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Abstract

Does transitional justice hinder or help democracy? This simple question poses a
methodological challenge. Countries choosing to embark on transitional justice may
be exactly the ones that would have had a successful pathway to democratization in
the first place. We resolve it by measuring transitional justice as a series of events
rather than a one shot instances of dealing with the past. We choose a specific kind
of transitional justice mechanism—truth commissions—which do in fact unfold over
an extended period of time following the transition to democracy. We disaggregate
the truth commission process into a series events that advance or hinder the process
of disclosing human rights abuses that took place in the past. This method of coding
not only allows us to measure their impact on democratic representation, but is also
more faithful to the operation of truth commissions on the ground. We propose one
possible mechanism through which truth commissions can enhance democratic qual-
ity: by creating a transparency regime they can eliminate blackmail with “skeletons in
the closet” to extract policy concessions from compromised politicians. In this logic,
transparency regimes result in less corrupt politics and better quality of democratic
representation. We then use a difference-in-difference set-up to identify the causal link
between truth commissions and political corruption on a panel dataset of 81 countries
that transitioned to democracy since 1946.
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1 Introduction

Does transitional justice have an effect on the quality of democratic representation in the

countries that implement it? Transitional justice (TJ) refers to the ways in which coun-

tries that recently transitioned to democracy or that are recovering from civil conflict deal

with authoritarian elites and their collaborators, or perpetrators of human rights vio-

lations and their victims (Vinjamuri & Snyder 2004, Pinto 2008, Bakiner 2016, Loyle &

Appel 2017, Kaminski & Nalepa 2006). Transitional justice can take many forms,1 but

this paper focuses mainly on one aspect of transitional justice: on truth commissions

(Hayner 1994).

We borrow our understanding of truth commissions from Hayner (1994), seeing them

as state-sanctioned “bodies set up to investigate a past history of human rights abuses in

a particular country, which can include violations by the military or other government

forces or armed opposition forces” (14).2 Onur Bakiner offers more nuance to this defi-

nition by distinguishing truth commissions from “similar investigatory, judicial, or com-

memorative practices and institutions, such as parliamentary human rights commissions,

courts, monitoring institutions and NGO’s truth finding efforts” (Bakiner 2016, 11). De-

parting from Bakiner’s distinctions, we do not exclude commissions of inquiry that ex-

amine human rights violations committed in more specific events than an entire period

of authoritarian rule or civil war; we consider this inclusion justified as we also include

commissions that only partially completed their mandate.

A classic example of a truth commission is the South African Truth and Reconciliation

Commission (Hayner 2011, Gibson 2006). The Commission was formed in 1995 to inves-

tigate crimes committed against the South African people during the apartheid regime
1Broadly speaking, transitional justice policies are categorized as: (1) truth revelation procedures, (2)

purges, which can be thorough or restricted to the leadership of the authoritarian elite of military organiza-
tion, (3) criminal trials, and (4) victim compensation (Elster 2004).

2Truth commissions should (1) not focus on ongoing human rights abuses as a human rights ombuds-
man might; (2) examine a pattern of human rights abuses over time rather than a specific event; (3) be
temporary; and (4) have an official sanction from the state to carry out its operations (Hayner 1994, 14).
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(1960-1994), covering human rights violations committed by both the state and various

liberation movements.3 The Commission’s mandate provided it with the ability to offer

amnesty to those who fully participated in the process and truthfully confessed the full

extent of their crimes. It released a five-volume final report to then-President Nelson Man-

dela in 1998. The report detailed the abuses committed by the apartheid-era National Party

government, the African National Congress (ANC)—the state opposition turned ruling

party—and other “leading political figures on both sides of the anti-apartheid struggle”

(Keesing’s Record of World Events 1998).

Despite the pressing question of how to deal with former collaborators and members

of the authoritarian regime or those involved in conflict, implementing transitional jus-

tice raises some crucial issues. Scholars of normative transitional justice are skeptical that

transitional justice can help successful democratization without jeopardizing the rule of

law.

A number of classical contributors to the field of democratization and regime transi-

tions in general, have expressed skepticism about policies punishing autocrats for human

rights abuses committed in the past. Jack Snyder argues that “the prosecution of perpe-

trators of atrocities according to universal standards risks causing more atrocities than

it would prevent, because it pays insufficient attention to political realities” (Snyder &

Vinjamuri 2004, 5). Stephen Holmes calls some forms of transitional justice “witch hunts”

(Holmes 1994). Jon Elster refers to such acts as “ritual sacrifices”(?), Even Samuel Hunting-

ton maintains that sometimes “amnesty”(...) “is necessary to establish a new democracy

on a solid basis” (Huntington 1993, 214). Implicit in this classic literature is the under-

standing of transitional justice as a punitive process. Hence the use of the term “retroactive

justice” as synonymous with transitional justice.

