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Abstract

This article provides a new conceptualization of regime transformation that allows scholars to address democratiza-
tion and autocratization as related but obverse processes. We introduce a dataset that captures 680 episodes of regime
transformation (ERT) from 1900 to 2019 and offers novel insights into regime change over the past 120 years. The
ERT has three main advantages over other approaches. First, it avoids problematic assumptions of unit homogeneity
and constant as well as symmetric effects. Second, it integrates key insights from qualitative studies by treating regime
change as a gradual and uncertain process. Third, the ERT is based on a unified framework for studying regime
transformation in either direction. The dataset differentiates between four broad types of regime transformation:
liberalization in autocracies, democratic deepening in democracies, and autocratization in both democracies and
autocracies (democratic and autocratic regression). It further distinguishes ten patterns with distinct outcomes,
including standard depictions of regime change (i.e. democratic transition or breakdown). A minority (32%) of
ERTs produce a regime transition, with the majority of episodes either ending before a transition takes place or not
having the potential for such a transition (i.e. further democratization in democratic regimes or further autocratiza-
tion in autocratic regimes). We also provide comparisons to other datasets, illustrative case studies to demonstrate
face validity, and a discussion about how the ERT framework can be applied in peace research.
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Introduction

Why do some dictatorships transition to democracy,
whereas others resist pressures to liberalize or respond
with only minimal reforms? Why do some democracies
exhibit resilience, whereas others experience backslid-
ing or breakdown? Such questions about regime change
feature prominently in research on conflict processes
and constitute one of the most intensely researched

areas in political science. Yet, the dominant quantita-
tive approaches to studying regime change require
improbable assumptions, use debatable units of analy-
sis, and pursue questions about democratic breakdown
and democratic transition as separate research agendas,
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which hinders a joint and coherent study of regime
change.

This article introduces the Episodes of Regime Trans-
formation (ERT) dataset. Using an innovative concep-
tual framework to overcome limitations in the literature,
the ERT dataset captures processes of regime transforma-
tion in either direction along the democratic–autocratic
continuum. It allows for research on four broad types of
regime transformation, including liberalization in auto-
cracies, democratic deepening in democracies and
autocratization in both democracies and autocracies. The
ERT dataset distinguishes ten patterns with distinct out-
comes, including standard depictions of regime change
(i.e. democratic transition or breakdown). The dataset
(V2.2) includes start and end dates, as well as the type
and outcome, of 680 episodes observed in the Varieties
of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset from 1900 to 2019
(Coppedge et al., 2020). It is updated every year with
a new release of the V-Dem dataset.1

The ERT dataset has three main advantages over
other approaches. First, it avoids problematic assump-
tions of unit homogeneity and constant and symmetric
effects. Second, it integrates key insights from qualitative
studies by treating regime change as a gradual and uncer-
tain process. Finally, the ERT dataset allows scholars to
study democratization and autocratization within the
same systematic framework. For quantitative researchers,
the ERT dataset provides opportunities to model the
causes and consequences of democratization and auto-
cratization simultaneously while taking heterogeneity in
the sample into account. For qualitative researchers, it
provides key insights for single and comparative case

selection. In short, the ERT dataset enables scholars to
analyze processes, mechanisms and outcomes within and
between defined ERTs.

The questions raised here are also highly relevant to
the policy-practitioner community. Democracy is asso-
ciated with international and domestic peace (Altman,
Rojas-de Galarreta & Urdinez, 2021; Fjelde, Knutsen &
Nygård, 2021), economic development (Acemoglu
et al., 2019) and environmental protections (Farzin &
Bond, 2006). Democratic institutions promote invest-
ments in human development (Gerring, Thacker &
Alfaro, 2012) that benefit ordinary citizens through
improved education (Ansell & Lindvall, 2013), health
(Bollyky et al., 2019) and gender equality (Sundström
et al., 2017). Therefore, knowledge about how democ-
racy emerges, declines, and dies is not merely an aca-
demic exercise.

A divided literature on regime change

Research on regime change usually takes either a transi-
tologist or incrementalist perspective (Table I). The tran-
sitologist approach focuses on democratic transitions and
breakdowns as discrete events.2 For example, classic
case-based works on democratic transitions focus on
founding elections as moments of discrete regime change
(O’Donnell & Schmitter, 1986; Diamond et al., 1989).
While this literature acknowledges complex processes
and multiple pathways to uncertain outcomes, the goal
is to explain the transition moment. Meanwhile, quanti-
tative works in this genre use a dichotomous measure of

Table I. Two dominant approaches to the study of regime change

Transitologist Incrementalist

Ontological assumptions Democracy and autocracy are dichotomous;
observable transition moment exists

Democracy-autocracy continuum; incremental
changes in either direction are meaningful
equivalents

Guiding questions What explains democratic transition, survival, and
breakdown?

What explains changes in levels of democracy?

Data sources, key studies Alvarez et al. (1996); Bjørnskov & Rode (2020);
Boix, Miller & Rosato (2013); Cheibub,
Gandhi & Vreeland (2010)

Acemoglu & Robinson (2006); Claassen
(2020); Jackman & Bollen (1989); Teorell
(2010); Coppedge et al. (2022)

Limitations Assumptions of unit homogeneity; omits
unsuccessful attempts; transitions as discrete
events; democratization/autocratization as
separate inquiries

Assumptions of constant and symmetric effects;
short-run changes as discrete events;
democratization/autocratization as empirical
equivalents

1 For the latest version visit https://github.com/vdeminstitute/ERT

2 While ‘transitology’ usually refers to a case-based literature (e.g.
O’Donnell & Schmitter, 1986), quantitative studies investigating
discrete regime transitions have similar ontological assumptions.
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democracy, regressing discrete changes in regime classi-
fication on explanatory factors of interest (e.g. Bjørnskov
& Rode, 2020; Boix & Stokes, 2003; Brownlee, 2009;
Epstein et al., 2006; Haggard & Kaufman, 2012; Miller,
2015; Przeworski et al., 2000). As a result, the transition
moment becomes isolated from the complex processes
discussed in case studies, even if recent work on the
‘stickiness’ of authoritarian institutions highlights polit-
ical legacies (Albertus & Menaldo, 2018). Regardless of
methodology, the transitologist approach makes two
core ontological assumptions: (1) regimes can be dichot-
omized into the conceptual categories of democracies
and autocracies; and (2) there is a distinct, observable
moment of transition between democracy and autocracy.

