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Overview

The lecture is organised around two cross-cutting distinctions:

• Demand vs. supply: who acts (or fails to act) — voters or elites?

• Target of backsliding: electoral manipulation vs. executive aggrandizement (grilloetal2024)

1. Conceptualising and measuring democracy
What is backsliding, and how do we recognise it?

2. Demand-side theories
Why do voters fail to defend democracy at the ballot box?

3. Supply-side theories
When do elites attempt to undermine democracy, and what restrains them?

4. Consequences of backsliding

5. Conclusion and outlook
Where does the debate stand? What is the risk to established democracies?
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Motivation: Is democracy in decline?

Concerned voices

• Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018): How Democracies
Die

• Freedom House (2022): “democracy under
siege”

• V-Dem (2023): “the level of democracy enjoyed
by the average global citizen in 2022 is down to
1986 levels”

• M. Marshall, Polity Project (Feb. 2025):
“Congratulations America! The Polity Project has
downgraded its score for the USA from +8 . . .

to 0.”

Sceptical voices

• Treisman (2023): share of democracies is at or
near an all-time high; US breakdown hazard
remains very low

• Little and Meng (2024): “if the world is
experiencing major backsliding in the aggregate,
we should expect to see evidence on the
objective measures — but we do not”

• Reinforced by Viktor Orbán’s (surprising)
decision to concede the election to Peter
Magyar, despite Hungary having been the
paradigmatic case of backsliding in the
literature
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Motivation: If so, or if not, why?
(a) Voters (demand side)

• Citizens tolerate, excuse, or actively reward
authoritarian behaviour

• Partisan loyalty, motivated reasoning, divergent
conceptions of democracy

• “Just vote them out” fails

(b) Elites (supply side)

• Politicians and parties exploit institutional
weaknesses

• Horizontal constraints fail

• Business and economic elites acquiesce /
benefit

(c) Structural forces

• Economic shocks, rising inequality, cultural
backlash

• Affective polarisation, social media, declining
trust

• These cut across (a) and (b)

(d) Wrong question

• Reports of backsliding reflect observer bias,
not regime change

• “Objective” indicators tell a different story (cf.
Little & Meng)
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Defining and operationalising our terms

Two types of conceptions of democracy (Shapiro, 2020): procedural (“minimalist”) vs. substantive.

• Minimalist conceptions classify countries as democratic if and only if they have a certain set of formal

democratic procedures / institutions in place, most notably free and competitive elections.

→ These formal institutions are regarded as both a necessary (uncontroversial) and sufficient
(controversial) condition for democracy.

→ Implication: outcomes produced by these institutions have no bearing on classification.

• Substantive conceptions regard formal procedures as necessary, but not sufficient, instead requiring

other outcomes to be present as well, such as the protection of civil liberties and political rights.

→ Intermediate conceptions possible.

These conceptions can be operationalised via three types of scales: dichotomous / binary; ordinal;
continuous.

⇒ Any measure of democracy = (i) a conception + (ii) a scale.
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How to assess a measure of democracy?

Three criteria for assessing the relative goodness of measures of democracy (and other variables in social
science more generally):

1. Conceptual validity

→ Degree to which measures — both conception and scale — correspond to the concepts they are
intended to represent.

2. Reliability / reproducibility

→ “Reliability refers to the extent to which the measurement process repeatedly and consistently
produces the same score [or classification] for a given score” (Clark, M. Golder, and S. N. Golder,
2025, p. 166).

3. Interpretability of scale

→ Do (unit) changes in scale represent theoretically meaningful quantities?

5/78



Overview of prominent measures of democracy

Name Conception Scale Temporal Spatial

Boix-Miller-Rosato (BMR), v4.0 Minimalist Dichotomous 1800–2020 222

Democracy-and-Dictatorship
(DD)

Minimalist Dichotomous 1950–2020 210

EIU Democracy Index Substantive Continuous 2006–2020 167

Freedom House Substantive Ordinal 1972–2021 221

Geddes–Wright–Frantz (GWF) Minimalist Dichotomous 1742–2010 155

Polity V Intermediate Ordinal 1776–2020 186

Svolik Minimalist Dichotomous 1946–2008 198

V-Dem (v11.1) Intermediate Continuous 1789–2020 202
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(Dis)advantages of different measures

Conception Scale Examples Advantages Disadvantages

Minimalist Dichotomous DD, Svolik, BMR
High reproducibility; high inter-
pretability

High risk of type I errors (ifH0 : non-
democratic) ⇒ concept validity con-
tentious

Minimalist Dichotomous + sub-
types

DD, GWF
High reproducibility; high inter-
pretability

Shortcomings of ideal types / typolo-
gies (Svolik, 2012)⇒ concept validity
contentious

Substantive / intermedi-
ate

Ordinal FH, Polity V
High risk of type II errors ⇒ picks
up subtle trends; early-warning
function

Low reproducibility (expert-coded);
low interpretability of intermediate
values

Substantive / intermedi-
ate

Continuous EIU, V-Dem
Lower type II risk than ordinal
scales; still higher than for minimal-
ist conceptions

Low reproducibility; low interpretabil-
ity
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Interlude: measuring democracy vs. building an early-warning system

Task 1: Measuring democracy

• Goal: estimate the level / type of regime at time
t.

• Desiderata: high reproducibility, conceptual
validity across cases and time, interpretable
scale.

• Type-I and type-II errors are roughly symmetric
in cost.

• L&M’s preferred trade-off (minimalist +
observable) is defensible for this task.

Task 2: Early-warning system

• Goal: detect incipient backsliding before it
shows up in headline electoral outcomes.

• Desiderata: sensitivity to subtle,
hard-to-observe shifts; tolerance for false
positives.

• Type-II errors (missing a real episode) very
costly; type-I (false alarm) much less so.

• Judgement-based measures (V-Dem, FH) may
be better suited here even if worse as point
estimates.
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Does it matter which measure we use? (i)

Yes — results can be sensitive to the measure
chosen.

• Assuming insensitivity by default is unwarranted.

• Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland (2010) reproduce
Rodrik and Wacziarg (2005) on the effects of
regime transitions on economic growth.

→ Only Polity yields a significant positive effect of
democratisation on growth.

→ With DD (binary scale + minimalist conception),
the effect becomes insignificant.
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Does it matter which measure we use? (ii)
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The current debate (i.a): Little & Meng’s challenge
• Conventional account: “Democracy Dies in Darkness”; V-Dem reports the average global citizen’s

democracy level has fallen to 1986 levels.

• L&M’s hypothesis: existing studies rely almost entirely on subjective, expert-coded indicators; if there
were major backsliding in the aggregate, we should also see it in objective indicators — but we do not.

• Two candidate explanations for the divergence:

1. Time-varying coder bias: experts have become more pessimistic about democracy,
biasing recent ratings downward.

2. Strategic substitution: leaders have learned to use subtle violations that elude objective
measurement.

“If the world is experiencing major backsliding in the aggregate, we should expect to see evidence of
this effect on the objective measures — particularly incumbent leaders and their parties winning
elections — but we do not.” (Little and Meng, 2024)
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The current debate (i.b): Little & Meng’s evidence
L&M’s objective indicators:

• Incumbent party vote / seat shares / loss rate

• Multi-party competition; process violations

• Term limits; succession and dismissal rules

• Journalists jailed / murdered

Findings:

• Incumbent turnover has not declined since 1990.
Multi-party indices and process-violation indices
show no recent deterioration.

• Constitutional executive constraints (term limits,
dismissal, succession) are stable or improving. Only
attacks on journalists show clearly worsening
trends.
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The current debate (ii.a): Response by Knutsen et al., 2024

1. “Objective” vs “subjective” is a false dichotomy.

→ Even L&M’s indicators (e.g. process-violation index, term-limit evasions) require judgement calls;
inter-coder agreement is far from perfect.

→ Better terminology: observer-invariant vs judgement-based. Observer-invariance is not the same
as being unbiased.

2. L&M’s quasi-minimalist conception misses what backsliding targets.

→ Contemporary backsliding works precisely through degrading civil liberties, civil society, freedom
of expression, judicial independence.

→ These dimensions are largely outside L&M’s index by construction ⇒ low concept validity for the
backsliding question.

3. No empirical evidence of “bad-vibes bias” in V-Dem.

→ V-Dem’s measurement model corrects for coder reliability and scale-perception.
→ Tests for systematic downward revision by V-Dem experts: no consistent pattern.
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The current debate (ii.b): Knutsen et al.’s specifics

• 32 countries with significant negative changes in
V-Dem EDI over 2012–2022; 11 with significant
positive changes.

• Most backsliders in the upper half of the
democracy distribution (Brazil, Poland, Hungary,
USA, India, Serbia. . . ).

• Decline visible within V-Dem subindices: freedom
of expression, censorship, civil society repression.
Electoral subindices show less decline.

Summary: the global aggregate is modest, but
country-level backsliding episodes are real — and
concentrated in dimensions L&M’s index does not
capture.
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The current debate (iii.a): Treisman’s (2023) historical perspective
• The proportion of democracies is at or near an

all-time high; recent declines bring us back to
late-1990s levels.

• The quality of liberal democracies has fallen
modestly (∼3% on V-Dem since 2010) — not
catastrophically.

• Recent breakdowns are concentrated in
Third-Wave democracies with lower incomes and
less consolidated institutions.

• Among V-Dem’s 11 “liberal-democracy
backsliders”, three (Poland, Hungary, Mauritius)
crossed thresholds on political institutions; the
other eight on legal-transparency
subcomponents.
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The current debate (iii.b): Treisman — what predicts breakdown?

Survival models on V-Dem / Polity / FH / LIED.

• Robust predictors of breakdown: lower income, shorter
democratic experience, higher prior autocratisation rate among
neighbours.

• Falling popular support for democracy correlates with
breakdown in electoral democracies; no relationship in liberal
democracies (replicating Claassen 2020).

• Hungary, Poland, USA, Spain, CZ: support for democracy
actually rose 2009–2017 while democracy scores fell.

• Models predict actual breakdown events well out-of-sample
(AUC-ROC 0.79–0.98).

• For a country with US-level income and democratic
experience, the posterior breakdown hazard is very low.
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Przeworski’s warning about extrapolating from history

Substack Post, April 2025
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Beyond the dichotomy: Observable-to-Subjective Mapping (OSM) via
machine learning (Weitzel et al. (2026))

• Train a random forest to predict V-Dem’s Polyarchy
(continuous) using only observable indicators (turnover
periods, vote shares, suffrage, multipartyism. . . ).

