https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.53 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Government and Opposition (2023), 58, 576-597 Government
doi:10.1017/gov.2021.53 Opp051t1011

ARTICLE

Render unto Caesar Just a Little Bit Longer:
The Relationship between Constitutional
Reforms and Executive Survival

Tofigh Maboudi'* (1), Ghazal P. Nadi? () and Todd A. Eisenstadt?

!Department of Political Science, Loyola University, Chicago, USA, *Interdisciplinary Honors Program, Loyola
University, Chicago, USA and *Department of Government, American University, Washington, DC, USA
*Corresponding author. Email: tmaboudi@luc.edu

(Received 4 April 2021; revised 14 August 2021; accepted 10 September 2021;
first published online 11 November 2021)

Abstract

Since the third wave of democracy, term limits have become a popular fixture of most con-
stitutions intended to constrain the executive. Yet, recent constitutional reforms around
the world show that presidents seeking re-election sometimes overturn the entire consti-
tutional order to extend their power. What is the impact of these constitutional manipula-
tions on the longevity of the executive in office? Using survival analysis of all political
leaders and national constitutions from 1875 to 2015, this article demonstrates, for the
first time, that when ‘authoritarian-aspiring’ presidents remove constitutional term limits,
they increase their stay in office by more than 40%. Our findings contrast with a widely
held position in the comparative authoritarian literature suggesting that dictators survive
longer under institutional constraints. On the contrary, we argue that by removing
constitutional barriers, rulers consolidate more power at the expense of their most ambi-
tious allies and can stay in power longer.

Keywords: term limits; authoritarian durability; constitutional manipulation; institutional constraints

In a letter to James Madison, Thomas Jefferson famously expressed his disappoint-
ment that presidential term limits were absent from the American Constitution and
suggested that it was one of the major defects of the document (Jefferson 1787/
2006). Indeed, Jefferson believed that constitutional constraints on the executive
would prevent tyranny. Concerns about unrestrained executives have become
even more urgent today, as executives in democracies and non-democracies alike,
from Hungary to Venezuela, and Egypt to Uganda, have used constitutional
changes to increase their own power or that of their parties and to ensure longevity
in office. The question remains, however, whether these constitutional reforms
actually increase the longevity of executives in office.

Recent studies show that constitutional reforms are among the most common
strategies authoritarian leaders utilize to stay in power (Baturo 2014; Bunce and
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Wolchik 2010). The extant literature has advanced our knowledge about the cir-
cumstances under which political leaders are more likely to remove constitutional
barriers in order to stay in power longer (see, for example, Baturo 2014; Bunce and
Wolchik 2010; McKie 2017). These authors depict how wily authoritarians seek to
change the rules to suit their self-interests of staying in power. Although these con-
tributions have raised this important question for various cases, they have failed to
examine systematically whether this ‘constitutional change’ strategy does indeed
help authoritarian leaders prolong their tenure. Employing survival analysis, we
test this relationship worldwide - for the first time - and show that constitutional
alteration has a considerable positive impact on survival of authoritarians.

Building on several available databases, we develop an original data set of all lea-
ders of independent states from 1875 to 2015 as well as all constitutional changes
during their tenure. We study all world leaders rather than only authoritarians to
account for those who come to power through democratic institutions but gradually
undermine those institutions to remain in power. We show that when authoritar-
ians undertake multiple constitutional reforms, their tenure in office is extended for
an average of 10 years, whereas democrats who reform constitutions more than
once remain in office an additional four years." In other words, authoritarians
who reform their constitutions last 2.5 times longer in office than constitution-
reforming democrats.” More specifically, the results show that removing constitu-
tional term limits reduces their risk of removal from office by over 40%. Our sur-
vival analysis also shows some support for the effect of power consolidation, regime
type and government system on political leaders’ survival in office.

The findings suggest that authoritarian leaders survive longer when they remove
institutional constraints — in particular, constitutional term limits. This view con-
trasts with a widely held position in the comparative authoritarian literature sug-
gesting that dictators survive longer under institutional constraints (de Mesquita
et al. 2003; Gandhi and Przeworski 2007; Wintrobe 1998). These institutional con-
straints, however, facilitate the incumbent’s survival mostly in ‘contested’ electoral
authoritarian regimes and only if they mitigate the credible commitment problem
(Magaloni 2008; Svolik 2012). Instead, we argue that authoritarian leaders are bet-
ter off removing such institutional constraints. Moreover, our analysis shows that
the impact of constitutional term-limit alteration does not depend on the degree
to which the incumbent consolidates power prior to changing the constitution.
That is, the effect of removing constitutional barriers such as term limits is not con-
tingent upon the degree to which leaders amass power and consolidate their posi-
tions (‘personalizing’ their rule).

Finally, the results from this analysis show that beyond attempts at window-
dressing, ‘drafting from above’ (Eisenstadt et al. 2017) is sometimes motivated by
re-election-seeking presidents who are willing to overturn the entire constitutional
order so they can stay in power longer.” This claim furthers extant research by dem-
onstrating concrete reasons for leaders to expend considerable resources to write
and implement a new constitution undermining democratic elections and extend-
ing their own eligibility to run for additional terms, indicating that constitutional
reform may be adverse for democracies more often than it is beneficial.

Indeed, constitutional reforms are critical mechanisms for guarding against rigid
judicial review which can undermine the will of the majority. Jefferson would have
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been delighted to know, for instance, that the American Constitution was eventu-
ally amended in the mid-20th century to institutionalize term limits. However, as
our empirical analysis shows, the same mechanisms for constitutional change
can also undermine democratic norms when they are used for undemocratic pur-
poses (Dixon and Landau 2015). This dilemma has spurred a debate about the
legality of constitutional changes and amendments and the possible threats to dem-
ocracy that might result from ‘unconstitutional’ constitutional changes (see, for
example, Albert 2009; Dixon 2011; Dixon and Landau 2015). The same fears
shroud wholesale constitutional changes at moments of refounding the social con-
tract, when ‘authoritarian-aspiring’ leaders in both democratic and non-democratic
settings ‘reform’ their constitutions solely to extend their rule.

This article proceeds as follows. In the next section, we elaborate on the role of
constitutional change in authoritarians’ ‘menu of manipulation’ (Schedler 2002)
and the circumstances under which constitutions are changed. Next, we posit
our hypothesis that altering constitutional term limits increases the incumbent’s
longevity in office. We then present descriptive data for survival rates and statistic-
ally test the relationship between constitutional change and survival in office.
Finally, we conclude by discussing and interpreting the results.

Constitutional change and authoritarian survival

The survival of authoritarian incumbents is a function of several factors. For
example, semi-authoritarian or hybrid regimes are believed to be less durable
than closed authoritarian ones (Brownlee 2009; Howard and Roessler 2006;
Knutsen and Nygard 2012). Although pseudo-democratic institutions such as elec-
tions and legislatures can be successfully manipulated to legitimize the incumbent’s
rule and to co-opt the opposition in hybrid regimes (Boix and Svolik 2013; Gandhi
2008), they can also add uncertainty to elections that could result in an authoritar-
ian’s removal from power and the onset of regime liberalization (Bunce and
Wolchik 2010; Levitsky and Way 2002).

Authoritarian incumbents, whether in hybrid or closed authoritarian regimes,
deploy a series of strategies to ensure their survival and to ward off potential chal-
lenges to their rule, whether from the opposition or the masses. Authoritarian
rulers in hybrid regimes use a range of strategies, including vote engineering,
manipulation of the media and harassment of the opposition to influence electoral
outcomes and ensure their survival (Eisenstadt 2004; Hale 2011; Krastev 2006;
Schedler 2002). A combination of economic incentives, ideological appeal and
indoctrination, as well as threat of coercion, are also used to keep challengers at
bay and to ensure popular support for the regime (Magaloni 2006). In particular,
autocrats possess two principal instruments — repression and co-optation — to sur-
vive in power (de Mesquita et al. 2003; Wintrobe 1998).

