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ABSTRACT

We propose and calibrate an eight-stage model of sequential democratic erosion. Drawing on a
dataset of 1,656 country-year observations spanning 91 countries and 225 years, and
conducting detailed analysis of 38 backsliding episodes since 1990, we identify a consistent
ordering of institutional capture: norm erosion (mean onset: year 0), media capture (1.2 years),
judicial capture (2.4 years), legislative subordination (3.8 years), regulatory capture, civil society
suppression, electoral manipulation, and constitutional consolidation (5.2+ years). The
sequence is consistent in 84 percent of observed cases. Stage-specific reversal probabilities
decline monotonically from 82 percent at Stage 1 to 2 percent at Stage 8, establishing a window-
of-intervention framework with clear policy implications. We identify a structural break circa
2006 in Stage 5 dynamics: pre-2006, countries at the regulatory capture stage showed a net
recovery momentum of +38 percent; post-2006, this reversed to —23.3 percent, suggesting that
the global environment for democratic recovery deteriorated significantly in the mid-2000s. In
holdout prediction, the model adds +5 percentage points over a persistence baseline, indicating
modest but real forecasting value beyond naive extrapolation. The model contributes to the
democratic backsliding literature by providing the first empirically calibrated sequential
framework with stage-specific durations, reversal probabilities with confidence intervals, and an
identified structural break in global regime dynamics.

Keywords: democratic backsliding, autocratization, institutional erosion, regime transitions, comparative

politics, sequential models, reversal probability, structural breaks

JEL Codes: D72, H11, P16, P48

1. Introduction

The third wave of democratization, which began in the mid-1970s and accelerated after the
fall of the Berlin Wall, produced the largest expansion of democratic governance in human
history. By the mid-2000s, more than half of the world's states met minimal criteria for
electoral democracy (Diamond, 2015). Yet the subsequent two decades have witnessed what
Lihrmann and Lindberg (2019) term a "third wave of autocratization"—a systematic reversal
of democratic gains that is now the dominant trend in global governance. Freedom House
(2024) reports that 2023 marked the eighteenth consecutive year in which countries
experiencing democratic decline outnumbered those registering improvement. V-Dem's
Democracy Report 2024 finds that the level of democracy enjoyed by the average global citizen
has fallen to 1986 levels.

This decline has prompted a rich and growing literature on democratic backsliding—the
incremental erosion of democratic institutions and norms by elected incumbents (Bermeo,
2016; Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2018; Haggard and Kaufman, 2021). A central insight of this
literature is that contemporary democratic erosion proceeds not through dramatic regime
ruptures (coups, revolutions) but through a gradual, often legalistic process of institutional

degradation. Bermeo (2016) demonstrates that classical coups have declined sharply since the



Cold War, replaced by what she terms "executive aggrandizement" and "promissory coups."
Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018) identify the breakdown of democratic norms—particularly mutual
toleration and institutional forbearance—as the precondition for subsequent institutional

capture.

What the existing literature lacks, however, is a systematic account of the ordering of
institutional erosion across cases. Scholars have catalogued the mechanisms of backsliding
and identified common patterns, but the question of sequencing—whether there is a
predictable order in which institutions are attacked, and whether this order has implications
for reversal—has received comparatively little attention. Schedler (2013) provides a
comprehensive menu of authoritarian manipulation strategies but does not theorize their
temporal ordering. Ginsburg and Huq (2018) discuss constitutional erosion pathways but
focus primarily on formal institutional design rather than empirical sequencing.

This paper addresses this gap by proposing and empirically calibrating an eight-stage
model of sequential democratic erosion. Our central claim is that autocratization follows a
remarkably consistent institutional sequence, driven not by conspiratorial design but by the
strategic logic of power consolidation: each institution is attacked in the order that minimizes
resistance and maximizes control for the subsequent stage. We calibrate this model using data
from 38 backsliding episodes across 91 countries, drawing on Freedom House, V-Dem, and
ancillary institutional datasets covering a 225-year span (1,656 country-year observations).

The paper makes four principal contributions. First, we provide the first empirically calibrated
sequential model with stage-specific mean durations and variance estimates. Second, we
compute stage-specific reversal probabilities with confidence intervals, establishing a
quantitative window-of-intervention framework. Third, we identify a structural break circa
2006 that substantially altered the dynamics of democratic recovery at the critical middle
stages. Fourth, we compare our findings with the influential descriptive models of Levitsky
and Ziblatt (2018) and Bermeo (2016), demonstrating that our sequential framework

subsumes and extends their observations.

2. Literature Review

2.1 The Concept of Democratic Backsliding

The concept of democratic backsliding has evolved considerably since its initial articulation in
the comparative politics literature. Bermeo (2016) provides the foundational taxonomy,
distinguishing between classic coups d'état, executive coups, election-day fraud, promissory
coups, executive aggrandizement, and strategic harassment and manipulation. Her central
finding—that overt regime ruptures have been replaced by more subtle forms of democratic
deterioration—established the research agenda that subsequent scholarship has pursued.



Critically, Bermeo shows that the modal form of democratic breakdown in the twenty-first
century is "executive aggrandizement," in which "elected executives weaken checks on
executive power one by one, undertaking actions that are individually ambiguous or even legal

but that cumulatively undermine the democratic process" (2016, p. 15).

Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018) extend this analysis by emphasizing the role of informal norms
in sustaining democratic institutions. Their framework identifies two "guardrails" of
democracy—mutual toleration (accepting the legitimacy of political opponents) and
institutional forbearance (the restraint in exploiting formal powers to their legal limits)—and
argues that the erosion of these norms precedes and enables formal institutional capture. This

insight is foundational for our model, which places norm erosion as Stage 1 of the sequence.

Lihrmann and Lindberg (2019) contribute the most systematic empirical analysis to date,
using V-Dem data to identify and classify waves of autocratization. They define autocratization
as "any substantial and significant decline on any of the V-Dem democracy indices" and find
that the third wave of autocratization, beginning around 2006, is distinctive in targeting
democracies rather than already-autocratic regimes. Their identification of 2006 as a turning

point resonates with the structural break we identify in our Stage 5 analysis.

2.2 Mechanisms of Institutional Erosion

Schedler (2013) provides the most comprehensive account of the "menu of manipulation"
available to aspiring autocrats, encompassing restrictions on civil liberties, media control,
electoral fraud, and institutional capture. His framework identifies the full range of
backsliding strategies but does not prioritize among them or theorize their temporal ordering.

Our contribution is precisely to impose and test such an ordering.

Ginsburg and Huq (2018) focus specifically on constitutional erosion, distinguishing
between "authoritarian reversion" (sudden regime change) and "constitutional retrogression"
(incremental erosion of liberal democratic institutions). Their analysis identifies five domains
of constitutional concern—competitive elections, liberal rights of speech and association, the
rule of law, and institutional integrity—and demonstrates how erosion in one domain enables

erosion in others. This cascading logic is central to our sequential model.

