
Running head: DEAD OR DEPOSED  1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dead or Deposed 
THE EFFECTS OF ASSASSINATIONS AND COUPS ON POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS 

 

 

 
Assassinations and coups d’état represent the two most visible and dramatic political 
expressions in which constitutional laws are circumvented to displace a leader and/or 
an entire regime. While academics have sought to determine their effects on 
democratization and future leadership transitions, very little of this work has been 
quantitative or studied the two phenomena simultaneously. This study attempts to fill 
these gaps. Despite a mix of significant and insignificant results, the data illustrates 
that, while successful assassinations and coups both have generally destabilizing 
effects on democratization, coups prove to be more drastic, significant, and motivated 
by political self-interest rather than discontent. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Eric Min 
Senior Honors International Relations Thesis 

New York University 
Spring 2010 



DEAD OR DEPOSED  2 

Introduction 

Recent literature has spoken with increasing academic rigor on the effects of 

assassinations on political institutions. However, much of this literature is qualitative in nature, 

utilizing selectively chosen case studies to forge general conclusions about assassinations as a 

whole. Conversely, statistically-driven analysis has examined assassinations, but has failed to 

provide theoretically robust reasons for its exclusion of coups d’état from its analysis—

especially since coups illustrate another momentous political event in which a leader is 

“deposed,” sometimes even through murder. This exclusion may perhaps be due to the parallel 

dearth of statistical work on the subject of coups. 

This thesis investigates the effects of assassinations and coups—failed and successful—

involving heads of state on subsequent political institutions. Specifically, it attempts to 

understand whether either momentous political event has noticeable effects on important facets 

of political institutions: (1) levels of democratization and (2) legitimacy of future leadership 

transitions. The analysis will conclude that assassinations could potentially increase or decrease 

democratization, depending on the state’s initial levels of democracy; however, coups will 

almost exclusively push nations towards autocracy. Furthermore, assassinations will intimate 

higher prospects at having regular leadership transitions in the future, while coups will have an 

opposite effect. Much of this divergence may be attributed to the idea that assassinations are 

more independent, random acts which might express dissatisfaction with a regime, while coups 

are collective, organized efforts driven more by a desire to seize power and resources for oneself 

than by the desire to express political frustration.  
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Literature Review 

Assassinations have been a rich yet sparse area of study and analysis; work on the subject 

matter has resulted in few certain conclusions.  

Much of the past and current literature differs on the best way to define an assassination. 

Scholars disagree on whether assassinations involve only titular heads of state (e.g. presidents, 

prime ministers, shahs), or also individuals of notable political influence (e.g. Mahatma Gandhi, 

Martin Luther King, Jr.). Others remain concerned on whether or not an assassination targets 

only one individual or can be part of a mass killing. Mazrui (1968) demonstrates why many 

definitions are problematic. According to Mazrui, an assassination is “the killing of someone 

politically important by an agent other than himself or the government—for reasons which are 

either political or unknown.” However, some prominent murders of leaders were performed 

internally by members of government. For example, South Korean president-dictator Park Chun 

Hee was shot by Kim Jae Kyu, director of the KCIA; it would be strange to discount this incident 

as an assassination (Lee, 1979). Moreover, the “unknown” aspect of this definition leaves its 

value up for debate.1

Assassinations are often interpreted as the most incisive political statements possible to 

perpetrate. Mazrui (1968) notes that, as a leader becomes more personified, the more personal 

the opposition to authority becomes. In autocratic societies, legal institutions for opposing the 

 For the purposes of this thesis, we may reduce a definition of assassination 

down to the murder of a head of state in which the assassin has no intent to replace the head of 

state with him or herself.  

                                                             
1 Kirkham, Levy, and Crotty (1970) attempt to reconcile these differences by enumerating three separate but related 
elements involved in an assassination: “(1) a target that is a prominent political figure; (2) a political motive for the 
killing; (3) the potential political impact of the death or escape from death, as the case may be.” However, the term 
“prominent political figure” is admittedly vague. Crotty (1971) offers a more basic definition: an assassination is 
“the murder of an individual, whether of public prominence or not, to achieve political gain.” This last definition 
clearly sacrifices specificity and practicality for the sake of accommodation.   
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leadership are weak or non-existent. An assassination of a leader is the ultimate manifestation of 

opposition against the figurehead of a state’s political institution. As such, the potential effects of 

assassinations on political institutions have not gone unnoticed. 

Despite the notoriety of the topic, very little statistically-driven work has been performed 

on the effects of assassinations of leaders on political institutions. Much of the current and past 

literature draws conclusions by performing specific “case studies” involving more notorious 

assassinations. Indeed, a large surge of literature regarding assassination’s political effects 

appeared in the late 1960s and early 1970s, heavily spurred by the assassinations of John F. 

Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, and Martin Luther King, Jr.  

These case studies have resulted in contradicting results. In Assassination, after 

examining eighteen selected murders, Miles Hudson (2000) concludes that assassinations do not 

cause substantial changes in institutions. He emphasizes that assassinations are attempts to turn a 

“tide” that is beyond human control. Much of the qualitative literature suggests that 

assassinations have little transformative power, but then count several cases (such as the 

assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand or Mahatma Gandhi) to be random exceptions. 

Even literature which cites substantial effects such as increasing distrust within the political elite 

and amplified expectations on the successor concludes that assassinations tend to restore 

equilibrium (Marvick & Marvick, 1971). 

Only two papers attempt to approach the issue through data. These statistical studies, 

while rare, suggest that assassinations do have tangible effects on political institutions. Zussman 

and Zussman (2006) examine the visible effects of Israel’s assassination policies on the Israeli 

and Palestinian stock market. Their specific analysis, while demonstrating that statistical analysis 

is feasible in studying assassinations, is not relevant to this thesis. One other paper by Ali (2005) 
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devotes a small section to investigating the converse relationship—the effect of democracy on 

assassinations. His analysis suggests a clear and significant negative correlation between levels 

of democracy and frequency of assassinations.  

Jones and Olken (2009) conclude that in autocratic states, successful assassinations of 

leaders are 13 percentage points more likely to shift a nation towards democracy than failed 

assassination attempts. This statistical result may seem counterintuitive; however, the analysis 

provides no reasoning as to the mechanisms through which assassinations trigger 

democratization. On the other hand, unsuccessful assassinations in autocratic states may cause 

slight shifts towards autocracy, as leaders would crack down on dissidents and enforce more 

authoritarian rules in an attempt to augment his safety. Since power in an autocratic government 

almost exclusively rests upon a single leader or branch of power (Epstein, Bates, Goldstone, 

Kristensen, & O’Halloran, 2006), this entity represents the totality of government, law, and 

legitimacy. Therefore, the attempted assassination of an autocratic leader, failed or successful, is 

an existential threat to a nation’s political and economic framework, and is likely to spur more 

instability. 

Conversely, democratic states remain robust and experience minimal changes in their 

political institutions. This may be because a democratic government provides a framework into 

which various leaders are inserted—the democracy’s existence is not predicated on a single 

individual, but among the people who live with and support its laws and legitimacy. Separate 

branches of government and division of power between federal, state, and local levels preclude a 

great deal of potential instability. Clague, Keefer, Knack, and Olson (1996) point to the 

importance of the judiciary branch in democracies, as its authority over the rule of law both 

disallows an excessive concentration of power in the executive (which would quickly destabilize 
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a nation’s clout and rule of law after an assassination) and preserves the stability of 

government’s underlying framework. For instance, the existence and perpetuation of accepted 

replacement procedures allows relatively smooth transitions to new leadership following the loss 

of a democratic leader (Kirkham, Levy, & Crotty, 1970). The murder of a democratic leader, 

therefore, tends to have a smaller impact on the durability of the government.  

While Jones and Olken provide a thorough examination of the topic, their criteria for data 

selection reveal arbitrary choices made without theoretical justification. However, most notably, 

the dataset and analysis omits coups d’état. While explaining that coups are “cases in which the 

murder or attempted murder of the leader was conducted by an individual or group in an attempt 

to seize power for themselves” (Jones & Olken, 2009), no explanation is provided as to why this 

precludes the inclusion of coups involving assassinations in their dataset. This contrasts sharply 

with the works of other scholars whose case studies on assassinations include coups (such as the 

1966 coup in Nigeria, resulting in the murder of Prime Minister Balewa). 

Coups d’état are clearly also difficult to define. While Jones and Olken provide their 

interpretation of coups, others offer differing views that do not include the assassination of a 

leader. (However, the fact that Jones and Olken consider assassinations an inherent part of coups 

further begs the question as to why coups were omitted from their analysis.) Samuel Huntington 

(1968) attempts to categorize coups into three categories, all of which involve the military. 

Luttman (1968) defines coups as “the infiltration of a small but critical segment of the state 

apparatus, which is then used to displace the government from its control of the remainder.” 

Marshall and Marshall (2009) attempt to create a more specific definition, considering coups the 

“forceful seizure of executive authority and office by a dissident/opposition faction within the 

country’s ruling or political elites that results in a substantial change in the executive leadership 
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and the policies of the prior regime (although not necessarily in the nature of regime authority or 

mode of governance).” However, self-coups, or autogolpes, such as those of Alberto Fujimori, in 

which an incumbent leader suspends laws and self-imposes extraordinary powers, do not easily 

fit such definitions. Notably, these latter definitions make no mention of the military or 

paramilitary—the institutions often inextricably linked with coups d’état. In this thesis, a coup 

d’état may be defined as the forceful removal of a head of state in which the actors responsible 

seek to take power.  

Nonetheless, since the preponderance of coups are perpetrated by the military, much of 

the literature attempting to explain the mechanisms and factors behind coups focuses on the role 

of this institution. Huntington (1968) asserts that since much of the military originates from the 

middle class, these institutions often support the interest of the common classes and have the 

organization and resources to effectively express their (and vicariously, the middle class’s) 

economic, political, and social discontent. Janowitz (1971) adds that the personal ambitions of 

military leaders and the potential for rewards (cabinet positions, new vacancies in the military) 

often motivate charismatic leaders’ motivations to take power, even at the risk of their own lives. 

Nonetheless, these sources offer little statistical reinforcement for their contentions.  

These scholars also note that coups tend to occur in states with more authoritarian 

leadership. Autocratic regimes that perform unconstitutional acts to retain power begin to lose 

legitimacy with the state’s people. Therefore, they begin to turn to the military for increasing 

amounts of support in the face of popular opposition. Indeed, regimes tend to fail because of a 

lack of political allies (Linz, 1978). This was exemplified by the short-lived presidency of 

Salvador Allende in Chile from 1970 to 1973. However, through the continued violation of 
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institutional norms, autocratic leaders also lose their moral force to stem the military should it 

step outside legal boundaries to rebel against the government (Farcau, 1994).  

Much like work on assassination, research on coups has been largely qualitative and 

based on case studies related to the military. Goodspeed (1961) is emblematic of such work. In 

his paper, he provides six case studies of coups, three of which were successful. From these 

examples, he concludes that effective coups require, among other things, “sound strategies,” a 

favorable “international situation,” and “definite objectives.” While these ingredients are highly 

imprecise, Goodspeed claims that democratic states do not experience coups, as the public would 

not approve of such non-democratic measures. Notably, he argues that coups can only be 

successful with sufficient “popular support,” which belies his assumption that post-coup 

governments must tend towards democracy. Little evidence is provided for this contention.  

Only recently have scholars attempted to quantify the processes behind coups. Bueno de 

Mesquita, Smith, Siverson, and Morrow (2003) argue that coups are instigated by members of 

the winning coalition in a government, all with the intent of increasing the ratio of the winning 

coalition, W, to the entire selectorate, S.2

                                                             
2 The logic as is follows: When the ratio of W/S is small, members of W can easily be replaced by other members of 
S; as such, a leader will need to expend very few resources to retain the support of its winning coalition. The loyalty 
norm in such situations is high. Winning coalition members may hope to decrease the loyalty norm; a coup can 
accomplish this by either increasing W in relation to S or decreasing S in relation to W (or both). In doing so, all the 
members of W will be able to demand more resources from the leader in exchange for their increasingly valuable 
support. 

