factors play a role in determining democratic
attitudes, adult political experiences matter as well.5 There is substantial
evidence that attitudes such as political tolerance, traditionally viewed as
deeply rooted and relatively impervious to change, can be influenced by
new information and efforts at political persuasion, as well as by short-
term economic, political, and contextual factors.6 Clearly, such a view of
how attitudes form and change would lead one to harbor greater hopes for
the potential of civic education to foster prodemocratic orientations.

Nor is this the only reason for optimism. Another comes from the promi-
nent role that secondary associations and other civil society groups play
in conducting adult civic education. Much recent academic research has
emphasized how active mobilization efforts by parties, secondary groups,
and social networks can stimulate individual political behavior in fledg-
ling as well as established democracies. Such groups and networks,
moreover, can also be important conduits of political information as well
as reinforcers of “social capital” and such prodemocratic qualities as tol-



Journal of Democracy140

erance and trust (both interpersonal and institutional).7 The messages
delivered via civic education may resonate with the mobilization and
learning processes that also take place within social-network and asso-
ciational contexts to promote democratic attitudes, values, and behavior.
Participation, too, may therefore benefit, since many adult civic educa-
tion programs are run by what Thomas Carothers calls “advocacy
NGOs”—reformist groups with more explicitly political agendas and
stronger mobilizational intentions than traditional secondary associa-
tions normally have. Individuals in these kinds of civic training programs
typically experience strong cues to get politically involved for the sake
of the group’s agenda.

None of this is beyond debate, of course. Much work has found that
group memberships have no effect or even a negative effect on the
incidence and intensity of prodemocratic attitudes and values. Certainly,
it is not written in stone that groups of like-minded individuals must
promote tolerance and trust: Indeed they may do just the opposite when
it comes to those outside the social network.

It should also be noted that advocacy NGOs and other civic groups,
precisely because they do “take sides,” may sometimes promote dis-
trust of current political institutions as part of a perceived mission to
oppose potentially nondemocratic state power. Further, several recent
works on democracy promotion have severely criticized such groups
for representing narrow (often elite and nonindigenous) slices of civil
society, for existing only because of Western funding, and for being
potentially corrupt and badly run.8 If such critiques are accurate, the
effects of these groups on democratic attitudes and participation may
fall well short of the optimistic expectations described above.

Key Findings

The most important finding from the study is the relatively large effect
of civic education training on political participation.9 In all three coun-
tries, individuals who were exposed to civic education were significantly
more active in local politics than were individuals in the control group,
and by margins wider than those found anywhere else in our study.

Among the three countries, the largest effect was seen in Poland,
where civic education exposure doubled the rate of participation in
local politics. In the Dominican Republic and South Africa, civic
education’s effects on participation were more moderate, but were still
greater than on any of the other six democratic orientations or behav-
iors measured. The findings confirm that conducting civic education
through secondary associations has substantial mobilizational effects.
In other words, exposure to training programs in democracy translates
directly into increased involvement in the political system.

Closer scrutiny of the types of programs involved yields an important dis-
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tinction. Those that focus directly on local problem solving and community
action and that provide opportunities for individuals to interact with local
officials (examples include GAD’s [see p. 146] program in the Dominican Re-
public and FSLD’s in Poland) do far more to increase participation than do
general information-based sessions (such as those of ADOPEM in the Domini-
can Republic as well as the three South African programs studied). To a degree,
the former programs’ superiority may be attributable to the higher number of
sessions they feature as well as the more creative teaching methods they use.
But some of the difference also springs from their character as open exercises in
political mobilization: Individuals are brought together with the goal of solv-
ing a problem close to home; they make contact with local leaders, learning in
the process how to get involved at the local level. The heightened participa-
tion that the trainees show once they leave the program reflects both the skills
they learned and the specific knowledge they gained of how to use them. Civic
education, then, can have powerful behavioral effects when it is conducted
through secondary associations that are actively engaged in local problem
solving, community organizing, and collective political action.

When we shift focus from participation to civic competence and sup-
port for democratic values, civic education’s effects are not as powerful
or consistent. This is true across all three countries. For example, when
it came to 1) expressing support for democratic elections in South Af-
rica and the Dominican Republic, and 2) knowledge of political leaders
and institutions in South Africa, the differences between individuals
who had been through civic education and those who had not were
statistically insignificant. And yet civic education did increase indi-
viduals’ awareness of the political process in the Dominican Republic
and Poland, and in all three countries it bolstered the core democratic
orientations of political efficacy and tolerance.

