
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fdem20

Download by: [University of Otago] Date: 10 November 2016, At: 10:57

Democratization

ISSN: 1351-0347 (Print) 1743-890X (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fdem20

Explaining military coups and impeachments in
Latin America

Aníbal Pérez-Liñán & John Polga-Hecimovich

To cite this article: Aníbal Pérez-Liñán & John Polga-Hecimovich (2016): Explaining
military coups and impeachments in Latin America, Democratization, DOI:
10.1080/13510347.2016.1251905

To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2016.1251905

Published online: 10 Nov 2016.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fdem20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fdem20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13510347.2016.1251905
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2016.1251905
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fdem20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fdem20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13510347.2016.1251905
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13510347.2016.1251905
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13510347.2016.1251905&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-11-10
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13510347.2016.1251905&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-11-10


Explaining military coups and impeachments in Latin
America
Aníbal Pérez-Liñána and John Polga-Hecimovichb

aDepartment of Political Science, University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, PA, USA; bPolitical Science
Department, US Naval Academy, Annapolis, MD, USA

We develop a unified theory of presidential instability to explain why presidents are
removed from office through military coups or through legal procedures. While
some causal factors motivate opponents to overthrow the president irrespective of
the specific mechanism employed, other factors expand the relative capabilities of
groups inclined to pursue military or civilian action. The first group of variables,
including economic recession, protests, and radicalization, explains why presidents
fall. The second set of variables, including regional diffusion, partisan support for the
executive, and normative support for democracy, explains how they are ousted. We
test this theory using discrete-time event history models with sample selection on a
novel database for 19 Latin American countries between 1945 and 2010.
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Latin American democracies have historically fallen prey to regime breakdown, specifi-
cally in the form of military coups. However, since the 1980s military coups have grown
rare while legal forms of presidential removal have increased. While earlier forms of
instability resulted in the breakdown of the democratic regime, the “new” pattern of
political instability threatens only the president. Between 1978 and 2016, 19 consti-
tutional presidents were removed from office through formally legal mechanisms
such as impeachments, declarations of presidential incapacity, or the call for an early
resignation, without a military intervention.1

In this article we develop a unified theory of presidential instability to explain why
elected presidents are removed from office through civilian or military action. We argue
that some causal factors induce the formation of broad coalitions against the govern-
ment, motivating opponents to overthrow the president irrespective of the specific
mechanisms employed to do so. Other conditions, by contrast, empower particular
actors and expand the relative capabilities of groups inclined to pursue a legal impeach-
ment (for example, congressional leaders) or a military coup (for example, generals).
The first group of variables helps explain why democratic presidents fall, while the
second group of variables helps explain how presidents are removed.

For example, a radical opposition mobilized against the president is likely to conspire
in order to terminate the administration. Such conspiracies may involve military or
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civilian allies, depending on the historical context. However, political actors are con-
strained by domestic conditions and broader regional trends, as well as their own com-
mitments to democracy. In the past, when few countries in the region were democratic,
military action against the president was an effective path to pursue radical policy goals.
After 1978, the spread of democracy in the region reduced the viability of military
adventures and forced radical opponents to find constitutional mechanisms to oust pre-
sidents from office. In contemporary politics, the political cost of military action is high
and alternative strategies such as congressional impeachments or social mobilization
are usually a preferred course of action.

In the first part of the article we review historical patterns of political instability in
Latin America. In the second section we review explanations for the ousting of Latin
American presidents. An extensive literature has examined the institutional, structural,
and economic determinants of military coups,2 and a smaller literature looks at the
causes of constitutional presidential breakdown in the region.3 With few exceptions,
the literature has failed to offer a unified theory of coups and legal removals, and has
not identified the common and the unique causes of each form of instability.4 We
develop a theory linking coups, impeachments, and other irregular presidential exits.
In the following section we test the argument with an original dataset of presidential
exit for 19 Latin American countries between 1945 and 2010. Our conclusions empha-
size the peril posed by economic crises, social protest, and radical elites for presidential
stability, and suggest that presidential crises may escalate into military coups under
proper historical conditions.

