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Abstract

This study examines the impact of populism on democratic institutions from a global
perspective, analyzing how populist leaders influence governance structures, judicial
independence, media freedom, and political rights. Using data from the Varieties of
Democracy (V-Dem) Institute, Freedom House, and the Global Populism Database,
along with case studies from Latin America, Europe, and Asia, the research highlights key
trends in democratic backsliding associated with populism. The results indicate that
populist governments are four times more likely to erode democratic institutions than non-
populist ones. More than 60% of populist regimes have restricted media freedoms, and
electoral integrity has been undermined in multiple cases, leading to increased political
polarization. However, the study also finds that populism mobilizes previously disengaged
voters, particularly in rural and working-class demographics. The conclusion emphasizes
that while populism can increase political participation, its long-term effects on democracy
tend to be negative, weakening institutional resilience and undermining liberal democratic
norms. To counteract these effects, policymakers must strengthen institutional checks and
electoral integrity, promote media literacy, and encourage inclusive governance that
addresses socioeconomic inequalities fueling populist movements.
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1. Introduction

Populism has emerged as one of the most influential political forces of the 21st century,
shaping governance and political landscapes across both developed and developing
democracies. The rise of populist leaders in various regions has challenged traditional
political establishments and institutions. Populism, often defined by its anti-elite rhetoric
and appeal to "the people,” can take both right-wing and left-wing forms, affecting
democratic institutions in different ways. Right-wing populism, as seen in the cases of
Donald Trump in the United States and Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, often focuses on
nationalism, cultural conservatism, and opposition to immigration. Left-wing populism,
exemplified by figures such as Hugo Chavez in Venezuela and Evo Morales in Bolivia,
tends to emphasize economic redistribution, anti-capitalist rhetoric, and state intervention.
While populism has the potential to increase political engagement and challenge elitist
governance, it also poses significant risks to democratic institutions. Populist leaders
frequently concentrate power, weaken judicial independence, and undermine media
freedom. By portraying institutions as obstacles to the "will of the people," populists often
justify legal and constitutional changes that erode checks and balances.
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This study investigates the influence of populism on
democratic institutions globally, assessing whether its
impact strengthens or weakens democracy. Through a
combination of quantitative and qualitative data, this paper
provides a comprehensive analysis of populism’s effects
on democracy.

2. Conceptual Framework: Defining Populism and
Democratic Institutions

The term populism does not have a singular definition,
but scholars generally agree that it revolves around the
opposition between "the people" and "the elite" (Laclau,
2005). Populist movements claim to represent the true
interests of the people, often dismissing institutional
constraints as obstacles imposed by corrupt elites. This
anti-institutional nature distinguishes populism from
traditional political movements that operate within
established democratic norms.

Democratic institutions, on the other hand, are
fundamental structures that uphold the rule of law,
liberties, and political
representation. These institutions include legislatures,

guarantee  civil ensure
judiciaries, electoral bodies, and the media. While some
populist leaders argue that these institutions obstruct the
democratic will, they serve to prevent the concentration of
power and ensure political accountability (Mudde &
Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017).

3. Methodology

This study employs a mixed-methods approach,
combining both quantitative data analysis and qualitative
case studies. The quantitative analysis draws from
datasets such as the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem)
Index, Freedom House Reports, and the Global
Populism Database, which provide empirical measures of
democratic performance across various countries. The
study examines trends in judicial independence, media
freedom, and electoral integrity to assess how populism
correlates with democratic backsliding.

The qualitative analysis involves case studies from
Latin America, Europe, and Asia, regions where populist
leadership has significantly altered democratic institutions.
The cases of Venezuela, Brazil, Hungary, Poland, India,
and the Philippines are examined to understand how
populism manifests differently in various governance
structures. This comparative approach allows for a broader
understanding of populism’s global impact.

4. Findings and Discussion

4.1 Populism and the Erosion of Democratic Norms
Empirical research suggests that populist governments

are far more likely to weaken democratic institutions than

non-populist ones (Kyle & Gultchin, 2018). Once in

power, populist leaders often introduce constitutional
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changes that centralize executive authority, restrict
independent judicial review, and undermine parliamentary
oversight. In Hungary, Viktor Orban's government has
systematically weakened democratic institutions by
amending the constitution, limiting press freedom, and
replacing independent judges with loyalists. As a result,
Hungary has been downgraded from a "free democracy" to
a "partly free" system by Freedom House.

Similarly, in Venezuela, Hugo Chavez and later Nicolas
Maduro used populist rhetoric to justify the dismantling of
democratic institutions. Under Chavez, the government
expanded executive powers, silenced opposition media,
and took control of independent institutions. Maduro
further consolidated power by manipulating elections and
suppressing opposition parties. These actions illustrate
how populist regimes often claim to represent the will of
the people while simultaneously undermining the
mechanisms that protect democracy (Levitsky & Ziblatt,
2018).

4.2 Media Freedom and Political Polarization

A critical aspect of populism's impact on democracy is
its effect on media freedom. Studies indicate that more
than 60% of populist governments have enacted restrictive
media laws, limiting press freedom and silencing dissent
(Reporters Without Borders, 2022). In the Philippines,
Rodrigo Duterte launched attacks against independent
media outlets such as Rappler, revoking their licenses and
threatening journalists who criticized his policies.

Populist leaders also exploit social media to bypass
spreading propaganda
directly to their supporters. This strategy not only weakens
independent journalism but also fosters political

traditional media gatekeepers,

polarization, as misinformation and extremist rhetoric
become more prevalent (Norris & Inglehart, 2019).
4.3 Electoral Integrity and Rule of Law

Another key finding is that populist leaders frequently
manipulate electoral processes to maintain their grip on
power.Gerrymandering, weakening electoral commissions,
and intimidating opposition parties are common tactics
employed by populists. In Poland, the ruling Law and
Justice Party has politicized the judiciary, restricted public
protests, and undermined independent media. The
European Union has taken legal action against Poland for
violating democratic principles, highlighting the dangers
of populism to the rule of law (Pappas, 2019).
5. Policy Recommendations

To mitigate populism’s negative effects, policymakers
must prioritize institutional resilience. Strengthening
judicial oversight and protecting media independence are
critical to maintaining democratic norms. Governments
should implement independent monitoring bodies for
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elections, ensuring that electoral processes remain fair and

transparent.

Additionally, promoting media literacy among citizens
can help combat misinformation and political propaganda.
Public education initiatives should focus on teaching
critical thinking skills and encouraging civic engagement.
Furthermore, addressing economic inequalities that fuel
populist movements is essential. By creating inclusive
economic policies, governments can reduce the appeal of
populist rhetoric that thrives on public dissatisfaction
(Mounk, 2018).

6. Conclusion

The global rise of populism presents a complex challenge
to democratic institutions. While populist movements have
mobilized disengaged voters and challenged elitist
governance, their long-term impact on democracy has
been largely negative. Through case studies and data
analysis, this study has shown that populist regimes
frequently erode judicial independence, restrict media
freedom, and manipulate electoral systems to maintain
power. The findings suggest that policymakers must take
proactive measures to strengthen democratic institutions
and address the socioeconomic grievances that fuel
populist movements. Without these efforts, the continued
rise of populism could lead to further democratic
backsliding, threatening the stability of democratic
governance worldwide.
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