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Are Latin American populists more likely to introduce direct
democracy?
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ABSTRACT
This article investigates the relationship between populism in
power and the expansion of mechanisms of direct democracy
(MDDs) in Latin America. We hypothesise that the introduction of
new or additional MDDs is more likely under populist than non-
populist presidents due to core populist ideas. We then add a
conditional explanation to this ideational argument grounded in
a strategic calculus and hypothesise that the expansion of MDDs
is even more likely if the political context in which populist
presidents are embedded provides strategic incentives to
promote MDDs. We test these hypotheses by means of logistic
and Poisson regression analyses using a newly compiled data set
covering information on the introduction and reform of MDDs in
18 Latin American countries from 1980 to 2018. Our results
indicate that expansion of MDDs is, indeed, more likely promoted
by populist presidents and that this association is conditioned by
the degree of presidential approval.
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The consequences of populism have been on the public and academic agenda for quite
some time now, especially due to the rise of populist forces to power in both new and
established democracies across the globe. One of the unresolved and most debated
questions surrounding the topic is the potential impact populism may have on modern
representative democracy. Several theoretical arguments have been made about the
ambiguous relationship between populism and democracy (see Canovan, 1999; Mudde
& Kaltwasser, 2012). On the one hand, populism seems to have a fierce relationship with
institutions of liberal democracy, like checks and balances or press freedom (e.g. Kenny,
2020). On the other hand, researchers ascribe populism the potential to strengthen
political participation due to its inclination towards vertical mechanisms of democratic
accountability, like direct democratic institutions or elections (e.g. Mény & Surel, 2002).

While empirical research provides considerable insights into the impact of populism on
the liberal model of democracy (e.g. Huber & Schimpf, 2016; Juon & Bochsler, 2020),
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empirical research on the effect of populism on democratic participation is scarce (e.g.
Gherghina & Pilet, 2021; Ruth-Lovell & Grahn, 2023). Most research on Latin America
has focused on a few highly visible populist governments (e.g. Hugo Chávez in Venezuela)
or on local-level participatory institutional change (e.g. participatory budgeting, citizen
assemblies, communal councils) (see Balderacchi, 2017; Rhodes-Purdy, 2015). Research
on Western Europe, in contrast, mainly focusses on the use of already existing direct
democratic instruments through populist elites (e.g. Gherghina & Silagadze, 2020) or
the (attitudinal) support of populist citizens for direct democratic processes (e.g. Jacobs
et al., 2018; Mohrenberg et al., 2021).

To the best of our knowledge, the relationship between populism and the legal intro-
duction of mechanisms of direct democracy has not been systematically analysed in a
large-N cross-national research design. The lack of empirical research on the conse-
quences of populism for direct democratic institutional change is surprising, especially
in the Latin American context, where democratic institutions are weaker and institutional
change processes more frequent than in Europe (see Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2012; Negretto,
2013). Moreover, in such contexts, populist forces often come to power with an insti-
tutional change agenda, directed against traditional institutions of modern representative
democracy (e.g. Levitsky & Loxton, 2013; Ruth, 2018).

Hence, the Latin American region offers us a set of crucial-most likely cases to address
this research lacunae (Levy, 2008). The aim of this article, therefore, is to investigate the
partial effect of populism on the expansion of legal provisions of mechanisms of direct
democracy (hereafter: MDDs) in Latin America since the beginning of the Third Wave
of democratisation. We focus on MDDs on the national level since they figure prominent
among the variety of instruments of direct citizen participation.

To do so, we test several arguments as to why the introduction of MDDs should be more
likely under populist rule. Our first line of reasoning traces back to a core set of populist ideas
and how they shape the incentives of political actors to increase legal opportunities for citi-
zens to influence democratic decisions directly (Hawkins & Kaltwasser, 2018). However,
once introduced these mechanisms are difficult to control and may be used by opposition
actors to bring about decisions that go against the preferences of the government. Thus,
our second line of reasoning is based on a strategic calculus, arguing that political actors
are more likely to introduce MDDs if they anticipate that these institutions change the
power balance in their system to their advantage. More specifically, we expect populist
actors to be more inclined to introduce new MDDs if they command high levels of
popular support (Corrales, 2016; Weyland, 2001). We, first, collected original data that
covers the historical trajectory of constitutional and legal provisions of MDDs in 18 Latin
American democracies from 1980 to 2018. We then test our theoretical arguments by
means of logistic and Poisson regression analyses. Our results particularly support the (con-
ditional) strategic calculus hypothesis. While populist presidents are, on average, more likely
to introduce (more) MDDs in their respective countries than their non-populist counter-
parts, this association is moderated by the level of presidential approval they command.

Direct democratic institutional change: populism, power, and the people

Mechanisms of direct democracy (MDDs) are defined as a set of procedures allowing citi-
zens to influence political decisions directly through a vote beyond regular elections of
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representatives (see Altman, 2010). Theoretically, these mechanisms offer ways to institutio-
nalise democratic ideas, like popular sovereignty and self-government, and they are often
associated (or even equated) with a participative model of democracy (Held, 2006). Modern
democracies are, however, first and foremost representative democracies, nevertheless,
MDDs have often been identified as a potential solution to remedy some of the pitfalls
of democratic representation (Altman, 2010). However, the relationship between direct
and representative democracy may also be conflictive, depending on the type of MDDs
that are added to the mix of democratic institutionalisations (Welp, 2022).