Haggard and Kaufman (2021) examine the political economy of backsliding, emphasizing
the role of polarization, institutional weakness, and executive overreach. Their analysis of 16
backsliding cases finds that economic grievances interact with institutional vulnerabilities to
create windows of opportunity for democratic erosion. Critically, they note that "backsliding is
a process, not an event" (p. 28), underscoring the need for the kind of sequential analysis we

propose.



2.3 Institutional Sequencing and Path Dependence

The idea that political change follows predictable sequences has deep roots in comparative
politics. Linz and Stepan (1996) identify a sequence of institutional prerequisites for
democratic consolidation—stateness, civil society, rule of law, state capacity, and economic
society—and argue that the order matters. Our model can be understood as the reverse of Linz
and Stepan: democratic erosion dismantles institutions in the opposite order from which they
were consolidated, attacking the most vulnerable first.

Levitsky and Way (2010) develop the concept of "competitive authoritarianism," in which
democratic institutions formally exist but are systematically abused to favor incumbents.
Their comparative analysis of 35 cases reveals that competitive authoritarian regimes display
characteristic patterns of institutional manipulation, though Levitsky and Way do not
formalize a sequential ordering. Our Stage 4 through Stage 7 framework can be understood as
a decomposition of the Levitsky-Way competitive authoritarian category into its constituent

institutional dimensions.

The path-dependence literature (Pierson, 2000; Mahoney, 2001) provides theoretical
grounding for our claim that early stages enable and constrain later ones. Once media is
captured, for instance, the information environment becomes favorable for judicial capture;
once courts are neutralized, legislative subordination encounters no institutional check. This
cascading logic generates the sequential pattern we observe.

2.4 Reversal and Democratic Recovery

The literature on democratic recovery is considerably thinner than the backsliding literature.
Mainwaring and Pérez-Linan (2013) examine the durability of democratic regimes in Latin
America, finding that normative commitment to democracy among political elites is the
strongest predictor of regime survival. Mechkova, Lithrmann, and Lindberg (2017) analyze the
conditions under which autocratization can be reversed, identifying external pressure
(particularly EU accession conditionality), opposition coordination, and high voter turnout as

key facilitating factors.

Our stage-specific reversal probabilities contribute to this literature by quantifying the
relationship between the depth of erosion and the likelihood of recovery. The finding that
reversal probabilities decline monotonically and steeply—from 82 percent at Stage 1 to 2
percent at Stage 8—provides a framework for understanding why some backsliding episodes
are reversed while others consolidate into durable authoritarian regimes.



3. Conceptual Framework: The Eight Stages Defined

We propose that democratic erosion proceeds through eight identifiable stages, each
characterized by the targeting of a specific institutional domain. The ordering reflects the
strategic logic of power consolidation: aspiring autocrats attack institutions in the sequence
that minimizes immediate resistance while maximizing the enabling conditions for
subsequent stages. The framework draws on the theoretical insights of Levitsky and Ziblatt
(2018) regarding norm erosion, Bermeo (2016) regarding executive aggrandizement, Ginsburg
and Huq (2018) regarding constitutional retrogression, and Schedler (2013) regarding the

menu of authoritarian manipulation.

3.1 Theoretical Logic of the Sequence

The ordering of the eight stages follows from three strategic principles. First, the vulnerability
principle: institutions that rely on informal norms rather than formal enforcement are attacked
first, because they can be eroded without triggering clear legal violations. Norm erosion and
media capture (Stages 1-2) operate primarily through informal channels—rhetoric, ownership
pressure, advertising boycotts—rather than formal legislative action. Second, the veto-
elimination principle: institutions with the capacity to block executive action are targeted before
those without such capacity. The judiciary (Stage 3) and legislature (Stage 4) are horizontal
accountability institutions with formal veto power; they must be neutralized before deeper
reforms can proceed. Third, the consolidation principle: once veto points are eliminated, the
remaining institutional captures (Stages 5-8) serve to consolidate control rather than to

remove obstacles.



3.2 Stage Definitions

Stage 1: Norm Erosion

Mean onset: Year O | Liberty band: 80-100 | Reversal probability: 82% (95% CI: 74-89%

Institutional guardrails—the informal norms of mutual toleration and institutional
forbearance identified by Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018)—are violated without consequence.
Political opponents are treated as enemies rather than legitimate rivals. Executives test
institutional boundaries by exploiting procedural loopholes, issuing loyalty tests for civil
servants, and attacking the impartiality of non-partisan institutions. The formal
institutional architecture remains intact; what erodes is the willingness to abide by its
spirit.

Democratic function disabled: Norms constrain power holders voluntarily, creating the predictability on

which democratic governance depends. Without them, formal rules become insufficient—constitutions

become "mere parchment" (Madison, Federalist No. 48).

Stage 2: Media Capture

Mean onset: 1.2 years | Liberty band: 70-85 | Reversal probability: 71% (95% CI: 62-79%

The media landscape is captured through ownership consolidation, advertiser pressure,
licensing threats, and state disinformation campaigns. The objective is not full
censorship but rather the creation of an information environment in which the regime
narrative dominates, critical journalism becomes commercially unviable, and self-
censorship spreads. Social media platforms are co-opted through algorithmic
manipulation, troll farms, and selective enforcement of content moderation policies.

Democratic function disabled: A free press enables the informed consent of the governed. Citizens cannot
hold power accountable without independent information about the exercise of power.

Stage 3: Judicial Capture

Mean onset: 2.4 years | Liberty band: 55-70 | Reversal probability: 45% (95% CI: 36-55%

Courts are packed, expanded, or politically neutralized. Judicial appointments are
politicized. Constitutional review is weakened or circumvented. Independent judges are
removed, transferred, or intimidated. This is the decisive stage: the judiciary constitutes
the last institutional veto point with the formal authority to reverse executive overreach.
Once courts are captured, subsequent erosion becomes, paradoxically, "legal."

Democratic function disabled: An independent judiciary enforces constitutional limits on power. Without it,

there is no institutional mechanism to reverse illegal executive action.



Stage 4: Legislative Subordination

Mean onset: 3.8 years | Liberty band: 45-60 | Reversal probability: 28% (95% CI: 19-38%)

The legislature becomes a rubber stamp for executive preferences. Opposition is
marginalized through procedural manipulation, prosecution of opposition leaders, or
disqualification of opposition parties. Supermajorities enable constitutional changes
without meaningful deliberation. Legislative oversight—budgets, appointments,
investigations—ceases to function as a constraint on executive action.

Democratic function disabled: The legislature translates popular will into law through deliberation and

compromise. The opposition serves as an alternative government-in-waiting and source of accountability.

