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ABSTRACT  

Contemporary democratic discourse has increasingly reduced democracy to a procedural mechanism centred on 
periodic competitive elections. While elections remain indispensable to democratic governance, they provide 

only a partial account of democracy's broader normative purpose. This paper advances a teleological 
reconceptualisation of democracy, arguing that democratic institutions should be evaluated not only by how 

governments acquire political authority but also by the purpose for which that authority exists: the advancement 

of human flourishing through accountable, effective, and inclusive governance. 

Employing a qualitative, comparative, and interpretive research design, the study synthesises insights from 

democratic theory, comparative politics, governance studies, and political economy, drawing evidence from 
Nigeria alongside comparative experiences from China, Russia, the United States, and other governance systems. 

The findings demonstrate that electoral democracy and effective governance do not necessarily coincide. While 

Nigeria illustrates how regular elections may coexist with persistent governance deficits, comparative evidence 
suggests that governments increasingly derive legitimacy from their capacity to provide security, strengthen state 

institutions, improve living standards, and promote long-term development. 

The study advances the Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF), which reconceptualises 

democratic legitimacy as emerging from the balanced interaction of four mutually reinforcing dimensions—

procedural legitimacy (electoral accountability and constitutionalism), governance legitimacy (institutional 
effectiveness and state capacity), developmental legitimacy (improvements in human welfare and opportunity), 

and participatory legitimacy (continuous citizen engagement beyond elections). The study contributes to 
democratic theory by proposing the IDGF, which conceptualises democratic legitimacy as the institutional 

mechanism through which political authority advances human flourishing. 

Keywords: Democracy; Democratic Legitimacy; Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF); 

Human Flourishing; Procedural Legitimacy; Governance Legitimacy; Performance Legitimacy; Comparative 

Governance; Political Authority. 

INTRODUCTION 

Few political concepts have enjoyed greater global acceptance—and suffered greater conceptual contraction—

than democracy. Originally understood as the principle that political authority derives from the people and exists 

to advance the common good, democracy is today increasingly equated with a single institutional mechanism: 
periodic competitive elections. Governments are routinely described as democratic because they conduct 

elections, regardless of whether they govern effectively, remain accountable between electoral cycles, protect 

citizens' rights, or improve the welfare of those they represent. 

This procedural understanding has profoundly shaped both democratic theory and international political practice. 

Influenced by Schumpeter's (1942) minimalist conception of democracy as a competitive method for selecting 
political leaders, democratic quality has frequently been assessed through electoral competition, constitutional 

processes, and political pluralism (Dahl, 1971; Diamond, 1999). While these institutional characteristics remain 
indispensable, they provide only a partial account of democracy. Elections determine how governments acquire 
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political authority; they reveal considerably less about how that authority is subsequently exercised or whether 

it serves the public interest. 

The consequences of this conceptual narrowing are increasingly visible across both established and emerging 

democracies. Governments may satisfy procedural standards while simultaneously experiencing declining public 

trust, institutional dysfunction, widening inequality, weak state capacity, and deteriorating public services. 
Conversely, several non-liberal political systems have challenged the assumption that electoral competition 

constitutes the sole basis of political legitimacy by arguing that governments should also be evaluated according 
to their capacity to deliver security, economic development, institutional effectiveness, and improvements in 

citizens' welfare (Zhang, 2016, 2021; Holbig, 2022). These competing perspectives have reopened a fundamental 

question: what ultimately makes democratic government legitimate? 

Nigeria provides an especially instructive context for examining this question. Since the restoration of civilian 

rule in 1999, the country has maintained uninterrupted electoral cycles and constitutional government following 
decades of military intervention. However, electoral continuity has not been matched by comparable 

improvements in governance. Poverty, insecurity, corruption, institutional distrust, and youth disillusionment 

remain pervasive, while electoral participation has declined substantially. Political debate often emphasises the 
need to preserve democracy, yet comparatively little attention is devoted to whether democratic institutions 

deliver the public goods that justify their legitimacy. 

These observations raise broader theoretical questions extending far beyond Nigeria. Is democracy adequately 

defined by elections alone? Can democratic legitimacy exist where governments fail to improve citizens' lives? 

Conversely, can governments derive legitimacy solely from effective performance if citizens lack meaningful 
opportunities to hold power accountable? More fundamentally, should democracy be understood primarily as a 

procedural mechanism for selecting rulers, or as a broader system of governance whose ultimate purpose is to 

enable citizens to live freer, more secure, and more prosperous lives? 

This paper argues that contemporary democratic theory has placed disproportionate emphasis on the institutional 

processes through which governments acquire authority while paying comparatively less attention to the purpose 
for which political authority exists. It proposes that democracy should be understood not only procedurally but 

also teleologically. By teleological, this paper refers to evaluating democracy according to the ends it seeks to 
achieve rather than solely the institutional means through which political authority is constituted. Democratic 

institutions—including elections, constitutionalism, participation, and accountable governance—derive their 
significance because they enable societies to expand freedom, protect human dignity, create opportunity, and 

improve collective well-being. Democracy therefore should be evaluated not solely by how governments are 

formed but equally by how they govern and for whose benefit political power is exercised. 

The paper does not reject liberal democracy, nor does it endorse performance-based governance as a substitute 

for electoral accountability. Rather, it argues that these perspectives should be understood as complementary 
rather than competing. Building upon Scharpf's (1999) distinction between input legitimacy (government by the 

people) and output legitimacy (government for the people), the study contends that democratic legitimacy 

emerges from the interaction between procedural accountability and governance effectiveness. 

To advance this argument, the paper develops the Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF) . The 

framework reconceptualizes democratic legitimacy as the institutional mechanism through which democratic 
governance advances human flourishing. It integrates four mutually reinforcing dimensions: procedural 

legitimacy, governance legitimacy, developmental legitimacy, and participatory legitimacy. Together, these 

dimensions sustain political authority rooted in the people while enabling governments to create public value, 

expand opportunity, protect human dignity, and improve citizens' well-being. 

Methodologically, the study adopts a qualitative, comparative, and interpretive research design that synthesizes 
democratic theory, comparative politics, governance studies, and political economy. Comparative evidence is 

drawn primarily from Nigeria alongside selected international cases, including the United States, China, and 

Russia, not to rank political systems but to examine how different institutional arrangements generate and sustain 

political legitimacy. 
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The paper contributes to democratic theory in three ways. First, it challenges the prevailing tendency to equate 

democracy with electoral procedures alone. Second, it proposes a teleological reconceptualization of democracy 
in which democratic legitimacy is understood as an institutional mechanism directed toward human flourishing. 

Third, it introduces the Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF) as a multidimensional model for 

evaluating democratic quality that synthesizes procedural, governance, developmental, and participatory 

perspectives into a unified framework for comparative analysis. 

Ultimately, the paper argues that elections remain indispensable to democracy, but they are not democracy's 
final purpose. Democratic legitimacy depends not only on how governments obtain political authority but also 

on whether they exercise that authority accountably, effectively, and in ways that expand citizens' freedom, 

dignity, opportunity, and collective well-being. 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Democracy has been conceptualized in diverse ways across political theory, reflecting different assumptions 

about the nature of political authority, citizen participation, democratic legitimacy, and the purposes of 

governance. Although contemporary debates frequently distinguish between procedural democracy, substantive 
(or performance-based) democracy, and more recent concepts such as whole-process people's democracy, 

democratic theory encompasses a much broader range of competing perspectives. Held (2006), for example, 
identifies at least nine models of democracy, ranging from classical Athenian democracy to deliberative and 

cosmopolitan democracy. While these perspectives differ in their institutional prescriptions and normative 

priorities, they all seek to explain how political authority derives legitimacy from the people. 

For analytical clarity, this review synthesizes the literature into two broad streams. The first examines competing 

conceptions of democracy, including procedural, substantive, deliberative, and participatory traditions. The 
second explores emerging scholarship on governance performance, democratic legitimacy, and state capacity, 

which increasingly argues that democracy should be evaluated not only by electoral procedures but also by 

governments' capacity to improve citizens' lives. This synthesis provides the foundation for the Integrated 

Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF) developed later in the paper. 

Competing Conceptions of Democracy 

Democratic theory has evolved through several competing traditions, each emphasizing different sources of 

democratic legitimacy. For analytical clarity, this study groups these traditions into four broad conceptions that 
are most relevant to its central argument: procedural democracy, substantive democracy, deliberative democracy, 

and participatory democracy. 

