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State capacity and populist rule in times of uncertainty: COVID-19
response in South Korea, Brazil, and Turkey
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ABSTRACT
In an age of ‘radical uncertainty,’ state capacity proves critical for countries to
contain ‘wicked crises’ and improve the resilience of societies. At the same
time, authoritarian populism has come to dominate politics in several
countries. The impact of populist leadership on state capacity, however,
remains an under-researched theme. We explore how populist rule has
impeded effective management of the COVID-19 pandemic by weakening
state capacity. We compare Brazil and Turkey as cases with similar degrees
of state capacity but diverging pandemic management performance. We
also examine South Korea as a benchmark case combining high state
capacity and effective leadership. We show that state capacity is central in
managing ‘wicked crises,’ but populist leadership undermines it through a
set of mechanisms. On a broader scale, we aim to contribute to the debate
by exploring the interactions among crises, state capacity, and populist rule.
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Introduction

We live in a period of multiple crises that have, once again, brought the concept of ‘state capacity’ to
the forefront. The 2008 global financial crisis, the climate emergency, the COVID-19 pandemic,
and global geopolitical turmoil highlighted the importance of effective states in tackling unantici-
pated shocks surpassing national borders. The complex nature of the ongoing global power shifts
added further instability and uncertainty, creating a delicate political-economic equilibrium that
renders the current international order ‘unlikely to persist in its present form’ (Rodrik & Walt,
2021, p. 1). As Kay and King (2020) put it, ‘radical uncertainty’ emerges as the defining aspect
of the global political economy. All these developments bring state capacity and national resilience
to the forefront. In this context, much effort has gone into studying state capacity in relation to
various areas in contemporary global politics, such as climate change (Meckling & Nahm, 2018),
security (Hendrix, 2010), and migration (Micinski & Bourbeau, 2023).

COVID-19 has not been immune to these discussions. This article focuses on COVID-19 as a
critical case that reveals the central importance of state capacity in an age of ‘radical uncertainty.’
COVID-19 belongs in the category of what scholars refer to as ‘wicked crises’ in that it is ‘trans-
boundary, unique, and characterized by a high degree of uncertainty’ and is hence ‘the most
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demanding because [it] transcend[s] administrative levels, sectors and ministerial areas’ (Christen-
sen et al., 2016, p. 888). The pandemic led to an extensive discussion among political scientists on
those attributes of states that make them better positioned in containing the crisis, reducing inse-
curities, and improving the resilience of societies.

A large volume of political science literature emerged on the governance of COVID-19 as the
pandemic raised certain interesting puzzles. For example, while some democracies have fared rela-
tively well in tackling COVID-19, others lagged considerably behind. Also, while some authoritarian
states are often cited among the successful cases in fighting COVID-19, others are considered to
have failed (Brown et al., 2020). This has led some observers to call for a focus on the ‘specific
strengths and weaknesses of different forms of government’ instead of attempting to generalize
based on regime type, with an emphasis on the capacity that states possess (Stasavage, 2020). The
early published studies on the management of the pandemic in select country cases have underlined
the significance of state capacity and the presence/absence of a legitimate political system capable of
cultivating public trust in tackling the pandemic (Capano et al., 2020; Christensen et al., 2016; Hart-
ley & Jarvis, 2020; Kleinfeld, 2020; Moisio, 2020; Weiss & Thurbon, 2022). Several large-N studies
also suggest that certain features of state capacity, such as government effectiveness, are linked with
lower mortality rates from COVID-19 (Bosancianu et al., 2020, p. 39; Serikbayeva et al., 2021).

The role of political agency should not be underestimated either. The COVID-19 pandemic
emerged at a time when populist authoritarian leaders have already become key political actors
in many developed and developing countries. COVID-19 provided yet another opportunity for
those leaders to ‘capitalize on the fears of the people through the discourse of ‘managing’ and ‘con-
taining’ ‘risks’ in society’ (Aydın-Düzgit & Keyman, 2020, p. 3; on populist rule also see Moffitt,
2015; Pappas & Kriesi, 2015). Hence, the COVID-19 pandemic constituted a critical test for popu-
list leadership. Despite rapidly growing social sciences literature on the subject matter documenting
the poor performance of populist leaders in managing the COVID-19 pandemic (for example, see
Mudde, 2020; Kavaklı, 2020, p. 17; McKee et al., 2021, p. 511; Kapucu &Moynihan, 2021), the ways
in which state capacity and populist leadership interact in crisis management still needs in-depth
analysis. In this paper, we argue that populist leaders are likely to undermine state capacity due to
extensive institutional erosion under their rule. Based on a comparative method, we determine
three key characteristics of populist rule – that is, disregard of scientific expertise; a push for cen-
tralization; and measures to reduce accountability – have undermined these countries’ crisis man-
agement capabilities precisely by weakening state capacity, conceptualized as the ability of the state
to achieve extraction, coordination, and compliance (capacity for). We also show that state capacity
is weakened as these features of populist rule target the resources upon which it is built and
deployed (capacity through). In doing so, we aim to bring the ongoing but largely separate debates
on state capacity and the populists’ response to the COVID-19 crisis together to demonstrate that
the professed ‘strong leadership’ by populist leaders does not necessarily lead to strong capacity in
articulating an effective response.1

We maintain that our findings extend beyond the challenges posed by COVID-19. In the post-
pandemic era, state capacity is likely to play a central role in developing successful responses to
unprecedented global challenges, but populist governments are likely to undermine state capacity
at a time when it is required most. We substantiate our argument through an analysis of how the
COVID-19 crisis was handled in three late developing countries – South Korea, Brazil, and Turkey.
We focus on the initial phase of the pandemic, during which Brazil experienced the highest
cumulative confirmed deaths per million people, whereas South Korea emerged as a highly
successful case. Turkey, on the other hand, remained in between as a case of moderate performer
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(Figure 1). The variation in select cases enables us to demonstrate how different modes of inter-
action between state capacity and populist leadership (or lack thereof) lead to divergent outcomes.

