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IntroductIon

DemocratIzatIon in the developing world is, according to 
samuel Huntington, “an important—perhaps the most important 

—global political development of the late twentieth century.”1 while 
scholars of comparative politics have explored the domestic political 
economy of democratic transitions,2 they, along with scholars of in-
ternational relations,3 also recognize that international actors, particu-
larly international organizations (Ios), are crucial for successful political 
transformation.4 

But how do Ios promote democratic transitions? while previous 
work suggests that “democratization from above” via Ios can support 
democratic transitions,5 scholars know relatively little about how the 
process actually works. given that few Ios are capable of using force to 
protect democratic transitions against coups and civil war, the causal 
mechanisms through which Ios can be effective are not at all clear.

* this paper was presented at the 2012 annual convention of the International studies associa-
tion (san Diego, california). we thank paul anthony arias, sarah Bush, robert Kaufman, milan 
svolik, Jana Von stein, christina schneider, the participants, the editors of World Politics, and the 
anonymous reviewers for useful comments on previous drafts.

1 Huntington 1991, xiii.
2 Huntington 1991; Haggard and Kaufman 1997; svolik 2008.
3 pevehouse 2005; mansfield and pevehouse 2006; mansfield and pevehouse 2008. at the interna-

tional level, linkages to liberal democracies (levitsky and way 2006) and financial openness (Freeman 
and Quinn 2012) also influence democratization.

4 ekiert, Kubik, and Vachudova 2007; Vachudova 2005.
5 pevehouse 2005.
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6 throughout this article, the terms “transitional” and “nonconsolidated” are used interchangeably.
7 svolik 2008.
8 Huntington 1991; przeworski 1991; przeworski 2005; svolik 2008.
9 svolik 2008.
10 przeworski et al. 2000.
11 przeworski 2005.
12 cheibub 2007.
13 Haggard and Kaufman 1995.
14 pevehouse 2005, 3. a related question is whether international organizations could cause de-

mocratization in the first place. our study omits the question, but see pevehouse 2005, chap. 4, for 
evidence that Io memberships can, in addition to supporting exogenously initiated democratic transi-
tions, induce democratization.

In particular, the existing scholarship fails to distinguish between the 
effect of international organizations on the temporary survival of tran-
sitional democracy and their effect on lasting democratic consolidation, 
whereby democratic governance becomes the only game in town and 
nondemocratic forms of political competition, such as coups, are no 
longer relevant.6 as milan svolik7 points out, distinguishing between 
“transitional” and “consolidated” democracies is critical, as each faces 
different odds of reverting to dictatorship. In transitional democracies, 
the threat of authoritarian reversal is ever present. In consolidated de-
mocracies, authoritarian reversals are exceedingly rare.8 In other words, 
consolidation refers not to mere survival, but to a qualitative change 
that essentially eliminates the possibility of reverting to dictatorship.

while this distinction is critical, svolik9 notes that democratic con-
solidation is unobservable. transitional, nonconsolidated democracies 
may resist authoritarian reversals for long periods of time in favorable 
circumstances, yet they remain at risk of authoritarian reversal. Fac-
tors that enable democratic consolidation and prevent authoritarian 
reversals include economic performance,10 wealth,11 previous military 
rule,12 and a combination of economic performance and previous mili-
tary rule.13 

the distinction between “consolidated” and “transitional” is essen-
tial to understanding how international organizations can help recently 
democratized states weather the difficult metamorphosis to full con-
solidation. Do international organizations help transition democracies 
survive in difficult times, or do they promote democratic consolida-
tion? For instance, by not addressing this distinction, Jon pevehouse 
seems to suggest that international organizations can promote consoli-
dation and prevent or stop reversals, writing that “[j]oining regional 
organizations can raise the costs of anti-democratic behavior by those 
outside or inside the regime . . . these costs serve both as a deterrent to 
potential anti-regime forces and provide a device for new democrats to 
foster credible commitments to political reform.”14 
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15 chayes and chayes 1995; abbott and snidal 2010.
16 Downs, rocke, and Barsoom 1996.
17 Haggard and Kaufman 1995.
18 cheibub 2007.
19 svolik 2008.

we argue that while Ios can promote democratic consolidation, they 
are unable to prevent authoritarian reversals in transitional democra-
cies. this inability is largely because Ios are not designed to use force. 
Ios can build capacity and coordinate expectations15 and thereby in-
crease the likelihood of consolidating a transitional democracy. How-
ever, since Ios cannot enforce policy or directly intervene in conflict,16 
they cannot protect transitional democracies from coups and revolu-
tions. moreover, states are reluctant to relinquish any portion of their 
monopoly on the use of force within their territory to enable the Io to 
prevent reversals.

given the importance of domestic political context when studying 
democratization, we follow stephan Haggard and robert Kaufman17 
and José antonio cheibub18 and expect military dictatorship to com-
plicate democratic consolidation. However, it is unclear whether a his-
tory of military rule increases or decreases the influence of Ios. Ios could 
promote democratic consolidation where they are most needed—in the 
difficult circumstances caused by previous military dictatorship. alter-
natively, they could promote democratic consolidation where circum-
stances are more conducive—the fertile ground of a previous civilian 
authoritarian regime. Both hypotheses sound plausible, yet they are 
mutually exclusive.

empirically, we first analyze authoritarian reversals and democratic 
consolidation in the heyday of Ios, 1965–2001. Following svolik,19 we 
estimate a split-population model that distinguishes between (observ-
able) authoritarian reversals and (unobservable) democratic consolida-
tion. the split-population model assumes that some democracies are 
consolidated while others are not and, while the consolidation status 
of any given democracy is unobservable, the statistical model uses 
available data to estimate the likelihood that a given democracy has 
become consolidated. to account for the endogenous nature of state 
decisions to seek Io membership, we add a prior selection equation to 
the conventional split-population model. since Io membership is not 
exogenous, it is important to use a selection model that accounts for 
variation in how readily different democracies seek membership. this 
allows us to evaluate the effect of Io membership on democratic con-
solidation.
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we find that Ios enhance the probability of democratic consoli-
dation. the effect of Ios on democratic consolidation is maximized 
against the backdrop of previous military rule, suggesting that Ios pro-
mote democratic consolidation where they are needed most. However, 
we also find that Ios do nothing to prevent authoritarian reversals in 
unconsolidated democracies. we argue and show that the result is con-
sistent across different types of Ios, thereby suggesting that high levels 
of Io independence or enforcement capacity are not required for Ios to 
perform functions like capacity building and coordination.

admittedly, membership in or the prospects of accession to some 
Ios, such as the european union (eu), might prove highly effective 
in promoting democratic governance.20 nevertheless, we maintain that 
distinguishing between transitional democracies and democratic con-
solidation is important both for understanding the general functioning 
of Ios and for calibrating the expectations policymakers place on such 
organizations. we demonstrate that, in general, Ios play an important 
role in democratic consolidation, but their effects are contingent. In 
contrast to pevehouse’s argument,21 Ios do not prevent or stop au-
thoritarian reversals, but they do promote democratic consolidation. 
they are also much more important in the difficult case of previous 
military rule. this finding testifies to the importance of analyzing the 
interaction between domestic and international parties when studying 
democratization. In addition, while svolik22 highlights authoritarian 
reversal and democratic consolidation as distinct processes, he is largely 
silent about the precise political mechanisms that foster consolidation. 
By emphasizing institutional capacity, we offer a concrete mechanism 
for the occurrence of consolidation.

consolIdated versus transItIonal democracy

Democratic consolidation cannot be captured in a single empirical 
measure. on a theoretical level, it refers to the lack of nondemocratic 
political competition for power. In a consolidated democracy, elections 
are the only credible means to power. However, measuring democratic 
consolidation is difficult. It requires both deep formal institutional-
ization and the public legitimacy of democratic political competition. 
while democratic consolidation virtually guarantees a lack of authori-
tarian reversals, even a nonconsolidated democracy may be able to 
avoid such reversals for some period of time. similar to svolik,23 we do 

20 mattli and plümper 2004; Vassiliou 2007; poast and urpelainen 2013.
21 pevehouse 2005.
22 svolik 2008.
23 svolik 2008.
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not attempt to develop an empirical measure of democratic consolida-
tion, but instead use a statistical technique that estimates the probabil-
ity of democratic consolidation.

the key to understanding how Ios influence democratization is to 
recognize that democratizing states face two challenges: the need to 
consolidate democracy and the need to prevent authoritarian reversal. 
while related, these are distinct processes. as briefly discussed in the 
introduction, svolik24 highlights how transitional and consolidated de-
mocracies each face different odds of reverting to dictatorship. Barry 
weingast makes a similar distinction between the initiation and con-
solidation of democracy.25

Democratic initiation places a government in a precarious state, as 
it marks a transition from a known authoritarian regime to “something 
else.”26 as guillermo o’Donnell and philippe schmitter observe, 

[t]hat ‘something’ can be the instauration of a political democracy or the in-
stallation of a new, and possibly more severe, form of authoritarian rule. the 
something can also be confusion, that is, a rotation in power of successive 
governments that fails to provide any enduring or predictable solution to the 
problem of institutionalizing political power. transitions can also develop into 
widespread, violent confrontations that eventually give way to revolutionary re-
gimes that promote changes far beyond the political realm.27 