Presidential instability and democratic survival

Before the third wave of democratization, presidential crises often led to military inter-
vention. Writing in 1966, Needler asserted that the coup d’état followed by the estab-
lishment of military rule was “the most characteristic feature of Latin American
politics”.5 Fossum reported that the 20 Latin American republics had experienced
105 military coups d’état from 1907 to 1966.6 Almost a decade later, Lowenthal
noted that, “army officers rule in more than half the countries of Latin America; in
most of the rest, they participate actively in politics without currently occupying the
presidential chair”.7 By 1977 only Colombia, Costa Rica, and Venezuela could be classi-
fied as democracies. However, since the democratization of Ecuador in 1978, military
intervention and coups d’état have dropped precipitously.8 The risk of military coups
also declined in other regions of the world after the 1980s.9

The “new” instability in Latin America is characterized by stable regimes with
unstable presidents. Early studies focused on presidential impeachment as a novel
mechanism employed to oust the chief executive,10 but forced resignations and alterna-
tive legislative procedures have also worked to remove the president while preserving
constitutional order.11 This instability has been widespread. Between 1978 and 2016,
eight democratically elected presidents were impeached or left office anticipating an
impeachment.12 Six elected presidents resigned in the midst of a crisis,13 and five
interim presidents were unable to finish the terms they were supposed to complete.14

Since the early 1990s, presidential instability has remained a fact of Latin American
politics, but it has become less threatening for democratic survival as legal procedures to
remove the president have displaced military coups. Only three presidents during this
period left as a result of military intervention,15 and in one case (Guatemala in 1993)
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because the middle ranks refused to support the president’s self-coup. President Hugo
Chávez was temporarily ousted by a military intervention in 2002, but he returned to
power after two days. In no instance was a military able to establish a dictatorship.

Are contemporary forms of presidential instability functional equivalents of the old
regional pattern of military coups, or are they a new political phenomenon driven by
different explanations? The literature has not offered a complete answer to this ques-
tion, although recent works have hinted at possible similarities between military
coups and civilian replacements. Llanos and Marsteintredet labelled the new phenom-
enon “presidential breakdowns”, establishing a parallel with old-fashioned democratic
breakdowns.16 Valenzuela claimed that similar problems in the design of presidential
constitutions underpin the two historical processes.17 Kim and Bahry treated coups, res-
ignations, and impeachments as part of the same class of events.18 Most authors seem to
implicitly accept that coups and presidential downfalls share some common causes.

In the following section we integrate theories on military coups and legal ousters,
identifying their commonalties and differences. Even though the post-Cold War era
has brought to the fore the use of legal mechanisms to remove incumbents,19 military
intervention in Honduras (2009), continued military involvement in civilian affairs in
Ecuador and Venezuela, and coup-proofing tactics from radical left presidents in the
region indicate that the “old” era of coups may not be completely over.20 Our original
database of coups and impeachments in Latin America identifies 21 coups and 15 con-
stitutional removals affecting democratically elected presidents between 1945 and 2010
– with 14 of the legal removals and only four coups since 1977.

Theorizing coups and legal removals

These facts pose important questions. What common causes underpin all forms of pre-
sidential instability, and what causes separate constitutional from unconstitutional out-
comes? Why do military coups prevail in some countries and historical periods while
civilian removals prevail in others? The ample literature on coups and the newer scho-
larship on presidential crisis in Latin America point to some answers.

The idea of “functional equivalence” between coups and legal ousters suggests that
some common causes create conditions for presidential instability, irrespective of its
institutional manifestation. Because they motivate a political opposition to conspire
against the government, those causes explain why presidents are likely to fail, but not
how they fail. At the same time, another set of causes account for the institutional mani-
festations of presidential instability. Those factors map into the relative capabilities of
groups inclined to pursue a military coup or the legal removal of the president in par-
ticular historical contexts.

The analytic distinction between (general) motivations and (specific) capabilities
helps us identify the role of different causal explanations in the literature.21 General
motivations promote broad coalitions against the executive and expand the overall
risk of presidential instability, emerging in the literature as common causes of both
constitutional and unconstitutional presidential removal. Once those motivations
are present, group capabilities account for specific outcomes, appearing in the lit-
erature as distinctive explanations for coups or legal removals.22 The scholarship
on military coups has introduced a similar distinction between “general” structural
risks, preconditions, or motivations, and “specific” triggering factors, proximate
causes, or opportunities.23 However, unlike Belkin and Schofer and others, we
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use these terms to distinguish between underlying causes of presidential instability
and the contextual conditions that determine the form that presidential removal
will take.

