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MOBILIZATION CAMPAIGNS AND 
RURAL DEVELOPMENT

The East Asian Model Reconsidered
By KRISTEN E. LOONEY

abstract
Most accounts of East Asian economic growth have focused on the role of developmental 
states in successful industrialization. This article expands and challenges that framework 
by showing that rural policy was different from industrial policy. A key finding is that 
for more than a century, East Asian states have relied on mass mobilization campaigns 
rather than on technocratic planning and market-conforming institutions to achieve rural 
development. Based on case studies of Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and China, the author 
argues that three main factors explain the rise of campaign states: revolutionary traditions, 
rural populism, and policy learning. A brief assessment of outcomes illustrates the payoffs 
and costs of campaigns and the practical considerations that drive them. The author’s 
analysis offers a new perspective on the East Asian model and disputes the widely held 
view that campaigns are tragic exercises in social control, demonstrating instead that they 
were central to the region’s rural transformation.

IntroductIon

SINCE the early 1980s, numerous studies have linked East Asia’s eco-
nomic success to the emergence of developmental states. According 

to this theory, state modernizers in Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan 
determined that catch-up industrialization was essential to national 
survival and for decades treated that goal as their first priority. The state 
played an activist role in delivering growth through coordinated indus-
trial policy, which was formulated by a highly professionalized (Webe-
rian) bureaucracy and enforced by a strong (authoritarian) executive.1 
Despite many criticisms of the model, the developmental state has not 
only remained the dominant framework for understanding the region’s 
political economy, including that of reform-era China (1978–present), 
but has also informed wider debates about the global financial crisis of 
the late 2000s and alternatives to neoliberalism.2

1 The developmental state was first described by Johnson 1982. Other foundational studies include 
Amsden 1989; Chang 1994; Evans 1995; Haggard 1990; Wade 1990; Woo 1991. 

2 On the literature’s evolution, see Haggard 2018.

World Politics 73, no. 2 (April 2021) 205–42   Copyright © 2021 Trustees of Princeton University
doi: 10.1017/S0043887120000258
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206 world polItIcs 

Considering the sheer volume of scholarship on the developmen-
tal state, surprisingly little attention has been paid to the issues of ru-
ral policy and development. Most accounts acknowledge that in East 
Asia, poor farmers benefited from US-backed land reforms and that 
compared with other colonial powers, Japan invested heavily in rural 
infrastructure and institutions, which aided Korean and Taiwanese ag-
ricultural recovery after World War II. Beyond that, some economists 
have detailed agriculture’s contribution to food production, export 
earnings, national income, and tax revenues, but mostly it is assumed 
that the region conformed to W. Arthur Lewis’s dual-sector model in 
which agriculture’s primary function is to supply surplus labor for in-
dustrialization.3 In brief, a deep rural labor pool generates growth by 
ensuring that industrial wages remain low, and once the labor surplus 
is exhausted—a milestone known as the Lewis turning point—rising 
manufacturing costs will trigger economic rebalancing toward services 
and consumption.4 The core assumptions are that agriculture is inher-
ently backward, its value lies in how much it supports other sectors, and 
trickle-down industrialization is what eventually paves the way for rural 
development. Although some scholars have questioned these ideas, the 
developmental state literature has largely ignored agriculture or has fo-
cused on land reform as the region’s most successful rural policy.5

There are two main problems with the conventional wisdom. First, 
it downplays the seriousness of urban bias and rural extraction in East 
Asia, which eroded the countryside’s long-term development pros-
pects and created significant rural-urban disparities. Second, it does 
not account for how East Asian governments dealt with agricultural 
adjustment (the declining performance and size of the rural sector) as 
industrialization deepened. A close examination of rural policy uncov-
ers the limitations of previous research and a curious fact: The North-
east Asian developmental states all attempted to make up for decades 
of rural neglect and to realize development through mass mobiliza-
tion campaigns. From “local improvement” in Meiji Japan to “rural re-
vitalization” in contemporary China, campaigns have been integral to 
the region’s rural transformation for over a century. Yet the use of cam-
paigns—defined as policies demanding high levels of mobilization to 
effect dramatic change—deviates from standard portrayals of the de-
velopmental state as technocratic and market-conforming.6 The timing 

3 For an overview, see Francks 1999.
4 Lewis 1954.
5 Kay 2002.
6 The phrase “market-conforming” is closely associated with Johnson 1982, but it should be noted 

that Amsden 1989 and Wade 1990 rejected that characterization, arguing instead that developmental 
states deliberately got prices wrong and were market-distorting.
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 mobIlIzatIon campaIgns & rural development 207

of campaigns is also puzzling. Many occurred at later stages of industri-
alization, after these regimes had supposedly entered a postrevolution-
ary phase of governance and the rural problem, as per the Lewis model, 
had begun to resolve itself.

This article examines the phenomenon of rural modernization cam-
paigns and argues that they stem from three factors—revolutionary 
traditions, rural populism, and policy learning—each of which pres-
ents a challenge to common understandings of the East Asian model. 
First, in contrast with the classic literature on political development, 
these regimes did not progress linearly toward a more institutionalized,  
rational-legal form of rule. Rather, revolutionary traditions continued 
shaping political discourse, leadership, and practices well into the post-
war period (and for China, into the post-Mao Zedong period). War-
time mobilization tactics were adapted to the tasks of state-building, 
governance, and development, and they were used across the politi-
cal spectrum—among both left- and right-leaning authoritarian re-
gimes in China, Taiwan, and Korea, and in Japan’s more democratic 
context.7 Second, these regimes embraced rural populism to address 
farmers’ grievances and, in some cases, to build a political base in the 
countryside that could counterbalance urban oppositional forces. The 
populist turn in national politics was marked by pro-rural redistributive 
commitments, anti-elitist and nationalist ideologies, personalistic lead-
ers, and activation of the peasant masses. Campaigns, as an expression 
of populism, thus complicate the notion of an East Asian bureaucratic 
authoritarian regime, which by definition is conservative, impersonal, 
and repressive.8 Third, research on the origins of developmental states 
has stressed factors like colonial history, state-building patterns, and se-
curity dilemmas that fostered elite consensus around military readiness 
and economic development.9 Without denying the causal role of those 
variables, this analysis shows that policy borrowing among countries 
has shaped what the East Asian model means just as much as the struc-
tural conditions that gave rise to it in the first place. Attention to pol-
icy learning furthermore reveals that campaigns are part of that model.

The broader implication is that East Asian rural development cannot 
be solely attributed to careful economic planning or to well-designed 
institutions. Nor is it simply a byproduct of marketization and indus-
trialization. The literature on land reform fits both narratives, insofar 
as it emphasizes property rights, production incentives, and the transfer 

7 Following Huntington 1965, many scholars have disputed the link between modernization and 
institutionalization, yet the idea of Leninist regimes transitioning to a postrevolutionary phase has 
rarely been challenged; see Lowenthal 1970 and Lowenthal 1983. 

8 Cumings 1984; O’Donnell 1973. 
9 Doner, Ritchie, and Slater 2005; Kohli 2004; Vu 2007; Waldner 1999.
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of surplus labor and capital to industry.10 Interestingly, apart from the 
communist cases, existing Western scholarship hardly acknowledges 
that land reform was itself a campaign that produced varied results. It 
led to a short-term boost in agricultural productivity followed by slower 
growth rates, owing to the displacement of landlords who supported 
the local economy and a reduction in average farm size, which, com-
bined with discriminatory pricing policies, made it nearly impossible to 
survive on farm income alone.11 Indeed, East Asia’s experience of ru-
ral development has been considerably more mixed than its stellar re-
cord of industrial development. The countryside’s prospects improved 
when rural development was treated as a deliberate policy goal. But in-
creased investment, subsidies, and other protection measures (all typ-
ical components of an agricultural adjustment program) are only part  
of the story. A key point of divergence from the developmental state lit-
erature and from development economics more generally is the means 
by which rural development was pursued—mobilization tactics that 
align more with Maoism or Leninism than with Japanese industrial  
policy.12

In addition to explaining the political logic behind campaigns, a sec-
ondary contribution of this article is to assess their efficacy and functional 
appeal. The campaigns that I examine aimed to achieve breakthroughs 
in rural economic and infrastructure development: to stimulate produc-
tion, to raise incomes, and to improve access to quality roads, electricity, 
water, sanitation, and housing. The effect on production and incomes 
was ultimately marginal, but in all cases the rural-built environment 
was totally transformed, sometimes appropriately and voluntarily and 
sometimes not. Variation within the region and the contingent nature 
of success imply that campaigns are risky, working only when there is 
centralized bureaucratic control alongside decentralized rural partici-
pation. But even then, the state’s vision may be plagued by vague and 
utopian goals that are unattainable no matter how or where implemen-
tation occurs. A review of cases from across the world, including Chi-
na’s Great Leap Forward in the late 1950s, which resulted in tens of 
millions of famine deaths, underscores the point that campaigns often 
fail. They are difficult to launch, still harder to sustain, and can easily 
succumb to excesses, such as economic dysfunction, political persecu-
tion, social alienation, and violence.

Nevertheless, East Asian officials and scholars frequently describe 

10 See, for example, Studwell 2013.
11 Bramall 2004.
12 For Bates 1981 and Lipton 1976, the solution to urban bias is less (not more) state intervention.
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 mobIlIzatIon campaIgns & rural development 209

campaigns as vehicles for social cooperation and national moderniza-
tion, a view at odds with Western ideas about their illiberal and de-
structive tendencies. What explains this discrepancy and why, despite 
so many problems, do campaigns persist? The promise of campaigns is 
that by galvanizing and directing the country’s resources toward certain 
ends, they can deliver greater change to more places in a shorter time 
frame than market forces alone or politics as usual would produce. By 
demanding immediate and visible results, they can overcome bureau-
cratic inertia and demonstrate state power. Moreover, there is sufficient 
historical evidence to suggest these payoffs are real. This is not to say 
that skepticism of campaigns is unfounded, but skepticism should not 
be grounds for dismissing this important mode of state-society inter-
action. Doing so reinforces a picture of East Asian development that is 
not entirely accurate.

The following discussion of East Asia covers Japan, South Korea, 
Taiwan, and China. The outcome of interest is mobilization campaigns 
and the main unit of analysis is the region rather than individual coun-
tries. Country-level observations are treated as sub-cases or within-case 
sources of evidence for the argument. North Korea, while no stranger 
to campaigns, is excluded because of the limited availability of informa-
tion and because it is not regarded as a developmental state. The study 
draws from archival and documentary materials collected during field-
work as well as from secondary sources published in English, Korean, 
and Chinese. The article begins by addressing the limits of existing the-
ory. It next elaborates the central argument about the origins of rural 
modernization campaigns and then turns to the payoffs and costs as-
sociated with them. The conclusion reflects on the concept of an East 
Asian model.

developmental states In rural socIetIes

Most accounts of East Asia’s rural transformation privilege the role of  
initial conditions, land reform, and developmental states in providing 
an institutional foundation for growth. Although this perspective is not 
incorrect, it is incomplete. Less well known is the history of state-spon-
sored campaigns to protect and develop the countryside, where farmers 
had long suffered from exploitative policies often perpetuated by the 
same state actors subsequently trying to undo them. In other words, 
developmental states were not always good for development and the 
way they operated did not always accord with institutional explanations 
of change.
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exIstIng theory

To be sure, the spread of similar institutions across the region led to ex-
traordinary gains in agricultural production. In Japan, South Korea, and 
Taiwan, these included smallholder farming systems grounded in pri-
vate property rights, comprehensive extension services maintained by 
technocratic bureaucracies and encompassing farmers’ organizations, 
and extensive state control over rice and staple foods. These circum-
stances enabled the transfer of resources throughout the economy and 
facilitated broad-based growth in agriculture. In the 1950s, production 
quickly returned to and then surpassed prewar peak levels. Agricul-
ture’s average annual growth rate was 3 percent in Japan (1955–1970), 
3.5 percent in South Korea (1954–1973), and 4.6 percent in Taiwan 
(1952–1967). In contrast, the global average for the period 1952–1971 
was just 2.7 percent.13

In China, the move away from socialist agriculture after 1978 brought 
sweeping institutional reforms and impressive production gains. Collec-
tive farms and the grain-rationing system were dismantled, household 
farming and rural markets were introduced, new economic activities 
were encouraged (for example, township and village enterprises), and 
technocrats at all levels of the party-state were promoted.14 In many 
ways, China started resembling its neighbors, not least in terms of eco-
nomic performance. China’s average annual growth rate for agriculture 
was 3.9 percent (1984–2006), again higher than the global average of 
2.7 percent for that exact period. Even more noteworthy, during the 
early transition years (1978–1984), agriculture grew 10 percent annu-
ally, causing the share of the rural population living in absolute poverty 
to be cut in half—from 31 percent to 15 percent, or from 250 million 
people to 128 million people—a historic achievement in global pov-
erty reduction.15

These outcomes notwithstanding, the effects of initial conditions, 
land reform, and developmental states on the rural sector were far from 
uniformly positive. Regarding initial conditions, on the one hand, an 
important legacy of the region’s prewar (and pre-reform) rural mod-
ernization efforts was effective state penetration of the countryside. In 
Meiji Japan (1868–1912) as well as in colonial Taiwan (1895–1945) 
and in Korea (1910–1945), state authorities built advanced systems of 
transport, taxation, finance, education, and administration. In agricul-
ture, they expanded on grassroots innovations and infrastructure, aiding 

13 Figures from Ban, Moon, and Perkins 1980, 16, 35–39; Francks 1999, 38; Yager 1988, 51–52. 
14 Kelliher 1992; Oi 1999.
15 Bramall 2009, 340, 447. Global average from World Bank 2019. 
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the diffusion of technologies through cultivating landlords and state-
controlled farmers’ organizations. And although many policies were 
met with resistance, local communities were brought into ever closer 
contact with the state.16 Similarly, in China under Mao (1949–1976), 
the rural population was quickly incorporated into the state administra-
tion. By the mid-1950s, over 90 percent of administrative villages had 
functioning Chinese Communist Party (ccp) committees, and a com-
parable share of farm households had entered into officially mandated 
cooperatives (precursors to collective farms or people’s communes).17 
These institutions were at times strongly ideological and hostile toward 
science, but they also oversaw major advances in irrigation and green 
revolution technologies, such as improved seed varieties and chemical 
inputs.18 Thus, in all these cases, later generations of modernizers ben-
efited from preexisting resources for development.

On the other hand, throughout the Japanese empire, farmers suf-
fered from exploitative tenancy relations and excessive state extraction, 
which offset the advantages of higher yields. In Korea, between 1915 
and 1933, increased rice exports to Japan caused a 35 percent drop in 
per capita consumption and over the next decade, more than a mil-
lion people affected by food shortages migrated to Japan or Manchu-
ria.19 The situation for Taiwan’s farmers was less precarious due to lower 
population density, fewer absentee landlords, and greater off-farm em-
ployment, but Japan still controlled Taiwan’s rural economy, especially 
rice and sugar, and tenant farmers paid at least half of their main crop 
in rent. The plight of tenant farmers in Japan was not much better. In 
the 1920s–1930s, faced with exorbitant rents and volatile prices, they 
formed thousands of tenant unions to curb the power of landlords and 
local political elites. But as most groups were suppressed or absorbed by 
the state, they were largely unsuccessful.20 Postwar efforts to rehabili-
tate the region’s rural institutions were consequently hindered by a cer-
tain level of public distrust. In South Korea, many people welcomed the 
collapse of the colonial agricultural bureaucracy, and it was not until the 
1960s that a national farmers’ organization was reestablished (with min-
imal fanfare).21 Likewise, in Maoist China, many development achieve-
ments were wiped out by excessive extraction, population growth, and 
political extremism. With the advent of reform, Chinese farmers cele-

16 Francks 1999; Ho 1978; Keidel 1981. 
17 Bernstein 1967.
18 Bramall 2009; Schmalzer 2016.
19 Burmeister 1988, 34; Keidel 1981, 20.
20 Ladejinsky 1977.
21 Ban, Moon, and Perkins 1980, 269–75.
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brated the demise of institutions that symbolized past hardships. And 
attempts to adapt old institutions to the new economy, for example, by 
marketizing rural cooperatives, failed to gain traction.22

The contributions of land reform and decollectivization to rural de-
velopment, while significant, have been exaggerated by scholars. In Ja-
pan, South Korea, and Taiwan, land reform turned most tenant farmers 
into land owners. It stabilized the countryside politically, improved 
the distribution of income, and compelled former landlords to trans-
fer their wealth to industry, but the effect on agriculture was mixed. 
Whereas some studies assert that land reform raised agricultural output 
and incomes, others suggest that these outcomes were not due to land 
reform per se, and that its main effect was to reduce farm size (typically 
to less than one hectare). The reforms strengthened producer incentives 
in the short term, but extreme parcelization of land limited the pros-
pects for long-term growth and forced many families to seek sources 
of non-farm income. Perhaps the biggest legacy of land reform was to 
lock in place the position of small farmers. It helped the region to avoid 
the problem of bimodal development (a wealth gap between large com-
mercial farmers and small subsistence farmers) but also impeded mech-
anization and even modest economies of scale, causing growth rates to 
level off. The same was true in China, where decollectivization granted 
land-use rights to individual households, a change that promised greater 
freedom despite falling short of privatization. After an initial produc-
tivity burst, agricultural growth rates slowed considerably. The 3.9 per-
cent average (1984–2006) mentioned above, though higher than most 
countries, was just one point above pre-reform levels (the annual aver-
age for 1963–1981 was 2.9 percent), indicating that smaller farms were 
not necessarily more efficient. Additionally, in the four countries, rural 
income growth was mostly tied to non-farm wages, and the reforms of-
fered no solution to urban bias or to the rural-urban divide.23

There is a misconception that East Asia’s developmental states did 
not exploit agriculture, but the notion that they achieved “growth with 
equity” through an “agriculture-oriented” development strategy has a 
long history in development economics.24 Its influence is also evident 
in contemporary policy discussions in other regions. Ethiopia’s govern-
ment, for example, has promoted an agricultural development-led in-
dustrialization policy said to have been inspired by the East Asian (as 

22 Clegg 2006.
23 For opposing views, see Bramall 2004; Griffin, Khan, and Ickowitz 2002. Figures from Bramall 

2009, 340. 
24 Fei, Ranis, and Kuo 1979; Kuznets 1988. 
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well as South and Southeast Asian) cases, where pro-poor, pro-rural 
policies preceded industrialization.25 To clarify, East Asia’s income dis-
tribution was, for a time, remarkably egalitarian. The degree of urban 
bias—as measured by rural-urban differences in capital stocks, govern-
ment expenditures, public services, and price and exchange rate distor-
tions—was also less severe than in other parts of the world.26 But still, 
urban bias was fundamental to East Asian agricultural policy.

