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Abstract: This article seeks to assess whether populist incumbents affect their country’s perceived political
stability and business climate. Existing evidence contends that populist governments in European
democracies produce more moderate policy outcomes than their agendas would suggest. However, populist
parties are still regarded as disruptive, as they are perceived to not conforming to the politics of negotiation
and compromise that are central to liberal democracies. Therefore, their presence in government may
generate political uncertainty and negatively affect the business climate. Drawing on a sample of 26
European democracies between 1996 and 2016, we find that populist incumbency initially generates
market uncertainty, but after about two years in office, the negative effect on the business climate vanishes.

Zusammenfassung: Dieser Artikel untersucht, ob populistische Regierungsparteien die
wahrgenommene politische Stabilit€at sowie das Gesch€aftsklima ihrer L€ander beeinflussen. Bisherige
Studien weisen darauf hin, dass populistischen Regierungen in Europa moderatere politische
Ergebnisse erzielen, als es die Parteiprogramme vermuten lassen w€urden. Trotzdem werden
populistische Regierungsbeteiligungen als St€orfaktoren wahrgenommen, da sie sich nicht an die
Regeln liberaler Demokratien mit Verhandlung und Kompromiss zu halten scheinen. Ihre Pr€asenz in
der Regierung wird daher mit politischer Unsicherheit sowie mit einer negativen Auswirkung auf das
Gesch€aftsklima gleichgesetzt. Aufbauend auf einen Datensatz f€ur 26 Europ€aische L€ander zwischen
1996 und 2016 zeigt dieser Artikel, dass zu Beginn der Amtszeit populistischer Regierungsparteien
Marktunsicherheit entsteht, dieser negative Effekt aber nach zwei Jahren verschwindet.

R�esum�e: Cet article cherche �a �evaluer si les titulaires populistes influencent la perception du niveau de
stabilit�e politique et le climat des affaires de leur pays. Des recherches ant�erieures montrent que les
gouvernements populistes des d�emocraties europ�eennes produisent des r�esultats politiques plus mod�er�es
que ce que leur programme ne laisse supposer. Cependant, les partis populistes sont toujours consid�er�es
comme perturbateurs, car ils sont suppos�es de ne pas se conformer aux normes de la politique de
n�egociation et de compromis qui sont au cœur des d�emocraties lib�erales. Par cons�equent, leur pr�esence
au sein d’un gouvernement peut g�en�erer une incertitude politique et affecter n�egativement le climat des
affaires. En se basant sur un �echantillon de 26 d�emocraties europ�eennes entre 1996 et 2016, nous
constatons que l’exercice d’un gouvernement populiste g�en�ere initialement une incertitude sur le
march�e, mais qu’apr�es environ deux ans au pouvoir, l’effet n�egatif sur le climat des affaires disparâıt.
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Introduction

In recent years there has been a renewed interest in populism (Bale et al. 2011; Berezin
2013; M�eny and Surel 2000, 2002; Mudde 2000, 2007; Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013;
Panizza 2005). At the heart of this renewed interest is the increasing electoral success of
populist parties in both consolidated and recently established democracies across Europe
(Van Kessel 2015). This upsurge in populist vote allowed populist parties to get
parliamentary representation and, in some cases, to access executive power. This trend has
pushed academics not only to inquire about the conditions that lead to populism but also
to investigate their political and policy impact in European countries.

A large body of research assesses the political impact of populism as a challenge to
liberal democracy (Abts and Rummens 2007; Canovan 1999, 2004; M�eny and Surel 2000,
2002; Mudde 2004, 2007; Panizza 2005; Urbinati 1998; Weyland 2013; �Zi�zek 2006) and as
a threat to political stability in Western democracies (Fella and Ruzza 2013; Levitsky and
Loxton 2013; Pappas 2014). The constant demonization of their political adversaries (Abts
and Rummens 2007), the de-institutionalization of politics (Huber and Schimpf 2017), and
moralization of politics (Krastev 2006) mean that populists not only reject the symbolic
framework in which conventional politics are played. They also deliberately reduce the
space for negotiation and compromise. This, is turn, can complicate the formation of
coalition governments. Therefore, it can be a potential cause of political uncertainty.

Scholars focusing on the policy aspects of populism find that populist incumbents may
have an impact on the formulation of migration and integration policies (Akkerman 2012);
foreign policy (Verbeek and Zaslove 2015); and on socio-economic policies (Cavallaro
2017; R€oth et al. 2018). Nevertheless, they tend to produce more moderate policy
outcomes than their radical agendas would suggest (Akkerman 2012; Albertazzi 2008;
Luther 2011). Most populist incumbents in European democracies have been, however,
part of right-wing cabinet formations. Not only that but the economy often takes less
precedence relative to other issues, such as cultural and migration policies, law and order,
or even media freedom laws (Minkenberg 2001; Zaslove 2004). More recently, Cavallaro
(2017) has looked at the interplay between cultural/migration and economic policy
dimensions. He did not find any strong evidence suggesting that ruling coalitions including
radical right populist parties engage in opportunistic behaviours. The literature on pledge
fulfilment suggests that cabinet coalitions with populist parties tend to display lower
percentages of pledge fulfillment (Thomson et al. 2017). Hence, the issue is not about
unfulfilled electoral expectations. Instead, the issue hinges on the fears of instability that
these parties may generate in an influential segment of the society: businesspeople.