• Out-of-sample fit: R2 = 0.95. The original V-Dem index is
largely reconstructible from observables alone.

• Generalises across Polity2, UDS, FH, BMR — though FH
shows time breakpoints consistent with coding-protocol
shifts.

• Some evidence of ideological coder bias: right-wing heads
of government coded ∼ 0.5–1SD lower on Polyarchy /
UDS / Polity2 than observables predict. No such bias for
FH.
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Where does this leave us?
1. The aggregate global picture is modest.

Population-weighted V-Dem shows decline; objective indicators and the proportion of democracies do not move
much. The claim of “mass backsliding” seems too strong.

2. But backsliding is real.
∼ 32 countries (V-Dem) show statistically discernible 10-year declines, including Hungary, Poland, Turkey, India,
Brazil, Serbia, the United States. Weitzel et al. (2025) confirm that the V-Dem electoral signal can be reconstructed
from observables — unlikely just an artefact of coder bias.

3. Steepest decline where measurement is most contested.
Civil liberties, civil society, freedom of expression, judicial independence — precisely the dimensions outside L&M’s
index. The measurement debate is a conceptualisation debate: minimalist conceptions register less decline by
construction.

4. Historical base rates remain reassuring for established democracies (but for how long?).
Treisman: hazard of breakdown for high-income, long-experienced democracies is small. The Third-Wave
democracies regressing today were always the most fragile. “It can happen here” is possible but not the most likely
outcome.

⇒ If backsliding is real where it is real, the puzzle is: why do voters re-elect those who do it?
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The puzzle: why doesn’t (electoral) accountability save democracy?

The hope. If would-be autocrats need elections to take and to keep power, voters should be able
to punish them. Backsliding by elected leaders ought to be self-limiting — the ballot box does
the work.

Discussion.

• In a case you know (Hungary, Turkey, Poland, the US, India, . . . ), what was the most
important reason reason the ballot box failed to stop the backslider?

• Is the failure best understood as one of information, preferences, or coordination?

• Can you name a case where accountability did work — where voters unseated a
backsliding incumbent before serious damage was done? What was different?
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An overview of the demand-side literature
Noisy signal of anti-democratic

action

Interpreted as
anti-democratic?

Will the action cause
institutional damage?

Does institutional damage outweigh
policy benefits?

Will sufficiently many others
sanction the transgression?

Individual and col-
lective sanctioning

Do institutional changes improve
dynamic representation?

FM1 — Interpretive disagreement.

Divergent conceptions of democ-
racy; motivated reasoning; benefit of
the doubt; shifting reference points.

FM2a — Institutional disruptors.

Institutional change is expected to
improve dynamic representation.

FM2b — Performative authoritari-
ans.

Neither damage nor representa-
tional improvement expected.

FM3 — Conditional democrats.

Policy / identity benefits outweigh
democratic damage.

FM4 — Private democrats only.

Expect insufficient sanctioning by
others; coordination fails.

observed

yes

no

yes

no

yes

no

yes

no

yes

no

21/78



Mapping voters’ conceptions of democracy

The first failure mode (“FM1”) concerns interpretation. Before voters can punish an action, they have to
interpret it as a violation — which depends on what they take democracy to mean.

Three families of conceptions in the empirical literature (Gidron et al., 2025; Wunsch, Jacob, and Derksen,
2025):

• Liberal — constraints: courts, minority protections, media independence, rule of law.

• Majoritarian — responsiveness: unconstrained implementation of the popular will (Grossman et al.,
2021).

• Substantive — outcomes: social rights, redistribution, physical security.

Wunsch, Jacob, and Derksen (2025). Across a large multi-country survey, all three families command
non-trivial mass support within every country studied — liberal democracy is not the modal conception
anywhere. Heterogeneity is at least as large within as between countries.
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How divergent conceptions impede sanctioning
The mechanism. An act counts as a "democratic violation" only relative to a conception. Voters whose
conception does not include the rule the incumbent has just broken do not register a violation — and so
have nothing to sanction.

Wunsch, Jacob, and Derksen (2025).

• Voters who emphasise majoritarian or substantive elements of
democracy are systematically more tolerant of
liberal-democratic violations (judicial constraints, media
independence, minority protections).

• Supporters of backsliding parties are disproportionately drawn
from these conception clusters — it is not that they assign low
weight to democracy, but that they classify the act differently.

• Conditional on conception, the supporter / opponent gap in
evaluating the same violation shrinks markedly.
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Examining the implications for sanctioning backsliding via a toy model

Goal. Pin down formally when divergent conceptions impede collective sanctioning.

Primitives.

• Population. Continuum of voters of unit mass. Share π ∈ (0, 1) hold a minimalistic conceptionM ;
share 1− π hold a substantive conception S.

• Conceptions. An action is classified as a democratic violation iff it crosses the conception’s threshold.
By assumption the violation sets are nested, VM ⊂ VS : anythingM flags, S flags too.

• Actions. The incumbent takes one of two actions ω ∈ {ambiguous, clear}:

→ Ambiguous — violates S but notM (e.g., a contested judicial appointment; a media-regulation
tweak with policy cover).

→ Clear — violates bothM and S (e.g., refusing to leave office; jailing the opposition leader).

• Decision rule. Voter i sanctions iff her conception classifies the action as a violation.

• Collective threshold. The incumbent is removed iff the mass of sanctioners is at least θ ∈ (0, 1).
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The “marginal conception” determines overall sanctioning capacity
• Clear act. BothM and S classify it as a violation; sanctioning mass = 1 > θ. Incumbent always

removed.

• Ambiguous act. Only S-voters classify it; sanctioning mass = 1− π. The incumbent is removed iff

1− π ≥ θ ⇐⇒ π ≤ π⋆ ≡ 1− θ.

Regime Condition Sanctioning capacity Marginal conception

Substantive coalition
suffices

π ≤ π⋆ ambiguous and clear
acts

S

Minimalists are pivotal π > π⋆ clear acts only M

The result. As π rises past the critical mass π⋆ = 1− θ, the binding (marginal) conception
jumps discontinuously fromS toM , and the population loses the ability to sanction ambiguous
acts (Goetz Briefs’ “Grenzmoral”.)
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Why this matters

1. The equilibrium logic of gradualism. An incumbent whose anti-democratic steps all fall inside the
ambiguous range (above τS , below τM ) cannot be sanctioned whenever π > π⋆. Heterogeneity in
conceptions therefore becomes a strategic resource the autocrat exploits: rather than test the limits of
the binding minimalist conception, design every step to land in the gap (τS , τM ), where substantivists
perceive a violation but are too few to remove him.

2. Cross-country variation without preference variation. Two countries with the same average level of
democratic support, but different distributions of conceptions (πA ≤ π⋆ < πB)m sanction the same
ambiguous act differently.

Comparative statics. The regime is determined by the single inequality 1− π ≥ θ.

• More minimalists (π ↑): the substantive coalition shrinks; once π crosses π⋆, ambiguous acts become
unsanctionable — with no change in any voter’s commitment to democracy.

• Tougher coordination (θ ↑): π⋆ = 1− θ shrinks.

• Substitutability. Either can undermine sanctioning capacity.
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Endogenous conceptions of democracy and motivated reasoning
The question. The toy model treated π as exogenous. But are conceptions of democracy really fixed prior
dispositions, or do they shift in response to what one’s own party does?

The design (Krishnarajan, 2023). Respondents in several Western democracies rate identical hypothetical
incumbent actions — restricting media licences, court packing, ignoring an unfavourable court ruling —
with the partisan identity of the actor randomly varied. Respondents are then also asked, in the abstract,
what does and does not count as democratic.

Main result — conceptions are endogenous to partisanship.

• Identical actions are rated as more compatible with democracy when the actor is a co-partisan.

• The shift concerns not just the evaluation of the act, but also respondents’ abstract conceptions of
democracy, which adjust to accommodate co-partisan behaviour.

• The conception of democracy changes to “rationalise” the action.
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A model of motivated reasoning: Little, Schnakenberg & Turner
The question. Krishnarajan documents that conceptions of democracy adjust to fit co-partisan actions.
Little, Schnakenberg, and Turner (2022) examine the consequences of motivated reasoning for electoral
accountability (recall lecture 1).

The set-up. Voters care about two things:

• Accuracy — the standard Bayesian motive: beliefs about the incumbent should track the truth.

• Directional utility — a non-Bayesian motive: beliefs should accord with partisan attachments.

Two distinct effects in equilibrium.

• Divergence — voters with different affinities form different conclusions about the same incumbent.

• Desensitisation — any given voter’s conclusion becomes less responsive to new performance
information. The within-voter effect: the slope of beliefs on signals flattens.

Key claim. Desensitisation is the more pernicious of the two. Divergence alone can leave incumbent effort
unchanged; desensitisation always undercuts it, and it bites every voter, including centrists — which is what
makes it both general and (empirically) under-studied.
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The gradualism puzzle and reference-dependent preferences
The empirical puzzle. Contemporary backsliding is almost always gradual. There has been a shift, with
executive aggrandisement — slow, incremental, legalistic erosion — having replaced coups and the electoral
fraud as the dominant mode of democratic decline since the 1990s (Bermeo, 2016; Huq and Ginsburg,
2018; Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2018; Scheppele, 2018).

The puzzle. If voters’ preferences over democracy are stable, only the cumulative decline should matter.
Either voters care enough to sanction the trajectory (and the autocrat is removed at some point along the
path), or they do not (and the path is sustainable from step 1).

The building block: Köszegi–Rabin reference-dependent preferences. Voters evaluate outcomes not
against am absolute, stable standard but against an endogenously-formed reference point.

• Reference-dependence — utility depends on the gap between the outcome and the reference point, not
on the outcome’s absolute level.

• Loss aversion — outcomes below the reference point hurt more than equivalent gains feel good.

Preview of Grillo and Prato (2023). Each incremental backsliding step lowers what voters expect the next
step to deliver. Gradualism is the rational way for an autocrat to exploit endogenous reference points.
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Grillo & Prato: set-up
Players.
• A continuum of citizens with ideology θi drawn from F , uniform on

[
− 1

2ψ
, 1

2ψ

]
with 1

2ψ
> 1 (so a majority — but

not all — oppose backsliding; lower ψ ⇒ greater mass polarisation).
• An incumbent with privately-observed ideology θI ∼ FI , uniform on

[
τ − 1

2ϕ
, τ + 1

2ϕ

]
with τ ∈ (0, 1) (lower ϕ⇒

greater voter uncertainty about θI ).

