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1 Introduction

All authoritarian regimes must eventually confront the problem of leadership succession.

Power in authoritarian regimes by definition rests largely in the hands of one individual.

This puts the question of succession at the heart of authoritarian regime survival. Unlike

democracies, authoritarian regimes lack independent enforcement mechanisms that enable

peaceful and regular transitions of power. As a result, coercion and secrecy govern the

succession process: over half of leadership transitions in dictatorships from 1946 to 2014

were violent (Meng, 2021).

The process of arranging succession can disturb the tenuous balance of power in an au-

thoritarian regime. Appointing a successor challenges the autocrat’s sole claim to legitimacy

or authority, creating a uniquely-situated challenger to the autocrat’s rule, or a “crown

prince problem” (Herz, 1952). On the other end of this dilemma, a regime without an heir

can quickly fall into a disastrous succession crisis upon the unexpected death of its leader,

incurring hefty costs for elites within the regime (Kokkonen et al., 2022).

Studies of succession in a comparative perspective are surprisingly rare. However, those

that do exist generally agree that succession rules and appointments stabilize the regime and

the autocrat’s rule by reducing uncertainty surrounding the succession process and balancing

elites against one another (Frantz and Stein, 2017; Kokkonen and Sundell, 2014; Meng, 2020;

2021). This matches conclusions from the vast literature focusing on the effects of other power

sharing or pseudo-democratic institutions on autocrat or regime survival (Pepinsky, 2014).

If autocrats do indeed care about survival, these results should imply an abundance of

succession appointments and arrangements, similar to other purportedly stabilizing insti-

tutions like elections and legislatures. This is not the case. Using data from WhoGov,

Comparative Constitutions, and V-Dem, as well as originally collected data, I categorize au-

tocracies that maintain lines of succession and appoint elites to these positions. For the years
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1966-2023, authoritarian regimes globally retained formal successors only about 21 percent

of the time. Hereditary succession is even rarer, being present around 3 percent of the time,

matching estimates from Meng, 2021. What explains the lack of succession arrangements?

I argue that successors do not actually stabilize autocratic rule in most cases. In this pa-

per, I develop a game theoretic model that formally illustrates a survival-oriented autocrat’s

choice to appoint a successor from a set of elites. I incorporate key assumptions from the

literature and evaluate the main conclusions of recent research on succession. I argue that

appointing a successor is not regime-stabilizing, but instead destabilizing for the autocrat’s

rule.

My baseline model is the first formal theoretic framework that I know of to model the

autocrat’s succession dilemma as a coordination problem between distinct elites, who may

serve as successor candidates. I highlight the role of disadvantaged elites, an underdiscussed

effect of succession, in counteracting the survival-enhancing benefits of succession appoint-

ments. While the scholarly conversation on succession has paid most of its attention to the

crown prince problem and elite coordination, I stress the importance of other elites in the

regime who are cut out once the succession picture is clarified. These elites do not sit idly by

when their rivals are placed in positions of power or act as a counterbalancing force. Instead,

they may choose to stage preemptive coup attempts in order to undercut the successor before

they can consolidate their power. I describe two empirical cases that display this effect in

action.

My model also allows me to provide a different approach on the survival-enhancing effects

of appointing a successor. This has been conceptualized as a ”barrier effect” (Konrad and

Mui, 2017), where elites seeking to claim power must go through both the autocrat and the

successor. This requires that the successor is fully motivated to protect the autocrat upon

appointment, and that the net power shared between the autocrat and the successor grows

upon appointment. I disagree with these assumptions, and loosen them in my model. I show
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that successors do not simply protect the status quo, but may indeed use their newfound

power to remove the autocrat. However, the appointment decision can convince the successor

to wait out the autocrat if their gains in the future sufficiently outweigh their short-term

advantage against the autocrat. Thus, in a very narrow set of cases, a survival-oriented

autocrat can find benefit in offering appointment to stave off a credible threat, but the

parameter ranges in my model that support this equilibrium are thin.

However, in some cases, autocrats do appoint successors. Furthermore, some of these

appointed successors turn on the autocrat. Why would an autocrat gamble to appoint

potentially disloyal successors, if there is so little to gain? In order to answer this question,

I return to the assumption regarding the successor’s loyalty to the autocrat in an extension

of my baseline model.

While successors may not always prefer to protect the status quo, in some cases, a

successor may find themselves bound to the autocrat upon appointment, or appear, at least

to outsiders, to work closer with the autocrat than before. This appearance of loyalty may be

sufficient to ward off elites hoping to work with the successor to remove the autocrat. The fact

that some successors may have incentives to actively defend the autocrat, as conceptualized

in Konrad and Mui’s ”barrier effect”, could be of use to the survival-oriented autocrat.

I extend my model to include incomplete information on elite types. By appointing

elites who are loyal to him, the autocrat not only gains a valuable ally, but communicates

his trust in the successor to other regime elites. However, the inherent secrecy of elite

preferences and barriers to credible signaling in authoritarian regimes, even among regime

elites, creates an opportunity for the autocrat to disrupt elite coordination by appointing a

disloyal elite. Regime elites observing such a move should update their beliefs with regards

to the newly-appointed successor’s loyalty. The consequences of working with a potentially

loyalist successor, from being hung out to dry in a coup attempt to having plans betrayed to

the autocrat, may dissuade plotters from acting against the autocrat. The disloyal successor’s
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knowledge of the dilemma facing these elites may compel them to drop their own ambitions

for the throne, despite their increased power, and the autocrat successfully diffuses both

challenges to his survival.

I conclude with a brief summary of one such case that could offer empirical grounding for

the dynamic described in my extended model. I emphasize that this case does not provide

confirmation of causal mechanisms in my model, and that future research could delve deeper

into the dynamics described here.

The intent of this paper is to provide a stronger theoretical foundation for the scholar-

ship on succession to stand upon. Research on succession is largely empirical, and I seek

to provide a structured way to understand the theoretical intuition guiding the empirical

literature on successor appointments. This is likely due to the complex and varied nature

of succession across cases, which cannot be sufficiently captured nor explained in a single

model. Despite this, I hope that my model can provide a new way to evaluate succession

appointments, and spark further discussion on an important topic in authoritarian politics.

By formalizing the key concepts and mechanisms at play in succession, my theoretical model

provides a clear framework from which scholars can build out research on more complex

dynamics of authoritarian leadership succession, from successor switching and purges, to the

implementation and evolution of iterated, institutional succession.
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2 Authoritarian Stability and Succession Appointments

The majority of autocrats are removed from office via coup. A vast literature in authoritarian

politics centers on the question of how autocrats cling to power when faced by the threat of

a coup by elite factions (Meng et al., 2023; Gehlbach et al., 2016).

Elites may seek to remove the autocrat for a variety of reasons. When the institutional

environment is sufficiently weak, elites cannot guarantee that the autocrat is not reneging on

spoils-sharing agreements or working to remove regime elites, making an ”elite’s rebellion”

a necessary check on the autocrat’s power (Svolik, 2012; Meng, 2022). Elites may also be

power-hungry, and seek to split with, undermine, or even directly challenge the autocrat if it

is politically opportune (Magaloni, 2008). Where power is conceptualized as an elite or elite

faction’s ability to challenge and remove the autocrat, the autocrat’s survival is threatened

if the balance of power between the elites and the autocrat disproportionately favors the

elites, or if elite factions can successfully coordinate against the autocrat.

Given the prominent role that elites play in determining autocrat survival, autocrats

invest in a variety of institutions to temper the sources of elite threat and create barriers

to successful challenges. Institutions such as legislatures, parties, multi-party elections, and

constitutional executive constraints have the effect of co-opting elites, absolving commitment

problems, and disrupting coordination (Albertus and Menaldo, 2018; Blaydes, 2010; Gandhi,

2008; Gandhi and Przeworski, 2007; Meng et al., 2023, Magaloni, 2006). They may also help

elites monitor the autocrat and coordinate removal in the case of transgressions (Svolik, 2012;

Meng, 2022). While plenty of work has covered these more apparently democratic features

of authoritarian regimes, only a handful of empirical and historical scholars have focused on

a more long-standing and arguably central autocratic institution: succession appointments.

Appointing successors and instituting succession rules deter elite coup attempts in a

similar fashion to other institutions. Succession planning affects two mechanisms by which
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elite threat might form. First, coup attempts are costly endeavors, and require broad support

from within the regime to be successful (Frantz and Stein, 2016; Kokkonen and Sundell,

2014). Plotters have to be concerned that their allies will rat them out to the autocrat,

or undermine the coup attempt. Frantz and Stein suggest that succession can disrupt this

coordination effort by raising the stakes for all those involved. Those who betray a coup

attempt are rewarded by moving up the line of succession. Furthermore, the successor and

elites may balance against each other. Successors benefit from the status quo, and should

defend the autocrat from coup attempts, while non-selected elites may defend the autocrat

from a successor-driven coup attempt, so that they may replace the successor.

Second, elites may be anxious about the prospect of a costly transition (Kokkonen and

Sundell, 2014). Succession crises are often bloody, and result in the upheaval of a regime and

the shifting of elites in power (Acharya and Lee, 2021). This fear may act as a coordination

device, as elites concerned that they will be forced out of the regime in the future may

attempt to cement their position by taking action against the autocrat now. By appointing

a successor, the autocrat absolves elites of this concern.

This literature, which is primarily empirical, relies on several assumptions. First, the

autocrat and elites are purely survival-motivated. The autocrat seeks to stay in office, and

elites, while power-hungry and willing to incur some risk in order to seize power, are primarily

motivated by remaining in the regime. Specifically, an implicit assumption built into the

second argument regarding elite anxiety is that elites are willing to give up their guaranteed

rents under the current regime to coordinate on a coup attempt against the autocrat, and

that coalition formation after a coup attempt or a successor takes power is relatively costless.

Otherwise, elites cannot credibly carry out coup attempts and force succession appointments.

Second, distinct groups of elites with heterogeneous preferences can coordinate in order to

remove the autocrat. Elites or elite factions may work together to challenge the autocrat’s

rule, or may undermine the other’s coup attempt.
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A small subset of the literature that primarily focuses on authoritarian power sharing

more broadly, rather than succession specifically, uses succession as a motivating case for

models of authoritarian power sharing and survival. Rather than directly modeling suc-

cession appointments, succession is grouped under other power sharing institutions, such

as parallel governing institutions or executive constraints. Magaloni develops a model of

parties, which she argues can facilitate promotions and provision of spoils in a manner that

is credibly independent of the autocrat’s control. She relates parties to succession, in that

both institutions provide elites with independent bases of power through which they can

guarantee spoils even beyond the autocrat’s time horizon. Meng builds a model of insti-

tutionalization, in which an exogenous power shock that improves the autocrat’s ability to

renege on previous power sharing agreements with regime elites in the future forces the im-

plementation of institutions in the present. She argues that succession appointments create

strong challengers to the autocrat’s rule, whom elites may coordinate around to punish the

autocrat should he transgress upon any agreements. Notably, neither model speaks directly

to key facets of succession. Specifically, elites are a homogeneous actor, who are collectively

at odds with the autocrat and share the burden of reneged spoils. Furthermore, the actual

process of leadership succession is not a focus of either model.

Konrad and Mui develop a model that is intended to speak directly to succession pro-

cesses. They develop a game with three actors. There is an incumbent ruler, a prince (the

successor), and a duke (an elite). The prince is better equipped to remove the ruler than

the duke, but will unite with the autocrat to repel the duke’s attempts to remove the ruler.

The advantage that the prince carries in challenging the autocrat represents the ”crown

prince problem” – elevating successors creates powerful challengers to the autocrat’s rule.

The survival-enhancing effect of appointing the prince is the ”barrier effect”. Notably, while

Konrad and Mui distinguish between elite factions, the prince can never coordinate with the

duke, and if not appointed, is not a player in the game. This removes a key assumption
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borne by the empirical literature as well.

As a whole, our current theoretical models of succession processes in authoritarian regimes

seem to speak past the primary facets of succession appointments that remain the focus of the

empirical literature, including the effect of succession appointments on leadership transitions

and elite coordination. A major reason for this is that most models are not concerned

with modeling succession specifically, but rather related processes. While they reach the

same conclusions as the empirical literature – autocrat survival benefits from succession

appointments – they reach this conclusion via different mechanisms than does the empirical

literature.

Before moving forward, I first define my conceptualization of succession appointments

and their effects on authoritarian elite dynamics and autocrat survival. My definition is

rooted in the succession-focused empirical literature, in hopes of avoiding the dissonance

between previous theoretical models and the empirical literature.

2.1 Conceptualizing Succession Appointments

I define a successor appointment as a decision made by the sitting autocrat to designate a

specific individual – the successor – as their preferred replacement once the autocrat steps

down or dies.

Substantively, these appointments are instituted and arranged in different ways. Many

appointments are integrated into formal institutions, through constitutional lines of succes-

sion and laws such as primogeniture (Herz, 1952; Kokkonen and Sundell, 2014; Meng, 2021).

Appointments may also be informal and somewhat private. For example, the autocrat may

reveal their preferences to a smaller group of elites who they deem most important in a

leadership transition. Kim Jong-Il did not even reveal his son’s name to the public until

the year before his death, instead preferring to quietly maneuver behind the scenes. Ap-

pointments may also occur at various stages of the autocrat’s rule, from the beginning of

8



the autocrat’s reign or in times of stability, to during the midst of political crises or on their

deathbed. The identity of successors varies as well. Autocrats have historically appointed

their children, close allies, friends, or confidants, technocrats or security figures, or – as in

the case of Ahmadou Ahidjo and Paul Biya – even potential and eventual opponents (Meng,

2022).