A caveat is in order at this point. Although these numbers give a clear idea about significant
divergence among the three cases, they should still be approached with caution due to two factors.
One relates to the problem of substantial underreporting (Do Prado et al., 2020; Turkish Medical
Association, 2020). The second factor relates to how attributes such as a country’s demography and
the structure of its health system were shown to have an impact on death figures, especially in the
initial months of the pandemic (Balta & Özel, 2020; Kayaalp & İbrahim, 2020). Hence, we believe
that an exclusive focus on the numbers, be it confirmed cases or mortality rates, runs the risk of
leading to distorted views on the dynamics behind governments’ relative success or failure in
fighting the pandemic.

To mitigate this caveat, we unpack the responses in country cases and demonstrate the obser-
vable implications of state capacity and the impact of the populist rule on managing the pandemic
in Brazil and Turkey, compared with South Korea as a benchmark. We use process tracing in this
paper, as this method ‘gives us a better understanding of how a cause produces an outcome’ (Beach,
2016, p. 463; also see Bengtsson & Ruonavaara, 2017; Bennett & Checkel, 2015). We show how pol-
icies adopted by the populist leaders in Brazil and Turkey in the early phases of the pandemic have
resulted in poor management of the crisis by undermining the material and nonmaterial sources of
state capacity. We also trace South Korea’s pandemic response as a benchmark that approximates
an ideal type, demonstrating how high state capacity and non-populist leadership result in effective
management under uncertain conditions. The data for the analysis come from newspapers and
reports retrieved from EMIS (Emerging Market Information Sources) and Lexis Nexis between 1
February and 31 December 2020. Press releases and reports by national and international public
and private organizations were also included in the analysis. COVID-19 data was retrieved from

Figure 1. Cumulative confirmed COVID-19 deaths (per million people). Source: Our World in Data figure, based
on Johns Hopkins University CSSE COVID-19 Data.
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OurWorld in Data, and government measures to counter COVID-19 were traced through the Cor-
onavirus Government Response Tracker at the University of Oxford.

In what follows, we first engage in a conceptual discussion of crisis and state capacity, with a
focus on identifying those elements of state capacity that matter the most in fighting a pandemic
of the size and nature of COVID-19. We then discuss our conceptualization of populism, also
with reference to the key defining features of populist rule in relation to state capacity, and turn
to the empirical analysis of three cases, where we trace how these features have played out and
thus resulted in considerable divergence in terms of management of the pandemic in the crucial
early months of the crisis. We conclude with a discussion of our findings and implications for
future research.

Crisis, state capacity, and populism: the need for conceptual clarity

Rosenthal et al. (1989, p. 10) define a crisis as ‘a situation in which there is a perceived threat against
the core values or life-sustaining functions of a social system that requires urgent remedial action in
uncertain circumstances.’ This definition is particularly apt for COVID-19 as the pandemic consti-
tutes severe social, political, and economic threats to states and requires urgent action due to its
extremely contagious and unpredictable nature. Successful management of such crises requires a
strong state capacity with a focus on coordination and high degrees of public trust and legitimacy
(Christensen & Lægreid, 2020; Christensen et al., 2016).

State capacity, however, remains a contested concept. Depending on the area of inquiry, it can be
studied as a ‘dependent variable’ or ‘independent variable,’ and it can cover several activities, ran-
ging from coercion to extraction (de la Cruz et al., 2022, p. 131). Also, state capacity has different
but interconnected dimensions. Bakır (2015, pp. 69–71) distinguishes between ‘administrative’ and
‘institutional capacity’ and demonstrates how they are interrelated as key dimensions of state
capacity.

In the simplest definition, state capacity is ‘the ability of state institutions to effectively
implement official goals’ (Sikkink, 1991) or ‘a government’s ability to make and enforce rules,
and to deliver services’ (Fukuyama, 2013, p. 352). In more specific terms, Berwick and Fottini
(2018) analyse state capacity by distinguishing between ‘capacity for’ and ‘capacity through.’
Accordingly, ‘capacity for’ refers to three key activities for which states need to develop capacity,
namely extraction, which relates to a state’s ability to secure revenues, coordination which refers
to the ‘capabilities of state agents to organize collective action’, and compliance which means
‘the ability of state leaders to secure compliance with their goals’ (Berwick & Fottini, 2018, p. 76
and 78–79). States also need resources to develop the necessary capacity to achieve these goals,
which brings us to the notion of ‘capacity through.’We treat ‘resources’ broadly, including material
and non-material instruments the state needs to possess and effectively deploy to realize these goals.
These resources include revenues of the state, reliable information, and a competent administration
capable of extracting revenues and ensuring effective coordination and compliance (see also Lind-
vall & Teorell, 2016).

The political economy literature demonstrates that a competent bureaucracy is instrumental in
ensuring extraction, coordination, and compliance by addressing collective action problems, facil-
itating high-quality information flows with non-state institutional actors, and pursuing long-term
goals (Evans, 1995; Öniş, 1991). However, a well-functioning central administration is not a
sufficient resource, where ‘local discretion’ is also warranted in today’s uncertain world marred
by wicked crises (Berwick & Fottini, 2018, p. 84; Acemoğlu et al., 2015). Effective vertical
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coordination between central and local authorities becomes essential in crisis situations, given that
local institutional actors are more often ‘faced with practical challenges or the operational side of a
crisis’ (Christensen et al., 2016, p. 892). Also, non-state institutional actors are considered ‘sources
of expertise and coordination,’ with which the state should work to enhance its coordination
capacity (Berwick & Fottini, 2018, p. 79). Compliance, on the other hand, is incurred at two levels:
first, within the state, with public sector agents complying with political leaders’ goals; second,
between the state and the mass public, where the public complies with the directives of the state
(Berwick & Fottini, 2018, pp. 79–80).

