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ABSTRACT

In fighting the spread of COVID-19, the drastic measures undertaken by governments worldwide demonstrate a trade-off between public health and fundamental democratic principles. Yet this behaviour is not consistent across
democracies, which motivates this paper to examine why some democracies
were willing to constrain individual freedoms and concentrate power more than
others during the pandemic’s first wave. Creating two indices to measure the
degree to which COVID-19 policies interfere with these democratic principles in
34 European countries, the analyses show that the large variation cannot be
solely explained by pandemic-related factors. It is argued that the strong protection of democratic principles already established in ‘normal’ times makes governments more reluctant to opt for restrictive policies. By highlighting how
differences in policy responses are attributed to provisions guaranteeing individual liberties, this paper contributes to a better understanding of how democracies handle the democratic dilemma in times of crises.
KEYWORDS COVID-19; public health policies; democracy; fundamental rights; state of emergency;

public health crisis

The COVID-19 pandemic came fast and hit hard. After the virus spread
in China in early 2020, it did not take long until Italy, as the first
European country, had to deal with a strong rise in daily SARS-CoV-2
infections. When the situation got out of control, Italy’s Prime Minister
Giuseppe Conte proclaimed a nation-wide lockdown. Most European
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countries followed suit, and in mid-May 2020, most people found themselves in a country with closed borders, closed schools and businesses,
and restricted freedom of movement. While the COVID-19 pandemic is
considered as one of the largest public health crises of the past hundred
years and has triggered ‘unprecedented’ government responses (Cheibub
et al. 2020), the measures implemented also exhibit significant heterogeneity (Hale et al. 2020a).
In democracies, the pandemic puts governments in a difficult position.
High uncertainty caused by COVID-19 pushes them towards adopting
measures that, during normal times, contradict fundamental democratic
principles. Decision-makers are confronted with the dilemma of weighting
public health goals against democratic norms, rights and freedoms
(Zwitter 2012: 95f.) This trade-off plays out at two levels: First, the need
for quick reaction creates strong incentives to concentrate power on the
national executive and thus to weaken other institutions. Second, the policies to counter the outbreak of COVID-19 are extraordinary themselves,
as they aim at ‘social distancing’ and thus restrict fundamental rights such
as the freedom of movement or assembly.
From a legal perspective, governments are entitled in times of crises to
take extraordinary measures to protect public interests, even if those measures restrict fundamental rights, but only if specific conditions are met, and
if the measures are proportional, limited in time and non-discriminatory
(e.g. ICCPR, art. 12 (3); Criddle 2016: 32). In reality, however, evaluations
of what is proportional can vary over countries, governments and citizens.
This paper sheds light on the variation of policies adopted to fight
COVID-19 across democracies, and asks to what extent and why some
democratic governments handle the aforementioned trade-off between public health responses and democratic principles differently than others.
Hence, we focus on those measures that are of particular importance for
democratic societies and which signify a (temporary) restriction of democratic principles: the restriction of individual liberties and the concentration
of powers on the executive. Civil liberties, such as the freedom of assembly
or movement, and the separation of powers are crucial to guarantee vertical
and horizontal accountability during normal times, but have been curtailed
during the pandemic. The paper’s aim is to understand why some democracies were willing to restrict these democratic principles more than others.
We focus on the first wave of the pandemic, when all countries had limited
knowledge about adequate responses to COVID-19, and thus faced a situation of great uncertainty and exceptional policymaking.
The paper thus goes beyond those studies that compare the different
responses by democracies and autocracies to the pandemic and that have
shown more strict responses by the latter (Cheibub et al. 2020; Frey et al.
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2020; Stasavage 2020). Rather, it speaks to more recent literature that tries
to understand the variation of COVID-19 policies within the group of
democratic countries (e.g. Maor and Howlett 2020; Sebhatu et al. 2020;
Toshkov et al. 2020) and that have shown how a plethora of institutional,
political and societal factors help to explain the timing and nature of
national responses. Our study contributes to this debate more specifically
by focussing only on those measures relevant from a democratic perspective, and by seeking to further our understanding of why some European
countries deal differently with the democratic dilemma than others.
We argue that the variation between democracies is not simply the
result of pandemic-related factors such as the epidemiological situation of
a country or its health care capacity, but the strength of democratic institutions influences how democracies handle the democratic trade-off. We
expect governments to be more reluctant to opt for restrictive policies
that touch upon fundamental rights and core principles of democracy if
democratic safeguards are strong. Decision-makers might anticipate that
other political and societal actors can question the legitimacy and proportionality of the measures and hold them accountable for their actions
once the pandemic is over. Thus, we argue that the degree to which
democratic principles are protected and respected in a country during
‘normal’ times explains the government’s willingness to constrain the freedom of individuals and to limit institutional cheques and balances when
confronted with COVID-19.
Our analysis of cross-sectional and daily data of COVID-19 measures
in 34 European democracies largely confirms these expectations. Most
importantly, precisely those principles are relevant, which were mostly
affected in the wake of the pandemic. Governments are most hesitant to
restrict freedoms in countries where individual liberties are strongly protected by constitutional provisions and respected by authorities.
The paper is structured as follows: First, we discuss the democratic
trade-off during the pandemic and then move on to our main argument
focussing on the legacy of democratic institutions. In the empirical part,
we start with a descriptive illustration of the different responses to
COVID-19 across European democracies before we discuss the results in
light of our theoretical expectations. We conclude by discussing implications of our findings for the study of democratic consolidation and public
health strategies.

The democratic trade-off in the fight against COVID-19
In order to understand the challenges of the COVID-19 measures for liberal democracies it is useful to conceptualise democracies as systems of
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Table 1. Primary legal instrument used to adopt main national-level emergency measures.
Declaration of state of emergency
Declaration of state of public health emergency
Declaration of state of disaster/catastrophe
Other legislation
No national-level emergency response

Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Finland, Hungary,
Italy, North Macedonia, Moldova, Portugal,
Romania, Serbia, Spain
France, Lithuania, Slovakia
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina
Austria, Belgium, Croatia, Denmark, Greece,
Ireland, Norway, Poland, Slovenia, Sweden,
Switzerland, Ukraine , United Kingdom
Germany, Netherlands

Source: Edgell et al. (2020a); Pandemic Backsliding (PanDem) project by the V-Dem Institute (Version 4:
March-September 2020). Missing countries: Estonia, Iceland, Kosovo, Latvia, Luxembourg, Malta, Montenegro.

