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Shifts in mass sentiments can seal the fate of dictatorships, as witnessed by the 

collapse of Communism, the color revolutions in East Europe and the Arab Spring. 

But does popular opinion also play a key role in the rise of authoritarian regimes? 

Based on cross-national evidence and an in-depth study of the paradigmatic Russian 

case after the ascendance of Vladimir Putin, I show that electoral autocracies – the 

most persistent type of non-democracy today – are products of distinct opinion 

currents that emerge in the wake of profound political, economic and security crises. I 

find that two popular reactions to such traumatic contexts provide the foundations for 

electoral authoritarian rule: (1) mainstream political alternatives become delegitimized 

in the eyes of the population; (2) electorates become risk-averse, seeking short-term 

stability. Against this backdrop, incumbents with a record of effective, strong-armed 

rule gain decisive reputational advantages over their discredited alternatives. This 

allows them to establish and sustain authoritarian rule through the ballot box and with 

minimal resort to repression, assuming a veneer of electoral legitimacy. Fears of 

renewed instability, in turn, deter voters from challenging the regime both through 

voting and contentious action, enabling even poorly performing electoral autocracies 

to endure. This legitimation strategy has a key limitation, however: electoral 



  

 

 

authoritarianism becomes redundant both when it succeeds and fails in its mission of 

stabilization. To maintain popular consent to their rule, electoral autocracies must 

therefore sustain, or even manufacture the crises that justify their existence – a 

dynamic that has profound implications for the domestic and international behavior of 

these regimes.  
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PART I: TRACING THE ROOTS OF ELECTORAL 

AUTHORITARIANISM



CHAPTER 1  

THE PUZZLE OF ELECTORAL AUTHORITARIANISM 

“[T]he approach of democracy appeared a chaotic storm against which a dam had to be 

built”  

- Carl Schmitt (1988) 

 

1.1.    Introduction 

Electoral autocracies – regimes that rely on popular legitimation through regular 

multiparty elections, but rule in an undemocratic fashion (Schedler 2006a) – have 

become by far the most numerous and persistent type of non-democracy since the end 

of the Cold War. They have continuously ruled as many as a third of the countries in 

the world, including countries as large and geopolitically important as Russia, 

Venezuela, Egypt, Nigeria, Pakistan, and Malaysia (Hale 2011). Indeed, in a world 

where democratic institutions and electoral legitimation are the norm, electoral 

authoritarian regimes have grown into “authoritarianism’s last line of defense 

(Schedler 2010).” Originally dismissed as transitional regimes set on a course toward 

full democracy (Carothers 2002; Levitsky and Way 2002), electoral autocracies 

effectively slowed the rate of democratization and prolonged the life of existing 

autocracies. As the number of electoral autocracies increased, the global rate of 

democratic transitions almost halved and dictatorships more than doubled their rates of 

survival (Kendall-Taylor and Frantz 2014).
1
  

                                                 
1
 As Kendall-Taylor and Frantz (2014) point out, “[f]rom 1946 to 1989, the average duration of 

authoritarian regimes was twelve years. Since the end of the Cold War, this number has almost doubled 

to an average of 20 years. Today, the typical dictatorship has been in power for 25 years.” 



 

2 

More ominously, electoral autocracies have also served as a vehicle for the 

resurgence of undemocratic rule in many regions across the globe. As we can see from 

Figure 1.1 below, electoral autocracies have been the only type of undemocratic 

regime that paralleled the growth of democracies after the Cold War.
2
 Practically all 

new autocracies that emerged since 1989 have been electoral autocracies. To produce 

these patterns, electoral authoritarian regimes have not only stopped the spread of 

democracy, but they have also managed to roll it back in some quarters. In particular, 

the rise of these regimes has been almost entirely responsible for increased rate of 

democratic breakdowns after the Cold War. As we can see from Figure 1.2, there were 

18 instances of democratic collapse throughout the 1970s and 1980s, about half of 

which gave rise to electoral authoritarian regimes. In contrast, during the 1990s and 

the 2000s, the number of failed democracies increased to 42 – a full 39 of which led to 

the rise of electoral autocracies.  

 

                                                 
2
 All of the data on political regimes used in this dissertation is drawn from the updated Authoritarian 

Regimes Data Set (ver. 5.0, downloaded from http://www.svet.lu.se/ARD), which covers the 1972-2010 

period (see Wahman, Teorell, and Hadenius (2013)). I provide a full discussion of the details of this 

dataset and the advantages of using its regime indicator in Chapter 3. 

http://www.svet.lu.se/ARD/
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Figure 1.1: Regime Types by Year, 1973-2010 

Moreover, the democracy-subverting effect of electoral authoritarianism may still 

be growing. In one of its gloomiest annual reports on record, Freedom House (2015) 

registers almost a decade of constant decline of civil rights and political freedoms 

across the globe in 2015, concluding that the “acceptance of democracy as the world’s 

dominant form of government – and of an international system built on democratic 

ideals – is under greater threat than at any point in the last 25 years.” The sharpest, 

most sustained and most unexpected reversals of democracy in this sense were 

registered in countries that have become electoral autocracies. Even Hungary – an EU 
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member state and a seemingly permanent convert to democracy – has experienced a 

stunning reversal towards electoral authoritarian rule.  

 

 

Figure 1.2: Regimes that have Emerged through De-democratization: Before and 

After the End of the Cold War 
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What lies behind this resurgence of autocracy under an electoral guise? Clearly, 

embracing elections, parliaments, multipartyism and democratic constitutions makes 

autocracies better able to survive in a world dominated by democracies and 

democratic norms. By fully adopting the institutional trappings of democracy, these 

regimes act as “democracy’s doubles” (Krastev 2006), claiming genuine popular 

legitimacy and defusing international and domestic pressures for democratization. The 

key founding act of electoral authoritarianism, for this reason, is to renounce its 

fundamental character by instituting elections and other nominally democratic 

institutions (Schedler 2013). By doing so, electoral autocracies drastically reduce the 

gap between democratic rhetoric and authoritarian institutional makeup, which has 

undermined single-party and other closed autocracies.
3
 Electoral authoritarianism 

represents a culmination of a trend in this sense. Virtually no undemocratic regimes 

since the end of World War II and particularly after the 1970s have legitimized their 

rule as such. Instead, they have portrayed themselves as true democracies, or systems 

that will soon become democratic (Huntington 1991; Svolik 2012). 

But for all its purported advantages, electoralism exposes dictatorships to 

precisely the types of grave danger they are intended to avoid. If the primary purpose 

of authoritarianism is to exclude ordinary citizens from politics, elections provide 

them the chance to mobilize against the regime and hasten its downfall. And allowing 

oppositions to participate in elections and win seats in legislatures gives them a chance 

                                                 
3
 In this vein, Kendall-Taylor and Frantz (2014) note that the proportion of dictatorships that came to 

power through competitive elections rose from 16 percent during the Cold War, to 19 percent in the 

1990s, and 25 percent in the 2000. Also, 85 percent of dictatorships after the Cold War emerged in 

multiparty settings with functioning legislatures, as opposed to only 62 percent during the Cold War 

(Kendall-Taylor and Frantz 2014, 78). 
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to organize and rally society behind their cause. By virtue of its institutional makeup, 

electoral authoritarianism thus institutionalizes the fundamental threats to its 

existence. How can an autocracy endure against this background? What enables 

electoral autocracies to reap the benefits of “faked democracy” while avoiding its 

pitfalls? 

This, I argue, is crucial not only for understanding electoral authoritarianism, but 

all types of undemocratic rule. Precisely because electoral autocracies are far more 

exposed to all manner of threats than the closed dictatorships from which they 

evolved, they can lay bare the core mechanisms that sustain all forms of autocracy (on 

this, see also Schedler (2013)). This is especially the case in the crucial realm of social 

control. What combinations of regime strategies, background conditions and popular 

opinions allow dictatorships to achieve such dominance in their societies, that they are 

able to maintain power through regular elections?  

This dissertation argues that studying electoral authoritarianism from this 

perspective provides a unique opportunity to explore how autocracies legitimize their 

rule – a vexing issue that has been largely avoided in the political science literature. 

Rejecting their legitimation strategies as superficial window-dressing and assuming 

that autocracies cannot be genuinely popular, the bulk of the current scholarship has 

instead focused on the coercive tools these regimes use to bring their societies into 

submission. In this dissertation, I argue that this approach should be substantially 

revised and indeed reversed. In particular, I claim that electoral autocracies emerge 

where they can compellingly justify their rule as a necessary step for addressing their 

nations’ acute problems. The ability to secure broad majority consent on this basis is 
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what allows these regimes to repress their opponents with impunity and to sustain 

power through the ballot box. This interpretation, I argue, is not only more consistent 

with the available empirical evidence; it is also addresses some fundamental gaps and 

contradictions in the existing theories of authoritarianism, which I review in the next 

section.  

  

1.2    The Sources of Popular Consent to Authoritarian Rule: Analytical 

Approaches 

It could be said that the most basic puzzle of authoritarianism is the question of 

how these regimes control their disenfranchised populations. Conceptually, we can 

break this riddle in two parts. First, do people willingly submit to authoritarian rule, or 

is this a choice imposed by the elites running these regimes? Second, what are the 

reasons that compel people to voluntarily or unwillingly become subjects of 

dictatorship? 

All accounts of authoritarian rule tackle these questions in one way or another. 

But the core analytical approaches in the literature have been unusually one-sided in 

the answers they provide. They have almost exclusively emphasized these regimes’ 

capacity to shape people’s behavior over the view that autocracy could also be a 

product of pre-existing attitude currents and circumstances. A key reason for pursuing 

this approach has been practical. Popular attitudes are notoriously difficult to study in 

authoritarian settings, and until fairly recently, there were few resources and 

opportunities to explore their impact. The second obstacle is normative: the prevailing 

bias in the literature is that meaningful political attitudes and genuine regime support 
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can only emerge in fully-fledged democracies (Schedler 2013, 11, 36, 120–1). These 

constraints and preconceptions create a natural inclination to assume that popular 

opinion is effectively controlled with repression, propaganda and patronage, and to 

focus on the use of these coercive tools.  

 

1.2.1    Totalitarianism 

The earliest paradigm exploring dictatorial rule, influenced by Nazi and Soviet 

totalitarianism, most clearly illustrates this tendency and the tensions inherent in it. On 

one hand, works in the totalitarianism tradition acknowledge that broad swathes of the 

population were active participants in sustaining totalitarian rule, rather than its 

passive victims. Arendt (1966) in this sense argues that totalitarianism was only made 

possible through the political mobilization of masses alienated from the established 

order. From Arendt’s perspective, discontent and desperate majorities found their 

“escape from freedom” (see also Fromm (1941)) in the classless, atomized totalitarian 

society, as it promised liberation from the rootlessness, uncertainty, insecurity and the 

general lack of cohesion of the deeply troubled liberal capitalist society of the 1920s 

and 1930s. 

But while the willing participation of masses was considered crucial for the rise 

of totalitarianism, it was not seen as a product of a conscious, reasoned choice. 

According to the proponents of this paradigm, totalitarian movements did not attract 

rational, self-interested individuals. Instead, they appealed to a structureless mass of 

subjects who have lost all sense of purpose and hopes for the future – a consequence 

of the shattering cataclysms and anarchic social conditions they lived in. Offering a 
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utopian vision of a perfect order, a chance to immerse into an imagined collective 

greater than themselves and a sense of historical determinism that contrasted the 

fickleness of their daily existence, totalitarianism provided a compelling alternative 

path to self-realization. But it did so through a complete surrender of individual 

interests and rationality. Popular support for totalitarian rule is therefore more of a 

psychological urge than a conscious, calculated choice. To retain a minimum of self-

respect and dignity in a decaying society where they lack any meaningful social status, 

people embrace the role of a cog in the wheel of the great totalitarian utopia (Geller 

1988). For a chance to belong to this greater purpose, individuals even become eager 

participants in their own destruction – confessing to fabricated charges in campaigns 

of mass terror in the hope that their deaths will redeem them and aid the totalitarian 

cause (Arendt 1966, 381–2). 

Mass support for totalitarian dictatorship is, from this perspective, a product of 

the irresistible pull of its ideology, the capacity of its mass movements to supplant all 

other social ties, and the ability of its propaganda to neutralize any autonomous and 

critical thought, and of its repressive apparatus to instill fear and total submission. 

Stated differently, the ability of totalitarianism to control its subjects is not a product 

of choice, but of the capacity of its instruments to erase the possibility of choice in 

people’s minds. Based on this reasoning, the totalitarianism paradigm places an almost 

exclusive emphasis on the tools these regimes employ to colonize individual 

consciousness, hijack people’s thought processes, and assume control of their social 

lives, desires and behavior. In their highly influential work in this tradition, Friedrich 

and Brzezinski (1965) have emphasized six pillars of totalitarian rule, all of which 
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essentially represent devices for individual subjugation: a mass ideology with a scope 

of a political religion, single-party rule, monopoly on information and violence, state-

controlled economy and a terroristic internal police. 

 

1.2.2    Authoritarianism 

The lack of real-life empirical referents that conformed to this ideal type of 

totalitarian dictatorship, especially after the demise of Nazism and Stalinism, 

eventually gave rise to a new wave of theorizing into the foundations of autocratic 

rule. Initiated around the late 1960s, this paradigm shift focused on the proliferating 

range of non-democratic systems in the developing world, placed under the broad 

rubric of “authoritarianism.” Linz (2000) defines authoritarian regimes as a diminished 

subtype of both totalitarianism and democracy: these systems neither strive to achieve 

totalizing control over society, nor allow free political competition. Instead, their 

pragmatic goal is to provide a degree of pluralism, strategically delimited to areas that 

pose no danger to the authoritarian status quo. To the extent that regime parties exist 

in these systems, they operate as corporatist structures representing the diverse interest 

groups in society. Their role is not to mold society according to some totalitarian 

vision, but to disenfranchise certain strata by monopolizing their representation in the 

hands of some narrow, hierarchical sectoral associations, which can be co-opted and 

controlled by the regime (Linz 2000; Schmitter 1974). Unlike totalitarianism, the 

purpose of authoritarianism is to sustain dictatorship through the manipulation, not the 

elimination of social choice and mass opinion.  
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The authoritarianism paradigm, as a result, places some emphasis on the nature 

of the popular appeal of the autocracies that emerge from such arrangements. 

According to Linz (2000, 164), the diverse coalitions that sustain authoritarian rule 

prevent the emergence of elaborate legitimizing ideologies as in totalitarian systems. 

Authoritarian regimes instead appeal to the “least common denominator” unifying the 

loose coalitions that sustain them – seeking to neutralize potential opposition among 

disgruntled strata, rather than to build an enthusiastic mass following. A key insight 

here is that authoritarianism achieves control over the population primarily through 

demobilization, by encouraging the masses to abstain from meaningful political 

activism. This arrangement is justified by the alleged need to address conflicts or 

achieve developmental goals – tasks for which the various technocratic elites within 

the regime claim to be uniquely qualified. “Bureaucratic authoritarianism” (O’Donnell 

1973) of this sort is deemed to have the highest appeal in periods of crisis or 

modernization, when maintaining order in times of rapid social change and 

mobilization of new strata into politics is the foremost concern on people’s minds (see 

also Huntington (1968)).  

The authoritarianism paradigm in this sense offers arguably the most nuanced 

account of the role of mass opinion on the dictatorships. In particular, works in this 

tradition have recognized that populations are not exclusively controlled through the 

use of repression, indoctrination and patronage. Indeed, they have assumed that to a 

large degree, autocracies sustain poplar consent to their rule by satisfying people’s 

demands and interests. This appeal is clear in periods when these regimes seem to 

deliver on their promises of rapid development, social mobility and national 
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resurgence. But what accounts for the dogged persistence of many autocracies with 

terrible records of achievement? Przeworski’s (1986) key insight in this regard is that 

citizens’ loyalty to a dictatorship is based on a relative standard of evaluation – a 

perception that no better regime alternatives are currently available. From this 

perspective, a regime can be seen as illegitimate by a substantial portion, or even a 

majority of its subjects, yet people might continue to behave in a submissive fashion if 

they cannot conceive better alternatives. Thus, according to Przeworski (1991, 54–5): 

What is threatening to authoritarian regimes is not the breakdown of legitimacy 

but the organization of counterhegemony: collective projects for an alternative 

future. Only when collective alternatives are available does political choice 

become available to isolated individuals. This is why authoritarian regimes abhor 

independent organizations; they either incorporate them under centralized control 

or repress them by force. This is why they are so afraid of words, even if these 

words convey what everyone knows anyway, for it is the fact of uttering them, 

not their content, that has the mobilizing potential.” 

The problem with this argument, however, is that like the totalitarianism 

paradigm, it implies that the absence of alternatives is again, entirely manufactured by 

the regime’s coercive tactics. The only difference is the scope of the coercion. If 

totalitarianism controls populations by eliminating alternatives in people’s minds as 

well as in the outside world, authoritarianism only does the latter. And it does it in a 

much more selective fashion – by curbing the ability of independent groups to serve as 

focal points for opposition mobilization and by limiting the spread of subversive ideas. 

Put another way, if totalitarianism strives to eliminate both the demand and supply of 

alternatives, authoritarianism only seeks to curb supply – and only below some 

minimal threshold that precludes popular mobilization. In both cases, however, the 



 

13 

outcome is a product of the regime’s actions – specifically, its proficiency in using 

repression, propaganda and cooptation to limit people’s choices.  

But are there other mechanisms through which people become convinced that 

dictatorships lack better alternatives? Could it be that certain histories and background 

conditions create demand for strong-armed authoritarian rule and diminish the appeal 

of its alternatives among popular majorities? Can such outlooks enable autocracies to 

become genuinely popular without much resort to repression, propaganda and 

clientelism? Studies in the authoritarianism tradition, as I noted above, allow for this 

possibility when autocracies deliver superior economic performance, or achieve other 

important goals that allow them to attract sincere popular support (see e.g. Huntington 

(1991, 46–58)). But even in these cases, they do not systematically examine the 

attitudinal mechanisms through which performance legitimacy demobilizes opposition 

to authoritarianism. Crucially, beyond the assumption that people are kept in tow with 

repression, clientelism and propaganda, they offer few clues about the mechanisms 

that sustain popular consent in the great majority of autocracies which perform 

relatively badly.  

 

1.2.3    Neo-institutionalism 

The third, “neo-institutionalist” (Gerschewski 2013) tradition of inquiry into the 

foundations of undemocratic regimes, which is dominant today, has almost completely 

sidestepped these thorny issues of mass opinion and regime legitimation. Instead, this 

paradigm has focused on the great diversity of the elite coalitions, and the procedural 

and institutional arrangements which have sustained authoritarianism. Spurred by the 
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seminal contribution of Geddes (1999), a long list of studies have shown that the 

institutionalization of authoritarian rule, oftentimes by adopting nominally democratic 

institutions like parties, legislatures and elections, can have a stabilizing effect on 

dictatorships. In particular, authoritarian institutions have been shown to mediate elite 

conflicts, allow regimes to co-opt key opponents, and monitor the behavior of 

subordinates and the opinions of the population (Boix and Svolik 2013; Gandhi and 

Przeworski 2007; Lust-Okar 2008; Magaloni 2006, 2008). The neo-institutionalist 

tradition in the literature has emerged in parallel – and in many ways, as a reaction – 

to the rise of electoral authoritarianism as the modal type of dictatorship after the Cold 

War. But just as the introduction of democratic institutions – elections in particular – 

appeared to give ordinary people an unprecedented influence in authoritarian politics, 

the majority of neo-institutional accounts argued the opposite.  

The core premise of many studies in this paradigm is that institutions do not 

simply mediate the impact of popular sentiments on regime stability. Rather, they 

make them largely irrelevant. Combined with the coercive and clientelistic power of 

the authoritarian state, institutionalized corporatist arrangements are expected to limit 

the capacity for challenging the existing order to a small portion of the population, 

endowed with sufficient means to contest power (de Mesquita et al. 2003). What 

brings down a dictatorship, according to the neo-institutionalist account, is not the 

threat of a popular uprising but a split in the ruling coalition, which can be as narrow 

as the ruler’s extended family. The implicit assumption is that the support of such 

powerful groups virtually guarantees that disenfranchised majorities would be 

compelled to consent to the authoritarian rule. Other autonomous factions in society 
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either do not exist, or cannot offer more appealing incentives for people in the 

“selectorate” to join them in challenging the regime.  

Like the totalitarianism and authoritarianism paradigms, neo-institutionalist 

accounts assume that this remarkable compliance of the excluded strata is not product 

of their own choice, but the capacity of dictatorships to induce it by other means. A 

regime that cannot inspire genuine loyalty among its subjects by implementing 

policies and providing the public goods they desire can, from this standpoint, still 

induce consent through repression, clientelism, propaganda, or other machinations. In 

this vein, Wintrobe (1998, 2007), for instance, argues that as the performance of 

autocracies declines, their optimal response is to incentivize people to stay loyal by 

expanding repression.  

Clientelism is another “loyalty incentive” used to disenfranchize people, 

particularly favored in electoral autocracies. Greene (2007), in this regard, argues that 

electoral authoritarian regimes augment their policy appeals with patronage aimed to 

buy off ideologically ambivalent voters around the median voter position, expanding 

their vote margin and pushing oppositions towards the ideological fringe. Other 

institutionalized coercive practices like vote fraud, media control, biased electoral 

rules, and administrative and judiciary favoritism are assumed to effectively diminish 

the impact of unfavorable popular preferences (Magaloni 2006; Schedler 2006b). The 

main implication is that authoritarianism succumbs to revolts from below when 

regimes run out of resources to sustain these machinations, or when the “incentives” 

they provide fail to placate the masses. 
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The neo-institutionalist approach, in effect, argues that democratic institutions 

reinforce authoritarianism by allowing it to better use its coercive tactics – the old 

staple of the literature on dictatorships. Electoral autocracies, from this standpoint, are 

not resilient because they are more democratic, but because adopting nominally 

democratic institutions allow them to become more efficient autocracies. In particular, 

studies in this tradition have underlined that multipartyism, legislatures and elections 

increase incentives for various opposition groups to participate in the authoritarian 

system and be co-opted by the regime (Gandhi and Przeworski 2007; Geddes 2005; 

Magaloni 2006); they defuse violent and subversive oppositions (Magaloni 2008; 

Schedler 2013, 35), compel key constituencies to compete for patronage within the 

institutions of the system (Lust-Okar 2008), and provide mechanisms through which 

autocrats can credibly commit to deliver it (Boix and Svolik 2013). Through these 

more transparent institutions and controlled pluralism, autocracies can better monitor 

the behavior of elites (Blaydes 2008) and the performance of their subordinates 

(Gehlbach and Simpser 2015; Schedler 2013). They also allow them to better pinpoint 

their opponents and to repress them far more selectively, avoiding the backlash from 

indiscriminate coercion (Frantz and Kendall-Taylor 2014). And by winning elections 

with big margins, autocracies compellingly demonstrate their unparalleled dominance 

and firm grip on society, deterring current and future challenges to their rule 

(Magaloni 2006). 
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1.2.4    Coerced to Consent or Consenting to Coercion? 

The preceding discussion shows that all analytical approaches to authoritarian 

rule share the same underlying assumption: that people consent to authoritarian rule 

primarily because they are repressed, bribed, or otherwise forced to do so. But a vast 

body of historical and contemporary evidence shows that this view both overestimates 

the reach of these coercive mechanisms and underestimates the extent to which their 

effectiveness is based on the pre-existing mass opinion currents.  

Regarding repression, a broad range of studies has shown that even totalitarian 

regimes at the height of systematic terror campaigns did not even come close to 

extinguishing all autonomous currents of popular opinion in society and faced 

considerable and persistent resistance (see e.g. Davies (1997) and Khlevniuk (2009, 

119)). Repressing populations mobilized on a mass scale has simply been far beyond 

the abilities of even the most coercive regimes.
4
 But crucially, even the most notorious 

instances of mass repression in dictatorships did not generate widespread popular 

support for these regimes, but were products of it. The main finding of research on the 

worst Stalinist or Nazi repressions is that they were possible only because of the 

consent and oftentimes highly enthusiastic support by popular majorities (Davies 

1997; Fitzpatrick 2009; Goldman 2007; Kotkin 1997; Suny 2006). Repression, in 

other words, has worked because regimes carrying it out were relatively popular, and 

their victims were not (Aly 2007; Davies 1997).  

                                                 
4
 Asked about the possibility of putting down the mass demonstrations in East Germany in 1989 by 

force, the head of the Stasi – one of the largest security apparatuses in history – purportedly responded 

to the party chief Honecker: “Erich, we can’t beat up hundreds of thousands of people.” Stasi’s 

constraints in this sense are believed to have been purely logistical, not moral (see Przeworski (1991, 

64)).  
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The constraints on such coercive tactics are far greater today. In electoral 

autocracies, the regular exposure of the regime to popular endorsement at the polls 

makes extensive reliance on repression all but impossible (Schedler 2013, 43). Indeed, 

empirical studies have shown that these regimes are extremely reluctant to resort to 

repression in periods around elections. When they do use coercion, they tend to 

narrowly target it at opposition activists and make simultaneous concessions designed 

to co-opt the wider citizenry, in an effort to compensate for any popular backlash 

(Bhasin and Gandhi 2013). For these coercive strategies to work without undermining 

the regime, the opposition obviously needs to be small enough. The majority, in turn, 

must either be hostile towards these groups and approving of their treatment, or, at a 

minimum, it ought to be apathetic about their plight – sentiments that clearly depend 

on pre-existing opinion patterns.  

Electoral fraud has similar limitations as a tactic for securing “favorable” 

outcomes for autocracies. Like repression, widespread electoral fraud has a particular 

tendency to backfire, particularly when employed by widely detested regimes. The 

reason is simple: vote fraud creates a major grievance shared by all who oppose the 

regime, providing a focal point for the mobilization of the opposition. Furthermore, 

the unmasking of the regime’s pretense of democracy makes these grievances resonate 

throughout the rest of society, helping protest to spread beyond the opposition 

(Beissinger 2007; Bunce and Wolchik 2011; Tucker 2007).  

But most significantly, electoral fraud seems to be beyond the reach of widely 

despised autocracies, which need it most. Empirical evidence suggests that mass 

electoral fraud is overwhelmingly committed in autocracies that are already highly 
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popular and need not tamper with the vote to win. As Rundlett and Svolik (2015) point 

out, this is because electoral fraud is a fairly decentralized, manpower-intensive 

activity, and autocracies depend on legions of local state officials and political 

operatives to execute it. These agents of the regime desire to reap the rewards if the 

authoritarian regime is reelected and avoid punishment if it is not, so they will tend to 

commit too much fraud when the regime is popular and is expected to win, and too 

little when it is unpopular. The regime’s henchmen, in other words, will tend to 

oversupply or undersupply fraud, depending on their assessments of the incumbent’s 

popularity and chances of victory. Rundlett and Svolik (2015, 27) show that as a 

result, “the incumbent’s defeat may be instigated by only a minor decline in his 

genuine popularity, and while it may be widespread, electoral fraud is politically 

decisive in only a fraction of the elections in which it occurs.” Vote fraud therefore 

generally amplifies the electoral impact of people’s pre-existing outlooks towards the 

regime. It very rarely reverses people’s choices, and it only does so in races which are 

close.  

A parallel logic governs the effectiveness of regime propaganda. Even in the 

highly controlled environments of totalitarian dictatorships, media coverage that 

substantially diverged from what people are predisposed to believe only undermined 

the credibility of the regime’s message (Mickiewicz 1999, 2008). To be accepted, 

regime propaganda must, for this reason, be at least half true and play on people’s pre-

existing sentiments, rather than try to manufacture opinion. As pithily summarized by 

Gehlbach (2010), “[u]nadulterated propaganda is generally ineffective: viewers 

understand that they are being fed the party line, and they therefore fall back on 
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whatever they were predisposed to believe. Consequently, enough real information is 

provided to keep viewers guessing about the line between fact and fiction.” 

The effect of regime patronage is similarly conditioned by preexisting popular 

outlooks and allegiances. A persistent finding in the empirical literature on clientelism 

is that not every voter can be reliably bribed to support one candidate or another. For 

this reason, political machines have strategically focused clientelistic inducements on 

voters that can be swayed: those that are ambivalent about supporting the regime and 

the opposition (Magaloni 2006, 149), passive regime supporters that need to be 

incentivized to vote (Nichter 2008), loyal supporters that expect to be rewarded, or 

weak opponents whose voters can be bought back if their vote can be monitored (S. C. 

Stokes 2005). These investigations are unequivocal that politicians never attempt to 

buy the votes of their staunch opponents. An even deeper question about clientelism, 

from this perspective, is why it works at all. Why do people accept minor and morally 

reprehensible handouts when they can defect, or defy their buyers? Why do they 

refrain from exploiting the notoriously difficult monitoring problem to perform “acts 

of everyday resistance” (Scott 1990), like casting an empty ballot? What makes them 

so ambivalent that they turn out to vote only if they receive monetary or other 

incentives?  

These questions cannot be answered except in reference to what goes on 

people’s minds and what drives their broader political outlooks (see e.g. (Pasotti 2010, 

8–9)). In particular, it is obvious that the effectiveness of these coercive strategies of 

autocracies depends on the pre-existing appeal of these regimes. As vote buying and 

patronage can only sway pro-regime leaners, slight opponents and undecideds, a 
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sufficient number of people must remain in these categories for the clientelistic appeal 

of autocracies to make a meaningful difference. At a minimum, the regime must not 

produce too many opponents which cannot be convinced to endorse it, or to stay 

neutral through patronage, propaganda or coercion. In turn, to successfully persecute 

the regime’s political opponents, sufficient “demand” for their repression – or at the 

very least ambivalence towards their fate – must exist among the population. For this 

purpose, these regimes’ regular denouncements of opposition forces as “traitors of 

national interests,” or “corrupt elites” (Corrales 2006; Gagnon 2004; Gordy 2010; 

Hawkins 2010; Weyland 2001) must resonate with the public. When this was not the 

case, repression, clientelism, propaganda, vote fraud and other regime machinations 

have regularly backfired – a trend that became more intense since the end of the Cold 

war, as these practices grew increasingly at odds with prevailing norms and sentiments 

(Bunce and Wolchik 2011; Tucker 2007). 

The assumption that popular consent to dictatorship is a forced choice, imposed 

with the use of these authoritarian tools, reinforces another major bias in the literature. 

The overwhelming emphasis on clientelism, repression, propaganda and fraud as the 

main pillars of authoritarian rule, implies that elites which control such instruments of 

coercion are the only consequential actors in these regimes. When one assumes that a 

particular order is sustained through coercion, it is only natural to attribute its rise and 

fall to the machinations of the puppet-masters. Owing to this line of thought, the 

operative assumption in the current literature is that all major outcomes in these 

regimes are products of elite behavior: autocracies are established and sustained by 
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elite coalitions, pacts and corporatist arrangements; their demise is invariably a result 

of elite splits.  

The sheer visibility and often ostentatious form of elite behavior and the 

obscurity of mass preferences and conduct in autocracies strengthen this bias. Ruling 

elites in these regimes survive by pretending they are all-powerful and common 

people by pretending to bow to their power. It is quite easy, therefore, to interpret this 

feigned dominance and deference as indication that everything depends on the former 

and nothing on the latter (on this bias, see also Scott (1990)). Furthermore, political 

changes are ultimately inaugurated by elites who run institutions. So, even if the chain 

of events affecting one regime outcome or another is initiated by tectonic shifts in 

popular opinion – like demands for strong-armed authoritarian rule, or 

democratization – elites will still be the “last movers.” This makes the view that elites 

are the instigators of all meaningful developments in autocracies seem even more 

justifiable. Commenting on the rise of autocracies after democratic breakdowns, 

Bermeo (2003, 234) in this sense asserts that “[d]emocracies will only collapse if 

actors deliberately disassemble them and the key actors in this disassembling process 

are political elites.” In contrast, Bermeo finds that ordinary people remained passive 

when autocrats seized power, and apart from few exceptions, “never opted for 

dictatorship at the polls (Ibid, 235).” 

This elite-centric bias is even more pronounced in the study of authoritarian 

breakdown. In his important study of the politics of authoritarian rule, Svolik (2012), 

for instance, argues that we need to focus on authoritarian elites, as dictators are much 

more likely to be removed by insiders than through popular revolts. He substantiates 
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this claim by showing that only 10-11 percent of the authoritarian leaders replaced by 

extra-constitutional means in 1946-2008 succumbed to popular revolts, while a full 

55-68 percent were removed as result of palace coups. The most immediate problem 

with this perspective is that it is based on trends that have been reversed since the end 

of the Cold war. Using Svolik’s data,
5
 we find that after 1989, the share of coups 

among unconstitutional leadership removals in autocracies dropped to 26 percent, 

while oustings due to democratic transitions, popular revolts and civil wars 

respectively reached 26, 14 and 13 percent respectively, or a total of 53 percent when 

combined. This pattern of bottom-up challenges replacing intra-elite coups has 

become even more pronounced over time, as the overall incidence of unconstitutional 

leadership changes in autocracies has continued to progressively drop throughout the 

1990s and the 2000s.
6
  

But the crucial problem of elite-centric accounts of authoritarian stability and 

demise is that elite splits and intra-regime confrontations are not independent of 

shifting opinion currents. Instead, they tend to be their products. According to a near-

universal consensus in the literature of coups d’état, the lack of popular legitimacy of 

incumbent regimes is the most robust predictor of intra-elite and military coups (see 

e.g. Belkin and Schofer (2003; 2010) and Thyne (2010)). This is because major shifts 

in popular sentiments – manifested as declining popular approval and electoral results, 

increased oppositional activism or mass protests – are the clearest indicators that a 

                                                 
5
 Downloaded from http://publish.illinois.edu/msvolik/the-politics-of-authoritarian-rule. 

6
 Specifically, the percentage of unconstitutional leadership replacements in autocracies is 67 percent 

for the period before 1991, 58 percent for the 1992-1999 period, and 29 percent for 2000-2008. 

Furthermore, as Marinov and Goemans (2014) show, coups are increasingly unlikely to produce durable 

autocracies, as such regimes cannot achieve international legitimacy in the post-Cold War era. 

http://publish.illinois.edu/msvolik/the-politics-of-authoritarian-rule/
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regime is weakening and that a potential coup could muster the necessary support to 

succeed. This signal, above all else, is what resolves the vexing collective action 

problem of potential coup conspirators – a central concern of neo-institutionalist 

accounts (Geddes 1999; Svolik 2012) – by providing elites with a tangible rationale to 

join a coup coalition.
7
 Perhaps the most eloquent critique of the elite-centric account 

of authoritarian survival from this standpoint was put forth five centuries ago, by none 

other than the foremost theorist of elite intrigue, Niccolò Machiavelli. According to 

Machiavelli (2003, 80), “one of the most potent remedies a prince has for conspiracies 

is not to be hated by the masses, for whoever conspires always believes that he will 

satisfy the people with the death of the prince, but if he believes he would offend 

them, he will not pluck up the courage to make such a move.” 

More broadly, as the ability to control disenfranchised majorities is the core 

problem of authoritarianism, leaders with greater popular appeal enjoy unique 

advantages in this system, which they can leverage to subdue other members of the 

ruling elite. Thus, popularity has allowed leaders such as Mao Zedong or Stalin to 

sideline their selectorates and assume absolute power (Khlevniuk 2009; Svolik 2012) 

and helped those like Boris Yeltsin defeat coups (Colton 2008). Again, Machiavelli 

(2003, 42) provides the most astute summary of this dynamic: “[a] prince can never 

make himself secure against a hostile people because there are too many of them; 

                                                 
7
 Unfavorable popular appraisals and real or anticipated popular revolts lurk in the background of 

palace or military coups for one more reason. As Wintrobe (1998), Svolik (2012) and others admit, the 

increased threat of a rebellion makes elites within the military or the repressive apparatus indispensable 

for dictators, and therefore more liable to seize power through coups. Decreasing popularity also has a 

tendency to make dictatorships more ineffective, potentially opening them to further challenges and 

hastening their demise. In this sense, Way (2006) notes that state and regional officials, military 

commanders and the media “have been less likely to follow orders to favor the incumbent if they 

thought that he or she faces serious challenges (on this, see also (Gehlbach and Simpser 2015)).” 
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against the great he can secure himself, because they are few…The prince is, 

moreover, obliged to live always with the same people, but he can easily do without 

the same noblemen, being able to make and unmake them every day.”  

This discussion suggests that as the main arbiter of authoritarian politics, 

popular sentiments are therefore not only a pivotal explanatory variable, but also a 

crucial confounding factor, which must be taken into account when assessing the 

impact of intra-elite competition, as well as strategies like repression, clientelism and 

vote fraud. Developing a theoretical framework that incorporates popular opinion 

dynamics and regime legitimation in authoritarian settings is therefore a critical step in 

advancing our understanding of dictatorships – particularly of the electoral variety.  

 

1.3    Beyond Forced Consent: Tracing the Origins of Electoral Authoritarian 

Support 

Despite their valuable insights, the existing accounts in the literature have not 

systematically addressed the fundamental puzzle of electoral authoritarianism: why are 

the manipulative benefits of electoralism greater than the risks it poses to autocracy? 

This is essential as the ability of these regimes to employ the authoritarian tactics 

emphasized by the literature – repression, patronage, propaganda and vote fraud – is, 

in fact, far more limited than in closed dictatorships, as I have emphasized in the 

preceding section. If such machinations become too apparent, electoral autocracies 

lose “the regime’s foundational illusion of democratic foundations;” also, to 

participate in authoritarian elections, oppositions must have chance of winning, 

however small (Schedler 2013, 132, 141). And what looks like a small chance of 
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overthrowing electoral authoritarianism can serve as a focal point for the regime’s 

various opponents, particularly when their grievances are compounded by repression, 

electoral fraud and other authoritarian machinations (Bunce and Wolchik 2011; 

Tucker 2007). Electoral competition, for its intents and purposes, is therefore a 

double-edged sword, and every advantage it gives to autocracies is also an opportunity 

for their challengers, including those that might emerge from their own ranks. As 

Langston (2006) put it:  

“[a]n already existing electoral system that provides for (unfair) elections dramatically 

lowers the costs that dissident regime politicians must pay to defect. They do not need 

to construct a series of institutions that aggregate preferences and provide legitimacy 

to rulers – they simply have to reform what already exists. Nor do they have to ask 

their supporters to commit great sacrifices to evict the hegemonic party: no one has to 

die for his or her country.” 

The empirical evidence suggests that the ability of electoral autocracies to stave 

off such challenges has very little to do with their use of coercive authoritarian tactics 

– the main focus of current research. Instead, the autocracies that avoid the perils of 

electoral competition – as the literature admits – are the ones that need not resort to 

repression, clientelism, propaganda, and vote fraud to win the ballots. Dubbed 

hegemonic electoral autocracies, these regimes are genuinely popular, regularly win 

oversized majorities of 70 to 75 percent of the vote, and are long-lasting (Roessler and 

Howard 2009, 14, 192–3; Schedler 2013). Hegemonic regimes, to put it more bluntly, 

impose themselves without people noticing – they use coercive tactics as a last resort, 

or to boost their already high vote margins (Magaloni 2006, 11).  

On the other hand, the electoral autocracies that succumb to the risks of 

electoralism do so in spite of, and indeed because of their heavy reliance on 
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authoritarian tactics like coercion, patronage and vote fraud. These so-called 

competitive electoral authoritarian regimes do not command strong popular support; 

they are unstable and short-lived, and are more likely to serve as stepping stones to 

democracy than precursors of robust authoritarianism (Hadenius and Teorell 2007, 

150–153). As a result, all durable electoral autocracies today – and the modal form of 

non-democracy in general – are hegemonic electoral autocracies (Roessler and 

Howard 2009). Virtually all autocracies that fail, in contrast, are competitive electoral 

authoritarian regimes. As Schedler (2013, 168) concludes, “[h]egemonic regimes 

appear to account for the longevity of electoral authoritarian regimes, competitive 

regimes for their vulnerability.”  

These patterns clearly show that to understand electoral authoritarianism we need 

to learn not how these regimes employ repression, clientelism, propaganda and vote 

fraud, but how they manage to become dominant without much reliance on such 

machinations. In particular, I argue that there at least three essential questions about 

electoral authoritarianism that cannot be explained by these regimes’ reliance on these 

coercive tactics. First, how do hegemonic electoral autocracies manage to emerge in 

the first place, when the odds so often seem stacked against this outcome? 

Electoralism might make autocracies more robust, but to establish such regimes, 

prospective dictators must first win outsized majorities and take control of the 

executive, stack courts and the state administration, secure the loyalty of the security 

apparatus, seize the media, tame oppositions, and turn Parliament into a rubber-

stamping body. And they have to achieve all this before they have full control over the 

repressive, clientelistic and propaganda tools. This is a tall order even for electoral 
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autocracies established through the liberalization of closed dictatorships, as different 

elites will compete and check each other’s bids to take advantage of the opening. In 

more competitive settings, capturing these “commanding heights” of power requires 

nothing short of a full delegitimation and collapse of the competing political 

alternatives (Corrales and Penfold-Becerra 2011; Seawright 2012, chap. 6). But what 

causes such stunning declines in political competitiveness, opening the path to 

electoral authoritarianism? The current literature provides very few answers to this 

question.  

Second, why do so many electoral autocracies doggedly persist in spite of their 

abysmal records of performance and broad popular dissatisfaction with their rule? The 

world’s longest-lasting electoral autocracy under the PRI regime in Mexico, for 

instance, retained its popular support for years despite its failing performance and 

credibility.
8
 Serbia’s strongman Slobodan Milosevic maintained electoral dominance 

in the face of mass protests and despite inflicting several disastrous wars and crippling 

international sanctions on his population (Gagnon 2004; Palairet 2001). The 

“Bolivarian” electoral autocracy of Hugo Chavez in Venezuela has outlived its 

charismatic founder although it failed on its promise of bringing welfare to the poor, 

squandered the country’s oil wealth and wrecked the economy, and presided over 

incessant blackouts, shortages of basic goods and staggering crime rates (Corrales and 

Penfold-Becerra 2011; Rodriguez 2008). Zimbabwe’s ailing octogenarian electoral 

autocrat Robert Mugabe still doggedly clings on to power, surviving rising opposition 

                                                 
8
 As Greene (2007, 19–20) points out, “76% of voters evaluated the PRI’s economic performance 

negatively beginning more than a decade before it lost power; however, during the 1990s, up to 57% of 

voters who were the most dissatisfied with the PRI’s performance still planned to vote for it.” 
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and succession struggles, and presiding over record-breaking hyperinflation and the 

complete devastation of the country’s economy, law and order, and public services 

(Bratton and Masunungure 2008). Such stunning examples of regime survival cannot 

be attributed to more efficient clientelism, as these resource-strapped regimes clearly 

lacked the means to reward even their most loyal supporters. Similarly, legions of 

suffering citizens cannot be kept in line with selective repression. 

The third crucial unexplained issue of resilient electoral authoritarianism relates 

to its ability to control populations seemingly without robust guiding principles and 

ruling ideologies. Linz (2000, 167–8) famously argued that autocracies that lack well-

articulated ideologies are naturally unstable, as they have limited abilities to mobilize 

people and to create strong bonds of mass identification with the regime. Without such 

elaborate legitimizing doctrines, the shallowness of these regimes’ mass appeal 

alienates the creative classes, the youth and other important groups, creating a 

powerful base for oppositional mobilization (Ibid, 164).  

Apart from noting that electoral autocracy is the most “ideologically homeless” 

form of dictatorship, the literature has largely neglected the thorny question of its 

legitimation and mass appeal (Schedler 2013, 55). The few studies of this issue 

conclude that electoral autocracies have relied on a hodgepodge of legitimizing 

philosophies, ranging from appeals to nationalism and ethno-religious identities and 

interests, through claims of the regime’s superior ability to promote economic growth, 

to populist, anti-establishment appeals (Dimitrov 2009; Grauvogel and Von Soest 

2013; Hawkins 2010; Krastev 2011; Levitsky and Loxton 2013, 2013). But is there a 

common thread across these seemingly disparate appeals – a compelling justification 
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of electoral authoritarian rule – giving these regimes the upper hand in attracting 

popular support? 

In this dissertation, I develop a comprehensive theoretical framework that seeks 

to address these unresolved questions of electoral authoritarianism. In particular, I 

argue that such regimes seize power not through more resourceful repression, 

clientelism, propaganda and vote fraud, but by taking advantage of the distinct 

circumstances and popular opinion currents that emerge in the wake of deep political, 

economic and security crises. Rising against this background, electoral authoritarian 

incumbents, such as Russia’s Vladimir Putin, Hugo Chavez in Venezuela, or the 

current military rulers in Egypt, justify their reign by claiming they have unique 

abilities to steer their countries in times of trouble and to address deep-seated 

grievances – tasks that their predecessors are perceived to have failed abysmally.  

Embraced by crisis-weary populations, this legitimation strategy opens the path to 

unchecked power and the subversion of democracy under the guise of supreme 

emergency. I argue that this appeal to the collective self-preservation instinct in times 

of profound upheaval is what allows these regimes to resort to authoritarian practices 

with little fear of popular backlash. It makes the repression of political opponents 

broadly acceptable – and indeed warranted – the propaganda of these regimes 

believable, and their use of patronage, vote fraud and other coercive practices 

tolerable. It also reduces voting and political behavior to a simple choice: to support or 

reject electoral autocracy based on its perceived ability to restore stability and 

prosperity. The result, I argue, is a profound shrinking of the scope for political 

competition. The primacy of popular demands for stability in this cleavage structure 
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discourages contestation, reduces the attractiveness of programmatic appeals of the 

opposition and emphasizes its shortcomings and record of failure.  

But above all, as I show in the following chapters, the dominant pro/anti-regime 

cleavage in electoral autocracies gives rise to the most quintessential trait of durable 

electoral authoritarianism: divided opposition. Struggling to challenge a regime 

legitimized on a popular mandate for restoring stability, various opposition groups vie 

to impose their own preferred substitute to the current order, preventing the rise of a 

consolidated challenger in the opposition camp. Pro-regime constituencies, on the 

other hand, are united by their overarching interest of maintaining stability and 

preserving the status quo. Such opinion currents give big and persistent electoral 

advantages to authoritarian incumbents. This allows them the luxury of competitive 

elections, and the ability to sustain their rule with minimal resort to repression and 

other coercive tactics.  

The justification of electoral authoritarianism as a system designed to address 

national emergencies allows these regimes to exploit another distinct attitude of 

populations that experienced deep systemic crises – fears of instability. In particular, 

fears that crises might return without the strong-armed rule of electoral 

authoritarianism deter people from supporting the opposition even when these regimes 

perform badly. Such anxieties, I argue, are especially powerful where people associate 

key opposition forces with failed prior regimes, and are concerned that their 

ascendance might rekindle the disastrous crises of the past. Majorities traumatized by 

large scale upheavals of this sort are prone to grudgingly tolerate a flawed electoral 

authoritarian regime rather than to venture a risky vote for the opposition. This 
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dynamic, I argue, helps explain the puzzling resilience of many electoral autocracies 

despite their abysmal records of achievement. As long as authoritarian incumbents are 

expected to perform even marginally better than their delegitimized predecessors, they 

will retain outsized electoral advantages among chronically risk-averse populations.  

Electoral autocracies, according to this theory, are products of a distinct set of 

structural circumstances, popular attitudes and legitimizing doctrines. On the structural 

side, deep systemic crises delegitimize the established political forces and provide a 

broadly compelling rationale for strong-armed rule. But crises alone cannot produce 

durable electoral authoritarianism. To achieve the broad appeal necessary for 

sustaining such regimes, aspiring autocrats must preside over crisis-weary, risk-averse 

electorates that place stability above their other aspirations.  

Electoral autocracies appeal to these sentiments by formally adopting democratic 

institutions, which they subvert in practice, on the grounds of national emergency in 

times of crisis. This justification of electoral authoritarianism as a form of emergency 

rule, in essence, serves as a replacement for an elaborate ideology. The appeal to 

supreme emergency provides the most appropriate doctrine and cover for durable 

authoritarianism in today’s post-ideological world, dominated by democratic norms. 

Most of all, it rationalizes these regimes on the basis of necessity, rather than in terms 

of abstract ideological claims of desirability and inevitability. Instead of committing to 

utopian ideological visions they cannot deliver, electoral autocracies appeal to the 

lowest common denominator of providing stability in the wake of crises. And in doing 

so, they maintain a pretense of a fundamentally democratic order, responding to 

people’s demands for stability in periods of grave danger.  
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1.4    Research Design and Chapter Outline 

In the chapters that follow, I fully develop these propositions and test them 

empirically with a combination of cross-national regime survival analysis, and an in-

depth study of popular opinion patterns and voting behavior in the case of post-

Communist Russia. The Russian case has several unique advantages for this analysis. 

First, since Vladimir Putin’s rise in 2000, Russia has become an archetype of 

hegemonic electoral autocracy, representing the phenomenon of interest for this 

dissertation with the greatest conceptual clarity. Second, compared to other electoral 

autocracies, Russia offers an unparalleled variety of high-quality popular opinion data 

and other resources, allowing for a particularly detailed tracing of opinion and regime 

patterns in these settings. Third, due to its size, military and economic power, Russia 

is far less susceptible to external democratization pressures than most other electoral 

autocracies. A focus on Russia is thus, in effect, a way to control for these external 

factors, isolating the endogenous dynamics of systemic crises and popular opinion 

patterns, and their impact on regime trajectories. Finally, in the decade since the 

Soviet collapse, Russia experienced what amounts to the largest peacetime decline in 

history – a socio-economic cataclysm twice as intense as the Great Depression of the 

1930s (Eberstadt 2010; Mitra and Selowsky 2002). An in-depth study of the Russian 

case therefore offers particular leverage to examine how traumatic crises, which 

commonly precede the rise of electoral autocracies, shape popular sentiments and 

regime preferences. These advantages make the Russian case uniquely suited to 
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rigorously assess a comprehensive and plausibly generalizable theory of popular 

opinion in electoral autocracies, which could be further tested with comparable 

evidence from other countries and regions. 

I carry out this analysis in several steps. Chapter 2 develops the overarching 

theoretical framework of the dissertation. It argues that durable electoral autocracies 

are established by incumbents who secure broad popular consent for their rule by 

exploiting the distinct mass opinion currents that arise in the wake of persistent 

security, political and socio-economic crises. In particular, I claim that the justification 

of electoral authoritarianism as a response to a national emergency allows these 

regimes to take advantage of people’s stability-seeking and risk-averse outlooks in 

these settings. This, in turn, enables these regimes to achieve genuine popularity 

advantages over their opponents.  

Chapter 3 provides a detailed empirical test of the claim that electoral autocracies 

tend to emerge in the wake of deep security, economic and political crises. Based on a 

set of extensive regime survival analyses, it evaluates the thesis of the crisis origins of 

electoral authoritarianism against alternative macro-level causes emphasized in the 

current literature, including the availability of patronage resources, state repressive 

capacity, democratization influences and geopolitical pressures.  

In Part II of the dissertation, I elaborate a theory of how systemic crises reshape 

popular opinion in ways that enable autocracies to emerge and rule through the ballot 

box. In particular, Chapter 4 develops the argument that people’s emphasis on stability 

and government effectiveness in times of crisis allows electoral authoritarian 

incumbents to legitimize their rule as a response to national emergency. This aligns 
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political competition along one basic cleavage: the choice to support or replace the 

regime based on its relative capacity to maintain stability. Using a formal model and 

simulation of political competition, I show that this cleavage structure inhibits and 

divides the opposition, and highlights its shortcomings, allowing autocracies to 

maintain long-term electoral dominance with minimal use of repression.  

Chapter 5 tests these propositions on the case of post-communist Russia. Based 

on an analysis of an exceptionally rich set of 418 monthly surveys for 1993-2011, 

produced by Russia’s premier independent Levada opinion research center, I show 

that the dominant political cleavage in Russia focused on the acceptance or rejection 

of its electoral authoritarian regime, based on people’s evaluations of its relative 

capacity to restore stability after the country’s disastrous post-Communist crisis. This 

analysis confirms that the choices imposed by this cleavage inhibited, divided and 

undermined the Russian opposition even when the country’s electoral autocracy 

performed weakly, providing an important lifeline for its survival.  

In Part III of the dissertation, I argue that the turbulent contexts in which electoral 

autocracies emerge do not only prompt voters to adopt stability-centric outlooks. They 

also produce chronically risk-averse electorates, preferring the stability of an 

authoritarian status quo to the uncertain improvements promised by its challengers. In 

Chapter 6, I show that two main apprehensions shape voters’ choices in electoral 

autocracies. First, people fear that voting to replace the regime could lead to an overly 

radical remodeling of the system of government, causing the country to slide back to 

crisis. Second, voters are also concerned that many of the weak and untested 

opposition parties and candidates might not be competent enough to deal with their 
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country’s problems. Based on a model of vote choice in these settings, I show that 

increased risk-averseness about these issues confers key electoral advantages to 

electoral autocracies by: (1) emphasizing the extremism of opposition forces who call 

for a radical remodeling of the current system of government; (2) magnifying the 

impact of valence advantages that electoral authoritarian incumbents enjoy over their 

challengers; and (3) highlighting uncertainties about the quality of the opposition.  

Finally, in Chapter 7, I test these mechanisms empirically on the Russian case, 

using the rich empirical evidence from the Russia Election Studies (RES) panel 

surveys, as well as with comparative opinion data from the United States. The goal of 

this comparative analysis is to establish that the risk preferences of the population in 

the tumultuous settings where electoral autocracies tend to emerge are considerably 

different from those in stable democracies, producing electoral outcomes that 

generally favor authoritarian incumbents. 
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CHAPTER 2  

CRISES, POPULAR OPINION AND THE ROOTS OF AUTHORITARIANISM 

“When the people begin to have a horror of something, one sees that they keep to this 

opinion for many centuries.” 

- Nicollo Machiavelli (2003) 

“A common spiritual enemy can also produce the most remarkable agreements.” 

- Carl Schmitt (1988, 75) 

 

2.1    Introduction 

The discussion in Chapter 1 suggests that the consent, if not cooperation of the 

masses, is a necessary condition for sustaining authoritarian rule. Despite its 

overwhelming emphasis on the coercive power of these regimes, the literature on 

authoritarianism has also acknowledged this. The reluctant scholarly consensus in this 

regard is that even the most repressive regimes cannot survive for long without 

sustaining some degree of sincere popular support, by satisfying the demands of their 

citizens (Geddes 1999).  

But what do people living in autocracies want? And what makes them believe 

democracy cannot better address these needs? The core reasons why people consent to 

a particular political order are most readily apparent at the time of its founding. In this 

most vulnerable stage, nascent regimes must appeal to the pre-existing grievances, 

beliefs and demands of broad popular strata to secure the support necessary for 

establishing their new order. So whatever rationale people might have for endorsing 
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authoritarian rule it is bound, to a large degree, to be a product of the circumstances 

preceding it.  

What precedes authoritarian regimes? Autocracy is as old as the state; it is the 

social order that pulled humans from anarchic conditions and dysfunctional regimes 

resembling the “state of nature,” where life is nasty, brutish and short. Thus, 

historically, the fundamental benefit of authoritarianism was that it allowed societies 

to achieve a threshold of order and stability – albeit in highly unequal terms – essential 

for civilized existence. This ability to maintain a modicum of security is the primordial 

motive why people might voluntarily support them. As Hobbes (2013) himself put it: 

“[t]he cause in general which moveth a man to become subject to another, is…the fear 

of not otherwise preserving himself.”  

This logic of the authoritarian social contract is perhaps most vividly captured by 

the “roving” versus “stationary” bandit metaphor of Mancur Olson (1993). In the 

anarchic state of nature or any dysfunctional social order, Olson highlights, societies 

are devastated by the competitive and utterly ruinous plunder of “roving bandits” of 

different types, who opportunistically ransack the unprotected populations before 

moving on to other places. In such circumstances, people might be considerably better 

off if they voluntarily endorse dictatorial rule by bandits who agree to become 

“stationary,” and provide security from the unrestrained pillaging of their roaming 

counterparts. Both sides stand to benefit, leading to a stable social order. On one hand, 

the “stationary” dictatorial elite “monopolizes and rationalizes theft in the form of 

taxes (Ibid, 567).” The population, on the other hand, is protected from the plunder 

and mayhem imposed by the far more extractionary roving bandits. 
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If order and security are the main benefits of autocracy, then authoritarian rule 

could be sustained by a widely shared belief that these essential goals cannot be 

achieved by alternative regimes. The strength of such perceptions is even more critical 

for contemporary autocracies, which face unprecedented competitive challenges from 

democracies. Those among them that are most robust to such pressures, according to 

the important study of Slater (2010), tend to emerge, for this reason, in countries that 

experienced severe and persistent crises and upheavals. The trauma from these crises, 

Slater points out, generates strong and broadly shared perceptions among key social 

actors that their societies are plagued by latent and unmanageable conflicts. This sense 

of common threat enables autocracies to forge a social contract among constituencies 

with otherwise diverse and conflicting interests – a pro-authoritarian protection pact, 

uniting a wide range of actors to support authoritarian rule, in exchange for protection 

from a greater peril.  

Modern stationary bandits, in other words, are secure only when key social strata 

are afraid of an imminent return of the roving bandit. Autocracies that mainly persist 

through the provision of patronage or economic improvements – which Slater calls 

provision pacts – do not have the same staying power if they do not face such threats, 

as they are inherently vulnerable to intra-elite squabbles for more resources, as well as 

economic cycles and downturns. Fear of instability, according to Slater (Ibid, 49), has 

a decisive advantage over patronage in sustaining authoritarian coalitions because: 

“(1) fear is indivisible, whereas state sponsorship of one elite faction leaves fewer 

resources for others; (2) fear can generate broad support for authoritarian rule among 

groups whose interests transcend the material (i.e. religious groups), and who are hard 
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to reach with targeted state patronage (i.e. urban middle classes).” Widespread 

perceptions of an existential threat to social order, in this sense, can consistently unite 

key constituencies behind the authoritarian regimes in ways that patronage cannot.  

Slater’s account is highly elite-centric, however, even though the mechanisms he 

refers to are not. An authoritarian regime, he maintains, is safe from popular uprising 

as long as it can motivate state officials – particularly the repressive apparatus – to 

deploy coercive force against its opponents, convince economic elites to pay higher 

taxes and finance the regime’s political machines, and cajole the communal elites and 

the middle class to bestow it with symbolic legitimacy, and provide “intellectual 

justification for non-democratic rule (p.16).”
1
 This echoes the dominant account in the 

neo-institutionalist literature that “no transition can be forced purely by opponents 

against a regime which maintains the cohesion, capacity and disposition to apply 

repression (O’Donnell, Schmitter, and Whitehead 1986).”  

I will not reiterate the general inadequacies of this account, as I have elaborated 

these in some detail in Chapter 1. But in the context of the present argument, I will 

point out several key reasons why fears of unmanageable crises and conflicts make 

common people a more reliable champion of authoritarian rule than their purported 

elites. First, ordinary citizens will generally be more motivated than elites to seek the 

protection of the authoritarian stationary bandit if intractable crises and upheavals 

sweep the nation. The rationale is simple: common people have far fewer resources to 

                                                 
1
 The only broader segment of the population that Slater references as a constitutive element of 

authoritarian protection pacts is the vague notion of the “middle class,” “which refrained from joining 

popular sectors in anti-regime mobilization, helped provide intellectual justification for non-democratic 

rule, and formed the social backbone of authoritarian ruling parties (p.16).” However, the middle 

classes envisioned in this fashion are conceptually closer to an elite part of society than to a popular 

majority, or even a substantial minority that could provide mass support for authoritarian regimes.  
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protect themselves from peril than the elites. In times of conflict, elites have access to 

private security and alternative residences overseas, where they can take refuge if their 

physical safety is threatened; the common layperson does not. Elites may stand to lose 

much of their wealth during economic crises, but unlike wage-earning popular 

majorities, they need not fear the spectre of abject poverty. As they are much more 

dependent on the stability of the state for their safety and economic welfare, ordinary 

people may therefore perceive they stand to lose more in crisis. As result, they may be 

more inclined to endorse an authoritarian Leviathan to guarantee order.  

That threats to public order and basic social values activate authoritarian 

predispositions among the population is also well established empirically. Based on a 

detailed study of intolerance and authoritarian attitudes across very different societies 

worldwide, Stenner (2005) for instance, finds that such predispositions are only 

activated in the general population by perceived threats to its collective wellbeing and 

identity. Such environmental threats, as Stenner demonstrates, prompt people to 

demand effective leadership and to seek obedience and conformity from other 

members of the collective, and punishment for dissenters. Similarly, a number of 

empirical studies have demonstrated that in highly disordered environments, 

populations with otherwise pro-democratic attitudes may become willing to surrender 

liberty in exchange for stability (Gibson 1997; Rose 2007b). Gibson (1997) concludes 

that in such environments, “for every unit increment in disorderliness, support for 

liberty declines.”  