It is thus unclear what regime type will emerge when democracies 
are in a state of transition. since the enduring presence of democracy 
is far from certain, actors in a transitional democracy have incentives 
to undermine the nascent regime. to state it another way, citizens in 
transitional regimes, who hold widely different social and economic 
positions, have not agreed on the limits to impose on the state. they all 
may prefer democracy, but this preference is balanced by a preference 
for outcomes on a host of other policies, such as economic reform.28

moreover, leaders in transitional regimes, particularly in democra-
tizing states, face acute time-inconsistency problems—the incentive to 
quickly renege on commitments—with respect to policies. as edward 
mansfield and pevehouse29 write, “[t]he possibility of policy reversals 
is hardly unique to transitional regimes, but such regimes are often 
marked by political instability and considerable government turnover, 

24 svolik 2008.
25 weingast 1997.
26 o’Donnell and schmitter 1986, 3.
27 o’Donnell and schmitter 1986, 3.
28 weingast 1997, 246.
29 mansfield and pevehouse 2008, 271.
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which increases the odds of policy change.”30 the time-inconsistency 
problem is present in democratizing states largely due to an absence of 
constraints against indiscriminate policy control. time inconsistency is 
less of a problem in societies where a “web of legal rights” constrains 
the calculations of the ruler’s interests.31 But in democratizing states, 
leaders and members of society are unsure if formal characteristics and 
institutions will be enforced or endure.32 this is especially a problem 
for democratizing countries in the developing world, where Hunting-
ton long ago observed that democratic institutions consistently fail to 
take root.33 when institutions appear ephemeral to actors within a so-
ciety (including the leader), actors perceive themselves and others as 
unconstrained. this undermines the ability of actors to develop sta-
ble expectations of behavior, which, by shortening time horizons, can 
undermine institutional and policy quality.34 as steven levitsky and 
maría Victoria murillo state, “In such a context . . . [leaders] may select 
strategies that are prescribed by the rules, but they may also choose 
among various extra-institutional options.”35 such options include 
breaking down the established rules themselves.

ethan Kapstein and nathan converse find one of the most impor-
tant inhibitors of authoritarian reversal is having sufficient constraints 
on executive power. countries with weak executive constraints experi-
ence authoritarian reversal 70 percent of the time.36 In contrast, only 
40 percent of countries with strong executive constraints experience 
reversals. this leads Kapstein and converse to state, “[I]institutions 
providing checks and balances [on the executive] do appear to play a 
crucial role in whether young democracies consolidate or collapse.”37 
most importantly, these scholars observe that “[Democratization] is a 
function of whether societies . . . are able to craft governance arrange-
ments that are characterized by effective checks and balances.”38 con-
straints on executive power enable sustained democratization because 
democratic leaders with few constraints on executive power will seek to 
weaken their opponent’s base of support and, using both rhetorical and 

30 see also mansfield and pevehouse 2006; o’Donnell and schmitter 1986; calvo and Frenkel 
1991.

31 Quinn 2000, 11.
32 levitsky and murillo 2009.
33 Huntington 1968.
34 o’Donnell 1994; north 1990; stein et al. 2006.
35 levitsky and murillo 2009, 124.
36 For Kapstein and converse 2008, a country has “weak” executive constraints if the 1–7 executive 

constraint variable in the polity IV data set has a score of 5 or lower ( Jaggers and gurr 1995).
37 Kapstein and converse 2008, 61.
38 Kapstein and converse 2008, 117.
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legal attacks, divide veto players.39 these attacks can be perpetuated 
against business federations, labor unions, and political or civil society 
organizations.

In contrast to the highly volatile political environment of transitional 
democracies, consolidated democracies are marked by an acceptance of 
democracy’s permanence. In other words, consolidation refers not to 
mere survival, but to a qualitative change that essentially eliminates the 
possibility that a democracy will revert to a dictatorship. according to 
svolik, this is when the probability of reversal to dictatorship becomes 
essentially zero.40 

weingast, quoting michael Burton, John Higley, and richard gun-
ther,41 further elaborates: “[consolidated democracies require that] po-
litically significant groups accept established political institutions and 
adhere to democratic rules of the game . . . [D]emocratic consolidation 
is a ‘process through which democratic forms come to be valued in 
themselves, even against adverse substantive outcomes.”’42 

Hence, while transitional democracies face an ever-present threat of 
authoritarian reversal, authoritarian reversals are virtually nonexistent 
in consolidated democracies.43 within consolidated democracies, citi-
zens have resolved the coordination dilemma and will punish political 
officials who undermine democratic principles, regardless of the policy 
gains the citizens would have enjoyed by such deviations.44 How citi-
zens reach this stage is largely a function of time. with each year that 
passes, the conditional probability that a democratic regime reverses to 
autocracy decreases.45 

when does a country, in practice, reach this stage? this is a fun-
damental question. weingast acknowledges how “the literature char-
acterizes many central differences between consolidated and uncon-
solidated democracies, but this characterization does not explain the 
difference.”46 the ambiguity about when a democracy graduates from 
transitional to consolidated takes us to the core of svolik’s claim, 
which, as we describe below, informs our empirical strategy: a democ-
racy achieving consolidation is unobservable.47 rather than imposing 

39 weyland 2002.
40 svolik 2008, 153.
41 Burton, Higley, and gunther 1992.
42 weingast 1997, 260.
43 Huntington 1991; przeworski 1991; przeworski 2005; svolik 2008.
44 weingast 1997, 260.
45 przeworski et al. 2000, 101.
46 weingast 1997, 260.
47 svolik 2008, 154.
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an arbitrary cutoff for how old a democracy must be in order to be clas-
sified as consolidated, we can, at best, accept that a many-decades-old 
democracy might plausibly be consolidated.

Democratizing states progress down two tracks. one is the long 
track of becoming a consolidated democracy. this track entails devel-
oping and ingraining the procedures for citizens to choose their rulers 
in free and fair elections, express themselves in the political process, 
uphold civil and minority rights with institutions that constrain an ex-
ecutive (once chosen by the citizens), and ensure that all societal actors 
are treated as equal before the law.48 the other track occurs simultane-
ously; the democratizing state’s leadership faces daily the possibility 
that some shock may induce a segment of the regime and/or society 
that is dissatisfied to perpetuate an authoritarian reversal. while the 
risk for such a reversal diminishes with time as the state becomes con-
solidated, the leadership cannot know when it finally dissipates. For 
instance, while improvements in a transitional democracy’s level of de-
velopment will assist in consolidating that democracy, the risk that a 
sudden recession will induce the return of the autocracy will only dis-
appear once the democracy consolidates. In the section below, we use 
the distinction between consolidated and transitional democracies to 
develop a theory for how Ios can and cannot facilitate democratization.

how membershIp In InternatIonal organIzatIons  
supports democratIc transItIon

we argue that while Ios can promote democratic consolidation, they 
are unable to prevent authoritarian reversals in transitional democra-
cies. Ios can provide capacity building and technical expertise, coordi-
nation between private and public actors, and enhanced transparency.49 
these functions can facilitate cooperation among actors and coordinate 
expectations, thereby increasing the likelihood of consolidating a tran-
sitional democracy. However, since Ios cannot enforce policy or directly 
intervene in conflict, they cannot protect transitional democracies from 
coups and revolutions. moreover, states are reluctant to relinquish a  

48 these are the components of a truly accountable political system (liberal democracy) as identi-
fied by guillermo o’Donnell and affirmed by Dahl 2004, 52.

49 chayes and chayes 1995; grigorescu 2003; abbott and snidal 2010. as we discuss Io func-
tions, we do not emphasize their role in “socializing” (pevehouse 2005) governments into democratic 
governance. If we did, socialization would probably contribute more to gradual democratic consolida-
tion than to thwarting often violent authoritarian reversals.
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portion of their monopoly on the use of force within their territory to 
enable Ios to prevent reversals. In short, while the vast majority of Ios 
can effectively help democratizing countries improve their governance 
capacity and slowly strengthen their resilience, Ios have a limited ability 
to stop an authoritarian reversal, such as a military coup or a revolution.

In making this argument, we assume that Io membership is exog-
enous to democratization. Following other studies of democratization 
and Io membership,50 we assume that the democratizing state sought 
membership for reputational reasons and to implement reforms that 
allow it to govern more effectively. Hence, our theory focuses on the 
impact an Io has on democratization once the state joins the Io. Be-
cause previous research suggests that democratization leads to Io mem-
bership,51 our empirical tests must account for such selection effects.

we next present our theory. we begin by detailing the reasons Io 
membership cannot prevent authoritarian reversal and then explain 
how it can promote democratic consolidation.

InternatIonal organIzatIon membershIp cannot prevent  
authorItarIan reversals

given that Ios, by and large, cannot enforce state behavior, we expect 
them to have minimal ability to prevent authoritarian reversals. as de-
fined above, authoritarian reversals occur when political groups suc-
cessfully subvert the state through revolution or coup.52 most authori-
tarian reversals are violent, resulting in deaths and political violence 
against the democratizing state’s leaders and their supporters.53 even if 
an authoritarian reversal is implemented by a democratically elected gov-
ernment, it often features violent suppression of political opposition.

reversals succeed because the democratizing state cannot thwart the 
threat. given that most Ios lack the ability to enforce policy even in 
times of peace, their ability to suppress political violence is question-
able. when a political group begins the violent overthrow of a demo-
cratic government, its primary concern is to break the state’s monopoly 
on the use of force. an Io with expertise in coordination and capac-
ity building, for example, is hardly an important obstacle to this goal. 
when a political group begins to subvert democratic institutions, Ios 
cannot directly intervene to prevent an authoritarian reversal.

