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Abstract
Background The resilience of democracy is tested under exogenous shocks such as crises. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has recently tested the resilience of democratic institutions and practices around the world.

Aim The purpose of this article is to scope the early research literature that discusses democracy and the COVID-19 
pandemic. We review scientific journal articles published during the first two years of the pandemic. We ask three 
research questions in scoping this body of literature: (1) what are the key topic areas of all published research that 
associates itself with both democracy and COVID-19, (2) what kinds of conceptual and theoretical contributions has 
research literature that more specifically discusses democracy under the pandemic produced, and (3) what are the 
impacts of democracy to the pandemic and vice versa according to empirical research?

Methods The scoping review methodology draws on systematic literature search strategies, computational 
methods, and manual coding. The systematic Web of Science search produced 586 articles for which we conducted 
a Correlated Topic Model. After technical and manual screening, we identified 94 journal articles that were manually 
coded.

Results The early research on democracy and the COVID-19 pandemic offers a versatile body of scholarship. The 
topic modeling shows that the scholarship discusses issues of crises, governance, rights, society, epidemiology, 
politics, electorate, technology, and media. The body of papers with conceptual and theoretical contributions has 
offered new insights on the difficulties, possibilities, and means to maintain democracy under a pandemic. Empirical 
research on democracy’s impact on the COVID-19 pandemic and vice versa varies in terms of methodology, 
geographical scope, and scientific contributions according to the direction of influence studied. Democracy 
appears to have a significant impact on some aspects of policy responses and epidemiological characteristics of the 
pandemic. In most parts of the world, the scope, franchise, and authenticity of democracy narrowed down due to the 
pandemic, albeit in most cases only temporarily.

Conclusions A significant number of papers show that the pandemic has accentuated democratic backsliding 
but is unlikely to have undermined established democracies that have proved resilient in face of the pandemic. But 
empirical research has also made visible some weak signals of antidemocratic tendencies that may become more 
accentuated in the longer run.

Keywords COVID-19, Democracy, Resilience, Scoping review

COVID-19 and democracy: a scoping review
Ville-Pekka Sorsa1* and Katja Kivikoski1

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12889-023-16172-y&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-8-25


Page 2 of 21Sorsa and Kivikoski BMC Public Health         (2023) 23:1668 

Background
Democracy is inextricably linked to crisis [1]. Democra-
cies are often perceived to be in crisis due to the absence 
of some features which we consider as definitional of 
democracy [2]. While different theories of democracy 
may focus on the absence of different features, most 
would agree that exogenous shocks, especially large-
scale crises, such as financial crises or pandemics, are 
the key factors that challenge and test the durability of 
democratic institutions and practices. Democracy rarely 
flourishes under large-scale crises and crises tend to have 
negative impacts on democracy; but democracy may as 
well recover, revive, and sometimes even strengthen after 
crises [2].

The resilience of democracy in face of external shocks 
has recently gained much research attention [3]. Demo-
cratic resilience can be defined as the capacity of demo-
cratic institutions and practices to absorb and recover, 
adapt, innovate, or transform in response to shock or 
crisis. Democracy is a contested concept, both an ideal 
and a system of government, and inclusive of procedural 
and substantive elements, and ultimately about collective 
decision-making, which means that democratic resilience 
inherently lacks the conceptual specificity of resilience 
as it is found in some other disciplines [3]. As a political 
form, democracy is the perpetual absence of something 
more, an always pending agenda that calls for the redress 
of social ills and further advances in the manifold mat-
ters [4]. This means that there are neither external safe-
guards for democratic politics nor any kinds of internal 
guarantees that democracy will be maintained under cri-
ses: democracy survives crises only if citizens continue to 
engage with democratic politics under them. Hence, the 
impacts of crises to democracy depends on how much 
of the society is kept under democratic control, to what 
degree people rely on democratic institutions to solve 
conflicts and problems, and to what degree people par-
ticipate in democratic politics in the crisis conditions [2].

No crisis has recently tested democracy as much as the 
COVID-19 pandemic [5, 6]. The pandemic has had enor-
mous impacts to the society, economy, health systems, 
and everyday lives globally. The cause of the pandemic, 
the new severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 
2 (SARS-CoV-2), was first identified from an outbreak 
in Wuhan, China, in December 2019. The World Health 
Organization (WHO) declared a Public Health Emer-
gency of International Concern on 30 January 2020 and 
a pandemic on 11 March 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has also given rise to an exceptionally broad and rapidly 
growing body of research in various scientific disciplines 
and numerous fields of research. The research has also 
been followed by an exceptionally large number of pub-
lished literature reviews. The high number of reviews can 

be in part explained by the necessity to synthesize find-
ings for policymaking purposes [7].

Our scoping review is the first attempt to scope early 
research on democracy and the COVID-19 pandemic. 
We combine semi-systematic and integrative approaches 
to the scoping task. Our review combines systematic 
search strategies, computational methods, and manual 
coding. The scoping review covers all scientific articles 
included in the Web of Science database by the end 
of March 2022. The period studied covers roughly the 
first two years of the pandemic, which saw the rise and, 
towards the end of the period, the decline of wide policy 
responses around the world. The body of literature dis-
cussed here represents only early research on the topic, 
and much more research is likely to be published on the 
topic in the near future. Scoping the research published 
during this period is important, as this literature has, at 
least in principle, been available for policy experts, poli-
cymakers, and public officials during the acute phases 
of the pandemic. We are thus scoping the peer-reviewed 
research that has potentially had an impact on the policy 
and politics of the pandemic response and, possibly, the 
maintenance of democratic politics in crisis conditions.

We focus on three issues in our review. First, using 
computational methods, we scope the topics of published 
scholarship that associates itself explicitly with democ-
racy and the COVID-19 pandemic. Second, we scope the 
conceptual and theoretical contributions of research lit-
erature that more specifically discusses democracy under 
the pandemic. Third, we scope the empirical research 
on the impacts of democracy to the pandemic and vice 
versa.

Methods
Scoping reviews and democracy research
The purpose of a scoping review is to map a complex 
research field [8]. Unlike systematic reviews that seek to 
synthesize evidence on clearly defined topic or phenome-
non, scoping reviews seek to scope the topics of a body of 
literature, clarify concepts, identify knowledge gaps, or/
and to investigate research conduct [9]. Scoping review 
is viewed as helpful for understanding complex research 
fields that are in nature highly heterogeneous and fast 
growing [10]. Scoping reviews that define a field in this 
way have been considered especially useful in political 
sciences [11]. Scoping reviews that deal with highly com-
plex fields can deploy various review methods [9]. Typical 
to scoping reviews is to combine elements of semi-sys-
tematic and integrative review methods [12].

Democracy qualifies as a highly complex and heteroge-
neous research field. The concept of democracy is essen-
tially contested and deployed differently by schools of 
thought differentiated by various normative, philosophi-
cal, and theoretical commitments [13]. Research on the 
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COVID-19 pandemic qualifies as a fast-growing field. 
The evolution of the COVID-19 pandemic over time and 
variation and change in government responses to the 
pandemic suggest that the complexity of the research 
field may also have increased over time.

It is important to note here that two ‘academic worlds’ 
of democracy research exist [14]; one of theoretically 
grounded (positive) empirical research into real-world 
democratic, democratizing, or non-democratic regimes, 
institutions, and practices; and another of political phi-
losophy that critically and normatively assesses different 
conceptions and (possible) practices of democracy. In the 
former world, the configurations of political organization 
that can be called ‘democratic’ and the research objects 
addressed by research depend on the theory or model 
of democracy onto which the research is founded. This 
research can be approached with systematic and semi-
systematic review strategies. In the latter world, the con-
cept of democracy is deployed to discuss a broad variety 
of theoretical and normative issues in various topic areas 
that range far beyond political systems, institutions, and 
practices [15]. An unclearly bounded, conceptually mov-
ing, and often incommensurable field easily escapes sys-
tematic review methods, and requires more interpretive 
and integrative methods [11].

