
Behavioural Public Policy (2024), 1–28
doi:10.1017/bpp.2024.43

ARTICLE

Dodging the autocratic bullet: enlisting
behavioural science to arrest democratic
backsliding
Christoph M. Abels1 , Kiia Jasmin Alexandra Huttunen2 , Ralph Hertwig3 and
Stephan Lewandowsky1,2

1Department of Psychology, University of Potsdam, Potsdam, Germany; 2School of Psychological Science,
University of Bristol, Bristol, United Kingdom and 3Center for Adaptive Rationality, Max Planck Institute
for Human Development, Berlin, Germany
Corresponding author: Christoph M. Abels; Email: christoph.maximilian.abels@uni-potsdam.de

(Received: 11 September 2023; Revised: 9 June 2024; Accepted: 24 July 2024)

Abstract
Despite a long history of research on democratic backsliding, the process itself − in which
the executive branch amasses power and undermines democratic processes and institu-
tions − remains poorly understood. We seek to shed light on the underlying mechanisms
by studying democratic near misses: cases in which a period of autocratic governance is
quickly reversed or full backsliding is prevented at the last minute. Building on the lit-
erature on near misses in sociotechnical systems such as nuclear power plants, we adapt
the drift-to-danger model to the study of democratic systems. Two key findings emerge:
First, democratic backsliding is often triggered by political elites pushing the boundaries of
their power by violating norms, which are crucial yet vulnerable safeguards for democracy.
Second, democratic backsliding is unpredictable and non-linear, being driven by the inter-
action between political elites and the public. Norm-violating elites may feel legitimized by
a supportive public that sees norm violations as justified. At the same time, political elites
may signal that norm-violating behaviour is acceptable, potentially leading the public to
adopt anti-democratic beliefs and behaviours. We identify risk factors that make norm vio-
lations more likely and outline behavioural sciences-based interventions to address these
violations.

Keywords: democratic backsliding; drift-to-danger model; elite norm violations; near misses

Introduction
When democracies fail, they rarely crash and burn in an instant. In most cases, their
demise is slow. Failing democracies drift through a period of backsliding, in which
the executive branch amasses power and undermines democratic processes and insti-
tutions. In some cases, a period of autocratic governance is quickly reversed or a full
backsliding is prevented at the last minute. These ‘near misses’ (Ginsburg and Huq,
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2018) are at the heart of our investigation. While near misses are a comparatively
new concept in democracy studies, the field of human factors has long distinguished
between accidents and near-accidents in sociotechnical systems such as oil rigs (Jones
et al., 1999). We adapt the drift-to-danger model of sociotechnical accidents devel-
oped byRasmussen (1997) to conceptualize democratic instability.This approach helps
to understand how democratic systems can gradually erode, often in plain sight. It
highlights that incremental deviations from a liberal democratic equilibrium follow
a non-linear dynamic: Once a tipping point or threshold has been reached, reversing
democratic backsliding becomes extremely difficult or impossible, and the transition
to an authoritarian regime can be swift (e.g., Hitler’s establishment of a one-party dic-
tatorship and a repressive police state withinmonths of his appointment as Chancellor;
Weber, 2022).

In this article, we analyse several near misses to identify both enabling risk fac-
tors and protective interventions that transcend the particularities of each near-miss
episode (Lührmann et al., 2020). By synthesising insights and methods from the
behavioural sciences that can be recruited to strengthen democratic systems and pre-
vent backsliding, the article serves as a conceptual review with empirical aspects. First,
we adapt the drift-to-danger model and apply it to democratic near misses, identify-
ing elite norm violations as a key cause of backsliding in all cases. Second, we draw on
experimental, survey and empirical data to examine the consequences of elite norm
violations on public attitudes and behaviours. Third, we outline classes of behavioural
science-based interventions suitable for addressing risk factors identified as facilitating
or amplifying elite norm violations.

Democracy and its erosion
Discriminating between democratic and authoritarian regimes is becoming increas-
ingly difficult, asmost states hold elections (Lührmann et al., 2018) and have learned to
mimic various other attributes of liberal democracies. Only a few regimes (e.g., Belarus,
Iraq, North Korea and Russia) are openly authoritarian, relying on a repressive secu-
rity apparatus and coercion to control their citizens. ‘In the modern era, authoritarian
wolves rarely appear as wolves. They are now clad, at least in part, in sheep’s clothing’
(Varol, 2015, p. 1677). To illustrate, the democratic system in Hungary − an European
Union (EU) member state − has been seriously eroded by measures such as gerryman-
dering, hijacking of state institutions, constitutional changes that weaken democratic
checks and balances, and control of the media and public discourse (Polyák, 2019;
Szelényi, 2022).

Following Lindberg et al. (2014), we conceptualize democracy in terms of five core
components: electoral, liberal, participatory, deliberative and egalitarian. These com-
ponents form the basis of the democracy scores assigned by theVarieties of Democracy
(V-Dem) project (e.g., Lindberg et al., 2014; Boese et al., 2021). The electoral com-
ponent captures the idea that leaders’ responsiveness is achieved through a system of
competition and accountability, ensured by regular free and fair elections. Liberal refers
to the protection of individual and minority rights against a tyranny of the majority.
Participatory means that citizens’ active political participation in all political processes
is encouraged − for example, through engagement in political parties and civil society
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organizations and direct democracy. Deliberative means that decision-making should
be based on respectful and reasonable dialogue in pursuit of the public good. Finally,
democracy should be egalitarian and strive to distribute resources such as education
and health equitably.

Frequently, countries fail to ensure several of these core components of democracy,
leading to incomplete democracies, hybrid systems and autocratic types of governance.
Complete breakdowns or reversals of democracy are not as common as they used to
be (Boese et al., 2021). Most symptoms of reversal are subtle, and backsliding pro-
cesses take time (Haggard and Kaufman, 2021). In some cases, a transient period of
democratic backsliding is reversed. Instances in which democracies are exposed to
social, political or economic forces that could catalyse backsliding, butmanage to over-
come these forces and avoid a full and lasting backslide to autocratic governance can
be understood as near misses. A near miss is defined as a ‘case in which a country 1)
experiences a deterioration in the quality of initially well-functioning democratic insti-
tutions, without fully sliding into authoritarianism, but then, 2) within a time frame of
a few years, at least partially recovers its high-quality democracy’ (Ginsburg and Huq,
2018, p. 17).

Democracy is in a tough spot globally. At the time of writing in 2024, the world is
almost evenly divided between democratic (91) and autocratic states (88), with 71%
of people living in autocracies, up from 48% in 2013 (Nord et al., 2024). Citizens in
60 countries, making up around 45% of the world’s population, are being asked to
cast their votes in elections in 2024. The majority of these elections (52%) are being
held in countries in which democracy is declining (Nord et al., 2024). Although it
may seem unlikely that established democracies will experience substantial backslid-
ing, countries such as the US and UK have recently shown early signs of democratic
erosion. In the US, in particular, the last few years have seen a steady deterioration
of norms and practices crucial for maintaining democracy. Although the country has
experienced tumultuous periods before (e.g., the Watergate scandal), four problematic
developments now coincide for the first time: political polarization, conflicts over in-
group membership, high levels of social and economic inequality and excessive use of
executive power (Mettler and Liebermann, 2020).