Defined as such, the relational nature of coordination and compliance becomes clear. Both
aspects of state capacity relate to what Mann (1984, p. 189) has referred to as the state’s ‘infrastruc-
tural power,’ meaning the ability to ‘penetrate civil society, and to implement logistically political
decisions throughout the realm.’ State power does not only emanate from the policies of govern-
ments but is also embedded in the state’s relationship with society at large. This requires a more
encompassing societal analysis of state capacity, which Migdal (1994) calls ‘the state in society’ per-
spective. Accordingly, the ‘mutually empowering’ nature of the state-society nexus constitutes the
main source of state capacity, which requires researchers to ‘eschew a state-versus-society perspec-
tive that rests on a view of power as a zero-sum conflict between the state and society’ (Migdal et al.,
1994, p. 4). We will demonstrate below that it is also this societal core of state capacity that populist
leaders undermine. For the state-society synergy to work effectively, legitimacy and inclusive gov-
ernance play a key role as they facilitate compliance whereby successful delivery by the govern-
ments may bolster its legitimacy across society, also referred to as output legitimacy (Scharpf,
1999). The level of public trust, in turn, determines the extent to which citizens will cooperate
with governments in achieving collective goals (Christensen et al., 2016, p. 889) Table 1.

The case of COVID-19 illustrates that for successful management of the crisis, all three capacities
outlined above need to be rapidly mobilized where, in addition to financial resources, states need to
rely heavily on well-coordinated local responses, a properly functioning public health system, scien-
tific expertise, transparent information flow, and public trust (Capano et al., 2020; Greer et al., 2020;
Kavanagh & Singh, 2020; Moisio, 2020). A health crisis at the scale of COVID-19 is a ‘complex
intergovernmental problem’ which demands strong intergovernmental coordination (Paquet &
Schertzer, 2020). Given that social distancing and mask-wearing have proven effective in reducing
the transmission rate of COVID-19, voluntary compliance of the public with these and other
related measures is also considered essential (Moon, 2020). Nonetheless, public compliance
requires transparent, reliable, and up-to-date information flow from state to citizens on issues
such as the rates of transmission and the geographic distribution of cases, as well as evidence-
based justifications of government responses (Sharma et al., 2020, p. 13). Furthermore, the

Table 1. Conceptualizing State Capacity in COVID-19.
Capacity for (activities)

Extraction Coordination Compliance

Capacity through
(resources)

. Revenues

. Scientific
expertise

. Vertical
cooperation

. Scientific expertise

. Vertical & horizontal cooperation in
administration

. Cooperation with extra state channels

. Public trust/Legitimacy

. Transparent & credible
information flow

. Scientific expertise

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Berwick and Fottini (2018).
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government should be able to count on public trust in its measures and demands from the citizens
(OECD, 2020).

The literature demonstrates the role of state capacity and state-society coordination in tackling
complex crises like COVID-19 (Mao, 2021; Serikbayeva et al., 2021; Siedlok et al., 2021). However,
what is often overlooked is that political agency plays a central role in conditioning how state
capacity translates into actual policy outcomes. The performance of states may diverge considerably
in the face of ‘wicked crises’ despite possessing a similar degree of state capacity. Addressing this
gap is important, especially given the quasi-consensus that we are now living in a populist era
that drives global politics. We will demonstrate that certain features of populist rule weakened
state capacity at a time when it was most needed during the acute phase of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Before showing how that has happened, we first clarify our conceptualization of populism
and its relationship to state capacity.

Populism in power and state capacity

Populism is an essentially contested concept. It can be theorized as ‘an ideology which considers
society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’
versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté gén-
éral (general will) of the people’ (Mudde, 2004, p. 542). This ideational approach, however, rests on
a minimal definition of populism, which downplays the role of political agency and the governance
style of populist parties and leaders. Those approaches which conceptualize populism as a political
strategy bring personalistic populist leadership, hence political agency, into the picture (Weyland,
2017) yet say very little about how that leadership is enacted (Baykan, 2018, p. 75). Discourse-theor-
etical approaches to populism underscore the primacy of discourse in the articulation of the
‘people’ (Laclau, 2005) but largely leave the extra-linguistic practices of populist leaders and parties
out of focus. Hence, all these three main approaches to populism – as an ideology, political strategy,
and discourse – by not paying due attention to political agency and governance that are both cen-
tral to our conceptualization of state capacity above, fall short of assisting us in understanding the
ways in which populist rule impacts on state capacity.

Understanding the relationship between populism and state capacity requires a theorization of
the former, where political leadership coupled with the style of governance is at the centre of analy-
sis. This is where we turn to those approaches to populism, which conceptualize it as a ‘political
style’ (Moffitt, 2016; Ostiguy, 2009, 2017). These accounts underscore the centrality of personalistic
leadership in populism but also zoom in on the specific ways in which populist leaders govern to
secure the allegiances of their supporters. Ostiguy’s (2017) conceptualization of populism through
the ‘high-low axis’ becomes particularly useful here. The high-low axis relates to the ‘ways of ‘being’
and ‘acting’ in politics’, with two major components: the socio-cultural component, which relates to
political actors’ manners, language, and demeanours; and the political-cultural component, which
refers to their ‘form of political leadership and preferred modes of decision-making in the polity’
(Ostiguy, 2017, pp. 78–85). It is the latter component that directly relates to how political actors
choose to govern the polity, thus bearing implications for state capacity.