We compare the literatures on military coups and presidential impeachments to dis-
entangle general motivations from specific capabilities in studies emphasizing economic
conditions, social mobilization, historical legacies, international factors, political parties,
and elite preferences. Despite examining the two outcomes separately, much of the
scholarship on coups and impeachments assumes that similar economic, political,
and social processes drive them.24

Economic conditions
Scholars have viewed levels of economic development and rates of economic growth as
general preconditions to military coups and inter-branch confrontations that destabilize
politics.25 For these researchers, poverty is a direct cause of social and political discon-
tent, and coups are a drastic response to an unstable economic situation.26 Londregan
and Poole note that poverty was a common denominator for almost all coups in their
extensive dataset,27 and Przeworski et al. highlight the importance of reaching a
threshold of economic development in order to avoid instability.28 Hiroi and Omori,
as well as Singh, show that greater per capita income reduces the risk of coups across
regime types.29 Growth is also important: Merkx and Kim document that negative
economic shocks increase the risk of military rebellions.30

The evidence about economic determinants of impeachment is less consistent but
points in a similar direction. In one of the few pieces that examines coups and legal
removals jointly, Álvarez and Marsteintredet conclude that the level of development
and prolonged recessions have an important impact on both outcomes.31 Hochstetler
and Edwards find that higher per capita income and economic growth reduce the
risk of challenges against presidents.32 In turn, Helmke finds that higher per capita
gross domestic product (GDP) lowers the chance of an inter-branch crisis, although
faster rates of economic growth do not seem to reduce the risk.33 In sum, malaise
created by poor economic conditions appears to be a common motivation behind
coups and impeachments.

Social mobilization
In a classic study, Huntington claimed that social mobilization unconstrained by politi-
cal institutions is a source of regime instability. Álvarez and Marsteintredet find that
general strike activity in the previous year has a positive impact on the chances of demo-
cratic breakdown, while Casper and Tyson find evidence that mass protests provide
elites with a public signal that helps them coordinate in a coup.34 Still, other cross-
national analyses find no relationship between protests and coups.35

There is greater scholarly consensus that popular protest is a central explanation of
legal removals. In a situation of economic crisis, social mobilization encourages legis-
lators to turn against the executive – as with Dilma Rousseff’s 2016 impeachment in
Brazil. Hochstetler and Kim find in their studies that the presence of street protests
is crucial to determine the president’s fate,36 and Pérez-Liñán argues that multi-class
protests encourage impeachment proceedings against the president.37 Mass protests
indicate that major social forces are against the government, and motivate opposition
elites to overthrow the president.38
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Historical legacies
Other accounts of presidential instability emphasize inherited legacies. This is especially
true for military coups. For instance, Finer and Putnam hypothesized that a single coup
could cause the erosion of a society’s political culture and lead to a greater risk of future
interventions.39 A number of scholars similarly found that military rebellions are more
likely to occur in countries with a previous history of coups.40

Past military interventions embolden coup-mongers because military officers
become experienced conspirators and because civilian institutions are weakened by
recurrent disruptions. In contrast, the evidence for an equivalent “impeachment
trap” is considerably weaker. Although Helmke has pointed out that Latin American
“countries tend to experience multiple [constitutional] crises or none at all”,41 Hochste-
tler and Samuels claim that the climate of political instability usually recedes within one
year of a presidential ouster.42 Marsteintredet argues that a presidential interruption
does not create further turmoil if the president is removed for violating the law, yet
turmoil may recur when the crisis results from conflicts over policy or economic
performance.43

Regional diffusion
A long line of research has invoked international diffusion as an explanation for demo-
cratic instability – though not necessarily government instability. Fossum showed a
“neighbour effect” among economically and militarily important countries.44 Pitcher
et al. find support for the diffusion of violence in general, but less so for coups, while
Brinks and Coppedge note that countries tend to match levels of democracy among
their contiguous neighbours.45 Similarly, Gleditsch and Weyland document patterns
of regional diffusion,46 and Mainwaring and Pérez-Liñán argue that regional diffusion
is crucial to understand the wave of democratization in Latin America after 1977.47

