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1 Introduction 

Research in constitutional economics has made substantial progress in recent decades. Studies 

have confirmed the significance of constitutions for policy decisions and various economic 

outcomes (Voigt 2011, 2020 survey this literature). Some attention has also been devoted to 

constitutional change and the longevity of entire constitutions (e.g., Elkins et al. 2009; Hayo 

and Voigt 2010, 2013). More recently, questions of constitutional compliance have attracted 

the attention of researchers. Firstly, they concern how low compliance levels matter for 

governments’ ability to credibly commit (Metelska-Szaniawska 2021). Secondly, they 

concern why constitutions set effective constraints in some countries, whereas governments 

of other countries do not pay much attention to the rules entrenched in their constitution 

(Chilton and Versteeg 2020; Law and Versteeg 2013; Voigt 2021). 

Here, we contribute to the emerging literature on the determinants of constitutional 

compliance. We refer to the gap between de jure constitutional provisions and the way these 

provisions are actually implemented as the de jure-de facto gap. Voigt (2021) surveys the 

limited literature inquiring into the causes of this gap and proposes a general conceptual 

framework for how to analyze it. This framework focuses on the incentives of government 

actors to comply with the formal constraints spelled out in the constitution. Some government 

actors might increase their utility by not complying with these constraints. We study how 

personal traits of political leaders affect this de jure-de facto gap. Research interested in the 

relevance of personal traits of political leaders for macroeconomic performance has focused, 

in particular, on the education as well as the professional background of politicians. We here 

link these traits and others to constitutional compliance.1 

Our empirical analysis combines a novel dataset measuring constitutional compliance 

(Gutmann et al. 2023) with data on a variety of traits of political leaders (Baturo 2016). The 

resulting information on the constitutional compliance of 943 political leaders between 1950 

and 2010 provides evidence that leaders’ education, entry into office, military background, 

and their membership in extreme left-wing parties matter for constitutional compliance. This 

leads to the difficult normative question whether constitutions should set entry barriers for 

high political offices that are based on such leader characteristics. 

This article is structured as follows. In Section 2, we survey the strands of literature on 

 
1  In related work, Mehmood and Seror (2023) show that religious leaders gaining political offices in Pakistan 

have been detrimental to the quality of local courts. 
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the causes of constitutional compliance and on the effects of leader characteristics. Section 

3 discusses our theoretical predictions. Section 4 presents the data used in our study with 

a focus on the novel Comparative Constitutional Compliance Database. In Section 5, we 

describe our empirical analysis and discuss the results before Section 6 concludes with 

a discussion of potential normative implications for entry barriers to political offices. 

 

2 Literature review 

While history is typically told with an emphasis on how personalities and ideas have shaped the 

development of humankind, both aspects were for a long time surprisingly absent from modern 

economic models (Rodrik 2014). This only began to change with a number of theoretical 

models, whose authors assumed that policy makers’ characteristics, such as their policy 

preferences, talent or virtue, matter for policy outcomes (e.g., Besley and Coate 1997 or 

Osborne and Slivinski 1996; Persson and Tabellini 2002 is a survey). 

The general economics literature has argued for some time that traits of decision-makers 

can help predict their decisions and performance. Bertrand and Schoar (2003) show that 

managers have different styles, which they apply across their jobs at different firms (see also 

Bandiera et al. 2020). Managers with an M.B.A, for example, pursue more aggressive business 

strategies. Kaplan et al. (2012) use a novel data set of assessments of CEO candidates of 

companies. They find that performance is strongly related to CEOs’ general talent. 

Empirical research on the role of political leaders is of an even more recent vintage. In 

what became a seminal contribution to this literature, Jones and Olken (2005, 2009) show that 

the unexpected death of a country’s leader affects conflict, change in political institutions, and 

economic growth. Brender and Drazen (2013) find a large effect of leaders on the composition 

of public expenditures in democracies, while Hayo and Voigt (2013) indicate that irregular 

leadership turnovers (such as heads of government dying or being exiled) increase the 

probability of switching to a more presidential form of government.2 Studies in the field of 

international relations and comparative politics have identified many more effects of leader 

transitions, inter alia, on military conflict and coalitions, trade, voting in international 

 
2  In a similar vein, some studies analyze the impact of single leaders on individual countries, such as Grier and 

Maynard (2016), who examine various effects of the rule of Hugo Chavez on the Venezuelan economy and 
society. 
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organizations, and economic sanctions (e.g., Bobick and Smith 2013; Krustev and Morgan 

2011; Mattes et al. 2015; McGillivray and Stam 2004; Smith 2016; Wolford 2007). 

