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democracy are much more likely to occur than transitions to dictatorship. For instance, the 
probability of becoming democratic is six times larger than the probability of becoming 
dictatorial when GDP per capita is greater than $6,000.

In sum, the evidence we have just presented suggests that the observed world looks more 
like the one envisioned by modernization theory than the one envisioned by the survival 
story. The bottom line is that additional income is positively associated with both the emer-
gence and survival of democracy. This is entirely consistent with the predictions of classic 
modernization theory.2 Later in the chapter, we show that these results continue to hold even 
when we take account of other factors that might affect the emergence and survival of 
democracy. We summarize our findings for now in Table 6.2. Those implications supported 
by the data are shown in the shaded cells.

A VARIANT OF MODERNIZATION THEORY
In the previous section, we examined the claim made by classic modernization theorists that 
countries are more likely to become democratic and stay democratic as they become wealth-
ier. One common criticism of classic modernization theory is that it lacks a strong causal 
mechanism and that it simply relies on an empirical correlation between income and democ-
racy (Acemoglu and Robinson 2006; Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens 1992). We now 
examine a variant of classic modernization theory that explicitly provides a causal mecha-
nism linking economic development and democracy.3

2. Evidence in support of the theoretical predictions of classic modernization theory has been provided by a whole host of 
empirical analyses in recent years (Ansell and Samuels 2014; Barro 1999; Boix 2003, 2011; Boix and Stokes 2003; Epstein 
et al. 2006; Inglehart and Welzel 2005; Londregan and Poole 1996; Ross 2001).
3. The remaining material in this chapter draws on Clark, Golder, and Golder (forthcoming).

Note: The hypotheses in the shaded cells are supported by the data, whereas those in the nonshaded cells are not.

Table 6.2
Modernization Theory and the Survival Story:   
A Summary of the Evidence

Modernization theory and survival story

  1. Democracy is more common in rich countries than poor countries:  YES

2. Transitions to dictatorship become less likely as income increases:  YES

	 Modernization theory	 Survival story

3a. �Transitions to democracy become more 	 3b. Transitions to democracy are unaffected 
likely as income increases:  YES	          by increases in income:  NO

4a. �Regime transitions may or may not become 	 4b. Regime transitions become less likely as 
less likely as countries become richer: YES	       countries become richer:  NO


