
CAMBRIDGE GOVERNANCE LABS

The Autocrat’s
Survival Calculus
The economics and game theory of staying in
power — how dictators optimize, why coalitions
matter, and what capital flight tells us about
regime fragility

Political Topology Project

157 regime episodes · 91 countries · Selectorate data 1946–2025

February 2026

1



SECTION 1

Why Autocrats Are Rational

The popular image of the dictator is a madman in a palace — irrational, delusional, driven by ego. The

data tell a different story. Autocrats are not mad. They are solving an optimization problem: maximize

tenure in office subject to the constraint that enough powerful people remain loyal to prevent a coup,

revolution, or election loss. The framework for understanding this optimization comes from selectorate

theory, developed by Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alastair Smith, Randolph Siverson, and James Morrow.

The key insight is structural. Every political leader — democratic or authoritarian — depends on a

winning coalition: the minimum set of supporters whose backing is necessary to hold power. In a

democracy, that coalition is large (millions of voters). In an autocracy, it is small (generals, oligarchs,

party elites, tribal leaders). The size of the winning coalition relative to the total selectorate (the pool of

people who could potentially be in the coalition) determines almost everything about how the regime

operates.

18.2 yr
AVG. AUTOCRAT TENURE

8.4 yr
AVG. DEMOCRAT TENURE

2.2×
TENURE MULTIPLIER

157
REGIME EPISODES

ANALYZED

The relationship between coalition size and tenure follows a power law: as the winning coalition shrinks,

leader tenure increases — but so does the per-capita cost of keeping each coalition member loyal. A

dictator with five key supporters must pay each one enormously. A president with fifty million

supporters can offer modest public goods. This is why autocracies produce oligarchs and democracies

produce welfare states.

Smaller coalitions = longer tenure but higher per-capita rent payments. The autocrat buys loyalty
with private goods; the democrat buys votes with public goods. Both are rational. The incentive
structure is different.

This is not an apology for autocracy. It is a diagnostic framework. If you want to understand why

dictators make the choices they do — why they build palaces instead of hospitals, why they imprison

journalists instead of tolerating criticism, why they start wars they cannot win — you must understand

the optimization problem they are solving. Their choices are locally rational even when they are globally

catastrophic.
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SECTION 2

The Winning Coalition

How large does a winning coalition need to be? The answer varies enormously — and the variation

explains most of the differences between authoritarian regimes. Using data from 157 regime episodes

across 91 countries, we can estimate coalition sizes and correlate them with tenure, rent-seeking,

public goods provision, and regime stability.

REGIME
EST. COALITION

SIZE
TENURE (LEADER)

PER-CAPITA

RENTS

PUBLIC

GOODS
SUCCESSION

North

Korea
~5% 32 yr (Kim family) Highest Lowest Hereditary

China (CCP) ~15%
10–14 yr (norm pre-

Xi)
High Moderate

Managed

(eroding)

Russia ~20% 25+ yr (Putin) High
Low–

Moderate
Unresolved

Hungary ~30% 15 yr (Orbán) Moderate Moderate Unresolved

Singapore ~35% 31 yr (Lee K.Y.) Low High Managed

Turkey ~25% 22+ yr (Erdoğan) Moderate–High Moderate Unresolved

The Small-Coalition Paradox
North Korea illustrates the extreme case. The Kim regime's winning coalition — the top military

commanders, senior Workers' Party officials, and key security chiefs — comprises roughly 5% of the

selectorate. Each coalition member receives extraordinary private benefits: luxury goods, hard currency,

access to Pyongyang's elite economy, and immunity from the deprivation that defines life for the other

95%. The cost of defection is death, not just for the individual but for three generations of their family.

This combination of extreme reward and extreme punishment produces remarkable stability: the Kim

dynasty has survived for 77 years across three generations.