However, Miller et al. claim that elite-based forms of instability do not easily dissemi-
nate across borders.48

International constraints to the feasibility of military coups are also discussed by the
literature on legal removals. Region-wide changes in ideational trends and in the orien-
tation of international organizations led to a transformation in the feasible set of strat-
egies available to radical actors. As more countries democratized and military rule met
greater resistance from regional organizations and United States policymakers, radical
opponents have abandoned the military option and looked for legal mechanisms to
remove undesirable presidents.49 Thus, the regional context may strengthen the pos-
ition of coup perpetrators, or otherwise direct elites towards legal strategies against
the president.50

Party support
Students of presidentialism claim that legislative support for the president is crucial to
prevent political instability. Two different causal mechanisms are discussed in the litera-
ture. The first one is executive-legislative conflict. In their classic study, Linz and Valen-
zuela argue that presidentialism is propitious for political instability due to the fixed
terms of office and competing sources of legitimacy for each branch of government.51

Mainwaring adds that presidentialism with multi-party systems (which generate min-
ority governments) promotes executive–legislative conflict and encourages instability.52

Against this view, recent studies suggest that the size of the president’s party in con-
gress has no discernible effect on the chances of a coup. Cheibub does not find a
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significant statistical relationship between divided government and democratic instabil-
ity in Latin America,53 while Helmke finds no impact of this variable on the risk of
inter-branch crises.54 Svolik shows that presidentialism increases the risk of incumbent
takeovers (self-coups), but not the risk of military coups against the president.55

A second, less controversial mechanism is commonly invoked in the study of
impeachments. A president may survive serious media scandals if a “legislative
shield” protects him or her against the formal impeachment process.56 Studies by
Negretto and Kim show that presidential administrations without majority support
in congress are particularly susceptible to collapse.57 The quorum to avoid a successful
impeachment depends on the size and discipline of the president’s coalition. Thus,
strong partisan support for the president reduces the viability of an impeachment –
and forces radical opponents to consider the military option.

Political elites
Studies of military intervention frequently focus on interactions between the govern-
ment, civilian opponents, and the armed forces, while studies of impeachment empha-
size negotiations between the president and the legislature.58 These narratives are
difficult to encapsulate in a few variables. Following Mainwaring and Pérez-Liñán,
we focus on elites’ normative regime preferences and their radicalism.59

A strong normative preference for democracy forecloses the possibility of a military
coup and leaves legal removal as the only acceptable strategy for the opposition. In con-
trast, when opponents are not committed to democracy as the “only game in town”,
they face less compunction about seeking non-democratic forms of presidential
removal. Normative preferences of government forces also matter: a president dismis-
sive of democratic rules may be unwilling to recognize the legitimacy of an impeach-
ment procedure, driving opponents to consider the option of a coup.60

Radical actors have intense and extreme preferences; they are reluctant to bargain
and remain intransigent in defence of their policy goals. When democratically
elected presidents pursue policies that radical actors deem unacceptable, the latter ques-
tion the legitimacy of the government in order to derail its agenda. Under those circum-
stances, radical leaders form a “disloyal” opposition and simply pursue the most
effective ways to terminate the administration.61 Radicalism is therefore discussed in
the literature as a potential cause of military coups, but also as an explanation for the
role of social movements forcing the resignation of presidents in Bolivia and Ecuador.62

Table 1 summarizes our discussion of the literature and our empirical expectations.
Four variables reflect general motivations to pursue the overthrow of the president, and
anticipate a greater undifferentiated risk of presidential instability: economic develop-
ment, growth, mass protest, and radicalism. In contrast, four other variables reflect
the relative capabilities of different groups, and thus predict – given the previous con-
ditions – a greater probability of military coups or legal removals: a history of previous
coups, regional coups, the size of the congressional party, and normative preferences for
democracy.

Analysis

To test the expectations presented in Table 1, we use discrete-time event history models.
Our sample covers all democratic regimes in 19 Latin American countries between 1945
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and 2010.63 We exclude authoritarian cases because theories about constitutional
removals were not conceived for authoritarian incumbents.

