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ABSTRACT

The world is in a “wave of autocratization.” Yet, recent events in Brazil, the Maldives,
and Zambia demonstrate that autocratization can be halted and reversed. This article
introduces “U-Turn” as a new type of regime transformation episode in which
autocratization is closely followed by and linked to subsequent democratization.
Drawing on earlier literature, it provides a general conceptualization and
operationalization of this type of episode, complementing the existing Episodes of
Regime Transformation (ERT) framework. The accompanying database provides
descriptions for all 102 U-Turn episodes from 1900 to 2023, differentiating between
three types: authoritarian manipulation, democratic reaction, and international
intervention. The analysis presents a systematic empirical overview of patterns and
developments of U-Turns. A key finding is that 52% of all autocratization episodes
become U-Turns, which increases to 73% when focusing on the last 30 years. The
vast majority of U-Turns (90%) lead to restored or even improved levels of
democracy. The data on U-Turn episodes opens up new avenues for research on
autocratization and democratization that were previously treated as isolated
processes, particularly it could help us understand why some processes of
autocratization trigger a successful pro-democratic backlash - a critical question
during the starkest-ever wave of autocratization.
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When autocratization results in democratization?

Under former President Jair Bolsonaro, attacks on the media, the judiciary, and the
legislature, as well as attempts to undermine the electoral system were prevalent,'
setting off Brazil on a path typical for the “third wave of autocratization.”> However,
this process ended and turned into a process of democratization after opposition can-
didate Lula da Silva defeated Bolsonaro at the ballot.?
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The existing literature and available quantitative measures would typically treat
developments in Brazil as two isolated episodes of autocratization and democratiza-
tion, respectively. We propose “U-Turn” as a new type of regime transformation in
which autocratization and democratization are parts of one longer push-and-pull
process rather than being independent of each other. This idea has pedigree in the lit-
erature, but we propose the first comprehensive conceptualization along with a sys-
tematic operationalization and descriptive analyses from 1900 to 2023.

This article offers five contributions. First, we conceptualize U-Turn as a distinct
type of regime transformation, building on earlier ideas about two-directional
regime change from the literature on autocratization,4 resistance to autocratization,5
democratization,’ democratic resilience,” and authoritarian instability.® To date,
most quantitative research treats changes that occur in one or the other direction
(i.e. towards or away from democracy) as cases of distinct phenomena whether in
terms of gradual upward and downward movements,” discrete transitions,'® or epi-
sodes.'" Besides, conventional time-series cross-sectional studies treat any change of
the same magnitude, in any direction, at either ends of the scale, as empirically equival-
ent, and do not distinguish between the start of regime transformation, its continuation,
and the possible outcomes (one of which is the regime rebounding to its previous equi-
librium). Yet, we know from the comparative case-study literature that two-directional
regime change is common and regime transformations are time-bound processes.'”
The comparative case-study literature, however, has typically explored two-directionality
in a narrow sense to explain specific processes, rather than suggesting a general concept.

We bring these somewhat separate research traditions closer together to develop a
general concept of two-directional regime transformation. Building on the episodes
approach, the U-Turn concept speaks to research that also takes a more comprehensive
approach to studying regime changes such as cycles and ceilings,'® but differs from it in
that we clearly identify episodes of autocratization followed by episodes of democrati-
zation as defining elements of U-Turns.

Second, we develop an operationalization of U-Turn as a distinct type of regime
transformation supplementing the Episodes of Regime Transformation (ERT) meth-
odology'* which is based on changes in V-Dem’s Electoral Democracy Index.'” We
then provide a new function to the ERT that systematically captures all episodes of
U-Turn from 1900 to 2023. We also qualitatively review all 102 U-Turns establishing
face validity of our approach. For additional transparency, we provide a dataset and a
codebook with a short description and classification of each U-Turn episode. This data
opens up new avenues for research, particularly regarding why some countries halt and
revert autocratization, while others do not, which is concealed when studying autocra-
tization and democratization in isolation.

Third, we present the first systematic overview of the 102 U-Turns that occurred in
69 countries between 1900 and 2023. We find that more than half - 52% - of all auto-
cratization episodes since 1900 did not establish stable authoritarian regimes but rather
transformed into U-Turns. We also find that U-Turns have never been more frequent
than during the “third wave of autocratization”'® when 73% of all autocratization epi-
sodes have transformed into U-Turns after the process of autocratization was halted.

Fourth, we show that there is a significant homogeneity for U-Turns across regime
types: 94% involve a period of autocracy at the “bottom.” In other words, a democratic
breakdown does not necessarily prevent a return to democracy, especially if autocra-
tization is halted and reversed relatively swiftly. An average U-Turn episode lasts
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eight years and results in either restored (70 out of 102 cases) or even improved (22 out
of 102 cases) levels of democracy.!” Even among the 45 cases of U-Turns starting in a
democracy, democracy broke down for a short period in 39 cases before the turn-
around. Notably, 33 out of the 39 cases (85%) became democracies again by the end
of a U-Turn episode.

Finally, we identify three types of U-Turns depending on the key actors driving the
process of turnaround: authoritarian manipulation, democratic reaction, and inter-
national intervention. We find that authoritarian manipulation is the predominant
mode of U-Turns during the pre-1994 period, constituting 56% (37 out of 66) of all
U-Turns. Yet, over the past three decades, democratic reaction has become more
common and now constitutes the majority of U-Turn episodes, with 61% (22 out of
36) of all U-Turns. This speaks to the changing nature of U-Turns further increasing
the relevance of unpacking causes and consequences of contemporary patterns of
regime transformation.

