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Abstract 
 
We explore how the political survival of leaders in different political regimes is affected by 
drought and flooding precipitation, which are the two major anticipated impacts of 
anthropogenic climate change. Using georeferenced climate data for the entire world and the 
Archigos dataset for the period of 1950-2010, we find that irregular political exits, such as coups 
or revolutions, are not significantly affected by climate impacts. Similarly, drought has a positive 
but insignificant effect on all types of political exits. On the other hand, we find that floods 
increase political turnover through the regular means such as elections or term limits. 
Democracies are better able to withstand the pressures arising from the economic and social 
disruptions associated with high precipitation than other institutional arrangements. Our results 
further suggest that, in the context of floods, political institutions play a more important role than 
economic development for the leaders’ political survival. 
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As severe consequences of anthropogenic climate change for human societies become a 

near certainty (IPCC, 2014), adaptation to changed environmental conditions becomes a 

necessity for affected societies. The need to pay for disaster preparedness and impact adaptation 

raises issues of the socialization of private costs (Neumayer et al., 2014), and some societies will 

have to deal with resettlement pressures (Black et al., 2011; McLeman & Smit, 2006; Perch-

Nielsen et al., 2008). Climate change therefore puts a variety of pressures on political systems 

that are yet little understood. One important predicted change in weather patterns is an increase 

in the number of extreme weather events (Hirabayashi et al., 2013; Prudhomme et al., 2014). The 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) provides reliable evidence that individual 

regions are beginning to experience more intense and longer droughts and more extreme 

precipitation events (IPCC, 2014). How governments handle droughts and floods provides a 

window into how political systems are able to deal with political pressures arising from dealing 

with meteorological phenomena that will become more frequent and pronounced as a 

consequence of climate change.  

To study these responses, in this article we explore how drought, based on the degree and 

duration of dry atmospheric conditions (Mishra & Singh, 2010; Vicente-Serrano et al., 2009), 

and precipitation, due to heavy rain (Brakenridge, 2014; Hirabayashi et al., 2013), affect the 

survival of political leaders in office (Goemans et al., 2009). Removal from office is a strong 

political sanction that leaders face for unsatisfactory performance in office (Goemans, 2008). 

However, only some crises caused by drought or flooding precipitation result in political 

punishment due to different institutional, economic, and demographic contexts. Here we study 

the political consequence of extreme weather events across countries and isolate the effects of 

important political and economic variables. In particular, we are interested in whether political 
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institutions make democratic leaders more sensitive to the adaptation pressures of climate change 

than their authoritarian counterparts. Also, we would like to know whether wealthier countries 

are better able to deal with these political pressures than poorer societies.  

We focus on wealth and democracy because there is a wide consensus that natural 

disasters have worse effects on populations in developing countries (Burkett, 2012; IPCC, 2014; 

Kahn, 2005), largely because their governments lack the financial means and institutional 

capacity to prepare for extreme events. This suggests that wealth and regime type play an 

especially crucial role for adapting to greater climate volatility in developing countries. Existing 

works also show important effects of political regime type on disaster preparedness. For 

example, Flores & Smith (2013) establish that democratic governments get politically punished 

for natural disasters if the latter result in a high number of casualties, whereas non-democratic 

leaders face more protests over natural disasters independent of casualty rates. The authors argue 

that this difference in the political risks associated with extreme weather events induce 

democratic governments to invest in disasters preparedness, but not their non-democratic 

counterparts. Further support for political damage caused by natural disasters comes from a 

micro-level study of the 2010 forest fires in Russia and their effect on local electoral behavior 

(Lazarev et al., 2014).  

Another strand of the literature paints a different picture. There is evidence that 

democratic leaders reap political rewards if they show competence in managing the aftermath of 

disaster and ensure swift compensation for damages (Bechtel & Hainmueller, 2011; Healy & 

Malhotra, 2009). In contrast to Flores and Smith (2013), Healy and Malhotra (2009) conclude 

that this political benefit leads to a reduction—rather than an increase—in disaster preparedness 

in democracies. 
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Neither of the existing works is based on large-scale, objective meteorological disaster 

data, which might help explain these contradictory results. Our study is the first to connect 

comprehensive georeferenced meteorological data to the question of leader survival in the 

aftermath of extreme weather events. 

Not all natural disasters are alike. Intuitively, there should be a connection between the 

scope and speed with which a disaster unfolds and its political consequences. Several small and 

slowly occurring changes to the environment might result in constituents paying little attention 

because the salience of these changes is low. Even if the changes are noticed, constituents might 

prefer not to take political action because the relative costs of doing so are too high. Eventually, 

the consequences of a slowly unfolding environmental disaster might become too severe to be 

ignored. But even in this scenario assigning accountability to the government is not straight-

forward if policies were implemented a long time ago by past incumbents. In contrast, quickly 

occurring disasters that produce high numbers of casualties and other costs pass the threshold for 

political action more easily. For example, Neumayer et al. (2014) show that economic losses 

from strong natural disasters with sudden onset (earthquakes, floods, and tropical cyclones) are 

smaller for countries with greater disaster propensity as leaders react to political pressures1.  

Leader survival therefore might be more sensitive to sudden-onset natural disasters compared to 

those that arise slowly. 

Droughts and floods also differ in other ways. Poor countries tend to have larger 

agricultural sectors. In these countries, drought can have severe consequences as it leads to 

																																																													
1 Notably, however, Neumayer et al. do not distinguish between different political institutions, 

using GDP and per capita income as the two control variables. 
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repeated crop failures and dwindling of live stocks (Kelley et al., 2015; Mavromatis, 2007; 

Reyna, 2010; Svoboda et al., 2002). In contrast, in industrialized economies drought will cause 

inconveniences, such as limitations on water use for lawn maintenance and the like, but short of 

catastrophic conditions in which drinking water supplies are not guaranteed, the impact on the 

economy may be relatively small. Flooding tends to be geographically more limited than 

drought, and therefore has on average less potential to disrupt agricultural production. 