The nominal and relative rates of assistance for agriculture (nra and 
rra, respectively), which compare domestic farm prices to international 
market prices and non-farm product prices, were negative in South Ko-
rea and Taiwan until about 1970 and in China until about 2000, im-
plying that the main concern of these governments before then was to 
extract a rural surplus for industrialization.27 Agriculture in postwar Ja-
pan was protected from the outset, although prior to the war it was 
similarly exploited. In the 1870s–1890s, agriculture provided up to 91 
percent of total direct taxes, amounting to roughly 15 percent of ag-
ricultural gdp, yet it received less than 2 percent of total government 
subsidies. In the 1900s–1930s, industry shouldered a larger tax burden, 
albeit usually no more than 2 to 4 percent of industrial gdp, and it con-
tinued receiving the lion’s share of government investment. The result 
was a serious deterioration in Japanese farmers’ relative income posi-
tion. In 1885, farm households earned 24 percent less than non-farm 
households; by 1930, the difference was 68 percent.28

This pattern repeats in postwar South Korea and Taiwan, where in 
addition to direct taxes, farmers paid hidden taxes through an official 
rice-fertilizer barter system managed by the national farmers’ organiza-
tion, which was essentially the only channel for buying or selling those 
items. These two countries furthermore imported massive amounts of 
cheap food from the US under its 1954 Agricultural Trade Develop-
ment and Assistance Act (Public Law 480, or the Food for Peace pro-
gram), as did Japan, which depressed domestic farm prices but appeased 
urban consumers, industrialists, and other groups interested in keep-
ing food and wage costs down.29 And in China, rural reform resulted in 
less state control over agriculture, but also in a continuation of the de-
velopmental squeeze. For most of the 1980s and 1990s, only about 3 

25 Routley 2014.
26 Anderson 2009; Bezemer and Headey 2008.
27 The NRA compares domestic and international farm product prices, while the RRA compares 

the NRAs of farm and nonfarm products; negative values suggest anti-agricultural bias; estimates 
available in Anderson 2009, 87–92, 373; Francks 1999, 42.

28 Anderson 2009, 103–107.
29 Hsiao 1981. 
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percent of central investment in China went toward agriculture, with 
the expectation that local officials would raise their own development 
funds. Many imposed onerous taxes on farmers and used the money for 
local industry rather than for public goods. The quality of rural roads, 
schools, and clinics declined, and the rural-urban gap widened. Heavy 
“peasant burdens” gradually gave rise to widespread social unrest.30

In summary, East Asia’s developmental states successfully stimulated 
agricultural production, but like developing countries elsewhere, they 
sacrificed farmers’ interests for industrialization. The institutions re-
sponsible for rural economic growth (local governments and farmers’ 
organizations) were used to implement discriminatory price, trade, and 
investment policies, leading to uneven progress along different dimen-
sions of development. Growth in agricultural production was generally 
not matched by similar gains in rural incomes, welfare, and infrastruc-
ture. It should be noted that strong rural-urban linkages in Japan, 
Taiwan, and coastal China provided farmers with more economic op-
portunities than was the case in South Korea or in the Chinese interior. 
But in all these places, rising rural-urban inequality fueled popular dis-
content, and the difficulties of agricultural adjustment were magnified 
by the pace of economic change. In South Korea, for example, it took 
less than three decades for agriculture’s share of gdp to fall from 40 per-
cent to 7 percent, compared with it taking a full century or longer to fall 
similarly in early industrializing countries.31

A purely technocratic response to the agricultural adjustment prob-
lem would have been to create a more favorable policy environment for 
agriculture akin to that of the industrial sector: a state-led but market-
conforming development strategy based on targeted investments, skills 
promotion, and other sector-based coordination and support measures. 
Instead, technocratic and mobilizational politics were fused together. 
The governments of Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and China did not 
just offer a plan-rational fix to the rural problem—they harnessed the 
power of the masses to transform the face of the countryside.

the rIse of campaIgn states

State-led campaigns are policies that rely on intensive mobilization to 
achieve dramatic change. Although bureaucratic mobilization is central 
to all campaigns, the degree of popular mobilization may vary based 

30 Bernstein and Lü 2003; O’Brien and Li 2006. Central investment data available in Zhongguo 
nongcun tongji nianjian 2013, 77–78.

31 OECD 2012, 33.
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on campaign targets.32 Early scholarship on Mao-era China classified 
campaigns as “ideological,” “struggle,” or “economic” in nature. Charles 
Cell accordingly defines the concept as “an organized mobilization of 
collective action aimed at transforming thought patterns, class/power 
relationships and/or economic institutions and productivity.” Cell fur-
ther notes that despite having fuzzy parameters, all campaigns involve 
“increased intensity of activity beyond what is expected in regular work 
and living routines.”33 Similarly, Gordon Bennett describes the Chinese 
term yundong (campaign) as “a government-sponsored effort to storm 
and eventually overwhelm strong but vulnerable barriers to the progress 
of socialism through intensive mass mobilization and active personal 
commitment.”34

Writing from a broader historical perspective, Julia Strauss docu-
ments the many meanings of yundong—physical exercise, military oper-
ations, social movements, and efforts by the ccp and kmt (Kuomintang, 
or the Chinese Nationalist Party) to mobilize the populations they con-
trolled. She explains that today, yundong, in the sense of campaign, re-
fers to “the state’s extraordinary mobilization of people and resources 
to implement a specific program to accomplish particular goals in a de-
fined period of time.” Moreover, campaigns constitute a “modality of 
policy implementation” that relies on the bureaucracy while also di-
verging from it in terms of “extraordinary mobilization, sharp focus, 
compressed time scale, and sidestepping rules.”35 Adding to this in-
sight, campaigns are used to try to circumvent institutional constraints 
to change by reordering and augmenting existing power structures or 
by creating new structures that incorporate extra-institutional actors, 
such as local activists, organizations, and interest groups. Campaigns 
may therefore resemble social movements, but they differ because of 
the state’s preeminent role in their execution. And contrary to official 
claims of popular spontaneity, there is usually a coercive element dictat-
ing mass participation. This conceptualization can be usefully applied 
to cases that predate Chinese communism and to cases outside China.36

Building on these works, I define rural modernization campaigns as 
policies aimed at overhauling agrarian society through intensive bu-
reaucratic and popular mobilization. Common in authoritarian states, 

32 The campaigns under examination all entailed popular mobilization, but for campaigns generally, 
the popular element may be absent if the main target is the bureaucracy itself or if officials neglect or 
fail to induce participation.

33 Cell 1977, 7–9.
34 Bennett 1976, 18.
35 Strauss 2020, 20–25, quotes on 22, 25.
36 On Chinese late imperial campaigns, see Wong 2001.
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though by no means limited to them, examples include land reforms, 
green revolutions, cooperative movements, collectivization schemes, 
and mass literacy, health, and sanitation drives. Rural modernization 
campaigns often exhibit both hard and soft qualities, combining infra-
structural and economic goals with spiritual and moral ones. They can 
foster development by overcoming resource shortages and other barri-
ers to change and promote legitimacy by extending ideological control 
and state patronage. Mobilization—defined here as an extraordinary, 
state-sponsored effort to activate and involve a population in the pur-
suit of certain goals—serves as the dominant mode of policy implemen-
tation. During campaigns, the state may employ such tactics as defining 
core tasks, dispatching work teams, empowering activists, identifying 
models, spreading propaganda, and exerting pressure to break up ad-
ministrative routines and to overwhelm ingrained attitudes and behav-
iors. 37

Japan provides the region’s earliest example of a campaign approach 
to development—beginning with the Local Improvement Movement 
at the start of the twentieth century, continuing with the Rural Revital-
ization Campaign in the wake of the Great Depression, and resuming 
after World War II with the New Village and New Life Campaigns. 
In Korea, the colonial government mounted its own Rural Revitaliza-
tion Campaign in the 1930s. Following the peninsula’s division in 1945, 
the North orchestrated the Chollima (flying horse) Movement in the 
1950s and 1960s, and the South carried out the Saemaul (new village, or 
community) Movement in the 1970s. In Republican-era China (1912–
1949), the ccp and kmt went head-to-head in their efforts to estab-
lish cooperatives, each claiming leadership over a national Cooperative 
Movement in the 1920s and 1930s. The kmt also conducted the New 
Life Movement during that same period (this name was later borrowed 
by Japan in the 1950s). After the 1949 revolution, the ccp launched 
hundreds of campaigns on the mainland (affecting not just the coun-
tryside, but virtually all sectors and populations), while the kmt, exiled 
to Taiwan, directed the People’s Livelihood Construction Campaign 
starting in 1955, followed by the Community Development Campaign 
beginning in 1965. And in all four countries, the entire bureaucracy was 
mobilized along with tenant farmers to execute a major land redistribu-

37 Cell 1977, in an attempt to measure campaign mobilization, identified forty-three different in-
formational, organizational, and mass participation indicators. This article’s intention is not to measure 
or delimit a threshold of mobilization for policies to qualify as a campaign, but to highlight common 
campaign features and to explain the origins of a small subset of campaigns. 
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tion campaign.38 As an aside, in Western scholarship the term “land re-
form” implies something less revolutionary and less communist, which 
may explain why it is usually applied to cases that received US support 
( Japan, South Korea, Taiwan), and why so much of the scholarship has 
ignored land reform’s campaign features. As the region became more 
democratic, the line between campaigns and social movements blurred, 
and state-sponsored mobilization gave way to less interventionist pol-
icy measures, such as rural subsidies.39 But rural modernization cam-
paigns live on in China, as evidenced by the Building a New Socialist 
Countryside and Rural Revitalization initiatives, which began in 2005 
and 2017, respectively.

From the farmers’ perspective, these were campaign states rather than 
developmental states. Certainly, scholars have documented the region’s 
campaigns in greater detail than is possible here. Two noteworthy stud-
ies are Sheldon Garon’s work on Japan, which examines how campaigns 
were used from the early Meiji period onward as a social management 
tool, and Tyrene White’s work on China, which shows how campaign 
tactics were adapted in the post-Mao era to enforce the one-child pol-
icy.40 Yet campaigns have been conspicuously absent from research on 
East Asia’s political economy. To the extent that mobilization is dis-
cussed, it is as a background factor that enabled the rise of developmen-
tal states and imbued them with revolutionary legitimacy. According to 
Chalmers Johnson, who pioneered the developmental state concept, Ja-
pan had “an economy mobilized for war that never demobilized during 
peacetime.” He further states, “its leaders are somewhat akin to those 
of revolutionary mass movements.”41 Still, Johnson is writing generally 
about the mobilization of industry and does not give the impression 
that campaigns mattered for the Japanese miracle. While few political 
economists would make that argument, treating mobilization as ancil-
lary to technocratic norms also misses the point that rural policy, and 
indeed the history of East Asian agrarian change, is inextricably linked 
to campaigns.

This is not to suggest that campaigns always succeeded or benefited 
farmers, but they were not invariably harmful either. Campaigns occur-

38 Of course, participation took different forms with tenants playing a more direct, public, and 
sometimes violent role in the communist cases versus voting and standing for election to local land 
commissions in the noncommunist cases; see Ladejinsky 1977; Strauss 2017; Strauss 2020.

39 The Saemaul Movement, for example, evolved into a civil society organization in the 1980s and 
remains active in Korea; see Korea Saemaul Undong Center n.d.

40 Garon 1997; White 2006. 
41 Johnson 1999, 41, 53.
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ring at the later stages of industrialization, when the transition from 
urban bias was underway, were especially influential. In each case—Ja-
pan’s Rural Revitalization Campaign, South Korea’s Saemaul Move-
ment, Taiwan’s Community Development Campaign, and China’s 
Building a New Socialist Countryside—poor and isolated communi-
ties witnessed the arrival of electricity, paved roads, clean water, and 
upgraded housing, which led to vast improvements in productivity and 
quality of life.42 Those outcomes would not have occurred so quickly, 
often in just two or three years, without the extraordinary pooling of 
state and community resources, including villagers’ own labor and cap-
ital. The use of campaigns at a time of industrial expansion also indi-
cates that East Asian governments did not put much trust in surplus 
labor absorption or even in guided market forces to solve rural under-
development. Campaigns are therefore significant, empirically and the-
oretically, for their far-reaching effects on the countryside and the style 
of politics they embody. Delving into the origins of campaigns reveals 
that at the height of authoritarian developmentalism, there were other, 
less technocratic forces at work—and those forces were just as conse-
quential for East Asian political and economic development.

sources of mobIlIzatIon In east asIan polItIcs

Rural modernization campaigns are a product of revolutionary tradi-
tions, rural populism, and policy learning, and these influences contra-
dict several key assumptions about East Asian developmental states. 
Addressing each factor in turn, the analysis below illuminates the im-
portance of mobilizational politics in the region.

revolutIonary (and counterrevolutIonary) tradItIons  
of technocracIes

The bulk of research on developmental states provides a snapshot of 
these East Asian regimes during high-growth periods, depicting them 
as (mostly) modern Weberian bureaucracies based on hierarchical au-
thority, legal rules, functional specialization, and meritocratic recruit-
ment.43 Studies focused on the origins of developmental states take 
a longer view, although the effects of war and revolution on politi-
cal development remain undertheorized or at least have not been fully 
explored beyond demonstrating that security threats contributed to 

42 In that order, see Smith 2001; Park 1998; Liu 1991; Looney 2015.
43 Evans and Rauch 1999. For critiques, see Ang 2016; Ha and Kang 2011.
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elite cohesion.44 From imperialism and fascism in Japan, to Maoism 
in China, to right-wing authoritarianism in Taiwan and South Korea, 
revolutionary traditions greatly shaped these countries’ development 
trajectories, even as technocratic rule was being consolidated.

My argument rests on the idea that revolutionary traditions can ex-
ist under different types of regimes, including the conservative or re-
formist regimes of postwar Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea, which did 
not come to power via social revolution. As such, the meaning of “rev-
olutionary tradition” used here is an inherited political strategy, prac-
tice, or impulse that developed in the context of war and was bound up 
with the pursuit of fundamental societal change, even if the change en-
visioned was to revive traditional morality, to rejuvenate the nation, or 
to prevent bottom-up communist revolution. As Arif Dirlik observes 
of the kmt’s 1930s’ New Life Movement in mainland China, a cam-
paign that emphasized hygienic and behavioral reforms: “The contra-
dictory claims of revolutionism and conservatism did not merely distort 
or cancel out one another; they were synthesized into an ideology of 
counterrevolution.”45 Mass mobilization was intended to transform 
society so that it would fully support rather than undermine existing 
bureaucratic structures. Despite this difference with the region’s com-
munist revolutionary movements, the mobilization methods embraced 
by both left- and right-wing regimes were surprisingly similar and con-
tinued well into the postwar period.46

Of course, nowhere is the durability of revolutionary traditions more 
obvious than in China. Despite Deng Xiaoping’s repudiation of cam-
paigns at the start of reform, they persist and continue to be used for 
policy enforcement, regional development, ideological work, crisis 
management, and anticorruption. As White and others note, the con-
tinuation of campaigns partly stems from path dependence and the 
Maoist imprint on political culture. It also reflects the regime’s confi-
dence in mobilization as a check against bureaucratic ossification and 
as a practical method for effecting change. The communists’ penchant 
for mass mobilization developed during the Jiangxi Soviet and Yan’an 
periods, when they leaned on the peasantry for survival and guerrilla 
warfare. After 1949, wartime mobilization tactics were deployed for 
purposes of state-building, governance, and development. Maoist rev-
olutionary politics oscillated between storming (subjecting the party to 

44 One exception is Stubbs 2005.
45 Dirlik 1975, 945–46. 
46 For more on the blurry distinction between revolution and counterrevolution and the KMT’s and 

CCP’s mutual borrowing of mobilization practices, see Perry 2006.
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rectification by the masses) and engineering (subjecting the masses to 
party-controlled mobilization); and while the former impulse faded un-
der reform, the latter survived.47

In 2005, Hu Jintao’s government unveiled Building a New Socialist 
Countryside, an ambitious effort to stimulate production, raise living 
standards, reform rural culture, beautify villages, and improve gover-
nance. The policy was never officially called a campaign, but it was un-
derstood and implemented that way. Plans that stressed speed and hard 
targets were drawn up, special committees were formed to realign bu-
reaucratic interests, and cadre work teams were sent to the villages. 
Propaganda appeared on billboards, buildings, and fences. The phrase 
“building a new socialist countryside” could be traced to the revolu-
tionary days of the 1950s. This slogan’s resurrection, which first gained 
prominence during the Great Leap Forward, signaled the policy’s im-
portance. But a wariness of campaigns also surfaced in central leaders’ 
statements, including warnings against “overnight success,” wasteful ex-
ercises in “image engineering,” and actions “violating the wishes of the 
masses.”48 This tension between mobilization’s appeal and its potential 
excesses is important to understanding why, in the years since Mao, the 
ccp has repeatedly conducted campaigns without announcing them as 
such. A recent example is Xi Jinping’s Rural Revitalization Strategy, 
introduced in 2017, which outlined goals similar to the New Socialist 
Countryside, but with added emphasis on poverty eradication. An out-
growth of China’s war on poverty, the policy highlights how campaign-
style governance has only become more pronounced under Xi.49

The institutionalization that occurs as a revolutionary regime ma-
tures does not mean that mobilization inevitably disappears. Exam-
ining the development of European Leninist parties, Kenneth Jowitt 
finds that even with more systematic social inclusion in politics, mobili-
zation still served to tighten control over society and to address political 
challenges.50 Although Jowitt would likely classify the kmt as reform-
ist rather than revolutionary, this insight aptly describes the party’s po-
litical development in Taiwan. In the early 1950s, Chiang Kai-shek’s 
defeated kmt regime reorganized itself based on the ccp’s example of el-
evating the party above the state and military, becoming more Leninist 
than it was on the mainland.51 It also mimicked the communists during 

47 White 1990; White 2006. See also Perry 2011.
48 Wen Jiabao, quoted in Zhang 2007, 60–61. On the policy’s campaign features, see Looney 2015; 

Perry 2011.
49 Smith 2018. 
50 Jowitt 1975.
51 Dickson 1993.
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land reform, employing similar propaganda and mobilization meth-
ods.52 That pattern continued during the People’s Livelihood Construc-
tion Campaign, launched in 1955, which like the New Life Movement 
emphasized behavioral change, but also focused on mobilizing village 
labor for infrastructure development.53 Over the next two decades, as 
the regime became more institutionalized and inclusive, for example, 
by expanding elections and recruiting more Taiwanese into politics, it 
continued using mobilization to accomplish its goals. The Community 
Development Campaign of the late 1960s and 1970s is a case in point. 
It aimed to “eliminate dirt, disorder, and poverty, increase production 
and welfare, and promote a new morality” in the countryside. Osten-
sibly inspired by international notions of community-based, participa-
tory development, the policy in practice relied on compulsory labor and 
other tactics that were unmistakably Leninist, such as work teams and 
the like. The regime’s fear of rural unrest and communist infiltration, 
which earlier provided motivation for land reform, once again triggered 
a big push in response to agriculture’s decline.54 The campaign thus fit 
with Chiang’s brand of right-wing authoritarianism, applying certain 
communist techniques to the decades-long fight against communism.