The effects of political polarization are particularly salient, as cooperation between
the two parties in US Congress has become increasingly difficult, with members of
Congress willing to break with established norms (e.g., denying a sitting president the
hearings required to fill a vacant Supreme Court seat; Kar andMazzone, 2016). During
his presidency and even more so as the Republican candidate for the 2024 Presidential
election, Donald Trump also repeatedly attacked the judiciary and the rule of law
(Freedom House, 2019). Beyond that, elements of the Republican party challenged the
legitimacy of the 2020 presidential election, with various attempts to overturn the result
and keep Trump in office (Helderman, 2022), culminating in a violent insurrection on
6 January 2021 (Haslam et al., 2023).

Political elites in the UK have also shown disregard for democratic norms. A case
in point was the unlawful prorogation of parliament (i.e., ending of the parliamentary
session) in September 2019. This move was largely seen as an attempt by then Prime
Minister Boris Johnson to avoid parliamentary scrutiny of his government’s Brexit
plans and to prevent parliament from thwarting a hard Brexit. Johnson argued that
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the goal was to give his government time to prepare for the next parliamentary session
(Hadfield, 2019). However, the Supreme Court decided that the decision was ‘unlawful
because it had the effect of frustrating or preventing the ability of Parliament to carry
out its constitutional functions without reasonable justification’.1

Modeling democratic near misses
Although established democracies like the US and UK appear resilient on the sur-
face, these recent developments give cause for concern. This is because the processes at
the heart of backsliding − which starts gradually with slow incremental change before
suddenly switching to change that is difficult to reverse − remain poorly understood
(Bermeo, 2016; Waldner and Lust, 2018; Wiesner et al., 2019; Haggard and Kaufman,
2021; Wunsch and Blanchard, 2022).

We therefore turn to the field of human factors, which has a long history of study-
ing accidents in complex sociotechnical systems such as nuclear power plants or oil
rigs, to provide a conceptual lens through which to study democratic near misses. The
term ‘near miss’ is widely used here to distinguish accidents, which result in injury
or damage, from incidents without such detrimental outcomes (Jones et al., 1999). A
near miss thus refers to any event that could have caused substantial damage but was
prevented ‘by only a hair’s breadth’ (Reason, 2016, p. 118). To cite Jones et al. (1999),
a near miss is ‘an unintended incident which, under different circumstances, could
have become an accident’ (p. 63). In addition to highlighting risk factors, analyses of
near misses can draw attention to the safety layers that contribute to preventing an
adverse event (Gnoni et al., 2022). Ginsburg and Huq (2018) have also previously dis-
cussed near misses in the context of democracy, arguing that they can help to identify
the economic, political and social conditions that ‘can repel a threat to participatory
governance once such a threat has arisen’ (p. 17).

We argue that sociotechnical systems share similaritieswith democratic systems and
can therefore help to understand the non-linear process of erosion underlying demo-
cratic backsliding. In particular, we identify the drift-to-danger model developed by
Rasmussen (1997) as a valuable framework to study democratic backsliding.

The drift -to-danger model
Rasmussen (1997) argued that any system is shaped by objectives and constraints to
which individualsmust adhere in order for the system towork effectively. Nevertheless,
various degrees of freedom remain. Individuals interpret this leeway and develop
strategies to balance the effort they invest and the demands of the system. If the oper-
ating conditions change, these strategies will be modified. If, for example, a factory
increases its employees’ workload without hiring more staff, employees might neglect
safety protocols to meet the new demands. According to Rasmussen, this will likely
result in ‘systematic migration toward the boundary of functionally acceptable perfor-
mance’ (p. 189). If this boundary is irreversibly crossed, an error or an accident may

1https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2019-0192-summary.pdf
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occur. Where exactly the boundary lies is inherently difficult to identify; accidents are
often the only source of information on its position (Cook and Rasmussen, 2005).

In most systems, boundary transgressions are anticipated and addressed by adding
several safety layers − also known as defences-in-depth − to the system’s design (for
an overview, see Marsden, 2022). These safety layers, which are ideally independent,
guard against each others’ breakdown, absorb violations, and thus maintain system
stability evenwhen failures such as human error or amalfunctioning alert systemoccur
(Reason, 2016). Many accidents discussed in the human factors literature, such as the
partial meltdown of a nuclear reactor at the Three Mile Island power plant, can be
attributed tomultiple failures in complex systems, in which both human operators and
technology contributed to the accident (Perrow, 1984).

Rasmussen (1997) argued that while these multiple safety layers initially help the
system to maintain its operations, the absence of a feedback signal − that is, visible
negative effects of a transgression − prevents the necessary changes in behaviour. As
the safety layers wear down over time, the system becomes unable tomanage the strain,
and the gradual build-up of transgressions eventually results in accidents. Additionally,
the number of safety layers increases the overall complexity of the system, which in
turn increases the level of risk (Marsden, 2022). Rasmussen’s model thus describes a
system whose gradual erosion is not directly visible, but becomes apparent only when
the system breaks down under pressure. Rasmussen identified the absence of an over-
arching monitoring or coordination layer with sufficient understanding of the entire
organization to identify deviations and respond accordingly as a major flaw of the
defences-in-depth approach (Rasmussen, 1997).

It should be noted here that not all transgressions go unnoticed. Operators may
choose to ignore them if deviating from rules and norms has become accepted practice
in the organization. The explosion of the Challenger space shuttle in 1986 is a case in
point (Perrow, 1996). NASA engineers had repeatedly deviated from their goal of zero
failures prior to the explosion, as previous deviations had not resulted in an accident.
Crucially, damage to critical components (i.e., the O-ring seals in the booster rockets)
had been discovered in tests and flights preceding the accident (Rogers et al., 1986).

In summary, according to the drift-to-danger model, complex sociotechnical sys-
tems are designed to be fault tolerant.This makes them resistant to human or technical
error. However, while safety layers can tolerate small faults, they fail catastrophically
once the compounding of multiple small faults reaches a threshold. A near miss hap-
pens when those faults can be contained and reversed before the threshold is crossed.
We think of democracy as a similar system of largely independent safety layers −
checks and balances as well as legal and informal norms − designed to protect the
system against disruptions. Rasmussen’s criticism about the absence of a coordination
layer that monitors safety layers and identifies deviations from rules and procedures
(Rasmussen, 1997) also applies to democratic systems. Although a substantial number
of democratic institutions (e.g., courts, the media, parliament, government and civil
society) implement a defences-in-depth approach, the lack of an overarching coor-
dination layer creates systemic vulnerabilities. Furthermore, democracies are much
more complex and dynamic than technical systems. Modelling studies show that the
dynamic demands of political (e.g., voters, parties, politicians, lobbyists) and economic
(e.g., budget constraints, inflation) factors introduce additional risks by pushing the
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system to operate at the limits of acceptable strain (Eliassi-Rad et al., 2020; Morrison
andWears, 2022;Wiesner et al., 2023). Like technical systems, democracies can absorb
small deviations from the ideal operational practice. If violations are normalized, how-
ever, their effects can accumulate, eventually leading to non-linear and irreversible
system changes.

In the following, we analyse five cases in which such catastrophic failures have
been successfully averted. We examine the lessons that can be drawn from considering
these cases through the lens of the drift-to-danger model and the behavioural sciences
generally.