Hence, designing and changing institutions of direct democracy within the context of
representative democracies is a delicate task and usually involves several political actors
(Negretto, 2013; Scarrow, 2001). Mechanisms of direct democracy touch upon the power
balance between political actors, and therefore, entail high stakes (Hug & Tsebelis, 2002).
For example, a referendum in the hands of the executive can erode the power of the leg-
islature (e.g. Durán-Martínez, 2012); while mandatory referendums or citizen initiatives
can be activated beyond the control of governments and may even be directed
against the policies a government pursues (e.g. Leemann & Wasserfallen, 2016). Thus, it
can be expected that the introduction of MDDs will most likely be resisted by some pol-
itical actors. We argue here that governments play a crucial role in these processes. This is
especially the case in Latin American presidential systems, where the presidency is the
most important prize to win, and usually, presidents are veto players in institutional
change processes (Corrales, 2016; Negretto, 2013). Therefore, to analyse the institutional
consequences of populism, we focus on populism in power as opposed to populists
seeking power (De La Torre, 2010). But why should populist presidents strengthen citi-
zens’ direct political participation? In the following section, we elaborate on why the intro-
duction of MDDs should be more likely under populist than under non-populist rule.

To theorise the relationship between populism and direct democracy, we use a minim-
alist ideational conceptualisation that defines populism as ‘a moral discourse that not only
exalts popular sovereignty, but understand the political field as a cosmic struggle
between ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’’ (Hawkins & Kaltwasser, 2018, p. 3). Conceptually,
the ideational definition of populism is based on three core ideas that form the necessary
defining characteristic of populism: people-centrism, anti-elitism, and an antagonistic
relationship between the ‘virtuous people’ and the ‘corrupt elite’ (e.g. Hawkins, 2009;
Mudde, 2004; Rooduijn, 2013).

This definition of populism lends itself well to compare populism across time and space
as well as to compare historical cases with contemporary populism (Hawkins, 2009;
Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2018). Most importantly, the ideational foundation allows
us to theorise about the link between populism and different democratic ideas, like
accountability, popular sovereignty, self-government, or majoritarianism (see Ruth-
Lovell & Grahn, 2023).

The inclination of populism towards direct democratic procedures can be linked back
to the ideational core inherent to the concept itself. More specifically, at its core, populism
is about ‘the ‘who’ of politics’ (Stanley, 2008, p. 102) and due to its people-centrist and anti-
elitist inclination, populist ideas gravitate towards certain democratic institutionalisations.
For example, since ‘the corrupt elite’ plays a central role in the system of horizontal checks
and balances, populists often advocate against these core liberal democratic institutions,
which is why they are perceived as a threat to liberal democracy in particular (e.g. Juon &
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Bochsler, 2020; Kenny, 2020; Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2012). More importantly, due to ‘the
good people’s’ central role in mechanisms of direct democracy populists across many
different contexts have been strong advocators of these institutions in their political dis-
course (e.g. Hawkins, 2009; Mohrenberg et al., 2021). Taken together populism has an
ideational inclination towards a radical democratic model based on a plebiscitarian
style of participation that runs counter to liberal democratic institutions (Caramani, 2017).

Furthermore, MDDs do not just resonate well with the idea of popular sovereignty, a
key component of people-centrism, but also with the implicit majoritarianism evoked to
identify ‘the will of the people’ (see Stanley, 2008). As such, MDDs reverberate with the
binary, decisive logic of direct democratic decision-making as well as the simplicity of a
majority vote (usually based on yes/no questions) (Ruth-Lovell & Grahn, 2023, p. 682).
Hence, the format of decision-making by means of MDDs also falls in line with the antag-
onistic worldview of populists, ‘the us versus them’.

Consequently, based on these core principles of their discourse populist presidents
have a substantive-ideational interest to introduce and expand MDDs. This leads us to
our first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Populist presidents are more likely to introduce or expand MDDs, due to their
ideational appeal.

However, irrespective of their populist ideas, political actors may want to introduce
MDDs based on strategic grounds as well. For instance, presidents will only be capable
of both effectively use these instruments and engage in institutional change if they antici-
pate to have the public on their side (Corrales, 2016; Negretto, 2013). Although MDDs are
a means to bring the voice of the people into public policy-making, in essence, elites have
plenty of leverage to strategically use these instruments, once they are institutionalised
(e.g. Morel & Quortrup, 2017). Favourable public support levels of presidents open a
window of opportunity that may encourage them to engage in contentious politics
and expand the provisions of MDDs in their respective country, as observed in presiden-
tial impeachment processes or the abolition of constitutional checks on presidential re-
election (Corrales, 2016; Hochstetler, 2006). Moreover, several arguments can be made
that populist presidents are especially dependent on the support of the public to increase
their power vis-à-vis other political actors in the system. For one, populism frequently cor-
relates with organisational features emphasising charismatic, delegative leadership and
the reliance on unmediated support of the masses (e.g. Barr, 2009; Weyland, 2001). As
such, populist presidents particularly gravitate towards MDDs, if they expect them to
be a useful strategic weapon to authenticate and legitimise their governments’ interpret-
ation of the ‘will of the people’ (Stanley, 2008; Welp, 2022).