50 mansfield and pevehouse 2006.
51 mansfield and pevehouse 2006.
52 Haggard and Kaufman 1995.
53 svolik 2012b, 23.
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even relatively independent Ios, such as the european union, rarely 
shape the outcome of violent encounters between a government and 
its opposition. as Yoram Haftel and alexander thompson54 show, 
states who are members of such organizations ultimately make their 
own policy; moreover, an Io’s independence rarely involves the ability 
to interfere with a state’s internal affairs. even when Ios promote inter-
national peace, they do so by disseminating information among states 
and promoting common norms, not by stopping violence by deploying 
troops.55 

this is not to say that the use of force is the only way Ios can inter-
vene to stop a coup or revolution. an Io could, for example, sound the 
alarm and draw the international community’s attention to an illegiti-
mate seizure of power, or offer to mediate. we argue, however, that Ios 
with weak capabilities cannot be expected to be effective entities in this 
arena. nongovernmental organizations also act against authoritarian 
reversal by alerting the international community to a situation (perhaps 
more effectively than Ios), and mediation does not require an Io.

consequently, groups responsible for authoritarian reversals have no 
reason to consider the possibility that Ios will prevent them from do-
ing so. when weighing the costs and benefits of a coup or revolution, 
their primary concerns are the response of the state, popular mobiliza-
tion, and the reaction of foreign powers.56 these factors are much more 
important than condemning statements by Ios, which leads to our first 
hypothesis:

—H1. consider a transitional democracy that has not consolidated. 
the probability of authoritarian reversal does not depend on membership 
in international organizations.

to understand this hypothesis, consider pevehouse’s57 case study of 
the organization of american states (oas). according to his analysis, 
the oas played a useful role in promoting democratization in latin 
america. specifically, he considers the suspension of guatemala’s con-
stitution and legislature by Jorge serrano elías in may 1993. while 
pevehouse58 identifies the military as playing a key domestic role in 

54 Haftel and thompson 2006.
55 Haftel 2007. oneal and russett 2005 note that Ios can also generate international audience 

costs, but they never argue that these apply to domestic groups. moreover, chapman and wolford 
2010 show formally that even if Ios can increase the costs of war, they have an ambiguous effect on 
the likelihood of conflict.

56 przeworski 1991; Haggard and Kaufman 1995; levitsky and way 2006.
57 pevehouse 2005.
58 pevehouse 2005, 190.
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serrano’s ouster in June 1993 and the eventual reestablishment of de-
mocracy in the country, he also claims that the oas had a deterrent 
effect. He claims that the oas secretary-general’s trip to guatemala to 
warn serrano’s supporters about the possibility of international isola-
tion was a key reason the military there supported the continuation of 
democracy, writing that “a fear of international isolation was clearly 
present among a large group of junior officers.”59 to support this claim, 
pevehouse states that simultaneous to the oas mission, “the us cut 
aid to guatemala and threatened to eliminate trade preferences.”60 
this observation is problematic for his argument, however, because 
to understand the relationship between Ios and democratization, the 
influence of the oas should not be conflated with the influence of the 
united states. moreover, pevehouse61 does not analyze whether the 
oas worked to prevent authoritarian reversals or to promote demo-
cratic consolidation. 

according to our hypothesis, the oas should be more effective in 
promoting democratic consolidation through capacity building than by 
directly deterring subversive groups from attempting coups and revo-
lutions. Various oas country projects in latin america illustrate this 
claim. Based on our coding of these projects using the organization’s 
annual report of the secretary general, we find that less than 5 per-
cent (thirty-one out of 654) of the organization’s projects between the 
years 1992 and 2010 focused on preventing domestic political crises 
and, almost without exception, these projects were implemented in 
colombia and Haiti. the remaining 95 percent had more mundane 
goals, such as electoral capacity building or training civil servants. ad-
ditionally, projects labeled as domestic political crisis prevention were, 
in actuality, responses to crises that already passed. In short, while the 
oas provides some limited crisis response, it does not appear to prevent 
political crises, including authoritarian reversals.

InternatIonal organIzatIon membershIp promotes  
democratIc consolIdatIon

Io membership may help in the long and difficult process of democratic 
consolidation. Democratic consolidation occurs when political compe-
tition allows different interests to gain office while the expected prob-
ability of a coup or revolution is minimal. this state of being requires 

59 pevehouse 2005, 191.
60 pevehouse 2005, 191.
61 pevehouse 2005.
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that democratic institutions provide various political groups plausible 
nonviolent means of political competition and that such competition 
becomes self-enforcing.62 If a sufficient number of the people believe 
in democracy, then coups and, in particular, revolutions are no longer 
lucrative political strategies for groups that covet political office.

Io membership can increase the probability that a transitional de-
mocracy successfully undergoes democratic consolidation, and thus, 
in the long run, becomes invulnerable to authoritarian reversals. since 
democratic consolidation requires functioning institutions for political 
competition and policy implementation, an Io can promote democratic 
consolidation through capacity building, policy implementation, infor-
mation provision, and improved coordination. we next detail each of 
these roles.

First, Ios can build capacity for standard functions of electoral com-
petition. In the right circumstances, Ios can help democratizing states 
implement fair and organized elections.63 they can help in election 
monitoring, provide assistance for legislation concerning political or-
ganizations, and allow inexperienced political groups to learn from the 
experiences of their other members. thus, even if Ios cannot directly 
enforce free and fair elections, they can improve the legitimacy of elec-
tions by enhancing their implementation and, at least on the margin, 
reduce politicians’ incentives to cheat.

as an illustration, consider an oas project initiated in 2008 in 
panama.64 this project was “to implement a quality management and 
certification system for the supreme electoral tribunal, based on the 
standards of the International organization for standardization (Iso) 
9001:2000.” the certification system emphasized:

preparation of manuals and regulation of all procedures; diagnostic studies to 
identify the procedures, products and services to which the quality management 
system can be applied; an evaluation of the current status of the operation; and 
analysis of what is lacking in the current practices and where they are inad-
equate, given the requirements of the Iso 9001:2000; a certification viability 
study; strategic plans for each office, and analysis of the tribunal’s organiza-
tional structure.

It would be difficult to argue that this purely technical project does 
anything to prevent authoritarian reversals in the short run. However, 
in the long run it improves panama’s ability to implement fair elec-

62 Fearon 2011; przeworski 2005.
63 Donno 2010; Hyde 2011.
64 organization of america states 2008.
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tions, and thus enhances the legitimacy of the country’s democratic 
political institutions.

second, Ios can improve policy implementation so that democratic 
governance becomes more rewarding for different societal interests.65 
when the democratic government is capable of implementing policies 
that political groups covet, the ability to jeopardize democratic politi-
cal institutions through subversive action is limited and fewer political 
groups view nondemocratic means to power as useful alternatives to 
the electoral route.

to illustrate, consider the world Bank’s emphasis on anticorruption 
measures. In march 2007, the world Bank adopted a new anticorrup-
tion strategy, and in october of that year, the executive board approved 
an implementation plan for the strategy.66 a key element of the strat-
egy was to support countries’ domestic anticorruption efforts—a prime 
example of the capacity building that our theory emphasizes. these 
anticorruption measures produce benefits only in the long run, and it 
is hard to argue that they effectively deter subversive groups from at-
tempting to gain power by nondemocratic means. However, reduced 
corruption can improve the effectiveness of democratic governance, 
and thus, over time, builds popular support for democratic political in-
stitutions.

third, Ios can provide citizens and legislators with information con-
cerning solutions to standard governance problems. International orga-
nizations offer a means for legislators, citizens, and interest groups to 
access international sources of expertise and information.67 they can 
also teach inexperienced governments and officials in recently democ-
ratized countries the international norms and best practices of policy 
formation.68 Increased availability of such information allows govern-
ments of democratizing states to increase the probability of democratic 
consolidation through more effective governance procedures.

a good example of this particular mechanism is the africa carib-
bean pacific-european union (acp-eu) parliamentary assembly. By 
bringing together parliamentarians of the acp and eu countries that 
signed the 2000 cotonou trade agreement, the assembly’s three com-
mittees (political affairs; economic development, finance, and trade; 

65 Jacoby 2001; Joachim, reinalda, and Verbeek 2008.
66 see Strengthening Governance: Tackling Corruption, march 6, 2012, update, 1–81, at http://

go.worldbank.org/32pInXVIJ0, accessed march 21, 2012.
67 grigorescu 2003.
68 Finnemore 1993.
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and social affairs and the environment) aim “to promote democratic 
processes through dialogue and consultation” in order to promote de-
velopment within acp countries.69 the organization cannot enforce 
policy, but it allows parliamentarians to exchange information and 
learn the ins and outs of democratic governance from counterparts in 
other countries.