vertical and horizontal accountability (cf. Lindberg 2013; Schedler 1999).
To assure the accountability of political leaders, civil rights and political
liberties need to be in place so citizens are free in their conduct of life
and can meaningfully express their preferences (Dahl 1971; Merkel
2004).1 In addition to vertical accountability, liberal democracy entails
horizontal accountability through institutional cheques and balances and
the rule of law which is essential to protect the rights of minorities and to
guarantee pluralist modes of political decision-making (Coppedge
et al. 2011).
Against these principles, the democratic trade-off plays out at two different levels of the management of the pandemic. First, the measures that
are effective in slowing down the spread of the virus are often measures
that curtail fundamental civil liberties, which are protected in liberal
democracies and can only be restricted under very specific circumstances
(Coppedge et al. 2011). Second, the urgency to react quickly conflicts
with the principle of separation of powers and the rule of law that usually
oversees the actions of the state and guarantees horizontal accountability
(Zwitter 2012: 100).2 This leads to the executive assuming law-making
powers that normally belong to parliament.
More specifically, we identify two main types of measures against
COVID-19 that are in conflict with democratic principles. First, we consider all measures that restrict individual freedom to slow down the spread
of the virus by reducing the physical contact between individuals, but are
in conflict with fundamental civil and political rights such as freedom of
movement (ICCPR Article 12, Art. 2 of Protocol 4 to the ECHR) or freedom of assembly (ICCPR Article 21, ECHR in Art. 11). Such measures
contain the restrictions of international or domestic travelling, the ban of
public gatherings or strict ‘stay-at-home’ policies.
Second, we look at power concentration, i.e. the transfer of legislative
powers from parliament to the government in order to strengthen
the executive’s ability to effectively implement the measures to fight
COVID-19. Such measures to overcome restraints during periods of
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national distress are at odds with the principle of separation of powers
that apply in normal times. Additionally, in some countries, the power of
the executive has been further strengthened by a control of the public
sphere and thus, by weakening the fourth pillar of democracy – the
media. The introduction of so-called fake news laws, restricting media
coverage on COVID-19 and the governmental responses to it, contradicts
the fundamental right of freedom of expression and information (ICCPR
Article 19, ECHR Art. 10).3
As we see in Table 1, almost all European democracies laid the foundations for such measures by responding with a national emergency plan
that refers to a legal instrument. Since restrictions of democratic principles are seen as a rational response to buy time and space for the authorities to cope with a crisis (Bjørnskov and Voigt 2015), most states have
the option to react with emergency provisions (Richards and Clay 2012;
Rooney 2019).
However, the trade-off between democratic principles and public interest remains, as restrictions of democratic principles are considered only
legitimate if measures are provided by law and are necessary, proportional
and non-discriminatory4. Furthermore, the measures taken must have a
time limit (Zwitter 2012: 99ff)5. While clear in theory, in times of enormous pressure, the extent to which measures are legitimate and proportional remains a difficult question and can only be reviewed in retrospect
(Zwitter 2012). Thus, it is up to the national governments to decide which
measures to implement and how far to restrict fundamental rights and
democratic principles.
As a consequence, when it comes to the extent to which countries
restricted democratic principles, we still see variation (as shown later).
The question is whether this variation is only a consequence of different
levels of problem pressure, capacity and diffusion effects, or whether
national institutions have an effect on the democratic ‘price’ a country is
ready to pay for public health that does not depend on pandemicrelated factors.

Democratic quality and the legacy of political institutions in
democracies
When looking at the responses to the pandemic worldwide, several studies
find differences between authoritarian and democratic countries. The former were not only faster to restrict individual freedoms than democracies
(Cheibub et al. 2020) but also imposed more stringent mobility restrictions,
as well as stricter contact tracing (Frey et al. 2020). Furthermore,
L€
uhrmann et al. (2020) find evidence that authoritarian leaders in
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democracies with a high risk of democratic backsliding may capitalise on
the state of emergency. Finally, Trein (2020) argues that it is not necessarily
the current political system that explains the nature of COVID-19 policies
in democracies and autocracies, but the political system at the time modern
public health legislation was adopted in a country.
In this paper, we argue that in order to understand the variety of first
wave responses at the national level it is not enough to distinguish
democracies from autocracies. Rather, we have to examine differences
within the group of democratic countries. As Cheibub et al. (2020) have
shown, although democracies are slower, the variation of the measures
finally taken is equally high among democracies as between democratic
and authoritarian states. As a result, several recent studies have examined
how a combination of institutional, political and societal factors shape the
timing and nature of government reactions to the pandemic (Maor and
Howlett 2020; Toshkov et al. 2020). Sebhatu et al. (2020) have shown
that, across OECD countries, the strength of democratic institutions was
associated with a slower reaction to the pandemic.
In line with these papers, we expect that democratic institutions also
play a significant role in determining how far democracies are willing to
restrict fundamental democratic principles and how much they are able to
do so. Electoral accountability and the possibility for societal and political
actors to affect and eventually block policy decisions depends on the institutional design and specific democratic norms within different types of
democracies (Powell 2000; Tsebelis 2002). Democratic institutions and
practices create legacy effects by decreasing the decision space for political
actors. When democratic safeguards are strong, decision-makers anticipate
that they are more likely to be held accountable for their actions once the
pandemic is over. As a consequence, governments are more reluctant to
opt for restrictive policies that touch upon core principles of democracy.
We thus postulate that the quality of democracy explains the variation
of COVID-19 responses across democratic countries, i.e. the higher the
democratic quality the lower the restriction of individual freedoms and
the concentration of power on the national executive. More specifically,
we expect that the protection of individual liberties, strong institutional
cheques and balances, and a firmly established rule of law during normal
times are most important. Where individual liberties are strongly protected by constitutional provisions and respected during normal times,
governments fear that they will be held accountable for their actions by
other institutions such as courts or the parliament at a later point, and
they might feel a stronger necessity to justify the measures towards citizens and civil society organisations. The rule of law and the strength of
mutual constraints (i.e. the control of the executive) further increase the

WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS

7

likelihood that governments anticipate reactions of other democratic institutions, such as the courts and parliament, when measures go too far.
Hence, the stronger these democratic provisions, the more likely will governments respond with a more moderate public health strategy with fewer
interventions in fundamental democratic principles.6