Approaching populism as a style entails a normatively neutral position (Ostiguy, 2017, p. 74),
whereby one may argue that the informal practices fostered by this political style may, in fact, facili-
tate faster responses in crisis situations. Yet, public policy scholars have argued otherwise that a
populist regime would limit its state capacity mainly by disregarding expertise, pushing for centra-
lization of power, and reducing accountability through polarization (Bauer & Becker, 2020; Peters
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& Pierre, 2019, 2020). These aspects relate directly to the political-cultural component of the high-
low axis associated with a populist style of governance. At the core of populism lies the ‘flaunting of
the low’, whereby the ‘low’ in the political-cultural component implies ‘very personalistic, strong
(often male) leadership’ and ‘preference for decisive action often at the expense of some ‘for-
malities’’ (Ostiguy, 2017, p. 76, 84, 85). As such, ‘populist personalized leadership, as a form of rap-
port, of representation, and of problem-solving’ becomes ‘a way to shorten the distance between the
legitimate authority and the people’ (Ostiguy, 2017, p. 84). In crisis situations, this translates into a
denial of expert knowledge, an exclusive focus on personalized leadership at the expense of nego-
tiation and deliberation with relevant stakeholders, and the portrayal of competing political actors
as largely incompetent (Moffitt, 2016). Hence, in overlap with the characteristics of populist rule
associated with state capacity, conceptual approaches to populism as a ‘political style’ also point
to a form of populist governance where expert knowledge is largely denied (disregarding of exper-
tise); power is centralized in the leader at the expense of bureaucracy, civil society and other rel-
evant stakeholders (pushing for centralization of power); and constraints on the powers of the
personalistic leader are minimized (reducing accountability), allowing us to observe whether popu-
lism as a political style, in fact, has a negative impact on state capacity in crisis situations. We claim
all three aspects of the populist rule bring about institutional erosion and undermine state-society
ties at large, which, in turn, weaken state capacity.

The first aspect, disregarding expertise takes the form of ‘sidelining’ and ‘ignore(ing) the policy advice’
of the bureaucracy and relevant experts (Peters & Pierre, 2019, p. 1529). As polarization is utilized as a
governing strategy by populist leaders to divide societies along partisan/ideological lines, they weaken
social cohesion and public trust (Carothers & O’Donohue, 2019). In a polarized political context, exces-
sive politicization of the administration, where loyalty trumps expertise in appointments and policy
choices (Peters & Pierre, 2019, pp. 1527–1528), further inhibits state capacity.

The second aspect, centralization of power,manifests itself in expanding the policy discretion of
the executive as well as centralizing resources (Bauer & Becker, 2020, p. 20). The accumulation of
power in the hands of populist leaders, which is justified on the ground of effective decision-mak-
ing, in fact, leads to the weakening of state capacity as it dents institutional infrastructure to enable
high-quality information flows, overcome collective action problems, and implement policies
through effective state-society cooperation.

The final aspect, reducing accountability, relates to populist leaders’ aversion to checks and bal-
ances at three levels: horizontal, vertical, and diagonal (Lührmann et al., 2020). While vertical
accountability relates to the relationship between governments and citizens and thus pertains
more to electoral politics, horizontal accountability concerns the checks on the executive by the
different branches of government, including judicial oversight, and diagonal accountability entails
the control exerted on governments by those actors that are outside formal institutions, most nota-
bly independent media, and civil society (Lührmann et al., 2020, p. 813). When populists take steps
to reduce accountability, these can take various forms, such as curbing judicial independence, sup-
pressing civil society organizations that are critical of their rule, and limiting the freedom of the
press (Müller, 2016, pp. 44–75) – all of which lead to poor governance in the face of complicated
crises.

The logic of case selection: South Korea, Brazil, and Turkey

We examine three cases to trace the process of how state capacity and populist leadership interacted
with one another in the most acute phase of the COVID-19 pandemic. We compare South Korea,
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Brazil, and Turkey. South Korea approximates an ‘ideal type’ in our comparative design, as the
country emerged as a ‘success story’ (Kim, 2021) thanks to high state capacity and effective non-
populist leadership during the pandemic. With a significantly low number of cases and fewer
than 1,000 cumulative confirmed deaths by the end of 2020, South Korea kept the humanitarian
and economic fallout of the pandemic as low as it could be during the most acute phase of the crisis.
It, therefore, constitutes a useful benchmark for a comparative assessment of Brazil and Turkey
Figure 2.

We also examine Brazil and Turkey as similar cases concerning state capacity. Brazil and Turkey,
however, demonstrated considerable differences in terms of overall COVID-19 performance in the
first year of the pandemic (see Figure 1). This, we suggest, demonstrates the role of political agency
and the variety of populist leadership in times of severe crisis. It is true that both countries were
governed by right-wing authoritarian populist leaders in the most acute phase of the pandemic.
Jair Bolsonaro came to power in Brazil in January 2019 from the fringes of Brazilian politics and
has widely been referred to as a ‘radical right’ or ‘far right’ populist leader in both the socio-cultural
and political-cultural conceptualisations of populism as a political style, thanks to his anti-estab-
lishment and politically incorrect demeanour and discourse, his polarizing rhetoric and governance
pitting him in an eternal struggle as the voice of the ‘people’ against their enemies, and his exclusive
policies towards state institutions and society at large (Casarões & Leal Farias, 2022; Farias et al.,
2022; Guimaraes & de Oliveira e Silva, 2021; Louault, 2022; Mignozetti & Spektor, 2019).

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who, after coming to power with a single-party gov-
ernment under the Justice and Development Party (AKP) in 2002, first took substantial steps
towards democratic consolidation in Turkey, only to turn toward increasingly populist and divisive
rhetoric and politics, as the party’s dominance has grown since the early 2010s. Like Bolsonaro,
Erdoğan’s leadership is also widely considered as right-wing populist in style, with a strong

Figure 2. Main Governance Indicators – Brazil, South Korea, Turkey. Source: World Bank, Worldwide Governance
Indicators. Each parameter takes a value between +2.5 (highest) and −2.5 (lowest). Figures belong to 2020.
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‘low-populist’ appeal as the representative of the ordinary masses embodied in a highly personalis-
tic leadership against domestic and foreign elites/conspirators, along with a polarizing and hyper-
centralized form of governance at the expense of democratic deliberation and inclusive rule (Bay-
kan, 2018). However, when it comes to narrating the pandemic and managing COVID-19, the style
of populist leadership diverged to a certain extent, leading to different paths through which state
capacity was mobilized in Brazil and Turkey (see Table 2).