In South Korea, Park Chung-hee’s regime was both technocratic and 
mobilizational, with an increasingly professionalized corps of officials 
setting aside their normal administrative routines to connect with the 
masses and become conduits for campaigns. The Saemaul Movement 
of the 1970s was an all-out drive to overcome rural backwardness and 
to achieve collective prosperity. Cement and steel rods for village infra-
structure projects were distributed, communal kitchens were constructed 
to free up women’s labor, and millions of people attended military-
style trainings. Every day at 5:45 a.m., villagers woke to loudspeakers 
playing the “Song of Saemaul.” Supposedly penned by Park, the lyrics 
urged villagers to “work while fighting” and “fight while working,” with 
the implied enemy being communist North Korea. Photographs from 
the time show people assembled together, listening to lectures, plant-
ing rice seedlings, or building bridges underneath the Saemaul flag. In 
Park’s words, the campaign represented a “great leap forward”—with-
out the tragic ending.55 It is unsurprising that scholars have drawn com-
parisons with Maoist China and the interwar fascist regimes of Europe 

52 On the similarities and differences (in ethos, implementing organization, etc.) between China 
and Taiwan, see Strauss 2017; Strauss 2020.

53 Central Committee of the Kuomintang 1961.
54 Central Committee of the Kuomintang 1972; Hung 1978.
55 Park 1979, 152, 167, 204, 222.
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and Japan.56 Like Mao, Park came from a rural, military background 
and believed in mass mobilization. Born in the colonial period, he was 
obsessed with turning South Korea into a second Japan. During World 
War II, he attended the Manchurian Xinjing Officers School and the 
Japanese Military Academy, after which he enlisted in the Japanese 
Imperial Army. These experiences informed his perspective on mod-
ernization.57 Building richer and stronger Saemaul villages—and later 
cities, factories, and schools—was essential to building a richer, stron-
ger nation. The parallels to Japan’s “rich nation, strong army” ideal and 
more concretely to the objectives and methods of Korea’s colonial-era 
Rural Revitalization Campaign are striking.58 They reflect Japan’s dual 
status as a model and a rival and the enduring relevance of South Ko-
rea’s revolutionary traditions forged in opposition to colonialism and 
communism (even if Park was not exactly an anti-colonialist).

In Japan, rural modernization campaigns were directly linked to the 
rise of imperialism and fascism. The Local Improvement Movement, 
launched in 1900, sought to strengthen the village political economy 
and to foster emperor-centered nationalism so that the state could fi-
nance industrialization and imperial expansion. Although the campaign 
fell short of its goals (only about 10 percent of villages participated), it 
set a precedent for greater state intervention in the countryside.59 The 
Rural Revitalization Campaign, which began in 1932, aimed to de-
fuse social tensions after the Great Depression devastated Japan’s silk 
and rice markets, but in 1937, it was repurposed to support the mili-
tary occupation of China. Despite this controversial history, the cam-
paign marked the beginning of agricultural protection in Japan and at 
least during the early years, it delivered many benefits to impoverished 
farmers, including debt relief, increased savings, better infrastructure, 
and new technologies. More importantly, by combining state and pri-
vate efforts to realize a number of “lifestyle improvement goals,” it left a 
legacy of mobilization that lasted for decades following World War II.60

This brief overview of the traditions underpinning campaigns, like 
the developmental state literature, confirms that regime type matters 
for how development happens. But shifting the focus from industrial 
policy to rural policy shows a different side to these regimes—one that 
is more revolutionary and also more populist.

56 Han 2004; Kohli 2004.
57 Moon and Jun 2011.
58 Shin and Han 1999. 
59 Pyle 1973.
60 Garon 1997; Partner 2001; Smith 2001.
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rural populIsm under authorItarIanIsm

Populism is not something typically associated with East Asia. Quite 
the opposite, the success of these states compared with failed devel-
opmental states is said to rest on the exclusion of the popular sector 
from national politics, which allowed conservative coalitions of the 
state and big business to make economic decisions without having to 
consider distributional consequences.61 Far from being populist, East 
Asia’s development states were “bureaucratic authoritarian industrial-
izing regimes” and “social welfare laggards.”62 To protect central power 
holders’ authority, these developmental states relied on repression and 
corporatist co-optation, building extensive internal security organiza-
tions as well as monopolistic interest- and patronage-based associations 
for farmers, workers, and the private sector.63 Yet regardless of how one 
defines populism—as a movement, an ideology, a political style, or a set 
of policies—East Asia’s campaigns contained many populist elements.64

Throughout the region, political leaders embraced a personalistic 
ruling style and proclaimed anti-elitist and nationalist ideologies. They 
promised greater redistribution to the poor and called on the masses 
to remake their communities. But unlike more typical cases of popu-
lism, East Asia’s campaigns were initiated by incumbents rather than 
political outsiders, and they were rural in orientation. Borrowing from 
Samuel Huntington, they were about containing the green uprising. 
According to Huntington, in response to growing rural-urban dispari-
ties and political uncertainty, incumbents try to mobilize the peasantry 
within the existing system, thereby undercutting their political oppo-
nents and the potential for rural revolution.65

The South Korean case clearly illustrates this point. There, fears of 
political turmoil triggered the adoption of pro-rural policies. Dissatis-
fied with the government’s squeeze on agriculture, many farmers voted 
against Park at the ballot box and with their feet, supporting opposi-
tion candidates in the 1967 and 1971 presidential elections, and mov-
ing to cities where anti-Park sentiment was rising. Farmers’ grievances 
centered around low grain prices and surging production costs: fertil-
izer prices jumped 80 percent in 1964 alone, followed by a 44 percent 
increase in 1965. The biggest fallout occurred in the Cholla region, the 

61 Naseemullah and Arnold 2015; Pempel 1982; Waldner 1999. 
62 Cumings 1984; Wong 2004, 351.
63 On the region’s coercive institutions, see Greitens 2016. Related to the idea of corporatism is 

embedded autonomy, or a state’s ability to be both internally coherent and closely linked to society; 
see Evans 1995.

64 On different conceptualizations, see Weyland 2001. On the differences between populism and 
bureaucratic authoritarianism, see O’Donnell 1973. 

65 Huntington 1968, 72–78, 433–60. 
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so-called rice bowl of Korea, where Park lost twenty-three of thirty-
four counties in 1967, a shocking defeat considering that four years 
earlier he had won them all. The countryside was supposed to be his 
stronghold, and although he ultimately carried these elections, losing 
Cholla was a warning that worsening rural conditions could endanger 
his rule.66 After minor policy adjustments failed to shut out the opposi-
tion, Park steered the country in a more authoritarian and populist di-
rection—removing all electoral and legal constraints on his authority 
with the Yushin Reforms (October Restoration, 1972–1979) and mo-
bilizing the entire rural population through Saemaul.

In the context of the Yushin Reforms, which otherwise depended on 
the state’s coercive apparatus, Saemaul employed a mix of propaganda 
and material rewards to create a rural populist base. Park’s son-of-the-
soil image was reinforced by an endless stream of rural inspection tours 
and televised interactions with local Saemaul leaders. During the 1970s, 
approximately 200,000 activists in total were empowered to spearhead 
the implementation of rural development projects in their villages. In 
line with the campaign’s egalitarian ethos, these people were younger 
and better educated than traditional village elites, and roughly half were 
women. They wore caps emblazoned with the campaign’s logo, a green-
and-yellow three-leaf bud representing the Saemaul spirit of diligence, 
self-help, and cooperation. They were also publicly exalted for leading 
their villages and the nation to prosperity.67 In stark contrast, Park la-
mented, “are the city people—it makes one doubt whether they are re-
ally citizens of the Republic of Korea—who by their weird and unruly 
behavior pour cold water on the Saemaul movement and dampen the 
enthusiasm of the rural people.”68 In addition to such populist rhetoric, 
selective assistance helped to generate mass support for the campaign. 
Villages demonstrating a stronger commitment, as measured by resi-
dents’ labor, cash, and material contributions, obtained more govern-
ment resources. The dramatic transformation of villages receiving aid 
induced neighboring villages to participate, and a competitive emula-
tion dynamic took hold.69

Through campaigns, East Asia’s farmers were activated rather than 
incorporated into national politics, which meant that instead of being 
mobilized electorally or granted more formal representation in the cen-
tral government, they were recruited to carry out the regime’s vision of 

66 Lee 2011, 353–68.
67 Han 2004; Han 2010.
68 Park 1979, 168.
69 Brandt and Cheong 1979.
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modernization.70 Popular participation was widespread but controlled, 
localized, and directed toward certain ends. Strategically, rural popu-
lism served to legitimize authoritarian rule (and to counteract urban 
opposition) while maintaining a narrow governing coalition. The ap-
parent success of that strategy in Korea prompted an expansion of Sae-
maul from Korea’s villages to the whole country, although it became 
less effective over time. Eventually, unresolved economic problems led 
to antigovernment protests in the countryside and the ideology of min-
jung (mass democracy) spread across the cities, suggesting an untenable 
contradiction between state populism on the one hand and popular sec-
tor exclusion on the other.71 Nevertheless, those forces did not become 
powerful until after Park’s death, and still today, Saemaul is commonly 
remembered as one of the country’s greatest achievements.72

In the other cases as well, populist mobilization was used to reas-
sert state control and to consolidate political power during periods of 
uncertain change. As industrialization deepened, rising inequality and 
structural economic shifts created strong currents of rural discontent, 
which coincided with major leadership transitions at the top. In Japan, 
the tenant union and agrarianist movements peaked just as the military 
was trying to establish order following the 1932 assassination of Prime 
Minister Inukai Tsuyoshi.73 In Taiwan, the election of sympathetic leg-
islators after 1969 altered public discourse about the countryside just as 
Chiang Ching-kuo was preparing to take over from his father.74 And in 
China, waves of spontaneous mass protests in the late 1990s and early 
2000s raised the specter of rural crisis at the same time Hu was con-
firmed as Jiang Zemin’s successor.75

Chiang and Hu, in particular, were more populist than their pre-
decessors in terms of political styles, economic policies, and attitudes 
toward participation. Chiang Ching-kuo supported the kmt’s Taiwan-
ization, developing ties with farmers and encouraging them to join the 
party. He also appointed Taiwanese politicians to the cabinet, the pro-
vincial governorship, and the vice presidency.76 One of Chiang’s first 

70 Another distinction worth noting is between corporatist organizations (farmers’ associations), 
which were arguably made stronger by campaigns, and the political incorporation of a lower- and 
middle-class constituency that could challenge elite interests at the national level, which did not occur 
in these cases but was central to classic Latin American populism; again, see O’Donnell 1973.

71 Han 2004. As this source also notes, the mobilization of urban workers through Factory Sae-
maul aimed to prevent labor unrest through small-group ideological indoctrination, a strategy that 
ultimately backfired. 

72 Hong 2008.
73 Smith 2001.
74 Liao, Huang, and Hsiao 1986.
75 Bernstein and Lü 2003.
76 Gold 1986, 91–92, 113–14. To clarify, Taiwanization was already underway, but the highest 
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policy actions was to abolish the exploitative rice-fertilizer barter sys-
tem and declare a new mass “campaign to accelerate rural construction” 
(the Community Development Campaign).77 Hu was similarly con-
cerned about the countryside because of his background working in 
three of China’s poorest provinces, Gansu, Guizhou, and Tibet. Pre-
mier Wen Jiabao had worked in Gansu, too, and skillfully cultivated a 
man-of-the-people public image. Under their leadership, agricultural 
taxes were terminated and numerous pro-rural initiatives were enacted 
as part of the New Socialist Countryside. Within a few years, the Hu-
Wen populist coalition had distinguished itself from the elitist coalition 
associated with Jiang.78 Like Park, these leaders also appealed to farm-
ers directly, imploring them to help execute state policies.

There were other reasons for the reversal of urban bias, such as con-
cerns about food security and rural-to-urban migration, not to mention 
the declining cost of agricultural subsidies as the farm sector contracted. 
But while those factors may explain the timing or feasibility of inter-
vention, they cannot explain the form. Campaigns were a reaction to 
domestic instability and proof that the region’s strong authoritarian 
states were not immune to societal pressures. They were a manifesta-
tion of populism, which, as others have shown, can arise in competitive 
electoral systems and in hegemonic party-states.79 For East Asia, pop-
ulism represents a divergence from governance practices that have long 
defined the region: exclusion, repression, and corporatist social man-
agement. Populist mobilization coexisted with those practices but was 
intended to deal more effectively with the agrarian problem, both po-
litically and in a more fundamental sense. As explained below, the idea 
that campaigns can solve rural backwardness derives from certain ste-
reotypes about the countryside and, relatedly, from these countries’ ef-
forts to learn from one another.

polIcy learnIng and the agrarIan problem

The Japanese developmental state evolved from a series of economic 
and war-related crises that caused the country’s leaders and the public 
to equate growth with national security. As Johnson notes, its success 
was “the result of a tortuous learning and adaptation process” that un-

levels of government were unaffected before the 1970s. Chiang also tolerated the election of nonparty 
Taiwanese, exchanging patronage for loyalty and eventually allowing deeper democratic reforms; see 
Taylor 2000.

77 Central Committee of the Kuomintang 1972.
78 Li 2005.
79 Dix 1985; Heydemann 1999.
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folded over the course of fifty years (1920s–1970s).80 Although subse-
quent studies of the East Asian newly industrialized countries (nIcs, 
including Singapore and Hong Kong) confirmed the developmental 
state model, they also underscored its limited transferability. South 
Korea and Taiwan were able to emulate Japan because of their shared 
colonial history, common state-building patterns, and similar geopoliti-
cal concerns. They were furthermore “receptacles for declining Japanese 
industries,” part of an integrated product cycle that resembled “flying 
geese,” with technology moving from leader to follower countries.81

Despite many obvious differences between China and its neigh-
bors, early reformers in China looked to Japan and the East Asian nIcs 
for clues about how to introduce markets and build institutions while 
maintaining political control. Policy learning took off because it aligned 
with the ccp’s traditional emphasis on experimentation and satisfied a 
hunger for practical knowledge as China emerged from a radical and 
isolationist period.82 This is not to say that learning always succeeded. 
For instance, the central government’s plan to follow Japan by support-
ing domestic industry and limiting foreign investment was thwarted by 
local governments and diaspora capital, which pushed for greater lib-
eralization.83 Yet China converged with the developmental state model 
in other ways: commitment to economic growth, merit-based recruit-
ment of officials, and corporatist relations with industry. Learning was 
also evident in the rural sector, where in the 1990s, the Ministry of Ag-
riculture launched a pilot program to “learn from the Japanese Cen-
tral Union of Agricultural Cooperatives” and, more recently, promoted 
Japan’s “one village, one product” method of agricultural specializa-
tion.84 Again, these efforts have met with mixed success, but they show 
that these countries remain an important “cultural reference group” for  
China.85

The links between China’s New Socialist Countryside and South 
Korea’s Saemaul Movement are particularly notable. In 2005, Zheng 
Xinli, then-deputy director of the ccp’s Central Policy Research Of-
fice, led a group of high-level officials to Korea. They planned to study 
the Saemaul Movement “in order to draft the 11th five-year plan, re-
solve the three rural issues [peasants, villages, agriculture], and pro-
mote rural economic and social development.” Zheng later submitted 

80 Johnson 1982, 306.
81 Cumings 1984, 3.
82 Heilmann 2008.
83 Ye 2009. For more on China studying Japan, see Leutert 2020.
84 Ma 2008, 40–41; Smith 2019.
85 Simmons and Elkins 2004. 
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two reports to the State Council recommending ways that China might 
emulate Korea, for example, by focusing on village improvement and 
using selective rewards to spur mass participation.86 The next year, Chi-
na’s government announced that it was sending thirty thousand civil 
servants to Korea for Saemaul training.87 In fact, during the New So-
cialist Countryside, millions of officials were required to learn about 
Saemaul and there was a burst of Chinese publications comparing the 
two campaigns.88 In a 2010 interview, Li Shuishan, an ethnic Korean 
born in China who worked in the Ministry of Agriculture, explained 
that Chinese observers intuitively understood Korea’s experience—that 
of a powerful state trying to modernize a densely populated countryside 
that had underdeveloped markets and scarce resources. The campaign 
approach, he added, was something the Chinese practically invented.89

The effect of policy learning on East Asia’s political economy has not 
received much attention due in part to the difficulty of separating learn-
ing from structural explanations of change. Was learning the reason 
that Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan enacted similar land reforms, or 
was US pressure and the communist threat more pivotal? Stated differ-
ently, did policy convergence stem from the circulation of ideas or was 
it the result of parallel developments rooted in structural circumstances? 
There is compelling evidence that China’s rural policy was modeled 
after Korea, but how can this influence be disentangled from path- 
dependent theories of campaign-style governance?

