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Abstract

Autocrats use secret police to stay in power, deterring and suppressing opposition to their rule. Existing research suggests
that secret police succeed at this but also that they are not as ubiquitous as one may assume. We thus explore under which
conditions secret police emerge in dictatorships. We develop a theoretical framework for potential predictors and apply sta-
tistical variable selection techniques to identify which of several candidate variables extracted from the literature on state
security forces and authoritarian survival hold explanatory power. Our results suggest that secret police are more likely
to emerge where rulers face structural, regime-external threats, such as organized anti-system mobilization and interna-
tionalrivals, witness successful regime-internal contestation abroad, and have sufficient material resources and personalized
power to establish such organizations. This research contributes to our understanding of autocrats’ institutional choices and

authoritarian politics.

Keywords

Introduction

Secret police are a key instrument in the autocrat’s quest to
suppress opposition and remain in power. They are specialists
in surveillance and preventive repression, as they are tasked
with instilling fear, deterring dissident political mobilization, and,
where such mobilization takes place, putting an end to it before
it can escalate to threaten the ruler. Accordingly, existing work
shows that secret police reduce both individual and collective
resistance (Choulis et al., 2024; Hager & Krakowski, 2022), as
they are associated with increased physical repression (Mehrl &
Choulis, 2024) but also succeed at deterring dissent, with evidence
from Eastern Germany linking their presence to reduced political
imprisonment (Steinert, 2023).

Recent research has thus begun to elucidate how secret police,
such as the Stasi, Pinochet’s DINA/CNI, and Assad’s Political Secu-
rity Directorate, keep autocrats in power. Secret police can be
defined as “an internal security agency that uses violent policing
practices and intelligence operations against political opponents
or dissidents while being autonomous from the rest of the security
apparatus” (Mehrl & Choulis, 2024, p.995). They thus differ from
internal security institutions that report to the military, conduct
operations combining violent policing and intelligence against
criminal rather than political targets, target political opponents

secret police, security force structure, authoritarian politics, autocracy, variable selection

exclusively through intelligence work, or, like paramilitaries and
militias, combine violence against such opponents with minimal
intelligence activity! (Mehrl & Choulis, 2024; Plate & Darvi, 1982).

Earlier work has studied the principal-agent relationship
between ruler and secret police, highlighting autocrats’ incen-
tives to limit their subordinates’ competence (Dragu & Przeworski,
2019; Egorov & Sonin, 2011; Zakharov, 2016), and the career pres-
sures pushing subordinates to join secret police (Scharpf &
GlaRel, 2020, 2022). More recently, research investigates how
secret police handle intelligence supplied by informants at risk
of exposure (Liu et al., 2026). What may get lost across this body
of work is that secret police are not an automatic feature of auto-
cratic governance as global data documents them in less than a
third of nondemocracies over the period 1950-2018 (Choulis et
al., 2024). This raises the question—when and where are secret
police formed in autocracies?

Here, we answer this question. We develop a framework
distinguishing potential predictors of secret police formation
along three dimensions—willingness-opportunity, structure-
shock, and regime internal-regime external—and then identify
candidate predictors from existing research on authoritarian

L Additionally, militias differ from secret police in their informal links to the
state (Carey et al., 2015).
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security force design and survival. We apply a least absolute
shrinkage and selection operator (LASSO, Tibshirani, 1996), which
we modify to facilitate variable selection for binary outcomes
with rare events, to select the subset of these predictors that are
associated with the onset of secret police organizations. Results
suggest that secret police are most likely to be established when
rulers face specific, structural rather than acute threats from out-
side of the regime, and possess the necessary material resources
and power-base to act upon them.

This research advances the literature on authoritarian security
institutions and survival in several ways. First, we develop a theo-
retical framework to categorize different arguments regarding the
drivers of security institutions, and test them against each other
in a principled fashion, finding that some prominent explana-
tions offer little to understanding secret police formation. Second,
we provide the first study of when rulers institute secret police
organizations, thereby, third, providing a foundation for further
research to investigate the role of single predictors from a more
theory-focused and/or causal perspective. Finally, our research
emphasizes that what has regularly been considered a static fea-
ture of autocratic governance—secret police—is a variable to be
explained, highlighting important variation in authoritarian insti-
tutional choices.