Our choice of leader survival as key dependent variable follows a burgeoning literature 

that has used leader survival as a measure of political success in a wide variety of fields such as 

international conflict research (Chiozza & Goemans, 2004), the political economy of 

development (Bueno de Mesquita & Smith, 2009), and foreign aid decision making (Licht, 

2010), among others. We contribute to this literature by providing a fine-grained analysis of how 

extreme weather events affect leader survival in different economic and political regimes. 

Important previous work in this vein is Flores and Smith (2013), who relate natural 

disaster response to leader survival, and Chang and Berdiev (2015), who look at leader removal 

in the wake of disaster. In both cases, the authors focus on the impacts of natural disasters, such 

as the numbers of killed and displaced people. We choose a different strategy, by directly 

measuring meteorological events. Our approach has the advantage of accounting for all droughts 

and floods, regardless of whether they produce casualties or not. This eliminates an important 

source of selection bias, since casualty numbers and disaster responses may be correlated with 

political regime type and wealth. It also helps to avoid problems with inconsistencies in the 
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quality of data reporting.2 In addition, our measures of drought (based on the Standardized 

Precipitation-Evapotranspiration Index, or SPEI, (Vicente-Serrano et al., 2009)) and precipitation 

flooding (Harris et al., 2014) may be used as a historical basis for the future projections of 

climate change impacts (Taylor et al., 2011).  

Our paper also answers calls for increased scrutiny of the political processes that 

accompany adaptation efforts to climate change.3 Javeline (2014) notes that adaptation is 

“fundamentally political“ (p. 1) as protection measures affect constituents unevenly and therefore 

have redistributional consequences. By focusing on political survival we explore how extreme 

weather phenomena affect the most basic incentive mechanism common to leaders in all political 

regimes across time and space. If drought and flooding constitute a threat to the political survival 

																																																													
2 Both Flores & Smith (2013) and Chang & Berdiev (2015) rely on the Emergency Events 

Database (EM-DAT), which reports population impacts based on information provided by UN 

agencies, non-governmental organization, insurance companies, research institutes and press 

agencies (D. Guha-Sapir et al., 2015). The accuracy of the impacts data – such as the number of 

people killed, displaced, or requiring emergency assistance – depends on the quality of global 

monitoring and reporting of the relevant disasters. In addition, Chang and Berdiev employ a 

conditional logit model that is problematic because it does not explicitly account for time 

dependencies in the data, and therefore might produce overly optimistic results (Beck et al., 

1998). 

3 By convention, “adaptation” refers to measures that deal with the consequences of climate 

change, whereas “mitigation” aims to curb or halt the process of climate change itself (IPCC, 

2014). 
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of incumbents, the political benefits of adapting to such natural disasters might outweigh the 

costs. On the other hand, if leaders are relatively immune to political fallout from extreme 

weather events, they have little incentive to implement adaptation measures.  

Finally, our work speaks to the growing literature on climate change and violent domestic 

conflict (Buhaug, 2010; Hsiang et al., 2013; Kelley et al., 2015; Solow, 2013). Although leader 

survival and conflict are conceptually separate, the removal of a leader from office can 

contribute to the destabilization of the existing political regime, especially if regular institutional 

rules are violated in the process. 

 

CLIMATE IMPACTS, POLITICAL REGIME AND LEADER SURVIVAL 

A basic insight from the study of electoral politics is that voters can influence leader 

actions by holding them responsible retrospectively for policy outcomes (Ferejohn, 1986). This 

motivates the study of political leader survival in the aftermath of extreme weather events. 

Pioneering work by Achen and Bartels (2004) shows that American voters punish incumbents 

for spells of drought at the ballot box. This suggests a straightforward logic of how extreme 

weather events are connected to climate change adaptation. Those leaders who are more 

susceptible to suffer politically from flooding and drought should be more willing to invest 

political capital into adaptation measures that alleviate the consequences of increasingly frequent 

extreme weather events (Neumayer et al., 2014). We also focus on factors that may be 

moderating this relationship, namely, (a) political regime type, (b) wealth, and (c) the pace of the 

disaster. 

Beginning with regime type, a hallmark that sets apart democratic from non-democratic 

regimes is that democratic leaders lose elections and voluntarily give up power (Przeworski et al. 
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2000). In contrast, leader removal in non-democratic regimes can follow a variety of patterns, 

that may involve elections (e.g. in one-party states or other illiberal electoral regimes), may 

follow publicly known rules (e.g., the Chinese Communist Party changes its leadership every 10 

years), or are a function of private machinations among ruling elites (prominent examples 

include the frequent changes of government figureheads under Argentina’s military junta from 

1976-1982, and the choice of Communist Party leaders in the Soviet Union). The literature on 

leader survival differentiates between regular and irregular means of removal from office, but 

these modes of removal mean vastly different things in different political regimes.  

Leaders in non-democratic regimes survive in office longer than their democratic 

counterparts (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003). This is not surprising, because regular removal 

from office for democratic leaders involves elections or term limits, whereas regular removal in 

non-democratic regimes involves rules that are meant to ensure the ongoing hold on power of the 

ruling elites (Chiozza & Goemans, 2004).  Removal from office in both democracies and non-

democracies counts as irregular if it happens in a manner that violates existing rules. However, 

non-democratic rulers are much more likely to be removed in an irregular manner than their 

democratic counterparts (Goemans, 2008). Together, these trends give rise to intuitive patterns. 

Democratic leaders are removed from office more frequently and by regular means, whereas 

non-democratic rulers hang on longer, but tend to exit in non-regular fashion. 