Finally, Ios can coordinate expectations inside their member states. 
common rules and practices can be thought of as scripts that democ-
ratizing states adopt to coordinate expectations and reduce uncertainty 
surrounding future policies and developments.70 Ios disseminate such 
scripts among their member states71 and these create focal points that 
cause a convergence of expectations in democratizing states.

overall, this discussion leads to our second hypothesis:

—H2. consider a transitional democracy that has not consolidated. 
the probability of democratic consolidation increases with each addi-
tional membership in an international organization.

this hypothesis is consistent with the general thrust of the literature 
on democracy assistance. as thomas carothers72 argues, liberal de-
mocracies rarely promote democracy through carrots or sticks. Instead, 

[t]he most common and often most significant tool for promoting democracy 
is democracy aid: aid specifically designed to foster a democratic opening in a 
nondemocratic country or to further a democratic transition in a country that 
has experienced a democratic opening . . . democracy assistance is neither a car-
rot nor a stick. It is not awarded for particular political behavior, nor is it meted 
out for democratic slippage.

the relationship between Io membership and democratization is simi-
larly one of giving assistance to democratic governance without condi-
tionality based on rewards and punishments.73 

does domestIc polItIcal context matter?

we next examine the role of domestic factors in the relationship be-
tween Ios and democratic consolidation. consideration of the domestic  

69 see article 17 of the cotonou agreement, revised June 22, 2010, at http://www.europarl 
.europa.eu/intcoop/acp/20_01/default_en.htm, accessed march 21, 2012.

70 Bush 2011.
71 Bearce and Bondanella 2007; cao 2009; meyer et al. 1997.
72 carothers 1999, 6.
73 this does not preclude the possibility that the effect of additional Io memberships shows de-

creasing returns to scale.
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context is critical, as illustrated by the comments of european union 
special representative Bernardino león on egypt’s nascent transition 
to democracy, “Democracy must be achieved within, from the egyptian 
society. we [the eu] can only accompany and I insist we will give our 
utmost respect to the choices and verdicts of the egyptian people.”74 

perhaps the most important domestic factor influencing democratic 
consolidation is military rule during dictatorship. In general, democ-
ratization in military dictatorships results in democratic consolidation 
much less frequently than democratization in civilian authoritarian re-
gimes.75 according to the literature, this is because a history of mili-
tary rule increases the probability of a military coup. since the military 
previously ruled the country, the military is organized and capable of 
thwarting threats to its political influence. this, of course, presents a 
major problem for democratic consolidation—democracy being the 
only game in town is in direct contradiction to a privileged position for 
the military based on its monopoly on the use of force. therefore, mili-
tary dictatorship is a central factor in determining the baseline prob-
ability of democratic consolidation. In short, military dictatorships are 
relatively tough cases for democratic transition.

the two hypotheses we present below capture diametrically op-
posed possibilities: Io effects either complement or substitute for domes-
tic covariates of democratic consolidation. on the one hand, it could be 
that Io effects are minimized in the overly difficult circumstances that 
characterize previous military dictatorships, so that Io membership is 
most effective in the fertile ground of nonmilitary authoritarianism. 
on the other hand, it could be that Io effects are maximized where 
they are needed most, so that Io membership is most relevant against 
the backdrop of the difficulties created by a history of military dictator-
ship. Both hypotheses are plausible, and we see no reason to favor one 
over the other from a strictly deductive perspective.

complementarIty

By complementarity, we mean that two causal factors reinforce one an-
other. In the case of democratic consolidation, Io membership could 
strengthen the prospect of consolidation in countries that are already 
heading in that direction. according to previous research, a history 

74 Daily News Egypt 2011.
75 Haggard and Kaufman 1995; cheibub 2007; svolik 2008. moreover, svolik 2012a, chap. 5, 

notes that military dictatorships relying on repression for political survival are vulnerable to military 
intervention.
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of military rule is a central impediment to democratic consolidation76 
and, therefore, the military must be incapacitated as a political actor for 
democratic consolidation to take place. as long as the weapons back-
ing the state’s monopoly on the use of force can be used to overthrow 
the civilian democratic government, democratic consolidation is im-
possible.

If democratic consolidation is exceptionally difficult under a his-
tory of military rule, then capacity building and information provision 
through Io membership may be irrelevant. For example, previous re-
search suggests that the military remains a powerful and potentially 
dangerous political actor in democratizing states that were previously 
ruled by the armed forces.77 If the negative effect of the military on 
democratic consolidation overwhelms other issues, it also overwhelms 
an Io’s contribution to democratic consolidation. thus, only without 
the burden of previous military rule can Io membership assist demo-
cratic consolidation.

when the deposed military remains a serious threat to democratic 
consolidation, the impediments to consolidation are such that an Io 
specializing in capacity building or coordination is simply of no use. 
complementarity assumes that democratizing countries with a history 
of military dictatorship have no realistic chance of avoiding authoritar-
ian reversals, thereby rendering Io membership useless.

—H3a. consider a transitional democracy. the positive effect of mem-
bership in an international organization on the probability of democratic 
consolidation is higher given previous civilian dictatorship than given 
previous military dictatorship.

the essence of this argument is simple. If a democratizing country 
has a history of military dictatorship, it is in acute danger of authoritar-
ian reversal. In such a circumstance, the probability of democratic con-
solidation is low simply because the transitional democracy is highly 
likely to slide back to authoritarian rule at any given moment. conse-
quently, a lack of military dictatorship is an essential precondition for 
Ios to positively affect democratic consolidation.

substItutabIlIty

By substitutability, we mean that the importance of one causal factor 
decreases if another causal factor is introduced. according to this argu-
ment, since previous military rule reduces the probability of democratic 

76 svolik 2008.
77 Haggard and Kaufman 1995.
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consolidation, Io membership can counteract the negative effect of 
previous military rule. all else constant, military rule reduces the prob-
ability of democratic consolidation. However, Io membership would 
greatly increase the probability of democratic consolidation in democ-
ratizing countries that were previously military dictatorships.

the substitutability argument requires that democratizing states 
without previous military rule already possess the ingredients for suc-
cessful democratic consolidation. even without Io membership, de-
mocratizing states with a history of civilian authoritarian rule will ulti-
mately create domestic political institutions that effectively dispose of 
nondemocratic forms of political competition. therefore, Io member-
ship is needed in the difficult circumstances caused by previous military 
rule. If Io membership increases governance capacity and creates an 
institutional setting that endows different political groups—including  
the military—with incentives to engage in legitimate democratic po-
litical competition, then even a democratizing state with a history of 
military rule may be able to overcome the risks associated with transi-
tional democracy. therefore, we would expect Io membership to facili-
tate democratic consolidation in democratizing states that suffer from 
the extra handicap of previous military rule.

—H3b. consider a transitional democracy. the positive effect of mem-
bership in an international organization on the probability of democratic 
consolidation is higher given previous military dictatorship than given 
previous civilian dictatorship.

while the complementarity hypothesis is based on the idea that 
some democratizing countries are doomed to fail, the substitutability 
hypothesis contradicts this notion. Io membership might help democ-
ratizing countries overcome the handicap of previous military dictator-
ship. rather than dooming the democratizing country to failure, a his-
tory of military rule, according to the substitutability hypothesis, is an 
impediment that can be successfully averted through Io membership.

although surprising at first blush, the substitutability hypothesis is 
based on a logical argument. If transitional democracies without a his-
tory of military rule have a high probability of consolidation, they may 
be expected to consolidate democratic rule without any external assis- 
tance. In democratizing states with a history of military rule, however, 
improvements in governance capacity and the legitimacy of the state 
are necessary to achieve democratic consolidation. while Ios cannot 
prevent authoritarian reversals, the probability of democratic consoli-
dation conditional on the lack of such reversals increases because of the 
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factors discussed in the section above. If the transitional democracy 
avoids authoritarian reversals for a sustained period of time for reasons 
unrelated to Ios, the importance of non-Io forms of support is high. 
while Ios cannot prevent the military from overthrowing the demo-
cratic government, they can contribute to democratic consolidation if 
the military remains at bay.

democratIzatIon and InternatIonal organIzatIons,  
1965–2001: research desIgn

Identifying how Ios affect democratic consolidation and authoritarian 
reversal (H1 and H2) and whether the effect is conditioned by prior 
domestic institutions (H3a and H3b) requires operationalizing demo-
cratic consolidation, authoritarian reversal, Io membership, and prior 
domestic institutions. after discussing our unit of analysis, we describe 
how to empirically capture these concepts.

unIt of analysIs and populatIon

our population of cases, unit of analysis, and identification of authori-
tarian reversals come from svolik.78 the population comprises all non-
established democracies from 1965 to 2001; the time frame is deter-
mined by availability of data for Io membership and other covariates.79 
this gives us seventy-nine countries with thirty-four unique episodes 
of authoritarian reversals. our unit of analysis is a modified country-
year, called a democratizing spell-year. a democratizing spell begins 
when a country enters the data set by democratizing. It ends with an 
authoritarian reversal or in the year 2001, the last year of the data set.

more precisely, a country is no longer in a democratizing spell 
when it no longer meets any of the three necessary conditions for 
democracy identified by carles Boix, michael miller, and sebas-
tian rosato.80 these conditions are: (1) the executive is directly or 
indirectly elected in popular elections and is responsible either di-
rectly to voters or to a legislature, (2) the legislature (or executive  
if elected directly) is chosen in free and fair elections, and (3) a majority 
of adult men has the right to vote.