By contrast, the incrementalist approach explores gra-
dual changes in levels of democracy, usually with quan-
titative methods, although they might be paired with
case studies (e.g. Acemoglu & Robinson, 2006; Claas-
sen, 2020; Coppedge & Reinicke, 1990; Jackman &
Bollen, 1989; Levitz & Pop-Eleches, 2010; Teorell,
2010; Coppedge et al., 2022).3 For example, Teorell
(2010) and Coppedge et al. (2022) provide an empirical
overview of the determinants of democratization based
on annual changes, as well as annual upturns and down-
turns. These studies avoid ontological assumptions about
the dichotomous nature of regimes or transitions as
events (Jackman & Bollen, 1989). Instead, they rely
on two different ontological assumptions: (1) democracy
and autocracy lie at opposite ends of a continuum; and
(2) equidistant changes in one direction or another, and
at any place along the scale, are meaningful equivalents.

Three core limitations
The divided literature on regime change impedes efforts
at knowledge accumulation. Each approach involves a
‘bundle’ of assumptions and choices with certain trade-
offs. While a few recent works attempt to combine
incrementalism with transitology (e.g. Mainwaring &
Bizzarro, 2019; Haggard & Kaufman, 2021), such inte-
grated approaches to studying regime change are infre-
quent and overshadowed in the literature dominated by
the transitologist-incrementalist divide. As a result, three
fundamental limitations in the literature undermine
efforts at knowledge accumulation and practical rele-
vance, which we aim to overcome with a unified frame-
work for studying regime transformation.

First, the transitologist approach assumes unit homo-
geneity by treating all observations within the same
regime class as equivalent, even though the cases and
underlying processes often differ. Operationalizing
democratization as a discrete transition from non-
democracy to democracy based on a nominal-level mea-
sure such as that of Boix, Miller & Rosato (2013) or
some threshold on a continuous indicator assumes that
all autocracies have an equal likelihood of transitioning
to democracy, ceteris paribus. This ignores heterogeneity
among autocracies that would be difficult to fully control
for, and treats fully closed countries as equally likely to
transition to democracy as more liberal cases. More cri-
tically, it fails to account for those cases where democra-
tization (or autocratization) started but a transition never
occurred. This means that the probability of democrati-
zation is based on comparing those that successfully
democratized with a sample that includes both those that
never liberalized and those that did. Ignoring heteroge-
neity among the null units in the sample means over-
looking ‘potentially relevant and theoretically revealing
cases’ (Ziblatt, 2006: 24).4

The incrementalist approach overcomes the assump-
tion of unit homogeneity by operationalizing democra-
tization as changes in levels of democracy using a
continuous measure. Yet, this introduces an equally vex-
ing assumption of constant and symmetric effects, which
treats the same amount of change as equivalent, and the
effects of causes as the same, across the full range of
values. It seems unrealistic, for example, to assume that
an annual change of 0.05 on a scale of 0–1 means the
same thing for Saudi Arabia, which scored 0.02 in 2019,
as it does for Denmark, which scored 0.90. Averages
based on a sample that includes both countries that
increased in the democracy score and those that
decreased also treats them as having the same underlying
causes. Yet, research suggests that the factors causing
annual increases (democratization) and annual decreases
(autocratization) in democracy scores are often different
(Teorell, 2010; Coppedge et al., 2022).

Second, both approaches amplify short-term changes
when using quantitative methods. Whether measured as
a dichotomy or interval, regime change is typically
treated as an annual event. Regressing the probability
of regime change (dichotomous or incremental) on ante-
cedent factors without considering the preceding gradual
changes risks misattributing causes by interpreting the

3 We use the term ‘incrementalist’ because these studies tend to
operationalize regime change in increments, usually annual changes
in the value of a continuous measure.

4 This problem is often referred to as Simpson’s Paradox (Wagner,
1982).
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effects of a long-term process through short-term
changes in correlated independent variables. This con-
trasts with the longer, gradual, and highly uncertain
processes of regime transformation described in the
case-based literature (e.g. Rustow, 1970; O’Donnell &
Schmitter, 1986; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2006; Boix,
2003).

Third, the two approaches either treat democratiza-
tion and autocratization as separate fields of inquiry or as
meaningful equivalents. For example, whereas Linz
(1978) discusses the breakdown of democratic regimes,
Linz & Stepan (1996) focus exclusively on democratic
transitions (and consolidation), with little bridging
between the theories. This trend carries over into quan-
titative research that typically theorizes and models dem-
ocratic transition and democratic breakdown in separate
publications. Even recent work combining elements
from both approaches only considers backsliding or ero-
sion in democracies (e.g. Mainwaring & Bizzarro, 2019;
Haggard & Kaufman, 2021). One exception is Gates
et al. (2006), later corroborated by Knutsen & Nygård
(2015), showing that hybrid regimes are more likely to
experience regime transitions in either direction. By con-
trast, the incrementalist approach usually makes no dis-
tinction between democratization and autocratization.
Equidistant annual changes on democracy scores are
treated as empirical equivalents, regardless of whether
those changes are positive or negative. Two exceptions
are Teorell (2010) and Coppedge et al. (2022), who
show that factors associated with annual increases and
decreases are often distinct, calling into question the
common approach to treating the determinants of demo-
cratization and autocratization as purely symmetrical.

In short, the literature presents parallel sets of explana-
tions for related processes, with a proliferation of jargon
(e.g. ‘democratic backsliding’ versus ‘autocratization’) and
incomplete theory building. The transitologist approach
treats regimes taxonomically by dichotomizing them and
the incrementalist approach views regimes as a single class
of phenomenon whose attributes can be quantified along

a unidimensional continuum.5 As a result, we know very
little about whether and how transitions in either direc-
tion are similar (or complements) over time, both in pro-
cess and their determinants.

Episodes of regime transformation

We aim to overcome some key challenges in the litera-
ture by developing a unifying framework that leverages
the strengths of both the transitologist and incremental-
ist perspectives. We bridge these two approaches by con-
ceptualizing regime transformation as an incremental
process that may or may not yield a discrete regime
transition. More specifically, we conceptualize ERTs as
periods when a country undergoes sustained and sub-
stantial changes along a democracy–autocracy conti-
nuum. These episodes substantively transform the
regime (fitting with the incrementalist approach) but
may not necessarily yield a regime transition (from the
transitologist approach).6 Thus, we apply a ‘directional’
definition to regime transformation whereby democrati-
zation and autocratization occur even if the case does not
cross some qualitative threshold between democracy and
autocracy (Treisman, 2020: 6).