Authoritarian regimes with large oil revenues and other sources of rent can
co-opt the ruling circle through private transfers and are less likely to invest in cre-
ating binding institutions (Wright 2008). However, when authoritarian regimes face
economic difficulties in the absence of rent sources and are challenged by a strong
opposition, they are more likely to invest in binding institutions to co-opt the
opposition and their inner circle through policy concessions (Smith 2005).
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Authoritarians manipulate these political institutions to extend their rule and
ensure survival by ‘absorbing, channeling, dampening, deflecting, or dispersing
oppositional energies’ (Schedler 2013: 73-74). To ensure survival and prevent
threats to their power, authoritarian rulers establish institutions such as legislatures
and parties to manipulate and co-opt their allies and opponents (Wright and
Escriba-Folch 2012). Specifically, legislatures are used to offer a venue for incorp-
orating larger segments of society, including political opponents and rivals
(Eisenstadt 2004; Gandhi 2008; Gandhi and Przeworski 2007).

Institutional constraints, however, can enhance authoritarians’ survival only if
they alleviate the commitment problem (Svolik 2012). That is, they should allow
the dictator’s ‘loyal friends’ to credibly detect and then punish the dictator’s oppor-
tunism (Magaloni 2008; Svolik 2012). In other words, mechanisms are in place, for-
mally and informally, to ensure that the authoritarian leader will safeguard the
interests of the elites who bolster the regime or be accountable - within his or
her narrow constituency - to sanctions (North and Weingast 1989). Since authori-
tarian regimes differ from democracies in the origins of their leaders and ruling
coalitions, they differ in how they behave, how (or whether) they resolve this com-
mitment problem, and how stable they are (Geddes 1999; Geddes et al. 2014). For
example, studies suggest that single-party regimes and monarchies generally tend to
be politically more stable and durable compared to military and personalist
regimes, because they better succeed in resolving the commitment dilemma
(Brownlee 2009; Geddes 1999).

Besides ruling political parties and elections, constitutions are also among the
political institutions which autocrats can use to signal credible commitment to
their inner circle and potential rivals (see, for example, Svolik 2012; Weingast
1993). As Tom Ginsburg and Alberto Simpser argue (2014: 2), ‘authoritarian con-
stitutions can help oligarchic actors to work together by establishing focal points,
procedures, and institutions, thereby addressing problems of coordination and pro-
blems of commitment’. By limiting executive tenure to two consecutive five-year
terms, among other reforms, the revised Chinese Constitution under Den
Xiaoping, for instance, effectively alleviated the commitment problem in authori-
tarian power-sharing and contributed to the post-Mao regime’s stability (Svolik
2012: 85-86). Yet, autocrats often change the constitutional order to extend their
longevity in power, which can enhance rather than alleviate the commitment prob-
lem. In such cases, authoritarian durability is not a function of institutional con-
straints such as constitutional term limits. On the contrary, we argue that
removing such institutional constraints can lead to more longevity in power. By
removing constitutional barriers, rulers consolidate more power at the expense of
their most ambitious allies and can stay in power longer.’

Indeed, most dictators carry out complete constitutional changes or extensive
amendments to ensure their interests are secured and their survival in office can-
not be challenged. One of the most common constitutional features regularly
under assault by authoritarians is executive term limits. Since the third wave
of democracy, term limits have become a popular fixture of most constitutions
intended to constrain the power of the executive (Ginsburg et al. 2011). As
such, amending and modifying them might signal non-democratic intentions
to an international audience or domestic allies and rivals. Nonetheless,
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amending or changing the constitution to remove term limits altogether, or to
extend their tenure through institutional design changes, is common across non-
democracies (Bunce and Wolchik 2010). Some studies suggest that between 20%
and 30% of presidents extend their term limits in some way (Baturo 2014;
Ginsburg et al. 2011). In a recent study tracing the constitutional strategies of
234 incumbents since 2000, Mila Versteeg et al. (2020) find that two-thirds of
attempts to overstay in office involved constitutional amendments, usually by
removing term limits.®

Our descriptive analysis shows that removing the constitutional term-limit bar-
rier has a significant effect on the incumbent’s survival in power. As Figure 1 shows,
incumbents who do not remove executive term limits when changing their consti-
tutions last on average only about two years in office. By contrast, those who lift the
term limits while changing their constitutions survive about 10 years. In other
words, removing constitutional term limits quintuples the incumbent’s longevity
in office, presenting authoritarian incumbents with a very efficient and tempting
choice.

Several factors, however, determine when these presidents opt to change their
constitutions to extend their term limits. In a comprehensive study,
Alexander Baturo (2014) suggests that both political institutions and personal inter-
ests determine whether presidents would circumvent term limits and extend their
rule. If presidents found or control their party and dominate and control the legis-
lature and the judiciary, they can readily circumvent constitutional term limits.
However, personal gains and monetary interests are also an important factor
explaining manipulation of institutions and term limits. Specifically, if the amount
of rent-seeking from the office of the president is substantial, it will be more diffi-
cult for the incumbent to leave office; hence the increase in the likelihood of remov-
ing term limits.

In other important research, Kristin McKie (2017) argues that constitutional
term limits on the executive were not imposed in numerous African countries
where one unified party controlled the constitutional reform process and perceived
that it would win future elections. By contrast, in countries where the likelihood of
electoral victory is less certain, incumbents impose term limits as an electoral insur-
ance mechanism.

Although authoritarians do not shy away from violating states’ institutions for
personal gain, blatantly removing barriers to their tenure can delegitimize their
rule in the eyes of both domestic and international audiences. Hence, introducing
a myriad of constitutional changes can serve to mask the key specific change
extending the incumbent’s tenure. For instance, Alexander Baturo and
Robert Elgie (2018) show that after the Cold War the number of bicameral dictator-
ships increased significantly and a closer examination of constitutional changes in
those polities demonstrates that constitutional legislative reforms occurred in tan-
dem with modifications to executive tenure restrictions such as term limits.
Hence, increasingly, authoritarians use wholesale constitutional reform projects
to draw attention away from the non-democratic changes they implement to extend
their tenure (Baturo and Elgie 2018, 2019).

In sum, authoritarian incumbents use a wide array of strategies from policy con-
cessions and rent distribution (Gandhi and Przeworski 2007) to electoral
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Figure 1. Term-Limits Removal and Leader’s Survival Rate

manipulation (Hale 2011; Levitsky and Way 2010) and constitutional changes
(Ginsburg et al. 2011; Negretto 2012) to ensure their survival in office. Often, infor-
mal strategies of authoritarian survival, such as compromising on policy and broad-
ening their search for allies, are pursued in tandem with formal strategies to stay in
power, often through constitutional reform. Indeed, we further Nathan Brown’s
(2008) argument that ‘constitutional politics’ is really ‘normal politics’ as politicians
seek to manipulate the public will for private gain. And in the realm of term-limit
extensions, authoritarians do this with particular frequency and effectiveness.
However, while this ‘menu of manipulation’ - prominently featuring constitutions
- has been readily discussed, the degree of effectiveness of constitutional reform on
authoritarian survival as perhaps the leading ‘menu’ strategy, has never been quan-
tified. In this study, we offer first-hand empirical evidence showing the circum-
stances under which constitutional manipulations lead to extended authoritarian
survival in office.

Hypothesis

Descriptive analysis (Figure 1) suggests a relationship between removing institu-
tional barriers, particularly altering constitutional term limits, and authoritarian
incumbents’ longevity in office. The question that remains unanswered, however,
is whether these constitutional manipulations do in fact increase the executive’s
longevity in office, or whether the incumbent’s survival in office is a function of
other factors such as power consolidation. Building on previous studies, we propose
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis: Altering constitutional term limits increases the incumbent’s lon-
gevity in office.
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As Valerie Bunce and Sharon Wolchik (2010) argue, constitutional change is
one of the common strategies authoritarian regimes use to stay in power. Indeed,
one of the first and most important steps for authoritarian-aspiring leaders to con-
solidate power is to remove any constitutional barriers to their rule. Altering con-
stitutional term limits is the most straightforward way to achieve this end. Thus, our
hypothesis predicts that removing constitutional term limits should extend the lea-
ders’ longevity in office.

