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DEMOCRATIC SUPPORT, POPULISM, 
AND THE INCUMBENCY EFFECT

Wouter van der Brug, Sebastian Popa, Sara B. Hobolt, 
and Hermann Schmitt

Wouter van der Brug is professor of political science at the University 
of Amsterdam. Sebastian Popa is senior lecturer in the School of Ge-
ography, Politics, and Sociology at the University of Newcastle. Sara 
B. Hobolt holds the Sutherland Chair in European Institutions and is 
professor of government at the London School of Economics and Politi-
cal Science. Hermann Schmitt is emeritus professor at the University 
of Manchester and a Research Fellow at the Mannheim Center for Eu-
ropean Social Research, University of Mannheim. 

Among liberal democracy’s defining features is its protection of core 
civil liberties and the constraints on executive power that prevent execu-
tives from undermining such liberties. Recent years have seen a surge 
of concern about “democratic backsliding,” meaning the gradual ero-
sion of the institutions that shield liberties and keep executive power 
under control.1 Several scholars have linked democratic backsliding to 
the rise of populist leaders such as Viktor Orbán in Hungary, Jaros³aw 
Kaczyñski and Mateusz Morawiecki in Poland, and Donald Trump in 
the United States.2 

A crucial question is whether voters for populist parties are unique 
in supporting practices that undermine the norms and institutions of 
liberal democracy. Have we been witnessing such support, or is what 
we have been seeing better understood as cases of governing-party 
backers—regardless of their favored party’s ideology—simply prov-
ing more reluctant to support procedures that constrain their party 
when it is in power? In other words, if this is an incumbency effect and 
not an ideology effect, then the problem of liberal-democratic norms 
being eroded and put aside goes beyond the supporters of populist 
politicians. 

Citizens in liberal democracies generally strongly support democracy 
as a system of government,3 yet this does not necessarily imply that they 
will always oppose infringements on core liberal-democratic principles. 
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It is well known that populist politicians tend to challenge liberal-demo-
cratic norms on the grounds that the “will of the people” should prevail.4 
We might therefore expect that supporters of these parties will exhibit 
lower expressed commitment to liberal-democratic values than other 
parties’ voters, whether because populists vote for the party they agree 
with or because parties at least partly shape their supporters’ attitudes. 
Recent research has also suggested that support for liberal-democratic 
norms may be malleable. For example, Matthew Graham and Milan Svo-
lik show that Americans are willing to support politicians with whom 
they share policy preferences and partisanship, even when those leaders 
take positions that violate core democratic principles.5 This raises the 
question of how support for liberal democracy is associated with party 
support.

Despite the focus on democratic backsliding, the literature has so far 
not examined this question systematically. Moreover, whereas country-
level measures of the health of liberal democracies, such as the indices 
provided by the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) project and Freedom 
House, are based on fine-grained indicators of liberal democracy, the 
literature on public support for democracy tends to use cruder measures. 
Some of the survey items seek to probe generic preferences for democ-
racy, contrasting democracy with authoritarian forms of government.6 
Other studies focus on satisfaction with the way democracy works or 
on trust in democratic institutions.7 While these studies yield important 
insight into support for democracy in general, their questions fail to cap-
ture support for the specific principles of liberal democracy. 

In order to better understand the dangers of democratic backsliding, 
we must examine support for, or opposition to, crucial aspects of liberal 
democracy. To capture such support and opposition, we have designed 
an original survey instrument that taps into different aspects of liberal-
democratic norms, and have fielded this survey in 28 European democ-
racies. This allows us to examine support for liberal-democratic norms 
across different party supporters. Our findings show that while govern-
ment partisans express more support for democracy in general, they are 
less supportive of the principles of liberal democracy. This pattern is 
stronger among voters for populist parties of the radical right. When in 
opposition, these parties’ voters want constraints on government power, 
but these same voters reject these checks and balances when their party 
is in power. The results thus indicate that it is not primarily populism, 
but rather incumbency status, particularly in combination with support 
for the radical right, that correlates with a lack of support for liberal-
democratic norms. 

