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Among themost pressing problems societies face today are economic inequality and the
erosion of democratic norms and institutions. In fact the two problems—inequality and
democratic erosion—are linked. In a large cross-national statistical study of risk factors
for democratic erosion, we establish that economic inequality is one of the strongest
predictors of where and when democracy erodes. Even wealthy and longstanding
democracies are vulnerable if they are highly unequal (though national wealth might
provide some resiliency). The association between inequality and risk of democratic
backsliding is robust, and holds under differentmeasures and structures of both income
inequality and wealth inequality. The association is unlikely to be a case of reverse
causation. For concerned citizens seeking to understand why so many democracies are
eroding and how to stop this process, our study indicates that policies for ameliorating
inequality are a promising path forward.

democratic backsliding | democratic erosion | economic inequality | democracy

In the late-twentieth century, the main threat to democracies was the military coup.
Today, a greater threat is posed by power-aggrandizing elected heads of government.
Presidents and prime ministers from Mexico to South Africa and from Hungary to the
United States have flouted the norms and institutions that sustain democracy. They
harass the press, reduce the independence of the courts, defy legislative oversight, and
undercut the public’s confidence in elections.

Researchers refer to this phenomenon as democratic erosion or democratic backsliding.
It has happened in about two dozen countries since the turn of the 20th to 21st centuries.
In light of this trend, Pérez-Liñán warns that “the main threat to democracy in the
twenty-first century” comes from “hegemonic presidents who undermine the separation
of powers” (1, p. 2).

Democratic erosion has sparked an outpouring of important academic studies. Bermeo
was among the first political scientists to call attention to the rise of backsliding and the
decline of coups (2), a shift also documented by Svolik (3). Major studies of backsliding
have been carried out by Levitsky and Ziblatt (4), Waldner and Lust (5), Przeworski (6),
and Haggard and Kaufman (7), among many others.

Despite this research, key questions about democratic erosion remain unanswered.
What are the factors behind the surge in cases of erosion? Are there systematic differences
between democracies that erode and those that do not? Our study deploys a large cross-
national dataset and statistical analysis to answer these questions.

In the effort to understand what is happening to democracy around the world, one
case that has received immense attention is the United States. Democratic erosion in
the United States came as a surprise to many observers. Studies of democratic stability
during the era of coups told us that wealthy and old democracies were the most resilient
ones (8, 9). And yet, the United States—the world’s oldest democracy, and one of its
wealthiest—showed new cracks. In 2016, the country elected a president who routinely
attacked the free press, threatened to jail his political opponents, and expressed a consistent
disdain for democratic norms in both his words and actions. He undermined confidence
in elections by continually insisting that his 2020 election loss was engineered through
massive fraud.

A suspicion among scholars and observers was that high levels of inequality in
the United States played some role in the weakening of democracy. The 1970s
marked the beginning of a sharp divergence between economic productivity and real
wages in the United States and over the past 50 y, inequality has risen dramatically.

There are good reasons to believe that inequality might play a role in democratic
erosion. Inequality contributes to polarization (10–12), and many studies have high-
lighted polarization as a key factor in erosion (11, 13, 14). Moreover, public perceptions
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of unfairness in economic distributions and opportunities con-
tribute to cynicism about the broader system, weakening people’s
commitment to political norms and institutions. Scholars of
American public opinion observe a 50-y decline in confidence
in political institutions, which “may be traceable to political
polarization stemming from increasing income inequality and
segregation in America” (15).

Indeed, scholars have long viewed inequality as a threat to
democracy (16–18). Yet in prior eras of democratic instability via
military coups, empirical studies produced mixed evidence about
whether inequality was a key factor (17, 19, 20). Does inequality
play a central role in this new wave of democratic erosion? Or
is there a danger of extrapolating from one notable case—the
United States—of a wealthy, old, unequal democracy eroding?

The suspicion that rising inequality is playing a role in the wave
of cases of democratic erosion has thus far gone untested with
systematic data. Scholars face a major hurdle in conducting the
kind of cross-national analyses that would probe any economic
factors in democratic backsliding: the difficulty of precisely and
systematically identifying cases of erosion. The challenge is
to distinguish instances of erosion from more conventional
executive overreach, a task made more difficult by the stealthiness
of backsliders and the typically slow, gradual pace of erosion
(21). Without a systematically identified dependent variable, it
is difficult to specify statistical models that explain it.

