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Executive Summary
Democratic backsliding (meaning the state-led debilitation or elimination of the political
institutions sustaining an existing democracy) has changed dramatically since the Cold War. Open-ended
coups d’état, executive coups, and blatant election-day vote fraud are declining while promissory coups,
executive aggrandizement, and strategic electoral manipulation and harassment are increasing.
First, using the transatlantic community as the focus of the project, the paper takes two routes in
examining the causes behind democratic backsliding: the internal and the external. First, internal political
factors, such as populist leaders and anti-democratic parties, are threatening the foundation of political
norms. Second, the broader geopolitical context—weaknesses in the European Union and Russia’s foreign
policy—is also quickening democratic backsliding.
The recent Russian invasion of Ukraine is a blatant example of how democracy is under threat
globally. Even within the established “democratic community,” there has been a serious retreat from
liberal democracy. Several member NATO states have openly attacked their domestic opposition and
judicial systems. Elsewhere, similar patterns can be observed.
At the end of the paper, we will explore the issue of democratic backsliding in the transatlantic
community and examine the trajectories of major players, such as China and Russia, in relation to this
issue. Moreover, we will identify and analyze major threats to democracy throughout the world, such as
Russia’s encroachment in Ukraine and the Baltic region while looking at the perceptions – this includes
the perception from rising generations – of NATO allies. Finally, we have proposed recommendations,
specific to NATO and some specific to the United States, as to how both these institutions can best
mitigate these threats and promote democracy on a global scale:
●

●

Policy Recommendations Specific to NATO:
○ NATO should work more closely with the EU to combat Democratic Backsliding
○ NATO can utilize Article 5 in the Washington Treaty as an enforcing tool for straying
democracies
○ NATO and the United States should prevent democratic backsliding caused by Russian
propaganda in Eastern Europe
○ NATO should adopt a “consensus minus one” mechanism to protect itself from weak
links and erect a higher barrier against backsliding
○ NATO should enforce positive incentives and negative incentives on its allies
Policy Recommendations Specific to the United States:
○ The United States must enhance its democratic principles of Mutual Toleration and
Forbearance
○ The United States could fund more civil society, more media, more educational programs
and combat more Russian disinformation in Europe
○ The United States could utilize the G7 Summit as a means of addressing concerns on
Democratic Backsliding
○ The United States could increase USAID support for civil society in Eastern Europe
○ The United States should work with NATO to establish a new role of a special
investigator or governance committee to raise concerns of violations to the Washington
Treaty

5
○

The United States should not degrade the importance of democratic values under the
Biden Doctrine

While the major democracies have generally avoided major breakdowns of their internal
democratic processes, these trends nevertheless deserve scrutiny for their potential to weaken democratic
unity in the face of the 21st-century growth of authoritarian pressure.
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Introduction
Methods for Quantifying Democracy
In addition to qualitative assessments of democratic backsliding around the world, quantitative
indices can be used to assess recent democratic trends. While a quantitative approach may not alone
reveal the causes of democratic backsliding (and thus how this backsliding can best be addressed), it does
help pinpoint facets of democracy in which backsliding is most extreme. One of the most widely used
tools for quantitatively evaluating democracy is the V-Dem democracy index. The V-Dem Institute is an
association of researchers and academics who design and publish democratic indices. The institute hires
historians, political scientists, and other experts to help determine over 450 individual indicators that are
then aggregated into 82 mid-level indices and 5 high-level indices.1 For some countries, data is available
going back to 1789. These high-level indices represent five different forms of democracy that V-Dem
measures: electoral, liberal, participatory, deliberative, and egalitarian democracy. The electoral
democracy index measures the extent to which the government is responsive to its people through regular
elections. This definition draws from Robert Dahl’s definition of a “polyarchy,” which is dependent on
competition and participation in elections and is viewed as fundamental to the other four V-Dem
democracy indices.2 The liberal democracy index measures the extent to which minorities are protected
and the power of the government and other potentially malicious actors are checked. Participatory
democracy measures the extent to which all citizens can engage in society and politics through both
elections and other means. The deliberative democracy index measures the extent to which government
decisions are being made with the good of the people in mind. The egalitarian democracy index measures
the extent to which citizens have access to the same political and civil rights, material resources, and
power regardless of class, race, gender, etc.
When considering how to combat democratic backsliding, it is first important to consider what
type of democracy the U.S. most wants to engender — or, perhaps more importantly, what type of
democracy the U.S. least wants to undergo degradation. Obviously, these different forms of democracy do
not exist independently from each other. Having a better participatory, for example, is likely to lead to
having a better deliberative democracy insofar as more citizens have a say in decision making and
delivering to the common good. Still, the V-Dem data allows us to observe which types of democracy are
in the greatest danger in which countries.
Finally, the Economist Intelligence Unit has an annual democracy index, based on 60 indicators
grouped into the five main categories of electoral process and pluralism, civil liberties, the functioning of
government, political participation, and political culture.3


Democratic Backsliding in a Historical Context
To better understand the contemporary phenomenon of global democratic backsliding, it is
important to compare these trends to historical episodes of democratic degradation. Lührmann and
Lindberg’s work on the “third wave of autocratization” offers significant quantitative analysis on this
1

Hegedüs, Daniel. “Varieties of Democracy: Measuring Two Centuries of Political Change. By Michael Coppedge,
John Gerring, Adam Glynn, Carl Henrik Knutsen, Staffan I. Lindberg, Daniel Pemstein, Brigitte Seim, Svend-Erik
Skaaning, and Jan Teorell. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020. 226p. $99.99 Cloth.” Perspectives on
Politics 18, no. 4 (2020): 1258–60. doi:10.1017/S1537592720003059.
2
Dahl, Robert Alan. Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition. New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2007.
3
“Democracy Index 2021: The China Challenge.” Economist Intelligence Unit. The Economist. Accessed March 6,
2022. https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2021/.
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subject.4 Using the country database from V-Dem, Lührmann and Lindberg identify three waves of
autocratization across 182 countries since 1900 (they define autocratization as any degradation of
democratic traits in a country, no matter if the country was originally a democracy or autocracy). They
identify the first wave as from 1926 to 1942, the second from 1961 to 1977, and the third from 1944
onwards.5
According to Lührmann
and Lindberg, there are key
differences between the
past two waves of
autocratization and the
ongoing third wave.
Namely, third-wave
autocratization
disproportionately affects
democracies compared to
the first and second waves.
Additionally, most current
autocratization episodes are
the result of the gradual
erosion of democratic
norms by incumbent
leaders (e.g. politicizing
media, restricting civil society, etc.). This is distinct from the military coups, autogolpe incidents (sudden
anti-democratic illegal action taken by a legally elected executive), and foreign invasions that Lührmann
and Lindberg identify as key causes in the first two waves.6
Finally, Lührmann and Lindberg point out that despite current trends, the number of democracies
around the world remains at an all-time high of 53%, and that the magnitude of autocratization is
ultimately not as severe as with past episodes of autocratization. This enables democratic actors to curtail
autocratic developments, such as South Korea’s presidential impeachment in 2017.7
In reviews of Lührmann and Lindberg’s work, experts have brought up a few key points that may
have been missed in this analysis. One criticism is that which democracies are experiencing
autocratization also needs to be considered. Namely, the third wave is seeing democratic reversals within
the United States, Brazil, South Africa, Poland, and Japan, all of which are seen as “cornerstone
democracies” with a lot of international influence8. The fact that these large actors are experiencing
autocratization episodes has implications for future democratic resilience globally. A study by V-Dem

4

Lührmann, Anna and Staffan I. Lindberg, “A third wave of autocratization is here: what is new about it?”
Democratization 26, no. 7 (2019), https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13510347.2019.1582029.
5
Lührmann, Anna and Staffan I. Lindberg, “A third wave of autocratization is here: what is new about it?”
6
Lührmann, Anna and Staffan I. Lindberg, “A third wave of autocratization is here: what is new about it?”
7
Lührmann, Anna and Staffan I. Lindberg, “A third wave of autocratization is here: what is new about it?”
8
Aydin-Düzgit, Senem et al., “Post-Cold War Democratic Declines: The Third Wave of Autocratization,” Carnegie
Europe, June 27, 2019,
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2019/06/27/post-cold-war-democratic-declines-third-wave-of-autocratization-pub-79378.
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Institute provides quantitative evidence that a democratic neighborhood (i.e. a country being surrounded
by good models of democracy) is a key factor
in preventing democratic breakdown.9
Other critics have also pointed out
how timelines of modern autocratization vary
widely. Within Eastern Europe, for example,
Bulgaria experienced a long-term
deterioration of rule of law and media
independence. This contrasts with the case of
Poland, a country that underwent a quick
two-year democratic reversal under the Law
and Justice (PiS) party.10 Thus, while
third-wave autocratization is generally
distinguished by its gradual nature and most
of its perpetrators being legally elected
incumbents, attention to the differences
across cases still needs to be understood.

