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Abstract

We study a stylized model of the rise and fall of technocratic democracies: democra-

cies that delegate policymaking to unelected technocrats. In our model, technocratic

democracies arise when majorities fear losing power in the future while expecting

their preferred policies to be maintained by technocrats. Such institutional arrange-

ments can be stable, but shocks that increase the persistence of majorities or of the

policies implemented by technocrats can plunge democracies into cycles of reforms,

oscillating between more technocratic and more majoritarian institutions. Drawing on

three case studies—central bank independence, fiscal rules, and climate policy—we il-

lustrate how our model helps explain recent trends in industrialized democracies and

how technocratic-majoritarian cycles can heighten the risk of democratic backsliding.
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1 Introduction

In modern liberal democracies, the tension between majority rule and minority rights has
increasingly manifested as a tension between majoritarian and technocratic government.
The former refers to policymaking decided by the majority of citizens; the latter refers to
state bureaucrats, experts, and judges enforcing the rule of law, protecting minority rights,
and implementing welfare-maximizing policies. This tension emerged not least because
the last two decades of the 20th century saw an increase in the prevalence and power of
technocracies in advanced industrialized democracies. A sizeable literature documents
that institutional and sometimes constitutional reforms, especially since the 1990s, have
narrowed the purview of majoritarian policymaking, such as the proliferation of central
bank independence (Garriga, 2025; Romelli, 2022) and the growing power of domestic
and international courts (Hirschl, 2011; Manow, 2024; Voeten, 2020).

The rise of technocracy coincided with the breakthrough and consolidation of pop-
ulist political forces (Guriev and Papaioannou, 2022). That observation has provided the
impetus for two bodies of work: one pointing to technocracy as a cause of populism
(Caramani, 2017; Koch, 2024; Manow, 2024; Schäfer and Zürn, 2021), and another exam-
ining the effects of populism on technocratic institutions, including central banks, the
judiciary, or the bureaucracy (Bellodi et al., 2024a; Funke et al., 2023; Gavin and Manger,
2023; Gratton and Lee, 2024a; Monnet, 2024). This literature emphasizes that populism
is, in part, characterized by the promise to rein in or eliminate technocratic institutions.
Populists accordingly view technocratic structures as counter-majoritarian devices (Lev-
itsky and Ziblatt, 2023) established by a liberal elite to implement policies that the “real
people“, which constitute the “majority“, oppose.

Populists’ rejection of technocracy contrasts sharply with prominent strands of the
democratic theory and political economy literatures that highlight the importance of tech-
nocracy for making representative democracy work. A central reason—as political economists
have long argued (Kydland and Prescott, 1977)—is that delegating decision-making au-
thority to unelected technocrats helps democracies mitigate the problem of time-inconsis-
tent policymaking, or the lack of credible commitment. By removing decisions from the
whims of myopic voters (Bisin et al., 2015), delegation to technocrats allows democracies
to realize the gains from policies with short-term costs and long-term benefits. Populists,
by contrast, are willing to forgo credible commitment in exchange for returning greater
power to those voters comprising the “real people”.

In this paper, we propose a stylized theoretical framework to better understand the
tension between the technocratic and majoritarian elements of liberal democracy. This
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framework links the rise and fall of technocratic democracies to (changes in) two soci-
etal characteristics: the majority coalition and the relative importance of the most salient
policy issues for the majority and minority groups, respectively. Examining the interplay
between these two parameters allows us to identify the conditions under which majori-
ties delegate policymaking to technocrats or retain full control themselves. Unlike simple
majoritarian decision-making, technocrats also consider the preferences of the minority.
Therefore, as we argue in Section 2, technocrats can be conceived of as maximizing some
(non-majoritarian) social welfare function. Consequently, the stability of the relative im-
portance of the most salient policies for majority and minority groups determines the
stability of technocratic policymaking.

In Section 3 we show that, in equilibrium, the model’s parameters determine which
of three long-term regimes emerges. At two extremes, the polity is either a stable techno-
cratic democracy or a stable majoritarian democracy. When majorities are volatile and tech-
nocratic policies benefit different groups over time, so that a majority may be favored in
one period and disfavored in another, all majorities establish technocratic democracy as
insurance against the future loss of majority status. This induces a stable technocratic
democracy. When majorities are more durable, all majorities prefer majoritarian institu-
tions, leading to stable majoritarian democracy. When majoritarian stability is intermediate
and technocratic policymaking consistently favors the same group over time, favored ma-
jorities delegate decisions to technocrats for intertemporal insurance; and disfavored ma-
jorities restore majoritarian democracy. This alternation results in technocratic-majoritarian
cycles, with majoritarian reforms followed by technocratic ones and vice versa.

In technocratic-majoritarian cycles, technocratic democracies arise when the majority
fears losing its majority status and its preferences align with those of technocrats. For ex-
ample, a majority or “majority coalition“ might support protecting the rights of a minority
or implementing climate mitigation policy. Such a majority may worry about losing its
majority status, but will also be confident that technocratic cost-benefit calculations jus-
tify its favored policy. It then establishes technocratic democracy to protect policymaking
from the choices of future majorities. But technocratic democracy is bound to fall when
new majority coalitions come to power that do not share the view of technocrats. Because
their preferences are frustrated by technocrats, they will push to reinstate majoritarian
democracy. Importantly, technocratic democracies do not fall because they fail to provide
policies that maximize welfare. In fact, an intertemporal lure of technocracy emerges in
our model because technocrats account for the preferences of both majorities and minori-
ties, thereby maximizing a non-majoritarian social welfare function. All else equal, citi-
zens prefer technocracy for the future, as it insures them against the worst-case scenario
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of being in the minority when policy issues that disproportionately affect them become
salient. Yet, precisely because technocratic policies prioritize overall welfare, rather than
majority preferences, they can ultimately provoke opposition from majorities, who may
seek to dismantle them.

Our formal analysis enables us to examine how shocks to the two parameters that
characterize society can trigger transitions between regimes and influence the frequency
of technocratic-majoritarian cycles. We show that, under certain conditions, stable techno-
cratic democracies can plunge into such cycles following shocks that increase the stability
of majority coalitions or of welfare-enhancing policies—or both. Somewhat counterin-
tuitively, our model implies that more stable societies might exhibit greater institutional
instability. Such instability occurs when majorities disadvantaged by technocratic policy-
making are likely to remain disadvantaged—thus preferring majoritarian democracy—
while those advantaged by technocracy are likely to continue benefiting from technoc-
racy, but are sufficiently likely to lose their majority status—thus preferring technocratic
democracy. Once society enters technocratic-majoritarian cycles, however, marginal in-
creases in social stability reduce their frequency.

We extend our model to show that technocratic-majoritarian cycles can emerge even
when majoritarian reforms entail the risk of democratic backsliding. When society is suf-
ficiently stable—meaning both majoritarian and technocratic policymaking are expected
to persist—a majority that does not share the views of welfare-maximizing technocrats
may still prefer pro-majoritarian reforms. Crucially, this remains true, even if these in-
volve the risk of autocratization, as long as this risk is perceived to be moderate. Thus,
our model cautions that institutions designed to guard against backsliding may, in the
long run, heighten the risk of autocratization by pushing stable technocratic democracies
into recurring technocratic-majoritarian cycles, each carrying a small risk of backsliding.