These changes, especially in South Africa and the Dominican Republic,
were too small to justify the idea that civic education alone made people
feel fundamentally more influential or more willing to respect the proce-
dural liberties of unpopular groups. But the results are encouraging,
especially given the long-held view of many scholars that these orienta-
tions, and especially that of tolerance, change slowly if at all. After traditional
factors such as education and media exposure, civic education was one of
the strongest predictors of an individual’s level of political tolerance in all
three countries.  The results from each country also suggest that taking part
in civic education does more to increase tolerance than does belonging to
traditional civil society groups such as churches or religious organizations,
youth or hobby groups, or unions. In other words, advocacy NGOs and other
organizations that “do” civic education can be promising developers of
democratic values as well as effective mobilizers of participation.

Interestingly, civic education produced significantly more trust in politi-
cal institutions in South Africa, and significantly less institutional trust in
the Dominican Republic. Indeed, in the latter country, the magnitude of
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civic education’s negative effect on trust rivaled that of its positive effect on
participation. These patterns likely reflect the greater awareness that civic
education provides about the “objective” performance of each country’s
political institutions and processes. They also point, again, to the crucial
importance of the NGOs that are doing the educating, for the results seem to
reflect these groups’ respective attitudes toward the government. The groups
in the Dominican Republic argued that the incumbent administration had
stolen the 1994 election and compiled a record of repression and corrup-
tion. This oppositionist posture can be seen in the program’s training
materials, which focused on mobilizing citizens around their grievances
and demands for reform.10 In South Africa, by contrast, the cognate NGOs
offering civic education had often been part of the anti-apartheid struggle,
and strongly favored the new over the old South African government.

How and How Often? Methods and Frequency

Viewing civic education in light of theories about political mobili-
zation and attitudinal change suggests that effects may differ along
with the types of programs and individuals involved. For example, much
research in social psychology suggests that role playing helps signifi-
cantly to drive attitudinal and behavioral change, as individuals adopt
attitudes and ways of thinking that are consistent with the behaviors
that they are acting out. If this research is correct, civic education pro-
grams that use active methods—not only role playing but also other
types of dramatization, group decision-making exercises, and the like—
will exert more potent effects on individual orientations. Likewise, more
intensive programs featuring more frequent sessions should yield more
powerful effects than do one-time exercises.

Previous academic work also suggests that individuals with greater
motivation and political resources will be more susceptible to mobiliza-
tion efforts by groups and social networks. Civic education should have
greater effects on these individuals, since they will be better positioned
to grasp the value and attitudinal messages of such education and to
integrate them into existing (or emerging) democratic belief systems. In
sum, greater effects should be in evidence when an individual receives
civic education more often; learns by using participatory means; and
has sufficient resources, motivation, and cognitive skills to integrate
and act on the training. The results from Poland, South Africa, and the
Dominican Republic all strongly confirm these expectations. Figures 1
and 2 show the effects of training frequency and exposure to participa-
tory methods on local polit ical participation and tolerance,
respectively. These variables are selected for illustrative purposes; fig-
ures charting the four other orientations reveal generally similar results.
Each graph shows the predicted amount of local-level participation (or
tolerance) for three groups: the control group plus two different sub-
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groups within the treatment group. In the first graph for each country,
the treatment group is divided according to whether individuals re-
ported attending one or two civic education workshops or whether they
attended three or more sessions. In the second graph, the treatment group
is divided according to individuals’ reported exposure to participatory
teaching methods such as role playing, simulations, mock elections, and
the like during the civic education sessions, with one subgroup compris-
ing individuals who were exposed to three or fewer of these methods,
and the other subgroup comprising those exposed to four or more.

The results for local participation show that in all three countries
more frequent exposure to civic education is associated with increased

FIGURE 1—CIVIC EDUCATION AND LOCAL-LEVEL PARTICIPATION
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participation. Individuals who attended at least some sessions are more
inclined to participation than are their fellows in the control group, and
individuals who attended civic education most frequently are even more
engaged in local political activity. More extensive exposure to the par-
ticipatory messages of the civics curricula, as well as the mobilizing
influence of the groups doing the training, leads directly to more partici-
pation in local politics. Similarly, the more intensive and participatory
the training itself, the more local political activity by graduates is in
evidence; people who “practice” participation while undergoing civic
education are gaining skills they can bring to bear outside that setting.

The pattern shown in Figure 2 for political tolerance is perhaps

FIGURE  2—CIVIC EDUCATION AND POLITICAL TOLERANCE
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even more striking. In all three countries, an increase in tolerance oc-
curs only when individuals have attended three or more sessions. This
kind of “threshold effect” is seen in South Africa and Poland for par-
ticipatory methodologies as well: Individuals must be trained using
methods that actively involve them if civic education is to have any
discernible impact. When it comes to improving an individual’s demo-
cratic orientations, the frequency and quality of the democracy training
which that individual receives are crucial. These findings confirm that,
under the right conditions, civic education can have significant ef-
fects even on “tough to sell” democratic values such as tolerance.
Conversely, the findings also mean that if conditions are not right, the
effects of civic education will be substantially weakened.