Boix, miller, and rosato81 provide the example of guinea-Bissau to 
78 svolik 2008.
79 For our purposes, a “nonestablished democracy” is a state that was not already coded as demo-

cratic in 1950.
80 Boix, miller, and rosato 2013. their criteria are relevant because svolik 2008 uses an older ver-

sion of the Boix, miller, and rosato 2013 data.
81 Boix, miller, and rosato 2013.
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illustrate the coding rules. João Vieira won a free and fair multiparty 
election to become president in 1994. the military, in a rebellion, took 
over the capital in 1998 and removed him from power in 1999. when a 
new president was elected in 2000, the new president dissolved the leg-
islature and ruled by decree. another military coup occurred in 2003 
and an election in 2005 brought Vieira back to the presidency. unfor-
tunately, the military continued to engage in attempted coups and po-
litical violence resulting in Vieira’s assassination in 2009. Because the 
military repeatedly inhibited the rule of elected officials, Boix and his 
colleagues82 code guinea-Bissau as democratic only for the years 1994 
through 1997.

much of the empirical literature on democratic transitions assumes, 
after controlling for covariates, that all democracies face the same risk of 
authoritarian reversal.83 according to svolik,84 this fails to account for 
heterogeneity among democracies; some are consolidated and, hence, 
not vulnerable to authoritarian reversals, while others are transitional 
and avoid reversals only through favorable circumstances captured by a 
separate mechanism. the difficulty is that one cannot observe whether 
an existing democracy is consolidated or transitional. this is problematic 
because the two groups face different odds of reverting to dictatorship. 
since our theory predicts that Io membership promotes consolidation 
but does not prevent authoritarian reversal in unconsolidated democ-
racies, failure to distinguish between consolidated and transitional 
democracies prevents meaningful hypothesis testing. we now pre- 
sent an estimation approach that overcomes this barrier.

estImatIon approach and dependent varIables

a subject in our data is a democratizing spell. each spell is right- 
censored, meaning each observation is either a consolidated democracy 
or transitional democracy at the final year of the time period analyzed 
(2001), but we cannot observe which state of democracy is the case. 
svolik,85 building from previous statistical work,86 uses an approach that 
treats each country as falling into one of two populations: transitional 
democracies or consolidated democracies. using svolik’s approach, we 
can simultaneously identify the impact of covariates on both the prob-
ability of a democratizing spell experiencing authoritarian reversal and 
the probability of a democratizing spell achieving democratic consoli-

82 Boix, miller, and rosato 2013.
83 przeworski et al. 2000; pevehouse 2005; cheibub 2007.
84 svolik 2008.
85 svolik 2008.
86 anscombe 1961; maltz and mccleary 1977; schmidt and white 1989.
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dation. If the probability of both reversal and democratic consolidation 
is low, a country can remain transitional for a very long period of time. 
thus, rather than identifying the country’s population, the model esti-
mates the probability that a given country will enter a particular popu-
lation. Because this estimates the probability of a state entering one 
of two unobservable populations, it is referred to as a split-population 
model.

empirical results from a split-population model are acquired through 
a series of steps. In the first step, we specify two equations, each with 
the same vector of covariates.

 pr(Consolidation) = f (xi,t ) (1)

and

 pr(Reversal ) = f (xi,t ), (2)

where xi,t  is the vector of covariates capturing features of country i 
in year t. the first equation examines the probability that country 
i in year t is a consolidated democracy, while the second equation 
examines the probability that country i in year t experiences au-
thoritarian reversal as an unconsolidated democracy.

If we could observe democratic consolidation, we would directly 
predict the effect of Io memberships on the likelihood that a transi-
tional democracy becomes consolidated. since such an observation 
is not possible, we can only estimate a probability that the country is 
consolidated given that, up to time t, the country has not yet reversed. 
therefore, following svolik,87 the dependent variable in the first equa-
tion is the length, measured in years, of the democratizing spell. In the 
second equation, the dependent variable indicates whether a spell ends 
in authoritarian reversal. this, of course, is observable. specifically, ev-
ery spell-year for a democratizing spell ending in authoritarian reversal 
is coded 1 while every spell-year for a democratizing spell not ending 
in authoritarian reversal is coded 0.

we next estimate the effect of covariates xi,t  on the probability of 
country i being a consolidated democracy at time t by leveraging that 
we know the number of years that country i has been a democracy and 
can observe when a country experiences authoritarian reversal. this 
entails simultaneously estimating the two equations,88 which is done 

87 svolik 2008.
88 If the analyst could observe consolidation, then the analyst could estimate the equations sepa-

rately or sequentially.
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by deriving a likelihood function that simultaneously accounts for the 
probability that a transitional democracy will revert to autocracy in a 
given year, given that it eventually does revert, and for the probability 
that a country is a consolidated democracy, given that it is not observed 
to have reverted to autocracy.89 Having derived the likelihood, we then 
apply numerical maximization to acquire coefficient estimates for both 
equations.90 these coefficient estimates reveal the impact of a given 
covariate on the probability of a democratizing spell ending in either 
reversal or democratic consolidation.

as to the direction of causality, one may wonder if older democracies 
might acquire more Io memberships than new democracies, leading to 
a spurious correlation between Io memberships and avoiding authori-
tarian reversals. Below, we show that this concern is unwarranted. sim-
ilar to mansfield and pevehouse,91 our analysis (table 2) shows that 
democracies join the most organizations in the early years of their spell 
as a democracy. If a democracy’s age predicted new Io memberships, 
this would bias the results against our hypotheses. In other words, the 
findings below may understate the predictive power of our theory.

explanatory varIables

our hypotheses address the expected effects of two explanatory vari-
ables, namely military dictatorship and Io membership and their inter-
action. we discuss each in turn.

the military dictatorship variable is a binary indicator for whether 
a democratizing spell was preceded by military dictatorship. It equals 
1 given previous military rule, meaning it was an authoritarian country 
officially headed by a professional military officer, and 0 given previous 
civilian rule, meaning it was an authoritarian country officially headed 
by a civilian. as in svolik,92 the data are drawn from earlier versions of 
Boix, miller, and rosato.93 In general, we expect a history of military 
dictatorship to reduce the probability of democratic consolidation.

with respect to the Io membership variable, we presume that join-
ing more Ios creates, all things being equal, additional opportunities 
for Ios to influence the democratization process. there are two poten-

89 refer to svolik 2008, 156, for a more formal description of the likelihood function.
90 when maximizing the likelihood of this simultaneous equation model, svolik assumes a dis-

tribution for the probability that a country continues as a democracy if it is right censored. He uses 
a weibull distribution and log-logistic distributions. In the results presented here, we use a weibull 
distribution, as it should be familiar to readers who have conducted survival analysis and because con-
vergence could not be achieved assuming the log-logistic distribution.

91 mansfield and pevehouse 2006.
92 svolik 2008.
93 Boix, miller, and rosato 2013.
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tial approaches for operationalizing this variable, each with conceptual 
and methodological pitfalls. First, one could consider a state’s overall 
number of Io memberships. this measure would include Ios that the 
state joined while a nondemocracy. one should reasonably expect that 
autocratic leaders would not choose to join Ios that promote democ-
racy. Indeed, such Ios may not even allow autocratic states to become 
members.94 this conceptual problem notwithstanding, we did try to 
estimate the model described above for preexisting Ios, but it failed to 
converge.

the second approach is to only consider the Ios the state joined 
since beginning the process of democratization. this measure is also 
problematic in that it is well documented that democratizing states 
seek membership in Ios.95 However, we view this problem as prefer-
able, since we can deploy a statistical method for addressing the se-
lection bias. although there is a risk of bias ex ante, we can rely on a 
transparent statistical method to correct for it.

therefore, the Io membership variable captures the number of new 
Io memberships that a democratizing country possesses in a given year. 
this variable scores 0 in the beginning of a democratizing spell. It in-
creases by 1 every time the democratizing country joins an Io and de-
creases by 1 every time it leaves one. each authoritarian reversal results 
in resetting the number of new Io memberships for that country.96 

Importantly, our coding omits Io memberships inherited from au-
thoritarian rule. this distinction is meaningful because authoritarian 
rulers may seek Io memberships for reasons unrelated to democratiza-
tion. In fact, authoritarian governments may join an Io to avoid de-
mocratization.97 therefore, previous Io memberships should not have 
effects similar to those of new Io memberships initiated during a de-
mocratizing spell. the data for this variable are from pevehouse, tim-
othy nordstrom, and Kevin warnke.98 we expect Io membership to 
have a positive effect on democratic consolidation. equally important, 
we expect it to have no effect at all on the probability of authoritarian 
reversal.

94 mansfield and pevehouse 2006. at the same time, we recognize that existing Ios can change 
their nature and begin promoting democratic consolidation, provided a sufficient number of members 
support democratic rule.

95 pevehouse 2005; mansfield and pevehouse 2006; mansfield and pevehouse 2008.
96 a potential drawback of this approach is that a country with multiple democratization spells 

may not be able to join as many organizations as other states do. this is not a major issue for two rea-
sons. First, the number of Ios continues to increase rapidly throughout the period under investigation. 
second, many new Ios are created by democratizing states.