Procedural democracy, most closely associated with Schumpeter (1942), defines democracy as a competitive 
institutional arrangement through which political leaders acquire authority by contesting periodic elections. This 

minimalist conception has profoundly influenced comparative political analysis because it provides observable 
criteria for distinguishing democratic from authoritarian regimes (Dahl, 1971). Its principal strength lies in 

emphasizing electoral competition, political accountability, and the peaceful transfer of political power. 

However, by concentrating primarily on how governments are selected, procedural democracy provides 

relatively limited guidance for evaluating how effectively governments subsequently exercise political authority.  

Substantive democracy extends beyond electoral competition by emphasizing constitutionalism, civil liberties, 
the rule of law, judicial independence, and institutional constraints on executive authority (Diamond, 1999). 

Liberal democratic theorists argue that elections alone cannot guarantee democratic governance because elected 

leaders may gradually dismantle democratic institutions while retaining electoral legitimacy. Consequently, 
democratic quality depends not only on elections but also on the protection of rights, constitutional safeguards, 

and accountable institutions. 

Deliberative democracy shifts attention from electoral competition to the quality of public reasoning. Habermas 

(1996) argues that democratic legitimacy emerges through inclusive, rational, and informed public deliberation 

rather than voting alone. Laws and public policies acquire legitimacy when they are justified through open 
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dialogue in which citizens can participate as political equals. Elections, therefore, remain necessary but 

insufficient; democratic quality also depends on the openness of public discourse, institutional transparency, and 

opportunities for continuous citizen engagement. 

Participatory democracy similarly argues that democratic legitimacy extends beyond periodic elections. Pateman 

(1970) and Barber (1984) contend that democracy requires active citizen involvement in political decision-
making through local governance, civic associations, and public participation. While contemporary populist 

movements also emphasize popular sovereignty, they frequently portray intermediary institutions—including 
legislatures, courts, political parties, and the media—as obstacles to the authentic expression of the people's will 

(Müller, 2016). This distinction is important because participatory democracy seeks to deepen democratic 

engagement, whereas populism may weaken constitutional safeguards in the name of majoritarian rule. 

Collectively, these competing traditions demonstrate that democratic legitimacy has been understood through 

multiple institutional lenses. Procedural theories privilege elections; substantive theories emphasize rights and 
institutions; deliberative theories focus on public reasoning; and participatory approaches stress continuous civic 

engagement. Each contributes important insights into democratic governance, yet none fully captures 

democracy's broader normative purpose. 

Governance, Democratic Legitimacy and State Capacity 

Recent scholarship has increasingly questioned whether democratic legitimacy should be evaluated solely 
through electoral procedures. An emerging body of comparative governance literature argues that governments 

should also be assessed according to their ability to deliver public goods, improve living standards, maintain 

institutional effectiveness, and solve collective problems. 

Among the most influential proponents of this perspective is Zhang Weiwei (2016, 2021), who challenges the 

liberal democratic assumption that competitive elections constitute the principal source of political legitimacy. 
Zhang argues that China's governance model should be evaluated according to measurable outcomes, including 

sustained economic growth, poverty reduction, infrastructure development, political stability, and improvements 

in citizens' quality of life. Rather than deriving legitimacy primarily from electoral competition, governments 

increasingly derive legitimacy from governance performance. 

China's official concept of Whole-Process People's Democracy extends this performance-oriented 
understanding. According to the State Council Information Office (2021), democracy should be evaluated not 

only by whether elections are conducted but also by whether governments effectively solve citizens' problems, 
encourage consultation, and improve public welfare. Holbig (2022) argues that the concept represents an effort 

to redefine democratic legitimacy through institutional responsiveness, consultative participation, and 

governance effectiveness, while simultaneously reinforcing the governing legitimacy of the Chinese Communist 
Party. Similarly, Hu and Wu (2023), drawing on evidence from Shanghai, argue that China's governance model 

emphasizes continuous citizen consultation and administrative responsiveness throughout the policy cycle rather 

than restricting participation to election periods. 

These interpretations remain contested. Scholars such as Nathan (2020) and Perry (2021) question whether 

China's consultative institutions constitute genuine democratic participation or primarily function to legitimize 
one-party rule. Consequently, this study treats the Chinese literature not as definitive evidence of democratic 

practice but as articulating an alternative conception of democratic legitimacy that emphasizes governance 

performance alongside political participation. 

A broader comparative perspective is provided by Kishore Mahbubani (2020, 2022), who argues that 

governments should be evaluated according to measurable governance outcomes rather than ideological 
classifications. Citizens experience governments primarily through the quality of education, healthcare, 

infrastructure, employment opportunities, public security, and rising living standards rather than constitutional 
design alone. Importantly, Mahbubani does not reject democratic freedoms or electoral accountability. Rather, 

he argues that governance should be assessed through both political rights and developmental outcomes, thereby 

complementing performance-oriented conceptions of democratic legitimacy. 
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This perspective closely parallels Scharpf's (1999) influential distinction between input legitimacy—government 

by the people through participation and elections—and output legitimacy—government for the people through 
effective problem-solving and public service delivery. Scharpf's framework provides an important theoretical 

bridge between liberal democratic theory and performance-oriented conceptions of governance. 

Beyond democratic institutions themselves, Fukuyama (2013) argues that the quality of governance depends 
fundamentally on state capacity—the ability of governments to formulate and implement policies effectively. 

Similarly, Acemoglu and Robinson (2012) emphasize that inclusive political and economic institutions, rather 
than electoral procedures alone, underpin long-term prosperity and effective governance. Together, these 

scholars suggest that institutional effectiveness, administrative competence, and state capability are 

indispensable components of democratic governance. 

Collectively, this literature points toward a broader understanding of democratic legitimacy. Elections without 

effective governance risk generating democratic disillusionment, while governance performance without 
accountability may lack long-term political legitimacy. Democratic quality therefore increasingly appears to 

depend upon the interaction of procedural legitimacy, institutional effectiveness, governance performance, and 

citizen participation rather than any single dimension in isolation. 

Toward a Teleological Conception of Democracy 

Despite their important differences, the democratic traditions reviewed above share a common limitation. They 
define democracy primarily according to institutional characteristics or governance arrangements rather than the 

ultimate purpose for which political authority exists. Elections, constitutionalism, participation, deliberation, 

state capacity, and governance performance are each treated as defining attributes of democracy. Yet, 
comparatively little attention has been devoted to the normative objective toward which these institutions are 

directed. 

This paper argues that democracy should be understood not only procedurally but also teleologically—that is, 

according to the purpose it is intended to serve. Democratic institutions derive their legitimacy not simply 

because they facilitate elections, protect rights, encourage participation, or improve governance, but because 
they enable governments to expand freedom, protect human dignity, improve citizens' well-being, create 

economic opportunity, and advance the common good. Democratic procedures are therefore institutional means 

rather than ends in themselves. 

Building upon the insights of procedural, substantive, deliberative, participatory, and performance-oriented 
traditions, this paper proposes the Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF) as a synthesising 

rather than competing framework. Rather than privileging one conception of democracy over another, the IDGF 

integrates the strongest insights from each into a unified theory of democratic governance. It argues that 
democratic legitimacy emerges from the interaction among procedural, governance, developmental, and 

participatory legitimacy, which collectively sustain political authority rooted in the people and enable democratic 
governance to fulfill its ultimate normative purpose: advancing human flourishing through accountable, 

effective, inclusive, and development-oriented governance. 

Table 1. Evolution of Democratic Legitimacy: From Procedural Democracy to the Integrated Democratic 

Governance Framework (IDGF) 

Dimension Procedural 

Democracy 

Performance-Based 

Democracy 

Integrated Democratic 

Governance Framework (IDGF) 

Primary source of 

legitimacy 

Competitive elections Governance performance Elections + governance performance 

Accountability Electoral competition Administrative 

performance 

Electoral, institutional and societal 

accountability 
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Democratic success Political participation Public welfare and 

development 

Participation, governance and 

development 

Citizen role Voter Beneficiary Citizen, participant and co-governor 

Time horizon Election cycles Long-term development Continuous democratic governance 

Evaluation metrics Electoral integrity, 

rights, pluralism 

Stability, living 

standards, productivity 

Political rights, governance quality, 

development and participation 

Despite these important contributions, no existing framework systematically integrates procedural legitimacy, 

governance legitimacy, developmental legitimacy, and participatory legitimacy within a single theory of 

democratic legitimacy. The following analysis addresses this gap. 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND ANALYTICAL APPROACH  

This study adopts a qualitative, comparative, and interpretive research design to examine whether democracy 

should continue to be understood primarily as a procedural mechanism centred on competitive elections or as a 
broader system of governance evaluated by both political processes and governance outcomes. Rather than 

testing a single causal hypothesis, the paper develops a conceptual framework by integrating insights from 

democratic theory, comparative politics, governance studies, and political economy. 