Despite these advances in the literature, there is little comparative empirical work on the
impact of populism on a country’s business reputation. Nevertheless, business elites
regularly voice their concerns about the populist challenge in the public arena. Populist
parties are often depicted as inconsistent, unprepared, unfit, and unpredictable. During the
2017 World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, the new populist surge was perceived
by both investors and market-movers as an “abyss”, a lurking threat to globalization and
the idea of free trade and open markets. The president of the European Central Bank
Mario Draghi (2011-2019) voiced a similar concern. Draghi admitted that the populist rise
potentially makes uncertainty dominant, thus threatening the European project.

The literature refers to an association between populist incumbents and their potential
impact on market stability (Doyle 2011; Kaltwasser and Taggart 2016), through single-
and multiple-case studies (see Albertazzi 2008; Betz 1994, 1998; Fella and Ruzza 2013;
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Ionescu and Gellner 1969; Jansen 2011). However, a more systematic and comparative
perspective of these effects on expectations is still lacking. This article contributes to this
body of research by exploring how populist incumbencies affect both expectations on
political stability and the country’s business climate.

Previous studies have linked political uncertainty with adverse effects on the economic
life of a given country. Political uncertainty encompasses a series of risks, some more
threatening to risk-averse investors than others. As a consequence, such investors will
adapt their capital structures according to how stable and developed the business
environment and political and legal institutions are in a given country. Busse and Hefeker
(2007: 397), for instance, show that “government stability, internal and external conflict,
corruption and ethnic tensions, law and order, democratic accountability of government,
and quality of bureaucracy” are strong determinants of foreign investment inflows.
Similarly, Jensen (2008) demonstrated that political uncertainty negatively affects the
prices paid by multinational investors for insurance against political acts harming their
business interests. The author also finds that the risk is higher where the chief executive is
less constrained by institutional checks and balances and the rule of law.

We expect that populist incumbencies, for the various reasons invoked in the literature
and discussed above, generate negative perceptions of the country’s political stability and
business climate among economic stakeholders. To test these hypotheses, we organize the
remainder of this article as follows. First, we discuss the reputational effect of populist
incumbency. We argue that governments with populist party(ies) are more likely to
generate political uncertainty and have a negative effect on the country’s business climate/
reputation. We then employ statistical analysis to test these hypotheses by using maximum
likelihood estimation and include two random effects. Our findings suggest that populist
incumbencies have no clear impact on the stability of the political system (with a few
known exceptions) and the attractiveness of the business climate, despite the discursive and
ideological dimensions.

The reputational effect of populist incumbency

There is ample literature on populism offering a variety of definitions and approaches to
the phenomenon (Gidron and Bonikowski 2013). Populism has been defined as an anti-
political chameleonic appeal (Taggart 2000); a thin-centred ideology (Mudde 2000); a
moralistic, non-programmatic political project (Krastev 2006); a bundle of unreasonable
and unpredictable pledges and payoffs (Schmitter 2007).

We understand the importance of this rich theoretical debate and how it conditions
empirical research. However, the focus of this article is not about the defining features of
populism but rather the reputational effect of populist incumbency. As such, we use the
definition adopted by Huber and Ruth (2017) and Huber and Schimpf (2017) to avoid a
lengthy discussion on the conceptual intricacies of populism (Bale et al. 2011; Berezin
2013; M�eny and Surel 2000, 2002; Mudde 2000, 2007; Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013;
Panizza 2005). Populism is here understood as a set of ideas about how democracy should
be organized and function based on four key attributes identified in the literature
(Rooduijn 2014): popular legitimation of politics (people-centrism); the perception of “the
people” as a single homogenous category, without class divisions or conflicting views/
interests; an anti-elite, pro-people political discourse; and the depiction of a (perceived)
permanent crisis. We believe two of the four definitional attributes are important to our
analysis: the anti-establishment rhetoric and the proclaimed crisis, which feeds into a
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generalized sense of political uncertainty. We have coded populist parties according to
these two recent empirical works (Huber and Ruth 2017; Huber and Schimpf 2017). We
also relied on Ivars (2017) to classify populist parties in the case of Portugal and Spain.
Hinging on these criteria, we counted 63 populist parties in 26 European countries, from
1996 onwards. All populist parties, grouped by country, are listed in Table 1.

When we look specifically at populist incumbencies, we can broadly identify two strands
in the literature. One addresses the challenges of the survival of populist incumbents. The
other focuses on the impact of populist incumbents on policy outcomes.

The first strand has evolved in two stages. Before the economic crisis, scholars treated
populist incumbencies as a spasmodic phenomenon, “flaring up briefly and dying away
almost as fast” (Canovan 2005: 89). Indeed, populist parties did manage to get
parliamentary representation and, on fewer occasions, enter cabinet formations.
Nevertheless, their presence in office has been difficult to sustain over time (Taggart 2004).
Populist parties were perceived as “neither durable nor sustainable parties of government”
(M�eny and Surel 2002: 18). The literature points towards institutional weaknesses common
to newcomer parties to explain their short-lived government experiences (Albertazzi and
McDonnell 2015: 169). These include inexperience in policymaking; lack of expertise; the
difficulty to “live up to its promises” (Canovan 1999: 12), i.e. to transform its radical
pledges into concrete policy measures; the difficulty “to handle the immanent conflict
between the redemptive and pragmatic faces of democracy” (Heged€us 2019: 408), i.e. to
reconcile their anti-elitist posture with the need to perform elite functions once in office;
and pressure to tone down their radical pledges (Heinisch 2003) as to signal to the broader
electorate and to the business community of their capacity to conduct governmental
matters (Schmitter 2007).

