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Political participation is a key indicator of democratic quality, yet in many developing countries, it remains unevenly distributed across social classes. While existing studies have explored government performance and political participation separately, few have examined how social class moderates the relationship between the two. This study addresses this gap by analyzing Indonesia and Bangladesh, two emerging democracies with comparable postcolonial legacies and agrarian class structures but distinct political trajectories. Using data from the Asian Barometer Survey (ABS), regression models with 780 respondents in Indonesia and 1,025 in Bangladesh are employed. Findings show that citizens from higher social classes tend to report more positive perceptions of government performance and participate more in institutional forms of politics, while lower social classes are more likely to engage in non-institutional participation driven by distrust or exclusion. These results demonstrate that social class significantly moderates the relationship between governance perception and participation type, advancing debates in comparative government and democratization by revealing how class-based inequalities shape democratic engagement in the Global South. Policy implications suggest that inclusive participation strategies must be context-specific. In Bangladesh, community-based consultation mechanisms could empower marginalized rural groups, while in Indonesia, targeted digital outreach may reduce barriers for rural lower classes. Despite these contributions, the study is limited by reliance on secondary data and the challenge of fully capturing multidimensional aspects of class beyond agrarian indicators.
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1 Introduction

Public participation and perceptions of government performance are key components of democratic governance, influencing both the legitimacy and accountability of political systems (Norris, 1999; Zakhour, 2020). While these phenomena are widely studied, their relationship is moderated by several socio-economic factors, with social class playing a particularly critical role. Social class shapes access to resources, political influence, and civic engagement, thereby affecting how individuals perceive government performance and engage with governance institutions (Bornschier et al., 2021; Muntaner et al., 2020). This study examines the moderating role of social class in influencing perceived government institutional performance and public participation, using Indonesia and Bangladesh as comparative case studies. By doing so, it not only provides empirical cross-national evidence but also refines theories of democratic participation and inequality by showing how class-based differences structure engagement in emerging democracies.

Government performance refers to how well the government meets the needs of its citizens through the provision of services, policy implementation, and overall governance effectiveness (Kim and Im, 2019; Radin, 1998; Yan et al., 2023). Citizens’ perceptions of government performance have been shown to significantly influence their willingness to participate in public affairs (Zhan and You, 2024). Positive perceptions of government performance can lead to higher levels of institutional trust and increased civic engagement in formal governance processes, such as voting and attending community meetings (Wang, 2016). Conversely, negative perceptions often result in political disillusionment, leading to disengagement from formal institutional participation and, in some cases, a shift toward more confrontational forms of participation, such as protests and civil disobedience (Dalton, 2008; Lee, 1992; Swart et al., 2020).

Public participation is a multifaceted concept, encompassing both institutional and non-institutional forms. Institutional participation refers to engagement through formal channels, such as electoral processes or involvement in political parties (Ekman and Amnå, 2012; Wang, 2016). Non-institutional participation, on the other hand, includes more informal activities, such as demonstrations, petitions, or strikes (Marien et al., 2010; Swart et al., 2020; Waeterloos et al., 2024). Both forms of participation are essential for the functioning of a healthy democracy, allowing citizens to express their interests and influence government decision-making. However, access to and engagement in these different forms of participation are often shaped by broader social structures, with social class serving as a critical determinant.

Social class, which can be defined as a grouping of people based on their socio-economic status, including income, education, and occupation, profoundly influences political behavior (Bourdieu, 2023; Lipset, 1981; Van Hamme, 2012). Higher social classes typically have greater access to resources, education, and political networks, which enable them to engage more actively in institutional participation. Lower social classes, on the other hand, often face barriers such as limited education, economic insecurity, and exclusion from political elites, making institutional participation more difficult (Van Hamme, 2012).

Studies on the relationship between social class and public participation suggest that wealthier, more educated individuals are more likely to engage in institutional political activities, while those in lower social strata may turn to non-institutional methods of participation when they perceive institutional channels as unresponsive or inaccessible (Swart et al., 2020). These differences are further compounded by varying perceptions of government performance across social classes. Wealthier individuals may perceive government policies, especially those concerning economic development and investment, more favorably, whereas marginalized groups may view the same policies as exclusionary or detrimental to their well-being (Scott, 1985).

The relationship between social class, government performance, and public participation manifests differently across countries due to variations in political institutions, economic structures, and historical experiences. Both Indonesia and Bangladesh are emerging democracies with complex social class hierarchies shaped by their histories of colonialism, agrarian economies, and transitions to more market-oriented policies. This study adopts a most-similar-systems (MSS) design, both countries share legacies of colonialism and agrarian-based class structures, yet they diverge in institutional configurations and regime trajectories. This makes them analytically significant cases for examining how similar socio-economic foundations produce different dynamics of class-based participation under distinct political institutions.

Although the influence of social class on public participation and perceptions of government performance is well-documented, there remains a need for comparative research that examines how these relationships vary across different political and socio-economic contexts (Gugushvili, 2021). Against this backdrop, the main research question guiding this study is: “How does social class moderate the relationship between government performance and political participation in Indonesia and Bangladesh?” This study aims to fill this gap by focusing on two emerging democracies, Indonesia and Bangladesh, which share similar agrarian-based economies but differ in their political institutions and governance structures. Beyond that, this study advances current debates on democracy and political participation by moving beyond descriptive accounts to show how social class moderates the relationship between citizens’ perceptions of government performance and their participatory choices. In addition to its theoretical contribution, the study also foreshadows its practical relevance: insights on class-based participation offer guidance for designing inclusive governance strategies, such as community consultation mechanisms for marginalized groups or digital outreach to rural lower classes, in emerging democracies of the Global South.



2 Theoretical framework

The theoretical model integrates various theoretical perspectives to understand the multifaceted interactions between social class, government performance, and modes of participation, particularly in the distinct political contexts of Indonesia and Bangladesh (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Theoretical framework diagram.



2.1 Anchoring

Understanding how class shapes political participation and perceptions of government requires engagement with broader theoretical debates. Modernization theory suggests that socioeconomic development fosters democratic participation and stronger trust in government institutions (Inglehart and Welzel, 2012). However, experiences in Indonesia and Bangladesh show that while economic growth and urbanization have expanded opportunities, entrenched inequalities continue to limit lower-class access to institutional politics. This indicates that modernization alone cannot explain the persistence of uneven participation and skepticism toward government performance.