Data and descriptive analysis

To test this hypothesis, we develop an original data set from several available data-
bases. We use Hein Goemans et al.’s (2016) Archigos data set to record all political
leaders of independent states from 1875 to 2015. Archigos records the dates of entry
and exit of over 3,400 executives. Using Zachary Elkins, Tom Ginsburg and
James Melton’s (2014) Comparative Constitutional Project (CCP), we then code
all constitutional changes made under these incumbents. The CCP data set quan-
tifies the content of constitutions in all independent states from 1789 to 2013.
Using the CCP data set, we code the number of constitutional change events for
each incumbent (including new constitutions, amendments and interim constitu-
tions). Next, we code whether those constitutional changes altered the executive
term limits and, if they did, whether those changes removed or installed term limits.

The unit of analysis and observation in this study is incumbent political leaders
of independent states from 1875 to 2015. Overall, we have 3,409 observations.
Considering that the observations are individuals, our explanatory variables are
not time varying. For those variables which naturally change over time, such as
democracy score, we either use aggregated measures (i.e. means) or when more
appropriate use the estimate at a particular point in the incumbent’s tenure (e.g.
level of power consolidation at the time of removing term limit). Below, we describe
how we estimate each of these variables.

The outcome of interest in this study is the incumbent’s risk of removal from
office. We estimate the incumbent’s survival in years using the Archigos data set,
which defines the incumbent executive as the de facto political leader of the coun-
try, which might not be the same as the nominal political leader. This is relevant in
countries with more than one titular head, such as in Russia from 2008 to 2012,
where the de facto leader was Vladimir Putin and not President Dmitry
Medvedev. We use all world leaders rather than only authoritarians to account
for many ‘authoritarian-aspiring’ executives who ascend to power through demo-
cratic elections but consolidate power and turn the regime into an authoritarian
one. Our data analysis shows that while 31% of constitutional term-limit alterations
take place in authoritarian regimes, 23% of these alterations take place under demo-
cratic leaders.” Moreover, among those leaders who specifically removed executive
term limits from the constitution, 38% were authoritarians when they came to
power, 14% were democrats and 48% were in hybrid regimes when entering
power. Thus, it is imperative to include all leaders regardless of their regime type
in our analysis. Nonetheless, we also separately estimate our main model for non-
democratic and democratic leaders. The main predictors in our study are constitu-
tional change and power consolidation, while we also control for several other
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factors, including system of government (presidential vs non-presidential) and
regime type (authoritarian, hybrid, democracy).

Constitutional manipulations

For constitutional change, we create three measures using the CCP data set. First,
‘Constitutional Change Events’ is an ordered categorical variable (coded 0 if there is
no constitutional change during the tenure of the political leader, 1 if there is one con-
stitutional change, and 2 if there is more than one constitutional change event). Next,
we create a binary variable, “Term-Limit Alteration’, if the ‘Constitutional Change
Events’ is not 0 and if the constitutional change entails any alteration to executive
term limits. This is to account for any manipulation of constitutional term limits
which does not necessarily include lifting the term limit but is nonetheless aimed
at extending the incumbent’s longevity in power. For example, changing constitutional
term limits from two terms to two consecutive terms does not entail term-limit
removal, but allows the incumbent to stay in power by having a handpicked ‘caretaker’
to assume power nominally for four years, before the autocrat’s formal comeback
(e.g. Russia 2008). Lastly, we create three binary variables, including ‘Term-Limit
Removal’, “Term-Limit Installation’ and ‘No Term-Limit Change’, to code the direc-
tion of term-limit alterations.® We use all three binary variables together in our esti-
mated models because these categories are not mutually exclusive. A case in point is
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika, who changed the Algerian constitution three times
during his 20-year rule. In 2002, he amended the constitution, without changing
the term limits. In the 2006 amendments, however, he removed the term limits.
And in 2016, he reinstalled the term limits but allowed himself to finish his term
and run for another term (Maboudi 2019). As a result, Bouteflika is coded 1 for all
three binary variables.

Our data show that a clear positive relationship exists between limiting terms
and levels of democracy. As Figure 2 shows, the average Polity IV democracy
score for countries where the constitution institutionalizes executive term limits
is 6, on a scale of —10 (indicating full dictatorships) to 10 (indicating full democ-
racies). The average democracy score is 2 when the constitution limits the executive
to two consecutive term limits, which allows political leaders to run for more terms,
but only after taking one term break. And if the constitution does not constrain the
executive with term limits, the average democracy score is about —3.

Besides the clear-cut categories shown in Figure 2, there are other forms of con-
stitutional manipulation which are intended to increase the longevity of leaders.
And while it is easier to code lifting or adding executive term limits in constitutions,
it is much more difficult to code these other forms of constitutional change that are
purposely aimed at extending a leader’s tenure without necessarily abolishing term
limits. For example, in 2019, the Egyptian parliament approved a bill to amend the
constitution and to change the length of presidential terms from four to six years
with two-term limits. This change would allow the current president Abdel Fattah
el-Sisi potentially to remain in office until 2030, without abolishing the term limit.
Similarly, Turkey in 2017 undertook a constitutional change from semi-presidential
to presidential, allowing Recep Tayyip Erdogan to remain in office until 2029 with-
out lifting the term limit. Yet another recent example of extending executive tenure


https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.53

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.53 Published online by Cambridge University Press

584 Tofigh Maboudi et al.

Term Limits } —{

1

Consecutive Term Limits li

1

No Term Limits |—

10 5 0 5 10
Democracy Score (Polity IV)

Figure 2. Executive Term Limits and Level of Democracy

involves Uganda’s Yoweri Kaguta Museveni, who amended the constitution in 2019
to remove the age limit of presidential candidates to keep him from ‘ageing out’.

From an empirical perspective, these authoritarian innovations pose a difficulty
in conceptualizing and operationalizing constitutional changes that extend the
incumbents’ tenure in office. We account for these constitutional manipulations
partly with our broad ‘Term-Limit Alteration” variable, which captures cases of
term-limit removal and term-limit manipulations (e.g. replacing a two-term limit
with a limit on two consecutive terms). However, we acknowledge that there are
other forms of constitutional manipulation allowing incumbents to extend their
tenure in office, which do not involve term limits and we cannot code. For example,
since not all extensions of term lengths or age limits allow the current leader to stay
longer in office, we cannot code these instances as term-limit alterations.

Our study focuses specifically on altering executive term limits, which is the
most direct, common and traditional form of constitutional manipulation in presi-
dential regimes. We argue that ‘term-limit tampering’ is a leading indicator (and
probably the most important such indicator) of institutional manipulation by
authoritarians, but far from the only one. Still, we claim that if we can draw
such strong patterns from this indicator alone (without even quantifying other
means from Andreas Schedler’s ‘menu of manipulation’), the patterns we identify
would only be stronger if, as would be logical, other means of authoritarian per-
petuation could also be coded.

Power consolidation

It can be argued that authoritarian leaders with a stable and strong base of support
are able to amend the constitution more easily and stay longer in power. Indeed,
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high popularity of sitting presidents or power consolidation by presidents may be
necessary preconditions for their attempts to change constitutions or use other
strategies to stay in office beyond constitutional limits. In this sense, access to
tools of constitutional change may not cause greater duration but will instead sim-
ply demonstrate the strength of the leader, which itself can be the cause of greater
time in office. As such, we include different estimates of power consolidation in our
model.