Yet not all forms of authoritarian dominance are as transparent as repression (Tyson

2016). In many instances, the very acts that sustained the authoritarian regime were secret
3Specifically, it was established via the Promotion of National Union and Reconciliation Act, passed by

the South African parliament in July 1995 (United States Institute of Peace 2011).
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collaboration (Blaydes 2010), cooptation (?), and sabotage (?). Hence, another important

way of dealing with the past is through the disclosure of such actions and the revelation

of the identities of pepetrators. We argue that truth commissions constitute an impor-

tant class of such transparency regimes. Transparency regimes are notoriouslyleft out of

the classical critiques of transitional justice. Hence when Huntington says that “Even if a

moral and legal argument could be made for prosecution, this would fall before the norma-

tive imperative of creating a stable democracy” he is implicitly assuming that transitional

justice cannot be democracy-enhancing. One of the things we do in this paper is show

that transparency regimes improve the quality of representation by preventing blackmail

with skeletons in the closet of those former members and/or collaborators of the ancien

régime that have embarrassing things to hide.

Most of these arguments have focused on the immediate aftermath of the transition.

Yet recent work ? has posited the theoretical possibility that “doing nothing” may not

produce immediate negative consequences, but over time may strengthen the power of

authoritarian networks, particularly the networks involving secret legacies of the author-

itarian regime. Damaging information collected by the former authoritarian secret police

for the benefit of authoritarian elites may turn elected politicians into clients of agents who

threaten to reveal these politicians’ “skeletons in the closet” (Nalepa 2010).

So what are the effects of truth commissions on the quality of democracy? We suggest

that truth commission should improve the quality of democracy in two ways. First, by ex-

posing “skeletons in the closet,” these procedures remove the leverage that authoritarian

networks have over elites in the democratic period. Second, by exposing those who partic-

ipated in human rights violations truth commissions may restore to victims of the former

autocracy or civil war ridden state a sense of justice and increase their trust in democratic

institutions (Horne 2017).

The next section of this paper explores this argument in detail, leading to a more nu-

anced prediction about the effects of truth commissions on the prospects for democratic
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consolidation. It concludes with a summary of theoretical expectations regarding the ef-

fects of truth commissions on democratic outcomes. Section 3 reviews how existing re-

search on transitional justice has sought to identify the relationship between transitional

justice and dependent variables related to peace and democratic stability. We then present

our research design and discuss the operationalizations of the dependent and indepen-

dent variables. Section 4 is devoted to data analysis and interpretation of the results. We

find that truth commissions are across all specifications robust in improving the quality

of democracy.

2 The logic of truth revelation and truth commissions

Authoritarian regimes partly find support in authoritarian who participate in human rights

violations either publicly or secretly. Once transition takes place, elites under authoritar-

ianism might be held accountable for such abuses, and secret collaborators of the regime

might be revealed as perpetrators of atrocities. We argue that truth revelation, understood

as the disclosure of atrocities committed in secret on behalf of the authoritarian regime,

positively impacts the development of the newly inaugurated democratic regime.

This positive impact is achieved through two related mechanisms. First, unearthing

secret collaborations prevents the blackmail of former collaborators or enforcers-turned

politicians. We begin by acknowledging that unknown or secret collaborators of former

regimes might want to take part in the new regime. Yet, absent truth revelation proce-

dures, they are susceptible to blackmail with the threat of revealing their ‘skeletons in

the closet’, i.e. revealing that they participated in atrocious acts. These threats, especially

when they come from those with credible access to such evidence, can distort policy and

representational outcomes (Ang & Nalepa 2019a, Ang & Nalepa 2019b).: the threat of rev-

elation holds sway over former elites, because the public likely cares about past abuses.

Thus, revealing such ‘skeletons’ could chastise a public official, and end his or her career.
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In return for not denouncing them, blackmailers can demand rents or policy concessions,

either of which negatively impacts the quality of democracy.

Nalepa & Sonin (N.d.) further elaborate on this blackmail mechanism, and show that

blackmail can be directed at candidates who did not participate in the regime. The au-

thors argue that the mere presence of secret authoritarian legacies enables blackmailers

to pressure candidates into running on a non-representative platform (that is, a platform

that diverges from the general voting population). This argument is presented in a formal

model in which a politician who was a collaborator in the previous regime can tarnish

the reputation of other candidates, leading to the reelection of sometimes extreme incum-

bents. In the same paper, the authors show that transitional justice procedures that reveal

past atrocities, such as truth commissions, benefit voters regardless of the voters’ prefer-

ences for normative transitional justice. In other words, the beneficial effects of transitional

justice, in particular the effects of revealing skeletons in the closet, take hold regardless of–

and sometimes despite the–public’s demand for retribution (Ang & Nalepa 2019a).

We build on these already identified dynamics of truth revelation to hypothesize a sec-

ond mechanism connecting uncovering secret collaborators and democratic quality: they

can destroy existing authoritarian networks that can linger and endure even after democ-

ratization. We build from the premise that these secret collaborators likely know previous

authoritarian elites, and that if their actions under authoritarianism were to remain secret,

then authoritarian networks might exist in new regimes in secrecy. However, truth reve-

lation procedures could prevent this by (1) providing the public with the opportunity to

vote out wrongdoers via elections, (2) can result in an investigation that is actionable in

a court of law, or (3) providing specific sanctions against proven wrongdoers. In outing

and removing former secret collaborators, authoritarian networks might be less likely to

survive after democratization, at least in their covert or secret form.