We use process tracing in the following sections, where we identify the sequences of events that
have resulted primarily from populist leaders’ specific actions that are conceptualized above as
characteristic of populist rule. We found that disregarding expertise, centralization of power, and
reducing accountability under populist leadership hampered the state’s capacity to govern, which
is conceptualized as the power to extract, coordinate, and ensure compliance.

South Korea: high state capacity meets effective leadership

South Korea represents one of the exemplary cases among late developing countries achieving sig-
nificant development. As an agricultural-based, low-income country in the 1950s, South Korea has
been transformed into a technological powerhouse in the twenty-first century. South Korea also
improved national public health infrastructure parallel to its economic development, and,
currently, ‘the number of hospital beds per capita, 12.3 beds per 1,000 population, is two times
higher than the average in Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) countries’ (Kim, 2021). Extensive literature has documented the fundamental role of
state capacity and government intervention in South Korea’s successful economic transformation
by extracting and distributing resources, coordinating bureaucratic institutions, and establishing
cooperation mechanisms with non-state institutional actors (Amsden, 1989; Evans, 1995; Öniş,
1991).

State capacity and effective leadership enabled South Korea to develop a comprehensive
COVID-19 strategy. South Korea recorded its first COVID-19 cases in January 2020, earlier
than most other countries in the world. The country adopted a ‘whole-of-government’ approach
(Government of the Republic of Korea, 2020) with ‘agile, adaptive, and transparent actions by
the South Korean government, as well as evidence-based policy decisions and collaborative govern-
ance’ (Moon, 2020, p. 653). The combination of the extractive, coordination, and compliance
capacities of the state, as well as the voluntary compliance of citizens guided by effective leadership,
helped South Korea to keep the total number of cases and deaths significantly low (see Figure 1).

The political leadership in South Korea has relied on scientific expertise since the early days of
the pandemic. The government followed the lead of the medical community and health experts
when it came to policy development and implementation (Moon et al., 2021: 657). A close

Table 2. The Logic of Case Selection.
State capacity Populist leadership Covid-19 performance

South Korea High Non-populist Successful
Turkey Medium Populist Moderate
Brazil Medium Highly populist Failure

Notes: ‘Populist leadership’ is described with reference to how political leaders framed COVID-19 and adopted policies against the pan-
demic. Hence, ‘populist leadership’ in this article does not directly cover other policy areas, which may differ in terms of approach,
tone, and policy-specific issues. ‘State capacity’ is measured according to the World Bank governance indicators (see Figure 2). Deaths
per million population in the first phase of the crisis are used as a proxy for COVID-19 performance (see Figure 1), though shortcom-
ings of this approach are also highlighted in relevant parts of the article and triangulated with other observable outcomes where
relevant.
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partnership between bureaucratic authorities and scientific communities avoided over politiciza-
tion of the pandemic and enabled high-level intergovernmental coordination, with the Korean
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (KCDC) taking the central stage as an autonomous
agency (Moon et al., 2021, p. 657). The South Korean government also adopted an aggressive
‘test-trace-isolate system’ (Chekar et al., 2021) with the help of a strong technological infrastructure
(Government of the Republic of Korea, 2020). As a result, the country managed to test ‘about
10,000 people per million’ as of April 18, 2020 – a number significantly higher than other
well-resourced countries – along with additional innovative techniques such as establishing
‘drive-through and walk-through testing stations’ to reduce the spread of the virus (Moon, 2020,
p. 653).

In addition, close coordination mechanisms were established between the health bureaucracy,
local authorities, and non-state actors to implement consistent testing, tracing, and treatment pro-
cedures (labelled as ‘3 T strategy’). The government coordinated with private firms in the early
stages to produce testing kits, develop software apps, and use mobile GPS data in order to trace
infected patients and regularly update the public about the geographical spread of the virus (Gov-
ernment of the Republic of Korea, 2020, pp. 35–62). The swift response of the government in
adopting appropriate countermeasures along with a transparent communication strategy proved
instrumental in convincing citizens to follow social distancing and other COVID-19-related rules.

South Korea’s capacity to use digital technology was complemented by strong coordination at
the local level. The municipalities and district representatives attended the central government’s
daily COVID-19 meetings, which ‘ensured that all city and district governments were aware of
decisions and actions being carried out on the national level and that they could inform policymak-
ing at the central level by directly communicating their local needs and priorities’ (Dyer, 2021,
p. 15). For each citizen contracting virus and self-isolating, local councils assigned a case officer,
who remained in contact with infected people during quarantine. In this period, case officers
provided ‘food, drink, bin liners, a thermometer for monitoring their condition, and face masks
and hand sanitiser to help prevent further infection’ (Chekar et al., 2021). Financial and mental
support were also provided to the people in self-isolation to assist them in complying with the
restrictions.

The effective state support and coordination were complemented by strong compliance of citi-
zens as the South Korean state exercised a high capacity to penetrate society and ensure compliance
at the state-society nexus. To this end, the government pursued a transparent strategy for commu-
nicating with citizens. Transparency in releasing COVID-19-related data on a regular basis and
explaining the next steps to citizens in a clear way helped the government gain much-needed public
trust in the middle of an unprecedented pandemic. For instance, Moon et al. (2021, p. 654) cite a
national survey pointing out that ‘a majority (74.4%) of citizens were satisfied with the transparent
communication and agile response to the problem.’Other studies also confirm these findings (Mao,
2021, p. 326), suggesting that thanks to vertical and horizontal cooperation in administration and
credible and transparent information flows, public trust in government remained high during the
pandemic, which, in turn, provided a shield against fake news, polarization, mass anxiety and panic
among citizens.