Like semi-systematic scoping reviews, we ask broad 
research questions, use systematic search strategies, and 
focus only on scientific articles to recognize key themes 
and assess the state of knowledge in early research on the 
topic. But, like integrative scoping reviews, we are not 
focused on the details of research conduct but seek to 
scope and, where possible, synthesize the key approaches, 
insights, and arguments presented in research. Identify-
ing the key topics of the ‘second world’ research would be 
laborious with solely manual coding. Therefore, we use 
computational methods that can deal with a large body 
of research to assist our work. This review strategy allows 
us to scope the key topics of both the ‘first world’ and the 
‘second world’ of democracy research as well as to pro-
vide more nuanced scoping of the findings and contri-
butions of research in the former ‘world’. Our review is 
conducted in three stages: collection and screening of the 
sample, computational topic modeling, and manual cod-
ing (see below).

Research questions and limitations
Our review is guided by three research questions:

(1) What are the key topics of research that deploys the 
concepts of democracy and the COVID-19?

(2) What kinds of conceptual and theoretical 
contributions has been produced by research that 
discusses democracy under the pandemic?

(3) What is the mutual relation between democracy and 
the COVID-19 pandemic according to empirical 

research: how has democracy affected the pandemic 
and how has the pandemic affected democracy?

The main limitation of our review is that we scope only 
the topics under which democracy and the pandemic is 
discussed, and the key insights and arguments (e.g., con-
ceptualizations, theories, empirical findings, normative 
assessments) that have been presented. Due to the high 
proportion of commentaries, essays, and conceptual 
papers it would add limited value to discuss empirical 
research settings in detail. We discuss issues of research 
conduct only by identifying the broad research strategies 
and key indicators used and geographical areas addressed 
in empirical research. We leave the issue of more detailed 
research design and methods for later systematic reviews. 
Another limitation is that we exclude from our review 
the monographs and edited volumes that have been 
published on the topic during this period (e.g., [16–18]). 
These publications include complex arguments that rely 
on highly varied conceptualizations of democracy and 
scopes of analysis. Their summarization requires themat-
ically more focused research questions and integrative 
review methods.

Sample and technical screening
We conducted a search in the Web of Science database 
with a simple search string covid-19 AND democracy 
addressed to all search fields to identify relevant terms 
for more focused searches. We used the term ’covid-19’ 
to focus only on the specific pandemic and exclude previ-
ous pandemics from the query. We addressed all search 
fields to allow for the possibility that another term would 
be used in the title or abstract. The search included all 
items indexed in the databases by 31 March 2022. The 
search produced a body of 617 items. We excluded from 
this body all other items than published journal articles 
(such as unpublished conference presentations, posters 
and working papers), one retracted article, and all articles 
without an abstract. With these measures, we were left 
with 586 articles, which we use as a sample for answering 
our first research question through topic modeling (see 
below).

A quick reading of the article titles suggested that most 
items were unlikely to address democracy or/and the 
pandemic in a way that provides answers to our second 
or third research question. The reading also suggested 
that some referrals to the pandemic used different terms 
for COVID-19 in the title and main text. We changed the 
search string on the COVID-19 to ‘covid’ OR ‘pandemic’ 
OR ‘current public-health emergency’ for our further 
screening. We then deployed various technical measures 
to narrow down the corpus. We included only articles 
that explicitly used search terms democra* and covid-
19/pandemic/current public-health emergency in the 
title or/and abstract. We thus use the inclusion of a key 
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concept in the title or abstract as a proxy for an explicit 
discussion of the concept or some phenomena described 
by it, and the inclusion of two concepts as a proxy for 
explicit discussion on some relation between the two 
concepts or some phenomena described with both con-
cepts. We also included in the review only articles whose 
main text was in English. With this screening, the items 
narrowed down to 383 articles. This body of literature 
comprises of all research that can potentially answer our 
second and third research questions.

The works excluded by this measure include some pub-
lications that discussed closely related topics to the pub-
lications included in our review but did not associate the 
topic explicitly with democracy. These include legal stud-
ies on the constitutional aspects of government responses 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, political science scholarship 
addressing changes in power relations during the pan-
demic, and multidisciplinary studies on human rights in 
connection with the pandemic. Even though these pub-
lications are excluded from our review, they may provide 
some additional insights on topics that other scholars 
have explicitly associated with democracy. Addressing 
these studies in further reviews requires more focused 
systematic reviews.

Topic modeling
We conducted a topic modeling for the 586 items to gen-
erate an initial understanding of the contexts in which 
democracy and the COVID-19 pandemic have been 
simultaneously mentioned by a wide body of research. 
We implemented Correlated Topic Model (CTM) [19] 
using Structural Topic Model (STM) package in R to 
study the topics in the abstracts of the 586 articles. In 
case of no covariates used, the STM model reduces to 
implementation of CTM [20]. Common pre-processing 
steps were taken, including removal of punctuation, stop-
words, and numbers, followed by the removal of infre-
quent terms which only appeared in maximum of one 
document. We did not use stemming, as it is shown that 
stemmers produce no meaningful improvements for the 
process [21].

To select the number of topics, we ran the model first 
with k = 5, 10, 20, 30, 40 and 50. On the second run we 
narrowed the scope to k = 5–20. From the second run we 
chose the best number of topics to be 9. To select the best 
model, we estimated a set of 20 separate 9-topic CTMs 
with different initializations. The model selected involves 
a trade-off between maximized semantic coherence and 
exclusivity of the topic-word vectors, which is typical to 
model selection [20]. We explored the estimated top-
ics using the words associated with each topic, and then 
validated the topics by selecting one document with the 
highest document-topic loading per each topic and man-
ually checked the abstract and title of those documents. 

All steps in the topic modeling process were performed 
using R. We report our findings in the next section of the 
paper.

Manual screening and coding
Next, our analysis shifted to the 383 articles. We screened 
the articles manually in two phases: first through 
abstracts and then through full texts. The purpose of the 
screening was to identify the articles that provide concep-
tual or theoretical contributions to democracy research 
(second research question), or/and discuss the impacts of 
democracy to the pandemic or vice versa (third research 
question). In both phases we worked with Rayyan soft-
ware [22]. Due to the complexity of the topic at hand, we 
did not use blinded decision-making regarding inclusion/
exclusion. This allowed us to reflect upon the decisions 
as a team. Conducting an unblinded review has not been 
found to increase the risk of bias in systematic reviews if 
review decisions are documented [23]. We documented 
our discussions as notes in the Rayyan software.

In the first phase, screening required very little inter-
pretation. For example, several publications were omitted 
on the basis that they studied something that occurred 
in a ‘democratic’ or ‘non-democratic’ country during the 
pandemic but did not otherwise address democracy or 
associate their more specific research object with democ-
racy. More interpretation was needed in two specific 
types of cases. First, we excluded articles in which the 
publication presented democracy or the pandemic as a 
contextual factor but did not address it directly. Excluded 
articles typically studied something that took place dur-
ing but not due to the pandemic or/and presented their 
findings as a potential but not (at least yet) actual con-
cern for democracy. We used labels ‘covid-19 not the 
research topic’ and ‘democracy not the research topic’ in 
Rayyan to mark these publications. Second, we excluded 
papers that addressed issues explicitly associated with 
democracy and the pandemic but did not discuss either 
of the two directly. Articles that treated both democracy 
and the pandemic only as covariates for something else 
were also excluded here. We used labels ‘indirect link to 
the pandemic’ and ‘indirect link to democracy’ in Rayyan 
to document these exclusion decisions.