We overcome this obstacle by building on recent developments
in the measurement of democratic erosion. Doing so allows us to
conduct a large, cross-national quantitative study of democratic
erosion and economic distribution. Our key conclusion is that
income inequality is a strong and highly robust predictor of
democratic erosion. This basic result is stunningly robust. In
all, we find a consistent, positive association between income or
wealth gaps and democratic erosion across more than 100 distinct
statistical models.

In addition to probing links between inequality and erosion,
we study other factors as well. National wealth appears to provide
some insulation from the threat of erosion, though this statistical
relationship is less robust than that of inequality and erosion.
And the dangers of democratic erosion are not limited to young
democracies. As mentioned, in the era of military coups democra-
cies were most vulnerable in their early years; a long history of un-
interrupted democracy provided strong protection against future
coups. But in the 21st century, when aggrandizing chief execu-
tives are a greater threat than military leaders to most democracies,
even the oldest democracies are vulnerable if they are unequal.

Empirical Analysis

To identify cases of erosion, we turn to recent work by Laebens
(22). Laebens draws on expert surveys to identify democracies
that have experienced substantial declines in both vertical and
horizontal accountability, key concepts in democratic theory
(23–25). Vertical accountability is when governments face con-
straints imposed by voters and civil society; horizontal account-
ability is when they face constraints from coequal branches—the
courts and the legislature, among others. As explained inMaterials
and Methods, Laebens uses multiple measures related to both
kinds of accountability, measures gathered by the organization
Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem).

Laebens conceptualizes erosion as a decline in both horizontal
and vertical accountability. To track declines in horizontal and
vertical accountability, Laebens uses information gathered by
V-Dem. Our study uses data from the period 1995 to 2020,

Fig. 1. Cases of democratic erosion, 1995–2022. Line segments indicate
the years each country was experiencing erosion, following the coding rules
established in Laebens’s work.

during which 23 spells of backsliding occurred in 22 countries
(Fig. 1).

In Laebens’s procedure, to qualify as eroding a country has to
be a democracy in the first place, which means that it must
have experienced at least one peaceful alternation in power
since its last period of autocracy. Our universe of cases includes
countries that are democracies throughout our period of study,
according to the dataset constructed by Miller, Boix, and Rosato
(26). (The exception is Venezuela, which began this period as a
democracy, eroded, and by the end of the period was considered
an autocracy.) Given interest in the current wave of erosion,
we focus on the past quarter century, while acknowledging that
erosion events occurred in earlier eras.

The 23 unique periods of erosion that this method identifies
lasted an average of nine years. In the regressions reported later in
this article, the unit of analysis is the country-year. An alternative
approach is to treat country-election-years as the unit of analysis,
and, in effect, to study the factors associated with elections that
bring backsliding leaders to power. A total of 68 national elections
took place in the context of erosion. In the appendix, we replicate
our main analyses with country-election-year units; the results are
substantively unchanged (SI Appendix, Table A1).

Predicting Erosion: EconomicRisk Factors. We begin by estimat-
ing a simple model, using a country’s post-tax and post-transfer
Gini coefficient to predict whether it is eroding in a particular
year. (The Gini coefficient measures how much the distribution
of individual incomes in an economy deviates from full equality;
the larger a country’s Gini coefficient, the more unequal it is.)

Our analysis reveals a strong association between economic
inequality and backsliding. Fig. 2 reports the probability of a
country’s experiencing erosion in any given year, conditional on
its level of income inequality. Across the range of Gini coefficients
among countries in our dataset, these probabilities rise from single
digits in the most equal countries to more than 30% in the most
unequal ones.
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Fig. 2. Inequality and probability of erosion. Probability of erosion is
estimated with 95% CIs from a bivariate logit model, regressing erosion on
post-fisc Gini. This figure estimates conventional SEs; see Table 1, column 1,
for the same model with cluster-robust SEs (clustered by country).