 Through their line of reasoning, coups would 

predominantly occur in autocratic states with larger selectorates. However, the four authors 

suggest that such coups can lead to democracies, juntas, or monarchies. We therefore have one 

line of reasoning that simultaneously provides a theoretical explanation for decreased, relatively 

stable, and increased levels of democratization after a coup. Perhaps the selectorate model does 

not focus on conditions explaining which path the leaders of a coup will choose to take. 
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Some scholars such as O’Kane (1981) cite coups for their relative speed, efficiency, and 

bloodlessness in effecting regime change than any other method. Unpopular leaders are not 

likely to stage elections; even if they did, the time necessary would be extensive and certainly 

would not guarantee a fair outcome. A coup requires the fewest people, conflict, and time in 

order to realize. The prospect of a coup can be quite promising to a nation’s discontented.  

Indeed, recent research on coups has suggested that the occurrence of a coup in a nation 

strongly increases the probability of another coup in the future. On a theoretical level, 

governments installed via coups must confront an “internal contradiction” where it has 

legitimized a method of taking power that could be subsequently used against it. Furthermore, 

governments engendered from coups have no legacy of legitimacy and often severely impair the 

functioning of other political institutions that could stem further crises (Belkin, 2003). In total, 

these factors make states far more susceptible to coups, with each coup making another more 

likely. Previous analysis suggests that a successful coup can significantly increase the potential 

for another coup for up to six years (Londregan & Poole, 1990). This slippery slope is commonly 

referred to as a “coup trap” in much of the literature.3

This thesis sought to study this apparent incongruity and better understand the 

mechanisms through which two similar political phenomena lead to two seemingly divergent 

effects to political institutions. Indeed, assassinations and coups are arguably the two most 

prominent, dynamic, and extralegal ways in which individuals can express their desire to change 

 To a certain extent, this increasing 

instability following coups (forceful removals of a leader) runs counter to Jones and Olken’s 

conclusion that assassinations (murders of a leader) lead to stronger democratic institutions.  

                                                             
3 Though this term has been in vogue for only the last two or so decades, the relationship has been long recognized. 
Li and Thompson (1975) spoke of a “coup contagion,” and performed some regressions that illustrated the modest 
existence of such a phenomenon. Nonetheless, their analysis was not complemented with theoretical explanations of 
why this relationship existed. 
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a regime. By comparing coups, assassinations, and combinations thereof, this thesis elucidates 

the relationship between the forceful elimination of leaders and the subsequent effects on 

political institutions.  

Our investigation will quickly show why investigating the two phenomena in tandem is 

not a simple as expected; ironically, coups—the aspect of extralegal events which Jones and 

Olken (2009) omitted in their analysis—are actually far more significant and consistent than the 

assassinations on which they focused. 

 

Hypotheses and Theoretical Mechanisms 

Accounting for aforementioned work already done on these topics, the following 

hypotheses were tested: 

H1:  Successful assassination attempts on heads of state decrease a nation’s level of democracy. 

H2:  Successful coup attempts decrease a nation’s level of democracy. 

H3:  Successful assassination attempts on heads of state decrease a nation’s propensity to have 

legitimate leadership transitions. 

H4:  Successful coup attempts decrease a nation’s propensity to have legitimate leadership 

transitions. 

H5: Successful assassination attempts on a head of state increase the likelihood of future 

assassination attempts. 

 

Democratization/Autocratization 

Although Jones and Olken (2009) conclude that assassinations increase a nation’s levels 

of democracy, it seems prudent to still hypothesize that assassinations decrease democratization. 
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Firstly, Jones and Olken provide no theoretical mechanisms which would explain their statistical 

work—they simply assert this correlation and do not explain any practical reasons why this may 

be so. Furthermore, theoretical work would suggest that assassinations should decrease 

democracy. The murder of a leader could not more visibly flout democratic principles. Instead of 

using more democratic mechanisms to express disapproval of a leader, an individual violates 

laws to kill the head of the regime—possibly against the preferences of the people at large.4

Even if an assassination may take place in order to restore a more democratic regime that 

existed before the advent of the current government, setting such a precedent could motivate 

future individuals to take the same drastic measures to convey their discontent and opt for a new 

leader.  This also speaks to Hypothesis 3, suggesting that successful assassinations would hinder 

prospects at future legitimate leadership transitions. Perhaps one could suppose an “assassination 

trap,” in which the occurrence of an assassination would persuade others to think of 

assassinations as a viable method of political self-expression, triggering even more attempts. 

While Collier (2005) and others have spoken to the existence of a coup trap, little has been done 

to substantiate the existence of such a trap for assassinations. Considering the similarities 

between the two phenomena, it may prove prudent to test for such a relationship. This is the 

question motivating Hypothesis 5.  

  

On a more general scale, assassinations may inspire individuals to contemplate rebelling 

against the government in other ways, such as coups. Considering these mechanisms, it seems 

reasonable to be wary of Jones and Olken’s theoretically unsubstantiated conclusions and to test 

                                                             
4 Williams (2003) alludes to the “politics of deliberation,” which involves a society’s acceptance of the rules for 
open, public political deliberation and the acceptance of the results that emanate from these deliberations. He 
highlights these two factors as being critical benchmarks of democracy and citizenship (in contrast to almost all 
societies, which have mere “associations”). An act of assassination (or coup) wholly undermines both values—the 
action is not one of deliberation and is not accepted as an acceptable result by most of society. 
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them again. In this analysis, the relationship will be tested using data from 1875 to 2004 (to 

emulate Jones and Olken) and from 1960 to 2004 (to mirror available data on coups d’état).  

There are two paths through which a coup may result in a less democratic state, 

supporting Hypothesis 1. First, the successful imposition of a military dictatorship through a 

coup would clearly result in a decrease in democracy. Such a non-democratic government would 

require the use of force in order to retain its power (especially without any past traditions or 

legitimate reasons to take power), which would lead to further oppressive measures. On the other 

hand, a failed coup would make the regime more wary of its political opponents and compel the 

elite to instate more draconian measures in order to prevent further threats. Riaz (2005) makes 

this case using Bangladesh in 2003 and 2004, where repeated attacks and assassination attempts 

against the government caused the fledgling, quasi-democratic regime to repress the media, 

establish an elite “Rapid Action Battalion” which killed over sixty people in seven months, and 

freeze the development of an independent judiciary branch. As such, it is possible that both 

Hypotheses 1 and 2 over-specify the conditions in which democratization decreases—both 

successful and failed attempts of assassinations and coups may decrease levels of democracy. 

Governments are confronted with a moral hazard problem, especially in non-democratic 

states; while the military is meant to serve the interests of the government elite, there is no way 

to guarantee that the military apparatus will not turn against the government in order to promote 

policies that it finds more desirable.  

Some like Huntington (1968) may contend that military coups increase democratic ideals, 

since the military represents the interests of the middle class. However, the hierarchical structure 

of the military would suggest that the leader of a coup would claim the majority (if not entirety) 

of political power in the new regime. Though this leader may initially have the people’s interests 
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at heart (and there is no guarantee that they do), the means through which he or she attempts to 

maintain power may run counter to the subordinates’ interests.   

  

Leadership Transitions 

 As previously stated, the robustness of leadership transitions—in other words, the 

stability of subsequent regimes—may be jeopardized after a successful assassination. 

The robustness of leadership transitions may also be jeopardized after a successful coup. 

This, which speaks to Hypothesis 4, could occur in two different ways. First, a successful coup 

that leads to a military dictatorship is especially subject to the coup trap, where the new 

government has little legitimacy or effective management of political institutions, hence sparking 

yet another regime removal. Li and Thompson (1975) refer to four types of coups that could 

perpetuate additional coups, of which two are pertinent to this thesis. First, “model” coups are 

successful attempts that others may seek to emulate. Second, “disinhibitor” coups publicly 

illustrate that coups can be successful with relatively low costs—that is, they persuade those who 

want to perform a coup that it will indeed be worthwhile. These coups, by being successful and 

low in costs, may inspire others to instigate their own insurrections.  

Furthermore, a dictatorial leader would also require the military’s support in order to 

repress political opponents. This autocrat would also be subject to the moral hazard problem and 

may be ousted by his own military if he does not sufficiently satisfy their demands. On the other 

hand, an autocratic military leader with enough facility to quell its opponents would not 

subscribe to a systemized process of leadership transitions. Instead, he or she would desire to 

remain in power indefinitely, which is another manifestation of having no transition process.  
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Acemoglu, Ticchi, and Vindigni (2008) suggest that a coup that leads to a democratic 

regime will also be in danger of another coup. The new democratic government, concerned about 

the military’s power, will have an incentive to control the powerful establishment through 

substantial reforms. The military will be cognizant of this, and will itself have an incentive to 

displace the new government before its power is stripped away.  

It may be necessary to sort incidents of assassinations and coups by whether the initial 

regime was more autocratic or democratic. Jones and Olken (2009) suggest that the assassination 

of a democratic leader may have little to no effect on democratization; with institutionalized 

traditions, laws, and diffuse distribution of power, democratic states will most likely be less 

shaken by an assassination. On the other hand, an authoritarian state will probably be more 

greatly affected by an assassination, either towards democracy or autocracy. As the locus of 

power resides in one ruler in an autocratic government, the murder of this leader leaves a total 

vacuum in which others attempt to take power. This could either result in a more representative 

system or an even more dictatorial regime—in either case, the effect could be far more dramatic.  

 More allusions to possible theoretical mechanisms (especially that of Bueno de Mesquita, 

Smith, Siverson, and Morrow (2003), even though it theoretically explains both increasing and 

decreasing levels of democracy) are discussed under the literature review. 

 

Research Design 

 This study takes the form of a panel analysis, with the unit of analysis being the 

assassination or coup attempt, whether failed or successful. More specifically, the research will 

investigate all assassination attempts of heads of state from 1875 to 2004 (as compiled in the 

Archigos dataset and by Jones and Olken), and all coup attempts from 1960 to 2004 (as recorded 
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in the Center for Systemic Peace’s coup dataset). Analysis will also be done on assassination 

attempts from only 1960 to 2004. This would be identical to the time covered by the coup dataset 

and would facilitate comparisons between the two.  More specific details regarding the data are 

included in the “Data Description” section. 

 

Dependent variables 

The main dependent variable in Hypotheses 1 and 2 is democratization, operationalized 

through a democracy metric. The Polity IV dataset is used to collect these metrics. Although the 

metric is a scale from -10 to 10, several other studies using this information segment the metric 

into two main subsets: autocratic (-10 to 0) to democratic (0 to 10). Jones and Olken (2009) split 

observations into these groups in order to see how assassinations affect autocratic and 

democratic states differently. This thesis will not follow that trend. Instead, an interaction effect 

variable will allow an even more nuanced look at assassinations’ (and coups’) varying effects on 

nations given their initial levels of democracy. (See “Independent Variables” for further details.)   

Furthermore, Hypotheses 3 and 4 will utilize a metric that measures the legitimacy of 

future leadership transitions—that is, whether the transitions occur lawfully or by unlawful 

means (such as another assassination or coup). Jones and Olken (2009) approach this by 

recording percentages of lawful transitions of leaders in the twenty years following an 

assassination attempt. As opposed to the democratization variable, which measures short-term 

changes in institutional change, this variable may better express the durability of such 

institutional changes over time, and whether these changes persist over the tenure of multiple 

leaders. Nevertheless, this metric may be too blunt in certain cases where just one or two 

transitions occur within twenty years. To address this concern, the observations will also be 
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recorded using a dummy variable indicating whether the leadership transition immediately 

following an assassination or coup attempt is legitimate or not. Legitimate cases are recorded as 

1 and illegitimate cases as 0. 

For Hypothesis 5, the dependent variable is future assassination attempts. This does not 

specify failed or successful attempts, since such a distinction would be impossible when looking 

at future events where the outcome is unknown from the time of observation. To operationalize 

this, the number of assassination attempts in the ten and twenty years following the observed 

assassination was counted. 