Despite the vast heterogeneity in succession characteristics, all succession appointments

share a common property: they tangibly shift power between the autocrat and various elite

factions in the present and future (Herz, 1952). Specifically, appointments confer power on

the appointed successor. Autocrats may promote successors to critical state, party, or mil-

itary positions, provide them with policy portfolios that yield critical governing experience

and access to relationships and key knowledge, advertise the candidate to the public in or-

der to accrue legitimacy, or even develop bases of support to back the successor (Kokkonen

and Sundell, 2022). For example, post-Deng succession in the People’s Republic of China

occurred over a period of five years, during which the successor to the previous paramount

leader had second-in-command positions in the party, state, and finally military bestowed

upon them. In sub-Saharan African dictatorships, successors take key positions like the Vice

Presidency, which give them critical access to state resources and influence that facilitate

their transition into leadership when the time comes (Meng, 2021). These actions shift the

center of power within the regime away from the autocrat and strengthen the successor rela-

tive to other elites in the short term, and augment their claim to power upon the autocrat’s

exit. This transfer can occur in a variety of fashions, as briefly exemplified. This approach

to conceptualizing succession is largely in line with the existing literature.

However, this conceptualization also comes with a few key caveats. First, autocrats may

choose whether to appoint a successor, and who to appoint. This appointment is necessarily

restricted to a particular elite, though his allies or faction may benefit as a consequence.

Second, the magnitude of this power shift may vary, and this will be parameterized in the
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models in this paper. Third, the appointment does not guarantee that the successor takes

power, given the weakness of commitments in authoritarian regimes. Finally, the successor

is a strategic actor who may use their newfound power against the autocrat before they

exit office, rather than honoring their commitment. These nuances vastly complicate the

autocrat’s appointment decision, forming the basis for problems that have been of key focus

in the literature, such as the crown prince problem, as well as those which have received less

attention thus far, such as the threat from disadvantaged elites.

Another aspect of succession appointment that has thus far gone underappreciated is its

role in provoking loyalty. Existing work on succession broadly assumes that appointments

create loyalty between the autocrat and the appointee (Konrad and Mui, 2017; Kurrild-

Klitgaard, 2000; Kokkonen and Sundell, 2014). This is justified by the suggestion that the

successor benefits the most from the status quo, and should therefore be incentivized to

protect the autocrat from elite coup attempts independent of their own incentives to seize

power. Empirically, we observe cases where seemingly diametrically opposed elites work well

after being appointed as successor. For example, despite being from rival ethnic factions,

Jomo Kenyatta and Daniel arap Moi forged a surprising political alliance upon arap Moi’s

appointment as Kenyatta’s successor. Kenyatta facilitated arap Moi’s ascension despite

resistance from his own co-ethnics, and arap Moi often referred deferentially to Kenyatta.

However, we often observe that appointed successors turn on the incumbents, creating the

basis for the well-known crown-prince problem. For example, in Kazakhstan, Tokayev seized

upon a political and economic crisis to remove Nazarbayev from power in 2022, despite what

appeared to be an ongoing power transition between the two during the time. In Cameroon,

Ahmadou Ahidjo found himself shut out of politics by his successor, Paul Biya, after ceding

power to him previously.

In line with these examples, there are clear pathways by which succession appointment

can induce loyalty in appointees. Authoritarian regimes often co-opt opposition elites by

10



granting them positions of power in government, thereby inducing greater willingness to

cooperate with the regime and breaking down incentives to cooperate with other opposition

forces. Succession can create a similar dynamic among regime elites in relation to the

autocrat. Appointed successors are also bound to the autocrat in other ways. They may be

forced to act as a repressive agent of the regime or support and impose the autocrat’s favored

policies, such that they find their fate tied to that of the autocrat’s. Finally, successors may

only be candidates for selection or accept an appointment if they are sufficiently close to the

autocrat.

On the other hand, in some cases succession clearly does not induce a sufficient level of

loyalty to overcome the incentives for the successor to use her power against the autocrat.

Succession appointments may therefore have heterogeneous effects on different appointees.

This suggests that loyalty is potentially type-dependent – certain elites are subject to the

potential mechanisms listed above, while others are simply immune. Additionally, the in-

formational setting of authoritarian regimes is such that it may be possible for different

actors to observe successor loyalty with differing levels of clarity. In particular, where the

autocrat controls institutions and elite communication is fractured, it may be impossible for

a successor to credibly communicate their true preferences to other elites, especially in the

context of the potential costs of dissent against the autocrat (Svolik, 2012). Loyalty may

therefore play a critical yet varying role in succession dynamics. This runs in contrast to its

role in current work on succession, which either takes loyalty for granted, or removes it from

consideration.

My conceptualization of succession, despite broadly matching that of the empirical lit-

erature, also carries tensions with the mechanisms and assumptions of empirical studies

of succession. In particular, the effects of power redistribution are under-emphasized and

potentially incorrectly attributed in existing work. Most work suggests that certain config-

urations of succession arrangements may allow autocrats to forego the crown-prince prob-
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lem altogether, with primogeniture and vice presidential appointments being key examples

(Kokkonen and Sundell, 2014; Meng, 2021). My model allows me to adjust parameters that

correspond to some of the aspects of these arrangements that purportedly drive stable suc-

cession. While succession can be survival-enhancing, I show that these results may be too

optimistic.

Furthermore, certain assumptions in the literature are potentially faulty. The conclusion

that succession rules may induce balancing suggests that an informal line of succession does

not exist without succession rules – yet, undermining a coup plotter necessarily removes a

potential ”competitor” in a future succession crisis. The preemptive coup hypothesis implic-

itly suggests that elites are likelier to bear fewer costs under a coup attempt or a succession

transition relative to in a succession conflict. However, this may not be true for certain elites.

Coup leaders are likely to leverage their temporary strength against regime elites (Sudduth,

2017) and new autocrats often target the ”first-generation” elite, who often consist of elites

from the previous autocrat’s coalition (Goldring and Matthews, 2021). Therefore, certain

elites may be just as unlikely to remain in the regime under a preemptive coup attempt or

appointed successor. Furthermore, coup attempts are inherently risky and may be similarly

costly to succession crises. Elites may not be able to credibly threaten the autocrat in the ab-

sence of a successor in this case, removing the critical motivator for succession appointments

in this hypothesis.

To be clear, I do not think that appointing a successor instantly confers loyalty. In

some instances a potential appointee would be entirely pragmatic. They may not feel any

underlying affinity to the leader and the appointment may not change that. But as the

anecdotes above make clear, there are cases where appointees do grow in loyalty after their

appointments. In the model that follows, I treat both the extent of an appointee’s loyalty,

as well as the amount of power that is transferred from a leader to an appointee as variables.

Thus, the model lets us ask, if appointments do confer power and garner loyalty in this
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specific way, what are the patterns of appointments we expect to observe?
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3 Model

In this section, I construct a sparse model that captures the basic assumptions made by the

formal and informal succession literature. Specifically, actors in the model are office- and

survival-seeking, and their decisions are exclusively motivated by power and expectations

over risk. My baseline model departs from previous, related models by allowing the leader

to appoint an elite from one of two factions as his successor and for these elites to coordinate

against the autocrat.

Via equilibrium analysis, I demonstrate that while succession appointments may thwart

elite coordination by shifting the appointed successor’s incentives towards waiting out the

leader’s rule, that the predicted conditions under which this occurs do not seem to match

up with empirical reality.

Finally, I show that by incorporating a simple loyalty parameter into successor payoffs

in the model, which reflects the successor’s willingness to defend the autocrat beyond their

basic survival and power-seeking incentives, conditional on being appointed themselves, we

can better explain cases under which autocrats do appoint successors. I then present some

data and a few empirical cases to corroborate this conclusion.

3.1 Model Setup

I develop a model where the core tension is an elite coordination problem against a sitting

autocrat. The model consists of three players: a leader L, and two distinct elites, A and

B. Each elite represents a distinct, self-interested faction in the regime’s selectorate. The

autocrat may appoint one of the elites as his successor, or neither. Appointment of one

reflects the advantage that a succession appointment can confer upon both the successor

and their allies/faction.

Table 1 summarizes the substantive meaning of the different parameters. Tables 2 and 3
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represent the payoffs from all potential outcomes.

If no coup is launched we assume that the leader retains power accruing sL. Each faction

then receives a payoff of 1 for remaining in the regime, and a leadership contest occurs

between the two factions. The winner receives the payoff of being the new leader, and the

loser is purged with probability µ and otherwise remains in the regime.

The model assumes that coups are a costly and uncertain process. If a coup is launched

the coup plotter’s chance of success is modeled as a probability that depends on whether

one or both elite factions have joined the coup attempt, and the coup plotters’ power.

In this way, the model captures the two substantive elements of power of political ap-

pointments. It is always the case that if L appoints one side, that L transfers power to that

faction. This weakens L relative to the factions, but also alters the distribution of power

between the factions.

Power in the regime is split between the three players and has a total sum of 1, which

allows each player’s power to directly represent their probability of victory in a conflict. I

assume that L wants to stay in power, and that the elites want to remain in the regime but

would benefit from taking L’s position. These assumptions reflect the main assumptions

regarding distinct elite factions and coordination. This is a game of complete information.

The sequence of moves, parameters, and payoffs is explicated below.
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Figure 1: Baseline Model

Parameter Substantive Interpretation

pA, pB A,B’s power/Probability that A,B wins a power strug-
gle

ϵ ∈ (0, 1− pA − pB) Transfer of power from L to the successor

sL > 1 Leader’s Payoff

µ ∈ (0, 1) Elite ”Alignment”/Probability that the loser of a lead-
ership contest is removed from the coalition

c > 0 Cost of attempting a coup

β > 0 Loyalty parameter – successor’s reward from defending
against a coup

Assumptions

pA + pB + ϵ < 1 Power in the coalition is divided between A, B, and L

Actions

c Coup

nc No Coup

Table 1: Baseline Model Parameters
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Outcome Payoffs: ui = payoff for player i

A, B Coup uL = (1− pA − pB)(sL)− c

uA = (pA + pB)(
pA

pA+pB
sL + pB

pA+pB
(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

uB = (pA + pB)(
pB

pA+pB
sL + pA

pA+pB
(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

A Coup uL = (1− pA)(sL)− c

uA = 2(pAsL)− c

uB = (1− pA)(1 + sL)− c

B Coup uL = (1− pB)(sL)− c

uA = (1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

uB = 2(pBsL)− c

No Coup uL = sL

uA = 1 + pA

pA+pB
sL + pB

pA+pB
(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

uB = 1 + pB

pA+pB
sL + pA

pA+pB
(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

Table 2: Payoffs if L plays No Appoint

Outcome Payoffs: ui = payoff for player i

A, B Coup uL = (1− pA − pB − ϵ)(sL)− c

uA = (pA + pB + ϵ)( pA+ϵ
pA+pB+ϵsL + pB

pA+pB+ϵ (µ+ (1− µ)(0))

uB = (pA + pB + ϵ)( pB

pA+pB+ϵsL + pA+ϵ
pA+pB+ϵ (µ+ (1− µ)(0))

A Coup uL = (1− pA − ϵ)(sL)− c

uA = 2((pA + ϵ)sL)− c

uB = (1− pA − ϵ)(1 + sL)− c

B Coup uL = (1− pB)(sL)− c

uA = (1− pB)(1 + sL) + β − c

uB = 2(pBsL)− c

No Coup uL = sL

uA = 1 + (1− pB)sL + pB(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

uB = 1 + pBsL + (1− pB)(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

Table 3: Payoffs if L plays Appoint A (payoffs if L plays Appoint B are symmetrical)

After L’s succession decision, both elites face the simultaneous decision to attempt a

coup. First, I describe the game in which no successor is appointed.

If either attempts a coup on their own, they win with probability equal to their power

and remove L, receiving the leader’s payoff sL. If they lose, L receives sL and the elite
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who supports L remains in the regime, receiving sL the next turn (as the presumptuous

successor). If both choose to coup, they win with probability equal to the sum of their

power and remove L. Then, each individual elite becomes the new leader and receives sL

with probability equal to their share of the power between the two elites, and otherwise

remain in the regime with probability equal to a parameter µ that reflects elite alignment. I

normalize the payoff from remaining in the coalition to 1 and the payoff from being removed

to 0.

If no coup attempt occurs, L receives sL and the two elites remain in the regime. Each

elite becomes the new leader with probability equal to their share of the power between the

two elites, and otherwise remain in the regime with probability equal to a parameter µ that

reflects elite alignment.

If L appoints a successor, the successor’s power increases by some positive ϵ, which is

transferred from L’s power. If no coup attempt occurs, the successor becomes the new

leader with probability equal to their own power and the leader’s power. The rest of the

game remains the same.

I reduce the decision to attempt a coup together against the autocrat and support a

coup against the autocrat in this simultaneous-move game in order to avoid assumptions

surrounding first-movers. Having either player move first and act as a first-mover does not

shift the results significantly.

I also add a loyalty parameter, β, to the successor’s payoff (if there is one) from choosing

not to coup if the other elite attempts a coup. This is intended to reflect a sort of affinity

between the leader and the appointed successor – if the successor has a stake not only in the

leader’s survival, but fending off challenges to the leader’s rule, β is positive.
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3.2 Grounding in Existing Literature

I choose to characterize appointment as a short-term transfer of power from the autocrat

to the successor, and a long-term advantage that comes into play when the autocrat leaves

office. This broadly matches the assumptions in the literature that successors are empow-

ered by appointment (Herz, 1952; Kokkonen and Sundell, 2017; Meng, 2020; 2021) and that

successors gain an advantage in becoming the new leader, though this outcome is not certain

(Meng, 2021; Zhou, 2023). Although Frantz and Stein (2017) contend that incentives sur-

rounding succession only come into play when a line of succession is implemented, I argue

that incentives to succeed the leader and move up the ”informal” line of succession always

exist – the removal of any elite from the coalition purges a potential competitor for the

position of the next leader.