124 articles remained after manual screening of the 
abstracts. In the second stage, our attention turned to 
the full texts to screen and code the remaining articles. 
The measure excluded 30 articles. The main reason for 
excluding an article at this stage was that the associa-
tion with democracy or the COVID-19 pandemic in the 
abstract proved indirect in the full text. For example, the 
full text of one article [24] shows that the article explicitly 
discusses liberalism and not democracy under the pan-
demic, even though the term ‘liberal democracy’ is used 
in the abstract. Another reason for exclusion was that the 
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use of the term ‘democracy’ (or some of its variation) in 
the abstract proved as a synonym or label for something 
else in the full text without addressing its democratic 
qualities or “democraticness”. For example, one paper 
used the label ‘democratization’ explicitly as a synonym 
for widening user/patient involvement without other ref-
erences to democracy [25].

Our final sample for answering the second and third 
research question includes in total 94 articles, which 
are all listed in the references. We used the topics pro-
duced by topic modeling to provide preliminary labels 
to each article in Rayyan. We added labels to divide the 
articles to three broad categories: (1) all articles with 
conceptual, normative, and theoretical contributions 
(second research question), (2) empirical articles dis-
cussing democracy as a determinant of some aspects of 
the COVID-19 pandemic (first part of the third research 
question), and (3) empirical articles discussing the pan-
demic’s impacts on democracy (second part of the third 
research question).

For each of the three broad categories we gathered key 
insights from the articles into a separate Excel table. We 
first collected the conceptual and theoretical contribu-
tions regarding the COVID-19 pandemic to one table. In 
case of the two other broad categories, we split tables by 
thematic labels. We used two initial labels under the sec-
ond broad category – epidemiology and policy responses 
– which ultimately covered all articles in the broad cat-
egory. The challenge with the third broad category was 
that most articles deployed different models or concep-
tions of democracy; hence, we needed labels that address 
change but can be used independent of the model or 
conception of democracy. We used Dryzek’s [26] notions 
of franchise, scope, and authenticity of democracy (see 
below) as our initial labels. We then collected the key 

aspects of democracy addressed or/and democracy indi-
cators used, geographical focus areas, and findings and/
or conclusions of each paper to the tables.

Results
Topic modeling
We conducted a CTM on the abstracts of the 586 arti-
cles to scope the topics of research that mentions the 
COVID-19 pandemic and democracy. Nine topics 
offered the most consistent account in terms of seman-
tic coherence and word-topic exclusivity trade-off. The 
nine topics were relatively equal in proportion. The most 
common topic was expected to appear in 14.2 per cent 
and the least common in 8.5 per cent of the abstracts. We 
interpreted the most probable and frequent and exclusive 
(FREX) terms to label the topics. We used R to randomly 
select articles whose abstract involves the topic to vali-
date the labels.

The labels of the topics are listed in Table  1. Some 
clarification is needed. We labelled the most common 
topic as ‘crisis’. Common to the abstracts of this topic is 
to represent something as (or as being in) a crisis. While 
the topic includes explicit discussions on the crises of 
democracy caused the pandemic, it also includes many 
other discussions such as the legacies of previous (politi-
cal, economic or health) crises and their implications to 
the functioning of democracy under or policy responses 
to COVID-19. We labelled the second most common 
topic as ‘governance’, as the term was among the most 
frequent and expected in this topic. However, as the topic 
includes numerous articles that deal with politics, poli-
cies and leadership related specifically to national policy 
responses to the pandemic, it could be also titled ‘policy 
response’. We used this latter term later as a label in man-
ual coding.

Table 1 CTM results and topic labels
Topic label Topic 

proportion
Most probable terms Frequent and exclusive terms (FREX)

Crisis 14,2% democratic, crisis, pandemic, democracy, state, covid union, south, democratic, european, disaster, execu-
tive, central

Governance 13,1% public, health, pandemic, covid, governance, policy, 
global

governance, science, public, swedish, leadership, 
argue, challenges

Rights 12,9% rights, pandemic, human, covid, international, democ-
racy, law

courts, autonomy, rights, plague, court, human, athens

Society 12,2% social, new, pandemic, covid, democracy, food, 
economic

neoliberal, energy, civic, urban, food, inequality, youth

Epidemiology 10,2% covid, countries, data, pandemic, higher, study, 
democracy

rates, infected, fatality, deaths, infections, index, per

Politics 9,9% political, covid, pandemic, change, social, crisis hate, speech, populist, chinese, surrounding, coalition, 
opposition

Electorate 9,6% pandemic, covid, trust, elections, support, political, 
government

voters, attitudes, survey, perceived, trust, electronic, 
elections

Technology 9,5% covid, digital, health, use, data, pandemic, social employees, technologies, remote, vaccine, surveil-
lance, digital, hesitancy

Media 8,5% media, covid, news, information, social, study, crisis news, fake, conspiracy, tweets, false, journalists, rumors
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Three topics are relatively homogenous. The topic 
‘rights’ largely revolves around issues of human rights 
during the pandemic, the topic ‘epidemiology’ around 
statistics regarding the pandemic, and the topic ‘media’ 
around social media and news. Two of the topics are 
much more heterogeneous. The topic labeled ‘society’ 
discusses a variety of civic and economic issues raised 
by the pandemic. Common to these is the highlighting 
the importance of non-state actors; hence, ‘society’. The 
topic labeled ‘technology’ discusses highly varied issues 
such as population surveillance, vaccine development, 
and remote work in equally varied contexts. Common 
to these issues is the concerns caused by the rapid adop-
tion of new technologies under the pandemic; hence, 
‘technology’.

Conceptual and theoretical contributions
The breadth of conceptual contributions varies in the 
scholarship reviewed. Broader conceptual contributions 
to democracy scholarship can be found in individual 
conceptual papers (see Table  2) and special issue intro-
ductions [27, 28], while critical assessments and essay 
articles typically address some more specific and limited 
aspects of democracy. Some have asked how the pan-
demic may have changed the conceptions of democracy 
[29]. As expected from early research on any topic, the 
body of literature involves few syntheses of research on 
the state of democracy under COVID-19. The notable 
exceptions here are Hellmeier et al. [30], who seek to 
synthesize the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic to 
democracy through a comprehensive analysis based on 
the Liberal Democracy Index of the Varieties of Democ-
racy (V-Dem) dataset, and Afsahi et al. [27], who build a 
synthesis of 32 democracy scholars’ early insights on the 
impacts of the pandemic to democracy.

Some articles conceptualize and specify the social 
and political conditions of a large-scale pandemic. One 
paper introduces an index to capture these conditions. 
Edgell et al. [31] have constructed The Pandemic Viola-
tions of Democratic Standards Index (PanDem) to assess 
the extent to which states have violated different types 
of human and political rights during the pandemic. The 
index is used widely in empirical research (see below). 
Another paper introduces a new conceptual approach 
to democracy to capture these conditions. Parry et al. 
[32] describe a ‘systemic view of democracy’ that con-
ceptualizes how participation and deliberation has 
occurred across private, public, and empowered spaces 
of communication and contestation under the pandemic. 
While some have conceptualized different aspects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic from the perspective of democratic 
theory [33, 34], others have discussed the qualities of 
some aspects of democratic politics in the conditions of a 
large-scale pandemic [35–38]. Some have also discussed 

whether democracies are intrinsically inferior or superior 
to autocracies in dealing with pandemics [39].

The rest of the papers in this category conceptualize 
and critique some specific challenges or dangers that the 
COVID-19 poses to democracy. Nikolova [40] focuses 
on the legitimization of imbalances of powers and nor-
malization of social distance as having negative effects on 
democracy, while Peng and Berry [41] focus on the nega-
tive impacts of the pandemic to freedom of movement 
and privacy. Otherwise, the focus ranges from macro-
level issues such as government-civil society relations 
[42] to micro-level case studies such as particular surveil-
lance technologies [43]. Some, but not all papers, provide 
prescriptions for dealing with the outlined challenge [44]. 
While most papers in this category are essays or concep-
tual papers with empirical examples, one review article 
also exists on democratic accountability [45].

