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Abstract

In recent years, consolidated autocracies —led by China and Russia— have been
actively challenging the liberal international order (LIO) and the advanced western
democracies at its helm. While noteworthy, this autocratic push-back would perhaps
be of less concern for the LIO if advanced democracies could reliably mobilize the
broader coalition of democratic states they constructed in the initial years of the post-
Cold War era. However, over the last decade, the West has also been forced to confront
another international shift: the consequences of an ongoing global democratic reces-
sion in which previously democratic states are advocating increasingly illiberal norms
and preferences in ways that echo their consolidated autocratic counterparts. Building
on previous work showing that backsliding states contest Western liberal values, in
this paper, we explore the consequences of this democratic backsliding for the West’s
broader international democratic coalition, asking: have backsliding states shifted their
allegiances toward autocracies within western liberal international organizations (IOs).
If so, is there evidence that this behavior is the result of coordination, rather than
independent decisions made by self-interested states? Combining data from the UN
Human Rights Council (UNHRC) and the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), we argue
and show that backsliding states are more likely to vote with consolidated autocracies,
especially when this bloc opposes the position taken by advanced western democra-
cies. We also estimate the semantic similarity of reports written by pairs of states
in the UPR to show that reviews written by backsliding states, developing democra-
cies, and autocratic states have converged over time, while simultaneously becoming
significantly different from reports written by pairs of advanced democracies. Taken
together, this evidence suggests that backsliding states, in ways comparable to consol-
idated autocracies, are coordinating their behavior at the international level in efforts
to undermine international human rights norms. Western democratic states are conse-
quently increasingly isolated in these fora, with concerning implications for the future
of the LIO.
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1 Introduction

Advanced democracies are increasingly isolated within liberal international organizations

(IOs). After the end of the Cold War, when democracy was ascendant, advanced democracies,

led by the United States and its allies, built a powerful coalition of democratic states that

sought to institutionalize Western liberal values at the international level. In recent years,

however, consolidated autocracies —this time led by China and Russia— have become more

active in their efforts to challenge the liberal international order (LIO) established by the

West. While more active challenges by autocracies are noteworthy unto themselves, the

threat they pose would be less existential for Western hegemony if advanced democracies

could reliably mobilize their broader coalition of democratic states to act as a counterweight

against growing autocratic push-back. We argue here that this is no longer the case: over

the last decade, the West has had to confront not only the rise of powerful autocracies, but

also the consequences of an ongoing global democratic recession.

Democratic backsliding involves the erosion of liberal democratic institutions by elected

officials. By definition, therefore, democratic backsliding is a process that begins in democ-

racies, and so its consequences for global governance are asymmetric. Stated differently,

a key international effect of democratic backsliding is the erosion of the broad democratic

coalition that the West relied on in the post-Cold War era to create and maintain the LIO

since the backsliding members of that coalition are no longer liberal democracies or commit-

ted to democratic values. Focusing on dynamics within the United Nations’ (UN) human

rights institutions, this paper asks two related questions: Has democratic backsliding hurt

the efforts of advanced democracies to maintain and advance their liberal agenda interna-

tionally? And do these backsliding states continue to support issues of importance to the

West, or does their increasingly illiberal regime lead them to become more sympathetic to

those consolidated autocracies that are championing an alternative to the LIO status quo?

The UN human rights institutions have been foundational to the LIO since the years

shortly following the end of World War 2. Furthermore, recent research shows that back-
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sliding states display distinctive behavioral patterns within these institutions: they use their

membership to challenge advanced democracies while also advocating a substantively dif-

ferent set of human rights values — namely, social and economic, rather than civil and

political, rights (Meyerrose and Nooruddin, 2023). These patterns suggest the interests of

backsliding states are shifting away from the West and increasingly towards those typically

espoused by consolidated autocracies. A critical question, however, is whether these behav-

ioral changes accumulate to constitute a true shift away from positions taken by advanced

Western democracies, or if instead they are simply fragmented and uncoordinated actions.

Our findings suggest that these behavioral changes are indeed indicative of a true shift

away from Western democracies by these backsliding states. First, using an original dataset

on voting behavior and resolution sponsorship in the UNHRC between 2006 and 2023, we

show that two distinct blocs have formed within this institution: an autocratic one and

one made up of advanced democracies. In line with our argument, we find that backsliding

states have become significantly more likely to vote with the autocratic bloc over time; this

is particularly the case when the autocratic bloc votes in opposition to the advanced democ-

racies. We find further evidence that backsliding states are coordinating with autocracies,

and against the leaders of the LIO, with text data from UPR reports. Using cosine simi-

larity scores, we measure how semantically similar any two reports written about the same

state during the same session are. Regression analyses show that reports written by pairs

of backsliding states are significantly more similar than reports written by two advanced

democracies. We also find that backsliding states’ reports diverge from those written by

advanced democracies when reviewing autocracies; this suggests that backsliding states are

not only coordinating with one another, but are also diverging from the West in their evalua-

tions of human rights practices in autocratic states with whom their interests are increasingly

aligned. Taken together, these findings suggest that advanced democracies are increasingly

isolated at the international level as formerly democratically committed developing states

are backsliding, espousing increasingly illiberal values, and, as result, more actively allying
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with consolidated autocracies that seek to fundamentally alter the international order.

2 The LIO and the Authoritarian Turn in International
Organizations

The liberal international order (LIO) is grounded in ideals first championed by Woodrow

Wilson and other Anglo-American liberals. Its origins can be traced to the years after World

War 1, but expanded significantly after World War 2 with the founding of prominent multi-

lateral institutions, with the United Nations (UN) system, the Bretton Woods Institutions,

and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade at its core (Börzel and Zürn, 2021). These

pillars of the LIO sought to institutionalize a new era of global governance that protected and

furthered Western (especially the United States’) interests by promoting international eco-

nomic exchange, and, to a lesser extent, by encouraging international deliberation and policy

coordination through the UN Security Council, General Assembly, the UN human rights in-

stitutions, and a proliferation of more technical bodies under the UN umbrella. Building on

these foundational institutions, after the Cold War ended, additional Western-led IOs pro-

liferated, with politically oriented ones (such as the UN) in particular becoming inextricably

linked to the construction of a liberal global order centered on democracy, elections, rule of

law, and civil and political human rights (Barnett and Finnemore, 2021). Throughout the

twentieth and into the twenty-first century, this liberal international order was championed

by the United States (US) with the help of its (mostly) Western European allies (Ikenberry,

2009).

Today, however, there is growing concern that the US-backed LIO —and, by extension,

the liberal international organizations that undergird it— is under real threat for the first

time since 1930 (Ikenberry, 2018; Mearsheimer, 2019; Eilstrup-Sangiovanni and Hofmann,

2020; Kornprobst and Paul, 2021). On the one hand, universalist multilateral institutions,

including the UN, have always been plagued by internal dissent from illiberal regimes whose

interests are not served or represented by the Western liberal agenda (Lake, Martin and
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Risse, 2021). But as the US’ relative power and influence has waned (Cooley and Nexon,

2020; Hyde, 2020) in the face of an increasingly powerful and assertive China and other

autocratic powers, the post-Cold War LIO has been more forcefully contested (Weiss and

Wallace, 2021; Boyle, 2023; Cottiero et al., 2024). This challenge against the US-backed

order has come, on the one hand, from the emergence of IOs composed primarily if not en-

tirely of autocratic countries (as a shorthand, we refer to these as ‘autocratic IOs’) (Libman

and Obydenkova, 2018; Kneuer et al., 2019; Cottiero and Haggard, 2023). Increasingly, illib-

eral regimes are using these autocratic IOs to contest long-established international liberal

values (Cooley, 2016; Ginsburg, 2020a; Debre, 2021), reshape international legal standards

(Ginsburg, 2020b), and justify their rule to both international and domestic audiences (De-

bre and Morgenbesser, 2018; Bush, Cottiero and Prather, 2024; Hafner-Burton, Pevehouse

and Schneider, 2024; Morrison et al., 2024). Importantly, these illiberal regimes’ influence

is not limited to autocratic IOs. Rather, as democratic backsliding has become increasingly

common (Waldner and Lust, 2018; Ziblatt and Levitsky, 2018; Meyerrose, 2020; Haggard

and Kaufman, 2021), smaller illiberal states are joining powerful autocrats to unravel long-

established consensus within western-backed IOs (Kelemen, 2020, 2024). Mounting evidence

suggests these states are also more assertively using their memberships in these organiza-

tions to advance their own illiberal interests (Baturo, 2023; Winzen, 2023; Meyerrose and

Nooruddin, 2023; Lipps and Jacob, 2024).