Historical analysis of democratic near misses
Our review of the literature2 identified five cases of democratic near misses, presented
in Table 1: Finland (1930), the UK (1930s), Spain (1981), Colombia (2010), Sri Lanka
(2015) and South Korea (2017). The cases demonstrate that the erosion of democ-
racy often begins with political elites pushing the boundaries of their power, and
that − consistent with the drift-to-danger model − democratic erosion begins grad-
ually (Rasmussen, 1997). Like frogs in a pan of slowly heating water, those who protect
democracy often fail to see the risks to the system until it is almost too late.The sudden
and unexpected collapse of democracy in Chile in 1973 serves as a clear illustration of
this process. Consequently, Chile, while not being a near miss itself, is highlighted as a
special case in Table 1.

Figure 1 illustrates the drift-to-danger model as applied to democratic backsliding.
As political elites repeatedly violate norms, democracy slowly drifts towards autoc-
racy. Public or behavioural interventions can reduce the prevalence or severity of such
norm violations, thereby slowing the drift.The safety layers designed to slow or prevent
democratic backsliding are also subject to protective and erosive forces. Risk factors
such as misinformation, populism and polarization can undermine them; behavioural
science interventions can strengthen them. The number of safety layers and the point
at which a layer fails are difficult to predict. If at least one safety layer holds, full back-
sliding can be prevented, leading to a nearmiss. However, if all layers fail, the threshold
to autocracy will be reached, endangering core democratic principles (e.g., freedom of
speech, protection ofminority rights).Thus, any norm violation is inherently problem-
atic, as it remains unpredictable when and if a violation will push democracy over the
edge.

Elite norm violations in near misses
The near misses presented in Table 1 reveal complex non-linear patterns of interact-
ing factors; however, elite violations of democratic norms emerge as a core driver of
democratic backsliding in all cases. These norm violations do not necessarily breach
constitutional boundaries, indicating that constitutional and other legal provisions

2We searched Google Scholar for relevant journal articles using the keywords: ‘near misses’ AND ‘demo-
cratic backsliding’, ‘near misses’ AND ‘backsliding’, and ‘democratic near misses’. More details on case
selection are presented in the Appendix.
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Table 1. Selected historical cases of democratic near misses

Country Year Context Outcome

Finland 1930 The Lapua Movement, a nationalist polit-
ical group, emerged in Finland after
farmers attacked a communist youth
parade in the village of Lapua, lead-
ing to violent clashes. Gaining support
particularly in rural areas and among
conservative and nationalist groups,
the movement sought to establish a
strong, authoritarian state. Their tactics
included political violence, intimidation,
and the kidnapping and arrest of com-
munist politicians on charges of treason.
The conservative president and parts
of the military sympathised with the
movement. In 1932, the movement’s sup-
porters gathered in Mäntsälä, demanding
a new “patriotic government” and threat-
ening violence if their demands were not
met (Ginsburg and Huq, 2018).

Key military personnel did not join
the insurrection. Judges imposed
harsh sentences on those involved
in the Mäntsälä incident. Members
of the conservative party who
had benefited electorally from
the Lapua Movement started to
perceive it as a threat. A newly
formed cross-party “lawfulness
front” split the Agrarian Union that
had supported the movement, and
served as a counter-movement. A
centre-left coalition was elected
in 1937, ending Finland’s drift to
autocracy (Ginsburg and Huq,
2018).

United
Kingdom

1930s Member of Parliament Oswald Mosley
established the British Union of Fascists
(BUF) in an attempt to establish a totali-
tarian regime in the UK. The BUF gained
popularity as the country struggled with
deep economic depression. Emerging
autocracies in Italy and Germany were
seen as examples of powerful modern
governments. When the movement
became increasingly affiliated with anti-
semitism and violence, its popularity
decreased (Ewing and Gearty, 2001).

In 1934, a rally at Olympia revealed
the true character of the BUF and
its close ties to the police. Attended
by thousands, including members
of the BUF’s paramilitary wing,
the “Blackshirts”, the event turned
violent when they clashed with
anti-fascist protesters, leading
to hours of unrest. Although the
BUF was never officially dissolved,
public support waned after the
incident, and the Public Order Act
of 1936 addressed the threat it
posed − for example, by banning
political uniforms (Cullen, 1993).

Spain 1981 The election of a new primeminister in
February 1981 was interrupted by 200
civil guardsmen who seized control of the
parliament building and held members
hostage for 18 hours. The insurrection-
ists, trying to stop Spain’s increasing
democratization, demanded the appoint-
ment of a conservative general as the
new primeminister (Levitsky and Ziblatt,
2023).

The coup failed due to the inter-
vention of King Juan Carlos I and
political elites who denounced it
(Maxwell, 1991). Additionally, a
rally of more than one million peo-
ple in Madrid united politicians
from all camps, ultimately helping
to maintain democracy (Levitsky
and Ziblatt, 2023).

Colombia 2010 President Alvaro Uribe sought to extend
his presidency beyond constitutional
limitations. In 2004, Congress amended
the constitution to permit his re-election.
It later emerged that this amendment
had been facilitated through bribes,
illegal wiretapping of the Supreme Court,
and intimidation of journalists. In 2010,
Uribe tried to secure a third term in office
(Ginsburg and Huq, 2018).

The Constitutional Court rejected
the amendment to allow a third
term, arguing that it would have
given the president excessive
authority through selecting key
judiciary figures (e.g., attorney
general, Supreme Court mem-
bers, chief prosecutor). Judges
were committed to upholding the
constitution (Ginsburg and Huq,
2018).

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued.)

Country Year Context Outcome

Sri
Lanka

2015 Mahinda Rajapaksa’s 2005 election win
allegedly involved voter suppression
through a deal with the Tamil Tigers, an
armed separatist group. Once in office, he
aggressively pursued the group, declar-
ing victory over them a year before his
re-election. Rajapaksa’s presidency was
characterised by widespread corruption,
including nepotism, erosion of legal insti-
tutions, and attacks on journalists. In
2010, Rajapaksa amended the constitu-
tion to allow a third term (Ginsburg and
Huq, 2018).

When Rajapaksa called snap elec-
tions in 2015, his former health
minister, Maithripala Sirisena,
ran against him, winning the sup-
port of a coalition consisting of
almost 50 parties. Rajapaksa’s
attempts to annul the election by
declaring a state of emergency
were thwarted by security and
judicial leaders. Upon entering
office, Sirisena began to undo the
measures taken by Rajapaksa to
weaken democracy (Ginsburg and
Huq, 2018).

South
Korea

2017 Democratic erosion began in 2008 e.g.,
through undermining press freedom,
electoral rights and freedom of aca-
demic and cultural expression. In 2010,
a scandal revealed illegal government
surveillance of citizens, particularly
journalists. In the run-up to the 2012 elec-
tions, the National Intelligence Service
covertly posted online comments favour-
ing the presidential candidate of the
ruling party. Park Geun-hye was elected
but was later implicated in a corruption
scandal involving abuse of power, misuse
of state funds and pressuring journalists.
Further, artists critical of the government
were excluded from government support
programmes (Laebens and Lührmann,
2021).

There were no electoral conse-
quences in 2012 as the public was
unaware of the violations. The
president’s involvement in corrup-
tion was revealed in 2016, sparking
protests and calls for her removal.
This public outcry was the cata-
lyst forcing parliament to impeach
Park Geun-hye. In 2018, she was
sentenced to prison on corruption
charges (Laebens and Lührmann,
2021).

