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Policy issue salience and legislative output of
populist governments: evidence from immigration
policies
Tobias Böhmelt and Lawrence Ezrow

Department of Government, University of Essex, Colchester, UK

ABSTRACT
Research on political representation suggests that legislative activity is
influenced by governing parties’ policy emphases in their election
campaigns. We argue that populist governments are an exception as they
may find it difficult to draft and implement laws on an issue even if it is
salient to them. The anti-elitism, people-centrism, and Manichean-discourse
nature of populist party platforms significantly alters their ability to legislate
on their campaign issues. We test this claim using data on the saliency of
governments’ immigration policies in their election campaigns and
subsequent legislation on immigration. The empirical analysis is based on 14
democratic states from 1998 to 2013. The results support the theory that
populist governments will exhibit a relatively weak relationship between
their issue emphases in election campaigns and the number of policies they
enact on immigration. This research has important implications for our
understanding of populism, political representation, and immigration policy.
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Government legislation in democracies tends to respond to public opinion
(e.g., Anderson et al., 2017; Bromley-Trujillo & Poe, 2020; Erikson et al.,
2002; Kang & Powell, 2010; Schaffer et al., 2022; Soroka & Wlezien, 2010).
The core mechanism explaining this pattern is that democratic policymakers
can be removed more easily from power due to, e.g., regular elections, if they
do not meet their constituents’ needs (Dahl, 1971). Hence, governing political
parties in democracies have incentives to enact policies that satisfy voters’
interests (Anderson et al., 2017; see also Breunig et al., 2012). A crucial
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linkage in this translation of citizen preferences into policy is the pledge-fulfill-
ment nexus in which governing parties carry out the promises that they cam-
paigned with during elections. Numerous studies on pledge fulfilment
provide a generally positive outlook on this aspect of substantive democratic
representation (see, e.g., Adhikari et al., 2022; Bara, 2005; Böhmelt & Ezrow,
2022; Carson et al., 2019; Dassonneville et al., 2021; Duval & Pétry, 2019;
Elling, 1979; Kennedy et al., 2021; Matthieß, 2020; Naurin, 2009, 2011;
Naurin et al., 2019; Naurin & Thomson, 2020; Thomson, 1999; Thomson
et al., 2017; Vodová, 2021; Werner, 2019). On balance, parties follow
through on their campaign promises. This is a positive finding for scholars
of representative democracy and advocates of the responsible party model
of democracy (e.g., Keman, 2002) in that citizens’ voices are represented in
elections, and then they influence the design and implementation of policy.

Various constraints may nevertheless work against a strong link between leg-
islative action and what parties have campaigned on before elections (Lutz,
2019, 2021; see also Böhmelt & Ezrow, 2022; Ezrow et al., 2020, 2023;
Kennedy et al., 2021). The following research contributes to this debate as we
examine whether populist governments, i.e., governing coalitions in which
populist parties participate, pursue legislative action on an issue they empha-
sised during their electoral campaigns. That is, our argument focuses on how
salience in governing populist parties’manifestos influences the number of pol-
icies that are subsequently implemented after they form a government. In par-
ticular, we explore this process of how campaign emphases translate into
legislative activity with respect to immigration policies (see Abou-Chadi, 2016;
Böhmelt, 2021b; Helbling & Kalkum, 2018; Money, 2010), a core aspect of
many populist platforms. Our conclusions hold implications for our understand-
ing of policymaking of well-known populist governments such as those associ-
ated with Donald Trump in the United States or Viktor Orbán in Hungary by
showing that these governments can face unique difficulties in following
through with legislative action on what their campaigns have emphasised.

Our argument is that populist governments might find it challenging to
translate their electoral promises into legislative action as populists confront
tradeoffs between maintaining their anti-elite postures and effectively
addressing national problems. That is, populists in power face unique and
essentially irreconcilable tradeoffs between governing effectively, on one
hand, and maintaining the anti-elite posture that endears them to their
core supporters, on the other hand. These cross-pressures render governing
populist parties exceptionally susceptible to electoral reversals: if populists
govern conventionally by cooperating with existing elites in the system,
they undercut their brand as a disruptive force and, thereby, alienate their
core supporters. Yet, if populists refuse to cooperate with cabinet partners
and bureaucrats while ignoring expert advice (see also Böhmelt, 2021a; Hei-
nisch, 2003), they fail to successfully advance their own policy agenda, which
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incurs retrospective punishment by voters. We offer a comparative analysis
across 14 Western democracies across 43 elections from 1998 to 2013 that
examines how salience in manifesto pledges translates into legislative
action in the context of immigration (see Abou-Chadi, 2016; Böhmelt,
2021b; Helbling & Kalkum, 2018; Money, 2010).