Below, we first discuss the scholarship on regimes. Next, we build on it for a com-
prehensive conceptualization of U-Turns. We then describe operationalization rules
used to identify U-Turns from 1900 onwards. In the final sections, we provide the
first systematic analysis of patterns and trends regarding U-Turn episodes and variations
in the types of U-Turns. We conclude by outlining a new research agenda and highlight-
ing some of the potential applications of our approach for future research.

One- and two-directional regime transformations

Quantitative approaches to studying regime change often use either categorical, dis-
crete regime type data'® or continuous measures of change.'” Regardless, conventional
studies conceptualize regime transformation as a movement from autocracy to democ-
racy, or vice versa. The common assumption is that the process of regime transform-
ation ends once movement in one direction ceases. This unidirectionality is dominant
in the study of liberalization,”® democratic transition,”’ democratic deepening,*
democratic erosion,” democratic breakdown,”* and autocratic regression.*”

Treating autocratization and democratization as isolated processes often fits reality
well. For example, many protracted and incumbent-led processes of democratization
are indeed isolated processes that do not follow and are not intertwined with a previous
period of autocratization. Similarly, many cases of democratic breakdown that are fol-
lowed by a durable authoritarian regime (such as Marco’s dictatorship in the Philip-
pines) and some recent examples of gradual autocratization (such as Venezuela
under Chavez) can reasonably be treated as one-directional.

Nevertheless, we should allow for the possibility that a process of regime transform-
ation is two-directional: a country goes through autocratization and then democrati-
zation (or vice versa) in one linked process where the latter movement is at least in
part endogenous to the first.”” Admittedly, a country’s future development is to
some extent always intertwined with and influenced by all previous events and pro-
cesses. However, we are seeking to distinguish between interdependencies that are
directly consequential and tangible, and those that are distant and indirect.

Two-directional regime change is more familiar in qualitative studies depicting that
regime transformation is more complex than isolated processes of democratization
and autocratization. However, these analyses tend to develop concepts and theories
that are leveraged to explain specific cases, rather than systematic and universal
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concepts of two-directional regime transformation. Among the most well-known
examples are episodes of liberalization and democratic transition that fail and revert
to autocracy. O’Donnell and Schmitter,”® for example, emphasize how liberalization
processes can fail and slump back to an autocratic setting. Studies of challenges of
democratic consolidation similarly show that newly transitioned democracies are
often fragile and quickly break down.”” More recently, Hur and Yeo™ introduced
the notion of “democratic ceilings” that certain countries reach after which they
decline again in their levels of democracy.

Another notion of two-directionality from the literature is that of fluctuations
reflecting a blend of democracy and autocracy and often relatively weak states and
party systems.”' This resonates with other studies such as Hale>” discussing “regular
and reasonably predictable cycles of movement both toward and away from ideal
types of democracy or autocracy” in the context of post-communist regimes.

Furthermore, democratization can swiftly follow autocratization in U-Turn-like
patterns such as after military or so-called promissory coups.” In other instances,
authoritarian incumbents’ approach to doubling-down on autocratic rule through
increased repression can backfire and lead to liberalization, labelled “democratization
by mistake” by Treisman.’* A third U-Turn-like process is what Ginsburg and Huq™
describe as “near misses,” i.e. those consolidated democracies that weather through
democratic challenges and are able to recover their high levels of democracy.

These examples illustrate that autocratization and democratization can in fact be
two sides of the same process and should be studied as such. Separating the two intro-
duces the risk of underestimating the role of longer-term dynamics and thus could lead
to biased estimates of the causes and effects of regime change.

There is plenty of research featuring two-directional regime change, paired with
both conceptual and theoretical developments. However, existing contributions typi-
cally offer a too narrow focus either on a specific form of regime transformation
(e.g. transitions from authoritarian rule), a specific regime type (e.g. fluctuations in
competitive authoritarian regimes), or specific events (e.g. coups). Allowing for a sys-
tematic approach to episodes of regime transformation to include more than one
direction of change lines up with these insights from the largely qualitative-compara-
tive literature on how regime transformation unfolds.

A central contribution of this article is thus, by drawing on the insights from this
previous work, to develop a systematic conceptualization of two-directional regime
transformation that starts with autocratization and is followed by democratization.
Our approach, as will be elaborated in the next section, moves us further by accounting
for all such instances, independent of the type of autocratization or democratization,
the regime type they occur in, the events that characterize them, and so on. The
other side of the coin — democratization followed by and linked to autocratization —
is not explored here but has been developed elsewhere.”® Admittedly, chains of
several ups and downs are also arguably possible.

One approach that comes close to our is that of Juan Linz’s concept of “re-equili-
bration,”” which is a “political process that, after a crisis that has seriously threatened
the continuity and stability of the basic democratic political mechanisms, results in
their continued existence at the same or higher levels of democratic legitimacy,
efficacy, and effectiveness”. This naturally includes a general two-directional regime
transformation consisting of autocratization followed by democratization. Re-equili-
bration, however, is a wider concept that includes crises that do not constitute
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autocratization, such as the change from the Fourth to the Fifth Republic in France.
Thus, while most contributions on the subject are too narrow in our view, “re-equili-
bration” is rather too broad. Closer to our notion of the U-Turn is “re-democratiza-
tion.”*® However, it has not been conceptualized systematically and cases such as
Spain and Portugal suggest that the difference to “mere” democratization remains
elusive.