Among leader characteristics that potentially matter for political decisions and 

economic outcomes, education has received the most attention. Leaders’ educational attainment 

is supposed to be related to macroeconomic performance because it influences leaders’ 

competence, policy preferences, and even their dedication to promoting the public interest. 

Besley et al. (2011) confirm Jones and Olken’s (2005) finding for an extended sample and put 

forward empirical evidence for more educated leaders being associated with higher growth 

rates. Congleton and Zhang (2013) obtain a similar result for 41 US presidents. François et al. 

(2020) find that greater educational attainment of dictators is associated with higher FDI, 

confirming that leaders’ traits influence not only policy choices but also investors’ expectations 

and, thereby, macroeconomic performance. Li et al. (2020) provide empirical evidence that 

a positive relationship exists between leaders’ total years of education and economic 

liberalization in both democracies and autocracies, i.e., more educated leaders implement more 

liberalizing reforms during their tenure. 

Leaders’ training in the field of economics has also received some attention. Training 

in economics could impact policy decisions and economic outcomes by facilitating a better 

understanding of the trade-offs involved in designing public policy. In their study of 500 

political leaders from 72 countries, Dreher et al. (2009) do not find a robust effect of economic 

education on market liberalizing reforms. Li et al. (2020), however, establish a robust positive 

relationship between leaders’ training in economics or business administration and their 

implementation of liberalizing economic reforms in a significantly expanded sample of 137 

countries. Clémenceau and Soguel (2017) find that finance ministers of Swiss cantons who are 

trained economists are more likely to make use of creative accounting. 

Studies have also evaluated the effect of political leaders’ work experience, in particular 

as economists or managers. Göhlmann and Vaubel (2007) show that central bankers who are 

former members of the central bank staff prefer significantly lower inflation rates than former 

politicians. Dreher et al. (2009) find that political leaders with prior business experience and 

former economists are more likely to implement market-liberalizing reforms. Jochimsen and 

Thomasius (2014) observe that finance ministers who gained financial expertise prior to their 

appointment achieve significantly lower deficits than others. Hayo and Neumeier (2016) show 

that leaders who held blue-collar jobs prior to their political career produce larger public 

deficits. Neumeier (2018) finds that US state governors with a background in business are 
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associated with faster economic growth and lower unemployment. François et al. (2020) put 

forward evidence that both, dictators’ education in economics and their prior business 

experience are associated with more FDI. 

Other aspects of leaders’ education and professional experience that have attracted the 

attention of researchers include foreign education and having a military background. Several 

studies observe that those who studied in Western democracies are likely to bring democratic 

values back home. Gift and Krmaric (2017) show for a sample of 500 political leaders that 

democratization is more likely when they were educated at Western universities. Based on over 

900 leaders of developing countries, Mercier (2016) finds a positive correlation between 

leaders’ foreign education in high-income OECD countries and improvements in the level of 

democracy, but only for those leaders who rise to power in an autocratic setting. 

Military training or even combat experience is often regarded as an important life 

experience, but also as an indicator of someone’s personality. Military experience can form 

human capital in future political leaders with respect to their comprehension of military conflict 

as a policy tool. Moreover, military experience may increase the propensity of a leader to 

consider military means an adequate solution to political problems. Soft skills, such as 

discipline, and a preference for hierarchical decision-making may also be promoted during 

military service. Having served in the military or even fought in military combat may also be 

interpreted by voters as a credible signal of a politician’s personality, particularly their 

commitment to public service. Horowitz and Stam (2014) study over 2,500 leaders and confirm 

that those with a military background, but no combat experience, are most likely to initiate 

militarized disputes and wars. 

Other leader characteristics identified by the literature as potentially relevant for policy 

decisions include age, length of political experience, and gender. The first two traits are related 

to the plausible future length of a leader’s tenure. A shorter expected tenure is associated with 

a shorter time horizon, which could lead to more rent extraction rather than long-term oriented 

decisions. Therefore, leaders’ age should be negatively correlated with economic growth. The 

opposite is expected regarding political experience prior to entering office, as career politicians 

may have longer time horizons. While some studies confirm these expectations (e.g., Atella and 

Carbonari 2017; Jong-a-Pin and Mierau 2022), others do not (e.g., François et al. 2020). 