Thus, truth revelation procedures remove opportunities for blackmail–which might

result in poor representation–and provides with opportunities of removing ‘dishonest’
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officials–who were plausibly connected to other authoritarian elites. Importantly, these

effects are brought about by the truth-revelation aspect of the policies, an effect that we

argue is theoretically and empirically distinct than the one triggered by punishing collab-

orators and former elites who abused human rights publicly. In this way, we hypothesize

that revealing secret collaboration can improve specific aspects of democracy, such as those

related to faithful representation (because of the blackmail mechanism) and those related

to the weakened authoritarian networks.

Our discussion so far suggests that any form of truth revelation (for example, lustra-

tion) can trigger this network-dismantling mechanism. We agree with this conclusion,

with the caveat that the magnitude of the potential effects likely varies depending on the

specific type of policy implemented. For example, some might say that lustration should

be the most effective policy in dismantling authoritarian networks, precisely because their

uncovering efforts are focused on political elites. Yet, we believe their focus might limit

the potential impact of truth revelation: after all, only some individuals are subject to

it. In addition, since lustration is concerned with elites that want to run for office or oc-

cupy a public position, they are politically threatening to parties in the newly inaugurated

regime, which renders its implementation difficult. Hence, we argue that truth commis-

sions, which cast a wider net both in terms of the amount of potential collaborators, and

in terms of the crimes committed on behalf of the regime, are particularly effective in de-

livering beneficial results.

In this section, we have discussed how truth commissions investigate and reveal in-

formation about secret collaboration with the previous regime, and we have argued that

the mere act of revealing can trigger beneficial effects for democracy. Absent this informa-

tion, authoritarian elites might threaten to expose these secrets as a way to extract policy

concessions while voters are kept in the dark about whose interests are politicians really

representing. In making this information public, truth commissions better serve demo-

cratic outcomes, both because voters are informed about candidates, and also because
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these underlying authoritarian networks and connections may not linger. Importantly, we

have also argued that truth commissions can also enable the application of punishment of

former secret collaborators, for example, by creating a file that can be used in a criminal

justice trial. But since our argument focuses on the effect of uncovering the truth, the sanc-

tion itself is neither necessary nor sufficient for the mechanism that we have highlighted

here. Absent punishment, politicians that have been named and shamed as collaborators

by truth commissions can continue to try to represent voters, but such politicians will

be more transparent to voters as their actions in office are less likely to be driven by the

interests of potentially blackmailing authoritarian elites.

3 Research design: Exploiting time and intensity of truth

commissions

Our argument above, that truth commissions will improve the quality of representation

because they reveal important information, requires empirical evidence beyond simply a

correlational analysis. That is, we cannot simply argue that The straightforward nature

of our argument does not translate empirically, because the enacment truth commissions

improve the quality of representation is made hard by the fact that the same factors that

cause states to embark on transitional justice may lead them to have better quality of repre-

sentation down the line. Take as an example the relationship between lustration policies

(that is, policies verifying if persons running for public office had secretly collaborated

with the authoritarian political police) and programmatic representation as measured by

expert surveys such as the Democratic Accountability and Linkages Project, as in (Ang &

Nalepa 2019a). There is a real concern that the same factors that might promote lustra-

tion might also increase the extent to which experts perceive parties as running on iden-

tifiable and salient platforms that party members identify with ideologically. Given the

multitude of drivers of programmatic representation, any relationship established in a
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cross-sectional research design between programmaticness at a given point in time and

the severity of lustration may well be spurious.

Previous scholarship on the effects of TJ institutions in regime transitions and post-

conflict settings has used several techniques to address endogeneity concerns. In their

work on the relationship between post-conflict justice processes and civil war recurrence,

Loyle & Appel (2017) take an instrumental variable approach, using the presence of tran-

sitional justice institutions in the region as an instrument. Assuming that neighbors with

and without such institutions are assigned to any given post-conflict country at random

and assuming that transitional justice institutions diffuse, these authors find that truth

commissions, reparations, amnesties, and comprehensive trials4 decrease the likelihood

of conflict recurrence. As an additional robustness check to identify the determinants

of post-conflict justice implementation, Loyle & Appel (2017) also employ a strategy of

matching on observables. The results are consistent with their instrumental variable anal-

ysis.

Alyssa Prorok (2017) also uses an instrumental variable approach, proposing three

plausible instruments to estimate the causal effects of International Criminal Court (ICC)

investigations on conflict duration. Using a civil war state’s affinity with the permanent

five members of the UN Security Council, a civil war state’s affinity with neighboring

states, and the number of neighboring states that have ratified the Rome Statute as in-

struments, Prorok finds that ICC involvement in a conflict setting significantly reduces

the probability of conflict termination when government and rebel groups have commit-

ted similar levels of atrocities. The Court’s impact, however, decreases as the number of

atrocities committed by one party to a conflict increases relative to other parties.

Loyle & Appel (2017) and Prorok (2017) have made important inroads to understand-

ing the causal effects of national and international-level transitional justice processes on

conflict termination, an important prerequisite to having a healthy robust democracy.
4What these authors refer to as “motivation post-conflict justice.”
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Their research however stops short of telling us how these mechanisms affect the long

term quality of democracy.