Significant Indicators of
Democratic Backsliding
Internal Threats to Democracy and NATO Allies
Populism
Populism is on the rise across the Western world, and it plays a central role in the internal causes
of democratic backsliding. Populism as an idea is often ill-defined and vacuous, taking on aspects across
the political spectrum. Professor Cas Mudde, a political scientist on democracy and extremism, defines
populism as an ideology that divides society between elites and the “pure people.”11 The strategy for this
ideology often manifests in the form of political outsiders appealing to these groups against the political
and economic establishment of the day. Though populism can be a form of expression for excluded
members of society, by definition populists tend to shake up the political status quo. When taken to the
extreme, they can pose a threat to institutions, norms, and liberal democracy itself.
Academic literature on democracy describes the mechanisms by which populism can weaken
institutions. Yascha Mounk, lecturer at Harvard, and Jordan Kyle, a researcher on global populism,
provide an empirical analysis of the effects of populism.12 There are five key findings:
1. Populist governments stay in office longer than non-populist governments
9

Boese, Vannesa A. et al, “Deterring Dictatorship: Explaining Democratic Resilience since 1900,” The Varieties of
Democracy Institute 101 (2020),
https://gupea.ub.gu.se/bitstream/handle/2077/64508/gupea_2077_64508_1.pdf;jsessionid=E34F5F6017A76101DF1
544AD15B096AF?sequence=1, 24.
10
Aydin-Düzgit, Senem et al. “Post-Cold War Democratic Declines.”
11
“Cas Mudde - Populism in the Twenty-First Century: An Illiberal Democratic Response to Undemocratic
Liberalism | The Andrea Mitchell Center for the Study of Democracy,” Upenn.edu, 2020,
https://amc.sas.upenn.edu/cas-mudde-populism-twenty-first-century.
12
Kyle, Jordan, and Yascha Mounk. “The Populist Harm to Democracy: An Empirical Assessment,” December 26,
2018.
https://institute.global/sites/default/files/articles/The-Populist-Harm-to-Democracy-An-Empirical-Assessment.pdf.
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2. Populist leaders often do not leave through free and fair elections, often stepping down through
dramatic circumstances such as resignation or impeachment
3. 24% of populist leaders in democracies initiate democratic backsliding, four times more likely
than non-populist governments. This pans out in both left-wing and right-wing populist
governments
4. Populist governments diminish checks and balances on the executive, with nearly 50% of
populists amending constitutions in office
5. Political rights, freedom of the press, and civil liberties decline under populist rule
Populism is a revolt against the political elite. Populism can also be viewed as a political strategy,
wherein an individual mobilizes citizens against the elite and institutions, which are labeled as corrupt, for
the purpose of gaining power. Populism is generally led by political outsiders, which makes intuitive
sense—it is much more difficult to attack a corrupt government if one is a part of the corrupt government.
Because populism is led by political outsiders, it is also easier to appeal to the fringes of society; thus,
populism seeks to mobilize sub alternative sectors of society. While populism generally gives a voice to
marginalized individuals who have been otherwise excluded from the government, it has not been
compatible with liberal democracy. If the old establishment is a democracy, albeit imperfect, the new
populist leader must, by definition, attack democracy through its attack on the establishment.
Economic Inequality
Besides the status of a nation’s judiciary, the economic equality of the nation can also exert an
influence on the likelihood of democratic backsliding will be experienced. A recent study examining
democratic backsliding specifically in post-Soviet Union Eastern Europe notes how shifts in inequality
have exacerbated the phenomenon of democratic backsliding in that region. The study summarizes its
argument as noting that aggressive risk-taking in the financial sector has widened inequality in these two
countries, leading to widespread discontentment that leads to authoritarianism. Thus, the author believes
that these two countries need to have a radical ring-fencing of markets by democratically accountable
non-economic institutions. In general, it may be seen that high levels of inequality can give rise to
populist movements that, while anti-elitist in nature, take down parts of the democracy with it. Thus, both
economic and judicial prudence is critical to maintaining the state.
Given the global trend of democratic backsliding, there is a wide variance of explanations for its
causes. Therefore, it is pertinent to contextualize each case within the context of the domestic political
and economic situation. Some studies have suggested how worsening economic situations, characterized
by diminishing opportunity and growing inequality, have contributed extensively to the growth of
democratic backsliding. Indeed, attacking the judiciary also seems to be another major feature of
democratic backsliding, which seems to suggest a solution of economic aid, alongside judicial
strengthening. However, as some case studies show, a major part of democratic backsliding in regions
such as Eastern Europe also has a lot to do with fears over globalization and the loss of national identity.
Thus, more study is needed to examine how cultural pride and in-group/out-group psychology relate to
worsening freedom in some new democracies.
Presence of a Judiciary / Rule of Law
The precise causes of democratic backsliding can be difficult to discern, but close examination of
some recent examples of this trend does betray several commonalities. One major factor that influences
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the degradation of a country’s democracy is the loss of an independent judiciary. In many
newly-established democracies, the judiciary serves as the first line of defense against a crackdown on the
opposition or diminishing democratic dorms. However, the conflict that is created in such a country when
the court initially exercises its power can have negative effects. Although long-established independent
judiciaries are a check on democratic backsliding (as one might expect), newly created independent
judiciaries are positively correlated with regime reversal, according to one recent study. That indicates
that fledgling democracies with independent judiciaries are at a heightened risk of democratic reversals.
Illiberalism
Illiberalism is an infringement of individual rights including the freedom of speech. It is, in a
general sense, an ideology that opposes liberalism. Because illiberalism erodes the principles of
democracy, it is incompatible with democracy. In recent years, however, there has been an increase in the
number of “illiberal democracies”, wherein some of the hallmarks of democracy are present, including
elections, but citizens lack the information and freedom to truly participate in it.
Illiberalism sometimes employs a strong state to pursue parts of liberalism’s contested agenda by,
for example, implementing unpopular social and economic policies to create or strengthen markets.13
Illiberalism belongs to a smaller set of isms that relate to the contemporary practice of democracy.14 Dahl
(1971) defined the ideal type of a multipolar, pluralist, constitutional democratic society as a polyarchy.15
Such a regime encompasses free and fair elections, a high degree of decentralization of power and
resources across competing institutions checking each other, and constitutionally guaranteed mechanisms
to constrain the will of the majority and protect fundamental rights, minorities, the rule of law, and
independent institutions.16
East-Central Europe (the Visegrád Four countries) offers some of the most paradigmatic cases of
democratic backsliding and illiberalism.17 The term illiberal democracy itself gained widespread attention
when Viktor Orbán used it to describe the system he is building in Hungary.18 The emerging political
science consensus treats Hungary as a hybrid, competitive authoritarian regime.19 Authoritarian practices
are used to bolster the legitimacy of a regime that increases inequalities and redistributes resources from
the poor to the national bourgeoisie and productive transnational capital.20
Civil Society
It is difficult to understate the importance of having a strong civil society in democracies. Weak
civil societies can account for many of the reasons that some states that appear to be compatible with
democracy—such as China—have failed to undergo democratization and it has hindered the
democratization process of many states in the past. On paper, China appears to be a good candidate for
democracy: there is a robust education system, a growing middle class, and a strong economy, all traits
13

Scheiring, Gábor. “The Social Requisites of Illiberalism.” 2021.
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Gabor-Scheiring/publication/356666742_The_Social_Requisites_of_Illiberalis
m/links/61bf96cf4b318a6970f38d5e/The-Social-Requisites-of-Illiberalism.pdf
14
Scheiring, Gábor. “The Social Requisites of Illiberalism.” 2021.
15
Scheiring, Gábor. “The Social Requisites of Illiberalism.” 2021.
16
Scheiring, Gábor. “The Social Requisites of Illiberalism.” 2021.

Scheiring, Gábor. “The Social Requisites of Illiberalism.” 2021.
Scheiring, Gábor. “The Social Requisites of Illiberalism.” 2021.
19
Scheiring, Gábor. “The Social Requisites of Illiberalism.” 2021.
20
Scheiring, Gábor. “The Social Requisites of Illiberalism.” 2021.
17
18
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that are helpful to democratization. Yet, they appear to be moving further and further from democracy.
The main reason lies in a troubling dichotomy: China has a powerful state and a weak civil society.
Ensconced in a repressive coercive apparatus, Chinese citizens are heavily monitored and censored,
infringing upon their right to free expression. Their ability to gather, demonstrate and express their
opinions is restricted. Without civil society, it is impossible for citizens to form the connections and
access the resources necessary to preserve democracy.
Civil societies provide the muscle behind democracy movements, providing citizens with the
tools to defend democracy. Investing resources in civil society is also a good idea because it’s generally
supported by all citizens, both conservatives and liberals endorse the strengthening of civil society for
different reasons. As of right now, the civil society in China and part of Europe is far too weak to sustain
the movements necessary for citizens to express their support for democracy. Participating in civil society
can generate social capital, which are features of social organizations that can facilitate coordinated
actions, including protests and demonstrations. One necessary aspect of democratic movements is trust
between its participants and trust between citizens. They need to be able to work together and not
necessarily always in their own self-interest for the movement to persevere. A stronger civil society helps
because it brings members of the community together, increasing interactions between them, which is
conducive to the formation of trust and cooperation. A decline in civil society is indicative of a
breakdown in democratic values.
Internal Threats from Democracy Insurgency from within NATO
According to V-Dem’s electoral democracy index, democracy has been in decline globally since
around 2012. Population-weighted average democracy scores have regressed to what they were in around
1989 as the Soviet Union was in the midst of collapse. What accounts for this current trend of democratic
backsliding and how does it differ from previous instances of democratic breakdown? To some extent, it
is difficult to make generalizations about trends in democratic backsliding worldwide — the process of
democratization is different for every country, and political developments can be informed by a multitude
of variables that may be country-specific (e.g. culture, history of colonization, natural resource
dependency, etc.).
Still, one broad trend that can be observed is that contemporary democratic backsliding,
particularly in the transatlantic community, is often an insidious process. That is, democratic institutions
break down gradually and in ways that are sometimes difficult to detect but that have significant
implications for the health of the country’s democracy. Unlike previous eras of democratic regression,
which were often characterized by coup d’états and other obvious, violent transitions away from a
democratic rule, modern authoritarians have attempted to maintain a veneer of democratic legitimacy.
Similarly, Russia still has presidential and legislative elections even though it is considered an
authoritarian regime.21 Opposition leaders and journalists have been discredited and jailed by the regime
and voter fraud has likely been committed during elections to ensure the victory of President Vladimir
Putin and his party.22 Through a series of constitutional changes, Putin has enhanced the powers of his
office and permitted himself to rule for the past 23 years.
This framing provides two important insights into how democratic backsliding should be
understood and prevented. First, democracy consists of more than just the right to vote. Most countries
21

“Russia: Country Profile.” Freedom House, 2021. https://freedomhouse.org/country/russia.
“Russian Elections Once Again Had a Suspiciously Neat Result.” The Economist, October 11, 2021.
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2021/10/11/russian-elections-once-again-had-a-suspiciously-neat-result.
22
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have regular elections that are fair to some degree, though election-rigging and the elimination of
opponents are common authoritarian tactics. More meaningful metrics for evaluating democracy today
concern the ability to express oneself freely and exact some influence over the government. The health of
both formal and informal democratic institutions must be monitored when assessing countries’ overall
democratic health.
Second, it is important to recognize early warning signs of democratic backsliding as soon as
possible. Institutional breakdown tends to form a feedback loop; as certain democratic institutions become
weaker, it is easier to attack other institutions as well. For example, if freedom of the press is weakened, it
is easier for a regime to attack the independent judiciary because there are no journalists who are able to
hold the regime accountable. It is thus vital that the process of democratic backsliding becomes aborted as
soon as possible before institutional breakdown becomes too widespread.
The best defense lies within the member states themselves. NATO can structure disincentives and
punishments for backsliders, but only citizens can hold elected leaders accountable.23 Most importantly,
the United States must rise to meet the challenge. The decline of liberalism among core NATO allies is
concerning: Germany represents the transatlantic phoenix rising from fascism’s ashes; France is the
symbol of resistance through occupation; the United Kingdom was where Europe kept hope alive in
World War II.24 But it was the United States that saved the twentieth century from dictatorship and helped
Europe achieve prosperity, security, and stability.25 NATO might survive the European public toying with
fascism (although it should limit the experiments).26 It cannot survive if U.S. liberal democracy fails.