Incumbent’s two-stage choice.
1. Challenge: c ∈ {0, 1} — whether to attack democratic norms.

2. Escalation: d ∈ [δ, 1] if c = 1 — how far to “double down”.
Denote the resulting outcome by q = (c, d). The parameter δ ∈ (0, 1) captures institutional checks and balances: lower
δ ⇒ stronger checks (the incumbent cannot easily retreat all the way).

Citizen material utility. With policy outcome y(c, d) = 1 + cd,

u(q; θi) = θi y(c, d) − cd = θi + (θi − 1) cd.

Citizens with θi > 1 favour backsliding; those with θi < 1 oppose it.

Incumbent utility. Combines policy utility and popular support: uI(q; θI) = θI(1 + cd)− cd + R · π(q),
where π(q) ∈ [0, 1] is the share of citizens supporting the incumbent and R > 0 scales the popularity concern.
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Reference dependence and the fear-and-relief mechanism
Total utility with reference dependence. Citizens’ total utility adds a Köszegi–Rabin gain-loss term:

v(q; θi | u) = u(q; θi) + η ·
[
u(q; θi)− u

]
, η ≥ 0.

Outcomes above the reference point u produce relief; outcomes below produce disappointment.

Reference point = rational expectation, formed after c. The reference point is formed after citizens
observe c but before they observe d, and equals the rational expectation of material utility under the
incumbent’s equilibrium strategy:

u(c; q̂, θi) = E[u(q̂; θi) | c ] .

The fear-and-relief mechanism. After the incumbent challenges (c = 1), citizens expect escalation
d1 = E[d | c = 1] > δ. The reference point adjusts downward. If the incumbent then partially retreats
(d = δ < d1), realised utility exceeds the reference point. Citizens experience a psychological gain (relief) —
which can outweigh the material loss from the partial backsliding that did occur.
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Personal equilibrium and the benchmark
Personal equilibrium (Köszegi–Rabin). A profile

(
q̂, u(0; q̂, θi), u(1; q̂, θi)

)
such that:

(SR) The incumbent’s strategy q̂ is sequentially rational given citizens’ reference-dependent support.

(RE) Each citizen’s reference point equals her rational expectation of material utility under q̂.

Benchmark without reference dependence (η = 0, Proposition 2). Define

θ† ≡ 1 +
Rψ

2
.

• Extreme autocrats (θI > θ†): c = 1, d = 1 — challenge and fully escalate.

• Restrained autocrats (θI ∈ (1, θ†]): c = 0 — would prefer to backslide but are deterred by popularity loss.

• Democrats (θI ≤ 1): c = 0.

In this benchmark, whoever challenges fully escalates. Backsliding is only ever attempted by extreme types
— and once attempted, is total.
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The opportunistic-authoritarian result
Key condition (Proposition 4). When reference dependence is strong enough,

η ≥
δ

2− δ
,

the equilibrium changes qualitatively. There exist cut-offs θ < θ† < θ with:
• Extreme authoritarians (θI > θ): c = 1, d = 1.
• Opportunistic authoritarians (θI ∈ (θ, θ]): c = 1, d = δ — challenge then partially retreat.
• Otherwise (θI ≤ θ): c = 0.

Comparative statics.

• η ↑ (stronger reference dependence): opportunistic
interval (θ, θ] expands.

• δ ↓ (stronger checks): ambiguous — less material
damage per retreat, but more relief.

• ψ ↓ (higher polarisation): can simultaneously decrease
frequency and increase severity of backsliding.

• ϕ ↓ (higher voter uncertainty about θI ): more
opportunistic types. 33/78



Two surprising comparative statics: checks and polarisation
Stronger checks (δ ↓).
• Material (intuitive): lower δ caps the damage from partial retreat.
• Relief (counterintuitive): lower δ widens the gap d1 − δ that determines the relief payoff ⇒ fear-and-relief becomes

more profitable.
• Net: stronger checks reduce severity per episode but expand the set of opportunists. Frequency can rise even as

severity falls.

More polarisation (ψ ↓).
• Svolik (intuitive): lower ψ shrinks θ† ; more extreme types find full escalation worth the support loss. Pushes toward

more full escalation.
• Responsiveness (subtle): lower ψ also makes citizens less responsive to incumbent behaviour. The relief

mechanism delivers less; fewer opportunists.
• Net: polarisation shifts the composition of backsliders from opportunists (d = δ) to extreme authoritarians (d = 1).

Frequency falls; severity rises.

Two empirical predictions of the model. (i) Stronger institutional checks ⇒ more attempts at backsliding but
less severity per attempt — against the Madisonian intuition. (ii) Polarisation and backsliding should be negatively
correlated for mild episodes but positively correlated for severe ones.
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Backsliding as a corrective to systemic rot
The shift from FM1 to FM2. Voters do perceive an act as anti-democratic — but support it anyway, here for
institutional reasons (FM2a).

Institutions are captured. The populist analysis:

• Counter-majoritarian institutions — courts, central banks, party machines, legacy media — are
interpreted as the instruments for the entrenchment of elites (Gratton and Edenhofer, 2025).

• Conventional democratic competition is incapable of dislodging entrenched interests.

The instrumental step: backsliding as a corrective.

• Only by weakening or bypassing the captured institutions can space be cleared for better
representation. “Backsliding” is construed as the precondition for an institutional reset, as it were.

Stylised example. Milei supportersmay not deny that emergency decrees and the bypassing of Congress
violate democratic norms. They support them anyway because they see Argentine political institutions
as so captured by Peronist patronage networks that aggressive disruption is the only credible route to
reform.

35/78



Discriminating predictions and scope conditions
The empirical challenge. Detect voters who (i) recognise the act as anti-democratic, (ii) support it anyway,
and (iii) do so on instrumental grounds — not by redefining democracy (FM1), trading it off for policy (FM3),
or doubting damage (FM2b).

Discriminating predictions.

• vs FM1. Does the voter classify the act as anti-democratic?

• vs FM2b. Expected institutional consequences: FM2a predicts directional change; FM2b predicts “not
much will happen”.

• vs FM3. Justification: FM2a invokes institutional improvement.

• vs partisanship. The FM2a voter accepts the same logic when applied against her own side.

Scope conditions.

1. Visible recent history of elite capture — the diagnosis needs a credible target.

2. Macro-level corruption that extends to the voter’s own coalition — without this, FM2a collapses into
rationalised partisanship.
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Backsliding as expression: institutional damage in the error term
For FM2b voters, support is expressive: the benefit they get from endorsing the act is symbolic.

What makes institutional damage low-salience.

• Perceived resilience. Voters have an implicit Treisman base rate: in consolidated democracies,
breakdown hazards are very low. Courts hold; federalism contains; civil society mobilises. “It can’t
happen here.”

The expressive benefit. Support delivers identity expression, anti-establishment signalling, solidarity with a
charismatic leader, or the pleasure of seeing despised institutions / opponents discomfited. None of these
require institutional consequences to materialise.

Stylised example. The component of Trump-era support driven by cultural signalling — “owning the
libs”, defying conventional political decorum, breaking from elite norms — delivered expressive benefit
independently of policy delivery or institutional consequences. Some voters acknowledged norm
violations as such but treated their downstream institutional effects as a secondary concern.
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Conditional democrats
The shift from FM1 and FM2 to FM3. FM3 voters do perceive the act as anti-democratic and do expect
institutional damage — but support the incumbent anyway, because the policy or identity benefits outweigh
the democratic cost.

The trade-off. Voter utility has two components: democracy gets positive but finite weight δ; policy /
identity gets weight 1. The voter supports the violator when policy benefit > δ × democratic cost.

Two implications.

• δ is the primitive Svolik, 2020 will pin down — the “civic virtue” parameter.

• As polarisation rises, the policy stakes from losing rise, and the trade-off tilts against democracy.

The puzzle. Mass publics consistently profess strong support for democracy in surveys — yet re-elect
incumbents who subvert it. Conventional “support for democracy” indices fail to predict actual behaviour.
The model by Svolik helps to explain why.
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Svolik: set-up
Players.
• Incumbent A and challenger B, with policy ideals θA > 0 > θB .
• A continuum of voters: informed (share 1− α) vote on platforms and electoral fairness; uninformed (share α)

swayed by manipulation alone.

Voter preferences (informed voters). A voter with ideal point xi receives

ui(xj , µ) =

−(xi − xA)
2 − δµ2 if incumbent wins,

−(xi − xB)2 if challenger wins,

where µ ≥ 0 is the incumbent’s manipulation of the electoral process and δ ≥ 0 is the civic virtue parameter — voters’
sensitivity to electoral malpractice.

Polarisation. A fraction (1− π) of ideal points are uniform on [− 1
2
, 1
2
]; the remaining π split equally at ± 1

2
. Higher π⇔

more bimodal electorate.

Manipulation technology. The incumbent chooses µ ∈ [0, 1]. He gains share (1 + µM + ϵ)/2 of the uninformed vote,
withM scaling effectiveness and ϵ ∼ U(−σ, σ) a small shock.

Timing. Candidates simultaneously announce xA, xB ; incumbent picks µ; shock ϵ realised; voters vote; winner
implements his platform.
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Svolik: the swing voter’s trade-off
The informed voter’s choice. For platforms xA > xB and manipulation µ, informed voter i prefers the incumbent iff

−(xi − xA)
2 − δµ2 ≥ −(xi − xB)2.

The swing voter. The voter for whom this binds with equality is at

xS(µ) =
xA + xB

2︸ ︷︷ ︸
midpoint

+
δµ2

2(xA − xB)︸ ︷︷ ︸
shift toward incumbent

.

Without manipulation (µ = 0), xS is exactly at the midpoint. As µ rises, xS shifts toward the incumbent’s ideal: voters
who would prefer the incumbent on policy alone are put off enough by manipulation to switch to the challenger instead.

The trade-off. A voter just to the right of xS(µ) faces a choice between
• punishing manipulation — and getting policy xB , which she dislikes;
• tolerating manipulation — and keeping policy xA , which she prefers.