Second, populist presidents need to live up to their voters high expectations in doing
politics differently than their predecessors, since they often portray themselves as ‘care-
takers’ who ‘get things done’ and deliver on their electoral promises (Müller, 2016; Roo-
duijn, 2013). More specifically, there are two political programs closely related to
populist mandates: complex economic policy change and institutional change (Levitsky
& Loxton, 2013; Weyland, 2001). In both instances, populist presidents face strong incen-
tives to additionally legitimise these complex political changes through MDDs. The intro-
duction of MDDs is, therefore, perfectly suited to address such promises once they are in
office. Thus, we hypothesise an interactive relationship between populist ideas and
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popular support, arguing that the likelihood of populist presidents to introduce MDDs is
conditioned by their ability to sustain high levels of popular support. This leads us to the
following conditional hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (conditional): The propensity of populist presidents to introduce or expand
MDDs is magnified by their popularity, due to a strategic calculus.

Since these hypotheses are assumed to hold, ceteris paribus, we have to control for
other factors that might influence our hypothesised relationship. First, we control for
the institutional status quo of direct democratic mechanisms. The introduction of new
MDDs is related to already existing provisions of MDDs. The need to introduce MDDs
should be less pressing if some provisions for citizens’ direct involvement in decision-
making exist already. However, in line with Scarrow (2001) we argue that the presence
of some MDDs does not fully deter actors from introducing additional and more far reach-
ing provisions, since ‘there is no single recipe for optimally balancing direct and delegated
decision making, institutional solutions are often re-engineered to address perceived
shortcomings with existing practices’ (Scarrow, 2001, p. 652).

Second, presidential regimes may vary considerably with respect to the distribution of
presidential power. Institutional provisions of checks and balances as well as electoral and
party systems characteristic may considerably constrain presidents in realising their pol-
itical agenda (Shugart & Carey, 1992). To successfully implement their political agenda
presidents rely either on partisan support in the legislature or on other constitutional
means – like executive decree authority or the provision of a presidential veto – to
push their political projects through Congress (Samuels & Shugart, 2003). The presence
of different presidential power resources may, hence, decrease the incentives of presi-
dents to engage in the time-consuming processes of institutional change. Thus, we
expect powerful presidents to be less likely to introduce or expand MDDs.

Third, irrespective of the role political actors’ play in advocating institutional change
towards more MDDs, we also need to factor in the intensity of public demand for more
direct citizen participation in politics (Welp, 2022). One of the major political debates in
Latin America in the last decade circulated around an on-going ‘crisis of representation’. Pro-
testors took to the streets to express a lack of confidence in representative institutions and
demanded more direct citizen intervention, for instance, in Argentina (2001), more recently
inChile (2019) andColombia (2019, 2021). The perceived level of crisis of representative insti-
tutions within the citizenry may pave the way for alternative forms of direct citizen partici-
pation in the political arena. Therefore, we expect the level of protest against the
representative systemof government to increase the likelihoodof the introduction ofMDDs.

Forth, several studies indicate that ideology may play a role in the introduction of
MDDs as well as with respect to the types of populist governments the Latin American
region experienced in the last decades (e.g. Levitsky & Roberts, 2011). To disentangle
the effect of the ‘thin’ ideational core of populism from the ‘thick’ left-right ideology
we need to control for this factor as well (see Mudde, 2004). Independently of populism,
we expect a positive effect of left-ideology on the introduction of new MDDs.

Finally, we also control for two country level factors that indicate the democratic and
economic development of the system. The degree of democratic experience and the level
of economic development in a country may influence the demand for democratic inno-
vations such as direct democratic mechanisms (e.g. Inglehart, 2015).
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Research design

Case selection

We consider Latin American ThirdWave democracies to offer a set of crucial-most likely cases
to put our arguments to the test (Levy, 2008). We do so for the following reasons: first, all
countries in this region are presidential regimeswhichmay be beneficial for the rise of popu-
lismdue to the higher degree of personalisation and the direct legitimacy of presidents (Linz,
1990). Second, populism has a long history in Latin America (Di Tella, 1965; Germani, 1978)
and several countries in this region experienced populism in power over the last three
decades (Ruth, 2018). Finally, the region experienced an unprecedented increase in both
the legal provision as well as the use of direct democratic mechanism since the beginning
of the ThirdWave (Welp & Ruth, 2017). For example, only five countries in Latin America pro-
vided their citizens with a direct say in national policy-making at the beginning of the 1980s
(Ecuador, El Salvador, Panama, Uruguay, andVenezuela) (see Table 1).1 This pictures changes
drastically and by the end of our period of investigation all 18 countries in the region include
someMDDs. Moreover, the procedures through which MDDs were introduced (or changed)
vary from regular laws, to presidential decrees, and constitutional reforms.