The relations between democracy and the COVID-19 
pandemic
Next, our attention turns to empirical research on the 
relations between democracy and the pandemic. Three 
key differences exist in this research depending on the 
direction of influence studied. First, the research strate-
gies. Research on democracy’s impact on the pandemic 
is almost exclusively statistical, and typically based on 
different democracy indices (see Table 3) and either pan-
demic response indices or epidemiological statistics. Few 
articles that address the other direction of influence uses 
democracy indices. The articles addressing this direction 
are mostly descriptive and methodologically varied, typi-
cally deploying interpretive methods to assess the quality 
of impacts.

Second, the geographical scope of research varies 
between the two directions. Most research on democ-
racy’s impact on the pandemic is based on global com-
parisons with more than 100 countries included in the 
analysis. The findings of the few articles that focus on a 
narrower group of countries offer somewhat different 
findings from these. Very few articles focus on the sub-
national level and more in-depth comparisons of indi-
vidual countries. In contrast, the research addressing 
the pandemic’s impact on democracy largely addresses 
individual countries or comparisons of relatively few 
countries.

Third, the scientific contribution of the published 
scholarship varies according to the direction. Few papers 
addressing democracy’s impact on the pandemic aim 
at theory-building. Few papers address or specify the 
mechanisms and processes through which democracy 
has tangibly influenced the pandemic in the cases stud-
ied. Due to the extensive reliance of this research on the 
existing indices, much of the future theory-building work 
to which this research may contribute is thus limited to 
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factors that can be accommodated to the most popular 
indices. In contrast, most papers that address the pan-
demic’s impact on democracy engage with in-depth cases 
and pursue wider theoretical contributions with them.

The impacts of democracy to the COVID-19 pandemic
Policy responses
Most studies addressing the impacts of democracy to 
pandemic responses draw their indicators from various 
democracy indices, The Oxford Covid-19 Government 
Response Tracker (OxCGRT), or/and the PanDem index. 
Most analyses discuss a wide group of countries. Some 
single country analyses [46] and sub-national analyses 
[47, 48] also exist (see Table 4).

One key topic in this research concerns the type and 
timing of policy responses. Research on the type of policy 
responses deals largely with the issue of stringency and 
violations of democratic principles in connection with 
specific measures. Dempere [49] argues that countries 
with the highest democracy indexes (using various indi-
cators from different indices) applied the softest social 
constraints measured by the daily average stringency 
index. These countries exhibited the shortest outbreak 
response time and the most extensive daily average 
tests per thousand. Chiplunkar and Das [50] show that 

non-democracies (Polity IV) impose more stringent poli-
cies (OxCGRT) prior to their first COVID-19 case, but 
democracies close the gap in containment policies and 
surpass non-democracies in health policies within a week 
of registering their first case. Democracies with greater 
media freedom respond more slowly in containment pol-
icies, but more aggressively in health policies. Engler et 
al. [51] find that in countries where the quality of democ-
racy (Democracy Barometer) is higher in normal times, 
governments were also more reluctant to adopt policy 
measures (OxCGRT and PanDem) that are potentially in 
conflict with democratic principles. Lundgren et al. [52] 
study the declaration of a state of emergency. They find 
that weak democracies (V-Dem) with poor preparedness 
(GHS) have been considerably more likely to opt for a 
state of emergency than dictatorships and robust democ-
racies with higher preparedness. Research on timing 
offers more mixed findings. Chen et al. [53] do not find 
significant predictive power of democracy (EIU) on the 
speed of government responses. However, Sebhatu et al. 
[54] shows that governments in countries with a stronger 
democratic structure (V-Dem) were slower to react in the 
face of the pandemic but were more sensitive to the influ-
ence of other countries.

The remaining articles in this category focus on more 
specific policy areas. The econometric analysis of Erić 
et al. [55] shows that democracy contributes to the eco-
nomic policy response to pandemic, while Lins et al. [56] 
study the impact of the political regime type (V-Dem) to 
the adoption of stay-at-home requirements (OxCGRT) 
and find no major influence.

Epidemiological characteristics
Like in previous category, most research on the impact of 
democracy to the epidemiological characteristics of the 
pandemic are focused on the country level and address 
broad country groups (see Table 5). In fact, only Palguta 
et al. [57] discuss sub-national issues: they show that 
COVID-19 infections grew significantly faster in vot-
ing compared to non-voting constituencies in the Czech 
Republic.

The key issues addressed here are the impacts of 
democracy to COVID-19 cases, deaths, and case fatal-
ity rates (CFR; i.e., proportion of people diagnosed 
with a certain disease and end up dying of it over time). 
Most studies associate democracy with higher levels of 
COVID-19 incidence globally. Using various indices, 
Dempere [49] and Karabulut et al. [58] show that coun-
tries with the highest democracy index scores suffered a 
more severe pandemic impact. Higher levels of incidence 
are especially found among countries being classified as 
having “full democracy” by the EIU Democracy Index 
[59, 60]. Similar findings can be found from narrower 
country groupings. For example, Jardine et al. [61] find 

Table 3 Democracy indices used in the reviewed research
Source Total Index Total
Economic 
Intelligence 
Unit

10 EIU 10

Freedom 
House

6 Civil Rights Index 1
Global Freedom Score 3
Political Rights Index 1
Political Rights Rating 1

Polity 4 Polity (undefined) 1
Polity IV 2
Polity2 1

The Swiss Na-
tional Center of 
Competence in 
Research

1 The Democracy Barometer 1

Varieties of 
Democracy 
(V-Dem)

24 Egalitarian Democracy Index 1
Electoral Democracy Index 4
Liberal Democracy Index 5
Multiplicative Polyarchy Index 1
Pandemic Backsliding Index 1
Pandemic Violations of Democratic 
Standards Index

3

Participatory Democracy Index 1
Physical Violence Index 1
Political Civil Liberties Index 1
Private Civil Liberties Index 1
Regimes of the World 2
Rule of Law Index 3
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that non-democratic regimes had much shorter doubling 
time of cases compared to functional democratic Mus-
lim-majority countries.

Others suggest that the relation between the extent of 
democracy and COVID-19 incidence is not linear but 
is shaped by numerous moderating factors. For exam-
ple, Achim et al. [62] find that in high-income countries 
higher levels of democracy (as measured by EIU and 
various V-Dem indices) reduce the spread of COVID-19 
while in the low-income countries its influence is exactly 
the opposite. Chen et al. [63] show that democracy lev-
els (EIU) moderate the effects of policies on infection and 
death rates (OxCGRT).

Research on the relation between democracy and 
COVID-19 deaths offers varied findings. Lago-Peñas 
et al. [64] find that the coefficient between the extent of 
political rights and COVID-19 deaths is negative and sta-
tistically significant but only for estimates using accumu-
lated data up to September 2020. Annaka [65] shows that 
authoritarian countries do not necessarily tend to have 
fewer COVID-19 deaths than their democratic counter-
parts (as defined by Polity and V-Dem indices). Vadla-
mannati et al. [66] suggest that more equitable access to 
health care increases testing rates and lowers the mor-
tality rate from COVID-19, but egalitarian democracy 
(V-Dem) shows the opposite effect.

Research on CFR has provided different findings over 
time. Research on the early stages of the pandemic asso-
ciate democracy with higher CFR. Using the Polity IV 
index, Sorci et al. [67] found moderate evidence suggest-
ing that countries with a democratic regime were those 
with the highest CFR. Norrlöf [68], using the FH index, 
finds that liberal democracies have a higher CFR than 
other regime types (although liberal democracies do not 
have higher cases per capita than other regime types). 
Serikbayeva et al. [69] find that the level of democracy 
(FH) has a statistically significant positive impact on CFR 
in non-free countries, and that the likelihood of a higher 
death rate is lower in non-free countries compared to 
free countries. Yao et al. [70], using the EIU index, sug-
gest that a higher Democracy Index is associated with 
(and moderated by increased hospital beds and health-
care workforce per capita) more deaths from COVID-19 
at the early stage of the pandemic in all countries. How-
ever, later research offers somewhat different results. 
Karabulut et al. [58], using various indices (FH, Polity, 
and V-Dem), show that the observed CFR are in fact 
lower for democratic countries in a longer time period.