These structural weaknesses highlight some of the difficulties in achieving and managing
cabinet coalitions with populist parties. Not only do they need to cooperate with
mainstream parties that have been a target of their anti-elitist rhetoric. They also have
challenges in getting policy influence, as mainstream parties with more policy expertise and
a closer link to the business community seek to maximize their control over portfolio
distribution (De Lange 2012).

With the global economic and financial crisis, populism regained a new momentum, and
the presence of populist parties in parliament and government formations started to be less
of an episodic phenomenon. This prompted a series of new studies that looked not only at
the electoral success and survival of populist parties but also to the impact populist
incumbents may have on the policymaking process. Albertazzi and McDonnell (2015: 165-
166), for instance, argued that populist incumbents were here to stay, taking part in
government coalitions in several countries.

The second strand moves away from the incumbency challenge argument. Instead, it
focuses on the impact of populist incumbencies on public policies (Akkerman and De
Lange 2012; Cavallaro 2017; De Lange 2012; R€oth et al. 2018). Cavallaro (2017) tested the
effect of the policy preferences of government coalitions that include radical-right populist
parties on the economy with a dynamic panel analysis on a sample of 27 countries
between 1991 and 2014. The author did not find evidence suggesting that ruling coalitions
including radical right parties engage in opportunistic behaviours (increasing government
spending or public deficit during an electoral year to push forward their political agenda).
However, he did find some evidence that unemployment rates of foreign citizens (Western
Europe) and domestic consumption (Eastern Europe) tend to increase with populist
incumbencies. Still, he admits that further research is needed to confirm these claims
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Table 1: Populist parties

Country Party

Austria Alliance for the Future of Austria
Team Stronach

FP€O
Belgium List Dedecker - Libertarian, Direct, Democratic

New Flemish Alliance

Flemish Block
Czech Republic Public Affairs

Rally for the Republic

Action of Dissatisfied Citizens
Denmark Progress Party

Danish Peoples Party

Estonia Estonian National Independence Party
Estonian Citizens
Constitution Party - Estonian United People’s Party

Finland True Finns

France National Front
Germany The Left / PDS
Greece Popular Orthodox Rally

Panhellenic Socialist Movement
Coalition of the Radical Left
Independent Greeks

Peoples Association - Golden Dawn
Hungary Fidesz - Hungarian Civic Party

Jobbik Movement for a Better Hungary
Iceland Civic Movement - The Movement

Citizens’ Party - 1987
Ireland Sinn Fein
Italy National Alliance

Go Italy - The People of Freedom
North League
Lombard League

Five Star Movement
Latvia For Fatherland and Freedom

Unity

Lithuania Young Lithuania
Labour Party
Order and Justice - Liberal Democratic Party

Luxembourg Action Committee Pensions

Netherlands Socialist Party
Fortuyn List
Livable Netherlands

Party for Freedom
Norway Progress Party
Poland Self-Defense of the Republic Poland

Law and Justice
League of Polish Families
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(Cavallaro 2017). R€oth et al. (2018) studied the impact of populist incumbents on both
redistributive (i.e. social spending and welfare generosity) and regulative (i.e. market-
making) economic policies in Western European countries. They concluded that coalition
governments with radical right parties are more willing to accept deregulation and
privatization than welfare cutbacks.

While policy-oriented studies on populism have proliferated during the last couple of
years, there is still a large empirical gap on how they affect perceptions on political and
market stability, a research gap we seek to fill with this contribution. We are particularly
interested in the impact of populism from the angle of “reputation”, i.e. the negative
impact populist incumbency has for a country’s political and economic reputation in the
eyes of the business community. Before discussing to what extent the policy preferences of
populist parties may be translated into actual measures once elected, it is also important to
assess the reputational impact their incumbency has on a country’s perceived political
stability and business climate among businesspeople.

Through this political lens, we try to understand to what extent populist incumbencies
not only generate political uncertainty but also impact on the countries’ business climate,
i.e. on the general economic and regulatory conditions for doing business and investing.

Populism and political uncertainty

One of the claimed “vices” of populism in liberal democracies, to paraphrase Philippe
Schmitter (2007), is the political uncertainty it creates once in office. Taking stock of the
existing literature, we have identified four sources of political uncertainty generated by
populist incumbents.

First, populist parties tend to push emotional programmatic agendas that do not necessarily
consider macroeconomic conditions of their countries. For instance, snubbing external debt
commitments or opposing welfare retrenchment as part of structural adjustment effort may be

Table 1: Continued

Country Party

Portugal Democratic Renewal Party
Left Bloc

Slovakia Direction - Social Democracy

Party of Civic Understanding
Slovak National Party
Movement for a Democratic Slovakia
Association of Workers of Slovakia

Ordinary People and Independent
Slovenia Slovenian National Party
Spain We Can

Sweden New Democracy
Sweden Democrats

Switzerland National Action - Swiss Democrats

Swiss People’s Party
Ticino League
Automobile Party - Freedom Party of Switzerland

United Kingdom Sinn F�ein
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a strategy to make political gains internally. But these agendas do not follow “responsible”
principles of government (Mair 2008), thus creating reputational costs externally, usually
associated with uncertainty among creditors and investors (Gulen and Ion 2015).

Second, and following logically from the previous source, populist parties introduce
specific pledges that cannot be reasonably fulfilled. They may also pursue ill-conceived,
kneejerk and sound-bite solutions to complex problems, without taking into consideration
the financial sustainability and externalities of their decisions. Populists’ radicalism is
intended to cut through prevailing stalemates or collusive arrangements, but breeds
uncertainty about macroeconomic management and policy outcomes and potentially drives
away investors (Rodrik 1991).