The argument is not that learning itself causes policy change, but 
rather that learning shapes leaders’ understanding of appropriate pol-
icy choices in the event of change. Whether those choices are adopted 
depends on a range of ideational and structural factors, but adoption 
is more likely if the policies succeeded in a familiar setting. Consistent 
with studies of policy diffusion in other contexts, East Asian policy-
makers relied on cognitive shortcuts, such as information availability, 
to narrow the field of possible responses to various challenges, and they 
copied one another because of perceived cultural affinities and policy 
successes.90 Even a cursory examination of each country’s rural policy 
literature reveals frequent exchanges within the region and a self-con-
scious identification with a broader East Asian model—an acknowl-
edgement of similar experiences with land reform, rural cooperatives, 

86 Fang and Liu 2006, 51. 
87 Do 2009.
88 Using China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI), a keyword search for Hanguo xincun 

yundong yields thousands of articles.
89 Author interview with Li Shuishan, Beijing, April 2010. See also Li 2006.
90 Simmons and Elkins 2004; Weyland 2005. 
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the green revolution, and agricultural adjustment, and a deliberate at-
tempt to learn through comparison.91 East Asian sources, moreover, 
describe campaigns in the same way, as policies or movements (undo 
[ Japanese], undong [Korean], yundong [Chinese]) capable of inspiring 
state-society cooperation and altering rural material and cultural con-
ditions.

A key lesson exchanged about campaigns is that they can reshape cul-
ture to be more conducive to development, which differentiates them 
from ordinary policies. State modernizers in prewar Japan, drawing 
from Buddhism and Confucianism, believed that order and prosperity 
rested on instilling proper values in people, and they invested enormous 
resources in moral suasion. During the Local Improvement Movement 
(1900–1918), peasants were exhorted to be hard-working and frugal, a 
message that was conveyed through customs reform groups and other 
state-backed associations. The campaign popularized the philosophy 
of Ninomiya Sontoku, a nineteenth-century agricultural reformer who 
stressed the importance of self-help in overcoming poverty. Officials 
claimed that providing rural financial support without moral education 
would breed indolence and dependency, and that idea carried over into 
later campaigns.92

In Korea, the agrarian problem was also defined in cultural terms, 
first during the Rural Revitalization Campaign and then during the 
Saemaul Movement. As Park remarked, constructing a bridge “must be 
viewed from the psychological angle,” and “modernization starts with 
the spiritual modernization of individual farmers.”93 The Saemaul spirit 
was said to reflect Sontoku’s teachings and to serve as a kind of Protes-
tant ethic (an analogy found in Japan, too).94 Taiwan’s officials likewise 
tried to “promote a new morality” during the Community Develop-
ment Campaign. They organized life-basics courses on civilized be-
havior, for example, standing in line, wearing clean clothes, and eating 
at a table, and encouraged people to join activities that would promote 
healthy living and a collective ethos. These ideas can be traced to earlier 
kmt campaigns as well as to the Japanese and South Korean examples.95 
Similarly, China’s New Socialist Countryside aimed to cultivate a new 
type of farmer who was professional and civilized both in habits and ap-
pearance. The campaign’s fixation on culture was less pronounced than 

91 See, for example, Wen 2011, 118–60. On emulation, see Moore 1993.
92 Garon 1997, 7, 9–10, 31–32, 45–47.
93 Park 1979, 75.
94 Han 2004, 74.
95 Lee 1979; Liu 1991.
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in the other cases, but throughout the region, spiritual and economic 
mobilization went hand in hand.

Political elites wanted to change villagers’ behavior and restore their 
sense of community, which capitalism had supposedly eroded. These 
goals were predicated on stereotypical views of the peasantry as a back-
ward social class and the village as a place where positive communal 
traditions, if revived, could conquer laziness, individualism, and other 
cultural tendencies inhibiting development. To clarify, the forward 
march toward advanced (state-guided) capitalism was not in question, 
but how agrarian society fit into that process was ambiguous. The coun-
tryside was both a victim of modernization and the missing link. While 
market-based solutions were considered insufficient, if not antithetical, 
to rural development in a smallholder society, state-led campaigns rep-
resented a promising alternative. Policymakers believed they could ac-
celerate change and transform rural culture by transmitting the right 
combination of traditional and modern values. This view from the top, 
however flawed, originated in Japan before spreading to the rest of East 
Asia, and it helps to explain the appeal of campaigns in the region. Pol-
icymakers were also able to infer cultural change was happening, even if 
it was not, because of another attractive feature of campaigns—for the 
most part, they worked.

payoffs and costs: east asIa’s campaIgns In  
comparatIve perspectIve

Campaigns played a central role in East Asian rural development, over-
hauling economic and social relations and the appearance and organi-
zation of the countryside. Still, as those familiar with Soviet or Chinese 
collectivization can attest, campaigns sometimes fail miserably. Even 
among the cases examined here, which were quite successful, cam-
paigns produced a mixed range of outcomes.

The effects on production and incomes were significant but short-
lived and no match for larger economic forces. In South Korea, the 
compulsory rollout of a high-yield variety of rice called Tong’il (unifica-
tion) tarnished Saemaul’s image, as a few years of bumper harvests were 
followed by large-scale crop failures and financial losses. The program’s 
collapse in the late 1970s pushed many farmers back into tenancy or 
into low-wage urban factory work.96 In China during the New Socialist 
Countryside, total grain output rose by about 30 percent (2002–2012), 

96 Burmeister 1988.
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but so did the country’s reliance on grain imports, which grew by 400 
percent.97 Rural income growth was also not strong enough to narrow 
the urban-to-rural income ratio, which registered 3.1:1 or higher dur-
ing the entire Hu era.98 It is not clear how much of China’s growth in 
production and incomes was related to subsidies versus more aggres-
sive campaign measures, such as the drive to scale up agriculture or to 
launch new cooperative and agribusiness ventures. In Japan and Tai-
wan, farmers’ income positions improved, but also for reasons unrelated 
to campaigns. In addition to the contributions of subsidies, decentral-
ized patterns of industrialization enabled rural households to farm part-
time and to work part-time in local factories.99

Yet in all these cases, the impact of campaigns on the village environ-
ment was profound. This aspect of rural development—defined as the 
quality of village infrastructure, sanitation, and housing—is extremely 
important but is generally underappreciated in scholarly accounts. Of 
course, the state’s involvement in this area can be problematic. Officials 
may benefit politically from the creation of idyllic Potemkin villages. It 
is also possible that relocating people into planned communities may 
cause economic disaster, as occurred during Tanzania’s 1970s Ujamaa 
village campaign. But in East Asia, campaigns were directly responsi-
ble for the expansion of rural electricity, roads, bridges, water, sewage, 
irrigation, and waste disposal systems, in addition to upgraded housing.

Returning to the South Korean example, in 1970, about 80 percent 
of rural homes had thatched roofs made of rice straw, which needed 
to be replaced annually, and only 20 percent had electricity. Less than 
10 percent of roads were paved and around 40 percent of villages were 
inaccessible by car. In just these three areas—roofs, electricity, and 
roads—the Saemaul Movement produced extraordinary changes. By 
1978, nearly 100 percent of homes had tiled roofs, 98 percent had elec-
tricity, and 100 percent of villages could be reached by road. Electric-
ity consumption and ownership of electrical appliances increased at a 
staggering rate, enabling all kinds of improvements in working and liv-
ing conditions. With the expansion of bridges and roads, the traditional 
wooden A-frame carrier, used to transport heavy loads along narrow 
pathways, virtually disappeared.100 Once an iconic image of rural pov-
erty, the A-frame was replaced with hand-drawn carts, bicycles, and 
motorized vehicles.

97 Zhongguo liangshi nianjian 2013, 553, 589.
98 Zhongguo nongye fazhan baogao 2013, 179.
99 Francks 1999.
100 Park 1979, 3–6; Park 1998, 1; Rossmiller 1972, 28; van Gevelt 2014, 182–85. 
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The other cases turned out similarly, with campaigns affecting all 
types of infrastructure at the community and household levels, al-
though the quality of implementation varied. On the positive side, Tai-
wan achieved policy coherence among different levels of government by 
using campaign-coordination committees, competitive evaluations of 
local officials, and village-based community development councils. The 
country’s small size and centralized political system facilitated bureau-
cratic oversight, while the presence of strong rural organizations and 
norms of participation ensured that villagers’ interests would be con-
sidered, more so than in Korea.101 Unfortunately, the same was not true 
for China, where local officials were subject to relatively weak checks 
from above and below. Implementation was selective but also carried to 
extremes. Priority was given to goals favoring the urban-industrial sec-
tor, such as housing construction and land consolidation, and the policy 
evolved into a (local) government-led crusade to demolish and recon-
struct villages.102

China’s experience with village renovation, like Korea’s with Tong’il, 
shows how easily campaigns can spiral out of control. First, campaigns 
often have too many goals and unrealistic expectations about the tech-
nical skills and time required to achieve them. Gaps can therefore arise 
between central aims and local practices. Second, the highly politicized 
environment surrounding campaigns can generate false or excessive 
compliance, for example, the erection of fake models to deceive in-
specting officials or an all-out effort to exceed central targets through 
grandiose applications of the policy. Third, campaigns are meant to by-
pass normal administrative channels, but they also need strong institu-
tions to ensure bureaucratic monitoring and popular feedback. Without 
those checks, it may become impossible to curb campaign excesses.103

Despite these risks, campaigns can produce stunning achievements. 
In East Asia, the results were immediate, visible, and extensive. As one 
report on Korea notes, many “status quo oriented bureaucrats” morphed 
into “relatively enthusiastic activists dedicated to a transformation of 
the countryside.”104 Even officials who were less than eager to lend sup-
port could not stand idly by. In each instance, the state possessed a 
strong capacity for mobilization, if not for oversight, and it deployed 
immense resources to overcome bureaucratic resistance. And although 
campaigns were not necessarily better than market forces and private 

101 Hung 1978.
102 Looney 2015.
103 Looney 2020.
104 Brandt and Cheong 1979, 17.
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investment, they did effect broader change in less time than a more lais-
sez-faire approach could have accomplished.

Certainly, the outcomes of campaigns and causes of variation deserve 
more attention than is possible here, but a few things should be clear. 
First, the payoffs of campaigns, both real and perceived, are one rea-
son they have persisted in East Asia. Second, the factors that seem im-
portant for success—appropriate goals, central control, and grassroots 
participation—do not often come together, which means that positive 
outcomes are highly contingent. These arguments allow for the possi-
bility of failure but are not as deterministic as some other theories of 
campaigns.

For James Scott, most state-led development schemes are doomed to 
fail because they are based on utopian, high-modernist visions of how 
nature and society should be ordered, and the consequences of failure 
are more severe in places with strong authoritarian states and weak civil 
societies. China’s disastrous Great Leap Forward, like the Soviet and 
Tanzanian cases, may easily be explained by that logic.105 Similar argu-
ments have been made about food self-sufficiency campaigns and col-
lectivization drives in fascist and communist Europe, which left behind 
complicated and, in some cases, devastating legacies.106 On a slightly 
different note, Gregory Witkowski observes that East Germany’s cam-
paign state was as weak as it was strong. Campaigns were a substitute 
for inadequate rural institutions, and because of their ubiquity, the call 
to action eventually rang hollow.107

The larger point that campaigns are prone to failure is well taken, but 
as this analysis shows, not all cases are like the Great Leap Forward. 
Moreover, to dismiss campaigns as tragic experiments in social control 
is unhelpful for understanding their prominence in East Asia. A bet-
ter approach is to assess the payoffs and costs of campaigns to grasp the 
practical and political considerations that drive them.

conclusIon

The developmental state concept was initially proposed to explain the 
region’s high-growth outliers, whose effective industrial policies di-
verged from socialism and capitalism. As interest in the concept grew, 
intermediate success cases were identified among sectors, agencies, and 
subnational units within countries that otherwise did not fit the model. 

105 Scott 1998.
106 Iordachi and Bauerkämper 2014; Pan-Montojo, Prieto, and Cabo Villaverde 2014. 
107 Witkowski 2017.
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But its broader applicability was limited and even within East Asia it 
increasingly appeared as a relic against the backdrop of democratization 
and neoliberal reforms. For many observers, the 1997 Asian Financial 
Crisis confirmed the developmental state’s shortcomings, especially its 
inability to create a responsible financial sector, and the model’s appeal 
waned. This history made it all the more surprising when a decade later, 
after the 2008 global financial crisis, the concept was revived. Con-
temporary scholarship has focused on how developmental states can 
overcome market failures and escape the middle-income trap. It points 
to the success of countries like China and Vietnam and considers the 
possibility of democratic developmental states emerging in places like 
India and South Africa. Proponents assert that although the first gener-
ation of developmental states grew from a unique set of circumstances, 
the strategic use of industrial policy is still replicable.108

Despite the developmental state’s resilience, the literature has re-
mained silent on agriculture’s role in development, indirectly suggest-
ing that the rural sector automatically contributes to and benefits from 
rapid industrialization. This article addresses that gap and offers a cor-
rective to some core assumptions about the East Asian model. A key 
finding is that rural development, like industrial development, was a 
state-led phenomenon in East Asia, but one that embodied a different 
kind of politics, melding technocratic with mobilizational approaches 
to economic policy to effect transformative change. Whereas previous 
scholarship has focused on the institutional foundations of develop-
ment, my work highlights the important role of rural modernization 
campaigns.

Exploring the deeper politics of campaigns offers a new perspective 
on East Asia’s political economy that challenges the conventional wis-
dom. First, it shows the enduring salience of revolutionary traditions 
as East Asian states confronted the problem of agricultural adjustment 
with the same mobilization tactics forged decades earlier in the con-
text of war. Second, it reveals the populist leanings of so-called bureau-
cratic authoritarian states and an approach to state-society relations 
that went far beyond repression or corporatist co-optation. Third, it ex-
poses a process of policy learning that has largely gone undocumented, 
with East Asian countries recognizing one another and campaigns as 
belonging to a larger regional model. Taking these insights seriously 
means revising common assumptions about the nature of developmen-
tal states and the process of rural development in East Asia.

108 Haggard 2018. 
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TWEETING BEYOND TAHRIR
Ideological Diversity and Political  

Intolerance in Egyptian  
Twitter Networks

By ALEXANDRA A. SIEGEL, JONATHAN NAGLER,  
RICHARD BONNEAU, and JOSHUA A. TUCKER

abstract
Do online social networks affect political tolerance in the highly polarized climate of 
postcoup Egypt? Taking advantage of the real-time networked structure of Twitter data, 
the authors find that not only is greater network diversity associated with lower levels of 
intolerance, but also that longer exposure to a diverse network is linked to less expres-
sion of intolerance over time. The authors find that this relationship persists in both elite 
and non-elite diverse networks. Exploring the mechanisms by which network diversity 
might affect tolerance, the authors offer suggestive evidence that social norms in online 
networks may shape individuals’ propensity to publicly express intolerant attitudes. The 
findings contribute to the political tolerance literature and enrich the ongoing debate over 
the relationship between online echo chambers and political attitudes and behavior by 
providing new insights from a repressive authoritarian context.

I. IntroductIon

IN the early days of the Arab Spring, Egyptians flocked to social 
media to organize, follow, and participate in mass protests erupting 

in Tahrir Square and across the country.1 Despite the resurgence of au-
thoritarianism in postrevolutionary Egypt, online mass political com-
munication has continued to grow and evolve at extraordinary rates.2 
Social media data provide new insights into the shifting attitudes and 
communication networks of politically engaged Egyptians during a pe-
riod of increasing repression and polarization in the aftermath of the 
July 2013 coup that ousted Egypt’s first democratically elected presi-
dent, Mohamed Morsi. Exploiting the real-time networked structure 
of Twitter data, this article investigates the relationship between social-
network diversity—in this case, the ideological heterogeneity of an in-

1  Howard and Hussain 2013; Liu, Kliman-Silver, and Mislove 2014.
2  Jebril, Stetka, and Loveless 2013.
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dividual’s Twitter network3—and political intolerance4 in the Egyptian 
Twittersphere.

 Twitter’s architecture allows for longitudinal analysis of users’ con-
nections to elites, media sources, activists, and everyday citizens on the 
same platform, unlike traditional survey methods that rely on self-re-
ported descriptions of individuals’ networks and attitudes at a single 
moment in time.5 The platform’s structure provides detailed insight 
into individuals’ communication networks and the sources through 
which they receive political information. Furthermore, the informality 
and immediacy of tweets offer real-time measures of engaged individu-
als’ sensitive political attitudes, which can be particularly difficult to 
evaluate in undemocratic polities.6

By using Twitter data to obtain temporally granular behavioral mea-
sures of network diversity and intolerance, this article offers new tests 
of the long-theorized relationship between exposure to ideological 
diversity and political tolerance. In particular, the longitudinal nature 
of Twitter data enables us to measure changes in network structures 
and publicly expressed attitudes over time. Doing so allows us to as-
sess whether any observed relationship between network diversity and 
tolerance is simply a consequence of the initial self-selection of already 
tolerant individuals into diverse networks, or whether longer exposure 
to a diverse network is associated with decreased intolerance over time. 
Additionally, given that Twitter data enable us to examine mass and 
elite behavior on the same platform, we can evaluate whether the rela-
tionship between network diversity and tolerance is driven by exposure 
to elite,7 non-elite,8 or both elite and non-elite networks, providing new 
insights into the mechanisms by which network diversity might affect 
political tolerance.

We find that not only is greater network diversity associated with 

3  Individuals who follow both Islamists and secularists or a high proportion of moderates on Twit-
ter have diverse networks, whereas individuals who follow only Islamists or only secularists have low 
levels of diversity. 

4  We define political intolerance as the degree to which citizens oppose extending civil liberties to 
rival groups or groups advocating disagreeable viewpoints and ideologies; Gibson 2013; Sullivan and 
Hendriks 2009.

5  See, for example, Mutz 2006; Gibson 2013; Ikeda and Richey 2009; Bloom and Bagno- 
Moldavsky 2015; Gibson and Gouws 2005. These studies often rely on survey questions to develop 
measures of tolerance and network diversity (or how often people interact with those who hold dif-
ferent political views).