Our study has direct implications for policymaking on migration. The
movement of people across borders has risen significantly over the last few
decades, and migration has become one of the most salient political issues
(Böhmelt, 2021b). Due to its scale, international migration has become a ‘fun-
damental driver of social, economic, and political change’ worldwide (Corne-
lius & Rosenblum, 2005, p. 99). Examining whether governing parties that
have spent more attention to immigration in their manifestos subsequently
pass more immigration-related legislation sheds new light on what we
know of the drivers behind migration policies.1

More generally, we gain new insights into democratic representation and
policymaking. In elections, parties present a bundle of policies that citizens
may find attractive. Presumably, parties would remain committed to their
electoral platforms (see Anderson et al., 2017; Kang & Powell, 2010; Soroka
& Wlezien, 2010), but our results stress that populists in government may
find this difficult, at least in terms of enacting policies that reflect the relative
salience of policies in their election manifestos.

Finally, by demonstrating that populist governments do not engage in as
much legislative activity on immigration as predicted by their election plat-
forms, the findings improve our general understanding of populism (e.g.,
Wuttke et al., 2020) and how populist governments do, or do not, function.
Adams et al. (2022), for example, have identified a ‘backlash effect’ to popu-
lism: populist government policies are rejected by foreign political parties.
Put differently, a focal party will distance its policies from governing populists
abroad. Our results suggest that the explanation for parties’ policy distancing
is due to populists’ inability to govern. In turn, with regards to election out-
comes for populist governments, parties should be committed to their elec-
toral platforms once in power. This is driven by an inherent self-interest as,
presumably, this is likely to raise the chances to do well in upcoming elec-
tions. However, if populists are unable to deliver on their electoral campaigns
and, thus, alienate those voters that just brought them into power, populists
are unlikely to stay in power in the long run (see also Adams et al., 2022;
Afonso, 2015; Heinisch, 2003; Walter, 2021).

Populist governments and their attention to immigration
policy

There is widespread interest in populism across the social sciences (e.g.,
Akkerman et al., 2014; Bos et al., 2010; Busby et al., 2019; Caramani, 2017;
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Castanho Silva et al., 2018; 2020; De la Torre, 2014; Hameleers et al., 2017;
Hobolt, 2016; Oliver & Rahn, 2016; Rooduijn, 2019; Rooduijn et al., 2016;
Van Hauwaert et al., 2020; Wuttke et al., 2020). Populism influences a wide
range of political attitudes and behaviour (Doyle, 2011; Huber, 2020;
Panizza, 2000; Roberts, 2007; Weyland, 2003). For example, populism has
been shown to have crucial implications for environmental politics
(Böhmelt, 2021a), party politics (Adams et al., 2022), polarisation (Rooduijn
et al., 2016), and liberal democracy more generally (Huber & Schimpf,
2016). Indeed, the commonly used definition of populism suggests that
there will be significant consequences for the way democracy works when
populist parties come to power. According to Mudde (2004:, p. 543), popu-
lism can be defined ideationally as ‘a thin-centered ideology that considers
society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic
groups, the people and the corrupt elite, and which argues that politics
should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the
people.’ To this end, populism is thus not exclusively linked to a specific pol-
itical orientation, e.g., left-wing and right-wing movements (Akkerman et al.,
2017; Forchtner & Kølvraa, 2015; Huber & Ruth, 2017; Huber & Schimpf, 2017;
Otjes & Louwerse, 2015; Rooduijn & Akkerman, 2017; Taggart, 2002).2 Three
main criteria characterise the core of the definition of populism: anti-
elitism, people-centrism, and a Manichean discourse that actively proclaims
a moral struggle between ‘good people’ and ‘the elite’ (Hawkins, 2003;
Hawkins & Kaltwasser, 2018; Mudde, 2004; see also Canovan, 1981; Huber &
Schimpf, 2016). Populism therefore claims to pursue a new morale (Mudde
& Kaltwasser, 2012, p. 8) as it opposes the establishment and ‘corrupt
elites’ – the actors generally seen at the centre of political decision-making
and power, including the government (Hay & Stoker, 2009; Huber, 2020).
Against this background, populists often argue that representative democ-
racy does not meet their ideological expectations of expressing the will of
the people (Mény & Surel, 2002) and, as a result, the very definition of popu-
lism proposes that populists in power may be less effective at governing
because they are opposed to working with policy elites.

Research on representative democracy and public policy also acknowl-
edges difficulties for populist parties when they govern (for an overview,
see, e.g., Werner & Geibler, 2019). For example, Riera and Pastor (2022)
argue that populist governing parties will be electorally punished if they
enter the executive as junior coalition partners. Adams et al. (2022) similarly
claim that populists’ ideational characteristics make them electorally vulner-
able after assuming governmental power, so much so that political parties
abroad will distance their policy positions from governing populists. De
Sousa et al. (2021) build their theory on the view that populist governments
produce more moderate policies than promised in their manifestos, poten-
tially leading to a gap in pledge fulfilment. This echoes Akkerman’s (2012)
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research on immigration policies or Vercesi’s (2019) study of the Italian popu-
list government under Giuseppe Conte, which was more moderate than their
campaign policies suggested.