Additionally, the primary assumption motivating research on succession is that elites are

concerned about their position in the regime after the incumbent autocrat exits. The fear of

removal by a new autocrat may motivate elites to coordinate on preemptive coups against

the incumbent. Therefore, by appointing a successor, the autocrat provides a new focal point

for elites to coordinate around.

However, insights from the literature on coups suggest that elites should not have any

greater reason to believe that an appointed successor or a coup leader will retain coalition

members than a new autocrat in the wake of a succession conflict (Goldring and Matthews,

2022; Sudduth, 2017). Therefore, we should not expect elites to prefer to coordinate on a

costly coup attempt against the autocrat, after which they may have to jockey for power

against one another, over simply waiting out the autocrat and collecting guaranteed rents.

As previously mentioned, I build this into the model’s payoffs.

Existing work on authoritarian leadership succession suggests that arranging for succes-

sion can attenuate elite concerns over their future in the regime, and counterbalance elites

against one another. I formalize the underlying assumptions in the literature and show that
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arranging for succession actually acts more like a redistribution of power towards a particular

elite.

3.3 Understanding the Elite Coordination Problem

Substantive scholars have noted that institutions in authoritarian regimes play an important

role in facilitating or disrupting coordination between elites. Succession appointments redis-

tribute power and incentives among elites, and may thus play a similar role. In this section,

I characterize this core strategic tension in its simplest form via a preliminary analysis of

the subgame in which two elites simultaneously decide whether or not to attempt a coup

against the leader.

The results of this subgame have critical effects for the autocrat’s appointment decision.

Importantly, the autocrat’s succession decision should affect elite incentives to coordinate

against the autocrat. The autocrat is purely survival-based, and so benefits from any reduc-

tion in the likelihood of a coup attempt on the part of the elites.

I analyze the conditions under which an elite attempts to coup with or without the

support of the other elite. In the subgame in which no successor is appointed, these incentives

are symmetrical, so it suffices to illustrate one elite’s preferences. Suppose that A is choosing

whether or not to attempt a coup. Since this is a game of complete information, presume she

is aware that B will not attempt to coup. In such a case, she will only attempt to challenge

L if doing so alone would outweigh her payoff from waiting out L’s reign and fighting for the

throne with B once L is out of the picture. If, instead, B were to attempt to coup and A is

aware, she would attempt to coup if challenging L alongside B would yield a better payoff

relative to supporting L against B’s coup attempt.

In this simultaneous coordination game, each player’s strategy is dependent on the

other’s. Thus, these conditions hold under the assumption that the other player’s strat-

egy is held static. We can thereby identify equilibria under which always attempting a coup
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is always optimal, and when never attempting a coup is optimal.

Lemma 1: When 2(pAsL + pBµ) − c > (1 − pB)(1 + sL) − c and 2(pBsL + pAµ) − c <

(1− pA)(1 + sL)− c, then elites face a coordination problem, and do not attempt a coup.

I now summarize what can occur when the coordination problem does not hold:

Lemma 2: Coups occur. When either faction is sufficiently powerful (2pAsL − c >

1+ pA
pA+pB

sL+
pB

pA+pB
µ, 2pBsL−c > 1+ pB

pA+pB
sL+

pA
pA+pB

µ) then they coup in every equilibrium

regardless of what the other does. In any equilibrium where A will certainly coup, then B

also coups if (2(pBsL + pAµ)− c > (1− pA)(1 + sL)− c).

Lemma 2 highlights how one dominant state can resolve the coordination problem for

the other. Specifically, when one side knows that the other will coup, then the coordination

problem is resolved for them. In this case, they are willing to coup knowing that they will

be supported.

We can similarly characterize the decision to not coup absent a coordination problem:

Lemma 3: No coups occur. When an elite is sufficiently weak (2(pAsL+pBµ)−c < (1−

pB)(1+sL)−c) then they never coup no matter what the other does. In any equilibrium where

A will certainly not coup, then B also does not coup if (2pBsL − c < 1+ pB
pA+pB

sL +
pB

pA+pB
µ).

It is typically the case that if attempting a coup alone is the optimal decision for an elite,

then attempting a coup alongside the other elite is also optimal. In particular, if power is

balanced such that one elite is certain to undergo a coup attempt regardless of support, the

leader is so weak that elites are willing to coordinate against him. The stronger elite acts as

a first-mover, who compels coordination by the other elite, as if the stronger elite is powerful

enough to willingly go it alone, the other elite finds greater benefit in coordinating rather

than siding with the leader. Similarly, if the leader is sufficiently powerful, coordination is

impossible between the elites. Neither elite is strong enough to go it alone, and the combined

power of the elites is insufficient to outweigh the benefits of staying put.

Notably, if power is relatively balanced but the leader is weak, neither elite acts as a
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first mover, and elites are only willing to attempt a coup if the other elite attempts a coup.

From the perspective of the elite A, A would attempt a coup if B does, but otherwise prefers

not to attempt a coup. Figure 2 describes the regions under which this is true. Clearly,

the region of interest lies primarily in the zone where L is fairly weak, but the remainder of

power is shared relatively equally between the two elite factions. In such a case, each elite’s

decision to coup is especially sensitive to the other’s, since they can significantly swing the

likelihood of victory in a coup attempt. Therefore, if L can sufficiently redistribute power in

the regime such that the power balance between elites is more even, they may be less willing

to attempt a coup outright.
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0
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0.4
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attempts

Elites coordinate
on coup attempts
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Figure 2: sL = 3, c = 1, µ = 0.5. Elite coordination equilibrium.

I briefly describe the effect of adjusting parameters in the model. A higher level of

misalignment between the two elites (that is, a lower value of µ – substantively interpreted

as a lower likelihood of the future autocrat retaining the other elite in their coalition) results

in a narrower region under which coup attempts occur, as well as a wider region where solo

coup attempts occur. In fact, if alignment is low enough, elites may undergo solo coup

attempts while the other elite refuses to coordinate. The payoff from coordinating on a coup
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attempt falls if the temporarily allied coup plotters are likely to fall out after victory, and

the relative benefit of waiting for L to exit is lower if both elites expect the other to remove

them upon seizing power.

A higher payoff from becoming the next leader naturally makes coup attempts more

likely, and increases the region in which solo coup attempts occur. Finally, a higher cost

induced by a coup attempt shrinks the likelihood of a solo coup attempt but does not affect

the overall likelihood of a coup, as discussed previously.

3.4 Appointment Equilibrium

In the following two sections, I first analyze the results of the model when all parties are

purely self-interested and power-seeking. In this case, appointments appear extraordinarily

rare – certainly rarer than empirical findings appear to show. I then allow for the loyalty

parameter, β, to shift the successor’s incentives, and show that over a certain threshold, the

”barrier effect” created by a successor who is loyal conditional on appointment can provide

a better explanation for the appearance of succession appointments.

First, I briefly identify when appointments may occur in equilibrium under the baseline

model. Importantly, the analysis in this section is based off the assumption that the loyalty

parameter is set to 0, thus simply not having any effect on successor payoffs. I will analyze

the effect of employing the loyalty parameter in the next section.

I argue that appointments may only deter coup attempts by convincing the successor to

wait out the autocrat as opposed to removing him. However, since appointments disadvan-

tage the non-appointed elite in the future, while weakening the autocrat at the same time,

elites coordinate more often against the autocrat. Only when the transfer of power from the

autocrat to the successor is trivially low should we observe any appointments at all.

I describe the effects driving this result in greater detail in the appendix. Table 5 provides

a simple picture of appointment’s effects on elite incentives. The immediate transfer of power
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Payoff from
Solo Coup

Payoff from
No Coup

Payoff from
Support B
Coup

Payoff from
Oppose B
Coup

Outcome
(sA, sB)

(c, nc) (nc, nc) (c, c) (nc, c)

Effect on A’s
Payoffs

↑ ↑ ↑ =

Table 4: Effect of A Appointment on A’s Payoffs relative to No Appointment

Payoff from
Solo Coup

Payoff from
No Coup

Payoff from
Support A
Coup

Payoff from
Oppose A
Coup

Outcome
(sA, sB)

(nc, c) (nc, nc) (c, c) (c, nc)

Effect on B’s
Payoffs

= ↓ ↑ ↓

Table 5: Effect of A Appointment on B’s Payoffs relative to No Appointment

makes a coup attempt less risky for elites, expanding the region in which elites coordinate

on removing the autocrat. Furthermore, the long-term effects of succession can make the

appointed successor better off if she waits out the autocrat, but this is conditional on no coup

attempt occurring. However, since the non-appointed elite is disadvantaged in the future,

they have strong incentives to move against the autocrat now, even if it means moving

alone. However, given the successor now has incentives to act against the autocrat too, the

two elites work together and leverage their improved odds of victory from the succession

appointment to cut out the autocrat as opposed to waiting him out.

Lowering the immediate transfer of power, ϵ, dampens the ability of elites to coordinate

now without a corresponding tradeoff in the long-term effects of succession, which should

drive the appointed successor to tend towards waiting out the autocrat rather than coordi-

nating against him. However, this finding is at odds with the understanding of leadership
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transitions in the current literature. Autocrats have to set up their successors in order for

them to successfully survive the transition and become the new autocrat (Meng, 2021). This

entails significant investment into the successor during the autocrat’s tenure, potentially at

their own expense (Zhou, 2023). Meng’s findings that successors appointed to positions of

greater immediate importance, such as vice presidencies as opposed to heads of legislature,

contrast with the result that appointments require low values of ϵ. Additionally, I find that

while succession appointments are rarer than predicted in the literature, a non-insignificant

portion of autocrats still provide for succession. While theoretically, appointing a successor

at no immediate cost would greatly benefit the autocrat, in practice such a situation rarely,

if ever, arises.

3.5 Loyalty and Appointments

While this baseline model yields a convincing explanation for why we should observe fewer

succession appointments than otherwise, its drastic predictions also do not match with em-

pirical reality.

Using data from WhoGov, the Comparative Constitutions Project, and V-Dem, as well

as originally-collected data, I examine the presence of lines of succession worldwide, as well

as the presence of successors actually appointed to these positions alongside hereditary suc-

cession institutions. Most notably, I find that most autocracies – about two-thirds – do

not institute lines of succession, and even fewer actually appoint anyone to these lines of

succession. This matches our expectation that most autocrats should not want to appoint

successors, given the threat they pose to autocrat survival. However, we also observe a far

greater number of appointments than we might otherwise expect under the baseline model’s

assumptions.
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Specifically, successors are often appointed even when there are no clear threats to the

autocrat’s survival or the successor might actually pose a threat to the autocrat’s rule if they

were appointed. What might explain the existence of these succession appointments?

One possible explanation is that elite preferences are more nuanced than our current as-

sumptions allow. Elites may not be purely survival-motivated and power-hungry. They may

very well be driven by policy preferences, historical bonds or cleavages, certain relational

dynamics, or other non-survival motivators. This may have important implications for suc-

cession appointments. Where succession indicates an affirmation of trust in the successor,

or perhaps allows the appointed elite to assume a more central role in government, thereby

giving them access to policymaking power, connections, or even irreparably tie them to the

autocrat’s fate, it may compel a type of conditional loyalty in the successor.

Some work in the literature implicitly assumes this. Konrad and Mui 2017 do not allow

26



for the prince to coordinate with the elite against the autocrat in their model. They concep-

tualize a ”barrier effect” that results from this assumed loyalty, but never explicitly provide

a reason for the inability for elites and successors to coordinate. Other work on hereditary

succession presumes that familial ties represent a sort of loyalty (Kokkonen and Sundell

2014, Kurrild-Klitgaard 2000), though historically non-appointed family members have of-

ten played an important role in ousting autocrats, suggesting that loyalty even through

bloodlines may be conditional on recognition of that loyalty, perhaps via appointment.

In line with this, I argue that when the possibility that succession appointments may

compel loyalty among certain types of elites, such that they are better incentivized to support

the autocrat against elite coup attempts, may better explain the presence of succession

appointments beyond my baseline model’s predictions.

I make a simple adjustment to the payoffs in my model to reflect this loyalty effect. I

suppose that one of the appointed elites receives an extra payoff, β, if they are appointed the

successor and choose not to attempt a coup against the autocrat if the other elite chooses

to attempt a coup.

If β is sufficiently high, the appointed successor sticks by the autocrat’s side when the

other elite challenges his rule. This can compel the non-appointed elite to back off if they

would otherwise only threaten the autocrat with the successor’s support.

β must outweigh the benefit of joining the non-appointed elite in a coup attempt in order

to deter a coup attempt. In particular, the weaker L is relative to the elites, especially the

disadvantaged elite, the higher the value of β must be in order to frustrate elite coordination.

If the non-appointed elite is simply too strong, loyalty alone is not enough to dissuade a

successor from joining with the elite.

The successor’s loyalty incentives must not only be weighed against the strength of the

non-appointed elite, but also against their own strength. In fact, since the successor receives

the greater reward (the payoff sL from becoming the next autocrat) as a direct function of
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their power relative to the non-appointed elite’s power, a successor who is stronger relative to

the non-appointed elite, even if L’s power is held constant, requires a higher level of affinity

with the autocrat to choose not to attempt a coup.

Higher values of sL have somewhat mixed effects on the necessary value of β for the

successor to choose to be loyal. If L is strong enough, an increase in sL lowers the threshold

of β necessary for the successor to support the autocrat. This is primarily driven by the fact

that the successor is guaranteed to become the next autocrat under the incumbent, but may

have to power share after undertaking a coup attempt. Generally speaking though, L only

appoints a successor if he is weak. In these more relevant cases, if L is particularly weak,

sticking by his side is a liability for the successor, making it necessary for β to be quite high

for them to remain loyal. Thus, a higher loyalty parameter can offset the increased incentives

to move against L,

Notably, a threat must exist for the autocrat to appoint a successor even if the conditions

for loyalty exist. Successor appointment can still provoke disadvantaged elites to move alone

against the autocrat if they are sufficiently strong. Thus, the autocrat only appoints a

successor if it induces an elite faction to come to his aid.