Resources, Motivation, and Cognitive Skills

Conjecturing that differences among individuals would have impli-
cations for civic education, I calculated the effect of such education on
local-level political participation for individuals with different demo-
graphic and political characteristics: individuals who belong to zero,
one, or more than one secondary association such as a peasant, labor,
church or professional group; the young (18 to 34 years old) and the
older (35 and above); high-school graduates and those with less than a
high-school education; and individuals who scored in the lower half of
each country’s distribution on political interest and those in the upper
half. The results confirm that civic education has greater effects on indi-
viduals who already have higher levels of participation and cognitive
resources.11

A strong difference, for example, is seen between those who have ties
to existing civil society groups and those who do not. In South Africa,
exposure to civic education had no effect at all on the level of local
participation by those who reported belonging to no civil society orga-
nizations. The effects were moderate for those belonging to one group,
and nearly twice as large for more socially integrated individuals. The
corresponding differences in Poland and the Dominican Republic fol-
low a similar pattern. This finding again shows the importance of
group-based mobilization for understanding the effects of civic educa-
tion. The greatest impact is on individuals who: 1) receive reinforcement
of civic education’s message from existing civil society groups to which
they belong; and 2) possess more ways and means—by virtue of exist-
ing social networks—to engage the political system.

Other political and cognitive resources are also relevant. A somewhat
surprising finding is that in all three countries civic education’s effect
on participation is more pronounced among older people than among
18-to-34-year-olds. Reasons for this might include the lower levels of
knowledge and other political resources found among younger indi-
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Programs Studied

Dominican Republic
Participación Ciudadana (PC): A national NGO that trained young
people and adults to serve as election observers in 1996.

Grupo Acción por la Democracia (GAD): A civil society mobilization
program from the mid-1990s that first educated people on basic rights
and obligations in a democracy, then brought them together to hold a
series of forums to discuss national and local issues.

Asociación Dominicana para el Desarrollo de la Mujer (ADOPEM): A
local NGO that trained women community leaders between January 1996
and January 1997 in women’s rights, democratic values, democracy in the
family, and self-esteem.

Radio Santa María (RSM): A mid-1990s project that trained
intermediaries (typically leaders of rural towns) who then conducted
civic education in their local communities.

Poland
Foundation for Support of Local Democracy (FSLD): An NGO that
promotes local self-governance, primarily through training for local
officials. The Civic Participation Project was implemented in 22
relatively small towns beginning in 1994 and ending in 1995. FSLD
chose project leaders, who then brought together citizens in their
communities to work on solving particular local problems.

DIALOG Project (also run by FSLD centers): A problem-solving project
for groups and communities that began in 1991 and conducted
information campaigns on key local problems, then invited citizens
and government officials to workshops dealing with the issues.

South Africa
National Institute for Public Interest Law and Research (NIPILAR):
The lead organization of an NGO consortium operating in the fields
of rights education and public-interest law. One of the main civic
education programs conducted by NIPILAR during the period under
study was its women’s rights program, designed to promote awareness
of the United Nations Women and Children’s Rights Convention.

Community Law Centre–Durban (CLC): An NGO that coordinates
approximately 30 legal-advice offices in the province of KwaZulu Natal,
and which conducted democracy and civic education workshops there
during the period under study.

Lawyers for Human Rights (LHR): A national rights-awareness and
public-interest law organization that, during the period under study,
conducted workshops emphasizing the Constitution and the Bill of
Rights, as well as political participation.
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viduals, as well as their slighter personal experience with previous au-
thoritarian regimes, which may make these younger citizens less
receptive to arguments promoting democracy. With one notable excep-
tion, the results of the current study show that civic education exerts
greater behavioral influence on individuals with higher levels of educa-
tion and political interest. This pattern is familiar from studies of group
mobilization, which typically find that such individuals are better able
to understand and act on the participatory appeals and cues that come
up in group settings.12 The findings here indicate that mobilization ef-
forts by civic education groups have similar effects.

The notable exception is found in the Dominican Republic, where
civic education has a greater mobilizing effect on those with less rather
than more schooling. In that country, however, those with a high-school
education or more are less likely to be involved in local politics at all—
a circumstance which means that the larger pattern, in which civics
training widens existing disparities in rates of political participation,
continues to hold. This pattern, again, reflects the degree to which civics
training is deeply embedded in the “normal” dynamics of mobilization
by groups in developing democracies.

The High Road to Better Civic Ed?

The results presented here have important implications, both theo-
retical and practical. The former should affect our understanding of how
democratic political culture develops. The latter should point to better
ways of doing civic education in fledgling democracies.