Our 28-country survey shows how important it is to capture not just 
generic support for democracy, but attitudes toward specific liberal-
democratic norms. Moreover, the results permit systematic examination 
of the relationship between support for liberal-democratic norms and 
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party support in a comparative context. Our findings are worrying in 
that they reveal relatively weak support for liberal democracy among 
incumbent partisans, especially (but not solely) on the right, many of 
whom oppose constraints on government when their own party holds 
power. This in turn suggests that support for liberal-democratic norms is 
more malleable than previous studies have grasped—an ominous reality 
that those concerned about democratic backsliding need to begin taking 
into account.

Populism, Incumbency, and Support for Liberal Democracy

Liberal democracy stands on two pillars: the “popular pillar” of ma-
jority rule, and the “constitutional pillar” of safeguards for individual 
and minority rights and the rule of law.8 While elections give executives 
their popular mandates, the “constitutional pillar” stresses that even the 
strongest majority mandate cannot exempt elected politicians from their 
duty to respect basic rights. The two pillars can be in tension when such 
staples of liberal democracy as minority rights, freedom of the press, 
and the independent authority of courts constrain the executive’s ability 
to put the “will of the people” into force. This tension is why V-Dem, 
for instance, distinguishes between “liberal” and merely “electoral” de-
mocracies. Both kinds of democracies hold competitive elections, but 
liberal democracies seek to protect rights, ensure checks and balances 
within government, maintain independent courts to apply the law, and 
so on. Democracies that hold competitive elections while at the same 
time falling short on these liberal-democratic criteria have been called 
“illiberal democracies.” 

The distinction between electoral and liberal democracies is crucial 
when seeking to understand the democratic backsliding observed in re-
cent years in electoral democracies such as Hungary, Russia, Turkey, 
and even the United States, often with right-wing populists in power. 
Yet we know little about how stable support for liberal-democratic 
norms is among citizens in general, and specifically among supporters 
of populists and parties in power. Existing research on public support 
for democracy usually fails to distinguish between general support for 
democracy and specific support for liberal-democratic norms. Instead, 
studies often ask questions that contrast those who generally favor de-
mocracy with those who do not. Research along these lines tends to 
report high support for democracy to the point that “democracy has 
become virtually the only political model with global appeal.”9 While 
more recent work using similar survey items paints a less positive pic-
ture, the focus is still mostly on generic support for democracy rather 
than specific support for liberal-democratic norms.10 In one exception 
that did use a battery of questions on the “relative importance of various 
democratic norms,” the authors concluded that “the basic principles of 



134 Journal of Democracy

liberal democracy are universally endorsed across Europe.”11 Yet this 
conclusion may be too optimistic. It is one thing to endorse the view that 
equality before the law is important, but it is quite another to say that 
courts should overrule majority decisions if these violate basic rights.

In order to understand both support for democracy and the dangers 
of democratic backsliding, we must probe beyond generic measures 
of support for democracy and seek to capture the inherent tension be-
tween democracy’s popular pillar and its constitutional one. Building 
on the V-Dem index, we distinguish between those who support liberal-
democratic values and those who “only” support electoral democracy. 
“Illiberal”-democratic attitudes manifest themselves in a tendency to 
reject the legitimacy of institutions, such as constitutional courts, that 
put constraints on executive power and that may limit the exercise of the 
“will of the people.” In contrast, support for liberal democracy implies 
that civil rights need to be protected and that executive power needs to 
be constrained, even if the executive represents the majority of citizens. 

This raises the question of whether the rejection of the liberal aspects 
of democracy is particularly prevalent among supporters of populist par-
ties. There are reasons to expect so. One of the core elements of popu-
lism is its claim that policies should express the popular will. Populism 
is not restricted to the radical right. Populists can also be found on the 
political left and in the center, even though the radical-right versions 
of populism have become more widespread and more electorally suc-
cessful in Europe. The populist principle that decisions should always 
reflect the “general will” can readily conflict with the liberal-democratic 
insistence on shielding individual and minority rights. 