The second key reason why authoritarian protection pacts are likely to be 

anchored in popular consent is because ordinary citizens can virtually ensure their 
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survival by just doing nothing. To nourish an autocracy, elites have to actively 

contribute to it by paying much larger taxes, administering the regime’s subjects, 

justifying its rule, repressing its opponents and the like. These are responsibilities that 

can be shirked for one’s own benefit, and in the hope that someone else will pick up 

the tab. To put it differently, elites must overcome the collective action problem in 

order to cooperate in supporting authoritarian rule. Common folk, on the other hand, 

should merely succumb to it – to fail to cooperate in deposing autocracy and to fail to 

support the regime’s opponents. For the average citizen, in other words, it is enough to 

do nothing for autocracy to survive.  

The consent of the people is therefore not only a broader and more potent basis 

for sustaining an autocracy, but also a more reliable one. Compared to cajoling elites 

to stake their money, effort and fate in sustaining authoritarian rule, persuading the 

masses not to get in its way – particularly when they fear this might cause chaos and 

instability – seems like a much better bet. And populations can certainly do much 

more than sit on the sidelines to support their authoritarian rulers. They can vote for 

the regime, attend its rallies, signal loyalty by reciting its slogans, inform on its 

opponents, cheer their persecution, or even carry it out by joining vigilante groups. 

But they do not have to do any of this. All it takes for autocracy to survive is that its 

citizens never become willing to mobilize against it.  

People are more than bystanders to autocracy in this role. The prospect of a 

popular rebellion, as I argued in the previous chapter, is the key motivating factor for 

coups, elite defections and inter-regime squabbles. To reiterate Machiavelli’s shrewd 

observation, elite plotters are unlikely to take on the regime when they see no hope 
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that significant social strata will join them, or at least approve of their actions. So by 

rejecting rebellion, popular majorities indirectly enable dictators to effectively police 

the elite. This, I argue, is the third reason why popular consent is part and parcel of 

every authoritarian protection pact. To put it simply, the supply side of opposition 

politics in autocracies (the emergence of elite challengers to the regime) is highly 

contingent on the demand side (dissatisfied social strata seeking alternatives to the 

regime). As result, a growing popular hostility towards the regime is what provides an 

exit option for dissenters within the elite.  

This dynamic is particularly pronounced in electoral autocracies, which provide 

regular and institutionalized opportunities to both monitor opinion shifts and to take 

advantage of them. In this context, Langston (2006, 61) points out that: “[t]the 

growing willingness on the part of the electorate to vote against the dominant 

party…allows the ambitious politician within the dominant coalition to make a new 

cost-benefit analysis: the payoffs from remaining within the regime fall, while at the 

same time the benefits from competing outside it rise.” Or to turn the argument 

around, the absence of anti-regime sentiments among the population leaves no viable 

option to rancorous elites but to stay loyal, allowing the regime to prevent defections 

without any resort to repression.   

The question, then, of what keeps authoritarian protection pacts together, largely 

becomes a question of what keeps popular majorities quiescent. The answer, I argue, 

is that they are persuaded to remain silent by the same sentiments that have 

underpinned the primordial authoritarian social contract: fears of instability and the 

return of the “roving bandits.” 
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2.2    National Emergencies, the Manipulation of Fear, and Authoritarian 

Legitimacy 

“[The] doctrine of the common good is…the last refuge of despotism.” 

- Jules Ferry, Discours et Opinions, cited in Nicolet (2004, 276) 

“If a majority be united by a common interest, the rights of a minority will be insecure.” 

- James Madison (1788) 

 

“The modal path to democratic breakdown” in the world today, as put by (Svolik 

2013, 688), “is one on which an elected incumbent gradually encroaches on civil 

liberties, emasculates the opposition, but stops short of abolishing elections.” The 

frequency with which such processes have occurred in the past few decades make 

them appear easy, even predetermined in some cases. But establishing an electoral 

autocracy, particularly of the robust, hegemonic variety, is a gargantuan task of social 

and institutional remodeling that is extremely vulnerable to reversals at every stage. It 

involves dismantling existing institutions and setting up new ones, an endeavor 

fraught with setbacks and obstructions from vested interests. It requires that emergent 

authoritarian incumbents take complete control of the state administration, the media 

and the commanding heights of the economy – all in the face of fierce resistance, 

many legal and institutional roadblocks, external pressures, and with limited resources. 

Once they succeed, they need to leave many, if not all, of their enemies behind. 

Enemies that can form opposition parties, run for office, and even in the best of times 

for the regime, win posts at the regional and local level, or seats in Parliament. 
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How do electoral dictatorships manage to pull this off? As Riker (1986) famously 

argued, the most powerful weapon in the hands of a politician, particularly one that 

pursues ambitious goals against difficult odds, is not violence or corruption, but the 

ability to bring forth new issues and alternatives that shift the agenda of the public, 

divide his or her opponents, or make them look incompetent and their platforms risky. 

All great changes in politics, Riker insisted, result from the introduction of new salient 

problems, controversies and ideas that redefine the existing political calculus and 

choices (Ibid, 151). Such issues can be brought to the fore by crises and new problems 

to be solved, which the world thrusts upon societies, or through the recasting of 

existing controversies in a new light. Crucially, the way these issues are introduced 

and framed can be manipulated by political actors to sway people’s choices to their 

advantage.  

Riker (1996, 9) coins the term “heresthetics”
2
 to describe this “art of setting up 

situations – composing alternatives among which political actors must choose – in 

such a way that even those that do not wish to do so are compelled by the structure of 

the situation to support the heresthetician’s purpose.” Heresthetics, in other words, is 

the art of “structuring the world” for an audience of choosers, so that the manipulator 

wins their support. The primary purpose of such maneuvers is to divide one’s 

opponents – a stratagem that the losing side of political contests can use to turn the 

tide of public support in their favor. According to Riker (1986, 1):  

“[f]or a person who expects to lose on some decision, the fundamental heresthetical 

device is to divide the majority with a new alternative, one that he prefers to the 

                                                 
2
 Riker derived term “heresthetic” from the root of the Greek word for “choosing,” or “deciding.” See 

Riker (1996, 9). 
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alternative previously expected to win. If successful, this maneuver produces a new 

majority coalition composed of the old minority and the portion of the old majority 

that likes the new alternative better.”  

The other crucial weapon of the political manipulator, which Riker labels 

“rhetoric,” relies on negative portrayals of the opponents’ alternatives, emphasizing 

the prospective disasters that will transpire if they are implemented. Such negative 

appeals exploit people’s risk-averseness in some contexts – the tendency to prefer 

existing, well-known options over risky alternatives. Moreover, negative appeals 

affect supporters and opponents alike. While conventional persuasion works best 

among those who are already predisposed to back a given alternative, horror stories 

about an impending catastrophe that will result from choosing a rival alternative 

attract everyone’s attention, and can sow doubt even among its staunch adherents 

(Riker 1996, 67).  

The great advantage of these tactics is that they are based on amplifying or 

minimizing pre-existing mass beliefs that are relatively stable or only change 

gradually. This is a crucial point. Heresthetics and rhetoric do not involve changing 

people’s opinions, but manipulating the criteria according to which they make their 

choices – they redefine the situation by increasing the salience of different 

considerations, leading voters to reach alternative decisions (Riker 1990, 49). Or to put 

it differently, issue manipulation and negative appeals induce individuals to change 

their minds without revising any of their underlying beliefs; they only alter the priority 

people give to their different opinions when making political choices. And people will 

still be compelled to do the heresthetician’s bidding even when they know they are 

being manipulated. The stakes and interests they have in the issues raised by the 
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heresthetician may be so high that they are simply unable to avoid being exploited for 

purposes they would otherwise oppose.  

Riker never analyzed the use of these strategies in autocracies. But these regimes 

are their most natural habitat, revealing their full impact and the range of mechanisms 

through which they operate. In particular, the justification of authoritarian rule as a 

response to a national emergency in the wake of upheavals is a quintessential 

heresthetic maneuver. First, it naturally inhibits opposition, as it is difficult to 

challenge regimes legitimized as purveyors of order and stability in times of crisis 

without seeming to be against these universally shared objectives. Those that do 

challenge the regime risk being perceived as part of the problems plaguing society – as 

traitors to the national cause, rather than legitimate contestants for power. This is 

because authoritarianism justified on grounds of national emergency conflates its 

nature with its mission: that crisis can only be overcome with its strong-armed rule. 

Hence, people who are generally opposed to dictatorship may still end up supporting it 

if they believe it can serve the useful – indeed essential – purpose of restoring stability 

and prosperity in the wake of unmanageable crisis.  

Second, and relatedly, an authoritarian regime established to address a national 

emergency has no natural alternative, around which its opponents could unite. A 

nationalist opposition might argue that the regime is not tough enough in dealing with 

the crisis and propose its replacement with a more repressive dictatorship; liberals, in 

contrast, may claim the situation is made worse by the regime’s brutality and plead for 

democratization. Leftists might promote a regime that addresses the needs of the 

impoverished, while rightist oppositions propose neoliberal shock therapy as a way 
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out of the crisis. Deep systemic crises invite radical solutions, so the appeals of these 

groups, in such contexts, are likely to be unusually extreme, pushing their stances 

further apart. 

It seems almost certain therefore, that many of these various factions will prefer 

cooperating with the regime than with their rivals in the opposition. The consequence 

is a bitterly divided opposition, unable to challenge the regime it opposes. Those that 

agree with the regime’s claims that authoritarian emergency rule is necessary, on the 

other hand, place an absolute premium on stability by definition. As result, they have 

ambivalent stances on the programmatic cleavages that divide the opposition, and are 

unified in their support of the authoritarian status quo. By justifying their rule as a 

response to national emergencies and remaining ideologically uncommitted, 

autocracies therefore execute the ultimate heresthetical ploy: they induce their 

opponents to divide and their supporters to unite.  

Third, legitimizing autocracy as a response to national emergencies also puts its 

challengers on the spot in terms of their own ability to deal with the nation’s problems. 

In other words, if the opposition is to replace the regime tasked with restoring stability 

and prosperity, it must plausibly demonstrate that it can tackle these issues better. In 

most cases, this only highlights the oppositions’ inadequacies. Autocracies justified as 

response to crises emerge because other forces in the political spectrum failed 

profoundly – and often repeatedly – to address these problems. Since in many cases 

these actors later form the backbone of the opposition, their credibility as replacements 

to the authoritarian regime is greatly encumbered by their own record of failure. This 

dynamic allows authoritarian incumbents to convincingly assert that supporting their 
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opponents would lead to the return to the failed policies and leadership of the past. 

Against this backdrop, even poorly performing autocracies enjoy what Huntington 

(1991, 49) called “negative legitimacy” – a boost in popularity as the perceived 

defects of its alternatives cast the current order in a considerably more favorable light. 

This alternative-delegitimizing effect of systemic crises is crucial for the rise and 

persistence of autocracies. To prevent a tyranny, as Madison (1788) famously argued, 

“[a]mbition must be made to counteract ambition,” by creating robust, independent 

factions in government and society that can check each other’s power. Deep, 

unmanageable crises undercut this balance by destroying the credibility of the 

mainstream political forces that are often seen to have failed the basic task of 

providing order and stability. Such upheavals not only supply a compelling rationale 

for strong-armed authoritarian rule, but also effectively remove all opposition from 

established political forces that might stand in the way of dictatorship.  

The cases of Venezuela under Hugo Chavez and Peru under Alberto Fujimori are 

instructive in this regard. According to Corrales and Penfold-Becerra (2011, 140–1): 

“following two decades of economic and political crises, Venezuela in 1999 was 

characterized by the extreme weakness of business groups, political parties, and state 

bureaucracies, in comparison with the relative strength of the oil sector and the 

military. This institutional environment facilitated the rise of a president-led, oil-

powered, military-based assault on business, parties, and state agencies.” In Peru, a 

deep economic crisis and a brutal and growing insurgency led to the collapse of the 

established parties and political elites, opening the path to uncontested rule for the 

virtually unknown populist Alberto Fujimori (Levitsky and Cameron 2003; Levitsky 
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and Loxton 2013). The severely tarnished reputations of the regime’s best organized 

alternatives were essential for the rise and persistence of these electoral authoritarian 

regimes in both cases. As put by Seawright (2012, 3), “[i]f Fujimori or Chavez had 

faced credible, competitive candidates from established, valued traditional parties, 

then they would have faced perhaps insurmountable challenges from voters’ strategic 

voting calculations, citizens’ loyalty to the existing parties, and the resource and 

visibility asymmetries associated with major-party status.”
3
 

Fourth, the national emergency legitimation allows autocracies to take advantage 

of the fears and risk-averseness of the population. According to Riker (1996, 69), the 

use of negative appeals is particularly effective in deterring people from voting for the 

opponents of the status quo, as the alternatives they propose tend to be new and 

uncertain, and therefore easily framed as dangerous. When directed to electorates 

traumatized by acute crises, such appeals reach their maximum potential – they can 

considerably demobilize opposition supporters, and incite not only the regime’s 

supporters, but also many otherwise indifferent citizens, to protect the authoritarian 

status quo as a safer bet in times of turmoil. This is the key mechanism, I argue, which 

explains Slater’s (2010, p. 12) observation that “people are more reliably organized in 

collective defense against their shared aversions than for the collective pursuit of their 

shared appetites.”
4
 The regimes’ negative campaigning also leaves its challengers with 

                                                 
3
 A similar context enabled the rise of electoral authoritarianism in Russia. The combined “negative 

legitimacy” of the previous Soviet regime and Russia’s liberalizers in the early 1990s led majorities to a 

priori reject the communist and liberal alternatives among the opposition, allowing to the country’s 

ruling electoral authoritarian regime to consolidate despite its relatively weak performance and popular 

legitimacy (Gel’man 2010).  
4
 Also, people’s support of authoritarianism when their choices are framed in this fashion is not a “rush 

to serfdom,” but results from their pragmatic impulse for self-preservation. In other words, populations 

that are cajoled to support autocracy out of fear of its alternatives might do so despite their intense 



 

51 

very few effective strategies for attracting support. To defend their proposals, 

oppositions must resort to classical persuasion and positive appeals – strategies that 

are costly, time-consuming, and mostly work on individuals already pre-disposed to 

support the opposition.  

The final reason why the justification of autocracy as emergency rule is a most 

“perfect” heresthetical ploy is because it allows these regimes to maintain the pretense 

of democracy. Indeed, the oldest, most successful and most insidious legitimation of 

authoritarian rule has been to justify it as a dictatorship in the name of the people, and 

for the protection of the common good and a republican order in times of crisis. This 

was done with the explicit use or implicit reference to emergency powers – a 

legitimate component of virtually every republican constitution. In the Roman 

republic, for instance, a dictator with absolute power over life and death was 

nominated by the Senate for a fixed six-month term, with a specific task of resolving a 

dangerous situation – typically waging war or quelling rebellions. His purpose was to 

establish unity of decision-making and command, a task that the highly factionalized 

Senate was considered ill-equipped to do in the face of grave internal and external 

threats. Dictatorship became a permanent fixture – eventually leading to empire – 

when the crisis of the Roman republic became unmanageable, and heroic leaders like 

Caesar appealed to the sweeping demand for strong, effective leadership (Baehr and 

Richter 2004, 266; Nicolet 2004).  

The modern justification of dictatorship as emergency rule built upon this 

foundation after the French revolution, most notably with the ascendance of Napoleon 

                                                                                                                                             
dislike of this regime. All it takes is that their fears are so strong that they sufficiently displace people’s 

other preferences.  
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Bonaparte. The legitimizing argument of Bonapartist dictatorship was that it was 

necessary to rescue the French Republic from the “edge of the abyss” and to “establish 

liberty on solid foundations” against enemies foreign and domestic – a task for which 

the unique talents and achievements of Napoleon Bonaparte seemed like a perfect fit 

(Woloch 2004, 42).
5
 The key innovation of Bonapartism was that it established itself 

through a series of plebiscites, staking a claim that it legitimately represents the will of 

the people (McCormick 2004, 203). This fusing of emergency powers and popular 

legitimation provides the ultimate formula for camouflaging dictatorship into an 

instrument designed to protect democracy.
6
  

After a century of increasing resort to dictatorship under the guise of emergency 

rule, this justification for authoritarianism found its most elaborate articulation in the 

work of Carl Schmitt, the preeminent political theorist and chief constitutional scholar 

of the Third Reich. According to Schmitt (2014, xxiii) “[d]ictatorship is the exercise of 

state power freed from any legal restrictions, for the purpose of resolving an abnormal 

situation – in particular, a situation of war and rebellion.” Understood in this way, 

dictatorship is a “state of exception” which does not contradict the democratic 

constitutional order – it is, in fact, established to save it. Citing Lincoln’s reasoning for 

suspending habeas corpus during the US civil war, Schmitt (2014, 118) concludes that 

                                                 
5
 Crucially, Bonaparte’s supporters never abandoned appeals to republicanism and the United States of 

America as their ideal. They only emphasized that while “[n]o great power threatened to invade or 

foment upheaval in the geographically isolated United States,” the French republic was “besieged” and 

therefore required the “firm hand” of Bonapartism (Woloch 2004).  
6
 Another critical component of this legitimation formula is the belief in the superior ability of the 

dictator. The appeal to supreme emergency and extraordinary powers, in other words, requires a person 

or institution of extraordinary abilities to be able to establish the dictatorship. According to McCormick 

(2004, 218), “[w]hen an individual like a Caesar or a Bonaparte can claim both (1) to bring stability to a 

republican order that has become ungovernable and (2) to represent the whole people when so doing, 

constitutional government is finished.” 
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“when the body of the constitution is under threat, it must be safeguarded through a 

temporary suspension of the constitution.”  

The grounding of Schmittian dictatorship in plebiscitarian legitimation allows it 

to assume a more permanent footing, even though it may be established as a temporary 

measure and under the pretense of exceptional circumstances. An executive that 

wields emergency powers can continue to do so practically indefinitely as long as it 

remains popularly elected. Claiming to represent the sovereign will of the people, it 

can credibly argue that its authoritarian methods are democratically mandated, and 

indeed used to protect the democratic character of the polity. To put it differently, if 

the people are convinced that the suspension of democracy is legitimate and signal 

their beliefs at regular elections, then the regime overseeing this state of emergency 

can be less persuasively labeled as undemocratic. In such circumstances, popular 

opinion is the only check on exceptional power, and therefore on authoritarianism (see 

Agamben (2005)).  

Electoral authoritarianism, I claim, represents a natural culmination of this 

historical trend of justifying dictatorship as a legitimate response to an unmanageable 

crisis. The key novelty is that electoral autocracies generally tend to establish their 

rule without formally declaring a state of emergency. They rule within the legal 

framework of democratic constitutional orders, but mostly violate them informally, 

through their control of the various branches of government tasked with guaranteeing 

the rule of law. In so doing, electoral autocracies exploit the notoriously grey zone 

between democratic norms and their enforcement, which leaves much room for 

alternative judgments, interpretations and ambivalence about the nature of these 
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regimes (Levitsky and Way 2010; Schedler 2002, 38). By not suspending democracy 

legally in the Schmittian sense, electoral autocracies can more plausibly claim they are 

not trying to dismantle the democratic order, but to salvage it in times of crisis. 

Furthermore, the main violations these regimes commit – the abuse of state powers 

and resources, media control, electoral fraud, etc. – are ad hoc and can theoretically be 

discontinued at any time, and without changing the legal order. Compared to closed 

dictatorships and autocracies sustained by an officially declared state of emergency, 

electoral autocracies therefore seem more like a temporary reflex, rather than a fully-

fledged authoritarian regime – a sort of a democracy “behaving badly” under duress.
7
  

A key problem of electoral authoritarianism is that it needs to convince virtually 

the entire state apparatus – state and local officials, the judiciary, and the security 

services – to actively break the laws and subvert the constitutional order to be able 

sustain this type of rule (see Schedler (2013, 122)). But even this is not enough. 

Electoral autocracies need more than the full compliance of the state apparatus, as they 

cannot effectively rule through mass coercion – tactics that are both beyond their 

capacity and fundamentally undermine their purpose. They must secure the consent, or 

at least the “resigned acceptance” – to borrow the term coined by Rose (2007b) – of 

substantial popular majorities that can resist their undemocratic practices. Popular 

consent, I argue, is also the best guarantor of loyalty and compliance among state 

officials at all levels. An electoral autocracy might bribe or coerce bureaucrats do their 

bidding, but these bribes and threats mean nothing if the bureaucrats believe the 

                                                 
7
 It might be said that this ability to become “wolves in sheep’s clothing” more than any other form of 

dictatorship – by being relatively representative and inclusive, minimally repressive, and ruling within 

an established legal order – is what earned electoral autocracies the label of a “perfect dictatorship,” as 

some have characterized the Mexican version (Castañeda and Smithies 2000).  
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regime is weak and that it might soon be ousted by a popular uprising (on this, see also 

Rundlett and Svolik (2015)). Conversely, a highly popular electoral autocracy is 

unlikely to face much resistance from non-compliant state agents, as they can be 

cajoled into submission, or replaced by popular demand.  

How does electoral authoritarianism become popular, and compel state officials 

to collaborate in subverting democracy? The key, I argue, lies in the ability to 

convincingly justify itself as an informal state of emergency. This heresthetic 

maneuver enables these regimes to appeal to the most fundamental interest of officials 

and ordinary people alike: self-preservation. For individuals working in the state 

apparatus, selling subversion of democracy as a necessity to tackle an existential crisis 

is an appeal to their core mission of preserving the state. It also plays on their fears 

about job security, which for bureaucrats depends on the continued survival of a 

robust state apparatus.  

But more importantly, the justification of electoral autocracy as an informal state 

of emergency provides the greatest leverage to rally support and demobilize 

opposition among broad popular majorities. These ordinary people stand to lose the 

most if the polity succumbs to unmanageable security and economic crises, as they 

have few resources to protect themselves from the resulting deprivations, lawlessness 

and exploitation by the proverbial “roving bandits” of Mancur Olson (1993). 

Crucially, popular majorities are likely to be moved towards authoritarianism not just 

by material and security concerns, but also by normative threats to the values they 

hold dear, and the communities with which they identify (see Stenner (2005)). Unlike 

elites, the masses might perceive that the threats to their self-preservation are not only 
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physical or financial, but also symbolic. This means that they will be prone to endorse 

an electoral authoritarian regime that curbs democracy to protect their national and 

religious identities, or their status and values, against assertive ethnic minorities, 

troublesome migrants, or other foreign influences.  

Still, people do not easily succumb to such authoritarian reflexes. Their perceived 

threats to self-preservation may be symbolic, but emerge in response to tangible 

upheavals: ethnic clashes, economic cataclysms, uncontrollable crime, etc. To consent 

to extraordinary measures and suspension of democracy, populations must face such 

deprivations and unrest on a daily basis. And they must have been exposed to these 

perils for long enough to conclude that the regime preceding electoral authoritarianism 

– or a more democratic order – is unable to confront the underlying problems (on this, 

see also Slater (2010)). In other words, for the heresthetic ploy of justifying electoral 

autocracy as informal emergency rule to work, people must be sufficiently traumatized 

by experiences of unmanageable disorder and to believe there is real danger such 

upheavals might still return. 

Offering strong-armed leadership and a degree of electoral representation without 

the destabilizing contestation and pluralism, electoral autocracies are designed to take 

advantage of such collective traumas and crisis-laden histories. Historically, the chief 

legitimizing claim of these regimes has been their alleged capacity to address acute 

national emergencies and to preserve stability. The basic allure of the world’s longest-

lasting electoral autocracy – Mexico’s “perfect dictatorship” during the 71-year reign 

of the PRI party – lied in the regime’s ability to maintain an unprecedented degree of 

political stability, and to sustain the country’s “economic miracle” in the 1940-1980 
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period, all while being minimally coercive (Castañeda and Smithies 2000). Following 

the collapse of Yugoslavia, Serbia’s Slobodan Milosevic justified his electoral 

authoritarian regime as the only bulwark against instability, capable of staving off 

existential threats to his co-ethnics at home and abroad (Gagnon 2004). Similarly, the 

appeal of Russia’s electoral autocracy under Vladimir Putin derived from its promise 

to usher in a new era of stability after the disastrous post-Soviet decline in the 1990s – 

an image reinforced by successes in reigning in the restive province of Chechnya and 

the unfettered oligarchs, improving the economy, and restoring the country’s standing 

on the world stage (Treisman 2011). The legitimation strategy of Egypt’s NDP party – 

propped by perpetual emergency rule and justified by foreign and domestic security 

threats – is best condensed in its brutally simple campaign slogan: “continuity for the 

sake of stability” (Singerman 2002). 

 

2.3    Putting the Argument Together 

 “One of the most ridiculous aspects of democracy will always remain... the fact that it 

has offered to its mortal enemies the means by which to destroy it.”  

- Joseph Goebbels 

 

What can we conclude from this discussion? If this dissertation’s theory is valid, 

and electoral authoritarian regimes are legitimized with a heresthetic ploy that exploits 

people’s sense of insecurity, we should observe two broad and interrelated patterns. 

First, electoral autocracies will tend to disproportionately emerge in countries plagued 

by deep and persistent systemic crises. Such backgrounds create the political 
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opportunity structure that authoritarian actors can exploit to establish dominance. 

Specifically, they provide the “material evidence” that gives broad credibility to 

claims that restricting democracy is necessary to preserve social order and stability.  

Some types of crises are more likely than others to provoke this response. 

Historical evidence suggests that violent conflicts and socio-economic decline have 

had the greatest legitimizing potential for autocracy. In particular, states of emergency, 

which provide the heresthetic template for legitimizing electoral authoritarian rule, 

have been overwhelmingly justified by the necessity of tackling wars and deep 

economic crises (Agamben 2005). Other social problems that have provided 

opportunities for suspension of democracy have included uncontrollable crime, 

corruption, crises of representation and extreme polarization (Linz 1978; Seawright 

2012). However, these problems tend to eventually escalate into systemic crises with 

far-reaching security or economic consequences. Therefore, from a macro-level 

empirical standpoint, we might expect that conflicts and deep socio-economic crises 

would be the most notable precursors of robust electoral authoritarianism.  

Second, the impact of these structural factors and backgrounds on regime 

outcomes is channeled through mass attitudes about politics. As I have highlighted 

before, people’s willingness to challenge the regime is the ultimate arbiter of politics 

in dictatorships (see also Acemoglu and Robinson (2006)), particularly of the electoral 

variety. Structural factors and background circumstances matter in the rise of electoral 

autocracies, from this perspective, only if they motivate populations to accept or reject 

their rule. This argument follows Dahl’s (1971) dictum that “[t]o the extent that 

[structural factors like economic development, inequalities, cleavages, and 
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government effectiveness]…propel a country toward a hegemonic regime or toward 

public contestation and polyarchy, they must operate, somehow, through the beliefs of 

the people.” 

The bulk of the current literature maintains that structural conditions shape 

popular beliefs in favor of authoritarianism by providing material resources to buy 

people off with patronage, or to repress them into submission. I argue that dramatic 

shifts in security, socio-economic and political conditions have a deeper impact on 

people’s outlooks about politics. They redefine the ways in which people perceive 

their political choices, allowing autocrats to cajole them to willingly – if reluctantly – 

consent to authoritarian rule. In particular, I claim that two key popular reactions to 

crises and upheavals allow electoral authoritarian incumbents to consolidate their rule. 

One is that in such contexts, popular demands for effective, strong-armed rule to 

restore stability become the central theme of mass political opinion, displacing other 

issue stances and attachments among broad popular strata. The other is that majorities 

become risk-averse and fearful that other regime alternatives may not be able to 

maintain stability.  

Structural conditions are therefore necessary, but insufficient conditions for the 

rise of electoral autocracy in this framework (on this, see also Levitsky and Loxton 

(2013)). They supply the widespread experiences of unmanageable conflict and crisis, 

allowing authoritarian leaders to compellingly argue that a suspension of democracy is 

necessary to stave off disaster. But profound crises and authoritarian machinations 

cannot produce this outcome alone. Despite their suffering, popular majorities may 

still be unwilling to submit to authoritarianism if they have a reservoir of hope that an 
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alternative, more democratic system, can overcome the crisis (on this, see also Dahl 

(1971) and Linz (1978)). To enable electoral authoritarianism, structural decline must 

be matched by profound shifts in political outlooks, which allow manipulative 

incumbents to eliminate other regime alternatives in people’s minds. For people to 

accept electoral authoritarianism for lack of a better choice, or as a “necessary evil,” 

crises and structural decay must be accompanied by widespread traumas that produce 

stability-seeking, fearful electorates, disillusioned by other political alternatives.  

Can these sentiments be manufactured by regime propaganda? This is a valid 

concern. Even in democracies, there is a long-standing conviction that the political 

beliefs of the public are largely manufactured by “creative” elites, who supply the 

interpretations, the ideologies and the alternatives with which people operate 

(Converse 2006; Zaller 1992). But in democratic environments there is always a 

plurality of different elite frames from which voters can choose; they check and 

compete with each other, providing a range of plausible alternatives and outcomes. 

This is not the case in autocracies, where the ability to promote different ideas that 

people can adopt or reject is severely restricted. According to Zaller (1992, 253), 

“when individuals are exposed to a one-sided communication flow…their capacity for 

critical resistance appears quite limited.” So, if we accept the theory of elite-

dominated opinion formation, we might question the extent to which popular opinion 

is an independent factor in autocracies. 

I argue that such concerns do not contradict the theory I outlined above, for 

several reasons. First, this theoretical framework primarily relates to the rise and 

consolidation of electoral autocracies – processes that take place before such regimes 
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establish dominance over the media and elite discourse. This limits the one-sidedness 

of political appeals and thus the possibility that the public will uncritically commit to 

supporting electoral authoritarianism. Second, I argue that electoral autocracies rise by 

exploiting traumas from deep systemic crises – predispositions cannot be 

manufactured by propaganda, as they both precede it and are beyond its capabilities. 

Also, people’s assessments of the ability of electoral autocracies to serve their 

legitimizing purpose – restoring stability – are difficult to manufacture. Deep crises of 

the sort that legitimize authoritarianism are felt by everyone, and so is the success or 

failure of these regimes in addressing them. So, to paraphrase Lincoln, one-sided 

communications and propaganda can fool some people some of the time, but not all 

people all of time, about whether their leadership is losing wars and insurgencies, 

overcoming economic slumps, addressing endemic crime, and so on.  

Third, unlike in closed dictatorships, citizens of electoral autocracies have far 

more opportunities to sample alternative viewpoints and information sources. 

Electoral autocracies do not exert full media dominance, so there are always some 

alternative, even pro-oppositional information sources available (Gehlbach 2010; 

Walker and Orttung 2014). Access to new media also facilitates mobilization, 

particularly against widely despised regimes (Reuter and Szakonyi 2015). While the 

importance of these openings should not be overestimated (see e.g., Morozov (2012) 

and Kern and Hainmueller (2009)), they make it far more difficult to secure consent 

based on misinformation and to hide the fact that electoral autocracy is not delivering 
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at least some of the stability it promised.
8
 For these reasons, the primary purpose of 

authoritarian media control is not to manufacture reality, but to undermine the 

credibility of its alternatives (Walker and Orttung 2014, 72) – to convince people that 

things will be worse if the opposition takes power.  

I further develop and test these propositions in the remainder of this dissertation. 

In the next chapter, I investigate the link between crises and electoral authoritarianism, 

as well as some other key alternative structural factors that may give rise to these 

regimes. In Part 2 of the dissertation, I explore the thesis that the justification of 

electoral authoritarian rule as a response to national emergencies allows these regimes 

to restrain and divide their opponents, and to emphasize their inadequacies. In Part 3 

of the dissertation, I examine the extent to which people’s risk averseness and fears 

about the opposition quality, as well as the consequences of regime change, undermine 

the oppositions’ abilities to challenge these regimes.  

                                                 
8
 In this sense, Zaller (1992, 308) also emphasizes that the effects of one-sided communication 

resembling authoritarian propaganda can collapse overnight if two-sided communication offering 

alternative viewpoints emerges. So for regime propaganda and information dominance to maintain its 

grip on popular opinion, it must have some grounding in reality (see Mickiewicz (1999)), as otherwise 

it can be gradually displaced even by small-scale “guerilla” and grassroots campaigns of the opposition 

and even common people (see e.g., Havel and Keane (1985) and Scott (1990)).  
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CHAPTER 3  

THE STRUCTURAL CORRELATES OF ELECTORAL 

AUTHORITARIANISM 

3.1.    Introduction 

The theory developed in Chapter 2 claims that electoral autocracies tend to be 

products of sustained, seemingly unmanageable crises and their impact on popular 

opinion. Such upheavals simultaneously shift the public agenda to demands for 

stability and effective governance, and erode the credibility of autonomous political 

forces that can resist the rise of authoritarianism as a means to satisfy these demands. 

This interplay of distinct structural circumstances and mass attitudinal currents, I 

argue, enables leaders and political forces with reputations for strong-armed, effective 

management to gain decisive and persistent advantages over their alternatives, and 

establish authoritarian rule with minimal resort to repression and largely through the 

ballot box.  

This approach differs from the focus of the current literature, which has mainly 

associated deep systemic crises with the collapse of political regimes. Political, 

security and socio-economic upheavals have, from this perspective, been primarily 

viewed as the main causes for the breakdown of democracies (Linz 1978; O’Donell 

1994; Przeworski 1991) and the demise of autocracies (Haggard and Kaufman 1995), 

but not as the justification for the rise of the regimes that succeeded them. Crises, in 

other words, are mainly considered to play a delegitimizing role when it comes to 

political regimes, rather than a legitimizing one. I argue that these processes are two 
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sides of the same coin. In particular, key constituencies and stakeholders cannot be 

convinced to abandon the prior regime – whatever its failings might be – before a 

compelling justification can be found for its replacement. Profound crises, in this 

sense, provide the rationale for authoritarianism by creating a broad popular demand 

for emergency rule. While such sentiments have legitimized military and single party 

autocracies (see e.g. Huntington (1991, 41–2)), they are particularly conducive to the 

rise of electoral autocracies as these regimes can translate them into plebiscitarian 

support for their rule, thereby maintaining a pretense of democracy.  

Although the most proximate causes of this outcome are attitudinal, this 

dissertation’s theory has one simple macro-level structural implication: transitions 

from all regime types to electoral autocracies will tend to be preceded by deep 

systemic crises, particularly by economic slumps and armed conflicts. In democracies, 

sustained upheavals of this sort discredit the slow, unsteady and divisive nature of 

democratic politics and institutions, and create demand for their replacement with the 

effective, strong-armed, but still somewhat representative rule of electoral 

authoritarianism. In closed autocracies, they simultaneously create pressures to expand 

the regime’s power base through liberalization, and guarantee that liberalization will 

not go too far – a result driven by acute fears that fully dismantling the authoritarian 

Leviathan will bring greater instability. Electoral authoritarianism, in essence, offers 

an attractive, middle-of-the-road remedy for both democracies and closed autocracies 

beset by crises: a system that does not radically dismantle the current one, thereby 

risking further instability, but one that is different enough to avoid its major flaws. 
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There is an obvious corollary to this thesis. As depressions, conflicts and political 

instability become worse, demands for an effective, but not too radical change of the 

political system should multiply. As result, the likelihood of transition to electoral 

autocracy should increase as crises intensify; the attractiveness of other, more radical, 

regime alternatives diminishes or remains unchanged. In particular, the credibility of a 

more democratic order should severely decline in the wake of acute, seemingly 

unmanageable crises. On the other hand, due to the broad acceptance of representative 

institutions and popular legitimation as the global norm of governance, the appeal of 

more radical and overtly repressive forms of authoritarian rule is likely to remain 

relatively low even in the face of severe upheavals. We should therefore observe that 

in response to acute crises and national emergencies, electoral autocracies will tend to 

emerge at a higher rate than other authoritarian alternatives.   

 

3.2.    Alternative Theories and Confounding Factors  

The existing literature highlights a number of macro-level structural predictors of 

authoritarianism, which might be considered as both alternative explanations and 

confounding influences from the standpoint of this dissertation’s theory of the crisis 

origins of electoral autocracy. Thus, proponents of modernization theory have argued 

that a higher level of economic development, usually proxied by per capita income, is 

the most robust predictor of authoritarian collapse and democratization (Boix and 

Stokes 2003; Burkhart and Lewis-Beck 1994; Lipset 1959, 1960), primarily as it gives 

rise to a financially independent and educated middle class clamoring for 
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liberalization. Other prominent studies have found that economic development does 

not catalyze democratization, but only stabilizes democracies (Przeworski and 

Limongi 1997; Przeworski et al. 2000) and in some cases autocracies (Miller 2012), 

making them less likely to succumb to regime collapse and transitions.  

The other core structuralist perspective stressing the economic origins of regime 

emergence and collapse puts the spotlight on inequality. Some works in this tradition 

argue that increased inequality harms both democratization and the stability of 

democracies, increasing chances of authoritarian survival as well as backsliding from 

democracies to authoritarianism (Boix 2003). Others have found that inequality 

undermines democratic stability, but does not cause authoritarian collapse and 

democratization (Houle 2009). Still others argue that intermediate levels of inequality 

are most conducive to authoritarian collapse and democratization, as the lower classes 

have enough to gain by threatening a revolution, while the ruling elites do not have too 

much to lose from liberalization (Acemoglu and Robinson 2006).  

Neo-institutionalist accounts, on the other hand, have focused more narrowly on 

the structural factors that allow autocracies to control their populations – particularly 

patronage and repression. As these tactics are highly resource-intensive, several 

prominent works in this tradition have concentrated on the availability of rents from 

mineral resources and other non-tax revenue, such as foreign aid. Such resources, 

according to this line of thought, provide a direct source of income for the state, 

allowing incumbents to establish robust clientelist networks and repressive 

apparatuses without having to depend on their populations for taxes (Jensen and 

Wantchekon 2004; Morrison 2009; Ross 2001; Ulfelder 2007).  
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Several authors in the neoinstitutionalist tradition have, on the other hand, 

showcased state repressive capacity as a somewhat independent factor favoring the 

rise and persistence of authoritarian regimes (Albertus and Menaldo 2012; Bellin 

2004). This is because some resource-poor countries invest heavily in security, so the 

size and capacity of their repressive apparatuses might be highly disproportionate to 

their wealth. Also, autocracies that lack the resources to buy people off with patronage 

might instead attempt to secure their loyalty through repression (Wintrobe 1998). For 

these reasons, repressive capacity might act as a substitute for financial and other 

resources, potentially allowing emergent dictatorships that lack such endowments to 

establish and sustain their rule.  

The ability of autocracies to establish their reign domestically is also dependent 

on international developments. Levitsky and Way (2010), in this regard, point out that 

the capacity of autocracies to rule through fraud, repression and clientelism is 

significantly constrained by external influences. Specifically, they argue that the use of 

these authoritarian tactics is limited by the extent of Western “leverage” – the ability 

of Western democracies to apply political, economic and social pressure in order to 

promote democratic behavior. According to Levitsky and Way (2010), the 

effectiveness of such “leverage” is, in turn, determined by the density of a given 

society’s “linkage” to the West, in the form of political, economic, diplomatic and 

social ties, as well as cross-border flows for people, goods, information, capital and 

ideas.  

A number of key studies have shown that such cross-national influences are 

temporally and regionally clustered. Gleditsch and Ward (2006) show that internal 
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regime dynamics are deeply affected by developments in neighboring states, 

particularly by the spread of democracy (for a longer historical view of this pattern, 

see also Boix (2011)). Bunce and Wolchik (2011) demonstrate that the diffusion of 

innovative opposition mobilization strategies after successful electoral revolutions has 

driven the spread of regional waves of democratization in electoral autocracies (see 

also Beissinger (2007)). Conversely, importing effective strategies for “diffusion-

proofing” from other dictatorships has increased the resilience of autocracies (Koesel 

and Bunce 2013).  

All of these structural conditions and factors must be properly accounted for in 

empirical tests of the crisis theory of electoral authoritarian emergence, as they not 

only represent alternative explanations, but may act as confounders. Levels of 

development, inequality, state repressive capacity and patronage resources may affect 

internal strife and economic crises as well as regime outcomes. Regional and 

international developments have a similar broad-reaching impact. For this reason, I 

account for the combined impact of these factors in the empirical analyses that follow.  

 

3.3    Data and Methods 

The complexity of regime transitions creates at least three important 

methodological challenges for their study. First, there are competing risks of regime 

failure. Each regime has many possible alternatives, so it can “fail” or transition not 

only to electoral autocracy, but also into other regime types – democracies, other types 

of dictatorships, or simply collapse into failed states. As the baseline risks of regime 
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transition and the impact of the key structural factors will likely be very different for 

transitions between various regime types, we must use a methodology that takes this 

into account. Second, some countries are “repeat offenders” in terms of certain types 

of regime breakdowns and transitions. As each additional transition may alter the 

likelihood of another one, the modeling strategy must incorporate the repeatable 

nature of regime failures to avoid potential biases. Third, due to the complexity of 

these processes, some sources of variability across countries are bound to remain 

unobserved and unaccounted for in models of regime transitions. Some strategies for 

assessing the impact of such country-level heterogeneity are therefore warranted.  

To account for these peculiarities, I perform this chapter’s analyses of regime 

transitions using two sets of Cox proportional hazards event-history models: (1) the 

conditional risk-set model, and (2) the conditional frailty model with country-level 

random effects. From the standpoint of the present analysis, Cox models provide a 

very flexible estimation framework that can also be modified to deal with repeated and 

competing failure events (B. S. Jones and Branton 2005; Box-Steffensmeier and Jones 

2004). Their most basic advantage is that they do not use a parametric specification of 

the baseline hazard or duration dependency function, but allow it to take any form 

suggested by the underlying data.  

 In addition, this modeling strategy has three key benefits for the present analysis. 

First, both the conditional risk-set and frailty Cox models allow me to stratify the 

estimates by the number of prior transitions, or “failures.” In this way, I account for 

the fact that each additional regime failure changes a country’s risk profile for another 

transition.  Intuitively, the experience of prior transitions is allowed to increase or 
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decrease the chances that a particular regime will succumb to another one. Second, I 

estimate all the models in this analysis using the partitioned likelihood approach, 

whereby a separate estimate is produced for each type of transition. Thus, for instance, 

I obtain separate estimates for transitions from democracies to electoral autocracies or 

military dictatorships. This allows for both baseline hazards and covariate effects to 

vary across these different regime transitions, capturing the key substantive 

differences that may exist among them.  

Finally, the use of both the conditional risk-set and frailty Cox models enables me 

to leverage their advantages and offset their disadvantages. The conditional risk set 

model’s strength is that it accounts for correlation in event times due to unobserved 

subject-specific heterogeneity and repeated events by adjusting the variance-

covariance matrix. But it does not directly incorporate the heterogeneity in the 

estimation process, producing potentially biased (though consistent) estimates of the 

covariate effects. The conditional frailty model, on the other hand, directly 

incorporates the individual-level heterogeneity in the estimates as random effects, 

producing unbiased estimates of covariate effects and a generally superior 

performance over other estimators (Box-Steffensmeier, Linn, and Smidt 2014). 

However, conditional frailty estimates are sensitive to the correct parametric 

specification of the distribution of the random effect term, which is generally 

unknown. Also, these individual frailty terms must be independent of the model’s 

covariates – an often untenable assumption that can produce severely biased and 

inconsistent results if violated (Box-Steffensmeier, De Boef, and Joyce 2007, 240). 

So, by analyzing all types of transitions with both the conditional risk-set and the 
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frailty models, I control for these various potential biases in the analysis of regime 

transitions. The benefit is clear: if the results from these two types of models match, 

we can be more confident they reflect empirical realities.  

Using this methodological framework, I estimate models of four types of 

transitions: from democracies to (1) electoral authoritarianism, and (2) military 

dictatorships, and from military dictatorships to (3) electoral authoritarianism and (4) 

democracy. The reasons for focusing on these transition types are both substantive and 

methodological. From a substantive standpoint, I account for the two distinct paths 

through which electoral autocracies emerge – the breakdown of democracy and the 

liberalization of closed autocracies. Furthermore, democracies, military regimes, and 

electoral autocracies have been the most numerous regime types, accounting for the 

greatest number of transitions in the period under study.
1
 Methodologically, this focus 

ensures that sufficient data exist to allow for consistent estimates, as well as to 

perform a full range of robustness tests. By contrast, using the full range of regime 

types and transitions would not permit a rigorous analysis of this sort as there are too 

few instances of transitions from one-party regimes and monarchies to ensure reliable 

estimates.
2
  

                                                 
1
 Between 1973 and 2010, 127 countries have had democratic regimes, 104 have experienced electoral 

authoritarianism, 68 had military rule, 52 had one-party regimes, and 15 countries were ruled by 

monarchies. There were 125 transitions to electoral authoritarianism, 96 to democracy, 53 to one-party 

regimes, and 2 to monarchies. Just for the period after 1994, 114 countries had democratic systems of 

government, 84 had electoral autocracies, and there were 27 military dictatorships, 13 monarchies and 7 

one-party regimes. 51 regime transitions after 1994 have been into electoral authoritarianism, 37 to 

democracy, 15 to military dictatorship and only 1 each to monarchy and single party regimes. 
2
 Despite this constraint, I have performed a limited set of analyses that examine transitions from single-

party regimes as a check for possible selection biases. Their results (available on demand) are in line 

with the findings presented in the empirical analysis section of this chapter. 
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Turning to the measures employed in this analysis, as the dependent variable, I 

use a regime indicator from the updated Authoritarian Regimes Dataset (ver. 5.0), 

which covers the 1972-2010 period.
3
 This dataset defines electoral autocracies as 

regimes that hold elections in which oppositions are allowed, but their average 

combined Freedom House and Polity IV Scores fall below the 7.0 threshold for 

democracies (Wahman, Teorell, and Hadenius 2013). This approach therefore 

separates electoral autocracies from democracies by detecting and assessing the extent 

of their manipulation of democratic institutions (Schedler 2013, 182). Its key 

advantage is that it closely matches this dissertation’s conceptualization of electoral 

authoritarian regimes as political systems that rule within a democratic constitutional 

framework, but informally subvert it by appealing to the need to address various 

national emergencies.  

I have also explored various alternative regime indicators, but these are far less 

reliable in identifying electoral autocracies. Using most of the existing regime 

measures – which mainly capture differences in formal institutions to differentiate 

electoral autocracies from democracies – produces many false negatives. In contrast, 

relying on the empirical “alternation rule”, whereby electoral regimes that have not 

lost an election are considered dictatorships (Przeworski et al. 2000), creates many 

false positives, as democratic incumbents may also have long tenures and many newly 

established democracies had no chance to experience executive turnovers (Schedler 

2013, 189). Apart from democracies and electoral autocracies, I define military 

                                                 
3
 Downloaded from http://www.svet.lu.se/ARD. 

http://www.svet.lu.se/ARD/
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regimes – the other relevant authoritarian regime type used in this analysis – based on 

the Authoritarian Regimes Dataset regime indicator.
4
   

For the key independent variable – the presence of an acute systemic crisis – I use 

indicators for economic crises and conflicts. I measure economic crises using an 

indicator of GDP per capita percentage decline over a 3-year period, derived from 

Penn World Tables Dataset (Heston, Summers, and Aten 2012).
5
 This 3-year interval 

measure better captures the longer-term economic patterns compared to the standard 

annual GDP growth indicators, especially as the severity of economic crises is also 

gauged by their duration. Also, I employ a separate indicator of the extent of GDP 

growth over a 3-year period, to account for the fact that economic expansion may have 

regime-strengthening effects, preventing collapses and transitions to other regimes. 

Robustness checks with indicators of GDP recession and growth over 5 and 10-year 

periods produce similar results. These analyses also show that the 3-year interval 

measure should be preferred over these alternatives as it loses less data due to the 

shorter lag length used to calculate it.  

In turn, I measure the prevalence of conflict across different regime types using 

data from the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset.
6
 The crucial advantage of this 

dataset is that it uses a threshold of 25 annual battle-deaths to code conflicts that have 

occurred in the 1946-2008 period (N. P. Gleditsch et al. 2002). This approach offers a 

much better coverage of low-intensity conflicts that are commonly used to justify 

                                                 
4
 This dataset defines military regimes as autocracies where the military either directly or indirectly 

controls the executive.  
5
 Downloaded from https://pwt.sas.upenn.edu/php_site/pwt_index.php. The Penn World Tables 

indicator of GDP per capita is expressed in constant 2005 international dollars.  
6
 Downloaded from www.prio.no/Data/Armed-Conflict. 

https://pwt.sas.upenn.edu/php_site/pwt_index.php
http://www.prio.no/Data/Armed-Conflict
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emergency measures and suspensions of democracy, especially in comparison to the 

alternative Correlates of War dataset standard of 1000 battle-deaths (Singer and Small 

1994). Using the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset, I define a fairly restrictive 

indicator of violent upheavals, which marks countries as affected by conflict only if it 

takes place on their territory, or if they are the primary or secondary side in the 

conflict. This coding generally avoids tagging great powers and their allies involved in 

proxy wars off their borders as conflict participants – an approach more in line with 

the dissertation’s conceptualization of security crises as calamities in which a 

country’s populations are directly affected. I also define the conflict measure as the 

rate of conflict over the preceding 3-year period.
7
 Similarly to the economic crisis 

indicator, this interval measure better captures the more persistent patterns of conflict 

without too much loss of data.  

The empirical analyses also include a range of variables that account for 

alternative explanations and control for potential confounders. To measure the level of 

economic development, I use the GDP per capita measure from the Penn World 

Tables Dataset. As an alternative indicator of development as well as a measure of 

inequality, I also use infant mortality per 1000 live births.
8
 The advantage of this 

indicator is  that it is less correlated with resource rents (Kapstein and Converse 2008; 

Ulfelder 2007, 1004) and better captures how broadly the benefits of development are 

distributed (Kapstein and Converse 2008, 62), thereby also accounting for inequalities 

                                                 
7
 The conflict indicator used in this chapter’s analyses therefore represents the number of years of 

conflict that a country has experienced over the past 3-year period. Robustness checks using conflict 

indicators over 5 and 10-year periods produce similar results.  
8
 This measure is defined as the number of infants dying before reaching one year of age, per 1,000 live 

births in a given year. Source: The World Bank (downloaded from 

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.IMRT.IN). 

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.IMRT.IN
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that might produce grievances.
9
 In turn, I measure the impact of resource rents using 

an indicator for the total natural resources rents as percent of GDP.
10

  

For state repressive capacity, I use the number of military personnel per thousand 

inhabitants, calculated from the National Material Capabilities Dataset of the 

Correlates of War Project.
11

 Given that internal repression is a very manpower-

intensive task, this is a better macro-level proxy of the repressive capacity than other 

proficiency and resource-based measures of the security apparatus (Albertus and 

Menaldo 2012). In turn, I use two measures of international linkage and 

democratization “contagion” effects. The first is the KOF index of globalization, 

which is based on a weighted score of three dimensions of globalization.
12

 The second, 

more regionally focused measure, calculates the proportion of other states that are 

democracies within a 500 km radius of a given country (Dreher 2006; Martens, 

Dreher, and Gaston 2008).
13

 

I also account for a number of relevant institutional variables in the cross-national 

regime survival analyses. As democracies with presidential systems have been 

highlighted as potentially more unstable and conflict-prone compared to parliamentary 

ones (see e.g. Linz (1990); for a critique of this view, see Cheibub (2007)), I include a 

                                                 
9
 I have not used the more commonly used GINI inequality indicators because of sparse data coverage 

and reliability issues, particularly in authoritarian regimes. 
10

 This measure represents the total sum of oil, natural gas, coal, mineral and forest rents as percentage 

of a country’s GDP. Downloaded from http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.TOTL.RT.ZS. 
11

 Downloaded from http://correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/national-material-capabilities/national-

material-capabilities-v4-0. 
12

 These three dimensions of globalization are defined as: “(1)  economic  globalization,  characterized  

as  long  distance  flows  of  goods,  capital  and services as well as information and perceptions that 

accompany market exchanges; (2)  political globalization, characterized by a diffusion of government 

policies; and (3) social globalization, expressed as the spread of ideas, information, images and people.” 

The KOF index of globalization is downloaded from http://globalization.kof.ethz.ch.  
13

 I construct this measure using regime data from the Authoritarian Regimes Dataset and the Correlates 

of War Project Direct Contiguity Dataset (v.3.1, downloaded from http://correlatesofwar.org/data-

sets/direct-contiguity). 

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.TOTL.RT.ZS
http://correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/national-material-capabilities/national-material-capabilities-v4-0
http://correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/national-material-capabilities/national-material-capabilities-v4-0
http://globalization.kof.ethz.ch/
http://correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/direct-contiguity
http://correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/direct-contiguity
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type of political system variable from the Database of Political Institutions (Thorsten 

et al. 2001), denoting whether the country has a parliamentary, presidential or 

assembly-elected president system for the selection of the chief executive.
14

 As an 

additional indicator of regime stability, I include the mean years of executive tenure 

variable from the Authoritarian Regimes Dataset, defined as “years of regime spell 

duration divided by the total number of changes of the executive during the regime 

spell.” Finally, the analyses include controls for the number of years since a given 

country has gained independence,
15

 a Cold War dummy marking the 1973-1990 

period, as well as regional dummies for Africa, the Americas, Asia, Europe, Middle 

East, Oceania and the Post Soviet area.  

To reduce problems with reverse causality and endogeneity, I use first order lags 

of all the independent variables in the models, except the indicators for the number 

years since independence and the Cold War and region dummies. Also, because of the 

considerable skewness in their distributions, I use natural logs of the GDP per capita, 

infant mortality and military personnel variables.  

 

3.4    Empirical Analysis and Results 

The most basic empirical implication of this dissertation’s theoretical 

framework is that electoral autocracies will disproportionately emerge in times of 

national crises and upheavals. A close examination of the aggregate patterns of 

conflict and economic crises strongly supports this claim. Between 1973 and 2010, 

                                                 
14

 Downloaded from http://econ.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTDEC/EXTRESEARCH/ 

0,,contentMDK:20649465~pagePK:64214825~piPK:64214943~theSitePK:469382,00.html.  
15

 Source: Authoritarian Regimes Dataset. 

http://econ.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTDEC/EXTRESEARCH/%200,,contentMDK:20649465~pagePK:64214825~piPK:64214943~theSitePK:469382,00.html
http://econ.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTDEC/EXTRESEARCH/%200,,contentMDK:20649465~pagePK:64214825~piPK:64214943~theSitePK:469382,00.html
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electoral autocracies have, on average, engaged in internal or international conflicts 22 

percent of the time during their tenures. As shown in the right panel of Figure 3.1 

below, only the now largely defunct military dictatorships have surpassed this rate of 

conflict. The pooled sample of democracies succumbed to conflict about 9 percent of 

the time on average, while new democracies established after 1990 were engaged in 

conflicts only 7 percent of their time in power. 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Percentage of Conflict Years Five Years Before a Regime is 

Established and During a Regime's Tenure (1973-2010) 
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Crucially for this analysis, the highest levels of upheaval in these societies 

precede the establishment of electoral autocracy. Five-year periods before electoral 

autocracies emerge have had the highest rate of internal and international conflicts (26 

percent of the time) compared to other regime types.
16

 Or to put it differently, 

countries are, on average, embroiled in conflicts for a year and a quarter out of five 

before they turn into electoral autocracies. Economic growth exhibits a similar 

behavior. A comparison of 3-year GDP growth rates by regime type, displayed in 

Figure 3.2, indicates that these have been much lower in periods preceding electoral 

autocracies as opposed to new democracies, although these two regime types 

experienced similar growth rates during their tenures.  

 

                                                 
16

 Monarchies are not included in this chart, as only a few observations for periods before regimes of 

this type were established in the Authoritarian Regimes dataset, making estimates for their conflict 

propensity unreliable. For all other regimes included in the analysis, there are at least 50 country-year 

observations for more than 10 countries across 2 different continents. As a robustness check, I have also 

explored the incidence of conflict within 3 and 10-year time periods before these regime types; the 

results are very similar to those presented in Figures 3.1 and 3.2. 
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Figure 3.2: GDP Growth Five Years Before a Regime is Established and During a 

Regime's Tenure (1973-2010) 

Furthermore, electoral autocracies do not simply emerge in more conflict-prone 

and economically stagnant countries; they tend to follow episodes of particularly 

intense upheaval in any given country that had spells of electoral authoritarianism. 

This is illustrated in Figure 3.3, which depicts the rates of conflict and economic 

growth only for countries that experienced electoral authoritarian rule between 1973 

and 2010. It displays these patterns across three distinct periods: (1) the five-year 

intervals before these regimes are established; (2) the periods during their tenure; (3) 

all other periods when electoral authoritarianism is not the governing system. The 

results are clear: periods right before the rise of electoral autocracies have been the 
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most conflict-prone and economically stagnant for countries that experienced this type 

of regime. 

 

 

Figure 3.3: Conflict and GDP Growth in Countries that Experienced Electoral 

Authoritarian Rule (1973-2010) 
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But do this findings hold up in a multivariate setting, after accounting for other, 

potentially confounding factors? To verify this, I estimate comprehensive event 

history models of transitions to electoral autocracy and other regime types, which 

include a full range of controls for alternative theories and potential confounders. As 

discussed in the previous section, these analyses also account for the potentially 

different propensities for regime changes in countries that have experienced multiple 

previous transitions, as well as for the fact that transitions to different regimes 

represent competing risks. For transitions from each regime type, I compare the key 

correlates of shifts towards electoral autocracy as opposed to other alternative regimes, 

to verify if they conform to the theoretical expectations. 

 

3.4.1    Transitions from Democracies 

The data on democratic breakdowns consists of 2859 country-year observations, 

covering 127 countries for the period between 1973 and 2010. These observations 

record whether a democracy experienced a transition to another regime type in a given 

year. The majority of countries in the dataset have experienced only one democracy 

spell throughout this entire period; 29 countries have experienced 2 or more spells, 

while 6 countries have experienced 3 democracy spells. There are a total of 59 

democratic failures in the data, with each democracy in the dataset experiencing an 

average of             collapses. Most democratic breakdowns (16) occur in the 

second year after their establishment; 10 democracies collapsed in their third year and 

7 in their fourth.  
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The vast majority of transitions from democracy (45) produced electoral 

autocracies, 11 gave rise to military regimes, and 3 democracies succumbed to civil 

war and anarchy. In Figure 3.4, we can see two key patterns in terms of democratic 

failures over time. First, the overall frequency of breakdowns increased as the number 

of democracies rose after the Cold War. This is in line with the thesis that 

democratization follows a cyclical pattern of major expansions, followed by partial 

retrenchments (Huntington 1991). Second, there was a major increase in the number 

of democracies backsliding into electoral autocracies and a virtual disappearance of 

the alternative outcome – military takeovers.  

 

 

Figure 3.4: Democratic Breakdowns by Year, 1973-2010 
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Based on this data, I estimate separate Cox models for the two key types of 

democratic collapse: transitions from democracies to electoral autocracies and to 

military dictatorships. I present the results of these analyses in Table 3.1. For both 

types of transitions, models 1-3 represent conditional gap time Cox estimates and 

model 4 provides conditional frailty Cox estimates. All of these models are stratified 

by the number of prior democratic spells. Due to the high degree of collinearity among 

the per capita income, infant mortality and KOF globalization index variables, I 

include only the log per capita income in models (1) and (3), while model (2) contains 

the other two variables. Model (3) also includes three additional variables: the measure 

of military size, capturing the state repressive capacity, and two indicators for the type 

of political system (I include dummy variables for assembly-elected president and 

parliamentary system, with presidential systems serving as the baseline category). 

These variables reduce the number of observations in the estimates because of missing 

values (the military size indicator only has data until 2007, while the political system 

dummies do not cover the period before 1976), so I estimate models 1 and 2 without 

them as a check for biases due to the constrained sample size. All models in Table 3.1 

include an interaction of the economic growth and recession indicators with the 

natural log function of regime duration. The purpose of this time interaction is to 

correct for the fact that these variables’ impact is not invariant to regime duration, 

thereby violating the crucial proportional hazards assumption of the Cox model (Licht 

2011; Box-Steffensmeier and Zorn 2001).
17

 Finally, all models in Table 3.1 include 

region dummies to control for regional patterns.  

                                                 
17

 This is to be expected, as the executive tenure variable – defined as the duration of the regime spell 
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The findings of this analysis closely support this dissertation’s thesis of the 

crisis origins of electoral autocracy. In particular, the estimates from all models in 

Table 3.1 suggest armed conflicts in the preceding 3 years are associated with an 

increased risk of democratic collapse leading to electoral authoritarianism. These 

findings also confirm the main postulates of modernization theory. Rising per capita 

income, according to the estimates across various model specifications, significantly 

diminish the risk of democratic backsliding toward electoral authoritarianism.
18

 

However, the effects of conflict have one crucial explanatory advantage over per 

capita income levels from the standpoint of the present analysis. Conflict explains why 

democracies become electoral autocracies; economic development accounts for why 

they do not. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                             
divided by the number of changes of the executive during that spell – is by definition a function of 

regime longevity. 
18

 This is also confirmed by the significant estimates for infant mortality in Model 2 of the table, which 

represents an alternative measure of income. 
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Table 3.1: Repeated Events History Models of Democratic Breakdowns, 1973-2010 

 

Democracy → Electoral Autocracy Democracy → Military Dictatorship 

Conditional Gap Time 
Cond. 

Frailty 
Conditional Gap Time 

Cond. 