External Threats to Democracy and NATO Allies
External Threats Emitting from Russia
With Russia mounting a renewed threat in Europe and beyond, there is an additional reason the
institutions of liberal democracy are important to transatlantic security: illiberal and nondemocratic
countries are more vulnerable to subversion.27 Authoritarianism enables corruption, and in Europe,
corruption enables Russian access and influence.28 After Russia’s 2014 intervention in Ukraine, the NATO
members that were most affected by corruption, demagogic populism, and Russian media influence
complicated the alliance’s efforts to forge a unified response. Every time European sanctions against
Russia have come up for renewal, the United States and other core allies have had to scramble to prevent
these countries from breaking with NATO and succumbing to pressure or temptation from the Kremlin.29
The Soviet threat was primarily military, and political infiltration abroad was advanced through
communist ideology and leftist political parties.30 Russian influence today, on the other hand, operates
through shadowy financial flows, corrupt relationships, bribes, kickbacks, and blackmail. To the extent
that Russia promotes an ideology, it is the same combination of intolerant nationalism, xenophobia, and
illiberalism that is on the rise in Hungary, Poland, Turkey, and elsewhere in Europe. Even as Orban and
23

Wallander, Celeste A. 2018. “NATO’s Enemies Within: How Democratic Decline Could Destroy the Alliance.”
Wallander, Celeste A. 2018. “NATO’s Enemies Within: How Democratic Decline Could Destroy the Alliance.”
25
Wallander, Celeste A. 2018. “NATO’s Enemies Within: How Democratic Decline Could Destroy the Alliance.”
26
Wallander, Celeste A. 2018. “NATO’s Enemies Within: How Democratic Decline Could Destroy the Alliance.”
27
Wallander, Celeste A. 2021. “NATO’s Enemies Within.” Www.foreignaffairs.com. June 18, 2021.
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2018-06-14/natos-enemies-within?check_logged_in=1&utm_medium=prom
o_email&utm_source=lo_flows&utm_campaign=registered_user_welcome&utm_term=email_1&utm_content=202
20318.
28
Wallander, Celeste A. 2021. “NATO’s Enemies Within.”
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Wallander, Celeste A. 2021. “NATO’s Enemies Within.”
30
Wallander, Celeste A. 2021. “NATO’s Enemies Within.”
24
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Erdogan have been berated by their allies, they have found Russian President Vladimir Putin to be a
source of understanding and support.31 Unlike during the Cold War, NATO’s illiberal weak links now
align with the Kremlin’s tactics. They are the alliance’s Achilles’ heel. One hopes that these countries can
still withstand any pressures to break consensus in the event of a Russian strike on a NATO member. But
confidence that these allies have not been compromised would be a lot better than anxious hope.
Much has been written about how NATO needs to enhance its military capabilities to counter
Russia. That is true, but even more important, the alliance needs to restore its liberal democratic
foundations to reduce its vulnerability to Moscow’s subversion through corruption, information warfare,
and blackmail.32
Russian-Ukrainian Crisis
The situation in Ukraine illustrates the necessity of incorporating Russian foreign policy into the
context of democratic backsliding. Ukraine, a democratic state since the Euromaidan color revolution of
2014, is currently under threat of occupation by an authoritarian country.33 Russia’s agenda of
encroachment into Eastern Europe and Central Asia is centered around weakening liberal democracies.
According to Mira Milosevich, a Fellow for the Center for Strategic and International Studies, Russia has
pursued a policy of “Westpolitik” that pushes for a multipolar world and a strong Russian sphere of
influence.34 Vladimir Putin has sought to block the enlargement of the EU and NATO while expanding
influence in former Soviet republics such as Ukraine. Democracies in the Baltics, Balkans and Eastern
Europe pose a direct threat, in Russia’s eyes, to Russia's strategic interests. Milosevich states that Russia
uses a variety of coercive methods and mechanisms—natural gas and economic ties, funding separatism,
military intervention, annexation—to put pressure on these “in-between states”.35 The European Union
does not have a coherent policy regarding Russia, with mixed results for states like Ukraine, Moldova,
and Georgia.36 The rivalry with the Kremlin has created many frozen conflicts in Eastern Europe and
Central Asia that destabilize democratic potential in these regions.
Russia and Ukraine’s long history has created a major power struggle that has given birth to the
Feb. 22 Russian of Ukraine. That war has become the first major shooting war since the Balkan wars of
the 1990’s. The destruction of such cities as Kharkiv and Melitopol recalls the dark days of World War II,
where rampaging Nazi armies devastated Southeastern Europe.37 This war has produced millions of
migrants, besides the death of tens of thousands of Russian and Ukrainian soldiers. While much attention
has rightly focused on the geopolitical and moral aspects of this conflict, further democratic backsliding
and crackdowns have increased in the Russian Federation.
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Ukraine is commonly seen as “winning” the information war.38 Pro-Ukraine sentiments are shared
widely on social media platforms with global reach, such as Twitter, Snapchat, Instagram and Facebook.
The official twitter of Ukraine’s government has been posting memes, poems, and donation links, which
is but one example of the innovative use of social media by beleaguered Ukrainian forces to gain public
support abroad.39 As a result of the sheer volume of pro-Ukrainian support from all sides proliferating on
social media, pro-Kremlin news outlets have simply been “shouted down” and unable to connect with the
millions of Russians active on these sites. Since the emergence of these social media platforms, they have
remained popular in Russia, which, despite large amounts of censorship, did not follow China’s example
of banning American social media. Consequently, as of February 2022, statistical analyses show that
Instagram and Facebook combined controlled more than 30% of the Russian Federation’s social media
market.40 Over the past two decades, social media has served as a space for Russians to interact with the
West, and free media outlets, both at home and abroad.
Following the tidal wave of condemnation of Russia’s “special military operation” in Ukraine, the
Kremlin made the decision to block Instagram and Facebook for allowing “extremist activity.”41 The ban
took place immediately after the court decision was announced, on March 21st. Even before that, the two
platforms were blocked in Russia for allowing calls for violence against Russian military personnel in
Ukraine.42 In parallel to the decoupling of Russian users from Western social media networks is the
crackdown on liberal media in Russia. Although Vladimir Putin consolidated control over Russia’s main
media networks early on in his tenure, small stations such as TV Rain [Телеканал Дожд] and Meduza
[Медуза] catered to a Western-oriented young cosmopolitan audience that sought out independent
perspectives on current events in Russia. However, the 2021 crackdown on foreign media operating in
Russia did and the February 2022 invasion of Ukraine resulted in the shutting down of both
aforementioned news outlets.43 The only visible opposition outlet left, New Gazette [Новая Газета],
under the leadership of Nobel-prize winning journalist Dmitry Muratov, has struggled to keep out of the
crosshairs of Putin’s regime. Thus, over the course of the past 24 months, Russia’s independent media
ecosystem–which was very small to begin with–has been decimated.
This fresh wave of attacks on free press and democracy inside the Russian Federation is nothing
new. However, it does signal Russia’s descent from a “soft autocracy” to a more totalitarian version,
similar to China’s, where almost no criticism of the government is tolerated. While this might strengthen
the Putin regime, it will be a blow to populists and would-be autocrats elsewhere in Eastern Europe, who
were humiliated by the aggressive and ill-advised moves of Europe’s most powerful authoritarian leader.
If the massive demonstrations that took place in Warsaw, Berlin, and Prague are any indication, the
Russian-Ukraine war could serve as a catalyst for greater European political solidarity. It remains to be
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seen whether that will translate into a halt in the democratic backsliding of countries such as Poland and
Hungary. One positive side-effect of decoupling Russian media with the West’s is the elimination of
major conspiracy theory and misinformation agents. Therefore, the bifurcation of social media, while
incredibly damaging to basic rights inside the borders of the Russian Federation, may prove to increase
support for the basic freedoms that undergird liberal democracies in Europe and North America.
External Threats Emitting from China
China is in the unique position of neutrality in regard to Russian developments with Ukraine, as
President Xi Jinping is hoping to break the pattern of two-termed candidates and be elected for a third
term. The current unrest in his party would likely be amplified by a break of the President’s values
outlined in the February 4th joint statement issued by China and Russia.44 China has kept a fairly neutral
stance thus far and faces more political unrest if this is changed. Furthermore, Russia provides consistent
economic benefits and resources to China. With its isolation from the West, this dependence is likely to
increase. China would not be wise to give this partnership up, and they are certainly well aware of that
fact.
Despite its inability to respond without consequence to the ongoing developments involving
Russia, there may be other benefits for China. As one of the United States’ largest security threats, China
has previously found difficulty in moving to go to war in Taiwan while simultaneously avoiding the
attention of NATO.45 Fears from the Western world worry that the Russian invasion of Ukraine will
provide China adequate cover to initiate war in Taiwan without drawing unwelcome attention from those
who disagree with China’s motivations. Existing concerns from the Asia-Pacific region about the
longevity of US involvement and security are being furthered by the shift of American attention to Russia,
and China may view this as a chance to leverage itself against the United States by engaging in war with
Taiwan while the West is not in a position to respond.
However, the invasion of Taiwan is much more difficult to achieve militarily and will draw
Western attention. Though cutting off trade between China and the United States would leave lasting
impacts on the United States economy, China is still far too dependent on US technology, financial
systems, and resources to wage a war that would require the general stability of the technological sector.
The United States has warned China that they will be watching closely, and China will undoubtedly be
taking this into consideration in deciding about how to approach a war with Taiwan.
Furthermore, US intervention in Ukraine will be something that China is closely watching for, as
China will likely estimate the response of NATO towards a non-NATO country, Ukraine, to be about the
response of NATO towards Taiwan.46
The European Union
On the geopolitical stage, weaknesses in the European Union are contributing to democratic
erosion. The analysis by the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI), the oldest defense think tank in the
UK, illustrates the impact of EU divisions in Central Europe and the Balkans. First, EU integration has
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not led to significant respect for EU institutions or unity. Second, the rise of China and an ambitious
Russia under Vladimir Putin presents an alternative to the US and EU’s sphere. Third, the coronavirus
pandemic has allowed illiberal governments to utilize emergency powers and restrict elections. The lack
of a unified and strong EU vision of liberal democracy on the continent is contributing to weakness in its
peripheral member states. Political elites in countries like Hungary can turn towards Russian or Chinese
interests for economic opportunities. Rising nationalism becomes a contributing factor for strengthening
autocratic tendencies. However, this assertion may change with the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Robust
EU institutions and support are necessary to combat internal and external pressures.