For these reasons, scholars have warned that populist politicians pose 
a threat to liberal democracies, particularly when the notion of “the peo-
ple” is defined in ethnic terms. To the extent that populist-party voters 
agree that the general will must rule, we should find a negative relation-
ship between support for populist parties, on the one hand, and liberal-
democratic attitudes on the other. People may lean populist because they 
already distrust current liberal-democratic institutions, and exposure to 
populist messaging may also increase that distrust. Our study with its 
cross-sectional data cannot determine which direction of causation is 
predominant, but both are consistent with a positive relationship be-
tween illiberal-democratic attitudes and support for populist parties.

This leads us to our first hypothesis, which is that populist-party vot-
ers are less supportive of liberal-democratic values than are other vot-
ers. Scholars often distinguish between exclusionary (typically radical-
rightist) and inclusionary (typically radical-leftist) forms of populism.12 
Radical-right populists tend to define “the people” in exclusive (ethnic) 
terms, while populist parties of the radical left tend to seek political 
representation for poorer and underprivileged segments of society ir-
respective of ethnic background. 
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Both exclusionary and inclusionary types of populism have a prob-
lematic relationship with liberal democracy. When in power, populists 
both left and right have tried to concentrate power in the executive 
branch and have challenged those institutions—so central to liberal de-
mocracy—that play a role in limiting executive power.13 Nonetheless, 
research shows that supporters of right- and left-wing populist parties 
differ in significant ways. Left populists, for instance, tend to harbor 
fewer prejudices against immigrants than do supporters of right-wing 
populist parties.14 Thus our analysis distinguishes between supporters of 
populist parties on the left and on the right. 

In addition to ideational considerations such as beliefs about ethnic-
ity or the general will, can considerations of a more instrumental nature 
also be at work? A key principle of liberal democracy is that the power 
of the executive (winners) must be limited while minorities (losers) 
must be protected. This fits with the general distinction regarding the 
degree to which being on the side of the winners or losers and subse-
quently being part of the majority or minority shapes peoples’ views 
about politics in general. While winners generally feel satisfied with 
democracy, losers tend to be more skeptical. More generally, winners 
seek consistency between their choice for the winning party and the ac-
tions of their party.15 Thus we might assume that the winning side will 
be more accepting of any rule-bending by the executive, while the losing 
side will be even more critical of such attempts. In addition, supporters 
of governing parties relying on more instrumental considerations will 
probably conclude that their political preferences are better served by 
not constraining executive power. At the same time, instrumental con-
siderations could also guide the preferences of opposition supporters 
who see their long-term chances of regaining power diminished when 
the executive expands its control over state institutions. 

This leads to our second hypothesis, which is that governing-party 
voters are less supportive of liberal-democratic values than are opposi-
tion-party voters. Some populist politicians, after gaining power, have 
tried to undermine such executive-constraining institutions as courts 
and the media. Radical-right populists have done this in Hungary and 
Poland, and so have left-wing populists such as the late President Hugo 
Chávez of Venezuela. Opposition-party supporters find such actions es-
pecially threatening, with good reason to fear that their rights are in 
jeopardy. Thus when populists are in power, we would expect opposi-
tion supporters to be particularly supportive of liberal-democratic insti-
tutions. 

This is different for supporters of populist parties. When populist pol-
iticians gain power, they often tell their supporters that the “old elite” of 
judges, civil servants, and media personnel are serving their own selfish 
interests rather than the “will of the people.” To the extent that populist 
supporters believe this rhetoric, they may become inclined to oppose 
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liberal-democratic institutions as unjust and corrupt. While we cannot 
test this exact mechanism, we might expect the increased politicization 
of constitutional institutions to reinforce illiberal views among populist-
party supporters.16 For opponents of the populists in office, this is par-
ticularly threatening. Hence, when populist parties challenge the institu-
tions of liberal democracy, attitudes toward these institutions are likely 
to become more aligned with party preferences. Our third hypothesis is 
that there is an interaction effect, so that incumbency matters relatively 
more for supporters of populist parties. This could even mean that when 
their favored party is out of power, populist-party voters could be as 
likely as other opposition parties’ voters to favor the civil liberties that 
liberal democracies offer.