As illustrated in Figure 1, we distinguish episodes
based on their direction of movement along a continuum
from liberal democracy to closed autocracy (Schedler,
2001). We treat regimes as the same class of phenomena
that can exhibit varying degrees of conformity to liberal
democracy as an ideal type (similar to the incrementalist
approach), while also acknowledging the important
dividing line between regimes that fulfill the minimal
criteria for democracy and those that do not (similar to
the transitologist approach). We base these minimal
criteria on the six institutional guarantees for

Figure 1. Conceptualizing ERTs

5 This is possible because autocracy is a ‘residual category’ (Svolik,
2012) defined by ‘what it is not’ (Linz, 1975), namely not democracy.
6 While we consider changes between closed and electoral autocracy or
liberal and electoral democracy as outcomes of regime transformation,
we do not refer to these as regime transitions.
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participation and contestation (Dahl, 1971). The upper
part of Figure 1 illustrates democratization as an over-
arching concept for episodes that exhibit substantial and
sustained improvement of democratic institutions and
practices (Wilson et al., forthcoming). Conversely, the
lower part of Figure 1 depicts autocratization as episodes
that result in a sustained and substantial decline of dem-
ocratic attributes (Lührmann & Lindberg, 2019). Thus,
we consider autocratization and democratization as
obverse regime transformation processes.

We further distinguish episodes that have the potential
to produce a regime transition from those that enrich
qualities congruent with the current regime type.7 The
former, represented by the dashed lines in Figure 1,
include episodes of democratization in autocracies (lib-
eralizing autocracy) and episodes of autocratization in
democracies (democratic regression). The latter, repre-
sented by the solid lines in Figure 1, include episodes
of democratization in democracies (democratic deepening)
and episodes of autocratization in autocracies (autocratic
regression).

Regime transformation processes are highly uncertain
and a transition is neither inevitable nor the only
possible outcome (Schedler, 2001, 2013; Treisman,
2020). Figure 2 depicts ten possible patterns and out-
comes of ERTs, all based on an intuition about a non-
linear relationship between regime transformation and
measures of democracy. The dotted line illustrates the

boundary between democracy (above) and autocracy
(below). Figure 2(a) provides an overview of outcomes
for democratization episodes. A democratic transition
occurs when an autocratic regime sees sufficient reforms
to cross a minimal threshold of democracy and then
holds a founding democratic election. We define a
founding democratic election as the first free and fair
election held under minimally democratic conditions
after which the elected officials assumed or continued
office in either the national legislature, executive, or con-
stituent assembly. Liberalizing autocracies can fail to
produce a democratic transition in three ways. First, the
regime could encounter a preempted democratic transition
by achieving minimally democratic conditions but fail-
ing to hold a founding election before reverting back to
autocracy. Second, autocratic regimes may undergo sub-
stantial liberalization before becoming a stabilized elec-
toral autocracy. Third, after experiencing substantial
liberalization, the regime could revert back to lower lev-
els of democracy (i.e. reverted liberalization, Wilson
et al., forthcoming). Finally, for episodes of democratic
deepening, we consider the outcome a foregone conclu-
sion – referring to this as deepened democracy.

Figure 2(b) illustrates outcomes in autocratization epi-
sodes, which mirror the pathways shown in Figure 2(a). A
democratic breakdown occurs when a democratic regime
drops below the minimal threshold of democracy (indi-
cated by the dashed line in Figure 2) and one of the
following conditions holds: (a) it becomes a closed auto-
cracy (i.e. no longer holds multiparty elections for the
executive or the legislature); (b) it holds a founding
authoritarian election for the executive, legislature, or a
constituent assembly; or (c) it remains autocratic for

Figure 2. Representation of outcomes of democratization (a, left) and autocratization (b, right) episodes

7 In Figure 1, transitions to democracy and democratic breakdowns
are represented by the space between electoral autocracy and electoral
democracy but are included under the dashed line because they have
the potential to reverse.
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a sufficient period of time to no longer be considered a
democracy. Episodes of democratic regression may avoid
breakdown in three ways. First, a preempted democratic
breakdown occurs when a democracy falls below the min-
imal threshold for democracy but then crosses back above
the threshold before meeting any of the criteria sufficient
for breakdown listed above. Second, a regime can decline
in democratic quality before stabilizing as a diminished
democracy. Third, democracies may experience averted
regression by reverting to some higher democratic state
after a period of substantial declines in democratic quality.
Finally, we also consider the outcome a foregone conclu-
sion for autocratic regression, referring to this simply as
regressed autocracy.

Operationalizing ERTs
Table II summarizes the default parameters for identify-
ing episodes in the ERT dataset, which we derived from
a three-step validation process outlined below. We use
V-Dem’s Electoral Democracy Index (EDI) to represent
the continuum from autocracy to democracy on a range
of 0–1 (Coppedge et al., 2020). We code ERTs based on
an initial annual change of at least +0.01 (start inclu-
sion), followed by an overall change of at least +0.10
over the duration of the episode (cumulative inclusion).
ERTs are considered ongoing as long as the EDI score
(i) changes at least once every five consecutive years
(tolerance), (ii) does not have a reverse annual change of
0.03 or greater (annual turn), and (iii) does not experi-
ence a cumulative reverse change of 0.10 over a five-year
period (cumulative turn). The final year of all episodes is
coded as the year the case experienced a change of at least
+0.01 after episode onset and immediately prior to
experiencing one of these three conditions for termina-
tion. The episode is censored if the end date corresponds
with the final year or the year before a gap starts in the
V-Dem coding for the country unit.

We coded the outcome for each episode based on our
stylized representation in Figure 2. We use the Regimes
of the World (RoW) (Lührmann, Tannenberg & Lind-
berg, 2018) to estimate a potential democratic transition

or democratic breakdown within the episode. Rather
than using a single arbitrary cutoff on an interval scale,
RoW identifies democracies as regimes with sufficiently
free and fair multiparty elections and where other insti-
tutions and practices identified by Dahl (1971) are suffi-
ciently developed. RoW distinguishes between closed
autocracies with no multiparty elections and electoral
autocracies that hold flawed multiparty elections. And
it differentiates electoral democracies – or those regimes
with free and fair multiparty elections – from liberal
democracies that also have sufficient minority protec-
tions and rule of law.