 

Independent variables  

Hypotheses 1 and 2 involve multiple independent variables. One is death of a leader by 

assassination, or ousting of leader by coup. In both cases, the treatment variable will be a binary 

option of success or failure, operationalized as a dummy variable in the regression—1 when 

successful, 0 when failed. While such a binary variable may seem simplified, it focuses on the 

core of the topic at hand. The success of assassinations and coups is not one that maps on a 

spectrum—they either eliminate the leader or do not. The second independent variable is an 

interaction effects variable, which was created to understand how successful assassinations and 

coups affect democratization depending on a state’s initial level of democracy/autocracy. This 

variable is the product of the success variable and the observed state’s Polity score at t-1.5

As in Hypotheses 1 and 2, the independent variable for Hypotheses 3 and 4 is also the 

successfulness of an assassination or coup. In the off-chance that a deposed leader returns to 

  

                                                             
5 t-1 was used as opposed to t=0 to mitigate some of the inconsistencies in the Polity IV dataset during times of 
assassinations and coups. In some instances, dramatic changes in democratization were recorded in Polity IV on the 
year that the attempt took place, or the year after. Using t=0 would have then included many observations with 
scores that had already changed due to an attempt, and many others that would not have changed yet. To avoid this, 
scores at t-1 were used, as they were far more consistent and better reflected the pre-attempt level of democracy.  



DEAD OR DEPOSED  17 

power, the coup in question will still probably be counted as successful. The Center for Strategic 

Studies’ dataset includes a coup as being successful if the new regime takes complete control of 

government. If a deposed leader were to reclaim power so swiftly, the coup would not be 

counted as a success. 

Hypothesis 5 is tested in two different ways, each of which necessitates a separate 

independent variable. One measurement records the number of assassination attempts that took 

place in the ten years preceding an observed attempt. This is to elucidate the effect of raw 

assassination attempts, failed or successful, on future incidents. The second measurement uses 

the “success” dummy as the independent variable. This regression will express the effect of only 

successful assassinations on future attempts.  

As previously mentioned, assassinations and coups are not mutually exclusive. In such 

cases of overlap, the observation will be included in both analyses of assassinations and coups.  

 

Confounding factors 

The design of the thesis obviates the need for many confounding factors, at least for 

assassinations. Since the analysis compares successful assassinations to failed assassinations (as 

opposed to comparing assassinations to no assassinations), many of the confounding factors—

and subsequently, control variables—are already inherently accounted for in the random 

distribution of the observations themselves.  

While data on coups is quite similar, coups are more intricate affairs in which there may 

be some factors that make a given coup attempt more successful. Namely, it is appropriate to 

include the Cold War as a form of confounding factor. American or Soviet backing of coup 

attempts may have had palpable effects on their efficacy. For example, the coups in Iran and 



DEAD OR DEPOSED  18 

Guatemala during the 1950s were results of American intervention, which was spurred by the 

competition for spheres of influence during the Cold War. Since these incidents were instigated 

by outside superpowers, their levels of success may be different—civil unrest may have been 

manufactured, and those leading the coup may have been better equipped to stage such a 

movement.  

  

Control variables 

Some of the control variables are operationalized forms of the confounding factors. 

Others are more technical variables required to complete the regression equations. All are listed 

below. 

• Region. This analysis uses regions as sorted by the World Bank to create fixed effects 

variables. In multiple cases, the World Bank’s classifications do not include nations that 

have not interacted with or taken loans from the organization. For the most part, these are 

developed, industrialized nations. For this thesis, regional codes are assigned to these 

states according to their geography in relation to the other surrounding states that have 

been classified by the World Bank. Moreover, two new categories had to be created to 

account for regions not covered by the World Bank’s data: Northern America (coded as 

7, representing Canada and the United States), and Australia (coded alone as 8). 

• Cold War. This variable will be operationalized as a dummy variable, predicated on 

whether a coup attempt was spearheaded by a Cold War power while it was entrenched in 

the US-USSR battle for spheres of influence in between 1945 and 1989—1 if so, 0 if not. 

• Polity score at t-1. The regression equations for Hypotheses 1 and 2, which focus on 

changes in democracy/autocracy, utilize the raw Polity score at t=1, 3, 5, 10 as their 
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dependent variables. As such, in order to obtain meaningful results, it is necessary to 

include the original Polity score as a control variable.  A previous note explained that the 

Polity score at t-1 is more reliable the score at t=0. Values at t=0 tend to fluctuate wildly; 

changes in the scores, which ostensibly occur in response to events such as assassinations 

or coups, appear to occur either at t=0 or t=1, depending on when in the year the score 

was determined. Therefore, t=0 does not serve as a dependable control; t-1, on the other 

hand, remains far more stable and better reflects the level of democracy/autocracy in a 

state prior to any exogenous shocks. Jones and Olken (2009) also utilize t-1 in their 

analyses, ostensibly for the same reason (although they do not clearly explicate their own 

motives for doing so). 

 

Data description 

 Data involved in this analysis is a combination of previously-created datasets and data 

collected specifically for this analysis. 

 Perhaps the two most important bodies of data are the assassination dataset assembled by 

Jones and Olken (2009) and the coup dataset compiled by the Center for Strategic Studies. These 

two datasets provide the key observations necessary to perform all further work. Each set 

includes all instances of assassinations or coups, failed or successful, year, nation, and a small 

handful of other supplemental information on each incident (including casualties, names of 

leaders, and the like). 

 The Center for Strategic Studies’ prominent Polity IV dataset provided necessary 

information regarding democratization and whether governments are democratic or autocratic.  
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 A new dataset was necessary to record legitimate leadership transitions. This variable is 

expressed in two forms. The first measures the percentage of legitimate leadership transitions 

during the 20-year period following the observed assassination or coup attempt. The second is a 

dummy variable that indicates whether the leadership transition immediately following the 

observed assassination or coup attempt was legitimate or not. Both manifestations of this 

variable are based on the Archigos leader dataset, which indicates whether transitions between 

regimes are “regular” (legitimate) or “irregular” (illegitimate).  

 As stated, the World Bank’s country classification index were utilized to sort nations by 

region. This will prove useful in accounting for regional fixed effects, as location of coup may 

have an effect on their frequency or levels of success.  

 Data concerning prior coups were independently calculated and assembled using 

information available in the coup dataset. Nevertheless, the data had to be translated into a 

format that lent itself to the statistical analysis necessary in this thesis.   

Data for the Cold War variable required more research to compile, involving multiple 

references to academic works regarding Soviet involvement in coups (David, 1986; McGowan, 

2005) and other internet resources which listed such involvement.6

 Overall, four main datasets were formulated using the aforementioned data: two listing 

assassinations (one with all attempts, the other with only attempts after 1960), one listing coups, 

and one listing both. Descriptive statistics for all three datasets are listed below.   

 

 

 

                                                             
6 No guarantee exists that all instances of US and USSR participation were found through this research, as some of 
these connections are either speculative or were not officially confirmed by the two governments. Nevertheless, 
accounting for many (if not all) of these incidents ostensibly controls for exogenous factors better than not 
accounting for the Cold War at all. 
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Assassinations  

Variable Definition # Obs. Mean S.D. Min. Max. 
obsid Nation and year of event, 

coded 
0     

success Success of attempt; dummy 298 0.198 0.399 0 1 
pol_t1 Polity score at t=1 248 -1.298 6.727 -10 10 
pol_t3 Polity score at t=3 248 -1.157 6.662 -10 10 
pol_t5 Polity score at t=5 248 -0.968 6.813 -10 10 
pol_t10 Polity score at t=10 248 -1.004 6.873 -10 10 
pol_tminus1 Initial polity score at t-1  248 -1.435 6.665 -10 10 
leadtrans(1included) Percentage of “regular” 

leadership transitions, 20 years 
after observation 

237 0.755 0.304 0 1 

leadtrans(1excluded) Percentage of “regular” 
leadership transitions, 20 years 
after observation 

211 0.753 0.286 0 1 

trans_before Whether leadership transition 
prior to observation was 
“regular”; dummy 

298 0.718 0.451 0 1 

trans_after Whether leadership transition 
after observation was 
“regular”; dummy 

280 0.579 0.495 0 1 

attempts10 Number of attempts within 10 
years after observation 

298 0.852 1.252 0 7 

attempts20 Number of attempts within 20 
years after observation 

298 1.235 1.535 0 7 

prior_assass Number of assassination 
attempts prior to observation 

298 0.849 1.253 0 7 

south_asia South Asia; regional fixed 
effects 

298 0.081 0.273 0 1 

europe_camer Europe and Central America; 
regional fixed effects 

298 0.285 0.452 0 1 

mideast_nafr Middle East and Northern 
Africa; regional fixed effects 

298 0.138 0.345 0 1 

easia_pac East Asia and Pacific; regional 
fixed effects 

298 0.117 0.322 0 1 

sub_afr Sub-Saharan Africa; regional 
fixed effects 

298 0.097 0.297 0 1 

lamer_carib Latin America and Caribbean; 
regional fixed effects 

298 0.242 0.429 0 1 

north_amer North America; regional fixed 
effects 

298 .034 0.180 0 1 

australia Australia; regional fixed 
effects 

298 0.007 0.082 0 1 

success_pol_tminus1 Interaction effects variable; 
success * pol_tminus1 

248 -0.169 3.137 -10 10 
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Assassinations (Post-1960) 

Variable Definition # Obs. Mean S.D. Min. Max. 
obsid Nation and year of event, 

coded 
0     

success Success of attempt; dummy 122 0.189 0.393 0 1 
pol_t1 Polity score at t=1 103 -1.456 7.417 -10 10 
pol_t3 Polity score at t=3 103 -1.291 7.339 -10 10 
pol_t5 Polity score at t=5 103 -0.951 7.465 -10 10 
pol_t10 Polity score at t=10 103 -0.796 7.563 -10 10 
pol_tminus1 Initial polity score at t-1  103 -1.544 7.276 -10 10 
leadtrans(1included) Percentage of “regular” 

leadership transitions, 20 years 
after observation 

68 0.713 0.338 0 1 

leadtrans(1excluded) Percentage of “regular” 
leadership transitions, 20 years 
after observation 

57 0.710 0.312 0 1 

trans_before Whether leadership transition 
prior to observation was 
“regular”; dummy 

122 0.664 0.474 0 1 

trans_after Whether leadership transition 
after observation was 
“regular”; dummy 

104 0.567 0.498 0 1 

attempts10 Number of attempts within 10 
years after observation 

122 0.598 0.878 0 3 

attempts20 Number of attempts within 20 
years after observation 

122 0.779 1.064 0 4 

prior_assass Number of assassination 
attempts prior to observation 

122 0.672 0.922 0 4 

south_asia South Asia; regional fixed 
effects 

122 0.131 0.339 0 1 

europe_camer Europe and Central America; 
regional fixed effects 

122 0.139 0.348 0 1 

mideast_nafr Middle East and Northern 
Africa; regional fixed effects 

122 0.221 0.417 0 1 

easia_pac East Asia and Pacific; regional 
fixed effects 

122 0.139 0.348 0 1 

sub_afr Sub-Saharan Africa; regional 
fixed effects 

122 0.221 0.417 0 1 

lamer_carib Latin America and Caribbean; 
regional fixed effects 

122 0.090 0.288 0 1 

north_amer North America; regional fixed 
effects 

122 0.049 0.217 0 1 

australia Australia; regional fixed 
effects 

122 0.008 0.091 0 1 

success_pol_tminus1 Interaction effects variable; 
success * pol_tminus1 

103 -0.146 3.107 -10 10 
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Coups 