To study in how far populism can be considered a driver in explaining this drastic
expansion of MDDs in Latin America, we analyse all presidential terms (both elected
and non-elected) since the Third Wave of democratisation (1980-2018). Our units of analy-
sis are, hence, presidential terms. Note, that we consider (both immediate and non-
immediate) re-elections as independent cases. However, we include only those presidents
who served a minimum of six months in office, since time is of the essence in institutional
change processes. Based on these criteria we compiled a data set covering 18 Latin Amer-
ican democracies from 1980 until 20182 including a total of 133 presidential terms.3

In the next section, we will describe in detail how we operationalise our dependent
variables, our main explanatory variables, as well as our control variables.4

Table 1. Introductions and Expansions of MDD Norms (1900-2018).
Country (First) Introduction Expansions

Argentina 1994 (Constitution) –
Bolivia 2004 (Law 2769) 2009 (Constitution)
Brazil 1988 (Constitution) 1998 (Law 9709)
Chile 1925 (Constitution) –
Colombia 1991 (Constitution) 1994 (Law 134)
Costa Rica 2002 (Constitution) 2006 (Law 8492)
Dominican Republic 2010 (Constitution) –
Ecuador 1967 (Constitution) 1979, 1998, 2008 (Constitution) 2000 (Law 2000-1)
El Salvador 1983 (Constitution) -
Guatemala 1993 (Constitution) -
Honduras 2004 (Constitutional Amendment) 2013 (Decree 190-2012)
Mexico 2012 (Constitutional Reform) -
Nicaragua 1987 (Constitution) 1996, 2000 (Electoral Law)
Panama 1972 (Constitution) -
Paraguay 1992 (Constitution) 1996 (Law 834)
Peru 1993 (Constitution) 1994 (Law 26300)
Uruguay 1912 (Constitutional Amendment) 1934, 1967 (Constitution)
Venezuela 1961 (Constitution) 1999 (Constitution)

Source: Own compilation based on the Political Database of the Americas, http://pdba.georgetown.edu, as well as
national laws. List includes only Constitutions, laws, and decrees that introduced (for the first time) or expanded
national level MDDs.
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Operationalisation

Introduction of MDDs. For our dependent variable we consider MDDs as ‘introduced’ if a
legal norm clearly specifies the two criteria necessary to use an instrument as theorised by
Hug and Tsebelis (2002) as well as Breuer (2007): the clear specification of, first, the pro-
cedure and political actors involved in the activation of a mechanism (initiator), and
second, the procedure and political actors involved in setting the agenda of the direct
vote (agenda-setter). Sometimes MDDs have only been mentioned by name in the consti-
tution but effectively became available only after a regulating law or decree has been
enacted (for example, Colombia introduced MDDs in its 1991 Constitution, which
became available only after the enactment of a regulating law in 1994). Hence, consider-
able timemay pass between the symbolic (nominal) introduction of MDDs in a constitution
and the effective introduction through the regulation of these mechanisms by laws or
decrees (in our sample this time period ranges from a minimum of four months in the
case of Peru (1993-1994) to a maximum of ten years in Brazil (1988-1998). Nevertheless,
most constitutions that incorporate MDDs clearly specify the regulatory requirements to
effectively use these instruments, and hence, do not require the subsequent regulation
through other legal norms. Moreover, as mentioned in the theoretical section, we only
consider MDDs that lead to a binding vote by the citizens, which exclude both consultative
measures as well as instruments that allow citizens to set the legislative agenda.

Systematic data on change in constitutional provisions of these instruments and on the
design of direct democratic mechanisms is provided by the C2D database (http://www.
c2d.ch). We complement this information through an in-depth analysis of legal norms reg-
ulating direct democratic mechanisms most of which were either provided by the Political
Database of the Americas (http://pdba.georgetown.edu) or through national legislative data-
bases (detailed information on these sources is provided in Table S2 in the supplement). The
latter was necessary since, although many countries regulate MDDs in their constitution, we
found several examples where MDDs have been introduced or reformed through the regular
legislative process (e.g. Bolivia in 2004) or by presidential decree (e.g. Honduras in 2010).

Based on this novel dataset we, first, create a dummy variable (MDD Intro) that takes on
the value 1 if there has been an amendment to a countries constitution or the introduction
of a new law or decree which regulates at least one new MDD on the national level. The
coding is irrespective of the previous status quo of MDDs, since there are cases in our
sample where some instruments have been provided in the constitution but the present
government nevertheless expanded these instruments through the introduction of new
MDDs (e.g. Rafael Correa 2008 in Ecuador and EvoMorales 2009 in Bolivia).5 The variable indi-
cates that in about 12 per cent of the cases in our sample new MDDs have been introduced.

