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Abstract of Thesis

Global democracy is widely described as being in crisis. Political engagement is declining, democratic
institutions are eroding, and inequalities in participation persist despite expanded formal access to
elections. Against this backdrop, the Philippines presents a striking puzzle. Despite persistent
poverty, administrative weaknesses, frequent natural disasters, and episodes of coercive state
violence, the country continues to exhibit unusually high levels of electoral participation. This
dissertation investigates this paradox by examining how environmental conditions—both physical
and political —shape voter registration and turnout in a lower-middle-income democracy. Rather than
focusing solely on individual-level resources or civic norms, the study emphasizes the structural

pressures and constraints that enable or impede electoral participation.

The dissertation proceeds in six chapters. Chapter 1 situates the study within the broader literature on
democratic backsliding and declining turnout, contrasting global trends with the Philippines’
persistent electoral engagement. Chapter 2 provides the historical and institutional background of
Philippine elections, tracing the evolution of suffrage, electoral administration, and political culture.
It highlights enduring challenges such as clientelistic mobilization, weak party institutionalization,
and uneven access to registration and polling infrastructure, while examining how electoral
modernization—culminating in full automation by 2010—improved efficiency without fully

eliminating barriers to participation.

Chapter 3 introduces the dissertation’s data and methodological framework, drawing on
municipal-level datasets from the Commission on Elections, the Philippine Statistics Authority, the
National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Council, and the Armed Conflict Location and
Event Data project, complemented by individual-level survey data from Pulse Asia. The chapter
critically examines how turnout is measured in the Philippines and advances voting-age population
(VAP) turnout as a more accurate and comparable indicator of democratic inclusion. Using both
international and historical comparisons, the chapter highlights the country’s income-—turnout

paradox: despite economic vulnerability, electoral participation remains high.

Chapter 4 provides a comprehensive empirical portrait of who votes in the Philippines. Using
descriptive and visual analyses of survey and municipal data, the chapter examines patterns of
participation across regions, ethnolinguistic groups, income, poverty incidence, education, gender,
and age. Contrary to expectations drawn from studies of advanced democracies, socioeconomically
disadvantaged groups often participate at rates comparable to or higher than their more advantaged
counterparts. By shifting attention away from candidate-centered political identities toward

structural and socioeconomic factors, the chapter lays the foundation for understanding participation




beyond partisan labels.

Chapters 5 and 6 examine how environmental shocks disrupt or reshape electoral participation.
Chapter 5 analyzes the effects of typhoons on voter registration and turnout using a
difference-in-differences design applied to municipal data from 2013 to 2016. The findings show that
exposure to severe storms—particularly those occurring close to election periods and in repeatedly
affected municipalities—reduces both registration and turnout. While disaster assistance mitigated
some losses, its limited and politicized distribution constrained its effectiveness. The chapter also
highlights the role of local government capacity in moderating these effects, linking climate

vulnerability to democratic inclusion.

Chapter 6 investigates coercive political violence as a distinct form of environmental pressure,
focusing on drug-related killings during President Rodrigo Duterte’s “war on drugs” (2016—2017).
Using a municipal-level difference-in-differences approach, the analysis finds that exposure to
drug-war killings increased voter registration but had little effect on turnout in the 2019 midterm
elections. Rather than reflecting approval of punitive governance, the results suggest that
dissatisfaction and political concern initially motivated engagement, particularly registration.
However, as killings declined following institutional changes in early 2018, the mobilizing effect
dissipated, allowing voters to reassess the campaign beyond its initial emotional salience.

Taken together, the dissertation argues that electoral participation in the Philippines is shaped not
simply by individual resources or civic attitudes, but by environmental constraints and pressures,
whether natural, institutional, or coercive, that structure citizens’ capacity and willingness to
participate. The findings underscore both the resilience and fragility of democratic participation in
the Philippines and highlight the importance of addressing environmental determinants that

increasingly condition electoral life in developing democracies.
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