Overall, South Korea has managed the COVID-19 crisis effectively, which is approximated to an
‘ideal type’, with high state capacity in relevant realms combined with responsible leadership prior-
itizing scientific expertise and public trust. As a result, South Korea managed to weather the pan-
demic storm without having to impose full lockdowns or economic shutdowns, even in the most
acute phase of the crisis.
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Brazil: science wars meet intergovernmental confrontation

Disregarding expertise and the push for centralization of power were the two populist hallmarks of
Brazil’s early reactions to COVID-19. When COVID-19 first hit Brazil in late January, it was met
with denial based on an anti-science discourse by President Bolsonaro. Bolsonaro’s anti-science
standing predates the pandemic and pervades various government policies. For instance, even
before the pandemic, the Minister of Education under the Bolsonaro government has frequently
attacked universities and the scientific community for serving as ‘ideological factories’ which
raise ‘leftist and communist militants’ (Monteiro, 2020, p. 5). The government’s anti-science stance
was also clearly visible in its responses to the forest fires in the Amazon when it encouraged illegal
loggers and dismissed the president of the National Institute for Space Research for his criticisms of
government policies (Monteiro, 2020, p. 5).

Hence, it did not come as a great surprise when Bolsonaro initially dismissed COVID-19 as a
‘little flu’ and continued to downplay it even after he allegedly tested positive for the virus by
encouraging masses to join his rallies, shaking hands and not wearing a mask (France 24
2020b). This was also in alignment with his well-polished masculine image of a strongman. Bolso-
naro’s Foreign Minister framed COVID-19 and the World Health Organization as part of a global
conspiracy with the goal of Chinese domination at its core (Zilla, 2020). The anti-science rhetoric
quickly translated into policies where scientific expertise was not only explicitly disregarded but
also punished. In April 2020, Bolsonaro removed from office his first health minister, who dis-
agreed with him on social distancing measures and expressed his reservations about the use of
the malaria drug hydroxychloroquine. When his successor, who also defended quarantine
measures, resigned in May, Bolsonaro replaced him with an army general who did not have
prior experience in public health matters (BBC News, 2020a).

Disregard of expertise resulted in a situation where, despite scientific advice to the contrary, the
central government did not implement any centrally coordinated lockdowns or curfews in the
country. Except for temporary travel and border restrictions, the main measures taken by the cen-
tral government remained limited to those designed to cope with the pandemic’s economic
impacts, such as financial assistance for businesses and limited social aid programmes (Urban &
Saad-Diniz, 2020). Bolsonaro went as far as declaring that ‘deaths are a fact of life and should
not stand in the way of restoring the economy’ (Spektor, 2020), urging people to return to work
even when deaths were spiking (Londono et al., 2020). Hence, whichever capacity the state initially
possessed in the way of coordination and compliance to fight the pandemic was not mobilized. The
state was left ‘incapacitated’, where the government ‘withheld some of the tools or resources that
contribute to state capacity’ (Levinson, 2014, p. 197) in managing the pandemic. As a result, the
country missed what is often referred to by epidemiologists as the ‘golden time’ for the necessary
containment measures, including epidemiological survey-based mitigation (Moon, 2020, p. 653),
and despite enjoying the advantage of encountering COVID-19 later than most other countries,
quickly rose to the top in the number of cases and deaths with the highest rate of transmission
in the world (The Lancet, 2020). Furthermore, the anti-science messages at the top found resonance
across a certain segment of the public and hampered public compliance with the necessary
measures by leading to mass public demonstrations against social distancing and other sanitary
measures such as mask-wearing when the pandemic was at its peak (Granada, 2020, p. 2).

If disregard for expertise was one feature of populist governance that incapacitated the Brazilian
state in the face of COVID-19, the push for the centralization of power was the one that weakened
the capacity that the state possessed and accelerated de-institutionalization, particularly in the way
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of coordination. After the pandemic hit Brazil, vertical relations between the centre and the local
level (federal states and municipalities) were defined by confrontation rather than cooperation and
coordination. Bolsonaro’s drive for further centralization and exclusion of sub-national entities
from decision-making was well-known even before he came to power when he made the call for
‘More Brazil, less Brasilia’ in his election campaign. This policy was reflected in his pandemic poli-
tics, with grave consequences for public health. During the pandemic, the president of the National
Council of State Secretaries of Health was excluded from participating in the decisions of the Min-
istry of Health, while the COVID-19 Crisis Committee, which was eventually established, had no
state or municipal representatives (Abrucio et al., 2020, pp. 671–672). After state and municipal
officials started taking initiatives for local lockdown measures in late January, they were met
with harsh reactions from the central administration. It was revealed that in a cabinet meeting
on 22 April, Bolsonaro expressed that he ‘wanted to arm the entire populace to defend themselves
against dictatorship’ – meaning the governors (Zilla, 2020, p. 4). Meanwhile, federal prosecutors
launched various investigations into local pandemic responses. These investigations, which mainly
took the form of corruption probes, were then used by the president to shift the blame and respon-
sibility for the worsening state of the pandemic to the local officials who stood politically opposed to
the central government (Pedroso et al., 2020).

These attacks from the political centre extended beyond the local institutions to the institutions
of the central state, such as the Supreme Court, which ultimately allowed the local governments to
take health protection measures at their own discretion (Zilla, 2020, p. 4). There was also a constant
tug of war over information between the centre and the local governments, with the Ministry of
Health regularly accusing the states of distorting the number of deaths while at the same time trying
to conceal information from the general public by reducing the frequency with which citizens were
informed on the number of cases and deaths (Abrucio et al., 2020, p. 673) and by ceasing to report
the cumulative totals and cases in May, which was later overturned by the Supreme Court (BBC
News, 2020b).