The impacts of the pandemic to democracy
Research on the pandemic’s impacts on democracy 
requires some further tools for interpretation. We use 
Dryzek’s [26] three dimensions of democracy – scope, 
franchise, and authenticity – to map out different types 

of impacts to democracy. The three dimensions are not 
dependent on a particular theory or model of democ-
racy but can be applied across different conceptions of 
democracy. Scope refers to the extent to which differ-
ent areas of life are under democratic control. Franchise 
refers to the effective number of participants who exer-
cise influence over a democratic decision. Authenticity 
denotes the degree to which democratic control is sub-
stantive (rather than symbolic) and engaged by compe-
tent (rather than incompetent) and reflective (rather than 
inconsiderate) actors.

Most research insights presented in the sample deal 
with only one of the three dimensions. Some (albeit 
few) papers discuss more than one dimension, and thus 
appear more than once in the following sections. The 
two exceptions that escaped our attempts to categorize 
their insights are the paper that introduces the PanDem 
index [31] and another paper that discusses the state of 
democracy in the world in 2020 [30]. These papers do 
not attribute the violations of democracy or the state of 
democracy to any one specific conception of democracy 
but to more general principles that are relevant to various 
conceptions of (liberal) democracy. The problem here is 
that the violation or enactment of principles can be inter-
preted differently depending on how exactly democratic 
politics is understood. For example, where one theory of 
democracy that focuses on citizen rights might regard 
the curtailing of freedom of movement as a curtailment 
of the scope of democracy, another theory that focuses 
on participation might regard it as a curtailment of dem-
ocratic franchise. To avoid such conflations, we have 
excluded the papers from our analysis in this section. 
Their more general conceptual and theoretical contribu-
tions have been presented above.

Scope
Most papers belonging to this category focus on demo-
cratic institutions of decision-making (see Table 6). There 
are only two exceptions here, one focused on freedoms 
and another on political rights. Cassani [71], who studies 
the impacts of the policy responses to COVID-19 to citi-
zen freedoms, finds a widening freedom divide between 
autocratic and democratic regimes. Kinowska-Mazaraki 
[72] shows that Poland curtailed the right of assem-
bly and protest, hence limiting the scope of democratic 
action.

The remaining twelve papers of this category deal with 
the state of exception or related aspects of the expansion 
of executive powers and limiting of democratic account-
ability and deliberation. A few papers discuss ‘execu-
tive aggrandizement’ [73] during the pandemic. In some 
countries like Australia [74], the democratic account-
ability of the executive was (due to popular protests only 
temporarily) abandoned to provide leeway for the making 
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of pandemic response policies. Some observe that tech-
nocratic policymaking by public health officials [73, 75] 
replaced democratic procedures in pandemic responses. 
Others observe a similar tendency in the case of the mili-
tary [76].

A significant number of papers in this category argue 
that the pandemic aggravated the already ongoing and 
more general expansion of executive powers to replace 
previously democratic politics in ‘democratically back-
sliding’ countries. The argument has been made in the 
cases of El Salvador [77], Georgia [78], Hungary [79], 
India [80] and Indonesia [81]. Others have found that the 
pandemic has not deepened existing democratic defi-
ciencies. This case has been made the European Union 
[82] and some individual countries like the Czech Repub-
lic and Slovakia [73, 79]. Lewkowicz et al. [83], utilizing 
the V-Dem indices and the PanDem index, show that the 
stronger the rule of law and the higher levels of electoral 
democracy, the lower the risk of democratic backsliding 
has been in the face of the pandemic. Previous strength-
ening of democratic accountability mechanisms has also 
been found to decrease the likelihood of democratic 
backsliding [84].

Franchise
All papers in this category discuss the impacts of the pan-
demic to elections (see Table 7). The difficulty of holding 
elections under a pandemic have been widely noted. Only 
a case study on Israel shows that election turnout can be 
maintained through effective containment procedures, 
logistics, and communications [85]. Otherwise, the arti-
cles of this category observe a decreasing voter turnout 
during the pandemic. The countries in which this has 
been observed include Chile [86], Ghana [87], Ethiopia 
and Mali [88], and India, Pakistan and Afghanistan [89]. 
Some also argue that the pandemic has halted the efforts 
to instill democratic elections [90].

Authenticity
Three common themes can be found among the papers 
included in this category (see Table 8). First and the most 
common theme addressed here is related to democratic 
legitimation and justification of policymaking under 
the pandemic. Research suggests that some countries 
legitimized the expansion of executive powers demo-
cratically (e.g., Portugal [35]), whereas some others did 
not (e.g., India [91]). Mixed interpretations have been 
made regarding the Italian case [35, 92]. In some coun-
tries like Israel, the lack of democratic justification for 
executive aggrandizement led to wide popular back-
lashes, hence demonstrating democratic resilience [93]. 
But in Germany, a similar backlash did not occur, which 
raises questions about the degree of authenticity and 
resilience in the country [94]. Some have also addressed 

the preconditions for democratic emergency poli-
tics. Truchlewski et al. [95] argue that, by ‘buying time’ 
through effective emergency politics the EU enabled its 
member states time to democratically deliberate upon 
and justify their policy responses.

Another theme concerns the democratic virtues and 
vices of new communication technologies that popu-
larized during the pandemic. Some positive impacts to 
authenticity are observed here. New online forms of elec-
tion work are observed to have activated the youth to 
participate in election work in Singapore [96] whereas 
online scientific surveys offered South Africans a way to 
express popular views under lockdowns [97]. Anecdotal 
evidence suggests that even though online platforms may 
maintain or even enhance the quality of deliberation [98], 
they may also be unrepresentative of the broader com-
munities [99]. Another discussion concerns the role of 
traditional information sources for democratic actor-
hood. Casero-Ripollés [100] observes that legacy media 
consumption surged in the United States during the pan-
demic. However, Baekkeskov et al. [101] also note that 
media discourses became much less deliberative and 
more monotonous during the pandemic.

The third common theme concerns the support for 
democratic politics. Here, the evidence is highly varied. 
Bol et al. [102] find that lockdowns increased satisfac-
tion with democracy in Western Europe. But in the case 
of Italy, Pedrazzani et al. [103] report that evaluations of 
democracy became more negative with social proxim-
ity to the disease and with individual perceived vulner-
ability. Despite observing the rally effects documented in 
contexts of interstate conflict, no evidence of a broader 
shift in democratic attitudes due to the pandemic can be 
observed in Brazil [104] or Haiti [105].

Discussion
The early research on democracy and the COVID-19 
pandemic offers a diverse body of literature. Our topic 
modeling suggests that the scholarship that mentions the 
two concepts deals with various issues: the nature of cri-
ses brought by the pandemic, epidemiological character-
istics, political behavior, the governance of responses to 
the pandemic, the (temporary or longer-term) narrowing 
down of citizen rights amidst the pandemic, the virtues 
and vices of new technologies, and societal challenges 
and change. 94 articles discussed the relation between 
democracy and the pandemic more systematically. The 
body of papers with conceptual and theoretical contri-
butions in this sample has offered new insights on the 
possibilities, difficulties, and means to maintain democ-
racy under severe health crises such as pandemics. This 
research has given rise to new indices to track violations 
of democratic principles in crises, new criteria for gov-
erning rapid policy responses democratically, new ideas 



Page 14 of 21Sorsa and Kivikoski BMC Public Health         (2023) 23:1668 

A
ut

ho
rs

 
(y

ea
r)

G
eo

gr
ap

hi
c 

lo
ca

tio
n

To
pi

c 
ar

ea
In

di
ca

to
rs

 / 
ex

pl
an

an
du

m
In

di
ca

to
rs

 / 
ex

pl
an

an
s

Co
nc

lu
si

on
s

Ac
hi

m
 e

t a
l. 