Where polarisation enters. As π rises, voter ideal points cluster at the extremes ± 1
2
. The incumbent’s “core” supporters

— voters far from the challenger’s platform xB — have a policy distance too large to swallow even for substantial
manipulation. The marginal voter at xS(µ) becomes a smaller share of the electorate, and the incumbent can
manipulate more without losing the median.
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Svolik: the incumbent’s calculus
What the incumbent maximises. The incumbent picks µ to maximise his probability of victory. With a small symmetric
electoral shock, that probability is monotone in the deterministic vote margin

αµM︸ ︷︷ ︸
gain from uninformed

− 2(1− α)(1− π)xS(µ)︸ ︷︷ ︸
loss from informed

.

Two countervailing effects of raising µ.

• Marginal benefit. A unit of manipulation increases the incumbent’s vote-share advantage among uninformed voters
by αM — a clean linear gain.

• Marginal cost. The same unit shifts the swing voter xS(µ) further toward the incumbent. Informed voters between
the midpoint and xS(µ) defect. The cost is convex in µ (since xS ∝ µ2): the first unit of manipulation is cheap, later
units expensive.

The polarisation result. The marginal cost scales with (1− π): the higher the polarisation, the fewer informed voters sit
in the defector band, and the smaller the marginal cost of manipulation. Equilibrium µ∗ equates marginal benefit and
marginal cost — so as π rises the cost curve falls, and µ∗ rises with it. The closed form on the next slide makes this
precise.

41/78



Svolik: equilibrium and comparative statics
Equilibrium manipulation. For fixed platforms, the incumbent’s
optimal level of manipulation is

µ∗ =
α

1− α
·
M xA

δ (1− π)
.

Comparative statics. µ∗ rises in

• polarisation π — the central result. As voters sort into the
extremes, the mass in the defector band collapses (figure,
right), and the incumbent can manipulate more without losing
the median;

• share of uninformed α — more voters who do not detect
manipulation;

• manipulation technologyM — a more effective tool;
• incumbent extremism xA — larger policy stakes for the

incumbent’s base.

And falls in δ — civic virtue is the only check on manipulation in this
model.
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The dynamic trade-off: liberty against security
Gratton and Lee (2024): A forward-looking, infinitely-lived voter chooses each period between

• a liberal government — bound by the constitution; delivers liberty and transparent
information, but cannot respond to security shocks of probability;

• an illiberal government — breaches the constitution; delivers security and engages in
Bayesian persuasion (Kamenica and Gentzkow, 2011) over what the voter learns.

Key twist. Censorship means there is an accountability cost for illiberal incumbents. Even
rational voters may be persuaded to re-elect them when, under full information, they would not.
The voter accepts this in exchange for greater security.

Equilibrium taxonomy. Four regimes — stable liberal democracy; inefficient stable illiberal
democracy; cycling liberal–illiberal; and capture into autocracy. Voters go for illiberal candidates
when expected security costs are high and may be kept there by manipulation even after the
crisis has passed.
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Stronger checks and balances: a double-edged sword
A central comparative static in Gratton and Lee (2024): tightening constraints on the executive has two
opposing effects on the conditional democrat.

+ Slow-down effect. Stronger constraints make it harder for an elected illiberal government to
consolidate into outright autocracy.

− Demand-inducing effect. Stronger constraints also reduce a liberal government’s capacity to deliver
security; voters, anticipating this, become more willing to elect an illiberal government in the first place.

Implication. The institutional fix that makes autocratisation slower can simultaneously make it more likely
to begin. Excessive constraints — by hobbling the liberal alternative — feed precisely the
conditional-democrat logic of FM3.

Empirical resonance. Speaks to Howell, Shepsle, and Wolton (2019) on the case for executive flexibility;
cautions against assuming "more veto points ⇒ more democratic resilience".

Conclusion. The conditional-democrat trade-off is endogenous to institutional design: what the
constitution permits a liberal government to do shapes how attractive the illiberal alternative looks.
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Graham & Svolik 2020: the canonical conjoint design

Design. Respondents (US,N ≈ 1,500) see pairs of hypothetical candidates with attributes varying along party, policy
positions, demographics, and one democratic violation drawn from a fixed menu (gerrymandering, voter suppression,
executive overreach, jailing journalists, ignoring court rulings). They choose which to vote for. The conjoint structure
identifies the causal effect (AMCE) of a violation on vote choice, independent of party and ideology.

Main findings.

• Co-partisan candidates with democratic violations lose only ≈ 11.7 percentage points of vote share — a small
penalty given the explicit anti-democratic framing.

• Only ≈ 13.5% of voters always punish democratic violations by their own party — the “true democrats”.
• Punishment is concentrated among moderates with weaker partisan attachment.
• Punishment varies sharply by type of violation: jailing journalists is punished much more than gerrymandering.

Has become the workhorse. The conjoint isolates the democratic-norms attribute from policy and partisan confounders.
Albertus and Grossman, 2021; Grossman et al., 2021, and most subsequent empirical work on FM3 build on this design —
some extending it cross-nationally, others adding perception or sequence dimensions.
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Cross-national replications

Albertus and Grossman, 2021. Replicate the Graham–Svolik design across the US, Argentina, Brazil, and
Mexico. Most respondents identify transgressions and overall support for violations is low. But 10–35%
support clear democratic violations, with larger co-partisan tolerance for right-wing incumbents (US, Brazil).
Punishment is rare even when voters disapprove — a finding that anticipates FM4.

Neundorf et al., 2026. N ≈ 35,000 across 32 countries (including 16 autocracies). Forced-choice conjoint
with seven attributes: elections, executive constraints, free speech, economic prosperity, crime, gender
equality, ethnic diversity.

• Citizens defend free elections sharply — the most salient democratic feature, even in autocracies.

• Executive constraints are negotiable: citizens trade them for economic prosperity even in established
democracies.

The pattern. Across countries and designs, the FM3 trade-off survives. Voters value democracy; they just
do not value it enough to override sufficiently strong policy or economic considerations.
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Jacob, 2025: the sequence design
The design. Survey experiment in Poland following the 2020 presidential election (N ≈ 2,900) reproducing the temporal
logic of an actual electoral cycle: voters first choose between two candidates; the chosen candidate’s behaviour in office
is then revealed (attacks on electoral institutions, or refrains from doing so); voters then face a follow-up election and
either confirm or withdraw support.

Difference to Graham & Svolik. Standard conjoints collapse evaluation and choice into a single task. Jacob separates
them: respondents first evaluate the conduct (is it anti-democratic?), then decide whether to revise their vote.

Main finding. Polish citizens firmly disapprove of attacks on electoral institutions, regardless of party. But the evaluation
does not translate into behaviour: no segment of the electorate — not the politically educated, not liberals, not moderate
partisans — withdraws electoral support from a co-partisan who attacks democratic norms more than the average voter
does.

Why FM3 alone does not fully explain this. The trade-off in FM3 explains why voters who value
democracy nonetheless tolerate violations — democracy is outweighed by policy. But Jacob’s design
holds policy distance roughly constant, so the FM3 trade-off should be weak here. The persistent gap
between disapproval and action points elsewhere: voters who would prefer to sanction do not, because
they expect no coordinated response. This is the FM4 coordination story we turn to next.
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Private democrats and the coordination problem
FM4 isolates a quite different failure mode. Suppose everyone privately values democracy and would
prefer it to survive. Backsliding can still succeed, because resisting it is costly and is individually rational
only if enough others resist.

• Cost of action (turning out, protesting, refusing the order, defecting from the coalition) is borne privately.

• Benefit — democratic survival — is a public good that materialises only above a participation threshold.

• If I expect others not to resist, my best response is also not to resist.

Four ways this coordination can break — the structure of the rest of the block:

(A) Focal-point failure: no salient violation triggers common knowledge of resistance.

(B) Information manipulation: the incumbent undermines common knowledge.

(C) Salami tactics: each move is too small to coordinate around.

(D) Breakdown of cross-cutting cleavages: polarisation destroys solidarity across groups.
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Democracy as a coordination equilibrium
Weingast (1997) models the rule of law as a coordination game between two citizen groups facing a
transgressing sovereign. Resistance is costly; success requires joint resistance.

B resists B acquiesces
A resists rule of law preserved A alone purged
A acquiesces B alone purged sovereign transgresses; both lose

Two Pareto-ranked equilibria: joint resistance (democracy survives) and joint acquiescence (sovereign
untrammelled). The constitution selects between them by acting as a focal point — telling A and B what
counts as a violation worth resisting. Hadfield and Weingast (2014): the rule of law is a classification
institution that supplies the shared categories needed for A and B to recognise the same act as a violation.

Implication. Backsliding can reflect a fragmented “classification” system, an opportunistically small
transgression, or simply pessimistic beliefs about what others will do.
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Coordination under incomplete information: global games
The Weingast game has multiple equilibria — a generic feature of coordination games and the central obstacle to sharp
predictions about when collective action succeeds.

Global games (Morris and Shin, 2003) resolve this. The original complete-information game is embedded in a global
family of games indexed by an unobserved fundamental θ, with each player receiving a small private noisy signal of θ.
The "global" in the name refers to this embedding — the analysis is required to be robust across the whole family rather
than tied to one payoff configuration — and is what delivers a unique equilibrium in the small-noise limit.

• Each citizen i observes xi = θ + εi , with εi idiosyncratic.
• Action: resist (costly) or acquiesce. Resistance succeeds if a threshold share resist.
• In the small-noise limit, a unique cut-off equilibrium obtains: resist iff xi ≥ x∗.

Why this is useful for thinking about backsliding.

• Both transparency of the fundamental and the precision of private signals shift x∗ — institutions and the information
environment determine when citizens coordinate.

• Edmond (2013) embeds this in a regime-change game where the incumbent manipulates the public signal to push
x∗ above what citizens privately observe.
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Salami tactics: gradual erosion
If coordination requires a focal violation to trigger common knowledge of resistance, a sufficiently small violation
cannot be coordinated against — even when everyone privately regards it as anti-democratic. The aggrandising leader
chooses each move just below this threshold; the cumulative trajectory is autocratisation.

Empirical observation. Bermeo (2016) documents the post-Cold-War shift away from coups d’état and towards
executive aggrandisement — incremental constitutional change, court-packing, prosecutorial harassment, electoral
re-districting — none of which on its own suffices to mobilise resistance.

Formal foundations.

• Helmke, Kroeger, and Paine (2022) model a leader choosing a sequence of small institutional changes; citizens hold
a threshold belief about what justifies resistance; equilibrium steps lie just below it.

