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Towards a unified approach to research on democratic
backsliding
Haemin Jeea, Hans Luedersa* and Rachel Myrickb

aDepartment of Political Science, Stanford University, Stanford, CA, USA; bDepartment of Political
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ABSTRACT
A growing literature examines democratic backsliding, but there is little consensus on
when, where, and why it occurs. Reviewing more than 100 recent articles and working
papers, this research note argues that inattention to the measurement of backsliding
and the underlying concept of democracy drives this disagreement. We propose three
remedies. First, we outline several questions that help researchers navigate common
measurement challenges. Second, we argue that conceptual confusion around
backsliding is driven in large part by inconsistent definitions of democracy. We
show how outlining a comprehensive concept of democracy enables researchers to
better account for the diversity of instances of democratic backsliding. Our third
contribution is drawing attention to a previously overlooked form of backsliding:
when governments lose the effective power to govern or voters and elites
increasingly disagree about truths and facts. The research note urges scholars to
pay closer attention to the conceptualization and measurement of backsliding prior
to empirical analysis.
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1. Introduction

Democracy is increasingly under attack across the world. Last year, a record 2.6 billion
citizens lived in countries experiencing autocratization.1 Traditionally, democratic
decline took the form of abrupt breakdown in countries with low or middling levels
of economic development.2 Recent instances follow a different pattern, however:
they occur gradually and affect a wider array of countries, including those thought
to have robust democratic institutions.3

In response to these developments, a growing literature studies “democratic back-
sliding.” Yet, there is little consensus about when, where, and why backsliding occurs.
Scholars identify many potential causes, ranging from economic crisis4 to political
polarization.5 While observers agree that Hungary, Poland, and the United States
have recently experienced backsliding, the extent to which backsliding is happening
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in other countries remains contested. Reviewing over 100 working papers and recent
articles on democratic backsliding published in 20 top political science journals,6 we
find that this disagreement stems from inconsistencies in the measurement of demo-
cratic backsliding and the underlying conceptualization of democracy.

We propose three remedies. First, we outline several questions to tackle common
measurement challenges. While most measurement decisions are defensible, we
show that these choices dramatically impact what cases are identified as backsliding.
We advise that researchers justify the implicit and explicit measurement decisions
they make and explain how these decisions impact their analysis.

Second, we argue that some of these measurement challenges arise from conceptual
confusion around the term “democratic backsliding.” We propose that researchers
begin their analysis with a systematic conceptualization of backsliding rooted in a
clear definition of democracy itself. We provide an example of one such concept
that argues that democracy guarantees freedom of choice, freedom from tyranny, and
equality in freedom. Accordingly, one definition of democratic backsliding that
follows from this concept of democracy is that democratic backsliding is any change
of a political community’s formal or informal rules which reduces that community’s
ability to guarantee the freedom of choice, freedom from tyranny, or equality in freedom.

Third, while conventional models of democracy focus on elections and governmen-
tal constraints, we highlight a third arena of democratic politics: democratic govern-
ments must have effective power to govern and voters must have a shared
understanding of facts. We believe the omission of this arena is one reason why scho-
lars disagree about recent instances of democratic backsliding. We demonstrate the
prevalence of this arena – which we term the enable arena – in existing scholarship
and show that it is not directly captured in common measures of backsliding.

2. The challenges of measuring “backsliding”

We first present the choices researchers make when measuring democratic backslid-
ing and demonstrate that these choices lead to much disagreement about which cases
are identified as backsliding. When scholars do not justify their measurement
choices, this disagreement causes confusion about the concept of democratic back-
sliding itself.

Our review highlights three sets of measurement challenges (Table 1). The first
challenge arises from choosing an indicator of democracy. Common measures of back-
sliding are constructed from four data sources: the Polity Project,7 Freedom House’s
Freedom in the World index,8 the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Project,9 or the
Bertelsmann Transformation Index.10 Decisions to use these datasets are certainly
defensible. However, authors often do not justify why they use a given indicator of
democracy. In many cases, it is unclear whether conceptual considerations guided
indicator choice, or vice versa. This is problematic because these indicators differ in
their conceptualization of democracy and, as a result, in the backsliding cases they
identify.