6  For a discussion of the challenges of conducting survey research in the Arab world, see Lynch 
2006.

7  Elites are defined as well-known political or religious leaders with at least ten thousand Twitter 
followers.

8  Non-elites are everyday Twitter users, whom we define as individuals with fewer than ten thou-
sand Twitter followers.
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lower levels of intolerance, but also that spending an additional year in a 
diverse network is associated with a significant decrease in the use of in-
tolerant rhetoric over time. Our results provide suggestive evidence that 
exposure to both elite and non-elite network diversity—particularly the 
presence of more moderates in an individual’s network—may reduce 
political intolerance. By examining the relationship between exposure 
to elite and non-elite ideological diversity and intolerant behavior over 
time, this article contributes to the political tolerance literature and 
adds to a growing body of research examining the relationship between 
online networks and political attitudes and behavior.

 II. polItIcal Intolerance In the egyptIan twIttersphere

Since the outbreak of the Arab Spring protests in late 2010, Twitter use 
among Arab citizens has grown dramatically.9 Collectively, the Arab 
world generates 27.4 million tweets per day, with 20 percent of these 
tweets coming from Egypt.10 On average, Egyptian Twitter users pro-
duce 151 million tweets each month.11 Although Facebook and Whats- 
App are more popular than Twitter in Egypt,12 Twitter is particularly 
conducive to political discussions because users follow accounts based 
on particular interests and tend to focus on sharing information rather 
than reciprocal social interaction.13

Twitter has facilitated the creation of flexible networks of political 
communication outside of traditional civil society and media centers.14 
In Egypt, it evolved from a tool initially used by educated youth and 
activists into a platform for diverse individuals, including students, 
blue-collar workers, and even the elderly.15 Elites across Egypt’s politi-
cal spectrum—from aged generals to clerics and prominent members 
of the Muslim Brotherhood—have Twitter accounts. Because Twitter 
allows connections to elites and non-elites on the same platform, its 
networks not only transcend offline social connections, but also grant 
everyday citizens unprecedented access to elites.

Despite early optimism during the Egyptian Revolution that social 
media could facilitate democratic transition and political engagement, 
social media has also been used to achieve short-term political goals, to 

9  Liu, Kliman-Silver, and Mislove 2014.
10  Mourtada 2016.
11  Salem 2017.
12  Mourtada 2016.
13  Halpern, Valenzuela, and Katz 2017; Smith, Fischer, and Yongjian 2012.
14  Anduiza, Jensen, and Jorba 2012; Tufekci and Wilson 2012.
15  El-Khalili 2013.
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manipulate public opinion, and even to incite violence.16 In the years 
following the 2013 coup, Egyptians witnessed widespread civil liber-
ties violations and human rights abuses. The Muslim Brotherhood and 
most other Islamist organizations were excluded from politics, the me-
dia, and civil society. Secular17 activists were jailed, and many of their 
organizations were banned.18 From 2013 to 2017, approximately sixty 
thousand Egyptians were imprisoned and Egyptian authorities built 
ten additional prisons to accommodate them. In early 2017, reports 
estimated that an average of three to four forced disappearances oc-
curred per day, and local human rights groups documented hundreds of 
extrajudicial killings and thousands of cases of torture.19

Following the coup, elite rhetoric became increasingly intolerant, of-
ten calling for the total exclusion of opponents from political and public 
life.20 In May 2014, for example, on live television, a representative of 
President Abdul Fatah al-Sisi’s election campaign called for the arrest 
of all Muslim Brotherhood members in Egypt, asserting that those 
who did not love Egypt “should be hit with shoes.” Similarly, in a 2014 
interview on a satellite channel, prominent host Mohammed Moussa 
openly called for the arrest and execution of atheists and secularists as 
part of a “war against destructive ideas.”21

In this tense political environment, social media rhetoric by po-
litical elites and politically engaged citizens was often inflammatory. 
Among secular Egyptians, tweets commonly called for death sentences 
for Muslim Brotherhood leaders, decried Islamists as terrorists, and 
proclaimed that the Muslim Brotherhood would never again return to 
power in Egypt. On the Islamist side, tweets inciting violence or pro-
claiming that Egypt was for Islamists only were also common. Tweets 
documenting and denouncing the regime’s civil liberties violations pro-
liferated as well. Examining these trends, Ingmar Weber, Venkata Gari-
mella, and Alaa Batayneh find increasing polarization among Egyptian 
Twitter users after the coup, with both Islamist and secular users more 
likely to retweet and mention users of the same political orientation.22 
Robert Kubinec and John Owen show that the coup led to increased 
polarization in the Egyptian Twittersphere that diffused transnation-
ally as well.23 Similarly, Marc Lynch, Dean Freelon, and Sean Aday 

16  Morrow and al Omrani 2014.
17  For ease of interpretation, throughout this article we refer to non-Islamist Egyptians as “secular.” 

Although many of these actors may be religious, they are not supporters of political Islam. 
18  Dunne and Williamson 2014; Hamzawy 2017.
19  Hamzawy 2017.
20  Boukhars et al. 2014.
21  Rollins 2014.
22  Weber, Garimella, and Batayneh 2013.
23  Kubinec and Owen 2018.
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demonstrate that Egypt’s online public became progressively segre-
gated into clusters of like-minded individuals who frequently expressed 
fear, paranoia, and mistrust.24

But what is the relationship between these increasingly polarized 
Egyptian Twitter networks and political behavior? Does spending time 
in a more ideologically diverse or homogeneous online network change 
the content of users’ political discourse? Or do people simply self-select 
into networks that reflect their existing beliefs and continue to update 
their networks as their attitudes shift? In the tense political climate of 
postcoup Egypt, the Egyptian Twittersphere provides an ideal setting 
for studying the relationship between network diversity and political 
intolerance over time.

III. theoretIcal MotIvatIon and expectatIons

Social scientists have long posited that diverse social networks contrib-
ute to political tolerance by broadening individuals’ horizons and ex-
posing them to new ideas.25 This research was initially motivated by 
Gordon Allport’s contact hypothesis, which suggests that interactions 
with outgroups alleviate hostility by undermining false stereotypes and 
drawing attention to individual characteristics rather than to group 
generalizations.26 Numerous studies demonstrate that interactions with 
members of an outgroup create greater awareness of legitimate ratio-
nales for opposing views and motivate citizens to care about uphold-
ing the civil liberties of those with whom they disagree or whom they 
dislike.27 Although the majority of this work has been conducted in the 
United States,28 social network diversity has been found to be associ-
ated with increased political tolerance in a variety of cultural contexts, 
including Israel,29 Japan,30 and South Africa.31 But other work suggests 
that the relationship may be conditional on positive social interactions, 
threat perception, or other factors.32

Exposure to diversity need not come from direct interpersonal con-

24  Lynch, Freelon, and Aday 2016.
25  Blau 1974; Nunn, Crockett, and Williams 1978.
26  Allport 1954; Pettigrew 1998.
27  See Mutz 2002 and Mutz 2006 for an overview of the literature on intergroup contact and po-

litical tolerance.
28  For examples of studies on the positive effect of social network diversity on tolerance in the US 

context, see Huckfeldt, Mendez, and Osborn 2004; Mutz 2002; Mutz 2006; Peffley, Knigge, and Hur-
witz 2001; Robinson 2010; Tadmor, Tetlock, and Peng 2009.

29  Bloom and Bagno-Moldavsky 2015.
30  Ikeda and Richey 2009.
31  Gibson and Gouws 2005.
32  Haas and Cunningham 2014; Bloom and Bagno-Moldavsky 2015; Roccas and Amit 2011.
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tact with outgroup members. Instead it may come from exposure to 
print and electronic media. Craig Calhoun argues, “In modern societies, 
most of the information we have about people different from ourselves 
comes not through any direct relationships, even the casual ones formed 
constantly in urban streets and shops. Rather it comes through print 
and electronic media.”33 Similarly, Diana Mutz writes, “The future of 
communication across lines of political difference lies in technologies 
that transcend geographic space.”34 Thus, online social network diver-
sity may serve as a form of indirect contact—albeit quite different from 
the direct contact Allport envisioned in the 1950s.

Indeed, more recent research suggests that online social networks 
force users to confront political information that they would other-
wise avoid.35 Online social networks have sometimes been optimisti-
cally portrayed as a means of spreading information and proliferating 
points of contact across political and sectarian divides.36 For example, 
Ceren Budak and Duncan Watts find that exposure to members of op-
position groups online during the 2013 Gezi Park protests in Turkey 
led to greater support of these groups.37 But other studies indicate that 
although social media increases exposure to diverse political informa-
tion, it also enables individuals to seek out content that reinforces their 
existing views, creating echo-chamber environments that foster social 
extremism and political polarization.38

Most of the literature on network diversity and tolerance (both on-
line and offline) focuses on the link between non-elite or peer networks 
and tolerance.39 We therefore first explore the relationship between 
non-elite network diversity and tolerance. Motivated by theory and 
empirical findings in the political tolerance literature, we hypothesize:

—H1a. Non-Elite Network Diversity: Egyptian Twitter users in di-
verse non-elite networks will express less political intolerance than those 
in more homogeneous networks.

In line with past studies of the relationship between network diver-
sity and tolerance outlined above, we first expect that greater non-elite 

33  Calhoun 1988.
34  Mutz and Martin 2001. 
35  Zhang, Fuehres, and Gloor 2011; Wojcieszak and Mutz 2009.
36  Aday et al. 2010.
37  Budak and Watts 2015.
38  Farrell 2012; Garrett 2009; Aday et al. 2012; Bakshy, Messing, and Adamic 2015. Recent stud-

ies also suggest that the degree to which social media exposes people to ideologically diverse opinions 
may be asymmetrical. In the US, for example, liberals may be more likely to engage in cross-ideological 
online communication than conservatives. Barberá et al. 2015.

39  But see Dyck and Pearson-Merkowitz 2014 for an exception.
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network diversity will be associated with lower levels of intolerance. But 
merely observing this association tells us nothing about the direction of 
the relationship. For example, imagine a hypothetical Egyptian Twitter 
user, Ahmed, who has both a relatively diverse network and a relatively 
low level of intolerance. Does Ahmed choose to cultivate a Twitter net-
work that reflects his preexisting level of tolerance? Does exposure to 
diversity through Ahmed’s Twitter network cause him to become more 
tolerant? Do both processes play out at the same time?

Examining how Ahmed’s network and level of tolerance change over 
time helps us to assess the hypothesized association between network 
diversity and tolerance. Even if Ahmed already expressed low levels of 
intolerance when he initially chose to create a diverse network, does he 
become more tolerant after spending more time in his diverse network? 
We hypothesize that beyond the general association between network 
diversity and tolerance, individuals who spend more time in diverse 
networks will become more tolerant over time:

—H1b. Non-Elite Network Diversity over Time: Egyptian Twitter us-
ers in diverse non-elite networks will express less political intolerance after 
spending more time (from t1 to t2) in their diverse networks, whereas those 
in more homogeneous networks will express more intolerance over time.

What might lead Ahmed to express less intolerance after spending 
more time in a diverse network? Does more time in the network make 
Ahmed less likely to tweet intolerant content because he has been re-
peatedly exposed to outgroup members or to a wider range of ideas than 
he would otherwise encounter? Or do exogenous events lead Ahmed to 
continue to adapt both the structure of his network and the content of 
his tweets as his beliefs evolve over time?

Figure 1 illustrates H1b, depicting Ahmed’s network diversity and 
tolerance at t1 and a year later at t2. The composition of Ahmed’s Twitter 
network does not change and he becomes more tolerant over the course 
of spending an additional year in a diverse network.

Beyond descriptively assessing whether exposure to network diver-
sity is associated with increased intolerance over time, we can interpret 
H1b causally if the following assumptions are met:

—1. Changes in Twitter users’ tolerance over time from t1 to t2 are not 
associated with a simultaneous change in the diversity of Twitter users’ 
networks.

—2. Twitter users’ decisions to select into either diverse or homoge-
neous networks at t1 are independent of a subsequent bidirectional change 
in Twitter users’ behavior, whereby users in diverse networks express less 
intolerance and users in homogeneous networks express more intolerance 
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at t2 than they did at t1. Along these lines, the ignorability assumption 
requires that individuals who self-select into a particular type of network 
at t1 are not more likely to have a particular subsequent change in their 
behavior.

—3. The Stable Unit Treatment Value Assumption (sutva) requires 
that the response of a particular individual depends only on the treatment 
to which that unit was assigned, not the treatments of others.

The first assumption is met in Figure 1, as the diversity of Ahmed’s 
network does not change over time from t1 to t2. But is this a reasonable 
assumption for Egyptian Twitter users more broadly? Research on the 
Egyptian Twittersphere suggests that Egyptians became increasingly 
polarized into Islamist and secular networks in the immediate after-
math of the 2013 coup and subsequent violent repression of Islamists.40 
The period after the coup was marked by a great unfollowing in which 
anti-Brotherhood social media users stopped following Islamists, and 
vice versa, en masse, with social media campaigns calling on people 
to defriend Islamists. This suggests that by the time of our study in 
2015, individuals who intended to change the ideological composition 
of their networks would likely have already done so. We can test em-
pirically whether this first assumption is met by evaluating whether 
individuals in our study changed the diversity of their network from t1 
to t2 and the degree to which this change is associated with simultane-
ous changes in tolerance.

40  Lynch, Freelon, and Aday 2016.

Network Diversity

Intolerance

TolerantIntolerant

DiverseHomogeneous

t1

t2

t1 t2

FIgure 1 
network dIversIty and Intolerance over tIMea

a Figure displays the relationship between network diversity and intolerance over time (from t1 to 
t2) for a hypothetical Egyptian Twitter user, Ahmed.
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The second assumption would be violated if (1) individuals like 
Ahmed who self-select into a particular network were more likely to 
change their behavior in a particular direction over time, or (2) a con-
founder both drove individuals like Ahmed to select into a diverse net-
work by t1 and caused them to express less intolerance at t2 than they did 
at t1, while driving others to both self-select into more homogeneous 
networks by t1 and to express more intolerance at t2 than they did at t1. 
For example, if Ahmed held relatively tolerant beliefs at t1, he might 
self-select into a diverse network at t1, and then exogenous events be-
tween t1 and t2 might lead him—as an already tolerant person—to ex-
press lower levels of intolerance over time, independent of his network. 
At the same time, Twitter users who held relatively intolerant beliefs 
at t1 might select into homogeneous networks and then been driven 
by the same events to express even more intolerance by t2 than they 
did at t1. Although this example is plausible, it would require that the 
confounder drive initial selection into networks and drive individuals in 
those networks to change their behavior in different directions. 

Regarding the third assumption, in the event that sutva were vio-
lated, we would need to interpret our results as the effect of an indi-
vidual’s network diversity on their level of tolerance given that other 
people’s behavior is also simultaneously being impacted by the level of 
network diversity to which they are exposed. Although this interpreta-
tion is narrower, it is also more in line with the naturalistic experience 
of participating in an online social network.

Finding evidence for H1b will, at a minimum, improve our descrip-
tive understanding of how the relationship between network diversity 
and tolerance evolves over time. If we believe that our three assump-
tions are reasonable, then we can offer suggestive evidence that expo-
sure to network diversity increases tolerance over time. Because these 
assumptions are difficult to test, we also conduct sensitivity analysis to 
understand how strong a confounder would need to be to change our 
results.

Although studies of social network diversity and political tolerance 
tend to focus on interactions among ordinary citizens or non-elite net-
work diversity, exposure to elite cues may also play a role.41 Research 
in the US and in comparative contexts suggests that citizens rely on 
simple and reliable cues from elites to make policy judgments.42 Elites 

41  Dyck and Pearson-Merkowitz 2014.
42  See, for example, Lupia 1994; Lupia and McCubbins 1998; Druckman 2001; Druckman, Peter-

son, and Slothuus 2013; Brader and Tucker 2008.
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often have incentives to shape public opinion toward an outgroup, and 
when elites perceive a threat to their power, they may advocate punitive 
policies or work to mobilize public opinion against outgroups.43

Exposure to more diverse elite cues—particularly through the open-
ing of the media following democratic transitions—has been shown to 
move public opinion against policies that violate the civil liberties of an 
outgroup.44 Connecting elite cue theory to political tolerance, Allport 
notes that the effect of intergroup contact on tolerance relies on “au-
thority support.”45 Elites alert the public to social norms within their 
political ingroup and shape attitudes and behaviors toward outgroups.46 
On Twitter, individuals can choose to follow particular elites, cultivat-
ing networks that shape their exposure to elite cues. The literature on 
the key role of elite actors motivates our second set of hypotheses:

—H2a. Elite Network Diversity: Egyptian Twitter users who follow 
more ideologically diverse elite actors will exhibit less political intolerance 
relative to those who follow more ideologically homogeneous elites.

—H2b. Elite Network Diversity over Time: Egyptian Twitter users in 
more diverse elite networks will exhibit less political intolerance over time 
(from t1 to t2), whereas those in more homogeneous elite networks will 
exhibit more intolerance over time.

We hypothesize that a negative relationship exists between elite net-
work diversity and intolerance generally, and that spending more time 
in a diverse elite network will be associated with a decrease in an indi-
vidual’s expression of intolerance from t1 to t2. Although this hypothesis 
is descriptive, it can again be interpreted causally if individuals do not 
change the diversity of their networks from t1 to t2 and if we assume that 
the decision to initially select into a particular network at t1 is not asso-
ciated with a future bidirectional change in tweeting behavior—toward 
less intolerance for those in diverse networks and more intolerance for 
those in homogeneous networks—between t1 and t2.