The analysis employs a purposive comparative case study design using a modified most-different systems 

approach (Przeworski & Teune, 1970). Four cases—Nigeria, the United States, China, and Russia—were 
selected because they represent contrasting combinations of regime type, state capacity, governance 

performance, and democratic legitimacy. The objective is not to rank political systems or establish normative 

equivalence between liberal democracies and non-democratic regimes, but to examine how different institutional 

arrangements generate, sustain, and contest political legitimacy. 

Nigeria serves as the principal case because it illustrates the central paradox motivating this study: the 
coexistence of regular competitive elections with persistent governance deficits, institutional fragility, and 

declining public confidence. The United States provides the benchmark of an established liberal democracy 

confronting declining institutional trust and increasing political polarization. China is included as a critical 
comparative case because it explicitly advances an alternative conception of governance legitimacy based on 

administrative performance, long-term planning, and developmental outcomes. Russia serves as a boundary case 
illustrating how political stability and governance performance may generate domestic legitimacy despite 

significant limitations on political competition and civil liberties.  

The study relies exclusively on secondary sources, including peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, 
official government publications, and internationally recognised governance datasets. These include the World 

Bank's Worldwide Governance Indicators and World Development Indicators, the United Nations Development 
Programme's Human Development Reports, OECD governance publications, the Edelman Trust Barometer, and 

official Chinese policy documents, including China: Democracy That Works (State Council Information Office, 

2021). These sources are complemented by contemporary scholarship on democratic legitimacy, governance 

performance, institutional capacity, and comparative political systems. 

Analytically, the study combines conceptual analysis with comparative institutional analysis. Classical 
democratic theories (Aristotle, Rousseau, Schumpeter, Dahl, Held, and Sen) are examined alongside 

contemporary scholarship on governance legitimacy and state capacity (Scharpf, Fukuyama, Acemoglu & 

Robinson, Zhang Weiwei, Holbig, Hu & Wu, and Mahbubani). The comparative analysis identifies four 
recurring dimensions of democratic legitimacy that form the basis of the Integrated Democratic Governance 

Framework (IDGF): procedural legitimacy, governance legitimacy, developmental legitimacy, and participatory 

legitimacy. 

The study is primarily theory-building rather than hypothesis-testing. It does not seek to demonstrate that one 

political system is superior to another, nor does it attempt statistical generalisation. Instead, it develops the IDGF 
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as a conceptual framework for understanding democratic legitimacy as a multidimensional phenomenon that 

integrates political accountability with governance effectiveness and human development. 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the analysis relies on secondary data and is therefore 

constrained by the strengths and limitations of existing scholarship and governance indicators. Second, 

governance measures produced by organisations such as the World Bank may reflect particular normative 
assumptions associated with liberal democratic traditions. Third, the study does not employ original survey data 

or field research and therefore cannot directly assess citizens' perceptions of democratic legitimacy. 
Consequently, the findings should be understood as a theoretical synthesis intended to inform future empirical 

testing rather than as definitive causal evidence. 

FINDINGS 

Electoral Democracy and Governance Do Not Necessarily Coincide 

The comparative evidence demonstrates that electoral competition and governance performance do not 

necessarily coincide. While competitive elections remain indispensable to democratic legitimacy, they do not by 

themselves guarantee effective governance, institutional capacity, or improvements in citizens' welfare. 

Nigeria illustrates this distinction most clearly. Since returning to civilian rule in 1999, the country has 

maintained regular multiparty elections and constitutional transfers of power. Yet electoral continuity has been 
accompanied by persistent governance challenges, including declining public trust, widespread corruption, 

insecurity, weak institutional capacity, and deteriorating living standards. Declining electoral participation 

further suggests growing public skepticism regarding the capacity of elections alone to influence governance 

outcomes. 

The United States presents a different manifestation of the same tension. Although its democratic institutions 
remain among the world's most established, increasing political polarization, declining institutional trust, 

widening inequality, and legislative gridlock illustrate that procedural democracy alone does not automatically 

ensure effective governance. 

Conversely, China has combined rapid economic growth, unprecedented poverty reduction, large-scale 

infrastructure development, technological upgrading, and comparatively high public confidence in government 
despite maintaining a political system that differs fundamentally from liberal electoral democracy. These 

outcomes do not in themselves establish democratic legitimacy, but they demonstrate that governance 

performance increasingly shapes citizens' evaluations of political authority. 

Russia provides a further comparative illustration. Frequently classified as an electoral authoritarian regime 

(Levitsky & Way, 2010), Russia continues to conduct elections while simultaneously restricting political 
competition and media freedom. Nevertheless, sustained public approval for President Vladimir Putin suggests 

that many citizens also evaluate governments through perceptions of political stability, national security, and 

economic performance. 

Taken together, these cases indicate that elections remain a necessary but insufficient condition for democratic 

legitimacy. Citizens increasingly judge governments not only by how political authority is acquired but also by 

how effectively it is exercised. 

Democratic Legitimacy Is Increasingly Evaluated Through Governance Outcomes 

Across the comparative literature, governance performance emerges as an increasingly important source of 

political legitimacy. Governments are evaluated according to their capacity to provide public security, strengthen 

institutional effectiveness, improve living standards, and sustain long-term economic development. 

Three dimensions recur consistently across the evidence. 

• First, political stability provides the institutional environment within which economic activity, public 

administration, and long-term planning become possible. 
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• Second, human development—including health, education, poverty reduction, and access to public 
services—offers measurable evidence of governments' ability to improve citizens' welfare. 

• Third, economic productivity reflects governments' capacity to promote innovation, industrial upgrading, 

technological capability, productive employment, and long-term competitiveness. 

Collectively, these indicators suggest that governments are increasingly evaluated through measurable societal 

outcomes alongside electoral accountability. 

At the same time, the comparative evidence cautions against reducing democratic legitimacy solely to 

governance performance. Administrative effectiveness without political accountability risks concentrating 
power, while electoral competition without governance capacity risks producing procedural legitimacy without 

corresponding public value. 

Democratic Legitimacy Is Multidimensional 

The comparative evidence therefore supports neither electoral minimalism nor purely performance-based 

conceptions of political legitimacy. Instead, democratic legitimacy appears to emerge through the interaction of 

multiple institutional dimensions. 

Procedural democracy remains indispensable because elections provide peaceful mechanisms for political 

competition, leadership renewal, and public accountability. Equally, governance performance contributes 
substantially to legitimacy because citizens ultimately judge governments according to whether they improve 

everyday life. 

The findings therefore support a multidimensional conception of democratic legitimacy comprising four 

complementary dimensions: 

• Procedural legitimacy through competitive elections, constitutionalism, and civil liberties;  

• Governance legitimacy through effective institutions, state capacity, and public service delivery;  

• Developmental legitimacy through sustained improvements in human welfare, opportunity, and 

productivity; and  

• Participatory legitimacy through continuous citizen engagement beyond periodic elections.  

These findings provide the empirical foundation for the Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF) 

developed in the subsequent discussion. They also raise a broader theoretical question concerning the 

relationship between democratic procedures, governance performance, and political legitimacy. Rather than 
treating procedural democracy and governance performance as competing paradigms, the evidence suggests that 

democratic legitimacy is strengthened when political systems successfully integrate electoral accountability, 
institutional effectiveness, developmental progress, and meaningful citizen participation. The following 

discussion develops this relationship into an integrated theoretical framework. 

DISCUSSION: RECOVERING DEMOCRACY BEYOND ELECTORAL 

MINIMALISM 

The comparative evidence presented in this study reveals that democracy has undergone a profound conceptual 

transformation. Once understood as a comprehensive system of popular self-government, democracy has 
increasingly been reduced to a procedural mechanism centred on periodic competitive elections. While this 

procedural conception has provided valuable operational criteria for distinguishing democratic from 
authoritarian regimes, it has also narrowed the normative purpose of democracy itself. The central question has 

gradually shifted from how governments improve the lives of citizens to how governments acquire political 

authority. 

The findings indicate that this narrowing is no longer sufficient to explain how democratic legitimacy is 

generated or sustained in the twenty-first century. Citizens increasingly evaluate governments not only through 
electoral procedures but also through their ability to provide security, deliver public services, expand economic 
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opportunity, protect rights, and improve overall quality of life. Democratic legitimacy therefore appears to derive 

from both the process through which governments obtain authority and the manner in which that authority is 

exercised. 