97 an example is the warsaw pact, which enabled cooperation among communist dictatorships in 
the soviet bloc.

98 pevehouse, nordstrom, and warnke 2004.
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Figure 1 illustrates the construction of this variable by showing the 
democratizing spells of four countries: argentina, Dominican repub-
lic, ghana, and the philippines. the Dominican republic has not ex-
perienced any authoritarian reversals since democratizing in 1966, and 
it has steadily increased its number of Io memberships. Because the 
philippines eventually reverted to autocracy, it has two democratizing 
spells. the analysis of the philippines begins with a substantial number 
of new Ios (twenty-five) because it was in the middle of a democratiz-
ing spell that began in 1948 in the first year of our data set, 1965. con-
versely, though argentina was also in the middle of a democratizing 
spell in the first year of our data set, it had actually left two Ios since the 
first of its democratizing spells began in 1958. over the time period of 
our analysis, argentina and ghana both experienced three democratiz-
ing spells. ghana began its first democratizing spell in 1970 with -1 
new Io memberships because it left an Io that same year. It began its 
third democratizing spell in 1993 with just three Ios because it joined 
three Ios the same year it began democratization.

we also include an interaction term between the military dictator-
ship variable and the number of new Io memberships. according to 
the substitutability hypothesis (H3b), the interaction term should have 
a positive coefficient in the democratic consolidation equation: new Io 
memberships are the most useful in the difficult circumstances induced 
by previous military rule. In contrast, according to the complementar-
ity hypothesis (H3a), the interaction term should have a negative coef-
ficient in the democratic consolidation equation: new Io memberships 
are the least useful in the difficult circumstances induced by previous 
military rule.

control varIables

previous studies of democratization have identified a core set of fac-
tors that influence democratic consolidation and authoritarian rever-
sals. we control for these factors in our empirical analysis. Importantly, 
we aim for a parsimonious specification. statistically, split-population 
models are difficult to estimate. Inclusion of irrelevant variables could 
not only cause incorrect inferences,99 but also an inability of the model 
to converge on an estimate. therefore, we include only critical control 
variables in the model.

the literature emphasizes the importance of economic wealth on 
democratic consolidation, with most studies arguing that higher wealth 

99 achen 2005.
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100 przeworski et al. 2000; przeworski 2005.
101 Haggard and Kaufman 1995.
102 svolik 2008.
103 maddison 2003.

fIgure 1  
new Io membershIp for four countrIes
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levels are conducive to democratic consolidation because wealth reduces 
political groups’ willingness to rely on risky revolutions or coups.100 
Following Haggard and Kaufman101 and svolik,102 we also include eco-
nomic growth because poor economic conditions may impede demo-
cratic consolidation and induce authoritarian reversals. these data are 
from angus maddison.103 

the effect of presidential institutions on democratic consolidation 
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104 cheibub 2007; linz 1994.
105 svolik 2008.
106 svolik 2008.
107 Heckman 1979; Huth 1996.
108 reed 2000.
109 Bushway, Johnson, and slocum 2007.
110 africa is the base category, but oceania was dropped from the regression due to collinearity.
111 pevehouse, nordstrom, and warnke 2004.
112 shanks, Jacobson, and Kaplan 1996.
113 mansfield and pevehouse 2006.

and authoritarian reversals remains controversial,104 but svolik105 finds 
that they have a strong negative effect on democratic consolidation 
even controlling for previous military rule. therefore, we include an 
indicator for a presidential system based on data from svolik.106 

Finally, to account for selection effects, we include a mill’s ratio 
variable, described in greater detail below. table 1 provides summary 
statistics for all variables used in the analysis, including the selection 
equation below. the values of these variables are shown for the overall 
data set and the subsets of data with previous military regimes and no 
previous military regimes.

selectIon

as we detailed above, democratizing countries seek Io memberships. 
therefore, to identify the effect of Io membership on democratic con-
solidation, we must model the selection process. we model it in two 
steps.107 a two-stage procedure allows us the flexibility to use the split-
population model at the outcome stage. using a probit to estimate a se-
lection-stage model, we obtain predicted probabilities, transform these 
into an inverse mill’s ratio, and then include this ratio as a control vari-
able in the second stage split-population model. as william reed108 
points out, a weakness of a two-stage procedure is that the outcome 
model is heteroskedastic and, thus, inefficient. therefore, we employ 
robust standard errors in the outcome model.109 

In the first stage, we include a set of variables that predict a de-
mocratizing country’s probability of joining a new Io while not being 
influenced by extant Io memberships. to do this, we include dummies 
for five regions (north america, south america, asia, europe, and the 
middle east), with oceania and africa being the omitted categories.110 
we then interact each region by a time trend, so as to allow for regional 
trends. these variables are exogenous to Io membership by definition, 
yet they influence new Io membership, given the large number of re-
gional organizations111 and the increasing number of organizations in 
existence.112 Finally, because previous research suggests that recent de-
mocratization is conducive to Io membership,113 we include an indi-



table 1 
summary statIstIcs: mIlItary dIctatorshIps, all others removed a

Variable  N Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Overall 
Years Democratizing 1289 23.41 28.28 1 118
Join Io 1289 0.74 0.43 0 1
north america 1289 0.03 0.18 0 1
south america 1289 0.26 0.44 0 1
asia 1289 0.15 0.35 0 1
oceania 1289 0 0 0 0
europe 1289 0.37 0.48 0 1
middle east 1289 0.042 0.20 0 1
Year 1289 1988 10.66 1965 2001
new Io memberships 1220 22.97 23.70 –4 93
First 5 Years of Democratization 1289 0.27 0.44 0 1
previous military regime 1289 0.44 0.49 0 1
new Io memberships× 1220 4.49 8.02 –4 43 
 previous military regime 
gDp 1289 8.40 1.00 5.92 10.10
gDp growth 1289 1.41 5.39 –42.32 84.97
previous presidential regime 1289 0.39 0.48 0 1

Previous Military Regimes     
Years Democratizing 572 11.09 9.50 1 44
Join Io 572 0.75 0.43 0 1
north america 572 0.01 0.11 0 1
south america 572 0.54 0.49 0 1
asia 572 0.11 0.31 0 1
oceania 572 0 0 0 0
europe 572 0.09 0.29 0 1
middle east 572 0.06 0.25 0 1
Year 572 1989 9.67 1965 2001
new Io memberships 542 10.10 9.38 –4 43
First 5 Years of Democratization 572 0.34 0.47 0 1
gDp 572 8.12 0.87 5.92 9.59
gDp growth 572 1.18 4.16 –26.80 11.67
previous presidential regime 572 0.63 0.48 0 1

No Previous Military Regimes     
Years Democratizing 717 33.23 33.90 1 118
Join Io 717 0.74 0.43 0 1
north america 717 0.05 0.22 0 1
south america 717 0.04 0.19 0 1
asia 717 0.18 0.38 0 1
oceania 717 0 0 0 0
europe 717 0.60 0.48 0 1
middle east 717 0.02 0.14 0 1
Year 717 1987 11.34 1965 2001
new Io memberships 678 33.26 26.50 –1 93
First 5 Years of Democratization 717 0.22 0.41 0 1
gDp 717 8.62 1.04 6.25 10.10
gDp growth 717 1.59 6.19 –42.32 84.97
previous presidential regime 717 0.19 0.39 0 1

 a established democracies removed.
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cator for the first five years of democratization. this indicator is also 
exogenous to new Io memberships because all countries in our data set 
are democracies.

the results from the selection model are reported in table 2. Impor-
tantly, recent democratization induces countries to join Ios. this is not 
only consistent with our theory, but also suggests that controlling for 
selection effects is important. as to regional effects, the asian region is 
perhaps most notable. In early years, democratizing countries in asia 
seem to have joined Ios at a much faster rate than other democratizing 
countries. this effect, however, declines over time.

table 2 
selectIon modela

Dependent Variable Become an IO Member

Democratize in the First 5 Years 0.32***
 (0.09)
north america 7.01
 (41.65)
south america –13.02
 (25.82)
asia 51.12*
 (28.96)
europe 0.50
 (24.55)
middle east –40.31
 (38.51)
Year –0.00
 (0.01)
north america×Year –0.00
 (0.02)
south america×Year 0.01
 (0.01)
asia×Year –0.03* 
 (0.01)
europe×Year –0.00
 (0.01)
middle east×Year 0.02
 (0.02)
constant 5.85
 (21.68)
observations 1,289

standard errors in parentheses; * p<.10, ** p<.05, *** p<.01
 a africa and oceania are omitted categories.
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democratIzatIon and InternatIonal organIzatIons,  
1965–2001: fIndIngs

the results from the split-population model are reported in table 3. 
the first set of coefficients predicts democratic consolidation. the sec-
ond set predicts authoritarian reversal for a nonconsolidated democracy. 
as for consolidation, the results support H1 and H3b: Ios promote 
consolidation and the effect is maximized in the difficult circumstance 
of previous military rule. the coefficient for Io membership is positive 
and statistically significant at the p = 0.01 level. the interaction term is 
also positive and statistically significant, suggesting that the effect of 
new Io memberships is larger when a country had a previous military 
dictatorship. In sum, Io memberships promote democratic consolida-
tion regardless of a history of military rule, but the effect is larger given 
a history of military rule.