The lack of coordination between the central and the local levels, driven by the insistence on the
centralization of power, had heavy consequences. For instance, Rio experienced an ill-timed open-
ing partly due to the incorrect data supplied by the centre showing a decline in cases in the city. It
was later found that the reported low numbers were related to the central bureaucratic delays in
communications to local officials, leading ultimately to the local decision to ease restrictions
while the number of cases in the city was still very high (Fonseca & Gaier, 2020). It also had sig-
nificant repercussions on the use of financial resources, as the local administrators announced
that they were not getting the resources in the early phase of the pandemic (Abrucio et al., 2020,
p. 671). It took until the end of May for the central government to organize the federal distribution
of financial resources, mainly due to its insistence on changing the Constitution to establish a ‘war
budget’ instead of dispensing funds through federative forums where officials from the centre and
the federal states would normally get together (Abrucio et al., 2020, p. 671). Furthermore, the lack
of central coordination resulted in intergovernmental conflict between federal states as, in the case
of the Consortium of the Northeast and states such as Sao Paulo and Maranhão, which ‘took
decisions that produced horizontal and vertical competition for scarce supplies in the fight against
COVID-19′′ (Abrucio et al., 2020, p. 672). This also led to a rise in the reported number of corrup-
tion cases related to the purchase of scarce health resources precisely because an organized federal
response was largely absent in central coordination of the much-needed and limited resources at
the local level (France 24, 2020a).

12 S. AYDıN-DÜZGIT ET AL.



Overall, the case of Brazil shows how key elements of populist governance, particularly the dis-
regard for expertise and the push for centralized exclusionary governance, have weakened the
coordination and compliance capacity of the Brazilian state in its encounter with the pandemic.
This resulted in ill-timed openings and mismanagement of much-needed financial and sanitary
resources.

Turkey: populist governance under authoritarianism

As two notable late developers, Brazil and Turkey have similar degrees of state capacity in broader
terms. However, compared to Brazil, Turkey acted relatively early and adopted at the onset of the
pandemic a mix of policy instruments such as curfews, travel restrictions, and quarantines, along
with daily public briefings on the necessary sanitary measures and the state of the pandemic in the
country. Turkey even enjoyed a brief period of national consensus and unity at the beginning of the
pandemic. Erdoğan empowered the minister of health, Fahrettin Koca, a doctor and technocratic
figure with extensive cross-party support (Aydın-Düzgit, 2020). A scientific advisory board of
doctors and epidemiologists was established in January to advise the government. The opposition
parties also refrained from criticizing the government in the early phases. However, this initial wave
of elite cooperation soon evaporated, and certain features of populist governance took centre stage
in derailing the management of the crisis.

The government’s attempt to centralize pandemic management led to coordination problems with
municipalities controlled by the Republican People’s Party, the main opposition party in Turkey. In
the March 2019 elections, the opposition bloc won Turkey’s three largest cities (Istanbul, Ankara,
Izmir), which were critical for the government to sustain patronage networks at the local level. During
the pandemic, the mayors of Istanbul and Ankara tried to launch donation campaigns in their cities.
The central government reacted harshly by suspending ‘these fundraising initiatives, started its own
national campaign, and opened criminal investigations into these local efforts’ (Aydın-Düzgit, 2020).
The government used various administrative measures to avoid opposition from reaching out to citi-
zens, even in small cities where the support of the local authorities proved critical for poorer segments
of society. Also, the government did not inform the local authorities beforehand when they declared a
weekend lockdown in April 2020. The announcement was last-minute, typically reflecting the centra-
lized ‘top-down’ populist decision-making without proper institutional consultation and coordi-
nation. The outcome was total chaos, leaving local authorities and healthcare workers unprepared
(Aydın-Düzgit, 2020). Hence, the central government hampered both the extraction capacity of
the state by suspending any local means to raise funds, the coordination of the delivery of critical ser-
vices to the local communities, and the compliance of citizens through transparent and effective com-
munication (Fox, 2020).

In the Turkish case, centralization entailed not only the exclusion of oppositional local officials
but also relevant professional organizations from policymaking and implementation, resulting in a
lack of coordination and major policy failures (Aydın-Düzgit et al., 2021). For example, the govern-
ment promised the free delivery of surgical masks to all citizens. However, the policy utterly failed
due to the exclusion of the local and non-state actors, such as municipalities or pharmacists’ associ-
ations, which could have made effective delivery possible (Bakır, 2020, p. 432). Instead, the govern-
ment chose the Turkish Postal Service of 14,000 delivery workers to deliver the masks to 25 million
households, and even though Postal Service officials were cognizant of the impossibility of the task,
‘in line with the presidential bureaucracy, they positioned themselves as loyal, obedient and com-
mitted actors whose primary role was to implement presidential decisions’ (Bakır, 2020, p. 432).
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However, the government’s policies did not accompany an outright anti-science stance as seen
in Brazil but mostly came in the form of disregarding the advice of experts when the recommen-
dations did not suit its priorities. One case in point was the decision to normalize on 1 June, which
was taken by the central authority due mostly to economic concerns. A more gradual normalization
process was advised by several relevant stakeholders, such as the Turkish Medical Association
(2020), certain economists researching COVID-19 (Çakmaklı et al., 2020), and even some members
of the government’s scientific advisory board (Kayaalp & İbrahim, 2020). Yet, none of those con-
cerns were addressed by the government, resulting in ‘lowered compliance with the social distan-
cing measures, ultimately leading to higher number of official cases and deaths during the summer
than in most European states’ (Aydın-Düzgit et al., 2021, p. 13; also see Turkish Medical Associ-
ation, 2020).