Variable Definition # Obs. Mean S.D. Min. Max. 
obsid Nation and year of event, 

coded 
0     

success Success of attempt; dummy 432 0.407 0.492 0 1 
pol_t1 Polity score at t=1 308 -3.247 5.539 -10 10 
pol_t3 Polity score at t=3 308 -2.276 5.972 -10 10 
pol_t5 Polity score at t=5 308 -2.260 6.021 -10 10 
pol_t10 Polity score at t=10 308 -1.539 6.104 -10 10 
pol_tminus1 Initial polity score at t-1  425 -2.774 5.475 -10 10 
leadtrans(1included) Percentage of “regular” 

leadership transitions, 20 years 
after observation 

372 0.621 0.326 0 1 

leadtrans(1excluded) Percentage of “regular” 
leadership transitions, 20 years 
after observation 

312 0.593 0.295 0 1 

trans_before Whether leadership transition 
prior to observation was 
“regular”; dummy 

432 0.498 0.501 0 1 

trans_after Whether leadership transition 
after observation was 
“regular”; dummy 

384 0.482 0.500 0 1 

coldwar Whether attempt was 
supported/instigated by US or 
USSR during Cold War; 
dummy 

432 0.079 0.270 0 1 

south_asia South Asia; regional fixed 
effects 

432 0.060 0.238 0 1 

europe_camer Europe and Central America; 
regional fixed effects 

432 0.053 0.225 0 1 

mideast_nafr Middle East and Northern 
Africa; regional fixed effects 

432 0.118 0.323 0 1 

easia_pac East Asia and Pacific; regional 
fixed effects 

432 0.100 0.300 0 1 

sub_afr Sub-Saharan Africa; regional 
fixed effects 

432 0.475 0.499 0 1 

lamer_carib Latin America and Caribbean; 
regional fixed effects 

432 0.194 0.396 0 1 
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Combined 

Variable Definition # Obs. Mean S.D. Min. Max. 
obsid Nation and year of event, 

coded 
0     

success Success of attempt; dummy 730 0.322 0.468 0 1 
pol_t1 Polity score at t=1 556 -2.378 6.168 -10 10 
pol_t3 Polity score at t=3 556 -1.777 6.307 -10 10 
pol_t5 Polity score at t=5 556 -1.683 6.413 -10 10 
pol_t10 Polity score at t=10 556 -1.300 6.458 -10 10 
pol_tminus1 Initial polity score at t-1  673 -2.281 5.971 -10 10 
leadtrans(1included) Percentage of “regular” 

leadership transitions, 20 years 
after observation 

609 0.673 0.324 0 1 

leadtrans(1excluded) Percentage of “regular” 
leadership transitions, 20 years 
after observation 

523 0.658 0.302 0 1 

trans_before Whether leadership transition 
prior to observation was 
“regular”; dummy 

730 0.588 0.493 0 1 

trans_after Whether leadership transition 
after observation was 
“regular”; dummy 

730 0.482 0.500 0 1 

south_asia South Asia; regional fixed 
effects 

730 0.068 0.253 0 1 

europe_camer Europe and Central America; 
regional fixed effects 

730 0.148 0.355 0 1 

mideast_nafr Middle East and Northern 
Africa; regional fixed effects 

730 0.126 0.332 0 1 

easia_pac East Asia and Pacific; regional 
fixed effects 

730 0.107 0.309 0 1 

sub_afr Sub-Saharan Africa; regional 
fixed effects 

730 0.321 0.467 0 1 

lamer_carib Latin America and Caribbean; 
regional fixed effects 

730 0.214 0.410 0 1 

north_amer North America; regional fixed 
effects 

730 0.014 0.116 0 1 

australia Australia; regional fixed 
effects 

730 0.003 0.052 0 1 
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Equations to Estimate 

Each of the five hypotheses behind this thesis has one or two corresponding equations to 

estimate. All of the analysis will be performed using ordinary least squares (OLS) linear 

regressions. Operationalized for statistical analysis in Stata, the equations translate into the 

following: 

H1:  polityi,t  = β0 + β1(successi,t) + β2(polityi,t-1) + β3(successi,t*polityi,t-1) + β4(south_asiai) + 

β5(europe_cameri) + β6(mideast_nafri) + β7(easia_paci) + β8(sub_afri) + β9(lamer_caribi) + 

β10(north_ameri) + ԑ 

H2:  polityi,t  = β0 + β1(successi,t) + β2(polityi,t-1) + β3(successi,t*polityi,t-1) + β4(coldwari) + 

β5(south_asiai) + β6(europe_cameri) + β7(mideast_nafri) + β8(easia_paci) + β9(sub_afri) + 

β10(lamer_caribi) + β11(north_ameri) + ԑ 

H3:  lead_transi,t = β0 + β1(successi,t) + β2(south_asiai) + β3(europe_cameri) + β4(mideast_nafri) 

+ β5(easia_paci) + β6(sub_afri) + β7(lamer_caribi) + ԑ 

H3: trans_afteri,t = β0 + β1(successi,t) + β2(south_asiai) + β3(europe_cameri) + β4(mideast_nafri) 

+ β5(easia_paci) + β6(sub_afri) + β7(lamer_caribi) + ԑ 

H4:  lead_transi,t = β0 + β1(successi,t) + β2(coldwari) + β3(south_asiai) + β4(europe_cameri) + 

β5(mideast_nafri) + β6(easia_paci) + β7(sub_afri) + ԑ  

H4: trans_afteri,t = β0 + β1(successi,t) + β2(coldwari) + β3(south_asiai) + β4(europe_cameri) + 

β5(mideast_nafri) + β6(easia_paci) + β7(sub_afri) + ԑ  

H5: attemptsi,t = β0 + β1(successi,t) + β2(south_asiai) + β3(europe_cameri) + β4(mideast_nafri) + 

β5(easia_paci) + β6(sub_afri) + β7(lamer_caribi) + β8(north_ameri) + ԑ 

H5: attemptsi,t = β0 + β1(prior_assassi,t) + β2(south_asiai) + β3(europe_cameri) + 

β4(mideast_nafri) + β5(easia_paci) + β6(sub_afri) + β7(lamer_caribi) + β8(north_ameri) + ԑ 
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Regions and the Cold War dummy are assumed to remain constant over time, and therefore have 

no subscript t in the equations. 

A couple additional points should be made. Although Hypotheses 3 and 4 each have two 

equations to estimate, they only vary in their dependent variables, which record legitimate 

leadership transitions in different manners (see the “Dependent Variables” section for further 

details.) The two equations for Hypothesis 5 differ in their independent variables. 

Although there are eight equations, several of them were processed multiple times using 

different time measurements. For example, the equations for Hypotheses 1 and 2 are used four 

times, gauging polityi,t at t = 1, 3, 5, 10. The two regressions for Hypothesis 5 are each run 

twice—once at ten years, and then again at twenty.  

 

Results and Interpretations 

Over fifty ordinary least square regressions were performed to test the five hypotheses. 

Naturally, only the results that play a role in evaluating the hypotheses will be reported in this 

section. In some cases, the results are basically iterations of the same regression or will only be 

discussed in broad terms; comprehensive numerical results can be found in Appendices A and B. 

 All assassination results reported below involve the entire dataset spanning from 1875 to 

2004. The assassination results that only cover 1960 to 2004 are not listed in this section.7

 

  

 

 

                                                             
7 First, in a couple cases, there are only about fifty observations available for some of the regressions, which do not 
leave as many degrees of freedom as one might desire. Secondly, the results of the truncated dataset are not 
noticeably different in any consistent or meaningful manner.  Thirdly, all of the results are far less statistically 
significant even though they reveal no new insight about assassinations. These results, if one should want to see 
them, are also available in the appendices. 
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Hypotheses 1 and 2 

From the outset, it should be noted that Hypotheses 1 and 2, as originally proposed 

above, are too coarse-grained compared to the analysis done below. The use of the interaction 

effect variable, which allows us to see the effects of successful assassinations or coups 

conditional upon a nation’s initial level of democracy or autocracy, means that the hypotheses 

will prove true in certain cases and false in others. Those distinctions will be made during the 

discussion of each hypothesis.  

A handful of the results concerning Hypothesis 1—testing the effects of assassinations on 

democratization—are statistically significant. 

The inclusion of the success dummy variable and the interaction effect variable in the 

regression allows us to calculate the specific change in democratization of a country given its 

initial level of democracy at t-1. The function created from the regressions is: 

∆polityi,t = successi,t + (success_tminus1i,t)(polityi,t-1) 

The coefficient for the interaction effect variable is -0.216 at t=1 and -0.220 at t=3; both 

are significant at the 1% level. At t=5, the coefficient is -0.165 and is significant at the 10% 

level.  Results at t=10, where the coefficient was -0.146, were not significant. Even so, one can 

note that this coefficient seems to fade over time (with the minor exception at t=3), indicating 

that the change in democracy given a successful assassination will gradually weaken. 

Meanwhile, success itself is not statistically significant at any time and does not follow a reliable 

pattern. The success constant is noticeably anomalous at t=3, which is the only time at which the  
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value is negative. (However, it should be noted that more advanced significance testing would 

have to be conducted to determine the specific significance of the success and interaction effect 

variables combined.)  

A visual representation of this change in Polity score (∆polityi,t) is shown below. 

Hypothesis 1: Assassinations (Interaction and Regional Fixed Effects) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  0.589 

(0.455) 
-0.333 
(0.566) 

0.124 
(0.630) 

0.256 
(0.687) 

Polity at t-1 0.926*** 
(0.036) 

0.843*** 
(0.044) 

0.795*** 
(0.049) 

0.751*** 
(0.054) 

South Asia  -1.295 
(2.177) 

-1.708 
(2.707) 

-0.364 
(3.013) 

-2.210 
(3.285) 

Europe and Central America -0.399 
(2.107 

-0.758 
(2.619) 

-1.239 
(2.916) 

-2.187 
(3.179) 

Middle East and Northern Africa -1.203 
(2.174) 

-2.003 
(2.702) 

-3.122 
(3.008) 

-4.049 
(3.280) 

East Asia and Pacific -0.563 
(2.157) 

-1.559 
(2.682) 

-2.362 
(2.986) 

-2.905 
(3.255) 

Sub-Saharan Africa  -2.174 
(2.199) 

-2.716 
(2.735) 

-2.895 
(3.044) 

-4.185 
(3.319) 

Latin America and the Caribbean -0.842 
(2.123) 

-1.636 
(2.640) 

-2.214 
(2.938) 

-1.801 
(3.204) 

North America 0.470 
(2.253) 

0.761 
2.801 

0.456 
(3.118) 

0.361 
(3.399) 

Interaction effect  
(success * polity at t-1) 

-0.216*** 
(0.068) 

-0.220*** 
(0.084) 

-0.165* 
(0.094) 

-0.146 
(0.102) 

Constant 0.738 
(2.074) 

1.570 
(2.578) 

2.055 
(2.870) 

2.489 
(3.129) 

     
R-squared 0.824 0.722 0.670 0.612 
Observations 247 247 247 247 

 
OLS estimations; two-tailed tests. Standard errors are in parentheses.  
Results are significant at the 10% (*), 5% (**), and 1% (***) levels. 
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 The diagram illustrates that assassinations in autocratic states tend to increase levels of 

democracy, while assassinations in democratic states tend to decrease levels of democracy. The 

most autocratic state (with an initial score of -10) statistically undergoes an increase in 

democracy by 2.749 within the first year, but then falls by the tenth year, when democracy would 

only be 1.716 points higher than the initial baseline at t-1. This runs counter to the often-assumed 

idea that autocratic states will further clamp down on their citizenry after an assassination. States 

at an initial score of 0 to 4 (weakly democratic nations) experience very little change in the long 

run. At all initial scores (except perhaps 3 and 4), changes in democracy are attenuated between 

t-1 and t=10. Some caution should be taken in interpreting these results for strongly democratic 

countries with scores of 9 or 10. A brief examination of the raw data reveals that such states are 
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hardly affected by successful assassinations; as suggested in the literature review, these polities 

may have strongly-established institutions which preclude a large degree potential instability.8

The broad strokes of these results corroborate those of Jones and Olken (2009), although 

there are some differences. Their paper also recognizes that strong democracies do not undergo 

significant institutional change following an assassination, and that assassinations in autocratic 

states push them towards democracy. Nonetheless, Jones and Olken (2009) put more emphasis 

on a “democracy dummy,” reducing the Polity scale to a binary democracy/autocracy variable. 