The robustness of democratic institutions, however, is one of the questions motivat-

ing Capoccia & Pop-Eleches (N.d.). These authors make use of a natural experiment: the

occupation of Germany by three Western Powers and Russia following WW 2. Allied

forces, recall, divided the territory of Germany into four zones. This allows Capoccia &

Pop-Eleches (N.d.) to estimate the effects of transitional justice policies on the prospects

of democratic consolidation in post-WWII Germany. Treating the assignment to different

denazification policies (trials and punishment) in each of the four occupation zones as ex-

ogenous, they estimate the effects of transitional justice policies on democratization. One

key dependent variable probes public support for a one-party political system. A second

dependent variable is constructed from a 1957 election survey. Capoccia & Pop-Eleches

(N.d.) ultimately find that differences in the scope and severity of transitional justice im-

plementation have a variety of differing effects on these two democratization indicators.

This fascinating and innovative work is, however, unable to address the broader effect

transitional justice mechanisms may have in countries different than postwar Germany.

Nor can this analysis tell us much about the effects of truth commissions, because these

are not accounted for in the Capoccia & Pop-Eleches (N.d.) paper.

Our research builds on these initial approaches, recognizing that understanding the

effects of transitional justice requires isolating the effect of these mechanisms from factors

that contributed to the implementation of transitional justice in the first place, as the latter

might be highly correlated with quality of democracy indicators. We thus attempt to iden-

tify the relationship between truth commissions and the quality of democratic represen-

tation with a difference-in-difference design, which leverages the power of panel data to

better understand the mechanisms by which transitional justice produces desirable demo-

cratic outcomes.

The classic explanation of this method relies on comparisons of time trends in coun-
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tries that have been treated with the independent variable of interest—in our case a truth

commission—and those that have not received treatment. As long as the “treated” and

“control” countries have been matched in a way that their pre-treatment trends on the

dependent variable are similar enough (satisfying the parallel trends assumption), such

a comparison is warranted. The case without the treatment in conjunction with the pre-

treatment difference in trends can be used to construct a counterfactual to the case with

the treatment. Given the appropriate data, this method can be generalized to panel data

and incorporated into a regression framework. The data requirements, however, are quite

stringent, as they require both the dependent and independent variables to vary across

countries and over time.

3.1 truth Commissions and their operationalization

The Global Transitional Justice Dataset by ? disaggregates transitional justice mechanisms

into purges, lustrations, trials and truth commissions. Given our interest in the effects of

disclosures preventing blackmail with “skeletons in the closet,” we focus on this last cat-

egory. The dataset is constructed as an annual panel that records positive and negative TJ

events. A positive event is defined as the submission of a TJ proposal to the floor of the

legislature, the passage of such legislation, the upholding of such legislation as constitu-

tional by a supreme court, or the overturning of a presidential veto against such legisla-

tion. In the case of truth commissions, the publication of the commission’s report(s) and

the extension of the commission’s mandate are also considered to be positive TJ events. A

negative transitional justice event, in contrast, is defined as the voting down, vetoing, or

striking down by the constitutional court of a transitional justice proposal or law. Similarly,

expanding the set of persons targeted by TJ or broadening the set of “offenses” (where “of-

fense” is defined in light of the TJ procedure in question) to include more past or present

positions constitutes a positive transitional justice event, whereas attempts to narrow the

set of targets or “offenses” are coded as negative TJ events. The guiding principle in de-
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termining if an event is negative or positive is whether it advances the TJ process forward

or shifts it backward. The Global Transitional Justice Dataset panel covers 84 countries as

the cross section and time since transition as the temporal dimension. Figure 4, included

in the Empirical Appendix, shows such disaggregated event data on truth revelation pro-

cedures from the Global Transitional Justice Dataset. Following ? we present it as a time

trend (right) as well as a trend according to years lapsed since transition (left).

In their paper introducing the Global Transitional Justice Dataset, Bates, Cinar & Nalepa

(2020) argue that the time series structure of their data allows for the creation of many

different measures of personnel transitional justice. The three measures they propose,

however—urgency/delay, severity, and volatility—all collapse the time trends that make

the Global Transitional Justice Events dataset so novel. This includes their measure of TJ

severity, which is defined as the total number of positive events over the total number of

events.

Severity of specific TJ mechanisms is particularly relevant for testing our theory, which

predicts that more severe truth commissions should increase the quality of democracy.

Thus, we modify the Bates et al. measure of severity in a way that allows it to vary over

time. What we sacrifice in turn is the continuous aspect of the measure, as to express it

as a “treatment” we have to collapse the range of this measure into an indicator variable.

