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This project contributes to the growing scholarly literature on democratic backsliding. Journalists,
policymakers and citizens also worry about the state of democracy in their countries and around the
world. This research advances our understanding of the process by which democracy deteriorates.

This research project focused on declines in the level of media freedom in
democratic countries. The research conceptually and empirically distinguished media freedom from
other aspects of democracy to avoid making tautological arguments. ldeally, in democracies, the
media reinforce independent judiciaries and legislatures against executive overreach. However,
this research project argues that the decline of press freedom leads to a reduction in the
independence of these government institutions and a decline in other aspects of democratic
accountability. The findings demonstrate that declines in press freedom precede increases in
electoral manipulation and decreases in institutional checks on executive power. The project also

rinds that changes in media freedom have lasting effects on democratic accountability over the
ong-run.
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Background of Research. Although it is often assumed that democracy implies free and
independent media, this research project challenged this conventional wisdom by describing
and explaining declines in media freedom that occurred in countries deemed to be democratic
by various well-known indicators. While this project grew out of research on democratic
Latin America, which is the area of the PI’s regional expertise, the empirical scope of this
research project included democracies around the world. Media watchdog organizations and
academic databases have identified sharp declines in the freedom of the media in Hungary,
Poland and India, for example, but also smaller declines in the United States of America and
Japan, among other countries.

As this project progressed, the research focus expanded to declines in the quality of democracy
overall, thereby contributing to a growing body of research on democratic backsliding. One
of the most noted challenges in confronting democratic backsliding is being able to identify
when it is occurring because democratically elected leaders take subtle and incremental
actions which they justify within a democratic framework. Cumulatively, however, these
actions damage democracy. By empirically examining the relationship between media
freedom and democracy in a dynamic panel data analysis, this research project demonstrated
that media freedom declines should be seen as red flags that raise concerns that further
declines in democracy are likely to follow.

Purpose of Research. The objective of this research project was to examine the causes and
consequences of media freedom decline in democracies, thereby challenging previous
research that tended to assume democracy protects the freedom and independence of the
media. Building upon the PI's previous co-authored research,® one purpose of this project
was to examine how political institutions, particularly party systems, constrain or facilitate
executive-led attacks on the media’s freedom and independence. An additional purpose was
to theorize why some executives act against the media, while other executives accept media
as an essential component of liberal democracy. Towards this second purpose, the Pl and her
co-author developed the argument that executives who seek to concentrate power will limit
media freedom and independence because doing so facilitates other actions they wish to take
to limit their own accountability. Given this reasoning, the researchers came to the realization
that media freedom declines contribute to, and foreshadow, subsequent declines in

1 Kellam and Stein. 2016. “Silencing Critics: When and How Presidents Restrict Media Freedom

in Democracies.” Comparative Political Studies 49(1): 36-77.



democratic accountability. Thus, as a final purpose of this research, they examine the role of
media freedom declines in the process of democratic backsliding. To be able to analyze the
relationship between media freedom and democracy, this project had to empirically separate
the two concepts. Thus, an additional objective of this research project was to assess common
measurements of democracy in relation to media freedom and independence.

Research Methods. This research project followed scientific methods. The theoretical
arguments were rigorously tested using statistical methods appropriate for dynamic panel data.
The project complied a global dataset of democracies covering the period from 1996 to 2016.
Data for the project came from various publicly available sources, including Freedom House
and the Varieties of Democracy Institute, among others.

For the dissemination of preliminary research findings and feedback on research-in-progress,
the PI hosted a symposium at Waseda University on “Democracy in Latin America: Presidents,
Legislatures and Elections.” The symposium brought together leading scholars from Latin
America, the USA, and Japan to discuss the quality of accountability and representation in
Latin America.

Results. The research resulted in several key findings:

o Democratic backsliding is pervasive in Latin America, particularly so under populist
presidents.

e Among democracies worldwide, declines in media freedom precede increases in
electoral manipulation and decreases in institutional checks on executive power.

¢ Among democracies worldwide, changes in the level of media freedom have lasting
effects on vertical and horizontal accountability, and thus democracy, over the long

run.
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