Predictors of state security force
structure

Existing research has identified several predictors of state security
force structure, that is, how governments structure their security
apparatus and what types of institutions they choose to invest
in. This research has focused on counterbalancing paramilitaries
and progovernment militias, but also begun to investigate when
governments recruit private military contractors and legionnaires.
As these types of security forces may share commonalities with
secret police, but also important differences such as their main
targets, emphasis on intelligence versus on violence, and clarity
of links to the regime, their identified predictors provide a use-
ful starting point to understand when rulers choose to establish a
secret police.

Afirst set of drivers of state security force structure directly per-
tain to the ruler’s risk of deposition. Along these lines, several
studies find that facing a higher risk of being deposed by regime
elites via a coup d’etat, i.e. the level of internal threat, increases
rulers’ extent of coup-proofing, via the establishment of paramil-
itaries such as presidential guards (Belkin & Schofer, 2003) or
progovernment militias (Ash, 2016; Carey et al., 2016), but also by
hiring private military contractors (Gentil-Fernandes et al., 2024).
But beyond coup risk, research argues that rulers are susceptible
to threats external to their regime, in particular mass-based chal-
lenges such as protests or intrastate conflict (Akins, 2021; Bohmelt
& Clayton, 2018; Carey et al., 2016; Klosek & Souleimanov, 2025),
or even their country, pointing to the role of interstate rivalries
and conflict (Akins, 2021; Ash, 2016; Grasmeder, 2021). Bohmelt
et al. (2017) focus again on the role of coup risk, but show that
regimes learn from external events as they react to the experience
and behaviour of countries facing similar threats.

These studies also identify less direct, structural state features
that rulers can observe to learn about their level of threat, and
then decide on establishing specific security forces, but which may

also constrain rulers in translating these decisions into action.
Democracies are less likely to coup-proof via paramilitaries while
weakly democratic countries are most likely to form progovern-
ment militias (Carey et al., 2015; Pilster & Bohmelt, 2012). Focusing
on autocracies, recent research shows that modes of autocratic
rule matter, with increased personalist power concentration cor-
responding to an increased probability of employing counterbal-
ancing paramilitaries (Escriba-Folch et al., 2020), progovernment
militias (Klosek & Souleimanov, 2025), and legionnaires (Mehrl &
Escriba-Folch, 2024). Finally, focusing on the constraints rulers
face, Bohmelt and Clayton (2018) highlight that some security
force configurations require higher state capacity.

(Potential) predictors of secret
police

The literature on state security forces offers a starting point to
identify factors that push rulers towards or away from estab-
lishing secret police. To facilitate the identification and even-
tual systematic theorization of factors, we distinguish them along
three dimensions. First, willingness and opportunity (Most & Starr,
1984): is the variable expected to affect the ruler’s motivation
to establish a secret police, the ruler’s constraints on this pol-
icy choice, or both? Second, structure versus disruptive events
(Bermeo, 2016; Timoneda et al., 2023): does a variable capture
structural conditions which may affect the baseline probability
of secret police formation, and gradually shift it over time, or a
shock-like event indicating instantaneous changes in the dicta-
tor’s willingness or opportunity for secret police formation? Third,
regime-internal versus external drivers (Bueno de Mesquita et al.,
2003; Roessler, 2011): is a factor located within the regime itself, for
instance as a result of power distribution or regime emergence, or
does it capture the attributes and actions of regime outsiders?
These three dimensions offer a framework to identify and cat-
egorize the potential predictors of secret police formation, and of
policy shifts within authoritarian politics more generally. Accord-
ingly, the distinction between willingness and opportunity reflects
what payoffs a leader expects, and what constraints they face,
when forming secret police, mirroring the distinction between mil-
itaries’ disposition and ability to carry out coups d’etat (Finer,
1962; Powell, 2012). Here, willingness captures that secret police
may assist dictators in navigating a challenging threat environ-
ment (Choulis et al., 2024; Hager & Krakowski, 2022), but also
impose political costs and present threats to the dictator (Egorov &
Sonin, 2011). The opportunity dimension captures that dictators,
even if willing to form a secret police, may be constrained to do
so by their position vis-a-vis other elites (Svolik, 2012) or a lack
of material resources to train and maintain costly security forces
(Bohmelt & Clayton, 2018). The first dimension therefore covers
several dynamics ascribed to authoritarian decision-making, and
captures whether a potential predictor of secret police affects the
rulers’ motivation or obstacles to form such an institution.
Aligning with recent research on authoritarian politics
(Timoneda et al., 2023), the second and third dimension indicate
whether a candidate predictor is a structural feature of or rather
a shock-like shift to a given autocratic context, and whether it
pertains to regime insiders or to actors and dynamics that are
outside of it. This framework, as illustrated in Table 1, enables the