Second, we also account for the number of MDDs in a country (MDD N) at the end of a
presidential term. We count MDDs as separate instruments due to the following criteria:
first, if they differ according to the political actors that can initiate a procedure (initiator)
and that can formulate the question (agenda-setter). Second, we count MDDs as separate
instruments if the same procedure has different normative functions (enacted laws or
pending bills, see Uleri 1996) or aims at different scopes (policy vs. constitutional
change, see Durán-Martínez, 2012). This count variable enables us to tap into the exten-
siveness of provisions for direct citizen participation in a given administration.6 The vari-
able ranges from 0 to 9 with a mean of 2.73 and a standard deviation of 2.45.
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Furthermore, we code the main independent variables and the control variables stated
in the theoretical part as follows:

Populist President. To distinguish populist from non-populist presidents, we use
Ruth’s (2018) data set on presidential terms and populist mandates. The data set provides
binary codes for all presidential terms during our period of study (1980-2018). To be con-
sidered a populist (1), presidents necessarily need to be elected and must have used a
populist discourse in their electoral presidential campaign. Ruth (2018) identifies presi-
dents with a populist mandate following a two-step procedure combining both qualitat-
ive literature review and expert validation. This results in a list of 16 presidents with
populist mandates accounting for 24 presidential terms (or 21 per cent) in our sample
of 117 presidential terms.7

Presidential Approval. To capture a president’s popular support we use presidential
approval ratings from public opinion surveys provided by Carlin et al. (2019). Data on
quarterly net approval ratings for most of our presidential terms is available online via
the webpage of the project: www.executiveapproval.org. In total, data on presidential
approval ratings was available for 117 out of 133 presidential terms in our sample. To
account for the time structure in our argument and period effects in presidential approval
ratings (i.e. the honeymoon phase as well as electoral dynamics) we calculate the mean
presidential approval rating for the first two years in each presidential term. The variable
has a mean of 0.48 and a standard deviation of 0.13 in our sample.

Status Quo MDD. In Models 1 and 2 below, we include a dummy variable for the pres-
ence of any MDD before the inauguration of a president (SQ MDD). The variable indicates
that in about 52 per cent of our cases MDDs have been legally available before the inau-
guration of a new administration (see Table 2). In Models 3 and 4 below, we include a
count variable indicating the number of MDDs available before the inauguration of a pre-
sident (SQ MDD N). Presidents in our sample have, on average, 2.21 MDDs at their disposal
when they enter office.

Constitutional Power. We account for the constitutional powers a president has to
influence the legislative decision-making process (Shugart & Carey, 1992). We follow
the reasoning of Samuels and Shugart (2003, p. 43) to code constitutional provisions of
three presidential powers over legislation at the beginning of a presidential term: veto
power, agenda setting power, and decree power. Constitutions (including amendments
and reforms) are provided by the Political Database of the Americas (http://pdba.
georgetown.edu). The constitutional power index that results from our coding ranges
from 0 (no powers at all) to 7 (all three powers). The variable has a mean of 2.71 with a
standard deviation of 1.98 in our sample.

Partisan Power. Here we need to measure the partisan power a president has to
influence the legislative decision-making process through his or her party (Samuels &
Shugart, 2003). We use seat share data for the lower chamber of the legislature to code
this control variable. Data on legislative seats was taken from national election statistics.
The variable has a mean of 0.36 with a standard deviation of 0.19 in our sample.

Left-Ideology. To control the ideological leaning of each president, we use the Dataset
on Political Ideology of Presidents and Parties in Latin America (Murillo et al., 2010). The
dummy variable we code based on this data includes both left and centre-left presidents,
which account for 70 presidential terms (or 60 per cent of the cases) in our sample.
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Anti-System Protest. We proxy the often cited citizen alienation from representative
politics by using data from the Global Data on Events, Location and Tone (GDELT) Project
on the frequency of anti-system protest (https://www.gdeltproject.org). Therefore, we cal-
culate the average monthly number of anti-system protest events in the first two years of
a presidential term. We count all root events coded by the GDELT Project by citizens
directed against the respective country’s political institutions (executive, legislative, judi-
cative branches of government, as well as the security apparatus). The variable has a mean
of 2.1 protests per month and a standard deviation of 4.6 in our sample.

Economic Development. To capture this variable we include the per capita gross
domestic product in our model (GDP per capita) provided by the World Development Indi-
cator data set (The World Bank Group, n.d.). The variable has a mean of 3788 current US$
and a standard deviation of 3082 current US$ in our sample.

Democratic Quality. We capture the level of democracy by taking the polity2 score at
the beginning of a presidential term provided by the Polity IV project (Marshall et al.,
2019). The indicator ranges from -10 (full-fledged autocracy) to +10 (full-fledged democ-
racy) it has a mean of 7.85 and a standard deviation of 1.64 in our sample.