When a case crosses the threshold from the demo-
cratic end of the spectrum (i.e. liberal/electoral democ-
racy) to closed autocracy on the RoW measure, we
automatically code this as a democratic breakdown
because multiparty elections no longer exist. When a case
goes from being democratic to electoral autocracy, we
first check to see that it either (a) held elections that were
not free and fair or (b) remained classified as an electoral
autocracy for the tolerance period (five years). For dem-
ocratic transitions, similarly, we look for a change in
classification from autocracy (either closed or electoral)
to democracy (either electoral or liberal). We also check
to see whether free and fair elections occurred and
whether the winners were allowed to take office.8 Finally,
we code the other (non-transition) outcomes for both
democratization and autocratization based on the criteria
for determining episode termination following the con-
ceptualizations outlined above and illustrated in Figure 2.
The outcome is censored for episodes that have the
potential for a regime transition but are ongoing in the
final observation year of the dataset or before a gap in
coding.

Classifying observations as we have done with the
ERT dataset faces several common challenges, including
the question of whether conceptual categories are
mutually exclusive and what appropriate thresholds
should be used for classification. We arrived at our
default parameters through an extensive validation pro-
cess, which we detail in our ‘static’ Online appendix. In
short, we aimed to ensure the greatest face-validity based
on case evidence, while also capturing meaningful
changes from the earliest moment and minimizing over-
lap between episodes. For additional transparency, we
provide a ‘dynamic’ Shiny app(endix) and an R package,
both of which allow users to flexibly adjust the para-
meters and to test how changes to the default thresholds

Table II. Operationalization of episodes

EDI parameters Democratization Autocratization

Start inclusion 0.01 –0.01
Cumulative inclusion 0.10 –0.10
Annual turn –0.03 0.03
Cumulative turn –0.10 0.10
Tolerance 5.00 5.00

8 Using the V-Dem variables v2eltype and v2elasmoff.
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affect the episodes.9 While we are convinced that our
extensive validation process based on case evidence is
best suited to identify ERTs, alternative approaches are
conceivable. For example, future research could use
machine learning to identify common patterns in the
data and classify episodes accordingly.10

Based on our coding rules, the ERT dataset (V2.2)
provides information on the start and end year,

type, and outcome of 680 ERTs from 1900 to 2019.
Figure 3 provides a summary of these episodes and
their outcomes. Democratization accounts for 63%
of ERTs (n¼427), with liberalization in autocracies
being far more common (n¼383) than deepening in
democracies (n¼44). Nevertheless, democratic transi-
tions appear to be the exception rather than the rule.
Over 60% of the time (n¼226 out of 371 uncensored
episodes) liberalization does not yield a democracy.
While democratic transition occurs in only 39% of
the episodes where the outcome is known (n¼145 out
of 371 uncensored episodes), a sizeable majority (77%,
n¼112) go on to experience further democratic
deepening.

Figure 3. Description of our sample of ERTs (1900–2019)

9 The ERT dataset, R package, and codebook are available here:
https://github.com/vdeminstitute/ERT. The Shiny app(endix) is
available here: https://episodes.shinyapps.io/validation/. For more
information on our coding rules, see the codebook (Edgell et al., 2020).
10 We thank one of the anonymous reviewers for this suggestion.
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In cases where liberalization did not produce a
democratic transition, we find a higher frequency
of reverted liberalization (33%, n¼123), in which
reforms – whether strategic or genuine – abruptly reverse
course over a one to five year period. Meanwhile, 87
episodes stall under autocracy and 16 other episodes
come close to a democratic transition, only to be pre-
empted. These cases demonstrate the high level of uncer-
tainty for liberalization in autocracies, constituting ‘near
misses’ that dominant approaches have overlooked. The
outcome remains censored for 11 episodes as of 2019,
and the German Democratic Republic is censored by
German reunification in 1990.

The lower half of Figure 3 describes episodes of auto-
cratization, representing 37% of the ERTs (n¼253). A
clear majority of these (62%, n¼157) involve further
regression in already autocratic regimes. By contrast,
only 96 (38%) affect democracies. Among the 84 uncen-
sored episodes of democratic regression, 65 (77%) lead
to a democratic breakdown, followed by further autocra-
tization about 79% of the time (n¼51 out of 65 break-
downs). Notably, only 19 democracies survived
autocratization. Averted regression is the most common
way (74%, n¼14). Cases of preempted democratic
breakdown appear just five times in the ERT dataset –
Mali (1997–1998), India (1971–1976), Georgia (2006–
2010), Finland (1937–1940) and North Macedonia
(2000) – and we observe no cases of diminished democ-
racy. For 11 democracies – including the United States
(since 2015) and India (since 2002) – the outcome
remains undetermined as of 2019. Austria from 1931–
1938 is also censored by German occupation, which
results in a gap in the V-Dem data.

Overcoming three core limitations
The ERT dataset addresses three limitations of dominant
transitologist and incrementalist approaches to studying
regime change. First, the ERT dataset avoids assump-
tions of unit homogeneity and constant and symmetric
effects. It supports studying gradual processes of regime
transformation by drawing on continuous data while also
enabling differentiation of processes and outcomes in a
categorical way, allowing for heterogeneity. The delinea-
tion of episodes based on their trajectories encourages
scholars to evaluate the differences in development pat-
terns exhibited by the shapes in Figure 2. In particular,
our approach provides information about ‘near misses’
where, despite considerable potential, a regime transition
did not occur, allowing us to compare ‘successful’ and
various types of ‘unsuccessful’ cases.

Second, the ERT dataset allows us to study regime
change as an inherently uncertain process that is some-
times dramatic and other times incremental. It recog-
nizes both the transformation process and transition
event as key elements of regime change. While we are
not the first to conceptualize regime changes within ‘epi-
sodes’ (see, for example, Cassani & Tomini, 2020; Dres-
den & Howard, 2016; Gurses, 2011; Lührmann &
Lindberg, 2019; Papaioannou & Siourounis, 2008;
Tilly, 2001), past treatments use the term in the context
of creating regime typologies or discrete observations of
regime change.