Case Studies: An Examination of the NATO Allied States’ Democracies
Poland
Poland’s democratic backslide can be seen in several ways. The first and most major cause of
Poland’s democratic backslide is the loss of judicial independence in the country under the ruling Law
and Justice Party. Another major cause is difficult economic conditions, as well as a nationalistic turn
towards populism in the social sphere, replacing an atmosphere of liberal tolerance. This analysis seeks to
lay out and examine the role played by each of these factors in either causing or facilitating the decline of
Polish liberal democracy.
Since leaving the Soviet Union and forming an independent state in 1989, Poland’s economic
condition has improved rapidly. It has formed a modern capitalist economy and become one of the EU’s
larger economies, powered by export competitiveness and strong domestic consumption.47 However, the
transition to a capitalist economy, such as elsewhere in the FSU, created winners and losers. A perception
of an out-of-touch elite emerged and many thought they hadn’t received their fair share from the transition
to capitalism and democracy.48 This unleashed the initial populist backlash that propelled the Law and
Justice Party (PiS) to power in 2015. As evinced elsewhere in Europe (i.e. Czech Republic, Hungary)
exceptionally unequal distribution of wealth can propel anti-democratic movements to prominence, and in
the case of Poland, robust action to reduce inequality and increase welfare has been a major help to PiS’s
high popularity. In fact, University of Florida Professor Michael Bernhard argues that those economic
conditions allowed Polish conservatives to create an argument that Poland’s transition to democracy was,
“an incomplete or corrupt revolution, which instead of creating a ‘true’ democratic order enriched a select
group of oppositionists who agreed to shield the interests of the Communists for a share of the spoils.”49
Thus, it is evident that the defense of Poland’s turn away from liberal democracy is predicated on a
rejection of the economic conditions created by that climate and period. In this way Poland's uneven
economic growth contributes to its turn away from democracy.
One of the aspects of Poland’s new ruling party that has generated a lot of angst in Brussels and
Washington is the intolerant rhetoric that is part of the party’s ideology. PiS has enacted controversial
legislation that has picked on historical grievances and minority groups, thus bolstering a claimed rally
around traditional values. Poland’s recent 2020 election ended with PiS party leader Jarosław Kaczyński
accusing Andrej Duda’s challenger, Warsaw Mayor Rafał Trzaskowski, of conspiring to sell the country
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out to Jews who lost property in the country during the Second World War. 50 PiS has also gone after
Poland’s LGBTQ population through enacting legislation that has created zones that are “LGBT-free
zones.”51 Scapegoating minorities is a common tactic used by authoritarian regimes to bolster their
popularity. The creation of an in-group out-group dynamic is indeed a powerful factor that can keep
support for an authoritarian party strong.
Perhaps the most prominent thrust of Poland’s democratic backsliding is the critical weakening of
its independent judiciary. This has been the main avenue for PiS to cement itself as Poland’s ruling
authority, and weaken domestic opposition. A report from the American Bar Association notes how
Poland’s democratic backsliding began with the end of the independence of Poland’s Supreme Court.52
Legislative changes enacted in 2015 have allowed the Minister of Justice to appoint Justices to the court,
and since the party forced so many justices to retire, the party could effectively pack the court. Since then,
the Law and Justice party has continued to meddle with the judiciary. These changes are the driving force
behind Poland being ranked as one of the world’s fastest autocratizing countries.53 The European
Convention on Human Rights ruled in 2017 that the politicized removal of justices is inconsistent with the
charter of the European Union. That ruling and subsequent moves by the Polish government have raised
the possibility of Poland becoming excluded from certain EU funds or assistance programs. It also raises
questions in NATO and EU defense circles about maintaining unity in the face of naked Russian
aggression in the region.
Hungary
Hungary is one of the most prominent examples of democratic backsliding in the 21st century. As
a member of NATO and the EU, Hungary and its descent into illiberalism presents a serious challenge for
the international community. This section explores the root causes of the rise of illiberal parties, how
Fidesz managed to entrench itself in Hungarian politics, and the implications of Hungarian backsliding for
the United States and European Union.
Hungary represented a relatively successful democratic transition after the end of the Cold War,
maintaining a stable government for several decades. However, the events of the Great Recession and the
European refugee crisis in 2015 led Hungary on the current path to democratic backsliding.54 Discontent
within the populace led to the rise of Viktor Orban and his political party, Fidesz. Decidedly populist,
Orban took Hungary towards a rightward and illiberal path.
On April 3, 2022, Hungary held its parliamentary election. Fidesz won a supermajority of seats,
as well as a majority of the vote share. However, there has been criticism by the opposition that the
election was not free or fair. Indeed, Orban has taken control of most of the media during his tenure in
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government, developing a network of loyal supporters that has entrenched corruption and cronyism in the
country.55
The entrenchment of illiberalism in Hungary involves the deterioration of institutional and legal
systems within the country. Orban’s government has seized control of independent and small media
outlets in Hungary, creating an effective monopoly on criticism of the government.56 Pro-Orban
propaganda has been highly effective at swaying the public and building support for the government.
Fidesz’s concentrated power also allows the party to change the constitution as it sees fit. Constitutional
amendments have frequently violated principles of democratic competition and separation of powers,
ignoring opposition and judicial concerns.57
Moreover, informal politics have led to the rise of competitive authoritarianism in Hungary.
According to Edit Zgut of the German Marshall Fund, Orban has radically skewed the playing field to
advantage himself. Orban built a network of patronage and cronyism, allowing the government to reward
supporters in key national industries.58 The usage of threats, intimidation, and bribes are common.59 This
increased dependency on the state has created a problematic, clientelistic relationship that only further
entrenches Orban in power.
Orban’s worrying ties to Russia and his refusal to commit to liberal democracy threatens the very
foundations of NATO and the European Union. Because many of the actions of NATO and the EU require
unanimous support, Hungary creates a serious roadblock for streamlined action in the face of a security
threat. The United States cannot reasonably hope for reforms in Hungary in the short run. It must try to
work with Orban and ensure that he does not further engage with Russia (which is easier with the recent
Russian invasion). In the long run, reforms to NATO and the EU are necessary to ensure that liberal
democracy thrives and to make sure that one bad actor cannot ruin the actions of the entire alliance.
It has become clear that there is no price for violating NATO’s liberal democratic standards, and
some weak links are indeed backsliding. In 1999, the country was welcomed into NATO. In 2002 and
then again in 2006, it held competitive elections that resulted in the airing of past corruption and collusion
with the Soviet-era Communist Party by officials in both main parties, many of whom were held
accountable.60 In 2004, Hungary pursued EU membership with strong support across the political
spectrum.61 It also made progress on civil liberties and political rights, achieving top scores in all
categories from 2005 to 2010 in rankings produced by the nongovernmental organization Freedom
House.62
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But in 2010, in elections that were widely recognized as free and fair, Viktor Orban’s right-wing
party Fidesz won 53 percent of the vote and 68 percent of the seats in the parliament.63 Armed with a
supermajority, Fidesz changed the constitution and weakened institutional checks on government power,
especially the judiciary.64 It increased the number of seats on Hungary’s Constitutional Court, which it
then packed with its own people, and narrowed the court’s mandate.65 By early 2018, Hungary had slipped
to the bottom of the “free” end of Freedom House’s scales on political rights and civil liberties.66 And as
the rule of law and government accountability have declined in Hungary, corruption has gone up.67 In
April 2018, Fidesz won 49 percent of the vote but again secured a supermajority in the parliament.68
Today, the party seems poised to drive the country further away from the values and institutions of
European liberal democracy.69
Turkey
Turkey, which joined NATO in 1952, and whose history is checkered with military coups, has
long been a problem for the alliance’s commitment to liberal democratic institutions and principles. But
after the Cold War, Turkey made progress in expanding legal and civil rights and allowing for political
competition. When the Justice and Development Party took power in 2002 under the leadership of Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, it at first appeared that progress would continue. Soon, however, the party began
backsliding. In 2016, under the cover of investigating an alleged coup attempt, Erdogan’s government put
political opponents on trial, persecuted journalists, and went after businesses that had not supported his
party. Through pressure on business interests, the Turkish state acquired control of central media outlets
and made them instruments of the ruling party. Erdogan also went after the independent judiciary, pushing
through a constitutional amendment that enabled his party to stack the judiciary with compliant political
appointees. In 2018, Freedom House officially classified Turkey as “not free,” putting it in the same
category as China, Iran, Russia, and Syria.70
Greece
Of course, some NATO members also experienced authoritarianism or military rule during the
Cold War. Greece was ruled by a military junta from 1967 to 1974, and the Portuguese government was
an authoritarian regime until 1974. It would not be unreasonable to criticize as a convenient fairy tale the
narrative of NATO as an alliance of liberal democracies. During the Cold War, exceptions were tolerated
in the interests of enhancing NATO’s military capabilities and its ability to prevent communist infiltration
in Western Europe. But the deviations prove the point: under authoritarian rule, Greece and Turkey fought
a narrow, revanchist, destructive conflict over Cyprus that weakened the alliance. Still, the divisive effects
were sufficiently mitigated by the strong cohesive force of the Soviet threat. The authoritarian failings of
certain NATO allies put them at odds with core members of the alliance, but they did not create a fissure
that would weaken NATO’s deterrent posture toward its main external security threat.71
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The United States
The 2016 U.S. presidential election was an example of a free and fair election that brought to
power an administration intent on disrupting the institutions and practices of liberal democracy. U.S.
President Donald Trump regularly advances falsehoods, and he has assaulted the role of the independent
press, suggesting that journalists should be imprisoned or forced to reveal their sources. He and other
members of his administration have expressed support for violent racist provocateurs, publicly denigrated
religious minorities, and defended acts of sexism and misogyny perpetrated by both elected officials and
those seeking elected office. Trump has also repeatedly criticized an independent Justice Department
investigation into his presidential campaign and possible foreign interference in the 2016 election.72
The January 6th attacks on the U.S. Capitol represented a significant inflection point in the
history of American democracy. While democracy in the U.S. has been in regression since 2015
according to the V-Dem electoral democracy index.73 These attacks saw an explosion of political violence
aimed against some of the nation’s most prominent political leaders. Unlike other nations under
examination, the U.S. has a long history of maintaining relatively robust formal democratic institutions.
This is not to say that institutional flaws in the system of governance bear no responsibility for the present
situation — partisan gerrymandering has deflated the competitiveness of House rates, fomenting
extremism,74 and the controversy surrounding the antiquated Electoral Count Act induced the events of
January 6th.75
But threats to democracy in the U.S. are perhaps best explained by the degradation of informal
democratic institutions. In their book How Democracies Die, Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt identify
two key informal democratic institutions: mutual toleration and forbearance.76 Mutual toleration
represents the degree to which parties and individuals on the opposite sides of the political spectrum view
each other as legitimate. Forbearance represents the degree to which parties and individuals refrain from
using the full extent of their power to attack the other side and further polarize the country. Recent
American politics has seen a decline in both of these norms. Among both politicians and members of the
electorate, there has been increasing partisan antipathy, leading to a loss of mutual toleration.77 Affective
polarization — the process whereby parties increasingly view their opponents negatively — has become a
defining feature of twenty-first-century U.S. politics.78 When parties do not view each other as legitimate
opponents in the political system, every election becomes an existential battle. It becomes easier to justify
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attempts to overturn an election or engage in political violence if you believe your opponents are enemies
of the people who do not belong in government.
The institutional norm of forbearance has also been challenged in recent American history. A
scorched-earth approach to politics has become increasingly common; parties do whatever they can to
obstruct the progress of the other. The filibuster has been increasingly used to block the legislative process
in the Senate, and parties have blocked presidential Supreme Court and cabinet appointments to delay the
agenda of the other party.79 These actions are all technically allowed under the Constitution but represent
a lack of forbearance among political leaders. Playing constitutional hardball has put a stranglehold on the
efficacy of the federal government, spurring dissatisfaction among the electorate and further fomenting a
breakdown of mutual trust between the parties. The decision by Republican members of Congress to
contest the results of the 2020 election on January 6th represents another failure to forbear: members of
Congress have the right to challenge electoral votes but doing so without concrete evidence of voter fraud
only degrades democratic norms.80 In considering the health of democracy around the world, it is
important to monitor informal democratic institutions and examine how these norms are strengthened or
weakened based on varying formal institutions and rules.
But studying democratic backsliding in the U.S. is not only useful as a case study; the weakness
of democratic institutions at home affects our ability to implement a pro-democracy agenda abroad. If the
U.S. continues to face considerable threats to democracy, it loses its credibility when attempting to curb
the authoritarian tendencies of other nations. Protecting democracy at home is thus both a domestic and
foreign policy concern.
Other NATO Allies
Meanwhile, in other core NATO members, there are worrying signs, such as the rise of the
National Front in France (after the party’s confessed acceptance of Russian money) and the unimaginable
emergence of a far-right nationalist party in Germany: the Alternative for Germany. And in 2017, the
Netherlands had a sort of near-death experience with the nail-biting defeat of Geert Wilders, the leader of
the radical right Party for Freedom.81
The Czech Republic has also been showing signs of democratic backsliding. Prime Minister
Andrej Babiš appears to be a centrist managerial populist rather than an Orbán-style authoritarian
populist, lacking the willingness and power to reshape the institutional landscape in the same way as its
neighboring illiberal governments.82
Slovakia was a late-comer to reforms, experimenting with a form of authoritarian nationalist
capitalism under Mečiar during the 1990s which led to international political and economic isolation.83
This experience curtailed the potential for a full-blown illiberal turn later on, despite the presence of
active nationalist-populist parties in the Slovak parliament; and sometimes even in power.84 East-Central
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Europe, therefore, offers fertile ground to analyze the causes of a diverse variety of democratic crises and
illiberal “turns and swerves”.85