Chile 1973 Chile is a special case, as it primarily illus-
trates the sudden decline of democratic
governance. Before Salvador Allende
became president with a narrow plu-
rality in September 1970, Chile’s public
policy was largely a result of bargain-
ing between the governing party and
the opposition. Allende deviated from
this practice, involving third parties like
courts and the army to resolve conflicts.
This change, coupled with economic
decline and widespread protests against
Allende’s “Chilean Road to Socialism”
in 1972 (Navia and Osorio, 2019), led
the opposition to pass a resolution in
August 1973 accusing the government
of constitutional violations, effectively
undermining its legitimacy (for a detailed
account, see Goldberg, 1975; Steenland,
1974).

In response to the protests against
his policies, Allende invited mili-
tary officers to join his cabinet in
November 1972. While the political
elite did not unequivocally support
this move, around 70% of citizens
saw it as positive for democracy
(Herrera and Morales, 2023).
However, since at least November
1972, elements within the military
had started planning to oust the
President, driven in part by grow-
ing anti-Marxist sentiments in the
armed forces (Goldberg, 1975).
On 11 September 1973, General
Augusto Pinochet seized power
and established a military dictator-
ship, which lasted until 1988, when
the transition back to democracy
began.
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Figure 1. Illustration of the drift-to-danger model applied to democratic backsliding. The solid black line
represents a gradual drift toward autocracy. Elite norm violations are a principal driver of this drift and
can be opposed by behavioural countermeasures. The threshold to autocracy (solid red horizontal line) is
protected by a number of safety layers (thin red lines) that can be undermined by risk factors and
strengthened by behavioural science interventions. If at least one safety layer holds, making it possible to
reverse the drift, a near miss occurs.

alonemay be insufficient. Gaps and ambiguities in any constitution, nomatter howwell
designed, leave room for interpretation and exploitation (Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2018).
In a stable democracy, societal and political norms fill these gaps, ensuring the smooth
operation of the system by governing elite and party behaviours and their interaction
with the public. Political norms act as crucial, but often unspoken, safety layers that
can arrest a drift to danger. However, they can become risk factors once eroded (e.g.,
if mainstream parties renege on the agreement not to form coalitions with extremist
parties), changed (e.g., if violations become ‘normal’) or ignored (e.g., even if some
political actors and institutions assume them to be still operative).

Given this critical role of elite norm violations in democratic near misses, we iden-
tify two areas in which behavioural science insights can safeguard democracy. The first
involves direct interaction with political elites: Is the public willing to tolerate norm
violations or does it punish such violations? Can politicians’ behaviour be shaped by
pro-democratic interventions? The second involves the broader societal risk factors
that may facilitate elite norm violations by eroding safety layers. Can those risk factors
be mitigated by behavioural interventions? We examine both areas in turn.

Democratic norms, elite norm violations and behavioural science
Two particularly important democratic norms are mutual toleration and institutional
forbearance (Levitsky andZiblatt, 2018).Thenormofmutual toleration states that each
party accepts the other’s right to compete for power and govern, as long as they adhere
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to the democratic process. Rivals are not seen as existential threats and politicians are
collectively willing to agree to disagree. However, the openness of democracies can be
exploited by bad-faith actors such as extremist political organizations. Indeed, Hitler
described the strategy behind the rise of National Socialism as using the democratic
process to destroy democracy (Weber, 2022).

Institutional forbearance means exercising restraint in situations where actions are
legal but against the spirit of the constitution. In the US, there is a 200-year-old tra-
dition of the sitting president to nominate a Supreme Court replacement even in a
presidential election year, symbolising cooperation between president and Senate (Kar
and Mazzone, 2016). The Republican-led Senate broke this norm when it refused to
hold hearings for President Obama’s nominee.

Elite attacks against these norms pose a major threat to democratic stability. They
can be especially damaging in segments of the public where support for democratic
norms and emancipatory values is already low (Kromphardt and Salamone, 2021).

Elite norm violations can be amplified by the fact that norms are not static, but
change over time, sometimes rapidly. Such changes can imperil democracy without
any obvious breaches of rules or laws. For example, Bursztyn et al. found that the
widespread social norm against overt expression of racism and xenophobia unrav-
elled quickly after Donald Trump’s election. Study participants evidently interpreted
his victory as a sign of widespread, hitherto hidden, anti-immigrant sentiment and
became more willing to express such views (Bursztyn et al., 2020). Thus, elite norm
violations can systematically change the normative power of social norms, effectively
giving ‘mainstream’ endorsement to behaviours previously considered unacceptable.
Over time, such violations can undermine the existing norm, making the violation the
new normal.

Second, elite norm violation can be enabled by a public that is unwilling to punish
transgressions. For example, voters in Colombia did not oppose Uribe’s measures to
expand presidential powers (Posada-Carbó, 2011). Similar developments can be wit-
nessed in the US at present. Political polarization is such that behaviours previously
considered unacceptable have become normalized (Mettler and Liebermann, 2020).
During the 2016 US presidential campaign, empowered by a supportive base, Donald
Trump invited a foreign adversary, Russia, to find and release emails from Hillary
Clinton’s private server (Parker and Sanger, 2016).He later instructedAttorneyGeneral
Jeff Sessions to shut down an investigation into his campaign’s ties to Russia. When
Sessions refused, Trump fired him (Baker et al., 2018). Republicans in Congress, with
few exceptions, stood by Trump, even after his 2023 indictment for mishandling con-
fidential documents and attempts to overturn the election. Two-thirds of Republican
voters supported his renewed candidacy and were ready to vote for him regardless of
whether he was convicted (Montanaro, 2023).

Accepting the results of fair and free elections is, of course, a crucial norm in a
democracy. Evidence suggests that rhetoric undermining this principle by claiming
widespread electoral fraud in the US reinforced such beliefs (Clayton et al., 2021).
Additionally, emotional responses to norm violations by out-group elites (e.g., anger
among Democrats over Republican actions or vice versa) tend to decrease over time,
suggesting a desensitization effect of repeated norm violations (Clayton et al., 2021).
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Overall, research provides conflicting evidence about people’s willingness to punish
norm-violating elites. On the one hand, only a small fraction of US citizens put demo-
cratic principles above their partisan identification when voting (Graham and Svolik,
2020). Thus, violations often go unpunished. Similarly, there is evidence that misin-
formation spread by politicians rarely affects individuals’ feelings towards them (Swire
et al., 2017; Swire-Thompson et al., 2020). Swire-Thompson et al. (2020) concluded
that: ‘Liking a politician has the unfortunate side effect of blinding us to their false-
hoods’ (p. 31). In fact, aggrieved groups can see politicians’ lies as a ‘symbolic challenge’
to an illegitimate establishment. Repeatedly spreading false information may also pay
off for elites: Attempts to correct the falsehoods may become less effective due to peo-
ple becoming habituated to the lies (T. Koch, 2017) and political opponents becoming
desensitized (Clayton et al., 2021). Norm violations can also set examples of seemingly
acceptable behaviour that partisans may then adopt (Bicchieri et al., 2022).