• Luo and Przeworski (2023): a strategy of stealth in which the optimal trajectory is calibrated so that no individual
step generates the common knowledge needed to coordinate.

Tension with FM4.3–4.4. Global games predict coordination on the fundamental θ; salami tactics show how the leader
endogenously manipulates the observability of θ.
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Polarisation and coordination
Weingast’s two-group setup assumes A and B can in principle coordinate. Polarisation destroys this presumption by
making within-cleavage solidarity so much stronger than cross-cleavage commitment to democracy that the
joint-resistance equilibrium becomes unattainable.

Why liberal democracy is rare. Mukand and Rodrik (2020) argue that liberal democracy requires an alliance between the
non-elite majority and an elite minority against the majority-elite coalition. The alliance is fragile: it dissolves whenever
non-elites perceive the minority elite as a closer threat than the majority elite, or vice versa.

Polarisation as the destroyer.

• Svolik (2019): under high polarisation, voters refuse to punish co-partisan violations because the out-party is
perceived as the greater threat — pre-empting joint resistance.

• Graham and Svolik (2020) (cross-referenced from FM3): the ≈ 11.7pp average penalty for norm violations masks a
small "always punish" minority and a large pool willing to forgive co-partisans — the cross-cleavage breakdown in
survey data.

Empirical implication. The same incumbent transgression has very different probabilities of triggering resistance
depending on the cleavage structure — predicting more backsliding in deeply polarised polities at any given level of θ.
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When shared information helps — and when it hurts
Basak, Deb, and Kuvalekar (2026) build a collective-action game with both coordination and free-riding. Two groups,
each with a signal about the regime’s resilience (the participation threshold n̄+ 1); cost is private, benefit public.

The new object: similarity of information (concentration along the diagonal, CAD). Information is more similar when,
conditional on observing s, you assign higher posterior probability that others observed s too.

Main result. Two regimes:
• Encouragement environments (high threshold, resilient regime): more similar information raises

maximal-equilibrium participation. Pivotality rises with others’ participation — the coordination motive dominates.
• Discouragement environments (low threshold, fragile regime): more similar information lowers maximal-equilibrium

participation. Pivotality falls with others’ participation — the free-rider motive dominates.
Why this matters for FM4.
• It reconciles Enikolopov, Makarin, and Petrova (2020) (VKontakte ⇒ more protest, Russia) with Cantoni et al. (2019)

(Hong Kong: learning others participate ⇒ free-riding).
• It implies that press-freedom restrictions are a double-edged instrument: useful only for resilient incumbents;

counter-productive for fragile ones, who may face larger protests when they restrict.
• Combined with Gratton and Lee (2024): the same comparative-static logic — that an institutional or informational fix

can backfire — recurs on the demand-coordination side.
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The subversion dilemma in the lab
Braley et al. (2023) provide the cleanest experimental test of the FM4 mechanism. Three findings.

1. Voters systematically overestimate the share of out-partisans willing to subvert democratic norms —
typically by a factor of two or more.

2. Their own willingness to subvert is conditional on this belief: a subversion dilemma in which each side
defects to forestall expected defection by the other.

3. An ask-tell intervention — ask respondents what share of out-partisans will subvert, then provide the
truth — reduces own willingness to subvert by roughly 5–7 percentage points, with effects persisting in
follow-up.

Interpretation.

• Citizens are private democrats: most would prefer the joint-resistance equilibrium of Weingast.

• Beliefs about the other side place them in the joint-acquiescence equilibrium instead.

• The intervention shifts beliefs, not preferences — and that is enough to move behaviour.
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Closing out the demand side: Public opinion and the survival of
democracy

• Does mass support actually matter? Claassen (2020a) — Bayesian latent-variable panel of 135
countries: yes. Support is significantly associated with subsequent democratic change, and especially
with the endurance of established democracies.

• But it is endogenous — and the measurement is contested. Claassen (2020b): the relationship also
runs the other way — democratic deepening dampens support, with the backlash concentrated on
counter-majoritarian features. Tai, Hu, and Solt, 2024: latent-variable estimates are sensitive to
modelling choices; treat magnitudes with care.

• Restoration is feasible. Frederiksen, Willer, and Petersen (2026), Polish 2023 panel: the election loss
did not deepen anti-democratic sentiment on either side. Mass-level radicalisation is not the binding
constraint — elite strategy is.

Conclusion. Mass attitudes do matter, but they are malleable to some extent and are not always a binding
constraint. So: who supplies the backsliding moves, and why?
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The supply side: An overview

The supply side asks when elites choose to provide, accommodate, or block backsliding. Three
conditions must hold in sequence for backsliding to advance; democracy is resilient whenever
any one fails.

Emergence

Who? When?

Elite support

Contain or ac-
commodate?

Resistance

What halts backsliding?

Civilian outsider vs insider gone
rogue

Shocks (sudden) vs structural drift
(gradual): culture, inequality

Political.

Business.

Institutional.

Resilience

Opposition strategy

Counter-measures, e.g. cordon sani-
taire and employment bans
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Who (1): military officers
Characteristics. Senior officers within the coercive apparatus of the state who use, or credibly threaten,
force to remove civilian rule.

Strategic logic.

• Reasons for intervention: disorder or dislike of left/liberal governments

• The military commands cheap access to the technology of regime change: coercion. Coups exploit a
low marginal cost of force.

Temporal scope condition. Post Cold War, the international environment (sanctions, regional-organisation
clauses) has raised the price of coups while lowering the perceived cost of working through the electoral
arena.

• Svolik (2015): cross-national decomposition shows coups declining and incumbent takeovers
dominating contemporary breakdowns.

• Bermeo (2016): documents the shift from coups towards executive aggrandisement.
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Who (2): civilian-populist outsiders
Characteristics. A figure with no career stake in the existing party system who enters competitive politics
by mobilising directly to a disaffected mass.

Strategic logic. Two reinforcing forces.

• No rents to lose. The outsider has no patronage network, no committee chair, no party machine.

• Anti-institutional posture can be electorally appealing. It is the technology by which the outsider builds
the mass coalition needed to enter office at all.

The outsider’s calculation is dismantle constraints to win and govern continuously.

• Bernhardt, Krasa, and Shadmehr (2022): economic fragility leads to the selection of demagogic types —
the value of an anti-system candidate to voters rises precisely as institutions are perceived to fail.

• Lehmann and Tyson (2021): radicalisation as a strategic tool of outsider candidates — the outsider
chooses how aggressively to radicalise their base.
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Who (3): insider party leaders who capture
Characteristics. An established politician inside a competitive party who consolidates control over it and
uses incumbency to constrain the next round of competition — Orbán, Erdoğan, Kaczyński, Modi.

Strategic logic. The hardest case — the insider is, by construction, already succeeding under democracy.

• Expectation about future stokes. Losing fair competition can be costly, e.g. policy reversal,
prosecution, loss of patronage, return to power of an existentially threatening opposition. When
expected stakes of losing exceed expected costs of consolidating, the calculation flips.

• Programmatic incompatibility. Certain agendas — Orbán’s illiberal cultural project, Kaczyński’s judicial
reconstruction, Erdoğan’s religious-nationalist transformation — are not deliverable within
liberal-democratic constraints.

• Gradual erosion. Once in office the marginal move is small.

Contrast with outsiders. The outsider attacks institutions because they have nothing to lose by doing so;
the insider does so because they have a great deal to lose by not doing so.
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When do challengers emerge?

Exogenous shocks

2008 global financial crisis; COVID-19
pandemic; terrorist attacks.

Structural drift

Skill-biased technological change;
long-run demographic and value
change; declines in trust.

Cascades and tipping points

Corruption mega-scandals; sudden
constitutional crises.

Policy drift

Rising income and wealth inequality;
long-term corruption; elite norm de-
cay.
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When do challengers emerge (1): exogenous shocks
Claim. Sudden adverse shocks — in particular deep recessions — raise the probability of democratic
backsliding. The relationship is real but conditional.

Canonical empirical finding. Svolik (2007): across young democracies, economic recessions roughly
double the hazard of authoritarian reversal, though wealth and prior democratic experience attenuate the
association almost entirely. The recession–breakdown link operates through elites and institutional
fragility, not only through voter mobilisation.

Three reasons why a shock raises the probability of backsliding.

• Selection of “demagogues”. When the value of the status-quo alternative falls, voters become more
willing to elect candidates who promise transformation at the cost of institutional commitments (see
next slide).

• Erosion of self-enforcing nature of democracy. Crises raise the perceived stakes of losing office
bringing incumbents closer to the threshold at which consolidation dominates fair competition.

• Constitutionally available emergency instruments. Shocks make state-of-emergency powers legally
available.

Caveat. The contemporary backsliding wave is a partial counter-example. The recession mechanism
matters most where the polity is institutionally fragile, where incumbents already perceive the opposition
as existentially threatening, and where emergency instruments are constitutionally available.
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Demagogues and democratic fragility (1): the model
The game. A repeated electoral contest between two parties:

• A benevolent party that maximises long-run voter welfare.

• A demagogue that cares only about winning office.

The voter. The median voter is myopic — evaluates candidates solely on current-period welfare
(consumption plus a candidate-specific valence component).

The policy choice. Each period, the winning party allocates the existing capital stock between current
consumption and investment. Investment grows future capital; disinvestment liquidates capital for current
consumption, bounded by some maximum fraction of the current stock.

The demagogue’s strategy. Always proposes maximum disinvestment — liquidate as much capital as is
feasible in order to maximise current consumption and the probability of winning. The demagogue’s policy
is constant and known.

The benevolent party’s dilemma. It would prefer the social planner’s investment level. But the myopic voter
rewards current consumption, so to beat the demagogue the benevolent party must propose less
investment than the planner would. The strategic question is how much less. 62/78



Demagogues and democratic fragility (2): the death spiral
Central result. There is a threshold on the capital stock.

• Above the threshold. The benevolent party invests more than the planner would — building a buffer that
will be needed in future periods when capital is lower.

• Below the threshold. The benevolent party must reduce investment to remain electorally competitive.
As capital falls further, it converges towards the demagogue’s policy — a self-reinforcing decline in
capital that the authors call the death spiral.

• The spiral occurs even when the demagogue never wins in equilibrium. The mere presence of a credible
demagogue is enough to force the benevolent party to mimic.