Frailty 

 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Conflict over the Past 3 Years                          
0.37 

(0.19)* 
0.41 

(0.18)* 
0.47 

(0.17)** 
0.47 

(0.19)* 
0.35 

(0.37) 
0.42 

(0.40) 
0.28 

(0.54) 
0.28 

(0.41) 

Extent of GDP growth over  

3-yrs                         

-0.030 

(0.073) 

-0.024 

(0.071) 

-0.12 

(0.092) 

-0.12 

(0.08) 

-0.041 

(0.15) 

-0.31 

(0.23) 

-0.27 

(0.28) 

-0.27 

(0.25) 

GDP growth            
0.021 

(0.028) 

0.0090 

(0.028) 

0.062 

(0.035)+ 

0.06 

(0.04)+ 

-0.013 

(0.06) 

0.080 

(0.08) 

0.067 

(0.10) 

0.07 

(0.11) 

Extent of GDP decline over  

3-yrs                        

-0.040 
(0.053) 

-0.045 
(0.054) 

-0.12 
(0.051)* 

-0.12 
(0.07)+ 

-0.26 
(0.23) 

-0.45 
(0.27)+ 

-0.61 
(0.19)** 

-0.61 
(0.37) 

GDP decline            
0.041 

(0.036) 
0.041 

(0.040) 
0.089 

(0.034)** 
0.09 

(0.05)+ 
0.090 
(0.08) 

0.19 
(0.12) 

0.23 
(0.07)** 

0.23 
(0.16) 

Log Per Capita Income                                   
-1.32 

(0.29)**  

-1.96 
(0.41)** 

-1.96 
(0.50)** 

0.11 
(0.53)  

0.31 
(0.96) 

0.31 
(0.76) 

Resource Rents                                          
-0.0043 
(0.024) 

-0.00083 
(0.025) 

-0.033 
(0.097) 

-0.03 
(0.05) 

0.012 
(0.04) 

-0.016 
(0.03) 

0.029 
(0.04) 

0.03 
(0.05) 

Executive Tenure                                        
-0.14 
(0.12) 

-0.24 
(0.15) 

-0.16 
(0.17) 

-0.16 
(0.10) 

-0.42 
(0.37) 

-0.40 
(0.34) 

-0.44 
(0.32) 

-0.44 
(0.22)* 

Years Since Independence                                
-0.00046 

(0.0027) 

0.00045 

(0.0023) 

-0.0015 

(0.0028) 

-0.001 

(0.004) 

-0.0073 

(0.01) 

0.0095 

(0.03) 

-0.0065 

(0.02) 

-0.01 

(0.01) 

Cold War Dummy                                          
-1.01 

(0.54)+ 
-1.79 

(0.64)** 
-1.17 

(0.70)+ 
-1.17 

(0.70)+ 
2.32 

(1.17)* 
3.22 

(2.18) 
2.59 

(2.51) 
2.59 

(1.39)+ 

Log Infant Mortality                                    
 

0.80 
(0.48)+  

 
 

1.48 
(1.27)  

 

KOF Globalization index                                 
 

-0.025 
(0.022)  

 
 

0.053 
(0.03)+  

 

Log Miltiary Size                                       
  

0.98 
(0.40)* 

0.98 
(0.43)*   

0.46 
(0.97) 

0.46 
(0.81) 

Assembly-elected President                              
  

-0.22 

(0.81) 

-0.22 

(0.83)   

-38.3 

(1.34)** 

0.00 

(0.00) 

Parliamentary System                                    
  

0.69 

(0.53) 

0.69 

(0.64)   

0.18 

(2.41) 

0.18 

(1.52) 

Region Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Variance of the Random Effect 

( )    
0.00 

   
0.00 

N 2727 2605 1893 1893 2727 2605 1893 1893 

Number of Failures 41 39 31 31 11 9 10 10 

Likelihood Ratio for   
   

0 
   

0 

I-likelihood 
   

-87.29 
   

-24.67 

Log-likelihood for model -136.5 -127.9 -87.3 -87.29 -32.8 -21.1 -24.7 -24.67 

Note: Estimates represent Cox hazards model coefficients. Robust standard errors provided in parentheses. 

+p<0.10          *p<0.05          **p<0.01 
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Another crucial difference between these two key variables lies in their relative 

impact, particularly over time. To see this, we can compare their estimated hazard 

ratios, obtained by exponentiating the coefficients in Table 3.1. Hazard ratios 

represent the increase or decrease in the chance of failure – or in this case, regime 

transition – per one-unit change in a given model covariate, while all other factors are 

kept constant. Thus, based on the estimates from Model 3, an additional year of 

conflict in the preceding 3-year period is associated with an increase in the risk of 

transition from democracy to electoral authoritarianism by 60 percent,
19

 all else being 

equal. A democracy that has experienced non-stop conflict in the 3 preceding years, in 

turn, will face a risk of collapsing into an electoral autocracy increased by 310 percent, 

or by more than 3 times, compared to democracy with the same values on the control 

variables that has not experienced conflict in this period.  

The impact of per capita income is more meaningfully interpreted in terms of 

shifts from one to another percentile in the distribution of this variable. So, according 

to the Model 3 estimates, for an increase from the 25th percentile and the median GDP 

per capita, or from about 4,350 to 9,035 US 2005 international dollars per person, the 

risk of transition to electoral autocracy will fall by about 76 percent, when all other 

variables remain constant. This effect is equivalent to a jump in per capita income 

from that of Ecuador or Ukraine at the beginning of the 1990s to that of Chile or 

Estonia at the end of the 1990s. An even larger leap from the 25
th

 to the 75
th

 per capita 

income percentile among democracies (to the levels of Italy in 1986 or Spain in 1995, 

                                                 
19

 Calculated as                                              )). 
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for example) corresponds to a decrease in the risk of failure to electoral autocracy by 

96 percent.  

Clearly, rising per capita income has a decisive impact on the stability of 

democracies: as Przeworski and Limongi (1997) note, these regimes tend not to break 

down after they reach a certain income level. But a rise in per capita income from the 

25
th

 to the 50
th

 percentile takes decades to materialize, and many democracies achieve 

such improvements with tremendous difficulties, if ever. Only 5 democracies have 

made this shift in the period covered by this dataset; on average, it took these countries 

18 years to achieve this rise in per capita income.
20

  

In stark contrast, just a few years of conflict can lead a democracy to ruin. To 

illustrate, a democracy in the 25
th

 income percentile that has a 20 percent risk of 

transitioning to an electoral autocracy would see reduction in its risk to a 4.8 percent if 

it maintains a steady developmental path for long enough to reach median income 

levels, with all else being equal. On the other hand, the risk that the same democracy 

will fall to electoral authoritarianism would more than quadruple – from 20 to about 

82 percent – if it experiences only 3 consecutive years of conflict. Such rates of 

conflict are a far more common occurrence among low income countries than big 

developmental leaps: a full 20 democracies (out of 58) in the bottom quartile of the per 

capita income distribution had experienced an average of 2.5 years of conflict in the 

1973-2010 period.  

                                                 
20

 The countries that made such progress in income are the relatively small nations of Botswana, the 

Dominican Republic, Malta, Mauritius and St. Kitts and Nevis. Malta achieved this wealth increase in 

the shortest period of time (7 years), while the Dominican Republic took the longest (27 years).  
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The crucial take away here is that the level of economic development insulates 

democracies from backsliding into electoral authoritarianism, but does not account for 

much of the variation in this outcome over time. It may take a generation, at best, for 

the democracies most at risk to reach the income levels that preclude democratic 

breakdown, and very few countries achieve such feats. A relatively short armed 

conflict, in contrast, might push low income democracies to electoral authoritarianism. 

Furthermore, economic progress is not easily manufactured by a set of political actors; 

for the most part, it is driven by the decisions of consecutive administrations and 

impersonal market forces. Conflict, on the other hand, is far more readily incited, 

exported across borders, and generally exploited by authoritarian political forces. 

Apart from conflict and per capita income, the results from Models 3 and 4 also 

suggest that state repressive capacity, proxied by military size per thousand 

inhabitants, significantly contributes to democratic failure into electoral 

authoritarianism. These estimates suggest that for a shift from the 25
th

 percentile to the 

median repressive capacity (from 2.4 to 4.2 military personnel per thousand 

inhabitants), the risk of a democracy transitioning to electoral authoritarianism 

increases by about 73 percent – an effect comparable to a year of armed conflict. 

However, there are good reasons to believe that the effects of these two factors may be 

confounded. A close scrutiny of the 11 democracies in the dataset that expanded their 

security apparatuses – a full 8 of which transitioned to electoral authoritarianism – 

reveals they have done so in the lead up to conflicts and in periods of tensions, acute 
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domestic and international rivalries and disputes.
21

 These are upheavals that are not 

fully captured by the highly restrictive and temporally delimited conflict indicator 

used in this analysis. Thus, the effect of repressive capacity on democratic breakdown 

might be a function of the broader security context and crises that are not easily 

captured with the current measures of these phenomena. Military buildups might be, in 

other words, symptoms of impending crises that will shatter democracy, rather than 

the causes of these outcomes.  

The central role of systemic crises in prompting democratic breakdowns and 

transitions to electoral authoritarianism is also highlighted by the estimated impact of 

economic recession. As the effect of this variable is closely related to regime duration, 

its overall impact is a sum of the coefficients on the depth of recession (expressed as 

percentage drop in GDP) and its interaction with the natural logarithm of regime 

duration, which are significant at a 10 percent level in Models 3 and 4.
22

 According to 

the estimates in Table 3.1, the coefficient on the depth of recession is negative, while 

its interaction with regime duration is positive. This suggests that economic crises 

become more closely associated with transitions from democracy to electoral 

authoritarianism as the age of democracies increases.  

I illustrate this effect in Figure 3.5 below, which displays the relative risks of 

transition to electoral autocracy for democracies that have experienced a one percent 

decline in GDP over the past 3 years, versus those that have experienced none. The 

                                                 
21

 Examples include the military buildups in Armenia in 1993-1995 period around the Nagorno-

Karabakh war, the drug wars and insurgencies in Columbia in the late 1980s through the 2000s, and 

before the resumption of the Sri Lankan conflict with the Tamil insurgents in 2006.  
22

 The total effect of a one percent drop in GDP is 

                                              . 
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effect becomes statistically significant (at a 90 percent confidence level) for 

democracies that have lasted for 12 years or more since the start of the dataset in 1973. 

At this point, for each additional percentage of GDP decline over a 3-year period, the 

risk of electoral authoritarianism increases by 10 percent. For democracies in their 20
th

 

year, a one percent GDP drop would increase this hazard by 16 percent, and for those 

that have lasted for 30 years by 20 percent. So for a 30-year old democracy the 

average recession in the dataset (7.2 percent) would be associated with an increase in 

the risk of a breakdown into electoral autocracy by about 144 percent. Still, the 

estimated effect of economic crises is less robust across the different specifications 

than that for armed conflict. It achieves significance at the 10 percent level in the last 

two models, which have a substantial reduction in cases and the timeframe of the 

analysis (limiting the estimates to the 1975-2007 period), so its effect should be 

further verified as additional data becomes available.  
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Figure 3.5: Recession and the Relative Risk of Transition from Democracy to 

Electoral Authoritarianism 

How do these patterns compare to transitions from democracies to military 

dictatorships? If this dissertation’s theory is correct, electoral autocracies should rise 

in the wake of deep systemic crises at a much higher rate than other types of 

dictatorship. As such upheavals create broad demands for stability and strong-armed 

rule, they allow for dictatorship to be reliably sustained on the basis of popular support 

and through the ballot box. Other authoritarian regimes are legitimized by crises too, 

but they are less reliant on their popular appeal and are therefore less in need of deep, 

traumatic upheavals to sustain it. But most of all, a leap from democracy to a closed 

dictatorship may be seen as too radical by many, especially in times of crisis. Why risk 
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the tyranny of an unbridled dictatorship when a strong-armed, but somewhat 

representative electoral authoritarian regime might be just as effective in addressing 

the crisis? 

The analysis of democratic breakdowns leading to military dictatorship in Table 

3.1 confirms these expectations. Across all models, the estimated relationship between 

the crisis variables and military takeovers is considerably smaller than for democratic 

breakdowns to electoral autocracies. Recessions are related to increased chances of 

breakdown to military dictatorships as democracies mature, but this effect is not robust 

across different model specifications. Similarly, there is a positive association between 

armed conflicts and the risk of military takeover, but these effects are not significant in 

any of the models. Among the other explanatory factors, the only other variable that 

achieves significance is executive tenure, but only in Model 4, calling into question 

the robustness of its effects. These results may be partly due to the lower statistical 

power of these event history analyses, given the relatively smaller number of 

democratic breakdowns into military dictatorships. But even ignoring statistical 

significance, the estimated relationship between the crisis variables and military 

takeovers in democracies is roughly half the size of that for democratic breakdowns to 

electoral autocracies, confirming theoretical expectations.
23

  

I have performed an exhaustive range of robustness tests to verify the results of 

these analyses. For both transitions from democracy to electoral authoritarianism and 

                                                 
23

 For example, an additional year of conflict in the preceding 3-year period is associated to a 32 percent 

raise in the chances of a military takeover. For the same rate of conflict, the risk of a transition to 

electoral authoritarianism, on the other hand, is increased by 60 percent. For a one percent GDP drop 

over 3 years, the risk of a failure leading to military rule increases by 7 percent for a democracy in its 

20
th

 year since 1973; this same economic downturn is associated with a 16 percent boost in the chances 

of a breakdown resulting with electoral authoritarianism. 
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military dictatorship, I estimated a broad range of models that control for additional 

potential confounders,
24

 performed exhaustive tests for violations of the proportional 

hazards assumption, checked for the correct functional form of the variables and 

examined the effect of influential observations. I have also re-estimated the models in 

Table 3.1 with a discrete-time logit analogue to the Cox event history models 

estimated here to check whether this alternative specification might affect the 

analysis.
25

 All of these auxiliary analyses confirm the results reported above.  

The robustness of these findings is also verified by the conditional frailty 

estimates reported in Table 3.1. As the frailty models incorporate country-level 

random effects, in addition to stratifying on repeated regime spells, their results 

account for a variety of unobserved and idiosyncratic factors driving regime 

outcomes.
26

 Thus, the fact that the conditional frailty estimates match those of the 

other models in Table 3.1 provides additional confidence in the results of this analysis. 

 

                                                 
24

 In particular, I re-estimated the models with alternative measures of economic development and 

growth/recession from the Maddison Project database (2013 version, downloaded from 

www.ggdc.net/maddison/maddison-project/home.htm), and with conflict indicators based on the 1000-

battle deaths threshold as in the Correlates of War database. I have also estimated models accounting 

for other possible confounders, including ethnic fractionalization and exclusion from the Ethnic Power 

Relations Dataset (version 3.1, downloaded from http://www.epr.ucla.edu), as well as measures for 

executive dominance from the Authoritarian Regimes Dataset. The results of these robustness tests 

(available on demand) closely correspond to those presented in Table 1. 
25

 Specifically, I estimated a logit model using a lowess function to characterize the baseline hazard rate 

and robust standard errors clustered by country and democracy spell.  
26

 It is interesting to note that the variance of the random effect   – popularly known as the frailty term 

– that captures any unobserved factors that increase the chances of failure among the more failure-prone 

democracies, is estimated to be approximately zero and (according to the likelihood ratio for  ) is not 

statistically significant for both types of democratic breakdown in the models in Table 3.1. This 

suggests that the sources of within-country correlation are captured by event dependence across 

repeated democracy spells, as well as by the covariates in the models (on this, see Box-Steffensmeier, 

De Boef, and Joyce (2007)). 

http://www.ggdc.net/maddison/maddison-project/home.htm
http://www.epr.ucla.edu/
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3.4.2    Transitions from Military Dictatorships 

This dataset contains 1003 observations for 68 countries which have 

experienced military rule between 1973 and 2010. There are a total of 79 transitions 

from military dictatorships, with each affected country in the dataset that had this type 

of rule experiencing an average of            military regime failures. Over half 

of military regime failures (42) occurred within seven years since their establishment, 

with about a quarter taking place within the first four years. Finally, 21 countries in the 

dataset experienced 2 or more spells of military dictatorships, 5 experienced 3 or more 

and one country (Guinea-Bissau) had 4 spells. 

The majority of transitions from military regimes (35) were to electoral 

autocracies, 15 military dictatorships transitioned to democracies, 10 to single-party 

regimes, and 19 collapsed to the “other” regime category, denoting the state of civil 

war or anarchy. There is a distinct pattern of shifts from military dictatorships to 

democracies and electoral autocracies – the two substantively most important types of 

transitions from military dictatorships. As we can see from Figure 3.6, all 

democratizations of military dictatorships have occurred between 1978 and 1993; all 

subsequent transitions from these regimes were to electoral authoritarianism.  
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Figure 3.6: Military Regime Breakdowns by Year, 1973-2010 

As for democratic breakdowns, I estimate conditional gap time and frailty Cox 

models of the two main types of transitions from military dictatorships: to electoral 

autocracies and democracies. These specifications differ from the models of 

democratic failure in three ways. First, all models omit the type of political system 

variable, as it is substantively less relevant for the dynamics of military dictatorships. 

Second, I include an indicator accounting for the percentage of a country’s neighbors 

that have democratic regimes. This variable, in addition to globalization index in 

Model 2, accounts for the impact of diffusion and external pressures for liberalization, 

particularly in the wake of regional democratization waves. Finally, I include an 
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interaction between the military size indicator and a log function of regime duration, 

to correct for this variable’s violation of the proportional hazards assumption. The 

results from these analyses are provided in Table 3.2 below. 
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Table 3.2: Repeated Events History Models of Military Regime Breakdowns, 1973-2010 

 

Military Dict. → Electoral Autocracy Military Dictatorship → Democracy 

Conditional Gap Time 
Cond. 

Frailty 
Conditional Gap Time 

Cond. 

Frailty 

 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Conflict over the Past 3 Years                          
0.011 

(0.14) 

0.029 

(0.14) 

0.18 

(0.17) 

0.19 

(0.20) 

-1.04 

(0.47)* 

-1.16 

(0.52)* 

-1.63 

(0.69)* 

-1.63 

(0.75)* 

Extent of GDP growth over 

 3-yrs                         

0.0012 

(0.033) 

0.0066 

(0.033) 

-0.012 

(0.028) 

0.001 

(0.03) 

-0.032 

(0.047) 

-0.023 

(0.050) 

-0.026 

(0.046) 

-0.03 

(0.05) 

Extent of GDP decline over 

3-yrs                        

0.10 

(0.040)* 

0.098 

(0.040)* 

0.099 

(0.039)* 

0.10 

(0.03)** 

-0.083 

(0.083) 

-0.074 

(0.091) 

-0.077 

(0.092) 

-0.08 

(0.10) 

Log Per Capita Income                                   
0.35 

(0.30)  

0.75 

(0.43)+ 

0.62 

(0.42) 

-0.33 

(0.39)  

0.50 

(0.58) 

0.50 

(0.90) 

Resource Rents                                          
-0.045 

(0.019)* 

-0.040 

(0.019)* 

-0.064 

(0.029)* 

-0.05 

(0.03)+ 

0.050 

(0.028)+ 

0.040 

(0.032) 

0.070 

(0.034)* 

0.07 

(0.05) 

Executive Tenure                                        
-0.11 

(0.057)+ 

-0.10 

(0.057)+ 

-0.096 

(0.062) 

-0.09 

(0.05)* 

-0.60 

(0.15)** 

-0.62 

(0.14)** 

-0.68 

(0.14)** 

-0.68 

(0.21)** 

Years Since Independence                                
0.005 

(0.002)+ 

0.004 

(0.003)+ 

0.007 

(0.002)** 

0.01 

(0.003)+ 

0.001 

(0.003) 

0.002 

(0.002) 

0.002 

(0.003) 

0.002 

(0.005) 

Cold War Dummy                                          
-2.58 

(0.57)** 

-2.50 

(0.54)** 

-3.04 

(0.59)** 

-3.10 

(0.72)** 

0.54 

(0.92) 

0.39 

(0.91) 

0.94 

(0.77) 

0.96 

(1.21) 

% Democratic Neighbors 
2.86 

(1.00)** 

2.75 

(1.05)** 

3.65 

(1.17)** 

3.34 

(1.29)** 

1.66 

(1.71) 

1.75 

(1.64) 

2.17 

(1.71) 

2.20 

(2.00) 

Log Infant Mortality                                    
 

0.36 

(0.56)  
 

 

0.42 

(0.76)  
 

KOF Globalization index                                 
 

0.023 

(0.032)  
 

 

-0.026 

(0.055)  
 

Log Miltiary Size                                       
  

1.76 

(0.82)* 

1.48 

(0.71)*   

0.15 

(1.40) 

0.16 

(1.97) 

Log Miltiary Size                                                 
  

-0.98 

(0.34)** 

-0.88 

(0.34)**   

-0.68 

(0.59) 

-0.69 

(0.86) 

Region Dummies YES YES YES YES† YES YES YES YES†† 

Variance of the Random Effect 

( )    
0.00 

   
0.00 

N 829 807 783 783 829 807 783 783 

Number of Failures 34 33 30 30 15 15 15 15 

Likelihood Ratio for   
   

0 
   

0 

I-likelihood 
   

-58.37 
   

-26.09 

Log-likelihood for model -64.0 -61.4 -57.1 -58.37 -27.7 -27.3 -26.1 -26.09 

Note: Estimates represent Cox hazards model coefficients. Robust standard errors provided in parentheses. 

† To ensure convergence, model contains regional dummies only for the Amercias, Asia and Oceania.  

†† To ensure convergence, model contains regional dummies only for Africa, Asia and the Middle East.  
+p<0.10          *p<0.05          **p<0.01 
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These results show that the factor most closely associated with transitions from 

military dictatorships to electoral authoritarianism is (geo)political. According to the 

estimates in Table 3.2, a one percent increase in the proportion of a military 

dictatorship’s neighbors that are democratic is linked with 37 percent higher chances 

that such a regime will transition to electoral autocracy. So, a military regime half of 

which neighbors have become democracies has a whopping 20 times greater chances 

of transitioning to electoral autocracy, compared to a military dictatorship that has no 

democratic neighbors, all else being equal.  

But the crucial thing to note here is that a rising share of democratic neighbors 

is not associated with the democratization of military dictatorships, but with their 

transitions to electoral authoritarianism. We can see this from the consistently non-

significant impact of this variable on transitions from military regimes to democracies 

across all model specifications in the right panel of Table 3.2.
27

 These results are 

consistent with the thesis that electoral autocracies are a deliberate ploy used by closed 

dictatorships to preserve authoritarianism under the guise of electoral legitimation. 

Instead of committing to a full and authentic democracy, closed autocracies 

preemptively adopt nominally democratic institutions they can subvert in practice.
28

  

But if transitions to electoral autocracy are calculated attempts to avoid genuine 

democratization, what prevents these liberalizations from failing their original purpose 

and inadvertently sliding towards democracy? In other words, what makes military 

                                                 
27

 These results hold even if we exclude transitional regimes – electoral autocracies or democracies that 

only last a year or so before transitioning to another regime type – from the analyses in Table 3.2.  
28

 The analysis also confirms that electoral autocracy emerged “authoritarianism’s last line of defense 

(Schedler 2010)” after democratic institutions became the norm since the Cold War. Thus, according to 

the estimates in Table 3.2, the odds that a military dictatorship will transition to electoral 

authoritarianism diminish by a full 95 percent for the period during the Cold War. 
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dictators avoid the “liberalizers’ curse” (Przeworski 1991, 58) of unintentionally 

allowing the floodgates of democratization to burst open as they attempt to create a 

“managed democracy?” The answer, according to the results of this analysis, seems to 

again point to crises. In particular, the estimates in the right panel of Table 3.2 indicate 

that armed conflicts tend to correlate with dramatically reduced chances that a military 

regime will transition to democracy. Hazard rates obtained by exponentiating the 

estimates in Model 3 suggest that for each additional year of conflict in the 3 previous 

years, the odds that a military regime will transition to democracy decrease by more 

than 80 percent. As a result, democratization is practically precluded in military 

dictatorships that have experienced continuous armed conflict over the past 3 years – 

for this rate of conflict the odds of democratization are reduced by 99 percent. In 

contrast, conflict is not consistently related to diminished odds of a “controlled” 

liberalization to electoral autocracy: the coefficients on this variable are non-

significant (but positive) across all model specifications in the left panel of Table 3.2.  

Economic crises have a more pronounced effect on this type of transition: 

across all model specifications, recessions are significantly related to increased odds 

of transition to electoral authoritarianism. The magnitude of this effect is also 

substantial: the estimates in Model 3 suggest that for each additional percentage 

decline of GDP over the previous 3 years, the odds of a transition to electoral 

authoritarianism rise by 10.4 percent. Thus, the average recession in military regimes 

over the period of study (a 9.6 percent GDP drop over a 3-year period), according to 

these estimates, was related to an increase of 158 percent in the chances that a military 

dictatorship will transition to electoral autocracy. For a 13 percent drop in GDP in the 
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preceding 3 years (the 75
th

 percentile of the recession severity distribution in military 

regimes), the odds of this outcome are estimated to rise by 254 percent. On the other 

hand, the democratization of military dictatorships does not seem to be consistently 

associated with economic crises: according to the estimates in the right panel of Table 

3.2, the relationship between recessions and transitions from military regimes to 

democracies is non-significant (and negative). 

These results are in line with the dissertation’s core propositions about the crisis 

origins of electoral authoritarianism. They show that practically no democratizations 

of military dictatorships have occurred in the wake of acute security crises. Yet, 

conflicts have not precluded such regimes from pursuing “managed liberalization” and 

a transition to electoral authoritarianism. At the same time, military dictatorships 

sought to defuse dissatisfaction from economic crises, as well as pressures for 

liberalization, by espousing electoral authoritarianism rather than genuine 

democratization. As predicted by this dissertation’s framework, security and economic 

crises may have allowed electoral autocracy to be compellingly legitimized as the best, 

“middle-of-the-road” solution for the country’s woes – providing some liberalization 

as remedy for the failings and rigidity of military dictatorship, but avoiding the 

potentially destabilizing effects of full democratization.  

This analysis also shows that authoritarian resources and tools like patronage 

and repression – factors emphasized in neo-institutionalist accounts – have a weaker 

and less consistent relation to tendencies of military dictatorships to democratize or 

transition to electoral authoritarianism. Resource rents, which provide access to direct, 

non-taxable income that military dictatorships can use as patronage or to sustain a 
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robust repressive apparatus, are associated with diminished chances of transition to 

electoral authoritarianism, according to the results in Table 3.2. In particular, the 

estimates of Model 3 in the left panel of the Table imply that each additional 

percentage of GDP obtained from resource rents decreases chances of liberalization 

into an electoral authoritarian regime by 6.2 percent. To put this in perspective, a shift 

from zero to the median position in terms of the contribution of resource rents to GDP 

is associated with a 39 percent decrease the risk that a military dictatorship will 

transition to electoral authoritarianism; for a jump from the median to the 75
th

 

percentile (14.5% GDP) in terms of resource endowment, the likelihood of this 

outcome decreases by 36 percent.  

One might speculate, based on this result, that military dictatorships with access 

to substantial resource rents may be less compelled to liberalize to electoral autocracy, 

as they have the means to keep their populations satisfied by distributing patronage. 

But this interpretation is somewhat contradicted by the estimated relation between 

resource rents and democratization of military dictatorships. According to the 

estimates in the left panel of Table 3.2, the relationship between resource rents and 

democratization is positive, though not reliably significant – a counterintuitive result 

that contradicts most current theories of this factor’s impact on authoritarian survival. 

Why would access to resource rents push military regimes to democratize, while it 

deters them from controlled liberalization that preserves authoritarianism under an 

electoral guise? This is an intriguing puzzle that certainly warrants further scrutiny. 

From the standpoint of the present study, however, these results about the impact of 
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resource rents provide less clear guidance about the emergence of electoral autocracy 

than the crisis theory.  

We also observe an unclear pattern in regard to repressive capacity, proxied by 

military personnel per capita. On one side, this indicator and its interaction with 

regime duration are not consistently related to the democratization of military 

dictatorships: their estimated effects are non-significant across all specifications in the 

left panel of Table 3.2. On the other hand, both of these terms are highly and 

significantly related to transitions from military dictatorships to electoral autocracies. 

The coefficient on log military size is positive, suggesting this variable is associated 

with increased risk of transition to electoral authoritarianism when the log duration of 

military dictatorships equals zero (i.e. in the first year of military regimes). But its 

interaction with regime longevity is negative, which implies this relationship reverses 

over time.  

I depict this behavior graphically in Figure 3.7 below. The graph displays the 

relative hazards of a transition to electoral autocracy for a military regime that 

increases the share of military personnel from the median to the 75
th

 percentile in the 

distribution (or from about 4 to 7 servicemen per thousand inhabitants). For a military 

regime in the first year of its tenure, such a boost in repressive capacity is related to an 

increase in the risk of transition to electoral authoritarianism by 167 percent. But this 

association quickly becomes insignificant and eventually reverses. It again achieves 

significance for a military dictatorship in the 10
th

 year of its reign, now with the 

opposite sign. Thus, for a military dictatorship that has held power for a decade, being 

in the 75
th

 percentile in terms of repressive capacity as opposed to the median is 
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associated with a decrease the chances of a transition to electoral autocracy by 25 

percent. For a military regime that lasted for 20 years, this boost in repressive power 

relates to a decline in the risk of a shift to electoral authoritarian by about 50 percent.  

 

 

Figure 3.7: Repressive Capacity and the Relative Risk of Transition from a 

Military Regime to Electoral Authoritarianism 
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We can draw few substantive conclusions from these results, except that 

durable military dictatorships with larger militaries seem to somehow be more 

resistant to any form of liberalization. This is also reflected in the behavior of the 

mean executive tenure indicator, which measures the degree of institutional stability. 

This variable is significantly and negatively associated with transitions to both 

electoral autocracies and democracies. The estimates in Table 3.2 suggest that for a 

shift from the median to the 75
th

 percentile in mean executive tenure of military 

dictatorships, the odds of a transition to electoral autocracy decrease by 62 percent; the 

chances of democratization drop by almost 100 percent for the same shift in executive 

tenure. 

Whatever the causal story explaining the behavior of these factors might be, 

they do not account for the different outcomes in terms of how military regimes end – 

the key interest of this chapter. Longer-lasting, more institutionally stable military 

dictatorships, with a strong repressive capacity, have significantly lower chances of 

transitioning to both electoral authoritarianism and democracy. In contrast, 

geopolitical pressures and the two crisis indicators – conflict and recession – do a far 

better job in differentiating between these outcomes. The estimates in Table 3.2 show 

that military regimes facing a rising share of democracies in their neighborhoods do 

not democratize, but are strongly inclined to espouse the “managed” liberalization of 

electoral authoritarianism. This confirms the essential nature of electoral 

authoritarianism as a ploy to preserve dictatorship under a democratic guise. In turn, 

military dictatorships affected by conflict practically never democratize, while conflict 

is positively (though non-significantly) related to transitions to electoral autocracy. 
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Economic crises in military dictatorships are strongly associated with “managed 

liberalization” to electoral authoritarianism and negatively (but non-significantly) 

related to democratization. These findings once again verify the close correlation 

between acute crises and transitions to electoral autocracy.  

As before, I have examined the results of this analysis with an exhaustive set of 

robustness checks, including checks for violations of the proportional hazards 

assumption, model specification and fit, and the potential biases imposed by 

influential observations. I have also re-estimated the models in Table 3.2 with an 

expanded range of controls for potential confounders, and by using an alternative 

discrete logit estimator instead of the Cox model. All of these auxiliary analyses yield 

results that closely match the ones presented here (results available on demand).  

 

3.5    Conclusion 

Theories of regime persistence and change tend to focus on the preferences, 

strategies and behavior of individual and collective actors. But the lack of adequate 

micro-level cross-national data on these dynamics forces us to perform a lot of our 

theory testing indirectly, using macro-level structural circumstances and factors which 

presumably inform, motivate or constrain the behavior of the actors involved (on this, 

see also Schedler (2013, 179)). The empirical analysis in this chapter attempts to 

perform a task of this sort. Based on comparative data on transitions from democracy 

and military dictatorships, I test the dissertation’s theory that more than any other form 
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of undemocratic regimes, electoral autocracies tend to be products of deep systemic 

crises.  

The core premise of this analysis is simple. Processes of regime change are 

complex and their contributing circumstances and factors highly diverse. So, to the 

extent they exist, the structural underpinnings of a political regime are best identified 

through triangulation: if a certain regime type is a product of some specific 

circumstances, these will stand out among other factors across different sorts of 

transitions to this regime. Or from the standpoint of this dissertation, if electoral 

autocracies are indeed legitimized by acute crises, transitions to this regime type from 

both democracies, as well as closed autocracies, will be closely predicted by macro-

level indicators of crisis.  

The cross-national analysis of transitions from democracies and military 

dictatorships, presented in this chapter, confirms this expectation. Security and 

economic crises, as these analyses suggest, are not the only macro-level structural 

factors closely associated with these different regime outcomes. But they were the 

only structural conditions that strongly and consistently correlated with the choice of 

electoral authoritarianism across all transition types – from those resulting from 

democratic breakdowns to liberalizations of military regimes. Democratic failures into 

electoral authoritarianism, according to this chapter’s analysis, have been closely 

associated with acute security crises; in older democracies, the rise of electoral 

authoritarianism also tended to follow in the wake of recessions. Military 

dictatorships, in turn, were more likely to pursue “managed” liberalizations to 
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electoral authoritarianism after economic crises, as well as due to geopolitical 

pressures to democratize.  

According to this chapter’s analysis, security, economic and political crises do 

not only increase the likelihood of electoral authoritarianism. They also diminish the 

attractiveness of its alternatives. Acute crises in particular seem to preclude the full 

democratization of closed autocracies – practically no democratizations of military 

dictatorships have occurred in the wake of conflict. In democracies, on the other hand, 

security and economic crises are a weaker predictor of military takeovers than of 

transitions to electoral authoritarianism.  

These findings are consistent with the view that in democracies and closed 

autocracies plagued by unmanageable or existential crises, electoral authoritarianism 

may emerge as a compelling middle-ground remedy. The rise of an effective, strong-

armed incumbent, capable of curbing the disruptive pluralism and vested interests 

without imposing a naked dictatorship, may seem to be the most attractive choice to 

many living in democracies torn by conflict or socio-economic collapse. And in closed 

dictatorships beset by acute problems, a tightly controlled liberalization to electoral 

autocracy would be preferable to an uncertain and potentially highly destabilizing 

democratization. For democracies and autocracies alike, the shortest and surest escape 

routes from uncontrollable crises seem to point toward electoral autocracy. 

The empirical results presented in this chapter are robust to an extensive set of 

specification checks, and the use of alternative measures and estimation techniques. In 

particular, I have performed a broad range of auxiliary analyses, examining potential 

violations of model assumptions as well as biases introduced by potential confounders. 
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To account for unobserved heterogeneity and event dependence across the units used 

in the analyses, I have also estimated conditional frailty models, which provide the 

most flexible and best-performing event history estimation technique (Box-

Steffensmeier, Linn, and Smidt 2014). All of these robustness checks confirm this 

chapter’s findings.  

Still, these macro-level analyses only provide a “high altitude” view of the 

processes leading to the rise of electoral autocracies. In particular, they cannot verify 

the crucial mechanisms through which electoral authoritarianism emerges as the 

modal, if reluctant, choice among broad popular majorities in the wake of acute crises. 

These can only be resolved by exploring the patterns of mass opinion and political 

choice at the micro-level – tasks I turn to in the next chapters. 
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PART II: THE STRUCTURE OF POPULAR OPINION AND THE 

ROOTS OF ELECTORAL AUTHORITARIAN DOMINANCE 
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CHAPTER 4  

CRISES, POPULAR ATTITUDES AND POLITICAL COMPETITION 

“To the extent that [structural factors like economic development, inequalities, cleavages, 

and government effectiveness]…propel a country toward a hegemonic regime or toward 

public contestation and polyarchy, they must operate, somehow, through the beliefs of 

the people.”  

- Robert Dahl (1971) 

 

4.1    Introduction 

Does popular opinion have a coherent structure?  Are popular preferences and 

beliefs rooted in particular cleavages? Do the opinions of citizens have a meaningful 

impact on political outcomes? These are the kinds of questions that scholars routinely 

examine in democracies, but very rarely in autocracies. In the latter, it is widely 

assumed that mass attitudes lack a coherent structure and have little impact on politics, 

as authoritarian regimes control popular opinion through repression, propaganda and 

clientelism. However, time and again, the trajectories of undemocratic regimes have 

been upended by the shifting attitudes and actions of ordinary citizens, as 

demonstrated by the events that led to the collapse of Communism at the end of the 

Cold war, the Color Revolutions in East Europe, and the Arab Spring. 

But why have so many electoral autocracies persistently managed to avoid this 

fate? In Part I of the dissertation, I showed that the defining, but often overlooked 

feature of electoral autocracies is their marked tendency to emerge in times of deep 

systemic crises and upheavals. Such backgrounds, I argue, allows these regimes to 
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secure genuine popular consent for their rule by justifying it as response to a national 

emergency. With this legitimation strategy, electoral authoritarian incumbents redefine 

the terms of political competition in their favor, exploiting popular anxieties and 

demands for stability to defuse opposition to their rule and to stave off potential 

uprisings and challenges. This allows them to rule through the ballot box and with 

minimal resort to coercion.  

Electoral authoritarian regimes, to put it differently, establish control not because 

their populations’ political preferences are incoherent, “formless” (Alexander 1997), 

or shaped by propaganda, clientelism and repression. They do so because people have 

clearly defined preferences, closely aligned with these regimes’ legitimizing mission 

of restoring stability and prosperity in the wake of crises. In this chapter, I develop a 

fully specified theory of the structure of mass opinion in crisis settings and its impact 

on political competition. Based on a broad conceptual framework and a formal model, 

I examine how these attitudinal currents enable electoral autocracies to effectively use 

the “heresthetic” strategy of justifying their rule as response to national emergency to 

divide their oppositions and to unite different crisis-weary constituencies in support 

for the regime. 

  

4.2    The Structure of Mass Opinion in Electoral Autocracies: Current Insights 

and Controversies 

Electoral authoritarianism, according to one shrewd description, “is a system in 

which opposition parties lose elections (Schedler 2013, 107).” As a result, voting in 

these settings is never merely a choice between contending parties, candidates and 
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platforms. It is, above all, a referendum on the country’s political regime. Supporting 

the opposition is clearly a choice to replace the system in which it never wins. And 

casting a ballot for the incumbents is a decision to preserve it.  

This architecture of choice gives rise to a peculiar structure of popular opinion. 

Empirical studies have shown that mass political attitudes and allegiances in electoral 

autocracies align not along conventional ideological or partisan lines, but along a 

regime cleavage, “where parties and voters divide with respect to their evaluations of 

existing political institutions (Magaloni 2006, 181).” This has profound consequences. 

In democracies, opinion shifts along the dominant cleavages result in fairly routine 

transfers of power without disruptive institutional changes. Given the nature of the 

regime cleavage, realignments of opinion in electoral autocracies may, ironically, have 

a far greater impact. They could not only lead to a permanent demise of the ruling 

elite, but also to a wholesale institutional remodeling, with all their resulting 

upheavals.  

Electoral authoritarian systems have another defining feature, regularly 

highlighted in the literature: their excessively divided oppositions. As if they are trying 

to outbid each other in offering a more radical alternative to the current order, 

opposition forces in electoral autocracies have adopted fairly extreme liberal, 

conservative, nationalist or other issue-based appeals, and scattered to the right and 

left of the consistently moderate positions of the regime parties and candidates on 

these issues. The resulting inability to coalesce has made oppositions notoriously inept 

at mounting effective challenges to these regimes (Bieber 2003; Bunce and Wolchik 



 

  113 

2011; Van de Walle 2006). If divided government guarantees effective contestation in 

democracies, divided oppositions ensure uncontested reigns for electoral autocracies.  

Why are opponents of these regimes so discordant? Several key accounts trace 

the roots of opposition fragmentation to the regime cleavage. Magaloni (2006, 179–

180) highlights that oppositions in electoral autocracies fail to coordinate due to their 

inability to put their common interests along the regime cleavage above their other 

ideological, ethnic, religious or sectoral differences. The core conflict in electoral 

autocracies, according to Schedler (2013), concerns the distribution of political power, 

not social and economic rights or the redistribution of wealth as in many established 

democracies (see also Moreno (1999)). As result, pro-opposition constituencies in 

electoral autocracies have a shared interest in democratizing the system, so they can 

get a chance to contest power. A failure to unite behind a joint oppositional front is a 

failure to appreciate this common interest.  

This view has broader implications about the meaning of the regime cleavage not 

just for oppositional activists, but across the entire electorate. If opposition to the 

regime is defined by pro-democratic outlooks, then people’s stances on the regime 

cleavage reflect their normative preferences for democracy versus authoritarianism. 

To have pro-democratic leanings, from this perspective, is to sympathize with the 

opposition; those with authoritarian outlooks, on the other hand, are bound to be on 

the regime’s side. How strongly people feel about democracy therefore not only 

determines whether the opposition will come together, but also decides the electoral 

outcomes. Electoral autocracies, in this view, are dislodged when voting majorities 

develop a sufficiently strong commitment to democracy so that it trumps their other 
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disagreements and rivalries over political, social, economic issues (Magaloni 2006, 

179–80).  

This argument is intuitively and normatively appealing. But upon close scrutiny, 

it fails to match up with empirical evidence. A considerable body of opinion research 

demonstrates that people living in electoral autocracies have been willing to tolerate 

these regimes despite their normative preference for democracy (see e.g. Rose 

(2007b), Rose, Mishler, and Munro (2006) and Rose, Mishler, and Munro (2011)). 

Rose (2007b), for instance, shows that clear majorities in the electoral autocracies in 

post-communist East Europe have consistently regarded democracy as the most 

desirable form of government, and accurately perceived their current regimes as quite 

undemocratic. However, the dissonance between their normative aspirations and 

reality did not incite people to rebel against the status quo. Quite the contrary, Rose 

finds that the electoral authoritarian regimes in Eastern Europe have enjoyed greater 

popular support, on average, than the new democracies in the region.  

If people’s preferences for democracy do not drive their attitudes towards 

electoral authoritarian regimes, then what does? The second major interpretation of the 

regime cleavage in these polities argues that people endorse electoral autocracies not 

because of normative or ideological preferences, but based on their performance in 

vital areas. It stems from a sizable empirical literature, which compellingly 

demonstrates that mass political outlooks in electoral autocracies are overwhelmingly 

driven by assessments of economic performance of various alternative regimes, and 

the governing competence of their potential leaders (see e.g. Tucker (2006), Treisman 

(2011), Willerton (2003), Hesli and Bashkirova (2001), Reuter and Gandhi (2011) and 
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Bleck and van de Walle (2012)). These priorities, it could be argued, lead people to 

sacrifice their principles, and support authoritarian regimes, despite their clear 

normative preference for democracy.  

But despite its better grounding in empirical evidence, this account opens more 

puzzles than it resolves. First, the performance-centric interpretation of the regime 

cleavage does not explain the puzzle of divided oppositions in electoral autocracies. 

Instead, it turns it into an even more baffling paradox: while majorities in electoral 

autocracies are ideologically pragmatic and approach politics from the standpoint of 

their material interests, oppositions in these regimes remain hopelessly divided along 

ideological lines or over policy issues. Second, and more fundamentally, economic 

evaluations have been known to dominate the voters’ calculus in democracies and 

autocracies alike (Duch and Stevenson 2008; Duch 2001; Lewis-Beck and Ratto 2013; 

Tucker 2002, 2006). So, if people in all societies place a premium on economic 

performance, why are only those living in autocracies willing to sacrifice their 

freedoms for it? And what makes them believe that authoritarianism will perform 

better than democracy in delivering prosperity? 

The cumulative wisdom of decades of economic voting research shows that 

significant discrepancies in how people translate economic evaluations into political 

preferences are bound to be products of the different contexts in which they form their 

opinions (see e.g. Anderson (2007)). To understand people’s “pragmatic” espousal of 

electoral authoritarianism, the paradox of divided oppositions, and the broader patterns 

of mass opinion and political competition in these systems, we must therefore link 

them to the backgrounds from which they emerge. We must, above all, trace the 
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meaning of the core regime cleavage in electoral autocracies to the distinct conditions 

that give rise to these systems. I turn to this task in the next section.  

 

4.3    The Nature of Political Preferences in Crisis Settings 

 “When authoritarian rule was preceded by types of contentious politics that were 

widely perceived as unmanageable and endemic, anti-democratic attitudes will be easier 

to sustain over the long term.” 

- Dan Slater (2010, 20) 

 

The cross-national analysis of regime transitions in Chapter 3 clearly shows that 

the rise of electoral authoritarian regimes tends to be preceded by deep security and 

economic crises. But according to this dissertation’s theoretical framework, such 

upheavals do not automatically give credence to the appeals of electoral authoritarian 

incumbents. First, crises need to be widely perceived as sufficiently disruptive, 

persistent and intractable that popular majorities change the way they think about 

politics – how they form opinions and which priorities drive their choices and 

behavior. I claim that the most fundamental shift in this sense is the displacement of 

the more durable cleavages, partisan attachments, values, and issue stances among 

large strata of the population. In stable democracies, these outlooks serve as the 

building blocks of public opinion and political competition. They set boundaries on 

acceptable political behavior and stabilize electoral competition, preventing any force 

from completely dominating the political scene.   

In societies gripped by uncertainty and anxieties about a looming cataclysm, 

majorities often pragmatically suppress or discard these outlooks and allegiances as 
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they become unreliable guides for political choices. As Stimson (1999, 33) points out, 

in times of profound upheavals and chronic instability, people simply do not know 

their own policy and issue preferences: they can assess a policy and adopt a 

meaningful stance only after its consequences are felt. When so much is at stake and 

circumstances are novel and unpredictable, most ordinary citizens, in other words, find 

that a more reliable way to make judgments about politics is to observe “what works” 

in addressing their primary concerns. They espouse or reject key policies, platforms or 

politicians based on the outcomes they produce, particularly in areas like the economy 

or security, where changes are more palpable. Trust in political actors with a record of 

strong and effective management also serves as a key decision-making shortcut in 

periods of turmoil, displacing ideological predispositions and policy preferences 

(Stimson 2004). Faced with low information, high-volatility and high-stakes 

environments, people simply embrace the policies and support the rule of politicians 

and institutions they trust to impose order.  

This is not to say that issue stances and ideological and other cleavages do not 

exist in these societies, or that they have no impact in the grand scheme of electoral 

authoritarian politics. On the contrary, they are an essential component of political 

competition in these regimes. Salient issue stances and cleavages in these societies 

serve as platforms that give the regime’s opponents a chance to appeal for popular 

support and to challenge the existing order. They provide links to constituencies that 

are dissatisfied and seek an alternative political system that will allow them to pursue 

their interests. These links are necessarily programmatic, as oppositions generally lack 

the resources and the popular image to attract discontented voters with patronage and 
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valence appeals. They are based on recognizable ideologies, issue stances, identities 

and cleavages, which signal the kinds of policies oppositions will implement if they 

assume power.  

The fundamental difference between democratic and electoral authoritarian 

settings, I argue, is that in the latter, such cross-cutting cleavages tend to be 

meaningful only for constituencies with pro-oppositional outlooks, and to have little 

bearing on regime supporters. This is a logical consequence of the nature of the regime 

cleavage in these societies. People who reject the electoral authoritarian regime are 

prone to develop attachments to some alternative set of policy preferences, identities, 

ideologies and principles that are not represented by the current order. Supporters of 

the regime, in contrast, accept its justification as a response to a national emergency. 

Preoccupied with the overarching priorities of restoring order and stability, they 

pragmatically suppress other policy stances, ideologies and principles they might 

have. In other words, the more people support the electoral authoritarian regime – and 

by extension, place a premium on the stability it promises to restore – the less they are 

inclined to care about other issues, policies and ideology.  

The second condition for deep systemic crises to create a fertile ground for 

electoral authoritarianism is that they produce a sweeping disillusionment with its 

alternatives. And for this purpose, crises need to be well timed. In particular, the fact 

that the deepest cataclysms of this sort occur before the rise of electoral autocracies 

allows these regimes to convincingly discredit their predecessors and alternatives – 

especially democratic ones – for being incapable of dealing with their countries’ 

problems, which have snowballed on their watch. As Slater (2010, 14) puts it, “[a]ll 
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dictatorships may attempt to construct a shared sense that democracy equals chaos 

while authoritarianism equals stability, but only some possess the historical raw 

material to succeed at making such claims broadly credible.”  

Exploiting perceived threats from crises and the inadequacy of their alternatives, 

electoral autocrats impose authoritarianism by embracing a popular mandate for 

restoring stability and prosperity. It is clear, from this perspective, why political 

outlooks in these polities align along the so-called “regime cleavage,” which denotes 

people’s satisfaction with the ruling regime. Electoral autocracies legitimize their 

largely unfettered rule by claiming they are uniquely capable of addressing acute 

crises and injustices, maintaining stability, and promoting rapid development. It is 

only natural, then, for popular sentiments about politics to reflect people’s judgments 

of the regime’s accomplishments in delivering on its foundational promises.  

The logic of this argument, however, introduces one crucial alternative 

explanation. People might simply rationalize their support for electoral autocracy as a 

response to an acute crisis because their opinions are molded by the propaganda of 

these regimes. If this is the case, the causal order will be revised: crisis-centric 

outlooks and demands among the population will generally follow – not precede – the 

consolidation of electoral authoritarianism, and its propaganda machine. Also, groups 

that are most susceptible and exposed to propaganda should have the most crisis-

centric outlooks, and be most supportive of these regimes.  

We can summarize these propositions in the following pair of hypotheses:  

H1a: The main regime cleavage in electoral autocracies is primarily 

associated with demands for stabilization after acute systemic crises, and 
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reflects the perceived performance of the regime and its alternatives in 

addressing the country’s problems. 

H1b: The association between popular support for electoral autocracy and 

demands for order after severe crises is a product of propaganda, seeking to 

cast these regimes as purveyors of stability. Such opinion patterns follow the 

establishment of electoral autocracies and their media apparatus; also, people 

with different exposure to propaganda exhibit different levels of regime 

support.  

Let us assume, for the sake of further developing the argument, that the 

hypothesis 1a is true, and electoral autocracies are endorsed for their ability to bring 

stability after deep systemic crises. I claim that for all the pressure it puts on the 

regime to fulfill these monumental and often intractable tasks, the resulting pro/anti-

regime cleavage structure, paradoxically, imposes a far greater burden on the 

opposition. As I have also elaborated in Chapter 2, the most important property of this 

cleavage is that it structures choice in ways that advantage electoral authoritarian 

incumbents, even among people that dislike the regime. First of all, the legitimation of 

electoral authoritarian rule as a response to a national emergency naturally inhibits 

oppositional activism and contestation. As long as it is widely accepted that the 

primary purpose of the regime is to address an existential threat or to guarantee 

stability, opposing it is, at best, a detraction from this essential task; at worst, it is high 

treason. The “rally around the flag” effect that arises in such circumstances is only part 

of this rationale. A more fundamental problem is the difficulty of opposing a 
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government endorsed for its mission to deliver universally desired goals like stability, 

without seeming to be against those goals.  

Oppositions’ attempts to address the dilemma of “how much to oppose and by 

what means” (Przeworski 1991) in electoral autocracies have therefore regularly made 

them look incoherent, inept, and even dangerous. Challengers that have tried to outbid 

the regime in stirring nationalism and conflicts, promoting radical visions of social 

remodeling, or the use of force against enemies foreign and domestic, have only 

managed to convince the relatively moderate majorities in these societies that the 

alternatives to the current system are far worse (Bieber 2003). In turn, oppositions that 

assume “constructive” or “semi-loyal” postures risk becoming redundant, as they 

cannot effectively play their role from within the stage-managed institutions of the 

system (Gel’man 2005). Finally, when people are narrowly focused on order and 

stability, parties that seek to challenge the regime using ideological or value-based 

appeals like demands for democratization are poised to be seen as irrelevant and aloof 

by the majority. 

And still, to the detriment of the opposition’s broad appeal, the pro/anti-regime 

cleavage encourages a multiplication of challengers with diverse and often extreme, 

ideologically-charged platforms. At the most basic level, this is because the regime 

cleavage structures electoral choice in starkly asymmetric terms: as an option to 

preserve the current electoral authoritarian system, or replace it with one of its many 

conceivable alternatives. As constituencies with diverse interests and outlooks have 

their own preferred substitutes of the current order, no single party or contender is ever 

the sole alternative to these regimes. Even among groups favoring non-democratic 
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substitutes, opposition to electoral authoritarian incumbents has, for this reason, been 

regularly split among supporters of nationalist, religious, leftist/Communist, 

personalistic, or military dictatorships. Democratic oppositions have also offered a 

range of incongruent programmatic alternatives, ranging from laissez-faire liberalism 

to statist socialism. The upshot is a deeply divided opposition vote.
1
 

From this perspective, splits in the opposition camp in electoral autocracies owe 

less to authoritarian pressures than to the structure of popular preferences and electoral 

choices. As any status quo has many plausible alternatives, the anti-regime option 

naturally invites a proliferation of political platforms and forces to represent them. 

And given the diversity of alternatives they can offer, and the fact that they all strive to 

attract the anti-systemic vote, opposition parties and candidates are just as likely to 

compete with each other – often vigorously so – as with the regime. The fundamental 

problem of the opposition in this cleavage structure, to put it differently, is not 

necessarily that there are not enough voters with anti-regime outlooks, but that they 

cannot agree on which alternative to replace it with. In stark contrast, the regime has a 

much easier time pooling together its side of the political spectrum, given the 

resources under its control, as well as the unifying motive of its supporters to preserve 

the status quo.  

This is where issue stances, ideological preferences and other cross-cutting 

cleavages, which appeal to constituencies dissatisfied with the current order, come into 

play. Regime supporters espouse its emphasis on stability, and are therefore inclined 

to take indifferent, middle-of-the-scale positions on other issues, ideologies and 

                                                 
1
 For examples of such deep ideological and programmatic splits in the opposition camps in the Russian 

and Mexican electoral autocracies  Rose, Mishler, and Munro (2006, 95–97) and Magaloni (2006). 
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cleavages. From their perspective, squabbling over ideological and programmatic 

differences is a luxury their countries cannot afford at the present moment of crisis and 

recovery. In contrast, oppositional alternatives, as I discussed above, are articulated in 

terms of such cleavages; constituencies attached to them espouse issue stances, 

ideologies and identities that are not represented by the regime. In other words, they 

will be prone to reject the ambivalent, centrist outlooks of their pro-regime 

counterparts, and take more committed partisan stances.  

But such partisan commitments are bound to put many oppositional factions on 

opposite sides of these cleavages, with pro-regime groups standing in between. And 

this makes them prefer losing to the regime to cooperating with other opposition 

parties with antagonistic platforms. So, in the ultimate analysis, the programmatic 

platforms around which oppositions are organized have a dual effect on political 

competition in electoral autocracies. On one hand, they allow oppositions to rally the 

support of dissatisfied constituencies and thereby get a chance to challenge the regime. 

On the other hand, they create the divisions in the opposition camp that undermine 

their ability to succeed in this effort. The key insight of this dissertation’s theoretical 

framework is to trace the roots of these oppositional divisions to the unique logic of 

the regime cleavage in electoral autocracies, which dampens ideological attachments 

among supporters of these regimes, and boosts them among its opponents.  

The primacy of the regime cleavage disadvantages the opposition for one more 

reason. Voters in electoral autocracies, as I have argued, choose between supporting 

the incumbent regime or the opposition primarily based on their perceived abilities to 

address the nation’s pressing troubles. This is the domain where opposition forces tend 
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to be weakest, as I will explore in more detail in the third part of this dissertation. The 

best organized oppositions in these societies are often associated with the “old 

regime(s),” which presided over the disastrous crises that ultimately led to the 

emergence of electoral authoritarianism (Gel’man 2010; Seawright 2012). New and 

untainted oppositional contenders, on the other hand, tend to lack governing 

experience and a track record of dealing with the country’s problems. For these 

reasons, people living in these societies – including many who despise the electoral 

authoritarian regime – are naturally reluctant to support the opposition, fearing this 

might result with a return to the disastrous policies of the past. To compensate for this 

lack of broad appeal, as Greene (2007) highlights, oppositions often adopt narrow and 

radical appeals that attract various fringe constituencies. This further reinforces splits 

in the anti-regime camp, and the overall bad image of the opposition.  

The following hypothesis briefly summarizes these arguments:  

H2: The regime cleavage naturally divides the opposition, as it invites a 

proliferation of programmatic alternatives to replace the electoral 

authoritarian order. Pro-regime constituencies, in contrast, are more unified in 

their support of the regime’s mission of restoring stability, and are generally 

ambivalent about other peripheral issues and cleavages.  

What, if anything, can the challengers of electoral authoritarian regimes do to 

overcome these handicaps? In established democracies, “losers” in the existing 

framework of political contestation attempt to mobilize new controversial issues to 

redefine the popular opinion space to their advantage (Stimson, Thiébaut, and Tiberj 
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2012; De Vries and Hobolt 2012). Drawing on residual dimensions of popular 

opinion, they seek to introduce topics and grievances for which the dominant political 

forces cannot provide adequate responses. To translate these findings to the electoral 

authoritarian context, we might ask: what overarching controversies and grievances 

could oppositions mobilize to gain an upper hand?  

Given the turbulent, crisis-laden contexts in which electoral autocracies emerge, a 

significant potential for insurgent popular appeals can always be found in the realm of 

basic socio-economic deprivations and insecurity – poverty, unemployment, problems 

with crime and corruption, and the failure to contain conflicts. Because of the 

restrictions on the expression of grievances in autocracies, I argue that such 

complaints could only be meaningfully expressed through contentious action. Protest 

and rebellion, to put it simply, are the final and often the only resort of the 

disenfranchised in autocracies, and – provided that it spreads sufficiently – the 

ultimate arbiter of politics in these contexts (Acemoglu and Robinson 2006, 59; 

Przeworski 1991). To have their complaints heard in these undemocratic settings, 

aggrieved populations must, as a consequence, be willing to rebel. This dynamic 

clearly defines the opportunities for oppositional mobilization. As the most salient 

grievances in these polities are necessarily contentious, the insurgent issues that are 

best suited for mobilization against the regime – and therefore for tipping the scales of 

popular opinion against it – will be the ones about which large groups of people are 

ready to protest.  

Contentious sentiments are, in this sense, another set of attitudes that play a key 

role in the inter-dependent logic of opinion formation in electoral autocracies. If 
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people form policy preferences retroactively, by observing the outcomes they produce, 

or based on trust in politicians or institutions tasked with implementing them, their 

political beliefs and choices will also likely be shaped by acts of contention that are, at 

times, quite widespread in these regimes. Prior studies have demonstrated that 

contentious action in autocracies has, in this sense, prompted people to update their 

opinions and behaviors by mobilizing insurgent issues and actors (Beissinger 2002), 

and by providing credible signals that the regime is weak and widely despised (Kuran 

1991; Lohmann 1994). 

Still, grievances expressed through contention are not easily drawn into the main 

pro/anti-regime cleavage. At least over the short term, they are bound to be limited by 

people’s greater willingness to accept sacrifices and reluctance to “rock the boat” in 

times of crisis, or defused by remedial actions of the regime. The key potential for 

disruptive insurgent challenges emerges if core problems in these societies build-up 

and come to be seen as unmanageable. This exposes electoral autocracies to 

compelling criticism that they have failed their core legitimizing mandate of bringing 

order, stability, and prosperity. Ultimately, chronic problems and disappointment can 

turn attention to the unwholesome nature of the electoral authoritarian regime itself, 

making it a prime target for insurgent appeals. Paradoxically, this is true both when 

these regimes succeed and when they fail in delivering on their foundational promise 

of stabilization. Both by achieving or failing their purpose – to paraphrase Huntington 

(1991) shrewd observation – electoral authoritarian regimes lose their purpose, and the 

sacrifices in political freedoms, rule of law and other distortions they produce become 

redundant or downright abhorrent in the eyes of the population.  
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This leads to the following hypothesis:  

H3: The residual dimensions of popular opinion in electoral autocracies 

reflect core grievances produced by the failings of the system. Such 

sentiments closely relate with people’s inclinations to engage in contentious 

action, as protest is the only conduit through which they can be meaningfully 

expressed in these regimes. 

 

4.4    The Regime Cleavage and Political Competition in Electoral Autocracies: A 

Conceptual Analysis and Formal Model 

“It is not only conceivable but, whenever individual wills are much divided, very likely 

that the political decisions produced will not conform to ‘what the people want’.” 

- Joseph Schumpeter (1954, 254) 

“For a person who expects to lose on some decision, the fundamental heresthetical 

device is to divide the majority with a new alternative, one that he prefers to the 

alternative previously expected to win”  

- William Riker (1986, 1) 

 

It is clear from the discussion in the preceding section that the regime cleavage 

has some peculiar properties. It is based both on performance judgments about the 

regime, as well as people’s orientations on the values, issues and policies it represents. 