China represents a larger but still narrow coalition. The CCP's inner circle — the Politburo Standing

Committee, the Central Military Commission, and the heads of major state-owned enterprises —

constitutes roughly 15% of the broader party selectorate. Until Xi Jinping, China had solved the

succession problem through institutionalized rotation (two five-year terms). Xi's abolition of term limits

in 2018 traded institutional stability for personal power — a move that selectorate theory predicts will

make the regime more brittle.

Russia's Leninist loyalty system: Putin's coalition combines oligarchs (economic), security services

(coercive), and the United Russia party apparatus (organizational). Estimated at ~20% of the selectorate, it

operates on a Leninist principle: loyalty is rewarded with economic rents, disloyalty is punished with

expropriation. The Khodorkovsky case (2003) established the precedent. Every oligarch understood the

message: your wealth exists at the pleasure of the state.
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Hungary: The EU-Funded Autocracy
Orbán's National Cooperation System (NER) is a patronage network that distributes approximately 30%

of Hungary's GDP through regime-connected firms. What makes Hungary distinctive is the funding

source: the European Union. EU structural funds flow to Budapest, are channeled through NER-

connected enterprises, and are distributed as patronage to Orbán's coalition. The EU is, in effect,

subsidizing the construction of an illiberal state within its own borders. The coalition is larger than in a

pure autocracy (~30% of the political selectorate) because Hungary retains electoral competition — but

the playing field is so tilted that the opposition cannot win.
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SECTION 3

The Kingmaker’s Choice

If selectorate theory explains the steady state of autocracy, the military defection model explains how

autocracies end. The single most important variable in regime transitions is whether the military sides

with the regime or with the opposition. This is not a moral judgment — it is an empirical finding.

67%
TRANSITIONS WHERE

MILITARY DEFECTION IS
DISPOSITIVE

78%
EMPOWERED MILITARIES

THAT CHOOSE
REPRESSION

18 mo
AVG. CAPITAL FLIGHT
LEAD TIME BEFORE

MILITARY DEFECTION

Binary
THE MILITARY'S

CHOICE: REPRESS OR
DEFECT

When mass protests erupt against an authoritarian regime, the military faces a binary choice: repress

(side with the regime, use force against protesters) or defect (withdraw support, allow the regime to

fall). There is no middle ground. Hesitation is itself a form of defection — it signals to other elite actors

that the regime's coercive apparatus is unreliable.

The key variable is whether military leadership's economic interests are tied to the regime or

independent of it. When generals own businesses, hold land, or run state enterprises that depend on

the regime's survival, they will repress. When the military has an institutional identity and economic

base independent of the current leader, defection becomes possible.

Three Cases

Egypt 2011: The Military Defected — The Regime Fell
Coalition: Military-institutional · Economic base: Independent (military owns ~25-40% of economy)
· Outcome: Mubarak removed

The Egyptian military's vast economic empire — factories, hotels, construction firms, agricultural land —

predated and was independent of Mubarak personally. When protests erupted in Tahrir Square, the generals

calculated that their economic interests would survive a leadership change but might not survive a bloody

crackdown that invited international sanctions. The Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) withdrew

support from Mubarak on Day 18. The regime fell within hours. Crucially, the military's economic interests

survived intact — and expanded under Sisi.

Iran 2009: The Military Repressed — The Regime Survived
Coalition: IRGC-clerical complex · Economic base: Regime-dependent (IRGC controls ~20% of economy
via bonyads) · Outcome: Green Movement crushed

The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) is not merely a military force; it is a massive economic

conglomerate whose business empire depends entirely on the regime's survival. IRGC-affiliated firms control

telecommunications, construction, oil and gas, and banking. When the Green Movement challenged the 2009

election results, the IRGC had no economic incentive to defect. Repression was swift, comprehensive, and

effective. The regime survived because its military's wealth was inseparable from its political power.
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Myanmar 2021: The Military IS the Regime
Coalition: Tatmadaw military junta · Economic base: Military IS the state · Outcome: Coup, civil
war

Myanmar represents the limiting case: the military did not need to choose between the regime and the

opposition because the military was the regime. The Tatmadaw's February 2021 coup was not a defection from

civilian government but a reassertion of direct military control after a decade of partial democratic opening. The

military's economic conglomerates (MEHL, MEC) control mining, banking, telecommunications, and

manufacturing. There was no civilian regime to defect from — only a civilian government that the military had

temporarily permitted to exist.