What implications do these patterns have for how sensitive rulers in different regimes are 

to the effects of extreme weather events? The answer is not straightforward. Democratic leaders 

are held accountable by the electorate in frequent elections and therefore face consistent 

pressures to accommodate constituent concerns. However, the relationship between natural 

catastrophes and leader survival is moderated by the role of disaster preparedness, leading to 
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contradictory pressures. One the one hand, democratic leaders face political punishment and 

removal from office if catastrophes result in large casualty numbers (Flores & Smith, 2013). This 

provides incentives to improve disaster preparedness. Indeed, countries that experience frequent 

and strong natural disasters suffer lower economic damage (Neumayer et al., 2014), suggesting 

better preparedness. On the other hand, voters also reward competent handling of crises in the 

aftermath of natural disasters (Bechtel & Hainmueller, 2011). This creates incentives for 

democratic leaders to reduce, not increase, disaster preparedness (Healy & Malhotra, 2009). 

Taken together, these findings suggest that natural disasters may constitute a political 

opportunity for skilled democratic leaders, but constituents will punish a lack of preparation or 

failed emergency response. Extreme weather events therefore always present a political risk, 

which may result in the removal from office through regular channels.  

In contrast, in non-democracies leaders are generally shielded against the threat of 

electoral loss. However, losing an election pales in comparison to the personal consequences that 

typically come with irregular removal from office. Goemans (2008) shows that fully 80% of 

leaders that are removed in irregular fashion face punishment, ranging from exile to execution. 

Since non-democratic leaders are more likely to be removed in an irregular manner, this threat of 

punishment should make them susceptible to pressures arising from extreme weather events as 

well. However, it is important to keep in mind that irregular removal is not the only way how 

non-democratic leaders can lose office. Some non-democratic regimes have regular mechanisms 

to exchange leaders while maintaining the regime’s power base, such as swapping figureheads in 

a military junta. In the presence of political pressures, it might be preferable for the regime to 

change leaders through such regular channels to prevent the greater dangers of irregular removal 

and regime failure.  
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 Given the discussion above, we believe that democratic leaders are more sensitive to the 

risk of regular removal associated with extreme weather events. In contrast, non-democratic 

leaders must be more concerned with irregular removal. However, since both extreme weather 

events and irregular removal—even in a non-democracy—are rare events, irregular removal due 

to a climatological disaster is very unlikely. As a result, we expect authoritarian leaders to 

discount the importance of natural disasters and to generally under-invest in disaster mitigation 

and adaptation policies.  This doesn’t mean that extreme weather events are politically cost free. 

Flores & Smith (2013) show that natural disasters in non-democracies are associated with more 

protests than in democracies. One way to deal with political pressures is to change the leader in a 

regular manner, thus avoiding the risk of irregular removal and regime failure. We therefore 

predict that non-democratic leaders are vulnerable to regular removal but less so to irregular 

removal.   

In contrast, democratic leaders face regular removal every few years. As we discussed 

above, they have greater incentives to invest in disaster preparation policies, but also stand to 

gain politically from skillful disaster management. Although constituents can punish failed 

emergency responses, such policies should ameliorate the consequences of natural disasters and 

reduce the risk of removal from office compared to non-democratic regimes. Our theoretical 

approach is therefore closer to Flores and Smith (2013) than Healy and Malhotra (2009). 

Consequently, we test the following hypotheses:  

(general) H1: Extreme weather events increase the risk of removal from office. 

(specific) H2: Extreme weather events have a greater effect on the risk of regular removal from 

office in non-democratic societies. 
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 A second variable that moderates the impact of natural disasters on leader survival is 

wealth (Kahn, 2005). There are at least two connections. Governments in wealthier countries 

tend to have greater capacity to implement policy changes. One reason for this is that they rely 

less on patronage but on broader winning coalitions and public accountability (Bueno de 

Mesquita et al., 2003). There also is evidence that good institutions are a prerequisite for growth 

(Acemoglu et al., 2001), providing a reversed explanation for why wealthier countries tend to be 

better governed. Irrespective of the actual direction of the causal arrow between government 

capacity and wealth, governments of wealthier countries should be better at dealing with the 

effects of extreme weather events, isolating leaders in these countries more from political fallout. 

The second connection between wealth and leader survival stems from the ability to use 

money to pay off important constituent groups. There is broad-based evidence that non-

democratic leaders who have access to outside funding use it to isolate themselves from political 

unrest, for example if they receive foreign aid (Bueno de Mesquita & Smith, 2009; Licht, 2010; 

Morrison, 2009) or oil revenue (Ross, 2001).4  

While the two connections affect different parts of the causal pathway leading from 

extreme weather events to leader survival, both point to the same observational outcome. 

Leaders in wealthier societies should be better able to resist political pressures from extreme 

climate events either because of better advance preparation and adaptation efforts, or because 

they can use money to buy support of important constituent groups in the aftermath of disaster. 

We summarize this discussion in Hypothesis 3. 

																																																													
4 Some exceptions exist. For example, non-democratic leaders can exploit donor preferences for 

political stability to trade higher political risk for greater rent extraction (Steinwand, 2014).  
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H3: Leaders in wealthier societies are less at risk from regular or irregular removal following 

extreme weather events than those in poorer societies. 

 

Finally, we investigate a third major dimension along which political responses to 

extreme weather events are likely to vary. Natural disasters differ in how they unfold over time, 

ranging from brief sudden-onset events like the proverbial lightning `bolt from the blue’, to 

events that are long-lasting and characterized by slowly unfolding consequences, such as the 

slow spread of an invasive species or changes to regional precipitation patterns brought on by 

deforestation. The political reactions of affected populations are likely to differ with temporal 

dynamics.  