A complementary perspective is class-based mobilization theory, which emphasizes that structural inequalities generate grievances and collective action (Moore, 1969; Tarrow, 2012). In Bangladesh, landless farmers often resort to protests when excluded from formal channels, while in Indonesia, urban informal workers and marginalized communities mobilize against labor precarity and rising inequality. This perspective highlights how class position not only influences whether people participate, but also determines the mode of participation—formal versus contentious. Institutionalist approaches add another layer by showing how political rules and state structures mediate class-based participation (Heras, 2018). Indonesia’s decentralization opened local venues for participation but also enabled elite capture, while Bangladesh’s centralized patronage networks continue to restrict lower-class influence. These differences underscore how institutional design and state capacity shape the ways in which class interests are expressed and how government performance is perceived.

By integrating modernization theory, class-based mobilization, and institutionalism, this study situates its analysis within wider debates on democratization, inequality, and governance. Modernization highlights development-driven opportunities, mobilization explains grievances and contentious politics, and institutionalism reveals the role of political structures in shaping outcomes. These perspectives provide a multidimensional framework for interpreting the relationship between class, participation, and government perceptions in Indonesia and Bangladesh.



2.2 Social class as a moderating variable

Social class is one of the most controversial concepts in the social sciences (Ansar, 2024; Huszár and Füzér, 2023) and there is no fixed number of classes and no predetermined way to apply the class concept in concrete analysis (Pratschke, 2017). However, social class is a fundamental determinant in shaping citizens’ perceptions and interactions with the state. Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of social distinction (Bourdieu, 2023), social class influences not only economic capital but also social and cultural capital, which together shape individual worldviews, interests, and political behavior.

The diagram illustrates a hierarchical classification of social class, ranging from landlords and capitalist farmers at the top, through petty commodity producers and semi-proletariat farmers, to fully proletariat farmers at the bottom. In this study, the operationalization of class draws on indicators available in the Asian Barometer Survey (ABS), particularly education, occupation, and household income, while agrarian ownership and livelihoods are used as contextual anchors for interpreting class stratification in Indonesia and Bangladesh. This dual approach allows us to bridge the survey-based classification with agrarian class theories, ensuring consistency between conceptual debates and empirical measurement.

The social class position refers to Goldthorpe’s Class Theory, which asserts that social class emerges from employment relations in industrial societies (Zou, 2015). Furthermore, in the context of agrarian class – as in the two study area cases – the amount of private land ownership and cultivated land, the amount of agricultural output sold, and the means of production are determinants of social class (Habibi, 2021; Misra, 2017; Wood, 1978). Bourdieu’s multidimensional approach is particularly useful here because it allows the analysis to incorporate not only agrarian land ownership but also cultural and social capital, which are increasingly relevant in urbanizing economies (Bourdieu, 2023). This integration refines the understanding of how class operates across both rural and urban settings. This stratification suggests that individuals from different social classes possess distinct capacities and opportunities to participate in governance and political processes, which affects how they perceive government performance.

The moderating role of social class posits that people’s positions within the economic hierarchy influence their lived experiences and, consequently, their assessments of government performance (Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2015; Manstead, 2018; Scott, 1985). For example, landlords and capitalist farmers, who benefit from greater land ownership and wealth, may have a more favorable view of government policies that protect property rights and provide agricultural subsidies. Conversely, fully proletariat farmers, who rely solely on labor and lack access to land or capital, may perceive government performance negatively if they feel marginalized or excluded from policymaking processes (Barrington, 2009). In the Indonesian case, this may include rural landless workers excluded from decentralization benefits, while in Bangladesh, it often refers to tenant farmers marginalized by centralized patronage networks. Clarifying these distinctions ensures that the class model is not applied universally but tailored to each national context.

At the same time, the agrarian class hierarchy is not assumed to represent the entirety of society in either country. Rather, it provides a conceptual foundation primarily for rural contexts, while acknowledging that urban classes—such as industrial workers, service sector employees, and informal economy participants—intersect with and complicate these agrarian categories. This clarification highlights the framework’s scope while recognizing its limitations in capturing urban-specific dynamics.



2.3 Perceived government performance

Within this framework, perceived government performance is interpreted through the lens of class-based stratification, meaning that citizens’ evaluations are conditioned by their relative access to resources, institutions, and representation. This class-sensitive view ensures that the theoretical framework remains consistent with the study’s empirical design. Perceived government performance is a subjective evaluation of the effectiveness and responsiveness of government institutions (Yang and Holzer, 2006; Zhang et al., 2022). It is typically influenced by a variety of factors, including the quality of public services, the transparency of decision-making, and the government’s ability to address social and economic inequalities (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2010; Kampen et al., 2006; Lee et al., 2021; Porumbescu, 2017; Van de Walle and Bouckaert, 2003). In other words, it encompasses the public’s assessment of how well the government fulfills its role in delivering services, ensuring public welfare, maintaining law and order, and implementing policy (Holzer and Kloby, 2005). These perceptions are influenced by both tangible outcomes, such as the provision of public goods and economic stability, as well as intangible factors, such as trust in government officials, transparency, and the perceived legitimacy of government actions (Kalsum et al., 2024; Van de Walle and Bouckaert, 2003).

In the context of democratic governance, perceived government performance plays a critical role in shaping political attitudes and behavior. Positive evaluations of government performance are often associated with higher levels of trust in political institutions, greater civic engagement, and support for the current political order (Aitalieva and Morelock, 2019; Wang, 2016; Zhang et al., 2022). On the other hand, negative perceptions can lead to political disillusionment, alienation, and even participation in anti-government protests or other forms of non-institutional public participation (Marien et al., 2010; Waeterloos et al., 2024). We categorize perceived government performance into two broad categories: positive and negative perceptions. Positive perceptions arise when government actions are viewed as beneficial and inclusive, whereas negative perceptions result from perceived failures or biased policies that favor certain social classes over others.