Stage 5: Regulatory Capture

Mean onset: 4.0 years | Liberty band: 35-50 | Reversal probability: 12% (95% CI: 6-20%

Independent agencies—the central bank, electoral commission, anti-corruption bureau,
inspectors general, statistical offices—are politicized. The technocratic infrastructure that
provides impartial governance is colonized by regime loyalists. Data integrity is
compromised. Electoral commissions lose independence. This is the stage at which our
analysis identifies a critical structural break (Section 7): the global environment for
recovery at this stage deteriorated sharply circa 2006.

Democratic function disabled: Independent agencies provide technically competent, politically insulated

governance. Their capture eliminates the bureaucratic checks that constrain executive action even when

courts and legislatures have been compromised.

Stage 6: Civil Society Suppression

Mean onset: 4.5 years | Liberty band: 25-40 | Reversal probability: 8% (95% CI: 3-15%)

Non-governmental organizations are restricted through "foreign agent" laws, funding
controls, registration requirements, and selective enforcement of tax regulations. Protest
rights are curtailed. Academic freedom is constrained through funding conditionality.
Trade unions are weakened. The space for organized activity outside the political system
contracts systematically.

Democratic function disabled: Civil society constitutes the infrastructure of democratic participation: the

network of organizations through which citizens aggregate preferences, monitor government, and mobilize

for collective action.



Stage 7: Electoral Manipulation

Mean onset: 5.0 years | Liberty band: 15-30 | Reversal probability: 4% (95% CI: 1-10%)

Elections continue to be held—this is the hallmark of modern authoritarianism—but they
are no longer free or fair. Electoral laws are rewritten to entrench incumbents. Opposition
candidates are disqualified. Gerrymandering and voter suppression ensure structural
advantages. Vote counting becomes opaque. Term limits are removed. The appearance of
democratic legitimation is maintained while its substance is eliminated.

Democratic function disabled: Free and fair elections are the mechanism of peaceful power transfer—the

singular institutional innovation that distinguishes democracy from all prior systems of governance.

Stage 8: Constitutional Consolidation

Mean onset: 5.2+ years | Liberty band: 0-15 | Reversal probability: 2% (95% CI: 0.3-6%

The regime rewrites the constitutional order to make power transfer formally impossible.
Emergency powers are normalized and made permanent. The separation of powers is
abolished in substance or in form. The security apparatus is fully loyal to the leader
rather than to the state. The distinction between party, state, and leader collapses. The
transition from democracy to consolidated autocracy is complete.

Democratic function disabled: The constitution provides the meta-rules—rules about how rules are made

and changed. Once rewritten to serve incumbents, the system becomes self-perpetuating.



4. Data and Coding Protocol

4.1 Data Sources

The analysis draws on five primary data sources. First, the Freedom House Freedom in the
World dataset (1972-2025), which provides annual country-level scores on political rights and
civil liberties, aggregated into a 0-100 liberty score. Second, the V-Dem Institute's dataset
(v15), which provides over 600 institutional indicators for 202 countries from 1789 to the
present, including the Liberal Democracy Index (LDI), Electoral Democracy Index (EDI), and
component indices for judicial independence, media freedom, civil society strength, and
legislative constraints. Third, the Varieties of Democracy expert survey data, which provides
disaggregated institutional assessments at the annual level. Fourth, the Reporters Without
Borders Press Freedom Index (2002-2025). Fifth, the Transparency International Corruption
Perceptions Index (1995-2025).

Supplementary data sources include the World Bank Worldwide Governance Indicators
(WGI), the ACLED Armed Conflict and Protest dataset, the Fragile States Index (FSI), and
CIVICUS Monitor civil society space assessments. The combined dataset comprises 1,656
country-year observations across 91 countries spanning a 225-year period, though the
majority of observations are concentrated in the post-1972 period when Freedom House
coverage begins.

4.2 Case Selection: The 38 Backsliding Episodes

We identify backsliding episodes using a compound criterion: a decline of at least 10 points on
the Freedom House liberty score (0—100) sustained over at least three consecutive years, or a
V-Dem LDI decline exceeding 0.10 points over a similar period. This threshold is consistent
with the definitions employed by Liihrmann and Lindberg (2019) and Haggard and Kaufman
(2021). Applying this criterion to the post-1990 period, we identify 38 distinct backsliding
episodes across 33 countries (some countries, such as Turkey and Venezuela, exhibit multiple

episodes).

The 38 episodes span all major world regions: 12 in Europe (including Hungary, Poland,
Serbia, North Macedonia, and Turkey), 9 in Latin America (including Venezuela, Nicaragua,
Bolivia, and El Salvador), 8 in Sub-Saharan Africa (including Tanzania, Mali, and Zambia), 5 in
Asia (including India, Thailand, Bangladesh, and the Philippines), and 4 in the Middle East and
North Africa (including Tunisia and Egypt).



4.3 Stage Coding Protocol

Each backsliding episode was coded for stage onset using a protocol that combines
guantitative indicator thresholds with qualitative process tracing. For each of the eight stages,
we defined a set of primary and secondary indicators drawn from V-Dem, Freedom House
sub-scores, and ancillary datasets.

Stage onset was coded when a country met at least two of three primary indicators and
showed consistent decline over at least two consecutive years. Two independent coders
assessed each episode; inter-coder reliability was assessed using Cohen's kappa, yielding a
mean kappa of 0.78 (range: 0.71-0.86 across stages), indicating substantial agreement.
Discrepancies were resolved through discussion and, where necessary, consultation with

country-specific area experts.

The coding protocol distinguishes between onset (the year in which indicators first cross the
threshold), completion (the year in which indicators stabilize at the post-erosion level), and
duration (the interval between onset and completion). Our reported mean onset times measure
years from the beginning of the backsliding episode (defined as Stage 1 onset) to the onset of

each subsequent stage.



5. Results: Stage Ordering and Durations

5.1 Consistency of the Sequential Ordering

The eight-stage sequence is consistent in 32 of 38 backsliding episodes (84%). We define
consistency as the stages occurring in the specified order, with a tolerance of one position
swap between adjacent stages (i.e., if Stage 3 onset precedes Stage 2 onset by less than one
year, the sequence is still classified as consistent). Without this tolerance, strict sequential
consistency is observed in 71 percent of cases.

The six episodes that deviate from the modal sequence are illuminating. Three involve
cases where media capture preceded norm erosion (i.e., Stage 2 before Stage 1), reflecting
situations where media consolidation under a previous regime created pre-existing
information asymmetries that a subsequent populist leader exploited. Two involve cases
where electoral manipulation preceded civil society suppression (Stage 7 before Stage 6),
characteristic of regimes that prioritized electoral entrenchment over societal control. One
case (El Salvador under Bukele) exhibited a pattern of stage-skipping, with the regime moving
directly from early norm erosion to judicial capture and civil society suppression under cover
of an emergency security mandate, bypassing the typical intermediate stages.

5.2 Mean Stage Durations

Table 1 presents the mean onset times for each stage, measured in years from the beginning
of the backsliding episode. The progression from Stage 1 to Stage 8 takes, on average, 5.2 years
(median: 4.8 years; interquartile range: 3.5-7.2 years). There is substantial cross-case
variance, with the fastest complete progression occurring in 2.8 years (Tunisia, 2021-2024)

and the slowest in approximately 15 years (Hungary, 2010—present).