3 Illiberal Regimes in the UN Human Rights Institu-
tions

While not without its limitations, the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) (and its

predecessor, the UNCHR) is the epitome of the ambition of the LIO currently in crisis.

The UNHRC is but one of a generation of UN bodies that form a critical part of the LIO

firmament, but by espousing a commitment to global enforcement of human rights standards

championed —if not always practiced— by the West, it arguably was the most intrusive
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institution of the LIO. Admittedly, the UNCHR lacked real teeth, though its condemnations

were not without some material consequence (Lebovic and Voeten, 2006). But the real threat

these institutions posed to human rights violators, especially autocratic states outside the

orbit of protective Western patronage, was through naming and shaming (Finnemore and

Sikkink, 1998; Hafner-Burton, 2005; Kelley and Simmons, 2015; Terman and Voeten, 2018).

States targeted by the UNHRC/UNCHR perhaps worried less about material international

consequences than the possibility that having their human rights violations highlighted and

condemned on the world stage would galvanize domestic opposition forces at home, leading

to protests, rising instability, and even ouster. Undermining the normative legitimacy and

procedural efficacy of the UNHRC was in the collective interests of any states that feared

someday being in its cross-hairs.

The most cohesive and consistent bloc of supporters of the UNHRC’s mandate has been

EU members and the United States (Burmester and Jankowski, 2014; Hug and Lukács,

2014; Burmester and Jankowski, 2018). Extensive evidence shows that the US and other

advanced industrial democracies have historically been able to influence voting in multilateral

institutions, especially the UN (Dreher, Nunnenkamp and Thiele, 2008; Vreeland and Dreher,

2014; Vreeland, 2019). Consistent with this work, and as we show in Figure 2 below, advanced

democracies in the UNHRC vote with each other more than 90% of the time.

Against these Western democracies is arrayed a set of consolidated autocratic regimes,

elected to the UNHRC from their world regions. Recent research has shown that China

engages in vote-buying efforts within the UN and other multilateral institutions (Brazys

and Dukalskis, 2017; Kaya, Kilby and Kay, 2021; Binder and Payton, 2022; Dreher et al.,

2022; Lu, 2024; Steinert and Weyrauch, 2024), and both China and Russia increasingly

rely on nascent blocs of like-minded states to challenge and constrain the UN human rights

system (Inboden, 2021; Dukalskis, 2023). These consolidated autocratic states predictably

vote against the West on most resolutions, with the polarization between these two factions

of the UNHRC being most pronounced when the target of the resolution is one of those
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consolidated autocratic states (this is similar to Hug and Lukács (2014)).

Between these two camps sit countries we label “developing democracies.” These are

principally Global South states that range from stable democracies to those with more fragile

and emerging democratic institutions.1 Historically, the ability of the LIO’s champions to

exert influence through the UNHRC rests on their internal cohesion and their ability to

attract support from Global South democracies, especially those more closely aligned with

Western preferences (Voeten, 2000; Lebovic and Voeten, 2006).

During the last decade, this “coalition of the willing” has grown more rickety and began

to splinter. We argue that a primary cause is widespread democratic backsliding —a process

that occurs when democratically elected officials weaken or erode institutional checks on

government power (Bermeo, 2016), including the constitution, rule of law, civil and minority

rights, the independence of the judiciary and the media, and separation of power within

governments (Haggard and Kaufman, 2021; Meyerrose, 2025). Democratic backsliding, we

argue, has two primary consequences for the UNHRC: (a) LIO principles have lost legitimacy

and power in backsliding states as populist leaders reject their universal pretensions by

appealing to principles of state sovereignty and non-interference in domestic politics, and (b)

these same leaders seek to protect themselves against intrusive international scrutiny that

might embolden domestic opposition and threaten their grip on power.2 China’s growing

assertiveness internationally at the same time as democratic backsliding has become more

common is a perfect storm for the LIO.

Our argument is consistent with recent evidence from Meyerrose and Nooruddin (2023),

who show that backsliding states in the UNHRC are more likely to vote against or abstain

from targeted resolutions, and are more likely to stress economic and cultural rights rather

than the political and civil liberties that are central to the LIO. A related argument is

made by Prasad and Nooruddin (2024), who document similar voting patterns among states
1More on how we operationalize these categories in Section 5 below.
2This argument complements concerns about China’s growing efforts to solidify its own voting bloc in

the UN and other multilateral institutions (Inboden, 2021; Dukalskis, 2023).
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dealing with domestic insurgencies. Their argument is that such states often use extra-

judicial tactics to quash insurgents and therefore they seek to defang the UNHRC before it

turns the spotlight on them. Earlier research similarly shows that polarization in the UNHRC

grows when votes are “controversial,” that is, when they are introduced by countries with

poor human rights records (Hug and Lukács, 2014). These efforts by such states are also

evidence of strategic action to divide any pro-LIO voting coalition and thereby to undermine

the normative power of UNHRC deliberations.

We advance this prior scholarship by arguing that democratic backsliding internationally

poses a grave —even existential— threat to the UN human rights institutions. A persis-

tent question in this literature is whether voting patterns in the UNHRC reflect individual

state preferences or coordinated blocs. While observationally equivalent on the surface, the

theoretical and policy implications of the answer to this question matter. We argue that

coordinated bloc voting is increasingly prevalent in the UNHRC, a phenomenon we label

“coordinated contestation.” Here, the bloc of advanced democracies —comprised primarily

of the US, the EU, and their closest allies— is increasingly isolated in the UN human rights

institutions against a bloc of consolidated autocracies who use their membership in the Coun-

cil to oppose LIO values and principles through the resolutions they sponsor, the votes they

cast, and the rhetoric they use. What makes the current moment more threatening for the

LIO is the global phenomenon of democratic backsliding, which has splintered the always

fragile pro-LIO coalition. Instead, like an ice floe detaching itself and floating away, this

set of backsliding states has moved away from the Western pole and has shared incentives

to join the autocratic bloc to weaken the UNHRC and thereby to reduce the legitimacy of

international criticisms their governments could face for growing repression of political and

civil liberties at home. This framework yields a primary testable hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Backsliding states increasingly vote with the autocratic bloc, and against the

bloc comprised of advanced Western democracies, in the UNHRC.

Our framework suggests two other hypotheses in the context of the UNHRC. First, we
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recognize that not all votes in the UNHRC are created equal. A great many resolutions are

general in nature and/or not especially controversial and so are passed by broad consen-

sus. To uncover underlying voting blocs requires identifying more controversial votes that

necessitate the explicit choosing of sides. This is the intuition behind the use of so-called

“party unity” votes analyzed by scholars of the U.S. Congress (see Desposato (2005) for a

discussion). We translate that intuition to our context by identifying resolutions on which a

majority of consolidated autocratic states voted against a super-majority (75%) of Western

democratic states. These resolutions have the virtue of unambiguously pitting the two ide-

ological camps against each other, thereby forcing other UNHRC members to clarify their

positions. Further, by limiting our attention to those resolutions backed by a super-majority

of mature democracies, we can focus on the issues of greatest importance to the leaders of

the LIO that are opposed by a majority of autocratic members of the UNHRC. If backslid-

ing states are moving to the autocratic camp, as we have argued, these are the resolutions

on which that movement should be most evident and most troubling for the LIO’s future

viability. Failure to uncover such movement for this set of resolutions would require us to

revisit the utility of our argument.