Pandemic-related factors: problem pressure and
diffusion effects
Variation of national policy-making can also be a consequence of pandemic-related factors. Thus, we additionally consider problem pressure as
well as diffusion effects as alternative explanations for governments’
responses to the pandemic.
First, government decisions on how to respond to a public problem
depend on the characteristics of the problem at hand, i.e. the ways in
which a problem is framed and perceived in terms of severity and incidence (Rochefort and Cobb 1994). Although all European countries were
affected by the first wave of the pandemic, not all countries experienced
the dramatic increase in infections and deaths seen in Italy. The varying
degrees in terms of problem pressure might thus explain why some countries had to react more drastically than others. Consequently, we expect
that the responses taken by the governments generally track the spread of
the virus meaning that the higher the number of COVID-19 deaths, the
more restrictions need to be implemented in order to combat the spread
of the disease (Hale et al. 2020a).
Second, we assume that not only the problem itself, but also the capacity to react to the problem plays a crucial role in government responses.
Toshkov et al. (2020: 20), for instance, show that ‘countries with lower
health care capacity acted sooner to contain the spread of the pandemic
in their territory’. Other studies have emphasised how the degree of
(non)preparedness and (in)experience with similar crises have affected a
country’s policy capacity (Capano et al. 2020). Therefore, economic and
sanitary conditions might play a critical role since countries with fewer
resources have an increased pressure in contrast to richer countries with
a good healthcare infrastructure.
Third, the adoption of public policies often follow patterns of international diffusion (Gilardi 2010), particularly when the problem they
address is of a transnational nature. In the case of COVID-19, such diffusion effects are also evident (Weible et al. 2020) as policy-makers around
the world are confronted with an unprecedented threat and therefore
draw on experiences made by other countries. While lesson drawing
across continents is present (e.g. governments worldwide drawing lessons
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from the Chinese or South Korean experience) geographic proximity is
crucial for the diffusion of policy responses to COVID-19, given not only
the similitude of the epidemiological situation, but also the similarity of
cultural and societal contexts within geographical regions. In their analysis
of the diffusion of non-pharmaceutical measures against COVID-19
across OECD countries, Sebhatu et al. (2020) provide evidence that countries are more likely to adopt a particular measure when neighbouring
countries did so before. They have also shown that countries with strong
democratic institutions are even more responsive to the influence of
neighbouring countries than countries that are less democratic.
We also explore such effects of diffusion and expect that it is easier for
governments to restrict individual freedoms when neighbouring countries
have already done so.7 We expect similar diffusion effects with regard to
power concentration, especially in the beginning of the pandemic, as
measures taken to strengthen the executive are easier to legitimise when
neighbouring countries did the same. However, as we do not have timevariant data on the development of power concentration actions, we can
only test the diffusion effect for the former.

Data and methods
We restrict our analysis to national COVID-19 measures adopted during
the first wave of the pandemic in Europe, as all European countries were
similarly threatened by an outbreak once the virus reached the continent.
This controls for potential time effects due to the state of knowledge
about the virus or public health recommendations by the World Health
Organisation (WHO), but still allows us to measure the effects of the
quality of democracy and pandemic-related factors. We limit our sample
to countries that fulfil a minimalist definition of democracy (i.e. a 2018
Polity IV score of at least 6), thus excluding Belarus and Ukraine from
the sample.8 Finally, since we are focussing on the first wave reactions we
look at the time period from February 01 to June 30, 2020. We conduct
cross-sectional analyses across 34 European democracies looking at both
types of COVID-19 measures, and time-series cross-sectional analyses
using daily data to control for time-variant pandemic-related factors.9
Dependent variables
We build two indices to measure our dependent variables restrictions of
individual freedom and power concentration. Each index consists of different components that are described in detail below. Before we calculate an
additive index for each dimension, we z-standardize all components in
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order to weight all components equally independent from the size of their
scales. If necessary, we reverse the values of the single components so that
low numbers always correspond to weak restrictions/weak power concentration and high numbers to strong restrictions/strong power concentration.10 We believe that an additive and unweighted index is the best
approach to measure how far a country intervenes in fundamental democratic principles. Each component of the restriction of individual freedom
- index reflects an additional measure that affects and further restricts the
individuals’ life in its own way; and each component of the power concentration - index signifies a further concentration of power that does not
lose in importance because of the existence of further measures.
For the restrictions of individual freedom we use the Oxford COVID-19
Government Response Tracker (OxCGRT) data set,11 which provides a crosssectional, cross-temporal measure and systematically collects information on
several different policy responses (Hale et al. 2020b). The ordinal indicators
measure policies on a simple scale of intensity and are reported for each day
a policy is in place (Hale et al. 2020a). Our additive index is composed of
the following individual policy response indicators: Restrictions on gatherings
(0-4), Stay at home requirements (0-3), Restrictions on internal movement
(0-2), International travel controls (0-4). For the cross-sectional analysis, we
use the maximum values over the time period in order to capture how far
democracies are willing to go with the restrictions of individual freedoms.
For the second index, power concentration, we rely on cross-sectional
data provided by the Pandemic Backsliding (PanDem) project by the VDem Institute (Version 4, time period March to June 2020)12, which aims
at tracking responses to the COVID-19 pandemic in 146 countries with a
focus on violations of democratic standards (Edgell et al. 2020a). The additive index consists of three main components: (1) an officially declared
time limit of emergency measures in place (emlimit, 0 yes, 1 no). (2) the
role of the legislature and thus whether a) the legislature has approved the
implementation of the legal instrument as the main national response
(emlegapp, 0 yes, 1 no) and b) the extent to which the lawmaking role of
the legislature is limited due to any of the emergency measures taken with
reference to the COVID-19 pandemic (leglimit, ordinal 0-4). (3) media
restrictions containing a) the extent of de jure media limitations (melim,
ordinal 0-2), b) de facto media limitations with regard to the nature of the
virus, the government responses and non-COVID-19 related news with reference to the pandemic (merepfact, merepgov, merepoth, 0 yes, 1 no).
Independent variables
In order to measure democratic quality and to assess how different components of democracy affect the responses to the pandemic, we rely on
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the Democracy Barometer, a dataset that assesses the quality of democracy in established democracies (B€
uhlmann et al. 2012). We use a newly
updated version of the dataset, which covers the period 1990 until 2017
for 52 countries (Engler et al. 2020).
The Democracy Barometer embraces a middle-range concept of democracy with liberal as well as participatory ideas of democracy. It builds
on a total of 98 de jure and de facto indicators taking into account not
only constitutional provisions, but also the implementation of and compliance with democratic principles. The Democracy Barometer further
provides a multidimensional and disaggregated dataset distinguishing
between different principles of democracy, which has the advantage
allowing us to capture the subtle differences between European democracies in a fine-grained manner. Indeed, the Democracy Barometer
allows us to look not only at the overall quality of democracy, but to
distinguish between different components of democracy of which several
could potentially serve as democratic safeguards during the pandemic.
Besides the overall quality of democracy, we can therefore look separately on the effect of the three liberal components protection of individual liberties, mutual constraints (which measures the horizontal control
of the executive) and the rule of law. All democracy measures are standardised to a scale running from 0 to 100. We calculate the mean value
of the ten most recent years available (2008–2017) in order to give due
consideration to the overall state of democracy in the respective
countries.13
In order to measure problem pressure we use cumulative reported
COVID-19 deaths per capita by country provided by OxCGRT. The reasoning behind using death counts rather than infection counts is that
they are less affected by underreporting and less correlated with testing
regime, even though cross-national differences in recording and classification of deaths might still exist (Bosancianu et al. 2020; Hale et al.
2020a).14 Furthermore, we measure the health care infrastructure using
the number of hospital beds per 1000 people. Since we focus on the government responses during the first wave of the pandemic, we are interested in a health care indicator to capture the initial problem solving
capacity. However, many countries have expanded the health care capacity to deal with COVID-19, especially of intensive care units, over time.
Hence, we include GDP per capita to measure the countries’ capacity to
react. We use the Our World in Data (OWID) COVID data15 for both
indicators (for the most recent year available). In contrast to death
counts, the latter two indicators are time-invariant variables. Lastly, we
capture diffusion effects by considering the mean value of COVID-19 policies in neighbouring countries.
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Methods
We perform (1) a cross-sectional analysis, where we employ various
cross-sectional linear regression models to analyse the differences across
democracies, and (2) a pooled time-series cross-sectional analysis to
explore the alternative explanations and the role of pandemic-related factors. The latter is only conducted for the index of restrictions of individual freedom, as cross-temporal data for the measurement of power
concentration is not available.
In the time-series cross-sectional analyses we present estimation results
of a hierarchical linear model (Gelman and Hill 2007). All explanatory
variables are standardised to avoid numerical problems for the maximisation algorithm (Bates et al. 2015). We use i to indicate a country and t to
indicate a specific day. The model can then be written as:
Yit ¼ ai þ bX it þ t þ t 2 þ t3 þ eit