In some respects, one can contend that the results of this thesis are more fine-grained, 

recognizing the varying effects of successful assassinations given different initial levels of 

democracy. Due to this binary paradigm, Jones and Olken (2009) are limited to speaking about 

wholesale transitions from autocracy to democracy, failing to explicitly acknowledge that more 

autocratic nations must democratize more drastically in order for them to count it as a 

“democratic transition.”   

  

Our more nuanced model is then applied to the coup data, which was omitted from 

Jones’s and Olken’s (2009) analysis. Although similar trends are evident in Hypothesis 2 

compared to Hypothesis 1, the results are far more substantial and robust. 

                                                             
8 This may simply be a reflection of the limitations of linear regression analysis; the chart may be more accurate if 
the line approached zero instead of continuing downwards, reflecting a more quadratic form. In the end, many of 
these observations targeting specific initial Polity scores should be taken with a grain of salt, given the lack of 
significance in the success constant.  
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Unlike in Hypothesis 1, success itself has an undeniably injurious effect on 

democratization. A successful coup in a state with a score of 0 will decrease democracy by 3.742 

points in the first year. Over time, this effect will fade, and by the tenth year, the score will still 

be 2.466 lower than the initial baseline. All of these results are at a 1% level of significance. 

 The interaction effect variables for coups are also highly significant and are quite higher 

in magnitude than those for assassinations. The coefficient begins at -0.580 at t=1 and gradually 

decreases to -0.335 by t=10. The cumulative effect of the success constant and interaction effect 

variable are shown below. 

Hypothesis 2: Coups (Controlled, Interaction Effects, Regional Fixed Effects) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  -3.742*** 

(0.545) 
-2.834*** 

(0.606) 
-2.629*** 

(0.619) 
-2.466*** 

(0.648) 
Polity at t-1 0.649*** 

(0.059) 
0.579*** 
(0.065) 

0.589*** 
(0.067) 

0.509*** 
(0.070) 

Cold War -1.229 
(0.886) 

-1.654* 
(0.984) 

-1.823* 
(1.005) 

-0.913 
(1.053) 

South Asia  -3.121*** 
(1.166) 

-5.333*** 
(1.295) 

-3.872*** 
(1.323) 

-1.740 
(1.386) 

Europe and Central America 2.103* 
(1.127) 

1.263 
(1.252) 

1.813 
(1.279) 

2.629** 
(1.340) 

Middle East and Northern Africa -3.171*** 
(0.936) 

-5.660*** 
(1.040) 

-5.081*** 
(1.062) 

-5.664*** 
(1.113) 

East Asia and Pacific 0.973 
(0.982) 

-0.147 
(1.091) 

0.235 
(1.115) 

-0.387 
(1.168) 

Sub-Saharan Africa  -1.540** 
(0.679) 

-3.205*** 
(0.754) 

-2.712*** 
(0.771) 

-2.955*** 
(0.807) 

Interaction effect  
(success x polity at t-1) 

-0.580*** 
(0.087) 

-0.460*** 
(0.096) 

-0.407*** 
(0.099) 

-0.335*** 
(0.103) 

Constant 0.562 
(0.604) 

2.524*** 
(0.671) 

2.096*** 
(0.686) 

2.610*** 
(0.718) 

     
R-squared 0.454 0.421 0.405 0.365 
Observations 306 306 306 306 

 
OLS estimations; two-tailed tests. Standard errors are in parentheses.  
Results are significant at the 10% (*), 5% (**), and 1% (***) levels. 
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The trends in the chart above are far more visible than those of Figure 1 primarily due to 

the consistency and strong significance of the success constants. 

Much like Hypothesis 1, autocratic states become more democratic from a successful 

coup, while the converse is true for autocratic states. However, the line delineating positive and 

negative trends in Hypothesis 2 is skewed heavily towards autocracy. Highly autocratic nations 

undergo a small increase in democratization—up to 2.058 points—but then fall to less than one 

point within ten years. At all initial Polity scores above -7, successful coups tend to push nations 

towards autocracy. This trend is especially jarring for highly democratic states, where a 

successful coup initially drives a country to a score of 0—neither democratic nor autocratic—and 

then has a lasting impression in the long run. After ten years, even the polities that were initially 
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most democratic suffer an almost six-point fall, leaving them at best as weakly democratic states. 

Nevertheless, some caution must be taken in interpreting these results for highly democratic 

nations, simply due to the low number of such observations. In any case, the more drastic and 

robust effect of successful coups over successful assassinations cannot be denied. 

We may finally note that the Cold War control variable proves to be statistically 

significant at the 10% level at t=3 and t=5, suggesting that the inclusion of this control was 

justified and did help to make the results more accurate.  

Unsurprisingly, the combined effect of assassinations and coups are a blend of the two 

separate sets of results.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hypotheses 1 and 2: Combined (Interaction and Fixed Effects) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  -2.282*** 

(0.382) 
-1.941*** 

(0.424) 
-1.657*** 

(0.442) 
-1.383*** 

(0.467) 
Polity at t-1 0.794*** 

(0.037) 
0.735*** 
(0.041) 

0.712*** 
(0.042) 

0.651*** 
(0.045) 

South Asia  -3.000 
(2.914) 

-3.361 
(3.237) 

-2.405 
(3.374) 

-2.652 
(3.558) 

Europe and Central America -0.838 
(2.866) 

-1.009 
(3.183) 

-1.196 
(3.318) 

-1.939 
(3.499) 

Middle East and Northern Africa -3.622 
(2.903) 

-4.407 
(3.224) 

-4.890 
(3.360) 

-5.814* 
(3.544) 

East Asia and Pacific -1.772 
(2.889) 

-2.004 
(3.209) 

-2.400 
(3.348) 

-3.088 
(3.528) 

Sub-Saharan Africa  -3.037 
(2.871) 

-3.214 
(3.189) 

-3.456 
(3.324) 

-3.910 
(3.506) 

Latin America and the Caribbean -2.222 
(2.864) 

-1.839 
(3.181) 

-2.306 
(3.316) 

-2.198 
(3.497) 

North America 2.121 
(3.084) 

1.833 
(3.425) 

1.555 
(3.571) 

1.336 
(3.766) 

Interaction effect  
(success x polity at t-1) 

-0.479*** 
(0.060) 

-0.417*** 
(0.066) 

-0.353*** 
(0.069) 

-0.307*** 
(0.073) 

Constant 2.064 
(2.831) 

2.654 
(3.144) 

2.884 
(3.277) 

3.493 
(3.456) 

     
R-squared 0.595 0.523 0.498 0.446 
Observations 553 553 553 553 

 
OLS estimations; two-tailed tests. Standard errors are in parentheses.  
Results are significant at the 10% (*), 5% (**), and 1% (***) levels. 
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 It seems that the highly significant results involving coups overpower the insignificance 

of the assassinations. Both the success constant and the interaction effect’s coefficient gradually 

decrease over time. States with an initial Polity score of -5 seem to undergo practically no 

change at any point, suggesting that moderately autocratic states invite new regimes of similar 

tendencies. (This observation, along with the general shape of the chart, strongly resembles the 

coup results.) More autocratic states tend towards democracy after an extralegal event, while 

more democratic states tend towards autocracy. Due to the assassination data, the accuracy of the 

results may be limited by the regression’s linear nature. Indeed, the unevenness of the 

assassination results should preclude one from making any strong conclusions using the 

combined data; the output seems to speak more to coups—slightly tempered—than any 

“combined” effect.  
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Hypotheses 3 and 4 

Neither assassinations nor coups appear to have noteworthy effect on subsequent 

leadership transitions, presumably proving both hypotheses false. Of the six regressions utilizing 

all control and fixed effects variables performed to examine this relationship, only one (which 

regards coups) yielded statistically significant results, and only at the 90-percent level. (The 

statistical significance of the regional fixed effects variables shows that their inclusion was 

highly justified and led to more accurate results than regressions with no controls whatsoever.) 

Hypothesis 3: Assassinations on Leadership Transitions (Regional Fixed Effects) 
 

 Dependent Variables 
 ∆% of Regular 

Transitions 
Next Transition 

(dummy) 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Success 0.026 

(0.050) 
0.006 

(0.048) 
0.116 

(0.071) 
South Asia -0.192 

(0.223) 
-0.266 
(0.212) 

-0.312 
(0.353) 

Europe and Central America -0.190 
(0.210) 

-0.197 
(0.194) 

-0.482 
(0.339) 

Middle East and Northern Africa -0.289 
(0.217) 

-0.313 
(0.202) 

-0.369 
(0.344) 

East Asia and Pacific -0.290 
(0.214) 

-0.237 
(0.197) 

-0.526 
(0.344) 

Sub-Saharan Africa -0.477** 
(0.216) 

-0.549*** 
(0.201) 

-0.808** 
(0.347) 

Latin America and Caribbean -0.257 
(0.210) 

-0.241 
(0.194) 

-0.371 
(0.339) 

North America -0.009 
(0.230) 

-0.002 
(0.211) 

-0.035 
(0.367) 

Constant 1*** 
(0.207) 

1*** 
(0.190) 

1*** 
(0.334) 

    
R-squared 0.104 0.148 0.112 
Observations 237 211 280 

 
Model 1: Includes all observations. 
Model 2: Excludes observations in which only one leadership transition took place within 20 years. 
 
OLS estimations; two-tailed tests. Standard errors are in parentheses.  
Results are significant at the 10% (*), 5% (**), and 1% (***) levels. 
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Understandably, the coefficients obtained from data excluding single-transition 

observations are lower than those that include single-transition observations. With assassinations, 

19 of the 26 single-transition observations were regular, each of which would add a 100% to the 

data. Similarly, 45 of the 60 single-transition observations in the coup data were regular. 

The three results involving assassinations do not strongly support those of Jones and 

Olken (2009), who suggest that successful assassination attempts increase the percentage of 

Hypothesis 4: Coups on Leadership Transitions (Controlled, Regional Fixed Effects) 
 

 Dependent Variables 
 ∆% of Regular 

Transitions 
Next Transition 

(dummy) 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Success -0.058* 

(0.033) 
-0.034 
(0.032) 

-0.024 
(0.051) 

Cold War -0.051 
(0.060) 

-0.081 
(0.056) 

-0.004 
(0.090) 

South Asia -0.142** 
(0.072) 

-0.189*** 
(0.066) 

-0.227** 
(0.112) 

Europe and Central America 0.213*** 
(0.076) 

0.271*** 
(0.078) 

0.335*** 
(0.118) 

Middle East and Northern Africa -0.036 
(0.060) 

-0.075 
(0.057) 

0.235** 
(0.092) 

East Asia and Pacific 0.007 
(0.060) 

0.050 
(0.055) 

-0.033 
(0.092) 

Sub-Saharan Africa -0.177*** 
(0.042) 

-0.209*** 
(0.039) 

-0.141** 
(0.065) 

Constant 0.729*** 
(0.038) 

0.706*** 
(0.034) 

0.531*** 
(0.059) 

    
R-squared 0.119 0.192 0.093 
Observations 372 312 384 

 
Model 1: Includes all observations. 
Model 2: Excludes observations in which only one leadership transition took place within 20 years. 
 
OLS estimations; two-tailed tests. Standard errors are in parentheses.  
Results are significant at the 10% (*), 5% (**), and 1% (***) levels. 
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regular leader transitions in the next twenty years by 3-6% at a 10% level of significance.9

Even though five of the six results are not statistically significant, one cannot ignore a 

significant pattern: All transition coefficients are positive for assassinations, suggesting that 

successful assassinations increase the prospects of regular leadership transitions, while all 

transition coefficients for coups are negative, suggesting that successful coups have the opposite 

effect. Nothing in the literature makes clear why this is so.  

 

Meanwhile, our current study’s one significant result suggests that a successful coup decreases 

the percentage of regular leader transitions over twenty years by 5.8%. Even if these results 

hypothetically were statistically significant, none of them seem greatly substantial.  

