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Party systems are a central concept in the study of 
political science, referring to the set of interactions 
and competitive relationships among political 
parties within a given polity. Rather than focusing 
on individual parties, the party system perspective 
analyzes how parties behave in relation to one 
another and within the overall structure of politi-
cal competition. In empirical research, party sys-
tems are typically operationalized using indicators
such as the number of parties (Ayan Musil, 2015; 
Tsatsanis & Teperoglou, 2016), their relative elec-
toral and parliamentary strength (Van Biezen &
Rashkova, 2014), and their ideological distance 
(Bosco & Verney, 2016). Researchers also exam-
ine patterns of party compe tition and cooperation
(Zulianello, 2020), levels of institutionalization 
(Chiaramonte & Emanuele, 2017; Weghorst & 
Bernhard, 2014), and the structure of socia l cleav-
ages (Casal Bertoa, 2014) to account for cross-
national and temporal variation.

Research Approaches 

Early studies on party systems primarily empha-
sized their con figuration across countries and their

stability—especially in established democracies 
(see, among others, Sartori, 1976). However, 
more recent research has shifted toward examin-
ing party system change, particularly in respon se
to rising instability in many regions of the world
(Roberts, 2017). Increasing electoral volatility 
and the success of new political parties across 
multiple election cycles have prompted growing 
scholarly interest in “party system 
de-institutionalization”—a process in which
established patterns of party competition become
increasingly fluid and unpredictable (Casal
Bertoa, 2014; Chiaramonte & Emanuele, 2017). 
This renewed focus has led researchers to concep-
tualize party system change both as a dependent
and an independent variable.

As a dependent variable, party system change 
is studied through multiple analytical lenses. Eco-
nomic explanations dominate much of this litera-
ture, particularly regarding how economic crises 
influence electoral behavior. The 2008 Great 
Recession, for example, is often cited as a case
illustrating how economic shocks can generate
anti-incumbent sentiment and create opportunities
for the rise of radical or new parties (Hernández &
Kriesi, 2016; Roberts , 2017; Hooghe & Marks,
2018; Lavezzolo & Ramiro, 2018). 

Another line of research focuses on how pop-
ulist and challenger parties drive systemic trans-
formation, examining both the sources of their 
support and the strategies they employ to disrupt
traditional patterns of competition—such as in
countries like Greece (Tsatsanis & Teperoglou,
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2016) and Italy (Verbeek & Zaslove, 2016; 
Chiaramonte et al., 2018). 

2 Party Systems

Institutional and sociological perspectives also 
play a key role in the study of party systems. 
Scholars examine how electoral systems, party 
laws, and regulatory frameworks shape the open-
ness and competitiveness of party systems (Van
Biezen & Rashkova, 2014; Ayan Musil, 2015). 
Additionally, research on social cleavages inves-
tigates how their structure influences party system 
institutionalization—particula rly in the newer
democracies of Eastern Europe (Casal Bertoa,
2014)—as well as the emergence of new societal 
divisions in long-establishe d Western European
democracies (Hooghe & Marks, 2018). 

When treated as an independent variable, the 
party system is analyzed for its effects on broader 
political outcomes. The number and ideological 
positioning of parties can shape voter behavior—
for instance, by fueling negative partisanship
(Mayer, 2017)—as well as influence party strate-
gies (Clark & Leiter, 2014), coalition dynamics, 
and government stability (Bosco&Verney, 2016). 
Shifts in party systems—such as increasing frag-
mentation or the rise of new parties—also carry 
significant implications for democrati c gover-
nance, potentially fostering polarization or con-
tributing to democratic backsliding.

Main Research Findings

Party systems are increasingly shaped by mount-
ing instability across global contexts, often driven 
by financial and economic crises. These crises are 
widely seen as catalysts for rising electoral vola-
tility, which, in turn, reshapes patterns of party 
competition and, in some cases, contributes to
the deinstitutionalization of party systems. Such
dynamics have been documented not only in East-
ern (Haughton & Deegan-Krause, 2015) and 
Western Europe (Chiaramont e & Emanuele,
2017) but also in Africa (W eghorst & Bernhard,
2014). However, their effects vary across regions: 
in Africa, economic shocks tend to shift the bal-
ance of power among established parties, whereas 
in Europe, they more often lead to voter realign-
ments that benefit nonmainstream actors—

particularly those on the populist radical right 
and left, as well as movements center ed on polit-
ical novelty and anti-corruption (Hanley & Sikk,
2016). 