Empirical analysis

To test our hypotheses, we employ two sets of analyses with the two dependent variables
specified in the previous section: MDD Intro and MDD N. First, we present results from
multivariate logistic regression models for our binary dependent variable MDD Intro
(Hosmer et al., 2013). Second, we present results from multivariate Poisson regression
models for our count dependent variable MDD N (Cameron & Trivedi, 2013). As rec-
ommended, we use robust country clustered standard errors to control for violations of
underlying assumptions and the nestedness of presidential terms in countries (Cameron
& Trivedi, 2013). We also include the inauguration year for each president to control for
an increasing time trend with respect to the introduction of MDDs. Moreover, we also
include a lagged dependent variable in our models to account for potential omitted vari-
able bias in our estimations due to the time structure of our data (McGrath, 2015).8

Table 2. Logistic Regression Analyses (MDD Intro).
Model 1 Model 2
Coefficient SE Coefficient SE

Populist President 1.465* (0.691) -4.787 (3.163)
Presidential Approval 0.049*** (0.015) 0.033+ (0.017)
Populist x Approval 0.119* (0.058)
SQ MDD -2.322** (0.754) -2.491** (0.766)
Constitutional Powers -0.166 (0.202) -0.331 (0.264)
Partisan Powers -0.020+ (0.012) -0.029* (0.014)
Left Ideology -0.659 (0.695) -0.982 (0.672)
Anti-System Protest -0.032 (0.052) -0.043 (0.058)
GDP per capita -0.000 (0.000) -0.000 (0.000)
Democratic Quality -0.042 (0.149) -0.022 (0.202)
Inauguration Year 0.071 (0.061) 0.042 (0.070)
LDV MDD Introt-1 -0.746 (1.810) -0.344 (1.893)
Constant -142.721 (121.819) -83.025 (141.138)
N 117 117
Chi-Square 88.551*** 97.483***
Loglikelihood -34.416 -32.819
AIC 92.832 91.639

Notes: + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Country clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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Table 2 reports the results of two logistic regression models (an unconditional and a
conditional specification of the expected relationship between populism and direct
democratic institutional change): both models capture the likelihood of the introduction
of MDDs (MDD_Intro) throughout a presidential term. The models lend support to our two
hypotheses formulated in the theoretical section. More specifically, Model 1 indicates a
moderately significant and positive association between populism and the likelihood of
the introduction of (new) MDDs (H1). With an odds ratio of 4.221 (se = 3.005)9, the odds
of an expansion of MDDs in a country are four times higher under a populist than a
non-populist ruler. This coefficient is significant at a 95 per cent confidence level.
Model 1 also indicates that popular support plays a crucial role in direct democratic insti-
tutional change processes, with an odds ratio of 1.043 (se = 0.019) per 1 percentage point
increase in presidential approval. Substantively, this means that a difference of 10 percen-
tage points in presidential approval ratings increases the odds of this president to expand
MDDs by a factor of 1.524.

In line with our conditional hypothesis (H2), Model 2 indicates that the likelihood of
populist presidents to introduce or expand MDDs in their country is conditioned by
their approval ratings. Both goodness of fit measures confirm that the conditional
model has a higher explanatory power than the unconditional model and a Wald test
(χ2 = 4.2, p = 0.041) confirms that the interaction term is significant and adds value to
our model. Since interaction terms in logistic regression models cannot be directly inter-
preted we inspect this further by plotting the predictive margins of populism conditional
on presidential approval in Figure 1 (Brambor et al. 2006). The figure shows, first, that the
likelihood of populist presidents to introduce or expand MDDs is more strongly con-
ditioned by their support in the public than for their non-populist counterparts, i.e. it
increases considerably with higher approval ratings. Second, the association between
populist rule and the likelihood of the expansion of MDDs only turns significant at an
approval rating of 44 per cent or higher. This hints to the conclusion that, although popu-
list presidents are more inclined to introduce MDDs than their non-populist counterparts,
they do not discount strategic factors when considering the legal expansion of MDDs.

To give a few examples: among those populist presidents in our sample who intro-
duced or expanded MDDs, Alberto Fujimori in Peru had the lowest average presidential
approval ratings with 47 per cent, while Rafael Correa in Ecuador disposed of the highest
average approval ratings in our sample with 75 per cent. In contrast, the range of approval
ratings for non-populist presidents who introduced MDDs in our sample is larger – with
Carlos Mesa in Bolivia disposing of an average approval rate of 32 per cent and Felipe Cal-
derón in Mexico disposing of an average presidential approval rate of 64 per cent.

With respect to the control variables, two stand out as significant across both Models 1
and 2. For one, the presence of MDDs before the inauguration of a president significantly
reduces the likelihood of direct democratic institutional change, in general. More specifi-
cally, the likelihood of an expansion of MDDs is less likely than the first time introduction
of MDDs by a factor of 0.083 (odds ratio in Model 2, se = 0.064). The second control vari-
able that stands out here is a president’s partisan power. As can be seen in Table 2, the
association between partisan power and the introduction of MDDs is negative. With an
increase of one percentage point in the seat share of the presidential party in the legis-
lature, the likelihood of direct democratic institutional change decreases by a factor of
0.972 (odds ratio in Model 2, se = 0.014).
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To evaluate the extensiveness of MDD provisions, we need to take into account how
many instruments presidents actually introduce in these processes. Therefore, we
created a second dependent variable, which counts the number of MDDs at the end of
each presidential term. The variable ranges from 0 (no MDDs) to 9 in our sample. To
analyse count data Poisson regression is recommended (Cameron & Trivedi, 2013). We
use the same independent variables in our Poisson models in Table 3 to explain the vari-
ation in our dependent variable as in the logic regression analyses, with the exception of
the status quo and the lagged dependent variable, which in the following analysis is rep-
resented by the variable SQ MDD N, capturing the number of MDDs available at the end of
the previous administration.