Interestingly, while democracies used to select more politically experienced leaders, the 

difference compared to nondemocracies has declined dramatically since the early 2000s. 

Another form of political capital, which has been considered a potential threat to political 
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competition, are political dynasties (Dal Bó et al. 2009). With regard to gender, Dollar et al. 

(2001) find that a larger share of female parliamentarians is associated with lower levels of 

corruption, while Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004) argue in a study on India that participation 

of women in political decision-making results in better access to several types of public goods. 

Brollo and Troiano (2016) study close mayoral elections in Brazil and find that female mayors 

are less likely to engage in corruption. Fuchs and Richert (2018) demonstrate that female 

development ministers provide higher quality development assistance. Dube and Harish (2020) 

show that female monarchs were more likely to be involved in conflict. But this was partially 

due to an increased likelihood of being attacked. Hessami and Lopes da Fonseca (2020) review 

a wide range of effects of female political representation. Versteeg et al. (2020) find that all 

presidents who have evaded constitutional term limits over the last 20 years were male. 

 

3 Theory 

In a general cost-benefit framework (see also Voigt 2021), we can distinguish two types of 

constraints that may determine the size of the de jure-de facto gap, i.e., the level of 

constitutional compliance. One type of constraint is embedded in the content and structure of 

the constitution and the other type is due to environmental factors under which the constitution 

operates (e.g., a country’s constitutional history, geography, or culture). 

The costs of constitutional noncompliance can be grouped into three categories, 

depending on the type of actor imposing them. Firstly, veto players in any constitutional system 

constrain each other in overstepping their respective competences. The more veto players are 

established by the constitution, the lower the likelihood of a constitutional breach. Secondly, 

also foreign actors may impose costs on a noncomplying government (e.g., a loss of reputation 

in the international political arena or domestically). This is particularly effective in case of 

a country that is party to numerous international agreements or member of an international 

organization that monitors and sanctions breaches of the constitution. Thirdly, non-state actors 

(e.g., citizens or NGOs) may also cause costs that incentivize the government to comply with 

the constitution. The probability of being sanctioned for noncompliance by any of those actors 

depends, inter alia, on the availability of information concerning the content of the constitution, 

the precision of the constitutional provisions, the prevailing doctrine regarding their 

interpretation, as well as access to information about the government’s de facto policies. 
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The benefits of noncompliance with the constitution also depend on three factors: the degree to 

which government preferences align with the text of the constitution, the degree to which the 

constitution constrains these actors, as well as the personal characteristics of the government 

actors constrained by the constitution. Here, we are particularly interested in the last category, 

i.e., the relevance of attributes of the effective political leaders of independent states. Next, we 

discuss some potentially relevant leader characteristics. 

According to signalling theory (Spence 1973), having received a university degree 

could be interpreted as a valuable signal regarding a leader’s ability to deliver results of 

a predefined quality within certain constraints. This proven competence might increase 

a politician’s likelihood of complying with the constraints enumerated in the relevant 

constitution. Moreover, a university education also implies foregone income for several years, 

which reflects an individual’s willingness to give up quick profits in exchange for long-term 

returns to investment or in other words, it reflects patience. Patience has been shown to be the 

single most important trait conducive to economic prosperity (Falk et al. 2018). We expect 

patient leaders to comply more with the constitution, as constitutional compliance tends to 

sacrifice short-term gains in favor of even larger long-term benefits.3 Education may further be 

conducive to a better understanding of constitutional rules in terms of their rationale, their 

functioning, and their value. It may allow leaders to solve the optimization problem of how to 

achieve political goals while remaining within the boundaries set by the constitution. 

H1: Political leaders with higher education comply more with their country’s constitution. 

Training in economics should lead to a better appreciation of the (economic) benefits of rule 

compliance (e.g., Hayek 2011). An economist – unlike a lawyer – may, however, think about 

compliance with the constitution in terms of tradeoffs, rather than based on principle. In that 

sense, trained lawyers might be even more likely to comply with the constitution than 

economists. In addition, given their professional skills and their specialized knowledge of their 

country’s legal system, leaders with legal training may be better equipped to avoid situations in 

which their behavior could be regarded as a violation of the constitution. 

H2/H3: Political leaders who are trained economists / lawyers comply more with their country’s 

constitution. 