920z Jequisldas o} uo 1senb Aq 5+008.8/6.00elx/seidol/ee01 "0 /10p/ajonie-aoueApe/idl/woo dno-oIWapese Woll Papeojumod



Journal of Peace Research, 2026, Volume 00, Issue 0

Table1l (Potential) predictors of secret police along three dimensions.
(a) Regime-internal predictors
Structure Shock
Willingness Regime & leader duration Coup attempt
Opportunity Personalism; State capacity Coup attempt
(b) Regime-external predictors
Structure Shock
Willingness Excluded ethnic population; substitute security forces Protests; Neighbour coups & protests
Opportunity Wealth; Oil & gas production Economic Growth

Table2 LASSO variable selection using logit- (Model 1) and cloglog-link (Model 2).

Variable Selected in model

Variable Selected in model

Intrastate conflict: Dummy -
Intrastate conflict: Years since -
Neighbourhood intrastate conflicts (count) -
Democracy score -
Coup attempt: Dummy -
Coup attempt: Years since -
Human rights (Latent score) 1,2
State capacity (Latent score) -
Bureaucratic capacity -
Fiscal capacity -
Territorial control -

CSO entry and exit -
CSO repression 1,2
CSO participatory environment 1,2
CSO anti-system movements 1,2
CSO strength -

Regime change -
Urban population (%) -
Economic growth -
Personalization (Latent score) 1,2
Ideological legitimization -
Affiliated forces -

Clientelism -
Ethnically excluded population (%) -
Counterweight Forces -
Counterbalancing -
Military expenditures (Latent score, [n) 1,2
Qil production (Financial value, In) -
Gas production (Financial value, In) -
Election year -

Leader duration 1,2
Regime duration 1,2
Neighbourhood unsuccessful coups (count) -
Neighbourhood successful coups (count) 1,2
International rivalry: Dummy -
International rivalry: Count 1,2
MID: Dummy -
MID: Years since -
MID: Count 1,2
Protest (Latent score) 1,2
Neighbourhood protest (average score) -
GDP p.c. (In) 1,2

Population ((n) -
Neighbourhood: Secret Police (count) -

structured identification and selection of variables to be included
in the empirical models, and facilitates model interpretation.

Here, we provide a first indication of which factors are asso-
ciated with the establishment of secret police institutions. We
thus do not develop a specific, fully formulated theory for each
of them. Instead, we lay the groundwork for such theory develop-
ment via the framework introduced here and exploring which of
the several potential theoretical dynamics actually appear worthy
of investigation.?

In line with earlier research on security force structure, we
include several indicators of events directly threatening the ruler
in our models. For instance, coup attempts are regime-internal
shocks that may shift the ruler’s willingness and opportunity
to form a secret police, while other domestic threats, such as

2 We also opt against developing theoretical hypotheses as testing them
together would likely prove impossible (Keele et al., 2020).

protests, civil and interstate conflict, or those occurring in their
neighbourhood, represent external shocks. In contrast, autocratic
regime type and financial and administrative state capacity repre-
sent structural factors linked to the regime which should mainly
affect the dictator’s opportunity to institute secret police, but
leave their willingness to do so comparatively unaltered. These
factors are placed accordingly into Table 1 and we list their opera-
tionalization in Table 2.

Beyond the predictors taken from existing research on state
security forces, we turn to the broader literature on authoritar-
ian politics to identify further factors within and outside of the
regime, structural or shock-like, that may affect dictator’s oppor-
tunity and/or willingness to create secret police. First, we include
several structural covariates that capture societal risk factors asso-
ciated with anti-government mobilization, which should increase
theruler’srisk perception and, accordingly, willingness toinvestin
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secret police. Therefore, we incorporate covariates capturing pop-
ulation size, the population share of politically excluded ethnic
groups, and urban population share. These variables have been
linked to regime threats and survival strategies (e.g., Chenoweth &
Ulfelder, 2017; Roessler, 2011). Along the same lines, but capturing
closer structural precursors of political mobilization, we include
measures of civil society independence, participation level, and
anti-government civil society organizations. And as rulers may
expect mass mobilization, and thus the need for secret police,
to increase around elections, we include a dummy variable for
election years.