ai  N 0, r2a

(1)
(2)

The parameter ai captures country-specific deviation and all random
effects are assumed to follow a normal distribution with mean 0 and variance of r2a : The model also includes time, time2, and time3. Including
these polynomials allows the model to flexibly adapt to the data. Adding
this flexible time polynomial absorbs (almost) any general trends that
exist across countries. The vector X it contains country i’s values on day t
on all explanatory variables.
In addition, we also present spatio-temporal diffusion models to investigate whether the restrictions of individual freedom can be partly
explained by the limitations imposed by other countries. Sebhatu et al.
(2020) show that the adoption of non-pharmaceutical measures are partly
explained by the policies taken in other countries. They also demonstrate
that countries scoring higher on electoral democracy are faster to adapt.
Albeit we are studying restrictions to individual freedoms and not the
more general concept of non-pharmaceutical measures, we test whether
the process studied here displays any signs of diffusion processes. To do
so, we add a seven-day lag, Yit7 , and a spatial lag, Yit7 whereas i
refers to all countries that neighbour country i.

Results
Despite the fact that all countries were confronted with the same threat
during the first wave of the pandemic, we find variation when looking at
the degree to which European democracies restricted individual freedom
and concentrated power on the executive as a response to the crisis.
Figure 1 displays the values of each European democracy for the index of
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Figure 1. The degree of restrictions of freedom (1a) and power concentration
(1b) during the Covid-19 pandemic.
Note: The indices are the sum of their standardised components. As a consequences, countries with a
value below zero are, on average, below the European mean of freedom restriction or power concentration, respectively, while countries with a value higher than zero are, on average, more restrictive.

restrictions of freedom (1a) and the index of power concentration (1b).
The components of the indices have been z-standardised before creating
the sum for the index, and hence, a value below 0 indicates that the overall restriction of individual liberties and power concentration, respectively,
is weaker than the European average, while a value higher than 0 means
that the country reacted more strictly.
When it comes to restrictions of individual freedom, it is important to
mention that citizens of all European countries were confronted with a
constraint of their usual life during the first wave of the pandemic.
However, as we see in Figure 1a, the countries display differences in the
degree of restrictions. On the one end of the scale are Iceland, Sweden
and Finland with very mild restrictions for their residents. Finland closed
its borders and thus restricted international travel, but apart from this,
most measures to reduce individual movement have relied on recommendations rather than coercion.
Sweden did not even restrict international travel entirely, and Swedes were
free to conduct their life as usual with the exception of a ban of gatherings
of more than 50 people. On the opposite end, we find countries such as
Serbia, Spain or Italy that implemented a lockdown with strict ‘stay at home’
rules, travel restrictions and banning even small gatherings of people.
Figure 1b shows how far countries concentrated power in the hands of
the executive. In several countries, such as Austria, Denmark, or Finland

WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS

13

we find no essential power concentration compared to normal times.16
The parliaments approved the emergency measures implemented as the
main national-level response and a time limit was defined. Moreover, the
legislative body has maintained its powers and functioned without any
limitations. Other countries with low values of power concentration, such
as Germany or the Netherlands, did not even concentrate powers on the
national executive, but left the responsibility of the crisis management to
the provinces or ‘Bundeslaender’. In many countries of Central and
Eastern Europe, however, we see the opposite. Hungary did not commit
to an end date to the state of emergency and neither did Poland set a
time limit for the overall ‘state of epidemic threat’.17 Furthermore, the
parliaments of Hungary, Serbia or Moldova lost many of their powers
and the media were confronted with new legislation that set strict rules
for the media coverage on COVID-19. Thus, little control of the government actions by state institutions or media as the fourth pillar of democracy remained possible during the first wave of the pandemic.
Surprisingly, federalist Switzerland is also among the group of countries
that concentrated power on the executive. The parliament decided to
interrupt work at the beginning of the crisis, and only later started to
convene again at a different venue. Furthermore, the Swiss parliament
never had to approve the special powers of the executive to take measures
that restricted individual freedoms, which, however, were rather moderate
compared to other countries.18
Figure 2 plots the two indices and shows that countries concentrating
power on the executive also imposed stronger restrictions of freedom
(with the exception of Switzerland). This seems plausible, as the need to
concentrate power on the executive is smaller in countries where the
interference with fundamental rights is less severe.
Cross-sectional analysis: how the state of democracy matters
As shown, the variation with regard to the extent to which democracies
in Europe have been willing to restrict fundamental democratic rights
during the first wave of the pandemic is remarkable. The reasons for this
may be manifold and can be related to the course of pandemic in the specific country or the capacity to react to the increasing numbers of
COVID-19 cases. We argue, however, that there might also be reasons
that lie at the very heart of democracy.
Figure 3 plots the freedom restriction index against the overall quality
of democracy as well as the three components. For all but mutual constraints19 we find the expected negative relationship: the stronger the protections of individual liberties and rule of law during normal times, and
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Figure 2. European countries and their degree of the restrictions of freedom and
power concentration on the executive.

the higher the overall democracy, the less governments restricted fundamental individual freedom in response to COVID-19.
The negative effect of the overall quality of democracy, the protection
of individual liberties and the rule of law also holds once we control for
other factors such as GDP per capita and the number of hospital beds
(see Table 2), our two proxies for the capacity a country has to react at
the outset of the crisis.20
Our models for the cross-sectional analysis rely on a small number
of cases, and thus might be sensitive to the effect of single countries.
We therefore test whether these results are robust when we drop individual countries. Figures A1–A3 (Online Appendix) show the results.
Only the protection of individual liberties holds. As we will see
later, this is also in line with the results from the cross-sectional timeseries analysis.
The negative correlation of all three components with the restriction of
freedom index confirms our expectations that the quality of democratic
principles before the pandemic matter for the measures taken during
the crisis. Only mutual constraint seems not to have an impact at all. The
protection of individual liberties, however, matters most. Other than the
effect of rule of law and the overall quality of democracy, it holds independent from our model specifications (see Online Appendix) and most
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Figure 3. Freedom restriction index, and the overall democratic quality and
its components.
Note: Kosovo and Serbia are missing in mutual constraints; Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo,
North Macedonia, Malta, Moldova, and Serbia are missing in the overall quality of democracy

Table 2. Linear regression models (cross-sectional) for individual freedoms restrictions and different aspects of democratic quality (DV: Restriction of freedom index).
Quality of Democracy

Model 1.1
0.12
(0.06)

Individual liberties

Model 1.2
0.28
(0.11)

Rule of law

Model 1.3

0.06
(0.03)

Mutual constraints
# of hospital beds
GDP per capita
Intercept

0.40
(0.26)
0.00
(0.00)
7.42
(5.01)
0.41
0.34
29

R2
Adj. R2
Num. obs.
p < 0.01; p < 0.05; p < 0.1.

