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frequency of each type of transition. According to the survival story, the probability that a 
country will experience any kind of regime transition declines with increased income. This 
is because the survival story predicts that increased income increases democratic stability 
(fewer transitions to dictatorship) but has no effect on the stability of dictatorships (no effect 
on transitions to democracy). In contrast, the effect of increased income on the probability 
of any kind of regime transition is ambiguous in modernization theory. This is because 
higher average incomes increase the stability of democracies but reduce the stability of dic-
tatorships—modernization theory does not tell us which effect is stronger. In sum, then, 
modernization theory and the survival story share two implications in common but differ 
on two as well. All four implications are summarized in Table 6.1.

We now evaluate the implications of both modernization theory and the survival story 
using data from Przeworski and colleagues (2000). As predicted by both stories, democracies 
are more common in rich countries than poor countries (Implication 1). We saw this earlier 
in Figure 6.2, which showed that the proportion of countries that were democratic at differ-
ent levels of income was larger when income was high than when income was low. This 
result is further confirmed by Figure 6.4, which plots the number of years that all countries 
(country years) have lived under democracy or dictatorship at different levels of income 
between 1950 and 1990. As you can see, when countries are very poor (say, when GDP per 
capita is below $2,000), almost 9 out of every 10 country years in the data set are lived under 
dictatorship. When countries are relatively rich, however (say, when GDP per capita is above 
$8,000), virtually all the country years in the data set are lived under democracy. For a broad 
swath of countries in between (say, when GDP per capita is between $4,000 and $6,000), 
there are about as many country years under democracy as there are under dictatorship.

The two critical implications that allow us to distinguish between modernization theory 
and the survival story concern (a) the frequency of regime transitions in general and (b) the 
effect of increased income on the probability of democratic transitions in particular. The 
probability of a regime transition, given a particular level of income, is calculated as follows:

Table 6.1
Implications from Modernization Theory  
and the Survival Story

Modernization theory and survival story

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

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

	 Modernization theory	 Survival story

3a. �Transitions to democracy become more 	 3b. Transitions to democracy are unaffected 
likely as income increases.	         by increases in income.

4a. �Regime transitions may or may not become 	 4b. Regime transitions become less likely as 
less likely as countries become richer.	       countries become richer.