In this section, I have illustrated how my baseline model’s predictions provides some

direction when it comes to the broad number of non-appointments we observe in modern

authoritarian regimes, which previous theories of authoritarian succession do not properly

explain. When elites and the autocrat are survival-oriented and there is complete information

over elite preferences, succession cannot successfully disrupt elite coordination. However, my

baseline model under self-interested actors cannot explain the presence or nature of most

succession appointments. I take an additional step and consider the effect of a different

preference, elite loyalty, which has largely gone under the radar in the current scholarship on

succession. Loyalty can actually disrupt elite coordination, conditional on the distribution

of power in the regime and the successor’s reward from becoming the next autocrat. In
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the next section, I discuss some of the empirical implications of the results of my model. I

then extend my model to consider an additional yet crucial aspect of authoritarian regimes

– a fractured information environment – and how this may provide interesting insights into

further variation in succession dynamics in authoritarian regimes.

3.6 Empirical Implications

Previously, succession only deterred coup attempts by convincing an appointed successor to

wait out the autocrat. This had very little effect on elite coordination – in fact, the negative

effect of an appointment on the non-appointed elites laid the foundations for further coup

attempts. Therefore, if actors are self-interested, appointments only occur if power is already

unbalanced towards the successor, reflecting a co-optation effect rather than any coordination

disruption.

Furthermore, succession appointments have the effect of weakening the autocrat, which

increases their vulnerability to coup attempts. If succession does not successfully disrupt

elite coordination and convince an elite to choose not to coup, the autocrat would prefer

to save his power for himself and take his chances. As such, if the autocrat is better off

keeping his power for himself rather than elevating a successor and potentially provoking

disadvantaged elites and the successor to challenge his rule, we should expect no succession

appointments.

Loyalty has the effect of incentivizing the successor to actively defend the autocrat against

the non-appointed elite. Whereas self-interested elites are willing to leverage the successor’s

power against the autocrat, if the successor feels some sort of affinity with the autocrat,

they may actually break with the disadvantaged elite and side with the autocrat. Rather

than having the disadvantaged elite drive coordination due to their greater willingness to

act against the autocrat, adding in loyalty results in a fractured elite, as the successor may

prefer to defend the autocrat. If the disadvantaged elite is not willing to go it alone in such
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a case, then no coup attempt occurs and coordination is successfully disrupted.

What implications should this have for empirical cases? If loyalty or ties between the

autocrat and potential successors are not salient, we might suspect that the autocrat pos-

sesses no options to appoint a loyal successor. In such a case, especially if power is not

overwhelmingly in favor of a particular faction in the regime, we would expect the autocrat

to keep his power for himself, even if he expects a coup attempt to occur, as redistributing

power via successor appointment would weaken himself and potentially further incentivize

elites to challenge his rule.

Alternatively, if the conditions for loyalty exist – for example, if a faction in the regime

shares preexisting ties or background with the autocrat, such that forging a political alliance

could strengthen the partnership between the two – and the autocrat faces a potential threat

without their support, either from the successor candidate themselves or other actors, then

we should expect to observe appointments. We should therefore expect to observe succession

appointments where loyalty is salient, and otherwise expect no succession appointments, even

if the autocrat is under threat.

Although I am unable to rigorously test all of the results in this section, my hope is

that documenting these results is useful for future research. Identifying the conditions and

parameters under which we should expect to observe appointment is also useful for case

selection. Along these lines, I now turn to two case studies describing examples under which

succession appointments did and did not occur.
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4 Case Studies

In this section, I provide two cases that illustrate the key mechanisms that illustrate the

dynamics of my model, and how differing mechanisms and the presence of loyal affect the

outcome of succession appointments. Specifically, I choose one case – Turkmenistan – in

which no clear affinity existed between the autocrat and his fellow elites, and where redistri-

bution of power may have created, rather than deterred, coup attempts, thus resulting in no

succession appointment. I then choose another case – Zimbabwe – in which pre-independence

factors created the foundation for loyal ties and a credible threat to the autocrat’s rule, re-

sulting in a succession appointment. I also show how events towards the end of the autocrat’s

tenure which appears to be off-equilibrium behavior illustrate the effects of my model, sug-

gesting that actors should respond in ways that are consistent with off-path behavior that

sustain my model’s equilibria.

The goal of this section is to provide qualitative grounding for the existence of key

mechanisms in my theory. I do not claim to provide rigorous evidence of a causal mechanism

that thoroughly explains the succession outcome. Determining the motivations underlying

certain decisions taken by authoritarian leaders or elites is subject to information availability

constraints – it is difficult to pierce the ”black box” of elite dynamics in authoritarian regimes

without significant effort that exceeds the scope of this thesis. However, I hope that this

section will provide reason to believe that the mechanisms motivating my model’s results

actually exist, and are applicable across several cases.

4.1 Saparmurat Niyazov and Turkmenistan

Turkmenistan under Saparmurat Atayevich Niyazov can be characterized as a low-loyalty,

repressive dictatorship with clear cleavages and sharp misalignments between elites. Niyazov

can be best described as a personalist despite his ties to a politically-important ethnic group,
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and frequently purged and removed elites from his coalition, preventing the development of

any possible network of trust between himself and elites. Elite groups themselves were

frequently suspicious of one another. Under these conditions, we should therefore expect no

succession appointment to occur – if Niyazov faced a threat from his coalition, he would have

preferred to keep power for himself rather than weakening himself by appointing a successor,

given the conditinos for a loyal successor did not exist. I describe Niyazov’s background and

elite relationships in more detail below.

From 1985 until 2006, Niyazov ruled over Turkmenistan with an iron fist. Born into the

Tekke tribe, Niyazov was orphaned early in his life. Taking advantage of the imposition of

Communist rule, he climbed the ranks of the Communist Party, and was eventually appointed

Chairman of the Council of Ministers of Turkmenistan and elected the First Secretary of the

Central Committee of the Communist Party (Fredholm, 2003).

Despite the fall of the Soviet Union, Niyazov resisted pressures to open up Turkmenistan’s

exclusive political system, and instead tightened his grip on power. He developed a remark-

able cult of personality, renaming days and months of the year after his book (BBC, 2008)

and his mother and building golden statues in his own honor (Gillespie, 2007).

Despite his seemingly impenetrable twenty-year rule, Niyazov was particularly active

in purging potential dissenters, rebuffing mutinies, and consolidating power in the security

forces and energy sector. Notable cabinet officials such as former ministers of defense Danatar

Kopekov and Batyr Sarjaev, chief of general staff of the Turkmen Armed Forces Akmurad

Mulkamoanov, and former first deputy minister for foreign affairs Boris Shikhmuradov, were

among the many defense and cabinet officials purged for seeming to develop alternative bases

of power or potentially partaking in coup attempts against Niyazov (Fredholm, 2003). Niya-

zov also regularly shuffled elites in various security positions. For example, in a broad purge

in 2002, he replaced minister of defence Gurbanberdy Begenjov with speaker of parliament

Rejepbay Arazov, who had previously been removed from a different post for incompetence
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(Blua, 2002).

Niyazov’s suspicion of potential rivals extended to his decision to avoid the appointment

of a successor. The speaker of the legislature was the nominal, constitutional successor in

the event of a vacancy in the office of the president. However, as evidenced by the ouster of

speaker-turned-acting president Öwezgeldi Atayev almost immediately after Niyazov’s death,

few actually considered the speaker a position of power, or the successor (International Crisis

Group, 2007). In fact, Niyazov took great care to avoid grooming a successor during the

course of his rule, despite declining health and an assassination attempt in 2002 (Fredholm,

2003).

Health problems and threats to Niyazov’s life should have spurred elites to clamor for a

successor in order to secure the regime’s future, according to existing work on succession.

Instead, Niyazov clamped down on potential alternative bases of power. The 2002 purge

largely targeted the predecessor to the Ministry for National Security, the KNB, once con-

sidered a source of Niyazov’s power. The purge targeted the head of the KNB, Mukhammed

Nazarov, who increasingly appeared to develop his own inner circle of supporters. The mil-

itary was also targeted in repeated purges and rendered toothless. Niyazov even reportedly

directed his son Murat, a potential successor candidate, to stay away from Turkmenistan.

Concerns about a potential succession crisis in Turkmenistan under Niyazov were par-

ticularly important given regional and ethnic lines that divide the elites. Division within

Niyazov’s own tribal group, the Tekke, existed between those in the capital, Ashgabat, and

elites in the historically significant city of Mary. Tensions also existed between the Tekke

and the Yomud tribe, whose long-held rivalry was taken advantage of by annexing Russians

(Fredholm, 2003). Many feared that upon Niyazov’s death, a succession conflict along re-

gional or tribal lines, as well as among other elite factions, could incur irreparable damage

and result in the ascendance of an even more repressive dictator (International Crisis Group,

2008).
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It appears that in Niyazov’s case, the correct incentives are in place for a successor

appointment. Fear about coordination over a successor upon Niyazov’s death, which would

appear imminent by the turn of the century given his health problems and assassination

attempt, as well as the consequences of such a conflict, should drive elites to threaten Niyazov

with preemptive coup attempts. Why did no such arrangement come about?

I argue that it is exactly the cleavages that make a succession conflict so dangerous,

and the potential for the cultivation of a challenger with coercive capacity, that compelled

Niyazov to avoid the appointment of a successor.

Clan and regional leaders often saw appointments of members of rival groups as discrim-

inatory or potentially antagonistic to their own interests (International Crisis Group, 2004).

Appointing a successor from a particular clan, region, or faction would exacerbate this feel-

ing at the highest level, thereby creating grounds for a preemptive coup. As noted in the

ICG’s Asia November 2004 Asia Report, ”It is also difficult to envisage a compromise that

would satisfy all parties... the presidency offers overwhelming power and privilege compared

to any other position. Rivals are unlikely to settle for second best, knowing they would be

entirely dependent on the goodwill of the new president” (International Crisis Group, 2004).

The threat of such a preemptive coup is only compounded by the proximity of so several

foreign powers, including China, Russia, and Iran, who also interfere in internal affairs to

advance their own interests. Appointment itself would have triggered a preemptive coup

against Niyazov, disturbing a stable distribution of power within his coalition.

Niyazov himself likely took great care to guard against the accumulation of power by

regime elites precisely for this reason. Any elite who may have appeared well-positioned to

take the mantle of leadership in the future would have set off alarm bells among potential

rivals, who might fear becoming the targets of repression at the scale of Niyazov’s reign under

the new autocrat. This, in turn, could have triggered a race to consolidate power during

Niyazov’s reign, rather than waiting out his tenure.
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Niyazov’s decision to cull members of the coalition for minor offenses – the aforementioned

purge of Mukhammed Nazarov is said to have occurred after a small circle of colleagues

toasted to his eventual leadership – is evidence that little affinity existed between elites and

Niyazov himself. He also lacked clear options that other autocrats typically held, such as

family embedded within the elite structure (given his choice to exile his son, familial ties

were likely not one such option).

The case of Niyazov’s rule exhibits elements of each of my model’s key mechanisms.

Niyazov appointed no successor, potentially to avoid antagonizing tribal, regional, or other

elite factions into attempting to seize power before a potential successor can. He lacked any

clear options among critical elites that may have been loyal conditionally upon appointment.

He also took great efforts to avoid the creation of alternative bases of power and legitimacy

that could have served as the foundation for a future ”crown prince”, and in doing so,

culled credible threats before they could coerce him into an eventual succession appointment.

Niyazov’s careful safeguarding of power and refusal to appoint a successor offers a very close

parallel to my theory.

4.2 Robert Mugabe and Zimbabwe

Zimbabwe under Robert Mugabe offers a stark contrast to Turkmenistan. Mugabe rose

to power in a revolutionary independence movement that was fraught with violence and

infighting. Mugabe would come to lead the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU),

which frequently fought – often violently – against the Zimbabwe African People’s Union

(ZAPU), led by Joshua Nkomo. The two parties were at the forefront of the fight against

white-minority rule in Rhodesia, and following the Lancaster House Agreement, remained

rivals through 1987, when Mugabe finally consolidated power.

The first few years of Mugabe’s rule following Zimbabwe’s independence were tenuous

under the shadow of the ZANU-PF - ZAPU rivalry. Relations between Mugabe and Nkomo,
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who was initially in Mugabe’s government, quickly deteriorated as Mugabe sought to con-

solidate power and sacked Nkomo. Party members on both sides engaged in violent struggle

against one another, and Nkomo was accused of perpetrating a coup attempt against Mu-

gabe.

ZAPU posed a clear threat to Mugabe’s rule. Several actors had previously attempted

to forge a peace between the two parties. Simon Muzenda, a member of ZANU, was among

these. He eventually backed Mugabe’s rise to power in ZANU, and helped in forming Mu-

gabe’s base of power in the party (Wines, 2003). Mugabe, in turn, appointed him as his

deputy prime minister upon taking the premiership. When Mugabe finally managed to

consolidate power following the ZANU-PF - ZAPU merger, he appointed Muzenda his vice

president, establishing him as the de jure and de facto successor to the presidency.

Mugabe’s rule faced a clear threat from ZAPU from the start. The factionalism between

ZANU-PF and ZAPU resulted in conflict and potentially a coup attempt against Mugabe,

making it important that Mugabe ensure that elites among ZANU-PF remained on his

side. In particular, he had to rely on what would eventually become the ”old-guard” of the

revolutionary forces, including Muzenda (Associated Press, 2003). If they were to abandon

him, his rule would have been assuredly over. One way of doing this was by clearly aligning

himself with members of ZANU-PF. Appointing important party members such as Muzenda

sent a clear signal to ZANU-PF that Mugabe was solidly aligned with them and would

provide for the party, assuring them that they would benefit from having someone with clear

and lasting connections to ZANU-PF in the leadership position during the tempestuous early

years of Zimbabwe’s independence. Muzenda’s behavior reflected acknowledgement from the

ZANU-PF old guard on this front. Muzenda fiercely defended Mugabe against criticism and

was a staunch supporter of the president for the entirety of his political career.