conversely, the effect of Io membership on authoritarian reversal 
seems weak. For a democratizing country without the shadow of mili-
tary rule, the coefficient for new Io membership is slightly negative 
while the standard error is large. the interaction term’s coefficient is 
larger than the coefficient for new Io membership, but the standard er-
ror is again large. the data provide little evidence for the existence of a 
relationship between Io membership and authoritarian reversal.

the control variables offer several useful insights. First, the mills 
ratio has a strong negative relationship with democratic consolidation. 
this suggests that democratizing countries join Ios to increase the like-
lihood of democratic consolidation in difficult circumstances. this is 
consistent with our expectations, as democratizing countries appear to 
join Ios if democratic consolidation seems difficult. second, both gross 
domestic product (gdp) per capita and growth are positively related to 
democratic consolidation, which is consistent with previous findings.114 
third, in the authoritarian reversal models, not one of the control vari-
ables has a statistically significant coefficient. this suggests that in the 
years 1965–2001, accounting for authoritarian reversals is much more 
difficult than accounting for democratic consolidation. Based on the 
robustness analyses below, however, it does seem as though a high gdp 
per capita could be a powerful antidote to authoritarian reversals; more-
over economic and social globalization, as well as path dependence in 
the form of previous authoritarian reversals, seem to increase the risk of 
a reversal. notably, these effects differ significantly from those reported  

114 svolik 2008.



table 3
splIt-populatIon model wIth selectIon 
correctIon and robust standard errors

Model: Democratic Consolidation
new Io memberships 0.04*** 
 (0.00)
previous military regime –0.90***
 (0.12)
new Io memberships× 0.06*** 
 previous military regime (0.01)
gDp per capita  0.42*** 
 (0.05)
gDp growth 0.03*** 
 (0.01)
previous presidential regime 0.05
 (0.09)
mills ratio –0.15***
 (0.03)
constant –0.12
 (0.37)

Model: Authoritarian Reversal
new Io memberships –0.03
 (0.15)
previous military regime 18.45
 (27.42)
new Io memberships× –1.53
 previous military regime (2.38)
gDp per capita 14.49
 (26.76)
gDp growth –0.77
 (1.73)
previous presidential regime 51.26
 (83.09)
mills ratio –35.07
 (61.39)
constant –82.14
 (145.17)
alpha  –0.79***
 (0.05)
number of observations 1,220

robust standard errors in parentheses; * p<.10, ** p<.05,  
*** p<.01
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in svolik,115 who applied a much longer time frame, suggesting that 
some of his arguments may not hold for recent years.

substantIve effects

to interpret the effect of Ios on democratic consolidation, we compute 
the substantive effect over the range of the modifying variable, which is 
when a country does and does not have a history of military rule.116 the 
nonlinear structure of our split-population model means one cannot 
discern the marginal effect by simply adding together the coefficients 
on New io Memberships and the interaction term. Instead, we compute 
the percentage change in the probability of consolidation (reversal) as-
sociated with a 10 percent increase in New io Memberships. specifically, 
since the split-population model uses a weibull distribution, we com-
pute the hazard rate associated with consolidation (reversal) when New 
io Memberships is at its mean value (twenty-five Io memberships) and 
when New io Memberships is 10 percent above its mean value. It should 
be noted that 333 country-years in our sample witnessed a change in 
New io Memberships that is of this magnitude or greater.

we calculate the effect for country i as a percentage change in the 
hazard rate,

 %Dh(t) = (eb(xi=x2) – eb(xi=x1)) × 100, (3)
    eb(xi=x1)

where x1 and x2 are, respectively, the values of New io Memberships 
before and after the change in the value of New io Memberships. the 
results are reported in table 4. Increasing the number of new Io mem-
berships for a democratizing state raises the probability of consolida-
tion, whether the country had a previous military regime (28 percent 
increase) or not (10 percent increase). this is consistent with our inter-
pretation from observing table 4.

robustness and further analysIs

we next conduct a series of robustness tests. First, the Io membership 
variable might simply capture the effect of global interconnectedness 
on a democratizing country’s political trajectory. to address such con-
cerns, we conduct two additional tests (reported in table 5). to mea-
sure a country’s level of globalization, we rely on two measures from 
the KoF Index of globalization.117 the first measure, economic glob- 

115 svolik 2008.
116 Brambor, clark, and golder 2006.
117 Dreher 2006.
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alization, is characterized as long-distance flows of goods, capital, and 
services, as well as information and perceptions that accompany market 
exchanges.118 the second measure, social globalization, characterizes 
the spread of ideas, information, images, and people.119 the first two 
columns of table 5 show the results from these models.

second, a past authoritarian reversal may affect the probability of 
experiencing another authoritarian reversal120 and, hence, whether the 
state seeks Io memberships. therefore, we include the variable Previous 
Authoritarian Reversals, created by svolik,121 which is simply a count of 
the number of previous authoritarian reversals experienced by country 
i. the third column of table 5 shows the result from this model.

across the three columns of table 5, results on the effect of New io 
Memberships and Democratic Consolidation remain largely unchanged. 
with respect to authoritarian reversal, the sign and statistical signifi-
cance of the coefficients for New io Memberships and the interaction 
between New io Memberships and Previous Military Regime fluctuate 
dramatically from model to model. For example, consider the estimated 
impact on the probability of authoritarian reversal of a state joining Ios 
when it did not have a previous military regime. one model suggests 
that there is no relationship (model 1), a second suggests that there 
is a negative relationship (model 2), and a third suggests that there is 
a positive relationship (model 3). this points to the sensitivity of the 
split-population model and implies that one should be cautious about 
drawing firm conclusions regarding the relationship between Io mem-
bership and authoritarian reversal.

third, one might argue that not all Ios are equally likely to affect 
democratization. some Ios have more capabilities than others, and the 

118 Dreher 2006.
119 Dreher 2006.
120 lehoucq and pérez-liñán 2009.
121 svolik 2008.

table 4 
margInal effect of new Io membershIps 

 on probabIlIty of consolIdatIona

  0.95 Upper 0.95 Lower 
Category Percent Change Bound Bound

no previous military regime 10 12   8
previous military regime 28 34 22

 a change in Number of IO Memberships from 25 to 27.



table 5 
splIt-populatIon model: robustness checks

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Model: Democratic Consolidation

new Io memberships 0.03** 0.03*** 0.03***
 (0.01) (0.01) (0.00)
previous military regime –1.45*** –1.29*** –0.93***
 (0.32) (0.18) (0.10)
new Io memberships× 0.07*** 0.06*** 0.05***
 previous military regime (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
gDp per capita 0.65***  0.28*** 0.73*** 
 (0.09)  (0.09)  (0.06)
gDp growth 0.01 0.02 0.02***
 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
previous presidential regime –0.17 –0.05 0.26***
 (0.16)  (0.10) (0.06)
mills ratio –0.37*** –0.35*** –0.10***
 (0.06) (0.04) (0.03)
economic globalization –0.02***
 (0.01)
social globalization  0.02
  (0.01)
previous autocratic reversals   –0.34*** 
   (0.04)
constant –0.23  1.50*** –2.43***
 (0.94)  (0.47)  (0.44)

Model: Authoritarian Reversal
new Io memberships 0.09 –1.20*** 3.42***
 (0.06)  (0.35)  (0.86)
previous military regime 5.32*** –2.14 85.70***
 (1.70) (1.61) (19.84)
new Io memberships× –0.49*** 0.75*** –1.25***
 previous military regime (0.11) (0.25) (0.35)
gDp per capita –2.28* –1.09 –100.26***
 (1.26) (0.96) (24.54)
gDp growth 0.31*** 0.11 5.49***
 (0.08) (0.10) (1.36)
previous presidential regime 4.88*  2.43**  63.32*** 
 (2.80) (1.14) (16.10)
mills ratio –0.41 –0.21 –43.62***
 (0.50)  (0.36) (10.70)
economic globalization  0.34*** 
 (0.05)
social globalization  0.61***
  (0.13)
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ability of an Io to influence democratization also depends on the do-
main. For example, it might be easier for some Ios to promote elec-
tion monitoring than to establish judicial independence. we account 
for Io heterogeneity by using new data on Io functionality. we develop 
a coding scheme of organizational function for the correlates of war 
International organization data set compiled by pevehouse, nor-
dstrom, and warnke.122 For current purposes, it is sufficient to note 
that the coding scheme produces eight categories of Io functionality: 
general-political, security-political, legal-political, general-economic, 
commodity-economic, resource-economic, technical, and unclassified. 
overall, political Ios promote and facilitate cooperation between states 
on topics not covered by the economic Ios and that are of broader scope 
than those covered by the technical organizations. we also classify two 
important subsets of political Ios: security—primarily formal alliances 
that established an organization (such as nato)—and legal—primarily 
organizations focused on the promotion of human rights or adherence 
to a particular aspect of international law (such as the Hague confer-
ence on International law or the International refugee organization). 
given the large number of economic Ios, we dedicate three main cat-
egories to economic organizations. In addition to standard economic 
organizations focusing on trade and investment, many economic orga-
nizations focus specifically on the management of natural resources or 
production and trade in commodities.

unfortunately, when using a particular category, the small number 
of nonzero values on the New io Memberships variable causes the split-
population model to be unidentified. as an alternative test, we sim-
ply create a series of cross-tabulations for each category of Io function. 