Table 1. Stage Onset Times and Durations (N = 38 episodes)



Institutional Domain Mean Onset (years) N Observed

1 Norm Erosion 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0-0.0 38
2 Media Capture 1.2 09 1.0 0.5-1.8 38
3 Judicial Capture 2.4 1.3 2.1 1.4-3.2 35
4 Legislative Subordination 3.8 1.7 3.5 2.6-4.8 30
5 Regulatory Capture 4.0 1.6 3.8 2.9-5.0 26
6 Civil Society Suppression 4.5 1.8 4.2 3.2-5.6 22
7 Electoral Manipulation 5.0 2.1 4.7 3.5-6.2 18
8 Constitutional Consolidation 5.2+ 24 5.0 3.8-72 14

Notes: Onset measured in years from Stage 1 onset. SD = standard deviation. IQR = interquartile range. N Observed indicates the number of
episodes in which the stage was reached; episodes that were reversed before reaching a given stage are not counted.

Several patterns are noteworthy. First, the interval between Stage 1 and Stage 2 (norm
erosion to media capture) is short (mean: 1.2 years), suggesting that these two processes are
nearly concurrent. Second, the interval between Stage 2 and Stage 3 (media capture to judicial
capture) is similarly brief (1.2 years), indicating that the information-to-judiciary pipeline
operates rapidly once initiated. Third, Stages 4 and 5 (legislative subordination and regulatory
capture) are nearly simultaneous (3.8 vs. 4.0 years), suggesting that these processes are
complementary rather than strictly sequential at this phase. Fourth, the compression of Stages
5 through 8 into a relatively narrow window (4.0-5.2+ years) indicates that once the critical
threshold is crossed, the remaining institutional captures proceed rapidly.

5.3 Acceleration Dynamics

We observe a pattern of acceleration: the inter-stage intervals decrease as the process
progresses. The gap between Stage 1 and Stage 2 averages 1.2 years; between Stage 2 and
Stage 3, 1.2 years; between Stage 3 and Stage 4, 1.4 years; but between Stage 4 and Stage 5,
only 0.2 years; between Stage 5 and Stage 6, 0.5 years; between Stage 6 and Stage 7, 0.5 years;
and between Stage 7 and Stage 8, 0.2 years. This acceleration is consistent with a cascading
failure model: each institutional capture removes a constraint, making subsequent captures
both easier and faster.



6. Results: Reversal Probabilities by Stage

6.1 Stage-Specific Reversal Rates

We define "reversal" as a sustained improvement of at least 10 points on the Freedom House
liberty score within a 10-year window following the identified stage onset. Table 2 presents the
stage-specific reversal probabilities with bootstrapped 95 percent confidence intervals
(10,000 iterations).

Table 2. Stage-Specific Reversal Probabilities

Stage Institutional Domain Reversal Probability 95% CI N Attempts N Reversed
1 Norm Erosion 82% 74-89% 38 31

2 Media Capture 71% 62-79% 38 27

3 Judicial Capture 45% 36-55% 35 16

4 Legislative Subordination 28% 19-38% 30 8

5 Regulatory Capture 12% 6—-20% 26 3

6 Civil Society Suppression 8% 3-15% 22 2

7 Electoral Manipulation 4% 1-10% 18 1

8 Constitutional Consolidation 2% 0.3-6% 14 0

Notes: Reversal defined as sustained +10 point improvement on FH liberty score within 10 years. Confidence intervals computed via bootstrap
resampling (10,000 iterations). The Stage 8 reversal probability of 2% reflects the Bayesian prior (beta distribution with alpha=1, beta=14) given
zero observed reversals from full consolidation in our sample.

The reversal probabilities exhibit a steep and monotonic decline. The sharpest drop occurs
between Stages 2 and 3 (from 71% to 45%), which we identify as the "critical juncture"—the
point at which judicial independence, the last institutional veto point, is compromised. A
second sharp decline occurs between Stages 4 and 5 (from 28% to 12%), marking the

transition from competitive authoritarianism to electoral autocracy.

6.2 Determinants of Reversal

Analysis of the reversed cases reveals three common facilitating conditions. First, external
anchor: 78 percent of reversals at Stages 3 or above involved significant external pressure,
most commonly EU accession conditionality (Slovakia 1998, Romania 1996, Serbia 2000,
Poland 2023). Second, opposition coordination: successful reversals required the formation of

broad opposition coalitions that overcame ideological fragmentation. Third, electoral



mobilization: reversals were associated with voter turnout at least 10 percentage points above
the preceding election (mean differential: +12.3 pp, p < 0.01).

The absence of an external anchor is a significant predictor of non-reversal. Countries
without EU or NATO accession prospects show reversal rates approximately 15 percentage
points lower at each stage than those with such prospects (p < 0.05 at Stages 3—-5). This finding
has concerning implications for contemporary cases where no comparable external leverage
exists.



7. Results: The 2006 Structural Break

7.1 Identification Strategy

In the course of our analysis, we observed a marked change in the dynamics of Stage 5
(regulatory capture) recovery over time. To test whether this represented a genuine structural
break rather than sampling variation, we employed the Bai-Perron test for structural breaks in
time-series data (Bai and Perron, 1998, 2003), estimated on the rolling 5-year reversal rate at
Stage 5.

The test identifies a single significant structural break at 2006 (F-statistic = 14.7, p < 0.001;
the Andrews (1993) supremum Wald statistic confirms the break date). The Chow test for a
known break date at 2006 is also significant (F =12.3, p < 0.001).

7.2 Characterizing the Break

Table 3 presents the pre- and post-break dynamics at Stage 5.

Table 3. Stage 5 Dynamics Before and After 2006

Metric Pre-2006 (1990-2005) Post-2006 (2006-2025) Difference
Net recovery momentum +38.0% -23.3% -61.3pp
Mean reversal probability 24.1% 7.8% -16.3 pp
Median time at Stage 5 before transition 3.2 years 5.8 years +2.6 years
Proportion progressing to Stage 6+ 38% 72% +34 pp
External pressure episodes 80f11 (73%) 4 0f 15 (27%) -46 pp

Notes: Net recovery momentum defined as the proportion of Stage 5 countries that improved their liberty score by 5+ points minus the
proportion that declined by 5+ points over the subsequent 5-year window. Pre-/post-2006 samples defined by the year of Stage 5 onset.

7.3 Explaining the Break

We consider four candidate explanations for the structural break. First, the authoritarian
learning hypothesis: aspiring autocrats have become more sophisticated in their erosion
strategies, learning from successful cases (Hungary, Russia, Venezuela) and sharing
techniques through networks of authoritarian cooperation (Kneuer and Demmelhuber, 2020;
Hall and Ambrosio, 2017). The diffusion of "foreign agent" laws from Russia to over 40

countries since 2012 exemplifies this learning process.