Thus, Zimbabwe departs from a case like Turkmenistan in that historical events, in

particular the nature of the struggle for independence and the presence of a clear rival in the
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regime to Mugabe’s rule, created the conditions for a loyal appointment that allowed Mugabe

to shore up power and prevent any possibility of elite coordination against his rule. There is

plenty of reason to believe that this relationship extends to other regimes as well, given many

post-independence regimes inherited institutional features from revolutionary organizations

(Paine and Meng, 2022). In fact, revolutionary figures like Muzenda, as well as future vice

president Emmerson Mnangagwa, would come to play a critical role in ensuring Mugabe’s

reign remained intact.

The 2017 coup d’etat in Zimbabwe and its preceding events offers an explicit showcase

of the off-path behaviors that motivate the results in my model. Upon Muzenda’s death in

2003, the succession picture in Zimbabwe quickly grew more complicated. The vice president

following Muzenda was Joice Mujuru, who passed up her eventual replacement, Emmerson

Mnangagwa, in the contest for the position. Notably, Mujuru was also appointed as a result

of pressure from within the old-guard revolutionary forces in ZANU-PF – she was appointed

mostly at the behest of her husband, a general in the armed forces. In 2014, she was

expelled from the ZANU-PF for allegedly plotting against Mugabe, and Mnangagwa rose to

the position of vice president.

Mnangagwa had been a long-time ally of Mugabe, and had held previous connections

with the security apparatus. He had long been considered one of two successor candidates

to Mugabe following Muzenda’s death, and appeared to win out upon Mujuru’s purging.

Mugabe made clear that Mnangagwa’s elevation to the Vice Presidency was not simply

nominal, allowing him to take on the position of Acting President during Mugabe’s yearly

vacations.

However, the succession landscape was significantly complicated by the entrance of First

Lady, Grace Mugabe. Initially Mnangagwa’s political ally of convenience against Mujuru, she

quickly consolidated supporters into her own faction, Generation 40, to rival Mnangagwa’s

own supporters, the Lacoste, in a bid for the successor position. In the years following
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Mujuru’s downfall, she had leveraged her relationship with Robert Mugabe into becoming a

contender for succession. Mnangagwa was subsequently made the target of vicious political

attacks, and survived a poisoning that was allegedly carried out on the orders of Grace

Mugabe.

Late in 2017, Robert Mugabe dismissed Mnangagwa as vice president, seeming to make

way for Grace Mugabe’s eventual ascension to the vice presidency. However, Mnangagwa’s

time in the vice presidency, as well as in various security positions during and before his

term, had allowed him to cultivate significant connections with the old-guard of the military,

who were threatened by the onset of Grace Mugabe’s younger generation supporters. In

response to Mnangagwa’s sacking, the military took over the airwaves and facilitated the

removal of Robert and Grace Mugabe. Mnangagwa, who had fled to South Africa, returned

and was made party leader and president.

The succession history of Mugabe’s regime is a good example of the effects of succession

appointments, as well as the pressures that often push autocrats to appoint successors.

Initially, threats to Mugabe’s rule from within the regime pushed him to appoint a successor,

in a bid to guarantee the loyalty of the elites within his own organization. By appointing

Simon Muzenda, Mugabe extended a hand to an important figure within ZANU-PF and also

suggested to other elites that similar rewards could be in order (Magaloni 2008), as evidenced

by his eventual appointment of other old-guard elites like Mujuru and Mnangagwa. In turn,

ZANU-PF remained loyal to Mugabe even during a conflictual early reign that would have

seen other autocrats lose their seats, ensuring he could consolidate power and become one

of the world’s longest-reigning dictators.

Furthermore, autocrats take a risk in appointing a successor, as successors must receive

transfer of power or legitimacy from the autocrat in order to make a strong claim to the

throne, and also accrue power by virtue of being named the successor. Mnangagwa’s ele-

vation to the vice presidency after Mujuru’s expulsion required that Robert Mugabe invest
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significantly in his succession. Mnangagwa took advantage of his elevated position to cement

relationships with the military and the old guard, and Robert Mugabe took costly steps to

signal his commitment to Mnangagwa as his successor, including allowing him to act briefly

as president, which would have provided a ripe opportunity for Mnangagwa to seize power.

However, such a commitment is difficult to walk back, as clearly seen in Robert Mugabe’s

eventual ousting.

By appointing a successor, autocrats necessarily disadvantage the set of elites that are

not selected. Robert Mugabe’s decision to remove Mnangagwa pushed his base of the rev-

olutionary old-guard and security forces into a poor position for an eventual succession

conflict. Choosing to prepare for the appointment of Grace Mugabe as his successor, whose

own faction regularly attacked and directly threatened the interests of the old guard, only

compounded this effect. Thus, the military responded accordingly, and the backlash cost

Mugabe his position of power.

This case showcases that the off-path behaviors that motivate my model’s results are

clearly in play. Although my model is not sophisticated enough to fully explain the pattern

of appointments, Mnangagwa’s removal clearly displays how loyalty may be conditional on

succession. Once the old-guard of the revolutionary forces was no longer represented in the

line of succession, they turned on Mugabe. Furthermore, the threat of Grace Mugabe becom-

ing the successor, and her misalignment with the revolutionary forces, posed too high a cost

for other elites in Mugabe’s regime, compelling them to coordinate against Mugabe in a fash-

ion that they had not previously been able to, if reports of a coup attempt by Joice Mujuru

can be believed. Thus. Mugabe’s succession appointments and eventual removal provide

suggestive evidence of how conditions for loyalty can result in succession appointments, and

how succession appointments may be deterred by the threat of removal by non-appointed

elites.
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5 Extended Model

I have provided an argument and an accompanying model suggesting that survival-oriented

autocrats typically do not appoint successors under complete information. However, as my

data show, some autocrats do appoint successors. Furthermore, regimes with successors

do experience coup attempts. My model of succession requires some extension in order to

provide a fuller picture of the empirical reality of succession.

I argue that elite preferences and incomplete information can bridge this gap between

my theory and reality. Appointing a successor can induce loyalty, either structurally, by

bringing them in closer proximity to the autocrat in terms of policy, choices to repress or

coerce, and other decisions of governance, or by activating an elite’s intrinsic preference

for loyalty or adherence to the succession rule. Relaxing the assumption that elites share

homogeneous preferences may explain why appointing a successor can generate a ”barrier

effect” by inducing a change in behavior not only towards choosing not to stage a coup

against the autocrat, but actively defending the autocrat against threat.

However, loyalty alone cannot explain coup attempts by successors. If appointment ever

resulted in a coup attempt by a successor, the autocrat would be better off not appointing

a successor, due to the crown prince-problem and the threat of disadvantaged elites. I argue

that autocrats may risk appointing a successor they know not to be loyal if it sufficiently

disrupts elite coordination over a coup attempt. Uncertainty over the successor’s type can

cause regime elites to hedge against attempting to coup, for fear that their accomplice may

not follow through.

I build on my baseline model to incorporate incomplete information over one of the elite’s

preferences. Specifically, I assume that an elite (B) may either be loyal or disloyal to L. If

they are loyal, they receive an extra payoff from siding with L in a coup attempt if they

are appointed as the successor. If they are disloyal, their payoffs remain the same as in the
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baseline. I assume that the other elite, A, is unable to observe B’s type.

I show that uncertainty over successor loyalty can disrupt coordination on coup attempts,

even when the appointed successor and the non-selected elite would both like to remove the

autocrat. This is precisely due to the information asymmetry surrounding B’s type. A is

uncertain if L’s decision to appoint B is an indication of B being of the loyal type or not.

Thus, if A’s strategy is contingent on coordinating with B on a coup attempt against L, A

defers on a coup attempt.

Similarly, B knows that A is uncertain about B’s type. B has no option to credibly

signal their type to A by assumption, and so may also choose to defer on a coup attempt if

their strategy is contingent on coordinating with A on a coup attempt against L.

Together, incomplete information and a shift in elite preferences can explain an autocrat’s

decision to appoint a successor, even if the successor is well-positioned and motivated to use

their newfound power against the autocrat.

5.1 Model Description

I extend the model to distinguish between two types for one of the elites, B. In this case, B

is either of the ”loyal” type, BL, or the ”disloyal” type, BA. At the beginning of the game,

Nature assigns B the loyal type with probability q, and otherwise assigns B the disloyal

type.

The only change in payoffs from the baseline model is on the part of the ”loyal” type.

If the loyal type, BL, is appointed, they receive an extra payoff β > 0 from choosing not

to attempt a coup if the other elite, A, would attempt to coup. If the disloyal type, BA, is

appointed, they do not receive any difference in payoff from their baseline counterpart.

Assigning the loyalty parameter β to BL’s payoff from supporting L against a coup

attempt by A better reflects a strategic choice in choosing to appoint a successor. If the type

BL instead received β from choosing not to attempt a coup against L whenever A attempts
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a coup regardless of appointment, L’s succession decision no longer meaningfully modifies

BL’s decision, and so does not reflect the substantive dynamic I seek to investigate.

I also introduce incomplete information in the form of uncertainty over B’s type on the

part of A. While L observes B’s type (and makes his succession decision based on this

information), A is uncertain about B’s type if B is appointed. A’s belief that B is of type

BL in such a case is represented by the parameter ϕ ∈ [0, 1].

A does not face any uncertainty if B is not appointed, because the loyalty adjustment

only kicks in if the type BL is appointed. The choice to allow L to perceive B’s type is

reflective of the information asymmetry between the autocrat and elites in the coalition.

Realistically, the autocrat may not perfectly perceive any elite’s intentions, they may have

an advantage over elites in collecting information on viable succession candidates specifically.

The rest of the model remains the same from the baseline model. If Nature has assigned

B the loyal type, then L faces the decision to appoint A, B, or no one. Appointing A or B

confers on them a short-term transfer of power ϵ and an advantage of 1−pA−pB in a future

succession conflict.

Appointing B specifically induces a change in their payoffs from the outcome in which

A attempts a coup and B does not attempt a coup, in which B receives an extra ”loyalty”

payoff, β. If Nature has assigned B the disloyal type, then the sequence of moves in the

game is identical to the baseline model. If L appoints B, A is uncertain whether she is in

the subgame in which B is of type BL, or if B is of type BA.
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Parameter Substantive Interpretation

pA, pB A,B’s power/Probability that A,B wins a power strug-
gle

ϵ ∈ (0, 1− pA − pB) Transfer of power from L to the successor

sL > 1 Leader’s Payoff

µ ∈ (0, 1) Elite ”Alignment”/Probability that the loser of a lead-
ership contest is removed from the coalition

c > 0 Cost of attempting a coup

q ∈ [0, 1] Probability that B is of type BL

ϕ ∈ [0, 1] A’s belief that B is of type BL

Assumptions

pA + pB + ϵ < 1 Power in the coalition is divided between A, B, and L

Actions

c Coup

nc No Coup

Table 6: Extended Model Parameters

Outcome Payoffs: ui = payoff for player i

A, B Coup uL = (1− pA − pB)(sL)− c

uA = (pA + pB)(
pA

pA+pB
sL + pB

pA+pB
(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

uB = (pA + pB)(
pB

pA+pB
sL + pA

pA+pB
(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

A Coup uL = (1− pA)(sL)− c

uA = 2(pAsL)− c

uB = (1− pA)(1 + sL)− c

B Coup uL = (1− pB)(sL)− c

uA = (1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

uB = 2(pBsL)− c

No Coup uL = sL

uA = 1 + pA

pA+pB
sL + pB

pA+pB
(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

uB = 1 + pB

pA+pB
sL + pA

pA+pB
(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

Table 7: Payoffs if L plays No Appoint
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Outcome Payoffs: ui = payoff for player i

A, B Coup uL = (1− pA − pB − ϵ)(sL)− c

uA = (pA + pB + ϵ)( pA+ϵ
pA+pB+ϵsL + pB

pA+pB+ϵ (µ+ (1− µ)(0))

uB = (pA + pB + ϵ)( pB

pA+pB+ϵsL + pA+ϵ
pA+pB+ϵ (µ+ (1− µ)(0))

A Coup uL = (1− pA − ϵ)(sL)− c

uA = 2((pA + ϵ)sL)− c

uB = (1− pA − ϵ)(1 + sL)− c

B Coup uL = (1− pB)(sL)− c

uA = (1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

uB = 2(pBsL)− c

No Coup uL = sL

uA = 1 + (1− pB)sL + pB(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

uB = 1 + pBsL + (1− pB)(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

Table 8: Payoffs if L plays Appoint A (Payoffs when L plays Appoint B symmetrical if B is
of type BA

Outcome Payoffs: ui = payoff for player i

A, B Coup uL = (1− pA − pB − ϵ)(sL)− c

uA = (pA + pB + ϵ)( pA

pA+pB+ϵsL + pB+ϵ
pA+pB+ϵ (µ+ (1− µ)(0))

uB = (pA + pB + ϵ)( pB+ϵ
pA+pB+ϵsL + pA

pA+pB+ϵ (µ+ (1− µ)(0))

A Coup uL = (1− pA)(sL)− c

uA = 2(pAsL)− c

uB = (1− pA)(1 + sL) + β − c

B Coup uL = (1− pB − ϵ)(sL)− c

uA = (1− pB − ϵ)(1 + sL)− c

uB = 2((pB + ϵ)sL)− c

No Coup uL = sL

uA = 1 + pAsL + (1− pA)µ+ (1− µ)(0))

uB = 1 + (1− pA)sL + pA(µ+ (1− µ)(0))

Table 9: Payoffs if L plays Appoint B, B is of type BL

5.2 Substantive Interpretation of β and Incomplete Information

The bulk of the literature on succession contends succession appointments are primarily

motivated by autocrats seeking to improve their survival prospects. In this manner, succes-

sion institutions and appointments ensure regime stability similarly to other institutions in
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solving elite coordination problems (Boix and Svolik, 2013).