Regardless of whether parties are policy, office, or vote seeking, the policy
emphasis in electoral campaigns should strongly influence policy output
(Müller & Strøm, 1999; see also Böhmelt et al., 2016, 2017; Downs, 1957).
Most importantly, this maximises the chances of staying in power (Anderson
et al., 2017; Dahl, 1971). Karreth et al. (2013) show that when parties moderate
their positions by moving away from their core supporters, they lose votes
under longer time horizons. Hence, this means that short-term changes in
policy are met with long-term reputational and vote losses (see also
Alvarez, 1998). Correspondingly, while in government, parties that are
policy, office, or vote seeking, ceteris paribus, are expected to emphasise
the same issues they focused on in their campaign.

As indicated above, there is plenty of empirical evidence for the respon-
siveness of democratic governments to voters’ demands (e.g., Anderson
et al., 2017; Bromley-Trujillo & Poe, 2020; Erikson et al., 2002; Ezrow et al.,
2023; Kang & Powell, 2010; Schaffer et al., 2022; Soroka & Wlezien, 2010);
specifically, for the left-right dimension (McDonald & Budge, 2005), fiscal pol-
icies (Blais et al., 1993; Bräuninger, 2005), social policies (Hicks & Swank, 1992;
Huber et al., 1993), and the environment (Knill et al., 2010; Lundquist, 2022;
see also Anderson et al., 2017; Bakaki et al., 2020). With respect to immigra-
tion, governments are generally responsive to citizen demands and seek to
keep their electoral promises (Böhmelt, 2021b; see also Böhmelt & Ezrow,
2022).3 Hence, the considerations raised above about parties’ reputational
concerns and incentives for governing parties in democracies to follow
through on what they emphasised during electoral campaigns lead us to a
general expectation that legislative policy action will reflect governing
parties’ policy saliency positions in their manifestos.

We do not question that populist parties have similar incentives and con-
cerns. However, we contend that populist parties will have difficulties govern-
ing once they have gained power. This, in turn, likely leads to a gap between
the issues on which they legislate and on which they campaigned. Populists’
programmes often promise the opposite of working within government;
rather, they aim to disrupt governments and the ‘corrupt’ political elites
that inhabit them. This adversarial stance towards elites will make it proble-
matic for populists to enact any policies once in power.

Specifically, populist parties hold an anti-elite worldview that highlights
the role of corrupt mainstream parties, government bureaucracies, and
experts (Hawkins et al., 2019). The campaign policies of populists create pro-
blems with respect to working within the government bureaucracy or con-
sulting expert advisors (Bauer & Becker, 2020; Lockwood, 2018). Akkerman
et al. (2016) evaluate the extent to which populist parties in different
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countries have adapted their policies and structures to look more ‘main-
stream’ following electoral gains.4 But there is nevertheless evidence of con-
siderable difficulty that populists face when working together with their
mainstream coalition partners (Afonso, 2015; Heinisch, 2003). As a result,
populists struggle to address important national problems (Böhmelt,
2021a) and to realise their policy goals (Akkerman, 2012). Furthermore, this
also leads to complications for recruiting talented or experienced politicians
into their ranks (Heinisch, 2003; Kriesi, 2014). Related, populists may not yet
have embedded themselves in institutions like the civil service, which pro-
vides more technical expertise that helps to advance legislation while in gov-
ernment. If populist parties somehow overcome their anti-elitist stance to
govern effectively, they will go against their other commitment to oppose
the establishment (Krause & Wagner, 2019).

In total, clear tensions arise for populist parties when gaining office
between their core policy stances and governing effectively, which will
lead to a weaker connection between campaigns’ policy issue salience and
legislative action. This motivates the following hypothesis:

Governing populist hypothesis

The relationship between the salience in manifestos and the number of pol-
icies implemented for immigration policy will be weaker for populist
governments.

Research design

To empirically analyze the theoretical mechanisms and identify the postu-
lated avenues of influence, we require three core components: a dependent
variable capturing legislative action and, the government’s salience position
on a policy issue during the electoral campaign, and an item on a govern-
ment’s degree of populism. Combining all three elements is not without
difficulty as, e.g., certain policies can be implemented by both rightist and
leftist executives – the ‘issue-government link’ or match between policy
implementation/scope and government preferences would not be clearly
identified, making it less straightforward to test our theory.

We eventually address this issue by concentrating on one issue area,
namely migration, and by employing recently released data on issue saliency
in party manifestos (Lehmann & Zobel, 2018). We acknowledge the limit-
ations about generalising our results beyond this issue area. Populist
parties may make unrealistic pledges, perhaps due to existing international
agreements on immigration and human rights, which means that they are
unable to enact immigration policies. The pledges may also be more
extreme than their coalition partners’ policies, also making them more
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difficult to sustain. These arguments suggest that policymaking may be less
closely linked to the issue salience in manifestos for populist governments
than in other issue areas for which they share more similar policy profiles
to their mainstream coalition partners (e.g., the economy). While this latter
set of arguments supports our central expectation, they also suggest we
should be cautious about extrapolating these results to additional policy
dimensions. Having said that, we analyze environmental policies (see Lund-
quist, 2022) in the appendix.