For a sense of the magnitude of the association, consider the
difference between Sweden, a country in which incomes are more
compressed than all but 13% of democracies (Gini = 26.4 in
2017), and the United States, with a Gini larger than that of
60% of democracies (38.4 in 2017). For a country as equal
as Sweden, the predicted risk of erosion is four percent. For
a country as unequal as the United States, the predicted risk
more than doubles, to 8.4%. Sweden has not been immune from
the rise of a far-right, anti-immigrant party in recent years; yet
political leaders do not attack the press or coequal institutions,
and public confidence in state institutions remains high (27).
Other, more unequal countries are even more at risk than the
United States. South Africa, the most unequal democracy in our
dataset, had a probability of erosion of 31%. In fact, Swedish
democracy has survived intact whereas both the U.S. and South
African democracies frayed.

The association of inequality with erosion is displayed in
Table 1, which reports three logit models. Model 1 shows
the bivariate relationship between erosion and inequality (as
illustrated in Fig. 2). Model 2 considers whether poor countries
are at heightened risk of democratic erosion, controlling for
both inequality and gross domestic product (GDP) per capita.
Inequality remains a strong predictor of erosion; but GDP per
capita—a reliable predictor of coups—has no apparent effect on
a country’s vulnerability to erosion.

Are there contagion dynamics among backsliding leaders?
These dynamics were uncovered by scholars who studied de-
mocratization in Southern Europe, Latin America, and in the
post-Communist countries—the third wave of democratization
(28). They found that, other things being equal, the larger the
number of countries that had already undergone a transition
away from dictatorship in a country’s region, the more likely that
any additional country would follow them on the path toward
democratization (29, 30).

Recent experiences suggest that backsliders, too, may draw
inspiration from role models in other countries. President Hugo
Chávez in 1999 orchestrated a rewriting of the Venezuelan consti-
tution that gave the president enormous powers; Presidents Rafael

Table 1. Logit regression explaining erosion
Dependent variable: Erosion

(1) (2) (3)

Gini 0.067∗∗∗ 0.066∗∗ 0.071∗∗
(0.017) (0.021) (0.026)

Logged GDP per capita −0.012 −0.530†

(0.226) (0.274)

Year 0.180∗∗∗
(0.039)

Constant −4.934 −4.796 −362.382
(0.795) (2.678) (77.155)

Observations 1,922 1,901 1,901
†P < 0.1; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01; and ***P < 0.001.
Note: All models use robust SEs, clustered at the country level. Countries either remained
continuously democratic from 1995 to 2020, or eroded during the period (democracies
falling to coups are excluded).

Correa of Ecuador and Evo Morales of Bolivia followed suit
in 2007 and 2009, respectively. In 2020–2021, U.S. President
Trump challenged the validity of an election he lost, leading to a
violent effort to interrupt the transition of power. A remarkably
similar series of events took place in 2023 in Brazil after the
election loss of President Jair Bolsonaro.

We test for contagion dynamics in Model 3 of Table 1.
There we add a control for year of observation. If backsliding
leaders learn from one another, we would expect erosion to
become increasingly common over time. The results in Model 3
indeed offer evidence of contagion effects. As the years advance,
incidence of erosion becomes more likely, net of other factors
like Gini and per capita income. (Note that year-of-observation
is not highly correlated with the age of democracy, a factor we
consider below.) Still inequality remains a strong predictor of a
country’s experiencing erosion, both in statistical precision and
in the size of the estimated effects (see Model 3 in Table 1). In
turn, GDP per capita attains borderline significance, with poorer
countries being more likely to erode.

The inequality effect is robust across a number of statistical
approaches. In the appendix (SI Appendix, Table A11) we report
results from an alternative model that controls for the cumulative
prior years of erosion (i.e., the sum of all years of erosion in each
country around the world prior to the year of observation), as
well as a model that incorporates year fixed effects. The only
substantive difference in these models is that GDP per capita
does not reach borderline significance.

Income inequality is a more robust risk factor than is national
wealth; it is also a stronger one. Even where GDP per capita does
reach borderline significance (Model 3), the magnitude of the
estimated effect of inequality is much larger than that of wealth.
Consider a country with median Gini (34) and median GDP
per capita ($16,000). Generating predictions from Model 3, an
increase in inequality from the 50th to the 75th percentile is
associated with an increase in risk of erosion that is more than
twice as large as the increase in this risk associated with reducing
GDP from the 50th to the 25th percentile.

