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Overview. This PhD seminar examines 5 of the most pressing challenges facing modern representative
democracies through the lens of cutting-edge theoretical and empirical research in comparative politics.
We will explore how political institutions, citizen behavior, and policy conflicts interact to shape demo-
cratic performance in diverse domestic contexts. Topics range from the erosion of checks and balances
and the rise of populism, to affective polarization, climate policy backlash, and the politics of demo-
graphic change.

Evaluation. The course grade will be awarded based on completion of either a research project or
an extensive literature review on an assigned question relating to representation (50%) and class par-
ticipation (50%). As part of class participation, students will be expected (on a rotating basis) to
find 4-5 additional article-length studies relevant to the challenge under investigation and give a 30-
minute presentation describing how those studies contribute to social science knowledge on the question.

The Honor Code, Discrimination, and the Academic Environment. Universita Bocconi con-
ceives of education as an ongoing process that stretches across a person’s entire professional life. The
University hopes that the entire Bocconi community will respect the values of fairness and correct-
ness associated with it, values which inspire and guide the conduct of all community members as they
pursue common objectives and a shared mission. The Universita Bocconi Honor Code is published at
http://www.unibocconi.eu/honorcode. All students are encouraged to read it.

I am committed to maintaining an academic environment free from all forms of discrimination based on
race, religion, gender, gender identity, national origin, age, disability, or sexual orientation. If you feel
uncomfortable at any time during class, please feel free to get in touch with me. In addition, students
who feel that they have been the subject of prohibited discrimination, harassment, or retaliation should
contact the Student Ombudsman at garante.studenti@unibocconi.it.

COURSE SCHEDULE

Sessions 1-2 Greetings & Introductions

CHALLENGE 1: Fewer votes translate to more power way too often:
Pathologies in the link between electoral performance and governing
authority

Martin and Vanberg (2025a) [BB]|
Beramendi, Boix, Guinjoan and Rogers (2025) [BB]
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Session 3—4 CHALLENGE 2: Elected leaders are dismantling democracy from within,
and institutions appear to be more fragile than we thought

Riedl, Friesen, McCoy and Roberts (2025)
Svolik (2023)

Bertsou, Caramani and Koedam (2025)
van der Veer and Meibauer (2024)

Sessions 56 CHALLENGE 3: Citizens know less than they should, and are becoming
increasingly antagonistic toward one another

Fortunato, Stevenson and Vonnahme (2016)
Martin and Vanberg (2025, Chapter 2) [BB]|
Mason (2015)

Wagner (2024)

Aruguete, Calvo, Scartascini and Ventura (2021)
Altay, Hoes and Wojcieszak (2025)

Sessions 7-8 CHALLENGE 4: Demographic changes are threatening the social contract

Maxwell (2019)

Vigna (2024)

Alesina, Miano and Stantcheva (2023)
Buchmeier and Vogt (2024)

Sessions 9-10 CHALLENGE 5: Globalization, technological change, and “greenlash”
are constraining government responsiveness to economic demands

Rodrik (2021)

Anelli, Colantone and Stanig (2021)

Colantone, Di Lonardo, Margalit and Percoco (2024)
Cremaschi and Stanig (2025)

Sessions 11-12 Research presentations
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