As such, it allows for quite a diverse set on sentiments towards the same object of 

evaluation to map along a single scale. Some people might like the regime’s superior 

efficiency and performance in some areas, like maintaining basic order, even though 
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they dislike its authoritarian nature. Others might deem that the regime is 

insufficiently authoritarian in pursuing some national interests. Still others might give 

the regime mediocre performance grades and feel moderately alienated as result of its 

authoritarianism. Yet, all of these groups with very different reservations and praises 

for the regime might sum their attitudes towards the regime with the same sentence: 

they like some things and dislike others. Similarly, those that profoundly dislike the 

regime might do so for very different reasons. Some may detest it for its stifling of 

democracy and human rights; others for corruption and lack of concern for the 

common man. Even the strongest supporters can differ in their reasons for adoring the 

regime. Some might sing praises for its “enlightened authoritarianism” and the 

efficiency its alternatives and predecessors lacked; others might be thankful for the 

jobs and other largesse that no other previous regime had ever bestowed upon them.  

All this diversity of considerations that drive people’s stances towards their 

regimes is condensed in the general rating or feeling thermometer scales typically used 

to gauge popular sentiments towards their political systems.
2
 Such measures ask 

respondents to grade the current regime on a scale ranging between “the best” and “the 

worst” possible.
3
 As this resembles a rating scale, assessing the capacity of the regime 

to satisfy various popular demands from it, the implicit assumption is that the 

respondents’ ideal point is at its top value; the higher the grade, in other words, the 

greater the probability that a respondent will vote for the regime party or candidate.  

                                                 
2
 Rating scales and feeling thermometers, as highlighted by Armstrong et al. (2014, chap. 5)  “capture 

the bundle of considerations that voters use to make political choices: policy positions, party labels, 

valence or personal affect, etc.” 
3
 The scale used by the World Values Survey, is a typical representative. It is based on the following 

survey question:  “People have different views about the system for governing this country. Here is a 

scale for rating how well things are going: 1 means very bad; 10 means very good. Where on this scale 

would you put the political system as it is today?” See http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org. 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
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This straightforward understanding of the regime cleavage is intuitively 

appealing. It is also wrong. People’s loyalty to autocracies, I argue, is not a simple 

linear mapping of their evaluations of these regimes. A neutral, “neither good nor 

bad,” or even a somewhat negative assessment of the regime, does not mean that 

respondents would like to depose it. People that hold such opinions, as historical 

evidence makes abundantly clear, are just as likely to believe that the regime is 

imperfect and even flawed, but reformable, and worth the effort to preserve and 

improve it. And to appease and appeal to these constituencies, authoritarian regimes 

have never, as a rule, advertised themselves as the “best possible” political system. 

Even the supremely self-confident communist totalitarian dictatorships admitted they 

merely represent a first, wobbly step on the historic march towards the perfect 

stateless society. Those that later acknowledged the faults of communist dictatorships 

and tried to reform these systems, were not defectors, but true believers trying to 

salvage the socialist dream (Kotkin 2008). Justifying their rule as a response to 

national emergencies and lacking robust ideologies, electoral autocracies are far more 

likely to admit flaws in the system, and base their appeals on promises of reform and 

improvement. In such contexts, middle-of-the-scale judgments of the current system 

reflect the extent of the regime’s shortcomings that its subjects and elites want to be 

corrected, not their propensity to overthrow it.  

It is more likely, from this perspective, that voters who give the regime a passing 

grade will favor a pro-regime candidate who recognizes the regime’s shortcomings 

and pledges to address them, over a hardliner who rejects all critiques and opposes 

change. Conversely, we might reasonably expect that a hardliner would get a far more 
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enthusiastic following among pro-regime radicals, compared to the reformist 

candidate. A parallel argument can be made about the oppositional side of the 

spectrum. This reasoning suggests that the regime cleavage behaves more like a 

positional, issue scale, even though it is typically measured with a rating or valence 

scale.  

This is a fairly common occurrence. As D. Stokes (1963, 373) famously argued, 

“position-issues lurk behind many valence-issues,” when the whole electorate desires 

some outcome, like economic growth, but there is disagreement about which policies 

are most likely to bring it about. In the case of the regime support scale, the 

universally desired goal is to live in the “best possible” political system. The core 

disagreement is about how much the present system should be reformed to achieve 

this objective. Pro-regime hardliners believe the system is already the best possible, so 

no reform is necessary; reformists recognize the regime’s often substantial flaws, but 

maintain they can be corrected without abandoning the system. Those in the moderate 

opposition, in turn, are of the opinion that the regime should be replaced, but that 

many of its traits should be preserved. And anti-systemic radicals reject all aspects of 

the regime, and insist that it should be completely dismantled.  

The regime scale, (re)defined in this fashion, captures differences not just in 

degree, but also in kind. One part of the spectrum believes that the system might be 

flawed, but it is capable of self-correction; the other considers it to be beyond 

redemption, even if some of its aspects should be salvaged. But in the ultimate 

analysis, many voters will find views from across the pro/anti-regime divide more 

agreeable than those on their side of the fence. We might expect that moderate 
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opposition voters, for instance, would rather support a reformist pro-regime candidate 

who delivers less change than they desired, than a radical anti-systemic candidate 

intent on tearing apart the entire system of government. For this reason, proximity on 

the regime scale is what drives electoral choices in autocracies.
4
 When voters in 

electoral autocracies choose among the various regime or oppositional candidates, 

they primarily do so based on how distant their stances are from their own positions 

the regime scale.  

We can use these hypothesized properties of the regime cleavage to build a 

model of the vote choice in electoral autocracies. The baseline voter utility function 

for voter   and party/candidate   can be simply represented by 

                
      (4.1)  

where    denotes voter     voter and    the     candidate positions on the 

regime support scale,   is the salience voters attach to the regime dimension, and     is 

an error term that stands for the unobserved factors that affect the assessment.  

The expression in (4.1) is equivalent to the voter utility function in the classical 

spatial voting model employed in stable democratic settings, where voters evaluate 

candidates based on the squared distance between their own and the candidates’ 

positions on the underlying issue scale.
5
 There are two key underlying differences, 

                                                 
4
 From the perspective of formal models of vote choice, the voters’ responses on the regime scale are 

not directional, as in the model developed by Rabinowitz and Macdonald (1989), but positional; they do 

not exclusively favor candidates from their side of the spectrum, but can be persuaded to change sides if 

appeals from the opposite camp are closer to their own views. This is a more plausible representation of 

the voter calculus in electoral autocracies, as among other things, advocates of extreme positions tend to 

be frowned upon by majorities in these societies, given the greater prevalence of crises and upheavals. 
5
 The quadratic spatial distance term in expression (4.1) suggests that voters discount distances between 

their own and candidate positions on the issue scales at an increasing rate. In other words, the penalty 
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however. First, issue scales in the traditional spatial voting model used in democratic 

settings represent positional stances along an ideological or policy continuum. The 

regime support scale in model (4.1), in contrast, is defined by a mix of performance 

evaluations and issue stances toward the electoral authoritarian system. But in the 

ultimate analysis, it reflects an issue stance formed on the basis of these 

considerations: the voters’ beliefs about the extent that the regime should be reformed 

or dismantled to address its shortcomings. Regime and opposition parties and 

candidates assume positions on this scale. By agreeing or disagreeing with the policies 

of the government, the tone of their critiques of government performance, or their 

willingness to cooperate with the regime and participate in its institutions, candidates 

explicitly or implicitly send a signal about where they stand on the scale of support for 

the current system.
6
 

The second key difference with the standard issue scales used in democracies is 

that stances these actors can take along the regime scale in electoral autocracies are 

constrained. An opposition party or candidate cannot shift to the regime side of the 

spectrum and remain oppositional; even if they retain some independence, these 

“systemic” oppositions renounce their ability to meaningfully contest power as they 

endorse a regime where, by definition, “oppositions lose elections” (Schedler 2013, 

                                                                                                                                             
that a candidate suffers in terms of her utility becomes larger as her stances diverge from those of the 

voters – an outlook that can substantively be interpreted as voter risk-averseness (Berinsky and Lewis 

2007; Singh 2013). An alternative, risk-neutral representation would be to model the spatial distances 

with a linear loss function, which assumes that candidate utility decreases at a constant rate as the issue 

distances increases. In this case, the first term in (4.1) would be given by          . As I show in the 

third part of the dissertation, this choice of functional form has major implications on key aspects of 

political competition in electoral autocracies, including voters’ risk-averseness and uncertainty about 

candidate postures and ability.  
6
 Voters can also infer these positions by the way candidates are treated by the regime. Endorsements 

and support by state officials, for instance, are clear indicators of pro-regime stances, while negative 

campaigns in state media, arrests and intimidation imply anti-regime outlooks. 
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107). Similarly, a regime candidate cannot take a stance in the oppositional part of 

spectrum without effectively changing allegiances. Any such defection would 

effectively amount to a split within the ruling elite.  

The equilibria that emerge in the baseline model in equation (4.1) captures some 

core aspects of political competition in electoral autocracies. In the simplest setting 

with two candidates and no probabilistic factors    , vote-maximizing contenders in 

this model will converge to the position of the median voter. When uncertainty is 

incorporated in the model as in formula (4.1), even multi-candidate contests will tend 

to converge to the mean voter position.
7
 As regime and opposition candidates are 

constrained to appeal only from their side of the spectrum, this implies that the 

outcome of political competition in the simplest baseline model with two contestants – 

one pro-regime, one oppositional – largely depends on the distribution of the voters, 

particularly the location of the mean voter. If the mean is located in the pro-regime 

side of the spectrum, oppositional parties and candidates will not be able to shift their 

appeals to this optimal position. Candidates and parties with pro-regime stances will 

therefore prevail. When people’s assessments of the regime and its policies are 

favorable, in other words, oppositional forces will not be able to march in tune with 

the pro-regime majority and will consequently lose. The reverse process would take 

place if the mean voter adopts oppositional views. As the regime becomes increasingly 

                                                 
7
 Lin, Enelow, and Dorussen (1999) show that this result is valid when voter uncertainty about 

candidate positions is sufficiently large. Models based on squared Euclidean distance, in particular, 

have convergent equilibria at the mean voter position. These authors also show that even when voter 

uncertainty is low, and multiple non-convergent equilibria exist, they are only locally stable. Thus, in 

probabilistic multicandidate spatial voting models, the convergent equilibrium is the norm. 
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despised, pro-regime parties and candidates will not be able to maximize their appeal 

and achieve victory without renouncing the regime and joining the opposition.  

The baseline model from equation (4.1) does not, however, capture the most 

important property of the regime cleavage in electoral autocracies. As I argued in the 

previous section, this cleavage is asymmetric. The range of electoral choices that 

allow voters to pursue their preferences about the political system narrow as their 

stances shift towards the pro-regime end of the spectrum. Despite their sometimes 

quite profound differences, voters with pro-regime outlooks have only one option that 

allows them to realize their goals: to support the candidates it puts forwards, no matter 

their reservations. Even for those who believe the system is dysfunctional and needs 

profound reform – outlooks that approach those of the moderate opposition – 

supporting the regime’s candidates is the only logical choice. To have a chance to 

reform the regime, these voters must first help preserve it.  

Voters with anti-regime outlooks, in stark contrast, face the much more difficult 

task of agreeing about what the regime’s replacement should look like. Various 

opposition-oriented constituencies dislike the regime for different reasons, and are 

therefore prone to seek quite different, and often contradictory, alternatives to remedy 

its faults. For this reason, liberal oppositions who detest the regime for its oppression, 

censorship and human rights abuses are unlikely to join forces with nationalists who 

critique it for its leniency and demand harsher treatment of migrants and minorities. 

Similarly, leftist constituencies dismayed by the social injustices of the regime, which 

strive to replace it with a welfare-oriented, redistributive system, will be hard pressed 

to find common ground with rightist groups that want to bring about a regime that will 
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pursue lower taxes, deregulation and welfare reduction. Indeed, these oppositional 

constituencies would, in many cases, prefer the electoral authoritarian regime to 

survive than to be replaced by some of the rival alternatives in the opposition camp 

(on this see Greene (2007, chap. 6)).  

As I have argued in the previous section, these ideologies, issue stances and 

allegiances that divide the various opposition groups reflect their preferences about the 

kind of system that should replace the current authoritarian regime. Such attachments 

are derived from positions on other politically salient dimensions of opinion, but they 

might also map voters’ positions on the regime scale. In particular, adherents of the 

various platforms among the opposition would be prone to take a more tolerant stance 

towards an autocracy that adopts some of their principles, and a particularly hostile 

attitude towards a system that tries to stifle them. Opposition constituencies with leftist 

attachments, for example, would be less antagonistic to an electoral authoritarian 

regime like the one under Hugo Chavez in Venezuela; right-leaning oppositional 

groups might be more acquiescent to a dictatorship pursuing neoliberal policies like 

Pinochet’s junta.  

Voters that have such ideological attachments, we might argue, behave as 

partisans: they derive extra utility for supporting parties and candidates that champion 

their cause. Or equivalently, they are less antagonistic to political actors who ascribe 

to similar ideological platforms. The baseline model in equation (4.1), which assumes 

no partisan preferences among any group of voters, can be straightforwardly extended 

to account for this. Adapting the notation from Adams, Merrill, and Grofman (2005), 

the model becomes:  
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           (4.2)  

where, as before,        
  is the squared distance between the the voter     and 

candidate     positions on the regime cleavage, and   is the salience voters attach to it. 

   , in turn, is a dummy variable indicating whether voter   identifies with the party of 

candidate  , and   is the salience of partisanship in the voter calculus.  

The utility function (4.2), in other words, simply implies that partisans attach an 

additional value   to voting for the candidate of their party. To see the impact of this 

partisan favoritism, note that voter   will vote for candidate   who belongs to her 

party, instead of candidate   who does not, if the expected utility of voting for   is 

greater that that for  , or                  . Assuming, without loss of generality, 

that     and      , this is equivalent to 

           
                   

      .  

With some algebra, and assuming that                , we get 

 
   

     
 

 
 

        
 

(4.3)  

where 
     

 
 is the midpoint between the positions of the two candidates. This implies 

that for  ’s partisans, an increase in the partisan attachment coefficient   will shift the 

cut-point on the issue scale from which they switch to supporting   rightward, tipping 

the scales in  ’s favor among this group of voters. In effect, the second term in (4.3) 

indicates that partisan biases reduce the number of  ’s constituents who   can attract 
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by bringing her position on the issue scale closer to their stances. Stated differently, 

increasing partisan attachments, captured by the parameter  , will decrease the number 

of voters that parties can sway by adopting centrist positions, as they will be limited in 

how much they can appeal to their competitors’ followers.  

This model can be used to illustrate the problem of fragmented and 

programmatically incongruent oppositions in electoral autocracies. To present this 

more clearly, I produce simulations of political competition in electorates with 

different degrees of fractionalism among the opposition.
8
 In Figure 4.1, I present the 

two basic scenarios that serve as departure points for his analysis. In the left panel, I 

depict an electorate in which voters have no partisan attachments (a situation captured 

by the model in equation (4.1)), and are normally distributed around the neutral point 

on the regime scale ranging from -10 to 10. The right panel of Figure 4.1 captures a 

scenario with one pro-regime and two oppositional partisan constituencies, each 

constituting about 17 percent of the electorate, as well as independent voters 

accounting for 50 percent of the total. I locate the mean partisans of the opposition 

                                                 
8
 All simulations were performed by the algorithm for computing Nash equilibria for conditional logit 

modes developed in Adams, Merrill, and Grofman (2005). The core assumption of these simulations is 

that the error term     has a type-I extreme-value distribution characteristic of the conditional logit 

model that is applied extensively in empirical studies of voter behavior. Furthermore, for all 

simulations, I use model (4.2) with issue salience parameter   set at 1 and the partisanship salience   set 

at 3. As there are few empirical studies to provide guidance about the plausible ranges for the salience 

of partisanship in electoral autocracies, I derive this value using some informed comparisons with 

established democracies. In US presidential elections based on the 1-7 liberal/conservative issue scale, 

Adams and Merrill (2003) and Adams, Merrill, and Grofman (2005) estimate the party identification 

parameter to range between 1 and 2. Similarly, Merrill and Adams (2001) find that in French 

multicandidate presidential elections competing on the 1-7 ideological scale, the salience of partisan 

identification has had a value of about 2. Converting these estimates on the -10 to 10 regime support 

scale, we get a range for this parameter between 2.9 and 5.7. Many empirical studies of party 

development in electoral autocracies, particularly those that emerged since the Cold War, have found 

comparatively low levels of party identification and trust in parties (see e.g. Colton (2000; 2005; 

2002)), so a value of 3, at the low end of this converted range, appears to be more plausible in these 

contexts. 
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partisan groups at -7 and -2 on the regime support scale, respectively, and the mean 

pro-regime party supporter at 3; the mean position of independents, in turn, is at the 

neutral point of zero.
9
 The right panel of Figure 4.1 thus captures what I argue is a 

typical configuration of pro-regime and oppositional stances in autocracies: radical 

and moderate opposition constituencies respectively assume extreme and moderate 

anti-regime stances, while regime loyalists recognize some of the system’s faults and 

take a fairly reformist stance on their side of the spectrum.  

 

                                                 
9
 Also, the pro/anti-regime constituencies are also more narrowly distributed on the regime scale with a 

standard deviation of 1, while independents are more dispersed with a standard deviation of 2.  
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Figure 4.1: Political Competition in Electoral Autocracies (with and without 

Partisan Attachment Components) 

What do these simulations tell us about the dynamics of political competition in 

electoral autocracies? The baseline model scenario in the left panel of Figure 4.1 has 

straightforward implications: voters on either side of the regime cleavage have no 

partisan attachments, so they support the candidate or party closest to them. To win 

the most votes, regime and opposition candidates converge to the mean voter position, 

which corresponds to the equilibrium of the classical spatial model (in Figure 4.1, 



 

  140 

these equilibria are marked with arrows pointing at the regime and opposition parties’ 

respective positions on the regime scale). But as these candidates can only appeal to 

their side of the regime spectrum, the outcome of the race, as I elaborated earlier, 

depends on which side has a greater mass of voters. If the mean voter has pro-regime 

stances, the regime candidate will win; if her outlook shifts to the anti-regime camp, 

the opposition will prevail.  

The scenario in the right panel of Figure 4.1, which corresponds to the model in 

equation (4.2), on the other hand, illustrates the perils of a divided opposition in 

electoral autocracies. Although a greater mass of voters (54 percent) lies on the anti-

regime side, they are split among the two opposition parties, and the pro-regime party 

C ends up collecting the largest vote tally. The rivalry in the anti-regime camp makes 

the predicament even worse: opposition parties will not be able to secure a majority 

even if they combine their votes. This is because they compete not just with the 

regime, but also with each other. In particular, to avoid being “outflanked” by its rival 

in the opposition camp, opposition party B shifts its equilibrium positions away from 

the neutral point on the regime scale. As the pro-regime party C wins the support of all 

voters to the right of the midpoint between its position and that of opposition party B, 

this behavior allows the authoritarian incumbents to attract quite a few moderate 

opposition voters with their centrist appeals.  

These results show that competition in the opposition camp, fostered by the logic 

of the regime cleavage, moderates the stances of the radical opposition and radicalizes 

the moderate opposition. Both processes benefit the regime. The incentive to peel 

away some voters from the moderate opposition stimulates radical anti-regime parties 
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and candidates to tone down their extremism, and to renounce the most disruptive 

extra-institutional tools of mobilization against the regime. If the ability to participate 

in elections obliges radical groups in electoral autocracies to contest power through 

the ballots before they resort to barricades and bullets (Schedler 2013, 35), the rivalry 

within the opposition camp gives them another strategic reason to adopt more 

conciliatory stances. Fears of encroachment by the radicals, in turn, compel the 

moderate opposition party B to harden its own anti-regime credentials, forcing it to 

concede some ground to the regime on the other flank. By having to compete with 

itself, the opposition is therefore both pulled closer to a conciliatory stance towards the 

regime, and pushed farther away from the neutral position that maximizes its chances 

to defeat it. 

Crucially, divisions in the opposition allow the regime to maintain its dominance 

even as more and more independent voters abandon its side of the spectrum. I 

illustrate this by simulating election outcomes and candidate equilibrium positions as 

independent voters shift their outlooks towards the opposition. The four panels in 

Table 4.1 show the simulation results as the mean position of independents shifts away 

from the neutral zero point on the regime scale. In each panel, I calculate the vote 

tallies and party positioning for three distributions of the different partisan 

constituencies – scenarios where the portion of independents in the electorate drops 

from 70 to 40 and 25 percent, while the shares of the supporters of each the three 

partisan groups rise from 10 to 20, and eventually 25 percent. As the three partisan 

groups have the same number of followers in all of these simulations, the combined 
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size of the oppositional constituencies is always double than that of the pro-regime 

faction. 
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Table 4.1: Simulated Vote Shares and Equilibrium Positions as Function of the Size of Partisan 

Groups and the Position of Independent Voters 

Mean position of independent voters on the regime scale: 0 

Voter groups as percent of the population 
Party Positions on the 

regime scale 

Party vote share 

(percent of total) 

Party support among 

Independents 

Party A 

supporters 

Party B 

supporters 

Party C 

supporters 

Independe

nts 

Party 

A 

Party 

B 

Party 

C 

Party 

A 

Party 

B 

Party 

C 

Party 

A 

Party 

B 

Party 

C 

10 10 10 70 -2 -1.9 0 22.7 21.1 56.2 0.2 0.1 0.6 

20 20 20 40 -2.1 -1.8 0 28.2 25 46.8 0.1 0.1 0.3 

25 25 25 25 -2.3 -1.9 0 30.7 26.7 42.6 0.1 0.1 0.2 

Mean position of independent voters on the regime scale: -1 

Voter groups as percent of the population 
Party Positions on the 

regime scale 

Party vote share 

(percent of total) 

Party support among 

Independents 

Party A 

supporters 

Party B 

supporters 

Party C 

supporters 

Independe

nts 

Party 

A 

Party 

B 

Party 

C 

Party 

A 

Party 

B 

Party 

C 

Party 

A 

Party 

B 

Party 

C 

10 10 10 70 -2.6 -2.5 0 27.2 25.2 47.7 0.2 0.2 0.5 

20 20 20 40 -2.5 -2.2 0 31.4 27.3 41.3 0.1 0.1 0.2 

25 25 25 25 -2.5 -2 0 33.1 28.2 38.7 0.1 0.1 0.2 

Mean position of independent voters on the regime scale: -2 

Voter groups as percent of the population 
Party Positions on the 

regime scale 

Party vote share 

(percent of total) 

Party support among 

Independents 

Party A 

supporters 

Party B 

supporters 

Party C 

supporters 

Independe

nts 

Party 

A 

Party 

B 

Party 

C 

Party 

A 

Party 

B 

Party 

C 

Party 

A 

Party 

B 

Party 

C 

10 10 10 70 -3.2 -3.1 0 31.8 29 39.2 0.3 0.3 0.3 

20 20 20 40 -2.9 -2.6 0 34.7 28.9 36.5 0.2 0.1 0.2 

25 25 25 25 -2.8 -2.3 0 35.6 29 35.4 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Mean position of independent voters on the regime scale: -3 

Voter groups as percent of the population 
Party Positions on the 

regime scale 

Party vote share 

(percent of total) 

Party support among 

Independents 

Party A 

supporters 

Party B 

supporters 

Party C 

supporters 

Independe

nts 

Party 

A 

Party 

B 

Party 

C 

Party 

A 

Party 

B 

Party 

C 

Party 

A 

Party 

B 

Party 

C 

10 10 10 70 -3.9 -3.7 0 35.7 31.9 32.3 0.3 0.3 0.2 

20 20 20 40 -3.5 -3.1 0 37.7 29.3 33.0 0.2 0.2 0.1 

25 25 25 25 -3.1 -2.6 0 38.2 28.9 32.9 0.2 0.1 0.1 

Note: For all scenarios in the table, the mean position of supporters of party 1, 2 and 3 on the regime scale are -7, -2 and 3, 

respectively. The standard deviations of the distributions of the supporters for each of these parties equal 1, and 2 for independents. 

Party positions on the regime scale constrained to  0 for the opposition and  0 for the regime parties. Scenarios in which the regime 

party loses are shaded. 
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The results clearly show that divisions in the opposition are an extremely 

powerful check on its ability to turn its numerical superiority into a defeat for the 

regime. The impact of oppositional factionalism is striking: the pro-regime party C 

always wins when the mean position of independents moves to the unfavorable rating 

for the regime of -1, and 68 percent of the entire electorate is on the oppositional side 

of the spectrum. When the mean independent voter shifts to -2 and a full 77 percent lie 

to the left of the neutral point on the regime scale, the regime candidate only narrowly 

loses to opposition party A in the last, fairly unlikely scenario, where the share of 

independent voters shrinks to 25 percent of the electorate. The opposition manages to 

consistently win only when the mean independent stands at -3 on the regime scale, and 

a full 84 of the electorate adopts anti-regime outlooks.  

These simulations offer three important insights about political competition in 

electoral autocracies where the opposition is persistently divided. First, they confirm 

that adopting centrist stances on the regime scale is a strategic imperative for the 

regime parties and candidates. In all simulated scenarios, the pro-regime party C 

strategically positions itself at the neutral-position of zero on the scale – the furthest it 

can credibly go to appease and draw votes from anti-regime moderates, and exploit 

splits in the opposition. How can a pro-regime party make neutral appeals on a regime 

support issue space? The traditional campaign tactic of autocracies, as I have 

elaborated before, has been to recognize some of their current flaws and problems, but 

assert they are the only political force that can bring gradual improvements. In other 

words, to maximize their vote share, these regimes base their appeals not on what they 

are, but what they promise to become. 
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Second, the simulation results presented in Table 4.1 indicate, somewhat 

counter-intuitively, that vote shares of the opposition parties rise as the proportion of 

partisans in the electorate increases relative to independents. The reason for this is 

simple: when the oppositional field is highly competitive, increased partisan 

attachments allow moderate opposition contestants like party B in the simulations to 

better protect their “turfs” from flanking. This, in turn, allows them to shift their 

appeal towards the middle-of-the-scale position that serves as the best platform for 

challenging the regime. In other words, by making races less competitive, larger 

partisan constituencies paradoxically free up the moderate opposition to somewhat 

more effectively compete with the regime.  

But a divided opposition cannot win just by swelling the ranks of committed 

partisans. The third and crucial insight of these simulations is that shifts in 

independent voters’ stances along the regime cleavage are the key to opposition 

victory in electoral autocracies. Indeed, the results suggest that for a fractured 

opposition to gain the upper hand in the polls, independents have to abandon the 

regime in droves. As second panel of Table 4.1 shows, splits in the opposition allow 

the regime to win with comfortable margins when the mean position of independent 

voters on the regime scale moves beyond the neutral point to -1, and 68 percent of 

them are on the oppositional side of the spectrum. The regime party maintains the 

upper hand across most plausible scenarios even when the mean independent voter 

shifts to -2 on the regime scale, and a full 77 percent of independents have anti-regime 

outlooks. Only when the independents’ mean dissatisfaction with the regime reaches -

3, and a whooping 93 percent of independents and 84 percent of the entire electorate 
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adopt anti-regime outlooks, opposition forces manage to consistently defeat the pro-

regime party C. Also, the opposition party that eventually defeats the regime, 

according to these simulations, is the more radical opposition party A. This is another 

testament of the fact that profound shifts are necessary to defeat the regime when the 

opposition is divided. Across all scenarios, the more moderate party B – which should 

serve as a bridge for defections from the pro-regime side of the spectrum – is 

“squeezed out” by competing appeals from the regime and the radical opposition, and 

consistently gathers the lowest electoral score. This dynamic captures a key feature of 

political competition in electoral authoritarianism: the tendency for widely despised 

regimes to linger on if the opposition remains divided. Transitions take a long time to 

materialize in such circumstances simply because sufficient majorities need to become 

thoroughly disillusioned by the regime to offset the splits in the opposition camp. 

The core propositions developed in this section can be summarized in the 

following hypothesis:  

H4: The asymmetric logic of political competition in electoral autocracies 

forces oppositions to compete not just against the regime, but also against their 

rivals on the anti-regime side of the spectrum. This will prompt radical 

oppositions to dampen their extremism, and moderate oppositions to harden 

their anti-systemic stances on the regime cleavage. Regime parties and 

candidates, in turn, will maximize their appeal by adopting deferential stances 

– recognizing some of the flaws of the system and promising improvements.  
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4.5    Conclusion 

This chapter further develops this dissertation’s theoretical account linking 

popular opinion patterns to the tumultuous, crisis-ridden backgrounds in which 

electoral autocracies tend to emerge. I argue that contrary to some common 

preconceptions, mass attitudes about politics in electoral authoritarian settings are not 

incoherent or non-existent, but highly consistent and focused on a narrow set of 

priorities. Spurred by the traumas, hardships and latent insecurity following deep 

systemic crises, poplar majorities in these contexts place a premium on stability and 

on the performance of the various political alternatives in achieving this goal. This 

overarching priority, I argue, turns many common citizens into opportunistic stability-

seekers, willing to temporarily sacrifice their ideological, programmatic and issue 

preferences, and embrace any political platform that seems most capable of restoring 

order and prosperity.  

I claim that electoral autocracies exploit these opinion currents to justify their 

rule as a response to a national emergency – a legitimation strategy aligns political 

opinions along a simple cleavage: to accept or reject the regime based on its 

performance in producing stability. By framing political competition in this way, 

electoral authoritarian incumbents inhibit and divide the opposition and emphasize its 

flaws. For one, embracing the mission of securing stability makes it difficult for 

oppositions to contest their rule without seeming to be against this universally desired 

goal. But more importantly, I argue that this cleavage makes it difficult for oppositions 

to offer a unified, coherent alternative for addressing the country’s problems. Because 

the pool of plausible alternatives to any electoral authoritarian system is generally very 
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broad, this naturally creates programmatic splits in the opposition camp. Also, 

different constituencies with anti-regime outlooks tend to be dissatisfied with the 

electoral authoritarian order for very different reasons and to therefore prefer different 

alternatives to it. Given their divergent preferences, the various opposition groups are 

therefore just as likely to be co-opted by the regime as to cooperate with each other to 

topple it. On the other hand, constituencies with pro-regime outlooks, as well as a 

significant majority of the ambivalent citizens who place a premium on stability, are 

prone to unite behind the mission of restoring stability, and support the regime that 

promises to fulfill it.  

This framework has major implications for the understanding of the political 

dynamics of electoral authoritarianism. Above all, it offers a systematic explanation 

for one of the most enduring puzzles of electoral authoritarianism: the tendency of its 

oppositions to be chronically divided and incoherent. I argue that this dynamic – rather 

than repression, clientelism and propaganda – is the core mechanism that enables 

electoral autocracies to sustain their rule through the ballot box and with a minimum 

degree of authoritarianism. Resembling the technique of issue manipulation that 

William Riker famously labeled “heresthetics,” the justification of electoral 

authoritarian rule as a an implicit state of emergency, in essence, allows these regimes 

to unify their supporters and divide their opponents without resort to violence and 

other forms of coercion.  

But this legitimation strategy is a double-edged sword. By staking their 

legitimacy on the relatively narrow mandate of restoring stability in the wake of crises, 

electoral autocracies make themselves prone to lose popular consent for their rule both 
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when they succeed and when they fail in this mission. Thus, to survive, electoral 

autocracies must sustain the crises and latent instabilities that justify their rule – a 

prediction that is consistent with the pronounced conflictual behavior of these regimes 

at home and abroad.  

A related key implication of this theoretical framework is that electoral 

autocracies are likely to fall only as result of mass contentious action. Due to the 

constraints on the more conventional forms of contestation in electoral autocracies, I 

argue that key popular grievances in these regimes can only be meaningfully 

articulated through contentious action. Protest, in other words, is the main arena where 

the diverse sources popular dissatisfaction can be aligned against the electoral 

authoritarian order, allowing oppositions to overcome their vexing coordination 

problems and to form broad coalitions that will topple these regimes.  
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CHAPTER 5  

POPULAR ATTITUDES AND POLITICAL COMPETITION IN AN 

ELECTORAL AUTOCRACY – THE CASE OF RUSSIA 

5.1    Introduction 

A core premise of this dissertation is that attitudes about politics in electoral 

autocracies are decisively shaped by demands for stability after profound crises. In 

Chapter 4, I show that as a result, the primary cleavage in these polities reflects 

citizens’ appraisals of the capacity of the electoral authoritarian system to fulfill its 

legitimizing mission of restoring stability. Issue stances and ideological orientations 

play a secondary role. Most people pragmatically suppress or abandon these views 

when they fall out of tune with appraisals of what works best in addressing the 

overarching priority of stabilization. On the other hand, rising grievances and 

contentious sentiments – provided they become sufficiently widespread – have enough 

sway to change people’s opinions of the regime, and potentially redefine the terms of 

political competition in favor of the opposition.  

These attitudinal currents have a profound impact on the patterns of political 

competition in electoral autocracies. In particular, I argue that they are bound to 

inhibit, divide and highlight defects in the opposition, providing strong and durable 

electoral advantages to authoritarian incumbents. But they also set the scene for the 

demise of electoral autocracies. They do so by tying these regimes’ fortunes to the 

narrow mandate of restoring stability and by providing the mechanisms of contentious 

mobilization of popular grievances against them.  
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In this chapter, I test these propositions on the case of Russia, which has 

emerged as a paradigmatic case of a robust electoral authoritarianism since the end of 

the Cold War, particularly since the ascendance of Vladimir Putin in 2000. As I have 

previously elaborated in Chapter 1, the Russian case not only offers an unparalleled 

wealth and quality of data for opinion research in these settings, but also provides 

unique leverage to produce broadly generalizable insights about the impact of opinion 

dynamics on the rise and trajectories of electoral authoritarian regimes. In particular, 

since its consolidation under Putin, the Russian regime has become a prime example 

of a robust electoral autocracy that other undemocratic systems across the globe have 

strived to emulate. Thus, Russia’s case not only represents the closest empirical 

equivalent to an ideal type of electoral authoritarianism, but one that is adopted by 

other dictatorships throughout the world. At the same time, Russia’s size, power and 

stature, make its regime uniquely capable to deflect external democratization 

pressures. Thus, in a practical sense, studying the Russian case serves as a control for 

these confounding external influences, making it particularly suited for isolating the 

endogenous relationship between popular opinion currents and political outcomes. 

Finally, since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia experienced what amounts to 

the worst peacetime decline in history. Because of this background, the case of Russia 

offers particular leverage to evaluate this dissertation’s theory of the crisis origins of 

electoral authoritarianism.  
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5.2    Data and Methodology 

To test these propositions, I examine a uniquely detailed set of monthly and bi-

monthly surveys produced in the 1993-2011 period by the Levada Analytical Center – 

Russia’s premier independent sociological research center.
1
 These surveys employ a 

comprehensive battery of 80-120 questions consistently asked in the same format 

across 418 representative in-person nationwide polls in Russia since 1993, providing 

an unparalleled resource for studying public opinion currents in an electoral autocracy. 

With this dataset, I examine popular attitudes throughout the reigns of the three 

different Russian presidents – Yeltsin (1993-1999), Putin (1999-2008), and Medvedev 

(2008-2011) – who have presided over the country’s evolution towards electoral 

authoritarianism. I provide a detailed description of the methodology of the Levada 

surveys and the full wording of the questions used in this analysis in Appendix A.  

A key challenge in identifying the structure of popular opinion in the crisis-laden 

electoral authoritarian contexts, as I argued in Chapter 4, is to capture the contingent 

logic of attitude formation, whereby people form and update opinions based on their 

shifting sentiments and observations across various domains. To obtain consistent 

estimates of the underlying dimensions of opinion, we therefore must: (1) use a 

broader set of attitudes for the dimensional analysis, to include people’s primary 

concerns, evaluations of current circumstances, trust, and attitudes toward contention, 

in addition to the standard issue stances; (2) employ an estimation technique that 

accounts for the inter-dependence among these diverse attitudes over time. For both 

purposes, I extract the latent dimensions across the five clusters of Russian popular 

                                                 
1
 These surveys were accessed through the Russian Joint Sociological Data Archive (sophist.hse.ru). 

http://sophist.hse.ru/
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opinion with Stimson’s (1999) dyad ratios algorithm. This method uses a recursive 

principal components procedure to distill latent dimensions from aggregate survey 

responses, based on their common patterns of movement over time.
2
 Beside its ability 

to capture dynamic interrelationships between different groups of attitudes, a key 

advantage of the dyad ratios algorithm is that it can handle missing values without 

imposing any substantive assumptions – an essential capability for studies using 

monthly survey data with many variables and partially overlapping observations.  

Overall, for this dimensional analysis, I use 144 survey items distributed into five 

opinion clusters – policy attitudes (54 in total), assessments of economic, political and 

social conditions and future expectations in these areas (47 items), principal concerns 

(21 items), trust in key institutions (13 items), and attitudes towards protests and 

electoral participation (9 items).
3
 As the dyad ratios algorithm employs aggregate 

percentages of survey participants that selected a particular response on a given item, I 

code all responses in the direction expected to correlate positively with pro-regime 

attitudes. This aligns the attitudes with the hypothesized primary dimension of opinion 

– the level of popular support for the electoral authoritarian regime – and greatly 

facilitates the interpretation of the results.  

Thus, the evaluations of current circumstances items are coded as aggregate 

percentages of respondents who gave positive assessments, divided by the sum of both 

                                                 
2
 For the technical details of the dyad ratios algorithm, see Stimson (1999, Appendix 1). To perform this 

analysis, I used the WCALC 5 software (downloaded from 

http://www.unc.edu/~jstimson/Software.html). 
3
 Following Stimson (1999), I only include items that have been asked in identical form in at least 15 

monthly surveys in the dimensional analysis, in order to achieve reliable estimates using the dyad ratios 

algorithm. However, due to the large number of cross-sectional surveys available, very few questions 

were dropped from the analysis due to this criterion. 

http://www.unc.edu/~jstimson/Software.html
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positive and negative appraisals.
4
 I employ the same approach for attitudes in the trust 

cluster. In contrast, I code the principal concerns items and attitudes towards protest as 

the aggregate percentages of respondents who did not express concern on the listed 

issues, did not expect protests, and were not willing to participate in protests, divided 

by the sum of aggregate responses in both directions (I reverse this coding in the tables 

in the empirical section below for a more intuitive presentation). As low concerns and 

contentious sentiments can be expected to correlate positively with pro-regime 

sentiments, this coding should better align aggregate attitudes in these clusters with the 

hypothesized latent dimension. Finally, among policy attitudes, I code each of the 

items in directions expected to correlate with pro-regime stances based on substantive 

prior knowledge.  

Due to the essentially binary nature of responses across all of these clusters, 

possible miscodings in the direction of any of the items are not troublesome, and 

cannot bias the results. Any miscoded items will still have the same correlation with 

the underlying common dimension, just with the opposite sign. 

 

5.3    Empirical Results and Discussion 

A key premise of Chapter 4 is that in the highly volatile, uncertain and high-

stakes environments in which electoral autocracies emerge, people’s opinions across 

                                                 
4
 The coding formula I employ for generating the aggregate opinion series for each survey item   is  

            
                   

                                      
    . This approach leaves out neutral responses 

and non-responses from the calculations, as they have no meaningful directionality in terms of the 

underlying dimension. To check whether this might introduce biases, I performed a range of auxiliary 

analyses that include neutral and non-responses. The results (available on demand) are practically the 

same with those estimated with the procedure above. 
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key domains – policy issues, evaluations of current circumstances, trust in political 

actors, primary concerns, and contentious sentiments and grievances – are formed in 

reference to each other. For instance, when people are uncertain about which new 

policies to endorse or which leaders to trust, they will take cues by observing their 

consequences or performance. Conversely, they might be prone to espouse the policies 

of the leaders they trust, or to follow their lead in assuming more contentious stances 

and expressing them through participation in protests. So, to the extent that there is a 

meaningful structure to mass opinion in these polities, it can only be fully identified by 

tracing the patterns of change across all of these groups of attitudes taken together. In 

particular, if the “regime cleavage” – representing people’s evaluations of the regime’s 

ability to fulfill its mission of restoring stability – is indeed the most salient dimension 

of opinion in electoral autocracies, it will be the one that captures the greatest share of 

variation among these different groups of attitudes.  

Using this as a departure point, I explore the hypotheses developed in Chapter 4 

in the Russian case, by analyzing the latent dimensions for all 144 aggregate survey 

items in the Levada surveys that belong to these attitude clusters in the 1993-2011 

period. The first dimension extracted with the dyad ratios algorithm explains about 

half (49 percent) of the variance across this extremely diverse set of attitudes – an 

impressive result confirming that the major clusters of Russian aggregate opinion 

aligned closely with a common underlying construct. This suggests that in the 

tumultuous circumstances in which Russia’s electoral autocracy emerged, popular 

opinions across different domains have become highly interconnected. Figure 5.1 

depicts the behavior of this latent dimension over time. The most pronounced peaks in 
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the series coincide with elections for President – the central figure in Russia’s political 

system – hinting that the principal dimension of popular opinion is related to 

preferences in this realm. 

 

 

Figure 5.1: The Primary Dimension of Russian Aggregate Opinion, 1993-2011 
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Estimates obtained with the dyad ratios algorithm are scaled in the metric of the 

data on which they are based. As the survey items used in this study represent 

percentages of respondents who gave answers expected to correlate positively with 

support for Russia’s regime, we should interpret the aggregate series in Figure 5.1 as 

the percentage of the Russian population which had positive views of the country's 

regime. It is striking, given this substantive interpretation, that this series only reached 

50 percent towards the end of 2001. It averages at 36 percent during Yeltsin's tenure 

throughout the 1990s, rising to a mean level of about 52 percent during the Putin and 

Medvedev presidencies until 2011. These underwhelming support levels indicate that 

Russians were not impressed by their post-Soviet regime, or its propaganda. They 

suggest that Russia’s electoral autocracy survived not because of high majority 

support, but due to other factors, like the inability of the bulk of Russian population to 

conceive appropriate substitutes (on this, see also Carnaghan (2007)), or the 

demobilization of opposition-minded constituencies.  

But how do we know if this interpretation of the primary dimension of Russian 

popular opinion is correct? A straightforward way to verify this is to compare the 

principal dimension extracted with the dyad ratios algorithm to survey questions 

which directly ask Russians to evaluate their current regime. I perform this analysis 

using the New Russia Barometer (NRB) surveys, which contain rankings of Russia's 

political and economic systems on a scale of -100 to 100.
5
 Figure 5.2 shows the 

aggregate responses on these items, coded as the percent of respondents who gave 

                                                 
5
 For more details about the NRB surveys, which are also implemented by the Levada center, see 

http://www.abdn.ac.uk/cspp/catalog1_0.shtml. These surveys were accessed through the UK Data 

Archive (http://www.data-archive.ac.uk).  

http://www.abdn.ac.uk/cspp/catalog1_0.shtml
http://www.data-archive.ac.uk/
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positive ratings to the current political and economic system, as well as the dyad ratios 

estimates of the primary dimension of Russian aggregate opinion. While this is a 

coarser representation than the one in Figure 5.1 above, given that only 18 

observations are available for the NRB items, the close correspondence between the 

three series is remarkable. Correlations between the latent regime support dimension 

and the political and economic systems ratings are 0.93 and 0.95, respectively, 

suggesting that they reflect the same underlying attitudes. The series are also very 

proximate in levels: average differences between the latent regime support dimension 

and the economic and political system ratings are 3.8 percent and about 1.3 percent, 

which is within the bounds of the sampling error in these surveys.  
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Figure 5.2: Comparison of the Dyad Ratios Estimates and the NRB Political and 

Economic System Support Items 

We also confirm the expectations about the substantive meaning of this 

dimension by examining its content. The central claim of this part of the dissertation, 

summarized in hypothesis 1a in Chapter 4, is that this primary cleavage in electoral 

autocracies is largely shaped by popular concerns and demands for stabilization, and 

evaluations of the regime’s performance in achieving these goals. We can verify this 

in the Russian case by observing which survey items are most closely associated with 

the principal dimension of opinion. Table 5.1 below shows the factor loadings for 49 

out of the 144 series on the main dimension extracted with the dyad ratios algorithm, 

selected on the basis of two criteria: (1) that their loadings are greater than 0.6 in 
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absolute value; (2) and that they are the most general variant among a set of similar 

questions. As we also learn about the contents of a common dimension by observing 

which attitudes are not closely related with it, I also include several substantively 

important items with loadings lower than 0.6.  

The primary concerns of the Russian population most highly correlated with this 

dimension include concerns about the weakness of state authority, conflicts between 

Government branches, and anxieties related to crime and terrorism. Other anxieties 

that strongly load on the common dimension include concerns about wage arrears 

(which mostly affected Russian state-owned enterprises (Earle and Sabirianova 

2002)), poverty and the crisis in the economy – priorities stemming from the traumatic 

experience of the post-Soviet socio-economic collapse, as well as the lingering 

problems and uncertainties about Russia’s subsequent recovery. All of these loadings 

are negative, which implies that rising popular concerns about these issues strongly 

correlate with decreases in popular support for the regime.  
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Table 5.1: Loadings of Survey Items on the Main Dimension of Russian Opinion (Select Items) 

Cluster Survey Item Months Loading 
P

ri
m

ar
y

 C
o

n
ce

rn
s 

Concerned about: Weakness of state authority  52 -0.91 

Concerned about: Delays in payment of wages  34 -0.84 

Concerned about: Crime 52 -0.79 

Concerned about: Conflicts btw. branches of government  51 -0.78 

Concerned about: Terrorism 19 -0.76 

Concerned about: Rise of nationalism 50 -0.75 

Concerned about: Poverty 17 -0.72 

Concerned about: Crisis in the economy  51 -0.69 

Concerned about: Restrictions on civil rights  16 0.09 

In
st

it
u

ti
o

n
al

 

T
ru

st
 

Trusts the President of Russia 33 0.92 

Trusts State Duma (Parliament) 33 0.82 

Trusts State Security Services 33 0.79 

Trusts Unions 33 0.76 

Trusts Russian Government 33 0.75 

Trusts Republican Authorities  33 0.74 

C
u
rr

en
t 

A
ss

es
sm

en
ts

 

General direction of Russia good 151 0.96 

Life satisfaction: fully or largely satisfied 109 0.96 

Economy in the next year: good  66 0.96 

Current Political Situation: favorable and tranquil 111 0.96 

Confident in the future: fully and partially confident 40 0.93 

Economy in the next 5 years: good 64 0.91 

Russian politics in the coming months: expect to improve   100 0.91 

Role of President significant 18 0.91 

Russian economy in the coming months: expect to improve  100 0.88 

Current Economic Situation: good and very good 111 0.87 

Believe most difficult times for Russia are behind 43 0.86 

Current financial condition of respondents' families: good and very good 110 0.86 

Current Situation in Chechnya: peace is becoming established 52 0.85 

Believe most difficult times for Russia are ahead 43 -0.77 

Role of Unions significant 26 0.76 

Role of Political Parties significant 18 0.70 

P
o

li
cy

 A
tt

it
u
d
es

 

Best political system for Russia: The Current System 18 0.95 

Best political system for Russia: Democracy according to the Western model 18 -0.91 

Family adapted to changes  80 0.89 

Most important policies: Liquidate wage and pension arrears 27 -0.88 

Market reforms should be continued 80 0.86 

Doesn't agree that life before Perestroika was better 19 0.79 

Best economic system for Russia: one where state predominates 29 0.65 

Favors negotiations with Chechen insurgents to end conflict 84 0.65 

Best political system for Russia: The Soviet System 18 -0.57 

Reforms should be carried out more cautiously 35 0.30 

P
o

li
ti

ca
l 

P
ar

ti
ci

p
at

io
n
 

Will  support protests for the resignation of the President 24 -0.89 

Will  support protests for the resignation of the Government  24 -0.78 

Protests with pol. demands in respondents' area considered likely 81 -0.77 

Will  support protests for the Dissolution of the State Duma 24 -0.77 

Will vote in Presidential elections 47 0.57 

Protests with econ. demands in respondents' area considered likely 109 -0.57 

Will  participate in protests in local area 110 -0.57 

Will  support protests for the resignation of the local administration  22 -0.50 

Percent of variance explained  48.55 
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What these sentiments seem to have in common is an implicit demand for a 

robust and effective system of governance that will restore Russia’s basic political and 

economic stability. The factor loadings of the attitudes in the current assessments and 

institutional trust clusters reflect a similar emphasis on evaluations and demands 

related to stability and effective leadership as the main drivers of the regime support 

dimension. In the current assessments cluster, positive assessments of the national 

political and economic situation predominate, with loadings of above 0.9. Perceptions 

that Chechnya is being pacified achieve a comparable loading of 0.85. In turn, 

assessments that the President plays a significant role in the country, as well as the 

trust in the President item achieve loadings of 0.9 and 0.96 on the common dimension, 

respectively. This reflects the dominant position of the president in Russia’s electoral 

authoritarian system in terms of his power and mandate to address the country’s 

concerns. The other institutions with high loadings in terms of public trust include 

state security services – the traditional pillar of Russian autocracy – as well as the 

State Duma (Parliament), which has been substantially co-opted during Putin's tenure. 

We find a corresponding pattern among the items in the political participation 

cluster. Expectations of politically-motivated protests and willingness to participate in 

them – particularly against the President and government – achieve the highest 

negative correlations with the regime support dimension. Given the centrality of the 

proclaimed targets of these contentious sentiments in Russia’s political system, this 

confirms the expectation that rising dissent can seriously downgrade popular support 

for electoral authoritarian regimes.  
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Finally, as anticipated by the theoretical framework of this part of the dissertation, 

attitudes in the policy attitudes cluster have comparatively the lowest factor loadings 

on the primary dimension. Only 17 out of 54 items in this cluster have factor loadings 

above 0.6, and only 5 of these achieve loadings of over 0.8 in absolute value. This 

stands in stark contrast with the current assessments cluster, where almost a half of its 

47 items have loadings above 0.8. The only substantive policy orientation that had a 

meaningful association with the regime cleavage of 0.86 revolves around the question 

whether the market reforms initiated after the collapse of Communism should be 

continued. However, as I demonstrate later, stances on market reforms did more to 

produce divisions in the opposition than to define people’s attitudes towards the 

regime.  

The items in the policy attitudes cluster that achieve the highest loadings on the 

primary dimension actually reflect popular evaluations of the incumbent regime and 

its alternatives, rather than substantive issue orientations. Beliefs that the current 

political system is the best for Russia have the highest loading of 0.95 among policy 

stances, confirming once again that the latent dimension extracted with the dyad ratios 

algorithm represents citizen assessments of the incumbent regime. The view that 

Western liberal democracy is the best system for Russia, on the other hand, has the 

most negative loading of -0.91 on the common factor – substantially more negative 

than the conviction the Soviet system is the best regime alternative, which has a 

loading of -0.57. This finding implies that liberal democracy had become the main 

counterpoint to Russia’s increasingly authoritarian regime – significantly more than 

nostalgia for the Soviet Union. Overall, these patterns are consistent with the 



 

  164 

expectation that the policy attitudes most closely associated with the regime cleavage 

in electoral autocracies are not driven by standard issue stances and ideological 

orientations, but in essence represent preferences for alternative political systems. 

 

5.4    Are Survey Responses in Russia Driven by Regime Propaganda? 

Hypothesis 1b from Chapter 4 proposes an alternative interpretation of these 

opinion patterns. It argues that the association between popular demands for stability 

and support for electoral authoritarianism is the result of propaganda, which justifies 

these regimes as a response to national emergencies. If this is true, stability-seeking 

outlooks should generally become the main drivers of regime support after electoral 

autocracies consolidate their reign and control over the media. I assess this hypothesis 

with two separate empirical tests.  

 

5.4.1    The Regime Support Dimension During the Yeltsin and the Putin/Medvedev 

Presidencies 

There is one straightforward way to assess the impact of regime propaganda on 

popular opinion in the Russian case. Russia’s electoral autocracy was incrementally 

established by the country’s first president Boris Yeltsin through a series of actions 

aimed to give him some control over the country’s unmanageable crises in the 1990s.
6
 

                                                 
6
 While the beleaguered Yeltsin presidency is commonly associated with Russia’s post-Communist 

liberalization, it also laid the foundations of the country’s electoral autocracy, starting with the 1993 

super-presidential constitution, the use of electoral manipulations to prevent a communist return to 

power, and Yeltsin’s increasing reliance on security structures to maintain control, of which Putin 

himself was a product. See e.g. Gudkov, Dubin, and Zorkaya (2008). As Levitsky and Way (2015, 51) 

point out, “Russian politics were competitive in the early 1990s not because Boris Yeltsin presided over 
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While Yeltsin was able to cling to power with these machinations, his control over the 

country – and the media in particular – was tenuous at best. As result, the Kremlin 

simply could not substantially mold popular opinion by any stretch of imagination 

during Yeltsin’s reign (Burrett 2011). This changed after Putin’s ascendance. The 

Kremlin quickly put the “commanding heights” of the media landscape under its 

control in the early 2000s, and implemented a sophisticated strategy to ensure 

favorable coverage of the regime (Gehlbach 2010). 

Russia therefore provides something akin to a natural experiment about the 

impact of regime media control and propaganda. To the extent that propaganda shaped 

core popular attitudes in Russia, there should be notable differences in key attitudes 

and the overall structure of popular opinion across the Yeltsin and the Putin/Medvedev 

eras. In particular, we should observe a different pattern of loadings on the primary 

regime support dimension of Russian opinion for these two periods if hypothesis 1b is 

correct. Russians should, in other words, support their regime for different reasons 

during the Yeltsin and Putin/Medvedev presidencies.  

In particular, if regime propaganda had a major impact on these attitudes, several 

potential discrepancies might emerge across these two periods, depending on the 

possible frames employed by the regime’s propagandists. First, popular concerns and 

demands for stability might be strongly associated with regime support only during the 

crisis years of the Yeltsin presidency, with their salience diminishing after 1999, as 

Putinist propaganda hyped the achievements of the stabilization under his reign. 

Second, crisis-centered outlooks could be, conversely, more closely related to popular 

                                                                                                                                             
a democratic transition but rather because he presided over a state in disarray, which left him unable to 

control his own security forces, bureaucracy, and regional governments.” 
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support for Russia’s regime not in the 1990s but in the 2000s, as Putin’s regime, aided 

by its media dominance, justified its rule on the premise that it effectively addressed 

Russia’s post-Soviet crisis. In this case, the relationship between regime support and 

crisis-centered outlooks might even become reversed: people could increase their 

support for the regime if they see conditions as deteriorating, and become fearful they 

might face yet another crisis. This would be a logical consequence of the core 

legitimizing argument of electoral autocracies: that the best response to instability is to 

unite in support of the regime, which is best equipped to address it with its strong-

armed policies. If this is the prevalent frame of regime propaganda in electoral 

autocracies, and it has a meaningful effect, rising perceptions of instability will prompt 

a rally-behind-the-flag response. Put differently, rising popular concerns and 

assessments that things are getting worse will strongly correlate with increases in 

regime support.  

To test these propositions, I use the dyad ratios algorithm to estimate the primary 

regime support dimension separately for the Yeltsin and for the Putin/Medvedev eras. 

As this approach relies on splitting the survey series, the separate estimates are based 

on fewer observations and a smaller number of survey items.
7
 But despite the 

substantial data loss, they closely match the estimates obtained from the combined 

series presented in Table 5.1. Indeed, the correlation between the separate and 

combined periods estimates is about 0.9, while the mean difference in their aggregate 

levels is only 1.7 on the 0-100 percent scale of regime support.  

                                                 
7
 This is because some of the questions in the Levada surveys were only asked in one of these periods; 

also, I exclude items that have less than five observations when calculating the latent regime support 

dimensions for the Yeltsin and Putin/Medvedev periods to ensure the stability of the estimates with the 

dyad ratios algorithm.  
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But was the primary regime support dimension of Russian opinion driven by the 

different considerations during the Yeltsin and the Putin/Medvedev presidencies? We 

can verify this by exploring its content across the two periods, displayed in Table 5.2 

below.
8
 Although these separate estimates are noisier, as they are obtained from fewer 

observations, the item loadings in the two periods follow a similar substantive pattern. 

In particular, concerns related to stability and performance assessments have aligned 

most closely with the regime support dimension in both periods. Relatively few items 

with loadings above 0.6 in these clusters diminish in size or change signs across these 

periods. Those that do, reflect the changing nature of the problems faced by the 

people, rather than a change in their overarching crisis-centric outlooks. For instance, 

concerns about rising prices had a high negative loading only in the first period as 

inflation was a major problem in the Yeltsin era and less so after Putin’s rise. 

Similarly, short-term prospective evaluations of the political and economic situation 

had a higher association with regime support throughout the 1990s, as the country was 

undergoing through a period of acute crisis. After the stabilization in the 2000s, 

assessments of current circumstances achieved greater loadings, as people’s 

preoccupations turned to recovery.  

But despite these shifts in emphasis, the pattern of loadings of items in the 

primary concerns and evaluations clusters suggests that the regime support dimension 

across the Yeltsin and Putin/Medvedev eras was driven by the same basic demand – 

restoring stability and prosperity after the post-Soviet decline. Similarly, shifts in the 

pattern of loadings in the trust cluster do not signal substantive differences in the 

                                                 
8
 The table includes only items which have 15 cases or more in each period, which ensures that 

estimates are based on long enough series to allow for meaningful comparison.  
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considerations driving the regime support dimension across the two periods. Trust in 

the president, security services and the media became more closely associated with 

regime support in the 2000s simply because these institutions emerged as the key 

pillars of the political system after Putin’s ascendance, not because the reasons why 

Russians endorsed their regime had changed. The robust propaganda machine of the 

Putin regime, in other words, did not seem to produce discrepancies in the structure of 

the main dimension of popular opinion, whereby people’s crisis-centric outlooks were 

associated to regime support during Yeltsin’s presidency and not during the 

Putin/Medvedev era, or vice versa.  

These results also show that Russians were not brainwashed into believing that 

withdrawing support for their regimes will lead to greater instability. If anything, the 

opposite is true: the pattern of loadings in Table 5.2 strongly indicates that rising 

concerns about instability and worse evaluations of background circumstances 

correlated with lower popular endorsement of Russia’s regime during both the Yeltsin 

and the Putin/Medvedev eras. Put differently, as people sensed greater instability, they 

tended to blame and renounce their electoral authoritarian regime, not rally around it. 

The fact that this behavior became even more pronounced in the Putin/Medvedev era, 

when the regime had far greater media control, further indicates that propaganda had 

little impact on these underlying opinion currents. If the goal of Putinist propaganda 

was to convince people to double their support for the regime when things were going 

badly, it clearly failed.  

Taken together, these results suggest that propaganda did not play a significant 

role in shaping the rationale why Russians supported their post-Soviet regime. Both in 
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the Yeltsin era, when the Kremlin lacked the media control to shape people’s political 

views, and in the Putin era, popular support for Russia’s regime was associated with 

demands for restoring stability and prosperity in the wake of the devastating post-

Soviet decline. The differences in the loadings of specific attitudes on the regime 

support dimension are in line with this conclusion, and only represent contextual 

variations in the specific priorities and demands related to stabilization in the two 

periods. Similarly, Putinist propaganda clearly did not prompt people to rally around 

the regime when they sensed trouble. 
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Table 5.2: Loadings of Survey Items on the Main Dimension of Russian Opinion across the 

Yeltsin and Putin/Medvedev Presidencies (Select Items) 

  
Abbreviated Question 

Yeltsin Era 

Loading 

Putin/Medvedev 

Era Loading 

P
ri

m
ar

y
 C

o
n

ce
rn

s 

Concerned about: Delays in payment of wages 0.28 (15) -0.76 (19) 

Concerned about: Weakness of state authority -0.38 (32) -0.71 (20) 

Concerned about: Crime -0.62 (32) -0.71 (20) 

Concerned about: Conflicts btw. branches of government -0.69 (32) -0.64 (19) 

Concerned about: Rise of nationalism -0.05 (32) -0.59 (18) 

Concerned about: Crisis in the economy -0.26 (32) -0.35 (19) 

Concerned about: Rise in unemployment 0.34 (32) -0.32 (20) 

Concerned about: Corruption 0.08 (32) -0.32 (20) 

Concerned about: Environmental degradation -0.60 (32) 0.15 (20) 

Concerned about: Unjust distribution of incomes 0.07 (21) -0.11 (19) 

Concerned about: Crisis in culture, morality -0.59 (32) 0.06 (20) 

Concerned about: Rising prices -0.81 (32) 0.04 (20) 

T
ru

st
 i

n
 I

n
st

it
u
ti

o
n
s 

Trusts the President of Russia 0.01 (16) 0.91 (17) 

Trusts State Security Services -0.20 (16) 0.76 (17) 

Trusts Media 0.15 (16) 0.74 (17) 

Trusts the Church -0.24 (16) 0.67 (17) 

Trusts State Duma (Parliament) 0.35 (16) 0.64 (17) 

Trusts Republican Authorities 0.44 (16) 0.48 (17) 

Trusts Unions 0.37 (16) 0.40 (17) 

Trusts Russian Government -0.22 (16) 0.35 (17) 

Trusts Municipal Authorities 0.58 (16) 0.26 (17) 

Trusts the Army -0.53 (16) -0.11 (17) 

C
u
rr

en
t 

A
ss

es
sm

en
ts

 

Current Political Situation: favorable and tranquil 0.65 (46) 0.96 (65) 

Life satisfaction: fully or largely satisfied 0.50 (45) 0.94 (64) 

Financial condition of respondents' families: good and very good -0.33 (45) 0.93 (65) 

Current Economic Situation: good and very good 0.42 (46) 0.92 (65) 

Describe current situation in general: things not so bad 0.15 (46) 0.92 (65) 

Current Econ. Sit. in your city/rural area:  good and very good 0.22 (45) 0.91 (65) 

Respondent personal mood: excellent or normal 0.24 (46) 0.90 (65) 

General direction of Russia good 0.94 (40) 0.89 (111) 

Economy in the next year: good 0.85 (18) 0.85 (48) 

Expect better life next year 0.54 (33) 0.74 (51) 

Economy in the next 5 years: good 0.76 (16) 0.65 (48) 

Family income increased more than prices in the past month 0.60 (35) 0.61 (49) 

Now is a good time for large domestic purchases 0.87 (33) 0.60 (64) 

Russian politics in the coming months: expect to improve 0.81 (35) 0.50 (65) 

Wage payment situation in your area: getting better 0.21 (26) -0.29 (71) 

Russian economy in the coming months: expect to improve 0.84 (35) 0.27 (65) 

P
o
l.