Perhaps assassinations are seen by current and future leaders (especially autocratic ones) 

as a form of political discontent—a reminder or warning to that they must perform more 

effectively and increase political participation or other resources in order to avoid their own 

demise. In this sense, the results of Hypothesis 1 explicate the results of Hypothesis 3. Successful 

assassinations increase democratic tendencies in autocratic states, which can also (but do not 

always) lead a more systematic manner of electing and transitioning to new leaders. These new 

leaders will also have an incentive to sustain some degree of increased democratization, which 

includes the relinquishing of power according to the nation’s laws. Leaders would take these 

actions to preclude further political upheaval, which represent threats to one’s power and life—a 

consequence that the previous leader suffered and the new leader is sure to vividly remember. 

On the other hand, coups may also be seen as expressions of discontent, but may 

primarily be interpreted as self-interested grabs for power. The explanation of coup traps by 

Belkin (2003) and Londregan and Poole (1990) easily fits this pattern, in which a regime 

                                                             
9 However, one should note that, throughout the reporting of their results, Jones and Olken (2009) cherry-pick 
significant values from both parametric and non-parametric tests without providing sound theoretical reasoning as to 
why either one is more or equally valid in their analysis. 
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established through a coup has little legitimacy and cannot in principle prevent others from 

performing their own ploy for power.  

Indeed, with the results of Hypotheses 2 and 4, we can return to the selectorate theoretical 

work of Bueno de Mesquita, Smith, Siverson, and Morrow (2003) and attempt to address a 

question their analysis left unanswered in the literature review: whether coups are democratic or 

autocratic. Selectorate theory can explain aptly explain this study’s results regarding why coups 

undermine democratization and the stability of leadership transitions. Although Huntington 

(1968) may posit that the military reflects middle-class, pluralistic values, the regimes that the 

military establishes seem to severely erode democratic values. The leader of a coup only seeks to 

retain the support of a relatively small winning coalition—the military, which sustains and 

defends its power. An increasing quantity of resources is funneled to this small W in order to 

retain its support at the expense of the rest of the selectorate. In certain cases, a subset of those in 

the military who support the coup may seek a greater amount of resources than provided.10

   These divergent effects explain the inconclusive nature of the combined regression 

results, where the two coefficients obtained from looking at percentages of regular transitions are 

negative and the one obtained from the dummy variable is positive. This might intimate that 

although transitions tend to become more regular in the short-term, the long-term effect is 

deleterious. However, since none of these results are statistically significant, one should take 

severe caution in making any meaningful conclusions from these results. 

  

 

 

                                                             
10 This speaks to the impetus behind coups traps as outlined by Collier (2005). Should that subset instigate a second 
successful coup, an even smaller W would split the same resources, motivating another autocratic shift and perhaps 
further incentivizing another group to do the same for themselves. In the future, further quantitative research along 
this vein could prove fruitful. 
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Hypothesis 5 

The fifth and final hypothesis is supported by the results, which show a distinct 

correlation between past assassinations and future attempts. Since none of the regional fixed 

effects proved to be statistically significant, we make references to the results with no controls. 

 

 

Hypotheses 3 and 4: Combined (Regional Fixed Effects) 
 

 Dependent Variables 
 ∆% of Regular 

Transitions 
Next Transition 

(dummy) 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Success -0.042 

(0.027) 
-0.033 
(0.025) 

0.033 
(0.039) 

South Asia -0.334 
(0.221) 

-0.419** 
(0.198) 

-0.593** 
(0.347) 

Europe and Central America -0.153 
(0.217) 

-0.162 
(0.194) 

-0.386 
(0.344) 

Middle East and Northern Africa -0.303 
(0.218) 

-0.350** 
(0.196) 

-0.423 
(0.344) 

East Asia and Pacific -0.280 
(0.218) 

-0.247 
(0.195) 

-0.547 
(0.345) 

Sub-Saharan Africa -0.458** 
(0.216) 

-0.511*** 
(0.193) 

-0.705** 
(0.342) 

Latin America and Caribbean -0.267 
(0.216) 

-0.273 
(0.193) 

-0.435 
(0.343) 

North America 0.014 
(0.238) 

0.011 
(0.212) 

-0.010 
(0.373) 

Constant 1*** 
(0.214) 

1*** 
(0.192) 

1*** 
(0.340) 

    
R-squared 0.132 0.208 0.084 
Observations 609 523 730 

 
Model 1: Includes all observations. 
Model 2: Excludes observations in which only one leadership transition took place within 20 years. 
 
OLS estimations; two-tailed tests. Standard errors are in parentheses.  
Results are significant at the 10% (*), 5% (**), and 1% (***) levels. 
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The results illustrate that the successfulness of an assassination attempt is not important. 

Models 1 and 2, which evaluated future attempts given a successful assassination, do not yield 

significant results at either ten or twenty years after a given observation. Instead, the raw 

quantity of attempts, failed or successful, has a strong relationship with the number of future 

attempts. Model 3, which evaluates future attempts ten years after each given observation, 

determines that for each assassination attempt perpetrated in the ten years prior to an 

observation, a nation will statistically have 0.192 (no controls; significant at the 1% level) or 

0.167 (statistically insignificant controls; significant at the 1% level) more assassinations in the 

next ten years. Interestingly, these coefficients do not change substantively in Model 4, which 

looks twenty years into the future. This implies that the primary repercussions of an assassination 

occur within a ten year window.  

Hypothesis 5: Assassinations on Future Assassinations (No Controls) 
 

 Dependent Variable: Number of Future 
Assassination Attempts 

 Given Successful 
Assassination 

Given Prior Attempts 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Success -0.323* 

(0.181) 
-0.229 
(0.223) 

0.192*** 
(0.057) 

0.194*** 
(0.070) 

Constant 0.916*** 
(0.081) 

1.280*** 
(0.099) 

0.690*** 
(0.862) 

1.070*** 
(0.106) 

     
R-squared 0.011 0.004 0.037 0.025 
Observations 298 298 298 298 

 
Models 1 and 3: Counts attempts within 10 years of observation. 
Models 2 and 4: Counts attempts within 20 years of observation. 
 
OLS estimations; two-tailed tests. Standard errors are in parentheses.  
Results are significant at the 10% (*), 5% (**), and 1% (***) levels. 
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We can now return to the question of whether there is such a phenomenon as an 

“assassination trap” that parallels the characteristics of a coup trap. If a trap were to exist, we 

might expect a perpetual cycle of assassination attempts that could push nations increasingly 

toward or away from democracy, depending on their initial state. However, the results of 

Hypothesis 1 reveal that no such runaway changes occur; changes in democracy fade over time. 

While one might hesitate to assert the existence of a full-fledged “assassination trap,” this study 

implies a definite correlation between the occurrence of assassination attempts and the frequency 

of future attempts. Nonetheless, of the five hypotheses tested, this one is perhaps the most 

tenuous. This analysis provides a foundation upon which more research could be conducted to 

ascertain whether this correlation also translates into direct causation.  

 

Conclusion 

On a superficial level, both assassinations and coups have similar results in terms of 

removing a current leader from power; indeed, this thesis commenced with the underlying 

assumption that the two phenomena shared more commonalities than contrasts. However, once 

one digs deeper, it is evident that they diverge sharply in almost all respects.  

The consequences of successful assassinations themselves are not as clear. While they 

seem to democratize autocratic states, autocratize weakly democratic states, and increase a 

nation’s future propensity to sustain legitimate transitions between regimes, these conclusions 

are not statistically significant or consistent enough to draw concrete conclusions.  

Coups tell a far more compelling story. Successful coups have a palpable effect in 

undermining democratization across all polities and leave an impression that fades but does not 

come close to disappearing—at least within ten years. Although the results are not statistically 
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significant or substantive, successful coups also appear to undercut a state’s future ability to have 

regular leadership transitions. 

Indeed, assassinations are more like blips, while coups appear to motivate or manifest 

some systemic change in a nation. Although some assassination attempts are conspiratorial plots 

done for highly political reasons with intent to change the regime, a substantial portion are also 

random acts instigated by the mentally unstable or rogue criminals. Such incidents do not reflect 

any fundamental dissatisfaction with a government or collective effort to displace a leader, and 

the simple firing of a gun in the direction of a leader is counted as an assassination attempt. Of 

course, this is not to say that all attempts are erratic, performed by individuals, and without basis. 

As previously mentioned, assassinations could also be perceived as pervasive warnings to 

leaders, inspiring them to change the levels of democracy in their nation to evade another attack. 

Such a mechanism would corroborate the statistical results yielded through this study. 

Conversely, a coup must inherently indicate a systemic shift that requires collective 

effort; coups are not perpetrated by one flippant individual who seeks to impress a celebrity, as 

was the case in 1981 when the legally-insane John Hinckley attempted to assassinate Ronald 

Reagan to impress actress Jodie Foster. They require some degree of organized planning, 

coordination of a multitude of individuals, and the utilization of substantial resources (all reasons 

why the military is an ideal organization to stage such an event) in order to even be considered 

an actual attempt. Although coups may also represent some form of political discontent, they 

may principally be a self-interested grab for power and resources.  

In sum, the original intent of this thesis—seeing the combined effect of assassinations 

and coups—was supplanted by an investigation of the divergence of the two phenomena. Unlike 

much of the literature cited throughout, this thesis went on to converge theory with statistics, 
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showing that many of the conclusions regarding assassinations and coups made using mere 

theory are not substantiated by past history. We can hope that future studies on this topic will 

uncover more truths by continuing to follow this trend of uniting concepts with calculations 

instead of resorting to only one in isolation. 

Even though the results were split down the middle in terms of being significant or 

insignificant, we can still tease out a couple straightforward conclusions. The contrast between 

democratization and instability turned out to be a false dichotomy. Through a review of the 

literature, we initially began with the notion that assassinations lead to democratization, which 

results in stability, and that coups engendered more coups, which causes more instability. This 

distinction proved to be unfounded. Contrary to the qualitative conclusions of Marvick and 

Marvick (1971), Hudson (2000), and others, both assassinations and coups are destabilizing 

events that can instigate dramatic shifts towards autocracy or, at best, temporary and modest 

moves towards weak democracy. Moreover, even democratization does not preclude the chance 

of further attempts on leaders. Instead, the divergence between assassinations and coups runs far 

deeper, having more to do with motivations and effects than simple directional changes.   

As long as political and economic discontent, desire for power, unhinged individuals, and 

calls for change exist in our world, assassination and coups attempts will naturally continue to 

transpire. Both are inevitable fixtures of our civilization and will continue to spur debate 

regarding their multifaceted consequences on the concerned nation, region, continent, or world. 

Nevertheless, whenever they should occur, neither political event should ultimately be seen as a 

harbinger of good news.   
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Appendix A: All results using full datasets 

All results were obtained through OLS estimations; all tests were two-tailed.  
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Results are indicated as significant at the 10% (*), 5%(**), and 1% (***) levels. 
 