However, this explanation fails to account for the wide breadth of cases in which autocrats

choose not to appoint successors. My baseline model provides an alternative explanation:

succession appointments do not actually serve to solve elite coordination problems, nor do

they incentivize elites to defend the status quo. Instead, they act as a method of redis-

tributing power among coalition members. Since the balance of power is often delicate in

authoritarian regimes, there are few, if any, cases in which autocrats can seek to rearrange

succession procedures without sparking backlash from disadvantaged elites.

If we should not expect autocrats to appoint successors if they are survival-oriented, what

explains the minority of cases in which autocrats do appoint successors? I argue that, by

relaxing assumptions about elite preferences, we can induce succession appointments that

are survival-improving for the autocrat. Specifically, if appointing an elite as the successor

has the effect of making the elite more ”loyal” to the autocrat, appointments can disrupt

elite coordination over a coup attempt on the autocrat.

This is not a drastic change in assumptions. In fact, more recent work has alluded to

a ”barrier” effect wherein successors are essentially better equipped or more motivated to

defend the autocrat against threats by elites. I have argued that the former conceptualiza-

tion of the barrier effect is not useful, but the latter certainly plays a role in the baseline

model. In fact, succession can, in a small parameter space, induce a change in the appointed

successor’s behavior towards not attempting a coup against the autocrat. However, the

counterbalancing increase in coup threat from disadvantaged elites usually works in tandem

with the successor’s incentives to overthrow the autocrat in the short-term to wash out the

incentives to wait out the autocrat. An additional incentive is required to motivate successors

to actually defend the autocrat.

I argue that loyalty once appointed the successor fits this bill. Drawing from the implica-

tion in other work that once appointed as successor, elites have greater intrinsic motivation
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to defend the autocrat (Konrad and Mui, 2017; Meng, 2021), I extend the baseline model

to incorporate elite preferences wherein upon appointment as the successor, an elite may

receive an additional loyalty payoff from seeing through the autocrat’s survival.

Why would appointing a successor induce loyalty? Even if an elite does not initially share

a background or set of policy preferences with an autocrat, upon being appointed as the

successor, they are typically positioned much closer to the autocrat and may find themselves

working together in a variety of ways, especially since successors often take on other policy-

heavy positions upon appointment such as premiership or the Vice Presidency. Additionally,

upon appointment, successors may find their fates ”linked” to the autocrat. Even if their

relationship to the autocrat is initially oppositional, elites co-opted via succession may engage

in coercion, repression, and policy implementation that puts them at odds with other groups.

Thus, the successor finds themselves irreversibly linked to the autocrat’s own survival.

Succession appointments, however, may not be as simple as selecting loyal elites and

avoiding disloyal ones. In particular, succession appointments may act as a survival strategy

for autocrats in a different manner – specifically, by disrupting elite coordination against the

autocrat, not coordinating it.

How might this occur? While the autocrat may be better informed of elite preferences,

be it due to their control over information-gather apparatuses in the regime or simply their

proximity to different elite groups in the coalition, other elites cannot be so sure of the

successor’s loyalty for a variety of reasons.

First, the information environment in an authoritarian regime is inherently uncertain.

Whereas a broad array of formal institutions may act to clarify preferences, incentive trans-

parency, and force political allegiances in democratic contexts, in autocracies, the threat

of violent retribution and lack of strong, formal institutions typically incentivizes double-

crossing behavior.

For example, if elites wanting to coordinate against the autocrat make their intentions
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explicit to the successor, they run the risk of revealing themselves to a loyal successor, who

may leave them out to dry or, even worse, report them to the autocrat. In this sense,

a successor actually helps reveal potential antagonists within the regime (Konstantin and

Sonin, 2011). As the best-positioned challenger to the throne (and potentially a necessary

accomplice to any coup, given the successor’s position as a legitimate contender), the chance

of a plot to remove the autocrat succeeding is heavily contingent on the successor’s support.

Second, the incentives for a loyal successor to misrepresent their intentions make any gen-

uine attempt by a disloyal successor to signal support for a coup plot much less trustworthy.

Loyal successors hoping to consolidate the autocrat’s rule would be more than happy to root

out dissenters, and autocrats could reward successors for identifying disloyal members of the

regime (Frantz and Stein, 2017). Thus, even the most heartfelt attempt by the successor

signal affinity for dissenters could be interpreted as a trap.

The fact that the autocrat may have a better sense of the successor candidate’s preferences

could therefore disrupt attempts at elite coordination. By appointing a successor, an autocrat

could be signaling to other elites that the successor is a loyal defender of the regime. The

nature of the information environment means that other elites cannot confirm this, nor

can the successor meaningfully signal loyalty to the elites, so any coup attempt contingent

on participation between the elites and the successor is frustrated by potential preference

falsification and the specter of betrayal.

5.3 Results and Analysis

I distinguish how loyalty can compel successor appointments by survival-oriented autocrats,

and how incomplete information over an appointed successor’s loyalty can result in the ap-

pointment of disloyal successors in equilibrium. This result helps us identify scope conditions

that can help to explain the set of cases in which successors are appointed, as well as the

presence of cases in which appointed successors actually attempt to depose the sitting auto-
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crat.

BL BA A L

Coup Coup Any strategy No Appoint

No Coup No Coup Any strategy No Appoint

No Coup Coup if A coup Coup if B app. No Appoint

No Coup Coup Always Coup if B app. Appoint BL if
pB > pA, No
App. if B = BA

No Coup Coup if A coup No Coup No Appoint =
Appoint BL

No Coup Coup Always No Coup App. BL only

No Coup Coup Always Coup Always App. BL only

No Coup Coup Always Coup if B coup Appoint BL, BA.

No Coup Coup if A coup Coup if B coup Appoint BL, BA.

No Coup Coup if ap-
pointed

Coup if B coup Appoint BL, BA

if pB + ϵ < pA

Table 10: Sample set of strategies in equilibrium. BL and BA strategies equivalent if BL not
appointed.

Table 6 displays a sample of strategy profiles that may occur in the extended model. I

distinguish between the cases that compel appointment of B. I also pay particular attention

to the set of strategies on the part of A and B in which L chooses to appoint both types of

B.

Consistent with the idea that loyalty upon succession can compel autocrats to appoint

a successor, I find that a sufficiently large value for the loyalty parameter β can compel

appointments of the type BL. Specifically, β must be large enough to change BL’s strategy

upon appointment from attempting a coup to not attempting a coup – otherwise, succession

clearly has no effect.

If L only appoints B if they are of type BL, then A’s beliefs over the type of B are
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clear. A adjusts their strategy accordingly to L’s succession choice, and so L typically only

appoints B when they are of type BL and when doing so would change either of A or B’s

strategies to not coup.

Notice that if A’s strategy is contingent on B’s strategy – specifically, if she wants to

coordinate with B on a coup attempt – then under the assumption that L appoints the type

BL and accordingly does not appoint the type BA, A updates her beliefs and will not choose

to attempt a coup if B is appointed and will choose to attempt a coup if B is not appointed,

However, consider the case in which L were to appoint the type BA with some probability,

even despite a potential threat from this type of B. If A were to observe L appointing B,

she would have to update her beliefs to consider the possibility that the appointed successor

is potentially of type BA. Then clearly, even though A would have incentive to attempt a

coup if B were of type BA, under incomplete information, she cannot determine if B is of

type BA or BL.

L may choose to exploit this information asymmetry if A’s strategy is to attempt a coup

if, and only if, B attempts a coup. Then, L’s optimal strategy may be to appoint both types

of B, even if BA is willing to attempt a coup against L, if doing so can sufficiently shift A’s

beliefs such that she is unwilling to risk a coup attempt.

51



0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8
0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

Frontier of
Possible Values

Appointments
deter coup
attempts

A coups re-
gardless of
type

B stages solo
coup attempts

No coup at-
tempts occur

pA = A’s power

p
B
=

B
’s

p
ow

er

Figure 6: Region where appointment deters coup attempts given BL does not coup. Param-
eter values: ϵ = 0.1, q = 0.5, sL = 3, c = 1, µ = 0.5.

If L appoints both types of B in every case, A gains no information from the observing

the appointment decision. Thus, if A’s priors that B is of type BA are sufficiently low, and

both A and BA would only attempt a coup in coordination with the other, then L’s optimal

strategy is to appoint both types of B. If B is of type BA, they observe that A is unwilling

to risk a coup attempt given their uncertainty about B’s type, and so BA does not attempt a

coup. In this case, by appointing a disloyal successor, L diffuses the risk of a coup attempt.

If B were of type BL, they would not attempt a coup anyways. Figure 3 visualizes this case,

and I describe this case formally as a proposition given its importance:

Proposition 2: If the loyal successor’s benefit from refusing to coordinate

against L is sufficiently high (β > 2(pBsL + pAµ) − (1 − pA)(1 + sL)), then

in equilibrium, L may appoint both loyal and non-loyal successors, A’s posterior

belief ϕ is unchanged from her prior q, and no coup attempts will occur.

The fact that A cannot observe B’s type directly drives this result. Despite the fact that
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both BA and A’s incentives may be aligned, A’s inability to observe B’s type, and thus prop-

erly update their beliefs, frustrates any attempt at coordination. As such, under incomplete

information no coup attempt against L occurs, even where under complete information, A

and B would have successfully coordinated against L.

In this case, appointing a successor can actually create, not solve, a coordination problem

for elites. BA’s inability to credibly signal their intentions to A creates barriers to cooperation

against L.

Alternatively, BA may even attempt a coup regardless of A’s strategy, or attempt a coup

only if appointed. In such a case, L actively lowers their payoff by appointing BA, as the

short-term transfer of power to B as the new successor strengthens their ability to oust

L. Once again, the fact that A cannot observe B’s type may sufficiently deter her from

attempting a coup, even in the case that one type of B would unconditionally prefer to

remove L. Thus, L appoints B if they are of type BL or BA. If B is of type BL, then neither

BL nor A attempts a coup. If B is of type BA, then BA will attempt a coup, but A will not

attempt a coup.

As such, L not only fails to deter a coup attempt by B, but actually promotes their

ability to carry out a coup against them, despite knowing that B would attempt to carry

out a coup. In this case, appointing B, even if they are of type BA, improves L’s survival by

manipulating A’s beliefs. L essentially makes a trade off between empowering a successor

and deterring other elites from supporting any coup attempts.

5.4 Implications

Contrary to existing research, I have, to this point, argued that succession cannot actually

solve elite coordination problems. Instead, arranging for succession can empower challengers

and motivate non-selected elites to remove the autocrat.

However, research on succession has consistently found that the implementation of suc-
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cession rules or succession appointments stabilize regimes. My contribution so far has been

to explain the dearth of succession appointments and institutions among the vast majority

of authoritarian regimes. This extension offers a potential bridge between the results of my

baseline model and empirical results in existing research. I identify scope conditions wherein

appointment can actually strengthen an autocrat’s survival prospects.

First, appointing a successor can strengthen the autocrat’s rule if the successor candidate

is sufficiently ”loyal”. In such a case, appointment is not only less likely attempt a coup

against the autocrat, but also less likely to coordinate with other elites on a coup attempt.

Second, successor appointments can frustrate elite coordination attempts against the auto-

crat. The knowledge that successors may potentially be loyal to the autocrat can dissuade

elites from coordinating with them. Even if the successor would prefer to coordinate against

the autocrat with coalition members, the secrecy and threat of violence in authoritarian

regimes makes it difficult for successors to credibly signal their preferences to other elites.

The equilibria I specify in this extension include both appointments and coup attempts

by successors against the autocrat. While not offering an encompassing explanation for

the multifarious succession appointments and crown prince coups, this extension offers an

illustration of one possible dynamic underlying succession appointments, and appointments

that result in coup attempts by successors.

I turn to a brief description of Kassym-Jomart Tokayev’s succession of Nursultan Nazarbayev

in Kazakhstan as an empirical basis for this mechanism. I stress that this case does not pro-

vide an empirical example of my theory, nor does it even illustrate evidence of the causal

mechanisms present in my model. This exercise offers, at best, a speculative analysis of how

my mechanisms might present themselves in an empirical case of succession. It is particularly

difficult to determine elite perceptions of a successor’s loyalty, or whether an appointment

significantly shifted their beliefs surrounding the successor’s loyalty. It is just as difficult

to determine whether or not a successor is of a truly loyal ”type” – I rely on the eventual
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outcome, the informal ouster of Nazarbayev from his positions of power, as a suggestive

indicator of Tokayev’s initial preferences, but other explanations may be at play. I hope that

this exploratory analysis can instead provide the foundation for future work on succession

dynamics, and provide deeper insights into the logic of succession appointments and eventual

successor coups.

5.5 Kazakhstan

In 2019, Kazakhstan’s notorious dictator and First President Nursultan Nazarbayev began

the process of formally stepping out of the center of power. Nazarbayev had ruled Kazakhstan

for nearly three decades, and was nearly in his eighties. His appointed successor was Kassym-

Jomart Tokayev, a loyal, long-time lieutenant of Nazarbayev’s, who had served as foreign

minister, prime minister, and chairman of the upper house of Kazakhstan’s parliament, which

made him the presumptive emergency successor in the case of Nazarbayev’s incapacitation.

Nazarbayev resigned ahead of the 2019 election, allowing Tokayev to step into power

and setting him up to win over seventy percent of vote in the June elections. However,

Nazarbayev held on to several critical positions in the security apparatus, notably retaining

his position as the chairman of the Security Council and the ruling Nur Otan party, as well

as his status as El Basy, or ”Leader of the Nation”.