Unexpected, fast moving, and costly events are difficult to ignore. They potentially 

impose high costs in terms of life and property, require an immediate disaster response and are 

therefore of great salience. In comparison, slow moving and long-lasting processes impose fewer 

costs in the short run, and might not require immediate intervention. This might translate into 

lower political pressure emanating from affected populations and in turn delay government 

reactions. As we mention in the introduction, despite the intuitive appeal of these two 

prototypical scenarios, the literature seems to have paid no attention to differences in how 

disasters unfold. We attempt to capture both scenarios by looking at extreme weather events that 

fall on either side of the fast/slow divide. Precipitation flooding often occurs without much 

forewarning and can destroy the livelihoods of affected populations within a single day (Ashley 

& Ashley, 2008; Jonkman & Kelman, 2005; Kirsch et al., 2012; Komori et al., 2012). Drought 

on the other hand results from rain (or snow) falls staying below long-term averages for months, 

years, or even decades (Kelley et al., 2015; Mishra & Singh, 2011).  
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However, the effect of the pace of a natural disaster may vary depending on the regime 

type and wealth of the country. As we discussed above, democratic states tend to have disaster 

preparation policies in place which would moderate the damage associated with all types of 

natural disasters. Conversely, non-democratic leaders—under-investing in disaster 

mitigation/adaptation—may be able to respond to a slow moving problem but not to a sudden 

stress. We test this logic using the following hypothesis: 

H4: Non-democratic leaders are more vulnerable to sudden natural disasters (such as flooding 

precipitation) than democratic leaders. 

 

Notice that all hypotheses above are based on the two types of climate impacts that we 

study: extreme drought and flooding precipitation. We hope that our theory and results apply to 

other types of fast and slow natural disasters; nevertheless, we urge caution when interpreting 

and generalizing from our findings (for example, in the context of heat-stress and sea-level rise 

as, respectively, fast and slow disasters), which is a task for future research.   

 

DATA 

Political Leader Survival 

To examine the relationship between climatological variables and the amount of time 

political leaders spend in the office we use the Archigos data set, version 4.0 (Goemans et al., 

2009). Specifically, we focus on the number of days a leader spent in office and the type of exit. 

Given the climate and control variables data availability (see details below), we restrict our 

analysis to the period of 1950 – 2010. 

According to Goemans et al. (2009): “Leaders can lose office in 1) a regular manner, 

according to the prevailing rules, provisions, conventions and norms of the country, 2) an 
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irregular manner, 3) through direct removal by another state, and 4) as a result of a natural death, 

under which we include illness or suicide” (p. 273). During the period that we study (1950-

2010), Archigos reports a total of 1506 political leaders across all nations in the world including: 

a) 991 (65.8%) leaders who lost power through the regular exits, 

b) 252 (16.7%) losing power through irregular exits, 

c) 103 (6.8%) losing power through all other types of exits (e.g., natural death), and 

d) 160 (10.6%) leaders who are still in power. 

In our presentation of the results, we focus on regular and irregular types of exit. However, other 

types of exits are accounted for in the competing-risks analysis that we employ (see below). 

 

Climatological Variables 

The two climate impacts that we examine here are drought and precipitation flooding. 

Climatological data—such as a drought index or monthly precipitation—are typically in the form 

of a gridded time-series dataset across the global area. A common resolution of 0.5° longitude 

and 0.5° latitude translates into a 720 by 360 grid. In order to transform the climate data to be 

compatible with political variables, we create annual national measures of drought and 

precipitation, and match the climate data with national boundaries GIS data (Bhaduri et al., 

2007). For all grid cells that belong to a given country, we calculate the average climatological 

value for a given month5. Then we create two annual measures of a climatic impact: (a) based on 

the monthly mean, and (b) based on the monthly maximum.  

																																																													
5 For grid cells that are not completely contained by a country’s boundaries, we use national 

identification of the largest territory within the grid cell to determine the national identification of 
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We model drought using the Standardized Precipitation-Evapotranspiration Index (SPEI), 

which is a drought index that is based on precipitation and temperature data (Vicente-Serrano et 

al., 2009)6. The SPEI time-scales can vary between 1 and 48 months. Here we explore common 

SPEI-12 month and SPEI-24 month measures, representing drought conditions in a given 

location in the past 12 and 24 months, respectively. The complete SPEI gridded time-series are 

publicly available at < http://sac.csic.es/spei/database.html>. Since only the negative values of 

the SPEI represent drought (positive values represent above-average precipitation), we define a 

Drought Index variable as DI SPEI= -  for 0SPEI <   and 0DI =  for 0SPEI > . See Table A1 

in the Appendix for descriptive statistics. 

Figure 1(a) shows an example of the SPEI index for Sudan, along with six major 

droughts that affected the country since its independence in 1956 (Reyna, 2010). The graph is 

based on the SPEI-12 monthly mean. As expected the lowest SPEI values are recorded for the 

																																																													
the cell. For coastal areas, the grid cell has a national identification of a country as long as there 

is at least some (no matter how small) land area within the cell. 

6 SPEI calculation uses the monthly difference between precipitation and potential 

evapotranspiration (PET). This difference between precipitation and PET describes the water 

balance of the soil (Thornthwaite, 1948). Although other drought indices are also based on water 

balance—such as the Palmer drought severity index (PDSI) (Palmer, 1965)—SPEI is more 

convenient to calculate and can represent different time scales. At longer timescales (e.g., 12 

months), the SPEI has been shown to correlate with the self-calibrating PDSI for a set of 

observatories with different climate characteristics, located in different parts of the world 

(Vicente-Serrano et al., 2009). 
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period of 1984-1985 (1984: SPEI = -1.55; 1985: SPEI = -1.48) when Sudan was affected by 

devastating drought and resulting famine (De Waal, 1989; Tobert, 1985). 