We use three proxy variables to measure power consolidation of the incumbent.
Our first and most conventional proxy for power consolidation is the extent to
which the incumbent is an established (as opposed to contested) autocrat. The
degree to which autocratic leaders personalize their regimes and eliminate their riv-
als provides a valuable insight into power consolidation. For example, authoritarian
leaders who have successfully personalized their regimes and concentrated power are
less vulnerable to insider challenges, including coups (Grundholm 2020). As
Milan Svolik (2012: 6) also argues, ‘established autocrats have acquired so much
power that they can no longer be credibly threatened by their allies - they have
effectively monopolized power’. By contrast, in contested autocracies ‘the allies are
capable of using the threat of a rebellion to check the dictator’s opportunism’
(Svolik 2012: 6). As a result, when established autocrats leave office, it is
either through foreign occupation (e.g. Saddam Hussein), popular uprising
(e.g. Muammar Qaddafi), or natural death (e.g. Joseph Stalin), none of which was
at the hands of the ruler’s inner circle (Svolik 2012: 7).

Following Svolik (2012), we define contested autocrats as those incumbents
who have not consolidated enough power and as such can be removed by their
inner circle. Thus, to operationalize power consolidation, we first construct a
‘Contested Leader’ variable based on three binary variables from the Shock
Database (Miller 2021). The binary variables that we use measure whether the
leader was removed from power through a civil war, assassination or a coup (all
of which are indicators of an insiders’ rebellion). We then aggregate these variables
and create the binary ‘Contested Leader’ variable, which is coded 1 if the leader was
removed from office by any of these methods and 0 if not. While this is not a direct
measure of power consolidation or contestation, removal from power by the ruler’s
inner circle is a clear and classic indicator of contested power distribution which is
more likely to be seen in authoritarian regimes than in democratic regimes.”

Next, we use the age of the incumbent at the time of assuming power as the
second proxy variable for power consolidation. In our data set, the average de
facto leaders assumed power when they were 54 years old, with a standard deviation
of 11 years. The youngest incumbent came to power at age 11 and the oldest leader
was 88 years old upon ascending to power. It is indeed more difficult for very
young and very old incumbents to consolidate power, eliminate rivals, change
the constitution and stay longer in office. Thus, we created three age categories
(11-35, 36-60 and 61-88), with the first age group as our base category. We expect
that middle-aged incumbents have more opportunity to consolidate power and
enjoy its benefits for their longevity in office.

Our third proxy for power consolidation is the timing of constitutional change.
As Henry Bienen and Nicolas van de Walle (1991) show, time already in office is an
important factor explaining the survival rate of dictators, indicating that, as the
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length of time a leader is in office increases, they are more likely to stay in power.
We use the Archigos (2016) and CCP (2014) databases to count the time (in years)
the leader was in power at the moment of constitutional change.

The ‘Timing of Constitutional Change’ variable is estimated at the time the
executive decides to change the constitution. Since leaders who do not change
their constitutions will be dropped, using this variable results in a significant num-
ber of missing observations; hence, we use this variable only as a robustness check.
We expect that the longer the incumbent is in power before he or she alters the
constitution, the more likely they are to survive longer in office. We acknowledge
that none of these three proxies is an ideal estimate for power consolidation. We
believe, however, that together these variables indicate degrees of power
consolidation.

Control variables

As discussed earlier, leaders’ decisions to alter their constitutional term limits as
well as their survival rates are determined by several factors, including government
systems and regime types, which we control for. As recent examples from Russia
(2020), Egypt (2019) and Turkey (2017) show, autocratic leaders can manipulate
constitutional rules in ways other than openly removing term limits to prolong
their power. Consequently, we expect that as the number of constitutional changes
in authoritarian and presidential regimes increases, the leader’s survival in office
increases too. We do not expect the same effect for hybrid regimes because when
the opposition is strong (as in many hybrid regimes), constitutional reforms mostly
function as the incumbent’s outreach to the opposition for a requisite sharing of
power, rather than as a tool for hoarding power and increasing survival in office.
This is one explanation for the extant literature’s finding that semi-authoritarian
or hybrid regimes are less durable than closed authoritarian regimes (Brownlee
2009; Howard and Roessler 2006; Knutsen and Nygard 2012).

Previous studies also indicate that presidential systems are more vulnerable to
constitutional manipulations when presidents control both the legislature and the
judiciary or when they have personal interests (Baturo 2014), or when party frag-
mentation and shared control of constitution-making processes create uncertainty
for future electoral wins by the incumbent party (McKie 2017). As such, we include
two measures for government system (presidentialism vs non-presidentialism) and
regime type (autocracy vs democracy) in our analysis.

We measure government systems using Cesi Cruz, Philip Keefer and
Carlos Scartascini’s (2018) Database of Political Institutions (DPI). Our binary
‘Government System’ variable is coded 1 (for presidential systems) when a de
facto leader assumes power as a president or changes his or her title to president
while in power. Subsequently, all non-presidential government systems are coded
0. For regime types, we use the Polity IV data set (Marshall and Jaggers 2013) to
create three binary variables for ‘Democracies’ (+6 to +10 on Polity score),
‘Hybrids” (+5 to —5 on Polity score), and ‘Authoritarians’ (—6 to —10 on Polity
score). Since a leader’s democracy score may vary during their tenure, rather
than democracy score at entry or exit years, we use the mean of the Polity score
over their tenure to create the regime type categories.10 Furthermore, since
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constitutional reforms for the purpose of extending longevity in office are more
likely in authoritarian and hybrid regimes, ‘Democracies’ is taken as the base cat-
egory in the estimated models.

We also include several other control variables accounting for domestic conflict,
economic growth and regions. We control for domestic conflict because embattled
incumbents are more prone to both constitutional changes and removal from
power. The ‘Conflict’ variable is based on the weighted conflict index from
Arthur Banks and Kenneth Wilson’s (2016) Cross-National Time-Series Data
Archive. This index estimates all major social, ethnic and civil conflicts, including
assassinations, strikes, guerrilla warfare, government crises, purges, riots, revolu-
tions and anti-government demonstrations. To account for the significance and
different magnitude of each type of political conflict, Banks and Wilson (2016)
weight them differently.'!

Since economic development fortifies authoritarian leaders, while economic cri-
sis makes them vulnerable, we control for economic growth. The ‘Economic
Growth’ variable is based on the GDP annual growth rate statistics from the
World Bank’s World Development Indicators (2013), and it measures the average
growth rate during the tenure of the incumbent. In our sample, the variable ranges
from an average of —62 to 59%. Finally, since evidence from several case studies
indicates that the lifting of constitutional term limits is a regional phenomenon
which is more often observed in regions such as sub-Saharan Africa and Latin
America, we use dummy variables to control for world regions, with “West’ (includ-
ing Western Europe, the USA, Canada, Australia and New Zealand) as the base cat-
egory in the estimated models.

Survival analysis of executives

To test our hypothesis, we estimate a Cox proportional hazard survival model
below, using the specified covariates. The equation for our base statistical model is

)\i(t) — )\O(t) eBIConstitutional Change;+ 3, Power Consolidationi+B;Z; (1)

where A,(t) is the hazard function at time (t). The Ay(¢) is the baseline hazard func-
tion at time (t) and corresponds to the probability of removal from office when all
the explanatory variables are 0. As such, A(t) is analogous to the intercept 3, in
multiple regression, with an important difference: unlike intercepts in multiple lin-
ear regression which remain constant, here they change with time. The e? in this
equation is the exponential of regression coefficient 8 and is the relative risk of
removal from office for X =1 relative to X=0 for a binary explanatory variable.
Finally, Z; is a vector of covariates controlling for government system, regime
type, levels of conflict, economic growth and regions.