Hence, in the regressions below, we will be using:

1. A minimalist measure, which codes the first positive transitional justice event as 1

and assigns all the country-years that follow a 1, regardless of the subsequent tran-

sitional justice trajectory:

TJmini,t =

!
"#

"$

1 if
%t−1

1 Pi,t > 0;

0 otherwise

2. A net measure that assigns 1 if cumulative net events up to a given year are positive
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and 0 otherwise:

TJneti,t =

!
"#

"$

1 if Pi,t −Ni,t > 0;

0 if Pi,t −Ni,t ≤ 0;
(1)

3. A cumulative measure

TJcmli,t =

!
"#

"$

1 if
%t

1(Pi,t −Ni,t) > 0;

0 if
%t

1(Pi,t −Ni,t) ≤ 0;

These measures are suitable for use in a diff-in-diff research design because they are

dichotomous. Beyond the first, minimalist measure, measure 3 identifies the number of

positive events net of the number of negative events that have occurred in country i up to

period t. Since this measure assigns a new value to each post-authoritarian or post-conflict

year a democracy has experienced, it is structured as a country trend. It assumes 1 when

there are more cumulative positive TJ events in a given year than cumulative negative

events and 0 otherwise.

Measure 2 modifies the original measure by identifying the number of positive events

net of the number of negative events that have occurred in country i in period t. It assumes

1 when there are more positive TJ events than negative TJ events in a given year and 0

otherwise. Since it assigns a new value to each post-authoritarian or post-conflict year a

democracy has experienced, it is also structured as a country trend.

Figure ??, below, shows the trajectories of different truth commissions measured ac-

cording to the three measures we develop above: ??,??, and ?? in each of the 84 countries

included in the dataset. It presents the countries as rows and time since transition on the

horizontal dimension. The light blue cells represent years coded as control (for example,

TJi,t = 0 for the left panel), and the dark blue cells depict years that are coded as treated
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(TJi,t = 1). Empty cells represent years that we have yet not observed.5

Figure 1: Countries and their treatments with truth commission events
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Figure 1 illustrates the different trajectories of truth commissions according to the mea-

sures discussed above. It shows first that not all truth revelation policies were imple-
5Note that because countries transition to democracy at different times, this is an unbalanced panel.
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mented at the same time, nor across the same countries. It is useful to contrast this figure

with the representation of net trends in lustration and truth commissions in Figure 4 in

the empirical appendix. That figure, recall, used net TJ events as opposed to an indicator

variable, yet it also shows that the timing of lustrations and truth commissions differs.

3.2 Measuring Quality of Democracy

Our proposed mechanism–that truth commissions improve democratic quality by dis-

abling blackmail and possibly weakening authoritarian networks–cannot be directly ob-

served. This is so because of the opaque nature of blackmail and the difficulty in identi-

fying networks or connections involving secret collaborators. Thus, we instead propose

to investigate whether truth commissions affect characteristics of democracy that are both

observable, and that we would expect to change as a result of our mechanism being at

work.

Furthermore, whichever characteristic we want to use as evidence of our mechanism

Finding a dependent variable for a classical observational study of the relationship

between transitional justice and the quality of representation is very challenging because

the implementation of transitional justice is endogenous to phenomena that are used as

building blocks of so many democratic indicators, ranging from rule law to freedom from

discrimination to freedom to run for office. As noted above, we address this problem by

implementing the difference-in-difference research design. The cost of implementing it

is that both the dependent and independent variables of interest must be measured over

time.

Fortunately, we can use a variable from the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) project

to measure the quality of democracy. V-Dem is a dataset created by interviewing country

experts (approximately 5 independent experts per country) and coding subjectively a host

of regime characteristics that are not directly observable over time. V-Dem is exceptional

among expert surveys in that it corrects for how differences of opinion or mistakes cause
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experts to diverge in their evaluations. Traditionally, datasets report expert-coded data

with means and standard deviations, ignoring the fact that expert reliability and the way

in which experts apply an ordinal scale to ratings may systematically vary. V-Dem, how-

ever, uses item response theory to model and adjust for differences in how experts apply

scales (Pemstein, Marquardt, Tzelgov, Wang & Miri 2015). In order to allow for scaling

the independent coding by country experts, V-Dem scholars also encouraged experts to

“bridge code” a second or third country. Although experts have less expertise in evaluat-

ing these second and third countries than they have at evaluating the countries in which

they have primary expertise, this effort allowed V-Dem methodologists to compare the

use of the ordinal scales across coders and correct for systematic differences.

V-Dem researchers asked about three thousand country experts hundreds of questions

to arrive at 5 general indexes - electoral, liberal, participatory, deliberative, and egalitar-

ian. Since these indices are somewhat broad, we focused in two variables that measure

distortions in the quality of representation and the extent to which authoritarian elites

have reproduced in the democracy in question. The specific V-Dem variable that we use

for this purpose is Power Distributed by Socioeconomic Status (v2pepwrses), which we dis-

cuss below.

3.2.1 Political Corruption Index

Building on our theoretical discussion, we note that blackmail with skeletons in the claoset

cannot be directly observed. What we can detect, however, are the consequences of black-

mail: policy distortion created as a result of extracting concessions by blackmailers. One

of the ways this will be observed is a as political corruption.