0.30
(0.22)
0.00
(0.00)
19.07
(7.25)
0.48
0.43
33

Model 1.4

0.33
(0.23)
0.00
(0.00)
2.70
(2.12)
0.43
0.37
33

0.03
(0.03)
0.48
(0.23)
0.00
(0.00)
1.65
(2.11)
0.35
0.28
32

importantly, it displays also the most substantive effect. It is more than
four times stronger than the effect of rule of law, and double as large as
the effect of the overall democratic quality.
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Figure 4. Power concentration index, and the overall democratic quality and
its components.
Note: Serbia is missing in mutual constraints; Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia,
Moldova, and Serbia are missing in the overall quality of democracy.

Figure 4 plots the correlation between the democracy measures and the
power concentration index and shows a similar picture as for the restriction
of freedom index: the stronger democratic institutions, the weaker the
power concentration in a country in response to COVID-19. Looking at the
multivariate linear regression models in Table 3, however, we see that this
relationship is not robust when controlling for other factors. It is important
to mention that particularly the measures for the overall quality of democracy and rule of law strongly correlate with GDP per capita and models suffer from multicollinearity (r ¼ 0.83 and r ¼ 0.78, respectively). In models
without GDP per capita, rule of law has a significant negative effect on the
power concentration index (see Online Appendix Tables A4 and A5).
Some have argued that it might not be the quality of democracy per
se, but the degree to which we see tendencies of democratic backsliding
that matter for power concentration. For example, L€
uhrmann et al.
(2020) have shown that authoritarian leaders can use the state of emergency to further consolidate their power and weaken democratic institutions. Indeed, when we include a dummy variable for all countries that
saw a substantive decline of democracy in the past 10 years21, we find a
significant positive effect of democratic backsliding on the power

WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS

17

Table 3. Linear regression models (cross-sectional) for power concentration measures
and different aspects of democratic quality (DV: Power concentration index).
Model 2.1
Quality of Democracy

Model 2.2

Model 2.3

Individual liberties

0.03
(0.14)

Rule of law

0.04
(0.04)

Mutual constraints
# of hospital beds
GDP per capita
Intercept

Model 2.4

0.03
(0.08)

0.37
(0.29)
0.00
(0.00)
1.79
(5.86)
0.29
0.19
25

R2
Adj. R2
Num. obs.
p < 0.01; p < 0.05; p < 0.1.

0.29
(0.26)
0.00
(0.00)
0.99
(9.06)
0.47
0.40
30

0.19
(0.27)
0.00
(0.00)
4.43
(2.41)
0.48
0.43
30

0.01
(0.03)
0.26
(0.24)
0.00
(0.00)
1.64
(2.13)
0.44
0.38
29

concentration index (see Table A11 in the Online Appendix). It is important to note that we do not find such an effect on the restriction of freedom index (Online Appendix Tables A10 and A12).
Pooled time-series cross-sectional analysis
In this section, we use daily data to analyse more in detail the effect of
pandemic-related factors and to test whether our main findings from the
cross-sectional analysis, the effect of the protection of individual liberties,
also holds when controlling for pandemic-related factors. However, we
can only conduct these analyses for the restriction of freedom index, for
which daily data is available. We present the results of the full models in
Table 4 (the models without the democracy measures can be found in
Table A14 in the Online Appendix). The pandemic-related factors most
importantly include the cumulative number of confirmed deaths (per capita) and the reactions of neighbouring countries to account for potential
diffusion effects. Additionally, we include the lagged dependent variable
in all models of Table 4 to account for the fact that countries, which
already have implemented certain measures, will keep these measures for
a certain period of time. There are three major findings.
The first and most crucial finding is the overall stable and negative
effect of the protection of individual liberties in democratic countries.22
All analyses in this paper indicate that the protection of individual liberties in normal times has strong implications for the reactions of governments in times of crisis. Thus, in well-functioning democracies where
fundamental rights such as freedom of movement or the right of assembly
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Table 4. Time-series cross-sectional analysis of prior democratic quality (DV:
Restriction of freedom index).
Model 3.1
Quality of Democracy

0.61
(0.47)

Individual Liberties

Model 3.2
1.57
(0.59)

Rule of Law

Model 3.3

0.85
(0.61)

Mutual Constraints
Confirmed Deaths (rel.)
# of Hospital Beds
GDP pc
Spatial Lag (Neighbours)
Lagged Outcome (Y_[t-7])
Time
Time^2
Time^3
Intercept

0.77
(0.27)
0.02
(0.42)
0.66
(0.49)
0.09
(0.01)
0.74
(0.01)
11.75
(0.64)
5.79
(0.36)
6.15
(0.31)
6.92
(0.50)
3822
28
2.83
125.18

1.06
(0.27)
0.17
(0.37)
0.92
(0.43)
0.07
(0.01)
0.74
(0.01)
12.47
(0.63)
6.42
(0.36)
6.41
(0.30)
8.07
(0.48)
4272
32
2.71
135.90

1.17
(0.27)
0.08
(0.41)
0.93
(0.59)
0.07
(0.01)
0.74
(0.01)
12.56
(0.63)
6.39
(0.36)
6.42
(0.30)
7.96
(0.50)
4272
32
3.38
135.90

Model 3.4

0.20
(0.41)
0.98
(0.28)
0.06
(0.42)
1.58
(0.43)
0.08
(0.01)
0.73
(0.01)
11.70
(0.62)
6.27
(0.36)
6.13
(0.30)
7.84
(0.52)
4159
31
4.15
128.02

Num. obs.
Num. groups: CountryName
Var: CountryName (Intercept)
Var: Residual
p < 0.01; p < 0.05; p < 0.1.
Notes: The lagged outcome is the outcome value of a country seven days earlier, i.e. the one-week
lag; the spatial lag is the average value of the lagged outcome value for all neighbouring states.

have been taken as granted by most citizens, the protection of these rights
becomes also visible during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Second, with regard to the effect of pandemic-related factors, we find
that diffusion effects seem indeed to play a role in the adoption of
COVID-19 measures, also if they signify a trade-off with democratic principles. In all models of Table 4 the spatial lag, i.e. the mean of the measures’ stringency of all neighbouring countries, has a significant and
positive effect. This means that the stricter the policies adopted by neighbouring countries, the deeper the restrictions of freedom in a country.
We also present the estimation results with an interaction between the
spatial lag and the democracy measures in the Online Appendix (see
Table A15). We find no indication that the diffusion process is faster or
slower as a function of the democracy scores.23
Third, we find a mixed picture with regard to the effect of the problem
pressure of COVID-19 in the specific country. The severity of the pandemic
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measured with the cumulative number of deaths per capita, and the general
capacity of the country to cope with the pandemic measured with the GDP
per capita have the expected effect: more deaths leading to more severe
measures and countries with a low GDP per capita reacting more strictly.
However, the effect of the latter is not significant in all models. When it
comes to the number of the hospital beds, we do not find any significant effect.