The estimated Cox proportional hazard survival models are reported in Tables
1-3. The first column in these tables shows the coefficients and the second column
shows the estimates of the hazard ratios. Negative coefficients indicate that increase
in the predictor decreases the risk of removal from office. In other words, a negative
coefficient shows longer executive tenure. Hazard ratios larger than 1.0 should be
interpreted as increased odds of removal from office and values smaller than 1.0
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Table 1. Survival Analysis of the Executive

Variable

Coefficient
Risk of removal

Hazard ratio
Risk of removal

Term-Limit Alteration
Constitutional Change Event

Contested Leader

—0.21* (0.11)
—0.55*** (0.04)
012 (0.11)

Entry Age (36-60)
Entry Age (61-88)

036 (0.23)
0.62*** (0.24)

0.81* (0.09)
0.57*** (0.02)
113 (0.12)
144  (0.33)
1.86*** (0.44)

Government System

Authoritarian Regime

—0.22** (0.09)
—0.53*** (0.13)

0.80** (0.07)
0.59*** (0.08)

Hybrid Regime 0.06  (0.09) 1.07  (0.10)
Conflict 0.00*  (0.00) 1.00*  (0.00)
Economic Growth —0.04*** (0.01) 0.96*** (0.00)
Sub-Saharan Africa —0.08  (0.13) 0.93 (0.12)
Asia —0.03 (0.12) 1.03  (0.12)

Eastern Europe
Latin America
Middle East & N. Africa

Observations

0.40%** (0.12)

0.30*** (0.12)

—0.31* (0.18)
1044

1.49*** (0.18)

1.35%** (0.16)

0.73* (0.13)
1044

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.1.

as reduced odds. For example, a hazard ratio of 0.5 indicates that a one-unit
increase in the explanatory variable halves the risk of removal from office, and a
ratio of 2.0 indicates that a one-unit increase in the predictor doubles the risk of
removal from office.

Table 1 shows the results of our base model which estimates the impact of con-
stitutional changes (number of constitutional events and the term-limit alteration
variables) and power consolidation (only Contested Leader and Entry Age vari-
ables) on the incumbent’s survival in office. The results show that while constitu-
tional change significantly reduces the risk of removal from office, power
consolidation has a mixed effect. More specifically, the estimated model shows
that altering constitutional term limits reduces the risk of removal from office by
about 20%. Moreover, the results show that if the incumbent changes the constitu-
tion at least once, the risk of removal from office decreases by over 40%. If the
incumbent changes the constitution more than one time, the risk of removal
from office drops by almost one-third. The results, however, show that being a
Contested Leader has no statistically significant relationship with the risk of
removal from power. And compared to incumbents who come to power at an
early age (under 35 years old), older incumbents (those who come to power at
61 years of age or older) have a higher risk of removal from office. The middle
age group, however, is not statistically significant; that is, compared to the youngest
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Variable

Coefficient
Risk of removal

Hazard ratio
Risk of removal

Term-Limit Removal

—0.54*** (0.18)

0.58*** (0.10)

No Term-Limit Change -0.17  (0.14) 0.84 (0.12)
Term-Limit Installation -0.19 (0.13) 0.83  (0.11)
Constitutional Change Event —0.46*** (0.08) 0.63*** (0.05)
Contested Leader 0.15 (0.11) 1.16  (0.12)
Entry Age (36-60) 037 (0.23) 145  (0.33)

Entry Age (61-88)
Government System

Authoritarian Regime

0.62*** (0.24)
—0.21** (0.09)
—0.53*** (0.13)

1.86*** (0.44)
0.81** (0.07)
0.59*** (0.08)

Hybrid Regime
Conflict

Economic Growth
Sub-Saharan Africa
Asia

Eastern Europe

Latin America

Middle East & N. Africa

Observations

008  (0.09)
0.00  (0.00)
—0.04*** (0.01)
—0.08 (0.14)
003 (0.12)
0.39** (0.12)
0.31%*** (0.12)

1.08  (0.10)
1.00  (0.00)
0.96*** (0.01)
09  (0.12)
103 (0.12)
1.48*** (0.18)
1.36*** (0.16)

—0.33* (0.18)
1044

0.72*  (0.13)
1044

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.1.

group of rulers, the middle age group is not necessarily better positioned to survive
longer in power.

Table 1 also shows that presidential systems have a 20% lower risk of removal
and that, compared to democracies, authoritarian regimes have over 40% less
risk of removal. The relationship between hybrid regimes and survival in office,
however, is not statistically significant. The results also show that conflict increases
the risk of removal from office, but the magnitude of this relationship is very small.
Meanwhile GDP growth reduces such risk, indicating that leaders with better eco-
nomic performance survive longer in office. Among the regional dummies, the
results show that compared to the West, Eastern European and Latin American lea-
ders face more uncertainty in office, while Middle Eastern and North African lea-
ders are more stable, alluding to the contested nature of politics in the former
regions compared to the Middle East and North Africa, where authoritarians are
robust and remain mainly uncontested (see Bellin 2004).

Next, we use the three binary variables accounting for the content of term-limit
alteration as the main variables for constitutional change. The results in Table 2
show that when incumbents specifically remove constitutional term limits, they
reduce their risk of removal from office by over 40%. After adding the three binary
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Table 3. Survival Analysis of the Executive (with Interaction Term)

Coefficient Hazard ratio
Variable Risk of removal Risk of removal
Term-Limit Alteration —0.30* (0.16) 0.74* (0.11)
Constitutional Change Event —0.54*** (0.04) 0.58*** (0.02)
Contested Leader 0.07  (0.12) 1.07  (0.13)
Entry Age (36-60) 038 (0.23) 145  (0.33)
Entry Age (61-88) 0.63*** (0.24) 1.87*** (0.45)
Contested x Altered Term Limit 0.18 (0.22) 1.20 (0.27)
Government System —0.21** (0.09) 0.81** (0.07)

Authoritarian Regime

Hybrid Regime

—0.53*** (0.13)
0.06  (0.09)

0.59*** (0.08)
1.07  (0.10)

Conflict

Economic Growth
Sub-Saharan Africa
Asia

Eastern Europe
Latin America

Middle East & N. Africa

Observations

0.00* (0.00)
—0.04*** (0.01)
—0.08 (0.13)

004 (0.12)

0.41*** (0.12)

0.30*** (0.12)
—0.31* (0.18)

1044

1.00*  (0.00)
0.96*** (0.01)
092 (0.12)
104 (0.12)
1.50*** (0.18)
1.35*** (0.16)
0.73* (0.13)
1044

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.1.

measures of term-limit changes, the significance and direction for all other predic-
tors and control variables remain very similar to Table 1, except for conflict variable
which is no more statistically significant.

While our results show strong evidence for the effect of constitutional alterations on
longevity in power, there is mixed evidence for the effect of power consolidation on
survival. It could, however, be argued that the impact of constitutional change on sur-
vival in office is contingent upon power consolidation. That is, when authoritarians
have consolidated their power, they are more likely to increase their survival through
term-limit alteration.

To account for this potential contingency, we interacted the Term-Limit
Alteration variable with the Contested Leader covariate. Normatively, we should
expect that when contested leaders (those who fail to consolidate power before-
hand) alter constitutional term limits, their risk of removal from office would
increase. As Table 3 shows, while the interaction covariate is in the predicted dir-
ection, it is not statistically significant, meaning that contested leaders who alter
their term limits do not necessarily have a higher risk of removal from office. In
other words, the impact of constitutional manipulations on leaders’ survival does
not depend on the degree to which they consolidated or failed to consolidate
power.
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In sum, our findings provide empirical evidence supporting our hypothesis; that
is, altering constitutional term limits increases the incumbent’s longevity in office.
The results show that constitutional changes are very important tools for rulers
across different polities to avoid the risk of removal from office. The survival ana-
lysis, however, shows that power consolidation is not a strong predictor of longevity
in office, and that the impact of constitutional manipulation on survival is not con-
tingent upon power consolidation. Furthermore, the results indicate that not all
political leaders benefit equally from constitutional reforms intended to increase
their longevity in power. Our findings particularly show that authoritarian presi-
dents benefit the most from periodic constitutional reforms and altering constitu-
tional term limits. Taken together, the findings provide empirical support for our
hypothesis, indicating that constitutional manipulations, especially by autocratic
presidents, have significant implications for the survival of incumbents and for pro-
spects of democracy in those nations.

Robustness checks

The empirical findings are robust and stand several robustness checks which are
reported in the Online Appendix. Using our base model (Table 1) as a point of ref-
erence, we first ran the model without any control variables to ensure that the con-
trol variables are not driving the results. As Table Al in the Online Appendix
shows, the results for constitutional alteration do not change in our restricted
model. That is, even without including control variables, constitutional alterations
remain a statistically significant predictor of executives’ longevity in office.