Finally, our approach captures ERTs in either direc-
tion (both democratization and autocratization) within
one framework. This unifies the literature, while avoid-
ing assumptions about the empirical equivalence of
unit changes in opposite directions on the democracy–
autocracy continuum. We see opportunities for theory
building about whether democratization and autocrati-
zation have similar causes (and effects) and new research
questions, such as whether sequentially obverse episodes
are legacies of one another. In sum, establishing replic-
able rules for identifying democratization and autocrati-
zation episodes and summarizing the ways that they
begin and end takes seriously calls for improving research
on regime change, both unifying and expanding on the
literature.

Comparisons with other datasets

We compare the outcomes observed in the ERT dataset
with regime transitions found in Boix, Miller & Rosato
(BMR, 2013), Cheibub, Gandhi & Vreeland (CGV,
2010), and when dichotomizing the continuous Polity
IV index at a score of 6 (Marshall, Gurr & Jaggers, 2019)
in Table III. The left column lists the ERT dataset out-
comes and their frequencies. The other columns show
the number of democratic transitions or breakdowns by
each of the binary measures that fall within ERTs by
outcome. Many of the democratic transitions and dem-
ocratic breakdowns found in these commonly used data-
sets overlap with similar outcomes coded in the ERT
dataset, providing evidence of convergent validity. For
democratic transitions, we see the greatest overlap with
the BMR measure, accounting for 62 (43%) out of 145
episodes in the ERT dataset, followed by Polity (57,
39%) and CGV (46, 32%). Polity shows slightly greater
overlap when it comes to democratic breakdown, with
30 episodes (46%) as compared with BMR with 26
episodes (40%). By contrast, CGV only corresponds to
11 (17%) of democratic breakdowns in our sample. In
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part, the lower numbers for CGV are the result of the
limited time span covered by this measure (1946–2008).
Table E1 in the Online appendix reports the extent of
overlap within the temporal domain of each.

The comparison between dichotomous democracy
measures and the ERT dataset supports four major take-
aways. First, the extent to which alternative ways of rep-
resenting regime transition do not overlap underscores our
contribution of a larger sample that covers a longer period
of time and counts a larger number of potential and actual
transitions. Second, some of the overlap shows question-
able cases that are misrepresented by binary measures. For
example, BMR include five democratic transitions that
occurred during episodes of autocratic regression, mean-
ing the autocracy was getting less democratic at the time.
Third, it underscores the potential for measurement error,
particularly where there is large disagreement between
binary measures in quantitative analyses. Fourth, the exer-
cise highlights the importance of measuring regime trans-
formation as a more complex process with several potential
outcomes that cannot be gleaned from discrete measures
of regime change.

What do these differences mean for real world cases?
The aggregate figures above tell us how often our sample
and transitions overlap with others. Yet, face validity is
also important for determining the value of our frame-
work. Below, we demonstrate that the ERT dataset more
accurately characterizes the dynamics associated with
regime transformation in Turkey and Argentina than the
BMR and CGV. The cases also underscore the close
relationship between conflict and regime change.

Turkey
Figure 4 plots the ERT data for Turkey alongside Polity
scores (dotted line) and regime change events as

measured by BMR and CGV. The figure suggests that
Polity frequently overstates the level of democracy in this
case. While BMR and CGV often capture transitions
and breakdowns, only the ERT dataset describes
Turkey’s long-term development.

In 1908, a coalition of reformists called the Young
Turks revolted against Sultan Abdülhamid II and re-
established constitutional rule. However, factionalization
led to the centralization of authority under a triumvirate.
The Polity score increased substantially but remained low,
consistent with the observed episode in the ERT dataset
that produced reverted liberalization. Following the death
of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1938 and the Second World
War, notable reforms including new political parties and
trade unions, universal suffrage, direct elections and
improvements in press freedoms occurred. Polity scores
above 6 suggest a democratic transition. However, the
Democrat Party became increasingly repressive after it
secured a majority of legislative seats in 1950. As a result,
the ERT dataset codes this as reverted liberalization fol-
lowed by an episode of autocratic regression. Meanwhile,
the dichotomous BMR and CGV measures suggest that
nothing happened during this period.

Military officers led a bloodless coup against the party
in 1960 and a referendum in 1961 approved a new
constitution. The ERT dataset and the three alternative
measures agree that a democratic transition occurred.11

Likewise, all measures code the military coup in 1980
and the imposition of martial law as a democratic break-
down. A referendum in 1982 approved another new

Table III. Number of episodes that include transitions coded by other datasets

Democratic transition Democratic breakdown

ERT dataset outcomes (N) BMR CGV Polity BMR CGV Polity

Deepened democracy (44) 2 0 1 0 0 0
Democratic transition (145) 62 46 57 0 0 2
Liberalizing autocracy, no transition (226) 36 35 26 3 4 6
Democratic regression, no transition (19) 0 0 6 0 0 3
Democratic breakdown (65) 1 0 3 26 11 30
Regressed autocracy (157) 5 3 2 35 32 22
Outcome censored (24) 0 0 5 0 0 2
Total (680) 106 84 102 64 47 68
Not counted 28 17 29 20 17 17

BMR¼Boix, Miler, Rosato (2012); CGV¼Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland (2010); Polity threshold value¼6.

11 Polity stands alone in coding a 1970 coup as a return to non-
democracy. Although military intervention occurred, it did not
result in major political changes.
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constitution followed by elections in 1983, facilitating a
transition to democracy on which all measures agree.

Democracy in Turkey took a decisive turn after the
Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalknma Par-
tisi; AKP) won a legislative majority in 2002. While
initially the AKP government promised to pursue a dem-
ocratic reform agenda between 2002 and 2005, human
rights violations intensified when the EU moved away
from verbal commitments to condition membership on
the implementation of political reforms (Kubicek,
2011). The crackdown against civil society groups, the
media and peaceful protesters during the 2013 Gezi Park
protests provide a clear indication that Turkey was
autocratizing (Esen & Gumuscu, 2016; Bashirov & Lan-
caster, 2018). Evidence that the AKP began intimidating
journalists immediately after its ascent to power in 2002
suggests an earlier authoritarian turn (Esen & Gumuscu,
2016: 1590). The episodes depicted in Figure 4 show
that autocratization began in 2007. Instead of emphasiz-
ing democratic breakdown in 2014, our approach treats
the events surrounding the start of the democratic

regression episode in the mid-2000s as a critical part of
a longer trend.