Still, on one hand, particularly right-wing populist parties arguably ‘own’
the immigration issue (e.g., Combei & Giannetti, 2020; see also Meguid,
2005, 2008), and if they are successful in gaining office, given the representa-
tive connections between citizen preferences and government policy, popu-
list governments should have a strongmandate to implement their policies. A
robust basis for their popularity will be their stance on immigration. Thus, our
focus on immigration policies arguably constitutes a least-likely case to
demonstrate the validity of our argument. We note that the additional analy-
sis provided in the appendix for the environment supports the latter set of
arguments – but we acknowledge that there may be issues with generalising
these arguments beyond immigration and the environment.5 On this basis,
we proceed.

Our argument emphasises that the anti-elite stance of populist govern-
ments will lead them to face difficulties governing effectively – even on immi-
gration. To capture executive populism, we use two different measures: one
that is based on the Parties Variety and Organisation (V-Party) project (Lühr-
mann et al., 2020), and the other item is from the Global Populism Database
(GPD; Hawkins et al., 2019). The final data set has the country/cabinet-year as
the unit of analysis and comprises up to 14 democratic states across 43 elec-
tions in 1998–2013. In the following, we describe the corresponding variables
as well as the methodology and control items of our analysis.

The dependent variable is taken from the Determinants of International
Migration (DEMIG) Policy Database (Haas et al., 2014).6 While several data
sets on migration policies and their implementation are available, the
DEMIG data benefit from a larger spatial and temporal scope. The unit of
analysis in the DEMIG data is an individual policy as such, and the data set
concentrates on the changes in laws and regulations. To this end, for each
entry in the data, DEMIG provides information on the policy area, the tool
for implementation, the targeted migrant group, as well as the geographic
origin of a targeted group.7 The outcome variable aggregates this infor-
mation to reflect the number of immigration policy measures implemented
per country/cabinet-year. As our argument applies to migration policies gen-
erally, and the empirical measures of party positions do not focus on the
direction of policies (e.g., more/less restrictive) but saliency, we have little
theoretical reason to distinguish between types of policies, e.g., more/less
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restrictive regulations or control mechanisms. Hence, for each country/
cabinet-year, we sum up all new or changed migration policies enacted.
Figure 1 gives an overview of this policy count variable: the dependent vari-
able exhibits variation across countries as well as within countries over time.

In light of this operationalisation of the dependent variable, we estimate
parameters of a negative binomial regression model. In particular, the
model is suitable for variables for which the variance exceeds the mean,
which is the case here. We include country-fixed effects as well as a time
trend. The former control for essentially any time-invariant, unobserved
characteristics of states that may influence migration policymaking, although
any time-invariant substantive predictor at this level of analysis cannot be

Figure 1. The number of immigration policies implemented per country, 1998–2013.
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included in the model. Most importantly, this setup generally mirrors a differ-
ences-in-differences approach for time-series cross-section data. In the words
of Angrist and Pischke (2009:, p. 227), ‘group-level omitted variables can be
captured by group-level fixed effects, an approach that leads to the differ-
ences-in-differences (DiD) strategy.’ And indeed, ‘DiD is a version of fixed
effects estimation using aggregate data’ (Angrist & Pischke, 2009, p. 228).
The time trend addresses temporal dependencies, and we consider a tem-
porally lagged dependent variable that controls for within-country temporal
dependencies in the appendix. Finally, we cluster the standard errors at the
country level to adjust them according to country-specific path dependencies
and correlations.

With respect to explanatory variables, the focus is on the interaction
between government positions and populism (see Brambor et al., 2006; Hain-
mueller et al., 2019). That is, our models comprise a variable on governing
parties’ view on migration, an item on their degree of populism, and the
product of the two to capture the multiplicative interaction term. This
allows us to explore whether populism conditions these effects of governing
parties’ attention to migration during their election campaigns on the
number of migration policies while in office. We expect that populist govern-
ments are less likely to exhibit a strong relationship between the issue sal-
ience of immigration in their election campaigns and their subsequent
policymaking on this issue. We facilitate interpretation by calculating and pre-
senting substantive quantities of interest (see Brambor et al., 2006).