Democracy Has Been Conceptually Narrowed 

The comparative findings suggest that one of the most significant developments in modern democratic theory 
has been the gradual narrowing of democracy from a comprehensive theory of popular self-government to a 

predominantly procedural mechanism for selecting political leaders. Although contemporary political discourse 
frequently equates democracy with periodic competitive elections, this represents a significant departure from 

its classical conception as a system in which political authority originates from the people and is exercised in 

pursuit of the common good (Held, 2006). 

This conceptual shift can be traced largely to Schumpeter's (1942) influential minimalist definition of democracy 

as an institutional arrangement through which political leaders acquire authority by competing for the people's 
votes. Schumpeter's formulation was both intellectually innovative and methodologically practical. By reducing 

democracy to observable electoral competition, it provided comparative political scientists with measurable 

criteria for distinguishing democratic from authoritarian regimes. Over time, however, this operational definition 
evolved into a normative one: elections increasingly came to be regarded not merely as an instrument of 

democracy, but as democracy itself. 

This procedural emphasis profoundly influenced post-war democratization efforts. International organizations, 

development agencies, and comparative political research increasingly evaluated democratic progress through 

constitutional reforms, multiparty elections, judicial independence, and the quality of electoral administration 
(Diamond, 1999; Carothers, 2002). While these institutional features remain indispensable, the comparative 

evidence presented in this study suggests that they provide only a partial account of democratic legitimacy. 
Elections determine how governments acquire political authority, but reveal considerably less about how that 

authority is exercised, whose interests it ultimately serves, or whether it improves citizens' lives. 

Nigeria illustrates this distinction particularly clearly. Nearly three decades of uninterrupted electoral 
competition have consolidated democratic procedures without producing corresponding improvements in 

governance quality, public trust, or developmental outcomes. The Nigerian experience therefore suggests that 
democratic consolidation cannot be assessed solely by electoral continuity. Rather, democratic legitimacy 

depends equally upon the effectiveness with which political authority is exercised through accountable 
institutions, responsive governance, and sustained improvements in citizens' well-being. This insight provides 

the foundation for the broader argument developed in the following sections: democracy should be understood 

not only as a method for constituting governments but also as a system through which political authority is 

exercised to advance human flourishing. 

Democracy Requires Both Input and Output Legitimacy  

The comparative evidence further reinforces Fritz Scharpf's (1999) influential distinction between input 

legitimacy and output legitimacy, providing a valuable framework for understanding the tensions confronting 

contemporary democracies. Rather than representing competing sources of democratic authority, these 

dimensions should be understood as complementary foundations of democratic legitimacy. 

Input legitimacy refers to government by the people through political participation, competitive elections, 
constitutional accountability, and representative institutions. Liberal democratic theory has traditionally 

privileged this dimension, regarding free and fair elections as the principal mechanism through which political 

authority is conferred, and governments remain accountable to citizens. 

Output legitimacy, by contrast, concerns government for the people. It evaluates governments according to their 

capacity to solve collective problems, maintain public security, deliver essential services, promote economic 
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opportunity, and improve citizens' welfare. From this perspective, citizens ultimately judge governments not 

only by the integrity of electoral processes but also by the effectiveness with which political authority is 

exercised. 

The comparative evidence suggests that democratic legitimacy increasingly emerges from the interaction of both 

dimensions rather than from either in isolation. Nigeria illustrates the limitations of relying predominantly on 
input legitimacy. While competitive elections have become institutionalized, declining voter participation, 

persistent insecurity, widespread poverty, and weakening public trust indicate that electoral continuity alone has 
been insufficient to sustain confidence in democratic governance. Conversely, political systems that emphasize 

developmental performance without robust mechanisms of political accountability may achieve impressive 

governance outcomes while raising legitimate concerns regarding civil liberties, transparency, and peaceful 

political succession. 

The implication is therefore not that one form of legitimacy should replace the other, but that durable democratic 
governance depends upon maintaining an appropriate balance between electoral accountability and governance 

effectiveness. Democratic institutions derive their resilience not simply from enabling citizens to choose 

governments, but from ensuring that the authority so conferred is exercised competently, accountably, and in the 
public interest. This balance provides an important bridge to the broader question of how governance 

performance increasingly shapes contemporary understandings of democratic legitimacy. 

Recovering Democracy's Original Meaning  

The comparative evidence also invites a reconsideration of democracy's original philosophical foundations. 

Classical democratic thought did not conceive democracy merely as an electoral process but as a system through 
which citizens collectively exercised political authority in pursuit of the common good. Democratic institutions 

were valued not as ends in themselves, but because they enabled societies to govern in ways that advanced 

justice, public welfare, and the flourishing of their citizens. 

This broader understanding is evident throughout the history of democratic thought. For Aristotle (2009), politics 

existed to promote eudaimonia—the flourishing of citizens through virtuous governance and the pursuit of the 
common good. Rousseau (1762/1997) similarly argued that legitimate political authority derives from the 

general will, emphasizing collective self-government rather than periodic electoral consent alone. Abraham 
Lincoln's enduring description of democracy as "government of the people, by the people, for the people" 

likewise captures it as a continuous relationship between citizens and political authority, encompassing both the 

source of that authority and the purposes for which it is exercised. 

Modern democratic theory has largely retained the procedural dimensions of these traditions while giving 

comparatively less attention to their substantive objectives. Electoral participation, constitutional accountability, 
and political competition remain indispensable democratic institutions. However, democracy loses much of its 

normative force when these processes become disconnected from improvements in citizens' security, dignity, 
opportunities, and material well-being. Democratic procedures derive their legitimacy not simply because they 

enable citizens to choose governments, but because they provide the institutional means through which political 

authority can be exercised in the public interest. 

Amartya Sen (1999) provides an important bridge between classical democratic thought and contemporary 

governance theory by demonstrating that democracy possesses both intrinsic and instrumental value. Political 
freedoms are intrinsically valuable because they respect individual agency and human dignity. However, they 

are also instrumentally valuable because they enable societies to identify public problems, correct policy failures, 

and expand human capabilities. Sen's capabilities approach therefore reinforces the proposition that democracy 
cannot be understood exclusively as either procedure or performance. Rather, democratic legitimacy depends 

upon the mutually reinforcing relationship between meaningful political participation and governance that 

expands citizens' substantive freedoms and opportunities to flourish. 
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The Emerging Challenge of Performance Legitimacy 

One of the most significant developments in contemporary comparative governance is the growing recognition 
that governments are increasingly evaluated not only by the procedures through which they acquire political 

authority but also by their capacity to improve citizens' lives. This emerging emphasis on performance legitimacy 

challenges procedural conceptions of democracy by suggesting that political legitimacy also depends upon 
governments' ability to provide security, reduce poverty, strengthen institutions, and deliver sustained economic 

and social development. 

Among the most influential proponents of this perspective is Zhang Weiwei (2016, 2021), who argues that 

governments should be assessed according to measurable governance outcomes rather than electoral procedures 

alone. From this perspective, legitimacy derives not simply from competitive elections but also from sustained 

improvements in public welfare, political stability, administrative effectiveness, and national development. 

China's concept of Whole-Process People's Democracy reflects this broader understanding of democratic 
legitimacy. Rather than concentrating citizen participation exclusively at election time, the model emphasizes 

continuous consultation, administrative responsiveness, and long-term policy implementation throughout the 

policy cycle (State Council Information Office, 2021). As Holbig (2022) and Hu and Wu (2023) observe, this 
approach seeks to broaden democratic participation beyond electoral competition by embedding consultation 

within governance itself. Whether such arrangements satisfy liberal democratic standards remains contested. 
Critics continue to argue that democratic legitimacy requires genuine electoral competition, protection of civil 

liberties, and meaningful opportunities for citizens to peacefully replace governments (Dahl, 1971; Diamond, 

1999). Nevertheless, the Chinese experience has reopened an important theoretical question: can governance 

performance constitute an additional source of democratic legitimacy alongside electoral participation? 