Social class position acts as a filter through which individuals interpret government actions (Kraus et al., 2012; Manstead, 2018). The relationship between social class and perceived government performance is particularly relevant in understanding political dynamics in developing countries like Indonesia and Bangladesh, where socio-economic inequalities are pronounced. Higher social classes, such as wealthy landowners and capitalist farmers, often perceive government performance positively, as state policies may favor their economic interests through land ownership protections, subsidies, and business-friendly regulations (Rigg, 2007). In contrast, lower social classes, such as small farmers or the urban poor, may view government performance more negatively, especially if they feel marginalized by policies that do not address their needs or if they experience barriers to accessing government services (Habibi, 2021; Hadiz, 2004). This divergence in perceptions is critical in understanding how social class moderates the relationship between government performance and public participation in varying political contexts.



2.4 Public participation: institutional vs. non-institutional forms

Public participation in political and governance processes is critical to democratic governance and reflects citizens’ engagement with the state. It can take two primary forms: institutional and non-institutional participation. Institutional participation includes formal activities such as voting, attending community meetings, or joining political parties (Dalton, 2022; Ekman and Amnå, 2012; Sairambay, 2020). In contrast, non-institutional participation encompasses informal, often more confrontational activities such as protests, boycotts, and other forms of civil disobedience (ElSayed, 2022; Ma and Cao, 2023).

The study posits that social class shapes not only perceptions of government performance but also preferences for modes of participation. Higher social classes, such as landlords and capitalist farmers, with more access to economic and political resources, are more likely to participate in institutional forms (Yoder, 2020). This is because they often have more to gain from maintaining the status quo and influencing policy through formal channels. Conversely, lower social classes, such as fully proletariat farmers, may find institutional participation less effective or accessible due to barriers such as low literacy, limited social networks, or mistrust in formal institutions (Muntaner et al., 2020). As a result, they may be more inclined toward non-institutional forms of participation to voice their discontent and demand change (Kestner, 2022).

This class-based divergence in participation modes is particularly pronounced in developing democracies like Indonesia and Bangladesh, where socio-economic inequalities are stark, and political power is often concentrated in the hands of a small elite. In both countries, institutional participation is typically dominated by wealthier citizens, while lower-class individuals are more likely to engage in non-institutional participation, particularly when they perceive the government as unresponsive or corrupt (Hossain, 2022; Lewis and Hossain, 2022; Hadiz and Robison, 2013; Warburton et al., 2021). This divergence underscores the importance of considering social class as a moderating factor in the relationship between government performance and public participation.

This study contributes theoretically by extending class-participation debates into agrarian democracies of the Global South. It shows how social class not only differentiates participation modes but also moderates the perception–participation link in ways that are sensitive to institutional design and agrarian legacies. This novelty lies in integrating established class theories with the empirical realities of Indonesia and Bangladesh, thereby refining comparative understandings of democracy and inequality.




3 Methods


3.1 Study areas

Indonesia and Bangladesh provide important comparative cases for examining how social class shapes government performance perceptions and modes of political participation. Both countries share legacies of colonialism, agrarian-based economies, and contested democratization trajectories, yet they differ in institutional design and political outcomes. This makes them suitable cases for comparative inquiry, as the combination of similarities and contrasts offers analytical leverage in exploring class–state relations (Aspinall and Berenschot, 2019; DeVotta et al., 2024). In methodological terms, these contrasts enable a most-similar-systems logic: both are agrarian, postcolonial democracies, yet their divergent institutional trajectories provide leverage to test how class moderates the relationship between government performance and participation.

In Indonesia, the legacy of Dutch colonial land policies and Suharto’s New Order regime has left enduring imprints on class structures and patterns of governance (Chandra, 2017; Hadiz and Robison, 2004). Agrarian reforms were uneven, and the decentralization process after 1998 created both opportunities for participation and new forms of elite capture at the local level (Buehler, 2010). Social class divisions in rural Indonesia thus remain pronounced, with wealthy landlords and capitalist farmers often dominating formal politics, while smallholders and landless farmers face barriers to meaningful participation (Habibi, 2021, 2023; Nurlinah et al., 2024). The focus on rural populations is methodologically relevant because class distinctions are sharper and more enduring in agrarian settings, making them particularly useful for testing theories of inequality and participation.

In Bangladesh, class and politics are deeply intertwined with the colonial zamindari system and its post-independence transformations. Land concentration and clientelist politics have enabled rural elites to maintain strong control over state institutions, often at the expense of poorer farmers and the urban working class (Jahan, 2015). While the Awami League (AL) has historically positioned itself as a populist force, its recent trajectory has combined authoritarian consolidation with pro-market economic policies and co-optation of religious groups (DeVotta et al., 2024). This has reinforced inequalities in access to institutional channels, pushing marginalized groups to rely more on non-institutional participation such as protests and grassroots mobilization (Jackman, 2021).

Recent political developments further strengthen the rationale for studying Bangladesh. The resignation of Sheikh Hasina in August 2024 after mass protests marked a turning point, with the interim government led by Muhammad Yunus launching constitutional and electoral reforms aimed at restoring accountability and participation (Hossain, 2025). These changes provide a unique window into how shifts in political regimes recalibrate class dynamics, participation modes, and perceptions of government performance. While the time gap between Indonesia’s ABS Wave 6 (2025) and Bangladesh’s ABS Wave 2 (2017) introduces potential comparability challenges, the focus on structural class–participation linkages (which evolve more slowly than short-term political conditions) provides justification for cross-national analysis. Nonetheless, this limitation is acknowledged and interpreted cautiously.



3.2 Variables and measures

Table 1 outlines the variables and indicators used in this study, along with the corresponding measurement scales. The independent variable, perceived government performance, captures citizens’ subjective evaluations of how well their government performs in terms of economic management, democratic governance, and democratic satisfaction. Economic and democratic performance were assessed using a 5-point scale ranging from very bad (1) to very good (5), while satisfaction with democracy was measured on a similar 5-point scale from very dissatisfied (1) to very satisfied (5). These measures were adapted from cross-national governance studies and have demonstrated reliability in capturing public perception of institutional effectiveness (Norris, 2011; Sørensen and Torfing, 2021).


TABLE 1 Indicators and measurement units of the study.