The first component of the interactive specification is then about govern-
ing parties’ immigration saliency positions. This variable combines infor-
mation on political parties’ saliency position on immigration with data on
government participation. The former relies on Lehmann and Zobel (2018)
whose data have two key advantages. First, the information is derived from
manifestos to provide parties’ ‘unified and unfiltered’ immigration positions
for countries and time points not covered in expert surveys and media
studies. Second, the data are based on crowd coding, which allows for a
fast manual coding of political texts. According to Lehmann and Zobel’s
(2018) codebook, salience is calculated as the proportion of immigration
and integration related quasi-sentences to the total number of quasi-sen-
tences in party manifestos. This item thus varies between 0 and 100
percent for each party. The information on parties in government is based
on Döring and Manow (2012), who identified for each country/cabinet-year
in our sample the parties that are participating in government. Combining
the sources above, the variable Government Immigration Salience captures
the government’s view on immigration salience, with saliency scores in
Lehmann and Zobel (2018) averaged across all parties in government.
Inter-election years are interpolated linearly. Higher values stand for a more
salient view on migration. We would expect this item – disregarding the
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interaction effect – to be positively signed and significant: simply, if migration
is salient to the government, it will implement more policies.

The second component of the multiplicative interaction is about the gov-
ernment’s degree of populism. As indicated above, we use two different spe-
cifications. The first is based on the V-Party database (Lührmann et al., 2020).
These data rely on expert surveys to assess parties’ populist positions, which
focus on anti-elitism and people-centrism (Mudde, 2004).8 Official party docu-
ments are used for coding the data, e.g., election manifestos, press releases,
official speeches, or interviews. The anti-elitism component is coded by the
question ‘how important is anti-elite rhetoric for this party?’ on a scale
from 0 to 4, with higher values standing for more anti-elitism. The people-
centrism component can also receive values between 0 and 4 (higher
values signify more people-centrism) and is based on: ‘[m]any parties and
leaders make reference to the ‘people’, but only some party leaders describe
the ordinary people specifically as a homogenous group and emphasise/
claim that they are part of this group and represent it.’ Our final variable com-
bines the two components in an index and receives values between 0 and 1,
with higher values standing for more populist positions of parties. However,
we concentrate on the degree of populism for governing parties, to make it
consistent with the first variable of the interaction term, i.e., Government
Immigration Salience. That is, we average populism scores across governing
parties. To this end, the variable Government Populism considers the party
of a single-party government or the party the Head of Government
belongs to as well as junior partners, i.e., parties the Head of Government
does not belong to, but one or more cabinet ministers do. In our sample,
the variable ranges between 0 and 0.797, with New Zealand in 1998 (with
the participation of the nationalist and populist New Zealand First party)
scoring the maximum. Austria with the FPÖ’s participation in a coalition gov-
ernment (2000–2005, e.g., 0.434 in 2000) or the US under the Bush adminis-
tration (2001–2009, e.g., 2008: 0.374) also score high on the variable
Government Populism.

The alternative operationalisation of governmental populism does not
focus on parties, but executive heads as such. The GPD (Hawkins et al.,
2019) codes populist discourse for political leaders using textual analysis of
political speeches.9 For each leader and term in office, quota sampling is
used to identify and code four speeches: a campaign speech (usually the
closing or announcement speech), a ribbon-cutting speech (marking a com-
memorative event with a small, domestic audience), an international speech
(given before an audience of foreign nationals outside the country), and a
famous speech (one widely circulated that represents the leader at his or
her best). Our final GPD variable, Leader Populism, is the average populism
score for each leader-year, while scores across the years of the same term
in office do not vary. The item varies between 0 and 0.363 in our sample,
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with Spain between 2008 and 2011 under José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero’s
government scoring the highest value.

Finally, we have compiled information on several other covariates, which
control for alternative mechanisms that influence the implementation of
migration policies (see also, e.g., Abou-Chadi, 2016; Cornelius & Rosenblum,
2005; Howard, 2010). First, there is Henisz’s (2002) political constraints data
set, which ‘estimates the feasibility of policy change […] it identifies the
number of independent branches of government (executive, lower and
upper legislative chambers) with veto power over policy change.’ Higher
values stand for more political constraints and veto players, arguably
making the implementation of new policies more difficult.

Second, we control for the economic circumstances (e.g., Böhmelt &
Ezrow, 2022; Freeman, 1995, p. 886) in a country using data on income and
unemployment. Both variables are taken from the World Bank Development
Indicators. The log-transformed GDP per capita (in current US Dollars) is used,
which is defined as the gross domestic product divided by midyear popu-
lation. GDP is the sum of gross value added by all resident producers in
the economy plus any product taxes and minus any subsidies not included
in the value of the products. Unemployment is also included, which captures
the unemployment in the form of its percent of the total labour force.

Finally, using the World Bank Development Indicators, we control for the
log-transformed migrant-and-refugee population per capita. The World
Bank defines international migrant and refugees as ‘the number of people
born in a country other than that in which they live. It also includes refugees.’
Table 1 summarises the descriptive statistics of the variables we have dis-
cussed in the research design.