Identifying episodes of autocratization closely followed by episodes of democratiza-
tion is further important for understanding how the wave of contemporary autocrati-
zation can be reversed. The more recent literature on democratic resilience focuses on
actors’ resistance, opposition strategies, and institutional characteristics that are associ-
ated with succeeding or failing in removing autocratizing incumbents from power.>
This work also speaks to our notion of the U-Turn in the sense that some accounts
of resilience also allow for the possibility that democracies “bounce back” to similar
or higher levels of democracy.* However, the focus on resilience is narrower than
U-Turn in that these studies only consider democracies and do not allow them to
experience democratic breakdown. In addition, democratic resilience can also be
identified by the absence of autocratization in the first place,*’ while U-Turn is
defined by autocratization taking place and followed by democratization.

Empirically, analyses of democratic resilience also typically stop at questions
whether autocratization is halted.** U-Turn, by contrast, includes subsequent reversal,
which is often overlooked in the quantitative literature, and thus could help us better
understand the dynamics of political regimes, particularly why autocratization some-
times triggers a successful pro-democratic backlash.

Recently, Maerz et al.*’ developed a unified architecture to detect processes of
regime changes, the “Episodes of Regime Transformation” (ERT), identifying five
possible paths and outcomes of episodes of democratization and autocratization
respectively. While a significant advancement, it still applies a unidirectional definition
of regime change.** We extend this framework by adding two-directional episodes.

U-Turn episodes

Regime transformation are substantive moves along a democracy-autocracy conti-
nuum™ that may or may not involve transitions between regime types.*® While auto-
cratization is defined as “episodes that result in a sustained and substantial decline of
democratic attributes,” democratization refers to “episodes that exhibit substantial and
sustained improvement of democratic institutions and practices.”*’”

“U-Turn” is a new additional concept for episodes in which democratization is born
out of the initial autocratization making it meaningful to view both processes as part of
one episode of regime transformation: period of substantive two-directional regime
transformation along a democracy-autocracy continuum, in which autocratization is
closely followed by and linked to subsequent democratization.

This definition has the benefit of being wide enough to allow us to identify all rel-
evant sets of cases, while at the same time being restrictive enough to not include cases
of a more short-term nature such as regular government turnovers. Importantly, the
concept pertains not only to democracies. U-Turn regime transformation may start
in countries across most of the democracy-autocracy spectrum.*®

There are three important elements to a U-Turn. First, to qualify as a two-direc-
tional regime transformation, movements in both directions should be substantial
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and sustained. This means that a slight bend upward towards democracy after an auto-
cratization episode®® or smaller regime fluctuations and “near misses””" are not ident-
ified as U-Turns.

Second, autocratization and democratization must be closely connected in time.
Temporal interlinkage is an essential part of a U-Turn. While historic events are
often important determinants of a country’s future development, a closer temporal
link ensures that interdependencies between the two processes are directly consequen-
tial and tangible, rather than confounded by a myriad of other events.

Third, autocratization and democratization must be endogenously interlinked. This
entails human agency intervening and changing the course of actions, which calls upon
focusing on key actors driving the process of U-Turn. We leverage previous research
focusing on key political actors in autocracies,”’ in democracies,”> and from inter-
national perspective™ as drivers of regime transformation to define a first, general dis-
tinction between U-Turns’ determinants. We thus distinguish between three types of
U-Turn: authoritarian manipulation, democratic reaction, and international
intervention.

Authoritarian manipulation occurs when key actors driving both autocratization
and democratization are anti-democratic, either civilians or military. This includes
instances of authoritarian power grab followed by subsequent liberalization, such as
coup-driven autocratization followed by elections, or institutional adaptation in auto-
cracies in response to opposition pressure; or attempts at gradual autocratization, not
least through “executive aggrandizement,””* that are interrupted by other authoritar-
ian actors, typically the military, that shortly after a coup call for elections. An example
of the former is South Korea between 1961 and 1964 when Park Chung-hee’s military
coup was followed by semi-competitive elections in 1963 legitimizing Park’s coup and
strengthening the military dictatorship. Example of the latter, in turn, is Juan Perdén’s
gradual autocratization that started in 1949 and ended in 1955 with a military coup. In
1958, general elections followed restoring civilian rule. Authoritarian manipulation
typically entails that authoritarian elites see it in their interests to liberalize in order
to hold power and the strategy is sometimes successful.”” However, such liberalization
does not necessarily result in a democratic transition, with the above example of South
Korea being a case in point.

Democratic reaction refers to U-Turn where pro-democracy actors are able to suc-
cessfully counter autocratization, oust an autocratizing incumbent, and revert to
democratization. Democratic reaction can be characterized by bottom-up citizen
mobilization, elites’ ability to contend incumbents’ efforts, or elite-citizen alliances.
Citizens can vote the anti-democratic incumbent out of office®® and/or turn out in
the streets demanding the executive dismissal, through organized or spontaneous
means.”” Opposition elites, in turn, can resist the incumbent by leveraging legislative
and judiciary powers.”® The Maldives is one recent example of a democratic reaction.
Following a prolonged political crisis in the country, Abdulla Yameen won the 2013
presidential election. Yameen soon attacked civil society and the media, undermined
courts, and expanded his own authority, leading to a democratic breakdown.
However, the ensuing public dissatisfaction, along with successful organization from
the opposition and civil society, led to a surprise defeat of Yameen in the 2018 presi-
dential election to opposition candidate Ibrahim Solih and his MDP party winning the
2019 parliamentary elections, after which democracy returned to the Maldives as
repression and institutional manipulation ceased. Zambia (2010-ongoing) and
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Brazil (2016-ongoing) are two other recent cases of democratic reaction where elec-
tions were the catalyst for making a U-turn.