Data and Methodology

To examine the relationship between support for liberal democracy, 
populist-party support, and incumbency, we developed a survey in-
strument within the 2019 European Election Study. This is an EU-wide 
survey of about 1,000 respondents in each EU member state except for 
Cyprus, Luxembourg, and Malta, where the sample size is 500 (total 
N = 26,548). This instrument captures support for the constitutional 
pillar of liberal democracy by using an original four-item survey that 
is designed to juxtapose the position of the executive on the one hand 
with civic liberties and the role of the institutions of liberal democracy 
on the other. 

Support for an independent judiciary is discerned by asking respon-
dents about their level of agreement or disagreement (as expressed on 
a five-point Likert scale) with the following item: “Independent judg-
es should be able to overrule the decisions of democratically elected 
government if the decisions violate the rights of individuals or groups 
in society.” Support for freedom of speech is measured with the item:  
“Governments should be allowed to prohibit a peaceful protest if many 
citizens will be offended by its slogans.” Support for media freedom is 
measured using the item: “In order to secure the independence of the 
public media, elected politicians should have no influence on the con-
tent of their broadcasting.” The belief that the executive should be lim-
ited by the rule of law is measured with the statement: “Having a strong 
leader in government is good for [name of country] even if the leader 
bends the rules to get things done.” 

For ease of interpretation, we recode all these variables into categori-
cal variables with values above the middle point indicating support for 
liberal democracy. The online Appendices D and E present the results 
of linear models, using the five-point scales as dependent variables.17 
The results are substantively the same. We also measure general support 
for democracy, using the item: “How important is it for you to live in a 
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country that is governed democratically? On this scale, where 1 means it 
is ‘not at all important’ and 10 means ‘absolutely important,’ what posi-
tion would you choose?” As in the case of liberal-democratic attitudes, 
we also recode this variable into a binary variable, with values above 5 
indicating importance of democracy.

In order to measure support for populist parties, we rely on a dummy 
variable that distinguishes those who voted for a populist party from 
those who voted for another party in the 2019 European Parliament elec-
tions (those who reported not voting are excluded from the analysis). 
The data were collected right after the European Parliament elections 
(in which voters tend to vote less strategically and more according to 
their true preferences than in national elections), so the party choice in 
those elections provides the best indicator of respondents’ current party 
preference. In order to identify populist parties, we make use of the clas-
sification provided by the expert-validated database at Popu-List.org. 
We also created a dummy variable to measure support for an incumbent 
party (meaning a party represented in the national cabinet) using the 
ParlGov.org database to determine incumbency.

We test our hypotheses by means of multiple regression analyses in 
which illiberal-democratic attitudes are the dependent variables. This 
allows us to simultaneously include the dummy for government-party 
support, the dummy for populist-party support, and their interaction. 
Yet we will not interpret the regression coefficients as indicating a uni-
directional causal effect, as the causal direction of any association is 
unclear. Since we are interested in the strength of the relationship, rather 
than in estimating causal effects, we present analyses without control 
variables. In online Appendices C through H, we provide more details 
about the method, and we show that the patterns are robust to alternative 
modeling specifications.

Measuring Support for Liberal Democracy

In our first set of analyses, we compare liberal-democratic attitudes 
among supporters of populist parties and supporters of nonpopulist par-
ties. As discussed, we have four items that measure support for liberal 
democracy, and one item that measures general support for democracy. 
Since the items do not form a uniform scale across all 28 countries (see 
Appendix B, Table B3), we analyze all items separately. The regression 
tables are presented in the online Appendix (see Table A1). The results 
are presented graphically in Figure 1 below. 