To illustrate, consider four common measures of backsliding: (1) any negative
change on the Polity scale,11 (2) any positive change on the Freedom in the World
Index,12 (3) negative changes by at least 0.05 on V-Dem’s polyarchy index,13 or (4)
negative changes by at least 0.5 on BTI’s democracy score.14 These measures identify
different cases of backsliding. For instance, Freedom House and V-Dem identify
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multiple episodes of backsliding in Hungary in recent years, but Polity does not. Simi-
larly, Freedom House finds that Argentina experienced backsliding in 1992, 1998, and
2001, none of which are captured by Polity or V-Dem. Even when there is general
agreement that a country is experiencing backsliding, the timing it occurs is coded
inconsistently across data sources. For example, Polity codes that the U.S. experienced
backsliding in 2016, while Freedom House and V-Dem say it was in 2017.

The disagreement about backsliding is pervasive. Figure 1 reports the share of
country-years between 1990 and 2018 for which pairs of the four indicators identify
an instance of backsliding. Since backsliding occurs infrequently, most country-
years are coded as “not backsliding” by both indicators (grey). However, the

Table 1. Challenges in the measurement of democratic backsliding.

Challenges Questions to ask about measure of backsliding

Choice of indicator - Which indicator of democracy is used?
- What is the underlying definition of democracy?
- Is there congruence between theory, concept, and indicator?

Magnitude of change - How is it distinct from the “push-and-pull” of democratic politics?
- How is it distinct from democratic breakdown?
- Is it capturing quantitative or qualitative changes in the level of democracy?
- Can the same numeric changes reflect different qualitative changes?

Time horizon - Is it capturing year-to-year changes or changes over multiple years?
- If year-to-year: Can it identify small changes?
- If multiple years: Can it distinguish between one vs. multiple instances of backsliding?
- How does it identify onset?

Figure 1. Agreement between four core indicators of backsliding.
Notes: For each pair of indicators, this figure reports the share of country-years (1990–2018) for which neither, one, or both
indicators suggest that backsliding occurred. Darker shades reflect a higher share of country-years in a particular cell.
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proportion of country-years coded as backsliding by only one indicator exceeds that of
country-years for which both indicators agree. For example, 94% of country-years have
not experienced backsliding according to both Polity and V-Dem. Of the remaining
6% of country-years, only 1% has experienced backsliding according to both, while
the indicators disagree in 5% of cases. Of course, we cannot know for certain which
countries are experiencing backsliding. One way to overcome this inferential challenge
is to generate scholarly consensus. Yet, as Figure 1 demonstrates, this consensus does
not exist. Existing measures of backsliding identify only a subset of cases. This prevents
us from drawing generalizable conclusions about the causes of backsliding.

The second challenge is determining themagnitude of change that qualifies as back-
sliding. Some scholars consider any negative change. Others use a larger threshold,
such as decreases in a country’s Polity score of at least 2 or 3 points.15 Still others ident-
ify backsliding using categorical changes in regime type, such as movements from
“democracy” to “anocracy” or “autocracy”16 or from “free” to “partly free” or “not
free.”17 We do not view one approach as superior to another. However, these
thresholds pose trade-offs. Emphasizing fine-grained changes makes it hard to dis-
tinguish backsliding from the normal “push and pull” of democratic politics. One pol-
itical party may temporarily increase its power through legitimate means. Such actions
only become problematic over time as temporary power asymmetries become perma-
nent. On the other hand, emphasizing larger changes can make scholars blind to incre-
mental democratic decline which, accumulated over time, can have substantive
effects.18

Using cutoffs along conventional indicators of democracy also makes it hard to dis-
entangle underlying institutional processes. Since democracy indicators aggregate
across multiple dimensions, any single numeric decrease in a democracy indicator
may capture different backsliding actions. Packing the courts or tilting the electoral
playing field may both justify the same decrease in democracy, but they reflect
different underlying institutional processes. This problem is exacerbated when the
threshold used to measure backsliding is larger in magnitude. While a 1-point decrease
on the Polity scale reflects a limited number of possible backsliding actions, the
number of combinations of backsliding actions increases exponentially as larger
decreases are considered. One potential remedy is to disaggregate indicators of democ-
racy into sub-components.