	Variables and indicators
	Measurement



	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

 

 	Independent variable – Perceived government performance


 	Economic performance 	Very Bad 	Bad 	Moderate 	Good 	Very Good


 	Democracy performance 	Very Bad 	Bad 	Moderate 	Good 	Very Good


 	Democracy satisfaction 	Very Dissatisfied 	Somewhat Dissatisfied 	Moderate 	Somewhat Satisfied 	Very Satisfied


 	Moderation variable - Class position


 	Is this job mainly in? (Bangladesh) 	Sub-ordinate 	Middle 	Dominant 	 	


 	Is this job mainly in? (Indonesia) 	Elite 	Mass 	 	 	


 	Dependent variables


 	Institutional participation


 	 Were you able to vote in the previous election? 	No 	Yes 	 	 	


 	 Did you attend a campaign meeting? 	No 	Yes 	 	 	


 	 Did you try to persuade others to vote for a certain candidate? 	No 	Yes 	 	 	


 	 How interested would you say you are in politics? 	Not at all interested 	Not very interested 	Somewhat interested 	Interested 	Very interested


 	 How often do you follow news about politics and government? 	Practically never 	Not even once a week 	Once a week 	Several times 	Everyday


 	Non-institutional participation


 	 Have you ever contacted an influential person? 	No 	Yes 	 	 	


 	 Have you ever contacted the news media? 	No 	Yes 	 	 	


 	 Have you signed a paper or online petition? 	No 	Yes 	 	 	


 	 Have you attended a demonstration or protest march? 	No 	Yes 	 	 	


 	 Have you acted or done something for a political cause? 	No 	Yes 	 	 	


 	Control variables


 	Age 	Continuous – years


 	Gender 	Female 	Male 	 	 	


 	Education 	Continuous – years of schooling





Source: Authors adopted and modified from the Asian Barometer Survey (ABS) (2017, 2025).
 

The moderating variable, class position, was conceptualized differently in each country to reflect contextual nuances. In Bangladesh, class position was categorized based on occupational hierarchy: Sub-ordinate, Middle, and Dominant. In contrast, the Indonesian context employed the terms Elite and Mass, reflecting broader socio-political divisions in occupational and power structures. This classification builds upon contextualized interpretations of class in Global South societies (Habibi, 2021; Moore, 2018). Although asymmetrical, both classifications map onto the theoretical framework: “Elite/Dominant” reflect ownership of economic and cultural capital, “Mass/Sub-ordinate” capture limited access to such resources, and “Middle” denotes intermediate groups. This alignment allows for theoretically consistent cross-national comparison, despite contextual variation.

The dependent variables focus on two dimensions of political engagement: institutional and non-institutional participation. Institutional participation was measured through five indicators, including voting behavior, attendance at campaign meetings, efforts to persuade others during elections, interest in politics, and frequency of following political news. Items used both binary responses (e.g., yes or no for voting and campaign attendance) and ordinal scales (e.g., a 5-point scale for political interest ranging from not at all interested to very interested). These items capture core aspects of democratic engagement as outlined by participation theories (Åström, 2019; Ekman and Amnå, 2012).

Non-institutional participation was measured by assessing individuals’ involvement in informal and often grassroots forms of activism. Respondents were asked whether they had contacted influential individuals, the media, signed petitions, attended protests, or participated in other political actions. All five indicators were measured using binary responses (yes or no), capturing whether the respondent had engaged in each activity. These indicators reflect unconventional yet increasingly prevalent forms of civic participation, particularly in emerging democracies (Dalton, 2017; Rodan, 2018).

To mitigate potential confounding effects, the study incorporated control variables that are well-established predictors of political behavior: age (measured continuously in years), gender (female or male), and educational attainment (measured continuously in years of schooling). These demographic factors are consistently associated with variations in political trust and participation, particularly in diverse socio-political environments of the Global South (Ansar, 2024; Marien et al., 2010).



3.3 Data source and sampling

This study utilized cross-national survey data from the Asian Barometer Survey (ABS) were drawn from the Sixth Wave (Wave 6) of the ABS for Indonesia, released in March 2025, and the Second Wave (Wave 2) for Bangladesh, which became publicly available in May 2017 (accessible).1 The ABS adopts a national probability sampling design to ensure that every adult citizen has an equal chance of selection. The sampling framework relies on either census household lists or multistage area probability approaches, with stratification and weighting used to guarantee coverage of rural areas and minority populations (Chu et al., 2020; Dalton and Shin, 2014). As a result, ABS samples are widely recognized as representative of the adult, voting-age population in each participating country.

From these nationally representative datasets, this study focuses only on rural respondents. The resulting analytic sample consists of 1,028 respondents in Bangladesh and 780 in Indonesia. Although smaller than the original national samples (approximately 1,200 respondents per country), these sub-samples remain statistically adequate for robust analysis. According to survey methodology standards, a sample size of around 400 is typically sufficient to achieve a 95% confidence level with a margin of error of ±5% (Creswell and Creswell, 2017; Krejcie and Morgan, 1970). Thus, the rural subsamples in this study exceed the minimum threshold and allow valid inferential comparisons across the two countries. The methodological rigor of ABS further strengthens the validity of the data. ABS employs standardized questionnaires tested for construct validity, intensive interviewer training, careful translation procedures, and strict fieldwork supervision to maintain data quality (Miao et al., 2024). Consequently, even when filtered for rural populations, the datasets used in this study retain representativeness and comparability across national contexts.

This focus is justified methodologically, as rural areas remain central to both countries’ demographic profiles (e.g., around 43% of Indonesians and 62% of Bangladeshis reside in rural areas according to BPS 2023 and BBS 2023). Hence, rural samples capture the social contexts where class dynamics and agrarian inequality are most visible.



3.4 Data analysis

The analysis used an Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression model to quantify the impact of perceived government performance on public participation, focusing on class position as a moderating factor (Brambor et al., 2006). Although several dependent variables are binary, we employed the linear probability model for interpretability and comparability across models. This approach provides coefficients that can be directly interpreted as percentage-point changes in participation likelihood. While logistic regression is often preferred, linear probability models remain widely used in political science when clarity of interpretation is prioritized (Angrist and Pischke, 2009).