We use three brief case studies—central bank independence (Section 4.1), fiscal rules
(Section 4.2), and climate policy (Section 4.3)—to illustrate the empirical relevance of our
theory. These cases demonstrate different ways in which technocratic-majoritarian cycles
can unfold. We argue that delegating authority to technocrats serves as intertemporal in-
surance for majority coalitions aligned with technocratic preferences but wary of losing
power to opposing groups. In the case of central bank independence, the center-right
and conservative parties that gained power in the late 1970s and early 1980s in many in-
dustrialized democracies represented a low-inflation majority dissatisfied with the center
left’s prioritization of low unemployment. Similarly, fiscal rules protect those harmed
by deficit spending and debt accumulation, while climate technocrats enabled the pro-
climate majority to advance decarbonization more effectively than would have been pos-
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sible otherwise. In each case, we maintain that the recalibration toward majoritarianism
occurred, in part, because technocratic decision-making persistently favored one group
over another. The resulting backlash against technocracy is often driven by populist par-
ties, though, as borne out by the debate over Germany’s “debt brake“, mainstream parties
also sometimes push to dismantle technocratic structures.

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. In Section 2, we draw on the relevant
literature to provide a justification for our formal analytical approach and the conceptu-
alization of the technocracy that underlies our model. In Section 3, we present and study
the formal model. In Section 4, we present the three case studies. In Section 5, we con-
clude by highlighting the potential costs of frequent technocratic-majoritarian cycles for
the stability and resilience of democratic institutions.

2 A roadmap towards formalizing our argument

2.1 Generations, dynasties, and constitutions

In our model, in each period—or generation—a majority of citizens determines the future
institutional setting of the polity. The majority can choose between a majoritarian democ-
racy, in which future policy decisions are made solely by the prevailing majority coalition,
or a technocratic democracy, where policy decisions are made by technocrats. To forestall
semantic confusion, note that we refer to each of these two institutional settings as consti-
tutions, regardless of the (legal) instrument that is, in practice, used to establish these in-
stitutions. We want to capture the idea that each generation of citizens is forward-looking
in the sense that they care about the preferences of future citizens within the same social
group. We call such a social group a dynasty. We can think of each dynasty as a group
or identity. Citizens belonging to or identifying with each dynasty favor their dynasty or
group in any given period and future ones.

The essential element of our model is that the dynasties in each generation are uncer-
tain about the future in two respects. First, they do not know for certain whether their
dynasty will be a majority or a minority. Second, no dynasty knows for certain how im-
portant the salient policy issue will be for them in the future. Citizens in one generation
have beliefs about the probability that, in the next generation, their group will remain the
majority and that their preference intensity regarding the policy in the next period will
be roughly similar to the current period—or if, instead, there will be a reshuffling gener-
ating a new majority coalition or a change in the policy dimensions that are salient in the
future. Our focus is on how these two types of uncertainties drive constitutional choice.
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2.2 Our conceptualization of technocracy

We model technocrats as unelected experts mandated to implement policies that max-
imize a Benthamite social welfare function—viz. the sum of individual utilities, each
weighted equally. A technocratic democracy delegates policymaking to such agents within
a constitutional structure that allows the majority to revoke their authority.1 Assuming
Benthamite utilitarianism is convenient analytically and consistent with its popularity
among technocrats conducting cost-benefit analyses (Sunstein, 2024).2 The essence of our
theory would remain unchanged, however, if technocrats were to maximize other social
welfare functions (e.g., a Rawlsian one) or, indeed, if they were subject to various biases.
Our key assumptions are that unelected technocrats (i) pursue goals that differ from cur-
rent majority preferences and (ii) weigh minority welfare more than majority rule. The
first assumption is sufficient to explain all our constitutional dynamics. The second gen-
erates what we call the “lure of technocracy” and explains why technocratic democracies
arise as a form of intertemporal insurance against the worst-case scenario of becoming an
unrepresented minority in the future.

We see these as general features of technocracy, largely overlooked in the literature.3

Existing work tends to focus instead on how technocratic preferences or biases—including
bureaucrats having more secure jobs than private-sector workers, different socio-economic
backgrounds, policy priorities and values compared to voters, or being overconfident
(Ashworth and Sasso, 2019; Gratton and Lee, 2024a)—drive policy divergence from ma-
jority preferences. Our conceptualization of technocracy can accommodate such biases,
provided they lead technocrats to overweight minority preferences (e.g., those of highly
educated, socially liberal individuals) relative to what majority rule would imply.

To further substantiate our conceptualization of technocrats, let us note that many
of the arguably apolitical objectives that are used to justify delegation to unelected tech-
nocrats implicitly follow from some kind of welfare maximization or cost-benefit analysis.
Such is the case, for instance, for the mandates of central banks, e.g., the European Central
Bank’s (ECB) mandate to achieve price stability or the Fed’s dual mandate of price sta-
bility and full employment (Blinder, 2022). Another fitting example are U.S. regulatory
agencies, which, since President Reagan’s executive order 12291 in 1981, are explicitly re-

1This distinguishes technocratic democracies from full-blown technocracies in which voters cannot
change the constitutional structure.

2This popularity may stem partly from the appearance of political neutrality that the equal-weighting
assumption conveys in distributional struggles.

3With the notable exception of Foster and Warren (2024), who argue that late 19th-century U.S. liberal
reforms delegated business regulation to administrative agencies to secure populist cooperation without
boosting their future political power.
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quired to perform cost-benefit analyses for their regulatory interventions (Sunstein, 2024).
In these and other instances, the rationale for delegation is, at least partly, that technocrats
are believed—for instance, because they are not subject to any (re-)election constraints—
to be more adept at maximizing some objective or indicator that is deemed to be socially
desirable.

Our conceptualization of technocratic democracy differs from other studies of politi-
cal delegation (Gailmard and Patty, 2012; Huber and Shipan, 2011). Most of these models
point to technocrats’ greater expertise,4 relative to politicians and voters, as the central
rationale for delegation. Delegation is then costly because technocrats may exploit their
informational advantage to implement policies that diverge from the preferences of their
principals. While these agency problems likely play an important role in the relation
between our “majorities“ and technocrats,5 in the model we abstract from them by as-
suming that technocrats faithfully implement their mandate. This allows us to illuminate
a less-explored rationale for delegation: the trade-off between the majoritarian principle
of democracy—where governing is expected to reflect the majority’s preferences—and a
technocratic conception of liberal democracy—where policymakers are tasked with do-
ing what is best for the electorate as a whole. Our model shows that such trade-offs can
lead to backlash against technocrats, even in the absence of agency problems.

As emphasized by Gratton and Lee (2024a), informational asymmetries (also Crutzen
et al., 2024) can engender waves of populist reforms that lead to more majoritarian and
less technocratic democracies. In their model, preference misalignment between the ma-
jority of voters and technocrats fuels voter demand for leaders who promise to “drain the
swamp” by dismissing technocrats, even when such purges imply large (efficiency) costs
for voters (Gailmard and Gailmard, 2025). Thus, our decision to abstract from informa-
tional asymmetries is best seen in conjunction with this work. We identify the conditions
under which misalignment arises, leading to pro-majoritarian waves, and when, instead,
greater alignment leads to pro-technocratic reforms. In practice, when we identify the
emergence of pro-majoritarian reforms, we implicitly assume that a process akin to that
described in Gratton and Lee (2024a) is set in motion.

4Voters generally value expertise, but pro-technocratic attitudes are more common among the highly
educated (Bertsou and Caramani, 2022). As agency models suggest, however, technocrats lose appeal when
their preferences diverge more from those of voters (Beiser-McGrath et al., 2022).