The V-Dem index of political corruption is created out of six different questions re-

garding corruption in three different branches of government—the legislature, judiciary

and executive.6 Its advantage is that within the executive it treats separately bribery and
6Specifically, it is made up of questions coded as variables v2x pubcorr, v2x execorr, v2lgcrrpt, v2jucorrdc,

v2excrptps, and v2exthftps. For example, the question about executive corruption is“How routinely do mem-
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embezzlement and also that it distinguishes between corruption taking place in high lev-

els of government (“grand corruption”) and lower in the public sector (corresponding to

“petty” corruption) (Coppedge et al. 2018). The index takes on values between 0 and 1, but

we have transformed it to take values between -1 and 0 so that higher values correspond

to higher quality of democracy and to ensure its directionality is the same as that of our

second dependent variable.

Granted, the index question does not get directly at the the extent to which politi-

cians are influenced by blackmail with secret police files, but it does measure how much

they succumb to pressures that impede their ability to represent. The left panel of Figure

?? shows the trajectories of the public corruption index for countries represented in our

dataset, with one country (Argentina) highlighted for illustration purposes.

3.2.2 Political Power Distributed by Socioeconomic Status

The second dependent variable we use taps directly into the ability of authoritarian elites

to survive the transition. To understand its suitability, it is useful to consider why the

power of former authoritarian elites may extend beyond the life span of an authoritar-

ian regime. Autocrats may be well positioned to capture state resources at the time of

democratic transition, which they can then use to entrench themselves in power (Brun &

Diamond 2014, Haggard & Kaufman 2016, Albertus & Menaldo 2014).

The outgoing autocrats’ access to resources can be cut off if they or their successors are

voted out of office following the transition to democracy. Various cases from around the

world demonstrate, however, that this removal may only be temporary (Kitschelt 1999).

Grzymala-Busse (2002), for instance, attributes the revival of successor authoritarian par-

ties to the organizational advantage authoritarian parties hold over parties that are new to

the party system. This organizational advantage allows them to make better use of state

bers of the executive, or their agents grant favors in exchange for bribes, kickbacks, or other material induce-
ments, and how often do they steal, embezzle, or misappropriate public funds or other state resources for
personal or family use?” (Coppedge, Gerring, Lindberg, Skaaning & Teorell 2018).
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resources when they eventually do find themselves in government. Transitional justice in-

stitutions are often portrayed as the last resort to curb autocrats’ unfair advantage. Indeed,

scholars of transitional justice have argued that its mechanisms should undercut the priv-

ileged position of members or parties of the former autocrats, their collaborators, or their

enforcement apparatuses (Stan et al. 2009, David 2011, Vinjamuri & Snyder 2004, Escriba-

Folch & Wright 2015).

In light of this argument, transitional justice institutions may plausibly be interpreted

as mechanisms preventing former authoritarian elites from holding on to such economic

resources. Therefore, a variable measuring the association between economic wealth and

political power is an ideal candidate for a dependent variable operationalizing the effects

of transitional justice on the quality of democracy. Additionally, given the temporal nature

of our data, an ideally suited dependent variable also measures this association over time.

Fortunately, the V-Dem Expert Survey contains such a measure.

Called “Political Power Distributed by Socio-economic Status” (v2pepwrses), the vari-

able is based on the following question posed to V-Dem experts: “is political power dis-

tributed according to socioeconomic position?”(Coppedge, Gerring, Lindberg, Skaaning,

Teorell, Ciobanu & Saxer 2017).7 In his clarification note, John Gerring elaborates that the

measure was designed to gauge the extent to which inequalities translate into political

power (Coppedge et.al. 2017b).8 If the goal of personnel transitional justice is to under-

mine the privileged position of authoritarian elites, this score should increase with the

severity of the transitional justice mechanism in question.
7Answers to the question were distributed along a 5-point scale. The possible answers included

(0)“Wealthy people enjoy a virtual monopoly on political power. Average and poorer people have almost
no influence”; (1)“Wealthy people enjoy a dominant hold on political power. People of average income have
little say. Poorer people have essentially no influence”; (2)“Wealthy people have a very strong hold on polit-
ical power. People of average or poorer income have some degree of influence but only on issues that matter
less for wealthy people”; (3)“Wealthy people have more political power than others. But people of average
income have almost as much influence and poor people also have a significant degree of political power”;
and (4)“Wealthy people have no more political power than those whose economic status is average or poor.
Political power is more or less equally distributed across economic groups” (Coppedge et.al. 2017b).

8Power Distributed by Socioeconomic Status is also a particularly reasonable measure of quality of
democracy for our purposes because while it measures an important aspect of democracy, it is unlikely
to be correlated with rule of law, which could also affect the implementation of transitional justice.
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Before discussing our empirical identification strategy, we underscore our paper’s em-

pirical contribution to the growing research agenda on transitional justice datasets and

democratic outcomes. Recent years has seen a number of transitional justice datasets

(Binningsbø, Loyle, Gates & Elster 2012, Van der Merwe, Baxter & Chapman 2009, Thoms,

Ron & Paris 2010, Loyle & Binningsbø 2018). The literature’s main focus has been used

on identifying the effects of a variety of TJ measures on variables like trust in govern-

mental institutions (Horne 2017), peace (Binningsbø et al. 2012), or democratic stability

(Olsen, Payne & Reiter 2010). Therefore, our approach contributes in three specific ways.