 
3  See Gutmann et al. (2021) for the effect of society-level cultural traits, like patience, on constitutional 

compliance. 
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Aside from leaders’ level of formal education and their field of study, the literature also 

discusses potential differences between leaders who were educated in the West and those 

educated in other foreign countries. Given that the rule of law and constitutionalism are more 

firmly established in the West, it can be expected that Western education in particular is 

conducive to constitutional compliance. 

H4: Political leaders who are educated in the West comply more with their country’s 

constitution. 

The effect of political capital acquired before a leader enters office is theoretically more 

ambiguous. On the one hand, family ties and other close political networks can shield politicians 

from competition, giving them more scope for rent extraction, even if their actions violate the 

constitution. On the other hand, political capital in the form of experience could allow 

politicians – similar to the argument regarding legal training – to realize their political goals 

without overstepping constitutional constraints. 

H5: Political leaders who come from a political dynasty comply less with their country’s 

constitution. 

H6: Political leaders who have more political experience comply more with their country’s 

constitution. 

A skill set of political leaders that is often emphasized, aside from formal education, is leaders’ 

military experience. It is argued here that military experience is important for leadership skills 

beyond a politician’s ability to lead a country in a military conflict. On the one hand, military 

training should encourage discipline and compliance with rules and orders. On the other hand, 

the military tends to emphasize hierarchy, but it may struggle with the fact that the leadership 

itself is bound by rules. Constitutions, especially those providing for the rule of law, often 

stipulate costly checks and balances, e.g., involving an independent judiciary. Members of the 

executive who are, due to their military training and socialization, used to a vertical chain of 

command might be more willing to violate horizontal constitutional constraints. Also, while 

modern militaries have systems of strict rules that cannot simply be overruled by command, 

this is not at all representative of the typical military in the 20th century. 

H7: Political leaders with military experience comply less with their country’s constitution. 

Finally, political leaders with extreme ideologies may be less willing to comply with 

constitutions. Supreme values, which are preferred lexicographically to all other goals and 

believed to be absolutely true (Bernholz 2004, 2017), may declare some duties of government 
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to be more important than even the survival of the state or its citizenry (Congleton 2020). 

Adherents to such ideologies would place the implementation of their own values above the 

rights of others (Gouda and Gutmann 2021). Therefore, leaders who are supported by extremist 

(left-wing or right-wing) parties are not expected to respect constitutions. 

H8: Political leaders with an extreme political ideology comply less with their country’s 

constitution. 

 

4 Data 

In our empirical analysis, we rely on two data sources. The first is a novel dataset that measures 

politicians’ compliance with their national constitution. The second dataset codes a large 

number of characteristics of countries’ political leaders. We combine these two datasets into 

one panel dataset that covers 5,631 country-year observations corresponding to the tenures of 

943 political leaders over the period from 1950 to 2010. 

The indicator of constitutional compliance was developed by Gutmann et al. (2023) and 

is publicly available as part of the Comparative Constitutional Compliance Database. Gutmann 

et al.’s main indicators are constructed based on information from two data sources. They use 

data on de jure constitutional rules from the Comparative Constitutions Project by Elkins et al. 

(2009). This information is combined with de facto data on compliance with legal standards 

from version 12 of the Varieties of Democracy project (V-DEM). Gutmann et al. measure de 

jure-de facto gaps, i.e., the noncompliance with rules laid out in the constitution, regarding 14 

rules commonly found in constitutions: (1) protection of private property rights, (2) judicial 

independence, (3) equality before the law, (4) rule of law, (5) freedom of association, (6) 

freedom of assembly, (7) the right to form parties, (8) media freedom, (9) freedom of speech, 

(10) freedom of movement, (11) religious freedom, (12) the right to life, (13) freedom from 

slavery, and (14) protection from torture. 