Conclusion
This paper set out to explore the relationship between the quality of democracy in a country and the governmental responses to COVID-19. It
focuses on those measures that have an impact on fundamental democratic principles, which are protected in liberal democracies, but can be
restricted in extraordinary times. Conducting cross-sectional and pooled
time-series cross-sectional analyses across 34 European democracies, we
find large variation in how governments dealt with the democratic
dilemma in the first wave of COVID-19. In countries where the quality of
democracy is higher in normal times, governments were more reluctant
to adopt measures that are potentially in conflict with democratic principles. Both vertical and horizontal accountability play a role: our analysis
shows a strong and statistically robust association between the constitutional protection and de facto respect for individual liberties on the one
hand, and governments’ reluctance to restrict such freedoms as part of
the fight against COVID-19 on the other.
Contributing to the growing number of studies seeking to understand
the variation in COVID-19 policy responses across countries (see Capano
et al. 2020; Colfer 2020; Sebhatu et al. 2020; Weible et al. 2020; Yan et al.
2020), our study confirms that domestic factors strongly shape policy
making even when faced with a global threat and when problem pressure
is high. Responses do not only vary between autocracies and democracies,
but, as we show in this article, variation in democratic systems matters
for differences in policy responses. More precisely, we demonstrate that
political institutions constrain policy choices in times of crisis: previous
decisions on the design of political institutions create legacy effects by
decreasing the decision space for political actors. Countries that are more
dedicated to individual liberties continue to do so even in moments of
emergency. Our study thus not only buttresses the findings by Sebhatu
et al. (2020: 2) that ‘stronger democracies are slower to react on the face
of the pandemic’, but adds to further understanding this finding by pointing out the reluctance of vertically and horizontally accountable decisionmakers to adopt public health interventions that encroach on civil
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liberties. Furthermore, our paper strengthens earlier findings on
‘pandemic backsliding’ (L€
uhrmann et al. 2020): in countries that already
experienced democratic backsliding, the pandemic opened up a window
of opportunity for power-seeking leaders to further concentrate power.
Our findings also have implications for the continued fight against
COVID-19, as, at the time of writing in January 2021, many European
countries have entered the second and third waves of the pandemic.
Countries with high degrees of democratic quality may be effective in
protecting individual liberties in the face of the pandemic; however, does
this come at the expense of their ability to effectively halt the spread of
the virus? The Swedish experience might be a case in point: according to
Pierre (2020: 486) Sweden’s comparatively liberal response to COVID-19
in the first wave was directly related to constitutional provisions that prevent the declaration of a state of emergency and the centralisation of
powers in the hands of the national executive except when the country is
in a state of war. Unfortunately, the Swedish way also had a high death
toll, with the highest COVID-19 per capita deaths in the world during
the first wave of the pandemic. Our findings imply that democratic quality might have jeopardised a quick adoption of restrictive policies as an
immediate response to the pandemic. However, as public health interventions to fight the pandemic exited the crisis mode after the end of the
first wave, democratically strong countries may be at an advantage in
stemming the spread of COVID-19 in the mid and long term. While
SARS-CoV-2 is obviously specific in terms of dynamics of transmission,
pathogenesis, and lethality, lessons from the fight against other pandemics
underscore the importance of transparent information, societal motivation
as well as an enabling environment that supports individual compliance
with prevention messages (Eaton and Kalichman 2020; Hargreaves et al.
2020). This is obviously the case for sustained behavioural change – i.e.
social distancing – that depends on compliance and continues to be
important as many European countries still face a rising number of infections. And as vaccines against COVID-19 have become available, quick
vaccination of large proportions of the population is critical to effectively
halt the spread of the virus. As shown by Schmelz (2021), vaccination
uptake – which is always voluntary – crucially depends on citizens’ trust
in their government.
Citizens’ possibilities to inform themselves, to express concerns freely,
to get involved and participate in the design or the public debate over
public health responses to COVID-19 will be crucial to the acceptability
of and compliance with prevention messages. In this sense, the quality of
democracy can be seen as an asset to preventing the further spread of
SARS-CoV-2 in the mid- to long term. While governments have been
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praised for enacting rigid lockdowns at a first glance, democratic quality
might be instrumental for enabling democratic societies to sustained containment of the disease, opening a rich field of inquiry.