Iv. MeasureMent and data

MeasurIng polItIcal Intolerance on twItter

Tolerance is traditionally defined in the political science literature as the 
degree to which citizens support the extension of civil liberties to polit-

43  King and Wheelock 2007; Baumer, Messner, and Rosenfeld 2003.
44  Stein 2013.
45  Allport 1954.
46  Pettigrew 1998; Dyck and Pearson-Merkowitz 2014.
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ical rivals, including groups advocating highly disagreeable viewpoints 
and ideologies.47 Civil liberties include the right to vote, to participate 
in political parties, to organize politically, to free speech and assembly, 
and to a fair and speedy trial, as well as other basic civil rights. Political 
intolerance, by contrast, is a form of exceptionalism that seeks to limit 
the civil liberties of particular citizens or groups, and hence, their abil-
ity to compete for political power.48

The three main approaches to measuring political tolerance use sur-
vey questions that ask, respectively, whether the respondent believes 
political activities should be allowed for members of a specific outgroup 
(fixed-group approach), whether political activities should be allowed 
for members of a group that the respondent reports liking least (least-
liked approach), and whether the respondent approves of polices that 
would limit civil liberties generally.49 A crucial aspect of tolerance is 
the so-called “objection precondition,” which states that tolerance is 
restraint of the urge to repress one’s political enemies or members of an 
outgroup.50 For example, in the US context, Democrats cannot be said 
to be “tolerant” of other Democrats because they are both members of 
the same political group, but they may or may not be tolerant of Re-
publicans (their primary political competitors). Measuring tolerance is 
therefore a two-step procedure. First, researchers must establish that an 
individual dislikes or is in competition with a political group. Then they 
must measure the extent to which the individual supports or opposes 
the political rights of that group.51 Measuring intolerance is a simpler 
endeavor. Expressing a desire to limit any group’s civil liberties implies 
dislike.

We operationalized Egyptian Twitter users’ political intolerance by 
measuring the frequency and the relative frequency with which they 
tweeted intolerant content online. We chose to measure intolerance—
rather than tolerance—because it is easier to measure, given that the 
objection precondition is, by definition, satisfied. We measured intoler-
ance through a two-step process. We first classified tweets as relevant 
or not to civil liberties in Egypt. We next determined whether these 
relevant tweets were or were not intolerant.

We began with a data set of approximately 130 million tweets related 
to Egypt or Egyptian politics containing the Arabic key words “Egypt,” 
“Sisi,” “Morsi,” “Muslim Brotherhood,” “coup,” “protest,” “revolution,” 

47  Gibson 2013; Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus 1979.
48  Gibson 2013; Gibson and Gouws 2005.
49  Gibson and Gouws 2005; Sullivan and Hendriks 2009; Petersen et al. 2011.
50  Gibson and Gouws 2005.
51  Sullivan and Hendriks 2009.
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or “military rule,” as well as a data set of approximately eighteen mil-
lion tweets with geolocation metadata indicating they were sent from 
Egypt. Many tweets in these initial data sets were likely irrelevant to 
Egyptian politics—not to mention civil liberties—because they con-
tained the very broad key word “Egypt” or were included simply be-
cause geolocation metadata indicated that they were sent from Egypt. 
To obtain a training data set that contained a sufficient number of rel-
evant tweets, we first identified the two hundred most common terms 
in our data and selected those that were plausibly relevant to civil liber-
ties, including “court,” “constitution,” “prison,” “arrest,” “rights,” “law,” 
“coup,” and “military.”52 We next took a sample of five thousand tweets 
from the data set that contained key words that we might expect to be 
relevant to civil liberties.

We then used the data enrichment platform Figure Eight to code 
each of these five thousand tweets according to whether they were rel-
evant to civil liberties in Egypt. The coding was done by three native 
Arabic-language speakers. Using the human-coded data, we trained a 
Naive Bayes classifier to classify the roughly 148 million tweets in our 
data set as relevant (or not) to civil liberties in Egypt.53 After using our 
classifier to identify relevant tweets, we used human-coded data to train 
a second classifier to classify relevant tweets as intolerant or not.54

Under our coding scheme for the training data, translated and pre-
sented in Appendix A of the supplementary material, intolerant tweets 
support restricting civil liberties in Egypt. These tweets include those 
that favor civilian arrests, death sentences, or torture; those that support 
limiting the right to free speech, protest, or assembly; and those that 
advocate for banning political parties or excluding certain groups from 
formal or informal political participation.55

An example of an intolerant tweet found in the Twittersphere shows 
a graphic image portraying former President Morsi and other promi-

52  A full list of these key words and their translations is provided in Appendix A of the supplemen-
tary material; Siegel et al. 2021. If we had trained our classifier using random samples of tweets from 
the Egyptian Twittersphere, the vast majority of the tweets would have been irrelevant to civil liber-
ties and the classifier would have been trained on only the small number of tweets that were relevant. 
We chose this particular set of key words because they occur most commonly in the data and capture 
multiple theoretically motivated dimensions of political (in)tolerance.

53  A detailed description of this process and the performance of our classifier is described in Ap-
pendix A of the supplementary material.

54  Specifically, we used the Figure Eight platform to code fifty thousand relevant tweets as intoler-
ant or tolerant. Because intolerant tweets appear relatively rarely, we needed much more human-coded 
data to create our training data set for the intolerance classifier than was needed to create the training 
data set for the relevance classifier. More details on this process are provided in Appendix A of the 
supplementary material.

55  Siegel et al. 2021.
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nent Muslim Brotherhood members on their way to the gallows. The 
Arabic text of the tweet states, “God willing, the traitors, spies, and ter-
rorists will be executed. The people want the execution of the Brother-
hood.” Because this tweet clearly opposes the civil liberties of Islamists, 
it is classified as intolerant. Translated examples of randomly selected 
relevant and intolerant tweets are provided in Appendix A. Our intoler-
ance classifier enabled us to obtain longitudinal measures of intolerance 
for any Egyptian Twitter users who repeatedly tweeted content relevant 
to civil liberties in Egypt.

MeasurIng twItter network dIversIty

To measure network diversity, we first developed a measure of po-
litical orientation—namely, whether a Twitter user was Islamist, 
secular, or neither (moderate).56 Following the 2013 coup, the Islamist- 
secular divide became more deeply entrenched as the primary fault 
line in Egyptian politics, and it is therefore the political dimension on 
which we assessed network diversity.57

It is possible to estimate the political orientation of Twitter users 
based on the political elites whom they choose to follow.58 Pablo Bar-
berá59 argues that the decision to follow a politician or political account 
on Twitter is a “costly signal” that provides information about a Twit-
ter user’s ideological position. This is grounded in the assumption that 
Twitter users prefer to follow accounts that share their political orienta-
tions because social networks are homophilic60 and individuals gravitate 
toward those with similar leanings. Borrowing from Yosh Halberstam 
and Brian Knight,61 we therefore measured the political orientation of 
Egyptian Twitter users based on the politicians whom they followed 
on Twitter.

We compiled a list of all Egyptian political elites on Twitter who 
had more than ten thousand followers and well-known political affili-
ations. This yielded a list of eighty-five Egyptian political elites (forty-
four secular and forty-one Islamist).62 We used the political affiliation 

56  Moderates, by whom we mean users who are neither Islamist nor secular, may include true mod-
erates (those who fall somewhere between Islamists and secularists on the ideological spectrum) or 
people whose political orientation cannot be determined because they do not follow any elites. 

57  Of course, there is additional diversity within the Egyptian political spectrum, including the 
Salafi–Muslim Brotherhood division on the Islamist side and the liberal-promilitary division among 
secular Egyptians, but here we focus on the Islamist-secular divide, which is the most salient.

58  Halberstam and Knight 2016.
59  Barberá 2015.
60  McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001.
61  Halberstam and Knight 2016.
62  See Appendix A of the supplementary material for more details and the list of elites; Siegel et 

al. 2021.
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(Islamist or secular) of these elites to classify the political orientation 
of each Twitter user as well as the political orientation of each Twitter 
user’s non-elite friends.63 Users were classified as Islamist if 60 percent 
or more of the elites they followed were Islamist, secular if 60 percent or 
more of the elites they followed were secular, and moderate if Islamists 
and secularists each constituted between 40 and 60 percent of the elites 
they followed. We chose the 60 percent cutoff point because it appeared 
to be accurate upon examining the networks of a hundred politically 
engaged Egyptians on Twitter whose political orientation could be eas-
ily determined based on the content of their tweets.64 But to ensure that 
our threshold choice did not bias our analysis, we also tried a series of 
other percentages—ranging from 55 percent to 85 percent—and found 
that using these alternatives did not substantively change our results.65 

Because the elites whom we chose were either secular or Islamist, our 
definitions of secular, Islamist, and moderate Egyptian Twitter users 
were mutually exclusive, allowing us to code the political orientation of 
each user in our sample and each of their non-elite friends. Users who 
did not follow any political elites were classified as moderate.

Users in completely homogeneous networks followed only Islamist 
or only secular elites, whereas those in completely diverse networks fol-
lowed an even proportion of Islamist and secular elites. Elite network 
diversity can therefore be measured on a zero to one continuous scale, 
with those in completely homogeneous networks receiving a score of 0 
and those in maximally diverse networks receiving a score of 1 as fol-
lows:

Elite Network Diversity = 1 – | % Secular Elites – % Islamist Elites |

To measure non-elite network diversity, we first classified the po-
litical orientation of each non-elite user whom individuals followed on 
Twitter. Our first measure of non-elite network diversity is analogous 
to our measure of elite network diversity:

Non-Elite Network Diversity = 1 – | % Secular Non-Elites –  
% Islamist Non-Elites |

63  “Friends” are accounts that a Twitter user follows. By contrast, “followers” are individuals who 
follow the user.

64  In a random sample of one hundred accounts, Islamist users frequently had profile metadata and 
photos that included Brotherhood slogans and symbols, and secular Egyptians often had pro-Sisi or 
promilitary imagery and text associated with their profiles.

65  Results using these different thresholds are displayed in Table B7 of the supplementary material.
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We also developed a second measure of non-elite network diver-
sity that makes the diversity score higher for users who followed large 
numbers of moderates, accounting for exposure to secular, Islamist, and 
moderate users in a network. This measure is also on a zero to one 
continuous scale:

Non-Elite Network Diversity =  
(Non-Elite Network Diversity + Moderate Non-Elites) / 2

data

As we describe above, our initial data set consisted of tweets that in-
cluded either the Arabic word for Egypt or a reference to Egyptian 
politics, or geolocation metadata indicating that they were sent from 
Egypt. This initial data set contained 148,361,405 tweets. Of these, 
11,141,302 were sent by non-elite Egyptians.66 Using our relevance 
classifier, we determined that 3,050,983 of these tweets were relevant to 
civil liberties in Egypt. These relevant tweets were produced by 159,619 
unique Egyptian Twitter users.

To identify Egyptian Twitter users who were likely to tweet about 
civil liberties, we next limited this data set to users who had published at 
least four tweets from March 2014 to April 2015 that were relevant to 
those liberties. Doing so produced a data set of 9,400 non-elite Egyp-
tian Twitter users. This number is relatively small given the size of our 
tweet collection because the majority of tweets in the initial data sets 
were produced by news organizations, verified Twitter accounts, and 
users who did not appear to be located in Egypt. Further, rather than 
attempting to capture the full universe of intolerant tweets in the Egyp-
tian Twittersphere, our classifier prioritized precision over recall to en-
sure that we had accurate data with which to test our hypotheses. Many 
users deleted their accounts, stopped tweeting, or made their accounts 
private in the period under study. We also removed users with more 
than five thousand friends at the time of our initial collection, although 
this cohort accounted for less than 1 percent of the total data set. To 
identify bots in our data, we ran all our users through Botometer,67 an 
automated bot-detection tool. The results suggested that fewer than 2 
percent of the users in our data had above a 50 percent likelihood of 
being classified as a bot. We also manually examined a random sample 
of 500 of the 9,400 accounts searching for common indicators of bot 
activity68 and did not identify any bots.

66  Tweets were collected using Twitter’s streaming application programming interface (API). See 
Appendix A of the supplementary material for details on determining users’ location.

67  At https://botometer.iuni.iu.edu/#!/faq, accessed February 9, 2021.
68  Stukal et al. 2017.
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We next collected network data for each of the 9,400 Twitter users 
every day from April 2015 through October 2016 to classify their po-
litical orientation, to measure their network diversity, and to evaluate 
how their networks changed over time. In October 2016, at the end of 
the data collection period, we scraped the 3,200 most recent tweets of 
each of these users.69 For most of these users, these tweets covered sev-
eral years of Twitter activity and could even date back to their earliest 
tweet. This collection gave us a data set of almost 29 million tweets pro-
duced by 9,400 politically engaged Egyptian Twitter users. As Figure 
2 demonstrates, the users in our data set were geographically diverse. 
Although they were concentrated in Cairo, their locations generally 
mirrored the distribution of the Egyptian population along the Nile.

Our data set consists of 1,341 Islamist, 3,748 moderate, and 4,311 
secular Egyptian Twitter users. As Table A3 of the supplementary ma-
terial demonstrates, elite and non-elite network sizes varied dramati-
cally, with users following from zero to sixty-two elites and having from 
zero to 48,800 non-elite friends.70 The number of relevant tweets and 
the number of intolerant tweets also differed a great deal across users.71 

Further, as Figure 3 suggests, network diversity varied quite a bit, with 
concentrations of users in both diverse and homogeneous networks. 
The large number of users with maximally diverse or maximally ho-
mogeneous elite networks was partly driven by the fact that many users 
followed very few elites, as Table A3 suggests.72

v. eMpIrIcal strategy and results

We first assessed whether users in more ideologically diverse networks 
exhibited lower levels of intolerance relative to users in more homo-
geneous networks (H1a and H2a). When measuring intolerance as a 
raw count of intolerant tweets, we used a quasi-Poisson model. Quasi- 
Poisson regression accounts for overdispersion in count data, address-

69  Twitter’s API limits enabled us to scrape the 3,200 most recent tweets and retweets in a given 
user’s timeline. Our results do not change significantly when retweets are excluded from the analysis.

70  Although some individuals did not follow any elites and some did not follow any non-elites, ev-
eryone in the sample followed at least one person. Network statistics are from October 2016, the end 
of the data collection period.

71  Although our sample only included users who had sent at least four relevant tweets from March 
2014 through April 2015, when we scraped the 3,200 tweets for each of these users in October 2016, 
the end of our data collection period, some users who tweeted frequently had tweeted fewer than four 
relevant tweets in their most recent 3,200 tweets. The minimum relevant tweet count in Table A3 is 
therefore one rather than four; Siegel et al. 2021.

72  Descriptive statistics of users’ tweet content, network size, and network diversity are provided 
in Appendix A of the supplementary material. The process of collecting data to measure intolerance 
and network diversity described above is summarized in the flowchart in Figure A2; Siegel et al. 2021.
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ing the fact that many users in our sample rarely tweeted intolerant 
tweets in the period under study. Although intolerant tweets are a rare 
outcome,73 because thousands of Egyptians produce this rhetoric, a 
small difference in individual tweet volume represents a meaningful 
reduction in the volume of intolerant tweets in the Egyptian Twitter-
sphere. When measuring intolerance as a proportion of relevant tweets, 
we used ols regressions.

73  We therefore also replicate this analysis using a negative binomial model, yielding similar results 
reported in Table B6 of the supplementary material.

FIgure 2
geographIc dIstrIbutIon oF twItter users In saMplea

a Figure shows the locations of geolocated Twitter users in our data set. We have geolocation data 
for 6,431 of the 9,400 users in our sample.
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Because having a larger political communication network may in-
crease tolerance,74 we included elite network size and non-elite network 
size as control variables measured as log(number of elite friends) and 
log(number of non-elite friends).75 We also included an Islamist dummy 
variable to account for political orientation.76 Additionally, we con-
trolled for the time a user had been on Twitter, measured as log(number 
of days on Twitter) and—in the count model—included a control for 
each user’s number of relevant tweets.

Figure 4 plots the coeffi cients from our quasi-Poisson model, dem-
onstrating that both elite and non-elite network diversity are associ-
ated with statistically signifi cant lower levels of intolerance whether 
we measure non-elite network diversity including or excluding moder-
ates. Tables B1 and B2 of the supplementary material demonstrate that 
these results are consistent whether measuring intolerance as a count or 
as a proportion, with and without controls. Converting the point esti-

74  Gibson 2001.
75  Network size is not signifi cantly correlated with either elite or non-elite network diversity, so we 

do not have any concerns about collinearity here. Because we exclude moderates from our measure of 
non-elite diversity, our network size variable captures this information as well.

76  This is not signifi cantly correlated with elite (or non-elite) network diversity.
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FIgure 3
dIstrIbutIons oF twItter network dIversItya

a Figure shows variation in elite and non-elite network diversity (including and excluding moder-
ates) of the 9,400 Twitter users in our data set.
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mates to exponentiated coefficients to facilitate interpretation, a one-
unit increase in elite network diversity from a fully homogeneous to a 
maximally diverse elite network is associated with a 34 percent decrease 
in a user’s intolerant tweets. Similarly, a one-unit increase in non-elite 
network diversity (excluding moderates) is associated with a 33 percent 
decrease in a user’s intolerant tweets. But when we measure network di-
versity including moderates, we see a much stronger relationship between 
non-elite network diversity and intolerance, with a one-unit increase in 
non-elite network diversity associated with a 78 percent decrease in in-
tolerance. A larger non-elite network is also significantly associated 
with lower levels of intolerance. By contrast, a larger elite network is 
associated with a higher level of intolerance. Demonstrating the valid-
ity of our intolerance classifier, we see similar results using only the 
human-coded data with which we created our training data set (Table 
B3 of the supplementary material).77

77  We also replicate this analysis looking at tolerant tweets and irrelevant tweets. As we might 
expect, greater network diversity is significantly associated with higher levels of tolerance. Greater 
network diversity is also significantly associated with producing more irrelevant tweets. Perhaps more 

Non-elite 
diversity

(w/ moderates)

Non-elite 
diversity

(w/o moderates)

Elite diversity

Excluding Moderates

         –1.5         –1.0          –0.5          0.0

Including Moderates

         –1.5         –1.0          –0.5          0.0

FIgure 4 
network dIversIty and Intolerance (QuasI-poIsson Models)a

a Figure displays coefficient plots of quasi-Poisson models demonstrating the association between 
network diversity (with and without moderates) and users’ intolerant tweet count. The figure reports 
nonexponentiated coefficients. The models include controls for users’ relevant tweet count, days on 
Twitter, and political orientation. N = 9,400. The plot shows 95 percent confidence intervals. Full 
regression tables with and without controls can be found in Appendix B of the supplementary material 
(Siegel et al. 2021).
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Next, we tested hypotheses H1b and H2b, that beyond the gen-
eral association between network diversity and tolerance, individuals 
who spend more time in diverse networks will exhibit less intolerance 
over time. The time series structure of Twitter data gave us temporally 
granular behavioral measures of both network diversity and tolerance 
that allowed us to better understand the dynamics of the relationship 
between them. We measured the association between network diversity 
and the change in a users’ level of intolerance from t1 to t2. To do so, we 
used lagged dependent variable models78 to assess the degree to which 
spending an additional year in a diverse network was associated with a 
decrease in public expression of intolerance in the next six-month pe-
riod, relative to the six months preceding t1. As in the previous models, 
we included controls for network size, time on Twitter, political orien-
tation, and—in the case of the count models—the number of relevant 
tweets.

