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Although these simple statistics are quite illustrative, it’s probably the case that some fac-

tors causing democracies to fail are also associated with the choice to adopt parliamentarism or 

presidentialism in the first place. This raises the concern that it may be these other factors, and 

not presidentialism per se, that lead to the collapse of democracy. The failure to take account of 

these other factors might lead us to overestimate the true effect of regime type on democratic 

survival. Recognizing this, Stepan and Skach attempt to deal with it by leaning on the work of a 

Finnish political scientist named Tatu Vanhanen.

Recall from Chapter 6 that modernization theory predicts a positive relationship between 

societal development and democracy. In an attempt to evaluate modernization theory, Vanhanen 

(1991) constructed an index of democratization—a measure capturing the level of democracy 

in a country—and what he calls an index of power resources—a measure capturing a country’s 

level of societal development. If modernization theory is accurate, countries with a high score 

on the power resource index should also have a high score on the democratization index. Indeed, 

this is exactly what Vanhanen finds. Although Vanhanen finds a strong association between 

the power resource index and the democratization index, the fit is certainly not perfect. Some 

countries, for example, score significantly higher on the democratization index than their level 

of modernization would predict. Similarly, some countries score significantly lower than their 

level of modernization would predict. Stepan and Skach label those countries that score surpris-

ingly high as “democratic overachievers.” And they label those countries that score surprisingly 

low as “democratic underachievers.” Table 15.5 presents data showing whether the democratic 

overachievers and underachievers are presidential or parliamentary democracies.

Stepan and Skach interpret the comparison of democratic overachievers and underachievers 

in Table 15.5 to mean that, after taking account of a set of modernization variables thought to 

Parliamentary Presidential

Democratic for at least one year 28 25

Democratic for ten consecutive years 17 5

Democratic survival rate 61% 20%

Source: Stepan and Skach (1993).

TABLE 15.3 ■    Democratic Survival in Fifty-Three Non-OECD Countries, 

1973–1989

Parliamentary Presidential

Democratic for at least one year 28 25

Number that experienced a coup 5 10

Coup susceptibility rate 18% 40%

Source: Stepan and Skach (1993).

TABLE 15.4 ■    Military Coups in Fifty-Three Non-OECD Countries, 1973–1989