Second, the declining external leverage hypothesis: the weakening of Western democratic
conditionality, the rise of alternative sources of economic and political support (China, Russia,



Gulf states), and the erosion of democratic norms within Western democracies themselves
have reduced the effectiveness of external pressure for democratic recovery. The data support
this: external pressure was present in 73 percent of pre-2006 Stage 5 cases but only 27

percent of post-2006 cases.

Third, the digital authoritarianism hypothesis: advances in surveillance technology, social
media manipulation, and digital censorship have provided new tools for regime consolidation
that were unavailable in the pre-2006 period (Guriev and Treisman, 2022; Feldstein, 2019).
The proliferation of Chinese-manufactured surveillance systems to over 80 countries
exemplifies this technological enabling of authoritarian consolidation.

Fourth, the democratic recession hypothesis: the 2006 break coincides with what Diamond
(2015) identifies as the onset of the global "democratic recession"—a generalized weakening of
democratic institutions, norms, and international support structures that has created a less
favorable environment for democratic recovery across all cases.

These explanations are not mutually exclusive, and our data cannot definitively adjudicate
among them. The most parsimonious interpretation is that the structural break reflects the
convergence of all four factors, creating a qualitatively different global environment for

democratic recovery after the mid-2000s.



8. Results: Predictive Performance

8.1 Evaluation Framework

We evaluate the model's predictive performance using a holdout strategy. The 38 backsliding
episodes are divided into a training set (28 episodes, onset pre-2015) and a test set (10
episodes, onset 2015 or later). The model is trained on the training set and evaluated on its
ability to predict (a) the stage at which each test-set episode stabilized or was reversed, and (b)
the direction of the liberty score trajectory over a 3-year forecast horizon.

We compare our model against three baselines. First, a persistence baseline: the naive
forecast that each country's liberty score will remain unchanged. Second, a linear extrapolation
baseline: a simple linear projection based on the preceding 5-year trend. Third, a stage-agnostic
decline baseline: the average annual decline rate across all backsliding episodes applied
uniformly.

8.2 Results

Table 4 presents the comparative forecast performance.

Table 4. Forecast Performance on 10-Episode Holdout Set

MAE (liberty points) Directional Accuracy Stage Prediction Accuracy
Persistence baseline 8.3 50% n/a
Linear extrapolation 6.7 60% n/a
Stage-agnostic decline 7.1 70% n/a
Eight-stage model 5.9 80% 70%

Notes: MAE = mean absolute error on 3-year forecast of liberty score level. Directional accuracy = proportion of cases where the model correctly
predicted the direction of score change (improve, stable, decline). Stage prediction accuracy = proportion of cases where the model correctly
predicted the stage at which the episode stabilized or was reversed, within +/-1 stage.

The eight-stage model achieves a mean absolute error of 5.9 liberty points over the 3-year
forecast horizon, compared to 8.3 for the persistence baseline—an improvement of 2.4 points,
or approximately 5 percentage points in directional accuracy relative to the persistence
baseline (80% vs. 50%). The improvement is modest but consistent, and the stage-specific

information adds genuine predictive value beyond simple trend extrapolation.

The model performs best at predicting continued decline for countries at Stages 4—6 (90%
directional accuracy), where the historical regularities are strongest. It performs worst at
predicting reversals (50% accuracy), reflecting the fundamental difficulty of forecasting
discontinuous political events. This limitation is not unique to our model; it reflects the



general challenge that reversal events are driven by contingent political dynamics (opposition
coordination, elite defection, external shocks) that are difficult to anticipate on the basis of

institutional indicators alone.



9. Case Studies

To illustrate the model's application, we present brief comparative case studies of four
countries that exhibit distinct trajectories through the eight-stage framework: Hungary (the
canonical slow erosion case), Turkey (the rapid descent following a failed coup), Venezuela (the
complete progression from democracy to consolidated autocracy), and Poland (the rare

successful reversal).

9.1 Hungary: The Textbook Case (2010-present)

Hungary under Viktor Orban represents the paradigmatic case of incremental democratic
erosion. After Fidesz won a two-thirds parliamentary supermajority in 2010, the sequence

proceeded with remarkable fidelity to the eight-stage model.

Stage 1 (2010-2011): Orban declared a "revolution in the polling booth" and framed
political opponents as enemies of national sovereignty. Forbearance norms collapsed as
Fidesz exploited its supermajority to bypass consultative processes. Stage 2 (2010-2013): The
Media Council was established with licensing power over all outlets. Regime-friendly oligarchs
acquired critical media properties, creating the National Cooperation System (NER) that now
controls approximately 90 percent of Hungarian media. Stage 3 (2012-2014): The
Constitutional Court was packed by expanding its membership and lowering qualifications.
Mandatory retirement ages were used to remove independent judges. Stage 4 (2011-2013):
The 2011 Fundamental Law (a new constitution adopted by simple Fidesz supermajority)
restructured institutional arrangements in the ruling party's favor. Stage 5 (2014-2017): The
National Bank of Hungary was brought under informal party control. The State Audit Office
became an instrument of political pressure. Stage 6 (2017-2018): The Central European
University was forced to relocate to Vienna. The "Stop Soros" and "Lex CEU" laws restricted
foreign-funded NGO activity. Stage 7 (2018-2022): Electoral redistricting, expanded diaspora
voting, and systematic media advantages ensured that elections remained technically
competitive but structurally unwinnable for the opposition.

Hungary's trajectory illustrates two key features of the model. First, the sequence was
followed almost precisely, with each stage building on the previous one. Second, the pace was
gradual—approximately 15 years from Stage 1 to the current position at Stage 6-7—
demonstrating that incremental erosion can proceed slowly enough to remain below the
threshold of acute crisis while being cumulatively devastating.

9.2 Turkey: The Post-Coup Acceleration (2013-present)

Turkey under Erdogan exhibits a distinctive two-phase pattern: gradual erosion from 2013 to
2016, followed by dramatic acceleration after the failed July 2016 coup attempt.
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The pre-coup phase (2013-2016) followed the model's predicted sequence through Stages
1-3, as Erdogan moved from norm violations (labeling the Gezi Park protesters as terrorists)
to media capture (prosecution of critical journalists, acquisition of Dogan Media Group) to
judicial pressure (restructuring the HSYK judicial council). The failed coup of July 2016,
however, created a massive exogenous acceleration: the subsequent state of emergency
enabled the simultaneous completion of Stages 4-6, as over 150,000 public servants were
dismissed, 150 media outlets were closed, and thousands of judges, academics, and civil
society leaders were arrested or prosecuted. The 2017 constitutional referendum then
formalized the transition to a presidential system with dramatically weakened checks (Stage
7-8).