Hypothesis 2: Backsliding states will vote with the autocratic bloc on contentious UNHRC

resolutions that pit consolidated autocracies against advanced democracies.

The era of backsliding is widely dated as reaching its acme by 2013. We argue that

the dynamics of coordinated contestation expected by our framework should be particularly

visible from 2013 onward, a time period in which backsliding became largely complete and

consolidated in many erstwhile democracies, and, when Western champions of democratic

values were distracted by their own political crises at home. While the earlier decades of the

UNHRC (and its predecessor) might have been broadly characterized as experiencing compe-

tition between democratic and autocratic blocs with developing democracies lying between

these two poles, more recent experience suggests we need to consider backsliding states as

a potentially distinct “camp” unto themselves, separate from the developing democracies of
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which they were once a part and yet also different from the consolidated autocracies towards

which they have drifted. We therefore expect that the re-alignment of backsliding states

with autocratic states in the UNHRC to be more pronounced after 2013.

Hypothesis 3: Backsliding states’ shift toward autocracies in the UNHRC will be particu-

larly relevant after 2013, which marks the height of the global democratic recession.

This alignment of backsliding states with the autocratic bloc should be evident not only

in their voting behavior, but also in the rhetoric they use. Meyerrose and Nooruddin (2023)

analyze text data from the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) reports submitted by states to

show that backsliding states are more likely to raise alternative conceptions of human rights

that emphasize economic, social, and cultural rights, rather than the political and civil

liberties prioritized by the LIO’s champions. We build on that insight to pursue a different

tack: since the UPR process involves (a series of) pairs of states serving as reviewers for a

given state, we assess the degree of similarity in the language used by reviewers as a function

of their shared regime status.3 We expect like pairs of states to be most similar in their

language, but autocratic pairs should be distinguishable from democratic pairs if in fact

the language used in reviews reflects underlying values. Mixed regime-pairs should be more

heterogeneous: for instance, a democratic-autocratic pair should be less similar than, say, a

democratic pair. But a backslider-autocrat pair should, if our argument is correct, be more

similar than a democratic pair. Such patterns of language similarity would be evidence in

favor of greater collusion by backsliding states with autocratic partners in the UPR, and

coupled with the voting analysis would indicate that backsliding states might be exhibiting

patterns of coordinated behavior in that forum.

Hypothesis 4: The language backsliding states use in their UPR reports will show evidence

of coordination.
3Others, including Kim (2023) and Lu (2024) have similarly measured language similarity in the context

of the UPR.
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Finally, similar to the UNHRC, we expect these dynamics to be particularly salient after

2013, and test this intuition in the UPR context as well.

Hypothesis 5: Coordination —as measured by semantic similarity of reports— between

backsliding states in the context of the UPR should increase over time, and particularly after

2013.

In the following sections, we describe our data collection strategy and the research design

we employ to analyze these data.

4 The UN Human Rights Institutions

Today’s UN human rights system consists of two distinct institutions: the UNHRC and the

UPR. The UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) was founded in 2006 after its predecessor

—the UNCHR— was dissolved (Hug and Lukács, 2014). The UNHRC has 47 member states

that are elected by the UN General Assembly for three-year terms. In order for a state’s

human rights practices to be evaluated by the UNHRC, that state must first be identified

as one of concern, and then one or more of the UNHRC member states must draft and put

forth a resolution about that state. All members of the UNHRC then vote for or against the

resolution; alternatively, members can abstain or fail to participate entirely. The UNHRC

also votes on resolutions in support of more general human rights values such as support

for women’s rights, development, or freedom to protest; these resolutions are not targeted

at any particular state. It is only for a certain subset of these resolutions that the UNHRC

records how each individual state voted; others are passed by mere consensus (or not).

We scrape information on these recorded votes directly from the UNHRC online library

for all resolutions from 2006 through 2023.4 The resulting dataset contains information on

how each member of the UNHRC voted on any given targeted resolution,5 the state that is
4https://searchlibrary.ohchr.org/search?ln=en&cc=Voting. Last accessed 30-July-2024.
5The possible outcomes are “yes,” “no,” “abstain,” or failure to participate altogether.
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the subject of the resolution, if any, as well as details about which state(s) sponsored the

resolution. Therefore, our dataset contains observations at the resolution-UNHRC member

state level of analysis and consists of 22,911 individual state votes on 488 unique resolutions.

These include both general and targeted resolutions. Among the latter, 22 states were

targeted at least once between 2006 and 2023.6

In 2008 the UN introduced the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) as an additional mecha-

nism for monitoring the human rights practices of its member states. Under the UPR, all UN

member states, rather than simply those identified by members of the UNHRC, are subject

to periodic reviews of their domestic human rights practices. Furthermore, all states, not

just members elected to the UNHRC, have the opportunity to comment on the human rights

situation in their fellow member states, and to recommend changes and/or improvements

(McMahon and Ascherio, 2012).

All UN member states are reviewed every four and a half years under the UPR process;

these review sessions take place three times per year in Geneva. In these sessions, the

state under review’s human rights record is “peer reviewed” through an interactive dialogue

between the state under review and all other UN member states. This process begins with the

state under review presenting a self-assessment of its domestic human rights practices. All

other states then have the opportunity to respond and evaluate the state. These exchanges

are recorded in an outcome report (Cox, 2010; Terman and Byun, 2022). Data on the

content of these outcome reports are publicly available online.7 We use these to create a

dataset that consists of 90,938 individual recommendations made for all UN member states

via the UPR mechanism from 2008 through 2020. This dataset also includes information on

the recommending state.
6The states targeted in these resolutions, and the number of times they were targeted, are: Afghanistan

(1), Belarus (17), Burundi (9), Colombia (1), Eritrea (5), Ethiopia (2), Georgia (6), Iran (12), Israel (78),
Nicaragua (5), North Korea (5), Myanmar (6), Philippines (1), Republic of the Congo (2), Russia (4), South
Sudan (2), Sri Lanka (6), Sudan (4), Syria (47), Ukraine (7), Venezuela (6), and Yemen (3).

7https://upr-info-database.uwazi.io/en/. Last accessed 9-March-2023.
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5 Voting Blocs in the UNHRC

To test Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3, we explore the dynamics of voting blocs in the UNHRC

over time. Beyond ensuring representation across geographic regions, there are no limits on

who can be a member of the UNHRC. As such, both democracies and autocracies can be

UNHRC members. Furthermore, over time, as democratic backsliding has progressed and

become more common, the number of backsliding states represented on the Council has also

increased. With whom do these backsliding states vote on (recorded) UNHRC resolutions?

Have they emerged as a distinct bloc?

