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all fifteen of these countries had adopted parliamentarism. None of the thirty-six countries that 

adopted presidentialism managed to sustain democracy during the 1980s.

Lest a focus on newly independent countries be a source of bias, Stepan and Skach next pres-

ent evidence from all countries that experienced democracy between 1973 and 1989 but that 

were not members of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).16 

They wanted to know how many non-OECD countries that experienced democracy for at least 

a year between 1973 and 1989 were able to sustain it for a continuous ten-year period. Their data 

are shown in Table 15.3. Countries that experienced democracy for at least a year between 1973 

and 1989 were about as likely to have parliamentarism as they were to have presidentialism. Of 

those countries that managed to sustain democracy for a continuous ten-year period, though, 

almost none had a presidential form of democracy. By comparing “democratic experimenters” 

with “democratic survivors,” we can calculate a “democratic survival rate.” As Table 15.3 indicates, 

the democratic survival rate for parliamentary regimes is three times that for presidential regimes.

Although these simple comparisons suggest there’s something to the notion that presiden-

tialism imperils democratic survival, they say almost nothing about why this might be the case. 

In other words, they say very little about the causal link between regime type and democratic 

survival. Recall, though, that Stepan and Skach do provide a potential causal story for the results 

in Tables 15.2 and 15.3. Specifically, they argue that presidentialism is more likely to lead to the 

kind of deadlock between the executive and legislative branches that invites extraconstitutional 

behavior. Thus, an observable implication of their theory is that military coups should be more 

common in presidential democracies than in parliamentary ones. In Table 15.4, we present data 

on the frequency of military coups collected by Stepan and Skach in the same fifty-three non-

OECD countries as before. Military coups are more than twice as likely in presidential democ-

racies as they are in parliamentary ones. Whereas 40 percent of the non-OECD countries that 

adopted presidentialism experienced a military coup between 1973 and 1989, just 18 percent of 

the countries that adopted parliamentarism did. This higher coup rate in presidential regimes is 

exactly as Stepan and Skach (1993) predict.

16 The OECD is essentially a club of rich democracies set up by the Allied powers after World War II. Stepan and Skach 

focus on non-OECD countries because it’s in poor countries that democracy is most unstable.
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