Table 3 reports the results of an unconditional and a conditional specification of the
expected relationship between populism and the change in the number of MDDs
throughout a presidential term. The results mirror the findings reported in the first part
of the analysis to a considerable extent with respect to our main independent variables
(H1 and H2). Although we do not find a significant effect of presidential approval in
the unconditional model, the inclusion of the interaction term between populism and
presidential approval in Model 4 again indicates that with higher levels of presidential
approval, populists are more likely to increase the number of MDDs while in office.10

To interpret this relationship further we plot the predictive margins of populism con-
ditional on presidential approval ratings in Figure 2.

As can be seen in the left panel of the graph, this time the conditional relationship only
applies to populist presidents (black line), for example, predictive margins indicate that a
populist president with an approval rate of 25 per cent will introduce, on average, 1.71

Figure 1. Predictive Margins of Populism (95% CI).
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MDDs (se = 0.41) which is considerably lower compared to the 4.35 MDDs (se = 1.07) for a
populist president with an approval rate of 75 per cent. Non-populist presidents (grey
line), in contrast, introduce on average 2.01 MDDs (se = 0.17) – a number that does not
differ considerably across presidential approval ratings. The right panel in Figure 2
shows the contrast between the predictive margins of populist vs non-populist presi-
dents. It indicates that populist presidents are likely to introduce more MDDs than non-
populist presidents. However, in line with H2, this difference only reaches significance
at presidential approval rates around 50 per cent or higher. For example, at an approval
rate of 50 per cent a populist president is predicted to introduce 0.90 MDDs (se = 0.33)
more than a non-populist president.

This contrast rises to 2.90 MDDs (se = 1.27) at a very high approval rate of 75 per cent.
Hence, in addition to our findings in the first part of the analysis, we can confirm that
populists are not only more likely to introduce new MDDs, in general, but also more
likely to considerably increase the number of MDDs introduced along the way, i.e. the
extent of MDD provisions. That said, in both analyses we find that this populist
mandate is conditioned by a strategic calculus, based on a president’s approval ratings.

Finally, with respect to the control variables, the positive and significant coefficient of
our lagged dependent variable (SQ MDD N) indicates that in those cases in which some
MDDs existed at the beginning of a presidential term actors were also more likely to
increase these provisions considerably if they engaged in institutional change. While
counter-intuitive at first, this finding highlights that the change in MDDs over time is
not only a story of ‘first introductions’ but also of expansions of MDDs. Substantively
this may indicate that some type of democratic learning takes place with respect to
these instruments, not just on the side of the citizenry, but also among political actors.
Which is also mirrored in the slightly significant and positive association between demo-
cratic quality and the expansiveness of MDD introductions. Hence, MDDs may be of inter-
est to political actors for many different reasons, even if some instruments are already at
their disposal. For example, among the populist presidents that expanded MDDs during
their time in office despite the presence of some MDDs at the beginning of their terms are

Table 3. Poisson Regression Analyses (MDD N).
Model 3 Model 4
Coefficient SE Coefficient SE

Populist President 0.314** (0.105) -0.608 (0.388)
Presidential Approval 0.003 (0.004) 0.000 (0.003)
Populism x Approval 0.018* (0.008)
SQ MDD N -0.032 (0.040) -0.049 (0.039)
Constitutional Power -0.002 (0.003) -0.003 (0.003)
Partisan Power -0.057 (0.118) -0.089 (0.118)
Left Ideology -0.000** (0.000) -0.000+ (0.000)
Anti-System Protest 0.077+ (0.044) 0.081+ (0.045)
GDP per capita 0.016+ (0.009) 0.011 (0.010)
Democratic Quality 0.232*** (0.018) 0.239*** (0.016)
Inauguration Year 0.008 (0.009) 0.008 (0.009)
Constant -31.601+ (18.836) -22.437 (19.931)
N 117 117
Chi-Square 409.61*** 540.85***
Loglikelihood -190.44 -189.21
AIC 402.87 402.42

Notes: + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Country clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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Evo Morales in Bolivia (4 new MDDs), Rafael Correa in Ecuador (1 new MDD) and Hugo
Chávez in Venezuela (7 new MDDs). Non-populist cases that expanded MDDs during
their term in office are Jamil Mahuad in Ecuador (1 new MDD), Porfirio Lobo Sosa in Hon-
duras (1 new MDD), as well as Violeta Chamorro in Nicaragua (5 new MDDs). Finally, the
significant and positive association of the lagged dependent variable also indicates that
legal provisions of direct citizen participation are sticky and very unlikely to be abolished.
In our sample, there has been not one case of abolishment of MDDs.