According to their coding rule, compliance with a constitutional rule is coded 1 if that 

rule is protected both de jure and de facto. The compliance indicator is coded 0 if the right is 

protected de jure, but not de facto. If a constitutional right is not protected de jure, a value of 

0.5 is assigned, irrespective of the de facto measure. De jure is coded based on whether a rule 

is part of the constitution, where sometimes it is sufficient that one of two alternative rules 

exists (e.g., either freedom of opinion or freedom of expression). De facto is coded based on 

whether V-Dem country experts see the protection of a right in one of the top two response 
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categories. If there is more than one relevant V-Dem indicator available, each one of them has 

to be coded in the top two categories for the right to be considered de facto protected. Gutmann 

et al. (2023) aggregate the resulting 14 indicators first within four legal areas and then into one 

indicator of overall constitutional compliance. We use the latter indicator (cc_total) in our 

empirical analysis.4 

Our data on political leaders’ characteristics comes from Baturo (2016). There are 

several publicly available datasets of leader characteristics. They differ in terms of the leader 

traits, the number and kinds of leaders, and the time period covered. Baturo (2016) is 

particularly suitable for our analysis, because it covers a long time period (and thus many 

political leaders) and a large number of relevant traits. A downside of the dataset is that it ends 

in 2010. The dataset provides significantly more information for our analysis in terms of the 

number of leaders and traits than, for example, the well-established datasets by Goemans et al. 

(2009) and Ellis et al. (2015) or the new dataset by Dreher et al. (2020). 

Since the dataset by Baturo (2016) is recorded on the leader level, we need to transform 

it into country-year information, i.e., the level of aggregation on which constitutional 

compliance is measured. The important challenge here is how to deal with years in which there 

is a change in leadership. First, we disregard the first calendar year in each leader’s term, except 

if it starts on January 1st. Moreover, we include the final calendar year of a leader’s time in 

office in our dataset only if he or she remains in office for more than half of the year. This 

makes it very likely that these leaders are responsible for the level of constitutional compliance 

measured during the final months of their tenure. 

As control variables, we account for leaders’ gender, their age, and whether they entered 

political office in a regular fashion. Young political leaders face the prospect of many years in 

politics. For them, the long run gains of complying with the constitution, hence, are more likely 

to outweigh the benefits of transgression. Female leaders may be more likely to comply with 

the constitution, as there is some evidence that countries ruled by women suffer less from 

corruption (see Dollar et al. 2001). Evidence gained in experiments, which indicates that women 

are more risk-averse than men, offers an explanation for why they might hesitate to take bribes 

or renege on the constitution (Croson and Gneezy 2009). Leaders who gained power through 

irregular means should be less likely to comply with the constitution. Having acquired power 

by breaking rules, breaching the rules while governing should not undermine their legitimacy 

 
4  The alternative indicator cc_total_lv produces virtually identical results, which are available on request. 
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any further.5 Finally, we include two country level control variables. Controlling for GDP per 

capita (Feenstra et al. 2015, v10.01) accounts for the fact that higher levels of income may make 

it easier to enforce and comply with constitutional rules. It is important to control for income, 

as richer societies may also choose different leaders, e.g., ones with higher formal education. 

Our second control variable on the country level indicates whether a country is democratic 

according to Bjørnskov and Rode (2020). This is important to consider, since Gutmann et al. 

(2023) have shown that democracies systematically comply more with the constitution, and we 

need to disentangle the effect of the type of leaders who come to power in democracies from 

the effect of a country being democratic. The indicator by Bjørnskov and Rode (2020) is based 

on a minimalist definition of (electoral) democracy. This is important, because other democracy 

indicators already include some information on compliance with constitutional constraints. 

	

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics 

 N Mean SD Min Max 
Constitutional compliance 5,631 0.02 1.02 -1.86 1.97 
Democracy 5,631 0.47 0.50 0 1 
Log-income p.c. 5,631 8.62 1.17 5.50 12.54 
Female 5,631 0.02 0.15 0 1 
Age 5,631 57.95 10.91 18 90 
Irregular entry 5,631 0.22 0.41 0 1 
Tertiary education 5,631 0.66 0.47 0 1 
Ph.D. 5,631 0.12 0.33 0 1 
Education: Economics 5,631 0.13 0.34 0 1 
Education: Law 5,631 0.29 0.46 0 1 
Soviet education 5,606 0.04 0.20 0 1 
Western education 5,618 0.33 0.47 0 1 
Foreign education 5,595 0.41 0.49 0 1 
Political family 5,631 0.17 0.38 0 1 
Ruler’s relative 5,631 0.10 0.30 0 1 
Career politician 5,627 0.54 0.50 0 1 
Political experience 5,629 11.29 9.78 0 52 
Career: Academia 5,631 0.06 0.24 0 1 
Career: Business 5,631 0.08 0.27 0 1 
Career: Judiciary 5,631 0.01 0.07 0 1 
Career: Military 5,631 0.21 0.41 0 1 
Extreme left party 5,396 0.08 0.27 0 1 
Revolutionary or opposition 5,631 0.24 0.43 0 1 
	