 

 A
tt

. 

Market reforms should be continued 0.91 (30) 0.66 (50) 

P
o
li

ti
ca

l 

P
ar

ti
ci

p
at

io
n

 

Protests with econ. demands in respondents' area considered likely -0.13 (45) 0.25 (64) 

Will  participate in protests in local area -0.09 (46) -0.12 (64) 

Protests with pol. demands in respondents' area considered likely -0.60 (17) 0.05 (64) 

Will vote in Duma elections 0.37 (30) 0.02 (18) 

Percent variance explained 30.17 40 

Note: the number of months each survey item was administered is given in the parentheses 
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5.4.2    An Examination of Response Patterns across Different Groups 

As an additional test of hypothesis 1b of Chapter 4, I adapt an empirical test from 

Zaller and Geddes (1989), who suggest that the greatest potential for resistance to 

regime indoctrination might be found among population strata with superior capacity 

for critical judgment, exposure to alternative views, and espousal of liberal values – 

attributes that tend to correlate highly with education. At the same time, these authors 

argue that the effect of regime indoctrination is also moderated by the citizens’ 

exposure to propaganda, proxied by their levels of political information.  

If propaganda has a major influence on popular opinion, Zaller and Geddes 

suggest, it will produce divergence of opinions among these groups. Those that are 

highly educated and most informed, and thus exposed to regime indoctrination, are 

also most capable of resisting it. The least educated and informed are also not likely to 

be heavily swayed by the proverbial “party line,” as their ignorance protects them 

from it. Those at middle levels of education and information, in contrast, tend to be the 

most susceptible group – they are sufficiently exposed to propaganda, but lack 

sufficient cognitive resources to resist it. Different contexts might produce variation in 

these response patterns, but the basic metric is simple: if propaganda has a major 

influence on opinions, it will produce divergent responses among the education and 

political information groups.  

To test this in the Russian case, I perform two sets of analyses. First, I re-estimate 

the latent dimension of Russian popular opinion using Stimson’s dyad ratios algorithm 

separately for each of the three standard education categories – less than high school, 

high school graduates and college attendees and graduates. This procedure produces 
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three indices analogous to the latent Russian regime support series described in the 

empirical analysis section. These, however, potentially retain important systematic 

differences between education groups that might cancel out in the process of 

aggregation into a single series.  

A visual representation of the regime support levels disaggregated by education is 

given in Figure 5.3 below. The series clearly match each other very closely. Save for a 

few higher peaks for the some college and above category in the period after 2000, 

and slightly lower values for the less than high school category mostly before 2000, 

the parallelism is too great to warrant any substantive distinctions between the three 

series. Their very high correlations (in excess of 0.98) and differences in mean levels 

of less than 3 percent – about the size of the sampling error in the constituent surveys 

– also confirm the impression that the series are virtually indistinguishable from each 

other.  
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Figure 5.3: The Primary Dimension of Russian Aggregate Public Opinion by 

Education, 1993-2011 

These findings indicate there was a virtually consensual assessment of Russia’s 

post-Communist regime across education groups. This close parallelism of the primary 

dimension of Russian aggregate opinion across education groups provides assurance 

that it has not been significantly influenced by indoctrination, even after the country’s 

regime became far more authoritarian after Putin’s rise in the 2000s. If the opposite 

was true, it is unlikely that the regime support indices of these population groups with 

different capacities to resist regime propaganda and coercion would not have 

registered at least some notable discrepancies.  
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To further verify this, I also estimate response patterns across both different levels 

of education and political information. An issue here is that the Levada surveys do not 

contain measures of political information to allow me to perform this analysis with the 

dyad ratios estimate of the latent regime support trend. Instead, I use the direct but 

analogous measure of support for Russia’s political system contained in the New 

Russia Barometer surveys, also carried out by the Levada center. As a measure of 

political awareness, I use the sum of correct answers on three factual questions about 

Russian politics, asking respondents to name the current Prime Minister of the Russian 

Federation, as well as the Governor and Member of Parliament from his or her region. 

Albeit somewhat coarse, this measure does a good job in capturing the substantive 

variation in political awareness across respondents.
9
 

I compare aggregate levels of regime support by education and political 

awareness across two NRB surveys for which the political awareness measure is 

available. Carried out in July 2001, a year after the election of Vladimir Putin to the 

Russian presidency, and in June 2003, a year before his re-election, these surveys 

come before and after the regime fully established control of the media. Thus, in 

addition to capturing variation across education and political awareness levels, these 

surveys provide some clues as to whether these patterns changed over time, as 

Russia’s electoral autocracy consolidated its grip under Putin’s reign.  

 

                                                 
9
 Across the surveys used for this analysis, 8-13 percent of respondents had zero correct responses, 29-

33 percent had one correct reply, 40-48 percent had two correct answers, and about 16 percent of 

respondents had the maximum of three correct answers. The correlation between this measure of 

political awareness and education is a modest 0.14, which corresponds to the expectation of Zaller and 

Geddes that these two indicators capture different aspects of respondents’ exposure and resistance to 

political propaganda. 
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Figure 5.4: Regime Support by Education and Political Awareness 

The results of this analysis, shown in Figure 5.4, broadly correspond with those 

from Figure 5.3 The three education groups exhibit comparable degrees of support for 

Russia’s political regime across all levels of political awareness, with the lowest 

support levels found among the least educated. The mean support levels for the low, 

medium and high education groups were -6, 4 and 6 in 2001 and -1, 13 and 14 in 

2003, and exhibit relatively little change around these values across levels of political 

awareness. Given that the regime support scale varies between -100 and 100, these 

differences are minor. These patterns are also consistent across the two surveys, 

although the increase in the mean support levels is somewhat greater for the middle 
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and high education groups in 2003. The only “outlier” in this analysis is the change in 

regime support among the most highly educated but least politically aware (those that 

gave zero correct answers to the factual questions about politics), which rose from 

about -2 to 40 between 2001 and 2003. However, this result is driven by extreme 

responses from only 10 survey participants in this category in the 2003 survey and 

does not seem to be representative.
10

  

In conclusion, these analyses, together with the results from Section 5.4.1, 

provide consistent evidence that popular support for Russia’s electoral autocracy did 

not seem to be substantially biased by regime propaganda. Instead, as suggested by the 

theoretical propositions I develop in this part of the dissertation, the attitudes of 

Russian citizens towards their political system seem to have been largely driven by 

their evaluation of the regime’s capacity to tackle the consequences of Russia’s post-

Soviet crisis.  

Still, a note a caution is order here. We should not interpret these results as an 

indication that media control and propaganda played no role in sustaining Russia’s 

electoral autocracy. They clearly did, as demonstrated by numerous accounts. What 

this analysis shows is that their impact must have been more subtle. Pro-Kremlin 

propaganda seems to have been effective, as some authors have indicated (Gehlbach 

2010), when it exploited people’s pre-existing beliefs, instead of trying to manufacture 

them. From the standpoint of this study, Russia’s electoral autocracy did not produce 

                                                 
10

 I have also performed two additional analyses of regime support across education and political 

awareness levels using the 2004 and 2009 NRB surveys and these do not record similar “outliers.” I do 

not present the results from the 2004 and 2009 surveys here as the political awareness scale is based on 

different factual questions, so they are not fully comparable to the results in Figure 5.4, even though 

their patterns are very similar.  
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the traumas that justified its reign, but it may have used them quite effectively to 

sustain the fear of change and to denigrate its alternatives. 

 

5.5    Contentious Sentiments and Regime Support 

Turning back to the dimensional analysis, the dyad ratios analysis also identifies a 

meaningful second dimension of Russian popular opinion, in addition to the latent 

regime support dimension. I estimate this dimension separately for the Yeltsin and 

Putin/Medvedev presidencies, to better evaluate the claim in hypothesis 3 of Chapter 4 

that it reflects the basic grievances against the system, and that its content evolves over 

time. For the Yeltsin period, this dimension explains about 12 percent of all the 

variance across the 144 component attitudes and has an eigenvalue of 2.46; the 

estimate for the Putin/Medvedev period explains about 6 percent of the variance and 

has an eigenvalue of 1.76. The explanatory power of this second dimension of Russian 

popular opinion is clearly less than that of the regime support cleavage, but this is to 

be expected for a residual dimension of opinion. Furthermore, its eigenvalues for both 

periods are above 1 – the standard threshold taken to denote the existence of a 

meaningful latent dimension of the data (Kaiser 1960; Yeomans and Golder 1982).  

A visual comparison of the two dimensions of Russian opinion provides a first 

crude impression about their substantive relationship. Their aggregate behavior over 

time, depicted in Figure 5.5, indicates that they had a general out-of-phase 

relationship, particularly during the Putin-Medvedev era. Most peaks in the second 

dimension seem to coincide with troughs in the regime support dimension, especially 
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in mid-1998, 2003 and 2005, while the opposite pattern occurs around the elections in 

1996, 2000, 2004 and 2008.  

 

 

Figure 5.5: The Two Dimensions of Russian Aggregate Opinion, 1993-2010 

The content of the second dimension indicates that it has a key substantive 

interpretation, consistent with hypothesis 3 from Chapter 4. The correlations of the 

survey items with this dimension, given in Table 5.3, show that the largest group of 

related items that are closely associated with this latent factor belongs to the political 

participation cluster. In particular, respondents’ willingness to participate in protests, 

and expectations that protests with economic demands are likely in their area, have 
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some of the highest and positive correlations with this residual dimension, particularly 

in the Yeltsin era. Other items that closely associate with increases of this dimension 

in the Yeltsin period include increasing concerns and expectations of delays in wage 

payments, and negative evaluations of the general situation, respondents’ personal 

mood, and family finances. 

 

 

Table 5.3: Loadings of Survey Items on the Second Dimension during the Yeltsin and the 

Putin/Medvedev Presidencies (Select Items) 

Abbreviated Question 
Yeltsin Era 

Loading 

Putin/Medvedev 

Era Loadings  

Will  participate in protests in local area 0.86 (46) 0.70 (64) 

Will vote in Presidential elections -0.68 (35) -0.81 (12) 

Protests with econ. demands in respondents' area considered likely 0.85 (45) 0.47 (64) 

Wage payment situation in your area: getting better -0.91 (26) -0.35 (71) 

Concerned about: Delays in payment of wages  0.82 (15) -0.37 (19) 

Trusts Municipal Authorities 0.36 (16) -0.76 (17) 

Trusts Russian Government -0.49 (16) -0.59 (17) 

Protests with pol. demands in respondents' area considered likely 0.49 (17) 0.54 (64) 

Trusts the Church -0.75 (16) 0.15 (17) 

Describe current situation in general: things not so bad -0.78 (46) 0.06 (65) 

Trusts the President of Russia -0.76 (16) 0.04 (17) 

Concerned about: Rising prices  -0.22 (32) -0.54 (20) 

Respondent personal mood: excellent or normal -0.64 (46) 0.10 (65) 

Trusts Republican Authorities  0.20 (16) -0.45 (17) 

Financial condition of respondents' families: good and very good -0.55 (45) 0.02 (65) 

Percent of variance explained 11.83 5.93 

Note: the number of months each survey item was administered is given in the parentheses 
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As before, we interpret the meaning of a latent dimension by defining the 

substantive links among its core constituent opinions. What willingness to protest, and 

bleak expectations about wage arrears, the general situation in the country, and family 

finances seem to have in common are grievances about the most basic existential 

needs. This pattern confirms the thesis that in periods when electoral autocracies face 

acute crises, insurgent issues will focus on basic socio-economic grievances and the 

dissent they produce. It is also consistent with the ecology of protest in Russia before 

2000, which was almost exclusively related to the hardships stemming from the 

country’s post-Communist crisis (Robertson 2011).  

The content of this residual dimension of Russian aggregate opinion shifts after 

the stabilization of the Putin/Medvedev era. The loadings for expectations of protest 

with economic demands and respondents' economic evaluations and concerns 

substantially decrease in size for this period, which indicates that the scope for 

insurgent political appeals has somewhat decoupled from socio-economic grievances. 

At the same time, willingness to personally participate in protest remained 

significantly and positively associated with this dimension, supporting the claim in 

hypothesis 3 of Chapter 4 that insurgent dimensions of popular opinion under stable 

electoral authoritarianism are still necessarily contentious.  

To further examine the behavior of the two dimensions of Russian popular 

opinion and their impact on political competition, I turn to cross-sectional principal 

components analysis. Following Stimson, Thiébaut, and Tiberj (2012), I obtain the 
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cross-sectional estimates of the two dimensions of Russian popular opinion separately, 

by first extracting the principal components estimates on a set of survey items that are 

expected to be most related with the first dimension, and then repeating the process 

with another group of questions associated with the second dimension. The results, 

which I discuss in detail in Appendix B, suggest that the individual-level estimates of 

the regime support dimension very closely match the aggregate-level estimates, 

despite the fact that the former were calculated at a different mode of aggregation, and 

using a much narrower set of items. This confirms that the dimensional estimates 

obtained through these different approaches reflect the same underlying popular 

sentiments and have the same substantive meaning.  

The correlations between the two dimensions in the cross-sectional surveys are 

strictly negative, which is also in line with their substantive interpretations. Increases 

in popular grievances and contentious sentiments, as expected, correlate with declines 

in regime support. This negative association between the two dimensions peaks at -

0.31 in July 1996, when Russia’s beleaguered first president Yeltsin faced a serious 

challenge from the resurgent Communists due to his failure to address the country’s 

post-Soviet cataclysms. Subsequently, correlations between the two dimensions 

steadily diminished since Vladimir Putin became president in 2000, reaching a low of 

-0.12 in 2008 – at the high point of popular support for Russia’s electoral autocracy. In 

turn, in December 2011 – the last point for which data is available – the correlation 

between two dimensions again increased to -0.26. This coincides with the resurgence 

of mass protest in the wake of Putin’s controversial decision to reclaim the presidency. 

The overall pattern, in conclusion, follows the expected sequence of mobilization of 
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the insurgent second dimension in the main cleavage: increase during acute crises, 

when the regime is seen to be failing to maintain stability, decline in periods of high 

performance and consolidation of electoral autocracy, and rise again when mature 

electoral authoritarianism faces a crisis of confidence.  

 

5.6    The Structure of Russian Popular Opinion and Political Competition 

Did the underlying dimensions of Russian popular opinion result in opposition 

fractionalization and the other hypothesized patterns of voting behavior and political 

competition in electoral autocracies? I convey the intuition about the effects of the two 

dimensions on vote choice graphically in Figure 5.6. These graphs show the mean 

position of the supporters of Russian parties on the regime support and contentious 

sentiments dimensions in the month of the presidential elections since 1996 (marker 

sizes correspond to party popular support). The patterns that emerge very closely align 

with the theoretical expectations. Across all five surveys, Russia’s Communist Party 

(KPRF) – which core appeal was the wholesale rejection of the country’s post-Soviet 

economic and political order – has the lowest score on the regime support dimension, 

and the highest on the grievances and contentious sentiments dimension. In contrast, 

pro-Kremlin parties score highest on the regime support and lowest on the contentious 

sentiments dimension. In 1996, the regime and regime-leaning parties included the 

“Our Home – Russia” and the DVR parties; in 2000, this group included Unity and the 

Union of Right Forces. For the rest of the 2000s, Figure 5.6 clearly shows how the 
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Kremlin-directed United Russia party rose to dominance, gobbling up other parties in 

the lower right quadrant of the issue space as Vladimir Putin consolidated power.  
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Figure 5.6: Position of the Russian Parties in the Two-dimensional Opinion Space 
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In hypothesis 2 of Chapter 4, I have argued that the main regime cleavage in 

electoral autocracies: (1) divides the opposition, as challengers can offer a multitude of 

plausible alternatives to replace the current system; (2) rallies pro-regime 

constituencies around the common interest of preserving the regime that maintains 

stability in times of crisis. We see clear evidence of the first pattern in Figure 5.6. 

Despite the increased mobilization of contentious sentiments in the main pro/anti-

regime cleavage in 1996 and 2011, opposition parties have failed to converge around a 

common position on how much to oppose a regime that is legitimated by a mandate of 

stabilization. While the KPRF-led communists consistently attracted voters with 

radical anti-systemic stances, proponents of Western-style liberal democracy 

represented by parties like Yabloko vacillated between moderate pro-regime and non-

contentious positions in 1996 and 2008, centrist stances in 2000 and 2004, and 

ultimately to a centrist but highly contentious position in 2011. Thus, even as the 

urban, educated middle class Yabloko voters formed the backbone of the protest 

movement in 2012,
11

 they remained far more moderate on the regime support 

dimension than the Communist party.  

This is because these parties advocated radically different programmatic 

alternatives to the current regime. Unlike the communists, who reject Russia’s post-

Soviet economic order, democrats call for an even more liberal economic and political 

system – a fundamental incongruence of views which has made these groups 

antagonistic since the liberalization in the 1990s. In turn, Russian nationalists – 

                                                 
11

 Participant surveys conducted during the major anti-regime gatherings in 2011-2012 consistently 

found that that 30-40 percent of protest participants were Yabloko voters – by far the greatest partisan 

group among the protesters. See http://www.levada.ru /26-12-2011/opros-na-prospekte-sakharova-24-

dekabrya and www.levada.ru/13-02-2012/opros-na-mitinge-4-fevralya. 

http://www.levada.ru/13-02-2012/opros-na-mitinge-4-fevralya
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represented here by the comically misnamed liberal-democratic party (LDPR) of 

Vladimir Zhirinovsky – have disliked the regime for other reasons: its inability to 

handle immigration and the ethnic threat from “the South,” or to restore Russia’s great 

power status. They have had consistently moderate positioning on the regime support 

and contentious sentiments dimensions and rarely made common cause with 

communist or liberals (Gudkov, Dubin, and Zorkaya 2008, 55). In contrast, the pro-

Kremlin side of the spectrum became increasingly unified as Russia’s electoral 

authoritarian system consolidated under Putin throughout the 2000s. This pattern is 

most prominently captured in Figure 5.6 by the gradual gobbling up of the different 

parties in the lower right quadrant of the issue space by Kremlin-directed United 

Russia party, which became dominant on the political scene after 2004.  

Voters in Russia therefore faced a fundamental asymmetry of choice, as predicted 

by hypothesis 2 of Chapter 4. On the regime side of the main cleavage, the 

increasingly consolidated pro-regime bloc offered the clear option of preserving the 

status quo – perhaps not the most satisfying, but certainly the most predictable state of 

affairs for most voters. On the other side of the spectrum, opposition voters with 

diverse outlooks and interests endorsed conflicting alternatives to the current order. 

Rooted in programmatic appeals that lacked majority support among opposition 

voters, none of these stood out as an obvious substitute for a regime legitimized on 

performance-based promises of restoring stability and prosperity.  

I explore this dynamic in regard to the one policy issue that was associated with 

popular orientations towards Russia’s regimes, especially throughout the 1990s: the 

question of whether the country’s market reforms should be continued or reversed. If 
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the propositions summarized in hypothesis 2 of Chapter 4 are correct, we should find 

meaningful divisions over such issues only in the opposition camp, as various 

constituencies cling to their own preferred alternative to the current order. I present the 

results in Figure 5.7. The upper and lower panels in this graph show the distribution of 

positions on the issue of market reforms separately for voters with pro- and anti-

regime outlooks on the regime support dimension. The bars represent the mean 

positions and vote shares of the core parties that appeared in all elections in the 1996-

2011 period. This graph clearly confirms the opposition coordination problem. While 

pro-regime voters and parties converged around the median voter, the distribution of 

preferences in the opposition was bimodal, with communists and democrats 

concentrating on the far left and right, and nationalists around the center.  

This is a logical consequence of the logic of the primary regime cleavage. The 

bulk of voters preoccupied with the practical problem of instability, supporting 

Russia’s increasingly robust electoral autocracy as the best available means to 

guarantee it, were naturally indifferent about ideology and adopted ambivalent, 

middle-of-the-scale stances on the left/right scale. Opposition constituencies, on the 

other hand, were dissatisfied with the electoral authoritarian order for different reasons 

and therefore preferred different alternatives to it. The many remaining adherents of 

the Soviet system and various underprivileged groups favored a return of communism 

and the social protections it offered, adopting radically leftist outlooks. In contrast, 

many in the educated urban middle class preferred a far more liberal political and 

economic order, providing better chances for capitalist development. Nationalists took 

a moderate position, rejecting both communism and western-style neo-liberalism as 
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inappropriate for Russia’s unique historical path. The consequences are all too 

familiar. Given their sharp ideological differences, both the democrats supporting 

Yabloko and the nationalists attracted to parties like LDPR were more likely to prefer 

regime candidates and parties, or to abstain, instead of strategically endorsing the 

communist KPRF in a joint effort to challenge the regime. 

 

 

Figure 5.7: Distribution of Support for Market Reforms, 1996-2008 
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The formal model and simulations of political competition I developed in Chapter 

4 also suggest a particular pattern of party positioning on the regime scale in electoral 

autocracies. These propositions, summarized in Hypothesis 4 of Chapter 4, indicate 

that when oppositions are divided, the radical parties among them will moderate their 

positions towards the regime to attract supporters with less extreme outlooks, while 

moderate opposition groups radicalize to stave off this threat on their flanks. Pro-

regime parties, in turn, will tend to shift their positions as close as possible to the 

center of the scale – by admitting some shortcomings and promising reform – to 

maximize their appeal and to take advantage of the splits in the opposition camp.  

The positioning of Russia’s parties on the regime scale, displayed in Figure 5.6, 

largely conforms to this hypothesized pattern. The communist KPRF consistently had 

the most radical anti-regime stances, but it gradually moderated its positions as the 

country’s electoral autocracy consolidated after Putin’s ascendance in 2000. The pro-

regime United Russia party, in turn, consistently assumed a fairly moderate stance on 

the regime cleavage, approaching the mean voter position (marked with the straight 

vertical line intersecting the zero point on the regime scale) from the regime side of 

the spectrum. In the process, the ranks of its supporters swelled (captured by the larger 

diamond size in the graphs), an outcome owing to no small degree to its ability to 

appease the regime’s moderate opponents and neutral votes with promises of reform, 

as I will demonstrate below. The results displayed in Figure 5.6, therefore clearly 

confirm two of the three expectations of the formal model presented in this part of the 

dissertation: (1) that the logic of political competition in Russia motivated the most 

radical opposition to moderate its stances towards the regime; and (2) that the pro-
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regime party has gravitated towards the centrist position to maximize its appeal and 

exploit divisions in the opposition.  

It is more difficult to discern the behavior of the moderate opposition, on the 

other hand. This group is quite divergent in the Russian case: parties that took 

“moderate” stances towards its regime ranged from the liberal democrats of Yabloko, 

through the otherwise quite extreme ultra-nationalist LDPR, to the left wing social-

democratic Just Russia, created by and directed the Kremlin to draw voters away from 

the communist KPRF (March 2011). This extreme disparity among the “moderates” in 

the opposition camp, makes it harder to assess whether their behavior conforms to the 

expectations I laid out in Hypothesis 4 of Chapter 4.  

Still, two patterns that stand out in Figure 5.6 are in line with the predictions of 

the formal model and simulations developed in this part of the dissertation. First, 

“moderate” opposition parties attracted fewer supporters than the more radical 

communist rivals from KPRF. This is consistent with the expectation that with a 

divided opposition, the radical parties in its ranks will tend to draw most of the anti-

systemic vote. The moderates, in this sense, do get “squeezed out” by flanking appeals 

from the regime and the radical opposition.
12

 Secondly, the radical and moderate 

opposition parties seem to pull closer together and away from the regime in December 

2011, when the pro-Kremlin United Russia experienced a significant popularity 

decline. This might be seen as an indication that the predicted patterns of competition 

                                                 
12

 There is another pattern in Figure 5.6 that the simulations presented in this part of the dissertation do 

not fully explore: the fact that the moderate opposition to Russia’s electoral autocracy tends to be the 

most divided. In other words, the pattern of fractionalization of the political space – induced by the 

logic of the regime cleavage in electoral authoritarian regimes – is non-linear, with the greatest number 

of separate oppositional constituencies taking positions around the middle of the scale. This is certainly 

a topic for further exploration, which might yield additional insights into the roots of oppositional 

fragmentation in electoral autocracies. 
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within the opposition became more apparent as the regime somewhat weakened, and 

more voters were up for grabs on the oppositional side of spectrum. If true, this 

interpretation would confirm that rivalries in the opposition camp had a protective role 

for Russia’s electoral authoritarian regime even as its legitimacy started to decline. 

This, as the simulations in Chapter 4 demonstrate, is because the increased 

competition for votes within the opposition distracts it from the main task of 

challenging the regime, allowing authoritarian incumbents to appease some of their 

dissatisfied constituents. Still, more data and analysis is required before we can fully 

confirm whether the various opposition parties in the “moderate” category followed 

the predicted behavior.  

Apart from creating these competitive dynamics, I have argued that the regime 

cleavage in electoral autocracies also puts their challengers on the spot regarding their 

ability to deal with the nation’s problems and to bring stability – a pattern I explore in 

detail in Part III of the dissertation. But it is worth noting here that such tendencies 

seem to have been particularly strong in the Russian case, where the credibility of the 

main oppositional alternatives was greatly encumbered by their own ill-repute and 

record of failure: the outlandish neo-fascism of the nationalists, and fears that 

supporting communists or liberals might herald the return to the failed policies of 

Communism, or the cataclysms that followed the neo-liberal shock therapy of the 

1990s (Belanovsky and Dmitriev 2011). Thus, even when Russia’s post-Communist 

regime itself performed poorly, the asymmetry of choice might have been additionally 

tilted in its favor as it enjoyed what Huntington (1991, 49) called “negative 
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legitimacy” – an image advantage stemming from the perception that its alternatives 

are worse.  

Stuck with this set of choices and considerations, Russian voters dissatisfied with 

their regime were just as likely to support the regime, or withdraw from politics, as to 

endorse the hopelessly divided and delegitimized oppositional alternatives. This is 

apparent in Figure 5.8, which displays the predicted probabilities of voting for 

presidential candidates across different positions on the regime support dimension (the 

added histograms show the distribution of voters along this dimension).
13

 In the top 

left panel of Figure 5.8, we see that even in Russia’s most contested election in 1996, 

the median voter was more likely to support the erratic incumbent Yeltsin, or abstain 

from voting, than endorse the leading anti-regime candidate: the communist party 

leader Zyuganov. These estimates closely match the simulation results from Chapter 4.  

Divisions and other shortcomings in the opposition camp have indeed enabled 

Russia’s electoral authoritarian incumbents to attract voters with moderate 

oppositional outlooks, allowing them to maintain dominance even when the country’s 

post-Soviet system faced a severe crisis of legitimacy. This pattern accelerated after 

Putin’s ascendance, as people increasingly saw the regime as more capable of 

delivering on their core demands for stability. In this context, even voters with 

unfavorable outlooks toward the regime became increasingly estranged from the 

oppositional alternatives. Thus, in Putin’s inaugural election in 2000, 61 percent of the 

voters below the median on the regime support scale were more likely to support the 

regime candidate or to abstain instead of backing any of the oppositional alternatives. 

                                                 
13

 These estimates are based on a multinomial logit model of vote choice in Russian presidential 

elections since 1996. I provide the full details of these estimates in Appendix 4. 
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This share of defectors and abstainers on the oppositional side of the spectrum reached 

83 and 86 percent in the 2004 and 2008 presidential elections, respectively. Mostly 

fringe voters, with the most radical anti-regime or ideological outlooks, have remained 

attracted to the opposition in these circumstances. 

 

 

Figure 5.8: Predicted Probabilities of Supporting Different Alternatives in the 

Russian Presidential Elections, by Regime Support 
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Against this backdrop, it is easier to establish and maintain authoritarianism by 

facing off ill-reputed oppositions in elections than by banning them. When electoral 

autocracies perform well and deliver on their promises of stabilization, there are few 

reservations for popular mood to swing in the pro-regime direction. An 

underperforming regime, on the other hand, can still remain dominant if the opposition 

is too fragmented to stand a chance in the polls. “Resigned acceptance” (Rose, 

Mishler, and Munro 2006) of electoral autocracy as a lesser evil than its alternatives is 

the only reasonable response for many voters in such circumstances. As long as these 

opinion patterns remain prevalent, autocracies can effectively maintain power through 

the ballot box, assuming a veneer of democratic legitimacy.  

 

 

5.7    Conclusion  

“Russia has used up its limit for political and socio-economic upheavals, cataclysms and 

radical reforms. Only fanatics or political forces which are absolutely apathetic and 

indifferent to Russia and its people can make calls to a new revolution. Be it under 

communist, national-patriotic or radical-liberal slogans, our country, our people will not 

withstand a new radical break-up.” 

- Vladimir Putin, December 30, 1999 

 

This chapter tests the dissertation’s key premise that popular majorities support 

electoral autocracy not simply because they are pressured to do so, but primarily 

because they believe it serves a useful purpose: restoring stability and prosperity, and 

addressing core grievances in the wake of deep and enduring crises. Exploring the 

paradigmatic case of Russia with a uniquely detailed set of popular opinion surveys, I 

show that the cleavage structure that emerges in such contexts makes it difficult for 
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voters to rally behind an oppositional alternative, even when they despise their 

electoral authoritarian incumbents. First, as long as electoral autocracies can credibly 

justify their rule as a response to a crisis, popular majorities will be reluctant to replace 

them – a dynamic that fundamentally inhibits oppositional activism and contestation. 

Second, in the turbulent contexts in which electoral autocracies emerge, standard 

ideological and issue-based oppositional platforms lose their appeal, or produce 

mutually exclusive alternatives to the current order, dividing the anti-systemic vote. 

Third, performance-based challenges to the regime tend to be limited by the 

opposition’s own record of incompetence – a topic which I will explore in more detail 

in the third part of the dissertation. Where core oppositional alternatives presided over 

cataclysms that led to the emergence of electoral autocracy, many opposition-minded 

voters decide to support the incumbents, or shun the polls for lack of acceptable 

choices.  

These findings indicate that to a large degree, the roots of electoral autocracy lie 

in its ability to take advantage of such opinion currents with the “heresthetic” strategy 

of legitimizing its rule as a response to a national emergency. In the Russian case, this 

has allowed the country’s electoral autocracy to persist even when substantial 

majorities perceived its performance as abysmal and had negative views of the regime. 

The analysis in this chapter suggests that electoral autocracies are also likely dislodged 

by shifting mass attitudes. In Russia, the empirical evidence shows that potential 

insurgent dimensions of popular opinion have revolved around basic popular 

grievances and willingness to engage in contentious action. Such insurgent sentiments 

tended to be drawn in the main pro/anti-regime cleavage when significant strata of the 
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population were becoming convinced that the regime failed or eclipsed its 

foundational promise or maintaining stability.  

These insights have profound implications for the domestic and international 

conduct of electoral autocracies. They imply that to maintain popular consent, 

electoral autocracies must sustain, or even manufacture, the crises that serve as 

justification for their rule. Seen from this perspective, regime survival is the 

overarching motive behind much of the destabilizing behavior of electoral autocracies 

at home and abroad, as highlighted by Russia’s recent involvement in the conflict in 

Ukraine.   

The rich empirical evidence of the Russian case has allowed for a uniquely 

detailed and stringent test of these propositions. In particular, it has enabled me to 

trace the structure of mass attitudes in an electoral autocracy with dynamic as well as 

the standard cross-sectional principal components analysis, yielding key insights about 

the outlooks that sustain popular support for these regimes. We can plausibly expect 

that the core findings of this study will apply more broadly, as many other electoral 

autocracies that have emerged from similar backgrounds as Russia. This expectation 

can be more definitely verified as comparable survey evidence from other electoral 

autocracies becomes available.  
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PART III: FEAR AND THE ROOTS OF ELECTORAL 

AUTHORITARIAN DOMINANCE
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CHAPTER 6  

RISK-AVERSE ELECTORATES AND POPULAR SUPPORT FOR 

ELECTORAL AUTHORITARIANISM 

 

6.1    Introduction  

“With us, there is no uncertainty” 

– electoral slogan of the ruling Socialist Party of Serbia during the reign of Slobodan 

Milosevic (cited in Gagnon (2004, 98)). 

 

 

Maintaining fear and uncertainty among the population is an essential pillar of 

autocratic rule. The primary challenge of autocracy is to impose its will on its subjects, 

and the use of force is the most natural tool to compel the masses into submission. 

Yet, fear, rather than the actual use of the use of force, is a more effective instrument 

of domination because it is much less costly to deploy, and has an intimidating 

influence out of proportion to the actual power of dictators (Scott 1990). Uncertainty 

is an equally effective enforcer. When subjects are unsure they are being watched, or 

when and how hard the regime might strike at dissenters, they are prone to dissolve 

the social ties that provide the infrastructure for resistance, opening the path to total 

subordination (Foucault 1977). 

However, regimes’ repression and surveillance may not be the primary sources of 

anxiety that sustain dictatorships. In this part of the dissertation, I argue that fear of a 

very different sort serves as the key pillar of contemporary authoritarianism: the fear 

that without their autocratic regimes, countries would plunge into chaos and 
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instability, and suffer miseries far greater than life under authoritarian rule. I contend, 

in other words, that the prevailing sentiment that sustains many of today’s autocracies 

is not people’s fear of punishment if they oppose them, but concerns that conditions 

will become much worse if the opposition were to win power.  

Such opinion patterns have been ubiquitous, but rarely incorporated in scholarly 

accounts of authoritarianism. Concerns that robust economic growth will stall without 

the steady hand of the regime legitimized authoritarian rule in countries like Singapore 

and China (Wright 2010, 16). Similarly, popular beliefs that without a decisive, 

strong-armed rule, Russia will slip back to the turmoil of its post-communist transition 

have been credited for maintaining Vladimir Putin’s popularity since 2000 (Gudkov, 

Dubin, and Zorkaya 2008; Gudkov 2007). And popular fears of instability and 

domestic and external security threats have sustained popular consent and support for 

direct and indirect military rule in countries ranging from Egypt to Pakistan and 

Thailand (Kapstein and Converse 2008; Singerman 2002). 

Exploiting such apprehensions among the population has crucial advantages over 

the more brutish tactics of coercion. Fear produced by coercion is notoriously prone to 

backfire. One that arises from a desire to prevent a looming cataclysm has a far greater 

staying power and a self-enforcing quality.  Crucially, such opinion trends naturally to 

undermine the appeal of the regimes’ alternatives. Fear of instability can convince 

majorities that the real threat comes from the opposition, which in many cases 

presided over periods of turmoil before the establishment of autocracy, or is otherwise 

perceived as weak, dangerous or incompetent.  
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I clam that the exploitation of popular fears of instability plays a decisive role in 

sustaining electoral autocracies. As I have demonstrated in Chapter 3, these regimes 

have a distinct tendency to emerge in periods of acute crisis – particularly in the wake 

of conflict and domestic political turmoil, as well as after severe economic slumps. In 

Part II of the dissertation, I showed that the legitimation of electoral autocracies as a 

response to acute national emergencies aligns political preferences along a simple 

cleavage: the choice to endorse or reject the regime based on its ability to restore order 

and prosperity. This cleavage naturally inhibits and divides the opposition, as it 

struggles to provide a single coherent alternative to a regime that promises to deliver 

these universally desired goals. In this part of the dissertation, I demonstrate that the 

crisis-laden backgrounds in which electoral autocracies arise also produce risk-averse 

electorates that fear change and worry that opposition forces might be too extreme and 

incompetent. As before, these opinion currents naturally favor authoritarian 

incumbents and allow them to prevail electorally and with minimum resort to 

repression, even when they are widely despised.  

I test these claims on the case of Russia. Apart from its other advantages, 

including the uniquely high-quality popular opinion data it offers, the Russian case is 

particularly suited for assessing the propositions in this section, as after the Soviet 

collapse, Russia suffered the largest peacetime decline in history. The extreme trauma 

of the crisis produced particularly anxious responses and political outlooks among the 

Russian population – a pattern that offers great leverage for exploring the impact of 

risk-averseness on political beliefs and behavior. In addition to the Russian case, I test 

these propositions using comparative evidence from the US to verify that voter risk-
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averseness and its posited effects are specific to electoral authoritarian contexts, and 

generally do not apply to stable democracies. 

This chapter proceeds in three sections. The first reviews the relevant insights on 

risk-averseness and valence-based electoral behavior in the literature on popular 

opinion and authoritarianism. The second section examines how the circumstances in 

which electoral autocracies arise shape popular attitudes towards political risks. The 

third section develops a formal model of vote choice in electoral autocracies that 

accounts for the voters’ stability-seeking and risk-averse outlooks.  

 

6.2    Risk-averseness and Political Behavior: An Overview of the Literature  

Ever since the path-breaking insights of Kahneman and Tversky (1979) were 

adopted from economics, political scientists have studied the impact of risk-averseness 

on decision-making in politics. A long tradition of research into this topic in Western 

democracies shows that heightened risk aversion tends to dampen voters’ tastes for 

supporting changes to the status quo, or electing less well-known candidates – an 

inclination that favors the better established incumbents (Alvarez 1998; Bartels 1986; 

Eckles et al. 2013; Riker 1996; Tomz and Van Houweling 2009). Attitudes toward risk 

also closely predict political participation and susceptibility to campaign framing: risk-

averse individuals have been found to be more prone to abstain from political 

activities and more easily swayed to choose certain outcomes over risky improvements 

(Kam and Simas 2010; Kam 2012). In stable democratic settings, however, risk 

aversion and risk acceptance are mostly individual-level determinants of political 
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behavior; they mostly cancel out when aggregated, producing risk-neutral electorates 

(Berinsky and Lewis 2007; Singh 2013). 

These studies of voter risk-averseness and uncertainty, have, for the most part, 

analyzed such phenomena through the prism of candidate ambiguity in terms of issue 

stances. A few studies have also explored their impact on another crucial element of 

the voter calculus: “valence” traits, on which candidates are evaluated based on their 

abilities to deliver universally desired goals like economic growth or suppression of 

crime and corruption. Their findings show that like ambiguity about candidate issue 

stances, uncertainty about candidate traits decreases the overall appeal of a candidate; 

furthermore, respondents who are more certain about their evaluations of candidate 

traits tend to rely on them to a greater extent when assessing a candidate (Glasgow and 

Alvarez 2000).  

There are very few empirical studies on these topics in electoral autocracies. Still, 

based on what we know about these regimes, there is no doubt that the scale of 

uncertainty in electoral autocracies – and as result, the impact of risk-averseness – is 

far greater than in democracies. Uncertainty, as Schedler (2013) points out, is the 

defining feature of electoral authoritarianism. Voters in these societies have very 

vague understandings of their electoral choices because of the regimes’ media control 

and the barriers they set for oppositional activism. Even more fundamentally, electoral 

autocracies constantly change institutional and electoral rules to keep their opponents 

off balance (Ledeneva 2006; Magaloni 2006; Sakwa 2010; Schedler 2006b).
1
 So, even 

                                                 
1
 Based on data about constitutional changes drawn from the Cross-National Time-Series Dataset 

(www.databanksinternational.com), the rate of constitutional changes in electoral autocracies is 1.6 

http://www.databanksinternational.com/
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when they are certain about the attributes of their choices, voters in these polities face 

considerable uncertainty in assessing if and how their choices will translate into 

electoral outcomes. 

As result, valence appeals, rather than issue stances, dominate the voters’ calculus 

in electoral autocracies, as stable preferences on policy issues are difficult to develop 

and maintain in the highly volatile political environments in these countries (Bleck 

and van de Walle 2012). Uncertainty about party and candidate competence therefore 

has a far greater effect on vote choice in these regimes than ambiguity about policy 

and issue stances. But despite their potential impact on political competition, only a 

handful of studies have paid attention to these attitude patterns. The currently available 

evidence on this topic comes from studying voting behavior in the world’s longest 

lasting electoral authoritarian regime under the PRI party in Mexico. Magaloni (2006), 

in this regard, argues that uncertainty about the governing abilities of the opposition 

led Mexican voters to maintain their support for the “known devil” – the PRI regime. 

Greene (2007), in turn, models valence in terms of resource advantages that 

authoritarian incumbents enjoy over their oppositions, as they can abuse public funds 

to buy off popular support. He argues that in Mexico, the regime’s declining economic 

performance and increased uncertainty about its ability to distribute patronage have 

led to its shrinking appeal. 

These authors do not directly estimate the electoral impact of voter uncertainty in 

their models of vote choice, however. The most notable attempt to systematically 

measure the effects of risk preferences and uncertainty in authoritarian politics to date 

                                                                                                                                             
times greater than that of recently established (post-1990) democracies, and 2.75 times higher than that 

of all democracies pooled together.  
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is the study of Mexican voting behavior by Morgenstern and Zechmeister (2001). 

They highlight that in long-lasting electoral autocracies, most voters have not 

experienced oppositional rule and their uncertainty about the governing capacity of the 

opposition makes them reluctant to vote for it. These authors find that, as a 

consequence, only individuals with a psychological predisposition towards risk-taking 

are inclined to support the opposition, while the risk-averse consistently opt for the 

pro-regime candidates. Furthermore, risk-averse voters, according to their results, 

were also less inclined to punish the PRI regime for its bad economic performance; 

only the risk-neutral and the risk-acceptant were willing to hold electoral authoritarian 

incumbents properly accountable for their underachievement. This dynamic is crucial 

for the persistence of authoritarian rule. Risk-averse populations might, in other 

words, continue to support many autocracies despite their dismal record of 

performance, simply because they perceive the opposition to be an even less reliable 

alternative.  

But this still leaves the most fundamental puzzles about the role of uncertainty 

and risk preferences in autocracies unresolved. First, Morgernstern and Zachmeister 

and most other authors predominantly focus on one source of uncertainty in these 

settings: voters’ lack of experience with the governing capacity of the opposition. In 

many, if not most electoral autocracies, however, it is it is not the lack of experience, 

but the bad experiences people had with the opposition during their tenures in office 

that make them reluctant to support it, for fear this might lead to a return of the failed 

polices and leadership of the past (McFaul 1997; Seawright 2012, xi). Even more 

importantly, we should not forget the most distinct, and perhaps the most acute source 
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of uncertainty that voters in electoral autocracies face – the uncertainty of the regime 

transition they will initiate if they vote incumbents out of office. Transitions from 

authoritarian regimes are some of the most turbulent and unpredictable political 

processes, notoriously prone to produce conflicts and tremendous political and socio-

economic turmoil (Bunce and Csanadi 1993; O’Donnell, Schmitter, and Whitehead 

1986). While some authors have noted that the fear of such upheavals might prompt 

even dissatisfied voters to support the authoritarian status quo (Buendia 1998; 

Dominguez and McCann 1998, 111), the impact of such anxieties on vote choice 

remains largely unexplored.  

Second, could it be that citizens of electoral autocracies are considerably more 

risk-averse – not just more uncertain about the governing capacity of the opposition – 

when compared to their counterparts in democracies? The current literature tends to 

treat individual risk propensity in these societies as a personality trait, and does not 

explore if it has broader societal and contextual origins specific to electoral 

autocracies. But is it possible that some specific experiences, traumas and 

circumstances that arise in electoral authoritarian settings produce electorates that are 

far more risk-averse than in stable democracies?
2
 And does the risk-averseness of 

these populations shift with the changing circumstances, leading people to eventually 

endorse the risky alternative of regime change? I explore these puzzles in the 

following sections.  

                                                 
2
 Giuliano and Spilimbergo (2014) for instance show that individuals who experienced a recession, 

particularly in their formative years, had long-lasting impressions on their political orientations and 

outlooks; similarly, Malmendier and Nagel (2009) demonstrate that individuals who experienced major 

macro-economic shocks are less likely to participate in the stock market, and make less risky 

investments if they do. Although these studies do not relate to political behavior in autocracies, these 

insights are likely to be relevant for such contexts.   
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6.3    Risk-Averseness and the Electoral Authoritarian Context 

“The cause in general which moveth a man to become subject to another, is…the fear of 

not otherwise preserving himself.”  

- Thomas Hobbes (2013) 

 

As I have shown in Chapter 3, electoral autocracies have a distinct tendency to 

arise in times of profound political, economic and security crises, when mainstream 

political forces and institutions have been thoroughly delegitimized in the eyes of the 

population. No other contemporary regime type since the 1970s – including 

democracies and other non-democratic regimes – was preceded by so much turmoil as 

electoral autocracies. Crucially, empirical evidence suggests that periods immediately 

before the rise of electoral autocracies tend to be the most conflict-prone, 

economically stagnant and generally unstable periods in the modern histories of 

countries that experienced this type of rule.  

I have argued that this background is crucial for the rise and persistence of 

electoral authoritarian regimes. Above all, the shared experience of latent and 

unmanageable turmoil provides a compelling rationale for supporting, or at the very 

least, consenting to authoritarian rule. On the other hand, as I have shown in Part II of 

the dissertation, opponents of authoritarianism in such circumstances tend to be 

divided, as various challengers of such regimes favor different alternative responses to 

the crisis. The prevailing view in the current literature is that when experiences of 

impending cataclysm give rise to authoritarianism, they do so by compelling political, 
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economic, military and communal elites to sacrifice factional interests, and unite 

behind an authoritarian regime that tackles the common threat of revolt from below. 

As put by Slater (2010, 5), “when a wide range of elites perceive the danger to their 

property, privileges, and persons from contentious politics to be endemic and 

unmanageable under relatively pluralistic political arrangements, they become prone 

to coalesce in protection pacts – broad elite coalitions unified by shared support for 

heightened state power and tightened authoritarian controls as institutional bulwarks 

against continued or renewed mass unrest.” 

I argue that such fears of crippling cataclysms – and the resultant consent to 

authoritarian rule – cannot be confined to the elites. First, for authoritarian “protection 

pacts” to be sustainable, their broader popular endorsement is a necessity. Revolutions 

from below succeed – even against seemingly impossible odds – when large enough 

groups of people reject the regime to motivate others to do the same (Kuran 1991). So, 

for all their repressive capacity, authoritarian regimes must still appeal to sufficient 

popular majorities to stave off such revolutionary bandwagons. And fear of 

uncontrollable cataclysms that would ensue without the “steady hand” of the 

authoritarian leadership is, I claim, one of the most powerful motivators to defuse 

societal resistance and incite popular majorities to join the authoritarian protection 

pacts.  

Second, the misery and trauma caused by the profound crises that precede the 

onset of autocracy is bound to be greater among common people, who have far fewer 

resources to withstand adversities of such scope. So, as I have elaborated in more 

detail in Chapter 2, ordinary citizens in the affected societies are at least as likely to 
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endorse the authoritarian protection pacts as their purported elites. This, paradoxically, 

is also true for the repressed or underprivileged groups, who would presumably gain if 

autocracy is overthrown. Revolutionary regimes, which take power after deposing 

autocracies, frequently – and often repeatedly – fail to meaningfully improve the 

position of these groups. Even when they do bring some gains, the turmoil of regime 

change and transition often impose such costs on the underprivileged that many 

among them end up being worse off than contending with life under dictatorship.  

From this perspective, people can consent to authoritarian rule even if they 

consider it to be corrupt, immoral and quite incompetent. All that is needed is that they 

believe that autocracy is better equipped and more capable of managing society’s 

latent crises and upheavals than any of its available alternatives (on this, also see 

Przeworski (1986)). The profound cataclysms that precede the rise of electoral 

authoritarianism are bound to instill such impressions among the population. In 

particular, deep systemic crises tend to leave behind agglomerates of political forces 

that have been thoroughly delegitimized among broad popular strata as they were 

unable to deal with the country’s problems when they were in power. For many, the 

continued prominence of these “old regime” political leaders and parties – which often 

represent the best organized oppositions in these societies – provides a compelling 

argument that the authoritarian regime is the only alternative that can guarantee 

stability, and that deposing it will herald a return to the crises and failed policies of the 

past.  

Traumas of past cataclysms may have an even deeper impact. They do not only 

prompt populations to reject specific oppositional alternatives as incapable of dealing 



 

209 

with the nation’s troubles; they may also breed general pessimism that any alternative 

leadership will be better able to maintain stability and bring about improvements. 

This, in many cases, is because electoral autocracies are products of abortive 

liberalizations, which have been abandoned after multiple governments failed to 

establish order and to tackle the most fundamental problems of society. These 

experiences offer powerful cues about the viability of democracy and other potential 

alternatives to the authoritarian regime. As Meirowitz and Tucker (2013) point out, 

after witnessing the spectacle of many governments failing one after another, people 

may become persuaded that the pool of substitute leaderships in the county is of the 

same or worse quality than the current one. Put differently, as alternatives to the 

incumbent electoral authoritarian regime seem uncertain at best, crisis-weary 

majorities might decide that supporting another regime change is simply not worth the 

cost.  

The pronounced risk-averseness of populations that have lived through severe 

upheavals amplifies such outlooks. In stable democracies, risk preferences of the 

population tend to be products of individual circumstances and psychological 

predispositions; when aggregated, they tend to cancel out, producing risk-neutral 

electorates. In contrast, the crises and turmoil from which electoral autocracies usually 

emerge are prone to transform risk-averseness into an aggregate-level phenomenon. 

The systemic uncertainty and the societal dislocation in these contexts affect everyone. 

So they are poised to induce a degree of cautiousness even among the normally risk-

neutral and risk-accepting individuals. The end result is a more timid electorate, more 
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readily swayed by fear-mongering, and reluctant to challenge the existing order for 

fear of greater instability.  

For these reasons, stoking and exploiting widespread popular fears has been a 

core legitimation and survival tactic of electoral autocracies. Claims that “horrendous” 

consequences will follow if opposition forces win have been the central theme in the 

campaigns of electoral authoritarian incumbents. Buendia (1998), in this sense, cites 

the following TV ad aired by the authoritarian incumbent PRI party before it faced off 

the opposition parties PAN and PRD in the Mexican 1997 elections:  

Everything can be lost from one day to the next: your family, your education and 

your job. What you have achieved with your effort and experience. The PAN and 

PRD offer a change as if by magic. This is not possible and risks what we have. You 

decide the future of Mexico. Vote for the PRI. 

Similarly, in the wake of the unprecedented protests in Russia and ahead of the 

2012 presidential elections, supporters of Russian president Vladimir Putin released a 

highly publicized video, seeking to convince people that Putin’s removal from office 

would lead to a disastrous re-run of Russia’s catastrophic decline in the 1990s: 

In Moscow, the opposition is chanting, “Russia without Putin!” So let’s imagine that 

there is no more Vladimir Putin. What will become of Russia without Putin? 

Presidential elections are cancelled. The Parliament is dismissed…200 parties are 

created. Power is shared between liberals from the 1990s and militant 

nationalists…The international community hails the coming of the era of real 

democracy in Russia. All large business are redistributed [to opposition 

leaders]…After a split in the governing coalition, nationalists go underground and 

start a subversive campaign. A new round of economic crisis starts. Thousands of 

companies are bankrupt…Separation from Russia is declared by Primorye, 

Kaliningrad, Tatarstan, Bashkiria…Ethnic conflict turns into civil war…Russia 

without Putin? You choose.
3
  

                                                 
3
 The original clip can be viewed at www.youtube.com/watch?v=xYBCAhM6xCA. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xYBCAhM6xCA


 

211 

Serbia’s Slobodan Milosevic, like other nationalist strongmen, took his 

regime’s fear-mongering strategy a step further: when threatened by oppositional 

mobilization, he provoked ethnic conflicts in his country and neighboring territories. 

He then exploited the resulting fears of his ethnic kin to demobilize oppositional 

sentiments, casting himself as a peace-seeking moderate (Gagnon 2004; Gordy 2010; 

Tir and Jasinski 2008). 

A central fear that makes these appeals effective is that the opposition is not 

strong, sensible, and above all, competent enough to prevent the country from slipping 

towards a catastrophe. Such apprehensions, I claim, are rooted in on two related 

opinion trends. First, spurred by their traumatic experiences under previous 

governments, voters in electoral autocracies tend to hold alternatives to the regime – 

their governing abilities in particular – in very low esteem. Against this backdrop, 

even a small lead in perceptions of governing competence could give the regime an 

outsized advantage among the anxious public. Secondly, even when voters can 

envisage that the opposition could perform better than the regime, they will still likely 

remain vastly less confident in this assessment. Through the eyes of the uncertain 

voter, the opposition could perform much better, the same, or much worse than the 

current regime. A risk-neutral electorate would place equal weight on the expectations, 

and take the middle stance in its voting calculus. A risk-averse electorate, on the other 

hand, will be disproportionately influenced by the pessimistic view. It will be prone, 

as a consequence, to tolerate an incompetent regime, rather than back its potentially 

more promising but uncertain challengers.  
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People in electoral autocracies face another, even more basic fear. A victory for 

the opposition would lead to a replacement of the entire political system, and the 

defining characteristic of regime transitions of this sort, according to the vast literature 

on the subject, is uncertainty: a context in which “[t]oo much of too much 

consequence is in a flux” (Bunce and Csanadi 1993, 264). A major danger and source 

of uncertainty in these contexts is that the old elite will resort to violence if defeated in 

elections – something that regime loyalists in these settings often quite vocally 

advertise to the population (Buendia 1998). More generally, the process of transition 

might create chronic political instability, trigger previously suppressed conflicts and 

cause severe socio-economic cataclysms. Crucially, many constituencies also face the 

risk that new system will not enact the kinds of changes they expected, even if the new 

administration is competent. Indeed, the highly unpredictable reshuffling of power 

during the transition might produce new policies and institutions that could make 

various groups worse off than under electoral authoritarianism. This often inestimable 

risk of becoming losers instead of winners of the transition might make many groups 

reluctant to support a regime change.  

A key factor in the persistence of electoral autocracies, I argue, is that the 

apprehensive voters in these settings might need to overcome both fears to depose 

their regimes. Borrowing the terminology of Easton (1957), the first fear may be 

labeled as specific as it pertains to the uncertainty about the governing abilities of 

concrete parties and candidates, particularly among the opposition. The other one is 

diffuse as it is not tied to risks that particular leaders will underperform. It is driven, 

instead, by the more general uncertainty about the dangers inherent in the process of 
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transition, particularly whether it will eventually produce an acceptable political and 

economic order. These fears are powerful deterrents of opposition support as they 

complement each other. In some contexts, voters might consider opposition leaders 

more capable than the incumbent, but still fear the consequences of the transition. In 

other situations, they might not fear, and could indeed yearn for a transition, but still 

remain unsure if the available opposition alternatives are willing or able to see it 

through. Either combination of anxieties is potentially sufficient to prevent people 

from supporting the opposition, serving as an essential pillar of electoral authoritarian 

rule.  

In the next section, I develop a formal model of vote choice in electoral 

autocracies to explore these dynamics in a more systematic fashion.  

 

6.4    A Model of Voter Risk-preference in Electoral Autocracies 

“For the class of issues on which voters are risk averse, the incumbent need not discredit 

his opponent’s position. He need only discredit the certainty of that position.” 

– Kenneth Shepsle (1972, 564) 

 

A defining characteristic of voters’ outlooks in the volatile electoral authoritarian 

settings, as hypothesized in this dissertation, is their risk-averseness. Populations that 

have experienced severe upheavals or perceive a real prospect of future instability, 

might, in this sense, prefer the certainty of a flawed status quo over a risky change for 

the better when it comes to selecting their leaders. So, in addition to placing major 

emphasis on the abilities of candidates to deliver core priorities of stability and 
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prosperity, voters will be heavily influenced by the degree to which they are confident 

in their assessments of these abilities. Even more fundamentally, risk-averseness 

changes the way in which people appraise candidate competence. Due to their 

heightened concerns about future blunders and upheavals, apprehensive electorates are 

prone to more severely penalize perceived shortcomings in candidate abilities the 

more they fall short of the optimum. 

Voters in these settings, I argue, are also concerned about what kind of political 

system the various candidates might establish. Because voting the incumbents out of 

office will automatically precipitate a transition, citizens of electoral autocracies are 

particularly risk-averse in assessing the danger that the party or candidate they support 

will create a new regime that is too far from their ideal. People in these settings 

naturally define their desires, expectations and fears about how a new political system 

would look like based on their assessments of the current, electoral authoritarian 

regime. The main regime cleavage in these societies, which I explored in the second 

part of this dissertation, summarizes these sentiments. Stances along the regime 

cleavage are driven by people’s assessments of its policies and performance in key 

areas, particularly in fulfilling its legitimizing mission of restoring stability and 

prosperity after deep crises.  

The proclaimed goals of electoral autocracies are broadly shared across society; 

but people may widely differ about the regime’s manners and efficiency in fulfilling 

them, and the degree to which it should be reformed to better meet these objectives. 

Hardcore regime loyalists maintain that the current system is the best possible and that 

no reform is needed. Pro-regime reformers and opposition moderates may, in turn, 
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agree that major shortcomings need to be addressed, but that the system is by-and-

large redeemable. Radical opponents of the regime, in contrast, assert that the current 

system is an utter failure, and that it should be completely dismantled and replaced. 

Parties and candidates in electoral autocracies are defined by their stances along this 

same spectrum, so people can evaluate how closely agree with their views on 

reforming the regime. So, as party and candidate stances on the regime cleavage grow 

more distant from their own, risk-averse voters can be expected to dislike them at an 

increasing rate.  

I capture this intuition using a model of vote choice that combines spatial, 

behavioral and valence aspects of the voter calculus. In its simplest form – assuming 

candidates compete for voter support on regime cleavage and are judged by one 

criterion of competence to govern – this model has the following utility function: 

                
               

      6.1  

where              
  denotes the distance between the stances of candidate   

and voter   on the dominant regime cleavage in electoral autocracies. The parameter   

in this term represents the salience of the regime cleavage, while    and    are the 

respective positions of voter   and candidate   on this scale.     is a dummy variable 

denoting whether respondent   identifies with the party of candidate  , and     is a 

disturbance term that captures the unobserved and idiosyncratic factors that affect 

voter     evaluation of candidate  . 

These elements are practically the same as in the model I developed in Chapter 

4. The first key addition here is the              
  term in expression (6.1), 
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which captures the valence     that respondent   assigns to candidate  . In this term, 

    (       denotes voters’ assessments of the quality of the candidate on a general 

scale of zero to a constant maximum value  , and   is a salience/scale parameter that 

measures the importance voters attach to candidate quality relative to other 

considerations in their utility function. Substantively, the negative sign on this term 

suggests that the further a candidate is perceived to be from the ideal competence, the 

more voters’ utilities for that candidate decline. This parameterization, in other words, 

represents candidate valence     as a valence loss or valence “deficit” term.  

This contrasts with existing models of electoral competition in democracies, 

which conceptualize valence as a candidate-specific additive term that linearly 

increases the voters’ utility for candidates as their perceived quality increases (Adams 

and Merrill 2009; Adams et al. 2011; Ansolabehere and Snyder 2000; Enelow and 

Hinich 1982; Erikson and Romero 1990; Groseclose 2001; Hollard and Rossignol 

2008; Londregan and Romer 1993; Miller 2011; Peress 2008; Schofield and Sened 

2005; Schofield 2003; Serra 2010). Given the uniquely tumultuous and crisis-laden 

contexts that shape the voters’ calculus in electoral autocracies, I argue that it is 

substantively and empirically more accurate to model voters’ assessments of candidate 

quality using a loss function. In other words, as leaders’ abilities to deal with acute 

crises and maintain stability are most at stake in these circumstances, voters would 

naturally be prone to assess candidates in terms of how far they are from their image 

of an “ideal” leader to deal with these problems. 

Crucially, the parameterization in equation (6.1) also allows us to account for the 

degree of voters’ risk-averseness regarding candidate competence and distance along 
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the regime cleavage. We can capture the effect of these apprehensions using two 

parameters. First, we can modify the shape of the voters’ utility function for valence 

by raising the distance in candidate competence from the ideal to the exponent   in 

equation (6.1). As we can plausibly assume that voters employ the same degree of 

risk-averseness in their assessments of the candidates’ regime orientations, we raise 

the candidate distance on the regime scale to this same exponent. This parameter is the 

second key extension of the model developed in Chapter 4, and it has a 

straightforward interpretation. When    ,     and     have linear utility loss form 

that imposes constant penalty for perceived candidate shortcomings in regard to 

competence or distance along the regime scale.  