This power-sharing setup between Nazarbayev and Tokayev held for three years. Al-

though Tokayev held the position of president, Nazarbayev continued to play an active role

in politics, and was by no means considered out of the picture (Al Jazeera, 2022). This

changed in the wake of unrest in early 2022. The government lifted a price cap on petroleum

gas, resulting in a sudden increase in energy prices and subsequent protests over the cost of

living. Eventually, these ballooned into violence, and Tokayev took over the Security Council

and dissolved parliament in the wake of Nazarbayev’s seeming absence. In the days that

followed, what appeared to be a coup attempt by various groups, including some within
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the security forces, was shut out, and Tokayev replaced several heads of the regime’s se-

curity forces with his own loyalists. This completed Tokayev’s takeover of the regime, and

effectively cut Nazarbayev out of power, ending the ”dual” centers of power that had ruled

Kazakhstan for the past three years.

The transition between Tokayev and Nazarbayev, and the sudden removal of Nazarbayev

from power in 2022 seems to potentially fit the bill of an appointed successor and a subsequent

coup attempt by that very successor. What might explain Nazarbayev’s decision to appoint

a successor who would eventually go on to turn on him?

Tokayev was notably quite close to Nazarbayev, and was generally considered a non-

threatening, loyal subordinate of Nazarbayev’s. The decision to allow Tokayev to ascend

to the throne came in the context of an aging Nazarbayev, whose prospects for succession

had, until that point, not been ascertained, leading to potential rumors about competition

between elites (Lillis et al., 2019), or even a challenge to Nazarbayev himself.

One way to interpret this succession appointment is in the manner of my extended model.

Tokayev was clearly, at least to external observers, a safe pick and certainly loyal. He also

represented an old guard of the Kazakh elite with his own independent power base, and

would be valuable in any attempt to oust Nazarbayev as the country’s premier diplomat,

emergency successor, and the informal frontrunner in any succession race (Hall, 2018). Ap-

pointing Tokayev could have helped to safeguard Nazarbayev against any coup plotters who

would shape their strategy around Tokayev’s own preferences, affirming his status as a loyal

member of Nazarbayev’s inner circle or, more importantly, affirming Nazarbayev’s confidence

in his loyalty. The decision to allow Tokayev to ascend to the position of power would have

served as a particularly strong signal of his confidence in Tokayev’s loyalty. Nazarbayev had

never appointed a successor, and despite particularly close relations with familial associates,

including his eldest daughter Dariga Nazarbayeva, but has blocked any attempt by others

to position themselves as successor.
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If this was the intent, it clearly worked – Nazarbayev remained at the top of the security

apparatus and the party for another three years, ceding governmental leadership to Tokayev.

However, this came to an end in 2022, when Tokayev seized advantage of a sudden unrest

and displaced Nazarbayev.

It is difficult to interpret Tokayev’s decision to push Nazarbayev out of power, given

the aforementioned challenges to ascertaining elite motivations in authoritarian regimes.

However, Tokayev had, in some instances, criticized Nazarbayev’s more erratic decisions

(Al-Jazeera, 2022). More tellingly, Nazarbayev clearly took great care to appoint someone

who, while well-known and competent, may have had the perception of being unable to

gather sufficient support to challenge Nazarbayev directly (Lillis et al., 2019).

Furthermore, Nazarbayev’s unwillingness to cede full power, instead choosing to hedge

against Tokayve by ceding only one channel of government at a time, indicates potential

knowledge of Tokayev’s eventual ambitions to oust Nazarbayev and seize power for himself.

This slow transfer of power fits well with the conception of a small ϵ in my model – autocrats

could curb the threat-enhancing effect of appointing a successor by limiting the immediate

transfer of power to the successor upon appointment. While this incremental transfer could

have acted as a weaker signal of confidence in Tokayev’s loyalty in hindsight, it is possi-

ble that the already-unusual nature of Tokayev’s appointment in Kazakhstan’s previously

successor-free political environment overshadowed this in the moment. Nevertheless, the

ability to endogenously manipulate the magnitude of the successor’s initial advantage upon

appointment and accompanying tradeoffs is a topic ripe for future research.

In these senses, the transition from Nazarbayev to Tokayev provides some suggestive evi-

dence of a dynamic that seems to match the elements of my model. However, this treatment

is insufficiently rigorous to make any concrete causal claims, nor have I exhaustively eval-

uated the information surrounding Tokayev’s ascension and eventual ouster of Nazarbayev.

Instead, this brief treatment offers a potential empirical candidate for the dynamics at play
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in my model. Future research into this case and succession dynamics more generally could

yield stronger explanations for the dynamic in play in Kazakhstan.
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6 Conclusion

The challenge of resolving the succession question lies at the core of authoritarian regime

survival. Despite its centrality to our understanding of authoritarian politics, surprisingly few

studies delve into the mechanisms that shape an autocrat’s choice to appoint a successor. Of

those that do, the general conclusion is that planning for succession can enhance an autocrat’s

survival prospects by coordinating elite expectations and creating a new ally against elite

threats.

This paper contributes a different conclusion, emphasizing the survival-threatening ef-

fects of successor appointments and how this can push an autocrat away from appointing

a successor. I argue that the autocrat creates new enemies among non-selected elites by

appointing a successor, and that in combination with the increased threat from the succes-

sor, that succession appointments lower the autocrat’s survival prospects. This may explain

why so few autocrats institute lines of succession or appoint official successors. I further

illustrate the existence of the key forces in my model in three separate cases, and highlight

the potential for removal by disadvantaged elites as a result of succession arrangements.

I consider mechanisms that might induce succession appointments in an extension to my

model. In particular, I consider incentives that result in the appointment of disloyal succes-

sors. I broaden my assumptions regarding the successor’s loyalty, and introduce incomplete

information over the successor’s loyalty for outside observers. I argue that autocrats may

appoint successors to create elite uncertainty over successor loyalty. By appointing a dis-

loyal successor, the autocrat makes a gamble. On the one hand, appointing a successor with

preferences to stage a coup empowers an enemy. On the other hand, elites observing the

appointment cannot be sure if the autocrat has appointed a disloyal elite, or promoted a

loyal ally. As such, appointing successors can actually disrupt elite coordination against the

autocrat, and may justify the appointment of eventually disloyal successors.
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I construct a game-theoretic model to illustrate the key mechanisms of my theoretical

argument. The broad majority of work on succession borrows theoretical concepts from

studies of different authoritarian institutions, or develops them informally, resulting in gaps

that I argue create the divergence between the literature’s general results and the empirical

reality of succession. The autocrat’s succession dilemma carries key strategic tradeoffs that

can be best illustrated and interrogated via a formal model. This paper provides the first

direct formalization of the autocrat’s choice to appoint a successor that allows a successor

and elite to coordinate, and builds in an eventual end to the incumbent autocrat’s rule – key

facets of the succession dilemma that are critical to understanding the autocrat’s succession

dilemma.

My theory helps to explain the presence of authoritarian regimes that appear to avoid

succession appointments and arrangements altogether. Despite the fact that these regimes

appear to make up a majority of autocracies since 1966, little attention has been paid to ex-

plaining why their path has strayed from the general expectations of succession appointments

in the literature. I also provide a potential explanation for the counterintuitive appointment

of successors that eventually displace the ruling autocrat that does not rely on a mistake or

incomplete information on the autocrat’s part. While my theory can explain some of the

hitherto unstudied variation in modern succession patterns, autocratic succession dynamics

differ drastically. I hope that this paper can provide a strong foundation for further research

into other succession dynamics, and unravel the succession dilemma in a way that may allow

us to better understand when and why authoritarian regimes survive beyond the leaders that

sit atop them.
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7 Appendix

I explicate the proofs for the succession equilibria shown in this paper’s proposition here. I

work backwards from each terminal node to show that each player has no profitable deviation

in order to characterize a sub-game perfect equilibrium in which succession appointments

occur.

7.1 Baseline Model Analysis

I go into more detail on the analysis of the baseline model in this section of the appendix.

Appointments have two effects in this model. First, they confer some transfer of power

from L to his appointed successor, ϵ. Second, they significantly improve the appointed

successor’s odds of becoming the next autocrat in a leadership transition. More specifically,

the appointed successor becomes the next autocrat with probability equal to their own power

and L’s power combined, rather than their proportion of the power shared between the two

elites.

The first effect of increasing the successor’s power allows them to dethrone L with higher

probability. Therefore, their payoffs from attempting a coup regardless of support from the

other elite improves proportionally to the magnitude of this power transfer. This reflects the

oft-mentioned crown-prince problem in the literature. By elevating an elite by appointing

them as his successor, L creates a more capable challenger during his rule.

However, this effect can be outweighed by the second effect. If L’s power is high enough

and power is balanced precariously between the elites, the extra payoff from having L’s

support can provide enough of a benefit in the leadership transition for them to wait out

L’s rule. However, there is a tension between the impact of L’s support in the leadership

transition and L’s current level of power. If L is weak enough to fear a coup attempt, his

support may not sufficiently affect the outcome of a succession contest.
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The succession appointment also impacts the incentives for the non-appointed elite, albeit

in a much simpler fashion. The non-selected elite receives a higher payoff from coordinating

with the successor in a coup attempt against L, conditional on µ, since they benefit from

the appointed successor’s increased advantage against L. On the other hand, their payoff in

a future transition is lower due to the appointed successor’s advantage, so their incentives to

unilaterally attempt a coup also increase. As a result, the non-selected elite is disadvantaged

by a succession appointment, and broadly likelier to attempt a coup.

This creates several countervailing effects that narrow down the region under which suc-

cession appointments may actually improve elite payoffs from not undertaking a coup at-

tempt. Succession planning both improves elite incentives to coup, and hurts disadvantaged

elites if they stay put. The only way in which succession pushes elites not to attempt to

coup is by convincing the appointed successor to wait out the autocrat. However, even this

outcome is contingent on the non-selected elite staying put, as otherwise the successor would

be better off leveraging their power against the autocrat in a coup attempt anyways. Thus,

appointments only deter coup attempts if the immediate transfer of power, ϵ, is sufficiently

low, and if the reward from becoming the leader, sL, is extremely high.

Proposition 1: If 2pAsL − c > 1 + pA
pA+pB

sL + pB
pA+pB

µ, 2(pA + ϵ)sL − c <

1+(1−pB)sL)+pBµ, and pB < 1+c+µ
sL+µ

are sustained, then the following strategies

are sub-game perfect. L appoints A. A plays nc if appointed, and plays c

otherwise. B plays nc unless they are appointed.

The mechanisms driving this result clearly differ from the power-balancing story. This is

because L cannot transfer power between elites by appointing a successor. Rather, succession

appointments have the effect of transferring power from L to one of the elites. This actively

weakens L, even as it balances relative power between elites. Typically, the former effect

outweighs the latter, resulting in a greater likelihood of a coup attempt.
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How does this model speak to the existing literature? First, I argue that elites never

embark on preemptive coups out of fear of being removed after a succession crisis because the

risk of removal still exists when a successor is appointed and ascends to the throne, or when

a coup leader successfully takes power. In fact, appointing a successor or attempting a coup

entails additional barriers to eventually taking power or remaining in the regime: appointing

a successor disadvantages all non-selected elites in the eventual succession competition, and

coup attempts are both costly and uncertain.

Building additional costs into a succession conflict without a successor based on the as-

sumption that appointing a successor makes transitions more ”peaceful”, which has received

mixed credit in the literature (Kokkonen and Sundell, 2017; Meng, 2021) only strengthens

this result. Observe that removing the cost terms unique to a coup attempt (since these

terms would cancel) only makes the appointment criteria more difficult to sustain.

Second, appointing a successor runs the risk of equipping a challenger with the tools to

remove the incumbent autocrat, as has been noted frequently in the literature. Only when

appointing a successor has sufficiently small short-term effects (within the autocrat’s reign)

and accompanying large effects after the autocrat’s reign may a successor choose to wait

rather than move against the autocrat. This matches a key implication of other work on

succession: if autocrats can guarantee the ascension of a successor to the throne without

empowering them in the short-term, they may successfully evade the crown prince problem

(Meng, 2021). However, doing so is exceptionally difficult. In order to position a successor

to ascend to the throne, an autocrat must empower them during his own reign (Zhou 2023).

Thus, the transfer of power from the autocrat to the successor in the short-term directly

affects the successor’s prospects after the autocrat’s exit.

Third, by appointing a successor, the autocrat disadvantages all other elites in a future

succession competition. Notably, the power shared between the autocrat and the successor

during the autocrat’s reign remains net-neutral, despite the successor’s empowerment. This is
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because the autocrat directly transfers his own power to the successor. Such an assumption

holds empirically – typically, the autocrat must cede some of his own legitimacy, policy-

making purview, or material resources in order to empower the successor. As a result, this

set of disadvantaged elites are incentivized to attempt a coup while the autocrat is still in

power, instead of waiting for the successor to solidify her advantage. Ironically, successor

appointments actually motivate preemptive coups, as opposed to the other way around.

My model thus offers a set of theoretical conclusions that diverge from the current mech-

anisms most often espoused in the literature. Rather than acting as a device to deter elite

coup attempts, the power redistribution induced by succession appointments may actually

create the conditions for coup attempts. Succession appointments force the autocrat to pay

a significant cost in their own power, without sufficient returns in coup deterrance by re-

balancing power between the elites. Thus, arranging for succession is likely to generate more

problems than it solves, and broadly speaking, in a world of purely survival-motivated elites,

we should not expect autocrats to appoint successors to enhance their survival prospects.

The constraints on ϵ make it clear that very few of the appointments that occur in

equilibrium in this model are truly ”consequential”. Autocrats must necessarily invest in

their proteges in order for them to survive a leadership transition and hold onto power. If this

defining feature of the succession process, successors are often quickly removed. Deathbed

appointments, for example, are a prominent case of such an inconsequential appointment.