On the other hand, there is some evidence that politicians are sensitive to the
potential costs of having statements publicly corrected (e.g., by fact checkers). An
experimental study found that the threat of reputational damage reduced the like-
lihood that US lawmakers would make inaccurate statements (Nyhan and Reifler,
2015). Specifically, Nyhan andReifler randomly assigned state legislators to a treatment
or control condition ahead of state elections. Legislators in the treatment condition
received a letter reminding them that their public statements were subject to fact
checking and that false statements carried a reputational cost. During the campaign,
legislators in the treatment condition were found to be generally more accurate than
their counterparts in the control condition. These findings could not be replicated in a
more recent study (Ma et al., 2023), however, perhaps because of the numbing effects
of the post-truth world ushered in with the election of Donald Trump (Lewandowsky
et al., 2017).

Tsipursky and colleagues tested an intervention for politicians aimed at raising
the benefits of committing to the truth and punishing the spread of misinformation.
Politicians were invited to take a Pro-Truth Pledge consisting of three components
(share, honour and encourage the truth), each designed to reducemisinformation shar-
ing (Tsipursky et al., 2018a, 2018b). It involved, for instance, sharing sources to allow
others to verify information, defending others attacked for sharing factual informa-
tion, and asking peers to stop using unreliable sources. The pledge seems to have had a
beneficial effect, increasing signers’ sharing of truthful information on Facebook four
weeks after taking it (Tsipursky et al., 2018b). These encouraging results are consistent
with the finding that both voters and donors prefer candidates with pro-democratic
positions (Carey et al., 2022).

Risk factors enabling elite norm violation
Elite norm violations do not take place in a vacuum. They can be enabled or ampli-
fied by risk factors that erode democratic safety layers (Figure 1). Table 2 presents a
selection of risk factors relevant from a behavioural sciences perspective that emerged
from our analysis of near misses and the drift-to-danger model, categorized according
to the five V-Dem core components of democracy. Before turning to the V-Dem core
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Table 2. Factors that undermine democracy by the five V-Dem components

Component Example Definition Threat

Liberal Right-wing populism Populism can be understood
as an ideology that divides
society into “the pure people”
and “the corrupt elite” (Rovira
Kaltwasser, 2017, p. 491),
and expects politicians to
implement the “general will
of the people” (for a review,
see Kaltwasser, 2012; Mudde,
2017). Although politics “for
the people” can be beneficial
for society, the characteristics
of right-wing populism − such
as vilification of marginal-
ized groups and impatience
with deliberation − can have
adverse consequences for
democracy (Mansbridge and
Macedo, 2019).

Right-wing populism
is frequently at odds
with liberal democracy,
as it emphasises pop-
ular sovereignty and
majority rule, each of
which is said to serve “the
pure people” instead of
“corrupt elites”, thereby
potentially undermin-
ing existing checks and
balances (Mudde and
Rovira Kaltwasser, 2018;
Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017).
In particular, right-wing
populism poses a threat
to democratic account-
ability by considering
courts and the judiciary
as impediments to rulers’
ability to exercise the pre-
sumed will of the people
(Aytaç et al., 2021).

Electoral Voter disenchant-
ment

Refers to disengagement from
political life − for example,
by deciding not to vote. C. M.
Koch et al. (2023) have argued
that disengagement can also
result in people voting for
populist parties as a way
to express their dissatisfac-
tion with the current political
system.

As political disengage-
ment is more frequent in
socioeconomically dis-
advantaged populations,
elections further increase
divides between socioe-
conomic groups − and
thus economic inequality
and feelings of dissat-
isfaction with politics
(Gallego, 2010; C. M.
Koch et al., 2023; Schaub,
2021).

Participatory Misinformation Incorrect information, fre-
quently disseminated with the
intent to mislead (Ecker et al.,
2022), threatens the epis-
temic potential of democratic
decision-making as it hinders
access to accurate information
(Brown, 2018). For instance,
voting decisions based on
inaccurate information can
have numerous harmful con-
sequences at a societal level
(e.g., Lewandowsky et al.,
2017; Pantazi et al., 2021).

Misinformation in
social media increases
political cynicism in non-
partisans. This can create
partisan echo cham-
bers and lead to wider
political disenchant-
ment, with detrimental
effects on democracy.
While the effect of mis-
information exposure
is more pronounced
in non-partisans, it is
independent of whether
people actually believe
the misinformation
they: Mere exposure to
it increases cynicism (Lee
and Jones-Jang, 2024).

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued.)

Component Example Definition Threat

Participatory Conspiracy theories Are understood as an attempt
to make sense of events
by proposing a secret plot
between powerful individu-
als or organizations that aims
to accomplish sinister ends
through continuing deception
of the public (Douglas and
Sutton, 2008; Goertzel, 1994).
Conspiracy theories are often
vague, are not inherently true
or false, and tolerate internal
contradictions (Wood et al.,
2012).

Beliefs in conspiracy
theories are associated
with increased politi-
cal cynicism (Swami,
2012), decreased interper-
sonal trust (Frenken and
Imhoff, 2023) and trust
in authorities (Goertzel,
1994), decreased political
participation (Ardèvol-
Abreu et al., 2020), and
increased willingness to
harm the state and its
representatives (Imhoff
et al., 2021).

Deliberative Social and political
polarization

Describes a situation where
significant differences in opin-
ions result in clashes of views
between segments of the pub-
lic. In the context of political
polarization, society splits into
opposing camps along par-
tisan lines. The divisions go
beyond political debates and
extend to social relationships
and how people interact with
one another on a daily basis
(Boese et al., 2021).

In highly polarized soci-
eties, each side considers
only their views to be
correct and sees the
other political camp(s)
as threats to the nation.
This can ultimately result
in a willingness to use all
means possible to defend
their side’s interests
(Somer et al., 2021).

components, we consider a more domain-general insight about risk perception and
behaviour.

A neglected but potentially important risk factor is a lack of personal experience
with the implications of autocratic rule. Personal experience with a risk − be it a
macroeconomic shock such as the Great Depression (Malmendier and Nagel, 2011), a
period of hyper-inflation (Malmendier and Nagel, 2016), a catastrophic natural hazard
such an earthquake (Wachinger et al., 2013) or a global pandemic such as COVID-19
(Dryhurst et al., 2020) − has been found to influence people’s perception of risk more
generally. For instance, a recent analysis of more than 15,000 people in Germany found
that those who had contracted coronavirus consistently rated the likelihood of infec-
tion higher than those without such experience. Media coverage also influenced risk
judgements, but to a lesser extent (Schulte-Mecklenbeck et al., 2024). Similarly, in an
international survey of 24 countries, personal experience of global warming predicted
the willingness to endorse specific mitigation actions (Broomell et al., 2015).

People tend to learn about risks either frompersonal experience or fromdescription
(Hertwig and Wulff, 2022). Ample evidence from psychology and economics indicates
that people’s propensity to take risks in the future depends on lessons taught by past
experiences. For example, one of the probabilistic outcomes of unprotected sex is con-
tracting a sexually transmitted infection (STI). When base rates of STIs are low, as
is typically the case, not contracting an STI is the likelier outcome of having unpro-
tected sex. At the current rates of disease in Europe, a person would need to have sex
with at least 15 (randomly selected) people to reach a 50% probability of encountering
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a partner with syphilis, chlamydia or gonorrhea (in 2016; see Ciranka and Hertwig,
2023). Therefore, most people (especially adolescents) who have unprotected sex do
not contract STIs, with one likely consequence being that many do not learn to protect
themselves.