 
5  Hayo and Voigt (2016) find that reaching power through irregular means is significantly correlated with 

adverse changes in the constitutionally guaranteed level of judicial independence. 
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Table 1 summarizes our dataset. Political leaders are on average 58 years old. Most of them 

(98%) are male and almost 78% of them entered office in a regular fashion. The majority of the 

political leaders in our dataset have completed tertiary education (66%) and another 12% even 

hold a PhD. Thus, less than one quarter of the leaders have not finished higher education. In 

terms of their fields of study, 13% of leaders have studied economics and 29% studied law. 

Baturo (2016) classifies 4% of leaders as having received university education during the Cold 

War in the USSR or a Soviet satellite, 33% as having a Western foreign education (i.e., from 

North America, Western Europe, or Australia), and 41% as having a non-Western foreign 

education. 

A leader’s political capital is measured in terms of four indicators. 17% of all leaders 

come from a political family and 10% had an occupation as the relative of a previous ruler. 

These indicators measure family ties in politics. Political experience before entering office is 

measured in years and the average ruler had 11 years of experience before their time in office. 

Finally, 54% of leaders are classified as career politicians, which can be considered a proxy for 

both political ties and political experience. 

In terms of professional experience, we account for whether leaders previously worked 

in academia (6%), in private business (8%), in the judiciary (1%), or in the military (21%). 

Professional experience in academia can be interpreted as another indicator of one’s formal 

education. A career in private business may suggest similar decision-making skills as economic 

training, but the acquired skills might be of a more practical and less scientifically rigorous 

nature. Previous work in the judiciary is, of course, closely related to legal training, but the very 

small share of former judges among leaders (1%) indicates that a transition across the two 

branches of government is rather unusual, although legally trained individuals are heavily 

overrepresented among political leaders. 8% of all leaders come from a party that is Communist, 

Marxist-Leninist, Maoist, or similar. Finally, almost one in four leaders (24%) have 

a background in a revolutionary movement or anti-colonial struggle or were active in the 

political opposition or trade unions of a nondemocratic country. We consider this trait because 

these leaders have previously agitated against the political regime of the country. However, it 

is not clear whether this implies a lack of respect for the country’s constitutional order after 

they themselves have come to power. 
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5 Empirical Analysis 

In our empirical analysis, we run simple linear regression models to explain constitutional 

compliance in a country based on attributes of its de facto political leader. All model 

specifications include constitutional system-, country-, and year-fixed effects. Country- and -

year-fixed effects (𝜇𝜇 and 𝜗𝜗) account for any unobservable time-invariant country characteristics 

and a general time trend in constitutional compliance. As explained in Section 3, the benefits 

of violating the constitution do not only depend on leader characteristics, but also on the 

constitution itself. Thus, we hold the traits of the constitution constant by including 

constitutional system-fixed effects (𝜆𝜆), as defined by Elkins et al. (2009). Standard errors are 

clustered on the political leader level, as this is the aggregation level on which leader traits, i.e., 

our variables of interest, are measured. Equation 1 summarizes our estimation approach: 

𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶!,# = 𝛽𝛽 × 𝐿𝐿𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐿𝐿𝐶𝐶𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿!,# + 𝛾𝛾 × 𝑋𝑋!,# + 𝜆𝜆!,# + 𝜇𝜇! + 𝜗𝜗# + 𝜀𝜀!,#  (1) 

Note that readers leaning towards a conservative interpretation of our results may read them as 

conditional correlations. In that case, our results tell us under which kinds of leaders 

constitutional compliance is higher or lower. In other words, leader traits would only be 

predictors and not necessarily the cause of the observed systematic variation. In the following, 

we use neutral language and leave it to the reader, whether they prefer a causal or non-causal 

interpretation of our findings. As we consider a causal interpretation justified, we discuss policy 

implications of such an interpretation of our results.	 	
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Table 2: Education 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
Democracy 0.887*** 

(0.083) 
0.886*** 
(0.083) 

0.876*** 
(0.082) 

0.894*** 
(0.083) 

0.884*** 
(0.082) 

Log-income p.c. 0.040 
(0.042) 

0.041 
(0.042) 

0.054 
(0.041) 

0.032 
(0.039) 

0.045 
(0.038) 

Female -0.066 
(0.089) 

-0.065 
(0.089) 

-0.048 
(0.087) 

-0.065 
(0.089) 

-0.049 
(0.087) 

Age -0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.000 
(0.001) 

-0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.000 
(0.001) 

Irregular entry -0.281*** 
(0.072) 

-0.282*** 
(0.070) 

-0.273*** 
(0.070) 

-0.282*** 
(0.073) 

-0.276*** 
(0.070) 

Tertiary education  
 

0.011 
(0.044) 

 
 

 
 

0.017 
(0.051) 

Ph.D.  
 