Conclusion

In this article we delve into the relationship between populism and direct democratic
institutional change in Latin America. Our main goal was to systematically analyse the
often assumed but never tested positive association between populism and direct
democracy. Bridging the literature on the consequences of populism and institutional
change we theorise two causal mechanisms that may induce political actors to
promote direct democratic institutional change. First, we argue that due to the ideational
core of their discourse, populist actors in power are more likely to engage in the expan-
sion of MDDs throughout their time in office. Second, we argue that political actors only
engage in institutional engineering that favours the expansion of direct citizen partici-
pation if they command high popular support (we call this the strategic calculus). To
test our arguments we compiled a presidential term data set covering 18 Latin American
countries from 1980–2018 as well as the development of legal provisions of MDDs (includ-
ing reforms) in these countries.

Figure 2. Predictive Margins of Populism (95% CI).
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While our empirical results confirm the widespread assumption that populist presi-
dents are more likely to pursue the expansion of MDDs and increase the potential of
direct citizen participation in democratic decision-making in Latin America than their
non-populist counterparts, we also find this positive association between populism and
direct democratic institutional change to be conditioned by a strategic calculus of
those actors. More specifically, populist presidents are more likely to introduce MDDs
only if they can count on high levels of public support – anticipating their ability to instru-
mentalise these mechanisms in their favour later on.

However, two restrictions have to be made with respect to this conclusion. First, many
of the institutional change processes that took place under the leadership of populist pre-
sidents also bore a lot of symbolic weight through their incorporation into a populist
agenda of democratic change (e.g. Balderacchi, 2017; Rhodes-Purdy, 2015). Second,
although citizens may help populist presidents to circumvent the legislative decision-
making process through MDDs, these instruments also introduce a new veto player in
the political arena, i.e. the people (Hug & Tsebelis, 2002). Once in place, these instruments
are at the disposal of different political actors and it is entirely unclear if the same actors
who promoted their introduction will be able to dominate and control their actual use.
For example, the attempted constitutional reforms by Hugo Chávez in 2007 and Evo
Morales in 2016 both failed due to their rejection by means of a mandatory referendum.

Based on these findings we see several avenues for future research disentangling the
relationship between populism and direct democracy: First, although Latin America is an
analytically interesting region to investigate this relationship, the generalisability of
results from intra-regional analyses has its limitations. While the institutional and cultural
similarities of Latin American democracies allow us to control for certain aspects, they
make the travelling of results more difficult. For example, it remains an open question
in how far our arguments about populist presidents can be transferred to populist
parties or coalition governments in parliamentary systems including populist parties.
Hence, future research should heed the plea by Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser (2018)
urging researchers in the field of populism studies to engage in more cross-regional inter-
actions to foster the accumulation of knowledge on the topic.

Second, direct democracy is not one thing but many. Arguments can be made that
populists gravitate towards different types of MDDs, for example, those triggered by the
authorities (top down), automatically (mandatory), or by the citizens themselves (bottom
up) (e.g. Setälä, 1999). This could add more fine-grained insights into the ideational or stra-
tegic motivation of populist actors supporting direct democratic institutional change.

Finally, another logical next step to investigate the relationship between populism and
direct democracy is to study in how far the institutional changes analysed in this article
effectively increase citizen participation in the long run. As of now, many of the instru-
ments introduced since the Third Wave of democratisation have only been used occasion-
ally. The introduction of MDDs by populist presidents in Latin America is just part of a
larger story which needs further exploration.

Notes

1. Nevertheless, despite the lack of regulation, at least 19 referendums were activated ad hoc in
several Latin American countries between 1900 and 1990 (Welp & Ruth, 2017).
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2. Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela.

3. Note that the estimations are based on 117 cases due to missing data in the presidential
approval data (see below and Table S4 in the supplement).

4. Descriptive statistics can be found in Table S1 in the supplement.
5. This also informs our decision to code presidential terms following the introduction (or

expansion) of new MDDs as 0 and not as missing (see McGrath, 2015). To correct for the
potential bias introduced by this data coding decision, we include a one-period lag of our
dependent variable (LDV MDD Introt-1) in Model 1 and 2 below (McGrath, 2015, p. 539).

6. We contend that the emphasis on the ‘extensiveness’ of MDD provision is a considerable sim-
plification of the impact of MDDs on participatory democracy, and as a consequence our
coding assigns each MDD equal weight. To effectively judge the ‘participativeness’ of
different MDDs, however, goes beyond the theoretical and empirical scope of this article.

7. For an overview of populist presidents and their terms covered in our sample see Table S3 in
the supplement.

8. We code a one-period lag of MDD Intro, to account for an expansion of MDDs in the directly pre-
ceding presidential term (LDVMDD Introt-1), to be included inModels 1 and 2. Moreover, the vari-
able SQ MDD N serves as a one-period lagged dependent variable in our Models 3 and 4 below.

9. To ease the interpretation of the coefficients reported in Table 2, we will refer to odds ratios
throughout this section, i.e. the exponentiated coefficients.

10. A Wald test (χ2 = 5.4, p = 0.020) confirms the interaction term is significant and adds value to
our model.
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