(2
02

1)
G

lo
ba

l (
18

5 
co

un
tr

ie
s)

Th
e 

in
flu

en
ce

 o
f d

em
oc

ra
cy

 u
po

n 
th

e 
sp

re
ad

 
of

 C
O

VI
D

-1
9.

Ca
se

 fa
ta

lit
y 

ra
te

, I
n-

fe
ct

io
n 

ra
te

, M
or

ta
lit

y 
ra

te
, T

es
tin

g 
ra

te

EI
U

, V
-D

em
 (E

le
ct

or
al

 
D

em
oc

ra
cy

 In
de

x,
 

Li
be

ra
l D

em
oc

ra
cy

 
In

de
x,

 P
ar

tic
ip

at
or

y 
D

em
oc

ra
cy

 In
de

x)

W
e 

fin
d 

th
at

 in
 h

ig
h 

in
co

m
e 

co
un

tr
ie

s, 
hi

gh
er

 le
ve

ls 
of

 d
em

oc
ra

cy
 re

du
ce

 
th

e 
sp

re
ad

 o
f C

O
VI

D
-1

9 
w

hi
le

 in
 th

e 
lo

w
 in

co
m

e 
co

un
tr

ie
s i

ts
 in

flu
en

ce
 is

 
th

e 
op

po
sit

e.

An
na

ka
 

(2
02

1)
G

lo
ba

l (
10

8 
co

un
tr

ie
s)

Re
la

tio
ns

hi
p 

be
tw

ee
n 

po
lit

ic
al

 re
gi

m
es

, d
at

a 
tr

an
sp

ar
en

cy
, a

nd
 C

O
VI

D
-1

9 
de

at
hs

M
or

ta
lit

y 
ra

te
Po

lit
y2

, V
-D

em
 (M

ul
-

tip
lic

at
iv

e 
Po

ly
ar

ch
y 

In
de

x)

Au
th

or
ita

ria
n 

co
un

tr
ie

s d
o 

no
t n

ec
es

sa
ril

y 
te

nd
 to

 h
av

e 
fe

w
er

 C
O

VI
D

-1
9 

de
at

hs
 th

an
 th

ei
r d

em
oc

ra
tic

 c
ou

nt
er

pa
rt

s. 
D

at
a 

tr
an

sp
ar

en
cy

 is
 p

os
iti

ve
ly

 
co

rre
la

te
d 

w
ith

 th
e 

nu
m

be
r o

f d
ea

th
 c

as
es

 m
or

e 
co

ns
ist

en
tly

.
Ch

en
 e

t a
l. 

(2
02

2)
G

lo
ba

l (
13

6 
co

un
tr

ie
s)

W
ha

t f
ac

to
rs

 m
ig

ht
 e

xp
la

in
 th

e 
cr

os
s-

co
un

tr
y 

va
ria

tio
ns

 in
 C

O
VI

D
-1

9 
pu

bl
ic

 p
er

fo
rm

an
ce

?
M

or
ta

lit
y 

ra
te

, I
nf

ec
-

tio
n 

ra
te

Po
lic

y 
st

rin
ge

nc
y 

(O
xC

G
RT

), 
EI

U
 a

s 
m

od
er

at
in

g 
va

ria
bl

e

Th
e 

ne
ga

tiv
e 

eff
ec

ts
 o

f r
es

tr
ic

tiv
e 

po
lic

ie
s o

n 
in

fe
ct

io
n 

an
d 

de
at

h 
ra

te
s 

ar
e 

m
od

er
at

ed
 b

y 
po

lit
ic

al
 tr

us
t a

nd
 d

em
oc

ra
cy

 le
ve

ls.
 U

nd
er

 c
on

di
tio

ns
 

of
 h

ig
he

r p
ol

iti
ca

l t
ru

st
 a

nd
 lo

w
er

 d
em

oc
ra

cy
 le

ve
ls,

 th
e 

po
lic

y 
eff

ec
ts

 o
n 

in
fe

ct
io

n 
an

d 
de

at
h 

ra
te

s a
re

 g
re

at
er

.
D

em
pe

re
 

(2
02

1)
G

lo
ba

l (
15

6 
co

un
tr

ie
s)

N
at

io
na

l g
ov

er
nm

en
t s

uc
ce

ss
 fa

ct
or

s a
t c

on
-

tr
ol

lin
g 

th
e 

fir
st

 w
av

e 
of

 C
O

VI
D

-1
9.

M
or

ta
lit

y 
ra

te
 (d

ai
ly

, 
to

ta
l),

 In
fe

ct
io

n 
ra

te
EI

U
, V

-D
em

 (v
ar

io
us

 
in

di
ca

to
rs

)
Co

un
tr

ie
s w

ith
 th

e 
hi

gh
es

t d
em

oc
ra

cy
 in

de
xe

s s
uff

er
ed

 a
 m

or
e 

se
ve

re
 p

an
-

de
m

ic
 im

pa
ct

 c
on

fir
m

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
hi

gh
es

t d
ai

ly
 a

ve
ra

ge
s o

f c
as

es
 a

nd
 d

ea
th

s 
pe

r m
ill

io
n 

an
d 

th
e 

hi
gh

es
t m

or
ta

lit
y 

ra
te

.
H

ua
ng

 e
t a

l. 
(2

02
0)

G
lo

ba
l (

94
 

co
un

tr
ie

s)
Th

e 
as

so
ci

at
io

n 
be

tw
ee

n 
pr

ev
io

us
 e

xp
os

ur
e 

to
 

SA
RS

 a
nd

/o
r M

ER
S 

an
d 

th
e 

30
-d

ay
 C

O
VI

D
-1

9 
in

ci
de

nc
e 

ra
te

.

In
fe

ct
io

n 
ra

te
EI

U
Co

un
tr

ie
s b

ei
ng

 c
la

ss
ifi

ed
 a

s h
av

in
g 

“fu
ll 

de
m

oc
ra

cy
” u

sin
g 

D
em

oc
ra

cy
 

In
de

x 
ha

d 
hi

gh
er

 in
ci

de
nc

e 
of

 C
O

VI
D

-1
9

Ja
in

 a
nd

 
Si

ng
h 

(2
02

0)
G

lo
ba

l 
(7

8–
12

6 
co

un
tr

ie
s)

So
ci

o-
ec

on
om

ic
 v

ar
ia

bl
es

 th
at

 d
et

er
m

in
e 

a 
na

tio
n’

s e
xp

os
ur

e 
to

 C
O

VI
D

-1
9 

in
fe

ct
io

ns
 a

nd
 

de
at

hs

CF
R,

 In
fe

ct
io

n 
ra

te
, 

M
or

ta
lit

y 
ra

te
, T

es
tin

g 
ra

te

EI
U

D
em

oc
ra

cy
 a

nd
 g

oo
d 

go
ve

rn
an

ce
 p

la
ys

 si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
 ro

le
 in

 c
ur

ta
ili

ng
 m

or
ta

l-
ity

 ra
te

s. 
Bu

t t
he

re
 a

lso
 ta

ke
s p

la
ce

 a
 ri

se
 in

 in
fe

ct
ed

 p
at

ie
nt

s i
n 

th
e 

pr
es

en
ce

 
of

 d
em

oc
ra

cy
 a

nd
 h

ig
he

r p
er

 c
ap

ita
 in

co
m

e.
Ja

rd
in

e 
et

 a
l. 