For precipitation, we use the state-of the-art monthly precipitation data from the Climatic 

Research Unit dataset (Harris et al., 2014), which is the gridded time-series dataset with high 

resolution (0.5° latitude x 0.5° longitude grid cells) across the global land areas excluding 

Antarctica. The unit of the precipitation data is millimeter per month. Figure 1(b) shows the 

mean precipitation values for Australia and the biggest floods affecting the country during 1950-

2014 (Deo et al., 2015). Similar to our measure of drought, there is a close correspondence 

between the physical measure of the climatic phenomenon (drought index, millimeters of 

precipitation) and the climate impact affecting humans (extreme droughts/famine and devastating 

floods). As the figure illustrates, despite the fact that both Sudan and Australia are large 

countries, the climate measure based on grid cell means is an accurate measure of national 

impacts, even if only a part of the country is affected (e.g., floods in Australia). 

 

(Figure 1 about here) 
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FIGURE 1. (a) SPEI-12 and droughts in Sudan. (b) Precipitation and major floods in 
Australia. 
 
(a) 

  
 
 
(b) 
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Earthquakes, technological and epidemic disasters 

In this paper, we are primarily interested in the effects of droughts and flooding 

precipitation on political leader survival, using our newly generated “objective” georeferenced 

climate data for the entire world. However, it is possible that other disasters may cause an 

omitted variable bias if their occurrence is correlated with the extreme weather events that we 

study. While this is unlikely (yet possible) for earthquakes, there may be a relationship between 

floods/droughts, on the one hand, and technological and epidemic disasters, on the other. For 

example: a flood may cause spread of bacteria and drought may cause problems with sanitation 

facilities. Technological disasters may also be related to climate impacts if the government 

transfers resources and personnel from, say, equipment maintenance to address other more 

urgent needs associated with floods or droughts. 

Therefore, as robustness check, we include additional variables in our analysis based on 

the Emergency Events Database (EM-DAT) database, namely, occurrence of earthquakes, 

technological disasters, and epidemic disasters (D. Guha-Sapir et al., 2015). As previously noted, 

these variables are based on reports from various agencies, non-governmental organizations, 

insurance companies, research institutes and mass media. In this respect, they may be associated 

with more noise and systematic biases7 than our climatological variables. As we show below, 

inclusion of these variables does not change any of our substantive results. 

	

  

																																																													
7 For example, developed countries may have a higher rate of reporting (but not actual 

occurrence) of various disasters than developing countries. 



19	
	

MODEL	

To examine the impact of droughts and flooding on either regular or irregular exit, we 

need to estimate the cumulative incidence of political exit as a function of these two competing 

risks. A political leader may lose power in a regular fashion, for example through elections.  

However, the same leader also always faces the risk of losing office due to irregular removal by 

means of impeachment, coup, assassination, and so on. Since the two events prevent each other 

from occurring and we can only observe either a regular or an irregular exit, we need to treat the 

two types of exit as competing events. In this case, a competing-risks regression model is a 

preferred statistical model (Fine & Gray, 1999).  The competing-risks model is most commonly 

used in medical research since patients’ deaths may have different causes (Satagopan et al., 

2004; Wolbers et al., 2014). 

In the present model, the competing risks of regular and irregular exits are specified as a 

function of (1) the drought index, (2) precipitation, (3) a political leader’s age, (4) the national 

population (United Nations, 2013), (5) GDP per capita (Heston et al., 2012), (6) regime type 

based on the Polity measure (Mashall et al., 2014), and (7) the size of the territory derived from 

the LandScan grid (Bhaduri et al., 2007). 

Notice that, in the model, we want to account for all types of exits. Therefore, for the 

incidence of regular exits, the competing risk includes irregular and all other types of exits (such 

as natural deaths), which are not regular. Similarly, for the incidence of irregular exits, the 

competing risk includes regular and all other types of exits, which are not irregular. 

The cumulative incidence function is estimated by means of STATA’s command stcrreg 

(StataCorp, 2015, p. 152), which is based on Fine and Gray (1999): 

(1) ( ) ( ){ }11CIF 1 expt H t= - -  
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where 

(2) ( ) ( )1 1

0

t

H t h t dt= ò  is the cumulative subhazard for failure of type 1 (e.g., regular exit) 

with ( )1h t  defined as the hazard for the event 1 (StataCorp, 2015, pp. 156-157). 

 Including a fixed-effects component in a competing-risk model is not common8. We do 

not include country dummies in the competing risks model for two reasons. First, we are 

interested in the impact of political institutions (Polity) and economic development (GDP per 

capita) on leader survival. Neither variable varies much within a given country over time. We 

therefore rely on state-level characteristics across countries. In a fixed-effects model, these 

differences would be absorbed by the country dummies.  

Second, the ratio of the number of political leaders to the number of countries in out data 

is very small (8.7) and uneven: some countries experience much greater political leader turnover 

than others. At the same time, droughts and floods are rare events (both Sudan and Australia 

illustrated above, in fact, represent countries with greater than usual incidence of extreme 

weather events). This makes the intersection of political exit and drought/flood a very rare event. 

																																																													
8 One exception that we could find is a study of length of stay and hospital discharge by (Sá et 

al., 2007). We note, however, that the ratio of the number of patients (34,250) to the number of 

hospitals (78) is much larger than the ratio of the number of leaders (1,495) to the number of 

countries (172): 439.1 and 8.7, respectively. Even for a large number of patients relative to the 

number of hospitals, the authors acknowledge possible limitations associated with the fixed-

effects approach. 
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Therefore, given the nature of the variables and the sample size in our study, it is necessary to 

leverage cross-national comparisons as opposed to isolating events within countries. 

We are aware that each country may have its own “normal” level of precipitation or 

drought conditions: meteorologically, what is common in India is very different from what is 

common in Syria. To account for such heterogeneity, we also include a measure of precipitation 

based on deviations from the country-specific means (similarly, the SPEI is constructed on the 

basis of deviations from the historical reference period). 