 
Hypothesis 1: Assassinations (Minimal control) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  0.631 

(0.453) 
-0.255 
(0.558) 

0.290 
(0.619) 

0.315 
(0.677) 

Polity at t-1 0.910*** 
(0.028) 

0.845*** 
(0.035) 

0.828*** 
(0.039) 

0.790*** 
(0.043) 

Constant -0.099 
(0.219) 

0.155 
(0.270) 

0.215 
(0.299) 

0.051 
(0.327) 

     
R-squared 0.809 0.704 0.651 0.588 
Observations 247 247 247 247 
 
 
 

Hypothesis 1: Assassinations (Interaction Effects) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  0.418 

(0.449) 
-0.467 
(0.558) 

0.145 
(0.624) 

0.161 
(0.682) 

Polity at t-1 0.959*** 
(0.032) 

0.893*** 
(0.039) 

0.861*** 
(0.044) 

0.825*** 
(0.048) 

Interaction effect 
(success * polity at t-1) 

-0.220*** 
(0.067) 

-0.219*** 
(0.083) 

-0.149 
(0.093) 

-0.159 
(0.102) 

Constant -0.017 
(0.216) 

0.237 
(0.268) 

0.271 
(0.300) 

0.111 
(0.328) 

     
R-squared 0.818 0.713 0.655 0.592 
Observations 247 247 247 247 
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Hypothesis 1: Assassinations (Interaction and Regional Fixed Effects) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  0.589 

(0.455) 
-0.333 
(0.566) 

0.124 
(0.630) 

0.256 
(0.687) 

Polity at t-1 0.926*** 
(0.036) 

0.843*** 
(0.044) 

0.795*** 
(0.049) 

0.751*** 
(0.054) 

South Asia  -1.295 
(2.177) 

-1.708 
(2.707) 

-0.364 
(3.013) 

-2.210 
(3.285) 

Europe and Central 
America 

-0.399 
(2.107 

-0.758 
(2.619) 

-1.239 
(2.916) 

-2.187 
(3.179) 

Middle East and 
Northern Africa 

-1.203 
(2.174) 

-2.003 
(2.702) 

-3.122 
(3.008) 

-4.049 
(3.280) 

East Asia and 
Pacific 

-0.563 
(2.157) 

-1.559 
(2.682) 

-2.362 
(2.986) 

-2.905 
(3.255) 

Sub-Saharan Africa  -2.174 
(2.199) 

-2.716 
(2.735) 

-2.895 
(3.044) 

-4.185 
(3.319) 

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 

-0.842 
(2.123) 

-1.636 
(2.640) 

-2.214 
(2.938) 

-1.801 
(3.204) 

North America 0.470 
(2.253) 

0.761 
2.801 

0.456 
(3.118) 

0.361 
(3.399) 

Interaction effect 
(success * polity at t-
1) 

-0.216*** 
(0.068) 

-0.220*** 
(0.084) 

-0.165* 
(0.094) 

-0.146 
(0.102) 

Constant 0.738 
(2.074) 

1.570 
(2.578) 

2.055 
(2.870) 

2.489 
(3.129) 

     
R-squared 0.824 0.722 0.670 0.612 
Observations 247 247 247 247 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 2: Coups (Minimal control) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  -2.575*** 

(0.548) 
-1.954*** 

(0.608) 
-1.918*** 

(0.605) 
-1.821*** 

(0.627) 
Polity at t-1 0.485*** 

(0.047) 
0.505*** 
(0.052) 

0.529*** 
(0.052) 

0.501*** 
(0.054) 

Constant -1.029 
(0.370) 

-0.243 
(0.410) 

-0.173 
(0.408) 

0.444 
(0.423) 

     
R-squared 0.290 0.251 0.268 0.234 
Observations 306 306 306 306 
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Hypothesis 2: Coups (Interaction Effects) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  -4.085*** 

(0.546) 
-3.255*** 

(0.626) 
-3.080*** 

(0.630) 
-2.785*** 

(0.662) 
Polity at t-1 0.754*** 

(0.057) 
0.736*** 
(0.065) 

0.735*** 
(0.065) 

0.672*** 
(0.069) 

Interaction effect 
(success * polity at t-1) 

-0.646*** 
(0.088) 

-0.557*** 
(0.101) 

-0.497*** 
(0.101) 

-0.412*** 
(0.107) 

Constant -0.302 
(0.355) 

0.383 
(0.407) 

0.387 
(0.409) 

0.908 
(0.431) 

     
R-squared 0.398 0.319 0.322 0.270 
Observations 306 306 306 306 
 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 2: Coups (Controlled, Interaction Effects, Regional Fixed Effects) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  -3.742*** 

(0.545) 
-2.834*** 

(0.606) 
-2.629*** 

(0.619) 
-2.466*** 

(0.648) 
Polity at t-1 0.649*** 

(0.059) 
0.579*** 
(0.065) 

0.589*** 
(0.067) 

0.509*** 
(0.070) 

Cold War -1.229 
(0.886) 

-1.654* 
(0.984) 

-1.823* 
(1.005) 

-0.913 
(1.053) 

South Asia  -3.121*** 
(1.166) 

-5.333*** 
(1.295) 

-3.872*** 
(1.323) 

-1.740 
(1.386) 

Europe and Central 
America 

2.103* 
(1.127) 

1.263 
(1.252) 

1.813 
(1.279) 

2.629** 
(1.340) 

Middle East and 
Northern Africa 

-3.171*** 
(0.936) 

-5.660*** 
(1.040) 

-5.081*** 
(1.062) 

-5.664*** 
(1.113) 

East Asia and Pacific 0.973 
(0.982) 

-0.147 
(1.091) 

0.235 
(1.115) 

-0.387 
(1.168) 

Sub-Saharan Africa  -1.540** 
(0.679) 

-3.205*** 
(0.754) 

-2.712*** 
(0.771) 

-2.955*** 
(0.807) 

Interaction effect 
(success x polity at t-1) 

-0.580*** 
(0.087) 

-0.460*** 
(0.096) 

-0.407*** 
(0.099) 

-0.335*** 
(0.103) 

Constant 0.562 
(0.604) 

2.524*** 
(0.671) 

2.096*** 
(0.686) 

2.610*** 
(0.718) 

     
R-squared 0.454 0.421 0.405 0.365 
Observations 306 306 306 306 
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Hypotheses 1 and 2: Combined (Minimal control) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  -1.625*** 

(0.393) 
-1.389*** 

(0.428) 
-1.209*** 

(0.439) 
-0.977** 
(0.461) 

Polity at t-1 0.714*** 
(0.030) 

0.684*** 
(0.032) 

0.688*** 
(0.033) 

0.649*** 
(0.035) 

Constant -0.419* 
(0.232) 

0.058 
(0.253) 

0.116 
(0.259) 

0.318 
(0.272) 

     
R-squared 0.516 0.450 0.440 0.386 
Observations 553 553 553 553 
 

 
 

 

Hypotheses 1 and 2: Combined (Interaction Effects) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  -2.548*** 

(0.386) 
-2.212*** 

(0.430) 
-1.897*** 

(0.447) 
-1.587*** 

(0.473) 
Polity at t-1 0.874*** 

(0.034) 
0.825*** 
(0.038) 

0.807*** 
(0.039) 

0.754*** 
(0.042) 

Interaction effect 
(success x polity at t-1) 

-0.504*** 
(0.060) 

-0.449*** 
(0.067) 

-0.376*** 
(0.070) 

-0.333*** 
(0.074) 

Constant -0.071 
(0.223) 

0.368 
(0.248) 

0.375 
(0.257) 

0.548 
(0.273**) 

     
R-squared 0.571 0.491 0.468 0.408 
Observations 553 553 553 553 
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Hypotheses 1 and 2: Combined (Interaction and Fixed Effects) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  -2.282*** 

(0.382) 
-1.941*** 

(0.424) 
-1.657*** 

(0.442) 
-1.383*** 

(0.467) 
Polity at t-1 0.794*** 

(0.037) 
0.735*** 
(0.041) 

0.712*** 
(0.042) 

0.651*** 
(0.045) 

South Asia  -3.000 
(2.914) 

-3.361 
(3.237) 

-2.405 
(3.374) 

-2.652 
(3.558) 

Europe and Central 
America 

-0.838 
(2.866) 

-1.009 
(3.183) 

-1.196 
(3.318) 

-1.939 
(3.499) 

Middle East and 
Northern Africa 

-3.622 
(2.903) 

-4.407 
(3.224) 

-4.890 
(3.360) 

-5.814* 
(3.544) 

East Asia and Pacific -1.772 
(2.889) 

-2.004 
(3.209) 

-2.400 
(3.348) 

-3.088 
(3.528) 

Sub-Saharan Africa  -3.037 
(2.871) 

-3.214 
(3.189) 

-3.456 
(3.324) 

-3.910 
(3.506) 

Latin America and the 
Caribbean 

-2.222 
(2.864) 

-1.839 
(3.181) 

-2.306 
(3.316) 

-2.198 
(3.497) 

North America 2.121 
(3.084) 

1.833 
(3.425) 

1.555 
(3.571) 

1.336 
(3.766) 

Interaction effect 
(success x polity at t-1) 

-0.479*** 
(0.060) 

-0.417*** 
(0.066) 

-0.353*** 
(0.069) 

-0.307*** 
(0.073) 

Constant 2.064 
(2.831) 

2.654 
(3.144) 

2.884 
(3.277) 

3.493 
(3.456) 

     
R-squared 0.595 0.523 0.498 0.446 
Observations 553 553 553 553 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 3: Assassinations on Leadership Transitions (No Controls) 
 
 Dependent Variables 
 ∆% of Regular 

Transitions 
Next Transition 

(dummy) 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Success 0.039 

(0.051) 
0.015 

(0.050) 
0.133* 
(0.073) 

Constant 0.748*** 
(0.022) 

0.750*** 
(0.022) 

0.552*** 
(0.334) 

    
R-squared 0.003 0.001 0.012 
Observations 237 211 280 
 
Model 1: Includes all observations. 
Model 2: Excludes observations in which only one leadership transition took place within 20 years. 
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Hypothesis 3: Assassinations on Leadership Transitions (Regional Fixed Effects) 
 
 Dependent Variables 
 ∆% of Regular 

Transitions 
Next Transition 

(dummy) 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Success 0.026 

(0.050) 
0.006 

(0.048) 
0.116 

(0.071) 
South Asia -0.192 

(0.223) 
-0.266 
(0.212) 

-0.312 
(0.353) 

Europe and Central 
America 

-0.190 
(0.210) 

-0.197 
(0.194) 

-0.482 
(0.339) 

Middle East and 
Northern Africa 

-0.289 
(0.217) 

-0.313 
(0.202) 

-0.369 
(0.344) 

East Asia and Pacific -0.290 
(0.214) 

-0.237 
(0.197) 

-0.526 
(0.344) 

Sub-Saharan Africa -0.477** 
(0.216) 

-0.549*** 
(0.201) 

-0.808** 
(0.347) 

Latin America and 
Caribbean 

-0.257 
(0.210) 

-0.241 
(0.194) 

-0.371 
(0.339) 

North America -0.009 
(0.230) 

-0.002 
(0.211) 

-0.035 
(0.367) 

Constant 1*** 
(0.207) 

1*** 
(0.190) 

1*** 
(0.334) 

    
R-squared 0.104 0.148 0.112 
Observations 237 211 280 
 
Model 1: Includes all observations. 
Model 2: Excludes observations in which only one leadership transition took place within 20 years. 
 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 4: Coups on Leadership Transitions (No Controls) 
 
 Dependent Variables 
 ∆% of Regular 

Transitions 
Next Transition 

(dummy) 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Success -0.067** 

(0.034) 
-0.037 
(0.034) 

-0.038 
(0.052) 

Constant 0.649*** 
(0.022) 

0.609*** 
(0.022) 

0.498*** 
(0.034) 

    
Adjusted R2 0.010 0.004 0.001 
Observations 372 312 384 
 
Model 1: Includes all observations. 
Model 2: Excludes observations in which only one leadership transition took place within 20 years. 
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Hypothesis 4: Coups on Leadership Transitions (Controlled, Regional Fixed Effects) 
 
 Dependent Variables 
 ∆% of Regular 

Transitions 
Next Transition 

(dummy) 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Success -0.058* 

(0.033) 
-0.034 
(0.032) 

-0.024 
(0.051) 

Cold War -0.051 
(0.060) 

-0.081 
(0.056) 

-0.004 
(0.090) 

South Asia -0.142** 
(0.072) 

-0.189*** 
(0.066) 

-0.227** 
(0.112) 

Europe and 
Central America 

0.213*** 
(0.076) 

0.271*** 
(0.078) 

0.335*** 
(0.118) 

Middle East and 
Northern Africa 

-0.036 
(0.060) 

-0.075 
(0.057) 

0.235** 
(0.092) 

East Asia and 
Pacific 

0.007 
(0.060) 

0.050 
(0.055) 

-0.033 
(0.092) 

Sub-Saharan 
Africa 

-0.177*** 
(0.042) 

-0.209*** 
(0.039) 

-0.141** 
(0.065) 

Constant 0.729*** 
(0.038) 

0.706*** 
(0.034) 

0.531*** 
(0.059) 

    
Adjusted R2 0.119 0.192 0.093 
Observations 372 312 384 
 
Model 1: Includes all observations. 
Model 2: Excludes observations in which only one leadership transition took place within 20 years. 
 