Turkey underscores an important difference between
an episodic versus a dichotomous approach to depicting
regime change. The ERT data indicate that Turkey tran-
sitioned to democracy in 1982, although the process
would seem more protracted than is conveyed by alter-
native measures. The combination of the episodic
approach and V-Dem’s more fine-grained data used to
create the ERT dataset portrays it as more gradual, con-
flictual and iterative. The precariousness of democratic
development in Turkey after 1982 helps to explain its
regression in the late 2000s (Somer, 2017).

Argentina
Figure 5 illustrates the political development of Argen-
tina, which, like Turkey, also saw fluctuations in demo-
cratization and autocratization. In 1912, the
introduction of universal, secret and mandatory male
suffrage through the creation of an electoral list enabled
the opposition candidate Hipólito Yrigoyen to win

Figure 4. Illustrating the ERT dataset’s face validity for Turkey
Democratization episodes (top) and autocratization episodes (bottom).
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general elections, ending one-party oligarchic dominance
(Chen, 2007; Wynia, 1990). Subsequently, elections
were considered free and fair and the courts enjoyed
greater independence (Alston & Gallo, 2010). Notably,
this change does not register much in the Polity data,
although both BMR and ERT dataset treat it as a transi-
tion to democracy.

Nevertheless, the Great Depression prompted a coup
d’état in 1930 by Lieutenant General José Félix Uriburu,
which both Polity and Boix, Miller & Rosato (2013)
register as democratic breakdown (Chen, 2007; Wynia,
1990). This initiated a decade of rule by conservative
groups who maintained power through fraudulent indi-
rect elections (Alston & Gallo, 2010; Chen, 2007;
Wynia, 1990). During this period, the Polity data sug-
gest that the restoration of civilian rule was more dem-
ocratic than before the coup, while BMR do not register
any regime change.

In 1943, amid concerns that continued electoral fraud
would radicalize Argentine politics, Arturo Rawson
replaced President Ramón Castillo in a coup. This

invited several subsequent coups. In the 1946 presiden-
tial election, Colonel Juan Perón won as the candidate
of the newly formed Labor Party. Perón was a con-
summate populist who maintained support through
paternalistic policies and the manipulation of elections.
He was eventually sent into exile by a military coup in
1956. The datasets disagree on the Peronist period –
only CGV codes Perón’s ascension as a democratic
transition. The measures also disagree on successor
governments. CGV and BMR code the restoration of
civilian government as a democratic transition, while
Polity and the ERT dataset do not code Argentina as
democratizing until after another military intervention
in 1962.

Although Perón returned to office in 1973, his death
in 1974 and a series of political and economic crises
prompted another coup – this time against his wife and
Vice President Isabel Martı́nez de Perón – in 1976
(Chen, 2007; Wynia, 1990). The fact that all three alter-
native measures portray Perón’s brief return as a demo-
cratic transition demonstrates a limitation of using

Figure 5. Illustrating the ERT dataset’s face validity for Argentina
Democratization episodes (top) and autocratization episodes (bottom).

Maerz et al. 11



discrete events to indicate democratization. The defeat of
Argentina by the United Kingdom in the Falklands War
in 1982 led to a swift return to civilian rule, which by all
measures represented a successful transition to democ-
racy. The succession of presidents in 1989 marked the
first alternation in power between civilians since 1928
(Chen, 2007; Wynia, 1990).

The case of Argentina illustrates several instances where
the ERT dataset and alternative measures disagree. For
example, BMR code a democratic transition in Argentina
in 1912 that would be ignored using conventional thresh-
olds for Polity. There are also several instances of liberal-
ization without a democratic transition in the ERT dataset

where alternative measures suggest a transition took place.
Notably, alternative datasets disagree on whether Perón’s
first presidency was a democracy. The episodes shown in
Figure 5 differed in important ways. One involved a dem-
ocratic transition that did not deepen and another a pre-
empted democratic transition. Moreover, two were
characterized by stabilized electoral autocracy and one by
liberalization under autocracy that reverted. These patterns
of regime transformation – offset by periods of democratic
breakdown and autocratic regression – exemplify the
importance of the ERT dataset joining together informa-
tion on democratization and autocratization to explain
democratic development over time.

Figure 6. Coups
Attempted (empty circles) and successful (crossed circles) coup d’états as recorded by Powell & Thyne (2011) and Przeworski et al. (2013)
during episodes of liberalizing autocracy (top) and democratic regression (bottom) by aggregated outcome, 1946–2019. The Y-axis shows V-
Dem’s Electoral Democracy Index and year zero represents the pre-episode year.
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The ERT dataset and peace research

The ERT dataset will find broad applications in conflict
research. For example, it can inform ongoing debates
about whether autocratizing countries are more belliger-
ent (e.g. Ward & Gleditsch, 1998) or whether democra-
tization in ethnically heterogeneous societies leads to a
higher risk of civil conflict (Mousseau, 2001). To
demonstrate potential applications, Figures 6 and 7 plot
coup d’états (Powell & Thyne, 2011; Przeworski et al.,
2013) and interstate and intrastate conflicts from the
PRIO/UCDP armed conflict dataset (Sundberg &
Melander, 2013, V20.1) during episodes of liberalizing

autocracy (top panel) and democratic regression (bottom
panel) since 1946.12

Figure 6 illustrates the value of using the ERT dataset
to investigate military intervention and democracy. In
particular, we find that coups are associated with failed
liberalization and democratic breakdowns. While the
onset of many liberalization episodes coincides with a
(successful) coup, failed liberalization episodes tend
to experience additional coups later in the process.
Attempted and successful coups occur in only 9% and

Figure 7. Conflict and regime transformation
Intrastate conflict (black dots) and interstate conflict (orange diamonds) as recorded in the UCDP/PRIO armed conflict dataset (Sundberg &
Melander, 2013) during episodes of liberalizing autocracy (top) and democratic regression (bottom) by aggregated outcome, 1946–2019. The
Y-axis shows V-Dem’s Electoral Democracy Index and year zero represents the pre-episode year.