 The measure of drought used in our statistical models is based on the SPEI-12 (Vicente-

Serrano et al., 2009), representing drought conditions in the country in the previous 12 months 

(as illustrated in Figure 1(a)). We also tested alternative measures of drought based on 24, 36, 

and 48-month drought conditions and found substantively similar results. 

 Unlike drought, flooding impacts may be short-term and more intense. Therefore, for the 

measure of precipitation (Harris et al., 2014), we model flooding on the basis of: (a) mean 

monthly precipitation for the previous calendar year, and (b) maximum monthly precipitation in 

the previous calendar year. We do not use the measures of precipitation in the current calendar 

year because a leader’s exit may occur in the same year as the flooding event but in an earlier 

month.  

 To make interpretation of coefficients more intuitive in the regression tables, we 

transformed the political regime (Polity) variable from the [-10; 10] range to the [0; 20] range by 

simply adding 10 units. Values below 5 roughly represent authoritarian regimes; values above 15 

represent democracies; values between 5 and 15 describe anocracies (Mashall et al., 2014). 
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RESULTS 

Regular Exit 

 First, we examine the relationship between the climatic variables and regular political 

exit, with all other types of exit treated as competing risk. In Table 1, we show estimates for the 

cumulative incidence of regular exit. As described above, the results are based on the measure of 

precipitation that employs a one-year lag. Model 1 is based on the mean monthly precipitation 

while Model 2 uses the maximum monthly precipitation. Models 3 and 4 include interactions of 

precipitation and the Polity score. Finally, Model 5 replicates Model 4 but instead of using the 

absolute value of precipitation we use a measure that represents deviation from the country-

specific mean value for the period of 1950-2010. Model 5 is especially important in the context 

of Neumayer et al. (2014), who found a negative relationship between disaster propensity and 

economic losses. The country-specific mean precipitation for the entire period is an accurate 

measure of the general propensity of the country to experience flooding events. Similarly, our 

measure of drought is based on the Standardized Precipitation Evapotranspiration Index (SPEI), 

which by construction represents deviation from the historical drought conditions (Vicente-

Serrano et al., 2009), thus, accounting for the general drought propensity for a given country. 

All of the controls have significant effects that are consistent across specifications. More 

populous and wealthier countries experience more regular leader turnover, whereas countries 

with larger territory experience less. The risk of regular removal from office also increases with 

the age of the leader. In our analysis, we are primarily interested in the effects of climate 

variables and their interaction with the political regime type and economic development. 
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TABLE 1. Regular Political Exit and Historical Climate Impacts (1950 - 2010). 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
Drought (12 months) 0.08407 

(0.10164) 
0.07459 
(0.10152) 

0.08156 
(0.10180) 

0.06906 
(0.10167) 

0.05903 
(0.10239) 

Precipitation (lag, monthly mean) 0.00106** 
(0.00054) 

 0.00319** 
(0.00159) 

  

Precipitation (lag, monthly max)  0.00041 
(0.00027) 

 0.00181*** 
(0.00066) 

 

Precipitation (lag, monthly max) 
– deviation from the country 
mean (1950-2010) 

    0.00284*** 
(0.00093) 

Precipitation (lag, monthly mean) 
x Polity 

  -0.00014 
(0.00009) 

  

Precipitation (lag, monthly max) 
x Polity 

   -0.00010** 
(0.00004) 

 

Precipitation (lag, monthly max) 
– deviation from the country 
mean (1950-2010) 
x Polity 

    -0.00017*** 
(0.00006 

Polity 0.09383*** 
(0.00819) 

0.09417*** 
(0.00817) 

0.10779*** 
(0.01266) 

0.11680*** 
(0.01254) 

0.11747*** 
(0.01138) 

Log Population 0.07792*** 
(0.02933) 

0.07631*** 
(0.02950) 

0.07802*** 
(0.02926) 

0.07628*** 
(0.02947) 

0.07762*** 
(0.02962) 

Log GDP per capita 0.10941*** 
(0.03475) 

0.11279*** 
(0.03587) 

0.10723*** 
(0.03488) 

0.10340*** 
(0.03610) 

0.09246** 
(0.03640) 

Log Territory (grid cells) -0.05124** 
(0.02361) 

-0.04806* 
(0.02478) 

-0.05127** 
(0.02357) 

-0.05032** 
(0.02484) 

-0.05640** 
(0.02518) 

Leader’s Age (years) 0.01323*** 
(0.00328) 

0.01305*** 
(0.00328) 

0.01322*** 
(0.00328) 

0.01331*** 
(0.00329) 

0.01350*** 
(0.00329) 

Observations 7,967 7,967 7,967 7,967 7,967 
Subjects 1,495 1,495 1,495 1,495 1,495 
Failed 981 981 981 981 981 
Competing 354 354 354 354 354 
Censored 160 160 160 160 160 
Note: Competing-risks regression with robust standard errors in parentheses (adjusted for 1495 clusters in leader id); *** p < 
0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1. 
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First, we look at drought. In all models that we examine, the drought impacts point 

toward a substantial risk of losing office, but the standard errors are too large for the effect to be 

statistically significant. The pattern is the same regardless of whether we use a version of the 

SPEI index that looks back 12, 24, 36 or 48 months. It appears that the slow-moving 

development of drought conditions does not seem to produce enough political pressure, which 

lends support to our Hypothesis 4. 

In contrast to drought, we find that flooding precipitation increases the risk of regular 

removal from office in a significant manner. This effect is statistically significant for monthly 

means (model 1) but is estimated with less precision for the measure based on maximum 

observed precipitation (model 2). Adding the interaction with regime type shows that the effect 

of flooding varies widely between democracies and non-democracies. For both measures of 

precipitation, moving toward a higher democracy score (greater value of the Polity variable) 

reduces the impact of precipitation on the risk of leader removal (negative interaction term). 

Notably, the maximum observed precipitation produces highly significant coefficients (model 4), 

while the specification based on the mean monthly measure has greater uncertainty (model 3). 