5Another rationale for delegation, which is beyond our model’s scope, is to shift blame for contentious
decisions to technocrats (Flinders et al., eds, 2024).

6



2.3 Technocratic democracies and populism

Our theory highlights one institutional dimension of liberal democracies that may cycli-
cally cause tensions between different social groups. One group may want more ma-
joritarian institutions, the other more technocratic ones. Post Cold War, political move-
ments advocating majoritarian reforms have often taken the form of populist parties and
leaders—consistent with an anti-technocratic view of populism (e.g., Gratton and Lee,
2024a; Sasso and Morelli, 2021). As we discuss in Section 4.2, however, majoritarian re-
forms are sometimes also supported by mainstream parties.

Bellodi et al. (2024b) argue that what distinguishes populist movements is their com-
mitment to simple—easily observable and comprehensible—policy platforms. In this
sense, populists differ from technocrats because they commit to a specific policy rather
than to a rule that, over time, ensures the implementation of welfare-maximizing policies.
Populists also differ from mainstream political parties. By committing to simple policies,
populists can appeal to voters who distrust politicians’ ability to devise policies—often
with the help of experts—that adapt to changing and complex circumstances. On the
technocratic–majoritarian spectrum, populists clearly align with the majoritarian pole,
but remain distinct in their preference for simplicity and rejection of expertise. Since our
model abstracts from this and other relevant aspects of populist policymaking, focusing
instead on its institutional dimension, it should be seen as complementary to other theo-
ries that shed light on the breakthrough and consolidation of populist forces.

2.4 Constitutional stability

Our work relates to (formal) democratic theory, especially work examining the desirabil-
ity (Ganghof, 2021; Ingham, 2019; McGann, 2006) and stability (Gratton and Lee, 2024b;
Lagunoff, 2009) of different constitutional arrangements. Coalitional fluidity is typically
seen as an important condition for the stability of majority rule: for minorities to abide by
the rules and laws adopted by the majority today, they must believe they have a chance
of being in power in the future (Li, 2019). The logic of our model is related, but different.
Delegation to technocrats becomes attractive when the majority fears that it will be in the
minority in the future, with the stability of delegation hinging on technocratic decisions
not (dis-)advantaging the same groups or benefiting fluid majority coalitions.

Our analysis is also related to that of Maskin and Tirole (2004). They study the welfare
implications of different decision-making arrangements, including representative democ-
racy and judicial decision-making. In contrast, we focus on the stability of different ar-
rangements and the conditions under which a majority of voters prefer one over the other.
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In this sense, our work is closer in spirit to Gratton and Lee (2024b), who study the stabil-
ity, or lack thereof, of constitutional constraints on executive power when voters fear for
their physical or economic security. Their focus is on the agency problem between voters
and executives and the conditions under which voters prefer to give more or less power
to executives, which crucially includes the ability to infringe upon established rights. We
abstract from agency problems and focus on the conflict between different social groups
as well as the conditions under which they prefer to delegate policymaking to experts to
insure themselves against future changes of majorities. Finally, our model relates to anal-
yses, particularly prominent in the U.S. context (Hill, 2022; Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2023),
that shed light on the conditions under which minorities can dominate majorities and the
institutional arrangements that increase or decrease the probability of such a scenario.

3 A model of technocratic democracy

3.1 Formal setup

Policymaking and preferences. There are infinitely many periods, indexed by t = 1, 2,

. . . , and two infinitely lived dynasties of citizens: 0 and 1. Each period represents a genera-
tion. The policy implemented in period t is denoted by pt ∈ {0, 1}.6 As detailed below, in
each period t, dynasty d ∈ {0, 1} prefers policy pt = d.

Each period t is characterized by three parameters: µt, ιt, and Ct. The size of dynasty
1 in period t is given by µt ∈ {m,M}, with 0 < m < 1/2 < M < 1. The size of dynasty 0

is 1− µt. Therefore, whenever µt = M , we say that dynasty 1 is the majority and dynasty
0 is the minority. Conversely, when µt = m, dynasty 1 is the minority and dynasty 0 is the
majority. For convenience, we assume that both majorities are of equal size: M = 1−m.

The parameter ιt ∈ {ℓ, h}, with 0 < ℓ < h captures dynasty 1’s preference intensity
relative to dynasty 0. As we shall specify below, when ιt = ℓ, dynasty 1’s preferences over
pt exhibit low intensity relative to dynasty 0; when ιt = h, the opposite holds. We interpret
ιt = h as period t’s salient policy issue being more important for dynasty 1. For instance,
pt might refer to a policy that seeks to restrict the rights associated with identity 1 (e.g.,
related to sexual orientation), or to some climate policy that is particularly valuable for
parents who belong to dynasty 1 in period t.

Finally, each period t is characterized by an inherited constitution Ct ∈ {T ,M}, where

6The policy space is uni-dimensional in each period. Our main insights do not hinge on this, but on
the idea that relevant issues may shift across periods, allowing new majority coalitions and technocrat
alignments to form. A possible justification is that voters, due to time, cognitive limits, or limited interest,
tend to focus on only one (or a few) issues at a time.
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Ct = T (Ct = M) indicates that the polity has inherited a technocratic democracy (a majori-
tarian democracy). In a technocratic democracy, policymaking is delegated to experts who
maximize social welfare. In a majoritarian democracy, policymaking is determined by the
majority.

Each generation is myopic, only maximizing their utility in the current period and the
next one.7 Citizens in dynasty 1 in period t maximize

u1
t = ιtpt + δE [ιt+1pt+1 | µt, ιt, Ct] (1)

where δ ∈ (0, 1) represents a common discount factor. Citizens in dynasty 0 in period t

maximize

u0
t = ῑt (1− pt) + δE [ῑt+1 (1− pt+1) | µt, ιt, Ct] (2)

where ῑt is a variable that takes value h if ιt = ℓ and value ℓ if ιt = h. That is, we assume
that the relative importance of period-t policymaking for the group with higher relative
intensity is always the same.

We assume that technocrats are Benthamite utilitarians: maximizing social welfare
means maximizing the sum of individual utilities. Given (µt, ιt), social welfare in period
t is simply given by

SWt = µtιtpt + (1− µt) ῑt (1− pt) . (3)

Majority and intensity persistence. We aim to understand how the persistence of pref-
erences within society can affect the stability of democratic institutions (or lack thereof).
Therefore, we study steady-state equilibrium behavior in a society in which µt and ιt fol-
low these laws of motion, respectively:

µt+1

= µt with probability πµ > 1/2

̸= µt with probability 1− πµ;

ιt+1

= ιt with probability πι > 1/2

̸= ιt with probability 1− πι.

7Myopia greatly simplifies our calculation, but our qualitative results only depend on citizens in each
dynasty caring about the future payoff of members of the same dynasty.
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The parameter πµ > 1/2 measures the persistence of majorities in society. With proba-
bility πµ, the majority remains the same across periods. A high πµ reflects stable political
coalitions—for example, when the number of safe electoral seats is large and its demo-
graphic composition changes slowly. Similarly, πι > 1/2 measures the persistence of
(relative) preference intensities in society. A high πι represents societies facing similar
issues across generations; so those affected by the most salient political issue in period t

are also those most affected by the most salient political issue in period t+ 1. In contrast,
a small πι captures greater “issue turnover”, where the salient issues—and the dynasties
they primarily affect—change over time.