To answer these questions, we first identify the universe of backsliding states that have

been represented in the UNHRC since its inception in 2006. To do this, we build on the

approach used by the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) team. V-Dem’s Episodes of Regime

Transformation (ERT) dataset (Maerz et al., 2021) identifies episodes of autocratization,

defined as moves away from democracy —or, toward autocracy— in any type of state. Our

analytical focus —democratic backsliding— constitutes one type of autocratization: back-

sliding is a process of autocratization that begins in democracies. Therefore, we adopt Maerz

et al. (2021)’s approach to identifying periods of backsliding, with three important differ-

ences. First, we focus exclusively on states that begin their autocratization episode as at least

minimally democratic states, i.e., ones with an electoral democracy score of 0.5 or higher

(Haggard and Kaufman, 2021). Second, while the ERT dataset uses the electoral democracy

index to capture the relevant regressions, we concentrate instead on the liberal democracy

index. Democratic backsliding occurs when elected officials erode or undermine often liberal

institutions (Bermeo, 2016), such as the constitution, rule of law, civil and minority rights,

the independence of the judiciary and the media, and separation of power within governments

(Haggard and Kaufman, 2021; Meyerrose, 2024). The liberal democracy index importantly

includes these other institutions that are often targeted in cases of backsliding, while the

electoral democracy index focuses primarily on election and participation-based indicators

of democracy. Finally, the V-Dem dataset codes an autocratization episode as ending when

12



a state’s democracy level stabilizes, or, ceases to register substantial negative changes. How-

ever, from a theoretical perspective, we argue that states that that have backslid have a

unique set of preferences and interests that distinguish them from other democracies (or

semi-autocracies) that have not backslid. As such, we argue stabilization alone is insufficient

to categorize them as “non-backsliding.” Rather, we argue that unless or until a state returns

to its previous level of (liberal) democracy, it should still be considered a case of backsliding,

and we code it as such.8

Accordingly, in our dataset a backsliding episode begins when a state experiences a

negative 0.01 (or greater) annual change in its liberal democracy score, along with an overall

decline of -0.1 or more over the entire backsliding period. The episode continues if, according

to the liberal democracy index, there is:

• An annual (negative) change in 1 of every 5 consecutive years;

• There is no reverse (positive) annual change of 0.03 or more;

• And there is no cumulative (positive) reversal of 0.1 over a 5-year period.

Once this episode ends, a state continues to be considered a backslider unless and until

it returns to its pre-episode liberal democracy level. Based on these criteria, we identify

all episodes of democratic backsliding, with asterisks indicating backsliding states that were

members of the UNHRC at least once between 2006 and 2023:9 We use these episodes

to identify all backsliding states represented in the UNHRC each year since 2006.10 As
8Specifically, in our approach, a state continues to be coded as a backsliding state after its regressions have

stopped unless or until that state returns to its pre-backsliding levels of liberal democracy. For example, if a
state begins its backsliding episode with a liberal democracy score of 0.7, and the substantial regressions end
in 2015, but its liberal democracy score does not return to 0.7 until 2020, then we code it as “backsliding”
until 2020. This approach adds several cases (Belarus, Ukraine, and Venezuela) that otherwise would have
been coded as autocracies, in the case of Belarus and Venezuela, or fluctuating between a democracy and
autocracy, in the case of Ukraine, to our set of backsliding states. We note that all results reported throughout
the paper are substantively similar if we instead use the V-Dem approach of only coding country-years within
an autocratization episode, per the V-Dem coding, as cases of backsliding.

9This approach also codes the United States from 2016 through 2023 as a case of democratic backsliding.
However, since our focus in this paper is on the extent to which backsliding states coordinate their behavior
in opposition to the leaders of the liberal international order —including, perhaps most prominently, the
United States— we exclude the US from our list of backsliding states.

10Here and in our analysis of UPR reports below, we code a state as backsliding only for the time period
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Figure 1 shows, the percent of UNHRC member states that are backsliding states has steadily

increased over time.

• Argentina, 2002-2023*

• Armenia, 1994-2018 &
2020-2023*

• Belarus, 1994-2023

• Benin, 2018-2023*

• Bolivia, 2005-2023*

• Botswana, 2015-2023*

• Brazil, 2015-2023*

• Bulgaria, 2001-2023*

• Burkina Faso, 2018-2023*

• Croatia, 2013-2023*

• Cyprus, 2017-2023

• Czech Republic, 2010-2023*

• Ecuador, 2007-2018*

• El Salvador, 2018-2023

• Ghana, 2013-2023*

• Greece, 2013-2023

• Guatemala, 2018-2023

• Guyana, 2019-2023

• Honduras, 2006-2022*

• Hungary, 2006-2023*

• India, 2009-2023*

• Indonesia, 2009-2023*

• Ivory Coast, 2017-2023*

• Lesotho, 2015-2019

• Madagascar, 1995-2023*

• Maldives, 2012-2019*

• Mali, 2017-2023

• Mauritius, 2013-2023

• Mexico, 2019-2023*

• Moldova, 2000-2010 &
2013-2021*

• Mongolia, 2008-2023*

• Nicaragua, 2006-2023*

• Niger, 2016-2023

• North Macedonia, 2007-
2023*

• Palestine, 2006-2023

• Peru, 2016-2023*

• Philippines, 2016-2023*

• Poland, 2015-2023*

• Romania, 2017-2019 &
2021-2023*

• Senegal, 2017-2023*

• Serbia, 2010-2023

• Slovenia, 2012-2023*

• South Korea, 2008-2017 &
2019-2023*

• Sri Lanka, 1977-2016 &
2019-2022*

• Thailand, 2005-2011*

• Tunisia, 2015-2023*

• Turkey, 2005-2023

• Ukraine, 1995-2006*

• Venezuela, 1994-2023*

Theoretically, we are interested in whether backsliding states are shifting their allegiances

to autocracies and away from advanced democracies. To begin, we examine the levels of vot-

ing cohesion among four distinct and mutually exclusive groups of states within the UNHRC:

consolidated autocracies, backsliding states, developing democracies11, and advanced democ-

corresponding to its backsliding episode. However, we are unsure if this is the best approach, and wonder if
we should instead code a case as backsliding even after the episode ends, unless or until that state returns
to its pre-backsliding level of (liberal) democracy. For example, if a state begins its backsliding episode with
a liberal democracy score of 0.7, and the episode ends in 2015, but its score stays below 0.7 in subsequent
years, should those additional years also be coded as cases of backsliding? We would value any feedback on
this point for future iterations of the paper.

11This group includes all democracies that are neither backsliding nor one of the 19 advanced democracies
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Figure 1: The percent of UNHRC member states that are backsliding has increased over
time.
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racies.12 To measure voting cohesion, we follow Burmester and Jankowski (2018) (see also

Desposato (2005)). For any given resolution for which individual votes were recorded, we

first identify whether the majority vote for any given group was “yes” or not.13 Then, for

each individual state in that group, we code whether they voted with or against the average

decision of their relevant regime-type group. We then calculate the mean number of times

that all members of a group voted with their group each year to create Figure 2.

As Figure 2 shows, advanced democracies —the main architects and supporters of the

LIO— consistently vote together at high rates. But, to only a slightly lesser degree, so do

consolidated autocracies. As such, they represent two poles within the UNHRC. Backsliding

states and developing democracies, on the other hand, show far less cohesion in their voting

decisions. Indeed, although backsliding states have gained greater representation in the

UNHRC over time, as illustrated in Figure 1, they have actually become less cohesive during

this same period. This is likely because backsliding states, like developing democracies, are

a significantly more heterogeneous group than either consolidated autocracies or advanced

democracies.

The variation described in Figure 2 raises an important question: are these backsliding

states more likely to gravitate toward advanced democracies, or are these increasingly illiberal

regimes instead moving closer to the consolidated autocracy bloc? The implications for the

listed below. In other words, this group largely includes third-wave democracies that have not succumbed
to backsliding.

12Flores and Nooruddin (2016) identify non-consolidated or advanced democracies as states “for whom a
democratic system was not a certainty in 1946 or in the year of its birth as a sovereign country, whichever
came second.” This excludes —or in other words, designates as advanced, consolidated democracies— the
following 19 countries: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland,
Ireland, Japan, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, the United
Kingdom, and the United States.