Next, we included the Timing of Constitutional Change variable and ran our
base model. As discussed earlier, adding this variable drops almost 50% of our
observations (i.e. leaders who did not change their constitutions). Nonetheless,
after including the variable in our model, the direction and significance of most
covariates remain very similar to the base model except for Contested and
Government System variables, which are no longer significant, and Hybrid
Regimes variable, which is now statistically significant. As Table A2 in the
Online Appendix also shows, Timing of Constitutional Change has a negative
and statistically significant correlation with the risk of removal from office. In
other words, the longer the incumbents wait to change their constitutions, the
more likely they survive longer in office.

In Table A3 in the Online Appendix, we substituted our three proxies for power
consolidation with V-Dem’s Presidentialism Index at the time of constitutional
change. The Presidentialism Index should not be confused with presidential sys-
tems, for which we also control. V-Dem defines the Presidentialism Index as the
extent to which a regime is characterized by presidentialism: that is, the ‘systemic
concentration of political power in the hands of one individual who resists delegat-
ing all but the most trivial decision making tasks’ (Bratton and Van de Walle 1997:
63). Like Timing of Constitutional Change, using this variable comes with the cav-
eat of losing observations, since both variables are estimated only for cases with
constitutional change. As Table A3 shows, Presidentialism Index is statistically cor-
related with lower risk of removal from office. That is, those leaders who systemat-
ically concentrated political powers in their own hands survived longer in office.
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Using Presidentialism Index, however, does not significantly change the results of
other covariates, including constitutional manipulations.

As a robustness check, we also interacted entry age of leaders with constitutional
change. Table A4 in the Online Appendix shows that none of the interactions is
statistically significant, confirming our initial finding that the impact of constitu-
tional manipulations on survival is not contingent upon power consolidation. It
is also important to note that when we include entry age interaction terms in
our model, Term-Limit Alteration loses its significance, but Constitutional
Change Event remains statistically significant. We find a similar effect when we
interact Presidentialism Index with Term-Limit Alteration (Online Appendix,
Table A5).

As discussed above, we also divided the data set into democratic and non-
democratic (including hybrid) regimes to examine the effects of our predictors
for each of these regime types. As the results in Table A6 in the Online
Appendix show, while the relationship between term-limit alteration and survival
in office remains statistically significant for non-democratic regimes, it is not stat-
istically significant for democracies.

We also controlled for Barbara Geddes, Joseph Wright and Erica Frantz’s (2014)
regime types, setting democratic regimes as the base category. Table A7 in the
Online Appendix shows that when we control for Geddes et al.’s regime types,
the results do not change for our main predictors. Most importantly, constitutional
alterations still increase the survival rate of executives. The results also show that, as
Geddes and her colleagues predict, compared to heads of executive in democracies,
incumbents in monarchies and party regimes have a higher survival rate. However,
our results show that personalist leaders have a lower survival rate than democratic
leaders, which is counterintuitive. A potential explanation for this surprising find-
ing is the sample size, as there are 762 democracies in our data set compared to 72
personalist regimes.'” Lastly, military incumbents have a higher risk of removal
from office (lower survival rate) compared to democratic leaders, but this relation-
ship is not statistically significant.

We also ran restricted models for each of Geddes et al.’s main autocratic regime
types (personalist, party and military) to see whether the effects of altering term
limits vary across these regime types. As Tables A8—A10 in the Online Appendix
show, altering term limits more than halves the risk of removal from office in
party regimes, but almost triples that risk in military regimes, and does not have
any statistically significant impact in personalist regimes.

Lastly, it might be argued that since presidential term limits are one of the
indicators in Polity IV scoring, Polity might not be a valid measure for
democracy-autocracy regime types in our study. We should note, however, that
as the presence of term limits is only one indicator in the Polity IV, and as we
do not use the Polity IV data as a time-varying variable, there probably is not sub-
stantial bias. Nonetheless, we recoded Geddes et al.’s (2014) regime types to create
a binary variable, ‘Autocracy’ (coded 0 for democracies and 1 for all types of
autocracies), and ran our base model (Table 1) with this variable instead. As
Table A1l in the Online Appendix shows, while the Autocracy variable is in
the predicted direction (i.e. autocratic leaders have higher survival rates), the rela-
tionship is not statistically significant. More importantly, the results show that
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using a different regime type variable does not change the results for our main
predictors.

In sum, the statistical analysis in this study demonstrates that constitutional
changes in non-democracies are more likely to increase the survival of incumbents
compared to democracies. And not surprisingly, authoritarian leaders are aware of
the rewards that constitutional changes offer. Although there are cases where such
undemocratic aspirations can result in political crisis and even ouster of the incum-
bent (e.g. Honduras 2009, Bolivia 2019) or international backlash (Hungary 2013),
constitutional changes intended to create executive continuity most often endanger
democracy or democratic prospects (Bunce and Wolchik 2010).

When constitutional reform is normatively bad

In his swearing-in ceremony address in 1986, Ugandan president Yoweri Museveni
asserted that ‘the problem in Africa in general and in Uganda in particular is not
the people but leaders who want to overstay in power’ (Tangri 2006). Ironically,
after 34 years of ruling Uganda, the same president removed the last legal barrier
(the constitutional age limit) to his presidency-for-life in 2018. Uganda’s septua-
genarian Museveni is among a long list of rulers who have attempted to extend
their tenure through constitutional manipulation, although some were less shame-
less in their self-dealing.

Our analysis shows that authoritarians who reform constitutions, especially
those who execute multiple reforms, stay in office 2.5 times longer than democrats.
This is an unmistakable and stark finding. These reforms were intended to increase
authoritarians’ discretionary power, and their stay in power, by disabling career-
ending term limits. Such survival strategies are not surprising to scholars who
assume politicians seek to stay in power, especially considering the vast institutional
manipulation toolkits of authoritarians, including electoral and legislative manipu-
lations that are used to eliminate their opponents and to extend their rule (Gandhi
2008; Hale 2011).

Our findings, however, run against a widely held proposition in the comparative
authoritarianism literature which contends that institutional constraints in general
help the survival of authoritarian leaders by signalling credible commitment to the
rulers’ allies. As this literature suggests, institutional manipulations including consti-
tutional reform projects intended to remove executive constraints are more costly in
contested authoritarian regimes where the ruling elites can potentially punish fellow
autocrats who seek to change the rules of the game and the balance of power for their
own personal benefit (see Svolik 2012). By contrast, our analysis demonstrates that —
regardless of levels of power consolidation and contestation — removal of constitu-
tional term-limit barriers often helps autocrats survive longer in power.

Among our most important findings are that while ‘macro’-level distinctions such as
authoritarianism, presidential systems and constitutional term-limit removals were sig-
nificant, level of contestation of the leader was only marginally significant in some
models, meaning that the second-order discussion about whether authoritarian incum-
bents sought to institutionalize rule or de-institutionalize it (i.e. the debate between
those arguing for contested authoritarians vs those assuming consolidated authoritar-
ians) was less important. The overwhelming story of this analysis is that of
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de-institutionalization through the reduction of term limits. In other words, authoritar-
ians maximize power and enshrine it in constitutional reforms, so it appears systematic
rather than arbitrary, regardless of whether this de-institutionalizes authoritarian
regimes (under a legalistic guise).

Our findings also highlight the potential dangers of constitutional reforms in
both democratic and non-democratic settings, as they can undermine executive
constraints and perpetuate autocratic rules. While further research is needed to
establish which portion of constitutional reforms are driven at least in part by
incumbent executive self-interest, and which are driven by other causes, we believe
constitutional revisions are increasingly driven by executive self-interest rather than
collective interests.