Third, populist incumbents often pledge to introduce procedural changes affecting
policymaking. This includes, for instance, increasing decision-making capacity of executives
vis-�a-vis other elected offices. Admittedly, the extent to which populist parties can actually
make these changes once in office depends largely on their leverage within the executive (De
Lange 2012) and existing institutional checks (such as bylaws and constitutional provisions).

Lastly, populist incumbents may, in extreme cases (such as in the cases of Poland and
Hungary, see J.-W. M€uller 2016), alter the rules of the game altogether, with intent to
weaken checks-and-balances and to remain in power. This can be attained through
constitutional review (for instance, by eliminating term limits), by introducing changes to
the electoral laws, changing the composition of judicial and constitutional review bodies,
and limiting freedoms. These structural changes are likely to generate long-term political
risks and uncertainty and will probably account for much of the variation observed across
democracies with different levels of consolidation.

To be fair, many of these concerns are not specific to populist incumbency alone.
Nevertheless, there is a general fear among conventional political and business elites that
when populist parties get elected, political uncertainty or political risk, as it is often termed
in economics, is likely to grow and the business climate is likely to deteriorate. Furthermore,
political uncertainty is vital to investors, who ultimately use soft and hard data indicators to
determine risk ratings and “ultimately use them in evaluating whether or not to gamble
investment in these countries” (Becerra-Fernandez et al. 2002: 788). Political uncertainty
here stands for a series of institutional and macroeconomic conditions that negatively affect
“the profitability of an investment in a [. . .] country and that would not be present if the
country had a more stable and developed business environment and legal institutions”
(Kesternich and Schnitzer 2010: 208, see also Hill, 1997). It ranges from the inadequate
protection of property rights to outright expropriation; from unpredictable fiscal policies to
clientelism and corruption; from protectionist practices to non-visible barriers to investment.
The theoretical arguments presented so far lead us to present the following two hypotheses:

H1: Governments with populist party(ies) are more likely to generate perceptions of political

uncertainty.

H2: Governments with populist party(ies) are more likely to negatively affect the country’s

business climate.

Case selection, Data and Methods

To test our hypotheses, we created a dataset that comprises information on 26 European
countries from 1996 to 2016. This case selection is instrumental in testing our hypotheses,
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as these countries face a series of supranational constraints resulting from EU membership
that impact the margin of manoeuvre of populist incumbents to shape policy and policy
processes at their free will.1

Since our dependent variables are collected on an annual basis, we structured the
dataset using a year-country panel. Below, we present the data of our dependent,
independent, and control variables and the methods used for the statistical tests. A list of
all variables used in the analysis, and the summary statistics, can be found in Table 1
below.

As dependent variables, we need measures that capture political and market uncertainty.
Political uncertainty can be measured by using risk data on political, financial and
macroeconomic trends worldwide. We rely on the Worldwide Governance Indicators
(WGI) to this purpose (Kaufmann et al. 2011). The WGI have six main indicators (voice
and accountability, political stability and absence of violence, government effectiveness,
regulatory quality, rule of law, and control of corruption), each of them captures a specific
form of political risk. Thus, when the WGI are used as dependent variables, we measure
how political uncertainty itself is affected when populist parties come into office. All six
indicators were aggregated, giving equal weight to each indicator. The individual
indicators are standardized, i.e. they have a mean of zero and a standard deviation of 1.
Thus, the more favourable the values are, the better a country performs on a single issue.
In our dataset (which only includes EU member states), the worst value was recorded for
Greece in 2016 (1.02) while Finland had the highest value in 2003 (11.82).

We capture market uncertainty using the business confidence index (BCI) provided by
the OECD (2018). The BCI based on enterprises’ assessment of production, orders and
stocks, as well as its current position and expectations for the immediate future. Opinions
compared to a “normal” state are collected, and the difference between positive and
negative answers provides a qualitative index on economic conditions. Values around 100
mean that not much is expected to change. Higher values provide a positive outlook on
the economy. Lower values correspond to a negative feeling about the future of the
economy. The highest value in the dataset was registered for Estonia in 2006 (105.9), with
the lowest value recorded for Latvia in 2009 (92.1).

The WGI is often criticized for being a biased perception-based index reflecting the
views of “elite” businesspeople, mostly foreign investors, large domestic firms and rating
experts (Arndt and Oman 2010; Kurtz and Schrank 2007). The WGI authors (Kaufmann
et al. 2007) dismiss this claim on three grounds. First, in addition to business surveys, the
WGI also includes data from cross-country public surveys and data sources produced by
government, multilateral and non-governmental organizations as well as commercial rating
agencies. Second, data from business surveys used includes both the views of national and
foreign firms. Third, it is not clear-cut that the preferences of businesspeople regarding
good governance differ considerably from those of households. However, the WGI are
composite perception-based indicators which “offer a quantitative estimate of the quality
of a country’s governance” (Oman and Arndt 2010: 7) and thus make it easy to compare

1 This case selection, and the supranational constraints the countries in our dataset face, also means that our

models represent a least-likely scenario for the presented theory and hypotheses. If the hypotheses are supported

using this case selection, expanding it to a wider set of cases outside the EU, with countries not as strongly

constrained as the EU member states, should only further strengthen the results. It is also important here to point

out that, due to this case selection, we have an almost exclusive set of right-wing populist parties in government.