Singapore provides a complementary illustration of both the potential and the limits of performance-based 
legitimacy. Under Lee Kuan Yew's leadership, Singapore rejected aspects of Western liberal democracy in 

favour of a governance model emphasizing meritocracy, administrative competence, long-term planning, and 

uncompromising anti-corruption institutions. These policies contributed to exceptional improvements in living 
standards, public service delivery, economic competitiveness, and citizen confidence in government. At the same 

time, restrictions on political competition, freedom of expression, and opposition activity have led many scholars 
to characterize Singapore as a paternalistic meritocracy rather than a liberal democracy. The Singaporean 

experience therefore illustrates an important limitation of performance legitimacy: governance excellence may 
generate substantial public support, but it cannot fully substitute for institutionalized political accountability and 

meaningful citizen agency. 

Kishore Mahbubani extends this debate beyond the Chinese and Singaporean contexts, arguing that governments 
should be evaluated by measurable governance outcomes rather than ideological classifications. Citizens 

ultimately experience governments through the quality of education, healthcare, infrastructure, employment 
opportunities, public security, and rising living standards rather than constitutional design alone (Mahbubani, 

2020, 2022). Importantly, Mahbubani does not reject democratic freedoms or electoral accountability. Rather, 

he argues that governance evaluation should incorporate both political rights and developmental outcomes. This 
perspective complements Scharpf's (1999) distinction between input and output legitimacy and reinforces the 

argument that procedural legitimacy, governance legitimacy, and developmental legitimacy should be 
understood as mutually reinforcing dimensions of democratic quality rather than competing sources of 

democratic legitimacy. 

Comparative experience suggests that this debate extends well beyond China and Singapore. Rwanda, for 
example, has pursued a developmental state model that emphasizes institutional reconstruction, effective 

governance, and service delivery in the aftermath of conflict. Conversely, several long-established liberal 
democracies have witnessed declining public trust in political institutions despite maintaining highly competitive 

electoral systems. These contrasting experiences do not invalidate liberal democracy. Rather, they demonstrate 

that citizens increasingly evaluate governments according to both how political authority is acquired and how 
effectively it is exercised. Performance legitimacy has therefore become an increasingly important component 
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of democratic legitimacy, but the comparative evidence suggests that it cannot, by itself, provide a sufficient 

foundation for democratic governance. 

Towards an Integrated Democratic Governance Framework 

The principal theoretical contribution of this study is the proposition that democracy should be understood as a 

purposive system of governance rather than merely a procedural arrangement for selecting political leaders. 
Contemporary democratic theories have largely defined democracy according to the institutional processes 

through which governments acquire political authority. This study argues that democracy should also be 
evaluated according to the purpose for which political authority exists. Democratic institutions—including 

elections, constitutionalism, participation, and accountable governance—derive their democratic significance 

from their ability to enable societies to advance human flourishing. 

The Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF) reconceptualizes democratic legitimacy as the 

institutional mechanism through which democratic governance advances human flourishing. The teleological 
orientation of the IDGF also echoes Aristotle's conception of politics as the pursuit of eudaimonia—the 

flourishing of citizens through the common good—while adapting that classical insight to the institutional 

realities of contemporary democratic governance. Rather than treating democratic legitimacy as either a product 
of electoral procedures or of governance performance alone, the framework integrates procedural, governance, 

developmental, and participatory legitimacy into a unified conception of democratic governance. These four 
dimensions operate as mutually reinforcing institutional conditions through which political authority remains 

rooted in the people while expanding freedom, opportunity, human dignity, and collective well-being. 

The framework's emphasis on human flourishing requires normative justification. The conception adopted here 
draws principally upon the capabilities approach developed by Amartya Sen (1999) and Martha Nussbaum 

(2011). Rather than evaluating societies solely by economic growth, income, or institutional design, the 
capabilities approach assesses development by people's substantive freedoms and their capacity to live lives they 

have reason to value. Democratic governance contributes to human flourishing by protecting citizens from 

arbitrary power, respecting individual agency through meaningful participation, expanding opportunities 
through education, healthcare, security, and economic development, and enabling collective problem-solving 

through accountable public institutions. 

Three further considerations support this normative foundation. 

First, human flourishing provides democracy with a teleological anchor that prevents democratic institutions 
from degenerating into procedural formalism. Elections, constitutionalism, and political participation remain 

indispensable, but they derive their democratic significance because they enable governments to improve 

citizens' lives. Where democratic procedures consistently fail to enhance security, opportunity, dignity, or well-

being, their legitimacy is inevitably weakened. 

Second, human flourishing provides a normatively robust basis for comparative governance . Although 
societies differ in political culture and institutional design, the core elements of flourishing—health, education, 

security, opportunity, dignity, and freedom from arbitrary domination—are widely recognized across cultures. 

Human flourishing therefore provides a more universally intelligible foundation for evaluating democratic 

governance than any single institutional model. 

Third, human flourishing presupposes citizen agency. Outcomes delivered without institutional mechanisms 
of accountability remain politically fragile because citizens lack peaceful means of correcting governmental 

failure. Conversely, political participation that produces no meaningful improvement in citizens' capabilities 

risks reducing democracy to periodic electoral ritual. Durable democratic legitimacy therefore requires both 

accountable institutions and governments capable of translating political authority into enduring public value. 

Accordingly, the IDGF rejects the false choice between democratic procedures and governance outcomes. 
Democratic legitimacy emerges from the balanced interaction of procedural, governance, developmental, and 

participatory legitimacy, each reinforcing the others in advancing democracy's ultimate normative purpose: 

human flourishing. 
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Figure 1 summarizes this central theoretical proposition Political authority originates from the people but 

acquires democratic legitimacy only through the balanced interplay of procedural, governance, 

developmental, and participatory legitimacy. These mutually reinforcing dimensions collectively advance 

democracy's ultimate purpose by expanding citizens' freedom, opportunity, dignity, and well-being. 

Democratic legitimacy is therefore not democracy's final objective; it is the institutional mechanism 

through which democratic governance creates enduring public value and enables human flourishing. 

The Human Flourishing Proposition 

Democratic legitimacy is the institutional mechanism through which political authority, rooted in the people, 
advances human flourishing by integrating procedural legitimacy, governance legitimacy, developmental 

legitimacy, and participatory legitimacy. 

This proposition encapsulates the central theoretical contribution of the paper. It reconceptualizes democratic 

legitimacy not as an end in itself, nor merely as a consequence of electoral procedures or governance 

performance, but as the institutional mechanism through which political authority is translated into human 
flourishing. The Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF) operationalizes this proposition by 

integrating four mutually reinforcing dimensions—procedural legitimacy, governance legitimacy, 
developmental legitimacy, and participatory legitimacy—into a unified theory of democratic governance. 

Together, these dimensions provide a normative and analytical foundation for evaluating democratic quality 

across diverse political systems while remaining anchored in democracy's ultimate purpose: enabling people to 

live freer, more dignified, and more fulfilling lives. 

This integrated perspective offers a more comprehensive understanding of democratic quality than procedural 
conceptions alone. Rather than asking merely whether elections are held, the IDGF asks whether political 

institutions continuously empower citizens, constrain arbitrary power, deliver public value, improve human well-
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being, and remain accountable to the people from whom political authority ultimately derives. Recovering 

democracy's original meaning therefore requires moving beyond electoral minimalism toward a richer 
conception of democracy as both government by the people and government for the people. Democracy should 

ultimately be judged not solely by the integrity of the ballot box nor solely by the efficiency of the state, but by 

its capacity to integrate political freedom, accountable institutions, effective governance, and inclusive human 

development into a durable system through which political authority advances human flourishing. 

Operationalizing the IDGF 

A conceptual framework derives practical value only if it can guide institutional design as well as comparative 

governance analysis. The Integrated Democratic Governance Framework therefore raises an important question:  

What institutional mechanisms enable democratic systems to operationalize procedural, governance, 

developmental, and participatory legitimacy in practice? 

Drawing upon comparative governance experience, four institutional mechanisms appear particularly important 

for translating the principles of the IDGF into effective democratic practice. 

First, term limits for all public office holders—including executives and legislators—help prevent elite 

entrenchment, encourage political renewal, and preserve the accountability of political authority to citizens. 
Comparative experience demonstrates that weakening or abolishing term limits frequently increases the risks of 

institutional stagnation, executive dominance, and democratic erosion. 

Second, institutionalized transparency requires that public budgets, procurement decisions, and government 

contracts be routinely published within clearly defined timeframes and subjected to independent audit. 

Transparent decision-making strengthens the legitimacy of governance by enabling citizens, oversight 

institutions, and civil society organisations to scrutinise the exercise of political authority. 