Finally, we observe that using a measure of precipitation based on deviations from the country-

specific means (model 5), we obtain similar substantive results, which, in fact, have larger 

coefficients and greater statistical significance. 

To evaluate the substantive effect of flooding and regime type on leader removal, we 

calculate the predicted cumulative incidence of regular removal over time (Figure 2). The 

cumulative incidence function (CIF) provides the probability that the event of interest happened 

by a given time period. For example, the CIF evaluated at 4 years gives the probability that a 
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leader lost office in a regular fashion prior to finishing his 4th year in office.9 Two results stand 

out. First, in line with well-established findings, democratic leaders have a higher probability of 

losing power via regular exit than their non-democratic counterparts. This is no surprise since 

regular elections and term limits are a hallmark of democracy. Second, consistent with our 

Hypothesis 2, democratic leaders are notably less affected by flooding precipitation than 

authoritarian leaders. 

For democratic leaders, the risk of removal from office over time is virtually 

indistinguishable with and without flood conditions (empty and filled circles). In contrast, non-

democratic leaders start with a much lower baseline risk of losing office (empty squares). 

Flooding not only is associated with a higher likelihood of regular exit (filled squares), this effect 

also increases over time. For example, for a fully authoritarian leader (Polity = 0) who is four 

years in power, flooding increases the cumulative incidence of regular exit from 9.6% (5th 

percentile of precipitation variable) to 20.4% (95th percentile of precipitation). That means that 

non-democratic leaders are approximately two times more likely to lose power under high 

precipitation than lower precipitation. For a democratic leader (Polity = 20) after four years in 

power, the cumulative incidence of regular exit actually slightly decreases from 62.4% under 

normal conditions (5th percentile of precipitation) to 60.6% if there is flooding (95th percentile of 

precipitation).  

  

																																																													
9 The CIF is the appropriate quantity of interest for competing risk models. Standard survival 

functions are not well defined because the event of interest depends on the covariates both 

directly and indirectly through the effect of the covariates on competing events (Fine & Gray, 

1999). 
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FIGURE 2. Regular Exit for Autocracy and Democracy under Low and High Precipitation. 

 
Note: The cumulative incidence function is calculated on the basis of Model 4 in Table 1. 

 

Evaluating the uncertainty with which these effects are estimated is not straightforward. 

Gray (1988) describes a formal test for differences in CIFs, but the test does not allow for 

incorporation of covariates. As an alternative, we turn to a parametric bootstrap procedure that 

relies on re-sampling from the sampling distribution (King et al., 2000). Figure 3 shows the 

difference in the cumulative incidence for authoritarian regimes (lowest Polity value) with and 

without precipitation and provides a 95 percent confidence band. The confidence band does not 

contain the origin, establishing that in autocracies the effect of precipitation on regular removal 

from office is statistically significant. 

(Figure 3 about here)  
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FIGURE 3. Difference in the cumulative incidence of regular exit for non-democracies with and 
without precipitation. 

 
Note: Shaded regions represent 95% confidence intervals. 

 

In the discussion so far, we dichotomized the difference between democratic and non-

democratic leaders. In Figure 4 we summarize the substantive effects of flooding precipitation 

across the entire range of the Polity variable. As before, effect sizes are based on calculating the 

difference in the cumulative incidence of removal from office comparing the 5th and 95th 

percentiles of the precipitation variable. 

Figure 4 shows that flooding precipitation has a substantial and statistically significant 

effect on regular removal from office across a large part of the Polity range, including 

autocracies and anocracies. Only the political survival of fully democratic rulers is not affected 

by flooding in a statistically discernable manner. Autocracies experience the largest effects, with 

precipitation increasing the risk of losing office by approximately 10 percentage points.  
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FIGURE 4. Difference in the cumulative incidence of regular exit with and without precipitation after 
four years in the office. 

 
Note: Shaded regions represent 95% confidence intervals. 

 

 

 In addition to the baseline specification above, we conducted a number of robustness 

checks which can be found in the Appendix. First, we included other disasters in the model 

(namely, earthquakes, technological disasters, and epidemic disasters), with and without lag 

(Table A2). Second, we included an additional (t-2) lag to model 4 (Table A3). Finally, we 

interacted leader age with regime type (Table A4). All of our substantive results remain 

statistically significant.  

We repeat the analysis of the effects of flooding precipitation and drought on regular 

removal from exit, but this time we include interactions between the climate variables and GDP 

per capita, as a measure of economic development. We find no evidence that a country’s wealth 

moderates the effects of drought or flooding on leader survival in a significant manner (Table A5 

in the Appendix).  
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This result contradicts our intuition described in Hypothesis 3, which therefore is not 

supported. The lack of an interaction between GDP per capita and climate impacts is important 

in the context of the literature on development and vulnerability to natural disasters in economics 

(e.g., Kahn (2005)). Our findings imply that political institutions – rarely accounted for in 

statistical models by economists – may play an important role for climate impacts. This is 

especially important since economic development and political institutions are positively 

correlated (in our data, Polity and GDPPC have r = 0.42, Polity and Log(GDPPC) have r = 

0.50). When establishing a relationship between economic development and environmental 

adaptive capacity, economists may in fact be capturing the effect of political institutions. 

 

Irregular Exit 

We now examine the relationship between the climatic variables and irregular political 

exit, with regular and other types of exit modelled as competing risks. In terms of climate 

impacts, irregular exit results resemble the patterns observed for regular exit (Table A6 in the 

Appendix). However, the coefficients are not statistically significant, including the measures 

based on maximum monthly precipitation. Similarly, the effect of drought is consistently in the 

direction that we expected, but the standard errors are too large. The interaction between climate 

variables and GDP per capita also remain insignificant (Table A7). 