The analysis was performed to explore the moderating effects of social class position on government performance and institutional political participation as well as non-institutional political participation in Indonesia (Equation 1) and Bangladesh (Equation 2). Perceived government performance was operationalized through three indicators: economic performance, democratic governance, and satisfaction with democracy. These dimensions were selected because they are the only consistently available and comparable items across both ABS waves, and they correspond directly to the theoretical framework’s emphasis on economic outcomes and institutional legitimacy. Other dimensions such as service delivery or corruption, while important, were unavailable in both datasets; hence, our measures capture the most robust cross-nationally comparable indicators.

Interaction terms (e.g., government performance × class position) are interpreted as conditional effects, indicating whether the influence of government performance on participation is amplified or attenuated by class. For instance, we expect higher classes to show stronger responsiveness to positive performance evaluations, while lower classes may react more critically or resort to non-institutional modes. This aligns the methodological design with the study’s research question.
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4 Results and discussion


4.1 Profile of respondents

Table 2 shows the socio-demographic profile of respondents from Indonesia (n = 780) and Bangladesh (n = 1,028). While the samples are broadly comparable in gender composition, Indonesia’s respondents tend to be older and possess somewhat higher levels of formal education compared to Bangladesh. These differences are important contextual factors that may shape variations in perceptions of government performance and patterns of political participation examined in subsequent sections. In terms of age, the average age of Indonesian respondents is 43.99 years (SD = 14.17), ranging from 17 to 84 years. By contrast, respondents in Bangladesh are slightly younger on average, with a mean age of 40.74 years (SD = 15.17), and a broader range between 18 and 95 years. This suggests that the Bangladeshi sample captures a relatively younger population segment compared to Indonesia, while also including respondents at the higher end of the age spectrum.


TABLE 2 Profile of respondents in Indonesia and Bangladesh.


	Variables
	Indonesia (n = 780)
	Bangladesh (n = 1,028)



	X
	Me
	SD
	Min.
	Max.
	X
	Me
	SD
	Min.
	Max.

 

 	Age 	43.99 	43.00 	14.17 	17.00 	84.00 	40.74 	37.00 	15.17 	18.00 	95.00


 	Education 	8.03 	8.00 	3.94 	0.00 	18.00 	7.04 	7.00 	6.76 	0.00 	18.00







	Variables
	Indicators
	Indonesia
	Bangladesh



	f
	%
	f
	%

 

 	Gender 	Female 	390 	50 	504 	49.03


 	Male 	390 	50 	524 	50.97





Source: ABS Survey Data.
 

Education levels reveal further differences between the two countries. In Indonesia, the mean years of schooling is 8.03 (SD = 3.94), with values ranging from no formal education (0 years) to a maximum of 18 years. In Bangladesh, the average educational attainment is lower at 7.04 years (SD = 6.76), though the range is similarly wide (0–18 years). This indicates that, while both samples include respondents across the full spectrum of educational backgrounds, Indonesian respondents on average have slightly higher levels of formal education. Gender distribution in both countries is relatively balanced, though with minor variations. In Indonesia, the sample is evenly split between male (50%) and female respondents (50%). In Bangladesh, males make up a slightly higher proportion (50.97%) compared to females (49.03%). The near gender parity in both samples underscores the representativeness of the survey in capturing perspectives across genders.



4.2 Descriptive analysis

Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics of class configuration and public participation indicators in Indonesia and Bangladesh. In terms of perceived government economic performance, the data reveal a notable contrast between Indonesia and Bangladesh. The mean score in Indonesia stands at 2.35 with a median of 3.00, while in Bangladesh the mean is significantly higher at 3.11, also with a median of 3.00. Although both countries report similar central tendencies, the higher standard deviation in Bangladesh (1.52) compared to Indonesia (1.22) suggests greater variability in citizen satisfaction. The broader range in Bangladesh (from 1.00 to 9.00) further emphasizes this disparity, indicating the presence of both highly dissatisfied and extremely satisfied individuals. In contrast, Indonesia’s narrower range (1.00–5.00) reflects a more consistent and bounded perception, potentially pointing to a more stable but less optimistic view of economic governance.


TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics of class configuration and public participation indicators.


	Variables
	Indonesia (n = 780)
	Bangladesh (n = 1,028)



	
X

	
Me

	
SD

	
Min.

	
Max.

	
X

	
Me

	
SD

	
Min.

	
Max.


 

 	GP_economic performance 	2.35 	3.00 	1.22 	1.00 	5.00 	3.11 	3.00 	1.52 	1.00 	9.00


 	GP_democratic performance 	3.64 	4.00 	0.62 	1.00 	5.00 	2.76 	3.00 	1.21 	1.00 	5.00


 	GP_democracy satisfaction 	2.65 	3.00 	0.85 	1.00 	5.00 	3.75 	4.00 	1.48 	1.00 	5.00


 	GP_cum_average 	2.88 	3.00 	0.57 	1.00 	4.33 	3.21 	3.00 	0.89 	1.66 	6.33


 	IPP1 	1.91 	2.00 	0.30 	1.00 	2.60 	1.83 	1.80 	0.41 	1.00 	3.20


 	NIPP2 	1.61 	1.00 	0.30 	1.00 	2.00 	0.34 	0.00 	0.73 	0.00 	2.00







	Variables
	
Positions

	
Indonesia

	
Bangladesh




	
f

	
%

	
f

	
%


 

 	CP_Indonesia 	Elite 	116 	15 	NA 	NA


 	Mass 	664 	85 	NA 	NA


 	CP_Bangladesh 	Sub-ordinate 	NA 	NA 	815 	79


 	Middle 	NA 	NA 	59 	6


 	Dominant 	NA 	NA 	154 	15





Source: ABS Survey Data (2017, 2025). NA is not applicable. 1Institutional participation, 2Non-institutional participation. ABS Survey Data.
 

When assessing democratic performance, a reversed pattern emerges. Indonesia records a substantially higher mean score of 3.64 (median 4.00), indicating strong approval of the democratic system among its citizens. In Bangladesh, however, the mean drops to 2.76 with a median of 3.00, suggesting a more critical or cautious public sentiment. The standard deviation in Bangladesh (1.21) again points to wider opinion dispersion compared to Indonesia (0.62), where responses appear more consolidated and positive. This suggests that, while economic performance is viewed more favorably in Bangladesh, the democratic system garners greater support in Indonesia.