First, it accounts for the dynamic nature of truth-commission implementation. Second, it

proposes an empirical approach to test a mechanisms that is notoriously hard to detect,

Finally, we propose two observable variables that can plausibly inform us whether truth

commissions can prevent former autocrats from reasserting their political dominance in

the new regime.

4 DiD framework and its modifications

Based on our discussion in Section 2, we expect truth commissions to increase the quality

of democracy. Truth commissions, we argue, reveal secrets of the former authoritarian

regime by casting a wide net. Contrary to other personnel transitional justice policies, like

lustration, truth commissions are both forward-looking in focus and extend to all citizens.

Therefore, we expect that this wider net enable truth commissions to bring out to illumi-

nate past networks of political elites, making blackmail with skeletons in the closet hard

if not impossible.

We now turn to discussing some adjustments that have to be made to the traditional

diff-in-diff framework for it to work with our unbalanced panel.

A traditional difference-in-difference framework, with just one pre-treatment and one

post-treatment period would estimate:
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Yc,t = µcMC + λT + γDc,t + βXc,t + εi

where Dc = 1 if country c experienced transitional justice of a given type and is 0 other-

wise. Mc is the country dummy, which assumes 1 when the TJ event is associated with

country c9; T is the time period dummy, meaning it is equal to 0 if Yc,t is measured at time

t = 0 and 1 if it is taken at time t = 1. In the classical difference in difference set-up, there

are only two periods: t = 0 for the pre-treatment period and t = 1 for the post-treatment

period. Consequently, µc can be interpreted as the country intercept and λ as the post-

treatment intercept in the model. T = 0 in the pre-treatment period and T = 1 in the

post-treatment period. Xc,t represents the set of covariates, which the treatment effect is

conditioned on. Note that a consequence of the above notation is that Dc,t = Mc ∗ T .

There are two important adjustments one has to make in the model to reflect the panel

structure of the data.

First, each country got the treatment at a different time t (that is, each country has a

different year that marks the pre and post-treatment period). Second, we have multiple

time periods recorded for each country. To account for this and correctly specify the DiD

model with multiple time periods, we build on Angrist & Pischke (2008) and Besley &

Burgess (2004)10 and propose to estimate the model in the following form:

Yi,t = µiMi + λtTt + γDi,t−1 + βXc,t + εi (2)

Note, that this is essentially, a two-way fixed effect regression, where µi will again give

us country-specific fixed effects and λt will provide “year-since-transition” specific fixed

effects. Dj, t−1 can also be written as µc ∗λt−1 and assumes 1 if country i in the preceding
9Note that there are as many dummies as countries -1.

10Also cited in stackexchange (http://tinyurl.com/y8cf6f8b). We also rely on notes by Oscar Torres Reyna
(http://tinyurl.com/ybc4lm6v).
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period to t was treated. Xi,t still represents the set of covariates, which the treatment

effect is conditioned on. (we use a single covariate—GDP per capita.)Xi,t still represents

the set of covariates, which the treatment effect is conditioned on. In our case, we use a

single covariate—GDP per capita. Note that in the regression framework above we use

Di,t−1, the treatment from the year preceding the year in which the dependent variable

was recorded.

In a paper from 2018, Andrew Goodman-Bacon shows that this general Dif-in-dif esti-

mator is a weighted average of all possible two-group and two-period Dif-in-Dif estima-

tors in the data (Goodman-Bacon 2018) with the greatest weights given to treatments that

occurred close to the “middle of the panel” (Goodman-Bacon 2018). This is because the

weights are directly proportional to the treatment variances.11

5 Results and Discussion

We begin by estimating the effect of truth commissions on power distributed by socioeco-

nomic status.

5.1 Power Distributed by Socio-economic Status

Therefore, we estimate the model discussed above to predict Power Distributed by Socio-

Economic Status using the truth commission events (TCE). Specifically, we estimate three

different models using the three operationalizations of TCE: minimalist, net, and cumula-

tive. Results are reported in table 1, below.

It is important to keep in mind how to interpret these results. In models 1 and 2, the

treatment represents having experienced at least one positive truth revelation event of a

given type (lustration in model 1 and truth commission in 2). Thus, the control group is

defined by countries who never had an event of that type, though they could have experi-
11In our case, these would be the cases treated after at least three years after the transition, compared to

never treated.
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Table 1: Power distributed by socioeconomic status and truth commision events

Power distributed by socio-economic status
(1) (2) (3)

TCE (minimalist) 0.196∗∗∗

(0.037)

TCE (net) 0.052
(0.032)

TCE (cumulative) 0.186∗∗∗

(0.035)

GDP per capita (logged) −0.177∗∗ −0.176∗∗ −0.176∗∗

(0.061) (0.062) (0.061)

Country FE Y Y Y
Year FE Y Y Y
Observations 1,759 1,759 1,759
R2 0.067 0.052 0.067

Note: ∗p<0.05; ∗∗p<0.01; ∗∗∗p<0.001
TCE: truth commission events, lagged
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enced an event of the other type or any other type, for that matter. Model 3, on the other

other hand includes both types of truth revelation procedures. Hence the control group

here are countries that had no truth revelation procedures whatsoever.