Empirical results

Our empirical models are summarised in Table 2, which presents four esti-
mations. Models 1–2 are based on the V-Party (Lührmann et al., 2020)

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.
Obs. Mean SD Min Max

Immigration Policies 139 5.554 3.824 0 17
Government Immigration Salience 139 4.330 3.578 0.000 16.045
Government Populism 139 0.235 0.130 0.000 0.679
Government Immigration Salience * Government
Populism

139 0.838 0.726 0.000 3.695

Leader Populism 95 0.103 0.110 0.000 0.363
Government Immigration Salience * Leader Populism 95 0.370 0.461 0.000 1.776
Political Constraints 139 0.485 0.068 0.335 0.691
GDP per capita (log) 139 10.704 0.376 9.594 11.543
Unemployment 139 7.026 3.982 2.493 26.094
Migrant per capita (log) 139 −2.046 0.452 −3.205 −1.271
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indicator, Government Immigration Salience. The first model omits the control
covariates and only focuses on the multiplicative interaction term. Models 3–
4 are based on the populism variable from the GPD (Hawkins et al., 2019).
Models 1–2 then provide some evidence for the Governing Populist Hypoth-
esis: the variable Government Immigration Salience is positively signed and
statistically significant. Setting Government Populism and the interaction
term to 0 (i.e., government parties are not populist), executives that place a
great deal of importance on migration implement more policies on that
issue per year. For each unit increase in Government Immigration Salience,
we observe about one additional migration policy per country/cabinet-year
across Models 1–2. Again, the coefficient on Government Immigration Salience
* Government Populism will provide a direct test of the theory.

Indeed, Models 1–2 report negative effects on the interaction term, which
suggests that more populist governments are likely to implement fewer pol-
icies – even if immigration is a salient issue to them. Interpreting the size of
the effect of Government Immigration Salience * Government Populism is chal-
lenging and, thus, the left panel in Figure 2 presents marginal effects at the
mean for Government Immigration Salience when setting Government Popu-
lism to specific values. According to this graph, there is a positive and

Table 2. Immigration policies and immigration salience in governing parties’ election
manifestos.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Government Immigration Salience 0.118 0.086 0.168 0.131
(0.035)*** (0.034)** (0.137) (0.124)

Government Populism 1.046 0.957
(0.814) (0.933)

Gov’t Imm. Salience * Gov’t Populism −0.536 −0.452
(0.216)** (0.264)*

Leader Populism 4.077 5.792
(1.205)*** (1.964)***

Gov’t Imm. Salience * Leader Populism −0.956 −1.375
(0.424)** (0.522)***

Political Constraints −0.621 −1.015
(2.487) (1.457)

GDP per capita (log) 1.125 1.266
(0.487)** (0.760)*

Unemployment −0.004 −0.010
(0.021) (0.017)

Migrant per capita (log) −0.570 −1.157
(0.700) (0.704)*

Observations 139 139 95 95
Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Time Trend Yes Yes Yes Yes
Pseudolikelihood (log) −363.157 −360.764 −249.297 −246.469
α 0.274*** 0.258*** 0.248*** 0.225***
Prob > χ2 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Notes. Table entries are coefficients; standard errors clustered on country in parentheses; constant as
fixed effects and time trend included in all models, but omitted from presentation.

* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 (two-tailed).
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significant marginal effect of Government Immigration Salience when holding
the populism variable at a low level, i.e., between 0 and 0.1. Within that range,
there is one additional immigration policy enacted by the government for
every unit-increase in salience. The overall effect then becomes statistically
insignificant until about a value of 0.6 on the V-Party populism variable: for
largely populist governments, raising issue salience is actually associated
with fewer policies implemented per year. Substantively, the marginal
effect at the extreme populist value translates into two policies fewer per
one-unit increase in Government Immigration Salience. These findings align
with our argument: due to the inherent challenges in translating populist
rhetoric to actual governmental action, populist governments will find it
more difficult to actually implement what they emphasised during their cam-
paigns, even if it is a policy issue as salient as immigration.

Models 3–4 further support this assessment. For these models, the esti-
mations are based on the GPD (Hawkins et al., 2019) variable. While Govern-
ment Immigration Salience is statistically insignificant, its interaction term with
Leader Populism is again negatively signed and statistically significant at con-
ventional levels. That is, even when using a different data set, which relies on
a somewhat broader definition of populism, but is more narrowly defined to
the extent that the focus is on leaders (rather than parties), our core finding is
robust. The right panel in Figure 2 presents the substantive quantities of
interest for Models 3–4 as we plot marginal effects at the mean for Govern-
ment Immigration Salience when holding Leader Populism constant at
certain values. The same negative trend as in the left panel can be observed.
The overall effect is insignificant throughout most values of Leader Populism,

Figure 2. How populism shapes governments’ legislative action.
Notes. Dashed lines pertain to 90 percent confidence intervals; rug plots along horizontal axes show dis-
tribution of populism variables.
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but becomes statistically important once a threshold of 0.25 on the populism
variable has been reached. For leaders scoring higher than that, their govern-
ments will also find it more difficult to implement policies for their most
salient areas of interest: substantively, we can expect more than 5 fewer pol-
icies for each unit increase of Government Immigration Salience when an
executive leader is a populist.