Using valence as an example, we can see this effect more clearly in Figure 6.1, 

which graphs the utility function under two specifications of   on a standard survey 

scale of candidate competence ranging from 1 to 5. When the valence utility function 

is linear (the solid line) and    , the voter utility for candidate   decreases by one 

unit when his or her quality     is evaluated at 4, by two points when it is graded with 

3, and so on.
4
 So, a difference in the valence appraisals of two hypothetical candidates 

  and   when they receive scores of 4 and 3 for their quality, respectively, will be the 

same as when they get grades of 2 and 1. In both cases, candidate   will have a 

valence advantage of 1.  

 

                                                 
4
 Without loss of generality, I have assumed that the salience parameter for valence     for a more 

parsimonious presentation in the graph.  
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Figure 6.1: Comparison of the Linear and Quadratic Loss Functions for 

Candidate Valence   

A quadratic utility function with     (the dashed line), in contrast, imposes an 

increasing penalty for distance from the ideal, significantly disadvantaging candidates 

deemed as less capable, or more distant on the regime scale. In Figure 6.1, the voters’ 

utility for a candidate whose capability is evaluated at 4 decreases by 1 point, a 

candidate with a score of 3 loses 4 points, and those graded at 2 lose 9 points (   

     ). Substantively, this suggests that voters become increasingly more 

pessimistic about a candidate’s performance – and thus increasingly less inclined to 

give their support – the more the abilities of this candidate are deemed to diverge from 

the optimum.  
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Crucially, with quadratic utilities, valence (dis)advantages become greater at the 

lower end of the performance scale. For instance, the valence advantage of a candidate 

evaluated at 4 – just one point below the top grade of 5 – compared to another whose 

performance is valued at 3 equals 3 points (i.e.                ). In contrast, 

a candidate with a lowly performance grade of 2 will have a valence advantage of full 

7 points over a candidate whose abilities are evaluated at 1 (              

 ). Loss-averse voters, in other words, perceive differences between low-ability 

candidates to be greater than those among high-performing candidates.  

This outlook would have a major impact on political competition in electoral 

authoritarian contexts. Among risk-averse populations that are thoroughly 

disillusioned by all political alternatives, a regime expected to perform slightly better 

than its opposition will enjoy disproportional electoral advantages. This dynamic 

might help explain why regimes that are widely considered to have terrible records of 

achievement – like the regime in Zimbabwe under Robert Mugabe and Serbia under 

Slobodan Milosevic – have persistently maintained considerable electoral advantages 

over their ill-reputed oppositions.  

The impact of voter risk averseness on candidate distance along the regime 

cleavage              
  , or any other salient issue, follows essentially the same 

logic. If we assume, without loss of generality, that a voter has an ideal point of 5 on a 

1-5 issue scale, the shapes of her loss functions will be the same as in Figure 6.1. If the 

voter is risk-neutral, her opinion of candidates will diminish at a constant, linear rate 

as they move away from her position on the scale; if she is risk-averse, her dislike of 

the candidates will grow at an increasing, quadratic rate. The substantive take-away is 



 

220 

that apprehensive electorates will harshly penalize extremism (defined in terms of 

deviation from mean voter position) along the dominant regime dimension. This 

dynamic captures the high cost of radicalism in electoral authoritarian settings, and is 

consistent with the finding that electoral autocracies are typically dislodged by 

oppositions that have moderated their stances on the regime scale.  

The second step towards incorporating risk preferences in the voter calculus is 

by modeling the candidate quality     in model (6.1) as a random variable, which 

voters perceive with some degree of error     .
5
 The valence for candidate   thus 

becomes                    
 

, with the constraint that             , 

to reflect the fact that voters’ valence assessments cannot exceed their ideal image of a 

candidate (i.e. the maximal value   on the ability scale), or be smaller than their worst 

possible competence assessment. The error term      in this specification is simply 

interpreted as the degree of voter uncertainty about the quality of a candidate: if 

elected, he or she can pleasantly surprise and perform better than anticipated, or fall 

short of expectations. We might thus plausibly assume that      will follow a 

symmetric distribution around the voters’ average assessment of candidate quality 

              . The voter utility model thus becomes 

                
                    

 
     6.2  

                                                 
5
 We could also model candidate distance on the regime scale     as a random variable, reflecting 

voters’ uncertainty about the kind of political system the various candidates might establish if elected. I 

do not incorporate this in the present model for the sake of parsimony, and because of the lack of 

suitable survey items that can be used to reliably measure this uncertainty. However, in the empirical 

investigation in Chapter 7, I indirectly account for people’s fears about post-election changes and 

turbulence in the political system.  
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As it turns out, the degree of voters’ risk averseness, captured by the exponent  , 

determines the impact of this uncertainty on the electoral calculus.
6
 When voters are 

risk-neutral (   ), assessments of candidate valence have a linear impact on their 

utilities, given by 

                                        6.3  

As we assume that         and        are both zero,            by definition, 

and               , the expected utility of voting for candidate   therefore becomes 

                                      6.4  

Substantively, this expression implies that when voters are risk-neutral, 

uncertainty about candidate ability does not figure in their overall evaluations of any 

given candidate, as the      term drops out after taking expectations. As such voters 

place no greater emphasis on their “loss” if a candidate underperforms as opposed to 

the “gain” if he or she overachieves, their assessments are only affected by         – their 

best available guess about the ability of the candidate.  

This rationale changes dramatically when voters are risk-averse. When  

    and the valence and regime scale distance terms assume a quadratic form, the 

voters’ utility function for candidate   becomes 

                
                    

 
     6.5  

                                                 
6
 For a more detailed discussion of the substantive interpretation of the shapes of the voter utility 

functions (determined by the exponent   in the present model), as well as its behavioral implications, 

see Riker (1996, chap. 5). 
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with some rearrangement, the expected utility function of this expression, in turn, is 

given by 

                    
                                    

 

     
        

As we expect that voters’ uncertainty about candidate     ability has a mean of zero 

(i.e.          ) and variance     
  around their mean evaluation        , it follows that 

        
         

            
 

       
       

 . Taking this, and the 

assumption that          into account and re-arranging, the expected utility 

equation reduces to 

                   
                          

  6.6  

This expression very clearly captures the voters’ aversion of candidates whose 

abilities are uncertain. The variance in candidate quality     
 , multiplied by the 

salience of performance evaluations in the voter calculus  , is simply subtracted from 

the expected utility that the voter attaches to that candidate. In addition, the quadratic 

valence term              is poised to greatly magnify the impact of any perceived 

candidate shortcomings. Unlike the risk-neutral linear valence term in expression (4), 

it applies an increasing penalty to candidates as they diverge from the optimal level of 

performance  . 

We can illustrate the impact of risk-averseness and uncertainty on electoral 

outcomes using a hypothetical example. In a race with two candidates A and B, voter   
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will support candidate   if the expected utility                  . If we, without 

loss of generality, assume that    ,        (i.e. candidate   has more pro-regime 

stances) and                , and with some algebraic rearrangement, we get 

that voter   will vote for party   if her position    on the issue scale is 

 

   
     

 
 
                            

        
 
      

      
  

        

 
 

        
 

6.7  

where 
     

 
 is the midpoint between the positions of the two candidates on the regime 

scale, while the last, partisan bias term 
 

        
 is positive if voter   identifies with 

candidate   and negative if she identifies with  .
7
 

This result suggests two major differences between risk-averse and risk-neutral 

electorates. First, differences in candidate valence, now captured by the 

                              

        
 term, will tend to confer much larger gains to candidates 

perceived to have greater ability. As illustrated in Figure 6.1 above, the risk-averse 

quadratic form of the valence evaluations not only magnifies differences in the ratings 

of candidate ability. It also translates the same discrepancy in perceived candidate 

quality into a much greater valence advantage when the candidate pool is of low-

quality. Put differently, risk-averse voters give much better evaluations to a low-ability 

candidate deemed to perform marginally better than her similarly low-ability 

                                                 
7
 As in the model in Chapter 4, the impact of the partisan bias term, as highlighted by Adams, Merrill, 

and Grofman (2005), is to shift the midpoint on an issue scale at which voters switch from supporting 

one candidate to the other.  
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alternative, as opposed to a high-performing candidate seen to outperform her 

opponent by the same margin.  

To reiterate the example provided above, a candidate ranked at 2 on a 1-5 ability 

scale will enjoy a valence advantage of 7 over her opponent ranked at 1 (i.e.    

            ); a high-performing candidate placed at 5 on the scale that is also 

ahead of her opponent by one point will only enjoy a valence advantage of just 1 

(               ) when these terms are quadratic. This would be consistent 

with a crisis-centric outlook among populations living in electoral autocracies. When 

things are going badly and leadership choices tend to be substandard, people might be 

expected to value marginal improvements over poor quality alternatives more than 

among exceptional candidates. Needless to say, the fact that minor differences matter 

more when all candidates are held in low esteem provides an important lifeline for ill-

performing regimes deemed as slightly more capable than their oppositions. 

Secondly, uncertainties about candidate quality play a major role in the calculus 

of risk-averse voters, in sharp contrast to risk-neutral electorates. In the calculation 

given in expression (6.7), a growing difference in the variances of the expected quality 

of candidates   and   would shift votes toward the less uncertain candidate. If, for 

instance, uncertainty about the performance of opposition candidate   rises relative to 

that of the pro-regime candidate  , then the cut-off point between their voters on the 

underlying regime support scale will move by 
      

      
  

        
 units in favor of  . In other 

words, the more uncertain voters are about     abilities, and the more certain they are 

about    , the more inclined they will be to support the latter. And if candidate     
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cumulative certainty and valence advantage is large enough, even voters that fully 

share     views on the underlying issue scale will opt for  . 

This state of affairs naturally favors incumbents. From the voters’ perspective, 

incumbent abilities are a much better known quantity than those of their challengers; 

hence, risk-averse voters have been shown to regard incumbents more favorably, even 

after taking account for other political views and issue orientations (Bartels 1986; 

Eckles et al. 2013; Enelow and Hinich 1981; Morgenstern and Zechmeister 2001). For 

electoral authoritarian incumbents ruling on mandates for stabilization, maintaining 

fear among the electorate is, for this reason, an essential tool of political survival. This 

incentive provides additional insights as to why the domestic and international 

behavior of some of these regimes has been marked by a tendency to manufacture and 

sustain conflicts and crises (Chiozza and Goemans 2003; Gagnon 2004; Gordy 2010; 

Tir and Jasinski 2008). In terms of the model given in (6.1), such behavior is aimed to 

ensure that the value of the exponent   on voters’ evaluations of candidate ability is as 

high as possible above the risk-neutral threshold of one.  

A related “negative” legitimation strategy of electoral autocracies has been to 

contrast the certainty of their performance to the uncertainty of their alternatives. The 

great advantage of this approach is that it can undermine even the appeal of 

challengers that people might, on average, expect to perform equal or better than the 

incumbent. As risk-averse electorates prefer the certainty of the status quo over risky 

improvements, sowing doubt about the oppositions’ aptitude to govern will, in other 

words, deter voters from abandoning the regime. This dynamic also highlights why 

defections from the ruling elite are particularly dangerous for electoral autocracies (on 
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this see e.g. Way (2005)). Regime insiders have much greater opportunities to 

establish reliable reputations for competence while in office, which they can then use 

to run against an ill-performing regime. A similar argument can be made for 

opposition candidates that have built reputations for governing effectiveness at the 

local or regional level. Indeed, most successful challenges to electoral autocracies in 

the past two decades have started with victories in local contests (Bieber 2003; Bunce 

and Wolchik 2011), which, among other things, helped convince voters that the 

opposition is a viable alternative to the incumbent regime.  

Based on this analysis, we can summarize two core expectations about the 

impact of voter risk preferences in electoral autocracies in the following hypotheses:  

H1a: voters in electoral autocracies exhibit risk-averse behavior when 

selecting their leadership, penalizing uncertainty and deficiencies in 

candidate abilities at an increasing rate, as these attributes diverge from the 

optimum.  

H1b: voters in electoral autocracies are risk-neutral about their leadership 

choices; like their counterparts in democratic settings, they penalize 

candidate shortcomings at a constant rate, and are relatively unaffected by 

uncertainties about candidate abilities.  

The model developed in this part of the dissertation has two other core 

implications. First, for voter apprehensions to have a crucial impact on the electoral 

calculus in autocracies, it is not enough that they assess candidates with extreme 
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prejudice, captured by the quadratic loss function. It is also necessary that assessments 

of candidate valence and distance on the regime scale are the most important 

considerations on voters’ minds when they cast their ballots. In other words, people’s 

expectations about candidate performance, and the kinds of political systems they will 

produce, have to eclipse the potential impact of other ideological stances, partisan 

allegiances, and candidate judgments. In terms of the model in expression (6.2), risk-

averseness will have a meaningful influence if the salience of candidate distances on 

the regime scale and their expected performance – captured by parameters   and   – 

are sufficiently greater than other behavioral and positional considerations (not 

explicitly included in the model and therefore captured by the error term    ) that 

might affect voters’ choices. If the reverse is true, people’s fears will be pushed aside 

by other considerations and will not exert a meaningful influence of vote choice.  

Second, the interrelationship between candidate valence assessments and regime 

stances is also a crucial component of the voters’ rationale in electoral authoritarian 

settings. As I have argued in the previous section, risk-averse voters ought to either 

strongly reject the regime, hold its candidates’ abilities in very low esteem, or some 

combination of the two, to venture a vote for the opposition and regime change. It is 

perfectly possible, for instance, that positive views of the electoral authoritarian 

regime as a whole, accumulated over longer periods, would offset the negative image 

of some of its current leaders. In other words, voters might not renounce a regime they 

believe – based on their long-term experience – to be reformable, if they conclude that 

it is currently operated by a “few bad apples.” The reverse process can also take place. 

Voters might still endorse a regime they have come to view as corrupt or decrepit, if it 
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is run by leaders believed to be uniquely competent or magnanimous. Faith in the 

“good Tsar,” who has an unparalleled reputation as a national leader, can, in this 

sense, compensate for the failings of dictatorships in times of trouble. Of course, this 

compensation mechanism can work only as long as people’s assessments of the 

regime, or its current leaders, do not drop to such low levels that the positives in one 

of these areas can no longer offset the negatives in the other.  

These propositions can be concisely summarized in the following two 

hypotheses: 

H2: assessments of candidate abilities play a central role in the voter calculus 

in electoral autocracies, trumping ideological and other considerations 

among populations with stability-seeking and risk-averse outlooks.  

H3: Candidate valence assessments and stances along the regime continuum 

will compound and compensate for each other in the voter calculus. In 

particular, positive personal ratings of electoral authoritarian incumbents will 

offset the perceived shortcomings of the regime, and vice versa.  

Another notable feature of the risk-averse voter calculus illustrated in expression 

(6.7) is that the effects of valence and uncertainty also depend on the candidates’ 

stances along the regime cleavage, or other potentially salient policy issues. The 

second and third term in this formula, which contain the difference between the 

squared candidate valences as well as the variances around these estimates, have the 

distance in candidate positions on pro/anti-regime scale          as a denominator. 
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Thus, the greater the distance between the candidates in terms of their attitude towards 

the regime, the smaller the impact of asymmetries in valence and uncertainty on the 

calculus of their voters. In electoral authoritarian contexts, this implies that 

oppositions taking more extreme anti-regime stances can somewhat compensate for 

their disadvantages in terms of valence and uncertainty about their governing ability. 

In other words, an opposition candidate or party that cannot challenge the regime 

based on a better record of achievement, or greater confidence in its aptitude to 

govern, can still appeal to some voters due to its strong anti-regime credentials, or 

extreme stances on some other salient issue. This tactic comes at a price, however. The 

greater the regime valence advantage, the more extreme the issue appeals of the 

opposition must be to offset this shortcoming. By radicalizing their stances, 

oppositions risk alienating the political center, and creating a reputation for extremism 

that can be exploited to limit their appeal even when the regime loses its popularity 

(on this, see  Groseclose (2001) and Greene (2007)).  

This, I argue, undermines the appeal of the opposition in two basic ways. First, 

regime valence and predictability advantages reinforce divisions in the opposition, the 

dynamics of which I have explored in Part II of the dissertation. Voting for the 

opposition in electoral autocracies is a vote to replace not just the incumbent 

administration, but also the existing system of government. This dual meaning of 

electoral choice, as I have shown, naturally fractures the opposition, as challengers to 

the regime adopt divergent issue appeals and ideological platforms to offer coherent 

alternatives to the current political system. Valence and predictability advantages of 

electoral authoritarian incumbents deepen these divisions by compelling oppositions to 
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further radicalize their diverse platforms, in an effort to maintain support among the 

more devout adherents to these ideologies. Second, the advantages regime candidates 

enjoy in regard to their perceived governing skills and reliability might also force 

oppositions to appeal from more extreme stances along the regime cleavage. This, 

again, helps the valence-disadvantaged oppositions to maintain a modicum of support 

by drawing the regime’s staunchest adversaries. By in doing so, opposition forces also 

adopt visions for political, economic and social remodeling of the current system that 

are far too extreme for the taste of the highly apprehensive, stability-seeking majorities 

in these societies.  

The model outlined in this section clearly points to one more essential 

characteristic and paradox of political competition in electoral autocracies. Even 

extremely popular regime candidates cannot appeal to the entire range of 

constituencies along the salient issue dimensions and cleavages. They certainly cannot 

appeal from anti-regime positions on the regime cleavage. So, in general, there will 

always be some audiences that oppositions can attract by adopting issue stances close 

enough to offset the regime’s image advantages. In other words, as long as there are 

minorities with anti-regime outlooks, and opposition parties with which they can 

identify are not banned, a portion of them will always vote for the opposition. And 

they will do so regardless of how much more competent they deem the regime 

candidates to be, or how uncertain they are about the abilities of their favorites among 

the opposition.  

That the opposition vote is never zero in electoral autocracies has some perverse 

effects on its abilities challenge the incumbent regime, however. First, it allows these 
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regimes to showcase the existence of oppositions and contestation, and therefore claim 

democratic legitimacy, and deflect domestic and international pressures for 

democratization. Second, and crucially, the platforms that opposition parties must 

adopt to survive electorally when facing incumbents with high valence and certainty 

advantages seriously undercut their long-term appeal among moderates, whose votes 

are crucial for defeating the regime (on this see also Greene (2007)). By espousing 

extreme stances to offset the regime competence appeal, opposition parties supply the 

best argument as to why the electoral autocracy is the only sensible choice. Adopting 

the role of radicals, opposition parties, in other words, become “useful fools” who 

legitimize the regime by providing a living example of the inadequacy of its 

alternatives to the majority.  

This dynamic shows there is no necessary contradiction between electoral 

competition and authoritarianism in electoral autocracies; indeed, the former can 

reinforce the latter. If the regime accumulates enough advantage to push its 

oppositions to adopt extreme appeals, they will lose some of their credibility on the 

long-term just by trying to survive electorally. Beyond that point, the regime has more 

to gain from freely competing with their ill-reputed oppositions – even nourishing 

them to some extent – instead of resorting to authoritarian methods. Even if the 

regime’s appeal weakens, an opposition with a reputation for undue militancy will 

have a difficult time shifting its platforms and restoring its standing among the risk-

averse voters that inhabit these polities.  

The following, final hypothesis summarizes these arguments:  
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H4: The regime valence and certainty advantages compel their challengers to 

take more radical issue stances to survive politically, diminishing their 

appeal among moderate majorities.  

 

6.5    Conclusion 

In Part II of the dissertation, I argued that electoral autocracies have established 

and sustained their rule by exploiting distinct popular opinion currents. Emerging in 

the wake of deep and traumatic political, socio-economic and security crises, electoral 

authoritarian regimes have legitimized their rule by claiming they are uniquely able to 

restore and maintain stability and prosperity in troubled countries and through difficult 

times. Appeals of this sort are bound to attract the support of weary, timid and risk-

averse electorates, willing to sacrifice freedoms in favor of stability. Crucially, I have 

shown that this legitimizing strategy naturally divides the opposition, as the regime’s 

challengers vie to push their divergent alternatives to the current order. Such rivalries 

in the opposition camp allow electoral authoritarian incumbents to maintain electoral 

dominance even when they are widely despised.  

In this chapter, I claim that the advantage these regimes enjoy over their 

oppositions is reinforced by two more popular sentiments characteristic for the 

turbulent contexts where electoral autocracies emerge: fear and uncertainty. In 

particular, I argue that apprehensive voters tend to dislike candidates at an increasing 

rate as their perceived competence declines and their stances on the regime cleavage 
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become more distant. And anxious voters are further repulsed by uncertainty about 

candidate abilities.  

Based on formal model of electoral choice in these settings, I show that such 

dynamics favor electoral authoritarian incumbents even if they enjoy only marginal 

reputational advantages over their opposition. In many cases, this can allow electoral 

autocracies to rule without much resort to tactics like repression, as their oppositions 

are delegitimized due to their perceived record of incompetence, extremism or 

corruption. All electoral autocracies need to do is to exploit their media dominance to 

maintain such impressions, and instill doubt about their alternatives through negative 

campaigning.  

This has key implications for the emergence and durability of electoral 

authoritarian regimes. In particular, electoral autocracies would have a tendency to 

(re)appear in countries where their alternatives – particularly more democratic ones – 

consistently fail to address core problems. And when established, even electoral 

autocracies with abysmal records of performance could prove highly durable if 

apprehensive electorates consider their oppositions as more inept or uncertain. 
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CHAPTER 7  

FEAR, UNCERTAINTY AND VOTING BEHAVIOR IN RUSSIA AND THE 

UNITED STATES 

7.1    Introduction 

In Chapter 6, I claim that the crisis-laden contexts, in which electoral autocracies 

tend to emerge, are bound to produce risk-averse electorates, favoring the certainty of 

an imperfect but stable status quo over risky improvements brought through regime 

change. Based on a formal model of electoral choice, I show that such outlooks also 

amplify the electoral impact of perceived differences in competence among 

candidates. As result, even electoral authoritarian incumbents with abysmal records of 

achievement will enjoy disproportionate electoral advantages if they are perceived to 

be only marginally more competent in preserving order than their alternatives in the 

opposition.   

To assess the propositions empirically, in this chapter, I explore voting behavior 

patterns in Russia, which has emerged as a prototypical example of electoral 

authoritarianism after the Cold War. The Russian case offers some crucial clues about 

the genesis of these regimes. Following the Soviet collapse, Russia experienced what, 

in essence, amounts to the biggest peacetime decline in history. Literally overnight, 

the Russian population in the 1990s witnessed their country effectively lose not only 

its superpower status and control of vast amounts of its territory, but also endured a 

socio-economic decline twice as intense as the Great Depression of the 1930s (Mitra 

and Selowsky 2002). The scope of this cataclysm was so vast that it is best captured 
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not by economic indicators, but by Russia’s population decline, which averaged at 

about three quarters of a million people per year throughout the 1990s (Kuchins 2004, 

chap. 9). 

The effect of this crisis on the Russian population has been likened to a post-

traumatic stress disorder (Guillory 2014). After a brief outpouring of enthusiasm in the 

late 1980s, the bulk of the Russian population adopted exceptionally gloomy and 

anxious outlooks. In surveys throughout the 1990s, half of the Russian population 

consistently responded that their dominant sentiments are profound stress, fear, 

sadness, anxiousness and aggravation. Well into the 2000s, between 60 and 80 percent 

of the population reported that they have no confidence in the future.
1
  

This chapter proceeds in four parts. In the next section, I outline the data, 

measurement and estimation techniques that I will use to evaluate the hypotheses 

developed in Chapter 6. In the second section, I test these propositions in the case of 

post-communist Russia and present the results, as well as its implications. The third 

section explores the comparative evidence from the US 1992 presidential election 

ANES survey. The fourth section examines the impact of valence and predictability 

advantages on the positioning of Russian presidential candidates on key issue stances.  

 

7.2    Data and Measurement 

To assess whether traumas from the country’s post-Soviet decline shaped 

Russian electoral choices in a manner consistent with theoretical expectations, I 

                                                 
1
 This data is drawn from monitoring surveys performed by the Levada center organization, tracking 

Russian opinion patterns over time (downloaded from the Centre for the Study of Public Policy, 

University of Strathclyde, www.russiavotes.org).  

http://www.russiavotes.org/


 

236 

perform a series of analyses using the Russia Election Studies (RES) surveys for the 

1996 and 2000 presidential elections (see Colton and Zimmerman (2002) for details). 

Both of these studies consist of three panel surveys performed through face-to-face 

interviews on a multistage representative probability sample. The surveys were 

conducted across ten month periods before and after the parliamentary elections in 

December 1995 and December 1999, and right after the July 1996 and March 2000 

presidential elections, respectively. In addition to their high quality, the key advantage 

of these surveys is that they contain a comprehensive battery of questions tapping 

voters’ outlooks on key issues – including assessments of candidate abilities – in a 

format similar to the American National Election Studies.  

The 1996 and 2000 Russian presidential elections are uniquely suited for testing 

the theory developed in this part of the dissertation. First, they both followed the most 

acute stages of Russia’s post-Soviet crisis. The 1996 election came at the heels of the 

extremely painful economic shock therapy and the botched first invasion of Chechnya. 

It was a confrontation between Russia’s beleaguered first president Boris Yeltsin and 

his communist challenger Gennady Zyuganov in what became Russia’s closest 

presidential race, and a referendum on the country’s future course. The 2000 

presidential election followed the financial crash in 1998, Yeltsin’s succession by the 

then little known ex-KGB colonel Vladimir Putin, and the second invasion of 

Chechnya. If Russia’s post-Soviet crisis produced risk-averse electorates, this would 

be most clearly manifested in the voter calculus during these two pivotal elections.  

Second, the strategy of exploiting popular anxieties was the centerpiece of the 

pro-Kremlin campaign in both presidential races. In 1996, the Kremlin exploited its 
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substantial media advantage to wage a negative campaign, aimed to convince Russians 

that voting for the communist challenger Zyuganov would push Russia towards civil 

war, and to recast the embattled incumbent Yeltsin as strong leader, who could guide 

Russia through troubled times (McFaul 1997). The 2000 presidential race was waged 

in the background of the carefully crafted second Chechen invasion, which was both 

brutal and executed in a relatively competent way.  This gave acting president 

Vladimir Putin a major advantage over the competition in terms of his perceived 

governing ability.  

A key challenge for analyzing voter behavior in these elections is to find 

appropriate measures of two of the main variables of interest: evaluations of and 

uncertainties about candidate competence. In line with the theoretical framework 

developed in this Chapter 6, we can assess the degree of voters’ risk-averseness about 

candidate abilities by examining how severely voters penalize the divergence between 

the candidates’ perceived abilities and some optimal level of competence. If a linear 

function of this distance between actual and ideal governing capacity has the best fit 

with the data, we can conclude that voters are risk-neutral. A better fitting quadratic 

valence loss function, in turn, denotes risk-averseness, suggesting that voters discount 

the deficiencies in candidates’ abilities at an increasing rate the further they are from 

the optimum.  

Traditionally, valence appraisals are measured by survey scales asking 

respondents to rate candidate abilities on a familiar, grade-based scale, with scores 

ranging from unsatisfactory to outstanding. The drawback of such measures is that 

they invariably introduce distortions in how respondents’ evaluations are mapped to 



 

238 

the scale (see Tourangeau, Rips, and Rasinski (2000, chap. 8)). A common problem is 

the “positivity” (or “negativity”) bias: people’s reluctance to give overly negative 

(positive) evaluations to politicians. In addition, respondents who lack relevant 

information to make the required evaluation, or have no opinion on the matter, are 

prone to provide neutral assessments rather than admit their ignorance. These and 

similar response distortions introduce substantial noise and compress the set of 

meaningful values on the scale, making it more difficult to determine if people 

discount candidate competence linearly or at an increasing rate.  

The standard rating scales also lack broadly shared endpoints, as people have 

quite heterogeneous ideas about what candidates should be deemed highly competent 

or incompetent.  For example, respondents who rely on the image of a “heroic” 

leadership figure as their ideal, perhaps because they experienced this type of 

leadership in their formative years, might be prone to judge current candidates more 

harshly. Respondents accustomed to less exceptional leadership might, in turn, be 

more lenient in their judgments. This makes the consistent estimation of the shape of 

the valence loss function difficult as perceived candidate distance from the ideal point 

will vary not only due to different evaluations of candidates, but also because of 

shifting conceptions of candidate ability across respondents.  

To avoid such distortions, I construct a simple alternative measure of candidate 

valence. It relies on a set of questions in the RES surveys that ask responders to name 

the candidate they think would be best able to handle key problems facing the country. 

For the 1996 election, this list includes 7 questions: which candidate for president 

would do the best job in improving the economy, handling the problems of 
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unemployment, crime and corruption, and the conflict in Chechnya, conducting the 

best foreign policy, ensuring democratic development, and guaranteeing stability and 

tranquility. A very similar set of questions, apart from minor changes in wording, was 

included in the Russia election study surveys for the 2000 presidential election.
2
 For 

each of these items, survey respondents could either name a specific candidate who 

they think would be best for the job, state they see no particular difference between the 

candidates, respond that they don’t know, or decline to answer.  

I create a candidate valence loss measure by subtracting the number of times a 

respondent singled out a particular candidate as the “best” for a given task from the 

total number of competence tasks in the survey. Thus, a candidate selected as the 

“best” for three out of the seven competence areas in the 1996 survey would have a 

valence loss of 4         if respondents discount the competence deficit linearly, 

and 16             if they do so at an increasing rate captured by the quadratic 

function.  

A key advantage of this measure over traditional competence ratings is that it 

avoids the scaling distortions mentioned above. Singling out candidates that 

respondents believe stand out from the rest in dealing with specific problems is both 

cognitively less challenging and less bias-prone than grading candidate abilities on an 

arbitrary scale. A tally of the governance areas in which a given candidate is deemed 

to have superior ability will, in this sense, provide a more accurate mapping of 

respondents’ underlying global assessment of candidate valence. The scale constructed 

in this fashion also has a natural ideal point that is bound to be shared across 

                                                 
2
 This list in the 2000 survey only excluded the questions about which candidate is best poised to deal 

with unemployment and to guarantee stability and tranquility. 
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respondents. A maximally competent candidate is simply the one who is deemed to be 

“best” in all of these crucial competence areas. These properties, as I show below, 

ensure a more consistent estimation of voter risk preferences.  

To verify this further, I also perform a range of empirical tests to examine that 

the scale additive scale of candidate competence accurately reflects the latent 

candidate evaluations and that it does not introduce any distortions or biases in the 

analyses. In particular, I derive principal components estimates to confirm that all 

candidate competence evaluation items have similar loadings on a single latent 

dimension of candidate competence and therefore reflect the same underlying 

construct. I also compare the results obtained with the principal components valence 

scale to the additive scale described above. All of these analyses, which I describe in 

detail in Appendix C, strongly confirm the appropriateness of the measure of 

candidate valence used in this chapter.  

The second thorny question is how to estimate respondent uncertainty about 

candidate abilities. The candidate competence items in the Russia Election Studies do 

not collect any information about voters’ uncertainty about the competence of specific 

candidates, so it is not possible to construct uncertainty measures from the underlying 

valence scale in the manner of Bartels (1986) or Alvarez (1998). To overcome this 

problem, I measure uncertainty about candidate abilities indirectly, using a set of 

questions about candidate personal qualities included in the Russia Election Study 

surveys for both the 1996 and 2000 presidential elections. These include questions 

asking respondents to evaluate whether each of the listed candidates is “an intelligent 

and knowledgeable person,” “a strong leader,” “an honest and trustworthy person” and 
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if he “cares about people like you” (the 1996 survey also contains a question about 

whether a candidate has “a vision of the country’s future”). The key advantage of 

these items is that they record not only whether respondents aswered affirmatively or 

negatively, but also their degree of certainty in evaluating these candidate personal 

traits. Besides the dichtomous yes/no reply, the response categories for these items 

also allow survey participants to answer “probably yes,” “probably no” and “hard to 

say” when assessing whether the candidates possess a certain personal quality.  

To create a measure of voter uncertainty about candidate abilities, I first score 

how uncertain voters are in evaluating each individual trait. I do so by assigning a 

value of 0 for respondents that provided an unambiguous “yes” or “no” response to 

whether a candidate possesses a certain trait, a value of 1 for “probably yes” or 

“probably no” responses, and a score of 2 to “hard to say” answers. I then sum these 

scores across all traits for a given candidate to create a global measure of uncertainty 

about candidate ability. Although the personal traits items do not specifically measure 

uncertainty about candidate competence in the key governance areas as the valence 

measure described previously, they can reasonably be expected to capture the same 

underlying ambiguity about candidate quality. To test the validity of this measure, I 

also perform the analyses below with several alternative indicators of candidate 

uncertainty, and they all yield very similar results (results available on demand).
3
 

                                                 
3
 In particular, I create an alternative measure of candidate uncertainty by summing the number of 

responders that stated they do not know a given presidential candidate or cannot assess him on a feeling 

thermometer scale. As this scale is constructed from aggregate responses, it varies across candidates but 

not across respondents. Still, despite the very different way in which this alternative measure of 

uncertainty about candidate quality was constructed, analyses performed with it produce analogous 

results as those presented in this part of the dissertation.   
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Following Gill (2005, 11), I normalize this uncertainty measure derived from the 

candidate personal trait items to the same scale as the candidate valence loss measure. 

The purpose is to allow the two different components of the candidate valence 

appraisal – voters’ assessments of candidate ability and their uncertainty about it – to 

compete against each other. This enables us to estimate the relative significance of the 

two factors in the voter calculus – to see if voters give sufficiently greater weight to 

their best guess about candidate ability to overcome their uncertainty about it, or the 

other way around. It allows us to gauge, in other words, to what extent voter insecurity 

may trump positive assessments of candidate ability.  

The third challenge for this analysis is to find an appropriate measure of the 

distance in voter and candidate stances along the regime cleavage. As I have argued, 

this is the dominant cleavage in electoral autocracies and it is based on people’s 

assessments of the regime’s mission of restoring stability and prosperity. 

Substantively, it reflects their views about how well the governing system works, and 

by extension, to which extent it should be reformed to better address the underlying 

issues in the country. Such orientations can be measured directly, by asking people to 

grade their system of governance on a standard rating scale ranging from poor to 

outstanding. However, this approach suffers from the same scaling problems I 

discussed above. Much like direct survey questions asking respondents to assess 

candidate abilities, ratings of the political regime are affected by the positivity and 

negativity bias and the lack of broadly shared endpoints. These distortions contract the 

range of meaningful responses, making it difficult to consistently detect differences 
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between the linear, risk-neutral utility loss function, and the quadratic, risk-averse 

form.  

To address this problem, I use the same approach as in Chapter 5: I derive what I 

claim is a more reliable measure of the regime cleavage using principal components 

analysis of the attitudes that define this cleavage. The underlying drivers of the regime 

cleavage that I use to obtain these estimates include the degree of trust in the key 

institutions of the Russian electoral authoritarian regime (the president and 

government), sociotropic and egocentric economic evaluations, respondents’ general 

satisfaction, and attitudes on the most salient policy in the country in the 1990s – the 

issue of market reform and privatization. I estimate candidate stances on this cleavage 

using the mean positions of sympathizers of the parties with which they are associated, 

as it is common practice in the literature.
4
  

To verify that these principal component estimates do indeed reflect stances 

along the regime cleavage, I perform a range of specification checks. In particular, I 

compare the mean party positions on the regime dimension obtained using principal 

components estimates from the RES surveys and the corresponding Levada surveys 

used in Chapter 5, as well as with a direct measure of regime support from the 2000 

RES survey. I also re-estimate the vote choice model for the 2000 election using the 

direct measure of regime support, instead of its principal components counterpart. The 

results of these analyses, which I provide in Appendix D, all confirm that the principal 

                                                 
4
 I estimate the positions of the two independent presidential candidates that did not have any party 

associations – Aleksandr Lebed in 1996 and Aman Tuleyev in the 2000 presidential race – using the 

median position of non-partisans in the survey sample. Also, I use the median instead of the mean 

placement of partisans for this estimate, as this statistic is less prone to be biased by outliers in the 

sampling distributions. 
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components estimates closely match the stances along the regime cleavage captured 

with alternative measures, and therefore reflect the same underlying sentiments.  

Finally, in the multivariate analyses of vote choice for the 1996 and 2000 

Russian presidential contests, I also include a respondent-specific measure of people’s 

fears about the broader consequences of these elections. This measure is a simple 

additive scale, summing people’s responses to 7 questions about people’s fears that the 

results of the elections will lead to: (1) the eruption of a civil war; (2) a major 

deterioration in the economy; (3) a jump in the number of permanent emigrants 

abroad; (4) the loss of democratic freedoms; (5) a radical worsening of relations with 

former soviet republic; (6) as well as the West; (7) and religious persecution.
5
 Its 

purpose is to capture and control for some of the fundamental uncertainties that people 

have about how the elections might reshape the political system and its performance. 

In effect, this variable might be interpreted as a proxy for the uncertainty term for the 

candidates’ positions on the regime scale, which I do not include in the model 

developed in Chapter 6 for the sake of parsimony, and the lack of a more appropriate, 

alternative-specific measures of these attitudes in the RES surveys.  

 

                                                 
5
 For each of these 7 items, I code “yes” responses with 1, “noes” with -1 and “don’t knows” with 0, 

and then sum these answers for each individual. To check whether this additive scale is appropriate, I 

have also extracted a principal components measure of election-related fears based on the same items. 

All the results with this procedure are virtually the same as the ones presented here (results available on 

demand).  
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7.3    Risk-averseness and Voting Behavior in Post-Communist Russia 

7.3.1    Was the Russian Electorate Risk-averse or Risk-neutral? 

To test if Russian voters were risk-averse or risk-neutral when assessing 

candidate abilities in the 1996 and 2000 presidential elections, as implied by 

hypotheses 1a and 1b of Chapter 6, I compare the conditional logit estimates of vote 

choice using linear and quadratic loss functions for candidate valence and distance 

along the regime scale.
6
 I provide the results from these analyses, reported as odds 

ratios, in Tables 7.1 through 7.4.
7
  

All of these estimates indicate that the odds of supporting the Russian candidates 

decrease as their valence and stances on the regime scale diverge from the voters’ 

ideal positions. This is true for both the linear and quadratic valence loss and regime 

scale distance functions in the two elections.
8
 To check which of these two 

specifications better represents the underlying data generating process, I compare the 

fit for models with linear and quadratic loss functions using the Akaike (AIC) and 

                                                 
6
 To ensure parsimony and consistent estimates for the individual-level parameters, I only estimate 

these conditional logit models for the top placed candidates in these elections: the top five candidates in 

the first round in the 1996 polls and the top four in the 2000 election. In the 1996 election, these 

included the incumbent Boris Yeltsin, the communist challenger Gennady Zyuganov, the independent 

Aleksandr Lebed, the liberal democrat Grigory Yavlinsky and the ultra-nationalist Vladimir 

Zhirinovsky. In the 2000 election, the top four included the incumbent Vladimir Putin, Gennady 

Zyuganov, Grigory Yavlinsky and the independent Aman Tuleyev. In both elections these candidates 

collectively won over 90 percent of the votes (96.2 percent in 1996 and 91.8 in 2000).  
7
 Conditional logit provides consistent estimates only when the independence of irrelevant alternatives 

(IIA) property is not violated, or in other words, when choices are independent across alternatives. As a 

check on possible violations of the IIA property, I also performed all the estimates using conditional 

probit and mixed logit models, which are not constrained by this restrictive assumption. The results of 

these estimates are virtually the same as the ones provided above (results available on demand). 
8
 Still, it should underlined that the magnitudes of the coefficients on the linear and quadratic and linear 

valence loss variables in Tables 7.1 through 7.4 are not directly comparable as these variables are scaled 

differently (i.e. as linear vs. quadratic distances from the ideal valence). Furthermore, if one of these 

models has a significantly better fit, its estimates are also not comparable to the other model as the latter 

is misspecified.  
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Bayesian (BIC) information criteria.
9
 A lower value for either of these information 

criteria suggests that the underlying model has a better fit to the data. According to the 

rule of thumb proposed by Burnham and Anderson (2002), a model with AIC greater 

than 10 units from a competing model with the lowest AIC has essentially no support 

and might be excluded from further consideration.  

Using this approach, we should reject the models with linear valence loss 

functions in Tables 7.1 and 7.3 – their AIC is higher than that of the quadratic valence 

loss alternative by about 36 and 51 units for the 1996 and in 2000 elections, 

respectively. Similarly, we should reject the linear, risk-neutral models of candidate 

distance on the regime scale in favor of the risk-averse quadratic specification. As we 

can see in Tables 7.2 and 7.4, the AIC for the latter is lower by about 45 and 21 units 

for the 1996 and 2000 elections, respectively.  

 

                                                 
9
  For a similar analysis of the appropriateness of linear and quadratic loss functions in assessing the 

electoral impact of ideological policy issues, see Singh (2013). 
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7.1: Conditional Logit Estimates of the Valence Loss Function in the 1996 Russian 

Presidential Election 

 

Quadratic Specification Linear Specification 

Valence Loss 

 

0.922 

(0.002)
**

 

 

0.460 

(0.01)
**

 

 
  

AIC 3879.0 3915.4 

BIC 3886.2 3922.6 

Log-likelihood -1938.5 -1956.7 

Pseudo    0.38 0.38 

Number of respondents 1929 1929 

 
  

Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 
+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 

 

 

 

 

 

7.2: Conditional Logit Estimates of the Regime Scale Distance Function in the 1996 

Russian Presidential Election 

 

Quadratic Specification Linear Specification 

Regime Scale Distance 

 

0.847** 

(0.00921) 

 

0.531** 

(0.0193) 

 
  

AIC 5395.1 5440.2 

BIC 5402.2 5447.4 

Log-likelihood -2696.6 -2719.1 

Pseudo    0.096 0.089 

Number of respondents 1837 1837 

   Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 
+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 
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7.3: Conditional Logit Estimates of the Valence Loss Function in the 2000 Russian 

Presidential Election 

 

Quadratic Specification Linear Specification 

Valence Loss 

 

0.883 

(0.004)
** 

 

0.403 

(0.018)
**

 

   AIC 1504.9 1556.0 

BIC 1511.5 1562.7 

Log-likelihood -751.5 -777.0 

Pseudo    0.62 0.60 

Number of respondents 1396 1396 

   Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 
+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.4: Conditional Logit Estimates of the Regime Scale Distance Function in the 2000 

Russian Presidential Election 

 

Quadratic Specification Linear Specification 

Regime Scale Distance 

 

0.858** 

(0.0187)
 

 

0.610** 

(0.0449) 

   AIC 3433.0 3454.4 

BIC 3439.6 3461.0 

Log-likelihood -1715.5 -1726.2 

Pseudo    0.033 0.027 

Number of respondents 1247 1247 

   Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 
+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 
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I also calculate the relative likelihood that the quadratic valence loss models are 

superior to their linear alternatives more formally, by estimating Akaike weights for 

the two specifications.
10

 For both the 1996 and 2000 elections in Russia, the Akaike 

weights of the quadratic valence loss and the quadratic regime scale distance models 

are practically equal to one, confirming that we can be almost certain that this risk-

averse specification is the better fitting one, relative to the linear valence distance 

model. This strongly confirms hypothesis 1a from Chapter 6 that the Russian 

electorate evaluated the competence and regime stances of presidential candidates 

from a risk-averse perspective and rejects the opposite possibility, summarized in 

hypothesis 1b. This means that in the 1996 and 2000 presidential elections, the 

Russian voters penalized candidates at an increasing rate the more they diverged from 

the ideal level of competence and their preferred position on the regime cleavage.  

 

7.3.2    Risk Preferences and Voting Behavior 

But how did uncertainty about candidate abilities impact the voting calculus in 

Russian elections? Was it strong enough to trump voters’ perceptions of candidate 

ability – did it instill enough doubt that it negated the advantages candidates enjoyed 

when they were considered more capable then their opponents? And how did the 

effects of candidate valence and uncertainty compare to those of other key variables 

like ideological and policy stances or partisan attachments? 

                                                 

10
 The Akaike weight    is calculated by the expression    

     
 

 
   

       
 

 
   

 
   

, where    is the difference 

in AIC between the model considered and the model with the lowest AIC (i.e.               ). 

Intuitively, Akaike weights represent probabilities that a given model is better than its competitors 

(Burnham and Anderson 2002, 75). 
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To address these questions, I estimate conditional logit models of vote choice for 

the 1996 and 2000 elections with quadratic valence loss and regime scale distances, as 

well as valence uncertainty.  I also include a comprehensive range of controls in these 

models, to account for possible confounders, and to assess the robustness of the 

findings reported in Tables 7.1 through 7.4. First among these is a set of alternative-

specific partisan attachments,
11

 and issue distances calculated from the differences in 

respondents’ and candidates’ positions on key policy issues.
12

 For both the 1996 and 

2000 elections, I include issue distances along a left/right ideological scale and 

attitudes towards the problem of Chechnya. The 1996 estimates also contain issue 

distances about two additional topics: the correct balance in the enforcement of order 

versus the protection of civil rights and the issue of whether individuals or the state 

should take basic responsibility for providing for the country’s population.
13

  

Apart from the alternative-specific issue distances, I also include several clusters 

of respondent-specific controls. The first includes respondents’ demographics like age, 

gender, education, income, dummy variables denoting status of a pensioner, student or 

state employee and non-Russian ethnicity, as well as the size of the settlement in 

which the respondent lives. The second group of controls includes a number of 

                                                 
11

 As party affiliation in Russia is looser than in established democracies, I follow Brader and Tucker 

(2001) and code the partisanship variable as a declared sympathy or “closeness” to a party associated 

with each of the main presidential candidates. 
12

 Following standard practice, I estimate all issue distances as the difference between the respondents’ 

own position on an issue, and the mean candidate stance estimated from the respondents’ perceptions of 

the candidate position from entire survey sample. This approach serves to minimize the impact of 

missing values, as well as biases due to projection effects, whereby respondents tend to place their most 

favored candidates closest to their own positions on issues scales.  
13

 As with the valence loss function, I empirically test whether quadratic or linear issue distances 

provide a better model fit, and I accordingly use the best fitting specification for each item. For 

placements along the left/right scale the linear specification outperforms the quadratic; for all other 

issues the situation is reversed.  
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variables assessing possible influences and pressures that might have had confounding 

influences, or have affected survey responders to misreport their opinions. These 

consist of interviewers’ evaluations of respondent friendliness, nervousness and 

sincerity, self-reported incidents of pressure that respondents experienced at their 

workplace to vote in a certain way, as well as respondents’ exposure to news media. 

As they combine both interviewer impressions and respondent responses and 

characteristics, these variables account for some key influences that might bias survey 

responses in an electoral authoritarian environment.
14

  

Tables 7.5 and 7.6 below display the estimates of vote choice in the 1996 and 

2000 presidential elections in Russia obtained with these specifications. The results 

show that squared distances on the regime scale, as well as the squared distance 

between the perceived and ideal candidate competence and the uncertainty about this 

assessment, are all highly significant and robust to the inclusion of this broad range of 

controls. The effect of these variables is also in the expected direction. For both the 

1996 and 2000 elections, the more distant a candidate’s stances were on the regime 

scale, the more he fell short of the ideal level of competence, and the more uncertain 

voters were about his abilities, the less likely they were to support him. 

As anticipated by hypothesis 2 of Chapter 6, the other ideological and policy 

distance variables have a less consistent influence on electoral choice in the 1996 and 

2000 Russian presidential races. The distance on the left/right ideological scale had a 

                                                 
14

 Prior empirical studies have also suggested that preference falsification in survey responses due to 

authoritarian pressures in Russia should not be an overly serious problem. If anything, this evidence 

suggests that Russians felt less restrained in voicing their opinions – especially their displeasure with 

the authorities – than the citizens of most new democracies in East Europe (Rose 2007a). As I have 

shown in Part II of the dissertation this certainly seems to be the case in terms of stances on the regime 

cleavage among the Russian population, which did not show signs that they were decisively shaped by 

regime propaganda and indoctrination.  
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highly significant effect in the 2000 election, but not in the 1996 ballot (where it 

almost reaches statistical significance on the 10 percent level). Among the other issue 

distances, only the approach to dealing with Chechnya in 2000 achieves statistical 

significance at the conventional levels in the 2000 election.  

The estimated effects for all respondent-specific controls in Tables 7.5 and 7.6 

have the expected directions and significance, and also confirm the robustness of these 

findings. Crucially, for both the 1996 and 2000 elections, controls for respondent 

honesty, vote pressures and media exposure did not exert significant influence on 

respondents’ inclinations to vote for the incumbents as opposed to their oppositional 

challengers.
15

 This provides some assurance that the pressures of Russia’s electoral 

authoritarian system did not unduly bias the results of this analysis. In turn, fears of 

election consequences, which serves as a proxy for uncertainty about how elections 

might reshape the political system and its outputs, have a highly significant impact in 

the vote in the 1996 election, decreasing voters’ inclinations to vote for opposition 

candidates. However, this variable does not achieve statistical significance in 2000. 

This implies that apprehensions about how winners might reshape the system could 

have a greater impact on electoral choice in periods of more acute crisis and greater 

contestation, potentially providing an important lifeline to embattled electoral 

authoritarian incumbents, as in the 1996 election in Russia. 

 

                                                 
15

 The only exception is the impact of direct pressures to vote for Yeltsin in the 1996 election, which 

achieves a positive and significant (at the 10 percent level) effect on the propensity to vote for ultra-

nationalist Zhirinovsky. This, however, suggests that voter pressures were counterproductive in 1996, 

as they increased rather than decreased willingness to vote for opposition candidates. 
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7.5: Conditional Logit Estimates of the Popular Vote in the 1996 Russian Presidential 

Election (Vote for Yeltsin as Base Category) 

 

Zyuganov Lebed Yavlinskii Zhirinovskii 

Valence: distance from ideal 0.929 (0.003)
**

 

Valence uncertainty 0.963 (0.005)
**

 

Issue distance: regime cleavage 0.937 (0.010)
**

 

Issue distance: left/right scale 0.833 (0.101) 

Issue distance: impose order at all costs 0.970 (0.027) 

Issue distance: keep troops in Chechnya 1.012 (0.022) 

Issue distance: individual vs. state responsibility 0.985 (0.019) 

Partisanship 2.377 (0.446)
**

 

 
    

Age 1.01 (0.01) 1.002 (0.01) 0.977 (0.01)
+
 0.991 (0.01) 

Male 1.05 (0.24) 1.06 (0.25) 1.13 (0.31) 1.67 (0.52) 

Education 0.78 (0.14) 0.93 (0.17) 0.89 (0.17) 0.66 (0.19) 

Income (standardized) 1.04 (0.38) 0.44 (0.17)
*
 0.91 (0.28) 1.28 (0.34) 

State employee 0.45 (0.17)
*
 0.56 (0.20) 1.00 (0.48) 1.11 (0.54) 

Non-Russian 1.96 (0.75)
+
 1.15 (0.46) 0.84 (0.38) 0.84 (0.47) 

Pensioner 1.38 (0.64) 0.74 (0.35) 1.43 (0.74) 0.82 (0.52) 

Student 0.57 (0.72) 0.87 (0.75) 1.95 (1.36) 1.21 (1.46) 

Settlement size 0.76 (0.07)
**

 0.87 (0.09) 0.94 (0.11) 0.93 (0.12) 

Respondent friendliness 0.86 (0.17) 0.98 (0.21) 1.25 (0.32) 1.02 (0.31) 

Respondent nervousness 1.05 (0.25) 0.73 (0.19) 0.96 (0.31) 0.77 (0.29) 

Respondent sincerity 1.13 (0.35) 0.90 (0.29) 0.69 (0.27) 0.97 (0.33) 

Pressure to vote for Yeltsin 1.58 (0.70) 0.82 (0.38) 1.25 (0.58) 2.27 (1.10)
+
 

Media exposure 1.30 (0.60) 1.17 (0.59) 0.97 (0.58) 0.73 (0.42) 

Fears of Election Consequences 0.93 (0.02)
**

 0.96 (0.02)
+
 0.96 (0.03) 0.91 (0.03)

**
 

 
 

AIC 2305.2 

BIC 2774.9 

Log-likelihood -1084.6 

Pseudo    
0.54 

Number of respondents 
1478 

Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; robust standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 
+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 
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7.6: Conditional Logit Estimates of the Popular Vote in the 2000 Russian Presidential 

Election (Vote for Putin as Base Category) 

 

Zyuganov Yavlinskii Tuleyev 

Valence: distance from ideal 0.918 (0.01)
**

 

Valence uncertainty 0.918 (0.01)
**

 

Issue distance: regime cleavage 0.883 (0.03)
**

 

Issue distance: left/right scale 0.829 (0.05)
**

 

Issue distance: keep Chechnya at all costs 0.914 (0.04)
*
 

Partisanship 10.452 (3.19)
**

 

    

Age 0.997 (0.02) 0.991 (0.02) 1.009 (0.04) 

Male 1.11 (0.37) 1.71 (0.78) 1.09 (0.87) 

Education 0.71 (0.10)
*
 1.22 (0.16) 1.06 (0.33) 

Income (standardized) 0.79 (0.17) 1.37 (0.31) 0.71 (0.34) 

Non-Russian 0.56 (0.27) 0.66 (0.55) 0.19 (0.13)
*
 

Pensioner 1.39 (0.87) 0.55 (0.48) 1.05 (1.08) 

Student 3.09 (2.76) 2.51 (4.13) 0.00 (0.00)
**

 

State employee 0.81 (0.39) 1.28 (0.90) 0.57 (0.35) 

Settlement size 1.14 (0.14) 1.49 (0.31)
+
 0.92 (0.29) 

Respondent friendliness 1.60 (0.52) 1.03 (0.37) 0.54 (0.38) 

Respondent nervousness 1.04 (0.49) 0.59 (0.31) 1.49 (1.00) 

Respondent sincerity 0.92 (0.45) 0.27 (0.18)
*
 0.92 (0.74) 

Voting pressure at work 1.10 (0.71) 0.55 (0.56) 3.94 (3.49) 

News media exposure 0.82 (0.13) 1.12 (0.26) 0.65 (0.18) 

Fear of election consequences 1.02 (0.04) 1.01 (0.04) 0.98 (0.10) 

  

AIC 737.2 

BIC 1059.1 

Log-likelihood -317.6 

Pseudo    0.78 

Number of respondents 1016 

Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; robust standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 

+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 
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But how does the electoral impact of distances on the regime scale and candidate 

valence and uncertainty compare to the influence of these other variables? Due to the 

non-linearity of the model, we might assess this by looking at how predicted 

probabilities of voting for a candidate change across different ranges of a variable. The 

most common approach is to explore this for shifts from the empirical minimum to the 

maximum value of the variables in the model. However, not all variables exhibit this 

much variation in reality, so it is more appropriate to estimate a variable’s impact on 

vote probabilities as it shifts by one standard deviation from its mean value. In Tables 

7.7 and 7.8, I provide estimates from both of these approaches for the key variables 

and the main contenders in the 1996 and 2000 presidential races.
16

  

 

                                                 
16

 For all of these estimates, the values for all other alternative-specific and respondent-specific 

variables are held at their alternative-specific and respondent-specific means, respectively.    
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7.7: Predicted Effects of Key Variables on Vote Choice in the 1996 Russian 

Presidential Election (Main Contenders Only) 

 

(1) Min. → Max. 
(2) Mean → Mean + 

Std. Dev. 

 

Yeltsin Zyuganov Yeltsin Zyuganov 

Valence: distance from ideal -0.67 -0.72 -0.22 -0.17 

Valence uncertainty -0.41 -0.35 -0.12 -0.10 

Issue distance: regime cleavage -0.47 -0.33 -0.10 -0.08 

Partisanship 0.21 0.20 0.05 0.04 

State employee 0.14 -0.13 0.07 -0.06 

Settlement size 0.15 -0.15 0.06 -0.06 

Fears of Election Consequences 0.21 -0.16 0.07 -0.05 

Note: For all of these estimates, the values of all other variables are held at their candidate and 

respondent-specific means, correspondingly. 

(1) represents shifts in the predicted probabilities as the variable shifts from its empirical maximum to 

minimum value.  

(2) represents shifts in predicted probabilities as values of the variable drops one standard deviation 

from the candidate or respondent-specific mean. 
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7.8: Predicted Effects of Key Variables in the 2000 Russian Presidential Election 

(Main Contenders Only) 

 

(1) Min. → Max. 
(2) Mean → Mean + 

Std. Dev. 

 

Putin Zyuganov Putin Zyuganov 

Valence: distance from ideal -0.54 -0.61 -0.23 -0.11 

Valence uncertainty -0.58 -0.36 -0.18 -0.10 

Issue distance: regime cleavage -0.79 -0.25 -0.10 -0.07 

Issue distance: left/right scale -0.26 -0.20 -0.06 -0.05 

Issue distance: keep Chechnya at all costs -0.21 -0.13 -0.05 -0.04 

Partisanship 0.21 0.45 0.09 0.13 

Education 0.35 -0.38 0.06 -0.07 

Note: For all of these estimates, the values of all other variables are held at their candidate and 

respondent-specific means, correspondingly. 

(1) represents shifts in the predicted probabilities as the variable shifts from its empirical maximum to 

minimum value.  

(2) represents shifts in predicted probabilities as values of the variable drops one standard deviation 

from the candidate or respondent-specific mean. 

 

 

In Table 7.7, we can see that in 1996, a one standard deviation increase in fears 

of election consequences from the mean would have increased the predicted 

probabilities that a voter with mean values on all other variables would support the 

incumbent Yeltsin by 7 percentage points and decreased the chances of his main 

oppositional challenger Zyuganov by 5 percent. A corresponding increase in mean 

sympathy for the parties associated with these candidates would have increased the 

probability of supporting Yeltsin and Zyuganov by 5 and 4 percent, respectively. In 

turn, a standard deviation increase in the mean settlement size where respondents live, 

which is equivalent to a shift from a small city to a regional center, would have 

increased Yeltsin’s chances by 6 percent and decreased Zyuganov’s by the same 
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amount. A one standard deviation increase in the proportion of state employees from 

the mean would have produced a similar shift in these candidates’ chances.  

Given the closeness of the race in 1996, such changes might have conceivably 

altered the outcome. However, analogous shifts in candidate valence and uncertainty 

would have had much greater effects. A one standard deviation increase in distance 

from ideal competence would have diminished Zyuganov’s and Yeltsin’s 

attractiveness, respectively, by a whopping 22 and 17 percentage points, pushing 

either of them to third place on the list and turning the other candidate into an 

uncontestable favorite. A standard deviation rise in uncertainty about Zyuganov’s and 

Yeltsin’s abilities would have reduced their electoral prospects among the mean voter 

by 12 and 10 percentage points. And a one standard deviation increase in the mean 

distance on the regime scale would have diminished these candidates’ prospects by 10 

and 8 percent, respectively.  

A similar pattern emerges in the 2000 presidential election. A one standard 

deviation increase in Putin’s distance on the left/right scale and stances on the conflict 

in Chechnya would have decreased his predicted vote probabilities by 6 and 5 

percentage points, respectively. A similar increase in the mean sympathies for the 

Unity party, which endorsed Putin in these elections, would have increased his 

prospects by 9 percent. In stark contrast, a standard deviation increase in Putin’s mean 

valence deficit or uncertainty, would have diminished his chances by about 23 and 18 

percent, and would have raised those of his challenger Zyuganov by a similar degree. 

A standard deviation increase in Putin’s distance on the regime scale would have 

reduced the predicted probability that a voter with mean values on the other variables 
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would support him by 10 percent. This pattern provides considerable support for 

hypothesis 2 of Chapter 6, which claims that in the turbulent contexts in which 

electoral autocracies arise, voters place a much greater premium on the abilities of 

their prospective leaders and the kind of political system they sustain, rather than their 

ideological outlooks, policy stances or partisan attachments.  

For a more intuitive presentation of these results, I graph the predicted 

probabilities of candidate choice across different perceived values of candidate 

valence and uncertainty for a respondent with mean values on the other variables. 

Figures 7.1 and 7.2 depict how shifting valence and uncertainty evaluations changed 

the predicted probabilities of vote choice for this “mean” voter in Russia’s 1996 and 

2000 presidential elections, respectively. The x-axes in these figures denote the 

candidate valence and valence uncertainty for these two elections, represented on 

scales of 0-7 and 0-6, respectively. A value of 6 on the valence scale in the 1996 

election, for example, denotes that the candidate was singled out as “best” in 6 out of 

the 7 competence areas in this survey. The uncertainty scale represents the estimated 

variance around the valence assessment.  
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Figure 7.1: Predicted Probabilities of Supporting a Candidate by Valence Loss 

and Uncertainty - 1996 Russian Presidential Election 

It is important to be cautious when interpreting the results displayed in these 

graphs, as well as the predicted vote probabilities discussed previously. The effects of 

valence, uncertainty and regime scale distances on the electoral choices on this 

idealized “mean” voter are not necessarily representative of their impact across the 

electorate, as various constituencies might have heterogeneous responses to shifts in 

these variables. Yet, presidents are elected by majorities, and voters around the mean 

of the distribution have an outsized influence in constituting majorities. So, although 

mean voter responses may offer imprecise estimates of the reactions of specific 
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constituencies, or the final vote tallies, they offer better guidance on the chances that 

each candidate has for winning the election.  