Another thing to keep in mind is that the minimalist measure is very simple, perhaps

too much so. An event could be merely proposing a bill in the legislature, even if this pro-

posal goes absolutely nowhere. If one country accumulated considerably more positive

truth revelation events than another, this measure is not able to pick up this difference.

Note again the control groups in these models. In the first and second models, the con-

trol groups are countries that have never experienced a positive event related to the truth

revelation procedure of a given type, but also those that had more positive events than

negative ones, but where the trend switched.

Here the relationship between the quality of democracy and truth commissions pro-

cedures is significantly positive. When the comparison group changes to countries that

had at least one positive truth commission event, the effect of truth commissions is also

positive. Power distributed by socioeconomic status is measured on a scale from -2 to 2,

which affects our interpretation of these coefficients. Hence, for instance in model 3, the

effect of experiencing a positive truth commission event on increasing quality of democ-

racy is a little less than four percent relative to a country that never experienced any truth

revelation procedures.

In the next step, we look at using the cumulative net events to measure truth commis-

sion treatment. These results are reported in Table ??, above. Net cumulative lustration

has a negative impact relative to countries that either never had any truth revelation events

involving lustration or had more negative events than positive ones, but once that control

group is changed to include only countries that had at least one lustration event, the signif-

icance goes away (see model 3). Hence it is hard to put much stock in the results involving

this more sensitive measure. The case is similar for truth commissions, although there the

coefficient was generally positive .
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(a) treated after 2 years or more (b) treated after 3 years or more

Figure 2: Parallel trends for Power distributed according to SES, treatment: truth commis-
sions as positive net cumulative events (early adopters)

5.2 Assumptions and robustness checks

One of the key assumptions that has to be satisfied before using a diff-in-diff research

design is the assumption that had the treated group not been treated, the outcome variable

would have followed the same course over time as the control group. This is known as the

“parallel trends assumption” and its satisfaction is best illustrated graphically.

We see that for all but very late adopters, the trends before treatment are parallel and

there is a very clear uptick in quality of democracy according to the Power Distributed

by Socioeconomic Status measure following treatment. Thus, there is a clear indication,

even from eye-balling the parallel trends that the diff-in-diff framework will show that

truth commissions help eliminate vestiges of authoritarian rule, to the extent that they are

captured by Power Distributed by Socioeconomic Status.

In order to use the difference-in-difference framework, we assume that absent treat-

ment, the PdSES trends would develop according to a similar pattern as in the countries

that were never treated with transitional justice. Yet there are many factors that effect po-
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(a) treated after 5 years or more (b) treated after 10 years or more

Figure 3: Parallel trends for Power distributed according to SES, treatment: truth commis-
sions as positive net cumulative events (late adopters)

litical corruption trends aside from transitional justice, and key among them is economic

wealth. Hence, we control in all our regressions for GDP per capita.

6 Conclusion

This paper is a first attempt at testing a causal theory of transitional justice with a global

dataset that disaggregates transitional justice events across time and by mechanism. The

ability to distinguish between different mechanisms allows us to theorize about the dif-

fering effects of truth revelations procedures. The general expectation is that more truth

revelation should lead to better democratic outcomes. This is because revealing the truth

about the past misdeeds of elites prevents authoritarian or conflict-era networks from ex-

torting policy concessions from elected politicians. Absent truth revelation, former agents

of the secret police, for example, could blackmail collaborators who have assumed polit-

ical office and threaten to reveal “skeletons in their closets” (Ang & Nalepa 2019a) were

the blackmailed politicians to refuse responding to former agents’ demands.
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We further suggested that truth commissions should be more effective at improving the

quality of democracy than lustration because truth commissions cast a wide net in society,

thus providing more greater opportunities for the past to come to light. Lustration, on the

other hand, is often restricted in its reach to public officials and thus faces more obstacles.

Its effects may therefore take longer to observe.

Our data analysis, carried out within a difference-in-difference framework, supports

the main expectation described above, namely that truth revelation procedures should

improve the quality of democracy. We find moderate evidence in support of the more

specific expectation that truth commissions are an effective tool for improving the quality

of democracy. To some extent, these moderate results can be explained by the detailed

information lost while creating time-varying measures of transitional justice severity.

An explanation for the lustration results in particular may hinge on the way that lus-

tration operates. Perhaps, compared to truth commissions, lustration requires a larges

mass of positive events relative to negative events and thus, a measure picking up such

intensity would lead to different outcome. As indicated earlier, the diff-in-diff framework

compelled us to force a count measure of transitional justice events into an indicator vari-

able. An alternative specification would use the original severity measure developed by

? in an HLM framework. Future work can address theoretical expectations about truth

commissions and lustration policies more specifically, exploring in detail the mechanisms

by which each truth revelation procedure operates to increase or decrease the quality of

democracy.
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A Empirical Appendix
Figure 4 shows the disaggregated event data for truth revelation procedures (lustration
and truth commissions) as both a general time trend (right) and trend in years since tran-
sition (left).

Figure 4: Disaggregated Truth Revelation Data over Time

Figure 5 shows the pair-wise relationship of different transitional events per year.

Figure 5: Pair-wise transitional events per year
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