The third challenge is how to define the time horizon over which backsliding occurs.
The convention is to measure backsliding at the annual level. Alternatively, some scho-
lars measure backsliding over longer periods of time, such as 5 or 10 years. For
instance, Kaufman and Haggard19 ask whether there has been a decline in a country’s
democracy score from its most recent peak. This approach, however, makes it challen-
ging to identify the precise onset of backsliding.

Many of these considerations are not new. However, researchers’ measurement
decisions are often not explicitly justified. Our review revealed that scholars tend to
make three measurement decisions. First, they select one of four democracy indicators
(Polity, Freedom House, V-Dem, or BTI). Then, they select both the magnitude of the
change needed to identify backsliding and the time horizon over which that change
occurs. The latter two decisions result in seven possible measurements of backsliding
for each of the four democracy indicators: any change in democracy over a 1-year
period, any change over a 5-year period, larger changes over a 1-year period, larger
changes over a 5-year period, a categorical change20 in the past year, any change
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from the maximum democracy score in the decade, or larger changes from the
maximum democracy score in the last decade. Combining these decisions results in
28 potential indicators of backsliding (see appendix).21

The countries in Figure 2 are shaded according to the proportion of the 28 indi-
cators that identify the country as experiencing backsliding in 2018 (henceforth:
“agreement”). Excluding all countries with zero agreement (i.e. no backsliding
occurred), agreement is low, with a mean of 20.2%. There is substantial agreement
that countries such as Hungary (60.7%), Nicaragua (67.9%), or Poland (42.9%) experi-
enced backsliding. But the extent to which backsliding occurred in Chile (7.1%),
Germany (4.8%), or South Korea (7.1%) is contested. Such “less obvious” cases may
be of greatest interest to scholars seeking early warning signs of backsliding, but
measurement inconsistencies show we are ill-equipped to identify them. Agreement
remains low – a mean of 45.3% – even when using only the four common measures
of backsliding from Figure 1. In other words, even the most commonly used indicators
of backsliding are more likely to disagree about whether backsliding occurred in a given
case.

Since most scholars are interested in democratic backsliding rather than in backslid-
ing in general, we next look at agreement by regime type. Figure 3 shows there is even
less agreement between measures of backsliding for democracies than autocracies or
intermediate regimes.21We are less able to identify backsliding in advanced democracies
that have experienced some of the most worrisome recent episodes of backsliding.

3. Conceptual issues with democratic backsliding

The difficulties in identifying backsliding are partly rooted in how researchers concep-
tualize “democracy” itself. Our review found many studies that did not define democ-
racy prior to analysing episodes of democratic backsliding. This is problematic because

Figure 2. Distribution of agreement.
Notes: This map reports the distribution of agreement among the backsliding indicators in 2018. Darker shades of purple mean
higher agreement. White means that no indicator coded backsliding (i.e. 0% agreement).
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various definitions of democracy draw attention to different forms of democratic back-
sliding. For instance, procedural definitions of democracy that focus on electoral pro-
cesses22 and political participation23 emphasize backsliding during elections but do not
consider the erosion of informal norms. By contrast, definitions of democracy that
emphasize the role of political culture and civil society24 focus attention on cases of
backsliding where public support for democratic institutions is eroding25 but not on
backsliding driven by political elites.

We recommend researchers begin their analysis with a thorough conceptualization
of democracy. To clarify, the existence of many definitions of democracy26 is beneficial
for political science. What is often missing, however, is a justification for why a
researcher selected a particular definition, and consideration of how this selection
affects their sample. To illustrate, this section introduces a concept of democracy
and derives a definition of backsliding from that concept. Our objective is not to
advance one definition of democracy or backsliding, but to show how beginning
with a comprehensive definition of democracy enables researchers to identify the
diversity of pathways through which backsliding occurs.