Hua Guofeng was appointed in Mao’s final days, but the speed with which Mao expired

after the appointment, as well as the relative secrecy of the appointment announcement,

made it difficult for Hua to consolidate power before other power players, namely Deng

Xiaoping, moved in to oust him from power. Non-deathbed appointments fill a similar role.

In particular, successors who hold little political power by way of their position are often

quickly deposed upon coming to power, as in the case of Turkmenistan, where speaker and

constitutional successor Öwezgeldi Atayev was instantly removed by security forces backing
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the vice president upon Saparmurat Niyazov’s death. In these cases, the successor was not

given nearly enough power to consolidate power, reflecting a low ϵ, even if this meant they

posed relatively little threat to a dying autocrat.

7.2 Proof of Proposition 1

I solve this model by backwards induction. Following L’s decision to play No Successor, A
and B face a terminal node in which they make a simultaneous decision to attempt a coup
against the autocrat or not. A’s utility from each choice can be characterized as follows,
where σi is the probability that player i ∈ {A,B} plays c and ui(s, σj) is the payoff function
for player i from playing strategy s given σj, j ̸= i:

uA(c, σB) = σB(2(pA+pB)(
pA

pA + pB
sL+

pB
pA + pB

(µ+(1−µ)(0))−c)+(1−σB)(2(pAsL)−c = σB(2(pAsL+pBµ)−c)+(1−σB)(2(pAsL)−c)

uA(nc, σB) = σB((1− pB)(1 + sL)− c) + (1− σB)(1 +
pA

pA + pB
sL +

pB
pA + pB

µ)

Similarly, B’s utility from each choice can be characterized as follows:

uB(c, σA) = σA(2(pBsL + pAµ)− c) + (1− σA)(2pBsL − c)

uB(nc, σA) = σA((1− pA)(1 + sL)− c) + (1− σA)(1 +
pB

pA + pB
sL +

pA
pA + pB

µ)

We can characterize their best response functions as follows:

BRA(σB) =


Coup if σB = 1, 2(pAsL + pBµ)− c > (1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

or σB = 0, 2pAsL − c > 1 + pA
pA+pB

sL + pB
pA+pB

µ

No Coup if σB = 1, 2(pAsL + pBµ)− c ≤ (1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

or σB = 0, 2pAsL − c ≤ 1 + pA
pA+pB

sL + pB
pA+pB

µ

BRB(σA) =


Coup if σA = 1, 2(pBsL + pAµ)− c > (1− pA)(1 + sL)− c

or σA = 0, 2pBsL − c > 1 + pB
pA+pB

sL + pA
pA+pB

µ

No Coup if σA = 1, 2(pBsL + pAµ)− c ≤ (1− pA)(1 + sL)− c

or σA = 0, 2pBsL − c ≤ 1 + pB
pA+pB

sL + pA
pA+pB

µ

FROM HERE TO LEMMA
Next, consider A and B’s payoffs when L plays Appoint A. A’s utility from each choice can
be characterized as follows:

uA(c, σB) = σB(2((pA + ϵ)sL + pBµ)− c) + (1− σB)(2((pA + ϵ)sL)− c)

uA(nc, σB) = σB((1− pB)(1 + sL)− c) + (1− σB)(1 + (1− pB)sL + pBµ)
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B’s utility from each choice can be characterized as follows:

uB(c, σA) = σA(2(pBsL + (pA + ϵ)µ)− c) + (1− σA)(2pBsL − c)

uB(nc, σA) = σA((1− pA − ϵ)(1 + sL)− c) + (1− σA)(1 + pBsL + (1− pB)µ)

We can similarly construct best response functions in this subgame as follows:

BRA(σB) =


Coup if σB = 1, 2((pA + ϵ)sL + pBµ)− c > (1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

or σB = 0, 2(pA + ϵ)sL − c > 1 + (1− pB)sL + pBµ

No Coup if σB = 1, 2((pA + ϵ)sL + pBµ)− cle(1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

or σB = 0, 2(pA + ϵ)sL − cle1 + (1− pB)sL + pBµ

BRB(σA) =


Coup if σA = 1, 2(pBsL + (pA + ϵ)µ)− c > (1− pA − ϵ)(1 + sL)− c

or σA = 0, 2pBsL − c > 1 + pBsL + (1− pB)µ

No Coup if σA = 1, 2(pBsL + (pA + ϵ)µ)− c ≤ (1− pA − ϵ)(1 + sL)− c

or σA = 0, 2pBsL − c ≤ 1 + pBsL + (1− pB)µ

First, notice that A’s payoff from attempting a coup is greater. Specifically, if σB = 1, the
condition for A to coup when appointed is more permissive than if there were no successor
respectively:

2((pA + ϵ)sL + pBµ) > 2(pAsL + pBµ)

2(pAsL + pBµ) > 2(pAsL + pBµ)

and if σB = 0, notice that both sides of the inequality increase when A is appointed as
opposed to when A is not appointed, since 1 − pB > pA

pA+pB
and pB < pB

pA+pB
as long as

pA + pB < 1, which is always true:

2(pA + ϵ)sL − c > 1 + (1− pB)(sL) + pBµ

2pAsL − c > 1 +
pA

pA + pB
(sL) +

pB
pA + pB

µ

Next, notice that B’s payoff from not attempting a coup is worse. Specifically, if σA = 1,
the condition for B to coup when A is appointed is more permissive on both sides than if
there were no successor respectively:

2(pBsL + (pA + ϵ)µ) > (1− pA − ϵ)(1 + sL)

2(pBsL + pAµ) > (1− pA)(1 + sL)

and if σA = 0, notice that the right hand side of the inequality decreases and is thus likelier
to be true when A is appointed as opposed to when A is not appointed:
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2pBsL − c > 1 + pBsL + (1− pB)µ

2pBsL − c > 1 +
pB

pA + pB
sL +

pA
pA + pB

µ

I do not specify the payoffs for when B is appointed, as that subgame is symmetrical to the
subgame in which A is appointed and does not affect the results.
Moving up the tree, I specify L’s payoffs. Specifically, L prefers the payoff when no player
attempts a coup, sL, to the payoff where one player attempts a coup, (1− pA)(sL)− c, (1−
pB)(sL) − c, to the payoff where a successor attempts a coup, (1 − pA − ϵ)(sL) − c, (1 −
pB − ϵ)(sL)− c, to the payoff where both players attempt a coup (if ϵ < pA, pB), (1− pA −
pB)(sL)− c, to the payoff where both players attempt a coup and a successor was appointed,
(1− pA − pB − ϵ)(sL)− c. Given appointing A cannot improve B’s payoff from playing nc,
appointing A is only a best response if doing so would change A’s strategy from c to nc,
without changing B’s strategy from nc to c. Note that it cannot be that B’s strategy remains
c, as A only receives a higher payoff from playing c if this were the case. The conditions that
fulfill these criteria are as follows:

2pAsL − c > 1 +
pA

pA + pB
sL +

pB
pA + pB

µ

2(pA + ϵ)sL − c < 1 + (1− pB)(sL) + pBµ

2pBsL − c < 1 + pBsL + (1− pB)µ, or pB <
1 + c+ µ

sL + µ

When these conditions hold, if not appointed, A would always play c. If appointed, A would
play nc, if B plays nc. B plays nc regardless of appointment, since the payoff from playing
nc when there is no appointed successor 1+ pB

pA+pB
sL+

pA
pA+pB

µ is greater than the right hand

side of the condition specified above (B’s payoff from playing nc when A is the successor).
Thus, if L plays No Appoint, then he receives a payoff of (1 − pA)(sL) − c, and if L plays
Appoint A, he receives a payoff of sL > (1 − pA)(sL) − c. As such, the strategy profile in
which L plays Appoint A, A plays c when not appointed and nc when appointed, and B
plays nc in any case is subgame perfect.
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7.3 Proof of Lemma 1

Characterize the payoffs and best responses of players A and B in the subgame where no
successor is appointed as in the proof of Proposition 1.
Consider the case where A attempts a coup against L on her own. Then, it must be that

2pAsL − c > 1 +
pA

pA + pB
sL +

pB
pA + pB

µ

If this condition holds, it is clear that the following condition holds:

2(pAsL + pBµ)− c > (1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

if sL is bounded by a reasonable value (sL < 10). Furthermore, the following condition is
true if µ is high:

2(pBsL + pAµ)− c > (1− pA)(1 + sL)− c

as the right hand side is strictly increasing in µ, and pA must be high for the first condition
to be true. Thus, when µ is high, and power is balanced in favor of one elite, both elites
coordinate against the leader. This is symmetrical for B.
Next, consider the case where A would never attempt a coup, regardless of B’s strategy.
Then, it must be that

2(pAsL + pBµ)− c < (1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

The smaller both pA and pB, the likelier this is to be true. This is the same for B, so if pA
and pB are sufficiently weak and at least one elite does not want to coup, while the other
wants to coordinate, neither will attempt a coup.

7.4 Proof of Lemma 2 and 3

Following from Lemma 1, consider the case in which both A and B would only attempt a
coup if the other elite were to attempt a coup. Then, we have that

2pAsL − c < 1 +
pA

pA + pB
sL +

pB
pA + pB

µ

2(pAsL + pBµ)− c > (1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

and symmetrically for B. It is clear that power cannot be balanced in favor of either elite,
otherwise they would attempt a coup on their own and following from Lemma 1, elites would
successfully coordinate if µ is sufficiently high. Power must also not be too balanced in favor
of L, otherwise the conditions that elites are willing to coup in the first place cannot be
true, also following from Lemma 1. In order for elites to be willing to coordinate with one
another, pA and pB must therefore be sufficiently high, but relatively balanced.
Lemma 3 follows from Lemmas 1 and 2.
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7.5 Proof of Proposition 2

Since this is a game of incomplete information, I solve for Perfect Bayesian Equilibria. The
case in which B is of type BA is equivalent to the game detailed in the proof Proposition 1,
so I focus on the subgame in which B is of type BL.
Suppose that L has made the decision to appoint B, of type BL, as successor. A and B then
face a terminal node in which they make a simultaneous decision to attempt a coup against
the autocrat or not. A’s utility from each choice can be characterized as follows, where σi is
the probability that player i ∈ {A,B} plays c and ui(s, σj) is the payoff function for player
i from playing strategy s given σj, j ̸= i:

uA(c, σBL
, σBA

, ϕ) = ϕ

[
σBL

(
2(pA + pB)

(
pA

pA + pB
sL +

pB
pA + pB

(
µ+ (1− µ)(0)

)
− c

))

+ (1− σBL
)(2pAsL − c)

]

+ (1− ϕ)

[
σBA

(
2(pA + pB)

(
pA

pA + pB
sL +

pB
pA + pB

(
µ+ (1− µ)(0)

)
− c

))

+ (1− σBA
)(2pAsL − c)

]
.

uA(nc, σBA
, σBL

, ϕ) = ϕ

(
σBL

(
(1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

)
+ (1− σBL

)

(
1 +

pA
pA + pB

sL +
pB

pA + pB
µ

))

+ (1− ϕ)

(
σBA

(
(1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

)
+ (1− σBA

)

(
1 +

pA
pA + pB

sL +
pB

pA + pB
µ

))
.

Similarly, BL’s utility from each choice can be characterized as follows:

uBL
(c, σA) = σA(2(pBsL + pAµ)− c) + (1− σA)(2pBsL − c)

uBL
(nc, σA) = σA((1− pA)(1 + sL) + β − c) + (1− σA)(1 +

pB
pA + pB

sL +
pA

pA + pB
µ)

Finally, BA’s utility function and best responses are identical to that described in the proof
of Proposition 1.
Next, we can define A’s beliefs about B’s type based off of L’s decision to appoint as follows:

ϕ =
Pr(sL = (Appoint) —B = BL)q

Pr(sL = (Appoint) —B = BL)q + Pr(sL = (Appoint) —B = BA)(1− q)

Consider the strategy profile in which L plays Pr(sL = (Appoint) —B = BL) = 1 and
Pr(sL = (Appoint) —B = BA) = 1. It is clear to see that in such a case, ϕ = q. Then, in
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order for A to prefer to play nc over c, it must be that

q

(
σBL

(
2(pA + pB)

(
pA

pA + pB
sL +

pB
pA + pB

(
µ+ (1− µ)(0)

)
− c

))

+ (1− σBL
)(2pAsL − c)

)

+ (1− q)

(
σBA

(
2(pA + pB)

(
pA

pA + pB
sL +

pB
pA + pB

(
µ+ (1− µ)(0)

)
− c

))

+ (1− σBA
)(2pAsL − c)

)

< q

(
σBL

(
(1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

)
+ (1− σBL

)

(
1 +

pA
pA + pB

sL +
pB

pA + pB
µ

))

+ (1− q)

(
σBA

(
(1− pB)(1 + sL)− c

)
+ (1− σBA

)

(
1 +

pA
pA + pB

sL +
pB

pA + pB
µ

))
.

Suppose it is true that BA attempts a coup if and only if A attempts a coup, and that BL

does not attempt a coup regardless of A’s strategy. The following conditions must hold for
this to be true:

2((pB + ϵ)sL + pBµ)− c < (1− pB)(1 + sL) + β − c

(pB + ϵ)sL − c < 1 + (1− pA)sL + pAµ

2((pB + ϵ)sL + pAµ)− c > (1− pA)(1 + sL)− c

Then, we can simplify A’s conditions to play nc over c:

q(2pAsL−c)+(1−q)(2(pAsL+(pB+ϵ)µ)−c) < q(1+pAsL+(1−pA)µ)+(1−q)(1−pB−ϵ)(1+sL)−c)

If these conditions hold, it is sequentially rational for A to play nc given her posterior beliefs
following L’s appointment decision. Then, BA and BL play nc. From the proof of Proposition
1, we know that playing Appoint A or No Appoint is not rational, so L’s best response is to
play Appoint B regardless of B’s type.
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