-0.015 
(0.060) 

 
 

 
 

0.014 
(0.068) 

Education: Economics  
 

 
 

0.002 
(0.044) 

 
 

0.005 
(0.043) 

Education: Law  
 

 
 

0.095** 
(0.034) 

 
 

0.080* 
(0.035) 

Soviet education  
 

 
 

 
 

-0.050 
(0.089) 

-0.045 
(0.088) 

Western education  
 

 
 

 
 

0.168** 
(0.063) 

0.156* 
(0.062) 

Foreign education  
 

 
 

 
 

-0.169** 
(0.064) 

-0.155* 
(0.062) 

Within R² 0.35 0.35 0.36 0.37 0.37 
Countries 156 156 156 156 156 
Leaders 943 943 943 926 926 
Observations 5,631 5,631 5,631 5,570 5,570 
Note: OLS regression coefficients with cluster-robust standard errors in parentheses. Standard errors are 
clustered on the leader-level. All models include constitution-, country-, and year-fixed effects. *** 
p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05. 

	

Table 2 shows our baseline results (Column 1) and the relationship between leader education 

and constitutional compliance (Columns 2 to 5). While income per capita is not related to 

significantly higher constitutional compliance, democracies are confirmed to exhibit 

compliance levels that are almost one standard deviation higher than those of nondemocracies 

(see also Gutmann et al. 2023). Although we find no effect of formal education per se or training 

specifically in economics, our results are consistent with hypothesis 3, as constitutional 

compliance is significantly higher when leaders have a legal education (almost 10% of 

a standard deviation). Our findings also corroborate hypothesis 4, as leaders with a foreign 

Western education are associated with higher constitutional compliance (more than 15% of 

a standard deviation). Foreign education of a leader in non-Western countries, in contrast, is 
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associated with reduced constitutional compliance. In sum, our results reject hypotheses 1 and 

2, whereas hypotheses 3 and 4 find support in the data. 

The models in Table 3 evaluate the relevance of political capital, in terms of either 

family ties or experience in politics, for constitutional compliance. Coming from a political 

family or being a career politician show no significant effect. However, the number of years of 

political experience is associated with increased constitutional compliance. Accordingly, 10 

years of experience in politics are associated with an increase in compliance by 5% of a standard 

deviation. These results reject hypothesis 5 and corroborate hypothesis 6. 

	

Table 3: Political Capital 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
Democracy 0.887*** 

(0.083) 
0.887*** 
(0.083) 

0.888*** 
(0.083) 

0.872*** 
(0.082) 

0.868*** 
(0.081) 

Log-income p.c. 0.041 
(0.042) 

0.040 
(0.042) 

0.040 
(0.042) 

0.044 
(0.042) 

0.045 
(0.042) 

Female -0.068 
(0.089) 

-0.064 
(0.091) 

-0.066 
(0.089) 

-0.044 
(0.085) 

-0.039 
(0.085) 

Age -0.000 
(0.001) 

-0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.000 
(0.001) 

-0.002 
(0.001) 

-0.002 
(0.001) 

Irregular entry -0.280*** 
(0.072) 

-0.281*** 
(0.072) 

-0.281*** 
(0.075) 

-0.267*** 
(0.072) 

-0.278*** 
(0.075) 

Political family 0.009 
(0.032) 

 
 

 
 

 
 

0.018 
(0.035) 

Ruler’s relative  
 

-0.011 
(0.067) 

 
 

 
 

-0.039 
(0.079) 

Career politician  
 

 
 

-0.009 
(0.036) 

 
 

-0.064 
(0.043) 

Political experience  
 

 
 

 
 

0.005** 
(0.002) 

0.006*** 
(0.002) 