Lesson. Resilience must be built in good times — precisely when demagogues look least appealing and the
political incentive to invest in institutional capital is weakest. Poorer or younger democracies face higher
risk; tighter constraints on disinvestment, higher productivity, and parties that reliably select high-valence
candidates all reduce this risk.
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When do challengers emerge (2): structural drift
Claim. Slow-moving exogenous changes — e.g. in skill-biased technology and in political culture — raise
the probability of democratic backsliding over decades, by generating durable electoral demand for
outsider candidates and by eroding the inherited beliefs or norms.

Two sources of drift.

• Material. Skill-biased technological change and automation displace routine-task workers, generate
persistent regional inequalities, and erode the base of mainstream parties.

• Cultural. Long-run value change and inherited beliefs about the political class change slowly and
condition who is electable.

Connection to backsliding. Both channels raise the probability that an aspiring backslider is elected. Most
of the evidence is about populist vote shares; the step from populist vote to backsliding is itself contested.
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Bad democracy traps (1): the model (Gratton, Lee, and Yousaf, 2025)
The game. In each period the voter chooses between:
• An ambitious candidate, who promises — but cannot commit — to pursuing a risky long-term agenda whose payoff

is large but uncertain and hard to monitor. A non-ambitious candidate, who delivers a safe default agenda.

Two primitives of the political environment.
• The quality of the political class — the probability that an ambitious candidate is honest, that is, will actually try to

deliver the agenda rather than diverting to private rents.
• The transparency of institutions — the probability that, by the end of the candidate’s term, the voter observes the

agenda’s outcome.

Political culture. The voter’s prior about these two primitives. Inherited from history; possibly misspecified; not directly
under the voter’s control in any given period.

Information asymmetry. Candidates know the true environment and know the voter’s culture. The voter knows only her
culture; oblivious to its possible misspecification and candidates’ attempts to exploit it.

Long-run dynamics. Culture is updated by observed outcomes through a self-confirming equilibrium (Battigalli). A
culture survives if observed outcomes do not contradict it. Critically, a culture can be self-confirming even when it does
not match the true environment — because the voter’s choices, conditional on her culture, generate the observations that
sustain it. 65/78



Bad democracy traps (2): equilibria and implications
Central result. Only two types of cultural equilibria can persist.

• Bad democracy trap. If the voter’s culture is sufficiently negative, she never elects the ambitious candidate. Because
no ambitious agenda is ever attempted, no observations contradict the negative prior. The culture persists — even
when the true environment would justify trust. The polity under-performs its actual democratic potential.

• Wishful-thinking democracy. If the voter’s culture is sufficiently positive, she always elects the ambitious candidate.
With high-enough transparency, observed outcomes can sustain even a culture that systematically over-estimates
the political class. Reality constrains culture only when the institutional environment supports it.

Two implications.

• Good institutions are necessary but not sufficient. A polity trapped in a negative culture can stay there, even after
transparency-enhancing reforms, because the voter never elects the ambitious candidate whose outcomes would
update the culture.

• More information is double-edged. It can liberate a bad-trap polity by letting rare ambitious episodes be observed,
but it can also destabilise a wishful-thinking democracy whose culture over-rates the political class.
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When do challengers emerge (3): cascades and tipping points
Sudden endogenous events — e.g. corruption scandals — can shift the supply of and demand for
challengers within a single electoral cycle.

Three illustrative cases.

• Corruption. Italy 1992 (Tangentopoli): the Christian Democrats and Socialists collapsed in a single
cycle. Brazil’s Lava Jato delegitimised the established political class and opened space for Bolsonaro.

• Constitutional crisis. US 6 January 2021 and Brazil 8 January 2023 tested whether elites would publicly
commit to defending democracy.

• Polarisation tipping. svolik_polarization_2019: a discrete shift in which the out-party comes to be
perceived as existentially threatening.

Note. This cell is theoretically thin. Most evidence is case-based, and the formal theory that exists
(informational cascades, critical-mass tipping) is not specifically about backsliding. Sudden endogenous
events are best understood as stress tests that reveal the strength of the conditions established in the
other three cells.
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When do challengers emerge (4): policy drift

The fourth cell — policy drift — captures gradual, endogenous changes that the polity could in
principle reverse through deliberate choice but typically does not.

Three prominent forms of policy drift.

• Rising income and wealth inequality.

• Long-term corruption.

• Elite norm decay.
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When do challengers emerge (4): inequality
Strong intuition, weak theory & evidence. Rising income and wealth inequality is widely cited as a driver of
contemporary backsliding.

Inequality

income / wealth
Gini / top shares
levels / dynamics
vertical / horizontal

Mechanisms

elite costs (A-R)
coalitional
break (M-R)

polarisation pathway

Outcome

Pr(backsliding)

Moderators
state capacity; age of democracy;
veto institutions; political culture

Implications. The next slide presents the two prominent mechanisms; the one after sets out the
measurement and identification challenges that make the empirical work harder than it looks.
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Inequality and backsliding (1): two prominent mechanisms
• Elite costs — Acemoglu and Robinson (2005). Under democracy the median voter is poor, so

equilibrium redistribution is high; rising inequality raises it further. Higher redistribution raises the cost
to elites of operating within democratic constraints. When that cost exceeds the cost of consolidation,
elites prefer non-democratic outcomes.

• Coalitional structure — Mukand and Rodrik (2020). Liberal democracy requires an alliance between
the non-elite majority and a minority elite against the majority elite. Inequality aligned with the class
cleavage pushes the non-elite majority to view the entire elite as the threat, breaking the alliance.
Inequality undermines liberal democracy specifically — the rule-of-law and minority-rights components
— not majoritarian democracy in general.

Note. Both predict that higher inequality raises backsliding risk. They differ on through whom the effect
runs (elites in A-R; the cross-cleavage coalition in M-R) and on what gives way (democracy in general in
A-R; the liberal components specifically in M-R).
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Inequality and backsliding (2): empirical challenges
Measurement. “Inequality” is a family of measures; different choices give different answers.

• Income vs wealth; Gini vs top 1% / 10% / bottom 50%; pre-tax vs post-tax.
• Levels (cross-section) vs changes (within-country dynamics). The theoretical accounts implicate dynamics — a rise

in inequality changing elite calculus or coalitional structure — but most empirical work exploits cross-sectional
variation.

• Vertical (rich–poor) vs horizontal (group-based) inequality may operate through different channels.

Causal identification. The list of plausible confounders is long.

• Reverse causality. Backsliding incumbents attack progressive taxation and redistribution; measured inequality rises
as a consequence of erosion, not as a cause.

• Common drivers. Skill-biased technological change, financialisation, and party-system decay jointly raise inequality
and weaken the coalitions sustaining liberal democracy.

• Selection. The set of countries coded as eroding is itself non-random.

Summary. A descriptive correlation between inequality and erosion exists (Rau and S. Stokes, 2025; S. C. Stokes, 2025).
The causal claim that rising inequality drives backsliding remains under-identified.

71/78



When do challengers emerge (4): corruption and elite norm decay
Long-term corruption. Two channels:

• Legitimacy. Persistent corruption depresses diffuse support for democratic institutions, opening
electoral space for outsider candidates running on anti-establishment platforms — the supply-side
counterpart of FM2a.

• Selection. Corruption deters honest entrants and rewards opportunistic ones, reducing the supply of
high-quality candidates.

Elite norm decay. The supply-side counterpart of FM4. When mainstream elites stop publicly committing
to democratic rules — endorsing election denial, refusing to condemn co-partisan violations, treating norm
violations as ordinary politics — the constraint on would-be backsliders weakens at the margin.

• Linz’s semi-loyalty: parties that profess loyalty to democracy but remain open to allying with disloyal
partners. The older intellectual lineage of the contemporary norms literature.

• Helmke, Kroeger, and Paine (2022): democracy by deterrence — formalises the equilibrium dynamics of
incremental norm violations going unpunished (cited in FM4 with a different emphasis).
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Elite support: who matters
Would-be backsliders need the cooperation, or at least the acquiescence, of other elites.

Primary focus: political elites.

• Mainstream parties decide whether to contain or accommodate the challenger — the central decision in
the comparative-politics literature on backsliding.

• The decisions are strategic, repeated, and publicly observable. The theoretical and empirical record is
correspondingly developed.

Other elite groups also matter.

• Business elites. Whether economic actors discipline backsliders (via market signals, exit) or
accommodate them (via co-optation under pressure).

• Bureaucrats. Whether civil servants comply with constitutional orders, resign, or actively obstruct
unconstitutional ones. Connects to the institutional veto-player logic of FM4.

• Media. Whether organisations frame violations as transgressions or as ordinary politics, shaping the
information environment for both other elites and voters.
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Political elites: strategic challenges
The basic strategic problem. A mainstream party faces a binary choice each period: cooperate with the would-be
backslider or contain them.

Trade-off for the individual party.

• Benefits of cooperation. Access to office and policy; opportunity to constrain the challenger’s agenda from within;
avoidance of being outflanked by another mainstream party that does cooperate.

• Costs of cooperation. Normalising the challenger; raising the probability that the challenger ultimately dominates the
coalition; surrendering the reputational claim to democratic loyalty.

Three strategic complications.

• Coordination. Even when each mainstream party prefers containment, they may fail to coordinate on it. If one party
defects to cooperation, others may have to follow to avoid being outflanked.

• Loyalty. Linz’s distinction between loyal democrats, semi-loyal actors (who profess loyalty but remain open to allying
with disloyal partners), and disloyal opportunists.

• Time inconsistency. Containment may be optimal in each period but unsustainable across many periods if the
challenger continues to grow.
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Conservative parties (1): the conservative dilemma
The central question. Ziblatt (2017): why did democratic transitions in late-19th- and early-20th-century Europe end
differently in different countries? The answer turns on the organisational form of the conservative party.

The conservative dilemma. After 1848, old-regime elites had to win power through democratic competition. This
required adapting to mass politics — but too much adaptation would erode the hierarchical order they sought to
preserve. Two strategic responses emerged.

• Formal party-building. Build a hierarchical mass party with professional staff, local associations, wide geographic
spread, and disciplined leadership. The party mobilises voters on its own organisational base. Cases: Brit.
Conservatives, Danish Højre, Belgian Catholics, Dutch Anti-Rev. Party, Swedish Lantmannapartiet.

• Informal manipulation. Substitute clientelism, fraud, and corruption — Spanish turno pacífico, Italian trasformismo,
German Wahlbeeinflussung, Portuguese rotativismo — for genuine mass mobilisation. The party retains office
without building a base. Cases: German Deutsch-Konservative Partei, Spanish Partido Conservador, Italian Destra,
Portuguese Partido Regenerador.