Recent work by Munck offers a starting point for our discussion.27 His synthesis of
the literature concludes that political freedom – i.e. self-determination – lies at the core
of most modern understandings of democracy.28 Like Munck, we use freedom as a
“primitive concept,” that is, a concept used to define other concepts. We propose
that democratic governance is about achieving three freedoms. First, the freedom of
choice: democracies allow citizens to decide their preferred policies and representa-
tives. Second, freedom from tyranny: democracy’s institutional safeguards protect
against a tyranny of the majority or oligarchic rule. Third, equality in freedom: all

Figure 3. Agreement by level of democracy.
Notes. This figure reports mean agreement across all indicators of backsliding in 2018, separately countries with low, intermedi-
ate, and high levels of democracy (measured in 2017).
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citizens and groups of citizens have the same claims to these freedoms. We therefore
define democratic backsliding as: any change of a political community’s formal or
informal rules which reduces that community’s ability to guarantee the freedom of
choice, freedom from tyranny, or equality in freedom to citizens and groups of citizens.

To guarantee these freedoms, democracies rely on three arenas of politics (Figure
4). The first two arenas feature prominently in existing concepts of democracy: demo-
cratic institutions both empower citizens to elect representatives and constrain those
representatives to ensure they do not abuse their political powers.

Backsliding in the elect arena – which lies at the core of Schumpeter’s minimalist
concept of democracy29 and Dahl’s work on polyarchy30 – involves actions taken to
systematically undermine the free, fair, or contested nature of democratic elections.
Free elections are jeopardized when citizens are formally or informally disenfran-
chised, as exemplified in the United States through the systematic closure of polling
places.31 Backsliding impacts the fairness of elections when domestic or foreign inter-
ference affects the electoral process, such as during the 2012 presidential campaign in
South Korea, when agents from the Korean National Intelligence Service (NIS) flooded
Twitter with messages supporting incumbent Park Geun-hye.32 Finally, backsliding
affects the contested nature of elections when reforms such as Hungary’s recent parti-
san gerrymandering make elections less competitive.33

The constrain arena is undermined by actions that prevent government branches
from restraining one another or reduce society’s ability to hold officials accountable.
Often, this proceeds through “executive aggrandizement,” whereby an executive
expands their political power.34 The Hungarian government’s recent attempts to
stack the courts with loyalists,35 for example, constitutes an infringement on intra-

Figure 4. Concept of democracy.
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governmental constraints. Backsliding also occurs when extra-governmental constraints
on political power are weakened, such as the Polish government’s recent attempts to
take over foreign-owned media outlets and stack state-owned television with pro-gov-
ernment staff.36

Recently, backsliding has also occurred through polarization, the spread of misin-
formation and the weakening of central government authority. We propose that a third
arena – enable – is needed to describe such instances of backsliding. It operationalizes
equality in freedom and considers the extent to which democratic institutions allow
political representatives to implement their decisions effectively across the country.

The enable arena has two dimensions. The first recognizes that democracy requires
democratically elected officials to have the effective power to govern:37 there must be no
policy areas that are under the control of non-elected actors. Democratic principles are vio-
lated if wealthy individuals or corporations have disproportionate political influence38 or
there is not sufficient civilian oversight of themilitary.39 In addition, theremust be no sub-
national “authoritarian enclaves.”40 For example, the rising political influence of drug-
trafficking organizations in parts of Mexico erodes democracy because their control of
the local judiciary, police, and politicians undermines democratic freedoms.41

The second dimension is the establishment of a shared understanding of facts among
citizens and representatives. An erosion of shared understanding of facts can severely
undermine rational-critical public discourse, considered by some political theorists to
be a pillar of deliberative democracy.42 Moreover, when contestation about basic facts
replaces the political “marketplace of ideas,” it reduces citizens’ ability to make informed
political decisions. The recent spread of “fake news” undermines this principle because it
reflects and furthers political polarization.43 Polarization increases popular support for
democratic erosion by making the intimidation of political “enemies”more acceptable.44

Since facts are necessary to make informed political decisions and “fake news” creates
uneven access to them, this violates the equality in freedom principle.