Third, structured citizen participation should extend beyond periodic elections. Citizen assemblies, participatory 
budgeting, deliberative forums, and randomly selected citizen juries provide institutional channels through 

which citizens can contribute to policy formation, monitor public projects, and strengthen participatory 

legitimacy. Experiences such as Brazil's participatory budgeting and Rwanda's locally embedded accountability 
mechanisms demonstrate that meaningful participation can occur throughout the policy cycle rather than only 

on election day. 

Fourth, independent accountability institutions—including ombudsman offices, public complaints commissions, 

anti-corruption agencies, and supreme audit institutions—provide essential mechanisms for investigating 
maladministration, protecting citizens' rights, and correcting governance failures. Their effectiveness depends 

upon institutional independence, adequate resources, and protection from political interference. 

These mechanisms should not be understood as culturally specific institutional prescriptions. Rather, they 
represent broadly applicable principles of democratic governance that strengthen accountability, institutional 

learning, and citizen trust. As Fukuyama (2013) argues, organizations that lack effective feedback, transparency, 
and accountability mechanisms eventually experience a decline in institutional performance. The IDGF provides 

the normative framework; these institutional mechanisms provide the practical means through which democratic 

legitimacy may be sustained. 

Institutional reform alone, however, does not make the framework empirically useful. If the IDGF is to contribute 

to comparative governance research, its four dimensions must also be systematically measurable. 

Analytical Operationalization 

A conceptual framework derives analytical value only if it can be systematically applied to empirical research 

and comparative governance analysis. Accordingly, each dimension of the IDGF can be operationalized through 
observable indicators drawn from widely recognised governance datasets. The indicators proposed here are 
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illustrative rather than exhaustive and are intended to demonstrate how the framework may be applied across 

different institutional and comparative contexts. 

Table 2 presents an illustrative operationalization of the four dimensions of the IDGF using widely recognized 

governance and development indicators. 

Table 2. Illustrative Operationalization of the Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF) 

Dimension Illustrative Indicators Representative Sources 

Procedural 

Legitimacy 

Electoral integrity; political rights; executive 

constraints; fundamental/civil rights 

Electoral Integrity Project; 

Freedom House; V-Dem 

Governance 

Legitimacy 

Government effectiveness; judicial 

enforcement/impartial commercial justice; bureaucratic 

quality; corruption control; public service delivery 

World Bank Worldwide 

Governance Indicators; 

Transparency International 

Developmental 

Legitimacy 

Human Development Index; poverty reduction; 

infrastructure quality; productivity; innovation; 

inequality 

UNDP; World Bank; OECD 

Participatory 

Legitimacy 

Voter turnout; civil society participation; consultation 

mechanisms; policy responsiveness; digital 

participation 

IDEA; V-Dem; national 

governance surveys 

The proposed indicators demonstrate that the IDGF is not merely a normative framework but also a practical 

instrument for comparative governance research. Future empirical research may refine or expand them according 

to specific research contexts and data availability. Because democratic systems differ in constitutional design, 
political culture, and institutional development, the framework does not assume that each dimension contributes 

equally across all contexts. Rather, it recognizes that different political systems may legitimately place varying 
emphasis on procedural participation, governance effectiveness, developmental performance, and citizen 

engagement. Accordingly, the relative weighting of these dimensions should be determined by the political and 

institutional context under examination. 

At the same time, the framework rejects the proposition that excellence in one dimension can permanently 

compensate for serious deficiencies in another. Sustained developmental performance cannot substitute 
indefinitely for meaningful political accountability, just as competitive elections cannot compensate for 

persistent failures in governance, public service delivery, or human development. Democratic legitimacy 
therefore emerges from the balanced interaction of all four dimensions rather than from the dominance of any 

single component. This multidimensional conception distinguishes the IDGF from both minimalist procedural 

theories of democracy and purely performance-based conceptions of political legitimacy, while providing a 

practical foundation for future comparative research and policy evaluation. 

Managing Trade-offs Across Democratic Dimensions 

A multidimensional framework must explain not only how democratic legitimacy is constituted but also how 

conflicts between its constituent dimensions should be evaluated. Political systems rarely perform equally across 

all dimensions of democratic legitimacy. The central question therefore becomes: how should democratic 

quality be assessed when procedural, governance, developmental, and participatory legitimacy point in 

different directions? 

Comparative experience illustrates this challenge clearly. China demonstrates relatively high developmental 

legitimacy alongside comparatively weak procedural legitimacy when evaluated against liberal democratic 

standards. Nigeria, by contrast, exhibits moderate procedural legitimacy through regular competitive elections 
but significantly weaker governance and developmental legitimacy. These contrasting cases illustrate that 

democratic legitimacy cannot be adequately understood through any single dimension alone. 
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The IDGF's normative commitment to human flourishing suggests that no individual dimension should be 

prioritized to the exclusion of the others. Nevertheless, the framework assigns procedural legitimacy a special 
constitutional status because it provides the institutional mechanisms through which citizens authorize political 

authority, hold governments accountable, and peacefully correct governance failures. A political system may 

generate impressive developmental outcomes, but where citizens lack meaningful opportunities to influence or 
replace governments, political authority remains vulnerable to arbitrary rule, elite capture, and the erosion of 

civic agency (Dahl, 1971; Sen, 1999). 

Conversely, procedural legitimacy without corresponding governance effectiveness and developmental progress 

is equally fragile. Nigeria illustrates how regular elections, in the absence of institutional capacity, public 

accountability, and sustained improvements in citizens' welfare, can generate declining political trust and 
democratic disillusionment. Democratic resilience therefore depends on maintaining a balanced interplay among 

procedural, governance, developmental, and participatory legitimacy, while recognising that different societies 
may legitimately emphasise these dimensions in different ways according to their historical and institutional 

circumstances. 

The IDGF also recognizes that its universal principles must be adapted to diverse political and cultural contexts. 
Adaptation is not merely pragmatic but normatively necessary. Democratic institutions emerge from particular 

historical trajectories, and constitutional arrangements that function effectively in one society cannot simply be 
transplanted into another (Rodrik, 2007). Yet institutional adaptation must be distinguished carefully from 

authoritarian co-optation. 

To make this distinction, the IDGF proposes four Democratic Adaptation Tests. 

The Feedback Loop Test: Do citizens possess institutionalized channels through which governance failures 

can be reported, investigated, and corrected without fear of reprisal? Legitimate adaptation institutionalizes 

learning; authoritarian co-optation suppresses feedback. 

The Information Ecology Test: Does society provide protected spaces—including independent media, 

universities, civil society organizations, and community forums—through which public debate and institutional 

scrutiny can occur? Legitimate adaptation promotes transparency; authoritarian systems restrict information. 

The Rotation of Elites Test: Do institutional arrangements permit meaningful renewal of political leadership—
whether through competitive elections, meritocratic promotion, or other credible mechanisms that prevent elite 

entrenchment and organizational stagnation? Legitimate adaptation enables renewal; authoritarian co-optation 

perpetuates concentration of power. 

The Exit and Voice Test: Do citizens retain meaningful opportunities to express dissent, seek institutional 

redress, organize collectively, or peacefully withdraw support when governance fails? Legitimate adaptation 

preserves citizen agency; authoritarian co-optation systematically restricts it. 

These tests should not be interpreted as Western institutional prescriptions. Rather, they represent universal 
principles of organizational resilience applicable to governments, corporations, universities, religious 

institutions, and civil society organizations alike. Institutions that suppress feedback, restrict information, 

prevent leadership renewal, and weaken citizen agency ultimately undermine their own adaptive capacity 
(Evans, 1995; Fukuyama, 2013). The objective of institutional adaptation is therefore not to replicate Western 

democratic institutions but to preserve the universal governance principles that sustain democratic legitimacy. 
Political systems may legitimately differ in constitutional design. However, they cannot dispense with 

accountability, transparency, institutional learning, and citizen agency without ultimately weakening the 

legitimacy upon which durable democratic governance depends. 

Measuring Democratic Performance: Beyond the Ballot Box 

If democratic legitimacy is to be evaluated not only procedurally but also substantively, governance performance 
must itself be capable of systematic assessment. Elections determine how governments acquire political 
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authority; they do not, by themselves, demonstrate whether that authority has been exercised effectively. The 

central question therefore becomes: 

How should governments be evaluated once they assume office? 

Across comparative governance research, three broad dimensions consistently emerge as indicators of effective 

democratic performance: political stability, improvements in living standards, and long-term productive capacity 
(Evans, 1995; Fukuyama, 2013; World Bank, 2024). These dimensions do not replace democratic procedures; 

rather, they provide evidence of whether political authority is being exercised in ways that advance the public 

interest. 