This trend is further reflected in citizens’ satisfaction with democracy, where the mean score in Bangladesh rises to 3.75 (median 4.00), contrasting with a lower mean of 2.65 in Indonesia (median 3.00). Despite this apparent paradox, it is important to consider the broader interpretation: while Indonesians may rate democratic processes highly in terms of functioning, their personal satisfaction may be tempered by factors such as inequality, inefficiency, or perceived lack of responsiveness. Conversely, Bangladeshi citizens may be more critical of democratic mechanisms but still express satisfaction, potentially due to recent reforms or improvements in governance.

Cumulative government performance consolidates these perspectives. Indonesia scores an average of 2.88 with a relatively low standard deviation (0.57), reflecting consistent moderate views. Bangladesh scores higher at 3.21, but with greater variability (SD = 0.89) and a wider value range (1.66–6.33), suggesting a more polarized public opinion. These results indicate that while perceptions of government are generally higher in Bangladesh, they are also more fragmented, whereas Indonesian views are more centered and homogeneous.

Turning to indicators of political participation, Indonesia again exhibits slightly higher participation. The Institutional Participation (IPP) index in Indonesia is 1.91 with a standard deviation of 0.30, compared to Bangladesh’s mean of 1.83 (SD = 0.41). While both countries demonstrate relatively high levels of participation, Indonesia shows a more uniform participation across respondents, indicated by the narrower spread of values. This suggests that political activism may be more evenly distributed within Indonesian society. In contrast, the Non-Institutional Political Participation (NIPP) index reveals a stark difference. Indonesia scores significantly higher with a mean of 1.61 (median 1.00), whereas Bangladesh’s mean is only 0.34 (median 0.00). This discrepancy highlights a stronger inclination among Indonesians to engage in non-traditional forms of political activity, such as protests, petitions, or online activism. The higher maximum value (2.00 in both cases) juxtaposed with Bangladesh’s much lower mean and higher standard deviation (0.73) indicates that such activities are more sporadic and less normalized in Bangladesh.

The data on class position configuration also revealed key socio-political patterns. In Indonesia, the population is overwhelmingly classified as mass (85%), with a minority (15%) identified as elite. This distribution underscores the predominance of a broad-based citizenry with limited access to elite political or economic power. In Bangladesh, however, the classification shows a more differentiated structure: a dominant sub-ordinate class (79%), a small middle class (6%), and a notable dominant class (15%). This suggests a sharper class division in Bangladesh, with a more pronounced presence of both marginalized and elite groups, which may reflect deeper systemic inequalities in access to resources and political representation.

It is important to note that the binary classification used in Indonesia (elite vs. mass) may conflate heterogeneous groups. For instance, the “mass” category could encompass both relatively secure middle-class citizens and more precarious lower-class groups. This aggregation may obscure internal variations in participation patterns, such as the middle class being more inclined toward non-institutional activism while poorer citizens remain disengaged. By contrast, the three-tier classification in Bangladesh allows for a more fine-grained observation of such dynamics. Thus, while the Indonesian data reveal useful contrasts between elite and non-elite groups, the broader category may mask intra-group differences that could partly explain the weaker statistical associations observed in Indonesia.



4.3 Regression analysis


4.3.1 Institutional public participation

Table 4 presents the results of an Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression analysis. In Indonesia, the coefficient for GP is −0.030 and is not statistically significant. This suggests that how people perceive government performance does not have a meaningful impact on their participation in formal institutions. One possible explanation is that in Indonesia, even when citizens view institutions positively, this perception does not necessarily lead to higher engagement or involvement. This aligns with previous studies showing that in some contexts, public trust or positive views of government institutions do not automatically translate into active participation (Dalton, 2017; Megawati et al., 2025; Rusli et al., 2023).


TABLE 4 The effects of perceived government institutional performance on institutional public participation, moderated by class position: ordinary least squares (OLS).


	Variables
	Indonesia (n = 780)
	Bangladesh (n = 1,025)



	Institutional public participation
	Institutional public participation



	Coeff.
	p-value
	Coeff.
	p-value

 

 	Perceived GP 	−0.030 	0.238 	0.034** 	0.031


 	Int. (GP*CP) 	0.011 	0.260 	0.008** 	0.018


 	Int. (GP*CP-Middle, Subordinate as reference) 	NA 	NA 	−0.047 	0.152


 	Int. (GP*CP-Dominant, Subordinate as reference) 	NA 	NA 	−0.157*** 	0.001


 	Age 	0.001 	0.489 	−0.001 	0.634


 	Gender 	−0.023 	0.304 	−0.186 	0.001


 	Education 	0.001 	0.580 	0.002 	0.382


 	Constant 	1.935*** 	0.001 	1.869*** 	0.001


 	 F-statistics
 p-value
 R2 	0.641(5,774)
 0.668
 −0.002 	5.85(6,1,018)
 0.001
 0.027





NA, not applicable. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, and *p < 0.10, respectively.
 

In contrast, in Bangladesh, the coefficient for GP is 0.034 and is statistically significant (p = 0.031). This means that people who perceive government institutions more positively are slightly more likely to participate in formal political or civic activities. Although the effect is small, it highlights that in Bangladesh, institutional trust may encourage greater involvement in institutional forms of participation, possibly reflecting a more responsive or mobilized civil society (Jamil and Baniamin, 2021; Sarker and Islam, 2017).

The study also showed important differences when looking at class position as a moderating variable. In Indonesia, the interaction between GP and class position is not significant (p = 0.260), suggesting that whether someone belongs to a mass or elite class does not change the effect of perceived institutional performance on their participation. However, in Bangladesh, the interaction between GP and class is significant (p = 0.018), indicating that class plays a role in shaping how people respond to institutional performance. Specifically, for people in the dominant class, the effect of GP on participation is negative and significant (coefficient = −0.157, p = 0.001). This means that when dominant class individuals perceive institutions as functioning well, they are less likely to participate. This may be because they already benefit from the system and feel no need to engage further, or they may use different, informal channels to influence decisions (Qayums, 2021; Sarker and Islam, 2017). On the other hand, this relationship is not significant for the middle class (p = 0.152), meaning their participation is not clearly affected by institutional performance.