 

 

Figure 7.2: Predicted Probabilities of Supporting a Candidate by Valence Loss 

and Uncertainty - 2000 Russian Presidential Election 
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Several crucial patterns can be detected in these graphs. The first key 

observation is that, on average, Russians had quite low valence assessments of their 

presidential candidates for the 1996 and 2000 presidential elections (displayed in the 

bottom sub-graphs in Figures 7.1 and 7.2). In 1996, none of the contenders were 

deemed to be “best” able to deal with as few as 2 out of the 7 key competence areas. 

On average, Yeltsin and Zyuganov – the frontrunners in this presidential race – were 

assessed to be most competent in only about one major area.  In 2000, despite his 

stellar rise in popularity, Putin was considered to be best qualified, on average, to 

handle about 3 out of the 6 key competence areas. Russians clearly had quite low 

opinions about the abilities of their politicians – a tendency also documented in other 

empirical studies (see e.g. Rose, Mishler, and Munro (2004) and Rose (2007a)).  

This, as argued in the theoretical framework of this part of the dissertation, has 

major implications for understanding the dynamics of political competition in settings 

where electoral autocracies tend to emerge. To the extent valence mattered in the 1996 

and 2000 elections, Russian voters chose among presidential contenders based on the 

relatively minor differences they saw among candidates deemed to be quite 

incompetent. And as I have shown earlier, the Russian electorate in these contests was 

highly risk-averse about the quality of its choices – an outlook that is bound to 

magnify such minor differences among candidates of poor quality. In Figures 7.1 and 

7.2, this dynamic is clearly captured by the shape of the predicted probability curves, 

which are much steeper at low values of valence and high levels of uncertainty – the 

areas where low quality candidates can be expected to compete.  
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This second obvious pattern in Figures 7.1 and 7.2 implies that candidates reap 

the largest electoral benefits when they improve their image from a position of low 

valence. In other words, as predicted by the theoretical framework elaborated in 

Chapter 6, Russian presidential candidates received the biggest gains in raising the 

probability of mean voter support when they managed to convince voters that they are 

somewhat incompetent rather than utterly incompetent. For example, in 1996, 

increasing valence from zero to one would have raised the predicted probability of 

mean voter support for Yeltsin or Zyuganov by about 22 and 17 percentage points, 

respectively. At larger levels of valence, however, the gains level off – a one unit 

increase from 5 to 6 on the valence scale, for instance, would only boost Zyuganov’s 

or Yeltsin’s chances by 0.9 and 1.7 percentage points, respectively. A similar pattern 

emerges in regard to the predicted probabilities of supporting Vladimir Putin in the 

2000 election.  

Against this background, contenders perceived to have even a minimal 

advantage in their abilities would get an outsized boost in their electoral prospects for 

being the “lesser evil” among a set of very bad choices. In 1996, this dynamic did not 

much help the beleaguered incumbent Yeltsin, as on average, he was perceived as 

almost equally incapable as his main challenger Zyuganov. In 2000, however, the 

valence advantage that Putin enjoyed over Zyuganov gave him a huge edge against his 

challenger. A simulation might help clarify this dynamic. If, for a voter that has mean 

values on all other variables, Putin’s perceived abilities dropped by less than 2 points 

on the 0-6 valence scale to match Zyuganov’s mean score, the gap in the predicted 

probabilities of supporting the two candidates would have been narrowed by more 
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than 24 percentage points. With this shift, Putin’s chances will drop from 80 to 56 

percent while Zyuganov’s will rise from 18 to 39 percent, making the race far more 

competitive. 

The electoral impact of uncertainty about candidate abilities exhibited similar 

general patterns. For both the 1996 and 2000 elections, candidates’ chances among the 

mean voter declined the most when uncertainty about their competence increased 

beyond the middle of the scale. Also, as might be expected, the mean uncertainty of 

the opposition candidates was greater than that of the incumbents. But on the other 

hand, there is substantially less variance in the mean uncertainty evaluations of the 

candidates, compared to their average valence assessments. Coupled with the lower 

relative impact of uncertainty, this pattern suggests that how highly voters evaluated 

candidate ability – rather than how certain they were about these assessments – had a 

greater impact on the relative prospects of the contenders in these presidential races.
17

 

The third apparent pattern in Figures 7.1 and 7.2 is that although each 

candidate’s chances increase as voters perceive them as more capable and less 

uncertain, they do so at different rates. Specifically, valence and uncertainty 

assessments had the biggest impact on the frontrunners in the presidential races – 

Yeltsin and Zyuganov in 1996 and Putin and Zyuganov in 2000. Second-tier 

challengers had to make substantially greater gains in terms of their perceived 

governing capacity to meaningfully raise their chances among the voters. In 1996, 

even though he had the highest mean valence score among the contenders, former 

                                                 
17

 The notable exception is the 2000 election, when Putin’s chances were somewhat more strongly 

impacted by shifts in uncertainty. However, this might be due to his stellar rise from relative obscurity 

and might not be representative of other electoral contexts.  
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general Aleksandr Lebed would have raised his chances of being elected to about 40 

percent if voters perceived him as best for handling 3 competence areas. For the same 

valence scores, the chances of winning for the main contenders Yeltsin and Zyuganov 

would have reached about 75 and 85 percent. This pattern becomes more pronounced 

in the 2000 race, when even the communist contender Zyuganov practically falls to 

the second-tier group of candidates, achieving 20-30 percent lower gains in his 

chances of being elected as his valence increased compared to the clear favorite Putin.  

These results suggest that the impact of voter assessments of Russian 

presidential contenders were to some extent moderated by other considerations, 

particularly as the country’s electoral autocracy consolidated with Putin’s rise. Given 

the background of the second-tier candidates in the 1996 and 2000 races, we might 

surmise that the appeal of candidates with low perceived chances of victory, 

unwholesome reputations, or narrow, outworn and extremist platforms remains 

constrained to smaller constituencies regardless of their perceived abilities. In other 

words, candidates that were strongly disliked for their extremism, past histories of 

failure, or slim chances of victory, might have a hard time attracting support even if 

they were perceived to be relatively competent.  

The effect of such mediator variables is potentially significant and certainly 

deserves further inquiry. But even in spite of their influence, the estimates for the 1996 

and 2000 Russian presidential elections indicate that the valence and uncertainty 

perceptions still retain their primacy, and potentially game-changing impact. As 

illustration, had he been perceived to have middle-of-the-scale valence and uncertainty 

in the 1996 election as Putin had in 2000, even the clownish and widely despised 
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ultranationalist Zhirinovsky would have had the largest predicted probability to attract 

the support of the mean voter of 39.6 percent, ahead of Yeltsin at 24 and Zyuganov at 

19 percent.  

Such gains in competence ratings are unlikely for a candidate with Zhirinovsky’s 

notoriety. But the results of this analysis suggest that other scenarios, where more 

plausible shifts in candidate valence and uncertainty might have led to far more 

competitive, even transformative election outcomes. As some studies have suggested 

(e.g. Treisman (2011)), for example, Russians would have had a much gloomier view 

of Vladimir Putin’s abilities had he presided over a major decline in living standards, 

as his predecessor Yeltsin did. Even without such cataclysms, the country’s stagnation 

under the electoral authoritarian system Putin consolidated gave rise to unprecedented 

protests in 2012/2013, brought him an unprecedented drop in approval ratings, and 

showed potential to spread over time (Belanovsky and Dmitriev 2011, 2013). It could 

be envisioned that such trends could, in some future election, produce a challenger 

whose perceived governing abilities would be cast in a better light when contrasted to 

the increasingly sclerotic rule of Vladimir Putin.  

We might consider the one simple scenario of a rise of such a challenger using 

the results of the 2000 election. Had, for instance, both Putin’s valence and uncertainty 

deteriorated to match Zyuganov’s in 2000, the predicted probability that a voter with 

mean values on all other variables would support them would be 55 and 41 percent, 

respectively. In other words, even a largely spent challenger with Zyuganov’s 

tarnished reputation would have seriously contested Putin’s dominance had voter 

evaluations of their competence been closely matched, as they had been between 



 

267 

Yeltsin and Zyuganov in 1996. While the opposition would still lose in this scenario, 

Putin’s advantage would be far short of the decisive majority that electoral autocracies 

require to retain an aura of invincibility and deter future surges in anti-regime 

mobilization (see Magaloni (2006)). 

Risk-averse outlooks also shaped the impact of candidate regime scale distances 

in Russia’s post-Soviet elections. Figure 7.3 below displays the predicted probabilities 

that a voter with mean values on all other variables would support a given candidate in 

the 1996 and 2000 elections as their distance on the regime cleavage increases. 

Several key patterns can be noted here. First, the mean distances from the candidates 

on the regime scale, displayed in the bottom sub-graphs in the two panels of Figure 

7.3, are all relatively low and have similar values. This is consistent with the thesis 

developed in Part II of the dissertation that contestants in electoral authoritarian ballots 

will tend to converge around the mean voter position on the regime cleavage, as pro-

regime candidates try to increase their appeal by adopting “reformist” stances, while 

opposition challengers somewhat moderate their radicalism to avoid scaring off voters 

in the post-crisis settings that are pervasive in these societies. This behavior, as I have 

shown in the simulations in Chapter 4, favors the regime because it “crowds out” the 

moderate opposition and moderates the radical opposition. 
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Figure 7.3: Predicted Probabilities of Supporting a Candidate by Distance on the 

Regime Scale for the 1996 and 2000 Russian Presidential Elections 

Second, the results displayed in Figure 7.3 show that as expected, the prospects 

of all candidates in the 1996 and 2000 Russian presidential contests decline as their 

positions on the regime scale grow more distant from the voters’ stances. But this 

pattern is much more pronounced for the regime candidates Yeltsin and Putin. That is 

especially the case in the 2000 presidential election, where Putin’s predicted 

probability of victory declines from almost certain to highly unlikely as his distance on 

the regime scale moves from 0 to the maximum of 6. As before, a simulation can best 

illustrate this effect: if Putin’s distance from the mean voter increased by just 2 points 

from his actual average on the 0-6 regime support scale, he would have narrowly lost 
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to Zyuganov with a 47 predicted probability of victory (to Zyuganov’s 49 percent), 

assuming all other assessments had remained the same. In other words, despite voters’ 

considerably better appraisals and certainty about Putin’s abilities, as well his many 

other competitive advantages, Putin would have still lost to his outworn challenger 

Zyuganov, had he been perceived to be somewhat less able or willing to improve the 

performance of Russia’s regime.  

This illustrates a scenario where people’s assessments of the regime have 

become far too negative for regime candidates to be able to credibly claim they can 

meaningfully reform the system to meet their demands. The primacy of the regime 

cleavage is, in this sense, a double-edged sword for electoral authoritarian regimes. On 

one hand, as I have discussed in Part II of the dissertation, it allows them to divide the 

opposition by encouraging a proliferation of diverse and incongruent programmatic 

alternatives vying against each other to replace the current system. On the other hand, 

if people lose faith in the system and become determined to replace it, even candidates 

deemed to have superior governing abilities will not be able to rally popular support 

for the regime. And risk-averse outlooks will catalyze the downfall of such deeply 

disliked regimes. Discounting distances on the regime scale at the much greater, 

quadratic rate, apprehensive electorates would be more prone to vote and rally against 

a regime that has clearly fallen out of their favor – a dynamic that highlights why 

revolutionary bandwagons often suddenly emerge in electoral autocracies that are 

widely despised. 

These results offer partial support for hypothesis 3 of Chapter 6. While they 

clearly show that high competence ratings of regime candidates can offset people’s 
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low approval for electoral authoritarian system as a whole – or vice versa – the 

simulations also suggest that such compensation mechanisms have clear and fairly 

narrow limits. Once they are crossed, the stability-seeking, risk-averse outlooks that 

have previously sustained electoral autocracy turn against it, no matter what other aces 

the regime might still hold up its sleeves.  In particular, if majorities become too 

disenchanted and come to believe that the electoral authoritarian system is beyond 

redemption, even highly regarded candidates can win only if they run against the 

regime – a dynamic that explains the strategic logic of high-profile defections from 

electoral autocracies once their popularity begins to fade.  

 

7.4    Comparative Analysis: Risk Preferences and Vote Choice in a Stable 

Democracy 

The central premise of this part of the dissertation, summarized in hypothesis 1a 

of Chapter 6, is that electorates exposed to deep systemic crises tend to be risk-averse, 

favoring the certainty of a flawed status quo over risky improvements that might arise 

if incumbents are voted out of office. In particular, I argue that the voters’ 

apprehensions in these settings greatly amplify the impact of the valence and certainty 

advantages that authoritarian incumbents enjoy over their opponents, allowing them to 

sustain their electoral dominance. They also make electorates reluctant to support 

regime change by voting incumbents out of office, for fear this will result in a system 

that is even further away from their desires. These claims are strongly supported by 

the empirical evidence in the Russian case, as discussed above.  
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But could it be that voters in all societies – including those that live in stable 

democratic settings – are simply risk-averse by default when it comes to evaluating the 

key governing abilities of their current and future leaders and regimes, given the 

stakes involved? If this is indeed the case, then the claim that popular support for 

electoral autocracy is an outgrowth of the people’s sense of chronic instability, as 

argued by hypothesis 1a in Chapter 6, would be invalidated. To examine this 

possibility, I contrast the results from the 1996 and 2000 Russia Election Studies 

presented above with an analogous analysis of the 1992 American National Election 

Studies (ANES).  

Comparing the results of these surveys offers two key advantages for testing the 

theory developed in this part of the dissertation. First, the 1996 and 2000 RES surveys 

and the 1992 ANES contain virtually the same measures of candidate valence and 

uncertainty,
18

 allowing us to directly contrast their results. Also, to examine whether 

the choice of incumbent versus opposition has been impacted by support for the 

current system of government, as in the Russian case, I construct a direct measure 

based on ANES trust in the government scale, which is commonly used to gauge 

system support in the US.
19

  

                                                 
18

 As in the Russian Election Studies surveys, the 1992 ANES contains 6 items asking respondents to 

single out a candidate will do the best job in addressing the most important tasks of government: 

handling the nation’s economy, foreign affairs, resolving problems of poverty, pollution and 

environmental protection, making health care affordable, and reducing the budget deficit. Respondents 

had the option of singling out one of the candidates as “best” for a given area, responding that they are 

all the same, or that they don’t know. In addition the 1992 ANES survey has very similar measures of 

candidate personal qualities, which I use to construct valence uncertainty measures.  
19

 The exact wording of this question is the following: “People have different ideas about the 

government in Washington. These ideas don't refer to Democrats or Republicans in particular, but just 

to the government in general.  We want to see how you feel about these ideas.  For example: How much 

of the time do you think you can trust the government in Washington to do what is right – just about 

always, most of the time, or only some of the time?” This scale is analogous to the latent measures of 

system support I derived in the Russian case, as it is phrased to assess general satisfaction with the 



 

272 

Second, comparing these two sets of surveys offers a particularly strong analytic 

leverage for verifying the theoretical claims elaborated in Chapter 6. Russia and the 

US not only have utterly different political, economic and social backgrounds, but 

they embarked on divergent trajectories in the 1990s: Russia suffered the most 

traumatic decline in its modern history, while the US experienced one of its greatest 

expansions. So, if the theory in Chapter 6 is correct, the US electorate throughout the 

1990s should generally not behave in a risk-averse manner, in stark contrast to voters 

in post-Soviet Russia. At the same time, the 1992 US presidential election came at the 

heels of an economic slowdown, concerns about the rising the budget deficit and at 

arguably the lowest point of public confidence in that decade. As result, a staggering 

81 percent of American respondents in the 1992 ANES survey said their country was 

going in the wrong direction. This record-level pessimism among the American public 

therefore makes the use of the 1992 ANES survey a relatively tough test of the theory 

proposed by this part of the dissertation.  

As in the Russian case, I examine whether the American electorate behaved in a 

risk-averse or risk-neutral fashion by comparing the fit of conditional logit estimates 

performed with the linear and quadratic specifications of candidate valence, as well as 

distances on the system support scale. The results, given in Table 7.9 below, clearly 

show that the linear, risk-neutral model of valence loss has a much better fit with the 

                                                                                                                                             
government, which can relate both to its ability to perform essential tasks or implement specific policies 

that the respondents like. Also, this question explicitly asks respondents to disassociate their assessment 

of the government from their evaluations of any particular party or candidate. This helps separate its 

effects from the impact of perceptions of candidate abilities on vote choice in the empirical evaluation, 

producing clearer estimates of their relative influence. As in the Russian case, I use the mean positions 

of sympathizers of the parties associated with each of the candidates as measures of candidate positions 

on this scale (in the case of Ross Perot, I use mean position of survey respondents who declared 

themselves as independents).  
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data in the 1992 ANES survey. The Akaike information criterion for the linear 

specification is almost 40 points lower for the linear valence models, which is far 

beyond the rule-of-thumb threshold difference of 10 denoting a better fitting model. 

More formally, the Akaike weights that I calculate for the two specifications suggest 

that the probability that the linear specification is the better fitting model practically 

equals one. This strongly confirms the expectation that American voters in 1992 were 

not risk-neutral when accounting for candidate abilities in their electoral calculus.  

 

7.9: Conditional Logit Estimates of the Valence Loss Function in the 1992 U.S. 

Presidential Election (Bush, Clinton and Perot) 

 

Quadratic Specification Linear Specification 

Valence Loss 

 

0.934  

(0.0031)
**

 

 

0.598  

(0.0154)
**

 

 
  

AIC 1336.7 1297.1 

BIC 1342.6 1303.0 

Log-likelihood -667.4 -647.6 

Pseudo    0.34 0.36 

Number of respondents 906 906 

 
  

Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 
+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 

 

I examine if the linear, risk-averse or the quadratic, risk-neutral specification of 

candidate distances along the system support scale better fits the data in the same 

fashion. The results, displayed in Table 7.10, are inconclusive. The Akaike and 

Bayesian information criteria for the two models are practically the same, indicating 

that none of these specifications has a notably better fit to the data. But that these very 

different specifications have the same fit seems to suggest that system support is not a 
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meaningful explanatory factor of vote choice in the US context. This is also 

highlighted by the opposite findings about the impact of this variable, suggested by the 

estimated coefficients on the quadratic and linear specification of distances on the 

regime support scale in Table 7.10. While in the former, risk-averse specification, the 

odds of supporting a candidate decline precipitously as his distance on the system 

support scale increases, the results for the latter, risk-neutral specification, suggest that 

candidates vastly improve their odds by assuming positions on the scale that are more 

distant from their voters’ stances.  

 

7.10: Conditional Logit Estimates of the System Support Scale Distance Function in 

the 1992 U.S. Presidential Election (Bush, Clinton and Perot) 

 

Quadratic Specification Linear Specification 

System support scale distance 
0.158 

(0.131)
*
 

32.407 

(56.269)
*
 

 
  

AIC 2002.5 2003 

BIC 2008.4 2008.9 

Log-likelihood -1000.3 -1000.5 

Pseudo    0.002 0.002 

Number of respondents 904 904 

 
  

Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 
+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 

 

I further examine the impact of valence assessments and distance on the system 

support scale in the US by estimating a full model of electoral choice in the 1992 

presidential race, which also includes voters’ uncertainty about candidate abilities, 

ideological distances, partisanship and a range of standard demographic and attitudinal 

controls. The results, provided in Table 7.11, suggest that the effects of valence remain 
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robust to the inclusion of this broad range of controls.
20

 Crucially, the effects of 

valence uncertainty do not reach statistical significance at any of the conventional 

levels. This is consistent with the risk-neutral electoral choice model provided in 

equation (6.4) of Chapter 6, where the term denoting uncertainty about candidate 

competence cancels out after taking expectations. Furthermore, these estimates 

confirm that candidate distances on the regime support scale did not have a 

meaningful impact on vote choice in stable democracies like the US, as anticipated by 

the theoretical framework developed in this part of the dissertation.
21

 

 

 

                                                 
20

 This model only contains estimates for the top two candidates – the incumbent George H.W. Bush 

and the challenger Bill Clinton – because measurements of valence uncertainty are not available for the 

independent candidate Ross Perot. As specification checks, I have also estimated models without 

valence uncertainty measures that include the Perot choice. The estimates obtained in this fashion are 

virtually the same as those presented above (results available on demand).   
21

 The results in Table 7.11 are obtained with the risk-averse, quadratic specification of distances on the 

regime support scale, which has a slightly better fit, according to the results in Table 7.9. I have also 

estimated an alternative model with the linear, risk-neutral specification, and the substantive results are 

virtually the same as in Table 7.11.   
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7.11: Conditional Logit Estimates of the Popular Vote in the 1992 U.S. Presidential 

Election (Bush and Clinton only – Bush as Base Category) 

 
Clinton 

Valence: distance from ideal (linear) 0.429 (0.0572)
**

 

Valence uncertainty 1.069 (0.281) 

Issue distance: system support 1.069 (0.281) 

Issue distance: left/right scale 0.643 (0.0969)
**

 

Partisanship 3.579 (0.790)
**

 

  
Female 0.773 (0.299) 

Age 1.030 (0.0156)
*
 

Race: white 0.427 (0.217)
+
 

Education 1.128 (0.166) 

Settlement size 1.000 (0.000130) 

Country going in the wrong direction 1.357 (0.832) 

Assessment of the US economy 1.765 (0.882) 

Follows politics 0.669 (0.196) 

  
AIC 176 

BIC 239.9 

Log-likelihood -75 

Pseudo    0.79 

Number of respondents 503 

Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; robust standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 
+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 

 

 

For a more intuitive presentation of these results, in Figure 7.4 below, I depict 

the effects of candidate valence and uncertainty on the probability that a voter with 

mean values on all other variables will select one of the two leading contenders in the 

1992 US Presidential election. The differences in the impact of these variables 

between the US and Russian contexts are readily apparent. In contrast to the Russian 

case, the impact of candidate valence on vote probabilities are far more even across 
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the valence scale, reflecting the linear effect of this variable in the US. In turn, valence 

uncertainty has no meaningful impact on candidate choice – a pattern depicted by the 

virtually horizontal response curves in the right panel of Figure 7.4. And unlike the 

1996 and 2000 Russian polls, the 1992 US presidential election was fought among 

candidates with relatively proximate, middle-of-the-scale average valence 

assessments, and low uncertainty – a pattern that also reflects the greater 

competitiveness of this race.  

Taken together, these findings strongly support the thesis implied by hypothesis 

1a of Chapter 6 that the extent and impact of voter risk-averseness is highly context-

specific and tied to the cumulative effects of the broader political, social and economic 

stability on popular opinion. Electorates in relatively steady democratic settings, as 

exemplified by the 1992 US presidential race, tend to be risk-neutral when assessing 

the candidates’ governing competence. Unlike the crisis-weary voters in Russia’s 1996 

and 2000 elections, they do not seem to overemphasize differences among candidates 

of low ability, and to be significantly affected by uncertainty about candidate quality. 

As a result, the image advantages that frontrunners might already enjoy in terms of 

their perceived competence and reliability are not multiplied by people’s risk-

averseness, making electoral races more competitive. Also, as the current political 

regime is not at stake in these contests, attitudes towards it have no impact on vote 

choice. Voters in stable democracies are therefore not affected by fears that supporting 

opposition candidates or parties will cause a transition to a different, less satisfactory, 

or less functional system of government.   
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Figure 7.4: Predicted Probabilities of Supporting a Candidate by Valence Loss 

and Uncertainty - 1992 U.S. Presidential Election 

 

7.5    Risk-averseness, Valence Advantages and Candidate Issue Stances  

A key implication of the model of political competition in electoral autocracies, 

summarized in hypothesis 4 of Chapter 6, is that candidates perceived to have low 

valence or uncertain governing skills tend to compensate for these disadvantages by 

assuming more extreme issue stances. I have argued that incumbent valence and 

certainty advantages in electoral autocracies undermine the opposition in two ways. 

First, the regimes’ valence and certainty advantages emphasize divisions within the 



 

279 

opposition by forcing their challengers to take more extreme stances along key 

programmatic and ideological cleavages. Second, such advantages also push 

oppositions to adopt more radical stances along the regime cleavage. Trading off 

moderation to compensate for their disadvantages, oppositions attempt to survive by 

attracting ideologically devout niche constituencies, or the radical opponents of these 

regimes, who value the candidates’ “ideological purity” over their competence. But by 

doing so, they become even less appealing to moderate majorities, and alienate the 

risk-averse populations who fear radical visions of regime change and social 

remodeling. This allows authoritarian regimes to maintain dominance by portraying 

themselves as the forces of moderation, winning public favor at the ballot box with 

minimal use of repression. 

That valence deficiencies produce dispersion away from the mean voter position 

among the disadvantaged candidates is well-documented in stable democratic settings. 

As demonstrated by Adams, Merrill, and Grofman (2005), for instance, when 

assessments of candidate valence play a significant role in the electoral calculus, 

disadvantaged candidates move away from the center and towards their partisan base. 

Candidates with valence and certainty advantages, in turn, moderate their positions by 

shifting towards the center, in an effort to maximize their appeal and vote share.  

To test if these effects hold in the Russian case, I perform a set of simulations 

using an iterative equilibrium computation algorithm developed by Merrill and Adams 

(2001). The algorithm computes candidate vote-maximizing equilibria using 

parameter values from a conditional logit model, and has been shown to approximate 

empirical behavior of candidates in actual elections (see also Adams, Merrill, and 
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Grofman (2005)). I perform these calculations by contrasting estimates from two 

models of vote choice for the 1996 and 2000 Russian presidential elections. The first 

is a set of “baseline” models estimated using only candidate distance on either the 

left/right ideological scale,
22

 or the regime support scale, and an indicator denoting 

whether survey respondents identified with a party associated with each of the 

candidates. In the second, “full” set of models, I also add respondents’ assessments of 

candidate valence and valence uncertainty. I provide the estimates obtained with this 

procedure in Tables 7.12 to 7.15 below.  

If the predictions in hypothesis 4 of Chapter 6 about the impact of valence 

assessments on candidate behavior are correct, then the equilibrium estimates using 

the full model: (1) should better reflect the theoretical expectation that candidates with 

valence and predictability advantages tend to move towards the mean voter position 

on the issue scale, while disadvantaged candidates shift towards their partisans; (2) 

will generally be more empirically accurate and therefore closer to the candidates’ 

observed stances.  The results for stance along the left/right cleavage, presented in 

Tables 7.11 and 7.12 strongly support these expectations. For both the 1996 and 2000 

elections, the simulations that include candidate valence and uncertainty have smaller 

average deviations from the candidates’ actual positions, providing more accurate 

predictions about their empirical behavior. Furthermore, we find that in the better 

fitting “full” model, candidates with the greatest overall valence and predictability 

                                                 
22

 As I have argued in the second part if the dissertation, the most salient issue cleavage along which the 

key regime alternatives to Russia’s post-Soviet system were defined, particularly throughout the 1990s, 

was the issue of whether and how the country’s market reforms should be continued; the options ranged 

between a return to communism, professed by the “old regime” communist party to the various liberal 

pro-market alternatives. As stances along this cleavage correlate closely with left/right orientations, I 

use the left/right scale for this analysis.  
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advantages (Lebed in 1996 and Putin in 2000) shift towards the mean voter and away 

from their partisans, while disadvantaged contenders behave in the opposite manner.
23

  

 

 

7.12: Candidate Positioning on the Left/Right Scale, 1996 Russian Presidential Elections 

   

Simulated Equilibrium 

Positions 

Candidate 

Actual 

Candidate 

Position 

Mean 

Position of 

Partisans 

Model With 

Issue 

Stances  

Model with 

Valence 

and 

Uncertainty 

Yeltsin 
4.62 4.58 4.13 4.18 

Zyuganov 
3.06 3.54 3.94 3.92 

Lebed 
4.49 N/A 4.04 4.10 

Yavlinsky 
4.33 4.33 4.03 4.06 

Zhirinovsky 
3.95 4.26 4.07 4.09 

Mean Deviation from Candidate Positions 2.24 2.11 

Mean Deviation from Position of Partisans 1.72 1.22 

Mean Voter Position in Sample 4.03 

Note: Partisans are defined as survey respondents who declared a sympathy for a party aligned with 

the respective candidates  

 

 

                                                 
23

 The only instance where this pattern is not immediately apparent is the simulated behavior of 

Aleksandr Lebed on the left/right scale in the 1996 presidential race. The simulation results in Table 

7.12 suggest that despite his advantages, Lebed appears to shift further away from the mean voter 

position of 4.03 in the full model. This impression is wrong, however. Lebed ran as an independent and 

had no party backing in this election, so he could not appeal to voters with party attachments as the 

other candidates. As a result, he would best maximize his advantage in competence perceptions not by 

moving to the overall sample mean position, but to the mean position of independent voters, which 

stands at 4.10 of the left/right scale. And this is exactly what the simulations for the full model with 

valence and uncertainty in Table 7.12 suggest that he would do – a prediction that that is also closer to 

his actual positioning in the campaign.  
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7.13: Candidate Positioning on the Left/Right Scale, 2000 Russian Presidential Elections 

   

Simulated Equilibrium 

Positions 

Candidate 

Actual 

Candidate 

Position 

Mean 

Position of 

Partisans 

Model With 

Issue 

Stances 

Model with 

Valence 

and 

Uncertainty 

Putin 7.67 7.47 5.52 5.23 

Zyuganov 1.32 2.37 4.87 4.63 

Yavlinsky 6.51 7.00 5.38 5.58 

Tulyeev 4.74 N/A 5.25 5.14 

Mean Deviation from Candidate Positions 7.33 7.08 

Mean Deviation from Position of Partisans 6.67 5.92 

Mean Voter Position in Sample 5.06 

Note: Partisans are defined as survey respondents who declared a sympathy for a party aligned with 

the respective candidates  
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7.14: Candidate Positioning on the Regime Support Scale, 1996 Russian Presidential 

Elections 

   

Simulated Equilibrium  

Positions 

Candidate 

Estimated 

Candidate 

Position 

Model With Issue 

Stances  

Model with 

Valence and 

Uncertainty 

Yeltsin 
1.84 0.19 0.72 

Zyuganov 
-1.42 -0.25 -0.64 

Lebed 
0.19 0.06 0.31 

Yavlinsky 
-0.46 0.05 0.17 

Zhirinovsky 
0.62 0.07 -0.19 

Mean Deviation from Candidate Positions 4.00 3.46 

Mean Voter Position in Sample 0.01 

Note: Candidate positions on the regime scale are derived for the mean positions of survey 

respondents who declared a sympathy for a party aligned with the respective candidates The position 

of independent candidate Alesandr Lebed is estimated from the mean position of voters who declared 

they have no party affiliation. 
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7.15: Candidate Positioning on the Regime Support Scale, 2000 Russian Presidential 

Elections 

   

Simulated Equilibrium  

Positions 

Candidate 

Estimated 

Candidate 

Position 

Model With Issue 

Stances 

Model with Valence 

and Uncertainty 

Putin 1.06 0.28 0.08 

Zyuganov -0.65 -0.11 -0.23 

Yavlinsky 0.34 0.17 0.05 

Tulyeev -0.08 0.10 -0.26 

Mean Deviation from Candidate Positions 1.65 1.87 

Mean Voter Position in Sample 0.04 

Note: Candidate positions on the regime scale are derived for the mean positions of survey respondents 

who declared a sympathy for a party aligned with the respective candidates The position of independent 

candidate Aman Tulyeev is estimated from the mean position of voters who declared they have no party 

affiliation. 

 

 

The behavior of key candidates along the regime cleavage largely follows the 

same pattern. In 1996, the regime candidate Yeltsin and the main challenger Zyuganov 

move in the direction of their partisans, while the valence-advantaged independent 

candidate Lebed moves towards the mean voter position (though he overshoots a bit). 

In the 2000 presidential race, the valence-advantaged regime candidate Putin moves 

towards the mean voter position in the full model, while the disadvantaged main 

opposition candidate Zyuganov takes a more radical stance on the regime cleavage. 

The simulated behavior of the second-tier opposition candidates appears to be less 

consistent, but this could be because of the less precise estimates of candidate 

positions along the regime cleavage, as these obtained from principal component 

scores-derived scale and using mean positions of candidate partisans instead of actual 
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candidate placements. It is also possible that the somewhat larger mean deviation from 

candidate positions for the full valence and uncertainty model in the 2000 election is a 

result of this imprecision of estimated candidate positions.  

In sum, although these simulations are based on highly parsimonious models 

with only a few predictors, and based on an indirectly estimated scale in the case of 

the regime cleavage, their key results are consistent with the theoretical predictions in 

hypothesis 4 of Chapter 6 and with actual empirical observations. These findings 

confirm that valence and predictability advantages compelled candidates in Russian 

elections to moderate their positions, while shortcomings forced them to assume more 

extreme stances, closer to their partisan bases. Given that the risk-averseness of the 

Russian electorate substantially inflates valence and predictability advantages, such 

behavior is also bound to be much more pronounced in electoral autocracies like 

Russia than in stable democracies. As result, we might reasonably conclude that the 

“underdogs” in such electoral contests – which after the consolidation of authoritarian 

rule under Putin Russia came exclusively from the opposition – have been compelled 

to adopt more radical stances, undermining their credibility among moderates and thus 

greatly diminishing their chances of victory.  

 

7.6    Conclusion 

In this chapter, I examine the thesis developed in Chapter 6 that electoral 

autocracies sustain their rule by taking advantage of the risk-averse popular outlooks 

that emerge in the wake of deep and persistent crises. As in Part II of the dissertation, I 
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test these propositions empirically in the case of post-communist Russia, which has 

emerged as one of the most consequential prototypes of electoral authoritarianism 

after the Cold War. Using a set of uniquely rigorous and comprehensive surveys that 

examine voter behavior in the 1996 and 2000 Russian presidential elections, I show 

that assessments of candidate ability, as well as uncertainty about it, had a key 

influence on vote choice. On average, Russian voters generally perceived the 

candidates in these races – including incumbents – to be of a very low quality. 

However, the small perceived differences between the regime and opposition 

contenders were magnified by the risk-averseness of the Russian electorate, which was 

looking for the least bad leader for the task of restoring stability after the country’s 

catastrophic decline.  

Furthermore, I show that the embattled oppositions in these settings have 

compensated for their perceived competence deficiencies by appealing to fringe 

constituencies with extreme issue stances. While this strategy has allowed opposition 

parties and candidates to survive electorally, it further tarnished their reputations 

among the moderate majorities crucial for victory at the polls. In the 2000 election in 

particular, these dynamics allowed Vladimir Putin to achieve an unprecedented 

electoral dominance – a position he exploited to consolidate Russia’s electoral 

autocracy.  

However, voters’ risk-averseness in these settings is also a double-edged sword. 

The analyses in this chapter suggest that apprehensive majorities might be particularly 

prone to abandon a regime which, in their view, has ceased to serve the essential 

purpose of addressing acute crises. Crucially, simulations based on the results of the 
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2000 Russian presidential election show that electorally, even the presence of an 

incumbent that is perceived to be far more competent than his alternatives may not be 

able to compensate for a widespread popular estrangement from the regime. From this 

perspective, even an ascendant and virtually unchallenged leader of Putin’s stature in 

the 2000 elections could have lost these elections, if popular majorities had come to 

believe that the regime he represents has outlived its usefulness, or could not be 

reformed to better address their needs.  

These findings further reinforce the conclusions of Part II of the dissertation that 

electoral autocracies have a compelling reason to sustain – or if necessary, 

manufacture – the crises that justify their rule and allow them to demonstrate their 

utility. Because fear gives them a key competitive advantage, these regimes have 

strong incentives not just to rely heavily on fear-mongering propaganda, but to also 

stir conflicts at home and abroad whenever they feel they are losing their grip over 

their apprehensive electorates. In the Russian case, it is also best exemplified by 

Vladimir Putin’s rise against the background of the second Chechen war in 2000, and 

Russia’s current involvement in conflict in Ukraine, which is widely seen as an effort 

to repair the diminished popular standing of the regime after the unprecedented protest 

wave in Russia in 2012-2013 (Bunce and Hozic 2015; McFaul, Sestanovich, and 

Mearsheimer 2014; Pejić 2015; Wood 2014). 
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CHAPTER 8  

CRISIS, POPULAR OPINION AND THE RISE OF ELECTORAL 

AUTHORITARIANISM 

“Nothing appears more surprising to those who consider human affairs…than the easiness 

with which the many are governed by the few…When we inquire by what means this 

wonder is achieved, we shall find that…the governors have nothing to support them but 

opinion. It is, therefore, on opinion only that government is founded; and this maxim 

extends to the most despotic and the most military governments, as well as to the most 

free and most popular.”  

– David Hume (1966) 

 

8.1    The Argument in Brief 

Why are some dictatorships genuinely popular and capable of sustaining their rule 

through regular multiparty elections? This dissertation argues that the main force 

behind the emergence of electoral autocracies – the most resilient form of 

authoritarianism since the end of the Cold War – is the ability to justify their reign as a 

response to seemingly intractable crises and unstable environments. Such upheavals 

discredit the existing political forces among popular majorities and create broad 

demands for stability. This allows leaders and political forces with reputations for 

efficient, strong-armed rule to seize and hold the reins of power uncontested. At the 

same time, the nominally democratic constitutional framework and plebiscitarian 

nature of electoral autocracies provide a degree of executive restraint, 

representativeness and popular legitimacy, enabling these regimes to maintain the 

pretense of a democratic order.  
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This makes electoral authoritarianism an attractive remedy for both democracies 

and closed autocracies facing existential crises. In liberal democracies embroiled in 

conflict or socio-economic cataclysms, majorities often yearn for the firm hand of an 

elected leader with unchecked powers, who will overcome institutional paralysis, wipe 

out corrupt elites and special interests and bring stability, but still stop short of 

resorting to the tyranny of naked dictatorship. In closed autocracies plagued by strife, 

economic decay and sapping legitimacy, electoral authoritarianism provides a path to 

a revitalized and more representative system without risking the instability of full 

pluralism.  

In Chapter 1 of the dissertation, I argued that the rise and resilience of electoral 

autocracies cannot be attributed to the use of the traditional coercion tactics of these 

regimes – repression, patronage, propaganda and electoral fraud. These methods have 

a well-documented tendency to backfire, particularly when used by unpopular regimes 

in partially open settings. As the research on electoral revolutions and popular 

contention confirms, the reliance on these tools by electoral autocracies lacking broad 

support is far more likely to seal their fate by catalyzing further anti-regime 

mobilization, than to guarantee their survival. Instead, I argue that electoral 

autocracies can only afford to use mass-scale repression, patronage, propaganda and 

vote fraud when they have stable majority support. Shifting patterns of popular 

support, by the same token, also determine the loyalty of the elites in autocracies. 

Ambitious or disgruntled insiders stand no chance against a popular regime. Yet, 

fearing no reprisals and seeking to secure their future positions, they readily turn 

against an autocracy that is falling out of favor.  
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The reasons why people willingly submit to authoritarian rule are therefore 

crucial for the rise and survival of these regimes. In Chapter 2, I developed a theory 

linking popular consent to authoritarianism with these regimes’ abilities to 

compellingly justify themselves as a form of emergency rule. Fears of instability and 

the collective urge for self-preservation have motivated people to accept, and indeed 

demand iron-fisted rule since the dawn of civilization. Such sentiments can give rise to 

a remarkably stable equilibrium. As long as people dread the anarchic “state of nature” 

more than they resent dictatorial malice, their consent serves as the main pillar of the 

authoritarian Leviathan. Electoral authoritarianism, in this sense, has the additional 

allure of being a particularly “soft” form of dictatorship – offering a modicum of 

representativeness and avoiding the excesses of openly tyrannical regimes. This broad 

appeal of a dictatorship justified as a state of emergency has allowed it to emerge and 

be sustained from within republican or democratic constitutional frameworks, in the 

name of the people, and with their explicit backing in regular elections.  

I argue that in societies besieged by crises, ordinary citizens are a more reliable 

backer of authoritarianism than the political, military, economic, intellectual and 

bureaucratic elites. First, lacking alternative means to preserve themselves, common 

people generally stand to lose more from instability and the collapse of the 

authoritarian social contract than the privileged elites. Second, to support an 

authoritarian order, ordinary citizens simply need to not oppose it. To do the same, 

powerful elites are required to invest considerable resources and to tie their fortunes to 

the regime. It is far easier, for these reasons, to convince average citizens to sustain 

autocracy by doing nothing when instability threatens their livelihoods, than to 
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maintain the loyalty of the notoriously fickle elites. Being capable of stopping any 

revolution in its tracks, the collective inertia and apathy of the masses is the most 

powerful insurance against change. 

But the authoritarian social contract is much more than an exchange of popular 

consent for protection against instability. In Chapter 2, I argue that it also enables 

electoral autocracies to persist even when they are not delivering their end of the 

bargain – when they chronically and abysmally fail their foundational promise of 

restoring stability and progress. It does so by creating mass attitude patterns that 

delegitimize and divide the regime’s opponents, and scare people away from 

supporting alternatives to the current system. These effects, I argue, are products of 

two mechanisms.  

First, crises displace value stances, ideological orientations and issue preferences 

and lead majorities to put an absolute premium on stability. Such outlooks generally 

discourage political contestation, diminish the appeal of programmatic alternatives, 

and highlight the various contenders’ records of failure in maintaining stability. But 

above all, they foster unity in the pro-regime camp and deep and persistent divisions 

among the opposition. Autocracies justified as a response to national emergencies 

provide the natural, unifying choice for the great multitude of citizens who value 

stability above all. Opponents of the electoral authoritarian status quo, on the other 

hand, must choose among the great variety of substitutes to the current order. Favoring 

divergent liberal, conservative, nationalist, socialist, communist, and other alternatives 

to electoral authoritarianism, opposition constituencies are therefore just as likely to 

cooperate with the regime as to unite against it.  
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The second mechanism sustaining electoral authoritarianism exploits people’s 

natural timidity in times of upheaval. Its roots are simple: crises produce risk-averse 

populations, preferring even a dysfunctional status quo over risky improvements. I 

argue that in such contexts, even badly performing electoral autocracies enjoy outsized 

electoral advantages if they maintain perceptions that their opponents are dangerous, 

uncertain, or even marginally less capable of preserving stability. Autocracies that are 

in a position to take advantage of these attitudinal currents and mechanisms are 

generally able to rule without undue resort to repression, clientelism and propaganda, 

and largely through the ballot box.  

In Chapter 3, I tested the main macro-level implication of this theory that 

electoral autocracies emerge in the wake of severe and sustained security, economic 

and political crises and cataclysms. Based on a comprehensive cross-national event 

history analysis of regime transitions for 1973-2010, I verify that security and 

economic crises are the structural circumstances most closely associated with 

transitions to electoral authoritarianism from both democracies and military 

dictatorships – the categories accounting for the overwhelming majority of regime 

changes for this period. I find that while other factors, such as economic development 

and the diffusion of democracy, had a major influence on the rise of electoral 

authoritarianism, they account for far less variation in this outcome over time and do 

not predict it across all modes of transition.  

Additionally, the analysis shows that the presence of crises not only correlates 

with greater chances of electoral authoritarian rule, but is also associated with greatly 

diminished odds of democratization. Military takeovers in democracies, in turn, are 
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not as strongly associated with conflicts and recessions as transitions to electoral 

autocracies. This supports the thesis that electoral authoritarianism legitimized as a 

response to national emergency is the preferred remedy for both crisis-ridden 

democracies and closed autocracies – an alternative that is authoritarian enough to 

ensure steady and effective rule, and at the same time, sufficiently representative to 

make sure that it is more broadly accepted.  

In Part II, I fully develop and test the thesis that deep systemic crises refashion 

the structure of popular attitudes in ways that provide durable electoral advantages to 

authoritarian regimes. Chapter 4 elaborates a theory of opinion formation and change 

in the wake of traumatic cataclysms and chronic instability. It argues that core political 

cleavage in such circumstances becomes closely aligned with the choice to accept or 

reject electoral authoritarianism based on its ability to restore order and prosperity. 

The logic of this cleavage stifles contestation and highlights the weakness of the 

regime’s challengers. But most importantly, it pushes oppositions to adopt divergent 

alternatives to the current regime, dividing the opposition vote. Using a formal model 

of electoral choice in these settings, I show that such rifts among the opposition allow 

electoral autocracies to maintain their dominance even when substantial majorities 

reject their rule.  

In Chapter 5, I test these propositions using an unparalleled set of empirical 

resources on popular opinion in post-Soviet Russia, which has emerged as the 

paradigmatic case of a robust electoral authoritarianism since the end of the Cold War. 

Based on dynamic and cross-sectional principal components analyses of opinion 

patterns captured by 144 survey items across 418 monthly surveys for 1993-2011, I 
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confirm that the main dimension of Russian mass opinion reflects people’s demands 

for restoring stability after the country’s catastrophic decline, as well as their appraisal 

of the performance of Russia’s electoral authoritarian regime in achieving this goal. I 

also confirm that this cleavage structure fostered deep divisions in the opposition 

camp, while the pro-regime spectrum became increasingly unified as Russia’s regime 

consolidated and became more closely associated with the promise of stabilization. 

This enabled Russia’s electoral autocracy to survive despite its abysmal record of 

performance and the fact that it was, at times, supported by less than a third of the 

country’s population. The exceptional richness of the data used for the analysis has 

allowed me to verify these results using a wide range of robustness checks. In 

particular, I employ several techniques to show that the Russian popular opinion 

patterns describe here were not a product of regime propaganda, or preference 

falsification resulting from authoritarian pressures.  

In Part III of the dissertation, I explore the second crucial mechanism through 

which electoral autocracies ensure their survival: the exploitation of people’s risk-

averseness in the wake of crises. Chapter 6 argues that acute fears of instability, as 

well as uncertainty about the positions and quality of oppositional candidates, deter 

voters from supporting alternatives to electoral authoritarian regimes. Using a formal 

model of vote choice, I show that in the high-stakes environments in which electoral 

autocracies emerge, regimes that are perceived to be slightly more competent or better 

known than their oppositions will enjoy disproportionate electoral advantages. As 

result, even electoral autocracies with appalling performance records can prove highly 
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durable if apprehensive populations believe that the opposition alternatives are more 

incompetent, or if their qualities are largely unknown and therefore uncertain. 

In Chapter 7 I test these arguments empirically using a unique set of panel 

surveys that track popular opinion during the 1996 and 2000 Russian presidential 

elections – polls that marked the consolidation of the country’s electoral autocracy. 

The analyses confirm that Russian voters exhibited highly risk-averse behavior by 

adopting steeply negative views of candidates with uncertain and sub-optimal abilities. 

I show that this allowed regime candidates, perceived to be only slightly more 

competent or better known than their opposition challengers, to attract a 

disproportionate share of the vote. The electoral edge gained in this fashion not only 

helped ensure the survival of Russia’s autocracy in these crucial elections, but also led 

to its considerable strengthening by producing a large margin of victory for the 

ascendant Vladimir Putin in 2000. I demonstrate that the regime’s valence advantage 

had another perverse effect: it pushed oppositions to adopt more radical platforms, 

hoping to compensate for their perceived lack of certainty and competence by 

attracting the support of extremist constituencies. While this tactic enabled many 

opposition parties to survive, it further undermined their credibility and chances of 

victory among the moderate, apprehensive Russian electorate.  

To show that these voting patterns are a distinct outgrowth of Russia’s crisis 

background and the legitimation of its regime as a response to a national emergency, I 

contrast these results with estimates of voting behavior in US presidential elections. 

Using a set of nearly identical survey items from the American National Election 

Surveys and the same estimation techniques, I replicate this Chapter’s analysis for the 
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1992 US presidential election.
1
 The results clearly show that voters in the stable US 

democratic setting adopt risk-neutral outlooks when evaluating candidates. Perceived 

differences in competence and uncertainty confer no additional advantages to the 

contestants, ensuring an equal electoral playing field among the incumbents and their 

challengers in the opposition.  

Taken together, these diverse analyses provide strong evidence in support of the 

thesis that popular attitudes have played a key role in the rise of electoral authoritarian 

regimes. In particular, the thesis of the crisis origins and legitimation of electoral 

authoritarianism is validated both by a macro-level structural analysis of the 

determinants of regime transitions, as well as by two highly detailed case study 

examinations of the concrete micro-level attitudinal mechanisms that sustain electoral 

authoritarian rule.   

 

8.2    Broader Theoretical Implications 

8.2.1    Generalizability of the Argument 

This dissertation has used a two-pronged empirical strategy. First, it verified the 

crisis origins of electoral authoritarianism with a cross-national analysis of regime 

transitions. Second, it used a particularly detailed case study to trace the attitudinal 

mechanisms though which electoral autocracies exploit crisis backgrounds to justify 

and generate support for their rule. Although the latter analysis is focused on the 

                                                 
1
 The 1992 US presidential race offers particular comparative leverage as it was temporarily proximate 

to the Russian elections I have studied and it took place in the wake of an economic crisis and a drop in 

public confidence in the US – conditions that produce risk-averse voter behavior. 
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Russian case (coupled with a comparison of voting patterns in the US), its insights are 

broadly generalizable. In particular, post-Communist Russia is a particularly 

representative case of a state-of-the-art electoral authoritarianism, which other regimes 

across the globe have tried to emulate. At the same time, Russia offers an unparalleled 

wealth of high-quality empirical resources, providing a unique opportunity to track 

popular opinion dynamics in an electoral autocracy in great detail and across extended 

periods and multiple elections. These advantages make the Russian case ideally suited 

for a performing a comprehensive test of a self-contained, portable and broadly 

generalizable theory of the attitudinal roots of electoral authoritarianism.   

Another reason why we can plausibly expect that this dissertation’s findings will 

apply broadly is because its core arguments are supported by a wealth of evidence 

drawn from other electoral autocracies. In particular, the thesis that the distinct 

structure of popular opinion in these regimes fosters divisions in the opposition is also 

confirmed in detailed studies of the Mexican case under the PRI regime (Magaloni 

2006, chap. 6). Similarly, empirical investigations of voting patterns in Mexico show 

that risk-averse voters have tended to support the better known regime candidates over 

their largely untested oppositional challengers (Buendia 1998; Morgenstern and 

Zechmeister 2001). Also, studies of Mexican political competition under the PRI have 

emphasized the tendency of disadvantaged oppositions to adopt more radical stances 

hoping to compensate for their lack of broad appeal by attracting extremist 

constituencies (Greene 2007). In turn, empirical analyses of the rise of electoral 

authoritarianism in Peru and Venezuela have highlighted the crucial role of the 
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delegitimation of mainstream political forces after political and socio-economic crises 

(see e.g. Seawright (2012) and Corrales and Penfold-Becerra (2011)).  

Although these studies do not fully elaborate and examine the attitudinal 

mechanisms and regime legitimation strategies behind these outcomes, their empirical 

observations closely conform to this dissertation’s theoretical predictions. It should 

also be emphasized that this evidence comes from countries in a different region, with 

very different political, economic, social and other backgrounds from the Russian 

case, providing further assurance that this dissertation’s findings are broadly 

generalizable. An extension of this dissertation’s empirical analyses to include a 

comparative study of some of these Latin American cases when comparable quality 

opinion data becomes available can provide further confirmation of this claim. 

 

8.2.2    The Role of Popular Attitudes in the Rise of Authoritarianism 

A key implication of this dissertation is that electoral authoritarianism is largely 

sustained by the consent of stability-seeking majorities. I argue that electoral 

autocracies establish and sustain their rule by exploiting mass anxieties and appealing 

to broad popular demands for stability after deep systemic crises. To the extent they 

alleviate these popular concerns, electoral autocracies can be genuinely popular. 

Repression, clientelism and propaganda play a secondary role in such contexts: they 

are effectively used not to manufacture popular consent to electoral authoritarianism, 

but because these regimes already have broad popular consent to pursue their mission 

of stabilization.  
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This dissertation therefore diverges from the bulk of the existing literature, which 

argues that adopting elections, parliaments and other nominally democratic institutions 

helps dictatorships to survive by allowing them to employ repression, clientelism and 

propaganda in a better targeted, selective and generally more efficient fashion. The 

emphasis on these traditional authoritarian tools also makes the prevailing theories of 

authoritarian regime emergence and demise overwhelmingly elite-centric. Assuming 

that autocracies are sustained by coercion, clientelism, propaganda and fraud implies 

that they primarily survive by maintaining the loyalty of the military, economic and 

bureaucratic elites that control the repressive apparatus, financial resources, the media 

and the public administration.  

The account presented in this dissertation also challenges the prevailing view and 

implicit normative bias in the authoritarianism literature, which regards popular 

consent to electoral authoritarianism as a choice imposed through coercion, 

indoctrination and clientelism. Instead, I claim that popular endorsement of electoral 

authoritarian rule is a product of a “resigned acceptance” – to use a term coined by 

Rose (2007b) – on the part of majorities who see no better alternatives that can ensure 

stability in times of trouble.  

This dissertation’s findings therefore highlight an uncomfortable truth – that 

broad popular strata are willing, though perhaps unenthusiastic, participants in 

sustaining electoral authoritarian rule. Prompted by fears and self-preservation 

impulses in times of crisis, substantial majorities might, in other words, become 

tolerant of systematic encroachments of political freedoms and democratic institutions 

they might otherwise resist. And in many cases, sizable constituencies actively cheer 
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the authoritarian behavior of these regimes: the stacking of institutions with loyalists, 

the clamping down on free speech and the media, and the persecution of opposition 

figures and various “troublesome” minorities.  

From this standpoint, the attitudinal mechanisms identified in this dissertation are 

relevant not just for understanding the rise of electoral authoritarianism, but also for 

the survival of closed autocracies and democracies. In particular, electoral autocracies 

are the form of authoritarianism where the effects of shifting popular attitudes are 

most readily apparent. This allows us to make some indirect inferences about the role 

of mass opinion in sustaining other types of undemocratic regimes (on this advantage 

of studying electoral authoritarianism, see also Schedler (2013, 59)). As Khlevniuk 

(2009) notes in his important analysis of Stalinism, all forms of dictatorship are 

eventually imposed from above, but to succeed, they require a fertile soil on which to 

grow. It could be argued that deep crises of governance and the attendant popular 

reactions, highlighted in this dissertation, provide this universal breeding ground for 

authoritarianism. Indeed, historical evidence suggests that all manner of dictatorships 

– from communist and fascist totalitarian systems, through military juntas, to 

“bureaucratic” and electoral autocracies – attempt to secure popular support for their 

rule by justifying it as a response to national emergencies, foreign encroachments and 

latent instability (Baehr and Richter 2004; Huntington 1991, 47). 

By turning electoral dictatorship into a compelling alternative, the mass opinion 

currents that emerge after deep systemic crises also provide the tools for dismantling 

democracy. More than any other political order, democracy requires a considerable 

degree of stability to function properly and even long-standing democracies can break 
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down if they are kept under significant duress for long enough (Dahl 1971; Huntington 

1991; Linz 1978). From the standpoint of this dissertation, democracies also provide 

the framework for their own demise in times of crisis. Emergency powers that can be 

used to suspend democracy are a feature of practically every democratic legal order. 

Legislatures can enact new ones under pressure from concerned constituencies. But 

above all, elections can be used to bestow popular legitimacy to a state of suspended 

democracy.  

The distinct popular opinion currents that emerge after acute crises, according to 

this dissertation’s findings, are the key ingredient for turning these democratic 

institutions against democracy itself. The most troubling implication of this finding is 

that given their sensitivity to upheavals and exposure to popular opinion swings, 

virtually all democracies can be coded as being one sufficiently traumatic crisis away 

from sliding into authoritarianism. A recent stark reminder of this is the EU member 

state Hungary, which has experienced a sustained reversal towards electoral 

authoritarian rule in the wake of the great financial crisis of 2008 (see Freedom House 

(2015, 1). 

 

8.2.3    Why are Oppositions in Electoral Autocracies Divided? 

The attitudinal mechanisms explored in this dissertation also shed a new light on 

one of the most enduring and perplexing features of electoral authoritarian regimes: 

their chronically divided oppositions. The existing literature has mostly attributed the 

crippling disunity of oppositions in electoral autocracies to their ideological 

differences, miscalculations, personal animosities among opposition leaders and their 
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opportunistic cooperation with the regime, as well as different institutional incentives, 

ethnic and religious splits in society and historical cultural factors (see e.g. Magaloni 

(2006), Greene (2007), Gel’man (2005), Bieber (2003) and Van de Walle (2006)). 

However, these largely idiosyncratic factors cannot fully account for why opposition 

splits are such a regular occurrence in electoral autocracies – they can, at best, explain 

why some oppositions are divided some of the time, but not why all oppositions in 

these regimes are divided almost all of the time and in similar ways.  

This dissertation argues that divisions in the opposition are primarily a structural 

consequence of the cleavage structure imposed by the legitimation of electoral 

authoritarianism as a response to national emergencies. By justifying themselves as 

purveyors of order and stability in times of crisis, electoral autocracies unite the 

support of broad constituencies that put a premium on these goals and see the regime 

as the best available means to achieve them. At the same time, this legitimation 

strategy challenges the opposition to unite behind a single coherent alternative for 

managing the crisis. As the various constituencies disgruntled with the electoral 

authoritarian order tend to have very different grievances, this invites a proliferation of 

diverse opposition groups vying to represent them.  

Given the different interests of their constituencies, these factions are therefore 

prone to compete with each other as much as with the regime – producing a 

structurally fractured opposition. Thus, by inducing the supporters of electoral 

authoritarianism to unite and its opponents to divide, the heresthetic maneuver of 

justifying electoral authoritarian rule as a response to national emergencies is a key 

instrument that allows these regimes to maintain dominance. This legitimation 
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strategy, as I argue in the dissertation, is broadly shared across all electoral autocracies 

and is therefore bound to be a key systematic reason for the presence of fractured 

oppositions in these regimes. It can explain, in other words, why oppositions in 

virtually all electoral authoritarian regimes display similar patterns of disunity and 

incoherence.  

 

8.2.4    Diversionary Crises and Wars 

This dissertation’s thesis that electoral autocracies justify their rule as a response 

to national emergencies has profound implications for the domestic and international 

behavior of these regimes. I have shown that the mission of restoring stability in the 

wake of acute crises has allowed electoral authoritarian regimes to sustain support 

among broad majorities and rule with minimal use of coercion. But for all the 

advantages it offers, the legitimation of electoral authoritarian rule as a response to a 

national emergency also has significant drawbacks and side effects. By committing to 

this relatively narrow mandate, electoral autocracies become redundant both when 

they succeed and when they fail to deliver on their foundational promise of 

stabilization (on this dynamic, see also Huntington (1991)). To sustain support for 

their rule over the long run, these regimes must therefore maintain, or even 

manufacture, the crises and conflicts that legitimize their rule. This is a major reason 

why these regimes stand out in empirical studies of conflict with respect to their 

confrontational behavior at home and abroad (Fearon and Laitin 2003; Gagnon 2004; 

K. S. Gleditsch and Ruggeri 2010; Regan and Bell 2009, 2009; Regan and Norton 

2005; Sambanis 2004). 
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Nevertheless, the existing literature on diversionary wars – internal and 

international conflicts manufactured by incumbents in an effort to bolster their 

domestic legitimacy – lacks a comprehensive theoretical framework that lays out the 

precise mechanisms that drive such behavior (on this, see Enterline (2010)). This 

dissertation contributes to addressing this gap by providing a fully specified theory of 

authoritarian legitimacy, linking the domestic support of these regimes to their ability 

to justify their rule as an effective response to national emergencies.  

In particular, the dissertation predicts two key patterns of diversionary conflict 

pursued by these regimes, which are largely unexplored in the current literature. First, 

the worst episodes of crisis and conflicts in these regimes will tend to precede the rise 

of electoral authoritarianism, not follow it. The fact that their countries faced the most 

horrendous upheavals and hardships before the rise of electoral authoritarianism 

allows these regimes to discredit their alternatives and to convincingly argue that 

instability will return without their steady hand at the helm. Second, and crucially, this 

dissertation predicts that during their tenure, electoral autocracies will be most 

interested in sustaining low-grade, controlled conflicts. The logic is simple: if electoral 

autocracies allow upheavals to reach or surpass the levels from before to their reign, 

they will seriously undermine their own legitimacy as providers of order and stability. 

If, on the other hand, their countries are pacified and societies relatively unconcerned 

about renewed turmoil, electoral authoritarianism becomes unnecessary. Thus, to 

sustain popular consent to their rule, rational electoral dictators will strive to 

manufacture security crises that simmer, but do not boil over.  
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This implies that electoral autocracies will have a particular tendency to 

manufacture and sustain low-level conflicts, which might occasionally flare-up to 

serve as reminders that the essential services of these regimes are still needed. It might 

be argued, from this perspective, that the ideal diversionary crises for legitimizing 

electoral authoritarianism are latent ethno-religious conflicts or terrorist threats. These 

are easy to manufacture and sustain as they can be effectively pursued by small groups 

using low-grade violence; the world is also replete with ethnic, religious and other 

fault lines that can exploited for this purpose. Despite being low-grade, ethnic 

conflicts and terror campaigns have a profound emotional impact on populations – 

strong enough to maintain the sense of insecurity that justifies the need for emergency 

rule and electoral authoritarianism. Finally, these conflicts generally lack the 

escalation potential that can threaten most electoral authoritarian regimes, at least over 

the short-term. Despite their considerable devastation, ethnic hostilities are typically 

geographically and demographically contained, or take place in neighboring states. 

And because of their repugnant methods, terrorist groups are more likely to push the 

population to embrace the regime than to join their efforts to depose it.  