These two dimensions may appear to be strange bedfellows. Yet, they reflect the
same idea: when the government lacks the effective power to govern, even free, fair,
and contested elections and well-defined executive constraints can no longer ensure
freedom for all citizens. Some citizens may live in “authoritarian enclaves,” while
the spread of “fake news” makes it harder for voters to access the information necess-
ary to hold elected officials accountable. We use a more expanded definition of democ-
racy that includes the enable arena to study democratic backsliding. This definition
allows us to identify cases of unequal access to democratic governance in the same
country as instances of democratic backsliding. However, we note that this concept
of democracy may not be suited for other research questions, such as those concerning
the relationship between democracy and effective governance.

In emphasizing the enable arena, we seek to overcome a mismatch between concept
and measurement of democratic backsliding. Many researchers point to instances of
eroding state capacity or online misinformation as instances of backsliding, but do
not include these concepts in their definitions or measures. To illustrate, Figure 5
reports the annual number of scholarly works from Google Scholar on democratic
backsliding, and the share of these works that refer to the elect, constrain, and
enable arenas.45 While scholarly attention to democratic backsliding has increased,
academic research referencing the elect or constrain arenas has remained relatively
constant (about 75%). However, a significant share of scholarly works – about one-
third – also references the enable arena. That is, while this arena is salient in extant
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research, it has not received sufficient attention in existing conceptualizations or
measurements of democratic backsliding.

By articulating their preferred definition of democratic backsliding, researchers will
be better able to map the concept to measure. In the appendix, we provide examples of
indicators that map on to different dimensions of democracy. We show that measures
commonly used in quantitative analyses of democratic backsliding often do not
capture the enable arena. For example, the Polity index emphasizes elements of the
elect and constrain arenas with indicators for political participation, openness and
competitiveness of executive recruitment, and executive constraints. Commonly
used V-Dem indices like the electoral democracy index and the liberal democracy
index similarly emphasize these two arenas.

These indicators are not exhaustive, nor can they resolve the measurement chal-
lenges identified in this note. However, they provide a useful starting point for
researchers seeking a principled way to identify cases of backsliding in the relevant
arena(s) of democratic backsliding. For instance, researchers interested in the enable
arena may wish to draw on sub-components of the V-Dem and Polity indices or on
alternative sources. These include indicators for government effectiveness and political
stability,46 bureaucratic quality,47 or state capacity,48 which could proxy effective power
to govern. Measures of societal polarization and online media fractionalization from
the Digital Society Project49 could better capture a shared understanding of facts.

4. Discussion

Concerns about the erosion of democratic institutions across many countries are
driving new research on democratic backsliding. However, disagreement about

Figure 5. Scholarly works on backsliding.
Notes: This figure reports the total number or scholarly works on democratic backsliding (dashed line; right axis) and the share of
works on backsliding that make reference to the three arenas of democratic politics (right axis). The data were collected through
Google Scholar searches.
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when, where, and why backsliding occurs impedes scholarly progress. This note argues
that existing research is hampered by insufficient precision regarding the conceptual-
ization of democracy and measurement of backsliding. We do not aim to provide one
single definition of democratic backsliding. Instead, we ask researchers to be explicit
about the choices they make in empirical research.

We provide three recommendations for researchers. First, we recommend answer-
ing a set of guiding questions – about their indicator of democracy, the magnitude of
change relevant to this indicator, and the relevant time horizon – when measuring
backsliding. Second, we suggest a detailed concept of democratic backsliding rooted
in a rigorous discussion of democracy itself. We urge scholars to justify their
choices and provide examples of backsliding indicators suited to different arenas of
democratic politics Third, we ask researchers to consider instances of backsliding in
an underappreciated arena of democratic politics: when leaders lose the effective
power to govern or citizens lack a shared understanding of facts. We show that
while this arena makes up a substantial portion of the literature, it is not directly cap-
tured in existing measures of democratic backsliding. Overall, this note joins others in
proposing a comprehensive definition of democratic backsliding50 and calling on scho-
lars to pay more attention to questions of conceptualization and measurement.51 These
steps will better equip us to identify early warning signs of democratic backsliding.
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