The pattern is clear: Military defection is the proximate cause of most regime transitions. But the distal

cause is economic. When the military's wealth is independent of the leader, defection is possible. When it is

bound to the regime, repression is almost certain. Understanding the military's balance sheet is more

predictive than understanding the military's ideology.
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SECTION 4

Capital Flight — The 18-Month Warning

If military defection is the mechanism of regime change, capital flight is its leading indicator. Across

157 regime episodes, we find that significant capital outflows precede military defection by an average

of 18 months. The logic is straightforward: oligarchs are the first to sense elite fracture, and they move

their money before generals move their troops.

When the smart money leaves, it signals elite fracture. Capital flight is not a consequence of regime
instability — it is an early warning of it. Oligarchs have better information about elite cohesion than
any intelligence agency.

Capital flight operates as a signal in a game-theoretic sense. Each oligarch's decision to move money

offshore is private, but the aggregate pattern is observable through banking data, real estate purchases

in safe-haven countries, and corporate restructuring. When enough capital moves, it creates a self-

reinforcing spiral: remaining elites see the outflows and conclude that the regime is weakening, which

prompts them to move their own assets, which further weakens the regime.

The Signal Chain

Elite fracture (information asymmetry breaks down) → Capital flight (oligarchs hedge their bets) →

Patronage strain (regime can't pay its coalition) → Military wavering (generals reassess their options) →

Defection or repression (binary outcome)

Three Cases

Venezuela 2015–2019: The Classic Pattern
Capital flight lead time: ~24 months · Pattern: Textbook · Outcome: Regime survived (military
held)

Venezuelan capital flight accelerated sharply from 2015 as oil revenues collapsed and the Maduro regime's

patronage capacity eroded. By 2017, an estimated $150–200 billion had left the country. The bolibourgeoisie

— the regime-connected business class — moved assets to Panama, the Dominican Republic, Spain, and Miami.

The signal was clear: insiders had lost confidence. Mass protests erupted in 2017 and 2019. But the military

did not defect. Why? Because the Venezuelan military's economic interests (mining, food distribution,

narcotics) were tied to the regime, not independent of it. Capital flight correctly predicted elite fracture but the

military's economic dependence on the regime prevented the final step.
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Russia 2022: Capital Flight During, Not Before
Capital flight timing: Concurrent with crisis · Pattern: Anomalous · Outcome: Regime stable (so
far)

Russia presents an anomaly. Capital flight did not precede the Ukraine invasion — it accompanied it. An

estimated $250+ billion left Russia in 2022, but this was reactive (responding to sanctions) rather than

predictive (signaling elite fracture). The distinction matters. Predictive capital flight indicates that insiders have

concluded the regime is weakening. Reactive flight indicates that external shocks have changed the calculus.

Putin's regime has so far survived because: (a) the security services remain loyal, (b) energy revenues have

been rerouted through non-Western channels, and (c) the repressive apparatus was pre-positioned to prevent

elite coordination. The 18-month warning model does not apply when capital flight is externally triggered

rather than internally driven.

Turkey 2016–Present: Slow Bleed
Capital flight: Sustained, low-level · Pattern: Chronic · Outcome: Regime stable but economically
stressed

Turkey shows a third pattern: sustained, chronic capital flight that does not precipitate regime change but

steadily erodes the regime's fiscal capacity. Since the 2016 coup attempt, an estimated $20–30 billion per year

has left Turkey. Erdoğan has responded with capital controls, pressure on the central bank, and an

unconventional monetary policy that has accelerated lira depreciation. The result is a vicious cycle: capital

flight weakens the currency, which triggers more flight, which further weakens the currency. The regime

survives because Erdoğan's coalition (Anatolian business class, religious conservatives, nationalists) remains

intact, but its economic foundation is slowly eroding. This may represent a "slow death" pattern rather than the

sharp-break pattern seen in Venezuela.
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SECTION 5

The Autocrat’s Toolkit

Surviving in power requires more than just paying the coalition. Autocrats deploy a portfolio of tools,

each targeting a different threat vector. The toolkit has been refined over decades of practice, and

modern autocrats combine these tools with unprecedented sophistication. The table below catalogs six

primary instruments, their mechanisms, and their model cases.