12 Similar plots for deepening democracies and regressing autocracies
are in the Online appendix (Figure E12).
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10% (respectively) of the episodes that produced a dem-
ocratic transition. By contrast, attempted (14%) or suc-
cessful coups (13%) are more likely when liberalization
fails to produce a democratic transition. Over half (51%)
and three-quarters (78%), respectively, of these
attempted and successful coups occur in episodes result-
ing in reverted liberalization, and no successful coups
occur in episodes where stabilized electoral autocracy is
the outcome. This suggests that military interventions
pose a threat to liberalization, but are less likely when
elites manage the process as a survival tactic. Further-
more, we find that the onset of democratic regression
is not associated with coups; rather, military interven-
tions typically occur toward the end of such episodes.
More than one-third of episodes that produced a demo-
cratic breakdown experienced at least one coup, while
not a single successful coup is observed during episodes
that avoided democratic breakdown. This suggests that
military interventions to aid a failing democracy (almost)
never help and may actually contribute to democratic
breakdown.

Figure 7 illustrates how the ERT dataset can help
expand existing work on the relationship between con-
flict and political regimes (see Hegre et al., 2001). We
find evidence that interstate conflict is associated with
failed liberalization. Almost 9% of episodes of liberal-
izing autocracy that did not produce a democratic transi-
tion had one or more interstate conflicts versus only 4%
of episodes with a democratic transition. For civil con-
flict, the differences are less pronounced. Liberalizing
autocracies experience similar rates of intrastate conflict
regardless of whether a transition to democracy occurs
(26% for transitions and 27% for non-transition out-
comes). Meanwhile, the rarity of international conflict
during democratic regression suggests that domestic fac-
tors may be more salient for the erosion and break-
down of democracy. We find only one case where
international conflict occurred during an episode of
democratic regression – the Indo-Pakistani War of
1971, coinciding with India’s episode from 1971 to
1976, which managed to avoid breakdown. By contrast,
we find that intrastate conflict occurs in about 30%
of episodes resulting in a democratic breakdown, while
only two episodes where democracy survived (Venezuela
in 1992 and India 1971–1976) experienced intrastate
conflict. These insights also speak to questions about
regime type and conflict. The ERT dataset contributes
to peace research by allowing for a more fine-grained
empirical analysis of the propensity of conflict in
countries experiencing regime transformation and the
effect of conflict on transition outcomes.

Conclusion

The ERT dataset unifies the bifurcated literature on
regime change while also addressing its precarious limita-
tions. We develop a framework that eschews assump-
tions of unit homogeneity and constant and symmetric
effects, and allows analysis of gradual regime transforma-
tion, while simultaneously categorizing outcomes and
identifying equifinality. The ERT dataset facilitates
analyses of regime change as an inherently uncertain
process – sometimes dramatic, other times incremental.
It captures movements in either direction (democratiza-
tion and autocratization), while avoiding assumptions
about the empirical equivalence of unit changes.

This article draws several initial conclusions from the
ERT dataset (V2.2). First, only some ERTs have the
potential for a regime transition, and there is no guaran-
tee that such a transition will occur. We find that only
about 40% of autocracies that liberalize actually transi-
tion into democracy. By contrast, 77% of democracies
experiencing autocratization break down by the end of
the episode. The ERT dataset not only identifies epi-
sodes with a potential for transition, it also includes
episodes of ‘democratic deepening’ and ‘autocratic
regression’, which are often treated as a separate domain
(see, for example, the literature on democratic consolida-
tion). Integrating them alongside episodes with (poten-
tial) regime transitions is a valuable point of comparison.
Second, when a democratic transition or breakdown
occurs, in most cases the country continues to experience
further democratization or autocratization, respectively.
The transition event is one step in a longer process
rather than its culmination. Third, democratic regimes
are less prone to experiencing regime transformation, in
either direction, when compared with autocracies.
Roughly 80% of the observed ERTs since 1900 have
occurred in autocracies. Thus, authoritarian regimes are
generally less stable than democracies. Fourth, democra-
tization is much more common than autocratization.
This finding fits with the modern expansion of democ-
racy through several global waves of democratization
(Huntington, 1993). Yet, our findings also support
the argument that the world is currently in a wave of
autocratization – nearly two-thirds of countries under-
going regime transformation at the end of 2019 were
autocratizing.

The fact that we observe many different outcomes –
not just democratic transition or breakdown – shows
room for growth in studying regime transformation.
This is exemplified by the step-wise deterioration of
democracies like present-day Turkey and the bumpy
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road to democracy punctuated by failed liberalization
and regression in Argentina. By embracing an episodes
approach, we support a research agenda that encourages
bounded generalizations about a complex and indeter-
minate phenomenon. Such conclusions may be present
in the literature, but the conditions under which certain
theories hold are unclear and the explanations for related
processes remain disparate. A process-oriented approach
to identifying and explaining regime transformation may
therefore help knit together existing conclusions and
expand scholarly understanding of an important set of
outcomes.

Several areas of research await exploration. For peace
studies, scholars can use the ERT dataset to conduct
fine-grained empirical analysis of how conflict affects
regime transformation and vice versa. As illustrated here,
coups, interstate and intrastate conflict may explain both
the onset and outcome of episodes. Regime transforma-
tion may also act as the independent variable, explaining
why some countries are more belligerent than others.
Qualitative researchers may benefit from using the data-
set to select appropriate cases. For example, the ERT
dataset allows researchers to isolate cases that have similar
starting values for paired comparisons, with conflict as a
possible explanation for divergent outcomes of regime
transformation. In short, by identifying states that are
in the process of regime transformation, we can better
understand the emergence and decline of democracy, as
well as where states are more likely to see coups and
conflict, all of which have important academic and policy
implications.

Replication data
Replication files for the figures in this article can be
found at http://www.prio.no/jpr/datasets. The ERT
dataset, R package, and codebook are available here:
https://github.com/vdeminstitute/ERT. The Shiny
app(endix) is available here: https://episodes.shinyapps.
io/validation/

Acknowledgments
The ERT framework and dataset is the outcome of sev-
eral years of collaborative work. The original conceptual
foundation was created by Lindberg in the ERC grant
application funding the project. We recognize (in alpha-
betical order) Vanessa Boese-Schlosser, Patrik Linden-
fors, Jean Lachapelle, Anna Lührmann, Joshua Krusell,
Laura Maxwell, Juraj Medzihorsky, and Richard Mor-
gan, all of whom have actively contributed to years of

trial and error that put us in a place to author this piece
and to launch the ERT dataset. We also thank Emilie
Segura for skillful research assistance.