(2
02

0)
M

us
lim

 m
aj

or
-

ity
 c

ou
nt

rie
s 

(4
4 

co
un

tr
ie

s)

CO
VI

D
-1

9 
bu

rd
en

, e
pi

de
m

io
lo

gy
 a

nd
 m

iti
ga

-
tio

n 
st

ra
te

gi
es

 in
 M

us
lim

-m
aj

or
ity

 c
ou

nt
rie

s.
In

fe
ct

io
n 

ra
te

, M
ea

n 
es

tim
at

ed
 d

ou
bl

in
g 

tim
e,

 P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 c

ou
nt

rie
s w

ith
 

fla
tt

en
ed

 e
pi

de
m

ic
 

cu
rv

es

EI
U

Fu
nc

tio
na

l d
em

oc
ra

ci
es

 w
er

e 
ab

le
 to

 c
on

ta
in

 th
e 

ep
id

em
ic

 si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
ly

 
be

tt
er

 th
an

 n
on

de
m

oc
ra

tic
 re

gi
m

es
.

Ka
ra

bu
lu

t e
t 

al
. (

20
21

)
G

lo
ba

l 
(9

9–
12

8 
co

un
tr

ie
s)

D
em

oc
ra

cy
 m

ea
su

re
s a

nd
 e

pi
de

m
io

lo
gi

ca
l 

ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

s o
f t

he
 C

O
VI

D
-1

9 
pa

nd
em

ic
CF

R,
 In

fe
ct

io
n 

ra
te

FH
 (P

ol
iti

ca
l R

ig
ht

s 
In

de
x,

 C
iv

il 
Ri

gh
ts

 
In

de
x,

 G
lo

ba
l F

re
e-

do
m

 S
co

re
), 

V-
D

em
 

(E
le

ct
or

al
 D

em
oc

ra
cy

 
In

de
x)

, P
ol

ity

Th
e 

in
fe

ct
io

n 
ra

te
s o

f t
he

 d
ise

as
e 

ap
pe

ar
 a

s h
ig

he
r f

or
 m

or
e 

de
m

oc
ra

tic
 

co
un

tr
ie

s, 
th

ei
r o

bs
er

ve
d 

CF
Rs

 a
re

 lo
w

er
. T

he
re

 is
 a

 n
eg

at
iv

e 
as

so
ci

at
io

n 
be

tw
ee

n 
CF

R 
an

d 
go

ve
rn

m
en

t a
tt

em
pt

s t
o 

ce
ns

or
 m

ed
ia

. H
ow

ev
er

, s
uc

h 
ce

ns
or

sh
ip

 re
la

te
s p

os
iti

ve
ly

 to
 th

e 
in

fe
ct

io
n 

ra
te

.

La
go

-P
eñ

as
 

et
 a

l. 
(2

02
2)

G
lo

ba
l 

(6
8–

11
3 

co
un

tr
ie

s)

Th
e 

ro
le

 p
la

ye
d 

by
 in

st
itu

tio
ns

 a
t t

he
 c

ou
nt

ry
 

le
ve

l i
n 

fig
ht

in
g 

th
e 

sp
re

ad
 o

f C
ov

id
-1

9.
M

or
ta

lit
y 

ra
te

 
(a

cc
um

ul
at

ed
)

FH
 (P

ol
iti

ca
l R

ig
ht

s 
Ra

tin
g)

O
ur

 m
ai

n 
re

su
lts

 sh
ow

 th
at

 h
av

in
g 

ei
th

er
 d

em
oc

ra
ci

es
 o

r a
ut

oc
ra

ci
es

 d
oe

s 
no

t r
ep

re
se

nt
 a

 c
ru

ci
al

 is
su

e 
fo

r s
uc

ce
ss

fu
lly

 a
dd

re
ss

in
g 

th
e 

pa
nd

em
ic

N
or

rlö
f 

(2
02

0)
G

lo
ba

l 
(1

39
–1

57
 

co
un

tr
ie

s)

Th
is 

ar
tic

le
 tr

ac
es

 th
e 

gl
ob

al
 sp

re
ad

 o
f t

he
 

vi
ru

s s
ca

le
d 

to
 p

op
ul

at
io

n 
an

d 
CF

Rs
 o

f d
iff

er
-

en
t c

ou
nt

rie
s.

CF
R,

 In
fe

ct
io

n 
ra

te
FH

 (G
lo

ba
l F

re
ed

om
 

Sc
or

e)
, V

-D
em

 
(L

ib
er

al
 D

em
oc

ra
cy

 
In

de
x)

Li
be

ra
l d

em
oc

ra
ci

es
 d

o 
no

t h
av

e 
hi

gh
er

 c
as

es
 p

er
 c

ap
ita

 th
an

 o
th

er
 re

gi
m

e 
ty

pe
s a

cc
or

di
ng

 to
 a

ny
 o

f t
he

 m
ea

su
re

s w
hi

ch
 c

ou
ld

 b
e 

us
ed

 to
 c

ha
ra

ct
er

-
iz

e 
lib

er
al

 d
em

oc
ra

cy
. H

ow
ev

er
, l

ib
er

al
 d

em
oc

ra
ci

es
 h

av
e 

a 
hi

gh
er

 C
FR

 th
an

 
ot

he
r r

eg
im

e 
ty

pe
s.

Ta
bl

e 
5 

Ar
tic

le
s d

isc
us

sin
g 

th
e 

im
pa

ct
s o

f d
em

oc
ra

cy
 to

 th
e 

ep
id

em
io

lo
gi

ca
l c

ha
ra

ct
er

ist
ic

s o
f C

O
VI

D
-1

9.



Page 15 of 21Sorsa and Kivikoski BMC Public Health         (2023) 23:1668 

on how to organize elections under health crises, and 
warnings about the longer-term impacts of new poli-
cies, technologies, and discourses with anti-democratic 
qualities.

Empirical research on democracy’s impact on the 
COVID-19 pandemic and vice versa also offers a versatile 
body of research. We find that the methodologies used, 
the geographical scope of research, and the scholarly 
contributions vary according to the direction of influ-
ence studied. Research on democracy’s impacts on the 
epidemiological characteristics of and policy responses 
to the pandemic are largely based on democracy indices, 
country-group-level analysis, and varying timeframes. 
Democracy appears to have a significant impact on some 
aspects policy responses and epidemiological character-
istics of pandemics. Be it about timing of policy mea-
sures, preferred types of measures, or preferences over 
the stringency of measures, democratic countries are 
likely to produce responses that somewhat differ from 
non-democratic countries as well as from each other. 
Democratic and non-democratic countries do not nec-
essarily perform in a vastly different degree in dealing 
with pandemics in the short run. Beyond these observa-
tions, the results are somewhat mixed depending on the 
democracy indices, epidemiological and policy indica-
tors, and time periods studied. Hence, further empirical 
research and meta-analyses are needed to say anything 
conclusive about democracy’s impacts on the pandemic. 
In-depth case studies and qualitative research is needed 
for theory-building.

Research on the pandemic’s impacts on democracy are 
largely based on qualitative research and discuss rela-
tively few countries at a time. Many gaps still exist. For 
example, the impacts of the pandemic to democratic 
participation in the civil society and the quality of delib-
eration and representativeness in policymaking contexts 
were not explored systematically in the body of literature 
scoped here. Longer-term time series are needed to study 
the pandemic’s impacts on democracy globally.

Thus far, most findings concerning the impacts of 
COVID-19 to democracy raise some concern. In most 
parts of the world, the scope of democracy narrowed 
down due to the pandemic, albeit in most cases only 
temporarily. But in the already democratically backslid-
ing countries, the pandemic offered new conditions 
for broadening executive powers time- and scope-wise 
beyond what may have been necessary to tackle the 
pandemic. The evidence concerning the franchise of 
democracy is very much limited to elections and elec-
tion turnout, but it suggests that policy responses to 
the pandemic will have a major impact on the conduct 
of elections. Much is needed to maintain high degrees 
of democratic franchise. The authenticity of democratic 
politics has been compromised in various ways in the A
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COVID-19 pandemic. Most importantly, the pandemic 
revealed alternatives to democratic politics. While the 
popular support for democratic politics decreased dur-
ing the pandemic in some democratic countries, others 
broadly mobilized against policies without democratic 
justification. While new communication technologies are 
no panacea for maintaining authenticity, online channels 
may offer some opportunities to renew it.