13The other possible votes in our dataset are “no,” “abstain,” or, in some cases, failure to participate
in the vote. We concur with Morse and Coggins (2024) that abstentions signal a lack of support for a
resolution, and therefore group them with “no” votes both here and in our analysis below. See Meyerrose
and Nooruddin (2023) and Prasad and Nooruddin (2024) for a similar treatment of abstentions. Morse and
Coggins (2024) also argue that absences from votes in the UNGA can either signal a lack of capacity and
resources, or can be used more strategically by weak states to counteract geopolitical pressures. Given this
ambiguity, here and below we exclude observations where a UNHRC member did not participate in a vote;
these absences constitute only 0.006% of the observations in our dataset, and results are the same if we
include these observations in the “opposition” group of votes.
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Figure 2: Voting Cohesion in the UNHRC
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LIO’s longer-term viability cannot be overstated since the first possibility maintains the

pro-LIO coalition led by advanced democracies while the second splinters the normative

consensus around the LIO’s legitimacy from within a centerpiece of its ambition: the UN

human rights regime. Descriptively, the data suggest that backsliding states align themselves

more closely with autocracies than they do with advanced democracies, especially when it

comes to contentious votes.14 As Table 1 shows, backsliding states are more likely to vote

with, rather than against, the autocratic majority bloc on all recorded votes. On average,

backsliding states vote with the autocratic bloc more than half (roughly 65%) of the time.

In the case of non-contentious votes, backsliding states vote with the autocratic bloc 86% of

the time, while for contentious votes they agree with autocrats 57% of the time. This is a

nuanced finding, indicating that backsliding states are closer to autocracies in their voting

preferences, but that, on contentious votes, at least some backsliding states still vote with the

advanced democracies. A possible explanation, which we test below, is that this variation

is a function of the backsliding state’s liberal democracy score since some backsliding states

still remain quite democratic, albeit less so than they once were.

A second descriptive observation is also worth noting explicitly. Mirroring the trends

in Figure 1, Panel B of Figure 3 shows that as the percent of UNHRC states that are

backsliding has increased, so too has the percent of contentious votes on UNHRC resolutions;

this increase in contentious votes has coincided with a rise in the number of recorded votes

on resolutions in the UNHRC, as shown in Panel A of Figure 3. This is important because

it makes patently clear that the UNHRC is increasingly a site of contestation: where once

votes passed by consensus or acclimation, a much greater number of votes in recent years are

subject to recorded votes that split between ideological poles. This is further evidence that

the LIO is under strain, and bolsters our contention that democratic backsliding is worsening

the stress on these global governance institutions.
14We define contentious votes as ones where 75% or more of advanced democracies voted in one direction,

while the majority of consolidated autocracies voted in the opposite direction on the same resolution. For
example, if 78% of advanced democracies vote in favor of a resolution, and the majority from consolidated
autocracies is “no” or “abstain,” then it is a contentious resolution.
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Non-contentious Contentious
Votes with autocracy bloc

No 152 1765
Yes 918 2385

Table 1: On average, backsliding states vote with the autocratic bloc on the majority of
recorded UNHRC resolutions.
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Figure 3: As the number of recorded UNHRC has increased over time, so too has the percent
of contentious UNHRC resolutions.
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We use regression analysis to test these dynamics more systematically using data on

all UNHRC resolutions for which votes were recorded from 2006 (the year the UNHRC in

its current form was founded) through 2023. Following the approach described above, we

identify for each resolution the majority vote among all consolidated autocracies (either

“yes,” or against, which groups together “no” and “abstain” votes into a single category).

Then, for each member of the UNHRC, we code whether they voted with or against the

majority position of the autocratic bloc; this binary variable is our dependent variable and

our unit of observation is at the UNHRC member-vote-resolution level of analysis. The

main independent variables in these models are binary indicators for whether a state is

a backsliding state, a consolidated autocracy, or an advanced democracy, with developing

democracies as the omitted reference category.15

We control for a range of factors that should impact how any given state votes on a

resolution. First, we control for the voting state’s democracy score (Coppedge et al., 2021),

with the expectation that higher levels of democracy will make states more likely to vote

against the autocratic bloc. Doing so also helps control for some of the heterogeneity within

our regime categories since not all backsliding states, for instance, start or end at the same

point on the liberal democracy index. Second, voting patterns against Israel in the UNHRC

are distinct (Seligman, 2011). Indeed, as noted above, Israel is the most frequent target of

UNHRC resolutions in our data. Therefore, we control for whether the resolution targets

Israel. We do the same for Syria, since Syria is the second most targeted state (47 resolutions)

during this time period. Next, we control for the human rights scores of both the voting

and target states (Herre and Roser, 2016) and for whether the voting state and the target

state are from the same geographic region. Lastly, we calculate the percent of sponsors
15For transparency, we summarize the coding rules for each of these categories here: (1) Consolidated

autocracies are states that were below the 0.5 threshold of VDem’s liberal democracy score; (2) Advanced
democracies are states that were consolidated as such in 1945 or the year of their birth; (3) Backsliding
states are states that begin an autocratization period with a score above 0.5 on the liberal democracy index
but have a cumulative decline of at least 0.1 over the period and meet the other criteria spelled out in
section 5 above; and (4) Developing democracies are countries that score above 0.5 on liberal democracy but
do not qualify as advanced democracies and have not experienced backsliding. These four groups of states
are mutually exclusive.
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of each resolution that are democracies (whether developing and advanced) to capture the

logic that resolutions sponsored mainly by democracies should generate greater autocratic

and backsliding state opposition.

To test our overarching prediction that backsliding states will be more likely to vote with

the autocratic bloc, and against advanced democracies (Hypothesis 1), we estimate three

models. Since our dependent variable is a binary variable, we estimate logistic regressions

with year fixed effects.16 In addition, because states vote on multiple resolutions, the ob-

servations in our data are not independent. Therefore, we also cluster standard errors by

voting state. Our baseline model includes observations for all resolutions for which votes

were recorded in the UNHRC between 2006 and 2023. These can be those resolutions tar-

geted at a specific state, or they can be more general resolutions concerning broader human

rights issues.17 Once we begin controlling for target state-level characteristics, however, the

subset of observations necessarily is limited to those resolutions targeting a specific country.

Therefore, our second model, which includes the full set of controls listed above, focuses ex-

clusively on how states voted relative to the autocratic bloc on targeted resolutions. Finally,

in our third model we focus exclusively on contentious targeted resolutions to test Hypothe-

sis 2. Contentious targeted resolutions are those in which a super-majority (75% or greater)

of advanced democracies voted one way, while the autocratic bloc voted in opposition. The

results of these models are reported in Table 2.

We find compelling evidence that backsliding states are increasingly aligning with the

consolidated autocratic voting bloc of the UNHRC. In all three models in Table 2, compared

to developing democracies, backsliding states are significantly more likely to vote with the

autocratic bloc on all resolutions, on targeted resolutions, and on contentious resolutions.

As expected, consolidated autocracies are similarly particularly likely to vote with their own
16Because the number of years that a state serves in the UNHRC can vary significantly from one country

to the next, we do not include voting state fixed effects.
17For example, the details of one such general resolution from 2018 are the “promotion of a democratic

and equitable international order.” (Resolution A/HRC/RES/39/4 was passed on 27 September 2018 with
28 votes in favor, 14 against, and 5 abstentions).

21



Table 2: Voting with the Autocratic Bloc in the UNHRC, 2006–2023

Dependent variable:

Vote with autocracy bloc (1 = yes, 0 = no)
All Targeted Contentious targeted

(1) (2) (3)

Backsliding state 0.29∗∗∗ 0.19∗∗ 0.38∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.08) (0.08)
Mature democracy −1.94∗∗∗ −0.67∗∗∗ −2.34∗∗∗

(0.05) (0.10) (0.10)
Consolidated autocracy 1.72∗∗∗ 0.53∗∗∗ 0.60∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.13) (0.13)
Voting state demo score −1.37∗∗∗ −2.24∗∗∗

(0.25) (0.25)
Target state = Israel 1.24∗∗∗ 0.74∗∗∗

(0.10) (0.10)
Target state = Syria −0.29∗∗∗ −0.60∗∗∗

(0.09) (0.09)
Voting state HR score −0.39∗∗∗ −0.76∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03)
Perc. demo sponsors −0.002∗∗ −0.005∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001)
Target state HR score −0.08 0.28∗∗∗

(0.05) (0.05)
Voting and target in same region −0.46∗∗∗ −0.71∗∗∗

(0.12) (0.12)

Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Clustered standard errors Yes Yes Yes
Model type Logit Logit Logit
Observations 22,556 6,996 4,722
Log Likelihood −11,760.05 −3,496.73 −1,945.97
Akaike Inf. Crit. 23,562.09 7,041.45 3,939.94

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

group, while advanced democracies are significantly less likely to vote in line with autocrats.