Turkey's case demonstrates that exogenous shocks (real or fabricated crises) can compress
the typical 5-to-7-year timeline into 2-3 years by providing a justification for emergency
measures that bypass the normal sequencing constraints. The model's predicted sequence
remains discernible in Turkey's trajectory, but the inter-stage intervals were dramatically

compressed by the post-coup emergency.

9.3 Venezuela: The Complete Descent (1999-2024)

Venezuela under Chavez and Maduro represents the complete progression from electoral
democracy to consolidated autocracy, providing the most comprehensive illustration of all
eight stages.

Stage 1 (1999-2002): Chavez's "Bolivarian Revolution" rhetoric divided the country into
revolutionary supporters and oligarchic enemies. Stage 2 (2003-2007): Independent media
came under escalating pressure; the non-renewal of RCTV's broadcast license in 2007 was a
watershed. Stage 3 (2004-2010): The Supreme Tribunal of Justice was expanded from 20 to
32 members, all Chavez appointees. Stage 4 (2010-2013): The Enabling Law granted Chavez
decree powers, bypassing the legislature. Stage 5 (2013-2016): Under Maduro, the central
bank lost independence; the electoral commission became a tool of the ruling PSUV party.
Stage 6 (2014-2018): NGOs were subject to registration requirements and funding
restrictions; protest rights were curtailed through emergency decrees. Stage 7 (2017-2020):
The Constituent Assembly replaced the elected National Assembly. Opposition candidates
were systematically disqualified. Stage 8 (2020—-present): The 2024 presidential election was
widely assessed as fraudulent, with the regime refusing to recognize the opposition's apparent

victory.

Venezuela's 25-year trajectory demonstrates both the model's applicability over extended
time horizons and the role of economic resources (oil revenues) in sustaining the process

despite severe economic mismanagement.
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9.4 Poland: The Reversal Case (2015-2023)

Poland is the most significant recent reversal case, demonstrating that the erosion sequence
can be reversed if intervention occurs before the critical middle stages are consolidated.

Under PiS (2015-2023), Poland progressed through Stages 1-3 with partial completion of
Stage 4: norm erosion (attacks on the opposition, framing critics as traitors), media capture
(the transformation of TVP state media into a government propaganda outlet), and judicial
capture (the Constitutional Tribunal crisis of 2015-2016, the Disciplinary Chamber for judges,
the restructuring of the Supreme Court). Legislative subordination was partial, as PiS lacked a

constitutional supermajority.

The 2023 election brought the Tusk-led opposition coalition to power with a decisive
mandate (74.4% turnout, the highest in Polish history). The reversal was facilitated by three
factors identified in our analysis of reversal determinants: external pressure (EU Article 7
proceedings and frozen recovery funds), opposition coordination (the formation of a broad
anti-PiS coalition spanning center-left to center-right), and exceptionally high electoral
mobilization.

Critically, Poland's reversal occurred before Stage 5 (regulatory capture) was completed,
consistent with our finding that reversal probabilities drop precipitously between Stages 4 and
5. The reversal also demonstrates the difficulty of undoing even partial erosion: as of early
2026, the restoration of judicial independence remains incomplete, PiS-appointed "neo-
judges" remain on the bench, and the election of the PiS-aligned President Nawrocki in 2025
has created institutional friction that constrains further reform.
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10. Discussion

10.1 Comparison with Existing Models

Our eight-stage model extends and complements the existing literature in several ways.
Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018) identify the erosion of norms (mutual toleration, institutional
forbearance) as the precondition for democratic backsliding but do not develop a
comprehensive staging of the subsequent institutional captures. Our model incorporates their
insight as Stage 1 while providing the systematic downstream sequencing that their
framework implies but does not specify.

Bermeo's (2016) taxonomy of democratic breakdown modes (executive aggrandizement,
promissory coups, etc.) describes the form of erosion but not its sequence. Our model can be
understood as providing the temporal structure that Bermeo's categories lack: executive
aggrandizement, for instance, unfolds through a predictable sequence of institutional targets,
and our staging system provides the empirical specification of that unfolding.

Ginsburg and Huq's (2018) analysis of constitutional erosion identifies five institutional
domains at risk but does not prioritize or temporally order them. Our model provides the
empirical ordering and demonstrates that certain domains (norms, media, judiciary) are
systematically attacked before others (regulatory agencies, civil society, elections,

constitution).

Lihrmann and Lindberg's (2019) wave analysis provides the macro-historical context
within which our micro-level staging operates. Their identification of the third autocratization
wave beginning circa 2006 converges with our structural break finding, providing mutual

corroboration at different levels of analysis.

10.2 Theoretical Implications

The consistency of the sequential ordering across diverse geographical, cultural, and
institutional contexts (84% consistency across 38 episodes spanning five continents) suggests
that the sequence reflects structural features of democratic institutional architecture rather
than culturally specific dynamics. Democracies share common vulnerabilities because they
share common institutional structures: norms provide the softest target, the judiciary
provides the hardest veto point, and the sequence of institutional capture follows the logic of

minimizing resistance and maximizing enabling conditions at each stage.

The steep and monotonic decline in reversal probabilities has important implications for
the concept of "democratic resilience." Our data suggest that democratic resilience is not a
fixed property of institutional design but rather a function of the depth of erosion already

accomplished. A democracy that has experienced Stage 1-2 erosion retains strong self-
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correcting capacity (reversal probability > 70%). A democracy that has progressed to Stage 5
or beyond has lost most of its self-correcting capacity (reversal probability < 12%) and is

unlikely to recover without extraordinary external intervention or regime collapse.

The 2006 structural break suggests that the global environment for democratic recovery
has changed qualitatively, not just quantitatively. The convergence of authoritarian learning,
declining external leverage, digital authoritarianism tools, and generalized democratic
recession has created what might be termed an "autocratization-enabling environment" that
did not exist in the 1990s. This has implications for both the likelihood and the mechanisms of

future democratic reversals.

10.3 Policy Implications

The model's most direct policy implication concerns the timing of intervention. Our reversal
probability estimates establish clear windows of opportunity: intervention at Stages 1-2
succeeds more than two-thirds of the time; by Stage 5, the odds have dropped to roughly one
in eight; by Stage 7, to one in twenty-five. The cost of early action is always less than the cost of
late action. The eight-stage model is, above all, an argument for vigilance and early

intervention.

Specific policy implications by stage include: at Stages 1-2, norm-reinforcement strategies
(cross-party codes of conduct, media pluralism protections, civic education); at Stages 3—4,
institutional defense (international judicial cooperation, legislative opposition coordination,
electoral observation); at Stages 5-6, external pressure and civil society support (targeted
sanctions, diaspora engagement, funding for independent media and NGOs); at Stages 7-8,
the options narrow to regime transformation strategies that are outside the scope of this

analysis.
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11. Limitations

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the model's stage boundaries are
analytically imposed rather than data-derived. Our BIC-penalized segmented regression
analysis (detailed in the Appendix) suggests that the liberty score space may be better
described by 4-5 natural regimes than by 8 stages. We retain the eight-stage framework
because it provides greater diagnostic granularity, corresponds to distinct institutional
domains that are theoretically meaningful, and aligns with the mechanisms described in the
qualitative backsliding literature. However, the boundaries between adjacent stages
(particularly Stages 4-5 and Stages 6—7) should be understood as zones of transition rather
than sharp thresholds.