The dependent variable, presidential exit, comes from an original dataset covering
every recognized political leader in Latin America since 1945.64 It measures yearly out-
comes for each president: survival, exit via military coup, or exit via legal removal. By
legal removal we refer to situations in which a constitutional procedure – such as an
impeachment, declaration of incapacity, or executive resignation – interrupts the
administration without the use of military force.65 All other forms of exit, including
the normal completion of the president’s term, death in office, or resignation for
health reasons, are treated as instances of right-censoring. Our sample includes 17
coups and one constitutional exit (the resignation of Alfonso López in Colombia in
1945) before 1978, and four coups (Bolivia 1980, Ecuador 2000, Venezuela 2002, and
Honduras 2009) and 14 removals after 1977.66

Independent variables

Motivations to overthrow the president
Our tests include per capita GDP (measured in thousands of 2005 US dollars), and the
economic growth rate, measured as percent change in per capita GDP. Figures for
1960–2010 were taken from the World Development Indicators (WDI) database. To
impute GDP figures for previous years, we use growth rates from Penn World
Tables, Angus Maddison’s Economic Development Index, and the Oxford Latin

Table 1. Causal mechanisms for coups and legal removals.

Explanation
Mechanisms (examples)

ExpectationCoup Legal ousting

Level of
development

Motives: Modernization
(O’Kane 1981; Londregan & Poole
1990; Przeworski et al. 2000)

Motives: Modernization
(Alvarez & Marsteintredet 2010;
Helmke 2010)

Presidential
instability

Economic
growth

Motives: Performance
(Merkx 1973; Kim 2016)

Motives: Performance
(Hochstetler & Edwards 2009)

Presidential
instability

Protest Motives: Mobilization
(Fossum 1967; Huntington 1968;
Alvarez & Marsteintredet 2010)

Motives: Mobilization
(Hochstetler 2006; Pérez-Liñán
2007; Alvarez & Marsteintredet
2010; Kim 2014)

Presidential
instability

Radicalism Motives: Disloyalty
(Linz 1978; Mainwaring & Pérez-
Liñán 2013)

Motives: Disloyalty
(Benavente Urbina 2005)

Presidential
instability

Previous coups Capabilities: Coup trap
(O’Kane 1981; Londregan & Poole
1990; Dix 1994; Belkin & Schofer
2003)

Coup

Regional coups Capabilities: Diffusion
(Fossum 1967; Pitcher, Hamblin
et al. 1978; Brinks & Coppedge
2006)

Coup

Congressional
party

Motives: Deadlock
(Linz 1990; Mainwaring 1993; Linz
& Valenzuela 1994; Mainwaring &
Shugart 1997)

Capabilities: Shield
(Hochstetler 2006; Negretto 2006;
Pérez-Liñán 2007; Kim 2014)

Coup

Normative
preferences

Capabilities: Regime support
(Mainwaring & Pérez-Liñán 2013;
García Holgado 2016)

Legal ousting
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American Economic History Database (OXLAD). The measure of social protest was
taken from Banks’ Cross-National Time-Series Data Archives. We employ the
number of anti-government demonstrations per administration-year (coded from
The New York Times).67

Our indicator of political actors’ radicalism is based on data from Mainwaring and
Pérez-Liñán.68 Actors were coded as “radical” when they expressed uncompromising
policy goals; showed willingness to subvert the law to achieve their policy preferences;
or undertook violent protests against the government to force (or prevent) policy
change. All actors were given a score of 1 (radical), 0.5 (“somewhat” radical), or 0 (mod-
erate). We employ the average radicalism reported for all actors in a country-year.

Relative capabilities
To capture the presence of a coup trap, we include a legacy variable that counts the
number of coups over the preceding 20 years in a given country.69 Our indicator of
regional coup diffusion reflects the number of coups across the region over the preced-
ing five years (excluding the country in question). All countries in our sample have pre-
sidential constitutions, but we measure legislative support for the president using the
percentage of seats in the lower house held by the president’s party.

Normative support for democracy is measured using series from Mainwaring and
Pérez-Liñán. Based on historical sources, these authors coded political actors as expres-
sing normative preferences for authoritarianism (-1) or for democracy (1). Ambiguous
actors were coded as neutral (0). We employ the average score for all actors in each
country-year.