Notes
1. Freedoms are essential for democracy as they maintain the individual
autonomy necessary for democracy and enable democratic debate (GillPedro 2019: 47ff.).
2. The principle of power separation requires that the various representatives
of the state power are independent and supervise each other. It includes the
extent of the parliamentary oversight exercised preventing the abuse of
power by the government. In addition, the judiciary should have the
possibility to examine whether fundamental freedoms are respected (Dubey
2016: n.42).
3. While Edgell et al. (2020b) have shown in their worldwide sample that
limiting the freedom of media is one of major democratic concerns and
could thus be treated as an independent, third type of measures, in Europe,
only 7 out of 34 countries put media restrictions in place. All those
countries also concentrate power on the executive more than most other
countries, which speaks to our claim that controlling the media is an
additional form of concentrating power in the hands of the executive. To be
certain that our results are not driven by media control alone, we include a
model that measures power concentration without the measures of media
control (Table A13 in the Online Appendix). The results do not change.
4. See United Nations, Office of the High commissioner, Emergency Measures
and COVID-19: Guidance, 27.04.2020
5. Since these laws are usually adopted by the executive and therefore do not
enjoy democratic legitimacy, limiting their validity limits the restriction of
democracy (Zwitter 2012: 109). Once the validity period has ended, it is up
to parliament to enact in a law the measures it considers necessary to
maintain. Democratic legitimacy is thereby reestablished (Zwitter 2012: 99).
6. While we generally expect a negative effect of all democratic principles on
both types of interventions – the restriction of individual freedoms and
power concentration – the protection of individual liberties during normal
times is more likely to matter for the former than for the latter.
7. Following Sebhatu et al. (2020), we also explore whether this effect varies
with democratic measures. This allows us to test whether we can replicate
on a slightly different sample with slightly different measures the same
substantive findings.
8. We calculate all models with a subsample consisting of those countries that
are at least electoral democracies according to the 2019 Regimes of the
World classification in the V-Dem dataset (Coppedge et al. 2020). This
classification leads to an exclusion of Albania, Hungary, and Serbia. The
results do not change (see Table A7 to Table A9 in the Online Appendix).
9. The daily data are only available for measures that restrict
individual freedom.
10. See Online Appendix for detailed descriptions and coding information.
11. Download 13.07.2020
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Download 30.11.2020
The substantive effects in the subsequent analyses do not change if we
replace the 10 years average with the year 2017 - the most recent year
available (see Online Appendix Tables A1–A3).
Excess mortality might be a better measure because of the challenges in the
attribution of the cause of death; however, such data is only available for a
few West European countries.
Downloaded 13.07.2020
In countries with the value -2.8, all components of the power concentration
index have a value of 0 before standardization.
However, Poland set a time limit for specific measures such as the central
government’s authority to issue orders to local governments (Edgell
et al. 2020a).
Looking at the case of Switzerland, where under normal circumstances
power is not concentrated in the hands of the national government, one
could argue that countries with a weaker national executive have simply a
higher need to concentrate power on the executive in times of crisis.
However, we do not find this to be true for other federalist states such as
Austria, Germany, Belgium or the Netherlands (see also Hegele and
Schnabel 2021). Furthermore, we do also not find that power concentration
during the pandemic is related to the type of political system, i.e. whether
we look at parliamentarian or semi-presidential systems with a strong head
of the state (see Table A16 in the Online Appendix).
One reason for this might be that mutual constraints not only measures
horizontal separation of power, but also power distribution between
subnational and national units.
Regarding individual liberties, Kosovo is clearly an outlier, however, because
of missing values the case is not included in the subsequent analyses.
PanDem (V2) provides the variable libdem10 to measure democratic
backsliding based on the V-Dem Index of liberal democracy (Coppedge
et al. 2020; Edgell et al. 2020a).
In the Online Appendix, we also explore whether these results are robust
when we drop individual countries. Figure A4 shows that the finding with
respect to individual freedoms is robust.
It is important to draw attention to at least two aspects that differ between
our study and the paper by Sebhatu et al. (2020). While they analyze a
broad set of non-pharmaceutical measures – and find a moderated diffusion
effect – we focus on measures that restrict basic individual freedoms. The
second difference is found in the sample composition as the two models are
estimated on an overlapping but not identical set of countries.

Acknowledgement
The authors would like to thank the two anonymous referees, Andrea Louise
Campbell, Rolf Rosenbrock as well as the participants of the panel on ‘COVID-19:
Comparing and Explaining Policy Reactions and Political Consequences’ at the
2020 APSA Annual Meeting for critical comments on earlier versions of
the manuscript.

WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS

23

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Funding
This work was supported by the University of Zurich's COVID-19 Seed Fund.

Notes on contributors
Sarah Engler is postdoctoral researcher at the Department of Political Science
and the Centre for Democracy Studies, University of Zurich. Her research focuses
on European party systems, democratic performance and social inequality and
has appeared in the Journal of European Public Policy, West European Politics,
European Political Science Research and Democratisation. [sarah.engler@zda.
uzh.ch]
Palmo Brunner is a PhD researcher in political science at the University of
Zurich. Her research interests include democracy and governance, mobilisation
and contentious politics, transnationalism and diaspora as well as public policy
analysis with a focus on health policy. [brunner@ipz.uzh.ch]
Romane Loviat is a doctoral candidate at the Centre for Democracy Studies
Aarau (ZDA), University of Zurich. She has specialised in constitutional law,
mainly in the emergency powers of governments. [romane.loviat@zda.uzh.ch]
Tarik Abou-Chadi is Assistant Professor at the Department of Political Science
and the Centre for Democracy Studies, University of Zurich. His research focuses
on elections, political parties and democratic representation and has appeared in
the American Political Science Review, the Journal of Politics and the British
Journal of Political Science. [tarik.abou-chadi@zda.uzh.ch]
Lucas Leemann is Assistant Professor for Comparative Politics and Empirical
Democracy Research at the University of Zurich. His research focuses on representation and how citizens’ preferences translate into policies. He has published
in the American Political Science Review, American Journal of Political Science, the
Journal of Politics, Political Analysis and others. [leemann@ipz.uzh.ch]
Andreas Glaser is Professor for Constitutional, Administrative and European
Law, University of Zurich, and director of the Centre for Democracy Studies
Aarau (ZDA). His research focuses on direct democracy, electoral law, fundamental rights and digitisation of administrative procedure. [andreas.glaser@zda.
uzh.ch]
Daniel K€
ubler is Professor at the Department of Political Science, and co-director
of the Centre for Democracy Studies at the University of Zurich. His research
interests include governance and democracy, direct democracy, public policy, and
representative bureaucracy. His work has appeared in journals such as European
Journal of Political Research, Governance, Journal of Public Administration
Research and Theory, International Review of the Administrative Sciences, as well
as Comparative European Politics. [daniel.kuebler@zda.uzh.ch]

24

S. ENGLER ET AL.

ORCID
Sarah Engler
Daniel K€
ubler

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3555-1091
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7373-0926