Within R² 0.35 0.35 0.35 0.36 0.36 
Countries 156 156 156 156 156 
Leaders 943 943 942 941 940 
Observations 5,631 5,631 5,627 5,629 5,625 
Note: OLS regression coefficients with cluster-robust standard errors in parentheses. Standard errors are 
clustered on the leader-level. All models include constitution-, country-, and year-fixed effects. *** 
p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05. 
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Table 4: Career and Ideology 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
Democracy 0.857*** 

(0.083) 
0.834*** 
(0.077) 

0.888*** 
(0.083) 

0.801*** 
(0.076) 

Log-income p.c. 0.043 
(0.040) 

0.032 
(0.043) 

0.040 
(0.042) 

0.040 
(0.041) 

Female -0.077 
(0.089) 

0.001 
(0.082) 

-0.066 
(0.089) 

-0.014 
(0.081) 

Age -0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.001 
(0.001) 

Irregular entry -0.221** 
(0.071) 

-0.217** 
(0.066) 

-0.280*** 
(0.073) 

-0.152* 
(0.060) 

Career: Academia -0.118 
(0.066) 

 
 

 
 

-0.144* 
(0.067) 

Career: Business 0.102* 
(0.046) 

 
 

 
 

0.079 
(0.044) 

Career: Judiciary -0.071 
(0.099) 

 
 

 
 

-0.023 
(0.083) 

Career: Military -0.142** 
(0.050) 

 
 

 
 

-0.150** 
(0.048) 

Extreme left party  
 

-0.679*** 
(0.165) 

 
 

-0.717*** 
(0.171) 

Revolutionary or opposition  
 

 
 

0.008 
(0.047) 

0.031 
(0.045) 

Within R² 0.37 0.38 0.35 0.40 
Countries 156 151 156 151 
Leaders 943 887 943 887 
Observations 5,631 5,394 5,631 5,394 
Note: OLS regression coefficients with cluster-robust standard errors in parentheses. Standard errors are 
clustered on the leader-level. All models include constitution-, country-, and year-fixed effects. *** 
p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05. 
	

Table 4 shows our results regarding the relationship between constitutional compliance and 

previous occupation or leader ideology. We find no significant relationship between the level 

of constitutional compliance and a previous civilian occupation in academia, business, or the 

judiciary. However, political leaders who are former members of the military are associated 

with significantly lower constitutional compliance (almost 15% of a standard deviation). Even 

larger is the negative effect associated with leaders who are members of an extreme left-wing 

party. In this case, constitutional compliance is reduced by about 70% of a standard deviation. 

This effect is far larger than that of any other leader trait and closer in size to the difference 

between democracy and nondemocracy. It could be questioned if this association is specific to 

the leader’s ideology or if it is only the result of communist leaders often being involved in 

revolutionary movements. Thus, we control for leaders’ past involvement in a revolutionary 
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movement or in opposition or trade unions in a nondemocracy. This leader trait, however, is 

not associated with reduced constitutional compliance. It really seems to be the political 

orientation of Communist politicians that is linked to dramatically reduced constitutional 

compliance. Our findings are, therefore, consistent with hypotheses 7 and 8. 

 

6 Conclusion 

To sum up our findings, although a leader’s formal education and training in economics are not 

associated with higher constitutional compliance, legal education and university studies in 

Western countries are linked to significantly more compliance. While we do not find that 

members of political families comply less with the constitution, politically more experienced 

leaders exhibit higher compliance levels. Regarding a leader’s military experience, we find that 

it seems to undermine constitutional compliance, which is consistent with the more general 

observation in the literature that military regimes suffer from poor governance. Finally, extreme 

left-wing ideology of a leader is associated with a dramatic reduction in constitutional 

compliance, underlining the dangerous consequences of allowing supreme values into politics 

(see, e.g., Bernholz 2017; Gouda and Gutmann 2021). If interpreted as causal, these results raise 

the question whether constitutions could be more effective if access to political offices would 

be more rigorously regulated. Whereas requirements with respect to education or political 

experience might unnecessarily reduce access to political offices and, thus, political 

competition and the legitimacy of the political system, excluding former members of the 

military from top political offices might be both realistic and effective. The fact that extreme 

left-wing ideology seems to conflict with constitutional compliance could be interpreted as 

motivation to consider elements of militant democracy or militant constitutionalism in the 

design of political institutions (see, e.g., Gutmann and Voigt 2023). 
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