How powerful is our model in predicting erosion? Using just
three pieces of data—Gini and GDP per capita, plus the year of
observation—allows us to correctly predict erosion and nonero-
sion 80% of the time. To produce this estimate, we calculate
the AUC (area under the ROC curve). The AUC indicates the
improvement the model offers in predicting cases of erosion or
nonerosion, compared to guessing. This number implies that,
if we randomly select two country-years from the dataset, in

PNAS 2025 Vol. 122 No. 1 e2422543121 https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2422543121 3 of 7

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
ttp

s:
//w

w
w

.p
na

s.
or

g 
by

 8
6.

48
.1

4.
24

3 
on

 J
an

ua
ry

 1
3,

 2
02

5 
fr

om
 I

P 
ad

dr
es

s 
86

.4
8.

14
.2

43
.

https://www.pnas.org/lookup/doi/10.1073/pnas.2422543121#supplementary-materials


Fig. 3. Coefficients relating distinct measures of inequality to the risk
of erosion. Each coefficient plotted comes from a separate logit model.
Coefficients are presented with 95% CIs. Black points indicate coefficients
from a bivariate model (Model 1 in Table 1). Gray points indicate coefficients
from a model controlling for economic development and year (Model 3
in Table 1). Solid points indicate statistical significance (P < 0.05). See SI
Appendix, Tables A5–A7 for details.

four out of five draws the model will correctly assign a higher
probability of erosion to the country that is actually eroding.
Considering the model’s spareness and structural quality, its
explanatory power is impressive. See SI Appendix, Fig. A7 and
the accompanying discussion for further details.

Patterns of Inequality. The Gini coefficient summarizes entire
distributions with a single number. It is useful for turning a rich
concept like inequality into a tractable cross-national measure.
But it also sets aside a great deal of information. A high Gini
coefficient indicates a large deviation from full equality; but
several distributional patterns could lie behind this deviation.
It might signal income concentration among a very small elite,
or the presence of a large upper class. Is there a particular pattern
of unequal income distribution that drives the risk of erosion?

To explore this question, we make use of additional data from
the World Inequality Database (WID). We consider the chances
of erosion conditional on income shares of the top one percent,
the top 10%, and the bottom 50% of the population. When con-
sidering people at the top of the economy, income alone can un-
derstate their economic dominance, which may be held in diverse
kinds of assets. We therefore also consider the share of wealth
controlled by the top one percent, top 10%, and bottom 50%.

Fig. 3 shows that societies in which income is concentrated
at the top are more prone to erosion, whereas those in which
income is relatively equally dispersed among lower echelons are
less prone to it. The figure summarizes the main results for
12 logit models: six bivariate models relating distributions of
income and wealth to erosion (black points) and six models
that add year and GDP covariates (gray points) (SI Appendix,
Tables A5–A7). What emerges is that the larger the share of
national income and wealth going to the top one percent and
top 10% of the population, the more likely the democracy is to
erode. And the larger the share going to the bottom half of the
population, the less likely its democracy is to erode. In all but
one model, the measure of income or wealth shares is significant
at P < 0.05 (the exception comes in a model with both year and
logged GDP per capita, where the bottom 50% income share has
a P-value of 0.051).

The role of GDP per capita revealed in Fig. 3 is not
substantially different from that revealed in our earlier models.
Without controls for year-of-observation, we rarely see evidence
of GDP having a significant impact on erosion. With year-of-
observation controls, GDP attains significance or comes very
close to it (SI Appendix, Tables A5–A7).

Which patterns of income inequality are the strongest pre-
dictors of erosion? Distinct measures of inequality do little
to change the overall predictiveness of the models. Wealth
inequality is slightly more predictive than income inequality, and
wealth concentrations among the top one percent are the most
predictive. (SI Appendix, Table A8 and accompanying discussion
for more details.) But these improvements in predictiveness are
only marginal; inequality matters quite generally, regardless of
the specific structure of the unequal distribution.