Table 2 presents summary statistics of all independent variables. The predictors
capture motivations to overthrow the president and the relative viability of the two
alternative strategies, military intervention and legal removal. The variables include
economic factors, social mobilization, historical legacies, regional diffusion, insti-
tutional conditions, and elite preferences, in line with the existing literature.

Estimation

Because we observe the survival of presidents in office at regular intervals, we estimate
discrete-time event-history models.70 Our units of analysis are administration-years (n
= 729). To account for duration dependence, we include the administration’s time in

Table 2. Summary statistics for independent variables.

Variable N Mean Std. dev. Min. Max.

Motivations
Per capita GDP (thousands) 729 3.05 1.77 0.80 8.61
Per capita GDP growth 729 1.61 3.70 −14.27 16.20
Demonstrations 729 0.75 1.33 0 9
Radicalism 729 0.27 0.27 0.00 1.00
Relative capabilities
Military coups, past 20 years 729 0.99 1.46 0 8
Military coups (region, 5 years) 729 4.05 4.13 0 14
President’s party, % (House) 729 38.9 18.5 0 100
Support for democracy 729 0.48 0.41 −0.56 1.00
Time in office 729 2.84 1.70 0 10
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office t, its squared value, t2, and its cubed value, t3 in the equation.71 All standard errors
are clustered by country.

To verify the robustness of our findings, we employ two estimators reflecting differ-
ent assumptions. The first approach assumes that political leaders opt for one of three
independent choices: respecting the executive, pursuing a coup, or promoting a legal
ousting. This competing-risks model relies on multinomial probit estimates, treating
the survival of the president as the reference category.

The second estimator assumes that political leaders decide sequentially whether to
remove the president and, in such a case, what procedure to follow. Because leaders
are strategic, information about viable forms of removal also informs the decision to
challenge the president in the first place.72 For example, congressional leaders may
avoid a confrontation with the president if they lack enough votes for an impeachment
and anticipate that military action would be the only choice to overthrow the govern-
ment. The second survival model thus relies on a probit estimator with sample selec-
tion.73 The selection equation captures the risk of an interrupted presidency (as
opposed to survival in office) and the outcome equation captures the risk of a coup
(as opposed to a legal removal).

Results

Table 3 presents the results of our analysis. All estimates are expressed as probit coeffi-
cients, with positive values indicating greater risk. The eight variables are included as
predictors in the competing-risks model (3.1). These variables also explain presidential
interruption in the selection model (3.2), but only proxies for relative capabilities are
taken to explain the small number of coups (21 out of 36 interruptions). The results
are highly consistent across the two models, yielding confidence in our findings.

General sources of instability
The first set of variables in Model 3.1 displays consistent effects on coups and legal
removals, indicating that they map onto general motivations to interrupt the presiden-
tial term. Periods of economic growth reduce the risk of coups and impeachments,
while social protests expand the risk of instability considerably. Every anti-government
demonstration large enough to be reported by The New York Times increases the risk
for the president by more than 30%. The sign of the estimates for per capita GDP is
consistent with existing theories, but no estimate is statistically significant.

Radicalism appears to have large substantive effects on coups and legal removals;
nonetheless, the coefficient for coups in 3.1 is not statistically significant. This result
suggests that radical opponents destabilize all presidencies, but their actions result in
legal removals (for example, forced resignations) more than military intervention.
Model 3.2 confirms that economic recession, mass protests, and radical oppositions
are significant sources of instability.74

In Figure 1 we compare the predicted probability of presidential instability for three
independent variables – growth, protests, and radicalism – based on Model 3.2. The top
row of graphics reflects the risk of legal removal (coup = 0; interruption = 1), while the
bottom row reflects the risk of military intervention (coup = 1; interruption = 1). To
create each plot, we fixed the independent variable at multiple values and estimated
the risk for all observations in the sample, holding other predictors at their observed
levels. Predictions reflect the average risk calculated for the 729 observations at each
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level of the independent variable.75 Figure 1 underscores the role of common motiv-
ations behind coups and impeachments. Economic recession, demonstrations, and
radicalization consistently expand the risk of both outcomes.