Lastly, international intervention refers to U-Turns where international actors sub-
stantially change the course of a country’s political development. Interventions can be
aimed at breaking down a political regime (e.g. invasion), or at reconciling ongoing
conflicts (e.g. multilateral operations), or seeking to have a strong impact on a
regime’s direction in another way. The invasion of Western Europe during the Nazi
expansion, followed by the swift return of democracy following the German defeat,
is one example of international intervention. Another example of international inter-
vention is Liberia (2003-2007), where a civil war eventually led to the Accra Compre-
hensive Peace Agreement and the establishment of the United Nations Mission in
Liberia. The latter oversaw general elections in 2005, which marked the turnaround.

Operationalization

Operationalization of U-Turns and their subsequent classification requires three sets of
decision rules: (i) rules to identify episodes of autocratization and democratization (i.e.
episodes of one-directional regime transformation), (ii) temporal interlinkage rules,
and (iii) rules for verifying the endogenous link.

Rules to identify one-directional regime transformation: To identify episodes of auto-
cratization and democratization, we use the ERT R-package®® with default parameters
as suggested by Edgell et al.®® The script detects one-directional substantial and
sustained changes in democratic institutions and practices based on changes in
V-Dem’s Electoral Democracy Index (EDI, v2x_polyarchy)®" and provides information
on the start and end years of autocratization and democratization episodes.®”

Temporal interlinkage rules: Following the ERT logic for operationalizing episodes
of regime transformation, we consider the process of regime transformation as
ongoing if it has an annual change of at least £0.01 in one out of five consecutive
years. Thus, we code episodes of U-Turn as episodes of autocratization that are fol-
lowed by episodes of democratization within the time span of no more than five
years. The script measures this time span as a difference between the final year of auto-
cratization episode and the first year of democratization episode. The choice of five
years as a temporal interlinkage rule is arbitrary but a reasonable and intuitive
choice for three reasons. First, a five-year time period is a normal election cycle for
the majority of countries.”” The rule thus allows most countries to hold at least one
election after the final year of autocratization so that actors resisting autocratization
could potentially coordinate their actions against autocratization around “critical
events.”®* Second, the five-year cut-off point is high enough to identify a broad set
of cases of reversals and not to limit ourselves to cases of a more short-term nature
such as military coups followed by immediate elections. But it is also low enough to
rule out cases of autocratization and democratization that are either not substantively
intertwined, or where interlinkage may be confounded by other events. Third, five
years is the maximum length of the interlinkage period for which we can guarantee
that the regime remains in “stasis” (i.e. no movements above 0.01 on the EDI in
either direction).®” The “interlinkage period” thus graphically always constitutes the
“bottom” of a U-Turn.

Rules for verifying the endogenous link: We qualitatively reviewed each U-Turn
episode with a temporal link to ensure that the interlinkage between autocratization
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and democratization is supported by historical-qualitative evidence. In doing so we
categorized all identified U-Turns as conceptualized above, distinguishing between
authoritarian manipulation, democratic reaction, and international intervention.®®
Together with the dataset, we provide a detailed Codebook with a brief description
and reasoning for categorization for each U-Turn episode.

To ensure a transparent and reliable procedure, we organized the qualitative
coding in four steps. First, we assigned 25% of the U-Turn episodes each to four inde-
pendent coders. In this step, each coder wrote a brief description and classified each
case into either of the three possible categories using the coding criteria outlined
above. Second, we divided the coded sample from step one between two coders
with the task of agreeing or disagreeing (and in this case, propose a different categor-
ization) with the initial coding. Third, we sub-sampled the “contested” cases to the
remaining coders who did not take part in reviewing them in steps one and two.
This step ensured that more challenging cases were reviewed by every coder, increas-
ing the reliability of the final categorization. Fourth, one coder reviewed the entire
sample of U-Turn categorization with the aim of ensuring description coherence
and harmonizing cross-coding judgment. This step revealed five further contested
cases, determined by different interpretations of who was the key actor in driving
the two-directional transformation and when the actor’s meaningful action took
place. These five cases were then discussed by all five coders in a plenary session
by following standard procedures on coders’ discussions around disagreements.®’
At this stage, four cases were re-coded while one kept its original coding. As a
result, the inter-coder reliability between steps one and two is 86.3% (88/102 cases),
and it reaches 100% (14/14 cases) in the last step.

Coding rules are always debatable. We mostly follow the established ERT logic
when adding new parameters. The extensive validation process of the ERT par-
ameters ensures that they are the soundest to identify episodes of regime transform-
ation.’® However, we also conduct multiple face validity and sensitivity tests to ensure
that meaningful changes to the exact parameters used for the identification of U-
Turns do not significantly affect the results and that we measure what we want to
measure. Specifically, we run validation tests manipulating parameters that could
lead to changes in the composition and characteristics of U-Turn episodes: the
default ERT parameters, and the interlinkage parameter. Our script also allows
users to engage in robustness and face-validity tests by setting their own parameters
for the cutoffs.”’