We can therefore not differentiate between political uncertainty evoked by right-wing populist parties vs others.
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scores across countries and over time. The underlining fundamentals of “good
governance” are implicitly determined by the aggregation of those subjective perceptions
for each country in a given year. On the one hand, these indicators are adequate to assess
the reputational effect of populist incumbents, as they capture changes in governance
expectations. On the other hand, they are clearly different from most quality of democracy
measures, which focus on changes in the fundamentals of political systems themselves.

The BCI is about business expectations tout court. It expresses the degree of optimism
that firms and managers have on the prospects of economic conditions in a given country or
conjuncture. Businesspeople make decisions based on their perceptions of risk and
uncertainty, hence the importance of governments in setting and communicating appropriate
expectations and making credible policy commitments. Misaligned expectations generate
uncertainty which may eventually lead to suspend or even cancel investment decisions.

Our main independent variable captures the number of parliamentary seats of populist
parties in government weighted by the number of seats of all governing parties. For instance,
if a populist party holds five seats, and governing partners 15 seats, then the independent
variable takes a value of 0.25. This measure allows us to capture potential differences in the
relative influence of populist parties in governments as they often join governmental
coalitions with non-populist parties. To construct this variable, we first compiled a list of
populist parties hinging on the definition laid out in the first section. Then, we gathered all
the electoral data from Parlgov resources (D€oring and Manow 2016). We matched our list
with Parlgov’s standard party IDs. Since election terms are rarely in line with year changes,
we had to make coding choices: the observation values correspond to the executive seat-share
of populist parties of the electoral term that last the longest within a given year.2

According to the current body of literature (Bjørklund and Andersen 2002; W. C.
M€uller 2002), electorally successful populist parties are likely to push forward their pledges
shortly after taking office during the coalition-bargaining process (De Lange 2012). Policy-
oriented coalition formation theories tend to underline that minor coalition partners seek
to push forward their most preferred policies during government formation and cabinet
portfolio allocation negotiations. This is very important since portfolio allocation is a
mechanism through which prospective government coalitions make credible ministerial
commitments that inform the expectations of voters and economic agents of future policy
intentions (Laver and Shepsle 1990). However, policy radicalism is likely to be tamed or
fade away as they stay longer in power (De Lange 2012) and conventional policy
negotiation practices with coalition partners, bureaucrats and policy networks settle back
in. In other words, there is reason to believe that the longer populist parties remain in
office, the more likely they are to moderate their political views and behavior. Several
mechanisms may contribute to this, such as experience in coalition bargaining of
conventional politics or in dealing with the technical complexity of issues and policy
processes. The paradox is that these are the very same policy features that nurture
populism in advanced democracies (Papadopoulos 2002: 53).

Since we are trying to capture the negative effect of populist incumbencies on political
uncertainty, we need to account for this potentially moderating effect of the time in office.
In order to capture this potentially moderating effect, we coded a variable that captures,
for each period of populist incumbency, how long the government lasted. If the incumbent

2 As an alternative operationalization, and as a robustness check, we include a simply dummy variable capturing

whether in a given year a populist party was in power. When using this alternative measure, the results – reported

in Appendix Table A1 – are very stable when compared to the results discussed below (see Table 3).
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party is re-elected, our variable will continue the count even after the election. We have
one government with populists in office in our dataset, which lasted ten years, three lasted
seven years (or longer). Overall, there are 18 periods with populist incumbency lasting at
least one year in our data. This variable interacts with the “share of the executive”
variable in order to capture the overall effect. To this purpose, we include the interaction
term between populist parties and time in office in the statistical model. Note that we are
not interested in capturing the effect of the length of the time in office itself, but only in
how (or whether) it moderates the main effect of populists in office. Therefore, we do not
include the main effect of the time in office in the model.3

Finally, a brief discussion of the control variables is in order. We added a battery of
other variables which are commonly regarded as instrumental in explaining political and
economic stability. These include GDP growth, GDP per capita, trade as a percentage of
GDP, and annual inflation rate. All measurements used as control variables are taken
from the World Development Indicators (World Bank 2018).

We also control for whether the effect of populist in office only occurs the first time
they hold office, or whether this effect happens again if they re-join government at a later
point in time. Finally, we also include a dummy indicating whether the government in
question is a minority government or is backed by a majority in parliament.4 Table 2
presents summary statistics for the variables used in the statistical analysis.

Table 2: Summary statistics

Mean Median SD Min Max N

Executive share 0.09 0 0.25 0 1 546

Time in office 0.44 0 1.35 0 10 546
GDP growth 2.55 2.6 3.47 -14.81 25.56 546
Business Climate Index 100.04 100.18 1.62 89.5 105.9 474

GDP growth (log) 10.08 10.2 0.78 7.75 11.69 546
Trade (% of GDP) 104.93 89.7 55.62 37.5 410.17 546
Inflation rate 2.81 2.17 3.17 -4.48 24.62 546

WGI 7.32 7.3 2.63 1.02 11.82 546
Gov. Effectiveness 1.32 1.42 0.55 0.14 2.35 546
Regulatory Quality 1.29 1.25 0.38 0.15 2.1 546

Control of Corruption 1.27 1.33 0.75 -0.2 2.47 546
Rule of Law 1.29 1.33 0.53 0.13 2.1 546
Political Stability 0.91 0.94 0.42 -0.47 1.76 546
Voice and