Similarly, we add further structural characteristics of the regime
that capture how established and cohesive the dictator’s rule is,
and hence should affect their perceived need and according will-
ingness to create secret police. Here, we include variables count-
ing the years the current leader and regime have been in power
(Svolik, 2012). We include a measure capturing whether a regime
uses ideological legitimization claims, as such regimes may have
reduced needs for security institutions due to stability arising from
shared goals (Escriba-Folch et al.,2020).3 And given that the ruler’s
expected payoffs from, and thus willingness toinvestin, repressive
agents likely depend on their existing efforts at tackling threats,
we include covariates that measure repression, both generally and
targeted specifically at civil society organizations.

Relatedly, we include as a structural regime feature the exis-
tence of other security institutions with relatively similar tasks as
secret police—counterweight paramilitaries, affiliated forces, and
the overall degree of counterbalancing. Because these actors can
all, to some degree, be used to counter threats emanating from
within the regime as well as other domestic sources of danger, they
may substitute for each other, with the presence of one reducing
rulers’ need to create another. For the same reason, we include
a variable capturing clientelistic rule, which offers an alternative
mode of generating information and control, reducing the need
for formal secret police.

In theory, rulers may choose to create endless parallel secu-
rity institutions to counterbalance each other, but forming even
one such institution requires extensive resources (Bohmelt & Clay-
ton, 2018; Geddes et al., 2018, p.157). We therefore include sev-
eral structural features of the regime’s resource environment,
including the country’s economic performance, defence spend-
ing, and oil and gas production as sources of disposable income
(Fails, 2020). These structural characteristics should affect dicta-
tor’s opportunities to fund the formation of new secret police
institutions, as should shock-like economic growth shifts.

Table 2 lists all covariates included in our models, and their
operationalization. In several cases, we include various opera-
tionalizations and leave selecting among them to the model. We
report data sources forallincluded variables in the supplementary
materials.

Research design

Our analyses employ a dataset covering 120 autocracies over the
period 1951-2018 (Choulis et al., 2024), comprising 3,759 observa-
tions. The target variable y;; is a binary indicator of secret police

3 Alternatively, ideological legitimization claims may trigger increased
necessity to enforce ideological tenets among citizens, thus increasing
regime willingness to form secret police.

onset in countryiand year t, using their first year of recorded exis-
tence to indicate formation, which takes the value 1 if a secret
policeis established and 0 otherwise. We set y; + to missing if secret
police exist but were established before (McGrath, 2015), and dis-
regard formations at time point t if there was no autocracy or
observation att — 1. We observe 31 secret police formations.

Secret police are coded in line with the definition introduced
above along five criteria capturing their targeting of political
opponents, operational independence and secrecy, specialization
in intelligence operations, and regular violent policing practices
(Mehrl & Choulis, 2024). We note that while these data represent
the product of a systematic and sustained coding effort, they have
the limitations of data collection reliant upon existing primary or
secondary sources. Thus, these data may potentially miss secret
police organizations that were insufficiently documented at the
time of data collection, or for which documentation only exists
in languages inaccessible to the coders, and thus may risk under-
counting the number of secret police formations. Given the broad
source basis underlying these data, we believe this risk to be rel-
atively small. But to assess how such undercounting may affect
the results presented here, we investigate how selection proba-
bilities change when randomly adding or omitting secret police
observations. This response perturbation exercise, presented in
the supplementary materials, indicates that our results are robust
to both modifications.

We lag all independent variables listed in Table 2 by one year
to account for the time between changes in the covariates and
their potential effect on secret police formation. Missing values are
imputed using bootstrap-based methods with the Ame1ia pack-
age (Honaker et al., 2011).* For robustness, we impute the dataset
five times, apply our methodology to each imputed version, and
then average the resulting models to obtain stable estimates. As
we are interested in when and where secret police are formed,
we make use of variation across both countries and time. Our
methodology follows a two-step approach: first, we identify the
most relevant covariates via statistical variable selection, and sec-
ond, we examine the magnitude, direction, and significance of
their effects.