As Figure 1 shows, there is substantially less support for basic prin-
ciples of liberal democracy than suggested by earlier studies. While 
around 90 percent of all voters for populist and nonpopulist parties alike 
consider it important to live in a democracy, liberal-democratic values 
do not receive that level of support. Almost 80 percent agree that the 
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government should not interfere with the content of public television. 
Some 60 percent support the principle that independent judges should 
be allowed to overturn governing decisions supported by a majority. 
Only 50 percent of citizens think that a government should refrain from 
banning a demonstration that is peaceful but with offensive slogans. 
And less than 50 percent disagree with the statement that “it is good for 
the country to have a strong leader in power, even if the leader bends 
the rules to get things done.” The institutional checks and balances that 
are at the heart of liberal democracy are designed to avoid “strong lead-
ers bending the rules.” These results clearly show that the principles of 
liberal democracy are generally quite contested. 

Turning to our abovementioned first hypothesis, we find that those 
who vote for populist parties are significantly more likely to support the 
illiberal-democratic answers in three out of four cases. These populist-
party supporters are more inclined to say that they want strong leaders 
“even if they bend the rules to get things done.” Moreover, they are 
less likely to support an independent judiciary. In these cases, those 
populist-party supporters are approximately 10 and 5 percentage points, 
respectively, less likely to hold liberal-democratic attitudes than those 
who support nonpopulist parties. We also find support for our hypoth-
esis in the case of support for independent media, although here the 
difference between populists and nonpopulists is small, about 2 percent-
age points. When it comes to support for freedom of speech, we find no 
statistically significant difference between those who support populist 
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parties and those who do not. When it comes to support for a democratic 
system in general, although the relationship is statistically significant, 
the difference is substantially very small, with supporters of populist 
parties being approximately 2 percentage points less likely to support 
democracy. All in all, there is some support for the first hypothesis, but 
the differences between the democratic attitudes of those who support 
populist parties and the supporters of nonpopulist parties are generally 
quite small or even nonexistent.

Turning to the results presented in Figure 2, we do find consistent 
support for our second hypothesis, which predicts that supporters of 
governing parties are less likely to favor liberal democracy than are 
supporters of opposition parties. People who support the government in 
power are always less willing to constrain the executive than are those 
who support the opposition. In some cases, the differences are substan-
tial. With the exception of media independence, we observe differences 
in excess of 10 percentage points between government and opposition 
supporters in all cases.

The distinction between support for liberal democracy and general 
support for democracy is very clear in Figure 2. While incumbent-
party supporters are generally less supportive of liberal-democratic 
principles, they are somewhat more likely to find it important to live 
in a democracy. This can be explained by the “winner effect” that 
we referred to earlier: Democracy has resulted in their favored party 
coming to power, so naturally they like democracy. This suggests that 
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people are instrumental in their attitudes toward (liberal) democracy, 
or at least willing to adjust their attitudes to the actions of the party 
they support: When their party is in power, citizens are more willing 
to endow the government with power than they would be when their 
party is in opposition.

Having tested the effects of support for a populist party and support 
for governing parties, we now turn to their interaction. Does incumben-
cy status matter more to populist-party supporters? We test the interac-
tions for all five items and find that two of these, support for freedom of 
speech and support for independence of public media, are statistically 
significant. The results are presented graphically in Figure 3.

Figure 3 shows that government status versus opposition status does 
indeed matter more for populist-party supporters than it does for sup-
porters of other parties. The supporters of governing populist parties 
express the lowest support for all four aspects of liberal democracy. 
In the case of freedom of speech, supporters of populist parties in the 
opposition display the most liberal answers, while in the case of sup-
port for media freedom they are indistinguishable from supporters of 
nonpopulist parties in opposition. When in opposition, populist voters 
support the right to dissent, whereas when their party is in power they 
accept the idea of denying others that same right. 

Having said that, we should also note that there are significant differ-
ences in support for liberal democracy between voters for nonpopulist 
parties in government and nonpopulist parties in opposition. Yet these 
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differences are smaller among voters for nonpopulist parties than they 
are among voters for populist parties, and in the case of media freedom, 
the difference is not significant. 