Analysis of the Perceptions of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
United States’ Public Perception of NATO
The American public broadly tends to support NATO, although support is lacking across
significant portions of the population. Polling from early February found that 48% of Americans thought
NATO is performing well, and 45% of Americans thought NATO was doing a poor job in “Trying to
solve the problems it faced.” The responses varied significantly on party lines: Only 27% of Republicans
believe NATO is doing a good job compared to 70% of Democrats and 48% of independents. Given that
youth is highly correlated with democratic party affiliation, this may suggest that young people are more
likely to support NATO than other age groups.

Member Attitudes towards NATO
Compared to the United States, NATO members have more positive attitudes towards the
organization. A public opinion study conducted by NATO in July of 2021 found that 86% of those
interviewed would stay in NATO if given the opportunity to leave. Most respondents in all nations (and
83% total of those surveyed) said that transatlantic cooperation was important– higher than NATO’s
previous surveys in the last two years.
Although majorities in Europe still broadly support the organization, NATO is less popular than it
once was. In the last decade, German support for NATO has declined by 20 points, with a mere 57% of
the nation now viewing the organization favorably. France has seen similar declines, with only 49% of the
nation viewing NATO favorably. This decline reflects a larger, global distrust of multilateralism in the last
decade: following the 2008 financial crisis, protests globalization and globalism by those like Donald
Trump and the Brexiteers have weakened international institutions, and multilateralism. Power in the
United Nations, in particular, has been critiqued for being focused too much on the veto-wielding
members of the security council, and smaller states have long felt isolated from international
organizations.
Democratic backsliding in some NATO members may also contribute to distrust of the
organization. NATO allies are united by shared values of democracy and freedom. However, a
combination of rising nationalism, illiberal leaders, and Russian and Chinese influence has eroded
democracy in many NATO allies. When a nation becomes less democratic– whether because their
elections were unfair, the government has cracked down on the media, or extremists have gained power, it
puts that nation in an awkward position within Nato itself.
Although sufficient polling has yet to be conducted since the Russian invasion of Ukraine, it is
likely that the recent crisis will only increase support for NATO. A Reuters Ipsos from March 4th found
that a broad bipartisan majority in the United States support NATO creating a No-Fly-Zone over Ukraine,
with 72% of respondents favoring the controversial policy. While this may reflect a lack of knowledge
about what a no-fly zone entails, support for the policy signals greater support for NATO. European
nations, particularly post-Soviet states, also have good reason to support NATO more than ever before, as
their membership in the organization may deter a potential Russian attack on their state. Even nonmember
nations have had a more favorable view of NATO since the invasion: a Finnish study from the 14th of
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March found that 62% of the public would be in favor of joining NATO– a record high. Clearly, Russian
aggression has united NATO in a way we have not seen before, creating a stronger organization with
greater public support.

Youth Perceptions of NATO
A lack of mistrust in NATO’s capability to make effective decisions that promote democracy is
not reserved for governments alone recognisedand is instead prevalent in the opinions of many youths
around the world. Recognizing this problem, NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg launched the
NATO 2030 initiative. The initiative was formed with a group of ten experts all between the ages of 40
and 73 years old with the goal of including more diverse opinions within the framework of NATO.
Young people have the greatest stake in [NATO’s] future, yet this was not echoed in the group of
experts hired for review. If NATO wants to increase the perception of the rising generation and ensure
long term success, they must respond to young people's fundamental needs and their right to be included
in decision making that will (in some cases) permanently affect them. The NATO 2030 Youth Summit in
November 2020 was a good step in this direction, as 14 young leaders were appointed to advise him on
the initiative. However, there were several shortcomings. For example, each of the young leaders were all

around the age of 35 and were experts in their fields. They were diplomats, founders of organizations,
policy and research fellows, senior advisors, analysts, and chairs of parliamentary committees. In other
words, they shared the same exact capabilities and understandings of NATO as the original ten experts
between the ages of 40 and 73 years old who were commissioned to advise on the NATO 2030 initiative.
Furthermore, all 14 of these experts will be almost 45 years old by 2030, so they will no longer be youths
by any consideration.
To increase the perception of young people, it is advised that NATO advocated for a second Youth
Summit that lowers the age gap and asks the advice of students who are either in the college generation or
recently graduated. These students will bring a new perspective to the initiative and will likely have ideas
for actionable policy to both prevent democratic backsliding and prevent youth’s perception of one of
policy's main democratic bodies from becoming negative. As we’ve seen time and time again with young
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leaders such as Malala Yousefani and Greta Thunberg, youths can provide insightful and impactful
solutions to us from years of neglected experience. They are incredibly worth having in office. When
NATO consistently narrows down the people from whom it takes advice from to one that all share similar
values and experiences, support for NATO drops. One example of this is seen in the United States
between the Democratic and Republican parties.
Furthermore, the future of democratic policy or the lack thereof rests entirely in the next
generations. If youths do not trust democratic governments and do not support international organizations
such as NATO that preach democracy, it is unlikely that democracy will not continue to backslide.
Youth Perceptions of Democracy
One particularly worrying figure for democratic strength is that faith in democracy has been
declining around the Western world. The annual Harvard Youth Poll in Fall 2021 found that a majority of
young Americans believed that democracy was in trouble or failing. 86 While young people remain
politically engaged and tend to support democracy as an idea, trust in institutions is declining in the wake
of COVID and the economic downturn. There is a growing gap between older and younger generations in
perceptions of democracy. The University of Cambridge’s Centre for the Future of Democracy found
recent generational cohorts are much less likely to be satisfied with democracy (Figure 1). Particularly in
developed countries, the economic exclusion is contributing to youth discontent. Rising inequality and
unemployment among young people tend to be a covariate with democratic satisfaction (Figures 2 and
3).87 In countries experiencing democratic transitions, such as in Latin America, there is another
mechanism. The Cambridge report suggests that as memories of authoritarian regimes fade, young people
are more dissatisfied with democracy due to performance issues (hinging back on economic indicators).88
Thus, deep structural issues are responsible for youth perceptions and engagement in institutions.
Youth dissatisfaction has several important implications for elections. First, they are more likely
to turn towards populists. In an ironic twist, as Figure 4 reveals, countries that elected populist leaders
experienced an uptick in youth democratic satisfaction. As the previous analysis of populism notes,
populist leaders tend to harm democratic institutions and civil liberties. However, public perception of
institutional efficacy and democratic strength reveals the opposite. Populism as a remedy for discontent
remains popular but in the long-term harms democratic institutions.
Second, the rise of the European far-right and other extremist ideologies has been driven by
disaffected youth. The 2007-2009 financial crisis and the European migration crisis have pushed
European youth towards the far-right. The National Front, a far-right party in France led by Marine Le
Pen, came in first place among voters under 30 during the 2015 European Elections.89 In Poland, the
ruling Law and Justice party came in first place with 18-29 voters.90 Some are turning towards the left as
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well, but a European progressive movement is not on the horizon.91 More likely, major centrist parties are
losing ground to populism on the left and right.