Factors separating legal removals and coups
Results in Table 3 show that a regional context marked by military coups has different
consequences for each form of presidential instability. An increase in the number of
military rebellions in neighbouring countries strengthens the position of domestic
coup-mongers. The first column in Figure 2 illustrates this effect by comparing the pre-
dicted probability of legal removals and coups in different regional environments. A
large number of coups in neighbouring countries expands the risk of military interven-
tion but reduces the probability of legal removal in the observed country.

Regional diffusion therefore provides a crucial explanation for the historical trans-
formation in patterns of presidential instability. Military coups were more frequent
in the context of the Cold War, particularly in the aftermath of the Cuban Revolution
during the 1960s and the 1970s. The regional dissemination patterns that help explain
an increase in the number of democratic transitions and a decline in the number of

Table 3. Models of legal removals and military coups.

3.1 Multinomial 3.2 Selection

Legal Coup Interrupt Coup

Motivations
Per capita GDP (thousands) −0.167

(0.107)
−0.191
(0.134)

−0.118
(0.081)

Per capita GDP growth −0.076***
(0.022)

−0.076**
(0.036)

−0.054***
(0.017)

Demonstrations 0.288***
(0.081)

0.274**
(0.115)

0.212***
(0.049)

Radicalism 1.394*
(0.739)

1.022
(0.642)

0.813**
(0.395)

Relative capabilities
Military coups, past 20 years 0.063

(0.083)
0.127
(0.099)

0.059
(0.051)

−0.191
(0.281)

Military coups (region) −0.107**
(0.050)

0.087**
(0.038)

0.020
(0.023)

0.407*
(0.213)

President’s party, % (House) −0.015**
(0.007)

−0.000
(0.006)

−0.004
(0.004)

0.052**
(0.022)

Support for democracy 0.918
(0.559)

−1.120**
(0.532)

−0.133
(0.273)

−4.969***
(0.849)

Baseline hazard
T 0.053

(0.611)
−1.177
(1.202)

−0.182
(0.403)

t2 −0.064
(0.156)

0.421
(0.388)

0.054
(0.100)

t3 0.007
(0.011)

−0.037
(0.036)

−0.003
(0.007)

Intercept −2.670***
(0.813)

−2.569***
(0.935)

−1.673***
(0.430)

−2.131*
(1.190)

N 729 36 729
Rho 0.257

(0.735)
Log-Likelihood −124.65 −123.22
Note: Entries are probit estimates (standard errors clustered by country).
N = 729 (Interruptions = 36; Coups = 21; Countries = 19).
*p < 0.10 **p < 0.05 ***p < 0.01.
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coups after 1977 also help explain, through a substitution effect, the emergence of legal
removals as an alternative mechanism to deal with embattled presidents in the 1990s
and the 2000s.76

Figure 1. Common explanations for legal removals and coups. Note: Graphs are based on Model 3.2. Estimates
reflect the average predicted probabilities for the 729 observations, fixing growth, demonstrations, and radicalism
at selected values while holding all other variables at their observed levels.

Figure 2. Factors separating legal removals and coups. Note: Predicted probabilities based on Model 3.2.
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Institutional conditions may also facilitate or hinder legal removals. Model 3.1
suggests that the size of the president’s party in congress reflects the strength of the leg-
islative shield against impeachment.77 In turn, Model 3.2 shows that the size of the pre-
sident’s party has no significant effect on the general risk of instability, relieving
traditional concerns about the “difficult combination” of presidentialism and multipart-
ism.78 However, because partisan support for the president blocks the possibility of legal
removal, it expands the relative risk of a military coup. The second column of Figure 2
illustrates this pattern: the risk of military overthrow remains independent from the
composition of congress, but impeachment is less likely when the legislature is con-
trolled by the executive.

Table 3 offers no evidence in favour of the idea of a coup trap; democratic regimes
with a history of military intervention tend to display greater instability, but this effect is
not statistically significant. The table shows, however, that normative regime prefer-
ences have a strong influence on the resolution of presidential crises. The third
column of Figure 2 shows that a military coup is very unlikely when all actors are com-
mitted to democracy. In contrast, the risk of legal removal expands as groups operating
within the constitution become empowered in the midst of a presidential crisis by the
opposition’s reluctance to engage in military conspiracies.