To assess the validity of this finding, we also simulate the coefficient of the
interaction term either for Government Populism or Leader Populism 1,000
times using the method in King et al. (2000). Figure 3 summarises the
results: in the left panel, we simulate the interaction term of Model 2, the
right panel is based on the estimation of Model 4. The mean value of the
simulated number of policies in Model 2 is −2.812, i.e., about 2 fewer policies
for every unit increase in Government Immigration Salience when setting Gov-
ernment Populism to 1. Moreover, out of these 1,000 simulations, only about 4
percent of simulations have a coefficient estimate of greater than or equal to
0. Coming to the right panel of Figure 3, only about 1.5 percent of the 1,000
simulations are estimated to have an interaction term that is positively
signed. The simulated average number of policies in Model 4 is at around 7
fewer policies when raising Government Immigration Salience by one unit,
but holding Leader Populism constant at 1. Hence, there is robust evidence
emphasising that the relationship between governments’ views on migration
salience and their policymaking in this area is, in fact, negative and statisti-
cally significant when executives are more populist.

In the appendix, we provide a series of additional models. First, we con-
sider the inclusion of a temporally lagged dependent variable, a three-year

Figure 3. Simulated interaction effects.
Notes. Graph displays distribution of simulated interaction effects (N = 1,000 simulations); solid line
stands for mean value of interaction effect.
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moving average of legislative activity on migration, and three-year moving
sum of migration policies.10 Second, we change the operationalisation of
Government Immigration Salience in order to put a stronger emphasis on
immigration (rather than integration) related quasi-sentences. Third, we
control for economic globalisation – another economic indicator, which –
unlike the ones used above – is located at the international/global level.
Fourth, we estimate zero-inflated negative binomial regression models,
which account for the non-random assignment of countries into migration
policies more thoroughly. Fifth, the appendix includes models that control
for the type of government, i.e., single-party versus coalition governing
arrangements (i.e., governments with more than one political party), which
addresses the possibility that our results are influenced by populist parties
entering government as junior coalition partners. Sixth, we evaluate
different configurations of populism populist government, by using
different operationalizations of populist governments based on the
minimum party populism score (within coalition); the maximum score; and
a third measure that is based on the range of scores within coalition.
Finally, using data from Lundquist (2022), we explore populist governments’
manifesto salience and legislative action in the context of environmental poli-
tics. All these additional tests support our main finding and the correspond-
ing empirical results discussed here: the salience of an issue in populist
governing parties’ election campaigns is less likely to influence their policy-
making on this issue.

Briefly discussing the control variables, the only consistent pattern across
Models 1–4 is given for GDP per capita (log): we estimate a positive and sig-
nificant effect. Countries with a higher income tend to implement more immi-
gration policies per year. The underlying mechanism is probably related to
state capacity, which is commonly proxied by income. That is, in order to
implement policies, governments need a functioning state apparatus. An
effective bureaucracy can take care of policy implementation and compliance
monitoring, while these become more challenging if state capacity is not
sufficiently developed. All other control variables are either insignificant or
display inconsistent results in Table 2.

Conclusion

The spread of populism has received considerable attention from academics
and the media (see, e.g., Kishishita & Yamagishi, 2021; Norris & Inglehart,
2019; Rooduijn et al., 2014; Vachudova, 2021). The contribution of this
study is to show that when populists are successful in elections and take
office, they are unable to match their level of policymaking with their cam-
paign emphasis on certain policy issues. Empirically, we focus on immigration
policies, a least-likely scenario for the validity of our theory as many populist
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parties claim to own the migration issue (e.g., Combei & Giannetti, 2020; see
also Meguid, 2005, 2008). On one hand, seen through the lens of the pro-
immigration perspective, our results may be viewed positively because
they suggest that these governments are unsuccessful at enacting their
restrictive migration policy stances. On the other hand, mandate theories
of democracy suggest that parties should legislate what they campaigned
on into policy. With respect to populist governments and migration policy,
these governments have been unsuccessful.

Our work raises several interesting questions for future research. Our
sample of democracies is limited in that we examine only established democ-
racies. Newer democracies may not exhibit similar patterns. There are also
questions that arise about what happens to populist governments after
they take office. Do populists face difficulties because they quickly lose
popular support after taking office due to compromise (Akkerman et al.,
2016), or do these governments face strong backlash anti-populist responses
(Moffitt, 2018)? One way forward to address these research questions would
be to exploit more fine-grained polling data (see, e.g., Jennings & Wlezien,
2018).