Conclusions
If the conceptual and theory papers reviewed above 
have offered important insights and hypotheses for fur-
ther research, then the empirical research reviewed gives 
equally important reasons to keep a close eye on future 
events and test the hypotheses. Many papers have argued 
that the pandemic has accentuated different forms of 
democratic backsliding but is unlikely to have under-
mined democracy as such thanks to various mechanisms 
from constitutional checks and balances to popular 
backlashes that have proven the resilience of established 
democracies. Yet, empirical research shows some weak 
signals of antidemocratic tendencies that may become 
more accentuated in the longer run, ranging from the 
emergence of anti-democratic discourses to positive 
popular reactions to authoritarian forms of governance. 
Thus, it remains to be seen whether the longer-term 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic will eventually prove 
detrimental to democracy, and whether democracy will 

remain as resilient in the next large-scale health crisis as 
it did under COVID-19.

Table 7 Articles discussing the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic to the franchise of democracy
Authors 
(year)

Geographic 
location

Topic area Focus area/indicators Findings

Afek et 
al. (2020)

Israel General elections for the 23rd Knes-
set during the COVID-19 pandemic

Electoral turnout The high rate of participation in elections was the result 
of early effective containment, effective communications 
to reassure the general public on voting safety, legislation, 
and logistics measures.

Ayandele 
et al. 
(2021)

Burundi How the pandemic and govern-
ment-adopted measures to curb 
the spread of the virus have given 
room for abuse of democratic 
processes

Interest and monitor-
ing capacity of election 
processes

COVID-19 pandemic affects pre-and post-election 
processes by undermining efforts to instill sustainable 
democratic practices such as elections.

Kumi 
(2022)

Ghana Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
to civic space and elections

The scope of political 
rights and voter turnout

The implementation of legislations resulted in unintended 
consequences characterized by restrictions of civil liberties 
including freedoms of movement, expression, association, 
and peaceful assembly which threatened the civic space.

Matlosa 
(2021) 
[88]

Africa (Mali 
and Ethiopia 
in more 
detail)

The impact of the government 
responses to pandemic on elections

Free multi-party 
elections

Some countries have proceeded with elections, while oth-
ers postponed their elections. Some elections have been 
marked by low voter turnout. International observers have 
been conspicuous by their absence in some elections.

Morales 
Quiroga 
(2021)

Chile To what degree did the COVID-19 
pandemic influence the develop-
ment of the constitutional referen-
dum of October 2020?

Electoral turnout The lower-income sectors, whose infection rates were 
higher than the rest of the population, turned out to vote 
in greater numbers than in previous elections

Nelson 
(2021)

India, 
Pakistan, 
Afghanistan

Social exclusion of Muslims and its 
impacts to electoral legitimacy

Electoral legitimacy; so-
cial inclusion/exclusion

COVID-19 has exacerbated and perhaps accelerated key 
trends. Exclusionary rhetoric and appeals to emergency 
powers have challenged the principles of democracy.
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Authors 
(year)

Geographic 
location

Topic area Focus area/indicators Findings

Avritzer 
and Rennó 
(2021)

Brazil How regime legitimacy, authoritarian 
attitudes, and support for a populist, 
authoritarian leader interact and are 
affected by the pandemic

Legitimacy of democrac-
tic rule

The pandemic did not contribute to the deepening 
of a democratic crisis among the Brazilian public

Baekkeskov 
et al. (2021)

Denmark, 
Sweden

Have national discourses represented 
arguments for policy alternatives 
evenly or skewed in favour of national 
policy?

Pluralist and balanced 
deliberation on policy 
options

Discourses on early COVID-19 responses tended 
toward monotony rather than pluralism. Whether 
leadership was epistemic or political, it took the 
form of repeating reasons for selected policies, rath-
er than encouraging public debate over options.

Bar-Siman-
Tov (2020)

Israel How the pandemic challenges parlia-
ments in countries where COVID-19 
coincides with a pre-existing political 
crisis.

Democratic justification 
for the use of emergency 
powers

The Israeli democracy survived the dual challenge 
of political and COVID-19 crises.

Bohler-
Muller et al. 
(2021)

South Africa Do ordinary South Africans support 
the limitation of their rights?

Legitimacy of democracy The Covid-19 Democracy Survey served as one way 
to facilitate democratic participation as it allowed 
people to express their views, opinions and con-
cerns about the virus and living under lockdown.

Bol et al. 
(2021)

15 Western 
European 
countries

The political effect of the enforce-
ment of a strict confinement policy in 
response to the pandemic.

Public support for 
democracy

Lockdowns have increased support for the status 
quo decision makers, institutions and regimes.

Casero-
Ripollés 
(2020)

United 
States

How the pandemic has conditioned 
the dynamics of the media system and 
how it has affected democracy.

Media consumption as 
proxy for equality and 
accessibility concerning 
public affairs

The resurgence of the role of legacy media have in 
part reduced existing inequalities regarding news 
consumption.

Corradetti 
and Pol-
licino (2021)

Italy Is the COVID-19 pandemic changing 
the constitutional power structures of 
democracies?

Constitutional justification 
for a state of exception

The emergency use of the power arises within an 
already established framework of constitutional 
justification.

De Angelis 
and de 
Oliveira 
(2021)

Italy, 
Portugal

Assessment of the institutional resil-
ience of consolidated democracies in 
emergency situations

Checks and balances over 
a declaration of state of 
exception

Italian institutional and constitutional order falls 
short of a number of the criteria, because the 
regulation ends up overhauling normal checks 
and balances; the Portuguese constitutional order 
seems to pass the test of our criteria

Einstein et 
al. (2022)

Boston (US) The representativeness of broader 
communities of public online 
meetings

Representativeness Participants in online forums are quite similar to 
those in in-person ones. They are similarly unrepre-
sentative of residents in their broader communities.

Elstub et al. 
(2021)

UK Analysis of the deliberative capacity of 
citizens in a pandemic.

Citizen participation in 
and quality of online 
deliberation

Our evidence indicates that deliberation can be 
resilient in a crisis.

Ferry et al. 
(2021) [119]

United 
Kingdom

How the UK government used data 
to legitimate policy and support 
implementation

Parliamentary and public 
ability to understand gov-
ernment decisions and 
hold them to account

The data connected the government to the gov-
erned and enabled democratic accountability.

Ghosh 
(2021)

India The process of policy-communication 
on the pandemic

Degree of democratic 
accountability

Government’s several omissions and commissions 
have defied the norms of democratic accountability

Kwan 
(2021)

Singapore Youth motivations, participation forms 
and how participation shapes future 
sociopolitical engagement.

Participation in election 
work

Singaporean youth were motivated to build 
awareness and activism and take action between 
elections and during GE2020.

Lupu and 
Zechmeis-
ter (2021)

Haiti Whether and how the appearance of 
the pandemic would shift public opin-
ion toward the president, elections, 
and democracy.

Popular legitimacy of 
democratic rule

The pandemic moved in a manner consistent with 
the kinds of rally effects documented in contexts of 
interstate conflict. We find no evidence of a broader 
shift in democratic attitudes.

Matlosa 
(2021) [120]

Africa The crisis of international election 
observation in Africa during the 
pandemic

International election 
observation

The onset of COVID-19 has compounded the crisis 
of international election observation.

Merkel 
(2020)

Germany Reflections on the implications of state 
of exception as
mode of governance on institutions 
and actors of democracy.

Declaration of state of 
exception

We cannot rule out longer-term habituation effects 
of temporary authoritarian rule among the citizens 
in the near future.

Table 8 Articles discussing the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic to the authenticity of democracy
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