The decisive consequence. The strong-party route delivers an organisational base the leadership controls. The informal
route leaves the leadership structurally dependent on outside reactionary groups for mobilisation. It is that dependence
— not preferences or values — that determines whether the party can later say no to radicals.
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Conservative parties (2): settled and unsettled democratisation
The mechanism. When the radical right emerged in the 1920s and 1930s, the two types of conservative
party responded very differently.

• Strong conservative parties could subordinate the radicals. The British Conservatives absorbed and
contained the right; the Danish, Belgian, and Dutch right held its own electoral base and used it to
discipline outside groups.

• Weak conservative parties could not. Dependence on outside reactionary forces for mobilisation meant
excluding the radicals would have cost the party its own electoral viability. The result: the radical right
ultimately captured or destroyed the conservative party — Italy’s Fascists, Germany’s Nazis, Spain’s
Falange.

Two patterns of democratisation.

• Settled. UK, Belgium, Netherlands, Scandinavia. Conservatives built mass parties before universal male
suffrage and the socialist challenge. Democracy consolidated through gradual, low-volatility steps.

• Unsettled. Germany, Italy, Spain, Portugal. Conservatives relied on informal manipulation.
Democratisation was punctuated by reversals, coups, and interwar breakdown. 76/78



Elite cooptation as engineered fragmentation
Setting. Arriola, Devaro, and Meng (2021): an electoral regime in which the incumbent enjoys an advantage
but still faces competitive multiparty elections. The aspiring backslider wants to prevent the formation of a
unified opposition (evidence from African countries).

The mechanism. The incumbent uses cabinet appointments as patronage, offering ministerial posts to
individual opposition politicians. Accepting brings private benefits (rents, state resources for one’s
constituency); anticipating a future offer gives each politician a reason to run independently rather than
coalesce, in order to remain a credible target for cooptation. Weak incumbents need this strategy most
and rely on it most.

Connection to the strategic-challenges slide.

• Coordination. Each opposition politician has a private incentive to defect. The aspiring backslider
actively engineers the coordination failure rather than passively benefiting from it.

• Loyalty. The equilibrium does not require the incumbent to identify the semi-loyal types — only that
such types exist since this is enough to make “stay independent” rational for every opposition politician.
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Opposition strategy under aggrandisement
The question. Cleary and Öztürk (2022): when does executive aggrandisement lead to autocratic breakdown, and when
does democracy survive? Five comparative cases — Venezuela (Chávez), Turkey (Erdoğan), Thailand (Thaksin), Bolivia
(Morales), Ecuador (Correa).

Three possible outcomes.
• Incumbent takeover (Venezuela, Turkey): full consolidation into authoritarian rule.
• Incumbent removal (Thailand, Bolivia 2019): incumbent removed extra-constitutionally — also a form of breakdown.
• Democratic survival (Ecuador, Bolivia pre-2019): incumbent eventually replaced through normal electoral procedures.

The opposition’s strategic dilemma. Two responses.
• Moderate. Reformist demands, mobilisation within the political arena — parliamentary challenges, electoral

coalitions, public protest against constitutional changes. Activates democratic norms, maintains public legitimacy,
buys time until the next election.

• Radical. Maximalist demands, mobilisation in bureaucratic, economic, and military arenas — election boycotts, calls
for military intervention, attempts to ban the incumbent’s party. Diminishes democratic norms, polarises public
opinion; failed attempts boost the incumbent.

The key result. Moderation works; radicalism backfires. In all five cases the opposition was moderate in the first
electoral cycle. Divergence appears after the second election: where the opposition turned radical (Turkey, Venezuela,
Thailand), breakdown followed; where it remained moderate (Ecuador, Bolivia until 2019), democracy survived.

Connection to the strategic-challenges slide. A fourth strategic complication — uncertainty about whether the
executive’s encroachments are a passing dispute or a sustained authoritarian project. This compounds the
time-inconsistency problem: opposition strategy is chosen each period under accumulating constraint, and the
dominant temptation — to escalate after repeated failures — is the one most likely to deliver breakdown.
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Little, Schnakenberg & Turner: Summary

Motivated reasoning has two distinct effects.

• Divergence — voters with different affinities for the incumbent form different conclusions about her
competence. The across-voter effect: partisans split.

• Desensitisation — for any given voter, conclusions become less responsive to new performance
information. The within-voter effect: the slope of beliefs on signals flattens.

Main argument. Desensitisation has more uniform consequences for democratic accountability than
divergence. Divergence alone may not harm incumbent performance at all; desensitisation always does,
and it matters every voter — including centrists.

Roadmap. (i) Model set-up; (ii) the directional motive; (iii) three benchmark forms of v(·); (iv) divergence
and desensitisation made formal; (v) why desensitisation is the pernicious effect; (vi) back to backsliding.
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Model set-up
Players. A finite electorate of voters j = 1, . . . , n, an incumbent (I), and a non-strategic challenger (C).

Competence. Incumbent competence θI ∼ N (0, σ2
θ); challenger competence θC ∼ N (µC , σ

2
θ) with

µC < 0 when the incumbent is ex-ante more competent.

Effort and signal. The incumbent chooses effort e ≥ 0 at convex cost c(e). Voters observe a public
performance signal correlated with both competence and effort:

s = θI + e+ ε, ε ∼ N (0, σ2
ε).

Voter affinity. Each voter j has an affinity aj ∈ R for the incumbent, capturing tastes independent of
performance: aj > 0 for co-partisans, aj < 0 for opponents.

Voting. After observing s and conjecturing effort ê, each voter forms a conclusion θ̃I about incumbent
competence. The voter then votes for the incumbent iff competence-plus-affinity exceeds the challenger’s
expected competence (plus a common shock). The candidate with majority votes wins.
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The directional motive: the key innovation

Bayesian benchmark. A pure-accuracy voter would set her conclusion equal to the posterior mean of θI
given the signal:

µ̄(s) =
σ2
θ

σ2
θ + σ2

ε

(s− ê), σ̄ 2
θ =

σ2
θσ

2
ε

σ2
θ + σ2

ε

.

LST’s modification. The voter picks θ̃⋆I to maximise the sum of an accuracy motive (the log-likelihood of
the Bayesian posterior) and a directional motive scaled by δ ≥ 0:

θ̃⋆I (s, aj) ∈ argmax
θ̃I

log fθI |s
(
θ̃I | s

)︸ ︷︷ ︸
accuracy

+ δ v(aj , θ̃I)︸ ︷︷ ︸
directional

.

The directional function v(aj , θ̃I). Assumed continuous and weakly concave in θ̃I , with ∂2v/(∂aj ∂θ̃I) ≥ 0:
voters more attached to the incumbent have an intrinsic reason, beyond evidence, to conclude she is more
competent.

Two limiting cases.

• δ = 0 — pure Bayesian; no motivated reasoning.

• δ > 0 — the case of interest: the optimal conclusion balances accuracy against v. 3/17



Three pathologies
The paper analyses three types of v(aj , θ̃I) that generate qualitatively different patterns of bias.

(1) Polarised partisanship. v(aj , θ̃I) = aj · θ̃I .

θ̃ part
I (s, aj) = µ̄(s) + δ σ̄ 2

θ aj .

Bayesian conclusion shifted up or down by a constant proportional to affinity; slope on s unchanged.

(2) Confirmation bias. v(aj , θ̃I) = −θ̃ 2
I .

θ̃ conf
I (s, aj) =

1

1 + 2δσ̄ 2
θ

µ̄(s).

All voters pulled toward the common prior (zero); slope on s flattened; no role for aj .

(3) Spatial motivations. v(aj , θ̃I) = −(aj − θ̃I)
2. The affinity acts as an “ideal point” for the conclusion.

θ̃ spat
I (s, aj) =

1

1 + 2δσ̄ 2
θ

µ̄(s) +
2δσ̄ 2

θ

1 + 2δσ̄ 2
θ

aj .

Both an intercept shift (with aj) and a slope reduction.
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Divergence vs desensitisation
Linear decomposition. Under linearity of ∂v/∂θ̃I in aj and θ̃I , every optimal conclusion can be written as

θ̃⋆I (s, aj ; ê) = α0 + α1 aj + β (s− ê), α1 ≥ 0, β ≥ 0.

Interpretation.

• α1 — the intercept shift with affinity: the cross-voter divergence effect.

• β — the slope on the signal: the within-voter (de)sensitisation effect (β low ⇒ flat slope ⇒
desensitised).

Directional motive Divergence Desensitisation

Polarised partisanship ✓ —
Confirmation bias — ✓

Spatial motivations ✓ ✓

The two effects are conceptually orthogonal and need not co-occur: polarised partisanship produces only
divergence; confirmation bias produces only desensitisation.
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Why desensitisation is so pernicious
Intuition. Divergence alone (the polarised-partisanship case) leaves all voters — pro, anti, and centrist —
shifting their conclusions “in parallel” when performance changes. Because the election is decided by the
median, and the median tends to be roughly neutral, this does not undermine accountability.

The result (Proposition 3 & Corollary 2). Whenever the directional motive produces desensitisation, the
incumbent’s equilibrium effort e⋆ is reduced. In the limit, as δ → ∞ under any motive featuring
desensitisation, e⋆ → 0. Divergence alone, by contrast, can leave e⋆ unchanged.

Why this matters normatively. The voter-psychology literature has historically lamented polarised
partisanship — deeply committed partisans holding systematically divergent beliefs. LST’s key contribution
is to show that this is not the most pernicious mechanism. The more general threat is desensitisation:
even moderate, centrist voters become less responsive to new information, which is what blunts the
incumbent’s incentive to perform.

Caveat. “Pernicious” here is about accountability through effort. The translation to electoral outcomes is
more nuanced: both effects weaken the correlation between performance and vote share, so the standard
empirical proxy for accountability cannot disentangle them.
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How this speaks to the backsliding debate

• Incumbent competence θI ⇔ the leader’s commitment to democratic norms.

• Performance signal s ⇔ an observed action (judicial reform, media regulation, emergency decree).

• Voter affinity aj ⇔ partisan attachment to the incumbent.

• Conclusion θ̃⋆I ⇔ the voter’s actual belief about whether the leader is a democrat.

Empirical implications.

• Divergence — co-partisans of the backslider rate the same action more favourably than opponents (the
Krishnarajan-style result).