Political Stability 

Political stability constitutes the institutional foundation upon which democratic governance depends. Without 
public security, predictable administration, and institutional continuity, neither economic investment nor long-

term public policy can flourish. Nigeria's continuing experience of insurgency, banditry, kidnapping, and 
communal violence illustrates how persistent insecurity weakens state capacity, discourages productive 

investment, and undermines public confidence in democratic institutions. Beyond maintaining order, democratic 

governance also requires sufficient institutional continuity to sustain strategic national priorities despite changes 

in elected governments. 

Living Standards 

Governments ultimately exist to improve citizens' quality of life. Indicators such as life expectancy, educational 

attainment, poverty reduction, healthcare access, and infrastructure quality therefore provide objective evidence 

of governance effectiveness. China's life expectancy has increased to approximately 78.6 years following 
decades of sustained investment in public health and poverty reduction (NHC, 2024). In contrast, Nigeria's 

remains below 55 years, reflecting continuing challenges in healthcare, nutrition, sanitation, and public 
infrastructure. Although no single indicator defines democratic quality, governments that consistently fail to 

improve basic human welfare inevitably weaken the legitimacy of democratic governance. 

Productive Capacity 

A third dimension concerns the state's capacity to generate long-term prosperity. Sustainable democratic 

legitimacy depends not merely upon redistributing existing wealth but upon creating new opportunities through 
innovation, industrial upgrading, technological capability, and productive employment. China's leadership in 

electric vehicles, advanced manufacturing, battery technology, renewable energy, and industrial robotics reflects 
decades of coordinated industrial strategy and long-term planning (OECD, 2024). Nigeria, by contrast, remains 

heavily dependent on crude oil exports, while manufacturing contributes less than ten percent of GDP. 

Productive capacity therefore reflects more than economic performance; it demonstrates whether governments 

possess the strategic capability to prepare society for future competitiveness. 

These indicators are relevant to democratic, rather than merely administrative, legitimacy because they assess 
whether political authority is exercised for the benefit of citizens. If democracy is understood as a system in 

which political authority ultimately derives from the people and exists to advance their collective welfare, then 

governance performance becomes an essential component of democratic evaluation. Performance indicators, 
therefore, provide evidence not simply of administrative efficiency but also of whether democratic institutions 

are fulfilling their substantive purpose. 

At the same time, governance performance should never be interpreted as a substitute for democratic 

accountability. Governments that achieve impressive developmental outcomes without meaningful political 

accountability remain vulnerable to arbitrary power, while governments that conduct exemplary elections yet 
consistently fail to provide security, opportunity, education, healthcare, or economic progress gradually erode 

their own democratic legitimacy. The IDGF therefore treats governance performance as a necessary but 

insufficient condition for democratic legitimacy. 
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These performance indicators also illuminate important differences in political incentives across governance 

systems. Competitive democracies frequently operate within relatively short electoral cycles that encourage 
immediate political responsiveness, whereas developmental states such as China and Singapore have 

institutionalized longer planning horizons, measurable implementation targets, and systematic performance 

evaluation for public officials (Fukuyama, 2013; Zhang, 2021). China's annual Government Work Report and 
successive Five-Year Plans exemplify one approach to performance-oriented governance, establishing 

measurable economic and social objectives while publicly reporting progress against previously announced 
targets. Whether or not one accepts China's broader political system, its emphasis on measurable governance 

performance illustrates that governments may also be evaluated by the outcomes they produce rather than solely 

by the procedures by which leaders are selected. 

The broader implication is not that governance performance should replace democratic accountability. Rather, 

contemporary democratic theory must recognize that elections answer only one democratic question: who 
governs. They do not answer the equally important questions of how political authority is exercised, whose 

interests it serves, or whether it improves citizens' lives. A more complete understanding of democratic 

legitimacy therefore requires integrating procedural accountability with governance effectiveness, 
developmental progress, and meaningful citizen participation. The conclusion draws together these arguments 

and considers their implications for democratic theory in the twenty-first century. 

Theoretical Contributions and Future Research 

Theoretical Contributions 

This study makes four principal contributions to democratic theory. 

1. First, it advances a teleological reconceptualization of democracy by arguing that democratic institutions 

should be evaluated not solely according to the procedures through which governments acquire political 
authority but according to the purpose for which that authority exists. It contends that democracy 

ultimately derives its legitimacy from its capacity to advance human flourishing through accountable, 

effective, and inclusive governance. 
2. Second, the study introduces the Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF), which 

reconceptualizes democratic legitimacy as the institutional mechanism through which political authority, 
rooted in the people, advances human flourishing. The framework integrates four mutually reinforcing 

dimensions—procedural legitimacy, governance legitimacy, developmental legitimacy, and 
participatory legitimacy—into a unified theory of democratic governance that bridges institutional design 

with governance outcomes. 

3. Third, the study reconciles the longstanding divide between procedural and performance-based 
conceptions of democracy. Rather than treating elections and governance performance as competing 

sources of legitimacy, it demonstrates that democratic resilience depends upon their complementary 
interaction. Democratic legitimacy is strengthened when governments combine electoral accountability 

with effective governance, inclusive development, and meaningful citizen participation. 

4. Finally, the study provides a practical framework for the comparative evaluation and operationalization 
of democratic governance. By identifying measurable indicators across the four dimensions of 

legitimacy, the IDGF offers researchers and policymakers a systematic approach for assessing 
democratic quality across diverse political systems while preserving a normative commitment to citizen 

agency, accountability, and human dignity. 

Future Research 

The Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF) provides a foundation for a broader research 

programme on democratic legitimacy in the twenty-first century. Four avenues for future research are 

particularly promising. 

1. First, future studies should develop and validate an IDGF Index capable of empirically measuring 

procedural, governance, developmental, and participatory legitimacy across countries. Such an index 
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would facilitate comparative analysis and enable systematic testing of the relationships between the four 

dimensions of democratic legitimacy and governance outcomes. 
2. Second, further theoretical work should explore the philosophical foundations of human flourishing as 

democracy's normative purpose. Building on the capabilities approach of Sen (1999) and Nussbaum 

(2011), future research could examine the relationships among democratic legitimacy, human 
capabilities, public value, and collective well-being across different political traditions. 

3. Third, comparative empirical research should apply the IDGF to a wider range of political systems—
including liberal democracies, developmental states, hybrid regimes, and emerging democracies—to 

evaluate how different institutional configurations influence democratic legitimacy and long-term 

governance performance. 
4. Finally, future research should investigate how the four dimensions of democratic legitimacy interact 

over time, particularly during periods of political crisis, institutional reform, democratic backsliding, and 
technological transformation. Longitudinal and mixed-methods studies would help refine the framework 

and assess its explanatory power under changing political and socioeconomic conditions. 

Collectively, these research directions position the IDGF not merely as a conceptual framework for evaluating 
democracy, but as the foundation for an evolving interdisciplinary research programme capable of advancing 

both democratic theory and comparative governance scholarship. 

CONCLUSION 

Perhaps no political concept has undergone greater conceptual narrowing over the past century than democracy. 
Originally conceived as the principle that political authority resides in the people and exists to advance the 

common good, democracy has increasingly come to be equated with a single institutional procedure: periodic 
competitive elections. While elections remain indispensable to democratic governance, this study has argued 

that they are necessary but not sufficient conditions for democratic legitimacy. 

The comparative evidence demonstrates that electoral democracy and effective governance do not necessarily 
coincide. Nigeria illustrates how regular elections may coexist with declining public trust, institutional fragility, 

persistent poverty, insecurity, and weak public service delivery. Conversely, experiences in China, Singapore, 
and other developmental states demonstrate that governance performance increasingly shapes public perceptions 

of political legitimacy, even where institutional arrangements differ significantly from liberal-democratic 
models. Equally, many established democracies continue to illustrate that competitive elections alone cannot 

guarantee institutional effectiveness, policy implementation, or sustained public confidence. These contrasting 

experiences suggest that democratic legitimacy should no longer be understood exclusively through electoral 
competition. Governments increasingly derive legitimacy from their ability to combine political participation 

with institutional competence, developmental effectiveness, and continuous responsiveness to citizens' needs. 

The principal theoretical contribution of this paper extends beyond proposing an alternative framework for 

evaluating democracy. It advances a teleological reconceptualization of democracy itself. Rather than defining 

democracy primarily by the institutional processes through which governments acquire political authority—or 
solely by measures of governance performance—this study argues that democracy should ultimately be 

understood in terms of the purpose for which political authority exists. Democratic institutions derive their 
significance not because they are ends in themselves, but because they enable societies to translate popular 

sovereignty into accountable governance that expands citizens' freedoms, opportunities, dignity, and well-being. 