Figure 1. At the same age in life, recent generational cohorts are less satisfied with democracy.
Foa, R.S., Klassen, A., Wenger, D., Rand, A. and M. Slade. 2020. “Youth and Satisfaction
with Democracy…”

Figure 2. Income inequality is a covariate with democratic satisfaction. Foa, R.S., Klassen, A., Wenger,
D., Rand, A. and M. Slade. 2020. “Youth and Satisfaction with Democracy…”
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Figure 3. Youth unemployment correlates strongly with democratic satisfaction. Foa, R.S., Klassen, A.,
Wenger, D., Rand, A. and M. Slade. 2020. “Youth and Satisfaction with Democracy…”

Figure 4. Countries electing populist leaders have seen an uptick in youth democratic satisfaction. Foa,
R.S., Klassen, A., Wenger, D., Rand, A. and M. Slade. 2020. “Youth and Satisfaction with Democracy…”

Policy Recommendations
Based on the information collected and examined, this section divides our recommendations into policy
recommendations specific to NATO and to the United States.

Policy Recommendations Specific to NATO
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Recommendation #1: NATO should work more closely with the EU to combat Democratic
Backsliding
The two organizations share a common focus on good governance, the rule of law, and the rights
of citizens and could reinforce each other’s internal strengths.92 Deepening this relationship by creating
official channels of exchange would bolster NATO’s capacity to monitor whether allies were meeting its
standards for good governance (the EU already has metrics for evaluating this). 93 Moreover, an explicit
and systematic process for sharing information would make it harder for members to use their status in
one organization to avoid being held to account in the other for any misbehavior or backsliding. For
example, Poland often cites its good standing in NATO, where it is a strong military ally that assumes a
tough stance on Russia, to excuse its growing illiberalism.94
But procedural fixes to inoculate the alliance against weak links are not enough. NATO might be
able to deal with, say, a repressive Turkey by pushing it to the sidelines of core missions and decisions.95
NATO rules do not formally provide for such an approach, but the organization is good at finding
procedural workarounds, and it is at least possible that the Turkish leadership would not object. It would
be quite another matter if a core NATO member departed from the alliance’s liberal democratic
foundations.96
The contribution of the European Union (EU) to democratization in post-communist
Europe was particularly important in countries that experienced domestic contestation
between liberal democratic parties and authoritarian and/or nationalist parties.97 After elections brought
liberal democratic parties to power, the conditional incentive of membership locked in democratic
practices even when former illiberal parties subsequently returned to power.98 The incentive structure for
governments that expect strategic advantages through undemocratic practices changes after accession.99
Yet despite the danger of backsliding that the changing incentive structure after accession evokes, studies
initially suggested that the EU’s new Member States have experienced at best a slowdown, rather than a
reversal, of pre-accession democratic and good governance reforms.100
Despite the EU’s inability to mobilize its strongest instrument, its institutions had some qualified
success in using other instruments to press for changes in contentious legislation and practices.101
Especially in the case of Romania, Prime Minister Ponta largely complied with EU demands. The EU is
not necessarily powerless against democratic backsliding. The size of material threats that the EU can
make through infringement procedures and issue linkage matters, but the range of issues and countries to
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which they can be applied is limited.102 The Romanian case suggests that governments are susceptible to
social pressure if the conditions are favorable.103 But even then, social pressure might need to be applied
in the shadow of material sanctions through issue linkage in order for the target government to redress
breaches of democratic practice.104
Rationalist institutionalism focuses on actors’ strategic use of sanctions to weaken illiberal
domestic rivals and/or strengthen partisan allies abroad.105 A combination of actors’ commitment to
liberal democracy and transnational partisan politics best explains actors’ preferences regarding the use of
Article 7: actors opposed Article 7’s use if they had a weaker normative commitment to liberal democracy
and when the targets of these sanctions were partisan allies abroad.106 Conversely, support for sanctions
came both from actors with a strong commitment to liberal democracy (regardless of the targets’ partisan
orientation) or from actors with a weaker commitment to liberal democracy if the sanctions targeted
partisan rivals.107 Conversely, actors normatively committed to liberal democratic principles support
sanctions irrespective of the target government’s ideological orientation, while those with an orientation
support them (only) against their ideological rivals abroad.108 Despite the EU’s inability to mobilize its
strongest instrument, the EU’s institutions have had some success in pressing for changes in undemocratic
practices.109
Recommendation #2: NATO can utilize Article 5 in the Washington Treaty as an enforcing tool for
straying democracies
Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea and, more recently, its 2022 invasion of Ukraine, have
renewed discussions about the potential for Russian aggression in Eastern Europe.110 Several Eastern
European countries are part of NATO and at high risk for Russian aggression: Russia has launched
cyberattack or disinformation campaigns in Poland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, and Romania in
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the last decade.111112113 More recently, the FBI has warned of Putin’s intention to use cyberattacks as
retaliation against western sanctions.114
Under Article 5 of NATO, an armed attack on one nation shall be considered an attack against all
nations, and consequently, they agree that, if such an armed attack occurs, each of them, in exercise of the
right of individual or collective self-defense recognised by Article 51 of the Charter of the United
Nations, will assist the Party or Parties so attacked by taking such action as it deems necessary, including
the use of armed force, to restore and maintain the security of the North Atlantic area. 115
Since the early 2000s, however, warfare has changed significantly. While the risk of an outright
Russian invasion into NATO territory is relatively low, NATO’s Article 5 obligations should still be
clarified before a potential crisis takes place. As long as NATO assesses cyber attacks on a case-by-case
basis without predetermined rules, the varied interests of all 28 NATO nations will pose obstacles to a
swift and efficient NATO response.116 Much as the international community has established a redline for
the use of chemical warfare, NATO must also establish a line for cyber attacks. With Russia, China, Iran,
and others relying more heavily on gray zone warfare which may not reach the traditional view of an
armed attack, NATO members, particularly the United States, must clearly define the threshold for article
five in order to properly enforce it.
There are already a variety of proposals for how to establish a cybersecurity redline for Russia.
Some scholars have recommended using the Tallinn Manual to establish cyber-attack guidelines. NATO
should begin to draft binding authority for the North Atlantic Council in the form of an amendment to the
Washington Treaty, or at least a persuasive document codified within NATO’s Military Committee or
Allied Command Operations.117 A cyberattack on critical infrastructures, like hospitals or power grids,
which directly impacts civilians in a NATO member, maybe another line that NATO could rely upon.
Because additional, classified information may provide greater insight into the most advantageous
standard, additional research should be conducted into defining when and how a cyber-attack may rise to
the level of an armed attack. Once the defense community in the US is able to arrive at such a standard,
American diplomats and the military establishment should push for a clear threshold test among other
NATO members. This process can begin at the upcoming NATO summit in Madrid in June 2022.
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Recommendation #3: NATO and the United States should prevent democratic backsliding caused
by Russian propaganda in Eastern Europe
Banning RT and Sputnik is, broadly, a step in the right direction for Europe. A 2018 report by the
U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee found that, in Hungary, pro-government news sources
frequently echoed sentiments published in RT and Sputnik.118 Peddling propaganda about Western
aggression, these sources have also sought to radicalize Russian language speakers in Europe who may
depend on these sources as their only form of news. In the battle against disinformation, many European
countries have even violated democratic values themselves: France used the tactics of the Russians in
order to, ironically, combat Russian disinformation in Africa. 119
In order to combat this disinformation by the Russian government and therefore prevent
democratic backsliding, the United States, as the primary global hegemon which would oppose Russia,
must push for the expansion and funding of Russian language news stations in Eastern Europe. Because
of greater budgetary constraints in Europe, the US may have to take the lead in expanding Russian
language stations. Speaking about a proposed Latvian-based Russian language station in 2015, Matthew
Bryza of the Estonia-based International Center for Defense Studies noted that it is “unlikely [for Europe]
to devote their shrinking budgets to a TV station that is not commercially viable.” Thus, US funding to
nascent Russian language stations, particularly in Eastern Europe, may be instrumental to the success of
this policy.120
It is important to note that the west would not have to build these Russian language media stations
from the ground up. Radio Free Europe reaches 37.2 million people each week.121 Ukraine launched a
Russian language news outlet, DOM TV, in early 2020.122 Poland and the Netherlands are already
developing a Russian language station.123 Instead, western funds could go towards:
1. Improving the production value and reach of these outlets
The importance of Russian language media in eastern Europe is hard to overstate. Russian
language speakers in eastern Europe are particularly vulnerable to disinformation propagated through