Funding
The author(s) received financial support for the research,
authorship, and/or publication of this article: This
research project was principally supported by European
Research Council, Consolidator Grant 724191, PI: Staf-
fan I Lindberg; but also by Knut and Alice Wallenberg
Foundation to Wallenberg Academy Fellow Staffan I
Lindberg, Grant 2018.0144; as well as by co-funding
from the Vice-Chancellor’s office, the Dean of the Col-
lege of Social Sciences, and the Department of Political
Science at University of Gothenburg. Seraphine F Maerz
received funding by the German Research Foundation,
project no. 421517935.

ORCID iDs
Seraphine F Maerz https://orcid.org/0000-0002-
7173-9617
Amanda B Edgell https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3029-
691X
Staffan I Lindberg https://orcid.org/0000-0003-03
86-7390

References
Acemoglu, Daron & James A Robinson (2006) Economic Ori-

gins of Dictatorship and Democracy. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Acemoglu, Daron; Suresh Naidu, Pascual Restrepo & James A
Robinson (2019) Democracy does cause growth. Journal of
Political Economy 127(1): 47–100.

Adcock, Robert & David Collier (2001) Measurement valid-
ity: A shared standard for qualitative and quantitative
research. American Political Science Review 95(3): 529–546.

Albertus, Michael & Victor Menaldo (2018) Authoritarianism
and the Elite Origins of Democracy. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Alston, Lee J & Andres A Gallo (2010) Electoral fraud, the rise
of Peron and demise of checks and balances in Argentina.
Explorations in Economic History 47(2): 179–197.

Altman, David; Federico Rojas de Galarreta & Francisco Urdi-
nez (2021) An interactive model of democratic peace. Jour-
nal of Peace Research 58(3): 384–398.
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Authoritarian backsliding and the concentration of political
power. Democratization 23(7): 1122–1143.

Edgell, Amanda B; Matthew C Wilson, Vanessa A Boese &
Sandra Grahn (2020) Democratic legacies: Using demo-
cratic stock to assess norms, growth, and regime trajectories.
Working paper. V-Dem Working Paper Series, No 100
(https://v-dem.net/wp.html).

Edgell, Amanda B; Seraphine F Maerz, Laura Maxwell,
Richard Morgan, Juraj Medzihorsky, Matthew C Wilson,
Vanessa A Boese, Sebastian Hellmeier, Jean Lachapelle,
Patrik Lindenfors, Anna Lührmann & Staffan I Lindberg
(2020) Episodes of regime transformation dataset and
codebook, V2.2 (https://github.com/vdeminstitute/ERT).

Epstein, David L; Robert Bates, Jack Goldstone, Ida Kristensen
& Sharyn O’Halloran (2006) Democratic transitions. Amer-
ican Journal of Political Science 50(3): 551–569.

Esen, Berk & Sebnem Gumuscu (2016) Rising competitive
authoritarianism in Turkey. Third World Quarterly 37(9):
1581–1606.

Farzin, Y Hossein & Craig A Bond (2006) Democracy and
environmental quality. Journal of Development Economics
81(1): 213–235.

Fjelde, Hanne; Carl Henrik Knutsen & Håvard Mokleiv
Nygård (2021) Which institutions matter? Re-considering
the democratic civil peace. International Studies Quarterly
65(1): 223–237.

Gates, Scott; Håvard Hegre, Mark P Jones & Håvard Strand
(2006) Institutional inconsistency and political instability:
Polity duration, 1800–2000. American Journal of Political
Science 50(4): 893–908.

Gerring, John; Strom C Thacker & Rodrigo Alfaro (2012)
Democracy and human development. Journal of Politics
74(1): 1–17.

Goertz, Gary (2020) Social Science Concepts and Measurement:
New and Completely Revised Edition. Princeton, NJ: Prin-
ceton University Press.

Gurses, Mehmet (2011) Elites, oil, and democratization: A sur-
vival analysis. Social Science Quarterly 92(1): 164–184.

Haggard, Stephan & Robert Kaufman (2021) Backsliding:
Democratic Regress in the Contemporary World. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Haggard, Stephan & Robert R Kaufman (2012) Inequality
and regime change: Democratic transitions and the stability

16 journal of PEACE RESEARCH XX(X)

https://doi.org/10.23696/vdemds20
https://v-dem.net/wp.html
https://github.com/vdeminstitute/ERT


of democratic rule. American Political Science Review
106(3): 495–516.

Hegre, Håvard; Tanja Ellingsen, Scott Gates & Nils Petter
Gleditsch (2001) Toward a democratic civil peace? Democ-
racy, political change, and civil war, 1816–1992. American
Political Science Review 95(1): 33–48.

Huntington, Samuel P (1993) The Third Wave: Democratiza-
tion in the Late Twentieth Century. Norman, OK: Univer-
sity of Oklahoma Press.

Jackman, Robert W & Kenneth A Bollen (1989) Democracy,
stability and dichotomies. American Sociological Review
54(4): 612–621.

Karl, Terry Lynn (1987) Petroleum and political pacts: The
transition to democracy in Venezuela. Latin American
Research Review 22(1): 63–94.

Knutsen, Carl Henrik & Håvard Mokleiv Nygård (2015)
Institutional characteristics and regime survival: Why are
semi-democracies less durable than autocracies and
democracies? American Journal of Political Science 59(3):
656–670.

Kubicek, Paul (2011) Political conditionality and European
Union’s cultivation of democracy in Turkey. Democratiza-
tion 18(4): 910–931.

Levitz, Philip & Grigore Pop-Eleches (2010) Why no back-
sliding? The European Union’s impact on democracy and
governance before and after accession. Comparative Political
Studies 43(4): 457–485.

Lewis, Stephen E (2020) Mexico’s democratic transition and
consolidation since 1977. In: William Beezley (ed.) The
Oxford Handbook of Mexican History. New York: Oxford
University Press. (https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/
9780190699192.013.35).

Linz, Juan J (1975) Totalitarian and authoritarian regimes.
In: Fred I Greenstein & Nelson W Polsby (eds) Handbook
of Political Science. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley:
175–411

Linz, Juan J & Alfred Stepan (1996) Problems of Democratic
Transition and Consolidation: Southern Europe, South Amer-
ica, and Post-communist Europe. Baltimore, MD: Johns
Hopkins University Press.
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