To advance this argument, the paper introduces the Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF), 
which reconceptualizes democratic legitimacy as the institutional mechanism through which democratic 

governance advances human flourishing. The framework integrates four mutually reinforcing dimensions—
procedural legitimacy, governance legitimacy, developmental legitimacy, and participatory legitimacy—into a 

unified theory of democratic governance. Democratic legitimacy therefore becomes neither a synonym for 

elections nor merely a measure of administrative performance. Rather, it is the institutional mechanism through 
which political authority, rooted in the people, is exercised accountably to create enduring public value and 

expand citizens' capabilities to live lives they have reason to value. 
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This conception distinguishes the IDGF from both procedural and performance-based theories of democracy. 

Unlike procedural conceptions, it recognizes that democratic institutions must ultimately improve the lives of 
citizens if they are to sustain legitimacy. Unlike purely performance-based conceptions, it insists that governance 

outcomes must be achieved through institutions that preserve citizen agency, political accountability, 

constitutional restraint, and peaceful mechanisms for correcting governance failures. Democracy advances 
human flourishing not simply by delivering material prosperity, but by doing so through institutions that 

empower citizens while constraining arbitrary power. 

The framework proposed in this paper is offered not as a universal constitutional blueprint but as a conceptual 

framework for evaluating democratic legitimacy across diverse political systems. It neither prescribes a single 

institutional model nor privileges one civilization's democratic experience over another. Rather, it provides a 
common evaluative language through which citizens, scholars, and policymakers may ask four fundamental 

questions, such as:  

• Are political institutions procedurally legitimate?  

• Do governments govern effectively?  

• Does governance improve citizens' lives?  

• Do citizens possess meaningful opportunities to influence and correct the exercise of political 

authority?  

These questions transcend particular constitutional arrangements because they concern the universal relationship 

between political authority and the people from whom that authority ultimately derives. 

The paper also contributes to the growing literature on performance legitimacy. Rather than treating electoral 

accountability and governance effectiveness as competing paradigms, it argues that they are complementary 

dimensions of democratic governance. Building upon Scharpf's (1999) distinction between government by the 
people and government for the people, the study suggests that democratic systems achieve their greatest 

legitimacy when electoral accountability is combined with institutional competence, developmental 

effectiveness, and sustained public value creation. 

The implications extend well beyond academic debate. For policymakers, democratic consolidation should no 

longer be evaluated solely by the conduct of elections but also by improvements in state capacity, public trust, 
security, service delivery, productivity, institutional effectiveness, and citizens' quality of life. For international 

development partners, support for democracy should extend beyond electoral administration and constitutional 
reform toward strengthening governance institutions capable of translating electoral mandates into tangible 

public outcomes. For developing democracies such as Nigeria, safeguarding democracy requires far more than 

preserving electoral rituals; it requires building capable, accountable institutions that consistently improve 

citizens' lives. 

Ultimately, the central democratic question of the twenty-first century is no longer simply "Who governs?" It is 
"How is political authority exercised, for whose benefit, and with what consequences for citizens' lives?"  

Elections answer the first question. They cannot, by themselves, answer the others. 

The Integrated Democratic Governance Framework (IDGF) proposed in this study should not be understood as 
a replacement for liberal democratic theory but as an attempt to recover democracy's broader normative purpose. 

Elections remain indispensable because they institutionalize popular sovereignty, peaceful political competition, 
and the accountability of political leaders. Yet democratic legitimacy ultimately depends upon whether political 

institutions convert that popular authority into accountable governance that protects rights, expands 

opportunities, creates public value, and advances citizens' freedoms, capabilities, dignity, and well-being. 

Recovering democracy's original meaning therefore requires moving beyond electoral minimalism toward a 

richer conception of democratic governance in which political authority remains rooted in the people, democratic 
legitimacy is sustained through accountable institutions, and governance is ultimately judged by its capacity to 

advance human flourishing. Democracy, in the twenty-first century, should therefore be understood not simply 

as a method of choosing governments, but as a purposive system through which political authority, rooted in 
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the people, advances human flourishing through accountable, effective, inclusive, and participatory 

governance, enabling both present and future generations to live lives they have reason to value. 

REFERENCES 

1. Acemoglu, D., & Robinson, J. A. (2012). Why nations fail: The origins of power, prosperity, and 
poverty. Crown Business.  

2. Aristotle. (2009). Politics (C. D. C. Reeve, Trans.). Hackett Publishing Company. (Original work 
published ca. 350 BCE).  

3. Barber, B. (1984). Strong democracy: Participatory politics for a new age. University of California 

Press. 
4. Carothers, T. (2002). The end of the transition paradigm. Journal of Democracy, 13(1), 5–21. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2002.0003  
5. Dahl, R. A. (1971). Polyarchy: Participation and opposition. Yale University Press.  

6. Diamond, L. (1999). Developing democracy: Toward consolidation. Johns Hopkins University Press.  

7. Evans, P. (1995). Embedded autonomy: States and industrial transformation. Princeton University 
Press.  

8. Fukuyama, F. (2013). What is governance? Governance, 26(3), 347–368. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12035  

9. Habermas, J. (1996). Between facts and norms: Contributions to a discourse theory of law and 

democracy. MIT Press.  
10. Held, D. (2006). Models of democracy (3rd ed.). Polity Press.  

11. Holbig, H. (2022). Inside "Chinese democracy": The official career of a contested concept under Xi 
Jinping. Journal of Chinese Political Science, 27(4), 541–561. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11366-022-

09788-8  

12. Hu, J., & Wu, T. (2023). Whole-process people's democracy in China: Evidence from Shanghai. 
Chinese Political Science Review, 8, 547–571.  

13. Levitsky, S., & Way, L. A. (2010). Competitive authoritarianism: Hybrid regimes after the Cold War. 
Cambridge University Press.  

14. Mahbubani, K. (2020). Has China won? The Chinese challenge to American primacy. PublicAffairs.  
15. Mahbubani, K. (2022). The Asian 21st century. Springer.  

16.  Müller, J-W. (2016). What is populism? University of Pennsylvania Press. 

17. Nathan, A. J. (2020). The puzzle of the Chinese Communist Party's adaptability. In S. Heilmann & M. 
Stepan (Eds.), China's political system (pp. 41-62). Routledge. 

18. National Health Commission (NHC) of the People's Republic of China. (2024, August 30). China's 
average life expectancy rises to 78.6 years. https://en.nhc.gov.cn/2024-08/30/c_86340.htm 

19. Nussbaum, M. C. (2011). Creating capabilities: The human development approach. Harvard 

University Press. 
20. OECD. (2024). OECD Economic Surveys: China 2024. OECD Publishing.  

21. Pateman, C. (1970). Participation and democratic theory. Cambridge University Press. 
22. Perry, E. J. (2021). The Chinese Communist Party and the art of governance. In J. Fewsmith (Ed.), The 

Oxford handbook of Chinese politics (pp. 89-106). Oxford University Press. 

23. Przeworski, A., & Teune, H. (1970). The logic of comparative social inquiry. Wiley. 
24. Rodrik, D. (2007). One economics, many recipes: Globalization, institutions, and economic growth. 

Princeton University Press.  
25. Rousseau, J.-J. (1997). The social contract (C. Betts, Trans.). Oxford University Press. (Original work 

published 1762).  

26. Scharpf, F. W. (1999). Governing in Europe: Effective and democratic? Oxford University Press.  
27. Schumpeter, J. A. (1942). Capitalism, socialism and democracy. Harper & Brothers.  

28. Sen, A. (1999). Development as freedom. Oxford University Press.  
29. State Council Information Office of the People's Republic of China. (2021). China: Democracy that 

works. Beijing: State Council Information Office.  

30. World Bank. (2024b). Worldwide Governance Indicators. World Bank.  

http://www.rsisinternational.org/
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2002.0003
https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12035
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11366-022-09788-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11366-022-09788-8
https://en.nhc.gov.cn/2024-08/30/c_86340.htm


INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (IJRISS)  

ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/IJRISS | Volume X Issue VII July 2026 
 

Page 616 www.rsisinternational.org 

 
 

 

  

31. Zhang, W. (2016). The China wave: Rise of a civilizational state. World Century Publishing 

Corporation.  
32. Zhang, W. (2021). The China horizon: Glory and dream of a civilizational state. World Century 

Publishing Corporation. 

http://www.rsisinternational.org/