Constitutional reforms and timing. We think of a technocratic democracy as an institu-
tional arrangement that delegates policymaking to technocrats—such as judges, indepen-
dent bureaucratic authorities, doctors, or economists—while citizens retain the power to
change institutions. Both constitutional arrangements thus allow for democratic means
of reform. For simplicity, we assume that constitutional reforms are not costly. Implicitly,
our formalization assumes that constitutions are “stickier” than policy: each generation
can immediately set policy under the inherited constitution but can implement reforms
only with a delay, so that reforms affect policymaking in the next generation.

To capture the idea that the majority can change the constitution, we assume that, if
the majority prefers to do so, it can replace the inherited constitution with its opposite.
That is, in each period t, if µt = M (respectively, if µt = m), then citizens in dynasty 1

(respectively, dynasty 0) choose whether to keep the current constitution or change it to
Ct+1 ̸= Ct. To break “constitutional ties”, we assume that citizens do not pursue consti-
tutional change whenever they are indifferent between a technocratic and a majoritarian
arrangement.

To summarize, in each period t, the polity inherits a constitution Ct. If Ct = T , tech-
nocrats set pt to maximize SWt. If Ct = M , the majority chooses pt. In both cases, the
majority chooses whether to keep the current constitution or change it to Ct+1 ̸= Ct. Our
solution concept is subgame perfect Nash equilibrium. All proofs are in Appendix A.

3.2 Policymaking under technocratic and majoritarian democracy

We begin by characterizing policymaking in a technocratic democracy. Lemma 1 says that
a technocratic democracy results in policy 1 being chosen in period t whenever the total
welfare this policy choice would generate for dynasty-1 citizens in period t exceeds that
policy 0 would generate for dynasty-0 citizens.
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Lemma 1 (Technocratic policymaking). If a technocratic constitution is in place in period t,
i.e., Ct = T , then policy pt is set to 1 if and only if µt >

ῑt
ιt
(1− µt).

The principle governing technocratic policymaking is different from that underpinning
majoritarian policymaking. Lemma 2 says that a majoritarian democracy chooses policy
1 whenever dynasty 1 is the majority.

Lemma 2 (Majoritarian policymaking). If a majoritarian constitution is in place in period t,
i.e., Ct = M, then policy pt is set to 1 if and only if µt = M .

These two principles do not necessarily lead to contrasting results. For example, if the
majority’s preference intensity is high, compared to the minority’s, technocrats choose
the policy preferred by the majority (Lemma 1). Even with low majority preference in-
tensity, majoritarian and technocratic democracy can lead to the same policy outcome.
Corollary 1 says that this occurs when the size of the majority M is sufficiently large so
that Mℓ—the total benefit from its preferred policy—is greater than (1 − M)h—the total
benefit from the minority preferred policy.

Corollary 1. Suppose Mℓ > h (1−M), then policymaking is identical under both technocratic
and majoritarian democracy.

When Mℓ < h (1−M), however, policymaking under a technocratic democracy may
differ from that under a majoritarian one.

3.3 Constitutional choice and the lure of technocracy

We now examine endogenous constitutional choice. In our model, what drives this choice
is the majority’s expectation over future policymaking under the two possible constitu-
tional arrangements. With some abuse of notation, let E

[
ud

(
pC
)
| µt, ιt

]
denote the ex-

pected utility for dynasty d citizens in period t from policymaking in period t + 1 under
constitution Ct+1 = C, conditional on society being characterized by µt and ιt.

To build intuition, first consider a majority with high relative preference intensity.
From Corollary 1, we know that future policymaking under technocratic and majoritarian
democracy is identical if Mℓ > h (1−M). Therefore, when this condition holds, citizens
are indifferent between the two constitutions; and, by assumption, any constitution is
stable and whatever constitution is inherited in period t = 1 remains in place forever.

Next, consider the more interesting case where technocratic and majoritarian democ-
racy may be in conflict: Mℓ < h (1−M). Without loss of generality, suppose dynasty
1 is the majority: (µt, ιt) = (M,h). When evaluating future payoffs under majoritarian

11



democracy, dynasty-1 citizens in period t must account for the possibility of losing major-
ity status: with probability 1−πµ, they will be in the minority tomorrow. Hence, choosing
a majoritarian constitution for period t+ 1 will yield their preferred policy, pt=1 = 1, only
with probability πµ. How much citizens in the same dynasty in period t + 1 will benefit
from such a policy will depend on their future relative preference intensities. The latter
will remain high with probability πι, but will change to being low with 1− πι:

E
[
u1

(
pM

)
| M,h

]
= πµ (πιh+ (1− πι) ℓ) . (4)

Their other option is delegation to technocrats who maximize total welfare. Because Mℓ <

h (1−M), technocrats will choose to implement policy 1 only when dynasty-1 citizens in
period t+ 1 have relatively high preference intensity:

E
[
u1

(
pT

)
| M,h

]
= πιh. (5)

Which option dynasty-1 citizens prefer in period-t depends on their expectations. If a
change in majority status is very unlikely—i.e., πµ is large—then E

[
u1

(
pM

)
| M, ℓ

]
is

larger. If, however, a change in majority status is very likely—πµ close to 1/2—while pref-
erence intensities are expected to be stable—πι large—then they may prefer a technocratic
constitution.

Lemma 3 (The constitutional preferences of high-intensity majorities.). A majority with
high (relative) preference intensity prefers a majoritarian democracy if

πµ ≥ h

h+ 1−πι

πι
ℓ
.

The case of a majority with low preference intensity ((µt, ιt) = (M, ℓ)) is similar, albeit
not identical. As before, majoritarian democracy yields the preferred policy whenever
the majority remains unchanged. This policy, however, is less likely to benefit period-
t + 1 members of the dynasty because their future preference intensity remains low with
probability πι:

E
[
u1

(
pM

)
| M, ℓ

]
= πµ ((1− πι)h+ πιℓ) . (6)

A technocratic democracy may also yield their preferred policy, though only if future
preference intensities reverse, so that period-t + 1 members of the dynasty have high
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preference intensity:

E
[
u1

(
pT

)
| M, ℓ

]
= (1− πι)h. (7)

Lemma 4 (The constitutional preferences of low-intensity majorities.). A majority with low
preference intensity prefers a majoritarian democracy if

πµ ≥ h

h+ πι

1−πι
ℓ
.

A low-preference-intensity majority prefers majoritarian democracy more strongly than a
high-intensity one. All else equal, both majorities are equally likely to persist, but the lure
of protection that technocratic democracy offers is more valuable for the high-preference-
intensity majority: even if it were it to lose its majority status, it would be unlikely to
lose its high-intensity status, so that future technocrats would protect its interest. The
higher the persistence of preference intensities, πι, the greater the expected value of this
protection.

In contrast, a low-preference-intensity majority has more to lose from choosing tech-
nocratic democracy because technocrats will likely choose their least preferred policy.
Still, technocratic policymaking can remain appealing: when the majority is very unsta-
ble (πµ close to 1/2), the risk of losing majority status is high, and the cost of losing is
greatest when future citizens have high preference intensities. Thus, if the persistence
of preference intensities, πι, is sufficiently low, even a low-preference-intensity majority
prefers technocratic democracy because it best protects its interests.

3.4 Constitutional stability

Our focus is on the conditions that make technocratic or majoritarian constitutions stable
in that the majority in a given period would preserve these institutions. We now show
that, depending on the parameters of the model, three types of regime emerge in equilib-
rium.