Since the sample size of our data is relatively small and our
aim is to identify a parsimonious set of covariates from Table 2,
we first fit a Lasso model to the data where the absolute value of
all parameters is penalized with a parameter A (Tibshirani, 1996).
This penalization sets the parameters of some coefficients to zero
and thus detects which variables are associated with the establish-
ment of secret police organizations. Since the dependent variable
is binary, we employ a logit-link function. In line with standard
practice (Hastie et al., 2009; Tibshirani, 1996), 1 was chosen by
minimizing the deviance through three-fold cross validation. As
there are only 31 observed formations, we modify the standard
Lasso and stratify cross-validation datasets so that every fold con-
tains approximately the same number of secret police formations.
This ensures a balanced distribution across folds, and makes the
Lasso model applicable to binary outcomes where one value is
rare. The stratified Lasso is applied to each of the five imputed
datasets. We keep only those variables that appear in at least
three of the five models fitted on the different imputed datasets.

4 For imputation, missing values must be missing at random, meaning that
the probability of missingness depends only on observed data and not the
missing values themselves. Here, this is a plausible assumption.
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Marginal effect on the formation of secret police

Figure 1

Identified Predictors of Secret Police Formation: Marginal effect estimates with 90% and 95% confidence intervals (thick and thin whiskers,

respectively). Each variable is associated with two coefficient estimates, corresponding to the logit- and cloglog-link. Coefficients for unselected variables

plotted as zero.

Finally, we fit an unconstrained logistic model with the selected
variables for each dataset, pooling their results via Rubin’s (1987)
rule.

To validate our findings, we replace the logit-link with a comple-
mentary log-log (cloglog) link and document additional sensitivity
analyses in the supplementary materials.

Empirical results

The first set of results, which variables were selected, is provided
in Table 2. Several of the potential predictor variables remain
unselected. None of the state capacity measures was selected,
suggesting that this institutional dimension is not associated
with autocrats’ formation of secret police. There is also no evi-
dence that domestic coup attempts or civil wars influence secret
police establishment. Further, alternative approaches to man-
aging threats to the regime, such as counterbalancing or clien-
telism, were not selected, as were demographic variables. Finally,
intrastate conflict and protests in the neighbourhood appear to
play no role for creating secret police. Table 2 also indicates that
results do not depend on link function.

Figure 1 displays marginal effects on the probability of secret
police formation for all selected variables,” as indicated in Table 2.
Figure 1 suggests that none of the detected effect sizes is large; this
is unsurprising given how rare secret police formations are.

Figure 1 supports several of the intuitions about secret police
formation developed above. The autocrat’s external threat envi-
ronment appears to be important: secret police are more likely
to be established where anti-system civil society organizations
are more prominent, protests are more rife, and if the coun-
try is operating within more international rivalries. Interestingly,
this positive association between threat and secret police forma-
tion appears limited to more latent, structural threats which have
not yet fully escalated. This interpretation is supported by the

5 Results tables in Online Supplementary Materials.

finding that variables capturing more shock-like events, such as
intrastate conflict, coup attempts, and interstate dispute, remain
unselected, while the count of interstate disputes exhibits a neg-
ative association with secret police establishment. The exception
to this pattern is the positive coefficient estimate recovered for
successful coups in the neighbourhood, which, though shock-like,
may suggest that autocrats observe such events, update their
beliefs about their own threat environment, and adjust their secu-
rity apparatus accordingly (Ben Hammou & Powell, 2025). In this
sense, shock-like events elsewhere may be interpreted to change
the dictator’s belief about their own structural sources of danger.
That successful coups in the neighbourhood are found to increase
the probability of secret police establishment, while domestic
indicators of coup risk remain unselected, may further imply that
dictators form secret police to stop military threats to their rule
from emerging, rather than to tackle them once such threats are
realized in the form of, for instance, politicized officer cliques
within the military or rumours of coup plans. More broadly, these
results align with the idea that secret police are formed to preempt
and prepare for escalation when the structural threat environment
makes it appear likely, not when escalation actually occurs. In
other words, secret police may be created to delay or even stop
an endgame from arising, not help autocrats survive the endgame
when it is already occurring.