sources like RT and Sputnik. In the Baltics, at least 25% of Latvians and Estonians are native Russian
speakers, many of which are dependent on Russian media.124 Part of the dependence on Russian
propaganda stems from a lack of alternative options for Russian-speaking viewers. Thus, banning Russian
media altogether is not a viable solution. Long-term expansion of Russian-language news sources may
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prove effective in creating an alternative source of news that is not controlled by Russia, giving Russian
speakers in Eastern Europe greater information access.
For some Russian speakers, the choice between a Western-backed media station and a Russian
one is simple: The Russian one is way more fun to watch. Gunta Sloga of the Baltic Center for Media
Excellence says that Russian-language audiences in the Baltic States watch Russian TV channels
primarily for their entertainment value.125 According to a 2016 report by RAND, RT and Sputnik are a
combination of “infotainment and disinformation,” making them more engaging than Western media.126
This high production value of RT and Sputnik comes at a high cost to the Russian government, so any
alternative to these sources would likely also have a hefty price tag. The U.S. State Department estimates
that the Kremlin spends nearly $1.4 billion per year on this propaganda at home and abroad.127 In contrast,
Radio Free Europe, America’s most prominent anti-Russian news organization operating in Europe,
currently operates with a budget of 117 million in 2021.128
Assuming an investment of one billion dollars a year (barely 1/10th of one percent of the military
budget this year) by the US, the engagement and entertainment value of alternative news sources could be
comparable to the Russian sources. As a result, more viewers would turn to American-backed sources
instead. Greater funding to RFE/RFL has already shown great success in slowing democratic backsliding
in eastern Europe. Two years ago, Radio Free Europe opened a Bulgarian language station, known as
Svoboda Evropa, which reached almost 10% of all of Bulgaria’s internet users.129 The station published
information critical of the Bulgarian government, an act that is dangerous for many existing media
stations in the country, thus ensuring some degree of media freedom in the nation. It is important to
recognize that these sources, when delivered in a manner accessible to those who speak different
languages, can be critical to developing democracy.
2. Expanding the reach of these stations into Russia
Aside from creating greater access and appeal for Russian-language news, the US, NATO, and
EU should encourage western media stations to turn to new technologies in order to pierce through the
veil of Russian media control. Despite the Kremlin’s draconian foreign agents law and recent “Fake
News” law, Russian language media is still reaching Russian audiences. News stations have also moved
onto Telegram, an uncensored group chat app that is one of the few forms of free media expression left in
Russia. There is a clear demand for greater western news targeted at the Russian public: 12 of the top 20
apps in Russia are VPN apps that allow Russian users to access otherwise inaccessible internet content.130
Thus, investments into ensuring accessible Russian language media for Russian audiences may be well
received by the public.
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These funds would not go to waste: Research from the Cold War indicates that Western
broadcasts to Russia played an important role in informing regime elites as well as the general public.131
At least 30-40% of the Russian public listened to RFE during the cold war– even more, heard the
information through word-of-mouth.132 Today, Radio Free Europe is believed to have contributed
significantly to the end of the USSR in Eastern Europe.133 Although Russia is not a NATO member, the
extent to which Putin has power in his nation is vital to the interests of NATO. If sufficient media can
serve to change the minds of the Russian elite and public opinion, then the Kremlin may be forced to dial
back its attacks on European democracies.
Recommendation #4: NATO should adopt a “consensus minus one” mechanism to protect itself
from weak links and erect a higher barrier against backsliding
The “consensus minus one” recommendation was first brought forth by American international
relations advisor, Celeste Wallander, however, we believe that this recommendation can be modified.
NATO bills itself as a security alliance that protects the democratic system of governance of its member
states. While the most famous NATO Article is perhaps the collective defense obligation outlined in
Article 5, Article 4 discusses how member states come to decisions. Article 4 details how members are
supposed to consult each other as a means to bring their security concerns to the other allied nations.134 In
the context of democratic backsliding, the US and other countries would be able to bring up their
concerns about the erosion of democracy in Eastern Europe to the other member states, and in a more
open fashion, direct their concerns to the offending parties. However, if consultation isn’t enough, then a
Consensus Minus One mechanism, which would allow other allies to discipline an errant member, might
prove a salient opportunity for NATO to backstop itself from having erosion of democracy among its
members.
NATO makes decisions by consensus, which, given the collective defense aspect of the alliance,
provides an appropriate level of commitment to engage in potentially high-cost conflict. However, this
principle of consensus is applied at every committee level, which implies that all NATO decisions are
collective decisions made by its member countries.135 With that kind of system in place, there is no
framework to raise concerns with or to discipline a member. A 2018 article in War on the Rocks by Lisa
Sawyer Stamp concludes that while NATO should apply pressure to counter authoritarianism in its own
ranks, it must nevertheless be wary of its own limits. Stamp details how the US, when facing democratic
backsliding in Greece, chose to deal with it through bilateral talks, and not in the framework of NATO. In
the end, that ended up backfiring as the Greek public associated NATO and the United States with the
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authoritarian government that was in power until the Carnation Revolution.136 NATO’s history
demonstrates the peril of moving too quickly to combat democratic backsliding, as it engenders discord,
but the history also cautions about not standing up for the ideals that define and hold NATO together.
Therefore, while bilateral pressure is a better option than immediately moving towards repercussions
within the military alliance, NATO does need a way to firmly chide those member states whose internal
politics begins to run counter to the values that have defined the North Atlantic Treaty Organization since
its founding.
The geopolitical circumstances at present require a strong NATO more than ever. Therefore, the
kind of stir that was caused between some of the European countries, such as Denmark and Norway, and
Greece, over the latter’s internal political situation in the 1970s. In that conflict, the United States tried to
play a peacemaker role, with policymakers recognizing the strategic contributions of Portugal and Greece
to keeping the Mediterranean free of Soviet influence. While the political situations in which these
conflicts developed are ultimately resolved, it behooves one to examine the scenario in which these events
were not immediately resolved by the offending nations’ domestic politics. A report from Brookings
examines this dilemma with today’s challenges to NATO’s integrity and security. The report reached
several conclusions. The first is that Russia directly benefits from Orban and Erdogan’s reticence and
welcoming of ties. The report makes the point that this not only threatens Hungary’s position as a
democracy, but also that these ties make it difficult for NATO to come to security decisions. The report
also touches on the democratic theory of peace. That theory holds that democracies are less likely to go to
war with other democracies, thereby extending peace gains.137 With some NATO allies experiencing
democratic backsliding, the potential for monastic conflict with authentically democratic neighbors is
clearly heightened.
All of these risks clearly call for a mechanism for the penalizing of an errant member of NATO.
This recommendation calls for a consensus minus one mechanism which would be able to provide a
transparent mode for dealing with backsliding that also does not critically undermine the alliance’s
security. Poland and Hungary challenge NATO’s values today, in the future, illiberal resistance could take
hold in more consequential NATO allies, such as France or England. Therefore, addressing this challenge
before it becomes an essential threat to NATO is critical.
Recommendation #5: NATO should enforce positive incentives and negative incentives on its Allies
Even amidst more pressing security concerns such as the Ukraine crisis, political cohesion within
NATO should not be forgotten in the long term. As stated previously, adversaries are capable of exploiting
political rifts in a country’s domestic politics, such as Russia taking advantage of ethnic or racial conflicts
within NATO member states. Additionally, when speaking with Pierre Marcos, he brought forth the
notion of positive and negative incentives for NATO allies that breach the democratic values shared
amongst all NATO allies.138 As such, the alliance will need to be creative and use a mixture of incentives
and disincentives, proceeding to this stage only when the above-mentioned monitoring and naming of
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violations of the code of conduct (behind closed doors) fail to achieve results.139 In terms of incentives,
allies should make clear that decisions on NATO leadership positions, facility placement, or ministerial
locations (once again planned to rotate among capitals) will consider respect for the code of good
conduct.140 If this fails to induce better behavior, allies should move to publicize the infringement. If this
further step also fails, allies would need to consider restrictions on the problem member, which could be
decided by “consensus minus one” and encompass the following measures: suspension from participation
in a specific committee, military planning, or exercises; suspension of intelligence sharing; or cancellation
of exercises, ministerial meetings, or visits of NATO officials. 141Additionally, pressure can be brought to
bear through bilateral or EU channels, in effect harnessing these instruments of power in support of
NATO objectives.142