To make sure that the temporal interlinkage rule of five years holds also qualitat-
ively, we reviewed all cases of U-Turns with a temporal interlinkage rule of up to
ten years. Figure Al in the Online Appendix shows the distribution of the number
of U-Turn episodes depending on the temporal interlinkage parameter, while in the
Codebook, we provide a qualitative description of the additional 22 cases. We find
that 64% of these additional cases cannot be defined as U-Turns as conceptualized
above, as autocratization and democratization do not seem to be endogenously
linked. Hence, setting a temporal interlinkage parameter of more than five years
increases the risks of capturing “false positive” U-Turns. Finally, for additional trans-
parency and to demonstrate face validity, we also provide the visualization of all
U-Turn episodes in the Online Appendix.

Below we provide the first-ever descriptive analysis of U-Turns and discuss patterns
with their three different types. We thereby seek to demonstrate that the identification of
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U-Turns provides new, important descriptive knowledge about our world. It also opens
up new avenues for research on the dynamics of political regimes, such as why autocra-
tization processes only sometimes result in a U-Turn, or how “stand-alone” democrati-
zation process is different from democratization that is part of a U-Turn.

Descriptive results

Although determining causes and consequences of U-Turn episodes in comparison to
“stand-alone” episodes of autocratization and democratization falls outside the scope
of this article, we provide a series of descriptive analyses of U-Turns that can lay the
foundation for informed analyses of such kind. We find a total of 102 U-Turn episodes
from 69 countries over the period from 1900 to 2023. For reference, during the same
period, there were 205 “terminated” and 42 “censored” (meaning that they are still
ongoing, and one cannot yet tell if they will become U-Turns or not) autocratization
episodes, and 410 democratization episodes.

Two observations immediately stand out. First, 38% of countries in the world have
experienced at least one episode of U-Turn since 1900, which highlights the signifi-
cance of studying this phenomenon systematically.””

Second, more than half (52%) of all autocratization episodes become U-Turns after
the process of autocratization is halted.”" This is an unexpectedly high rate, and a novel
finding in itself.

A first implication of this finding is that authoritarian consolidation is perhaps
more difficult than the existing literature sometimes posits. A second implication is
that democratizing agents stand a decent chance of turning autocratization around.
However, it is important to remember that only a subset of U-Turns are driven by
democratizing agents, and that many U-Turns are instances of authoritarian manipu-
lation where both autocratization and democratization are led by autocratic actors.

Patterns and pathways of U-Turn episodes

Figure 1 shows an overview of U-Turn episodes against the backdrop of autocratiza-
tion and democratization episodes, from 1900 to 2023. The green line with light-
green stacked area shows the yearly number of countries that were in episodes of
U-Turn. The solid red line with light-red shaded area visualizes the number of auto-
cratization episodes that have finished, while all censored (yet ongoing) episodes of
autocratization are depicted with a dashed dark red line with a darker red shaded
area appearing towards the end of the period. The blue line delineates the number
of countries that were in a democratization episode in any particular year.”

The relationship between the red- and green-shaded areas in Figure 1 reveals a sys-
tematic difference in U-Turn development across the three waves of autocratization
and democratization. The first wave of autocratization that concluded with the end
of World War II produced a visible spike of U-Turn episodes: Increasing rapidly
from 2 in 1929 to 12 in 1943-1946 before dropping back in the late 1940s when
many of the episodes concluded. Most were European countries occupied by Nazi
Germany and its allies to regain their democratic levels after liberation. By contrast,
the second wave of autocratization followed by the large third wave of democratiza-
tion” did not result in an equivalent spike. Rather, the number of countries under-
going a U-Turn declined in the late 1960s and early 1970s and remained relatively
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Figure 1. Episodes of democratization, autocratization, and U-Turn, 1900-2023.

stable through the mid-1970s and into the mid-1990s. The democratization spike in
the 1990s in Figure 1 is mainly the result of the collapse of the Soviet Union as well
as transformations in a long series of countries in Africa and Asia that had been auto-
cracies for a long time. This created the opportunity for “stand-alone”
democratization.”*

U-Turns are increasingly common

Zooming in on the developments of the recent period, Figure 1 shows that U-Turns
have never been more frequent than during the last 30 years - the period of the
“third wave of autocratization.””> In absolute terms, the highest annual number of
countries undergoing a U-Turn was recorded in 2010, 2012, and 2016 (18 U-Turn epi-
sodes each), and the annual count was at least 15 U-Turn episodes from 2009 to 2018.
Percentages show the same result.”

More importantly, the share of autocratization episodes that ended up as U-Turns
has changed significantly over time (i.e. the relationship between the green and the
light-red shaded areas). During the second wave of autocratization and into the begin-
ning of the third wave of democratization, relatively few autocratization episodes
developed into U-Turns. Many autocratizers of the time successfully established
durable autocratic regimes, such as Marcos in the Philippines and Pinochet in Chile.
The relatively lower share of U-Turns during this period is also suggestive of the
importance of a constraining international environment increasing chances for sus-
tained authoritarian rule.”” The Cold War and the way in which it tended to lend
support to authoritarian incumbents seems to have limited the opportunity for
turning autocratization around.

Since the early inception of the third wave of autocratization by mid-1990s,”® 73%
of the “terminated” autocratization episodes have already been turned around: 36 out
of 49.”° In stark difference, during the period from 1900 to 1993, only 44% of autocra-
tization episodes ended up as U-Turns: 66 out of 149.
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The blue line with blue shaded area shows that the number of democratizing
countries keeps falling (N =18 in 2023), which could indicate that making a U-Turn
is becoming more challenging. At the same time, the dashed red line with dark-red
shaded area in Figure 1 shows that by the end of 2023 there were 42 ongoing (“cen-
sored”) episodes of autocratization. This means that there is a record number of auto-
cratization episodes for which we still do not know if they will become U-Turns or not.
Should the trend from the first part of the “third wave of autocratization” continue,
around 30 of the 42 ongoing autocratization episodes could possibly become
U-Turns, which would make a remarkable difference in regime change dynamics.