Indeed, when faced with a potential endgame, creating new
coercive institutions may further weaken the ruler’s position vis-
a-vis the ruling elite (Svolik, 2012), or be unattractive as the ruler
enjoys increased elite loyalty for the time being (McMahon &
Slantchev, 2015). This first set of results thus highlights the impor-
tance of the regime-external structural threat environment, which
alters autocrats’ willingness and opportunity for policy changes, in
predicting secret police formation. However, these threats appear
to have to be realized to some extent, such as in the form of anti-
system organizations or protests, as our results indicate structural
predictors of threats, including recent intrastate conflict, civil soci-
ety strength, or excluded ethnic populations, to be of negligible
importance.
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Regarding regime-internal structural characteristics, we find
that secret police formation is less likely where levels of civil
society repression are already high, and when the regime is in
place for longer. As discussed above, both of these characteristics
should reduce rulers’ perceived need, and hence their willingness,
to invest in additional regime survival policies. In such cases, a
secret police will thus either already exist or is unnecessary as
the regime is protected via other means. There is thus support
for several regime-internal structural features, which we theorized
to reduce the need for and thus willingness to invest in secret
police, being associated with a lower probability of secret police
formation. Interestingly, however, this finding does not extend
to alternative security actors, such as paramilitaries, or sources
of information and control, including clientelism, which remain
unselected across models.

While no state capacity indicators were selected, the correla-
tional results in Figure 1 align with the idea that the regime’s
material resources are a structural predictor of its ability to fund,
maintain, and hence establish, secret police: Military expenditures
are positively associated with secret police formation, suggesting
that as autocracies spend more on their security apparatus, they
have more opportunity to form a secret police. GDP per capita
equally exhibits a positive effect estimate, suggesting a similar
interpretation. Interestingly, oil and gas production remained uns-
elected, suggesting that general material resources, rather than
disposableincome, matter for secret police establishment. Finally,
personalism, another structural regime characteristic, is found to
be associated with secret police formation, aligning with argu-
ments about elite marginalization.

In the supplementary materials, we present expanded mod-
els and models with the alternative dependent variable counter-
weight paramilitaries.

These results provide correlational support for a reading that
autocrats establish secret police when facing structural external
threats, indicating opposition from their own citizens or interna-
tional rivals. In contrast, other domestic threats, including coups
and civil war, appear not to matter, suggesting that secret police
are formed to preempt, rather than tackle actualized threats, and
to mainly target threats from outside the regime rather than elites.
Additionally, our results highlight that secret police are more likely
to appear when autocrats’ structural resource and power-base are
greater, while the probability of secret police formation decreases
if regime-internal structures suggest a lesser need for this addi-
tional security organization.

Conclusion

Secret police, such as the Soviet Cheka and NKVD, or Saddam’s
Mukhabarat, play a key role in ensuring autocrats’ survival. But
despite this and the prominence of many such organizations,
secret police appear to exist in less than a third of observed non-
democratic country-years. Motivated by this disconnect between
their usefulness and commonness, we investigate secret police
formation in autocracies. We develop a theoretical framework to
identify and interpret predictors in a structured fashion, extend
existing statistical variable selection techniques to handle rare
binary outcomes such as secret police formation, and apply these
methods to assess which of several potential predictors are mean-
ingfully associated with secret police establishment.

Our results suggest that secret police are most likely to emerge
where rulers face particular, structural rather than shock-like
threats external to their regime, but also have the opportunity
to do so. They thus point to why secret police might be so rare
in autocracies: Rulers may have to face a fairly specific combi-
nation of threats and their own resources to be both able and
willing to establish secret police. Therefore, secret police forma-
tion would depend not only on rulers’ access to sufficient material
resources for funding, but also their exposure to threats which are
regime-external and sufficiently important, but also not too acute.
Otherwise, rulers appear to opt against creating secret police,
potentially due to the costs these institutions canimpose on rulers
(Egorov & Sonin, 2011).

For future research, we offer both tools and directions to further
advance our understanding of secret police, state security force
structure, and autocrats’ strategies of survival. We provide a flex-
ible theoretical framework to systematise and interpret potential
predictor variables, which allows future work to straightforwardly
integrate new covariates. The stratified Lasso method developed
here offers a directly applicable approach to variable selection for
predicting secret police formation, but also other rare outcomes.
Together with the data and code for this paper, these contributions
serve as a starting point for future studies to expand the range
of considered predictors, investigate alternative dependent vari-
ables, or more theoretically focus on specific predictors with the
aim of establishing causal relationships. Given the scarcity and
endurance of secret police, we highlight their internal dynamics
as a subject for future study. The recent wave of studies focusing
on particular secret police cases in, for instance, Poland (Hager &
Krakowski, 2022; Thomson, 2024), Taiwan (Liu et al., 2026), and
Argentina (Scharpf & GlaRel, 2020) is helpful in this regard. Future
work should supplement this with a greater focus on comparison
and, eventually, extend global data on secret police to capture
their activities, size, and surveillance methods.
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