In contrast, people who do experience rare events with negative outcomes such as
contracting an STI aremore risk averse.This ‘hot-stove effect’ (Denrell, 2007) gives rise
to a powerful behavioural bias that prevents them from repeating the behaviour asso-
ciated with the adverse outcome − a cat that has sat on a hot stove lid once is unlikely
to do so again.

These behavioural regularities have implications for the efficacy of warnings about
risks in general and democratic decline in particular. Democracies may warn their citi-
zens about the potential consequences of behaviours such as elite norm violations, but
these warnings compete with the everyday experience of a still-functioning democ-
racy (Hertwig and Wulff, 2022) and may thus go unheeded. Indeed, safe experiences
can undermine the effectiveness of warnings in various domains (see Barron et al.,
2008). This dynamic may also help explain why early warnings about the risks of cli-
mate changewere relatively ineffective (seeHertwig andWulff, 2022; E.U.Weber, 2006;
E. U. Weber and Stern, 2011).

This is especially problematic when the probability of a catastrophic event is low but
increases over time. Hertwig and Wulff (2022) used the example of Mount Vesuvius to
illustrate this dynamic − the volcano described as ‘Europe’s ticking time bomb’ (Barnes,
2011, p. 140). Around 600,000 people live in the Red Zone that would be at highest
risk in the event of an eruption. Yet neither expert warnings (e.g., Mastrolorenzo et al.,
2006) nor financial incentives (e.g., Barberi et al., 2008) have persuaded them to leave
the danger zone. Hertwig and Wulff (2022) argued that this can be attributed to the
residents’ long-lasting ‘all-clear experience’ (p. 641): The last violent eruption occurred
in 1944. People who have never experienced an eruption behave as if they underweight
the probability of one occurring.

Experience is a powerful teacher of risks, causing people to both overweight
risk (once experienced) and underweight it (after a sequence of safe experiences).
Simulations − e.g., of earthquakes, investment risks and old age − can provide tangible
demonstrations of the impact of potential risks without exposing individuals to actual
harm (Hertwig and Wulff, 2022). Available simulations like the Swiss Seismological
Service’s Earthquake Games3 or role-playing simulations on transitions to democ-
racy (Jiménez, 2015) or civil–military relations during mass uprisings (Harkness and
DeVore, 2021) can provide the blueprint for interventions that simulate life and risks in
an autocracy. Citizenswho ‘experience’ the risk of democratic declinemay be better cal-
ibrated to address its threats and prospective losses. Interventions could take the form
of online games, virtual reality simulations or interactive museum exhibits. For exam-
ple, the House of Terror in Budapest4 and the Museum of Occupations and Freedom
Fights in Vilnius5 illustrate the brutal realities of living under an oppressive regime.

3See http://www.seismo.ethz.ch/en/knowledge/miscellaneous/earthquake-games/
4https://www.terrorhaza.hu/en/
5http://www.genocid.lt/muziejus/en/
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There is increasing evidence that such simulations are more effective than description-
based interventions. A study on COVID-19 vaccination found that people exposed to
an interactive risk–ratio simulation weremore likely to get vaccinated and tend to have
a better understanding of the benefit-to-harm ratio (Wegwarth et al., 2023) than people
presented with the same information in a conventional text-based format. It is difficult
to directly target elites with interventions; using insights from behavioural science to
make citizens more sensitive to the risks of democratic backsliding seems a promising
approach to bolster democratic resilience.

The liberal, participatory and deliberative components of the V-Dem taxonomy
appear especially vulnerable to erosion because − relative to the electoral and egal-
itarian components − they rely more on norm commitment than on legislation or
regulation.Wenext showhow the behavioural sciences can informmeasures to counter
the risks identified in Table 2, thus reinforcing safety layers against norm violations by
elites. The allocation of risks to the V-Dem taxonomy is not clear cut, as some risks
such as misinformation can affect more than one aspect of democracy, for instance
liberal and participatory. Yet, for the sake of analytical clarity, we categorize each risk
under the aspect of democracy it most directly impacts. This approach allows for a
more precise identification of how specific threats undermine democratic functions
and facilitates targeted responses.

For example, misinformation primarily threatens the participatory aspect of
democracy by distorting public opinion and voter behaviour, which undermines the
legitimacy of electoral processes and the responsiveness of political representatives.
While it also has implications for liberal democracy by potentially eroding trust in
institutions and the rule of law, its most direct and immediate impact is on the quality
and inclusiveness of public participation.

Right-wing extremism under the banner of populism
Addressing right-wing extremism cloaked in populism from a behavioural perspec-
tive is easier said than done: Its proponents appeal to emotion − in particular anger
and outrage (Gerbaudo et al., 2023) − and use rhetorical strategies that are difficult to
counter, while sidestepping policy debate. According to Kayam (2023, p. 277), three
of Trump’s main strategies are ‘make it simple, make it negative, and make it “Twitty”’,
which means using ad populum and ad hominem appeals. This makes conventional
argumentation difficult, if not impossible. Less conventional approaches include using
satire to shine a light on the shortcomings of right-wing populist policies (e.g., nation-
alist solutions to global problems). Using a large-scale survey methodology, Boukes
and Hameleers (2020) examined how the Dutch satirical show, Zondag met Lubach,
influenced people’s willingness to vote for a populist party after the show targeted its
lack of identifiable policy positions.The results revealed that the show reduced support
for both the party and its leader, and that the decline was particularly strong among
citizens inclined to vote for populist parties. Satire has been shown to work in other
contexts as well, such as fact checking (Boukes and Hameleers, 2023): Satirical correc-
tions reduce belief in misinformation, but also lead to greater polarization than plain
fact-based corrections (Boukes and Hameleers, 2023). Humour and satire thus con-
stitute an effective tool to counter populism; however, they should not be deployed
without great care.
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According to Rovira Kaltwasser (2017), fighting right-wing populism by depict-
ing its proponents as villains and its opponents as heroes is ineffective. Such framing
fosters polarization and can create a populism vs anti-populism divide that may
unwittingly align precisely with the division that right-wing extremists seek to cre-
ate. Instead, reminding people of the value of deliberation and group norms may help
close the social divide (e.g., Cialdini and Goldstein, 2004; Mansbridge and Macedo,
2019; Kendall-Taylor and Nietsche, 2020; Pantazi et al., 2022).

Another issue of concern for the behavioural sciences is the post-truth commu-
nication frequently employed by right-wing populists. Post-truth phenomena such as
misinformation and conspiracy theories exploit existing societal chasms aswell as indi-
vidual beliefs about the government and political elites (Waisbord, 2018; Uscinski et al.,
2022).We discuss interventions to countermis- and disinformation in the next section.