Stable technocratic democracy. In this regime, constitutional reforms happen at most
once in period 1, when the majority chooses to establish a technocratic democracy.

Stable majoritarian democracy. In this regime, constitutional reforms happen at most
once in period 1, when the majority chooses to establish a majoritarian democracy.
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Figure 1: Typology of regimes when Mℓ < h
ℓ
(1−M).

Technocratic-majoritarian cycles. In this regime, in every period t, the majority chooses
to establish a technocratic democracy if it has relatively high preference intensity; it chooses
a majoritarian democracy if it has relatively low preference intensity. Constitutional re-
forms happen whenever there is a change of majority or a change of relative preference
intensity, but not when both changes happen simultaneously. I.e., in steady state, consti-
tutional reforms happen with probability (1− πµ) πι + πµ (1− πι) in each period.

Proposition 5, illustrated in Figure 1, describes when each of these regimes arises.

Proposition 5 (Constitutional stability and cycles.). Suppose Mℓ > h
ℓ
(1−M), then all con-

stitutions are stable. Otherwise,

1. πµ ≤ h
h+ πι

1−πι
ℓ

induces a stable technocratic democracy;

2. h
h+ πι

1−πι
ℓ
< πµ < h

h+ 1−πι
πι

ℓ
induces technocratic-majoritarian cycles;

3. πµ ≥ h
h+ 1−πι

πι
ℓ

induces a stable majoritarian democracy.

Intuitively, a stable technocratic democracy emerges only if the lure of technocracy is
strong enough, even for low-preference-intensity majorities. This requires such a major-
ity to believe both that it is likely to lose its majority status (πµ sufficiently small) and that

14



it is sufficiently likely that its future citizens will have relatively high preference inten-
sity (πι sufficiently small). For a majoritarian democracy to be stable, in contrast, even a
majority with high preference intensity must prefer majority rule to the reassurance that
technocrats will protect it from a change in majority status. Such a majority must therefore
believe that a change in majority is unlikely (πµ sufficiently large), while it is sufficiently
likely that its future citizens will have low preference intensity (πι sufficiently small) so
that the protection of technocrats is of sufficiently low value.

Between these regimes lies a hybrid regime, featuring cycles of technocratic and ma-
joritarian democracies. This regime emerges when preference intensities change infre-
quently because infrequent changes increase both the lure of technocracy for high-pref-
erence-intensity majorities and the desire for direct majoritarian control among low-inten-
sity majorities.

3.5 Persistence shocks and regime changes

The comparative statics in the previous section can be best understood by extending
the model. Suppose that πµ and πι are subject to shocks over time. Because the agents
in our model only choose variables for the current and next periods, it is immaterial
whether these shocks are anticipated. Therefore, a shock to either persistence parame-
ter can change the equilibrium regime from the time of the shock onward. The following
two corollaries summarize these comparative statics results in light of this extension.

Corollary 2. In a stable technocratic democracy, a sufficiently large shock in the persistence of
majority status πµ to π′

µ > πµ induces either technocratic-majoritarian cycles or a stable majori-
tarian democracy. In a society characterized by technocratic-majoritarian cycles, the same shock
can only give rise to a stable majoritarian democracy. Conversely, in a majoritarian democracy, a
shock in the persistence of majority status πµ to π′

µ < πµ induces either technocratic-majoritarian
cycles or a stable technocratic democracy.

Corollary 3. A sufficiently large shock in the persistence of (relative) preference intensities πι to
π′
ι > πι can only give rise to technocratic-majoritarian cycles, irrespective of the prior constitu-

tional arrangement. Conversely, a shock in the persistence of preference intensities πι to π′
ι < πι

moves a society characterized by technocratic-majoritarian cycles into a stable majoritarian democ-
racy if πµ is sufficiently large, and, otherwise, into a stable technocratic democracy.
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3.6 Governing technocratic-majoritarian cycles

So far, we have studied how changes in our two key model parameters affect the prevail-
ing regime. For example, increasing the stability of majorities, πµ, may induce a stable ma-
joritarian democracy and terminate technocratic-majoritarian cycles. Yet, not all increases
in πµ reduce the frequency of such cycles. We therefore now turn to how small changes
in a society’s persistence parameters influence the frequency of technocratic-majoritarian
cycles. We also interpret these results through a normative lens. Institutional and policy
changes are unlikely to generate large shifts in the persistence parameters, but may in-
duce small changes. Therefore, the following proposition can be interpreted as indicating
the likely effect of policy changes that affect πµ and πι on the frequency with which we
should expect constitutional reforms.

Proposition 6 (Social persistence and the frequency of constitutional reforms.). All else
equal, the frequency of constitutional reforms:

1. equals 0 for πµ ≤ h
h+ πι

1−πι
ℓ

and πµ ≥ h
h+ 1−πι

πι
ℓ
. It is decreasing in πµ for πµ ∈

(
h

h+ 1−πι
πι

ℓ
,

h
h+ πι

1−πι
ℓ

)
;

2. if πµ > h/ (h+ ℓ), it equals 0 for πι ≤ ℓ

ℓ+
1−πµ
πµ

h
and is decreasing in πι for πι >

ℓ

ℓ+
1−πµ
πµ

h
;

3. if πµ < h/ (h+ ℓ), it equals 0 for πι ≤ h
h+

πµ
1−πµ

ℓ
and is decreasing in πι for πι >

h
h+

πµ
1−πµ

ℓ
.

Intuitively, small changes in πµ and πι have no effect on the frequency of constitutional
reforms in stable technocratic or majoritarian democracies. Instead, when technocratic-
majoritarian cycles arise in equilibrium, marginal increases in πµ and πι affect the fre-
quency with which cycles arise because they directly affect the probability that there is a
change in majority status, or a change in relative preference intensity. While greater (rel-
ative) preference intensity can cause cycles (Proposition 5)—because the current majority
fears minority-but-high-preference-intensity status—marginal increases in this parame-
ter reduce the frequency of cycles. This is because they reduce the frequency with which
the majority changes intensity and reforms the constitution towards a majoritarian (if it
becomes low-intensity) or technocratic (if it becomes high-intensity) democracy.

3.7 Constitutional crises and democratic backsliding

Institutional, or even constitutional, reforms that attempt to dismantle independent au-
thorities or limit judicial power are often accompanied by concerns about executive over-
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reach and democratic backsliding (Grillo et al., 2024).8 While some governments may
only wish to rein in the power of technocrats, others may pursue such reforms to con-
centrate power in their own hands and, in the process, undermine democratic norms.9

These concerns have a long lineage in democratic theory: from Polybius to Montesquieu,
scholars have emphasized the importance of institutional constraints on the will of the
(current) majority as essential for the survival of democracy (Ryan, 2013). Crucially, this
tension can be exacerbated by technocrats resisting “majoritarian“ reforms, leading to
institutional crises, legal confrontations, and—in extreme cases—political violence.