Patronage Networks
MODEL: GULF STATES (UAE, SAUDI ARABIA, QATAR)

Mechanism: Buy loyalty directly. Distribute economic rents, government contracts, land, and

monopoly licenses to coalition members. Make each member's personal wealth contingent on

regime survival.

How it works: The Gulf monarchies distribute oil revenues to key tribal, merchant, and military

families through an elaborate system of stipends, land grants, and business monopolies. Citizens

receive cradle-to-grave welfare; elites receive extraordinary wealth. The implicit bargain: political

quiescence in exchange for material prosperity. Patronage networks make defection expensive

because leaving the coalition means losing your economic livelihood.

Vulnerability: Revenue shocks. When the money runs out (oil price collapse, sanctions, economic

crisis), the patronage network frays. Venezuela's collapse was fundamentally a patronage failure

caused by falling oil revenues.

1

Information Control
MODEL: CHINA (GREAT FIREWALL + AI-POWERED CENSORSHIP)

Mechanism: Shape the narrative. Control what people know, believe, and can communicate. The

goal is not total censorship but narrative dominance: making the regime's framing the default.

How it works: China's information control system is the most sophisticated in history. The Great

Firewall blocks foreign platforms. Domestic platforms are subject to real-time AI-powered

censorship that detects and removes sensitive content within minutes. Propaganda is calibrated

and targeted. The system does not need to convince everyone — it needs to prevent the

coordination of dissent. By atomizing opposition (making each dissident think they are alone),

information control prevents the collective action required for regime change.

Vulnerability: Economic crisis that discredits the regime's narrative. Information control works

when the regime can plausibly claim competence. When visible failure contradicts the official

story (e.g., COVID lockdowns, real estate collapse), cracks appear.

2

9



Repressive Apparatus
MODEL: NORTH KOREA (MINISTRY OF STATE SECURITY + SONGBUN CASTE SYSTEM)

Mechanism: Punish defection. Make the cost of disloyalty so catastrophic that no rational actor

would risk it. Use surveillance, imprisonment, torture, and collective punishment.

How it works: North Korea's songbun system classifies every citizen into one of 51 categories

based on perceived political loyalty. The Ministry of State Security monitors the population through

a network of informants (estimated at 1 informant per 50 citizens). Punishment is collective: a

dissident's family to three generations faces imprisonment in political labor camps. The system

makes defection unthinkable because the costs fall not just on the individual but on everyone they

love.

Vulnerability: Over-repression that triggers international intervention or mass exodus. The

repressive apparatus is expensive to maintain and creates a brittle system where compliance is

based on fear rather than consent.

3
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Foreign Enemies
MODEL: RUSSIA (NATO EXPANSION NARRATIVE + UKRAINE WAR)

Mechanism: Rally nationalism. Create or amplify external threats to unify the population behind

the regime and delegitimize domestic opposition as treasonous.

How it works: Putin's regime has systematically constructed a narrative of Western encirclement:

NATO expansion, color revolutions, economic sanctions are framed as existential threats to

Russia. Domestic opposition is labeled as "foreign agents" funded by hostile powers. The Ukraine

war serves a dual function: it validates the external threat narrative and makes dissent equivalent

to betraying soldiers at the front. Rally-around-the-flag effects boosted Putin's approval from 61%

(Jan 2022) to 83% (Mar 2022).

Vulnerability: Military defeat. The rally effect requires at least the perception of success. A visible,

undeniable military failure can invert the dynamic, turning nationalist sentiment against the

regime rather than in its favor.