Pandemic management in Turkey also entailed various attempts to curb, in particular, the
diagonal accountability of the executive in the context of a polarizing discourse where those
in the opposition who were critical of the government’s policies faced punishment. As even
the officially confirmed numbers began to spike in early September, the government’s clamp-
down extended to the Medical Association, which started the campaign: ‘You Are Not Gov-
erning! We Are Dying!’ to draw attention to the rapid rise in cases and the increasing
fragility of the Turkish health system. The leader of the ultra-nationalist Nationalist Action
Party (MHP), the AKP’s junior coalition partner, called in mid-September for the banning of
the Turkish Medical Association and prosecution of its top executives (Deutsche Welle Turk-
ish, 2020). Scientific research on COVID-19 was also made subject to the mandatory per-
mission of the Ministry of Health and the Ministry established a commission under its
supervision to oversee COVID-19-related research (Bilim Akademisi, 2020; also see Bayram
et al., 2020).

High levels of public mistrust in the government and state institutions predate the pandemic,
thanks to the government’s polarizing rhetoric and policies. Yet, such attacks on accountability
in the management of COVID-19 have further eroded public trust in the government and damaged
compliance with the necessary measures. According to an opinion poll, those who do not trust the
official COVID-19 figures provided by the government increased from 30 per cent to almost 59 per
cent between April and August 2020 (Euronews, 2020). As the real extent of the crisis has largely
been hidden from public sight since June, individual compliance with the necessary
measures considerably relaxed during the summer and into fall, where social distancing rules
were violated in personal interactions as well as through communal gatherings such as weddings
(Elbek, 2020).2

Polarization not only hampered the coordination but also the extraction capacity of the Turkish
state. Due to stagnation in the Turkish economy, Erdoğan attempted to create new resources by
launching a national donation campaign for COVID-19, which divided the nation between
those who saw this as a national effort that required unity and others as a sign of weakness on
the part of government that could not be trusted with the money. It was found that by May,
only 23 percent of the citizens stated that they contributed to the campaign (Gazete Duvar,
2020) where the bulk of the $300 million raised by the end of June came from businesses that relied
on government contracts (Aksoy, 2020, p. 2).

Overall, Turkey’s response to the pandemic embodied features of populist governance, which
undermined overall state capacity. However, the populist nature of the government in Turkey
was not as intense as was the case in Brazil regarding the management of COVID-19.
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Conclusion

Uncertainty defines the political-economic landscape in the contemporary international order. The
massive ambiguity, frequent crises, and growing difficulty in predicting how the future might
unfold make state capacity indispensable to improve the resilience of societies in the face of ‘wicked
crises.’ Paradoxically, however, the current global environment is also associated with the rise of
populist leadership, which is likely to undermine state capacity through institutional erosion.
This article has sought to explore how key features of populism, understood as political style,
have impeded the effective management of COVID-19 by weakening state capacity. We have
shown how disregard for scientific expertise, centralization of power, and measures to reduce
accountability through polarization have targeted the main sources of state capacity in these states
and, in doing so, have weakened the capacity of these states to extract, coordinate and achieve com-
pliance in containing the health crisis.

Disregard of expertise has either totally incapacitated the state to act (in Brazil) or led to coordi-
nation and compliance problems at the vertical and/or horizontal levels (Turkey). The push for
centralization in both cases translated into conflictual relations between the central and the local
governments (or, in the case of Brazil, federal) as well as between the central state and extra-
state actors. This weakened the coordination between central government and local authorities
in the most acute phase of the pandemic. The Turkish government, for example, blocked opposi-
tion municipalities from extracting revenues that hampered effective local governance.

The analysis of the three cases has thus shown that not all the identified features of populist gov-
ernance have played a similar role in the cases under analysis. Although common elements of popu-
list governance have surfaced across different geographies when faced with the COVID-19 crisis,
both their form and impact came in national colours. While disregard of expertise was present
in both cases, it was combined with anti-science denialism in the case of Brazil, leading to a
total failure. In the case of polarization, time was observed as a key factor in the extent of influence
that it has had on the state’s capacity to tackle the crisis. The longstanding polarizing discourse and
policies of Erdoğan meant that government messages on the state of the pandemic or the necessary
measures to limit transmission were received with mistrust by certain segments of the public,
regardless of whether a solidarity discourse was adopted by the leader, as was the case with Erdoğan
in Turkey in the early days of the pandemic.

This article has drawn attention to the importance of studying populism not merely in relation
to democracy but also with respect to state capacity. We have suggested that in order to have a bet-
ter understanding of how populist rule relates to state capacity in different areas of policymaking,
we need to conceptually engage with populism as a political style which allows us to focus on popu-
list political leadership and models of decision-making which impact on the capacity of states to
deal with multi-layered crises. Using South Korea as a benchmark – and comparing it with Brazil
and Turkey – we demonstrated that state capacity and political leadership are critical factors that
inform governance performance in the COVID-19 pandemic.

State capacity will occupy a central stage in a post-pandemic world, with ongoing geopolitical
conflicts, climate emergencies, economic protectionism, and other looming global challenges
that expand beyond the health sector. In such a context, the question of how nations can build resi-
lience through state capacity will gain even more significance. Our study has aimed to make a mod-
est contribution to that debate through a focus on how a certain type of governance has had an
impact on state capacity in the face of a truly global crisis that shook all states and their capacity
to deliver.
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Notes

1. The academic literature on the state has placed relatively more weight to the discussion of the sover-
eignty and power of states than their capacity, except for crisis periods such as the 1997 Asian financial
crisis and the 2008 global financial crisis when the concept of state capacity came to the forefront. While
we acknowledge that state capacity is also closely linked with state power and sovereignty, it is also a
concept that is distinct from both in the way in which it relates to governance, sustainability, and resi-
lience of states.

2. For a detailed chronology of events and examples of declining public trust, see Aydın-Düzgit et al.
(2021).
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