Constitutions, once held in great public esteem as the blueprints of a peoples’ col-
lective will, have been reimagined as the mundane fingerprints of one person’s self-
interest. Wily executives are not the only ones steering constitutional reforms, which
may originate in legislative bodies or constituent assemblies and include provisions
governing the broadest range of issues. But we suspect, subject to further research,
that incumbent executives, like Bouteflika, Erdogan, Menem, Museveni, Putin and
scores of others, author or at least strongly advocate for these provisions. The ques-
tion that remains is how might we incentivize politicians to stop deferring the limits
to their terms and instead be forced by the citizenry to commit credibly to constitu-
tional reforms to help address societal injustices and inequalities, rather than trying to
stay just a little bit longer, as they seemed to do more frequently in halcyon days?

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/gov.2021.53.
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Notes

1 The median survival rate, in a given year, for both authoritarians and democrats who do not reform con-
stitutions at all is about one year.

2 In our sample, while only 49% of democrats undertake at least one constitutional reform during their
tenure, over 72% of authoritarian leaders initiate constitutional changes while in office.

3 It is indeed impossible to know the true intentions of autocrats, as some might have the intention of
staying longer in power but fail to execute their decisions due to domestic/international backlash, war,
or any other exogenous factors. Nonetheless, we share the position held by many political scientists that
authoritarian leaders strive to maximize their chances of retaining power whenever they can and consoli-
date power at the expense of their allies and rivals (see Svolik 2012).

4 North and Weingast (1989) reasoned that constitutions first emerged in medieval Europe as a credible
guarantee between fiscally irresponsible and bellicose monarchs and their debt-saddled subjects, who cre-
ated the constitutional role of legislatures as a means of holding monarchs accountable for how they spent
subjects’ funds. The North and Weingast story ends in democratization, but there is no reason why the
same logic could not lead to stable authoritarianism. Either way, leaders signal intentions (sincere or
not) to abide by the rule of law by conceiving of legal changes that favour their retention of authority,
and then enshrining them in forward-looking constitutions to make these appear less arbitrary.
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5 While there are a few cases (mostly in failed states) where lack of rule of law prompts leaders simply to
ignore constitutional limits and continue to govern, even in the most closed authoritarian regimes where
leaders have completely consolidated power and rule without institutional constraints, constitutions still
matter, and leaders amend them whenever necessary to retain more power (see, for example, Brown
2002; Ginsburg and Simpser 2014).

6 The other means of altering term limits, according to Versteeg et al. (2020), involve the use of different
workarounds or informal forms of change.

7 The remainders take place in hybrid regimes. We use Polity IV score of +6 and above at the time of lea-
ders’ entry to power for democracy, score of —6 and below for authoritarian, and scores between —5 and +5
for hybrid regimes.

8 About 64% of all political leaders who ruled without constitutional term limits inherited the life tenure
from their predecessors, while 36% changed the constitution to remove term limits.

9 While the mean of the Contested Leader variable is 0.40 (on a 0-1 scale) in authoritarian regimes, it is
0.05 in democracies.

10 It might be more accurate to use democracy level at the moment of constitutional reform. However,
since most incumbents either did not change their constitutions or changed the constitution more than
once, we cannot use the constitutional change moment as the benchmark for level of democracy or regime
type.

11 For example, while assassinations are weighted by 24, revolutions are weighted by 148. The sum of these
eight weighted indicators is then multiplied by 100 and divided by 8. The weighted conflict index ranges
from 0 to 66,500 in our sample. For more on how the weighted conflict index is calculated, see Banks and
Wilson (2016).

12 Geddes et al’s data set includes regimes only from 1946 to 2010, resulting in substantial missing
observations.

References

Albert R (2009) Nonconstitutional Amendments. Canadian Journal of Law and Jurisprudence 22(1), 5-47.
https:/ssrn.com/abstract=1424058.

Banks AS and Wilson KA (2016) Cross-National Time-Series Data Archive. Jerusalem: Databanks
International. https:/www.cntsdata.com/.

Baturo A (2014) Democracy, Dictatorship, and Term Limits. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Baturo A and Elgie R (2018) Why Do Authoritarian Regimes Adopt Bicameralism? Cooptation, Control,
and Masking Controversial Reforms. Democratization 25(5), 919-937. https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.
2018.1444031.

Baturo A and Elgie R (2019) Presidential Term Limits. In Baturo A and Elgie R (eds), The Politics of
Presidential Term Limits. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 1-17.

Bellin E (2004) The Robustness of Authoritarianism in the Middle East: Exceptionalism in Comparative
Perspective. Comparative Politics 36(2), 139-157. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/4150140.

Bienen H and van de Walle N (1991) Of Time and Power: Leadership Duration in the Modern World.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Boix C and Svolik MW (2013) The Foundations of Limited Authoritarian Government: Institutions,
Commitment, and Power-Sharing in Dictatorships. Journal of Politics 75(2), 300-316. https://doi.org/
10.1017/50022381613000029.

Bratton M and Van de Walle N (1997) Democratic Experiments in Africa: Regime Transitions in
Comparative Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Brown NJ (2002) Constitutions in a Nonconstitutional World: Arab Basic Laws and the Prospect for
Accountable Government. Albany: State University of New York Press.

Brown NJ (2008) Reason, Interest, Rationality, and Passion in Constitution Drafting. Perspectives on Politics
6(4), 675-689. https:/doi.org/10.1017/S1537592708081851.

Brownlee J (2009) Portents of Pluralism: How Hybrid Regimes Affect Democratic Transitions. American
Journal of Political Science 53(3), 515-532. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2009.00384.x.

Bunce VJ and Wolchik SL (2010) Defeating Dictators Electoral Change and Stability in Competitive
Authoritarian Regimes. World Politics 62(1), 43-86. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887109990207.


https://ssrn.com/abstract=1424058
https://ssrn.com/abstract=1424058
https://www.cntsdata.com/.
https://www.cntsdata.com/.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2018.1444031
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2018.1444031
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2018.1444031
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/4150140
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/4150140
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022381613000029
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022381613000029
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592708081851
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592708081851
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2009.00384.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2009.00384.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887109990207
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887109990207
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.53

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.53 Published online by Cambridge University Press

596 Tofigh Maboudi et al.

Cruz C, Keefer P and Scartascini C (2018) The Database of Political Institutions 2017 (DPI2017).
Inter-American Development Bank. Numbers for Development. http:/dx.doi.org/10.18235/0001027.
de Mesquita B, Alastair Smith B, Siverson RM and Morrow JD (2003) The Logic of Political Survival.

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Dixon R (2011) Transnational Constitutionalism and Unconstitutional Constitutional Amendments.
Chicago Public and Legal Theory Working Paper 349. https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcon-
tent.cgi?article=1356&context=public_law_and_legal_theory

Dixon R and Landau D (2015) Transnational Constitutionalism and a Limited Doctrine of
Unconstitutional Constitutional Amendment. International Journal of Constitutional Law 13(3), 606-
638. https:/doi.org/10.1093/icon/mov039.

Eisenstadt TA (2004) Courting Democracy in Mexico: Party Strategies and Electoral Institutions.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Eisenstadt TA, LeVan C and Maboudi T (2017) Constituents Before Assembly: Participation, Deliberation,
and Representation in the Crafting of New Constitutions. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Elkins Z, Ginsburg T and Melton J (2014) Characteristics of National Constitutions, Version 2.0.
Comparative Constitutional Project. http://comparativeconstitutionsproject.org/ccp-data-downloads/.

Gandhi J (2008) Political Institutions under Dictatorship. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Gandhi J and Przeworski A (2007) Authoritarian Institutions and the Survival of Autocrats. Comparative
Political Studies 40(11), 1279-1301. https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414007305817.

Geddes B (1999) What Do We Know about Democratization after Twenty Years. Annual Review of Political
Science 2, 115-144. https:/doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.2.1.115.

Geddes B, Wright J and Frantz E (2014) Autocratic Breakdown and Regime Transitions: A New Data Set.
Perspectives on Politics 12(2), 313-331. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592714000851.