Beyond Economics: What Else Matters for Erosion? A simple
economic model goes a considerable way toward explaining
when and where democratic backsliding occurs. Yet, this is a
complex political phenomenon. Do other factors matter? Below,
we consider a series of additional factors that scholars have
suspected of influencing democratic instability and breakdowns:

• Polarization. Scholars of democratic backsliding reason that
aspiring autocrats seize on partisan polarization to present
voters with a choice between safeguarding democracy and
avoiding the presumably dire outcome of a despised opposing
party coming to power (11, 13, 31).

• Age of democracy. Democratic consolidation takes time. A
common expectation is that older democracies are less likely to
fail than newly established ones (8, 32, 33).

• State capacity. State capacity is “the institutional capability
of the state to carry out various policies,” (34, 6) including
the ability to “tax, enforce contracts, and organize public
spending” (34, 1). Scholars have suggested that state capacity is
related to erosion, though the direction of the potential effect
is uncertain (35).

Fig. 4 adds controls for each of these constructs—political
polarization, state capacity, and age of democracy—to a single
model that also features regional fixed effects. We measure polar-
ization with V-dem’s political polarization variable, a measure of
affective polarization—how strongly partisan members of a polity
disdain partisans of other parties (36). (In additional analyses
reported in the appendix, we also use V-dem’s societal polariza-
tion variable, which gauges how far apart partisans are on policy
terms) The measure of the age of democracy comes from the
Miller–Boix–Rosato regimes dataset (26). The measure of state

Fig. 4. Logit regression predicting erosion. Solid points indicate statistically
significant estimates. Coefficients are presented with 95% CIs, with cluster-
robust SEs (clustered by country). Coefficients are standardized for ease of
comparison. See SI Appendix, Table A10 for details.
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capacity is bureaucratic quality, compiled by Political Risk
Services.

In line with the models presented earlier, economic inequality
and year-of-observation remain strong predictors of a country’s
propensity to erode. In addition:

Polarization emerges as a significant factor in democratic
backsliding—a finding that confirms the intuition of many
scholars in this field. The polarization effect is robust to alterna-
tive specifications and to an alternative measure of polarization.

Polarization is likely a critical mechanism linking inequality to
erosion: Inequality fuels polarization and polarization facilitates
erosion (10, 11, 37). In highly unequal settings, leaders can
cultivate a sense of grievance among citizens who feel they are
left behind, a grievance that is sometimes aimed at economic
and social elites and sometimes at migrants and ethnic, racial,
or religious minorities (38–40). Scholars have documented
instances of political leaders taking advantage of long-term
income inequality to exacerbate “pernicious polarization” among
the “left-behinds” in countries like Poland and Turkey (11).

Still, polarization is not the only path from inequality to
erosion. Even without political leaders stoking polarization,
inequality boosts the risks of erosion. In statistical terms,
including a control for polarization in our cross-national models
does not eliminate the inequality effect. Both polarization and
inequality add predictiveness to the model that is not achieved
using the other variable alone. Knowing the level of polarization
and the year yields a model predictiveness (AUC) of 83%. Adding
Gini to the model increases the predictiveness to 88%.

The age of democracy shows no evidence of reducing the
likelihood of a country eroding. The finding is striking: It is
a stark departure from an empirical regularity in the study of
other forms of democratic weakness. In the era of instability
via coups, a democracy’s age—how long it had persisted as a
democracy without interruption—was a reliable predictor of the
risk of breakdowns. In contrast, in our statistical tests, the risk
of backsliding shows no sign of declining in older democracies.
This is true in models, reported in the appendix, with fewer
controls, and in sensitivity analyses in individual cases of erosion
are removed (SI Appendix, Table A12 and Fig. A2). Even models
that exclude the United States—the world’s oldest democracy—
offer no evidence that older democracies are protected against the
threat of backsliding.

State capacity does not appear to influence the risk of a
democracy eroding. Neither of the possible effects that earlier
researchers posit is in evidence: State capacity neither boosts nor
depresses a democracy’s propensity to backslide (SI Appendix,
Table A10). (A caveat is that state capacity is notoriously difficult
to measure. See Materials and Methods for further discussion of
our state capacity variable and results with alternative measures
and models.)