The results for the control variables also largely align with expectations. First, states with

higher democracy and human rights scores are less likely to vote with the autocrats. Inter-

22



estingly, we also find that resolutions targeting Israel make states significantly more likely

to vote with autocrats, whereas those targeting Syria have the opposite effect. This may

be indicative of a dynamic of states opposing the US by aligning with the autocratic (and

therefore anti-US) position on resolutions concerning Israel. Furthermore, model 3 suggests

that, on contentious votes, states are more likely to vote with the autocratic bloc as the

target state’s human rights score increases.18

As Table 3 shows, we also find that the coefficients for all main independent variables

across all three models in Table 2 are significantly different from one another, with one

exception. There is no significant difference between backsliding states and autocracies in

model 3. This suggests that, in the case of particularly contentious votes, backsliding states

and autocratic states are equally likely to vote with the autocratic bloc and, therefore,

against the position advocated by advanced democracies. This provides further evidence

that mature democracies are increasingly isolated within the UNHRC.

All Targeted Contentious
targeted

Backsliding state–mature democracy ✓ ✓ ✓

Backsliding state-consolidated autocracy ✓ ✓ ✗

Mature democracy-consolidated autocracy ✓ ✓ ✓

Table 3: Pairwise differences between coefficient estimates for all UNHRC models, 2006–
2023. “✓” indicates pairs of coefficients that are statistically different from one another
(p < 0.05), while “✗” indicates no statistically significant difference.

We also predicted in Hypothesis 3 that these dynamics would be more pronounced af-

ter 2013, which marks an inflection point when backsliding became particularly widespread

and extensive. To test this prediction, we re-estimate the same models from Table 2, dis-

aggregating the observations into pre- and post-2013 samples.19 The results for the main

independent variables are reported in Figure 4.20 As predicted, we find that backsliding
18This may be evidence that autocratic and autocracy-leaning states are using their voice in the UNHRC

to target more democratic states that are allies of leaders of the liberal international order.
19We note that using alternative years as thresholds returns substantively similar results.
20These models include all control variables reported in Table 2, where relevant, but are not included here

to simplify the visualization. Full results are reported in Appendix Tables 6 and 7.
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states’ shifts toward autocratic states is limited to recorded votes from 2013 onward. How-

ever, from 2013 onward, backsliding states were significantly more likely to vote with the

autocratic bloc on both targeted and contentious targeted resolutions. This is an impor-

tant finding, confirming that concerns about growing autocratic influence in international

organizations over the past few years is not unwarranted (Meyerrose and Nooruddin, 2023;

Cottiero et al., 2024), but also providing new evidence that the growing ability of autocratic

states to challenge the LIO is because of the global phenomenon of democratic backsliding

that has considerably weakened advanced democracies’ ability to marshal a reliable coalition

in international fora like the UNHRC. If one desires a silver lining, it is that this trend is

relatively recent and so perhaps there remains time to reverse it through concerted action

by the LIO’s most ardent advocates.

In short, data from the UNHRC make clear that there are now two distinct voting blocs

within this institution: the advanced democracies and a bloc composed of consolidated

autocracies, with backsliding states and developing democracies lying somewhere in the

middle. On their own, backsliding states do not constitute a distinct bloc, and their voting

patterns have actually become less cohesive over time. This suggests that the support of

backsliding states is up for grabs, so to speak. Our findings show that these backsliding

states —whose governments are moving away from democracy and are becoming increasingly

illiberal— are more likely to support the positions taken by consolidated autocracies, even

when this brings them in direct conflict with the preferences of Western democracies. These

dynamics have been particularly pronounced since 2013, after which backsliding has become

a pervasive global phenomenon.

6 Coordination in the UPR

Not all backsliding states are represented in the UNHRC at all or at the same time, and

the subset of states whose human rights practices are evaluated by the Council is limited.
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Therefore, to explore further the extent to which backsliding states align with autocracies

and against advanced democracies, and also to test for evidence of coordination among

backsliding states, we turn next to data from the Universal Periodic Review (UPR).

Drawing on evidence from the UPR, Terman and Búzás (2021) show there are a distinct

set of communities within the international human rights regime, each with their own iden-

tifiable normative positions. Backsliding states specifically have been using the UPR mecha-

nism both to challenge advanced democracies by identifying more issues when evaluating the

human rights practices of those states, and also by emphasizing social and economic, rather

than civil and political, human rights values in the same reports (Meyerrose and Noorud-

din, 2023). To what extent is this the result of coordinated behavior among backsliding

states, rather than simply one-off, self-interested decisions? We explore that question here

by analyzing the free-form text content of UPR reports.

Specifically, we use the text from the UPR reports to measure the semantic similarity

of any two given reports written in the same session about the same state (the state under

review, or, SuR). Recent work from political science has leveraged text-as-data methods to

measure state preferences in the UN by studying the content of UN speeches (Kentikelenis

and Voeten, 2021; Watanabe and Zhou, 2022), debates in the UN General Assembly (Baturo,

Dasandi and Mikhaylov, 2017), and UPR reports (Meyerrose and Nooruddin, 2023; Kim,

2024; Dai and Lu, 2024; Lu, 2024). The recommendations that states write in their UPR

reports are relatively heterogeneous in terms of content and severity of the critique of the

SuR (Kim, 2024), and therefore serve as an informative way to capture states’ positions both

individually and in relation to other states.

Our dataset includes all potential dyads of state reviews written about the same SuR

during the same UPR session.21 To measure the similarity between any given two of these

reports, we use a common measure of semantic similarity: cosine similarity.22 The co-
21We use reports from all UPR sessions from 2008 through 2020.
22For other applications of cosine similarity in political science, see: Diodati, Marino and Carlotti (2018),

Hager and Hilbig (2020), Kim (2024), and Lu (2024).
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sine method captures the relative similarity between two text documents by counting word

frequencies, rather than threads of words, to conduct sentiment analysis (Manning, 2008;

Spirling, 2011); in other words, it uses a “bag-of-words” approach.

To estimate the cosine similarity for all dyads in our data, we first pre-process the text

data contained in all UPR reports, using the quanteda package in R to remove numbers,

punctuation, symbols, and stop-words (e.g., “the,” or “and”). Next, we convert the text data

to a matrix that records the number of times any given word appears in each report. Finally,

again using the quanteda package, we use this matrix to estimate the cosine similarity for

all pairs of documents in our dataset. Theoretically, cosine scores can range from 0, which

indicates complete disagreement, to 1, which indicates complete agreement. In our dataset,

the values range from 0.002 to 1, with a mean of 0.129 and a standard deviation of 0.087. We

re-scale these scores to range from 0 to 100 for ease of interpretation. These cosine similarity

scores on a 0 to 100 scale are the dependent variable in our analysis below.