A central theme in this body of literature is the 
role of populism in reshap ing political competi-
tion. While Hopkin and Blyth (2019, p. 220) 
argue that populist movements primarily reflect 
“a demand for action from politicians who have 
hidden behind the imperatives of market forces 
and technocratic control of macroeconomic pol-
icy,” many scholars contend that populist 
parties—particularly those on the radical right— 
have introduced new identity- and value-based 
cleavages. One such example is the “transna-
tional” cleavage, which has emerged in response
to the “perforation of national states by immigra-
tion, integration and trade” (Hooghe & Marks,
2018, p. 109), and which challenges traditional 
programmatic alignments.

In the early stages of their rise, these parties 
were generally unable to fundamentally transform
their respective party systems (Mudde, 2014). 
However, their influence has expanded signifi-
cantly over time. While outsider populist parties 
have often succeeded in disrupting established 
political systems, the most enduring transforma-
tions have typically been driven by traditional 
conservative parties that adopt ethnopopulist 
rhetoric. These actors ha ve been especially influ-
ential in reshaping political discourse around
issues such as national identity and immigration.
In several postcommunist European countries, as
Vachudova (2021) has pointed out, governing 
ethnopopulist parties have also contributed to 
democ ratic backsliding by undermining institu-
tional norms.

Contemporary research has increasingly 
moved beyond party emergence to examine the 
integration of populist parties into mainstream 
politics. Many such parties have transitioned
from opposition to governance (Bosco & Verney,
2016), and their incorporation into the party sys-
tem varies significantly. Zulianello (2020) iden-
tifies three main patterns: “non-integration” 
(remaining peripheral), “negative integration” 
(entering power while weakening democratic
norms), and “positive integration” (being



normalized within democratic competition). Dif-
ferentiating among these trajectories is crucial for
understanding their democratic implications.
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Party system institutionalization is also seen as 
shaped by structural factors, particularly the con-
figuration of social cleavages. In postcommunist 
Europe, cumulative c leavages tend to promote
stability, while cross-cutting ones are associated
with fragmentation (Casal Bertoa, 2014). Finally, 
research emphasizes the interplay between ideo-
logical positioning and valence attributes—such 
as perceived competence and integrity—in shap-
ing voter preferences. These valence facto rs inter-
act with ideological profiles, adding further
complexity to electoral dynamics (Clark & Leiter,
2014). 

Overall, recent findings underscore the multi-
faceted nature of party system change, shaped by 
economic disruptions, political strategy, institu-
tional frameworks, and social structures.

Future Directions of Research

Looking ahead, future research on party systems 
will inevitably need to continue examining the 
ongoing transformations of party systems world-
wide, in order to assess how these changes are 
unfolding across different regions. On one hand, it 
is important to determine whether party 
systems—particularly in Europe—are moving 
toward a new equilibrium, structured around the 
“transnational cleavage ” identified by Hooghe
and Marks. Within this emerging configuration,
a key question is how populist parties, which have
recently gained prominence, interact with main-
stream actors, govern, and potentially become
normalized within democratic competition.

On the other hand, a different possibility must 
also be considered: that due to a combination of 
overlapping crises (“poly-crises”) and a general 
decline in traditional cleavages and political iden-
tities, party systems may continue to evolve with-
out reaching a new point of equilibrium. This
would suggest a process of deinstitutionalization
that is no longer limited to younger democracies
in Latin America, Eastern Europe, Africa, and

Asia but now also affects advanced Western
democracies.

In either scenario, future research must explore 
the implications of these processes—particularly 
their impact on democratic quality—and examine 
how such effects vary across countries, depending
on their economic, social, and institutional
contexts.
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