Given the potential for “majoritarian“ reforms to accelerate democratic backsliding,
would a majority worried about backsliding still support such reforms? Consider a
dynasty-1 majority with low preference intensity that considers whether to replace a tech-
nocratic constitution with a majoritarian one. Maintaining the status quo will yield their
preferred policy next period only if future preference intensities reverse:

E
[
u1

(
pT

)
| M, ℓ

]
= (1− πι)h. (8)

Instead, adopting a majoritarian constitution yields the preferred policy whenever the
majority persists, while carrying the risk of autocratization, where policies will be imple-
mented which, in expectation, deviate from the majority’s desired policy. Let β denote
the probability of democratic backsliding and A < h dynasty 1’s expected payoff under
autocracy. Then, the expected payoff of attempting to constitutional reform is given by:

E
[
u1

(
pM

)
| M, ℓ

]
= βA+ (1− β)πµ ((1− πι)h+ πιℓ) . (9)

Hence, such a majority will attempt to reform the constitution whenever

πµ >
(1− πι)h− βA

(1− β) ((1− πι)h+ πιℓ)
. (10)

It follows that, even in the extreme case in which an autocracy yields the least preferred
policy for dynasty 1 with certainty (A = 0), for any risk of backsliding β, a dynasty-1
majority with low preference intensity would prefer to reform the constitution so long as

8The conditions under which citizens support autocratically-minded candidates is a central focus of the
demand-side literature on democratic backsliding (e.g. Graham and Svolik, 2020; Jacob et al., 2024).

9Autocratization can also be driven by technocrats, though we prescind from analyzing this.
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the persistence of majorities, πµ, and of preference intensities, πι, are sufficiently large:

πµ >
1

1− β

h

h+ πι

1−πι
ℓ
. (11)

Thus, technocratic-majoritarian cycles can be a feature of democracies, even when the
majority is concerned about democratic backsliding. This naturally leads to the question
as to how constitutional or institutional reforms affect the probability of such backsliding.

By way of addressing this question, suppose institutional checks on the majority are
strengthened, e.g., in the form of greater delegation to technocrats. These checks lower,
though do not eliminate, the risk of backsliding, β: for any given cycle of reforms, back-
sliding is less likely. Expression (11) implies that a lower β can move a democracy from a
stable technocratic democracy into the parameter space where technocratic-majoritarian
cycles arise. In the steady state, technocratic-majoritarian cycles produce a majoritarian
reform with strictly positive probability in each period. Thus, stronger institutions aimed
at protecting democracy from backsliding increase the long-run (t → ∞) probability of
backsliding from 0 (in a stable technocratic democracy) to 1 (in technocratic-majoritarian
cycles),10 despite decreasing the probability of backsliding for any given generation.

4 Illustrating the model qualitatively

We now discuss how our model helps explain real-world shifts in the balance between
the technocratic and majoritarian components of liberal democracy. To do so, we examine
three brief case studies, each highlighting policy dimensions that illustrate different man-
ifestations of technocratic-majoritarian cycles.11 Our case studies not only span different
realms of policymaking, but also involve different forms of delegation. In the first case,
delegation takes the conventional form of rule changes expanding technocratic decision-
making authority. In the second, compliance with fiscal rules is delegated to judges. In the
third, delegation involves expert advisory bodies proposing emissions reduction targets
and courts seeking to enforce the rights of future generations. While we readily acknowl-
edge that these different types of delegation are subject to different political dynamics,
such nuances are too specific to be captured by a model as general as ours. Nevertheless,
we believe that these different kinds of delegation highlight the broad applicability of the
logic we set out above.

10This result is reminiscent of Gratton and Lee (2024b).
11Other policy dimensions have historically fallen more squarely within either the majoritarian (e.g., the

definition of crimes) or technocratic (e.g., judicial decisions) components of liberal democracy.
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4.1 Central bank independence

Central bank independence (CBI) is widely seen as a prime example of successful techno-
cratic delegation. It has, however, increasingly come under attack in recent years, partic-
ularly from populist leaders.

Proponents of CBI contend that democratically elected governments have incentives
to manipulate the business cycle to boost their electoral fortunes, even at the cost of lower
long-run average growth.12 More than the largely academic debate over the inflationary
effects of politically engineered business cycles, it was the stagflation of the 1970s that
underscored, for policymakers and voters alike, the importance of combating inflation
and central banks’ critical role in that regard. Stagflation led center-right and conserva-
tive parties in many industrialized democracies to become increasingly wary of unions,
viewing their wage demands as triggers for wage-price spirals—which exacerbated infla-
tionary pressures from the oil price shocks of the 1970s (Olson, 1984). In essence, there
was growing dissatisfaction with the center left prioritizing low unemployment over low
inflation.

Against this backdrop, economists and financial experts embraced economic ideas
that saw the curbing of inflation, namely price stability, as central banks’ principal re-
sponsibility. These ideas quickly became dominant in technocratic circles and gained
broader political acceptance when conservative parties came to power in the late 1970s
and early 1980s. Increasingly open capital markets in the post-Cold-War period pro-
vided additional incentives for stable, predictable, and credible monetary policy, broad-
ening the low-inflation majority coalition to include third-way social democratic leaders,
such as Tony Blair and Gerhard Schröder. Yet, the political forces willing to tolerate rela-
tively high inflation to avoid increases in unemployment were only weakened, not dead.
The inflation-averse majority accordingly remained concerned about losing power, but
could count on economists and bankers to faithfully implement a low-inflation mandate
(Adolph, 2013). These are precisely the conditions that our model predicts are conducive
to technocratic delegation: a majority aligned with technocrats, anticipating electoral de-
feat, yet confident their preferences will be upheld by these independent policymakers.

In fact, central banks became more independent in the 1980s and 1990s, as Figure
2 shows. Delegating monetary policy to independent central bankers largely worked
(Romelli, 2022). Most industrialized democracies saw their inflation rates decline, even

12Debate continues about the empirical evidence for political business cycles (Blinder, 2022).
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Figure 2: Central bank independence score by Romelli (2022) for selected advanced in-
dustrialized democracies, 1945–2023. The theoretical scale of the variable is the closed
unit interval. The dark blue line indicates the average value across all countries.

if the process was often painful.13 In our model, such a constitutional arrangement is
stable when, even governments preferring higher inflation, nevertheless trust that central
bankers would allow inflation to increase if the economic and social cost of price stability
become too high. The 1990s may thus represent a stable technocratic democracy, with
both unstable majorities (low πµ) and (in expectation) volatile technocratic policymaking
(low πι).

This period of uncontested CBI, we next argue, ended with the 2007-2008 financial
crisis and the subsequent financial turmoil in the Eurozone. The effects of these crises
exacerbated the divergence between the high(er)-inflation camp and technocratic views—
increasing expectations that the alliance between technocrats and the low-inflation camp
(a higher πι) would be cemented.

Since then, populist leaders have increasingly targeted CBI with invective, vowing
to restore power to the “people“ (Monnet, 2024; Tucker, 2019). A notable example is

13The “Volcker disinflation“ of the 1980s—implemented via stark interest rate increases—caused two se-
vere recessions in the U.S. (Blinder, 2022), whilst also contributing to sovereign debt crises in many emerg-
ing economies.
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U.S. President Trump, who openly toyed with the idea of curtailing the Fed’s indepen-
dence during the early days of his second presidency (DiGiuseppe et al., 2025). Using
a synthetic control approach on a global sample of populist leaders, Funke et al. (2023)
show that, on average, inflation increases by just under ten percentage points in the first
five years after the election of populists (see also Gavin and Manger, 2023). This reinforces
the quantitative and comparative relevance of the Trump example.