Therefore, we find support for Hypothesis 1 only for regular exit but not for irregular 

exit. Nevertheless, we note that the number of irregular exits in our data is much smaller than the 

number of regular exits for the same period and set of countries: 251 irregular exits vs. 981 

regular exits. Therefore, it is possible that we are unable to establish a significant relationship 

between extreme weather events and irregular exits because the latter are rare events (at least, 

relative to the incidence of regular exits). 
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The weakly significant interaction between precipitation and regime type (model 3) 

suggests that, in terms of irregular exit, authoritarian leaders might be more vulnerable to climate 

impacts than democratic leaders. However, since the effect is below conventional levels of 

statistical significance, we are unable to argue that there is a systematic relationship between 

flooding precipitation and irregular removal from office. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Our main results are summarized in Table 2. Extreme weather events increase the 

likelihood of regular removal for non-democratic leaders in the case of sudden natural disasters 

such as flooding precipitation. We are unable to make the same conclusion in the context of 

irregular removal, but the null result in the latter case may be due to a small number of cases 

since both extreme weather events and irregular removal are rare. Democratic leaders are less 

vulnerable to extreme precipitation. Finally, both types of leaders are not affected by the type of 

slow moving disaster that we study here, droughts. These results lend support to our theory 

outlined above: democratic leaders invest more in disaster mitigation/adaptation due to the 

frequent nature of political leader turnover in democracies. Non-democratic leaders under-invest 

in disaster-related policies since they are primarily concerned with irregular removal from office 

and will only address the issue if disaster-related irregular removal becomes probable. 
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TABLE 2. SUMMARY OF THE RESULTS. 

Hypothesis Results/support 
H1: Extreme weather events increase the risk of removal from office. Supported for flooding precipitation. 

Not supported for droughts. 
H2: Extreme weather events have a greater effect on the risk of regular 
removal from office in non-democratic societies. 

Supported for flooding precipitation. 
Not supported for droughts. 

H3: Leaders in wealthier societies are less at risk from regular or irregular 
removal following extreme weather events than those in poorer societies. 

Not supported. 

H4: Non-democratic leaders are more vulnerable to sudden natural 
disasters (such as flooding precipitation) than democratic leaders. 

Supported. 

 

Thus, our results indicate that extreme whether events don’t affect leader survival in a 

direct manner. Instead, political regime type (democracy or non-democracy) determines whether 

such events make leader removal more likely. However, it should be noted that we do not 

describe how disaster mitigation policies differ from one country to another. This is beyond the 

score of the present paper. Other scholars have suggested how various political institutions may 

respond to disaster damage (Flores & Smith, 2013; Lazarev et al., 2014). Those approaches, 

nevertheless, require reliance on data different from the (objective) georeferenced climate 

variables that we introduce here.  

The finding of a differential effect of flooding depending on regime type, as potentially 

important implications for the future study of reactions to climate change and political pressures 

for adaptation. As first step to understanding these, how do we explain the greater effect of 

flooding on autocratic leaders? Since we control for wealth in our analysis, the democracy 

variable is not simply a proxy for development and state capacity. In fact, unlike political regime 

type (Polity), GDP per capita does not have a significant interaction with climate impacts when 

predicting political exit. As regular leader turnover in democracies often implies a political 

realignment and a change of the winning coalition, democratic leaders might face greater 

incentives to avoid even comparatively small political risks associated with flooding. This is in 
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line with the existing evidence that democracies have a greater interest in disaster preparedness 

(Flores & Smith, 2013) and suggests more successful efforts to adapt to the challenges of climate 

change. 

For regular exit in non-democratic regimes, a possible interpretation of the findings is 

that regime leaders anticipate pressures for irregular removal in the wake of catastrophe and 

seek to preempt this outcome. In the face of popular pressures, changing leadership within the 

existing institutional structure might be preferable to political upheaval and irregular removal 

from office. In autocratic regimes, leader change by regular institutional venues mostly means 

that power remains in the hands of an inner governing circle (i.e., the “winning coalition” (Bueno 

de Mesquita et al., 2003)), whereas the figure head of government is exchanged. Leader change 

therefore might be a viable option that can help preserve the regime in power despite popular 

pressures. Prior research argued that non-democratic governments invest less in disaster 

prevention because they are less sensitive to the political costs of high human casualty numbers 

(Flores & Smith, 2013). Our findings suggest that preparation might also be lacking because 

political pressures from flooding are effectively dealt with by changes in leadership, keeping 

existing institutional structures untouched. 

An unexpected result of our analysis is the lack of a relationship between economic 

development and climate impacts. Contrary to our Hypothesis 3, leaders in wealthy and poor 

societies have similar risks of removal from office following extreme weather events. The same 

is not true for leaders of democratic and non-democratic societies. Our results show that political 

institutions play a more important role for the political survival of leaders whose countries are 

affected by floods than economic development. Since political institutions and economic 

development are positively correlated, many econometric models in the literature on economic 
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development and environmental vulnerability (e.g., Kahn 2005) may actually capture the effect 

of political institutions as opposed to wealth. 

From a policy perspective, our results are important because precipitation flooding is 

expected to increase in the 21st century under both optimistic and pessimistic climate scenarios;  

certainly more so under the high greenhouse gas emissions scenario leading to abrupt climate 

change (Hirabayashi et al., 2013). In the context of the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC COP, 2015), 

adopted by 197 nations in December 2015, our results imply that there are additional political 

costs should the agreement not succeed. An increase in the incidence and severity of flooding 

will put greater pressures on leaders in democratic nations to find adaptation strategies or risk 

losing power. Even more dramatic will be the impact of floods on autocratic leaders. Our model 

predicts high leader turnover, but the consequences of this for the stability of autocratic regimes 

are hard to predict. It is possible that under greater environmental stress the ability to vent 

political pressures through regular leader exchanges diminishes, and political instability results.  
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