In sum, this first comprehensive overview of U-Turns since 1900 shows that (i)
slightly more than half of all autocratization episodes become U-Turns - this
outcome of autocratization is much more common than the current literature suggests;
(ii) U-Turns have even become the most common outcome of autocratization episodes
during the last 30 years; (iii) the world is in unchartered territory with an unprece-
dented number of autocratization episodes with yet indeterminate outcomes.

U-Turns now start mostly in democracies

Figure 2 provides a different perspective on global trends of U-Turns, slicing U-Turns
by the “Regimes of the World” (RoW) typology.*® The stacked area shows the total
number of countries in a U-Turn episode each year (equivalent to the green line
and light-green shaded area in Figure 1), but episodes are now coloured by the
regime type they had by the onset of the autocratization phase.®'

Notably, Figure 2 reveals that in recent years two-thirds of U-Turns start in democ-
racies (66%, 24 out of 36 episodes) and only one-third (12 out of 36) start in autocra-
cies. This finding coheres with Lithrmann and Lindberg’s observation® and stands in
sharp contrast to the 1900 to 1993-period when roughly two-thirds (45 out of 66) of all
U-Turns started in autocracies.®” This underscores that contemporary U-Turns occur
in a very different context from before. Most countries have at least some experience
with democratic institutions and those that do not have at least some experience with
emulating them as electoral autocracies.

Number of countries

'
1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020
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Figure 2. U-Turns by Regime Types, 1900-2023.
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Almost all U-Turns become autocracy at the bottom

Figure 3 plots pathways of all U-Turn episodes since 1900 using the RoW typology.
Three findings stand out. First, 94% of all episodes (N = 96) become autocracy at the
“bottom” of the episode (i.e. during the interlinkage period), and most of those -
69% (N =66) — are even closed autocracies for a short while. Notably, out of the 45
cases where autocratization started in a democracy, democracy broke down for a
short period in 39 cases before the turnaround. Yet, almost all of them (33 out of
39, or 85%) became democracies again by the end of a U-Turn episode. A possible
initial “worst case” scenario of democratic breakdown thus does not mean that a
swift upward movement is precluded.

Second, the distribution in terms of regime types is quite similar at the start- and
end-points of U-Turn episodes with a tendency towards resulting in more democ-
racies. U-Turns started with autocratization phase in 45 democracies and 57 auto-
cracies and ended after democratization phase with 50 democracies and 52
autocracies.

Third, Figure 3 displays the significant heterogeneity of pathways. This points to the
importance of not only studying U-Turns as a distinct type of regime transformation,
but also analysing variations of their pathways and outcomes in future research. For
example, a successful U-Turn that happens in a liberal democracy that never falls
out of the liberal democracy category is likely to have different drivers as well as con-
sequences from the one beginning in an electoral autocracy with deterioration to
closed autocracy at the “bottom” of the episode.

Start Bottom End

LD:9

ED: 40
ED: 41

EA: 52 EA: 45

CA:7

. CA = Closed Autocracy . EA = Electoral Autocracy . ED = Electoral Democracy . LD = Liberal Democracy

Figure 3. Pathways of U-Turn Episodes by Regime Types, 1900-2023.
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Average dynamics of a U-Turn episode

Figure 4 visualizes the “average” dynamics of a U-Turn episode along its two main
dimensions: level of democracy and time. The red line in Panel A shows changes in
average democracy levels across all episodes from 1900 to 2023 at four points: (i)
onset and (ii) end years of autocratization, and (iii) onset and (iv) end years of demo-
cratization. The x-axis of Panel A represents the average time (in years, counted from
the onset) at which these four points take place, and the y-axis represents the level of
democracy. The grey shaded area marks the maximum and minimum boundaries of
democracy levels at each of the four points, while the red shaded area marks the
95% confidence interval for the mean. Panel B in Figure 4 displays the full distribution
of the duration of U-Turn episodes.
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Figure 4. Dynamics of an Average U-Turn Episode. A. Average Change in Democracy Levels Across U-Turn
Episodes. B. Full Distribution of Duration of U-Turn Episodes.
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Figure 4 shows that initial and substantial worsening in democracy levels (autocra-
tization) lasts on average 2.6 years and results in a total decline in EDI level of 0.24 (or
24% of the possible range of the variable). It is then followed by a “stasis” period, which
lasts, on average, 2.3 years. The “reversal” part (democratization) lasts, on average, 3.2
years and results in a total increase in EDI level of 0.27. An average U-Turn episode
thus (i) lasts 8.1 years, (ii) restores a country’s pre-episode democracy level, and (iii)
the process of autocratization is slightly faster (less than a year) than the process of sub-
sequent democratization. This “aggregate” lens reveals the general dynamics of
U-Turn episodes, which we interpret in three ways.

First, restoring initial levels of democracy takes twice as much time as dismantling
democratic institutions and practices (2.3 + 3.2 = 5.5 years vs. 2.6 years) suggesting that
halting and reverting autocratization is possible, but requires a substantial effort. A
possible reason for this is that incumbents’ attacks on diagonal, vertical, and horizontal
accountability can take place in rapid succession,** while re-instating accountability
measures takes a collective effort.*> The nature of autocratization is also likely to
impact the speed of turnaround. For example, a military coup that suspends key insti-
tutions like parliament, electoral management body, and courts can, if short-lived, be
relatively swiftly upended by reinstalling these without substantial loss in institutional
functioning. However, a more thorough autocratization with a gradual dismantling of
democratic institutions or turning them into instruments of autocratic rule, along with
more repressive control of society and losses in organizational capacity, should be
more time-consuming to revert.