Our theory predicts that backsliding states will shift away from the West, and increas-

ingly toward autocracies, as they transition from developing to backsliding democracies. We

explore this descriptively first by focusing on four prominent cases of backsliding: Brazil,

India, Peru, and the Philippines, with Sweden, a stable advanced democracy, included as

a comparison case. For each year from 2008 through 2020, we calculate these states’ aver-

age cosine similarity scores first with the US, and then with China, with the expectation

that over time, as these states backslide, their UPR reports will be more similar to those

written by China, and less similar to those written by the US. We capture these trends in

Figure 5, which plots each state’s average difference in cosine similarity with China and the

US (average China similarity minus average US similarity). By this measure, positive values

would indicate a state has moved toward China and away from the US. As Figure 5 shows,

backsliding has indeed resulting in these states becoming more similar to China with respect

to the content of their UPR reports, on average, as they move away from the US.

We also more formally analyze the cosine similarity of backsliding states’ UPR reports.
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Figure 5: Over time, as backsliding has progressed, the content of backsliding states’ UPR
reports has become more similar to those written by China, and less similar to reports written
by the US.
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Similar to the results reported in Table 2 and Figure 4, in order to create the main indepen-

dent variables in our models, we again divide the reviewing states into four mutually exclusive

groups: advanced democracies, consolidated autocracies, backsliding states, and developing

democracies. Using these four categories, our main independent variables are each possible

pairing between these states,23 with the advanced democracy-advanced democracy dyad as

our omitted reference category. We choose to use the advanced democracy dyads as our

baseline since these states constitute the most cohesive voting bloc in the UNHRC, as shown

in Figure 2 and, as such, are the group whose UPR reports we would expect to be the

most similar. Furthermore, using these states as the comparison group allows us to directly

explore the extent to which these mature democracies are an isolated group in the UPR.

We also include a set of controls that might impact the extent to which two states’

reports of the same state under review (SuR) are similar. At the recommending state level,

we control for whether both recommending states are from the same geographic region;

the difference between the recommending states’ agreement scores with the US in the UN

General Assembly (Bailey, Strezhnev and Voeten, 2017); and whether either recommending

state is also under review during the same UPR session. We also control for characteristics of

the state under review, namely, that state’s human rights score and an indicator for whether

the state under review was simultaneously a member of the UNHRC.

We use these data to test Hypotheses 4 and 5, estimating five OLS models with fixed

effects for year, both recommending states, and the state under review, and we cluster the

standard errors by dyad (of recommending states). The results of these models are reported

in Table 4, and we bold coefficients that are of particular relevance to our argument (discussed

below). In the first model, we include observations for all UPR reports written between 2008

and 2023. In the second and third models, we focus on different time periods: 2008–2012

and 2013–2020, respectively. Since the UPR was created in 2008, it is likely that, in the
23Namely, backsliding-backsliding; backsliding-advanced democracy; backsliding-autocracy; autocracy-

autocracy; advanced democracy-autocracy; developing democracy-developing democracy; developing
democracy-backsliding; developing democracy-autocracy; and developing-democracy-advanced democracy.

29



early years, states were still learning how to write their UPR reviews. Furthermore, this

time period largely pre-dates the current wave of democratic backsliding, which expanded

significantly starting around 2013. For both of these reasons, we expect to see meaningful

differences between these two time periods. In models 4 and 5, we again pool the observations

for all years, and instead explore whether the identity of the state under review impacts the

similarity of reports. Specifically, in model 4 we focus exclusively on reports written about

any of the 19 advanced democracies we identify, and in model 5 we only include observations

for reviews written about consolidated autocracies.

Several findings in particular stand out in Table 4. First, in all five models we find

that two reports written by two backsliding states (DB-DB); a backsliding state and an

autocracy (DB-Auto); two autocracies (Auto-Auto); two developing democracies (Dev Demo-

Dev Demo); and a developing democracy and a backsliding state (Dev Demo-DB) are all

significantly more similar than two reports written by a pair of advanced democracies (our

baseline, omitted dyad). This may be suggestive of coordination —or at the very least shared

interests— across all non-advanced democracies.

We also see several interesting patterns across models. First, we find that when the state

under review is an advanced democracy (model 4), a backsliding state-advanced democracy

pair is actually more similar than two advanced democracies; however, when the state under

review is an autocracy, the sign flips and is no longer significant. This suggests that when

an advanced democracy is under review, backsliding states are reluctant to challenge the

prevailing western human rights norms, but, when an autocracy is under review, they are

more reticent to align with the West.

Next, Table 4 shows that reports written by an advanced democracy and an autocracy

(Adv Demo-Auto) are significantly less similar than reports written by a pair of advanced

democracies, except for in models 2 and 3. On the one hand, the results for this pair in

models 1, 4, and 5 validate conceptually our measure of text similarity; we of course would

expect advanced democracies and autocracies to write less similar reports. But the results

30



Table 4: Cosine Similarity of UPR Reports, 2008–2020

Dependent variable Cosine similarity (0-100)
All 2008-2012 2013-2023 Adv. democracies Autocracies

Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Variables
DB-DB 1.63∗∗∗ 1.67∗∗∗ 1.69∗∗∗ 0.765∗∗∗ 1.99∗∗∗

(0.158) (0.262) (0.155) (0.159) (0.203)
DB-Adv Demo 0.047∗ -0.119∗∗ 0.006 0.184∗∗ -0.048

(0.026) (0.059) (0.028) (0.082) (0.041)
DB-Auto 1.55∗∗∗ 1.87∗∗∗ 2.48∗∗∗ 0.691∗∗∗ 1.49∗∗∗

(0.172) (0.298) (0.171) (0.172) (0.221)
Auto-Auto 2.22∗∗∗ 3.24∗∗∗ 3.94∗∗∗ 0.805∗∗∗ 2.09∗∗∗

(0.237) (0.456) (0.235) (0.243) (0.299)
Adv Demo-Auto -1.01∗∗∗ -0.745∗∗∗ -0.123 -0.046 -2.01∗∗∗

(0.115) (0.225) (0.117) (0.119) (0.146)
Dev Demo-Dev Demo 2.19∗∗∗ 2.08∗∗∗ 2.05∗∗∗ 0.467∗∗ 2.59∗∗∗

(0.181) (0.351) (0.183) (0.190) (0.229)
Dev Demo-DB 1.86∗∗∗ 1.80∗∗∗ 1.80∗∗∗ 0.666∗∗∗ 2.21∗∗∗

(0.157) (0.285) (0.156) (0.157) (0.202)
Dev Demo-Auto 1.11∗∗∗ 1.27∗∗∗ 1.96∗∗∗ 0.353∗ 0.776∗∗∗

(0.186) (0.372) (0.185) (0.193) (0.236)
Dev Demo-Adv Demo 0.570∗∗∗ 0.497∗∗∗ 0.457∗∗∗ -0.037 0.683∗∗∗

(0.088) (0.170) (0.089) (0.092) (0.113)
Both rec same region 0.852∗∗∗ 0.543∗∗∗ 0.937∗∗∗ 0.690∗∗∗ 1.04∗∗∗

(0.089) (0.104) (0.100) (0.091) (0.094)
US-agree diff between recs 0.008 -1.07∗∗∗ 0.033 1.19∗∗∗ -0.188

(0.078) (0.174) (0.102) (0.229) (0.133)
SuR HR score -0.151∗∗∗ -0.869∗∗∗ -0.060∗∗∗ -0.356∗∗∗ -0.493∗∗∗

(0.014) (0.113) (0.019) (0.085) (0.023)
SuR UNHRC member -0.035∗∗∗ -0.089∗ -0.223∗∗∗ 0.131∗∗ -0.250∗∗∗

(0.012) (0.053) (0.016) (0.062) (0.019)
Either rec under review -0.101∗∗∗ -0.187∗∗∗ -0.144∗∗∗ -0.216∗∗∗ -0.053∗∗

(0.021) (0.039) (0.024) (0.029) (0.027)

Fixed-effects
Year Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
SuR Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Rec 1 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Rec 2 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Fit statistics
Observations 28,374,994 5,761,437 22,613,557 3,771,939 8,504,754
R2 0.05357 0.07640 0.06041 0.07933 0.05771
Mean of DV 12.95 12.78 12.99 12.61 13.39
SD of DV 8.75 8.53 8.79 8.84 9.04

Clustered standard-errors by dyad in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Note: DB = democratic backslide; Adv demo = advanced democracy; Dev demo = developing democracy;
auto = autocracy.
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from model 3 suggest that, in the early years of the UPR, agreement across reports in general

was relatively high, and that learning has occurred over time as the UPR has developed.