4

Economic Performance
MODEL: SINGAPORE (LEE KUAN YEW'S AUTHORITARIAN DEVELOPMENTALISM)

Mechanism: Legitimize rule through results. Deliver economic growth, infrastructure, education,

and rising living standards. Make the case that authoritarianism is more efficient than democracy.

How it works: Singapore under Lee Kuan Yew achieved one of the most remarkable economic

transformations in history: from a developing-world port city to a first-world economy in one

generation. The implicit bargain — prosperity in exchange for political control — was accepted by a

population that could see tangible improvements in their lives. The PAP regime maintained this

legitimacy through genuine competence: low corruption, efficient bureaucracy, world-class

infrastructure, and consistently rising GDP per capita.

Vulnerability: The performance legitimacy trap. Regimes that justify their power through

economic results must keep delivering. Any sustained economic downturn threatens the entire

basis of legitimacy. China faces this challenge as its growth model decelerates.

5
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Constitutional Manipulation
MODEL: HUNGARY (ORBÁN'S FUNDAMENTAL LAW + NER SYSTEM)

Mechanism: Legalize power. Rewrite the rules so that authoritarian governance is constitutionally

embedded. Make it structurally impossible for the opposition to win even in a nominally free

election.

How it works: Orbán used his two-thirds parliamentary majority to rewrite Hungary's constitution

(the "Fundamental Law" of 2011), pack the Constitutional Court, gerrymander electoral districts,

and rewrite media regulations. Each change was enacted through legal, constitutional processes.

The result is a system where Fidesz can lose the popular vote and still win a supermajority. The

opposition is not banned — it is structurally disadvantaged to the point of irrelevance. This is the

genius of competitive authoritarianism: it uses democratic forms to produce undemocratic

outcomes.

Vulnerability: External pressure (EU funding conditionality) and the regime's dependence on

maintaining a democratic facade for international legitimacy.

6
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Toolkit Summary

# TOOL MECHANISM
MODEL

CASE
PRIMARY VULNERABILITY

1 Patronage Networks Buy loyalty with rents Gulf States Revenue shocks

2 Information Control Shape narrative, prevent coordination China Visible regime failure

3 Repressive Apparatus Punish defection catastrophically North Korea
Over-repression, mass

exodus

4 Foreign Enemies
Rally nationalism, delegitimize

opposition
Russia Military defeat

5 Economic Performance
Legitimize through growth and

competence
Singapore

Sustained economic

downturn

6
Constitutional

Manipulation
Legalize structural advantage Hungary External conditionality

No autocrat uses just one tool. Effective authoritarian governance combines multiple instruments. Russia

uses foreign enemies + repression + patronage. China uses information control + economic performance +

repression. Hungary uses constitutional manipulation + patronage + information control. The most resilient

regimes are those that diversify their toolkit, so that the failure of any single instrument does not bring down

the system.
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SECTION 6

When Autocrats Fall

If autocrats are rational optimizers with a powerful toolkit, why do they ever fall? The answer lies in

three structural vulnerabilities that no amount of optimization can permanently resolve. These are not

random shocks — they are endogenous weaknesses built into the logic of autocratic rule itself.

The Three Triggers

1. Elite Split

When the winning coalition

fractures — typically because

one faction concludes it would

be better off under a different

leader — the regime loses its

coercive and economic

foundation. Elite splits are the

most dangerous trigger

because they occur inside the

regime's own decision-making

apparatus, where the regime's

intelligence services are

weakest (they are designed to

monitor the population, not the

elite).

2. Economic Crisis

A severe economic crisis

breaks the patronage network.

When the regime can no longer

pay its coalition, loyalty

evaporates. The crisis need not

be absolute — it only needs to

be severe enough that coalition

members conclude they would

be wealthier under an

alternative arrangement. This

is why resource-dependent

autocracies (oil states, mineral

exporters) are vulnerable to

commodity price shocks.