Robustness. Our finding that democracies with high income
inequality are more likely to erode holds up to extensive
robustness testing. It holds up when we slightly alter the set
of countries identified as backsliders, in line with the coding
of other researchers. In a recent book, Stephan Haggard and
Robert Kaufman identify a set of backsliders that differs slightly
from our list (7). The differences largely reflect countries for
which data were not yet available when Haggard and Kaufman
concluded their study.* Altering the coding of the dependent

*The exceptions, which we code as eroding but Haggard and Kaufman do not, are India
under Narendra Modi, the Philippines under Gloria Arroyo and Rodrigo Duterte, and
Senegal under Macky Sall.

variable so that they match this slightly different set of cases does
not change the inequality result (SI Appendix, Table A4).

A frequently used measure of inequality is the Gini coefficient;
our results hold when we use measures of Gini from four different
sources (SI Appendix, Fig. A1). They also hold when we estimate
not income inequality but wealth inequality, and when we
use measures of representing distinct patterns of inequality (SI
Appendix, Tables A5–A7).

Even with the inclusion of a range of statistical controls,
inequality remains the key predictor of democratic erosion.
These additional controls include, as mentioned, national income
(GDP per capita), the age of democracy, year of observation,
cumulative prior years of erosion worldwide, levels of polar-
ization, and state capacity (SI Appendix, Tables A10–A14 and
Fig. A2).

Inequality and polarization are positively correlated (SI Ap-
pendix, Figs. A3 and A4). Hence a key mechanism linking in-
equality to erosion is likely to be the rise in partisan polarization—
polarization that scholars have shown to be, in part, a side-effect
of income inequality. Thus our study sheds additional light on
the most widely observed aspect of democratic backsliding, its
association with polarized politics. Yet inequality as a factor in
the risk of erosion does not disappear in the presence of controls
for polarization, suggesting direct as well as polarization-mediated
effects of income differentials.

The result also holds under different statistical models. Our
main model is a logit regression with cluster-robust SEs, clustered
at the country level. The inequality result holds when the unit
of analysis is the country-election-year and when we estimate a
rare-events model (SI Appendix, Tables A1 and A2).

One might wonder whether the apparent impact of inequality
on erosion is simply a function of countries’ varying fixed
characteristics, fixed characteristics that covary with inequality.
Hence, an important test is whether changing inequality levels
over time in any given country play an important role in whether
it will experience erosion, and at what point in time? Indeed, in
the appendix, we add country fixed effects to our main model
(SI Appendix, Table A16) and find that income inequality and
the year of observation continue to be significant predictors of
erosion. In the fixed-effects model, GDP per capita also attains
significance at the P < 0.05 level.

Discussion

The fraying of two-dozen democracies around the world in
the opening decades of the 21st century has been a startling
development. That it has taken place in wealthy and long-
established democracies, like the United States, has just added
to the sense of wonder and—for those who value democracy—
alarm. Why is this happening?

Ours is a large-scale statistical study of structural determinants
of democratic erosion. It reveals that democracies erode more
frequently in countries with unequal distributions of income.
That is the core takeaway from our study. The level of national
economic development, measured as GDP per capita, has a
weaker and less robust relationship with erosion. And the age
of democracy—a key predictor of coups—has no apparent
effect on the risk of democratic erosion. This pair of findings
holds even when we exclude the United States from the
analysis; see SI Appendix, Fig. A2. Hence, democratic erosion
in the United States, a surprising development to nearly all
observers, was not a random event but indeed had structural
roots.
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Since backsliding leaders ride to power on waves of resentment
against inequality, a natural question is whether, once in power,
they impose policies to reduce inequality. The answer is that
sometimes they do. Backsliding leaders fall into two types: right-
wing ethnonationalists and left-wing populists (27). The left-
populists sometimes undertake to equalize income distribution.
Evo Morales in Bolivia and Rafael Correa both eroded democracy
from the left; and income distribution became more equal during
their terms. Even right-wing eroders—the Viktor Orbáns and
Narendra Modis—have favored more generous spending than
the competing right-wing parties and pro-business groups (41).
(On trends in inequality during erosion; see SI Appendix, Figs.
A5 and A6 and the accompanying discussion.)