References
Bates, Douglas, Martin M€achler, Ben Bolker, and Steve Walker (2015). ‘Fitting Linear
Mixed-Effects Models Using lme4’, Journal of Statistical Software, 67:1, 1–48.
Bjørnskov, Christian, and Stefan Voigt (2015). ‘The Determinants of Emergency
Constitutions’, SSRN Electronic Journal, 1–38.
Bosancianu, Constantin M., Kim Yi Dionne, Hanno Hilbig, Macartan
Humphreys, K. C. Sampada, Nils Lieber, and Alexandra Scacco (2020).
‘Political and Social Correlates of Covid-19 Mortality’, Working Paper.
B€
uhlmann, Marc, Wolfgang Merkel, Lisa M€
uller, and Bernhard Weßels (2012).
‘The Democracy Barometer: A New Instrument to Measure the Quality of
Democracy and Its Potential for Comparative Research’, European Political
Science, 11:4, 519–36.
Capano, Giliberto, Michael Howlett, Darryl S. L. Jarvis, M. Ramesh, and Nihit Goyal
(2020). ‘Mobilizing Policy (in)Capacity to Fight COVID-19: Understanding
Variations in State Responses’, Policy and Society, 39:3, 285–308.
Cheibub, Jose A., Ji Y. J. Hong, and Adam Przeworski (2020). ‘Rights and Deaths:
Government Reactions to the Pandemic’, Working Paper.
Colfer, Barry (2020). ‘Public Policy Responses to COVID-19 in Europe’, European
Policy Analysis, 6:2, 126–37.
Coppedge, Michael, et al. (2011). ‘Conceptualizing and Measuring Democracy: A
New Approach’, Perspectives on Politics, 9:2, 247–67.
Coppedge, Michael, et al. (2020). ‘V-Dem Dataset 2020’. Varieties of Democracy
Project. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.23696/vdemds20
Criddle, Evan J., ed. (2016). Human Rights in Emergencies. New York: Cambridge
University Press.
Dahl, Robert A. (1971). Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition. New Haven: Yale
University Press.
Dubey, Jacques (2016). Droits fondamentaux. Vol. 1. Basel: Helbing Lichtenhahn.
Eaton, Lisa A., and Seth C. Kalichman (2020). ‘Social and Behavioral Health
Responses to COVID-19: Lessons Learned from Four Decades of an HIV
Pandemic’, Journal of Behavioral Medicine, 43:3, 341–5.
Edgell, Amanda B., et al. (2020a). Pandemic Backsliding: Democracy during Covid19 (PanDem), Version 4. Gothenburg: Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem)
Institute. www.vdem.net/en/our-work/research-projects/pandemic-backsliding/
Edgell, Amanda B., Grahn Sandra, Lachapelle Jean, L€
uhrmann Anna, and
Seraphine F. Maerz (2020b). ‘An Update on Pandemic Backsliding: Democracy
Four Months after the Beginning of the COVID-19 Pandemic’, V-Dem Policy
Brief, 24.
Engler, Sarah, et al. (2020). Democracy Barometer. Codebook. Version 7. Aarau:
Zentrum f€
ur Demokratie. Version 7. Zurich: University of Zurich.
Frey, Carl B., Chen Chinchih, and Presidente Giorgio (2020). ‘Democracy,
Culture, and Contagion: Political Regimes and Countries Responsiveness to
Covid-19’, Oxford Martin School: Oxford University, Working Paper.

WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS

25

Gelman, Andrew, and Jennifer Hill (2007). Data Analysis Using Regression and
Multilevel/Hierarchical Models. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Gilardi, Fabrizio (2010). ‘Who Learns from What in Policy Diffusion Processes?’,
American Journal of Political Science, 54:3, 650–66.
Gill-Pedro, Eduardo (2019). EU Law, Fundamental Rights and National
Democracy. London: Routledge.
Hale, Thomas, Angrist Noam, Kira Beatriz, Petherick Anna, Phillips Toby, and
Webster Samuel (2020a). ‘Variation in Government Responses to COVID-19.
Version 6.0’, Blavatnik School of Government Working Paper.
Hale, Thomas, Webster Samuel, Petherick Anna, Phillips Toby, and Kira Beatriz
(2020b). Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker. Oxford: Blavatnik
School of Government. www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/covidtracker.
Hargreaves, James, et al. (2020). ‘Three Lessons for the COVID-19 Response
from Pandemic HIV’, The Lancet. HIV, 7:5, e309–e311.
Hegele, Yvonne, and Johanna Schnabel (2021). ‘Federalism and the Management of
the COVID-19 Crisis: Centralisation, Decentralisation, and (Non-)Coordination’,
West European Politics. https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1873529
Lindberg, Staffan I. (2013). ‘Mapping Accountability: Core Concept and
Subtypes’, International Review of Administrative Sciences, 79:2, 202–26.
L€
uhrmann, Anna, Amanda B. Edgell, Grahn Sandra, Lachapelle Jean, and
Seraphine F. Maerz (2020). ‘Does the Coronavirus Endanger Democracy in
Europe?’, Carnegie Europe.
Maor, Moshe, and Michael Howlett (2020). ‘Explaining Variations in State
COVID-19 Responses: Psychological, Institutional, and Strategic Factors in
Governance and Public Policy-Making’, Policy Design and Practice, 3:3, 228–41.
Merkel, Wolfgang (2004). ‘Embedded and Defective Democracies’, Democratization,
11:5, 33–58.
Pierre, Jon (2020). ‘Nudges against Pandemics: Sweden’s COVID-19 Containment
Strategy in Perspective’, Policy and Society, 39:3, 478–93.
Powell, Bingham G. (2000). Elections as Instruments of Democracy: Majoritarian
and Proportional Visions. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Richards, David L., and K. C. Clay (2012). ‘An Umbrella with Holes: Respect for
Non-Derogable Human Rights during Declared States of Emergency,
1996–2004’, Human Rights Review, 13:4, 443–71.
Rochefort, David A., and Roger W. Cobb, eds. (1994). The Politics of Problem
Definition. Shaping the Policy Agenda. Lawrence: Kansas University Press.
Rooney, Bryan (2019). ‘Emergency Powers in Democratic States: Introducing the
Democratic Emergency Powers Dataset’, Research & Politics, 6:4. https://doi.org/10.
1177/2053168019892436
Schedler, Andreas (1999). ‘Conceptualizing Accountability’, in Andreas Schedler,
Larry Diamond, and Marc F. Plattner (eds.), The Self-Restraining State: Power
and Accountability in New Democracies. Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 13–28.
Schmelz, Katrin (2021). ‘Enforcement May Crowd out Voluntary Support for
COVID-19 Policies, Especially Where Trust in Government Is Weak and in a
Liberal Society’, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 118:1,
e2016385118.
Sebhatu, Abiel, Karl Wennberg, Stefan Arora-Jonsson, and Staffan I. Lindberg
(2020).
‘Explaining
the
Homogeneous
Diffusion
of
COVID-19
Nonpharmaceutical Interventions across Heterogeneous Countries’, Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences, 117:35, 21201–8.

26

S. ENGLER ET AL.

Stasavage, David (2020). ‘Democracy, Autocracy, and Emergency Threats: Lessons
for COVID-19 from the Last Thousand Years’, International Organization, 74:
S1, E1–17.
Toshkov, Dimiter, Yesilkagit Kutsal, and Carroll Brendan (2020). ‘Government
Capacity, Societal Trust or Party Preferences? What Accounts for the Variety
of National Policy Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic in Europe?’,
Working Paper, 1–32.
Trein, Philipp (2020). ‘The Paradox of Prevention: Authoritarian Past and Liberal
Democracy in Times of Crisis’, Working Paper. Retrieved from http://dx.doi.
org/10.2139/ssrn.3625523
Tsebelis, George (2002). Veto Players: How Political Institutions Work. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.
Weible, Christopher M., et al. (2020). ‘COVID-19 and the Policy Sciences: Initial
Reactions and Perspectives’, Policy Sciences, 53:2, 225–17.
Yan, Bo, Xiaomin Zhang, Long Wu, Heng Zhu, and Bin Chen (2020). ‘Why Do
Countries Respond Differently to COVID-19? A Comparative Study of Sweden,
China, France, and Japan’, The American Review of Public Administration, 50:6-7,
762–9.
Zwitter, Andrej (2012). ‘The Rule of Law in Times of Crisis’, Archiv f€
ur Rechtsund Sozialphilosophie, 98:1, 95–111.