Perhaps more interestingly, the results in model 4 may signal that autocracies are less likely

to push back against the west directly (when reviewer advanced democracies).

Finally, while there is no significant relationship between reports written by a developing

democracy and an advanced democracy when the state under review is an advanced democ-

racy (model 4), these reports are significantly more similar when a pair of these states is

reviewing an autocracy (model 5) This suggests that, unlike backsliding states, the more

stable, developing democracies will still align with advanced democracies in their evaluation

of autocracies and perhaps communicate human rights values and preferences that more

closely align with those that are foundational to the West and the LIO.

One important question is: how large at the estimated effect sizes? At the bottom of

Table 4, we report the mean and standard deviation for the dependent variable for each

relevant subset of the data. Among the significant coefficients, the effect sizes range from a

change of 0.01 (backslide-advanced democracy, model 1) to 0.45 (autocracy-autocracy, model

3) standard deviations.24 We also report in Table 5 whether the coefficients for each distinct

pair of our (main) independent variables are significantly different from one another.25

In our view, of particular note in Table 5 are the pairs of coefficients that are not sta-

tistically significantly different from one another.26 In particular, pairs of backsliding states

are not significantly different than pairs of consolidated autocracies, providing further sug-

gestive evidence that backsliding states are coordinating their behavior in the UPR in ways

comparable to fully consolidated autocracies.
24We note that while the coefficient sizes and the means and standard deviations for our dependent

variables are seemingly quite small, they are in line with the magnitudes reported in other recent studies in
political science that use cosine similarity to measure text similarity (e.g., Hager and Hilbig (2020)).

25We report these pairwise comparisons for model 5 from Table 4.
26We highlight these pairs in bold, and add red text for those pairs we find to be of particular theoretical

interest in Table 5.
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DB-Adv DB-Auto Auto-Auto Adv-Auto Dev-Dev Dev-DB Dev-Auto Dev-Adv
DB-DB ✓ ✓ ✗ ✓ ✓ ✗ ✗ ✓

DB-Adv ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

DB-Auto ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Auto-Auto ✓ ✓ ✗ ✓ ✓

Adv-Auto ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Dev-Dev ✓ ✓ ✓

Dev-DB ✓ ✓

Dev-Auto ✗

Table 5: Pairwise differences between coefficient estimates for UPR model 5 (Autocracies)
from Table 4. “✓” indicates pairs of coefficients that are statistically different from one
another (p < 0.05), while “✗” indicates no statistically significant difference.

Note: DB = democratic backslide; Adv demo = advanced democracy; Dev demo = developing democracy;
auto = autocracy.

7 Conclusion

Rising challenges from China, Russia, and other powerful autocratic states, coupled with

political weaknesses among its founders and champions, has called into question the future

of the liberal international order. At the heart of this existential crisis for the LIO is the

question of whether the advanced Western democracies that created it are able to maintain

and continue to expand their coalition of like-minded states when attempting to promote

and protect Western liberal values, including human rights. While growing coordination

and influence among autocratic states is undoubtedly a cause for concern, it would be less

so if the United States, the United Kingdom, and their partners were able to maintain the

support of those states that are neither mature democracies nor fully autocratic regimes.

We argue that the ongoing global democratic recession threatens the West’s efforts to

maintain the LIO. Not only are advanced democracies increasingly facing contestation from

a bloc of consolidated autocracies, but they are also losing members of their liberal coalition

as former developing democracies backslide, become increasingly illiberal and, as a result,

drift closer toward established autocracies.

We explore these dynamics in the context of the UN human rights institutions, providing

new evidence that backsliding states are more likely to vote with autocratic states on all types

33



of resolutions (general, targeted, and contentious ones) in the UNHRC, especially after 2013.

Drawing on the text of reports from the UPR, we also find that reports written by pairs of

backsliding states; autocratic states; a backsliding state and an autocratic state; two devel-

oping democracies; and a developing democracy and a backsliding state are all significantly

more similar than two reports written by a pair of advanced democracies. We also show

that backsliding states become less aligned with advanced autocracies when the state under

scrutiny is a consolidated autocracy. Taken together, this evidence suggests that advanced

democracies are becoming increasingly isolated in the UN human rights institutions.
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8 UNHRC Regression Table: 2006–2012

Table 6: Voting with the Autocratic Bloc in the UNHRC, 2006–2012

Dependent variable:

Vote with autocracy bloc (1 = yes, 0 = no)
All Targeted Contentious targeted

(1) (2) (3)

Backsliding state −0.01 0.12 0.28
(0.10) (0.16) (0.19)

Mature democracy −1.75∗∗∗ −1.18∗∗∗ −3.33∗∗∗

(0.11) (0.17) (0.52)
Consolidated autocracy 0.59∗∗∗ 0.77∗∗∗ 0.95∗∗∗

(0.15) (0.24) (0.29)
Voting state demo score −3.27∗∗∗ −1.16∗∗ −1.68∗∗∗

(0.28) (0.45) (0.55)
Target state = Israel 1.72∗∗∗ 0.80∗∗∗

(0.16) (0.23)
Target state = Syria 1.95∗∗∗ −0.38

(0.26) (0.48)
Voting state HR score −0.30∗∗∗ −0.61∗∗∗

(0.05) (0.07)
Perc. demo sponsors 0.003 −0.01∗∗

(0.002) (0.003)
Target state HR score 0.34∗∗∗ 0.45∗∗∗

(0.12) (0.15)
Voting and target in same region 0.51∗ 0.50

(0.28) (0.33)

Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Clustered standard errors Yes Yes Yes
Model type Logit Logit Logit
Observations 6,206 2,545 1,756
Log Likelihood −2,813.56 −1,172.69 −686.84
Akaike Inf. Crit. 5,649.12 2,379.38 1,407.68

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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9 UNHRC Regression Table: 2013–2023

Table 7: Voting with the Autocratic Bloc in the UNHRC, 2013–2023

Dependent variable:

Vote with autocracy bloc (1 = yes, 0 = no)
All Targeted Contentious targeted

(1) (2) (3)

Backsliding state 0.03 0.23∗∗ 0.39∗∗∗

(0.05) (0.10) (0.13)
Mature democracy −1.13∗∗∗ −0.33∗∗ −1.56∗∗∗

(0.07) (0.14) (0.37)
Consolidated autocracy −0.11 0.44∗∗∗ 0.42∗∗

(0.08) (0.16) (0.20)
Voting state demo score −4.05∗∗∗ −1.48∗∗∗ −2.53∗∗∗

(0.15) (0.30) (0.39)
Target state = Israel 1.12∗∗∗ 0.47∗∗

(0.14) (0.24)
Target state = Syria −0.64∗∗∗ −0.67∗∗∗

(0.10) (0.13)
Voting state HR score −0.45∗∗∗ −0.84∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.05)
Perc. demo sponsors −0.005∗∗∗ −0.004∗∗

(0.001) (0.002)
Target state HR score −0.10∗ 0.23∗∗∗

(0.06) (0.08)
Voting and target in same region −0.83∗∗∗ −1.22∗∗∗

(0.15) (0.19)

Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Clustered standard errors Yes Yes Yes
Model type Logit Logit Logit
Observations 16,350 4,451 2,966
Log Likelihood −8,460.21 −2,244.70 −1,233.27
Akaike Inf. Crit. 16,950.43 4,523.40 2,500.53

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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