Second, autocratization does not generally turn into immediate democratization.
There is a clear “stasis” period where levels of democracy are relatively low and
stable but contending forces struggle. A recent example is North Macedonia during
the 2010s, where the autocratizing incumbent Nikola Gruevski faced growing opposi-
tion from different social groups that mobilized in favour of democracy, despite
growing repression against civil and social organizations.*®

Third, the broad grey shaded area around the entire U-shaped line reflects that U-
Turns are possible along the whole democracy-autocracy spectrum.®” The historical
minimum EDI level at the onset of a U-Turn episode — 0.178 - belongs to Egypt
(1952-1964) and marks regime transformation that started with the 1952 revolution
that brought Gamal Abdel Nasser to power. The historical maximum at the onset of
a U-Turn - 0.868 - is Brazil (2016-ongoing). While it is not immediately visible in
the graph, the vast majority (92/102 cases, or 90% of the cases) of U-Turns result in
either restored (70/102 cases) or even improved (22/102 cases) levels of democracy.
This is a promising finding highlighting that U-Turns are not only common but
also successful.

Three types of U-Turns

In our conceptualization, the interlinkage between autocratization and democratiza-
tion entails human agency intervening and changing the course of actions. Below,
we unpack U-Turn episodes into three types based on which actors drive the
change. We distinguish between U-Turns that are driven by authoritarian manipu-
lation, democratic reaction, or international intervention. Figure 5 shows the fre-
quency of these three types since 1900.
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Figure 5. Types of U-Turns Across Time, 1900-2023.

Authoritarian manipulation was predominant across the 1950s through the 1980s
as indicated by the red-shaded area. After World War II and before the start of the
“third wave of autocratization,” 69% of U-Turns (29 out of 42 episodes) were driven
by authoritarian actors. This is unsurprising given that two-thirds of U-Turn episodes
of that period occurred in autocracies (see Figure 2). A typical pattern for that period
was coup-driven autocratization followed by military officers either handing over
control to civilians or holding elections to legitimize power grab and rule under domi-
nant-party or personalist regimes.*® The prevalence of this type of autocratization in
history undergirds the relevance of authoritarian-led democratization.*

Democratic reaction is by far the most common type of U-Turn since the 1990s, as
indicated by the blue-shaded area (61%, or 22 out of 36 episodes). This coheres well
with the finding from Figure 2 that roughly two-thirds of all “third-wave” U-Turns
start in democracies. More countries than ever before have forces of democratic resist-
ance. Additionally, this could be due to the unique features of the “third wave,” namely
that autocratization happens through legal means and by actors winning free and fair
elections.”® Opposition actors can thus react to gradual power grabs by voting incum-
bents out of office, finding lawful grounds to impeach autocratizers, or protesting
against them, as the extensive literature on democratic resistance suggests.”!

International intervention is a much more rare event as shown by the relatively
smaller area covered by green in Figure 5. Only 19% (19 out of 102 episodes) of all
U-Turns historically were driven by international actors. The majority of these epi-
sodes are conflict-related, either following (civil) wars or coup d’états. Over the past
three decades, international intervention has become slightly more common again,
registering three to four episodes from 2003 to 2012.

Figure 6 replicates Figure 4 by distinguishing between the three distinct types of U-
Turns. Panel A shows the “average” dynamics of each type, while Panel B displays the
distribution of their duration. We first note that authoritarian manipulation is the
most frequent type of U-Turn (N = 46, or 45%), followed by democratic reaction (N
=33, or 32%). Only 19% of U-Turns (N = 19) are driven by international intervention.

Another observation is that the three types of U-Turns have similar trajectories
along democracy levels. Yet, international intervention reveals the largest magnitude
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Figure 6. Patterns of U-Turns. A. Average Change in Democracy Levels Across U-Turn Types. B. Full Distribution
of Duration of U-Turn Types.

of change in democracy levels — about one-third on a scale from 0 to 1. This is largely
because many of the U-Turn episodes with international involvement are conflict-
related.

Finally, while authoritarian manipulation and international intervention last on
average slightly more than seven years, democratic reaction lasts substantially longer
- almost ten years. This is at least partly due to the nature of the autocratization
(especially in recent periods), as it occurs gradually and under legal fagade.” It also
underscores that democratic reaction requires sustained efforts.

Discussion and conclusion

This article introduces a new type of regime transformation, “U-Turn.” U-Turn is a
two- directional process where autocratization is closely followed by democratization
and the two are interlinked. With the systematic identification of U-Turns, we show
that there were 102 such episodes of regime transformation between 1900 and 2023.
Our analysis also demonstrates that U-Turns are common - 52% of all autocratization
episodes transmuted into U-Turns within no more than five years after their end. Even
more notable perhaps, the share of U-Turns has increased to 73% during the contem-
porary “third wave of autocratization.”

Dissecting the varying paths U-Turn episodes take, our analysis demonstrates that
94% of all cases become an autocracy at the “bottom.” This holds true also for the
subset of episodes that start in democracies. In 39 of the 45 such cases, democracy
broke down for a short period before autocratization was reversed, and almost all of
them (33 out of 39, or 85%) became democracies again by the end of the U-Turn
episode. In other words, a democratic breakdown does not necessarily prevent a
return to democracy, especially if autocratization is halted and reversed relatively
soon - the average time for turnarounds is about five years after the onset of
autocratization.