Second, the sample of 38 backsliding episodes, while substantial by the standards of the
comparative backsliding literature, is small for the degree of statistical inference we attempt.
The confidence intervals on our reversal probabilities are correspondingly wide, particularly
at the later stages where the number of observed cases is limited. The Stage 8 reversal
probability of 2 percent reflects a Bayesian prior rather than an observed rate, as no country in
our sample has reversed from full constitutional consolidation.

Third, the model assumes that backsliding is a unidirectional process that can be arrested
or reversed but not fundamentally altered in character once initiated. In reality, some cases
exhibit non-linear dynamics, stage-skipping (as in El Salvador), or oscillation between stages.
Our 84 percent consistency rate means that 16 percent of cases deviate from the predicted

sequence in non-trivial ways.

Fourth, the structural break analysis is conducted on a relatively short time series (1990—
2025), which limits the statistical power of the break detection and makes it difficult to
distinguish a genuine structural break from a slow-moving cyclical pattern. The identification

of 2006 as the break point should be understood as approximate (+/- 2 years).

Fifth, the model's predictive improvement of +5 percentage points over the persistence
baseline, while statistically significant, is modest. The model is more valuable as a diagnostic
and early-warning tool than as a precise forecasting instrument. Its primary contribution is to
the qualitative understanding of how democracies die, not to the quantitative prediction of
when specific countries will cross specific thresholds.

Sixth, we acknowledge a potential confirmation bias in the coding protocol: because coders
were aware of the eight-stage framework, they may have been more likely to identify evidence
consistent with the predicted sequence. We mitigated this through independent coding and
inter-coder reliability assessment, but the concern cannot be fully eliminated.
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12. Conclusion

This paper has proposed, calibrated, and tested an eight-stage model of sequential democratic
erosion. Drawing on 38 backsliding episodes across 91 countries, we have demonstrated that
autocratization follows a consistent institutional sequence: norm erosion, media capture,
judicial capture, legislative subordination, regulatory capture, civil society suppression,
electoral manipulation, and constitutional consolidation. The sequence is consistent in 84
percent of cases, stage-specific reversal probabilities decline monotonically from 82 percent
to 2 percent, and a structural break circa 2006 has materially worsened the prospects for
democratic recovery at the critical middle stages.

The model's significance is threefold. Descriptively, it provides a common framework for
understanding democratic erosion across diverse contexts—from Orban's Hungary to
Erdogan's Turkey to Bukele's El Salvador—revealing structural commonalities that are not
apparent from individual case studies. Analytically, it identifies the critical junctures (Stage 3,
judicial capture, and Stage 5, regulatory capture) at which reversal probabilities drop most
sharply, providing a principled basis for timing intervention. Practically, it offers
policymakers, international organizations, and civil society actors a diagnostic framework for

assessing where a country sits on the erosion trajectory and what the likely next steps will be.

The most sobering finding of this analysis is the 2006 structural break. The reversal of net
recovery momentum at Stage 5—from +38 percent pre-2006 to —23.3 percent post-2006—
suggests that the global environment for democratic recovery has deteriorated fundamentally,
not merely cyclically. This has implications that extend well beyond the academic literature. If
the conditions that enabled democratic recovery in the 1990s and early 2000s no longer
obtain, then the strategies for defending and restoring democracy must evolve accordingly.
The eight-stage model provides the diagnostic framework; developing the prescriptive
response is the urgent task for scholarship, policy, and practice.
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Appendix A: Coding Protocol

A.1 Stage Onset Indicators

For each stage, onset is coded when at least two of three primary indicators cross the specified

threshold for at least two consecutive years. The indicator sets are drawn from V-Dem (v15),

Freedom House sub-scores, and supplementary institutional datasets as follows:

Table Al. Primary Indicators for Stage Onset Coding

Primary Indicator 1

Primary Indicator 2

Primary Indicator 3

1. Norm Erosion

2. Media Capture

3. Judicial

Capture

4. Legislative Sub.

5. Regulatory
Capture

6. Civil Society
Supp.

7. Electoral
Manip.

8. Constitutional
Consol.

V-Dem: Executive respects
constitution < 2.5

V-Dem: Media censorship
> 2.0

V-Dem: Judicial

independence < 0.5

V-Dem: Legislature

constraints on exec. < 0.5

WGI: Regulatory quality
decline > 0.3

V-Dem: CSO entry/exit <
2.0

V-Dem: Clean elections
index < 0.4

V-Dem: Executive term

limits absent

V-Dem: Political

polarization > 3.0

RSF: Press Freedom Index
decline = 15 ranks

V-Dem: High court

independence < 2.0

V-Dem: Opposition parties

autonomy < 2.0

V-Dem: EMB autonomy <
2.0

CIVICUS Monitor:

downgrade to Repressed

V-Dem: Electoral
irregularities > 3.0

V-Dem: Separation of

powers < 0.3

FH: Political rights sub-

score decline > 3 pts

V-Dem: Government
media control > 2.5

FH: Rule of law sub-score

decline > 3 pts

FH: Legislative function
sub-score < 2

TI: CPI decline = 10 pts
V-Dem: Academic
freedom < 2.0

FH: Electoral process
sub-score < 4

FH: Total liberty score <
20

Notes: V-Dem indicators measured on their native scales (ordinal 0-4 or continuous 0-1). FH = Freedom House; RSF = Reporters Sans

Frontiéres; WGI = World Governance Indicators; Tl = Transparency International; EMB = Electoral Management Body; CSO = Civil Society

Organization.

A.2 Stage Definitions and Boundary Conditions

The eight stages map onto approximate liberty score bands as follows. These bands are

derived from the distribution of liberty scores at each coded stage onset and should be

understood as central tendencies with substantial overlap at the boundaries.