There is also an issue that the difficulties populist governments face in
governing will influence future voter turnout rates: when governments do
not produce legislation in the areas that they campaign on, do citizens
abstain in the next election? And what are the electoral consequences for
populist governments that do not produce policies that would follow
from their election campaigns? A preliminary expectation is that these gov-
ernments will lose more votes, on average, than non-populist governments.
Furthermore, there are several additional conditional effects worth explor-
ing. Is the relationship we explore conditioned by the economy (Ezrow
et al., 2020), federalism (Peters, 2016), bicameralism (Ezrow et al., 2023),
or by a number of other institutional environments such as polarised con-
texts (e.g., McCarty et al., 2006)? Future research will examine additional
conditions that influence the level of policymaking in a specific issue
domain, based on the salience of that issue are during a government’s elec-
tion campaign. Having said that, at least with regards to immigration pol-
icies, new data collection efforts are necessary as even the most
comprehensive data sets available, including the DEMIG Policy Database
(Haas et al., 2014) we rely on, are increasingly somewhat limited in their
over-time coverage.11

The future studies described above notwithstanding, this research devel-
ops insights relating to populism, policymaking, and immigration policy. In
particular, we analyze policymaking for populist governments on the issue
of immigration, and our contribution is to show that these governments,
compared to non-populist governments, implement fewer policies in this
area than their election campaigns would suggest.
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Notes

1. In the appendix, we also explore this relationship for environmental policies
(see Lundquist, 2022).

2. Our theoretical argument and empirical findings apply to right-wing and left-
wing populists alike.

3. However, note Lutz (2019, 2021) who concludes that governments do not
implement their manifesto policies on immigration. He argues that the govern-
ing activity that might be directed to this representation ‘gap’ (between gov-
erning policy and election manifestos) is instead funnelled towards policy
activity for domestic integration policies for immigrants on which they have
more leeway to govern. The implication for our work is that if all governing
parties have difficulty enacting policy on immigration, then governing populists
must perform even worse on this measure of representation, i.e., it will be a con-
servative empirical test of our theory.

4. We note that it is plausible that if populist governments remain in power for
several terms that they would then become more mainstream. There are too
few observations in the data set to thoroughly evaluate this possibility.

5. Note that Adams et al. (2022) find that political parties distancing their policies
from governing populists extends across a whole range of issues, also including
European integration, the economy, culture, and the broad left-right dimension.
Our study corroborates these findings by suggesting that populist governments
have difficulties enacting policies in the issue areas on which they campaign,
and the studies taken together suggest that the findings extend to additional
issue areas.

6. The codebook is available at: https://www.imi-n.org/files/data/demig-policy-
codebook.pdf.

7. The policy area codes border and land control, legal entry and stay, exit, and
integration policies. The policy-tool variable comprises the instrument used
to implement a policy measure and has in total 28 codes, e.g., surveillance tech-
nology or work permits. The migrant-target variable identifies the migrant
group targeted (e.g., low-skilled workers), whereas the geographical-origin vari-
able includes the origin of the targeted migrant category (e.g., EU citizens).

8. According to the V-Party codebook (Lührmann et al., 2020, p. 24), elites are
defined as ‘relatively small groups that have a greater say in society than
others, for instance due to their political power, wealth or societal standing.
The specific groups considered to be the elite may vary by country and even
from party to party within the same country as do the terms used to describe
them. In some cases, ‘elites’ can also refer to an international elite.’

9. The project, according to its codebook, ‘applies a technique known as holistic
grading which was designed by educational psychologists to measure
diffuse, latent aspects of texts such as tone, style, and quality of argument.
The technique […] has coders apply an integer grade scale and a rubric to
identify rough attributes of texts at each grade.’ Furthermore, ‘texts are initially
assigned one of three scores: (2) A speech in this category is extremely populist
and comes very close to the ideal populist discourse. Specifically, the speech
expresses all or nearly all of the elements of ideal populist discourse and has
few elements that would be considered non-populist; (1) a speech in this cat-
egory includes strong, clearly populist elements but either does not use them
consistently or tempers them by including non-populist elements. Thus, the
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discourse may have a romanticised notion of the people and the idea of a
unified popular will (indeed, it must in order to be considered populist), but
it avoids bellicose language or references to cosmic proportions or any particu-
lar enemy; and (0) a speech in this category uses few if any populist elements.
Note that even if a speech expresses a Manichean worldview, it is not con-
sidered populist if it lacks some notion of a popular will.’

10. These analyses address the concern that previous governments may have
already passed legislation on migration to pre-empt potential electoral gains
for populist parties in future elections (see Akkerman, 2015; Lutz, 2019).
There is evidence that previous legislative activity leads to fewer policies in
the current year. The results also do not change the central substantive
finding that we report.

11. The lack of data for the post-2013 period in our case is unlikely to be a concern,
though. Considering cases such as Austria or Italy, where populist parties were
part of the government post-2013 and found it indeed challenging to follow-up
on their campaigns, we have little reason to believe different forces are at work.
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