The results of these analyses—whether we apply proportional or 
count measures of intolerance, including and excluding controls— 
suggest that spending a year in a more diverse network is associated 
with a decrease in intolerance, relative to the previous six-month pe-
riod. Figure 5 plots the coefficients from our quasi-Poisson lagged 
dependent variable model. Both elite and non-elite network diversity 
(with and without moderates) are associated with a decrease in a user’s 
level of intolerance after spending an additional year in a given Twitter 
network, and the result is statistically significant. Converting the point 
estimates to exponentiated coefficients for ease of interpretation, we see 
that spending an additional year in a maximally diverse elite network 
is associated with a 42 percent decrease in a user’s intolerant tweets in 
the following six-month period, controlling for prior levels of intol-
erance. Similarly, spending an additional year in a maximally diverse 
non-elite network excluding moderates is associated with a 45 percent 
decrease in a user’s intolerant tweets in the following six-month period, 
and spending an additional year in a diverse non-elite network includ-
ing moderates is associated with an 82 percent decrease in intolerant 
tweets. As in the aggregate analysis, following a larger number of elites 
is significantly associated with an increase in intolerance.79

tolerant individuals also tweet more about topics that are not politically contentious. These results are 
reported in Tables B4 and B5 of the supplementary material. 

78  Finkel 1995.
79  Lagged dependent variable models generally underestimate the coefficients of other independent 

variables besides the lagged dependent variable. This approach thus yields a conservative test of the 
association between spending an additional year in a diverse network and a user’s level of intolerance in 
the subsequent period ( Jorgenson and Burns 2007). These associations are also evident when examin-
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These results provide support for our descriptive hypotheses. As we 
argue in our discussion of the hypotheses, we can interpret these re-
sults causally if changes in Twitter users’ levels of intolerance over time 
are not associated with a simultaneous change in the diversity of their 
networks and we assume that users’ decisions to select into a diverse 
or homogeneous network at t1 are independent of their likelihood of 
bidirectionally changing the frequency with which they tweet intoler-
ant rhetoric a year later at t2, such that those in more diverse networks 
express less intolerance and those in more homogeneous networks ex-
press more.

The histograms in Figure 6 plot the distribution of users’ changes 

ing the raw data. The fifty users who exhibited the greatest decrease in intolerance had an average elite 
network diversity of 0.53 and an average non-elite network diversity of 0.35, whereas those with the 
greatest increase in intolerance had an average elite network diversity of 0.28 and an average non-elite 
network diversity of 0.19.

Non-elite diversity
(w/ moderates)

Non-elite diversity
(w/o moderates)

Elite diversity

Excluding Moderates

      –2.0      –1.5      –1.0      –0.5        0.0

Including Moderates

      –2.0      –1.5      –1.0      –0.5        0.0

FIgure 5 
network dIversIty and change In Intolerance over tIMe (QuasI-poIsson 

lagged dependent varIable Models)a

a Figure displays coefficient plots of lagged dependent variable models evaluating the association 
between network diversity (with and without moderates) and the change in a user’s intolerant tweet 
count after spending one additional year in a network. The models also include controls for users’ 
relevant tweet count, days on Twitter, and political orientation. N = 7,843. Users in our sample who 
did not have relevant tweets before May 2015 and after May 2016 were excluded from the analysis. 
The plot shows 95 percent confidence intervals. Full regression tables with and without controls and 
models that control for changes in network diversity can be found in the supplementary material 
(Siegel et al. 2021).
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in network diversity from May 2015 to May 2016, demonstrating that 
changes in both elite and non-elite network diversity are clustered 
around zero. Furthermore, the degree to which users in our sample 
changed the composition of their elite and non-elite networks over the 
course of our study is not significantly associated with a change in their 
intolerance levels after spending an additional year on Twitter. This 
result suggests that our first assumption is valid—the decision to select 
into a particular network initially is not associated with the likelihood 
of tolerance changing over the subsequent year.

Of course, we could not randomly assign individuals to initially select 
into particular networks, which would meet the gold standard for in-
terpreting our results causally. But we could control for cross-sectional 
variation of initial selection into diverse or homogeneous networks. We 
reestimated our conditional change models using a fixed effect to mark 
users in diverse (network diversity greater than 0.5) and non-diverse 
(network diversity less than 0.5) networks. The results of this analysis 
are reported in Table B10 of the supplementary material and are consis-
tent with our findings reported in Figure 5, although the effect sizes are 
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FIgure 6 
change In network dIversItya

a Figure shows the change in elite and non-elite network diversity (with and without moderates) 
from May 2015 to May 2016. Most users had minimal change in network diversity in this period, with 
most of the data clustered around zero.
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of course much smaller, as they only represent differences among users 
in diverse (or homogeneous) networks.

Again, without random assignment we cannot rule out the possibil-
ity that our findings are biased by omitted variables. We therefore also 
explored the sensitivity of our results to the inclusion of an omitted 
variable exogenous to and correlated with both network diversity and a 
change in intolerance. Sensitivity analysis allows us to assess how strong 
unobserved confounders would need to be to change our results. The 
results of this sensitivity analysis, explained in detail in Appendix C of 
the supplementary material, suggest that it is unlikely that our results 
are being driven by omitted-variable bias. The effect of elite network 
diversity and non-elite network diversity on the change in intolerance 
over time is robust to confounding variables between one and three 
times as strong as any of the covariates observed in our models. Taken 
together, we interpret our results as providing support for our descrip-
tive hypotheses and as suggestive evidence that network diversity may 
cause a reduction in the public expression of intolerance over time.

vI. dIscussIon and conclusIons

Our findings indicate that individuals in more diverse political commu-
nication networks—particularly those that include moderate peers—
express lower levels of intolerance toward outgroups than those in 
homogeneous networks and that the amount of intolerant rhetoric they 
express decreases after spending more time in the network. By contrast, 
the amount of intolerance expressed by those in homogeneous net-
works increases over time. Further, individuals rarely changed the ide-
ological diversity of their networks over the time period under study. 
Thus, as we assume that the decision to initially select into a given net-
work is independent of a bidirectional change in the expressed level of 
tolerance in the future—such that those in diverse networks express less 
intolerance and those in homogeneous networks express more—we in-
terpret our results as providing suggestive evidence that greater expo-
sure to network diversity decreases intolerance over time.

What do our results tell us about the mechanisms by which network 
diversity might affect tolerance over time? As we outlined above, a di-
verse elite network may expose individuals to a wider range of view-
points from well-known, influential political actors. Similarly, spending 
time in a diverse non-elite network exposes individuals to a wider range 
of political viewpoints from their peers. As noted previously, decades 
of social science literature suggest that exposure to members of an out-
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group can create greater awareness of the rationale for opposing views.80 

Thus, the associations we observe could be driven by attitude changes 
from repeated exposure to new information over time.

But spending time in a diverse peer network that contains moderates 
may influence tolerance over time through a second mechanism: social 
norms. Recent research suggests that the norms of online communities 
heavily influence the individuals who belong to them. Experimental 
evidence demonstrates that being sanctioned by a peer for uncivil or 
intolerant behavior or being called out for expressing a particular politi-
cal view can cause individuals to express less extreme and less intolerant 
rhetoric online.81 Moreover, individuals in networks where intolerant 
language is less common are even more affected by social sanctions 
from peers, who set the bounds of what behavior is acceptable or not 
within a network.82 Our finding that diverse networks—particularly 
those with greater numbers of moderate peers—contain less intolerant 
speech than more homogeneous networks suggests that using intoler-
ant discourse in these settings may violate their norms. As individuals 
spend more time in a network where intolerant language is uncommon 
or is sanctioned by other users, they may reduce their expression of this 
rhetoric over time.

By exploiting Twitter’s architecture to develop a much more detailed 
measure of elite and non-elite political communication networks than 
traditional survey methods allow and by describing the relationship be-
tween network diversity and tolerance both in the aggregate and over 
time, this article provides a key contribution to the tolerance and elite 
cues literatures. Additionally, our analysis offers insight into the poten-
tial short- and long-term effects of online social networks on political 
attitudes and behavior, a topic of great interest in political communica-
tion research.

In the vast majority of tolerance studies to date, social scientists have 
been seriously limited in their ability to comprehensively map and char-
acterize people’s networks.83 The challenge of accurately measuring po-
litical communication networks has forced researchers to either rely on 
self-reported descriptions of individuals’ networks or to painstakingly 
develop detailed pictures of such networks (through anthropological 
participant observation, for example), which can only be compiled for 
a small number of people.84 This article, by contrast, demonstrates the 

80  See Mutz 2002; Mutz 2006.
81  Munger 2017.
82  Siegel and Badaan 2020.
83  For discussions of these limitations, see Gibson 2001; Bloom and Bagno-Moldavsky 2015.
84  Gibson 2001.
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tremendous potential of social media data to thoroughly characterize 
the elite and non-elite political communication networks of large num-
bers of people in diverse contexts.

Similarly, this article elucidates the opportunity that machine- 
learning text-analysis techniques afford for using social media data to 
study shifting behavior over time. By using a relatively small amount 
of human-coded data to train a classifier, we were able to analyze more 
than 29 million tweets produced by 9,400 politically engaged Egyptians 
over two years. Obtaining these types of repeated longitudinal measures 
of intolerance and networks over time would be impossible using more 
traditional data sources, particularly in nondemocratic polities.

But before generalizing the findings in this analysis beyond post-
coup Egypt, we must consider three caveats. First, this study was con-
ducted using Twitter data because those data are publicly available and 
allow us to measure the behavior of elites and everyday citizens on the 
same platform. Twitter users tended to be younger and more politi-
cally engaged than users of other social media platforms in Egypt in 
this period. Moreover, our analysis is further constrained to individuals 
who regularly talked about politics on Twitter (that is, those who either 
were geolocated in Egypt or tweeted about Egyptian politics in Arabic 
and who published at least four tweets relevant to civil liberties from 
March 2014 to April 2015). Additionally, these individuals did not de-
lete their accounts, have their accounts suspended, or stop tweeting over 
the course of the study. This means that our analysis is also limited to 
active Twitter users and likely excludes extremist users whose accounts 
may have been suspended during the period under study. Although this 
population is in no way representative of Egyptians or even of Egyptian 
social media users, we believe it is a reasonable proxy for politically en-
gaged Egyptian Twitter users.

Second, the depth of ideological polarization in postcoup Egypt, 
exacerbated by the exclusion of Islamists from almost all formal politi-
cal channels, is extreme. But in other parts of the Arab world, includ-
ing Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia, the Islamist-secular divide has also 
deepened, and we might expect to find similar results.85 Recent work 
suggests that polarization and ideological animosity have increased in 
established democracies, developing democracies, and authoritarian 
contexts alike over the past decade,86 perhaps making postcoup Egypt 
less of an outlier.

Third, our real-world observational data does not enable us to ran-
85  Kubinec and Owen 2018.
86  Somer and McCoy 2018.
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domly assign individuals to networks to make robust causal inferences. 
Although our sensitivity analysis suggests that our results are robust 
to the presence of large confounders in the data, more experimental 
research is needed to precisely estimate the causal effects of network 
diversity on tolerance in diverse contexts.

Although evaluating the relationship between network diversity and 
intolerance in the online sphere may not appear to have immediate con-
sequences on the ground, a growing body of literature suggests that on-
line activity reveals important information about offline attitudes and 
behavior. Notably, in their study of ideological homophily and segrega-
tion on Twitter, Halberstam and Knight87 find that the degree of ideo-
logical segregation in Twitter networks is similar to that in networks of 
face-to-face interactions with friends and coworkers. This suggests that 
the effects we observe in the online sphere could be occurring offline as 
well. The connections between online and offline behavior also deserve 
further study.

Given that the “Twitter revolutions” failed to bring democratic change 
and that virulent Islamist-secular polarization continues to threaten 
Egypt’s stability, understanding the structure of political communication 
among elites and engaged citizens has become particularly pertinent. 
The results of this article indicate that the online social networks that 
Egyptian Twitter users cultivate may shape their level of intolerance— 
or at least their propensity to use intolerant rhetoric—over time. More 
substantively, they suggest that online social network structures may 
influence political attitudes and behavior. We hope future research will 
continue to examine the dynamics of online network diversity and po-
litical tolerance in other contexts, paying particular attention to how 
the patterns we observe in postcoup Egypt might differ in less sharply 
polarized contexts or other regime types.

suppleMentary MaterIal

Supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0043887120000295.

data

replication files for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/KO 
IKBJ.
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ELECTORAL MANIPULATION  
AND REGIME SUPPORT
Survey Evidence from Russia

By ORA JOHN REUTER and DAVID SZAKONYI

abstract
Does electoral fraud stabilize authoritarian rule or undermine it? The answer to this ques-
tion rests in part on how voters evaluate regime candidates who engage in fraud. Using 
a survey experiment conducted after the 2016 elections in Russia, the authors find that 
voters withdraw their support from ruling party candidates who commit electoral fraud. 
This effect is especially large among strong supporters of the regime. Core regime sup-
porters are more likely to have ex ante beliefs that elections are free and fair. Revealing 
that fraud has occurred significantly reduces their propensity to support the regime. The 
authors’ findings illustrate that fraud is costly for autocrats not just because it may ignite 
protest, but also because it can undermine the regime’s core base of electoral support. 
Because many of its strongest supporters expect free and fair elections, the regime has 
strong incentives to conceal or otherwise limit its use of electoral fraud.

Does electoral fraud stabilize authoritarian rule or undermine it? 
On the one hand, electoral fraud may help the regime “win’’ elec-

tions and signal strength to elites.1 This view suggests that manufactur-
ing dominant electoral victories deters potential challengers. On the 
other hand, electoral fraud also carries a clear set of risks. Fraud can 
serve as a focal point around which the opposition can organize mass 
protests, as the color revolutions clearly demonstrate.2

But fraud holds another liability for autocrats, one that is underap-
preciated: it can undermine popular support for the authorities, even 
among those who back the regime. In this article, we examine how vot-
ers in contemporary Russia respond when they find out that the regime 
is manipulating elections. We argue that because voters view fraud as 
morally inappropriate, they disapprove of its use and withdraw support 
from the candidates who use it.

The effects of increasing awareness of electoral fraud are largest  
among core regime supporters. In electoral authoritarian regimes, re-
gime partisans are more likely to believe ex ante that elections are con- 

1 Simpser 2013; Rozenas 2016.
2 Tucker 2007; Bunce and Wolchik 2011.

World Politics 73, no. 2 (April 2021) 275–314   Copyright © 2021 Trustees of Princeton University
doi: /10.1017/S0043887120000234
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ducted fairly. This can happen for a number of reasons. Regime support-
ers are more exposed (and possibly susceptible) to regime propaganda, 
and partisanship biases may inhibit the internalization of rumors about 
fraud. Alternatively, those who support the regime may do so precisely 
because they believe it’s holding free and fair elections. Given these pre-
conceived notions, core supporters will be most likely to punish regime 
incumbents when fraud is revealed to them. By contrast, swing voters 
or those who are weakly aligned are already skeptical about electoral in-
tegrity, so the revelation of fraud will do less to affect their vote choice. 
Expectations of electoral fraud are already factored in for these voters.

To test these claims, we conducted a framing experiment through the 
2016 Russian Election Study (res), a nationally representative survey 
following that year’s State Duma election. Our survey experiment ran-
domly prompted respondents to evaluate a hypothetical United Rus-
sia (ur) candidate who was known to have engaged in different types 
of fraud, and then asked them to rate their likelihood of voting for the 
candidate. We find that all types of electoral fraud—ballot-box fraud, 
vote buying, and intimidation—reduce support for the ur candidate.

Using data from the same survey, we report several other findings 
that reinforce our main arguments. First, the vast majority of Russians 
express moral disapproval of electoral fraud, regardless of their affinity 
for the regime in power. Second, a surprisingly large share of Russians 
believe that elections are held honestly and—more important for this 
study—regime supporters are much more likely to believe that elec-
tions are free and fair. Third, we find that learning about ur candidates’ 
use of fraud produces a much larger reduction in support among strong 
regime backers than it does among weakly aligned voters. We con-
clude that if information on fraud were to become widespread in Rus-
sia, Vladimir Putin’s electoral coalition would diminish significantly in 
size. We replicate these findings with a second survey experiment con-
ducted in Russia in May 2018, which also examines how an individu-
al’s likelihood of voting depends on perceptions of fraud.

Our findings demonstrate that excessive use of fraud can destabilize 
autocracy not just because it leads to mass protest, but also because it 
erodes the regime’s electoral base. Some recent accounts suggest the op-
posite. For instance, Milan Svolik argues that regime supporters in po-
larized societies will endorse illiberal acts if doing so helps their party 
defeat the opposition.3 Our experiments suggest this is not the case in 
Russia: polarization isn’t strong enough that regime supporters are will-

3 Svolik 2020.
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ing to excuse regime candidates for fraud. Instead, they punish them 
for it.