Accountability

1.23 1.27 0.26 0.37 1.8 546

3 The reason for not including the main effect of time has to do with the nature of this variable, which captures

the incumbency of populist parties only, and takes on the value of zero when populists are not in power. For a

detailed explanation please refer to the appendix.
4 For the last two variables, first-time in power and minority government, we again needed to make a decision

regarding coding rules in years when governments changes (since we conduct our analysis annually). As in the

case of the executive seat-share variable, we used the government that lasted the longest within a given year to

make our coding decision. However, we also used a second coding rule to construct the two variables as the share

of a given year in which there was a minority government or a populist party in power for the first time. When

using these alternative measures, we obtain very similar results as the ones reported in this article in Table 3. The

results with the alternative measures are included in Appendix Table A2.
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Results

Table 3 presents the findings of the statistical analysis. Both models use maximum
likelihood estimation and include random effects. The first random intercept is placed on
countries, as repeated observations for the same country cannot be considered to be
independent of each other. The second random effect is used for years to ensure that
global (or European) economic trends (which affect all countries in the dataset) are also
accounted for. The maximum number of observations of these multilevel models is then
546 (26 countries and 21 years), but this value is only reached for the WGIs since there
are missing values on our BCI variables.

Note that in both models the effect of populist executive share is negative, while the
interaction term with time in office is positive. This means that, while populists taking
office has – according to our models – a negative effect on our dependent variables in the
short run, in the medium to long-term this negative effect is balanced out. This claim is
supported in Model 1 of Table 3, i.e. for our hypothesis on political uncertainty, and in
Model 2 capturing populists’ effect on the business climate. We will now discuss these
effects, and their implications, in some more detail.

First, focusing on the first Model of Table 3, we see that the model predicts the combined
WGI index to drop by a maximum of -0.48 points when populist parties take power. This
result is significant, but as the tenure of these parties goes on, the effect is moderated by the
positive interaction term with a magnitude of 0.16. In other words, after one year in office, the
model predicts the maximum negative effect of populist parties in office on the combinedWGI
score to be down to about -0.32 points. This effect is still significant at the 95 per cent
confidence level, but as the length of holding office increases, the significance vanishes.

The left-hand panel of Figure 1 depicts the marginal effect of our populists in office
measure, for a one-point increase in the percentage of seats held by populist parties in
government, and how this effect changes as the length of the tenure increases. This effect
is, of course, very small for such incremental increases of the seat-share of government
parties held by populist. Specifically, the figure shows that when the seat-share of populists
increases by one percent, then the predicted drop in the WGI score is -0.005. As this share
of seats held by populists increases, the effect grows in magnitude as well, up to the -0.48
points shown in the model when only populist parties make up the government. This
maximum value of -0.48 represents about a 5% shift towards the lower end of the
observed variation of the WGI variable, a quite significant shift for the highly democratic
countries in our sample. It can also be seen in the figure that the predicted negative effect
on WGI turns insignificant not too long after populists take office.

When populists stay in office for more than five years, the model even predicts populist
parties holding office to have a positive effect on the combined WGI score. However, since
there are only a few observations in the tail end of the “years in office” distribution, this
finding is likely an artefact of the slope being driven by the (much more densely
populated) lower end of the distribution.

Taking a more in-depth look into what drives these findings, we applied the same
models to all individual WGIs. Table 4 shows these results. We found an expectable
negative effect of the populist executive share on the dimensions of rule of law, voice
and accountability and political instability. Indeed, it seems that populist incumbents are
associated with a (short-term) reputational damage to the quality of governance. Although we
did not find a significant effect of populist incumbency on the WGI corruption control
dimension – which actually gauges perceptions of the extension of corruption and state
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capture in the country, measured in a reverse manner, i.e. lower levels of perceived corruption
are interpreted as higher corruption control –, the coefficients points into the expected
direction and is close to conventional significance levels. In addition, the interaction effect is
significant. This means that the populist anticorruption demagoguery may pay-off electorally
but is likely to impact negatively on the overall quality of governance since sociotropic
perceptions of corruption are likely to increase.

When it comes to the sensitive levers of macroeconomic management, we found no
effect of the populist executive share on quality of regulation and government
effectiveness, In these two dimensions, the EU integration, both in legal and economic
terms, is likely to contribute to the resilience of democratic institutions.

Table 3: Results of the statistical analysis (random effects)

Dependent variable

WGI BCI

Executive share -0.481*** -0.744**
(0.177) (0.320)

Executive share * time in office 0.156*** 0.183**
(0.041) (0.072)

GDP growth 0.031*** 0.382***
(0.010) (0.020)

GDP per capita (log) 2.688*** 0.449***
(0.141) (0.173)

Trade (% of GDP) -0.0004 -0.006***
(0.002) (0.001)

Inflation rate 0.058*** 0.001

(0.010) (0.020)
Minority government (dummy) 0.043 -0.091

(0.067) (0.120)

First time in government
(dummy)

0.097 -0.351

(0.115) (0.217)
WGI -0.081*

(0.043)
Intercept -19.998*** 95.818***

(1.460) (1.554)

AIC 1084.953 1381.526
BIC 1136.585 1435.622
Log Likelihood -530.477 -677.763

N 546 474
N groups: country 26 23
N groups: years 21 21

Variance: country 2.081 0.094
Variance: years 1.09 0.23
Variance: residual 0.253 0.828

Random intercept models using countries and years as random effects, standard errors in
parentheses
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1
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We see a similar situation in the second model, capturing the effect of populist parties in
office on the business climate index. At first, directly after taking office, the model predicts
the BCI to drop by about -0.75 points, again a statistically significant decrease. In this
model, however, it takes longer for the moderating effect of time in office to set in and to
moderate the negative impact populists have on the business climate. After approximately
2.5 years, the model predicts the effect to become insignificant. It remains so even if
populists stay in office for a substantial amount of time. How this marginal effect of
populist parties in office on the business climate impact changes – again for a one-point
increase in the percentage of seats held by populist parties in government – is depicted in
the right-hand panel of Figure 1. Both H1 and H2 find some support in the statistical
models, but only for the beginning of the tenure of populist parties.