Once right-wing populists are in government, interventions become evenmore dif-
ficult and can backfire, as discussed by Schlipphak and Treib (2017) using the cases of
Austria in the early 2000s and Hungary under Victor Orban. In both cases, EU inter-
ventions (e.g., sanctions) did not reduce public support for the government; on the
contrary, support increased over time. Schlipphak and Treib (2017) argued that this
effect can be attributed to successful blame deflection. The politicians framed the EU’s
actions as an illegitimate intervention from ‘outside’, creating an ‘us’ vs ‘them’ juxtapo-
sition, and thus de-legitimizing the interventions. A better approach would be for the
EU to build a coalition with domestic actors, intervening only when oppressed domes-
tic groups ask for help. Instead targeting an entire country, sanctions should focus on
actual offenders, such as political elites and high-ranking officials. Institutionally, an
independent supervisory body could be established to conduct ‘open, independent and
impartial’ (Schlipphak and Treib, 2017, p. 362) assessments of the state of democracy.
We propose that behavioural scientists could support this body by developing guide-
lines and designing evidence-based measures for cases in which legal interventions are
insufficient − for example, when norms are threatened.

Misinformation and conspiracy theories
The proliferation of false or misleading information and conspiracy theories through
media and digital platforms − especially social media − is a global phenomenon that
can have detrimental effects on public welfare (e.g., health), responses to global crises
(e.g., pandemics, climate change) and the stability of democracies (Lewandowsky,
Smillie, et al., 2020b; Lorenz-Spreen et al., 2022). It is influenced by media conglom-
erates and online platforms, but also by individual and collective behaviours (Lazer
et al., 2018; Lewandowsky, et al., 2017). A range of behavioural sciences-based inter-
ventions have been proposed to target behaviours in the digital world. Recent reports
by Ecker et al. (2022), Kozyreva et al. (2024) and van der Linden et al. (2023) have
examined the evidence for these interventions. They can be divided into individual-
level interventions such as inoculation (which seeks to build people’s competence at
discerning manipulative information), media-literacy tips, warnings and fact-check
labels, debunking and accuracy and social norm nudges. ‘Friction’ can be intro-
duced to slow information processing and encourage more careful analysis. Users
can be taught to use lateral reading strategies, that is to leave the initial source and
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open new tabs to search for more information about the person or organization
behind a website or social media post and the claims made. There is considerable
evidence that those techniques work even in the wild. For example, Roozenbeek
et al. (2022) showed that YouTube users benefited from brief information videos
that boosted their ability to distinguish manipulative information from high-quality
information.

Although helpful, such individual-focused interventions are insufficient to address
the scale of the misinformation problem. Systemic interventions are also needed for
online content (e.g., regulatory legislation of platforms), algorithms (e.g., automated
tools for content moderation) and business models (e.g., supporting reliable news
media).

Issues surrounding content moderation, including the balance between safeguard-
ing freedomof expression andminimizing risks to public health, have polarized debate,
particularly in theUS (see the ongoing legal dispute about the First Amendment and its
impact on social media companies; Zakrzewski, 2023). In perhaps the first behavioural
science study of people’s preferences around content moderation, Kozyreva et al.
(2021) found that, under specific circumstances, a majority of US respondents would
remove misinformation-based social media posts on election denial, anti-vaccination,
Holocaust denial and climate change. Respondents were more likely to remove posts
that contained potentially dangerous misinformation or if the information had been
circulatedmultiple times by the person.They weremore reluctant to suspend accounts
than to remove posts. In general, however, the US public does not categorically oppose
content moderation of harmful content.

Importantly, the cognitive and behavioural sciences have already contributed to EU
regulations (Kozyreva, et al., 2023) by, for instance, designing and testing interven-
tions, informing the design of regulations and revealing and documenting people’s
preferences (e.g., for content moderation).

Voter disenchantment
Voter apathy or lack of engagement with elections presents a problem in many liberal
democracies. Communication campaigns are often seen as a relatively simple solution;
however, the evidence for their effectiveness is limited (Haenschen, 2023). Behavioural
science can contribute by helping to build a culture where participation and active
choice is valued. Even subtle changes in wording can be enough to increase people’s
motivation to vote. For example, framing voting as a facet of personal identity rather
than a behaviour − using phrases such as ‘being a voter’ rather than ‘voting’ − increases
people’s likelihood to vote (Bryan et al., 2011).

Other interventions discussed to increase voter turnout include creating a pre-
commitment device in form of a registry for people who commit to vote, with small
penalties being imposed for failing to vote (Pedersen et al., 2023). In contexts with
mandatory voting or voter registration (e.g., Australia, Belgium), highlighting the role
of the negative monetary effects of non-voting can be an effective nudge (K ̈olle et al.,
2017). However, these interventions are difficult to implement, often only suitable in
certain contexts, and raise ethical questions about the validity of consent if citizens
have to opt out from interventions such as the pre-commitment system.
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Prompting people to consciously consider when, where and how they will cast their
vote can also help to increase voter turnout (Gollwitzer, 1999; Gollwitzer and Sheeran,
2006). Nickerson and Rogers (2010) reported a substantial increase of voter turnout
of 9.1 percentage points in single-eligible voter households. For households with two
or more voters, however, the intervention reduced turnout by 1.5 percentage points,
probably because these households would discuss voting and make a plan anyway.
Anderson et al. (2018) found that, in addition to making a voting plan, individuals
benefit from relevant, clear information material about the election. Furthermore, the
salience of norms that represent a group’s collective values influences voting intentions,
regardless of how close or significant a group (e.g., friends, family) is to the individual
(French Bourgeois and de la Sablonnière, 2023).

Polarization
Affective polarization is strongly correlated with democratic backsliding. Even within
democracies, it can reduce accountability, freedom, deliberation and rights (Svolik,
2019; Orhan, 2022) and increase the chance of elite norm violations. Interventions
to mitigate polarization can target information processing, beliefs or social relations.
Information processing interventions seek to change individual reasoning patterns that
guide the interpretation of information. Examples include addressing cognitive rigid-
ity, which is associated with intergroup hostility and ideological extremism (Zmigrod,
2020), and intra-individual conflict, which can lead to paradoxical (Bar-Tal et al., 2021)
or counterfactual thinking (Epstude and Roese, 2008).

Findings on the distorting effects of in- and out-group perceptions suggest that
polarization can be mitigated by addressing specific beliefs (Mackie, 1986). In poli-
tics, polarization results in partisan animosity, defined as ‘negative thoughts, feelings
or behaviours towards a political outgroup’ (Hartman et al., 2022, p. 1194). In a
large-scale study, Voelkel et al. (2023) tested 25 interventions designed to reduce polar-
ization. Only six showed lasting results. These interventions took various approaches:
highlighting that most Democrats and Republicans reject polarization; showing that
positive social connection across party lines is possible despite political disagreement;
making national identity salient; correcting misperceptions about outpartisans’ sup-
port for undemocratic actions and their tendency to dehumanize the other party; and
creating sympathetic personal narratives.

Polarization interventions targeting social relations are informed by evidence on
intergroup contact (Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006). They use contact
with out-group members to humanize outpartisans and create a more realistic image
of their thinking and behaviour. Interventions include improving people’s dialogue
skills, enabling a constructive debate despite political differences and facilitating pos-
itive contact between partisans − for example, by highlighting what both groups have
in common (Hartman et al., 2022).

Recent work byVoelkel et al. (2023) andBroockman et al. (2022) cautions that while
depolarization interventions reliably reduce affective polarization, they do not appear
to be successful in reducing anti-democratic attitudes, such as support for partisan vio-
lence. It appears that once a society becomes so divided that political identity overtakes
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social identity, members of the other political camp may be perceived as a threat to the
nation, thus legitimizing all means possible to defend one’s own interests.