122 pevehouse, nordstrom, and warnke 2004. Full details of our coding scheme can be found in 
Kaoutzanis, poast, and urpelainen 2014.

previous authoritarian reversals   62.05***
   (15.56)
constant –0.46 –5.96 631.22***
 (8.76) (6.76) (154.81)
alpha –0.91*** –0.84*** –0.87***
 (0.07) (0.06) (0.05)
number of observations 1,063 1,083 1,220

standard errors in parentheses; *p<.10, ** p<.05, *** p<.0

 

table 5 cont.

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
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the results are summarized in table 6. we find that having an above-
median number of new Io memberships reduces the reversal rate with 
the following Ios: security-political, legal-political, general-economic, 
commodity-economic, resource-economic, and technical, regardless of 
the presence or absence of previous military regimes. this suggests that 
our findings will hold across a variety of categories of Io functionality. 
However, one must keep in mind that these results fail to account for 
the unobserved process of consolidation, do not control for confound-
ers, and do not correct for selection bias.

next, we consider two other dimensions on which we can differenti-
ate Ios: their level of democratic density and independence. the results 
are summarized here, with the full results available in the supplemen-
tary material.123 we first consider the democratic density of the Ios that 
a democratizing state joins, as it might be the case that Ios only promote 
democratization if the organization’s membership is comprised pri-
marily of democratic states. Following pevehouse and Bruce russett,124 
we code whether the average polity score for the members of an Io is at 
or above 7. an Io with an average polity score at or above 7 is consid-
ered a democratic Io. next, for each democratizing state, we count the 
number of Ios it has joined since beginning the process of democrati-
zation. this serves as the coding for the New io Memberships variable. 
as with the functionality tests, the small number of nonzero values 
on the New io Memberships variable causes the split-population model 
to be unidentified. as an alternative test, we simply create a series of 
cross-tabulations. For countries that do not have a history of military 
rule, those with an above-median level of memberships in democratic 
Ios have a slightly lower rate of reversal (0.34 compared to 0.36) rela-
tive to countries with a below-median level of memberships. However, 
this difference is not statistically distinguishable from zero. In contrast, 
when countries have a military history, those with an above-median 
level of memberships in democratic Ios have a rate of reversal that is 
lower (0.05 compared to 0.15) than the rate for countries with a below- 
median level of memberships. However, one must again keep in mind 
that these results fail to account for the unobserved process of consoli-
dation, do not control for confounders, and do not correct for selection 
bias.

we then consider the independence of the Ios that a state joins, that 
is, the level of autonomy the Io’s bureaucracy has to enact policies free 
of pressure from member states. using data from Haftel and thomp-

123 poast and urpelainen 2014.
124 pevehouse and russett 2006.
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son,125 we code the level of Io independence for twenty-eight of the or-
ganizations in our data set. with so few organizations coded, we must 
again consider simple cross-tabulations. thus, we consider the number 
of independent Ios a democratizing state has joined since beginning 
the process of democratization. the rates of reversal for countries with 
a military past are substantively and statistically the same (a rate of 0.32 
for each group) whether the country joined above or below the median 
number of independent Ios. when countries do not have a military 
past, those countries that joined more than the median number of in-
dependent Ios had a slightly lower rate (0 to 0.03) of authoritarian 
reversal, but the difference in the rates is statistically indistinguishable 
from zero. By and large, the limited number of Ios with independence 
data constrains our ability to make inferences on this variable. How-
ever, our preliminary test does not suggest that Io independence is key 
to promoting democratization.

we conduct three final tests.126 to begin, given the explosion of 
newly democratic states following the end of the cold war, we test 
whether the impact of Ios on democratic consolidation and authoritar-
ian reversals is different in the post–cold war period. running our 
analysis only on the post–cold war sample produces results consistent 
with table 4. we also consider that it might be the case that the den-
sity of ties to the united states influences democratic consolidation or 
the onset of autocratic reversals since the us government, as the global 
hegemon for the time period under consideration, may take measures 
to support democracy promotion.127 to address these concerns, we 
conduct two tests. In one, we control for the un voting-score based 
affinity between the democratizing state and the united states.128 In 
the other, we control for the alliance portfolio based s-score between 
the democratizing state and the united states.129 Both tests produce 
results consistent with table 4.

conclusIon

given the importance of democratization for contemporary politics, 
a large and growing body of literature on the domestic and interna-
tional causes and consequences of democratization has emerged.130 

125 Haftel and thompson 2006.
126 poast and urpelainen 2014.
127 monten 2005.
128 strezhnev and Voeten 2013.
129 signorino and ritter 1999.
130 Huntington 1991; Haggard and Kaufman 1995; svolik 2008; whitehead 1996; pevehouse 2005.
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table 6 
authorItarIan reversal rate under dIfferent condItIons 

 and Io functIons

 Above Median Below Median p-Value 
Previous Military Number of IOs Number of IOs of Difference

General Political
previous military 0.35 0.35 0.99
no previous military 0.08 0.20 0.01

Security Political
previous military 0.47 0.20 0.00
no previous military 0.12 0.09 0.55

Legal Political
previous military 0.45 0.23 0.00
no previous military 0.14 0.00 0.02

Main Economic
previous military 0.47 0.28 0.01
no previous military 0.12 0.09 0.58

Commodity Economic
previous military 0.42 0.31 0.13
no previous military 0.13 0.08 0.33

Resource Economic
previous military 0.46 0.23 0.00
no previous military 0.15 0.04 0.01

Technical
previous military 0.53 0.20 0.00
no previous military 0.15 0.00 0.00

our contribution is to draw out the mechanisms of when and how 
Io membership can promote democratization. we show that while Io 
membership can promote democratic consolidation through external 
support for institutional development, it cannot directly prevent au-
thoritarian reversals in transitional democracies. moreover, Io mem-
bership is particularly important for countries that democratize in the 
shadow of past military rule. In such countries, the threat of a military 
coup presents long odds for democratizers. since democratic consoli-
dation is generally elusive, Io membership has the potential to produce 
large benefits. In other words, Io membership can enable democratic 
consolidation in unlikely places.

our argument and findings have several implications. one dis-
tinct feature of our study is the central role of contingent domestic/ 
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international linkages. while the benefits of Io membership for democ-
ratization are highly contingent, because external assistance can sup-
port democratic consolidation but not prevent authoritarian reversals, 
the effect of Io membership on democratic consolidation also depends 
on the domestic context. this finding shows that further research on 
the domestic/international interface in transitional democracies holds 
considerable promise. though scholars of comparative politics and inter-
national relations have, to their credit, relied on each other’s contributions, 
we believe the potential for cross-fertilization has not yet been exhausted.

the findings are also relevant to some of the most important po-
litical transformations evolving as we wrote this article. In the middle 
east and north africa, the arab spring has created newly democratic 
polities that face tremendous difficulties in consolidating the basic ele-
ments of democratic governance, such as free and competitive elec-
tions. our results suggests that external actors interested in promoting 
democratization, such as the united states and many european states, 
could make a difference by opening the doors of important regional or-
ganizations to transitional democracies. By facilitating Io membership, 
external actors could allow new democracies in the middle east and 
north africa to enhance their democratic capabilities at a relatively 
low cost. of the three countries in this region where the people top-
pled an autocrat, egypt, libya, and tunisia, egypt counts as a military 
dictatorship.131 In and of itself, this is bad news for egypt. However, 
our findings also suggest that Ios could play a useful role in promot-
ing democratic consolidation there. Institutionalizing democratic rule 
is particularly difficult in the shadow of past military rule, so external 
assistance could make a big difference in egypt.

there is less hope that Ios can reduce the risk of authoritarian rever-
sal in young democracies. Building on previous research, we argue and 
show that Io membership will not deter coups, revolutions, and other 
forms of authoritarian reversals. Few Ios have the capabilities needed 
to deter subversive domestic groups from seizing the opportunity to 
gain power. external actors must complement the work of Ios, as the 
us did in guatemala in 1993, since they can take measures to prevent 
or counter autocratic reversals.

while this study does not differentiate between Ios, our findings 
suggest that scholars studying particular Ios must carefully consider ex-
actly how the organizations promote democracy. consider the eu, for 
example. Is the main benefit of eu membership (or the enticement of 

131 libya is coded as a personalistic dictatorship; tunisia is a hybrid regime.
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eu membership) the prevention of autocratic reversal or the promo-
tion of democratic consolidation? events transpiring in the ukraine 
(a potential future eu candidate) and Hungary (an eu member) at 
the time this article was written suggest that the eu can only take a 
country so far on either dimension of democratization.132 as a report 
commissioned by the european parliament noted in late 2013, “De-
mocracy in europe can no longer be taken for granted.”133 But pes-
simism regarding democratic backsliding in europe and the inability 
of Ios to prevent coups should be tempered. even the simple, mundane 
approaches offered by Ios—such as capacity building and information 
provision—can work. Democratic consolidation depends on the insti-
tutionalization of democratic rule, and supporting this process is the 
causal mechanism that allows Ios to be effective.

supplementary materIal

supplementary material for this article can be found at http://dx.doi.org.10.1017 
/s0043887114000343.
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