Ginsburg T and Simpser A (eds) (2014) Constitutions in Authoritarian Regimes. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Ginsburg T, Elkins Z and Melton J (2011) On the Evasion of Executive Term Limits. William and Mary
Law Review 52(6), 1807-1873. https://heinonline.org/HOL/P?h=hein.journals/wmlr52&i=1819.

Goemans HE, Gleditsch KS and Chiozza G (2016) Archigos: A Data Set on Leaders 1875-2015. Version
4.1. Rochester, NY: University of Rochester. www.rochester.edu/college/faculty/hgoemans/data.htm.

Grundholm AT (2020) Taking It Personal? Investigating Regime Personalization as an Autocratic Survival
Strategy. Democratization 27(5), 797-815. https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2020.1737677.

Hale H (2011) Hybrid Regimes: When Democracy and Autocracy Mix. In Brown N (ed.), The Dynamics of
Democratization: Dictatorship, Development, and Diffusion. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
pp. 23-45.

Howard MM and Roessler PG (2006) Liberalizing Electoral Outcomes in Competitive Authoritarian
Regimes. American Journal of Political Science 50(2), 365-381. https:/doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.
2006.00189.x.

Jefferson T (1787/2006) Letter from Thomas Jefferson to James Madison (Dec. 20, 1787). In Dunn S (ed.),
Something That Will Shake the World: The Essential Writings of the Founding Fathers. New York: Basic
Books, pp. 280-82.

Knutsen CH and Nygard HM (2012) Institutional Characteristics and Regime Survival: Why Are
Semi-Democracies Less Durable than Autocracies and Democracies? American Journal of Political
Science 59(3), 656-670. https:/doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12168.

Krastev I (2006) Democracy’s ‘Doubles’. Journal of Democracy 17(2), 52-62. https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.
2006.0030.

Levitsky S and Way L (2002) Elections without Democracy: The Rise of Competitive Authoritarianism.
Journal of Democracy 13(2), 51-65. http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/jod.2002.0026.

Levitsky S and Way L (2010) Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes after the Cold War, Problems
of International Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Maboudi T (2019) Democratization and the Evolution of the Foreign Policy Content of North African
Constitutions. Journal of North African Studies 24(4), 558-578. https://doi.org/10.1080/13629387.
2018.1525001.

Magaloni B (2006) Voting for Autocracy: Hegemonic Party Survival and Its Demise in Mexico. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.


http://dx.doi.org/10.18235/0001027.
http://dx.doi.org/10.18235/0001027.
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1356&context=public_law_and_legal_theory
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1356&context=public_law_and_legal_theory
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1356&context=public_law_and_legal_theory
https://doi.org/10.1093/icon/mov039
https://doi.org/10.1093/icon/mov039
http://comparativeconstitutionsproject.org/ccp-data-downloads/
http://comparativeconstitutionsproject.org/ccp-data-downloads/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414007305817
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414007305817
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.2.1.115
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.2.1.115
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592714000851
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592714000851
https://heinonline.org/HOL/P?h=hein.journals/wmlr52&i=1819
https://heinonline.org/HOL/P?h=hein.journals/wmlr52&i=1819
https://www.rochester.edu/college/faculty/hgoemans/data.htm.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2020.1737677
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2020.1737677
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2006.00189.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2006.00189.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2006.00189.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12168
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12168
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2006.0030
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2006.0030
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2006.0030
http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/jod.2002.0026
https://doi.org/10.1080/13629387.2018.1525001
https://doi.org/10.1080/13629387.2018.1525001
https://doi.org/10.1080/13629387.2018.1525001
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.53

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.53 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Government and Opposition 597

Magaloni B (2008) Credible Power-Sharing and the Longevity of Authoritarian Rule. Comparative Political
Studies 41(4), 715-741. https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414007313124.

Marshall M and Jaggers K (2013) Polity IV Project: Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions,
1800-2013.” Center for Systematic Peace. www.systemicpeace.org/inscrdata.html.

McKie K (2017) The Politics of Institutional Choice across Sub-Saharan Africa: Presidential Term Limits.
Studies in Comparative International Development 52(4), 436-456. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12116-017-
9252-z.

Miller MK (2021) Shock to the System: Coups, Elections, and War on the Road to Democratization.
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Negretto GL (2012) Replacing and Amending Constitutions: The Logic of Constitutional Change in Latin
America. Law and Society Review 46(4), 749-779. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5893.2012.00516.x.
North DC and Weingast BR (1989) Constitutions and Commitment: The Evolution of Institutions
Governing Public Choice in Seventeenth-Century England. Journal of Economic History 49(4), 803-

832. https://doi.org/10.1017/50022050700009451.

Schedler A (2002) Elections without Democracy: The Menu of Manipulation. Journal of Democracy 13(2),
36-50. https:/doi.org/10.1353/jod.2002.0031.

Schedler A (2013) The Politics of Uncertainty: Sustaining and Subverting Electoral Authoritarianism.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Smith B (2005) The Life of the Party: The Origins of Regime Breakdown and Persistence under
Single-Party Rule. World Politics 57(3), 421-451. https://doi.org/10.1353/wp.2006.0004.

Svolik MW (2012) The Politics of Authoritarian Rule. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Tangri R (2006) Politics and Presidential Term Limits in Uganda. In Southall R and Henning M (eds),
Legacies of Power: Leadership Change and Former Presidents in African Politics. Cape Town: Human
Science Research Council Press, pp. 175-196.

Versteeg M, Horley T, Meng A, Guim M and Guirguis M (2020) The Law and Politics of Presidential
Term Limits Evasion. Columbia Law Review 120(1), 173-248. https://heinonline.org/HOL/P?h=hein.
journals/clr120&i=183.

Weingast B (1993) Constitutions as Governance Structures: The Political Foundations of Secure Markets.
Journal of Institutional and Theoretical Economics 149(1), 286-311. https://www.jstor.org/stable/
40751603.

Wintrobe R (1998) The Political Economy of Dictatorship. New York: Cambridge University Press.

World Bank (2013) World Development Indicators. Washington, DC: World Bank. https://datatopics.
worldbank.org/world-development-indicators/.

Wright J (2008) Do Authoritarian Institutions Constrain? How Legislatures Affect Economic Growth and
Investment? American Journal of Political Science 52(2), 322-343. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.
2008.00315.x.

Wright J and Escriba-Folch A (2012) Authoritarian Institutions and Regime Survival: Transitions to
Democracy and Subsequent Autocracy. British Journal of Political Science 42(2), 283-309. https:/doi.
0rg/10.1017/50007123411000317.

Cite this article: Maboudi T, P. Nadi G, Eisenstadt TA (2023). Render unto Caesar Just a Little Bit Longer:
The Relationship between Constitutional Reforms and Executive Survival. Government and Opposition: An
International Journal of Comparative Politics 58, 576-597. https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.53


https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414007313124
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414007313124
https://www.systemicpeace.org/inscrdata.html
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12116-017-9252-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12116-017-9252-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12116-017-9252-z
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5893.2012.00516.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5893.2012.00516.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022050700009451
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022050700009451
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2002.0031
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2002.0031
https://doi.org/10.1353/wp.2006.0004
https://doi.org/10.1353/wp.2006.0004
https://heinonline.org/HOL/P?h=hein.journals/clr120&i=183
https://heinonline.org/HOL/P?h=hein.journals/clr120&i=183
https://heinonline.org/HOL/P?h=hein.journals/clr120&i=183
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40751603
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40751603
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40751603
https://datatopics.worldbank.org/world-development-indicators/.
https://datatopics.worldbank.org/world-development-indicators/.
https://datatopics.worldbank.org/world-development-indicators/.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2008.00315.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2008.00315.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123411000317
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123411000317
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123411000317
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.53
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.53

	Render unto Caesar Just a Little Bit Longer: The Relationship between Constitutional Reforms and Executive Survival
	Constitutional change and authoritarian survival
	Hypothesis
	Data and descriptive analysis
	Constitutional manipulations
	Power consolidation
	Control variables

	Survival analysis of executives
	Robustness checks

	When constitutional reform is normatively bad
	Acknowledgements
	Notes
	References