Limitations and expansion
We restricted our analysis to factors falling within the realm of the behavioural
sciences (Table 2) that offer scope for countermeasures. However, numerous other
systemic factors may also facilitate democratic backsliding, such as economic inequal-
ity (Siripurapu, 2022) and the design of the online information environment
(Lewandowsky et al., 2020b). In the future, climate changemay also impact the stability
of democratic systems, as authoritarian policies to address the climate crisis become
more likely in the most affected areas (Mittiga, 2022). Although the importance of
such systemic factors must not be underestimated, they do not negate the role of the
behavioural sciences.

Conclusion: behavioural science against democratic backsliding
Near misses in sociotechnical systems are adverse events that could have caused dam-
age to people and/or property but were prevented by means of safety layers (Jones
et al., 1999). In democracies, near misses are understood as situations in which politi-
cal systems either managed to withstand a drift towards autocracy (Figure 1) or briefly
became autocratic before returning to democratic governance (Ginsburg and Huq,
2018). The present analysis of democratic near misses identified factors that have suc-
cessfully prevented democratic decline in the past (as it is common in the field of
safety science; see Gnoni et al., 2022) and can therefore inform future interventions
to increase democratic stability.

Inspired by Rasmussen (1997), we adapted the drift-to-dangermodel to democratic
near misses. Within this framework, backsliding is enabled by the confluence of vari-
ous factors: Populism, misinformation and polarization collude in eroding the safety
layers that would otherwise prevent political elites from violating the norms essential
to keep a democracy functioning. Elite norm violations − and the public response to
them − are at the heart of all historical near misses we analysed. Indeed, this is the first
crucial insight from our analysis: Democratic backsliding is closely tied to elite norm
violations, but the role of the public in condoning or opposing those violations is far
more variable.

The second insight concerns the non-linearity of the drift underlying democratic
backsliding. Some violations can be absorbed, but democracy’s breaking pointmight at
any point be just one safety layer away. This non-linearity underscores the importance
of protecting all democratic norms and calling out all violations, as the downstream
effects cannot be predicted. The drift-to-danger model helps to understand how grad-
ual declines in democracy can suddenly turn catastrophic and irreversible. While the
model is not testable in itself, it suggests hypotheses − for example, that the failure of
a single safeguard does not critically influence the overall trajectory of backsliding or
that the exact tipping point is difficult to predict.

Although our analysis of nearmisses was limited to past cases, we did briefly explore
the implications of that analysis within the current situation in the UK and US. The
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US system of checks and balances has served as a model for many other democracies.
Yet, its safety layers seem to be eroding in several areas. Society is highly polarized
across all levels, from political leaders to citizens. Elite norm violations have become
more frequent, culminating in Donald Trump disputing the legitimacy of the 2020
presidential elections.

It is, however, important to emphasize that cases such as the January 6 insurrection
in the US and the prorogation of parliament in the UK represent individual episodes
within a sequence of events that can ultimately contribute to democratic decline. They
do not singularly constitute a near miss (from the perspective of the drift-to-danger
model, no single event should cause a near miss). Yet, while the outcomes of anti-
democratic actions are unpredictable, examining the intentions of the actors involved
can reveal their willingness to undermine democracy in the absence of checks and
balances. The intentions of political elites matter, as Levitsky and Ziblatt (2023) have
shown for what they call semi-loyal democrats. Members of this group do not actively
harm democracy but fail to defend it in times of polarization and crisis. By turning a
blind eye to the autocratic acts of ideological allies, they enable antidemocratic extrem-
ists. History provides several examples of this mechanism. In 1934, violent rioters
tried to occupy the French parliament, leading to the resignation of the centrist prime
minister. Many conservative politicians did not condemn the insurrection; some even
praised the rioters as ‘heroes and patriots’.This lack of condemnation allowed the insur-
rectionists’ ideas to enter mainstream conservative thought, including a preference for
Hitler over the socialist prime minister − although French conservatives were histori-
cally anti-German (Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2023). Therefore, even in the absence of clear
and predictable tipping points, investigating established backsliding patterns, espe-
cially in political elites’ intentions and behaviour, can help to understand and prevent
democratic breakdown. As Svolik et al. (2023) put it: ‘To diagnose the vulnerabilities of
contemporary democracies, we must therefore ask: When faced with a choice between
democracy and partisan loyalty, policy priorities, or ideological dogmas, who will put
democracy first?’ (p. 6).

Our framework suggests various avenues for future research. One area involves
exploring how to counteract complacency toward elite norm violations − for exam-
ple, by testing interventions such as autocracy simulations and their effectiveness
in raising awareness of the risk of democratic decline. Another is to examine the
effects of nostalgic feelings for autocratic regimes such as the German Democratic
Republic, especially in times of political or economic crisis. In these situations, nos-
talgia could bias people in favour of the autocratic regime, making them more critical
of democracy (see for instance Neundorf et al., 2020). Further research is necessary
to investigate how nostalgia impacts democratic backsliding and to identify mitigating
strategies.

To date, research into how the behavioural sciences can strengthen democracy and
prevent backsliding is scarce. Druckman (2024)’s recent study on democratic back-
sliding from a psychological perspective also stresses the need to look beyond the
structural factors frequently discussed in political science. Yet while Druckman (2024)
also identifies elites as important actors in the backsliding process − along with social
movements, interest groups and campaign organizations − his framework does not
address either the process of backsliding itself or potential interventions to stop it.
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Future research could therefore take a more process-oriented perspective, like the
drift-to-danger model, and emphasize the role of non-elite actors in facilitating norm
violations, a topic only briefly explored in this article.

Behavioural interventions are just one tool in the toolbox of forces working
together to stop democratic backsliding. Most of these behavioural interventions
are aimed at the public, aiming to increase awareness of the risks of democratic
decline and to boost resilience to manipulation and false information (see also
Herzog and Hertwig, 2025). When it comes to elites, however, these interven-
tions seem largely ineffective in influencing those willing to push the norms of
acceptable behaviour. Yet, as documented by our historical analysis, some politi-
cal elites do stand up for democracy. For example, the UK Supreme Court blocked
Boris Johnson’s attempt to prorogue parliament, and the Georgia’s Republican
Secretary of State in Georgia, Brad Raffensperger, resisted Donald Trump’s pressure
‘to find 11,780 votes’ (Shear and Saul, 2021). These examples highlight that elite
resistance and push back can interrupt, at the least for the moment, democratic
backsliding.
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Appendix
Cases were selected for this analysis through a literature search on Google Scholar conducted between 5 and
14 July 2023. Table A1 presents the number of papers returned for each search query.

Table A1. Results for Google Scholar search queries

Search query Number of papers returned

‘near misses’ AND ‘democratic backsliding’ 85

‘near misses’ AND ‘backsliding’ 223

‘democratic near misses’ 6
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Further articles published at a later stage were included subsequently. The present analysis was limited
to cases that were strongly documented as near misses in the literature (e.g., Colombia, Sri Lanka) or can
historically be understood as a near miss (e.g., UK, in the 1930s).

Although various violations of democratic norms in severalWestern countries have been reported in the
media (e.g., the prorogation of parliament in the UK; the attempt of former President Donald Trump to stop
the peaceful transfer of power on 6 January 2021), these cases can be understood as instances of democratic
backsliding rather than near misses, and are therefore not discussed in our historical analysis.
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