 
 
 
 
Hypotheses 3 and 4: Combined (No Controls) 
 
 Dependent Variables 
 ∆% of Regular 

Transitions 
Next Transition 

(dummy) 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Success -0.068** 

(0.028) 
-0.062 
(0.028) 

0.004 
(0.040) 

Constant 0.696*** 
(0.016) 

0.679*** 
(0.016) 

0.481*** 
(0.022) 

    
R-squared 0.010 0.009 0.000 
Observations 609 523 730 
 
Model 1: Includes all observations. 
Model 2: Excludes observations in which only one leadership transition took place within 20 years. 
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Hypotheses 3 and 4: Combined (Regional Fixed Effects) 
 
 Dependent Variables 
 ∆% of Regular 

Transitions 
Next Transition 

(dummy) 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Success -0.042 

(0.027) 
-0.033 
(0.025) 

0.033 
(0.039) 

South Asia -0.334 
(0.221) 

-0.419** 
(0.198) 

-0.593** 
(0.347) 

Europe and 
Central America 

-0.153 
(0.217) 

-0.162 
(0.194) 

-0.386 
(0.344) 

Middle East and 
Northern Africa 

-0.303 
(0.218) 

-0.350** 
(0.196) 

-0.423 
(0.344) 

East Asia and 
Pacific 

-0.280 
(0.218) 

-0.247 
(0.195) 

-0.547 
(0.345) 

Sub-Saharan 
Africa 

-0.458** 
(0.216) 

-0.511*** 
(0.193) 

-0.705** 
(0.342) 

Latin America 
and Caribbean 

-0.267 
(0.216) 

-0.273 
(0.193) 

-0.435 
(0.343) 

North America 0.014 
(0.238) 

0.011 
(0.212) 

-0.010 
(0.373) 

Constant 1*** 
(0.214) 

1*** 
(0.192) 

1*** 
(0.340) 

    
R-squared 0.132 0.208 0.084 
Observations 609 523 730 
 
Model 1: Includes all observations. 
Model 2: Excludes observations in which only one leadership transition took place within 20 years. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 5: Assassinations on Future Assassinations (No Controls) 
 
 Dependent Variable: Number of Future 

Assassination Attempts 
 Given Successful 

Assassination 
Given Prior Attempts 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Success -0.323* 

(0.181) 
-0.229 
(0.223) 

0.192*** 
(0.057) 

0.194*** 
(0.070) 

Constant 0.916*** 
(0.081) 

1.280*** 
(0.099) 

0.690*** 
(0.862) 

1.070*** 
(0.106) 

     
R-squared 0.011 0.004 0.037 0.025 
Observations 298 298 298 298 
 
Models 1 and 3: Counts attempts within 10 years of observation. 
Models 2 and 4: Counts attempts within 20 years of observation. 
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Hypothesis 5: Assassinations on Future Assassinations (Regional Fixed Effects) 
 
 Dependent Variable: Number of Future 

Assassination Attempts 
 Given Successful 

Assassination 
Given Prior Attempts 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Success -0.266 

(0.184) 
0.135 

(0.224) 
0.167*** 
(0.058) 

0.159** 
(0.071) 

South Asia 0.589 
(0.918) 

0.962 
(1.121) 

0.410 
(0.907) 

0.831 
(1.111) 

Europe and 
Central America 

1.182 
(0.891) 

1.621 
(1.088) 

0.953 
(0.884) 

1.421 
(1.082) 

Middle East and 
Northern Africa 

0.766 
(0.902) 

1.127 
(1.102) 

0.594 
(0.893) 

0.989 
(1.093) 

East Asia and 
Pacific 

0.994 
(0.905) 

1.554 
(1.105) 

0.810 
(0.897) 

1.389 
(1.099) 

Sub-Saharan 
Africa 

0.763 
(0.911) 

0.727 
(1.113) 

0.575 
(0.901) 

0.580 
(1.104) 

Latin America 
and Caribbean 

0.819 
(0.893) 

1.125 
(1.091) 

0.637 
(0.884) 

0.976 
(1.082) 

North America 0.780 
(0.966) 

1.241 
(1.179) 

0.583 
(0.955) 

1.089 
(1.169) 

Constant 0.000 
(0.880) 

0.000 
(1.075) 

0.000 
(0.871) 

0.000 
(1.066) 

     
R-squared 0.038 0.045 0.058 0.060 
Observations 298 298 298 298 
 
Models 1 and 3: Counts attempts within 10 years of observation. 
Models 2 and 4: Counts attempts within 20 years of observation. 
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Appendix B: Assassination results using only post-1960 data 
 
All results were obtained through OLS estimations; all tests were two-tailed.  
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Results are indicated as significant at the 10% (*), 5%(**), and 1% (***) levels. 
 

Hypothesis 1 (Post-1960): Assassinations (Minimal control) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  -0.066 

(0.860) 
-0.616 
(0.876) 

-0.232 
(1.028) 

-0.057 
(1.083) 

Polity at t-1 0.901*** 
(0.048) 

0.885*** 
(0.049) 

0.853*** 
(0.057) 

0.847*** 
(0.060) 

Constant -0.052 
(0.396) 

0.200 
(0.404) 

0.413 
(0.474) 

0.500 
(0.500) 

     
R-squared 0.781 0.767 0.690 0.665 
Observations 103 103 103 103 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 1 (Post-1960): Assassinations (Interaction and Regional Fixed Effects) 

 Dependent Variable: Changes in Polity Score 
Variable t=1 t=3 t=5 t=10 
Success  0.402 

(0.879) 
-0.175 
(0.904) 

0.092 
(1.075) 

1.166 
(1.084) 

Polity at t-1 0.875*** 
(0.067) 

0.848*** 
(0.069) 

0.743*** 
(0.082) 

0.665*** 
(0.083) 

South Asia  -1.759 
(3.537) 

-1.833 
(3.639) 

-0.195 
(4.328) 

-2.216 
(4.364) 

Europe and Central 
America 

-0.405 
(3.487) 

-0.569 
(3.587) 

-1.940 
(4.267) 

-0.489 
(4.302) 

Middle East and 
Northern Africa 

-2.284 
(3.601) 

-2.407 
(3.705) 

-4.356 
(4.407) 

-5.727 
(4.443) 

East Asia and 
Pacific 

-1.055 
(3.544) 

-1.386 
(3.647) 

-2.783 
(4.338) 

-3.613 
(4.373) 

Sub-Saharan Africa  -2.932 
(3.575) 

-2.702 
(3.678) 

-3.508 
(4.375) 

-5.643 
(4.411) 

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 

1.266 
(3.655) 

1.982 
(3.760) 

-0.617 
(4.472) 

-1.047 
(4.509) 

North America 0.391 
(3.619) 

0.367 
3.723 

0.073 
(4.428) 

-0.180 
(4.465) 

Interaction effect 
(success * polity at t-
1) 

-0.275** 
(0.121) 

-0.203 
(0.124) 

-0.053 
(0.148) 

-0.008 
(0.149) 

Constant 1.251 
(3.408) 

1.521 
(3.506) 

2.575 
(4.170) 

3.345 
(4.205) 

     
R-squared 0.817 0.802 0.730 0.732 
Observations 103 103 103 103 
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 Hypothesis 3 (Post-1960): Assassinations on Leadership Transitions (No Controls) 
 
 Dependent Variables 
 ∆% of Regular 

Transitions 
Next Transition 

(dummy) 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Success 0.069 

(0.121) 
-0.003 
(0.127) 

0.184 
(0.121) 

Constant 0.704*** 
(0.044) 

0.711*** 
(0.045) 

0.530*** 
(0.054) 

    
R-squared 0.005 0.000 0.022 
Observations 68 57 104 
 
Model 1: Includes all observations. 
Model 2: Excludes observations in which only one leadership transition took place within 20 years. 
 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 3 (Post-1960): Assassinations on Leadership Transitions (Regional Fixed Effects) 
 
 Dependent Variables 
 ∆% of Regular 

Transitions 
Next Transition 

(dummy) 
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Success 0.128 

(0.109) 
0.061 

(0.102) 
0.232 

(0.113) 
South Asia -0.126 

(0.328) 
-0.187 
(0.283) 

-0.357 
(0.466) 

Europe and Central 
America 

-0.076 
(0.315) 

-0.076 
(0.257) 

-0.302 
(0.460) 

Middle East and 
Northern Africa 

-0.304 
(0.320) 

-0.333 
(0.281) 

-0.352 
(0.456) 

East Asia and Pacific -0.214 
(0.311) 

-0.136 
(0.255) 

-0.549 
(0.459) 

Sub-Saharan Africa -0.518* 
(0.309) 

-0.561** 
(0.251) 

-0.865* 
(0.454) 

Latin America and 
Caribbean 

-0.458 
(0.318) 

-0.449 
(0.259) 

-0.385 
(0.464) 

North America -0.026 
(0.328) 

-0.012 
(0.268) 

-0.039 
(0.481) 

Constant 1*** 
(0.299) 

1*** 
(0.244) 

1*** 
(0.445) 

    
R-squared 0.309 0.478 0.265 
Observations 68 57 104 
 
Model 1: Includes all observations. 
Model 2: Excludes observations in which only one leadership transition took place within 20 years. 
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Hypothesis 5 (Post-1960): Assassinations on Future Assassinations (No Controls) 
 
 Dependent Variable: Number of Future 

Assassination Attempts 
 Given Successful 

Assassination 
Given Prior Attempts 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Success -0.362* 

(0.201) 
-0.156 
(0.247) 

0.058 
(0.087) 

0.001 
(0.105) 

Constant 0.667*** 
(0.087) 

0.808*** 
(0.107) 

0.560*** 
(0.099) 

0.778*** 
(0.120) 

     
R-squared 0.026 0.003 0.004 0.000 
Observations 122 122 122 122 
 
Models 1 and 3: Counts attempts within 10 years of observation. 
Models 2 and 4: Counts attempts within 20 years of observation. 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 5 (Post-1960): Assassinations on Future Assassinations (Regional Fixed Effects) 
 
 Dependent Variable: Number of Future 

Assassination Attempts 
 Given Successful 

Assassination 
Given Prior Attempts 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Success -0.457** 

(0.208) 
0.226 

(0.253) 
0.019 

(0.089) 
-0.050 
(0.107) 

South Asia 0.677 
(0.897) 

0.932 
(1.091) 

0.551 
(0.916) 

0.906 
(1.094) 

Europe and 
Central America 

0.439 
(0.894) 

0.543 
(1.087) 

0.404 
(0.913) 

0.550 
(1.091) 

Middle East and 
Northern Africa 

0.896 
(0.886) 

1.096 
(1.078) 

0.763 
(0.906) 

1.078 
(1.082) 

East Asia and 
Pacific 

0.439 
(0.894) 

0.719 
(1.087) 

0.402 
(0.914) 

0.732 
(1.092) 

Sub-Saharan 
Africa 

0.728 
(0.887) 

0.660 
(1.079) 

0.579 
(0.906) 

0.630 
(1.082) 

Latin America 
and Caribbean 

0.587 
(0.908) 

0.566 
(1.104) 

0.534 
(0.928) 

0.577 
(1.109) 

North America 1.243 
(0.939) 

1.704 
(1.142) 

1.145 
(0.964) 

1.725 
(1.151) 

Constant 0.000 
(0.869) 

0.000 
(1.057) 

0.000 
(0.887) 

0.000 
(1.059) 

     
R-squared 0.086 0.079 0.048 0.075 
Observations 122 122 122 122 
 
Models 1 and 3: Counts attempts within 10 years of observation. 
Models 2 and 4: Counts attempts within 20 years of observation. 
 