This populist backlash against independent monetary policy arises naturally in our
model when citizens favoring higher inflation believe that technocrats are unlikely to
align with their preferences or interests in the near future, i.e. they perceive πι as low.
Recent empirical evidence supports this view. Central bank policies have had signifi-
cant distributional effects and constrained governments in other policy domains. Relying
on Norwegian data (1984-2019), Fagereng et al. (2025) document “asset-price redistribu-
tion“: monetary policy led to redistribution from (i) the young to the old and (ii) the poor
to the wealthy (see also Andersen et al., 2023, on Denmark) by increasing the values of
assets disproportionately owned by the old and wealthy. Indeed, analyzing the corpus
of ECB speeches (1999-2019), Braun et al. (2024) show that the ECB, at least prior to 2015,
consistently advocated labor market liberalization to improve the transmission of mone-
tary policy, thus constraining governments. In line with our model, mounting frustration
over the distributive and constraining effects of central bank policy has fueled support
for populists promising to return power over monetary policymaking to the “people“.

4.2 Fiscal rules

Fiscal rules—constraints on debt levels, debt growth, or budget deficits—map into our
model in ways similar to the CBI example, with one important exception. The push to
abolish or relax fiscal rules is not always driven by populists, as in the case of the German
“debt“ brake.

Fiscal rules aim to mitigate the negative fiscal externalities of electoral politics, notably
wasteful spending and excessive public debt accumulation (Alesina and Passalacqua,
2016). Depending on their design, however, fiscal rules can also hinder governments’
ability to pursue countercyclical fiscal policy during recessions, which is why they are
often looked askance at by macroeconomists (Medas et al., 2022). Our model comple-
ments this political economy logic by explaining why constitutionally enshrined fiscal
rules emerge. They offer a form of insurance for majority coalitions that (i) are harmed
by rising debt, (ii) fear losing power to pro-deficit-spending forces, and (iii) expect courts
to uphold fiscal discipline. While acknowledging the contingencies shaping the adop-
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tion of such rules, we believe this logic helps explain why so many different advanced
economies introduced fiscal rules, particularly in the period from 1995 to 2005, as shown
in Figure 3. The figure also indicates that fiscal rules tend persist once implemented, sug-
gesting that even left-wing governments adhere to rules that constrain their fiscal wig-
gle room, despite these constraints conflicting with the (new-)Keynesian macroeconomic
paradigm they often (implicitly) embrace. Our theoretical framework helps resolve this
puzzle. Institutional stability arises when different majorities benefit from technocratic
decision-making (low πµ and πι).

Figure 3: Number of advanced economies with fiscal rules, 1985–2021. The data are taken
from the International Monetary Fund’s Fiscal Rules Dataset (Medas et al., 2022), which also
provides further information on the definition of the different types of fiscal rules.

Despite a period of technocratic stability, fiscal rules have come under growing pres-
sure in recent years—especially from center-left parties, including some of those that orig-
inally supported them. The German Social Democrats (SPD), for instance, co-introduced
the “debt brake” with the Christian Democrats (CDU/CSU) in 2009, capping annual fed-
eral borrowing at 0.35% of GDP (Grimm et al., 2024). Yet, by the 2025 election, center-left
manifestos called for loosening these constraints. This shift culminated in a constitutional
amendment, backed by the SPD, CDU/CSU, and Greens, that relaxes the fiscal constraints
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of the debt brake.14

Although explaining the reform’s specifics lies beyond the scope of our model, it helps
clarify why support for the debt brake had been eroding for some time—by lending cre-
dence to a conventional explanation for an unconventional reason. The German Constitu-
tional Court, in a ruling in late 2023, adopted a strict, fiscally constraining interpretation
of the debt brake, which left the traffic-light (SPD, Greens, and FDP) coalition’s budget in
tatters and contributed to its premature collapse. This ruling signaled to the bloc of main-
stream left parties (the Greens and SPD) that the debt brake, as interpreted by the court,
would persistently15 favor the “other group“: the fiscal hawks represented by the liber-
als, FDP, and, to some extent, the CDU/CSU. In the language of our model, this increases
the probability that technocratic policymaking would consistently support stricter fiscal
rules, a greater πι. Hence, the ruling, undermined—for better or worse—the stability of
the debt brake, as reflected in the 2025 federal election campaign and the debt brake’s
subsequent relaxation.

4.3 Climate policy

Our final case—climate policy—illustrates two points. First, technocratic delegation tends
to be stable when public support is broad but shallow and policy costs are widely dis-
persed. Second, the risk of majoritarian backlash against the “climate technocracy“, in-
cluding the judicialization of climate policy, rises when ambitious emissions targets re-
quire policies that impose concentrated costs, especially on the same segment of the pop-
ulation.

The starting point of this brief case study is that climate policy—particularly in Eu-
rope, the region with the highest level of policy ambition (Nachtigall et al., 2024)—has
heavily relied on technocratic delegation at both the national and EU levels. At the EU
level, perhaps the most notable example is the EU Emissions Trading Scheme I (EU ETS I),
a carbon pricing mechanism, designed and administered by EU officials, primarily cov-
ering the industry and energy sectors. Since the late 2000s, climate-related technocratic
structures have also proliferated at the national level. Figure 4, taken from Zwar et al.
(2025), visualizes the increase in climate advisory bodies since 2000. In some cases, these
bodies meaningfully constrain governments. The UK Climate Change Committee (UK
CCC), for instance, is tasked with proposing carbon budgets—five-year emission reduc-

14The reform exempts defense spending above 1% of GDP from the rule and creates a €500 billion Son-
dervermögen (special-purpose vehicle) for infrastructure, including climate, investment (Zettelmeyer, 2025).

15This is not least because the German Constitutional Court’s judicial review powers rank among the
greatest in the democratic world (Manow, 2024).
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tion targets that governments have to set twelve years in advance. Although not legally
binding, it is widely recognized that deviating from the UK CCC’s advice on these climate
targets carries significant reputational costs (Zwar et al., 2025). The final example is the
increase in climate litigation, especially at the national level (Setzer and Higham, 2025).In
a landmark 2021 ruling, the German Constitutional Court held that the government was
legally obliged to increase the ambition of its climate policy in the present to safeguard the
“intertemporal freedom rights“ of future generations, that is, to avoid shifting excessive
burdens onto them (Setzer and Higham, 2025).

Figure 4: Number of climate advisory bodies in OECD countries, 2000–2022 (Nachtigall
et al., 2024; Zwar et al., 2025)

Whilst delegation occurred for various reasons in these instances (Edenhofer and Flach-
sland, 2025, Section 3.6), our model highlights a key commonality. Because climate policy
was contested from the get-go (e.g., by climate skeptics), delegation allowed the pro-
climate majority to insure against the possibility of future governments being hostile to
climate action, or rejecting climate science altogether. Pro-climate forces had every rea-
son to expect that technocrats would act in line with their preferences. A case in point
is the Stern Review, which explicitly argued that the cost of climate inaction exceeded the
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cost of action, while providing much of the intellectual justification for the 2008 UK Cli-
mate Change Act (Zwar et al., 2025). The success of the EU ETS I in reducing emissions
reinforces the soundness of this logic (Colmer et al., 2025).

This success notwithstanding, the stability of climate technocracy, we suggest, de-
pended on technocrats’ ability to distribute costs across the population.16 Diffuse costs
allowed them, in our model’s language, to ensure that shifting majorities would bear the
costs of climate policy. This was also important because, while there was widespread sup-
port for some climate action in the 2000s and 2010s in Europe, citizens’ tolerance for high
personal costs was limited (Neligan and Diermeier, 2025). Consistent with our model—
which predicts institutional stability when majorities are volatile and the effects of tech-
nocratic policymaking are distributed unevenly—climate delegation largely resulted in
policies that generated concentrated benefits for a small group of producers, while dis-
persing costs widely across consumers, as illustrated by Germany’s “Renewable Feed-in
Tariff” (Alberdi, 2024; Edenhofer and Flachsland, 2025).