First, the study tells in many ways an optimistic story, as civic educa-
tion does have moderately strong effects on individuals’ participation
in politics locally, and in many instances has had significant effects on
individuals’ knowledge about politics, sense of their own political effi-
cacy, and support for democratic norms and values like political tolerance
and trust in political institutions. Given the skepticism often aimed at
civic education and at democracy assistance generally, these results
provide evidence of larger effects than much of the existing theoretical
scholarship on the topic would lead one to expect.

Second, in contrast to the theoretical view that “democratic norms are
not learned through formal education and indoctrination but through
experience with the democratic process,” the present findings suggest
that civic education in developing democracies may be viewed as a com-
bination of both “formal indoctrination” and direct experience.13 That is,
civic education exposes individuals to both curricular instruction and
group-related mobilization processes, and this combination of influences
appears to be highly capable of achieving substantial short-term change
in individual behavior and, in many cases, attitudes and values as well.
Civic education exerted its strongest effects when formal programs brought
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individuals directly into contact with local authorities or local ad hoc
problem-solving organizations, as with the GAD program in the Domini-
can Republic and both FSLD and DIALOG in Poland. One might say that

experience is indeed critical to the learn-
ing of democratic att i tudes and
behavior, and then add that well-con-
ceived civic education can itself drive
such “learning by doing.”

Third, the results point to the critical
synergies that exist between adult civic
education programs and the activities
of civil society groups. Individuals
who were more isolated from civil so-
ciety groups were least likely to be
affected by civic education. From this
we may surmise that without the rein-
forcement of democratic norms and

political engagement that these groups supply, individuals are unlikely
to translate what they learn in civics class into lasting changes in thought,
attitude, or behavior. The “dense horizontal networks” of associational
membership discussed in the well-known work of Robert Putnam would
appear to be crucial conduits for transmitting and amplifying the demo-
cratic attitudes and behaviors that civic education seeks to deepen and
spread.

Fourth, as regards the crucial variable of trust in democratic institu-
tions, the results suggest that the effect of civic education depends directly
on the stance that implementing groups take toward the current regime.
When, as in the Dominican Republic, the groups doing the training are
oppositionists, less trust results. In South Africa, where civil society
tends to support the incumbents and the postapartheid institutional or-
der, civics training produces more trust. Again, we see a fit between the
general political stance of the groups that conduct civics training and
that training’s overall effects.

There are practical pointers from the findings as well. For example,
the results show plainly that when individuals are trained frequently and
take an active part in their own learning, they will be substantially more
likely to become engaged in politics and harbor attitudes favorable to-
ward democracy. And yet it seems that all too often only a fraction of
those who go through civics training actually do so under these promis-
ing conditions. For example, only a third of all civic education recipients
in South Africa attended three or more workshops, and less than half of
trainees were exposed to many active, participatory teaching methods.
Given the problems that plague civic education in many emerging de-
mocracies—lack of funds, logistical difficulties, political turmoil in
certain areas, and so on—policy makers need to take a hard look at how

When individuals are
trained frequently and
take an active part in
their own learning,
they will be more
likely to harbor
attitudes favorable
toward democracy.
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their civic education programs are conducted. For if civic education
cannot be done right, it most likely will not be worth doing at all.

Furthermore, the greater impact of civic education on citizens with
higher levels of education, group involvement, and political interest
suggests that civic education may have the side effect of widening ex-
isting disparities in politically relevant cognitive resources. Advocacy
groups that do civic education commonly want to mobilize the
marginalized and the inactive, and there is evidence that civic educa-
tion does affect these types of individuals. And yet the most intense
mobilizing effects often make themselves felt among those who are
already better positioned to take part in politics, so in this way at least,
civic education can have the effect of reinforcing political stratifica-
tion. Policy makers need to be aware of this, since even successful civic
education efforts appear to mobilize and “democratize” some groups
more extensively than others.

Finally, the study provides strong support for the idea of having
politically oriented NGOs, rather than more traditional civil society
organizations, provide civics training in emerging democracies. Critics
may complain that such “advocacy groups” are weak and lack local
roots, but the findings reported here tell another story. Perhaps these
groups make good agents of democratic change precisely because they
are focused directly on that task, and provide more robust cues for par-
ticipation and attitude change than do traditional civil society groups.
Moreover, advocacy NGOs draw many of their civics trainees from ex-
isting civil society associations, which suggests that advocacy groups
can work through and with the broader civil society. Thus it makes
sense to fund civic education by such advocacy organizations—pro-
vided that they are prodemocratic in spirit, intent, and methods—in
order to draw citizens into a closer embrace of the ideas and principles
that make emerging systems more democratic.
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