Discussion

The findings in the previous section provide some evidence that when populists enter
cabinet formations, they appear to generate political uncertainty and negatively affect the
business climate in their countries – but only in the (very) short term. The question is, why
this might be the case. One possible explanation could be that being in government is a
“path to moderation and respectability” (Heinisch 2003: 120) for populist parties. More
generally, various scholars argue that populist cannot maintain their party identity when
the strain of participation in a coalition government hits (M�eny and Surel 2002; Taggart
2004). They also maintain that their government participation comes at the cost of losing
their radicalism and purity (Minkenberg 2001; van Spanje and van der Brug 2007).

If this is the case, it could be argued that the checks and balances of democratic
institutions work. Populist parties are not easily able to translate their radical programs
into policy and need to moderate their language and their policy preferences to be, at
least, moderately successful in coalition governments. Ruth-Lovell et al. (2019) argue the
opposite. The authors say that “on average, populist governments tend to erode the level
of the electoral, liberal and deliberative model of democracy” (Ruth-Lovell et al. 2019: 24).
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Figure 1: Marginal effect of populist incumbency over time (including 95% confidence intervals)
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Furthermore, they contend there are no gains to account for concerning egalitarian or
participatory aspects of democracy, which populist parties often claim to promote.

Another possible explanation is that mainstream parties find it easier to cooperate with
populist parties in the economic rather than the cultural or migration policy dimensions.
This is particularly the case for centre-right coalitions with radical right parties. Their
political agendas seem to find common ground on deregulation and the privatization of
state-owned companies (R€oth et al. 2018: 346). In fact, for most populist formations, the
economic program in their manifestos is secondary to ideological stances on migration and
cultural issues (Mudde 2007). This means that they may be more approachable on the
former than the latter policy dimension. Rovny (2013) provides substantial evidence that

Table 4: Results of the statistical analysis (random effects)

Dependent variable

Gov

effect.

Regul.

Qual.

Contr.

Cor. Rule law

Polit.

Stabil.

Voice /

Account

Executive share 0.004 -0.06 -0.088* -0.089** -0.160*** -0.097***
(0.051) (0.046) (0.050) (0.038) (0.062) (0.029)

Executive share * time in
office

0.008 0.016 0.043*** 0.022** 0.045*** 0.025***

(0.012) (0.011) (0.012) (0.009) (0.014) (0.007)
GDP growth 0.003 0.011*** 0.002 -0.0007 0.016*** 0.002

(0.003) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002)

GDP per capita (log) 0.585*** 0.322*** 0.432*** 0.568*** 0.387*** 0.184***
(0.038) (0.031) (0.040) (0.030) (0.045) (0.020)

Trade (% of GDP) -0.001 -0.001 0.0003 -0.0002 0.001 -0.0004

(0.0004) (0.0004) (0.0004) (0.0003) (0.001) (0.001)
Inflation rate 0.006** 0.009*** 0.013*** 0.016*** 0.002 0.008***

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002)

Minority government
(dummy)

-0.043** 0.022 0.011 0.026* 0.009 0.015

(0.019) (0.017) (0.019) (0.014) (0.023) (0.011)
First time in government

(dummy)

0.001 0.025 0.033 0.012 0.021 0.002

(0.033) (0.030) (0.033) (0.025) (0.040) (0.019)
Intercept -4.536*** -1.963*** -3.176*** -4.468*** -3.102*** -0.630***

(0.387) (0.315) (0.413) (0.303) (0.455) (0.206)
AIC -282.785 -417.131 -272.976 -579.072 -85.024 -907.322
BIC -231.154 -365.499 -221.344 -527.441 -33.393 -855.691

Log Likelihood 153.393 220.565 148.488 301.536 54.512 465.661
N 546 546 546 546 546 546
N groups: country 26 26 26 26 26 26

N groups: years 21 21 21 21 21 21
Variance: country 0.079 0.067 0.286 0.073 0.095 0.025
Variance: years 0.055 0.007 0.034 0.029 0.058 0.005
Variance: residual 0.021 0.017 0.02 0.012 0.031 0.007

Random intercept models using countries and years as random effects, standard errors in
parentheses

*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1

14 Sousa et al.

© 2020 The Authors. Swiss Political Science Review

published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Swiss Political Science Association

Swiss Political Science Review (2021)



radical right parties do not compete with other political parties on the economic
dimension and adopt a more chameleonic posture.

They do blur and blend economic with identity issues. However, once they are in office
they want to stay in office and they (1) become more institutionalized, and (2)
acknowledge that radical institutional reforms with an economic impact (e.g. reducing the
role of independent regulators) are too costly to achieve. Thus, they are more likely to
impact in collective psychological terms (e.g. shocking businesspeople) than shifting the
pieces of the puzzle or changing the rules of the game to their favour. In short, liberal-
constitutional democracies and economies are more resilient to changes caused by populist
parties than one might be led to believe.

There is also the issue of institutional constraints resulting from EU membership.
European democracies operate in a multi-level governance structure characterised by the
interdependence and “continuous negotiation among governments at several territorial
tiers-supranational, national, regional and local” (Hooghe and Marks 2001: 234). This has
two implications for business perceptions on the negative impact populist incumbencies
upon political and market stability.