Other demographic variables show mixed results. In both countries, age and education have no significant impact on institutional participation. However, gender has a significant negative effect in Bangladesh (p = 0.001), suggesting that women are less likely to participate in institutional settings compared to men. In Indonesia, gender is not a significant factor (p = 0.304). Looking at the model fit, the results are much stronger in Bangladesh. The model explains a small but meaningful portion of the variance in participation (R2 = 0.027), and the overall model is statistically significant (F = 5.85, p = 0.001). In contrast, the model for Indonesia is weak (R2 = −0.002), and the F-statistic is not significant (F = 0.641, p = 0.668), indicating that the model does not explain participation behavior well in the Indonesian case.



4.3.2 Non-institutional public participation

The study revealed important differences between the two countries. In Indonesia, higher perceived institutional performance discourages non-institutional participation, especially among the upper classes. This suggests that institutional trust may reduce the perceived need for protest or informal political action, particularly among those with more social capital. In Bangladesh, however, perceptions of government institutions and class position do not significantly influence non-institutional participation, suggesting that other factors may be more influential in shaping public activism in that context.

Table 5 explores non-institutional public participation terms, In Indonesia, the coefficient for perceived GP is negative and statistically significant (coefficient = −0.039, p = 0.038). This indicates that individuals who view government institutions more favorably are less likely to engage in non-institutional forms of participation. This is a noteworthy finding and suggests that when people trust institutions or perceive them as effective, they may feel less need to express their demands or dissatisfaction through informal or disruptive means. This relationship is reinforced by a significant negative interaction between GP and class position (coefficient = −0.016, p = 0.035), implying that the discouraging effect of positive institutional perception on non-institutional participation is stronger among higher classes. In other words, as people in more advantaged positions gain trust in government, they are even less likely to engage in non-institutional political behavior (Al Izzati et al., 2024; Mahmud, 2021; Syamsu et al., 2025).


TABLE 5 The effects of perceived government institutional performance on non-institutional public participation, moderated by class position: ordinary least squares (OLS).


	Variables
	Indonesia (n = 780)
	Bangladesh (n = 1,025)



	
Non-Institutional Participation

	
Non-Institutional Participation




	
Coeff.

	
p-value

	
Coeff.

	
p-value


 

 	Perceived GP 	−0.039** 	0.038 	0.003 	0.781


 	Int. (GP*CP) 	−0.016** 	0.035 	0.119 	0.636


 	Int. (GP*CP-Middle, Subordinate as reference) 	NA 	NA 	−0.013 	0.880


 	Int. (GP*CP-Dominant, Subordinate as reference) 	NA 	NA 	−0.016 	0.781


 	Age 	0.001 	0.580 	−0.002 	0.111


 	Gender 	0.026 	0.231 	−0.193*** 	0.001


 	Education 	0.006** 	0.037 	0.007** 	0.027


 	Constant 	1.077*** 	0.001 	0.672*** 	0.001


 	 F-statistics
 p-value
 R2 	2.66(4,775)
 0.031
 0.008 	4.42(6,1,018)
 0.001
 0.019





NA, not applicable. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, and *p < 0.10, respectively. Source: ABS Survey Data.
 

In contrast, in Bangladesh, the relationship between perceived GP and non-institutional participation is not significant (coefficient = 0.003, p = 0.781). This suggests that in Bangladesh, citizens’ views of government performance do not substantially influence their likelihood of engaging in non-institutional forms of political participation. Similarly, the interaction terms for class position in Bangladesh (both middle and dominant classes compared to the subordinate class) are also statistically insignificant (p = 0.880 and p = 0.781, respectively). This indicates that class position does not significantly alter the impact of GP on non-institutional participation in the Bangladeshi context (Jamil and Baniamin, 2021; Mahmud, 2021; Waheduzzaman et al., 2018).

Looking at demographic variables, some patterns are consistent across both countries. Education is positively and significantly associated with non-institutional participation in both Indonesia (p = 0.037) and Bangladesh (p = 0.027), meaning more educated individuals are more likely to take part in such activities. This finding aligns with the broader literature suggesting that education enhances political awareness and the capacity to organize or participate in collective action (Ahlskog, 2021; Le and Nguyen, 2021).

Gender shows a significant effect only in Bangladesh, where women are significantly less likely to engage in non-institutional participation compared to men (coefficient = −0.193, p = 0.001). This may reflect broader gender disparities in civic engagement and access to public spaces (Dalton, 2017). In Indonesia, gender and age have no significant effects on non-institutional participation.

Regarding model fit, both models explain a small but statistically significant portion of the variance in non-institutional participation. In Indonesia, the model reaches significance (p = 0.031), though the R2 value is quite low (0.008), indicating limited explanatory power. Similarly, in Bangladesh, the model is statistically significant (p = 0.001) with a slightly higher R2 value of 0.019.



4.3.3 Theoretical integration

The empirical patterns not only reveal important differences between Indonesia and Bangladesh but also invite reflection on how well existing theories account for the dynamics of class, participation, and governance in these two contexts. From the perspective of modernization theory, the expectation is that socioeconomic development and institutional trust should stimulate greater citizen involvement (Inglehart and Welzel, 2012). Yet the Indonesian case challenges this assumption. Despite relatively higher levels of democratic consolidation and economic development, perceptions of government performance do not significantly influence institutional participation. This suggests that modernization alone cannot explain participation dynamics, and that entrenched inequality and political disengagement may limit the translation of development gains into citizen action. In contrast, Bangladesh shows a modest but positive effect of government performance on institutional participation, supporting modernization claims that institutional trust can mobilize citizens toward engagement.

Class-based mobilization theory further clarifies these patterns. In Indonesia, individuals from higher classes who perceive government performance positively are less inclined to participate in non-institutional activities. This aligns with the idea that elites, already benefiting from the system, have fewer incentives to engage in contentious forms of politics (Moore, 1969; Tarrow, 2012). By contrast, mass-class citizens in Indonesia continue to rely on non-institutional channels such as protests or online activism, reflecting mobilization driven by structural inequalities and unmet grievances. In Bangladesh, however, class position does not significantly moderate the relationship between perceptions and participation, underscoring the constraints of mobilization in a highly centralized and patronage-driven system where class grievances may not easily translate into collective political action.