• Desensitisation — as violations accumulate, voters’ beliefs become less responsive to each new piece
of evidence: the flattening slope. This may be the more dangerous pattern; it predicts that even
centrists lose the ability to update.
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Grillo & Prato: model set-up
Players.
• A unit mass of citizens indexed by i, with ideology θi ∼ F .
• An incumbent I with privately-observed ideology θI ∼ FI .

Incumbent’s two-stage choice.
1. Challenge: c ∈ {0, 1}. Whether to attack democratic norms.

2. Escalation: d ∈ [δ, 1] if c = 1. How far to “double down”.
δ ∈ (0, 1) captures institutional checks and balances: lower δ ⇒ stronger checks (the incumbent cannot easily retreat all
the way back).

Policy outcome and citizen material utility. y(c, d) = 1 + cd, u(q; θi) = θi(1 + cd) − cd = θi + (θi − 1) cd.

The first term is policy preference; the −cd term is the common aversion to backsliding. Citizens with θi > 1 favour
backsliding; those with θi < 1 oppose it.

Distributions (Assumptions 1–2).
• F uniform on [− 1

2ψ
, 1
2ψ

] with 1
2ψ

> 1: a majority of citizens, but not all, oppose backsliding. Lower ψ ⇔ greater
mass polarisation.

• FI uniform on [τ − 1
2ϕ
, τ + 1

2ϕ
]; lower ϕ⇔ greater citizen uncertainty about θI .
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Citizen and incumbent objectives
Citizen support. A citizen with ideology θi supports the incumbent iff her total utility (defined on the next
slide) is non-negative. In equilibrium the share of supporters is

π(q) =

∫ 1/(2ψ)

−1/(2ψ)

1{v(q;z)≥ 0} dF (z).

Incumbent utility.
uI(q; θI) = θI(1 + cd)− cd︸ ︷︷ ︸

policy utility

+ R · π(q)︸ ︷︷ ︸
popular support

,

where R > 0 measures the importance of popular support (e.g. re-election concern).

Two tensions.

• Autocratic incumbents (θI > 1): policy preference favours backsliding but support concerns push the
other way.

• Democratic incumbents (θI ≤ 1): policy preference and support concerns both favour respecting
norms — in the benchmark. Reference dependence will overturn this.
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Reference dependence and the personal-equilibrium concept
Total utility with Köszegi–Rabin reference dependence.

v(q; θi | u) = u(q; θi) + η ·
[
u(q; θi)− u

]
, η ≥ 0.

Outcomes above the reference point u generate relief; outcomes below it generate disappointment. Setting η = 0

recovers standard preferences.
Endogenous reference point. The reference point is formed after observing c but before observing d, and equals the
rational expectation of material utility conditional on c:

u(c; q̂, θi) = E
[
u(q̂; θi)

∣∣ c ] .
Personal equilibrium (Köszegi–Rabin). A profile

(
q̂, u(0; q̂, θi), u(1; q̂, θi)

)
such that:

(SR) q̂ is sequentially rational for the incumbent given citizens’ reference-dependent support.

(RE) Each citizen’s reference point equals her rational expectation of material utility under q̂.

Reference points have the fixed-point structure of rational expectations.

Why the timing matters. If reference points formed before c, they could not respond to incumbent behaviour. If formed
after d, reference points and material payoffs always coincide and reference dependence drops out.
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Benchmark: no reference dependence (η = 0)
No popularity concerns (R = 0, Proposition 1).

• If θI > 1: c = 1, d = 1 (autocrat fully escalates).

• If θI ≤ 1: c = 0 (democrat respects norms).

Popularity concerns (R > 0, η = 0, Proposition 2). Define θ† ≡ 1 + Rψ
2
.

• If θI > θ† (extreme autocrats): c = 1, d = 1.

• If θI ≤ θ†: c = 0.

Restrained autocrats. Incumbents in (1, θ†] would prefer to backslide but are deterred by the loss of
popular support. They look indistinguishable from democrats in equilibrium.

Comparative statics.

• Higher R (stronger popularity concern) ⇒ higher θ† ⇒ fewer backsliders.

• Higher polarisation (lower ψ) ⇒ lower θ† ⇒ more backsliders.

• No role for δ when η = 0: incumbents who challenge always fully escalate.
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With reference dependence: opportunistic authoritarians
Key condition. Reference dependence is important enough:

η ≥ δ

2− δ
.

Proposition 4. There exist cut-offs θ and θ > 1 such that:

(i) θI > θ (extreme authoritarians): c = 1, d = 1 — full escalation.

(ii) θI ∈ (θ, θ] (opportunistic authoritarians): c = 1, d = δ — challenge then partial retreat.

(iii) θI ≤ θ: c = 0 — no challenge.

The new type. Opportunistic authoritarians are incumbents who, in the Proposition 2 benchmark, would
have chosen c = 0. Reference dependence makes “challenge-then-retreat” the more profitable strategy for
them.

Striking implication. The interval (θ, θ] can include incumbents with θI < 1 — democrats who attack
democratic norms because reference dependence makes it electorally profitable to do so. Backsliding
need not require an authoritarian leader; it can emerge from the strategic logic of reference-dependent
retrospection alone.
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The fear-and-relief mechanism
Consider a citizen with θi < 1 (opposes backsliding) when the incumbent challenges (c = 1):

1. Citizens form the reference point u1 = E[u(1, d; θi) | c = 1], based on expected escalation d1.

2. Many incumbent types (the extreme authoritarians) fully escalate, so d1 > δ. Reference points adjust downward:
citizens expect bad outcomes.

3. If the incumbent chooses partial retreat (d = δ < d1), realised material utility exceeds the reference point.

4. Citizens experience a psychological gain (relief), which can outweigh the material loss from the partial backsliding
that has occurred.

5. Net effect: incumbent’s support after partial retreat exceeds support under c = 0, even though democracy has been
damaged.

The opportunist’s calculus.

• Without reference dependence: challenge is costly because every challenger has d = 1 in equilibrium, so support
drops sharply.

• With reference dependence: the opportunistic type can profit from the gap between expected and realised
escalation. He challenges, lets citizens fear the worst, then retreats and pockets the relief.
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Comparative statics: polarisation, checks, and uncertainty
Reference dependence (η ↑). The opportunistic-authoritarian interval (θ, θ] expands. More incumbent types find
backsliding profitable.

Institutional checks and balances (δ ↓). Two opposing effects.
• Lower δ reduces the material damage of partial retreat (good).
• Lower δ increases the relief citizens experience when the incumbent retreats from d = 1 to d = δ (bad: makes the

fear-and-relief strategy more profitable).
Stronger checks can therefore increase the likelihood of backsliding.

Mass polarisation (ψ ↓). Higher polarisation:
• Weakens the disciplining effect of popularity concerns (θ† falls) — pushes toward more backsliding (Svolik-style).
• Weakens citizens’ responsiveness to incumbent actions — reduces the appeal of the fear-and-relief strategy,

pushing toward less backsliding.
• Net result (Figure 5 of the paper): polarisation can simultaneously decrease the frequency of backsliding and

increase its severity.

Voter uncertainty about ideology (ϕ ↓). Higher uncertainty ⇒ stronger fear-and-relief ⇒ more opportunistic
authoritarians. This is the model’s mechanism for why backsliding correlates with the rise of programmatically loose,
party-detached populists. 14/17



Svolik 2020: vote shares and the winning condition
Vote share for the incumbent. Aggregating informed and uninformed voters,

VA = (1− α)
[
(1− π)

(
1
2
− xS(µ)

)
+ π

2

]
+ α · 1+µM+ε

2
.

• Informed bracket: of the (1− π) uniform mass on [− 1
2
, 1
2
], the share above the swing voter is 1

2
− xS(µ); plus the

polarised mass π/2 at + 1
2
votes A.

• Uninformed bracket: α voters, of whom share (1 + µM + ε)/2 vote A.

Vote share for the challenger.

VB = (1− α)
[
(1− π)

(
1
2
+ xS(µ)

)
+ π

2

]
+ α · 1−µM−ε

2
.

Difference.

VA − VB = − 2(1− α)(1− π)xS(µ) + α(µM + ε).

The incumbent wins iff VA − VB ≥ 0 — a single inequality combining manipulation gains from the uninformed and
civic-virtue losses from the informed.
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The incumbent’s probability of victory
From a deterministic condition to a probability. Rearranging VA ≥ VB ,

α (µM + ε) ≥ 2(1− α)(1− π)xS(µ),

and with ε ∼ U(−σ, σ) (small enough that the threshold is interior to the support),

Pr(VA ≥ VB) = 1
2

+
αµM − 2(1−α)(1−π) xS(µ)

2ασ
.

Reduction to a maximisation problem. Maximising Pr(VA ≥ VB) in µ is equivalent to maximising the µ-dependent
piece

W (µ) ≡ αµM − 2(1− α)(1− π)xS(µ).

Interpretation. The first term is the incumbent’s marginal gain among uninformed voters from manipulation. The
second is the marginal loss among informed voters: as µ rises, the swing voter xS(µ) shifts toward the incumbent,
more informed voters defect, and the incumbent loses ground. The equilibrium balances the two.
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Equilibrium µ∗ and comparative statics
Substituting xS(µ). Using xS(µ) = xA+xB

2
+ δµ2

2(xA−xB)
,

W (µ) = αµM − (1− α)(1− π)(xA + xB) − (1−α)(1−π) δ µ2

xA−xB
.

First-order condition. ∂W/∂µ = 0 gives

αM =
2(1−α)(1−π) δ µ∗

xA−xB
=⇒ µ∗ =

αM (xA − xB)

2(1− α)(1− π) δ
.

With symmetric platforms xA = −xB , this collapses to µ∗ =
α

1− α
·
M xA

δ (1− π)
, as on the main slide.

Comparative statics.
∂µ∗

∂π
> 0, ∂µ∗

∂α
> 0, ∂µ∗

∂M
> 0, ∂µ∗

∂δ
< 0.

Two worth flagging:
• Polarisation: ∂µ∗/∂π ∝ 1/(1− π)2 — the effect of polarisation is accelerating. The last few percentage points

produce very large increases in µ∗.
• Civic virtue: ∂µ∗/∂δ ∝ −1/δ2 — marginal returns to civic virtue are sharply diminishing. Doubling δ from a low base

buys a lot; doubling from a high base buys little.
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