The EU is founded on the shared values of democracy, the rule of law and respect for
fundamental rights (Article 2, TEU). Member States may see some of their membership
rights suspended (including voting rights in the Council) if there is “a clear risk of a
serious breach by a Member State of the values referred to in Article 2” (Article 7, TEU).
Nonetheless, the sanctions require a high decision-making threshold in the Council and (in
some cases) in the European Parliament, and therefore, rely heavily on Member States’
willingness to take action. In a context where populist and Eurosceptic parties have
increased their vote share in the European Parliament elections, these disciplinary
mechanisms become harder to trigger. Two main reasons underlie this problem. First,
these parties have strengthened their bargaining power within the EU legislative process.
Second, their chances to influence the designation of a commissioner uncommitted with
democracy, the rule of law and the European project, both at the Council level and
subsequently during the parliamentary committee evaluation, have increased considerably.

That said, the EU has taken the unprecedented step of triggering the punishment clause
against Poland to stop a law that limited the independence of judges. More recently, the
European Parliament voted a resolution (12 September 2018) on a proposal calling EU
member states to determine, under Article 7, whether Hungary is at risk of breaching the
EU´s founding values. The business community acknowledges this institutional
moderation. Thus, the initial fear of the negative effect of upcoming populist incumbencies
on political uncertainty is flattened, and the business climate returns to normal within a
few years.

However, history also tells us that large investors, national or foreign, do not necessarily
act as a bulwark of democratic values. Therefore, an alternative explanation is that
businesspeople adjust their portfolio of investments according to differentiated risks. There
is a certain level of political and market uncertainty they are prepared to tolerate and
accommodate in the way they structure their investment preferences. Dealing with populist
incumbents is not necessarily less appealing and rewarding for firms’ interests than
influencing conventional parties in government. A good deal of the literature in political
science underlines the collaborative relationship between authoritarian governments and
foreign companies, even if this relationship is not straightforward. Further research is
needed on the responses of national and international stakeholders to the coming into
power of populist forces (Kaltwasser and Taggart 2016: 205).
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Conclusion

Based on the results and the considerations of our findings in the last few paragraphs, we
conclude by saying that populist incumbencies have a short-term reputational effect on a
country’s perceived political stability and business climate that flattens over time.

So far, European democracies have shown to be sufficiently strong to constrain populist
incumbencies in their intents to adopt policies that make the political system unstable
(with a few known exceptions) and that may threaten the business climate. But they have
not achieved this on their own. The fact that they are embedded in the broader EU
governance structure strengthens their institutional resilience and mitigates the possibility
of populist incumbents implementing their radical agendas. This offers a plausible
explanation of why European economies are not as badly (or at all) hit by populist
incumbencies as feared during the run-up for office. Expert opinion indicators on political
uncertainty and business climate are initially negatively affected, but they return to normal
when experts realize that their initial suspicions were not met.

That said, when populist actors have the necessary conditions to implement their
pledges and payoffs, no matter how unreasonable and unpredictable they may be, they are
more likely to start introducing changes to the system of checks and balances and to
subvert the separation of powers that they consider to be dysfunctional and a threat. Such
changes are expected to meet with some resistance within the EU, but this will always
come down to the general democratic mood of its member states. In the current situation
of rampant populism in Europe paved by the impact of the economic and financial crisis,
the refugee crisis of 2015 and the new COVID-19 pandemic crisis, remains to be seen if
this moderating effect of the institutions and procedures of liberal democracy will still be
successful in taming populist incumbents, an imperative research agenda for the future (see
Kriesi and Pappas 2015).

The present study has, of course, its limitations. By focusing on 26 European countries
all part of the EU or very closely linked to the EU, our analysis operates within the strong
constrains of EU membership. They limit the powers of governments, which reduces the
power of populists in office. This should calm investors, keep confidence high and
uncertainty low.

That we find evidence supporting our hypotheses in this sample should heighten our
confidence that we can generalise our findings to other countries and continents where the
constraints of the EU do not apply. Indeed, we would expect the reputational effect in
such settings to be even stronger, and we strongly encourage future research into this
direction. Notwithstanding, our case selection also limits our ability to check how different
variants of populism influence political uncertainty and the business climate. A case could
be made that left-wing and right-wing populist parties in power are perceived differently
by businesspeople. Thus, it might have different effects on the dependent variables
investigated in this study.

We are unable to explore the role of ideology in this study since we are constrained by
our case selection of (almost entirely) right-wing parties in power. Still, recent studies seem
to indicate that the classic economic left-right cleavage is less relevant than the cultural
clash between populism and cosmopolitan liberalism (Norris and Inglehart 2016). Another
recent diachronic and cross-country study by Cavallaro (2017), using manifesto analysis to
obtain a taxonomy of RRPs’ economic programmes, shows that these parties do not share
a common view on mainstream economic topics, despite some convergence. A conclusion
that seems consistent with Mudde (2007), who argues that economic issues are not at the
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heart of their ideology and hence are less prominent in their manifestos. That said,
expanding the sample could allow us to capture populists’ reputational effects in a more
nuanced and detailed manner.

Finally, we limit the scope of our study to the reputational effect populist parties have
in general. Yet another way investors and businesspeople might differentiate when
populists take office is by looking at the ministries they actually occupy. It might be very
different, from a business point of view, whether populist parties obtain the ministry of the
interior and ministry of economic affairs, or “only” the social agendas and education.
More research in this direction is needed.

Data Availability Statement

The data that support the findings of this study are openly available in the Harvard
Dataverse at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/GKELDY.
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