Readers who have followed debates about the economic
underpinnings of democracy and dictatorships, and causes of
transitions between these regime types, might not be surprised to
learn that income inequality plays a role in democratic backslid-
ing, as well. Unequal societies induce segments of the population
to feel left behind by economic development and aggrieved by
elite institutions. Voters who feel left behind by economic growth
are also more responsive to populist leaders (42). And they can
also lose confidence in elite institutions, including legislatures,
courts, state agencies, and even elections (15). The decline in
confidence plays into the hands of backsliding leaders, who can
claim that little is lost when they attack the core institutions of
democracy, since, as they claim, these institutions are already
deeply corrupted.

Unequal societies also spawn polities that are polarized along
partisan lines, a situation widely identified as an augur for demo-
cratic decay. When citizens view the other party as representing
policies that are anathema, and when they view the other party
as full of despicable antagonists, they are more willing to tolerate
undemocratic behavior by their political leaders (3, 7, 11, 13, 43).

If prodemocracy forces are to adequately respond to demo-
cratic backsliding, they must possess a clear understanding of
the forces driving it. Our study is an effort to contribute to this
understanding. Of course, some questions remain open. More
research is needed about the exact mechanisms linking inequality
to erosion, as well as about the strategies and interventions that
can prevent or reverse it. Still by uncovering some structural roots
of erosion, our study takes a substantial step toward identifying
factors that can make democracies more resilient.

Materials and Methods
Measuring Erosion. We follow Laebens’s classification of erosion cases (22).
She uses five indicators of horizontal accountability from V-Dem: high court
compliance (v2juhccomp), high court independence (v2juhcind), judicial purges
(v2jupurge), legislature investigates in practice (v2lginvstp) and executive
oversight (v2lgotovst). She uses seven indicators of vertical accountability from
V-Dem: harassment of journalists (v2meharjrn), government censorship effort -
media (v2mecenefm), CSO repression (v2csreprss), election management body
(EMB) capacity (v2elembcap), election management body (EMB) autonomy
(v2elembaut), election voter registry (v2elrgstry), and government election
intimidation (v2elintim).

Following the Laebens method, a case must meet the following criteria to
qualify as erosion:

• “At least one of the indicators in each dimension (horizontal accountability
and vertical accountability) registered a decline that is significant at the 68%
credibility level in the last 5 years” (page 6).

• The country was not autocratic in the year the incumbent was first elected.

Laebens analyzes each potential case and excludes any where declines in
accountability measures were not the result of incumbent power-grabs. These

are primarily cases of political instability related to corruption scandals. She also
describes Argentina under Menem, Colombia under Uribe, and the Dominican
Republic under Mejía as cases of erosion; we do not classify them as erosion
cases because they do not meet the declining accountability criteria according
to the V-Dem measures.

Recently, Little and Meng have questioned the value of expert-coded
indicators for capturing trends in democracy and autocracy (44). But see ref.
45 on the value of expert-coded indicators. Among expert-coded datasets, Little
and Meng acknowledge V-Dem as offering the highest quality data.

The set of backsliding cases we use overlaps heavily with those of other
researchers. It overlaps substantially with Haggard and Kaufman’s set, especially
when taking into account the countries for which data were not yet available
when they concluded their study (7). The only differences are the cases of India,
the Philippines, and Senegal, which we include but Haggard and Kaufman do
not. Our results do not change when we recode all three of these countries as
having never eroded (SI Appendix, Table A4).

Measuring Inequality. Our main analyses use the Standardized World Income
Inequality Database (SWIID) Gini estimates (post-tax and transfer) (46). We
use post-fisc Gini estimates because they more closely reflect experiences of
inequality. The appendix reports similar results using other sources of Gini data,
including the World Income Inequality Database (WIID), the World Bank World
Development Indicators (WDI), and the WID (SI Appendix, Fig. A1 and Tables
A5–A7). Our data on income and wealth shares (Fig. 3) come from WID. The WID
income shares are pre-tax, as post-tax income shares were not available.

Additional Variable Specification. For GDP per capita estimates, we use the
2022 World Bank indicator NY.GDP.PCAP.PP.CD (“GDP per capita, PPP (current
international $)”). Age of democracy data comes from the Miller–Boix–Rosato Di-
chotomous Coding of Democracy, 1800–2020 dataset (“democracy_duration”).