In the analyses so far, we have not distinguished populist parties ac-
cording to their ideological leaning. In Table A3 in the online Appendix, 
we include a further distinction that separates supporters of radical-right 
populist parties, on the one hand, from supporters of other populist par-
ties and supporters of nonpopulist parties, on the other.18 These results 
suggest that the interactions between supporting a populist and a govern-
ing party are driven by supporters of populist right-wing parties. In other 
words, there is no statistically significant difference between supporters 
of radical-left populist parties and those who support nonpopulist par-
ties. Figure 4 shows the predicted probabilities for all five items across 
three groups depending on whether they support a governing party or 
an opposition party. The group that stands out comprises supporters of 
radical-right populists. Across the board, we observe only small differ-
ences between governing- and opposition-party supporters within the 
other two groups (supporters of nonpopulist parties and supporters of 
other populist parties). For supporters of radical-right populist parties, 
by contrast, incumbency status matters much more. 

Last but not least, it is also worth mentioning that the overall differ-
ences in support for liberal-democratic values between supporters of 
left and centrist populists and those who do not support populists are at 
best minimal.

In sum, our findings show that supporters of governing parties are more 
illiberal than supporters of opposition parties. There is also considerable 
evidence that populist-party supporters hold views that lean more in the 
direction of illiberal democracy. Yet this is especially true of those who 
support governing radical-right populist parties, but not of those who sup-
port other populist parties. Incumbency thus seems to matter more than 
populism when it comes to opposition to liberal-democratic norms. 

There are several examples of radical-right and radical-left populist 
parties which, after gaining control of government, have sought to un-
dermine the institutions that restrict executive power, with courts and 
the media being favorite targets. When looking away from the parties 
themselves and specifically at their supporters, however, it emerges that 
opposition to liberal democracy is particularly strong among those who 
back governing parties at the radical-right end of the spectrum. This 
indicates that the threat to liberal democracy may not come so much 
from populism per se, but mainly from the radical right if and when it 
gains power. Because of the cross-sectional design, we cannot claim 
that the relationship between illiberal-democratic attitudes and support 
for populist parties is causal in nature. Yet we see no good reasons why 
supporters of radical-right populist parties would be more instrumental 
in their approach to liberal democracy than those who support other par-
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Figure 4—Support For liberal Democracy, 
conDitioneD by party Support
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ties. Hence, the particularly strong effect of incumbency among radical-
right supporters suggests that when radical-right populist leaders obtain 
governing power, they not only undermine liberal-democratic institu-
tions, but weaken support for liberal democracy among their voters as 
well.

In our analyses, we have also included a more general item measur-
ing the importance attributed to democracy in general. Here we find 
only small differences between supporters of populist parties and other 
parties when it comes to support for democracy. When it comes to in-
cumbency status, however, the relationship is the reverse of the pattern 
for liberal democracy. While governing-party supporters are somewhat 
more supportive of democracy in general, they are less supportive of lib-
eral-democratic values than are supporters of opposition parties. When 
your party is in power, it is apparently less important to impose limits on 
executive power than when your party is in opposition. This underlines 
how important it is to distinguish between electoral and liberal democ-
racy—not just when classifying countries, but also when measuring the 
attitudes of voters. 

What are the implications of all this for liberal democracy? Our anal-
yses show that there is less support for the core principles of liberal 
democracy than has generally been assumed. In that sense, our study 
supports the more pessimistic views of the fragility of support for lib-
eral democracy among citizens.19 Declining popular support for liberal 
democracy is often linked to the rise of populist parties. We have not, 
however, found strong evidence for the idea that those who vote for 
populist parties are opposed to democracy in general, or that they op-
pose the principles of liberal democracy. When populist parties are in 
opposition, the relationship between populist-party support and illiberal 
values is weak and quite context-specific. Yet when populist parties of 
the radical right are in power, their voters are clearly more likely to 
support illiberal values. This is a cause for concern. Moreover, the dif-
ference in support for liberal-democratic norms suggested by the dif-
ference between incumbent and nonincumbent parties implies that such 
support is more malleable, and even instrumental, than is desirable to 
ensure democratic resilience.
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