Drawing on our theoretical results, we argue that the backlash against “climate tech-
nocracy“, evident in calls to repeal the EU Green Deal and dismantle national climate leg-
islation, partly reflects growing fears among certain segments of the population that they
may become the perennial losers of the green transition. In most industrialized countries,
the power sector accounts for the bulk of emissions reductions, whereas emissions in the
transport and building sectors have declined only slowly, if at all. Decarbonizing these
sectors is not only essential for achieving these countries’ (ambitious) climate targets, but
also imposes visible costs on consumers, unlike most of climate action to date. These costs
tend to be concentrated on rural and poorer households (Missbach and Steckel, 2024).
While plans exist for compensating climate losers (e.g., Just Transition plans in EU coun-
tries), the failure to mitigate past economic shocks (e.g., trade liberalization) may cause
these households to doubt whether they will be adequately protected. This, in turn, may
explain the appeal of majoritarian, populist promises to rein in climate technocrats.

5 Conclusion

In this paper, we proposed a stylized theory of the rise and fall of technocratic democ-
racies. Our central argument is that majorities fearing the loss of power in the future,
but whose preferences align with the policies promoted by technocrats, are most likely
to delegate policymaking to independent authorities. Using a formal model, we identi-

16The ability of technocrats and governments to create particularistic benefits via, for instance, the allo-
cation of free allowances to producers also contributed to stability (Sato et al., 2022).
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fied the conditions under which such a constitutional arrangement is stable in the sense
that all successive majorities support it. Stable technocratic democracies may not sur-
vive, however, when societies become more stable—when either majority coalitions or
the alignment of preferences between a social group and technocrats persist over time.
Such social shocks can trigger frequent cycles of constitutional reforms, causing democ-
racies to oscillate between more technocratic and more majoritarian forms of government.

We examined how such dynamics may have played out in industrialized democracies
in recent decades, especially in the realms of monetary, fiscal, and climate policies. Our
framework is also useful for studying contentious political debates over minority rights.
For example, in the U.S., more progressive majorities have favored an expansionary view
of these rights. To protect these rights and in some instances enshrine them constitu-
tionally, they have therefore delegated authority to judges—most notably in the Supreme
Court’s decision in Roe v. Wade, which established a constitutional right to abortion. While
this judicial intervention was viewed by many as a normatively important step toward
gender equality, it also generated sustained political backlash, ultimately contributing
to its reversal in Dobbs v. Jackson. This dynamic illustrates a broader dilemma: rights
secured through judicial delegation, especially without enduring majoritarian support,
may prove vulnerable to future retrenchment.

We conclude by remarking that, beyond our model, technocratic-majoritarian cycles
can pose a threat to the stability and resilience of democratic institutions. In particular,
heated political debates over constitutional or institutional reforms may heighten social
tensions and fuel demand for strongman leaders capable of imposing the preferences
of one group on the rest of society. Such cycles can thus erode democratic institutions
and create repeated opportunities for democratic backsliding. As argued in Section 3.7,
strengthening checks and balances can slow democratic backsliding in the short run, but
might increase its risk in the long run by making technocratic-majoritarian cycles more
likely. Somewhat paradoxically, perhaps, our theory suggests that democratic backsliding
is particularly likely in societies with stable majorities and enduring alliances between the
ruling majority and technocrats. Precisely because of this stability, a newly empowered
majority opposed to technocrats has the strongest incentives to enact sweeping reforms—
such as those promised by U.S. President Trump for his second term—that dismantle tech-
nocratic structures while concentrating more power in the hands of elected politicians.
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Schäfer, Armin and Michael Zürn, Die demokratische Regression, Berlin: Suhrkamp Verlag,
March 2021.

Setzer, Joana and Catherine Higham, “Global trends in climate change litigation,” Tech-
nical Report, Grantham Institute, London 2025.

Sunstein, Cass R., “The Economic Constitution of the United States,” Journal of Economic
Perspectives, May 2024, 38 (2), 25–42.

Tucker, Paul, Unelected Power: The Quest for Legitimacy in Central Banking and the Regulatory
State, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019.

Voeten, Erik, “Populism and Backlashes against International Courts,” Perspectives on
Politics, June 2020, 18 (2), 407–422.

Zettelmeyer, Jeroin, “What does German debt brake reform mean for Europe?,” Bruegel
Blog, April 2025.

Zwar, Claudia, Jacob Edenhofer, and Christian Flachsland, “Introducing and applying
the Climate Institutions Analysis Framework (CIAF),” SocArXiv Preprint, July 2025.

31



Appendix

A Omitted proofs

Proof of Lemma 1. Follows immediately from the maximization of (3) with respect to pt ∈
{0, 1}.

Proof of Lemma 2. Follows immediately from the maximization of (1) and (2) with respect
to pt ∈ {0, 1}.

Proof of Lemma 3. Set (4) greater than (5) and solve for πµ.

Proof of Lemma 4. Set (6) greater than (7) and solve for πµ.

Proof of Proposition 5. First, notice that by Corollary 1, when Mℓ > h(1−M) then the ma-
jority in every period is indifferent between the two constitutions. Hence, all constitutions
are stable. Assume Mℓ ≤ h(1−M).

1. Suppose πµ ≤ h
h+ πι

1−πι
ℓ
. Then, by Lemmas 3 and 4, both high and low-intensity

majorities prefer a technocratic democracy. Hence, technocratic democracy is stable.

2. Suppose h
h+ πι

1−πι
ℓ
< πµ < h

h+ 1−πι
πι

ℓ
. Then, by Lemma 3, a high-intensity majority

prefers a technocratic democracy; by Lemma 4, a low-intensity majority prefers a
majoritarian democracy. Therefore, the polity goes through technocratic-majoritarian
cycles.

3. Suppose πµ ≥ h
h+ 1−πι

πι
ℓ
. Then, by Lemmas 3 and 4, both high and low-intensity ma-

jorities prefer a majoritarian democracy. Hence, majoritarian democracy is stable.

Proof of Proposition 6. Part 1: The first statement follows directly from Proposition 5, Points 1
and 3. From Proposition 5, Point 2, and the characterization of technocratic-majoritarian
cycles, for intermediate values of πµ the frequency of constitutional reforms is given by
(1− πµ) πι + πµ (1− πι), which is decreasing in πµ.

Part 2: Assume πµ > h/ (h+ ℓ). Then, by Proposition 5, Point 3, πι ≤ ℓ

ℓ+
1−πµ
πµ

h
induces

a stable majoritarian democracy and the frequency of constitutional reforms equals 0.
Otherwise, the frequency of constitutional reforms is given by (1− πµ) πι + πµ (1− πι),
which is decreasing in πι.

i



Part 3: Assume πµ < h/ (h+ ℓ). Then, by Proposition 5, Point 1, πι ≤ h
h+

πµ
1−πµ

ℓ
induces a

stable technocratic democracy and the frequency of constitutional reforms equal 0. Oth-
erwise, the frequency of constitutional reforms is given by (1− πµ) πι + πµ (1− πι), which
is decreasing in πι.
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