Policy Recommendations Specific to the United States
Recommendation # 1: Enhancing Democratic Principles of Mutual Toleration and Forbearance
According to American political scientist, Steven Levitsky, two informal norms are crucial to
preserving democracies: mutual toleration and forbearance. Mutual toleration refers to the acceptance of
political opponents, recognizing their power and legitimacy even when it is not necessarily beneficial
politically. In the 2020 elections, former President Donald Trump’s refusal to accept his opponent
President Joe Biden’s victory was an erosion of mutual toleration, as were the claims that Trump had won
the election. Forbearance, a deliberate restraint of one’s legal political power, is another informal norm
that is critical to democracies. Under forbearance, even when the law permits leaders to go further, the
leader must exercise restraint and underutilize their power, when necessary, to preserve democracy.
Constitutional hardball—using the law to undermine the spirit of the law or democracy—is a violation of
forbearance.
The US State Department and USAID could support such CSOs by offering guidance on policy
advocacy, fundraising, grassroots mobilization, and digital organization. These efforts could serve to
encourage backsliding countries towards true plurality and mitigate their trends towards polarization.
Additionally, international organizations and initiatives play key roles in enforcing democratic norms. The
OSCE’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) should continue to monitor
elections in backwards countries. Currently, the OSCE plans on taking an active role in the upcoming
elections in Hungary, with a greater push from the European Parliament in light of their more limited role
in the 2018 Hungarian elections. Following the format of the OSCE initiative in Hungary, the United
States should continue to supervise the implications of elections, to ensure citizens accept electoral results
and that there is a tranquil transition of power.
Recommendation #2: The United States could fund more civil society, more media, more
educational programs and combat more Russian disinformation in Europe
The United States should provide more support for local non-government media and civil society,
and educational programs in order to combat rising disinformation and informal autocratic policies in
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Eastern European nations.143 Of course, there are concerns about the potential of government-funded
information campaigns. Critics felt that they had the potential to waste taxpayer money and pave a path to
totalitarianism through the consolidation of media.144 A contemporary approach should not involve a
strong-armed United States government invested in American-led media outlets. A decentralized
approach is more appropriate, letting local areas manage their own affairs.
In Hungary, media outlets receiving foreign money are labeled as enemies of the state.145 There is
likely to be less resistance from the Hungarian government if money comes directly from the US
government. The US has already launched a media fund to support media outlets in rural Hungary, though
the amount comes up to just $700,000.146 A broader fund, one that targets multiple countries and many
different languages, can achieve greater effects.
The US should also be combating misinformation through centralized actions in executive
agencies. A modern form of the AMWG is needed to combat rising Russian disinformation campaigns in
a direct manner. This can be supplemented by greater cyber support, targeting Russian bots and hackers.
Not only will this benefit media in Eastern Europe, but it will also have positive benefits for domestic
media outlets and foreign disinformation. Ultimately, this would create a path for a modern-truth
campaign.
Recommendation #3: Utilize the G7 Summit as a means to address concerns on Democratic
Backsliding
The G7 plays an indispensable role in serving as a channel of communication for the leaders of
the world’s wealthiest and largest democracies. Given its small size, the G7 as a body is much more
nimble than other transnational institutions. Several features of the G7 are particularly remarkable. One is
the wealth of its member states. All of the nations are above a .8 on the Human Development Index
(HDI), meaning that their citizens enjoy a comparatively high quality of life, are quite developed, and
have low levels of poverty.147 Partly because of these similarities at the societal and socioeconomic levels,
the countries tend to agree on a wide variety of issues facing the globe. All of the G7 members except
Japan are in NATO, and the US-Japan military alliance is exceptionally tight. For these reasons, the G7
offers another outlet for US military officials to have their opinion on certain matters of international
security heard and debated when introduced by the President into the discussion at council meetings. The
Department of Defense should make its positions clear to the President before every summit, and thus the
G7 summits could become a venue for the leaders to discuss security matters in a more direct manner than
at other international gatherings.
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One main area in which security concerns may be approached at G7 meetings is any areas of
tension that exist in the alliance structure between the United States and the other G7 members. Since the
United States armed forces participate in joint exercises with many of these countries, issues are bound to
come up, especially regarding basing. A G7 summit is a great opportunity for leaders to work together to
smooth out those concerns and/or present a united front to perceived rivals such as the People’s Republic
of China. Controversy over the US force posture on Okinawa is one example of an area where tensions
between two G7 nations have resulted in protests and the possibility of cracks appearing in the alliance
between the two largest Pacific democracies. Former Prime Minister of Japan, Shinzo Abe, played a
critical role in mediating between frustrated Okinawans and the United States military.148 Since G7 leaders
have common goals and are meeting face to face at the summits, bringing up concerns that their
populations have with NATO basing or other issues could be a way to solve such issues in an expedited
manner. Another example would be the US force posture in Central Europe. Both Germany and Italy host
key US bases, and any sort of rearrangement necessary there could also be facilitated at the G7.
Given the ongoing crisis in Ukraine, the United States at the next G7 summit must be prepared to
take extraordinary measures to support the European members of the G7, and ensure that all of the heads
of Europe’s largest and most powerful democracies are in agreement over how to respond to Russian
aggression.149 The next G7 summit, coincidentally, will take place in the German Alps in the summer of
2022. Germany will take over the Presidency at a time when the eyes of the world are on Europe. Italy
and Germany are more reliant on Russian gas than the US and Canada, which are net exporters.
Discussion of how to reduce Europe’s reliance on Russian gas will undoubtedly involve North America
stepping up its exporting capabilities and discussions with President Biden and Prime Minister Trudeau
could help move along that process in a more expedited manner. In a show of solidarity, G7 leaders
already convened in Brussels in late March at an emergency meeting to discuss the crisis in Ukraine and
to strongly condemn the actions of the Russian Federation.150
These events demonstrate a process that has been occurring over the course of the G7’s history:
the gradual inclusion of security discussion at the conferences. Although the G7 was established to
discuss primarily economic issues that were occurring in the 1970s, the re-emergence of authoritarian
competitors poses a grave threat to the world’s most advanced democracies. The G7 offers US military
leaders an unparalleled opportunity to have their concerns shared with the heads of state of America’s
strongest and most important allies.
Recommendation #4: USAID Support for Civil Society in Eastern Europe
Civil society, particularly non-governmental advocacy, media, and social groups is vital to
strengthening democracy. According to the Brookings Institute, civil society holds open a window of
opportunity for pro-democracy actors to push back on illiberal activity
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It is no surprise that authoritarians seek to weaken civil society.151 In Russia, Turkey, Nicaragua,
and even 1930s Europe, the weakening of media, civil society, and freedom of expression has been
followed by more dramatic turns to autocracy.152 In Hungary, Viktor Orban’s suppression of civil society
has strengthened his regime.153 In Turkey, Erdogan’s persecution of civil society, particularly the media,
has also improved his regime’s stability.154 Thus, preserving civil society is a vital means through which
the US or other countries can attempt to stop democratic backsliding.
The United States has devoted significant funding to preserving democracy and civil society in
eastern European nations, often through the USAID program. In 2011, the countries of Eastern Europe
and the Western Balkans received $188 million for civil society and democracy from USAID. In 2016, the
sum was $135 million, with about $32 million under the sub-heading “democratic participation and civil
society.”155 This funding has tangible benefits for democratization. According to a USAID study, “$10
million of USAID DG funding” was correlated with an increase of roughly ⅓ of a point on the 13-point
Freedom House Freedom in the World democracy index in a given year, corresponding to a “five-fold
increase in the amount of democratic change that the average country would be expected to achieve, all
things equal, in any given year.”156 USAID should increase its spending towards democracy participation
and civil society in Eastern Europe given the particularly dangerous risk of democratic backsliding within
the NATO alliance.
If these funds are unable to be increased due to budget constraints, ensuring that USAID’s
existing spending goes towards local partners could be a valuable way to improve civil society as well.
As Samantha Powers told congress at a 2021 meeting, at the moment, only 5.6% of USAID funding goes
to USAID’s local partners. This practice has undermined USAID’s goals.157 U.S. foreign assistance
investments essentially “evaporate into thin air” because they have no local roots, making the money all
but wasted. According to USAID’s own “Best Practices” document, greater cooperation and involvement
with local partners is vital for countries that are “closing spaces,” a term which refers to places where civil
society and other democratic groups are being slowly shut down.158 Thus, USAID funding should
prioritize local connections, including through the LocalWorks program as well as individual state
programs.
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Recommendation #5: The United States should work with NATO to establish a new role of a special
investigator or governance committee to raise concerns of violations to the Washington Treaty
The North Atlantic Treaty (Washington Treaty) forms the foundation of NATO and its
commitment to collective defense. Discipline and organization among its members is necessary to ensure
a united front for NATO’s security interests. Though the alliance is committed to democratic principles,
NATO faces issues with Hungary, Poland, and Turkey concerning democratic backsliding and
problematic foreign policies. However, given that expulsion of a member is politically unfeasible, NATO
requires more infrastructure to discipline its members and develop internal debate within the alliance.159
Judy Dempsey, a fellow at Carnegie Europe, advocates for the creation of a special ombudsperson
that affirms NATO’s principles. She explains that NATO’s disciplinary mechanisms are currently too
weak, as members are hesitant to criticize each other and do not wish to suspend allies.160 The North
Atlantic Council lacks any committees on addressing democratic backsliding or human rights violations
in the alliance, a serious gap.161 One concern is that disciplinary pressure would create weaknesses within
NATO, threatening to tear apart the alliance. However, a new committee or ombudsperson would provide
a channel for NATO to regulate itself and keep members in check. It would not require overtly public or
political debates, rather developing a bureaucratic mechanism for NATO members to raise concerns.
NATO has simply not adapted to the concerns of democratic backsliding or illiberalism within its member
states, and those developments compromise the unity of NATO far more than the potential of division
from this new policy.
Article 3 of the NATO charter requires members to maintain their defense capability. In
fulfillment of this article, in 2006 and 2014, the NATO countries agreed on a guideline that 2% of GDP be
spent on defense by 2024.162 The 2% commitment is politically fraught, with the United States frequently
encouraging its European partners to meet the goal. With the recent Russian invasion of Ukraine, the 2%
guideline has become more politically feasible. Germany recently announced that it will meet 2%, hiking
military expenditure to meet the Russian threat.163
If the 2% target is considered a crucial part of Article 3, especially in the wake of geopolitical
threats from Russia, the ombudsperson would also be responsible for ensuring that NATO members are
meeting the guideline. It would provide an official avenue for members to raise concerns about
commitment to collective security. Though it would not completely solve the enforcement problem, this
new policy would create greater institutional pressure for members to meet 2%.
Recommendation #6: The United States should not degrade the importance of democratic values
under the Biden Doctrine
When speaking to, visiting fellow in Europe, Russia, and Eurasia Program for the Center for
Strategic and International Studies, Pierre Marcos, he stated during the interview and in his article “NATO
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strength and resilience have long derived from the allies’ shared commitment to the values and spirit of
the North Atlantic Treaty. These include the principles of democracy, individual liberty, and the rule of
law as well as a commitment to the development of “peaceful and friendly international relations.”164
President Biden has ensured that promoting democratic values is at the forefront of his foreign
policy agenda. In his first months in office, President Biden recognized the Armenian genocide and
adopted sanctions against Russia and China in coordination with Europe are some examples of his
administration's recommit to defending trans-Atlantic values. A mere declaration of good intentions won’t
be enough. As NATO adapts for the next decade through the “NATO 2030” process, the United States
needs to use this opportunity to adopt concrete solutions that defend democratic values and uphold
political cohesion amongst NATO allies.165 A first and most essential step would be the adoption by
NATO leaders of a “political pledge” by which allies would recommit to abide by the principles of the
North Atlantic Treaty. 166This pledge would commit the Biden Administration to being transparent in
matters of foreign and domestic affairs as it deals with issues of democratic backsliding in government
institutions. Conversely, President Biden has committed to revitalizing the relationship with NATO,
which could be further stamped through the form of executive action to make a clear stance to the
transatlantic community and threats to democracies but, at this time a political pledge would be effective
as well. These principles are often mentioned in NATO’s official communique but in a cursory way,
reflecting the limited attention given to them.167
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