Discussion and conclusions

This article has developed a unified theory of constitutional and unconstitutional pre-
sidential instability, distinguishing contextual factors that motivate opponents to over-
throw the president from specific capabilities that embolden some opponents to pursue
a military or a civilian resolution to the crisis. Economic recessions, mass protests, and
radicalized political actors map into general conditions that explain why elected presi-
dents fail. By contrast, the regional diffusion of military coups, the size of the president’s
party in congress, and political elites’ normative preferences for democracy help explain
how presidents are removed from office.

The key contribution of this piece is to explain different types of presidential exit
within a single framework, modelling convergent and divergent factors that drive pre-
sidential transfers of power. We offer evidence of this argument, estimating discrete-
time event history models with an original dataset of all Latin American presidential
exits from 1945 to 2010. Our findings are consistent when we estimate a competing-
risks model as well as a sample-selection model.

Our findings underscore that common causes of presidential instability are not
necessarily causes of democratic breakdown, yet crises of government may easily esca-
late into crises of the democratic regime when legal venues for the removal of the pre-
sident are blocked.

For example, these findings suggest that the 2009 military coup in Honduras was a
likely outcome. President Zelaya progressively moved towards the left of the ruling
Liberal Party. As he radicalized, the president’s political decisions began to cause fric-
tion with the vice-president, his own party, Congress, and the business sector.79 Driven
in part by internal disputes about succession, party leaders abandoned the president and
sided with the more recalcitrant sectors of the opposition. The president insisted on
conducting a popular plebiscite to reform the constitution, ignoring the opposition of
Congress, the Supreme Court, and military officers. Legislators threatened to remove
Zelaya, but a constitutional reform had eliminated the impeachment procedure in
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2002. In the end, the opposition backed a military operation, which overthrew Zelaya in
June 2009.80

In contrast, the impeachment of president Dilma Rousseff in August 2016 illustrates
how economic recession and protests encouraged opposition leaders to sacrifice the
president in congress. Even though multiple scandals compromised the administrations
of the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) prior to 2011, the possibility of an impeachment
against President Lula da Silva was always remote. Between 2011 and 2013, during
Rousseff’s first term in office, economic growth rates fluctuated around 2%, and the per-
centage of the population approving her administration fluctuated between 48% and
63%. Starting in 2013, however, the Brazilian economy entered a period of deep reces-
sion and corruption investigations undermined the credibility of PT leaders. Public
support for the administration collapsed abruptly, reaching 36% on average during
2014 and 10% during 2015.81 In March 2016, the president’s coalition in congress
broke down, exposing the weakness of a ruling party that controlled less than 20% of
the seats in congress. Outside the legislature, pro-government demonstrators con-
fronted anti-government protests. In April the Chamber of Deputies charged the pre-
sident with manipulating the budget. The Senate ultimately impeached Rousseff and
removed her from office in August 2016. Paradoxically, what President Rousseff
decried as a “coup” was a characteristic example of opportunistic opponents ousting
the president without democratic breakdown.82

In a global context in which presidents and their adversaries – in Latin America,
Eastern Europe, and Turkey, among other places – have displayed growing levels of
radicalism, our findings raise concerns for the future. Radical actors create polarization
and political instability. Radical opponents seek to overthrow the government by all
means possible. Radical governments, in turn, block legal channels against the executive
in order to maximize the probability of survival. This process, mistakenly described by
Linz as an “abdication” of the moderates,83 reflects a dynamic of polarization that dis-
places moderate forces and ultimately opens the way to military intervention.84

The results also point to other important implications for the consolidation of
democracy. While economic stagnation, radicalization, and social protest contribute
to presidential instability, other factors may tip the regime towards a democratic or
non-democratic resolution. Proliferation of military coups in the region and a lack of
commitment to democracy from domestic elites decrease the probability of a legal
impeachment and increase the likelihood of a coup. International policymakers
would be wise to consider these findings: although the Organization of American
States may struggle to invoke the Democratic Charter when dealing with competitive
authoritarian regimes like Venezuela, long-term efforts to build regional organizations
that discourage military intervention and steady support for democratic leaders may
ultimately save democracy from breakdown when a crisis compromises the legitimacy
of an elected administration.
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