Moreover, we identify three different types of U-Turns assessing each episode quali-
tatively. Most U-Turns since 1900 are the result of authoritarian manipulation (N = 46,
or 45%), meaning that actors driving both autocratization and democratization are
authoritarian. This type of U-Turn was particularly common in the pre-1994 period,
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making up more than half (56%) of all episodes. The second most common U-Turn
type is democratic reaction (N =33, or 32%), meaning that actors resisting autocrati-
zation are democratic, typically resisting autocratization through legal means. This
type makes up 61% of all U-Turn episodes during the past 30 years. Lastly, a
smaller portion, 19 episodes (or 19%), are categorized as international intervention.
Those are episodes in which international actors play a substantial role in the
regime dynamics. These cases are sparse across time and continents and are mostly
related to open conflicts.

This article lays the foundation for addressing many important research questions
that remain unanswered. We conclude by outlining some avenues for future research
that open up with our descriptive exploration of U-Turns.

First, future studies would do well to unpack how episodes of autocratization turn
into democratization. For example, one could spell out the causal processes behind the
U-Turn dynamics: why time spent at the “bottom” varies across cases; which actors are
systematically able to influence U-Turns; if there are typical features or events that tend
to accompany U-Turns; what has been important for U-Turns in specific countries,
and how “lessons learned” from different cases can enhance further theory building.

Second, scholars of regimes and regime changes can now employ quantitative
approaches to look further into the causes and consequences of U-Turns that are poss-
ibly distinct from drivers and effects of episodes of “stand-alone” autocratization and
democratization. For example, are there differences between U-Turns and episodes of
autocratization that are not reversed? Why do processes of autocratization only some-
times trigger a successful pro-democratic backlash and lead to U-Turns? Are there any
systematic differences between the effects of U-Turns and “stand-alone” autocratiza-
tion and democratization with respect to growth, health provision, education, and
the like?

Finally, the data on U-Turns can be used to re-evaluate prior research findings
which were based on samples assuming the existence of only one-directional
regime transformation. It is important to understand if, and (if yes) to what extent
existing findings on the causes and consequences of both autocratization and demo-
cratization are influenced by the inclusion of U-Turns in both samples. For example,
the available large-N findings on the causes of democratization may underestimate or
overestimate the effect of certain factors, as two distinct regime transformations (i.e.
“stand-alone” democratization and U-Turn) were lumped into a single statistical
model.

Further research into U-Turns thus holds the promise of shining new light on the
dynamics of political regimes. Particularly, it could help us better understand one-
directional processes of democratization and autocratization and extend our knowl-
edge of how they can come together in a two-directional process.
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code, but we do not qualify them as such after qualitative review (see Codebook for more
details). We suggest being cautious when using the category “other” and advocate for thorough
scrutiny of these four episodes before including them in any analysis.

O’Connoe and Joffe, “Intercoder Reliability in Qualitative Research;” Barbour, “Checklists.”
Maerz et al., “Episodes of Regime Transformation.”

The R code is available upon request.

This number is calculated as the total number of countries with U-Turn episodes (N =69)
divided by the total number of countries in the V-Dem dataset from 1900 to 2023 (N = 183).

71. This number is calculated as the total number of U-Turns (N =102) divided by the total
number of “terminated” autocratization episodes for which we can be sure that they cannot
become U-Turns according to our coding rules (N =198). The estimate is 50% if we include
all “terminated” autocratization episodes (N=205) in the calculations, and 41% if we
include all autocratization episodes (N =247) regardless of whether they are “censored” or
not. Yet, that would assume that none of the yet indeterminate / “censored” episodes of auto-
cratization could become a U-Turn, which seems unlikely looking at historical trends (Angio-
lillo et al., “State of the World 2023,” 18-19).

72. For democratization episodes, we do not demarcate censored ones because it has no bearing on
the identification of U-Turns.

73. Huntington, The Third Wave.

74. Levitsky and Way, Competitive Authoritarianism; Bunce, “Rethinking Recent Democratiza-
tion;” Bunce and Wolchik, “Favorable Conditions and Electoral Revolutions.”

75. Lihrmann and Lindberg, “A Third Wave of Autocratization.”

76. See Figure A2 in the Online Appendix.

77. Levin, “When the Great Power Gets a Vote;” Dukalskis, “Making the World Safe for Dictatorship.”

78. Lithrmann and Lindberg, “A Third Wave of Autocratization.”

79. Note that we include in the calculation only those “terminated” episodes for which we can be
sure that they cannot become a U-Turn according to our coding rules. The estimate is 64% if
we include all “terminated” episodes.

80. Lithrmann, Tannenberg, and Lindberg, “Regimes of the World (RoW).”

81. A cautionary reading of the post-2010 period due to “censored” cases is advised.

82. Lithrmann and Lindberg, “A Third Wave of Autorcratization.”

83. See Figure A5 in the Online Appendix for details.

84. Sato et al,, “Institutional Order in Episodes of Autocratization.”

85. Angiolillo, Wiebrecht, and Lindberg, “Democratic-Autocratic Party Systems.”

86. Wiebrecht et al., “State of the World 2022.”

87. The density of the EDI distribution across time is illustrated in Figure A3 in the Online Appendix.

88. Geddes, “What Do We Know About Democratization;” Geddes, Wright, and Frantz, “How
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