 

8.2.5    Authoritarian Learning and Diffusion 

A key recent advance in the authoritarianism literature has been to highlight the 

processes of authoritarian learning, whereby undemocratic regimes borrow and build 

upon each other’s experiences in curbing oppositional activism and democratization 

pressures. Empirical studies of this phenomenon have particularly emphasized the 

spread of innovative authoritarian tactics for preempting oppositional mobilization and 
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cross-border diffusion of protest movements and activism, curbing information flows 

and controlling new media (Beissinger 2007; Bunce and Wolchik 2011; Koesel and 

Bunce 2013; Robertson 2009, 2011). 

While confirming the crucial importance of these mechanisms, this dissertation 

predicts a somewhat different and more sinister emphasis of authoritarian learning. It 

implies that autocracies – especially of the electoral variety – would have most to 

learn from each other about how to create and maintain the crises that can justify their 

rule as a response to national emergencies. In particular, the discussion in the previous 

sub-section suggests that autocracies would greatly benefit from sharing recipes for 

stirring or taking advantage of ethnic conflicts and terrorist threats – the “ideal” types 

of conflict for legitimizing protracted states of emergency. 

There seems to be strong empirical evidence of such behavior. Most recently, the 

actions of Russia’s regime in provoking the conflict in Ukraine has been widely 

interpreted as an upgraded version of the strategy used by Serbia’s electoral autocracy 

under Slobodan Milosevic in the Yugoslav conflict throughout the 1990s (Bunce and 

Hozic 2015; Pejić 2015; Wood 2014). Under the guise of manufactured insurrections 

designed to protect co-ethnics in neighboring states, the regimes of Milosevic and 

Putin have managed to impose a “nation under siege” mentality at home, diverting 

attention from their weak governing performance and declining popularity, and 

demobilizing the domestic opposition.  

Other autocracies learned to abuse counter-terrorist campaigns to justify their rule 

and persecute their opponents. Ironically, much of this authoritarian diffusion in this 

regard over the past 15 years was catalyzed by the US-led global war on terror. 
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Leveraging US demands for counter-terrorism assistance, autocracies have forced the 

US and its allies to refrain from criticism and democratization promotion, and extorted 

substantial foreign aid in return for their cooperation. But most importantly, they have 

hijacked the anti-terrorism cause as justification for their rule. Authoritarian regimes 

were, in this sense, the most eager implementers of new counter-terrorism legislation 

and measures after the 9/11 attacks; they regularly abused these instruments to label 

their opposition as terrorists, to limit the freedom of speech and to expand the use of 

repressive tactics (D. M. Jones and Smith 2002; Whitaker 2007, 2010).  

Perhaps most insidiously, there are indications that some autocracies may have 

adapted the tactic of deliberately fueling the growth of terrorist and extremist 

movements through brutal repression, particularly in the Middle East after the Arab 

Spring. Thus, the growth of the Islamic State seems to have been partly fostered by the 

Syrian regime through a campaign of atrocious violence aimed at eliminating the 

moderate opposition (see The Economist (2014) and Freedom House (2015, 3–4). The 

resurgent dictatorship in Egypt, in turn, has been particularly brutal in its clampdown 

on the Muslim Brotherhood, in ways that have pushed its remnants towards terrorism. 

As in Syria, this seems to be deliberate tactic used to portray the regime as the “lesser 

evil,” both at home and abroad (see The Economist (2015)). 

The key implication here, in line with this dissertation’s findings, seems to be that 

learning how to create the crises that sustain authoritarian rule may be the most 

dangerous and widespread form of authoritarian diffusion. It is also all-too-often 

ignored in the literature. From the perspective of the global “war on terrorism,” 

dictatorships that learn how to become indispensable in fighting terrorism, will strive 
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to learn how to remain permanently indispensable by sustaining the threats they are 

supposed to eliminate. To stay in demand, they will strategically employ brutal tactics 

that will exterminate the present terrorists but also breed new ones to replace them. 

Thus, rather than tackling the underlying causes of terrorism, they will nourish new 

and potentially more extreme forms over the long run.   

 

8.3    Areas for Further Research 

This dissertation points to many areas of future research that are not explicitly 

addressed here, but are implied by the theoretical model and empirical findings. For 

one, the mechanisms of authoritarian legitimation developed in the dissertation could 

be used to reassess the use of the traditional coercive tools – especially repression, 

clientelism, propaganda and vote fraud. Are populations who accept the justification 

of electoral authoritarianism as a response to national emergency more likely to 

support these regimes’ repression of troublesome oppositions, or the use of electoral 

fraud to disenfranchise their supporters? Are they more likely to be swayed by 

electoral authoritarian propaganda or patronage? Similarly, this dissertation’s thesis 

about the attitudinal roots of electoral authoritarianism provides an opportunity to 

reconsider elite dynamics in these regimes. Are popular electoral authoritarian 

incumbents better able keep elites in tow and suffer fewer coups and ruling party 

splits? Do new firebrand oppositional challengers emerge only in the wake of 

declining regime legitimacy? Perhaps most importantly, how do the leaders and 

movements that establish electoral autocracies emerge? How do they become so 



 

309 

popular that they can completely sideline their challengers and maintain dominance 

through regular elections? 

Apart from additional research addressing these questions, there are two potential 

substantive extensions to this dissertation that relate to the mechanisms behind the rise 

of fall of electoral autocracies. One such area pertains to people’s willingness to 

participate in politics in electoral authoritarian settings. As I have argued, these 

regimes are typically products of crises that often leave wide swathes of the population 

disillusioned, apathetic and estranged from politics. The shocks, upheavals and 

repeated disappointments during the crises that typically accompany the rise of 

electoral authoritarianism have a well-noted property of demobilizing electorates and 

pushing people away from political activism and participation (on this dynamic, see 

also Meirowitz and Tucker (2013)). Against this backdrop, electoral autocracies are to 

a large degree legitimized through what Krastev and Holmes (2012) have called the 

“plebiscite of silence” – people’s lack of willingness to express their grievances and to 

mobilize politically as they see no palpable alternatives, or fear further destabilization. 

These trends are reinforced by the demobilizing nature of the authoritarian aspects of 

the system, geared to reduce the political participation of potential opponents to the 

regime (Linz 2000; Reisinger and Moraski 2008; Schedler 2006b).  

This potentially makes citizens’ decisions to vote an important component of the 

mechanisms that sustain electoral authoritarian rule. For instance, the crisis contexts 

and the justification of electoral autocracies as a response to national emergencies 

might not only make voters reluctant to support oppositional candidates, as I find in 

Chapters 6 and 7. They might also prompt people who would otherwise vote against 
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the regime to abstain for fear that their opposition might lead to further upheavals. In 

particular, the possibility of post-election violence and instability has a demonstrated 

capacity to deter the great majority of moderate voters from expressing their hostility 

to the regime (see e.g. Buendia (1998) and Gagnon (2004)).  

To capture the impact of such behavior, the vote choice models developed in the 

dissertation could be extended to incorporate electoral turnout choices. This would 

result in a more empirically accurate model specification, as turnout choice is 

endogenous to vote choice: candidate utilities can be expected to affect not only who a 

voter would support, but also whether she would vote in the first place (on this, see 

Sanders (1998), Lacy and Burden (1999), Adams and Merrill (2003) and Adams, 

Merrill, and Grofman (2005)). Furthermore, the interrelatedness of turnout and vote 

choice could have a major impact on candidate strategies. As candidates can change 

voters’ utilities by shifting their issue positions or denigrating their opponents’ stances 

and records, they will surely fine tune their campaign strategies with an eye towards 

incentivizing their likely supporters to turn out and their likely opponents to stay 

home. A relatively straightforward extension of this dissertation’s model to 

incorporate the impact of apathy and people’s inclinations toward political 

participation could therefore contribute significant additional insights about mass 

opinion and campaign dynamics in electoral autocracies. At the very least, this would 

allow for a better appraisal of the scope of these regimes’ electoral advantage, which 

to a large extent depends on the demobilization of oppositional constituencies. 

The second potential substantive extension of this dissertation pertains to the 

impact of people’s inclinations to participate in contentious action. One of the key 
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insights of Chapters 4 and 5 is that the residual dimensions of mass opinion in 

electoral autocracies are strongly and consistently associated with the contentious 

sentiments of the population, particularly the willingness to participate in protest 

actions. The content of the residual dimensions of opinion typically represents 

insurgent issues, which the losers in the current political status quo can use to 

reconfigure popular attitudes in their favor, so this result implies that contentious 

action is the primary vehicle for challenging the dominance of these regimes. Put 

differently, this dissertation’s findings suggest that to the extent there is meaningful 

political competition in electoral autocracies, it is manifested through contention.  

Yet, not all issues about which people are willing to protest can be mobilized to 

challenge these regimes. The study of the behavior of the residual dimension of 

Russian popular opinion in Chapter 5 shows that even in times of substantial distress, 

contentious sentiments may be limited to basic socio-economic demands and could 

remain, as a result, orthogonal to the primary regime support dimension of opinion. 

Protest, in other words, need not be aimed at challenging the authoritarian regime and 

may not even significantly affect people’s attitudes toward it. Citizens may simply use 

protest as a way to extract limited concessions on non-political issues. When this is the 

case, protests in autocracies could in fact have regime-stabilizing effects, helping 

regimes identify and address grievances before they get out of hand, as some 

important studies have suggested (see e.g. Lorentzen (2013)).  

The crucial question then becomes: what kinds of residual grievances and opinion 

currents lead to regime-undermining protests? The core claim of this dissertation is 

that people consent to electoral authoritarianism as long as they believe it serves a 
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useful purpose: addressing acute crises and latent instability. Electoral autocracies are 

therefore bound to lose support both when they are seen to have succeeded or to have 

failed in achieving this purpose – sentiments that should also be the principal drivers 

of anti-regime contention. But how does this come about? Does anti-regime 

mobilization arise from the aggregation of different basic grievances over time? Or is 

it spurred by some particularly shocking and traumatic failures of these regimes to 

fulfill their legitimizing mission of stabilization? To address these questions, the 

framework developed in this dissertation should be further extended to explore the 

joint impact of popular opinion currents and contention in the demise of electoral 

authoritarianism.
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APPENDIX A 

DESCRIPTION OF THE LEVADA CENTER SURVEYS 

 

A.1    Survey Description 

The analysis in this part of the dissertation uses 116 “Monitoring" and 291 

“Courier” and 11 “Fakt” omnibus surveys, all conducted by the Levada Center 

(Russian Centre for Public Opinion Research – VCIOM until 2003) in the period 

between 1993 and 2011.
1
 The key advantage of these three sets of surveys is that they 

offer public opinion data disaggregated beyond the annual level, and employ a 

comprehensive battery of 80-120 questions which have been consistently asked in the 

same format since 1993. Given the large number of time points for which observations 

are available, these polls allow for a highly disaggregated study of public opinion 

trends in post-Soviet Russia. 

The second crucial advantage of these surveys is the rigorous and objective 

fashion in which they have been carried out by the Levada center – standards that are 

relatively rare for polls conducted in electoral autocracies, especially on this scale. 

Because of the quality and impartiality of its research, the Levada Center has been 

regularly used as a primary source of Russian public opinion data by domestic and 

foreign investigators. Founded by the renowned Soviet sociologist and dissident Yuri 

Levada in 1988, during the period of liberalization under Gorbachev, the center has 

                                                 
1
 For additional details of the Levada Center history and survey methodology, see 

http://www.levada.ru/eng. 

http://www.levada.ru/eng
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maintained a strong reputation for objectivity and reliability both in Russia and the 

West. The Center’s impeccable credentials for political independence and 

professionalism have also been confirmed by its frequent confrontations with the 

Kremlin, particularly after Putin’s ascendance. In 2003, this resulted with an attempted 

state takeover and a breakup of the center. After the 2012-2013 protest wave in 

Russia, the Levada center has been pushed under a new repressive law against NGOs 

to register as a “foreign agent” because of its overseas funding, in another attempt by 

the regime to force its closure (Treisman 2013).  

Turning to the methodology of the Levada center surveys used in this study, the 

“Monitoring” polls are bimonthly omnibus type face-to-face surveys, based on a 

representative nationwide multi-stage stratified sample of 2100 residents of age 16 and 

older. Interviews for the “Monitoring” surveys were competed in the second or third 

ten-day interval in the months of January, March, July, September and November. The 

“Courier” surveys, in turn, are monthly omnibus face-to-face surveys, based on a 

representative nationwide multi-stage stratified sample of 1600 respondents aged 18 

years and older. Interviews for the “Courier” surveys were conducted between the 10
th

 

and 20
th

 day of every month. The samples were drawn from 200-240 sampling units 

for the “Monitoring” surveys, and about 130 sampling units for the “Courier” surveys.  

For both the “Monitoring” and “Courier” surveys, household selection was done 

using a random route method, and individual respondents within a household are 

selected using the nearest birthday method. All interviews are conducted by local 

interviewers, trained by the Levada Moscow office, and regularly employed for these 

surveys. The interviewers visit each selected household/respondent up to 3 times in 
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different days of a week to complete the interview. Field control of the interviewers 

work is conducted in two stages. First, regional supervisors control around 20 percent 

of the interviews by phone or repeated visits. Second, at least 10 percent of the 

interviews for the “Monitoring” and “Courier” surveys are verified directly by the 

Levada Moscow office by phone or by post spot check. The data for these surveys are 

weighted by gender, age, education, region, and settlement size, in accordance to 

census data, as well as by political preferences in periods around elections. The 

average response rate for these surveys was about 68 percent (range 54-83 percent). 

Based on the sampling design, the survey error in these polls is 3-3.5 percent. 

The 11 “Fakt” surveys used in this analysis are monthly polls conducted in 1993 

and have a similar design as the “Courier” polls. This study also uses 19 New Russia 

Barometer (NRB) annual surveys for 1993-2009, conducted by the Levada Center for 

the University of Strathclyde in the UK. These surveys are based on a nationwide 

sample of 1600-2000 respondents and also follow a similar methodology as the 

“Courier” polls.
2
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2
 See www.cspp.strath.ac.uk/NRBsamples.html for a detailed description of the design of each of the 

New Russia Barometer surveys.  

http://www.cspp.strath.ac.uk/NRBsamples.html
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A.2    Wording of the Survey Items Used in the Dimensional Analyses 

 
PRIMARY CONCERNS CLUSTER 

WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING PROBLEMS OF OUR SOCIETY YOU ARE MOST CONCERNED WITH AND 

CONSIDER THE MOST SERIOUS ONES: 

 Shortages (N=35) 

 Poverty, impoverishment of the majority of the population (N=17) 

 Rising prices (N=52) 

 Rise in unemployment (N=52) 

 The crisis in the economy, the production slump in the industry and agriculture (N=51) 

 The increasing number of criminal offenses (N=52) 

 The crisis in culture, morality (N=52) 

 The Environmental degradation (N=52) 

 The rise of nationalism, deterioration of interethnic relations (N=50) 

 Inaccessibility of many kinds of medical care (N=16) 

 Growth of drug addiction (N=17) 

 Drastic stratification of rich and poor, unjust distribution of incomes (N=40) 

 Growth in payments for education, inaccessibility of education (N=17) 

 Restriction of civil rights, democratic freedoms (freedom of speech, media freedom) 

(N=16) 

 The threat of fascism and extremism (N=24) 

 Corruption, bribery (N=52) 

 Weakness of state authority (N=52) 

 Conflicts between different branches of government on various levels (N=51) 

 The threat of military dictatorship (N=27) 

 Delays in payment of wages, pensions, allowances, etc. (N=34) 

 Threat of bombings and other terrorist acts in the areas where you live (N=19) 

 

INSTITUTIONAL TRUST CLUSTER 

To what extent, in your opinion, the President of Russia is trustworthy? (N=33) 

To what extent, in your opinion, the State Duma (Parliament) is trustworthy? (N=33) 

To what extent, in your opinion, the Russian Government is trustworthy? (N=33) 

To what extent, in your opinion, Republican Authorities are trustworthy? (N=33) 

To what extent, in your opinion, Municipal Authorities are trustworthy? (N=33) 

To what extent, in your opinion, the Army is trustworthy? (N=33) 

To what extent, in your opinion, State Security Services are trustworthy? (N=33) 

To what extent, in your opinion, the police is trustworthy? (N=16) 

To what extent, in your opinion, Unions are trustworthy? (N=33) 
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To what extent, in your opinion, the Church and religious organizations are trustworthy? (N=33) 

To what extent, in your opinion, the press, radio and television are trustworthy? (N=33) 

To what extent, in your opinion, Parties are trustworthy? (N=24) 

To what extent, in your opinion, Courts are trustworthy? (N=15) 

CURRENT ASSESSMENTS CLUSTER 

Do you think that Russia is developing in a right direction or is our country going in the wrong 

direction?  (N=151) 

How would you assess Russia’s present economic situation? (N=110) 

How would you assess the economic situation in your city/rural area? (N=109) 

How would you rate the situation with payment of wages, pensions, scholarships, in your 

city/region: it’s becoming better, worse, or you notice no changes? (N=97) 

How would you evaluate in general the political situation in Russia? (N=110) 

How would you assess the current situation in the North Caucasus? (N=40) 

What do you think,will the sutuation in the Norhtern Caucasus will improve, worsen, or stay the 

same in the course of the next year? (N=42) 

What do you think is happening in Chechnya right now – the war continues or a peaceful life is 

being established? (N=52) 

Do you fear that you or your loved ones may become victims of a terrorist attack? (N=21) 

What would you say about your mood in recent days? (N=110) 

Which of the following statements is most relevant to the current situation: things are not so bad, 

life is hard but bearable, living under these conditions is unbearable (N=110) 

Generally speaking, how satisfied are you with the life you are currently living? (N=108) 

How would you assess your family’s present material condition? (N=109) 

In your opinion, how did your family income change in relation to prices in the past month? 

(N=83) 

If we talk about large domestic purchases (such as buying furniture, a refrigerator, consumer 

electronics, TV), do you think that in general now is a good time to make such procurements? 

Generally speaking, do you feel confident in the future? (N=40) 

Do you think we are currently going through the most difficult times, or they are already behind, or 

yet to come? (N=43) 

Do you think that in the course of the coming year our life will become somewhat better, or that no 

improvement will happen? (N=83) 

What do you think Russia can expect in the economy in the coming several months? (N=99) 

What do you think Russia can expect in politics in the coming several months? (N=99) 

Do you think that in the next six months Russia’s position on the world stage will improve, worsen 

or remain about the same as now? (N=34) 

Do you think that in the next six months, the national economic situation will improve in 

comparison with the present? (N=35) 
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And do you think that the quality of your life for the next six months, compared with the current 

situation, will improve, worsen, or stay about the same as now?  (N=36) 

Do you think that your own financial situation in the next six months, compared with the present, 

will be better, worse, or stay about the same? (N=36) 

Do you think the next 12 months will be good or bad for the economy of the country? (N=65) 

Do you think the next 5 years will be good or bad for the economy of the country?  (N=63) 

Do you think that in the next 12 months the number of unemployed (i.e. people without a job who 

are searching for it) will grow? (N=65) 

For the last year, your life, and the life of your family has become better, worse or no changes 

occurred? (N=42) 

And in a year from now, do you think that you (your family) will live better or worse than now? 

(N=55) 

Speaking generally about the country, do you think that in a year, life in Russia will be far better, 

somewhat better, same as now, somewhat worse or much worse? (N=42) 

To what extent are you satisfied with what is now taking place in the country as a whole? (N=36) 

To what extent are you satisfied with what is happening now in the country in terms of ethics and 

morality? (N=36) 

How satisfied are you with the current economic course of the country's leadership? (N=36) 

Speaking about the Government's economic policies, such as the measures it has taken to combat 

inflation, unemployment and so on, how do you think the government has been dealing with these 

tasks? (N=60) 

Do you think that the present Government of Russia is able to improve the situation in the country 

in the next year? (N=45) 

Do you think that the present Government of Russia is able to deliver change to the better for the 

country in the near future? (N=116) 

What do you think, how big of a role does the President currently play in Russia (rate from 1 to 5)? 

(N=18) 

What do you think, how big of a role the media currently plays in Russia (rate from 1 to 5)? 

(N=26) 

What do you think, how big of a role the political parties currently play in Russia (rate from 1 to 

5)? (N=18) 

What do you think, how big of a role the unions currently play in Russia (rate from 1 to 5)? (N=26) 

What do you think, how big of a role the oligarchs, bankers and financiers currently play in Russia 

(rate from 1 to 5)? (N=21) 

What do you think, how big of a role the regional governors currently play in Russia (rate from 1 

to 5)? (N=18) 

What do you think, how big of a role the armed forces currently play in Russia? (rate from 1 to 5) 

(N=26) 

What do you think, how big of a role Churches and religious institutions currently play in Russia 

(rate from 1 to 5)? (N=26) 
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What do you think, how big of a role do directors of large industrial enterprises and associations 

currently play in Russia (rate from 1 to 5)? (N=26) 

POLICY ATTITUDES CLUSTER 

In your opinion, what are the 3-4 activities of the Government from those listed below that you 

would consider to be the most important at this time? 

 Deepening of the course of reforms, strengthening of the position of private capital 

(N=27) 

 Orientation on social protection when carrying out reforms in the country (N=27) 

 Returning to the state control of the economy (N=27) 

 Continuation of privatization, the transfer of land to private ownership (N=27) 

 Revising of the privatization of large state enterprises (N=27) 

 Improving tax collection (N=27) 

 Reducing the tax burden of the population and companies (N=27) 

 Increasing industrial production  (N=27) 

 Closing unprofitable, loss-making enterprises (N=27) 

 Government support of the core sectors of the economy (N=27) 

 Reducing the influence of monopolies and the new financial and industrial groups on life 

the country (N=27) 

 Liquidation of wage and pension arrears (N=27) 

 Stimulation of private enterprise, loans to rising entrepreneurs (N=27) 

 

On what tasks, in your opinion, should the activities of the Government be primarily focused? 

Select the three tasks that are in your opinion most important.  

 Reducing prices (N=17) 

 Imposing price controls (N=17) 

 Increasing the availability of consumer goods  (N=15) 

 Increasing the value of the national currency (N=17) 

 Increasing tax collection (N=17) 

 Ensuring payment of late payments of  wages, pensions and scholarships (N=17) 

 Indexing wages, pensions, contributions in accordance with inflation (N=17) 

 Supporting the banking system, guaranteeing deposits (N=16) 

 Guaranteeing private sector development (N=17) 

 Financially supporting state-owned enterprises (N=15) 

 Financially supporting agriculture (N=16) 

 Returning enterprises in key economic sectors to state ownership (N=17) 

 Fighting corruption and embezzlement of state property (N=16) 

 Maintaining peace and accord in the country (N=16) 

 Strengthening of law and order, fighting crime (N=16) 

Do you think that now market reforms should continue or that they should cease? (N=80) 

What do you think is currently more needed in Russia: order or democracy? (N=17) 

What is your attitude to the changes occurring now in the country? (N=35) 

Have you and your family already adapted to the changes that happened in the country during the 

last ten years? (N=80) 

Do you think that the majority of Russian citizens has adapted to changes that occurred in the 

country [since the collapse of Communism]? (N=26) 
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People organize their lives differently, adapting to its conditions to varying degrees. Which of the 

following statements best describes your attitude towards life at present?   

 I got used to the fact that one needs to abandon the traditional way of life to survive, 

limiting oneself on issues both large and small (N=56) 

 I have to 'scramble', seize every opportunity to make money, just to secure  a tolerable life 

for myself and my family (N=56) 

 I was able to use the emerging opportunities to achieve more in life (N=56) 

 I live as before - for me, nothing much has changed in recent years (N=56) 

 

Which type of economic system do you think is more adequate, the one that is based on state 

planning and redistribution, or the one which is based on private property and market relations 

(N=29) 

People say that it would be better if everything in the country has remained as it was before the 

"Perestroika" (before 1985). Do you agree with this? (N=19) 

Which political system do you think is better:  

 the Soviet (the one that we had until the 90s) (N=18) 

 the current system (N=18) 

 democracy according to the Western model? (N=18) 

 other  (N=18) 

Do you think that Russia currently needs to strengthen mutually beneficial relations with the West, 

or conversely, to distance itself from the West? (N=18) 

Which of the following do you think is more consistent with the Interests of Russia: Russia’s 

accession in NATO, establishing cooperation with NATO, a military alliance with former socialist 

states and USSR republics to oppose NATO, or not joining any military alliances? (N=15) 

What is your general attitude towards the United States at this time? (N=97) 

What is your general attitude towards the European Union at this time? (N=54) 

What do you think is the future of CIS (Commonwealth of Independent States)? (N=21) 

What is your general attitude towards Ukraine at this time? (N=63) 

What is your general attitude towards Gerogia at this time? (N=27) 

Do you consider that it is necessary to continue military action in Chechnya or begin peaceful 

negotiations with the "fighters?" (N=84) 

How would you react to the possibility of secession of Chechnya from Russia? (N=18) 

How do you feel about the idea “Russia for Russians?” (N=15) 

 

ATTITUDES TOWARDS POLITICAL PARTICIPATION CLUSTER 

In your opinion, how likely at this time are protests in your city/rural area against price increases 

and decline of living standards? (N=108) 

If such protests take place, would you personally take part in them or not?  (N=109) 

In your opinion, how likely at this time are protests (demonstrations, rallies, strikes) with political 

demands in your city/rural area? (N=80) 
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Would you personally support protests demanding the resignation of the President? (N=24) 

Would you personally support protests demanding the resignation of the Government? (N=24) 

Would you personally support protests demanding The Dissolution of the State Duma? (N=24) 

Would you personally support protests demanding the resignation of the Heads of the local 

administration? (N=22) 

If elections for the Duma are held next Sunday, which of the following most accurately reflects 

your intention to vote in these elections? (N=48) 

If elections for President of Russia are held next Sunday, which of the following most accurately 

reflects your intention to vote in these elections? (N=47)
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APPENDIX B 

CROSS-SECTIONAL ESTIMATES OF THE DIMENSIONS OF RUSSIAN 

POPULAR OPINION 

To obtain cross-sectional estimates of the two dimensions of Russian popular 

opinion, I follow Stimson, Thiébaut, and Tiberj (2012) – I first estimate the principal 

components on a group of survey items that are expected to be most closely related to 

the regime support dimension, and I then repeat the process with the attitudes 

associated with the contentious sentiments dimension. As I expect that these principal 

and residual dimensions are correlated, this approach ensures that the separate 

principal components estimates will better isolate the two latent dimensions. A key 

obstacle for this analysis is the problem of missing data, which prevents me from fully 

replicating the aggregate-level analysis at the micro-level. As the closest available 

alternative, I perform the cross-sectional principal components analysis using 26 

surveys between 1996 and 2008, which contain the same set of 24 questions: 10 items 

from the primary concerns, 11 from the current assessments, 1 from the policy 

attitudes, and 2 from the political participation clusters. 

Despite their close overlap, a solution with one dimension for each of the separate 

analyses emerges as the most adequate representation of the underlying constituent 

opinions. Furthermore, in spite of the significant noise of the individual-level survey 

data, the loadings across the various surveys are highly robust to alternative 

specifications and consistent with the findings in the aggregate-level analyses.  
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The pattern of loadings of the survey items on the two dimensions is remarkably 

consistent with the aggregate-level analysis with the dyad ratios algorithm. On the first 

dimension, trust in the president, and positive assessments and expectations about 

politics and economics achieve the highest loadings, while evaluations of family 

finances and preferences about market reforms exhibit somewhat lower positive 

loadings. All loadings on the second dimension are also in the expected direction, and 

exhibit the same substantive patterns as in the aggregate opinion analysis. Favorable 

attitudes towards protest have consistently high positive loadings on this dimension. In 

Table B.1 below, I present these item loadings for five representative surveys, 

conducted at the time of the Russian presidential and parliamentary elections in June 

1996, March 2000, March 2004, March 2008 and December 2011.  

But do the individual-level estimates, extracted with cross-sectional principal 

components, also exhibit the same over-time behavior as the aggregate-level estimates 

of the principal dimension of Russian public opinion, obtained with the dyad ratios 

algorithm? To examine this, I follow Stimson (2002), who compares the over-time 

correlation of dyad ratios estimates with mean factor scores from cross-sectional 

principal components analysis. Rescaled on a 0 to 100 range, the mean factor scores 

represent a micro-level analogue of the aggregate estimates of the main dimensions of 

Russian popular opinion 

Figure B.1 below displays the over-time behavior of the first and second 

dimension mean factor scores extracted with cross-sectional principal components 

analysis to those estimated with the dyad ratios algorithm. The corresponding series 

match each other remarkably well, despite the fact that the individual-level estimates 
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are obtained through a different mode of aggregation, and using a much narrower set 

of items. The correlation among the primary regime support dimension series is 0.96, 

which also implies they relate to the same underlying popular sentiments, and thus 

share the same meaning. The somewhat lower correlation of 0.78 between the residual 

dimension series is due to the greater variability of the cross-sectional estimates, as 

they are based on only three available items from the protest cluster. However, their 

close correspondence to the aggregate series in the right panel of Figure B.1 is 

obvious. Taken together, these analyses confirm that the dimensional estimates 

obtained through these different approaches reflect the same underlying popular 

sentiments and have the same substantive meaning.  

 

Figure B.1: Estimating the Dimensions of Russian Popular Opinion – a Cross-

Method Comparison 
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To test whether the factor scores extracted with the cross-sectional principal 

components analysis predict vote choice, I perform multinomial logit estimates of 

popular support for Russian parties. In addition to the factor scores for the regime 

support and contentious sentiments dimensions, these models include a battery of 

demographic variables (age, gender, education, income, respondent employment 

status) that previous empirical analysis have shown to be important predictors of vote 

choice in Russian elections. Table B.2 shows the estimates for the pro-regime parties, 

and select opposition parties that have appeared in every election since 1996. The base 

category for these estimates is the alternative of non-voting.
1
  

These results confirm that the regime support dimension of Russian opinion has 

been the most robust predictor of vote choice, despite the variability of the individual-

level factor estimates and the inclusion of a wide range of controls. Increases in 

regime support scores have had a positive and significant impact on the probability of 

choosing pro-regime parties (Our Home-Russia, Unity and United Russia) over 

abstaining, while they have been consistently negative for the communist (KPRF) and 

the ultranationalist party LDPR. Regime support has a less consistent effects on the 

chances of choosing the liberal-democratic party Yabloko over non-voting, in line 

with the party’s vacillations between moderate pro-regime and anti-regime positions. 

Estimates for the second, contentious sentiments dimension also follow the predicted 

pattern. They tend to be positive for the communist KPRF and the ultranationalist 

                                                 
1
 The use of the non-voting option as base category provides a tougher test of the robustness of the 

regime support and contentious sentiments dimensions as predictors of vote choice. This is because the 

choice of a specific party versus abstaining does not necessarily align along these dimensions. 

Alternative estimates where the pro-regime party is the base category have yielded results that even 

more strongly support theoretical claims developed here (results available on demand).  
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LDPR and negative for Yabloko, but achieve significance only occasionally, 

highlighting the more variable impact of this dimension of Russian political 

competition.  

A range of other specifications, which included estimation using alternative 

models and additional controls, such as ethnicity and regional dummies, have yielded 

very similar results to the ones presented in Table B.2. I have also estimated models of 

presidential vote choice and these have yielded results in line to the ones presented 

here (results available on demand).  
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Table B.1: The Two Dimensions of Russian Popular Opinion: Cross-sectional Principal Components Analyses 

 

 

July 1996 March 2000 March 2004 March 2008 December 2011 

  Dim.1 Dim. 2 Dim.1 Dim. 2 Dim.1 Dim. 2 Dim.1 Dim. 2 Dim.1 Dim. 2 

Trust in the President 0.33 
 

0.23 
 

0.28 
 

0.27 
   

Trust in the Government 0.28 
 

0.24 
 

0.25 
 

0.28 
   

Assessment of the current economic situation 0.28 
 

0.29 
 

0.31 
 

0.32 
 

0.40 
 

Assessments of the local economic situation 0.28 
 

0.28 
 

0.26 
 

0.28 
 

0.36 
 

Assessments of the current political situation 0.23 
 

0.20 
 

0.25 
 

0.31 
 

0.34 
 

Current financial condition of respondents' families 0.26 
 

0.29 
 

0.28 
 

0.28 
 

0.36 
 

Expectations about life next year 0.29 
 

0.32 
 

0.32 
 

0.28 
   

Expectations about the economy in the coming months 0.34 
 

0.35 
 

0.34 
 

0.34 
 

0.39 
 

Expectations about politics in the coming months 0.34 
 

0.36 
 

0.31 
 

0.32 
 

0.38 
 

Preferences about market reforms 0.26 
 

0.26 
 

0.28 
 

0.23 
   

How bearable is the current situation 0.32 
 

0.34 
 

0.34 
 

0.29 
 

0.34 
 

Respondent personal mood 0.23 
 

0.27 
 

0.22 
 

0.25 
 

0.24 
 

Willingness to vote in presidential elections 
  

0.01 
 

0.07 
     

Expectations about protests with econ. demands 
 

0.71 
 

0.64 
 

0.65 
 

0.63 
 

0.68 

Willingness to participate in protests in local area 
 

0.71 
 

0.44 
 

0.43 
 

0.52 
 

0.39 

Expectations about protests with political demands 
   

0.63 
 

0.63 
 

0.57 
 

0.63 

Eigenvalue 4.86 1.33 3.82 1.61 3.94 1.73 4.28 1.72 3.52 1.71 

Percent variance explained 40 66 29.37 53.6 30.31 57.57 35.66 57.27 44.01 57.02 

Correlation between dimensions -0.31 -20.29 -0.17 -0.12 -0.26 
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Table B.2: Multinomial Logit Estimates of Vote Choice in Russia (Non-voting as Base Category) 

 

July 1996 March 2000 March 2004 

Our 

Home 

Russia 

KPRF LDPR Yabloko Unity KPRF LDPR Yabloko 
United 

Russia 
KPRF LDPR Yabloko 

Regime support 
0.42 

(0.07)** 

-0.40 

(0.06)** 

-0.20 

(0.08)* 

0.22 

(0.05)** 

0.21 

(0.05)** 

-0.25 

(0.05)** 

-0.06 

(0.11) 

0.03 

(0.07) 

0.25 

(0.04)** 

-0.26 

(0.06)** 

-0.16 

(0.06)* 

0.02 

(0.12) 

Contentious 

sentiments 

-0.19 

(0.13) 

0.19 

(0.09)* 

0.15 

(0.14) 

0.01 

(0.10) 

-0.20 

(0.07)** 

0.03 

(0.07) 

-0.05 

(0.14) 

-0.09 

(0.10) 

-0.05 

(0.06) 

-0.01 

(0.08) 

-0.07 

(0.09) 

-0.14 

(0.14) 

Age 
0.12 

(0.04)** 

0.11 

(0.04)** 

0.16 

(0.07)* 

0.09 

(0.04)* 

0.12 

(0.03)** 

0.23 

(0.04)** 

-0.02 

(0.06) 

0.03 

(0.05) 

0.08 

(0.03)** 

0.21 

(0.07)** 

0.04 

(0.05) 

0.01 

(0.08) 

Age squared 
-0.0009 

(0.0005)+ 

-0.0007 

(0.0004) 

-0.0020 

(0.0009)* 

-0.0008 

(0.0005) 

-0.0013 

(0.0004)** 

-0.0019 

(0.0004)** 

0.0002 

(0.0007) 

-0.0002 

(0.0005) 

-0.0005 

(0.0003)+ 

-0.0012 

(0.0006)+ 

-0.0005 

(0.0006) 

0.0003 

(0.0008) 

Education 
0.38 

(0.21)+ 

-0.31 

(0.17)+ 

-0.46 

(0.28)+ 

0.51 

(0.23)* 

-0.32 

(0.18)+ 

-0.45 

(0.17)** 

-0.57 

(0.32)+ 

0.30 

(0.25) 

0.40 

(0.14)** 

0.86 

(0.19)** 

0.14 

(0.18) 

1.49 

(0.27)** 

Female 
0.07 

(0.23) 

-0.32 

(0.20) 

-1.14 

(0.32)** 

0.07 

(0.23) 

-0.36 

(0.18)* 

-0.55 

(0.19)** 

-1.00 

(0.35)** 

-0.48 

(0.27)+ 

0.41 

(0.15)** 

-0.62 

(0.22)** 

-0.51 

(0.28)+ 

-0.27 

(0.37) 

State employee 
0.14 

(0.29) 

0.20 

(0.28) 

0.14 

(0.36) 

0.10 

(0.28) 

0.73 

(0.22)** 

0.35 

(0.27) 

0.89 

(0.48)+ 

0.38 

(0.33) 

0.57 

(0.19)** 

1.12 

(0.36)** 

0.55 

(0.35) 

0.84 

(0.52) 

Pensioner 
0.12 

(0.54) 

0.32 

(0.44) 

0.77 

(0.60) 

0.35 

(0.55) 

0.90 

(0.36)* 

0.59 

(0.36) 

-0.40 

(0.89) 

0.87 

(0.42)* 

0.47 

(0.28)+ 

1.14 

(0.40)** 

0.68 

(0.46) 

0.64 

(0.64) 

Unemployed 
-0.98 

(0.46)* 

-0.65 

(0.42) 

-1.07 

(0.56)+ 

-0.97 

(0.47)* 

0.15 

(0.32) 

0.05 

(0.38) 

0.86 

(0.57) 

0.12 

(0.61) 

-0.27 

(0.33) 

1.41 

(0.58)* 

0.47 

(0.55) 

1.27 

(0.73)+ 

Student 
-1.73 

(0.95)+ 

0.15 

(0.58) 

-2.98 

(1.10)** 

-1.43 

(0.51)** 

-0.24 

(0.55) 

-0.42 

(0.97) 

-1.09 

(0.94) 

0.48 

(0.67) 

-0.41 

(0.38) 

3.71 

(1.24)** 

0.17 

(0.59) 

-0.96 

(1.17) 

Income (std.) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-0.07 

(0.11) 

-0.48 

(0.16)** 

0.07 

(0.19) 

0.25 

(0.10)* 

-0.34 

(0.15)* 

0.10 

(0.14) 

-0.11 

(0.17) 

0.05 

(0.13) 

Constant 
-5.89 

(1.03)** 

-3.44 

(0.97)** 

-3.47 

(1.42)* 

-4.51 

(0.97)** 

-2.61 

(0.87)** 

-6.05 

(0.99)** 

-0.84 

(1.34) 

-3.24 

(1.17)** 

-4.32 

(0.66)** 

-11.56 

(2.05)** 

-3.20 

(1.06)** 

-7.38 

(2.06)** 

Observations 2277 2273 2352 

Log-likelihood -4105.94 -3961.07 -3918.81 

Note: Entries represent logit coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01. 



 

329 

Table B.2: Multinomial logit estimates of vote choice in Russia (non-voting as base category) – continued 
 March 2008 December 2011 

 United 

Russia 
KPRF LDPR Yabloko 

United 

Russia 
KPRF LDPR Yabloko 

Regime Support 
0.36 

(0.06)** 

-0.11 

(0.08) 

-0.04 

(0.11) 

0.73 

(0.43)+ 

0.38 

(0.07)** 

-0.14 

(0.08)+ 

-0.10 

(0.10) 

-0.12 

(0.30) 

Contentious 

Sentiments 

-0.05 

(0.09) 

0.18 

(0.14) 

0.32 

(0.16)* 

-1.24 

(0.60)* 

-0.13 

(0.09) 

0.14 

(0.10) 

0.11 

(0.13) 

0.20 

(0.28) 

Age 
0.13 

(0.04)** 

0.21 

(0.07)** 

0.17 

(0.09)+ 

0.61 

(0.25)* 

0.66 

(0.24)** 

0.56 

(0.29)+ 

1.10 

(0.38)** 

-0.03 

(0.51) 

Age Squared 
-0.0011 

(0.0004)** 

-0.0013 

(0.0007)* 

-0.0022 

(0.0010)* 

-0.0069 

(0.0026)** 

0.0001 

(0.0002) 

0.0003 

(0.0002)* 

-0.0004 

(0.0003)+ 

0.0002 

(0.0003) 

Education 
-0.16 

(0.22) 

-0.14 

(0.27) 

0.05 

(0.29) 

0.73 

(0.53) 

0.80 

(0.20)** 

0.94 

(0.20)** 

0.77 

(0.25)** 

2.09 

(0.53)** 

Female 
0.22 

(0.23) 

-0.53 

(0.35) 

-1.86 

(0.44)** 

-1.04 

(1.30) 

0.03 

(0.24) 

-0.54 

(0.27)* 

-1.02 

(0.36)** 

0.07 

(0.54) 

State employee 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pensioner 
0.92 

(0.44)* 

0.50 

(0.57) 

1.96 

(0.88)* 

4.46 

(1.43)** 

-0.58 

(0.46) 

-0.18 

(0.45) 

0.26 

(0.60) 

-0.30 

(1.00) 

Unemployed 
0.23 

(0.45) 

-14.99 

(0.54)** 

0.57 

(0.85) 

-12.85 

(0.79)** 

-1.34 

(0.66)* 

-0.24 

(0.67) 

-0.02 

(0.83) 

-14.20 

(0.70)** 

Student 
0.71 

(0.59) 

2.56 

(1.09)* 

1.75 

(0.80)* 

4.97 

(1.12)** 

0.49 

(0.69) 

-13.82 

(0.67)** 

2.31 

(0.81)** 

0.89 

(1.40) 

Income (std.) 
-0.07 

(0.12) 

-0.55 

(0.32)+ 

0.09 

(0.20) 

-0.03 

(0.33) 

-0.28 

(0.12)* 

-0.18 

(0.13) 

-0.11 

(0.14) 

-0.03 

(0.14) 

Constant 
-2.91 

(0.93)** 

-7.63 

(2.02)** 

-4.22 

(1.79)* 

-20.69 

(5.93)** 

-3.07 

(0.69)** 

-4.18 

(0.72)** 

-4.27 

(0.83)** 

-7.43 

(2.02)** 

Observations 948 1136 

Log-likelihood -1214.84 -1693.50 

Note: Entries represent logit coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01. 
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APPENDIX C 

VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY OF THE CANDIDATE VALENCE SCALE 

For the analysis of voting behavior in Chapter 7, I employ a measure of 

candidate valence constructed by summing the number of times Russian respondents 

selected a candidate as “best” for dealing with a particular problem, like the economy, 

crime or the problem with Chechnya. In this appendix, I examine the appropriateness 

of this measure in detail. One particular concern is that the use of the additive scale 

could induce some biases as voters’ evaluations of candidate abilities across these 

various substantive areas might have an unequal effect on their overall assessment of a 

candidate. For example, voters might be considerably more likely to support a 

candidate who they believe is “best” able to handle the economy as opposed to dealing 

with crime. If this is the case, the use of the additive valence scale might be inducing 

non-linearity in the relationship between candidate valence and voters’ utilities – not 

the voters’ risk-aversions, as hypothesized by this dissertation.  

To examine this, I estimate a principal components latent candidate valence 

measure from the individual competence scores. As the different aspects of candidate 

can have different loadings on this latent competence variable, this allows us to assess 

whether the additive measure is appropriate and whether it introduced any artificial 

non-linearities in the analyses in Chapter 7. Specifically, if perceived competence in 

the some areas contributes much more to the overall assessments of candidate ability, 

we should observe highly unequal loadings on the latent dimension. Furthermore, the 

latent valence scale obtained from the principal components analysis would not 



 

331 

closely match the additive valence scales and would not produce the same results as in 

Chapter 7. I examine these issues in turn.  

First, in Table C.1 below, I display the principal component loadings of the 

assessments in different competence areas on the latent competence scales for each 

candidate in the 1996 and 2000 presidential elections in Russia. These results show 

that evaluations in the diverse competence areas had very similar association with the 

voters’ latent impressions of overall candidate competence. The great majority of the 

estimated loadings for the 1996 election are constrained to a relatively narrow range 

between 0.35 and 0.40; for the 2000 election, the range of component loadings is even 

narrower and hovers around 0.40. This strongly suggests that the voters’ competence 

perceptions across the various areas all provide a relatively equal contribution to their 

global assessments of candidate valence.  

Such results are to be expected. As Green and Jennings (2011) show, voters 

routinely use their judgments of a party or candidate competence in one area to 

estimate their ability in other domains.  For instance, if a candidate is perceived as 

capable in dealing with security risks, voters are prone to think that she might be 

equally competent in managing other areas, like the economy. From the perspective of 

the present study, this “transfer” of competence ratings has the effect of equalizing 

their impact on the overall assessments of candidate ability, thus justifying the use of 

the additive valence scale.  

As a second test of this thesis, I compare the additive valence scale used in 

Chapter 7 with the valence scales obtained from the principal components scores. The 

correlations between these scales for each candidate in the 1996 and 2000 Russian 
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presidential elections are provided in Table C.2 below. These results suggest that these 

two scales are practically indistinguishable from each other.  For both elections, the 

correlations between the additive and principal components scales for the front-runner 

candidates is greater than 0.99; even for the second-tier candidates, the correlations are 

always greater than 0.95. This once again confirms the additive scale reflects the same 

latent competence construct as the principal components measure that can 

accommodate unequal contributions from its constituent components.  

As a final test to verify this, I re-estimate the full conditional logit models of the 

popular vote in the 1996 and 2000 Russian presidential elections from Tables 7.5 and 

7.6 of Chapter 7, using the principal components measure of candidate valence 

discussed in this appendix. The results, provided in Tables C.3 and C.4 below strongly 

confirm the expectation that the additive valence scale is appropriate for this analysis. 

The results obtained with the principal components candidate competence scale, 

displayed in these tables are almost identical to the estimates obtained with the 

additive scale in Chapter 7. 

 



 

333 

Table C.1: Principal Components Loadings of the Various Competence Areas on the 

Latent Candidate Valence Scales 

 

1996 Election 

 

Yeltsin Zyuganov Lebed Yavlinskii Zhirinovski 

Handle the Economy 0.40 0.39 0.40 0.38 0.44 

Tackle Unemployment 0.42 0.37 0.42 0.41 0.36 

Deal with Crime 0.39 0.37 0.34 0.30 0.33 

Foreign Policy  0.37 0.39 0.38 0.38 0.39 

Deal with Chechnya 0.33 0.36 0.33 0.33 0.28 

Guarantee Democracy 0.34 0.35 0.37 0.40 0.38 

Stability 0.39 0.40 0.40 0.43 0.44 

 

2000 Election 

 

Putin Zyuganov Yavlinskii Tuleyev 

 Handle the Economy 0.42 0.42 0.36 0.39 

 Provide Social Guarantees 0.41 0.40 0.43 0.39 

 Deal with Crime 0.41 0.41 0.44 0.40 

 Foreign Policy 0.41 0.41 0.40 0.43 

 Deal with Chechnya 0.39 0.40 0.41 0.46 

 Guarantee Democracy 0.42 0.41 0.41 0.39 

 
Note: Each of the competence areas represent dummy variables denoting if a responded singled out 

a given candidate as "best" able to handle the given issue 

 

 

Table C.2: Correlations of the Principal Components and 

Additive Measures of Valence by Candidate 

 

1996 Election 

Yeltsin  0.990 

Zyuganov 0.997 

Lebed 0.957 

Yavlinskii 0.974 

Zhirinovski 0.980 

 

2000 Election 

Putin 0.9998 

Zyuganov 0.9996 

Yavlinskii 0.976 

Tuleyev 0.966 
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Table C.3: Conditional Logit Estimates of the Popular Vote in the 1996 Russian Presidential 

Election (Vote for Yeltsin as Base Category) 

 

Zyuganov Lebed Yavlinskii Zhirinovskii 

Valence: distance from ideal 0.925 (0.004)
**

 

Valence uncertainty 0.962 (0.005)
**

 

Issue distance: regime cleavage 0.935 (0.010)
**

 

Issue distance: left/right scale 0.831 (0.104) 

Issue distance: impose order at all costs 0.968 (0.027) 

Issue distance: keep troops in Chechnya 1.016 (0.022) 

Issue distance: individual vs. state 

responsibility 
0.985 (0.020) 

Partisanship 2.485 (0.461)
**

 

  

Age 1.014 (0.01) 1.003 (0.01) 0.975 (0.01)
*
 0.992 (0.012) 

Male 1.05 (0.24) 1.08 (0.26) 1.09 (0.29) 1.74 (0.55)
+
 

Education 0.78 (0.14) 0.94 (0.17) 0.90 (0.17) 0.65 (0.19) 

Income (standardized) 1.14 (0.39) 0.47 (0.18)
*
 0.97  (0.29) 1.26 (0.35) 

State employee 0.44 (0.17)
*
 0.53 (0.19)

+
 0.94 (0.44) 1.16 (0.58) 

Non-Russian 2.06 (0.79)
+
 1.16 (0.49) 0.87 (0.40) 0.87 (0.50) 

Pensioner 1.46 (0.69) 0.69 (0.33) 1.36 (0.69) 0.72 (0.47) 

Student 0.54 (0.66) 0.74 (0.69) 2.08 (1.43) 1.07 (1.23) 

Settlement size 0.75 (0.07)
**

 0.85 (0.09) 0.93 (0.11) 0.96 (0.13) 

Respondent friendliness 0.99 (0.20) 1.10 (0.25) 1.35 (0.33) 1.10 (0.33) 

Respondent nervousness 0.94 (0.23) 0.68 (0.18) 0.92 (0.29) 0.66 (0.25) 

Respondent sincerity 1.07 (0.34) 0.93 (0.31) 0.73 (0.28) 0.95 (0.32) 

Pressure to vote for Yeltsin 1.57 (0.69) 0.82 (0.40) 1.12 (0.52) 2.31 (1.13)
+
 

Media exposure 1.23 (0.57) 1.34 (0.68) 1.02 (0.60) 0.77 (0.43) 

Fears of Election Consequences 0.92 (0.02)
**

 0.96 (0.02)
+
 0.96 (0.03) 0.90 (0.03)

**
 

     

AIC 2277.9 

BIC 2746.5 

Log-likelihood -1071.0 

Pseudo    0.54 

Number of respondents 1453 

Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; robust standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 
+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 
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Table C.4: Conditional Logit Estimates of the Popular Vote in the 2000 Russian Presidential 

Election (Vote for Putin as Base Category) 

 
Zyuganov Yavlinskii Tuleyev 

Valence: distance from ideal 0.919 (0.01)
**

 

Valence uncertainty 0.917 (0.01)
**

 

Issue distance: regime cleavage 0.884 (0.03)
**

 

Issue distance: left/right scale 0.830 (0.05)
**

 

Issue distance: keep Chechnya at all costs 0.917 (0.04)
*
 

Partisanship 10.929 (3.32)
**

 

    

Age 0.998 (0.02) 0.990 (0.02) 1.008 (0.03) 

Male 1.06 (0.35) 1.64 (0.73) 1.09 (0.89) 

Education 0.71 (0.10)
*
 1.22 (0.16) 1.06 (0.33) 

Income (standardized) 0.81 (0.17) 1.37 (0.30) 0.69 (0.33) 

Non-Russian 0.58 (0.28) 0.63 (0.56) 0.22 (0.14)
*
 

Pensioner 1.36 (0.85) 0.56 (0.47) 1.02 (1.02) 

Student 3.19 (2.88) 3.08 (5.19) 0.00 (0.00)
**

 

State employee 0.81 (0.39) 1.26 (0.85) 0.57 (0.35) 

Settlement size 1.15 (0.14) 1.52 (0.32)
*
 0.98 (0.30) 

Respondent friendliness 1.61 (0.53) 1.06 (0.36) 0.57 (0.39) 

Respondent nervousness 1.01 (0.48) 0.60 (0.30) 1.40 (0.93) 

Respondent sincerity 0.92 (0.45) 0.28 (0.18)
+
 0.83 (0.69) 

Voting pressure at work 1.18 (0.76) 0.48 (0.54) 3.83 (3.40) 

News media exposure 0.80 (0.12) 1.12 (0.25) 0.67 (0.18) 

Fear of election consequences 1.01 (0.04) 1.02 (0.04) 0.98 (0.09) 

    

AIC 746.5 

BIC 1068.1 

Log-likelihood -322.2 

Pseudo    0.77 

Number of respondents 1013 

Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; robust standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 

+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 
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APPENDIX D 

VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY OF THE PRINCIPAL COMPONENTS 

MEASURE OF CANDIDATE DISTANCE ON THE REGIME CLEAVAGE 

In the empirical analysis in Chapter 7, I have extracted candidate and voter 

stances on the regime support scale from a principal components analysis of the 

underlying drivers of this cleavage. To verify that the variables constructed from these 

estimates are valid and reliable measures of the underlying construct, I perform several 

specification checks in this Appendix.  

First, for the 1996 and 2000 Russian presidential elections, I compare the mean 

placements of sympathizers of the major parties along regime support scales derived 

from: (1) the principal components estimates from the Russia Election Studies (RES) 

surveys used for the analyses in Chapter 7; (2) the corresponding principal 

component-derived scales from the Levada Center surveys, which I have shown to be 

a very robust and reliable predictor of the underlying regime support dimension in Part 

II of the dissertation; (3) a direct measure of regime support from the RES surveys for 

the 2000 election. The logic of these comparisons is simple: if the party placements on 

the RES regime support scale derived from principal components estimates closely 

correspond to the Levada and the direct support measures from the 2000 RES 

measures, we can be more confident that they capture the same underlying attitude.
1
  

The results for the 1996 elections, displayed in Figure D.1, clearly indicate that 

the RES and Levada regime scales closely match each other. The placements of all of 

                                                 
1
 For better comparison of these scales, I have rescaled the regime support measures for the 1996 and 

the 2000 elections to have the same range.  
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the major parties not only follow the same order, but they are also almost in the exact 

same positions on the regime support dimension. Mean party placements for the 2000 

election, shown in Figure D.2, largely follow the same order across the three surveys, 

but appear somewhat less aligned. In particular, the sympathizers of parties around the 

middle of the scale appear more variable in their stances, with the mean placements of 

Yabloko and Fatherland supporters switching places in the RES principal components 

scale, as opposed to the Levada and RES direct measure scale. Also, in the RES direct 

measure scale in the bottom panel of Figure D.2, the party positions are more clustered 

around the middle than in the other two scales. Still, these discrepancies might be due 

to the fact that the fieldwork dates for the surveys from which the regimes scale 

measures were derived for the 2000 elections differed more substantially.
2
 Thus, they 

might reflect shifts in attitudes along the regime scale over time, rather than 

differences in the meaning of the scales. Furthermore, the clustering of party positions 

along the center of the regime scale in the case of the direct measure from the RES 

surveys might be a consequence of the various response biases that plague such 

measures, as I have discussed in the data and measurement section in Chapter 7.  

As an additional test of the validity of the principal component derived measures 

of regime support, I re-estimate the vote choice models for the 2000 Russian 

presidential election with the direct measure of regime support for this election. First, 

                                                 
2
 The fieldwork dates for the surveys from which the regimes scales for the 2000 elections were derived 

were: (1) 4/9/2000-6/10/2000 for the principal components-derived RES scale; (2) 3/4/2000-3/17/2000 

for the Levada survey; (3) 12/25/1999-1/31/2000 for the RES survey with the directly measured regime 

scale. In contrast, the fieldwork dates for the surveys from which the regime scale measures from the 

1996 elections were derived were 7/13/1996-9/13/1996 for the RES and 7/1/1996-7/27/1996 for the 

Levada surveys, and were therefore much closer. Therefore, the difference in the mean party 

positioning on the different regime support scales for the 2000 election might be simply a reflection of 

the different timings when these measures were taken during this campaign. 



 

338 

in Table D.1, I compare the linear, risk-neutral and the quadratic, risk-averse 

specification of candidate distance on the directly measured scale of candidate 

distance on regime cleavage.
3
 With AIC almost 50 units lower than the linear 

specification, these estimates indicate that the quadratic loss function has a 

substantially better fit. This confirms that the loss functions calculated with the direct 

and the principal components-derived measures of distance on regime support scale 

follow the same risk-averse pattern.  

Second, I further verify the robustness of the results in Chapter 7 by re-

estimating the full model of vote choice in of vote choice in the 2000 election with the 

direct measure of candidate distances along the regime scale. The results, provided in 

Table D.2 below, are virtually identical with those obtained with the principal 

components scale of regime support in Table 7.6 of Chapter 7. The two sets of 

estimates are both highly significant, and suggest that increasing distance on the 

regime scale decreases the odds of supporting a candidate. Crucially, the magnitude of 

their effects is also very similar, as indicated by the very close estimates of the odds 

ratios for the regime scale distances in Tables D.2 below and Table 7.6 in Chapter 7.  

For a more intuitive presentation of these results, I graphically compare the 

predicted probabilities of candidate support as his distance on the regime scale 

increases.
4
 The resulting plot, shown in Figure D.3, clearly confirms that the regime 

support measures obtained from the direct survey question and the principal 

                                                 
3
 For an easier comparison of the estimates obtained with from the direct measure of candidate distances 

on the regime cleavage and its principal components counterpart, I normalize the former to have the 

same range as the latter.  
4
 As with the other similar plots in Chapter 7, I obtain these estimates for a voter with mean values on 

all other variables apart from distances on the regime support scale.  
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components estimates have virtually the same impact and meaning. The predicted 

probabilities have very similar shapes for both measures; the only difference between 

the two graphs is that the estimates obtained with the direct measure indicate that 

increasing distances on the regime scale led to a sharper drop in predicted vote 

probabilities. Again, the likely reason for this is that people tend to give a narrower 

range of responses on the direct measure of regime support due to the various biases I 

discussed in Chapter 7. As this compresses the range of the scale, increases in the 

candidate distance produces greater drops in the predicted probability of voting for 

them, producing the pattern in the left panel in Figure D.3.  

Taken together, the findings in this Appendix confirm the appropriateness of the 

principal components-derived measures of candidate distance along the regime scale. 

The above specification checks suggest that these are valid and reliable measures of 

regime support, capturing the underlying attitude. Indeed, comparisons with the direct 

measure of regime support for the 2000 election indicate that the principal components 

measure should be preferred, as its indirect mode of estimation avoids the biases and 

scale distortions that plague explicit survey questions on this topic.  
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Figure D.1: Positions of the Russian Parties on the Regime Support Cleavage - 

1995/1996 Elections 
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Figure D.2: Positions of the Russian Parties on the Regime Support Cleavage - 

1999/2000 Elections 
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Table D.1: Conditional Logit Estimates of the Regime Support Scale Distance 

Function in the 2000 Russian Presidential Election (Direct Measure) 

 

Quadratic Specification Linear Specification 

System support scale distance 
0.814 

(0. 035)
**

 

0.842 

(0.149) 

 
  

AIC 3824.7 3873.2 

BIC 3831.3 3879.9 

Log-likelihood -1911.4 -1935.6 

Pseudo    0.013 0.001 

Number of respondents 1374 1374 

 
  

Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 
+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 
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Table D.2: Conditional Logit Estimates of the Popular Vote in the 2000 Russian 

Presidential Election (Vote for Putin as Base Category) 

 

Zyuganov Yavlinskii Tuleyev 

Valence: distance from ideal 0.913 (0.01)
**

 

Valence uncertainty 0.917 (0.01)
**

 

Issue distance: regime cleavage (direct) 0.780 (0.05)
**

 

Issue distance: left/right scale 0.814 (0.05)
**

 

Issue distance: keep Chechnya at all costs 0.901 (0.03)
**

 

Partisanship 9.765 (2.82)
**

 

    

Age 1.000(0.02) 0.994(0.02) 1.014(0.04) 

Male 1.14 (0.38) 1.73 (0.79) 1.19 (0.95) 

Education 0.74 (0.09)
*
 1.24 (0.16) 1.09 (0.33) 

Income (standardized) 0.73 (0.15) 1.33 (0.30) 0.65 (0.32) 

Non-Russian 0.50 (0.24) 0.61 (0.47) 0.15 (0.10)
**

 

Pensioner 1.25 (0.79) 0.49 (0.44) 0.77 (0.84) 

Student 4.94 (4.94) 2.77 (4.70) 0.00 (0.00)
**

 

State employee 0.81 (0.40) 1.35 (0.98) 0.65 (0.40) 

Settlement size 1.09 (0.13) 1.53 (0.33)
*
 0.92 (0.29) 

Respondent friendliness 1.80 (0.57)
+
 1.04 (0.37) 0.56 (0.41) 

Respondent nervousness 0.86 (0.36) 0.58 (0.31) 1.40 (0.93) 

Respondent sincerity 0.84 (0.45) 0.24 (0.16)
*
 0.84 (0.65) 

Voting pressure at work 1.10 (0.61) 0.48 (0.48) 3.86 (3.26) 

News media exposure 0.85 (0.13) 1.15 (0.27) 0.65 (0.18) 

Fear of election consequences 1.00 (0.04) 1.02 (0.04) 0.98 (0.10) 

 
   

AIC 739.0 

BIC 1060.7 

Log-likelihood -318.5 

Pseudo    0.78 

Number of respondents 1014 

Note: Coefficients represent odds ratios; robust standard errors provided in parentheses. 

AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion 

+
p<0.10          

*
p<0.05          

**
p<0.01 
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Figure D.3: Predicted Probabilities of Supporting a Candidate by Distance on the 

Regime Scale - 2000 Russian Presidential Election 
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