3. Succession Failure

Every personalist autocracy

faces the succession problem:

the leader's power is non-

transferable because it is

based on personal

relationships, not institutional

rules. When the leader dies,

becomes incapacitated, or

ages out of effectiveness, the

regime must navigate a

transition that its own

structure makes impossible.

Succession crises have brought

down more autocracies than

revolutions.

The Dictator’s Dilemma
These three triggers are not independent — they are connected by a structural paradox that we call the

dictator's dilemma. The more an autocrat centralizes power to protect against one threat, the more

vulnerable the regime becomes to the others.

Centralize to prevent elite splits → the system becomes more brittle and succession becomes

harder

Distribute to manage succession → creates competing power centers that enable elite splits

Spend to maintain patronage → depletes reserves needed to weather economic shocks

Save to build fiscal buffers → reduces patronage and risks coalition defection

There is no solution to the dictator's dilemma. There are only trade-offs. Every autocrat is, at best,

managing the timing of their own regime's eventual failure.
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The Bimodal Distribution

20 yr
AVERAGE LIFESPAN OF

AUTOCRACY

<5 yr
SHORT-LIVED REGIMES

(MODE 1)

>30 yr
ENTRENCHED REGIMES

(MODE 2)

Bimodal
DISTRIBUTION SHAPE

The average lifespan of an autocracy is 20 years, but this mean is misleading. The distribution is

bimodal: autocracies tend to either fail quickly (within 5 years, before the regime can consolidate) or

persist for decades (30+ years, after the regime has locked in its toolkit). Few autocracies occupy the

middle ground. This bimodality reflects a critical threshold: if a regime survives its first five years — long

enough to capture the judiciary, build a patronage network, and neutralize the military as an

independent actor — it becomes dramatically harder to dislodge.

REGIME DURATION % OF AUTOCRACIES TYPICAL TRIGGER OF COLLAPSE

<5 years 38% Elite split, counter-coup, failed consolidation

5–15 years 14% Economic crisis, opposition mobilization

15–30 years 16% Succession crisis, generational change

>30 years 32% Leader death, systemic collapse, external intervention

The practical implication is stark: the window for preventing autocratic consolidation is narrow. Once a

regime passes the five-year mark, the cost of removal increases by an order of magnitude. Democratic

defense must focus on the early years — which is precisely when the erosion is hardest to see and

easiest to dismiss.
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CONCLUSION

The Window of Vulnerability

Autocrats are not irrational — they are solving an optimization problem. Understanding their

calculus is the first step to designing effective democratic defense. The data show that the

window of vulnerability is narrow and predictable: elite fracture + capital flight + military

wavering. These three signals, when they co-occur, indicate that a regime transition is possible

within 18–24 months. Miss that window, and the next one may be 20 years away.

The selectorate framework is not a counsel of despair. It is a map. It shows where authoritarian

regimes are strong (small coalitions, diversified toolkits, loyal militaries) and where they are weak

(succession, economic shocks, elite cohesion). It shows that the most effective pro-democracy

interventions are those that raise the cost of loyalty to the regime (targeted sanctions on

coalition members), lower the cost of defection (asylum, asset protection for defectors), and

monitor the leading indicators (capital flows, military positioning, elite communications).

The autocrat's survival calculus can be understood, predicted, and — at the margins — disrupted.

But only if we take it seriously as a rational system rather than dismissing it as madness.

Key Takeaways

FINDING IMPLICATION

Autocrats average 18.2 yr in power vs. 8.4 yr for

democrats
Authoritarian governance is self-stabilizing once consolidated

Winning coalition size inversely predicts tenure Smaller coalitions = longer but more brittle rule

Military defection is dispositive in 67% of

transitions
The military's balance sheet predicts its political behavior

Capital flight precedes military defection by 18

months
Financial data is the best early warning system

78% of empowered militaries choose repression Regime change is the exception, not the rule

Autocracy lifespan is bimodal (<5 yr or >30 yr) The window for prevention is the first 5 years

Three triggers: elite split, economic crisis,

succession failure

All three are endogenous to autocratic logic — they cannot be

permanently solved
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