Table A2. Stage-Liberty Score Mapping
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Liberty Band

Position

Democratic Character

1 80-100
2 70-85
3 55-70
4 45-60
5 35-50
6 25-40
7 15-30
8 0-15

Above critical instability zone
Above critical instability zone
Approaching / at critical zone
At / below critical zone

Below critical zone

Below critical zone

Below critical zone

Below critical zone

A.3 Inter-Coder Reliability

Liberal democracy with early stress
Democracy under pressure
Electoral democracy, eroding
Competitive authoritarianism
Electoral autocracy

Soft dictatorship

Consolidated autocracy

Closed autocracy / totalitarianism

Two trained coders independently assessed each of the 38 backsliding episodes. The following

Cohen's kappa coefficients were obtained for stage onset coding:

Table A3. Inter-Coder Reliability (Cohen's Kappa)

Stage

1. Norm Erosion

2. Media Capture

3. Judicial Capture

4. Legislative Sub.

5. Regulatory Capture
6. Civil Society Supp.

7. Electoral Manip.

8. Constitutional Consol.

Mean

Cohen's Kappa
0.82
0.79
0.86
0.74
0.71
0.76
0.81
0.85

0.79
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Interpretation

Almost perfect agreement
Substantial agreement
Almost perfect agreement
Substantial agreement
Substantial agreement
Substantial agreement
Almost perfect agreement
Almost perfect agreement

Substantial agreement



Appendix B: Data-Derived Boundary Validation

To assess whether the imposed eight-stage boundaries are consistent with the natural
structure of the liberty score distribution, we conducted two independent analyses: BIC-
penalized segmented regression (change-point detection) and a Hidden Markov Model (HMM)

with EM estimation and Viterbi decoding.

B.1 Segmented Regression

The BIC-penalized segmented regression tests how many "natural" segments exist in the
liberty score distribution by minimizing within-segment variance while penalizing for model

complexity.

Table B1. BIC Comparison for Segmented Regression

K (segments) BIC Breakpoints

2 Baseline [Single breakpoint]

3 Improved [Two breakpoints]
4-5 Optimal range [3-4 breakpoints]

6 Marginal improvement [5 breakpoints]

7 Overfitting begins [6 breakpoints]

8 Suboptimal [Imposed boundaries]

The optimal number of segments by BIC is 4-5, not 8. This indicates that the liberty score
distribution contains fewer natural regimes than our classification system imposes. We retain
the eight-stage system because (a) it provides greater diagnostic granularity at the cost of
modest statistical efficiency, (b) the eight stages correspond to theoretically distinct
institutional domains, and (c) the practical utility of finer-grained staging outweighs the
statistical parsimony of a coarser classification.

B.2 Hidden Markov Model

The HMM analysis, treating each country's liberty score time series as an observed sequence
generated by a hidden Markov chain, also favors fewer states than the imposed eight. The BIC-
optimal HMM identifies 3-5 hidden states, with state means and standard deviations
clustering around the major regime categories (consolidated democracy, democracy under
stress, competitive authoritarianism, consolidated autocracy).

The HMM transition matrix reveals high persistence probabilities on the diagonal (typically

> 0.85), indicating that regime states are "sticky"—countries tend to remain in their current

31



state. Off-diagonal transition probabilities are asymmetric: the probability of transitioning
from a higher-democracy state to a lower-democracy state exceeds the probability of the
reverse transition, consistent with the asymmetric reversal probabilities reported in our main

analysis.

Appendix C: Case Study Coding Sheets

C.1 Hungary
Onset Year Key Policy/Event V-Dem Indicator Change
) "Revolution at polling booth"; loyalty Exec. respect for
1. Norm Erosion 2010 o . o
purge of civil service constitution: 3.1 — 2.2

Media Council; NER oligarch

2. Media Capture 2010-12 L Media censorship: 1.5 — 2.8
acquisitions

3. Judicial A0 Constitutional Court packed (expanded High court independence:
Capture + stacked) 28—1.4
4. Legislative 9011-13 Fundamental Law (new constitution) Legislature constraints: 0.62
Sub. by supermajority —0.31
5. Regulatory A AT National Bank, State Audit Office co- Regulatory quality: 0.81 —
Capture opted 0.56
6. Civil Society "Lex CEU," "Stop Soros" law, foreign )

2017-18 CSO entry/exit: 2.6 — 1.4
Supp. agent law
7. Electoral Redistricting, diaspora voting, media ]

. 2018-22 Clean elections: 0.61 — 0.38

Manip. advantages

Not yet
8 Y — —

reached
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C.2 Turkey

Key Policy/Event

V-Dem Indicator Change

1. Norm Erosion

2. Media Capture
3. Judicial
Capture

4. Legislative
Sub.

5. Regulatory
Capture

6. Civil Society
Supp.

7. Electoral
Manip.

8. Const. Consol.

2013

2013-

15

2014-

16

2016

2016-

17

2016-

18

2017

2017-
18

Gezi Park crackdown; opponents labeled
"terrorists"

Dogan Media pressure; journalist
prosecutions

HSYK restructured; prosecutors replaced
Post-coup emergency powers; opposition
HDP prosecuted

150,000+ public servants dismissed,;

agencies purged

150 media outlets closed; academics

purged

Constitutional referendum under

emergency; 2018 election

Presidential system; separation of powers
abolished

33

Political polarization: 2.8 —
3.6

Media censorship: 2.1 — 3.4

Judicial independence: 0.48
—0.21

Legislature constraints:
0.41 —-0.15

Regulatory quality: 0.35 —
0.08

Academic freedom: 1.8 —
0.6

Clean elections: 0.42 — 0.19

Exec. term limits removed



C.3 Venezuela

Key Policy/Event

V-Dem Indicator Change

] 1999-
1. Norm Erosion
02
) 2003-
2. Media Capture
07
3. Judicial 2004-
Capture 10
4. Legislative 2010-
Sub. 13
5. Regulatory 2013~
Capture 16

6. Civil Society 2014-

Supp. 18
7. Electoral 2017-
Manip. 20

8. Const. Consol. 2020-

C.4 Poland (Reversal)

Onset Year

"Bolivarian Revolution"; opponents =

"oligarchs"

RCTV license non-renewal; CONATEL

regulatory pressure

TSJ expanded 20—32 members, all

appointees

Enabling Law decree powers; opposition

boycott

Central bank, electoral commission

captured under Maduro

NGO restrictions; protest crackdowns;

political prisoners

Constituent Assembly; candidate

disqualification

2024 election fraud; Maduro refuses to

cede power

Key Policy/Event

Exec. respect for constitution:
29—-1.8

Media censorship: 1.8 — 3.2

High court independence: 2.2
— 0.8

Legislature constraints: 0.38
—0.12

EMB autonomy: 1.6 — 0.5

CSO entry/exit: 1.8 — 0.8

Clean elections: 0.28 — 0.09

Total liberty score < 15

V-Dem Indicator Change

1. Norm Erosion 2015

2. Media Capture 2016-18

3. Judicial

Capture

2015-18

4. Legislative Sub. 2017-20

PiS attacks on opposition legitimacy;
"Polski lad"

TVP transformed into propaganda;

media law changes

Constitutional Tribunal crisis;

Disciplinary Chamber

Partial: PiS lacked constitutional

supermajority

Exec. respect: 3.2 — 2.3

Gov. media control: 1.4 — 2.6

Judicial independence: 0.72
—0.38

Legislature constraints: 0.58
— 0.42

REVERSAL (2023): Tusk coalition elected; turnout 74.4%; EU funds restored; TVP restructured. Reversal

from Stage 3—4 boundary, consistent with model predictions. Recovery incomplete as of 2026: neo-judges

remain; Nawrocki presidency creates friction.
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