Institutionalism provides an additional lens to interpret these findings. Indonesia’s post-decentralization political order has opened up more avenues for citizen participation, even if elite capture persists (Heras, 2018). This institutional context helps explain why participation is more evenly distributed and why non-institutional activities are relatively more common. In Bangladesh, the persistence of centralized patronage networks restricts lower-class influence and results in narrower channels for civic engagement, which may account for the weaker associations between government performance, class, and participation. These institutional differences highlight how political structures shape the ways class-based interests are expressed and mediated.

The findings contribute to broader debates by demonstrating that theories of modernization, class-based mobilization, and institutionalism each explain parts of the participation puzzle but fall short when applied in isolation. Modernization explains trust-driven engagement in Bangladesh but not in Indonesia; mobilization clarifies why elites disengage from contentious politics in Indonesia, yet fails to account for the limited class effect in Bangladesh; and institutionalism reveals how structural opportunities and constraints mediate both. By integrating these perspectives, the study shows that political participation is contingent on the intersection of class structure, institutional design, and government performance, thereby extending existing theories of class politics and participatory democracy to the contexts of Indonesia and Bangladesh.

At the same time, the cross-national comparison is shaped by differences in how class positions were operationalized. Indonesia’s binary categorization highlights the broad distinction between elites and the general population but may understate the role of the middle class as a potential driver of protest or informal participation. Bangladesh’s three-tier structure provides more nuance, capturing the layered nature of class influence. Acknowledging this limitation helps clarify that part of the divergence in results may stem from measurement choices rather than solely from substantive contextual differences.





5 Limitations and contributions

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting its findings. First, the focus on Indonesia and Bangladesh limits generalizability, though both represent illustrative cases of Global South democracies where agrarian-based class structures remain important. Second, reliance on ABS self-reports raises risks of bias: in Bangladesh due to political sensitivity and in Indonesia due to cultural norms of over reporting participation. Third, the class classification differs across cases (binary in Indonesia, three-tier in Bangladesh), which may obscure intra-group variation in Indonesia’s “Mass” category. Fourth, the time gap between ABS Wave 6 (Indonesia 2025) and Wave 2 (Bangladesh 2017) may reduce comparability, and the relatively low explanatory power of models (low R2) suggests unmeasured factors also shape participation.

Despite these limitations, the study makes important analytical, theoretical, and practical contributions. Analytically, it demonstrates that social class is not simply a background variable but operates as a moderating mechanism that shapes how citizens’ perceptions of government performance translate into political participation. This adds nuance to existing scholarship by showing that institutional trust and engagement with the state are not uniformly experienced across society but are mediated by structural inequalities. In this sense, the study advances a more refined understanding of the linkages between class position, evaluative judgments of government, and participatory choices in democratizing contexts.

Comparatively, the research enriches the discourse in political science by juxtaposing Indonesia and Bangladesh as strategic cases of emerging democracies in the Global South. Indonesia represents a decentralized system with strong subnational variation yet persistent elite capture, while Bangladesh embodies a more centralized patronage-based system. By analyzing how class dynamics operate within these distinct institutional environments, the study highlights the interplay between social hierarchies and institutional design in shaping political behavior. This comparative perspective contributes to broader debates on democracy and governance by illustrating that the effects of class on participation are contingent on institutional contexts and modes of state–society interaction. Practically, it offers strategies for more inclusive participation. For example, in Indonesia through village deliberation forums (musyawarah desa), and in Bangladesh through informal associations, complemented by civic education, rural outreach, and digital platforms to amplify marginalized voices.



6 Conclusion

This study explores the relationship between social class, government performance, and citizen participation in Indonesia and Bangladesh. It reveals distinct cross-country patterns: in Indonesia, perceptions of government performance do not significantly affect institutional participation but are associated with reduced non-institutional participation, while in Bangladesh positive perceptions strengthen institutional participation but show no clear effect on non-institutional modes. It reveals that social class significantly influences how citizens perceive government performance and how they engage in political participation. The interpretation of these findings must be read with caution, as class was categorized differently across contexts (Elite vs. Mass in Indonesia and three-tier in Bangladesh), which may partly shape the observed variations. The comparative approach provides insights into the ways different social classes in these countries interact with government institutions and participate in civic activities. By linking social class theories with perceptions of governance and political engagement, the research demonstrates both the continued relevance of agrarian-based class models and the need to adapt them to account for emerging rural–urban hybrid dynamics, showing how elites and non-elites respond differently to state performance.

Despite its limitations, including the narrow focus on two countries and potential biases in the self-reported data, such as social desirability in politically sensitive contexts and fear of reprisal in semi-authoritarian environments, the study makes valuable contributions. It helps expand the understanding of how citizens’ trust in government is shaped not only by government actions but also by their socio-economic position. The findings emphasize that a one-size-fits-all approach to fostering citizen participation is inadequate, as lower social classes often face structural barriers to involvement in political processes. In Indonesia, for example, village deliberation meetings (musyawarah desa) offer a formal arena where class-based differences influence citizen input into development planning, while in Bangladesh grassroots mobilizations and civil society networks represent important non-institutional strategies for participation. This calls for more tailored strategies that address the specific needs of various social groups.

The practical implications of this study are significant for policymakers in both Indonesia and Bangladesh. It underscores the need for inclusive and responsive policies that encourage citizen participation across all social classes. Future studies should expand to more diverse regions to see whether similar class-based patterns of political participation are found elsewhere. Priority should be given to addressing the time gap between ABS datasets (2017 vs. 2025), refining class operationalization to better capture middle-class dynamics, and incorporating urban–rural comparisons. A comparative approach between countries with different political systems or levels of decentralization could offer deeper insights into how institutional settings influence the relationship between social class, perceptions of government, and citizen engagement. In addition, future research could examine how other factors, such as urban–rural status, interact with class to shape participation. Longitudinal and experimental designs are also needed to trace how these dynamics evolve over time and to test tailored interventions, including digital platforms or gender-sensitive civic education, that can reduce class-based gaps in participation.
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