Noting the skewed distribution of age of democracy, we also test for sensitivity
to any particular case of erosion: For each case of erosion, we re-estimate our
main analyses on an alternative dataset that excludes that particular case. We
have stable findings across these estimates (Gini is always significant and age
of democracy is never significant). See SI Appendix, Fig. A2 for full details.

Acknowledging the role of demonstration effects, we include a control for
year of observation in most models. Our results hold when we employ an
alternative model using the cumulative preceding years of erosion in place of
year (counting total country-years of erosion prior to the year of observation),
and when we include year fixed effects. See SI Appendix, Table A11.

Our main measure of polarization is the V-Dem (v12) “political polarization”
variable (v2cacamps). We also re-estimate our analyses with similar results using
V-Dem’s “societal polarization” variable (v2smpolsoc). See SI Appendix, Table
A14. See also SI Appendix, Figs. A3 and A4 for visualizations of polarization’s
relationship with inequality (A3) and erosion (A4).

SI Appendix, Table A13 adds a control for state capacity. Scholars have offered
many different definitions for state capacity (47, 48). We focus on measures of
bureaucratic or administrative capacity as these are the most relevant for erosion.
Other recent work on erosion also highlights the bureaucratic dimension as the
most relevant metric (35).

We use the Political Risk Services (PRS) measure, named bureaucratic quality
(“The institutional strength and quality of the bureaucracy”). Most competing
measures lack sufficiently recent data for our analyses. In another recent study
of democratic erosion, Treisman (35) uses the Hanson and Sigman data on
state capacity (49). But the most recent version of this dataset ends in 2015,
eliminating 36% of our erosion observations. Given the recent wave of erosion,
cutting the dataset short would eliminate much of the variation in outcomes.

The PRS measure has its own weaknesses—in particular, it is a very coarsely
coded variable. Weighed against the importance of using recent data to explain
the very contemporary phenomenon at hand, the PRS data are the best available
option for incorporating state capacity into our models. However, it should not
be seen as the final word on whether state capacity matters for erosion.

We report additional analyses of state capacity in SI Appendix, Table A13. In
more parsimonious models (excluding polarization and age of democracy), state
capacity sometimes achieves statistical significance. (In these models, inequality
remains significant but GDP per capita—which is highly correlated with state
capacity—loses significance.) Like GDP per capita, there is some suggestion in
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the data that democracies with greater state capacity might be less likely to
erode; but the effect is not robust.

Unit of Analysis. The unit of analysis for our models is country-year. In SI
Appendix, Table A1, we re-estimate our main models with an alternative unit
of analysis: country-election-year. This analysis includes only years in which
national elections were held—years in which voters had a direct opportunity to
elect or oust aspiring autocrats. Our results do not exhibit substantive changes
when we limit the sample to election years.

Universe of Cases. Our dataset covers the period 1995–2020. To qualify for
inclusion in our dataset, a country must have been an uninterrupted democracy
from 1995 to 2020 according to the Miller–Boix–Rosato Dichotomous Coding
of Democracy, 1800–2020 dataset. The only exception is if a country began the
period as democracy and underwent a period of erosion (as defined above) that
ended in autocratization (this describes Venezuela). Our main analyses (Table 1)
include 92 countries.

Model. In both the country-year and election-year analyses, we estimate logit
models. To account for within-country correlation of observations, we use cluster-
robust SEs, clustered at the country level (across all models unless specifically

stated otherwise). We also re-estimate our main models with region and country
fixed effects, with similar results (SI Appendix, Tables A9 and A16). An alternative
model is a rare-events logit (50). SI Appendix, Tables A2 and A3 show that
inequality remains a significant predictor of erosion in the rare-events logit
models (applying Firth’s correction with conventional SEs). The percentage of
erosion observations in our dataset ranges from 9% in the country-years models
to 11% in the election-years models. The estimation problems for conventional
logit models are not especially severe for an event of this frequency, in a dataset
of this size (51). Thus, the rare events correction is minimal.

Data, Materials, and Software Availability. All data and replication code are
available on Harvard Dataverse (52).
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