Whereas many neo-institutional accounts of autocracy suggest that 
regimes should publicize fraud to convey strength, our argument helps 
to explain why autocrats actually go to great lengths to conceal their use 
of fraud. Indeed, contemporary electoral autocracies like Russia often 
commit significant resources to improve public perceptions of electoral 
integrity. More generally, our findings suggest that autocratic regimes 
maintain a facade of electoral democracy because many voters believe in 
that facade and express support for free elections. The neo-institutional 
literature on autocracy has also usefully pointed out that elections can 
provide dictators with important instrumental benefits, such as infor-
mation and co-optation. But our findings suggest that scholars of au-
tocracy shouldn’t overlook the more prosaic reasons why dictators retain 
(or introduce) elections. Elections are held simply because voters value 
them and expect them to be free and fair.

literature review

Autocrats turn to electoral manipulation for a number of reasons. Ob-
viously, such tactics can help the regime win elections. Ballot-box fraud 
adds votes in a straightforward manner, and some studies show that 
vote buying can also be effective.4 And although there’s less research on 
intimidation, at least one recent study finds that threatening voters can 
be effective for turning out the vote.5 Fraud may have other benefits as 
well, such as allowing the regime to manufacture large vote margins 
that convey an image of strength.6 Fraud can signal to potential chal-
lengers that resistance is futile. To regime insiders, it demonstrates that 
defection will not be rewarded with success. And some scholars argue 
that fraud can make opposition voters believe their vote is useless, and 
thereby reduce turnout among these voters.7

But fraud is no electoral panacea for autocrats. A major contribu-
tion of the new literature on electoral authoritarianism is to point out 
that these regimes actually use electoral manipulation sparingly. Simply 
faking an election is rare.8 Instead, autocratic regimes put considerable 
effort into securing electoral victories that reflect the revealed prefer-
ences of voters. Genuine victories are preferable to manufactured ones 

4 Cantú and García-Ponce 2015; Vicente 2014.
5 Frye, Reuter, and Szakonyi 2019.
6 Simpser 2013.
7 McCann and Domínguez 1998; Simpser 2012.
8 Magaloni 2006; Levitsky and Way 2010.
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because electoral manipulation is costly. Administrative costs are one 
factor—it’s expensive to coordinate and implement nationwide fraud—
but most accounts imply that the more important downside of fraud is 
that the masses react negatively to it. Indeed, that autocrats usually try 
to hide fraud indicates that they believe they would suffer some conse-
quence for committing it openly.

It has been argued that electoral fraud can undermine the legitimacy 
of an autocrat’s electoral victory9 and may be used to convey an image 
of invincibility.10 More worrying for autocrats is the number of models 
that link electoral fraud to the eruption of mass protest.11 These mod-
els assume that the opposition detests electoral manipulation and is able 
to capitalize on that anger to solve collective action problems, mobilize 
supporters, and overthrow the incumbents deemed responsible.

But fraud has another potential cost. It may reduce levels of polit-
ical support for the regime, even among those who back it. In almost 
all countries, electoral manipulation is illegal: those who commit fraud 
are breaking the law. Moreover, individual acts of electoral manipula-
tion have moral valence. Voter intimidation involves coercion, which 
in most cultures is viewed as immoral. To the extent that voters prefer 
virtuous candidates, they should punish those candidates who use co-
ercion to win votes. Moral evaluations of vote buying are more com-
plicated, but the available evidence indicates that most voters view it as 
inappropriate.12 And although the moral calculus of ballot-box fraud 
hasn’t been explored in the literature, it’s conceivable that voters find 
this type of fraud inappropriate if they view it as a form of stealing or 
cheating.

Thus, there are good reasons to think that incumbents may lose votes 
if voters discover that they manipulated elections. But few studies ex-
amine this notion empirically. On the one hand, work by Eric Kramon 
suggests that vote buying helps candidates demonstrate competence, 
trustworthiness, and electoral viability to potential voters in places 
where patronage is pervasive.13 On the other hand, Rebecca Weitz-
Shapiro uses a survey experiment in Argentina to show that middle-
class voters withdraw their support from candidates who engage in vote 
buying.14 Using vignette experiments, Roxana Gutiérrez-Romero and 
Adrienne LeBas show that voters in Kenya are less likely to express sup-

9 Cornelius 1975; Norris 2014; Birch 2011.
10 Magaloni 2006.
11 Tucker 2007; Fearon 2011.
12 Gonzalez Ocantos, Jonge, and Nickerson 2014.
13 Kramon 2016.
14 Weitz-Shapiro 2014.
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port for candidates rumored to have engaged in preelection violence.15

These studies are relevant for our research, but it’s hard to directly 
compare our findings with theirs. Acts of physical violence—Gutiérrez-
Romero and LeBas reference murder in their experiment—hold much 
greater moral valence than do the types of electoral manipulation we 
study in this article. Isabela Mares and Lauren Young conducted a sur-
vey experiment to examine how rumors of vote buying and intimidation 
affect support for hypothetical candidates in rural Bulgaria.16 Their re-
search is the closest to ours but, as we discuss below, their main focus is 
on how sociodemographic factors affect evaluations of manipulation. In 
addition, we use an expanded definition of electoral manipulation that 
includes intimidation, vote buying, and ballot-box fraud.

consequences of electoral manipulation:  
a survey experiment in russia

Our study’s main goal is to examine this question: When autocratic re-
gimes commit fraud, which voters do they risk losing? But before turn-
ing to that, we seek to determine whether electoral manipulation affects 
mass support for the authorities at all. We first address this question by 
investigating how Russians view the moral appropriateness of different 
types of electoral manipulation. The 2016 res, the main data source 
for our study, included a battery of questions that tapped respondents’ 
views on the acceptability of different types of electoral subversion.17 
The wording of the questions and distribution of responses are shown 
in Table 1.

These specific acts of manipulation were chosen because they’re 
common in Russian elections. The first row in the table is presented as 
a baseline. Attending ribbon-cutting ceremonies may be perceived by 
some as an abuse of state resources, but it’s unlikely to elicit a strong 
negative response from most voters. Indeed, as the table shows, 56 per-
cent of voters consider it mostly acceptable. The next two rows assess 
the acceptability of two common forms of systemic manipulation: re-
stricting the opposition’s access to the media and to the ballot. Voters 
strongly disapprove of both practices.

The last four rows show how Russians view different forms of elec-
tion-day manipulation. Not surprisingly, most disapprove of vote buy- 

15 Gutiérrez-Romero and LeBas 2020.
16 Mares and Young 2016.
17 The 2016 RES was a nationally representative survey of 2,010 respondents from forty-eight 

regions, carried out between November 8 and December 4, 2016, just after the State Duma elections 
held that year. The survey was conducted by Levada Center using face-to-face interviews.
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ing. But interestingly, they evaluate various types of positive induce-
ments differently. Thirty-seven percent of voters approve of distribut-
ing food packets to pensioners, but only 14 percent approve of handing 
out food or alcoholic drinks at rallies.

What’s shown in row six is also no surprise. Most voters (82 percent) 
strongly disapprove of electoral intimidation. The question in row seven 
taps voters’ assessments of karusels, a type of ballot-box fraud.18 Voters 
are slightly less disapproving of karusels, but the vast majority (88 per-
cent) do disapprove to some degree. On the whole, voters find all types 
of electoral subversion—with the possible exception of some types of 
vote buying—to be unacceptable.

These descriptive statistics are informative. Nondemocratic practices 
aren’t supported by the vast majority of the population. But our primary 
goal is to determine how awareness of electoral manipulation affects re-
gime support. These questions don’t tell us whether voters use the bal-

18 In Russia, the term karusel is used for two slightly different electoral practices. It may refer to 
simple multiple voting, with groups of voters being transported from poll to poll to vote multiple 
times, usually using assumed names or absentee certificates. It may also refer to a monitoring scheme 
for facilitating ballot-box fraud.

table 1
acceptability of electoral manipulations

 
Not   Completely

 
Parties and politicians use many strategies  

Acceptable   Acceptable
 

to attract votes. In your opinion, how  
(%)   (%)

 
acceptable are the following actions? 1 2 3 4

1. Attend opening ceremonies for cultural  
 or sporting events during the month  
 before elections 27 17 34 22

2. Limit opposition candidates from  
 appearing on television 75 17   6   2

3. Create obstacles for opposition candidates  
 to register 77 17   5   1

4. Hand out food packets to pensioners 37 23 24 16

5. Recruit people to attend political rallies  
 with liquor or food 67 20 10   4

6. Tell workers of a local firm that they will  
 lose their jobs if they don’t vote correctly 82 13   4   2

7. Organize karusels by which buses shuttle  
 people to vote at multiple polling stations 75 13   8   4
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lot box to punish the authorities for manipulating elections. Voters may 
view manipulation as unacceptable, but such considerations may not 
enter into their voting calculus or may be crowded out by other con-
cerns.

One way to approach our question is to ask respondents about their 
assessments of electoral manipulation and to correlate such attitudes 
with regime approval ratings. This correlation is informative—and we 
explore such analyses below—but it suffers from several limitations. 
For one, the direction of causality is unclear. Perceptions of electoral 
integrity might increase support for the regime, or support for the re-
gime might increase the likelihood that voters evaluate regime institu-
tions, such as elections, in a positive light. There are other endogeneity 
concerns as well. It could be that perceptions of electoral integrity have 
no effect on regime support, but rather that both attitudes are codeter-
mined by some other factor. Additionally, the correlation doesn’t tell us 
how the revelation of information about electoral manipulation might 
affect those who think elections are free and fair. Those who think elec-
tions are honest may still turn against the regime if they discover that 
elections are manipulated.

To address such shortcomings, we analyze a survey experiment that 
we embedded in the 2016 res survey. The experiment was designed 
to assess the likelihood that respondents would vote for a hypothetical 
candidate from the ruling party, United Russia, in the next State Duma 
election conditional on electoral manipulation by that candidate and his 
professional background. The experiment had a 3 × 4 factorial design 
and each respondent was asked the following:

Imagine that during the next State Duma elections, a [candidate professional 
background treatment here] is nominated by United Russia in your voting dis-
trict. He is 50 years old and his program focuses on increasing support for lo-
cal schools and building new roads in the district. During the campaign, some 
interesting information emerges about the candidate. On the one hand, it be-
comes known that he adopted two disabled children from a local orphanage. On 
the other hand, he [electoral manipulation treatment here]. How likely is it that 
you would vote for this candidate?

Respondents were asked to rate their likelihood of voting for this 
candidate on a five-point scale ranging from “definitely will not vote” 
to “definitely will vote.” Respondents were randomly assigned to one of 
twelve combinations of candidate professional background and electoral 
manipulation, as shown in Table 2. Covariate balance checks presented 
in Section A of the supplementary material indicate that randomiza-
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tion was successful.19 This type of candidate vignette is broadly similar 
to that used in several recent experimental studies that vary such attri-
butes as gender and policy positions.20

We invoke three professional backgrounds in the first experimental 
arm: an entrepreneur, a doctor, and a worker (rabochii). Our experiment 
was designed with two purposes: to examine voter assessments of work-
place mobilization and to examine how electoral manipulation affects 
regime support. We are interested in the second question, so here we 
focus on the parts of the experiment that are relevant to it. We collapse 
the professional background treatments in the subsequent analyses.

Three types of electoral manipulation are included as treatments. 
The first refers to vote buying. Although middle-income countries like 
Russia typically see less vote buying than low-income countries, the 
practice became well known during the 1990s, and poorer segments of 
the population still report being offered cash or gifts in exchange for 
their votes. The second is a treatment that references workplace threats 
against employees. This is by far the most common type of electoral in-
timidation in Russia21 and is likely familiar to respondents. The third 
is a treatment that refers to ballot-box fraud—specifically, a candidate 
who organized a multiple-voting scheme using buses to ferry voters 
to multiple precincts. This type of ballot-box fraud is also common in 
Russia and is one that respondents could envision candidates organiz-
ing. As Table 1 shows, respondents easily interpreted and evaluated all 

19 Reuter and Szakonyi 2021b. All respondents received one of the three professional background 
treatments. One quarter of the respondents did not receive an electoral manipulation treatment, and 
they constitute the control group.

20 Schwarz and Coppock forthcoming; Doherty, Dowling, and Miller 2016.
21 Frye, Reuter, and Szakonyi 2014.

table 2
experiment coveragea

  Head Factory 
 Entrepreneur Doctor Worker

No electoral manipulation 162 167 153
Gave out presents to voters before the elections 124 136 142
Organized karusels to take voters to polls 142 133 153
Threatened several colleagues so they voted 153 145 160

aTotal number of respondents who received “no electoral manipulation” (control), 535; total number 
of respondents who received “any fraud” treatment (three treatments), 1,475.
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three treatments in terms of their acceptability during elections, with 
the latter two getting especially low marks.22

Several features of the experiment are worth noting. First, we took 
care to choose wording that maximizes and equalizes the credibility of 
the fraud information for all respondents. In the real world, informa-
tion about fraud—whether it comes via mass media, the internet, or ru-
mor—is often discounted. The extent of this discounting can depend 
on the respondent’s disposition or education and the credibility of the 
source. For this reason, it would be ill-advised to design an experiment 
that prompts respondents with a specific news story detailing an actual 
instance of fraud.

Our experiment is designed to hold constant the credibility of the 
source by prompting respondents to consider a situation in which in-
formation on electoral manipulation is internalized with some degree 
of certainty. We do this through the formulation “it becomes known.” 
This prompts respondents to think that the information about the can-
didate committing fraud is already public knowledge, rather than being 
cued to think about whether the information is accurate or who might 
be disseminating it.23 In other words, we invite respondents to consider 
how they would react in this hypothetical scenario if they knew that the 
fraud had occurred.24 We return to consider how respondents might ac-
cept information about fraud in real life in the conclusion.

To make the vignette more realistic, we focus on a specific candidate 
and hold constant their partisan affiliation (United Russia) and, as such, 
their proregime status. Fraud by ur candidates reflects poorly on the 
party and on Putin, who’s closely associated with the party.25 One rea-
son we focus on proregime candidates is because, as we discuss below, 
we’re particularly interested in how proregime voters react to the revela-
tion of electoral fraud.26 Including a partisan affiliation also reduces the 
respondents’ need for speculation. A common problem with hypothet-

22 Importantly, the response rate for these questions was very high. The vast majority of respondents 
recognized each practice and felt comfortable passing judgment.

23 This approach mirrors other work that uses multiple candidate vignettes; Carey et al. 2020.
24 The Russian language formulation is “stanovitsiya izvestno, chto.” See Reuter and Szakonyi 2021b 

for the exact wording of the question in Russian.
25 Support for United Russia and support for Putin don’t fully overlap, but are very highly correlated 

(r = 0.54). Our data indicate that support for UR is a sufficient but not necessary condition for support-
ing Putin. Only 1.5 percent of strong UR supporters (UR support > 7) said they didn’t support Putin, 
but 20 percent of UR opponents (UR  support < 3) said they did support him.

26 It’s true that we can’t directly extrapolate these results to support for Putin. But we feel confident 
in asserting that a decline in support for UR and its candidates would be politically problematic and 
dangerous for the regime. If many voters were to abandon UR in a given election, this would funda-
mentally undermine the regime.
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ical survey prompts is that a large proportion of respondents are unable 
to speculate about their behavior in an imagined situation. Cueing par-
tisanship along with the adoption trait makes it more likely that a large 
share of respondents can form an opinion about this baseline candidate.

The full results of the experiment are presented in Figure 1.27 The 
y-axis shows the mean response on the vote propensity scale. Differ-
ences between professional backgrounds are slight, and aren’t the focus 
of this study. The most important result is the difference in mean vote 
propensity between the three electoral manipulation treatment groups 
and the control group. As the figure shows, respondents who were told 
that the hypothetical candidate engaged in some form of electoral ma-
nipulation were significantly less likely to express support for the candi-
date. This effect holds for all types of electoral manipulation, but there 
are interesting differences across types. Voters are more turned off by 
ballot-box fraud than by vote buying and threats.28 Perhaps it’s not sur-
prising that vote buying is less offensive. We explore this finding, as well 
as variation between the treatment arms, in Section C4 of the supple-
mentary material.29

Our main interest, however, is the total effect of electoral manip-
ulation on regime support. Therefore, for all subsequent analyses we 
collapse the manipulation treatment groups. The difference in means 
between the control group (the set of bars on the left in Figure 1) and 
the remaining treatment groups (all other bars) is 0.67 (p = .000), 
which translates into a 13.4 percent decrease in vote propensity.30 This 
is a substantively large effect. Since the vote propensity variable is an 
ordinal scale, this quantity can’t be directly interpreted as a 13 percent 
decrease in the probability of voting for the candidate. Rather, it makes 
more sense to evaluate effect sizes across the range of the vote propen-
sity variable. Figure 2 compares the distribution of responses on the 
five-point vote propensity scale for the two groups. We see a sharp in-

27 Respondents answered this experiment after evaluating acceptability in Table 1. Though it’s pos-
sible this affected their responses, we note that more than seventy questions were asked in between. 
The results were replicated on a later survey that didn’t include any questions about acceptability.

28 The difference between the karusel treatment group and across the vote buying and threat treat-
ment groups is 0.21 and statistically significant.

29 Reuter and Szakonyi 2021b. Surprisingly, we do not find that several expected demographic 
characteristics (age, education, employment status, etc.) are correlated with positive views of the elec-
toral manipulations listed in Table 1. In addition, these traits don’t appear to mediate the treatment 
effect, nor do they help to explain why the bought votes treatment leads to a less negative response. In 
Section C4 of the supplementary material, we discuss possible explanations for these null findings and 
reiterate the call for more research on why some individuals approve or disapprove of certain electoral 
manipulations (Szakonyi forthcoming). 

30 The mean response for the control group is 3.35. Across the three manipulation treatment groups, 
the mean is 2.69.
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crease in the number of respondents, indicating a very low likelihood of 
voting for the ur candidate (the values of one and two on the five-point 
scale) upon receiving any of the manipulation treatments.

main argument: electoral manipulation and  
core supporters

The results described in the section above indicate that information 
about electoral manipulation committed by proregime candidates re-
duces support for those candidates. But what types of voters are turned 
off by electoral manipulation? One conditioning factor that has re-
ceived little attention is regime affinity. Do so-called swing voters re-
coil more upon learning about electoral fraud, or would strongly aligned 
regime supporters be more likely to withdraw their backing? If it’s only 
the swing voters, then electoral manipulation might not be so costly for 
the regime, since many of these voters wouldn’t vote for the regime in 
any case. But if electoral fraud leads to the loss of core supporters, it 
could have important consequences for regime stability.

In this section, we argue that strong regime supporters will be just as 
likely, if not more likely, to punish ur candidates upon learning about 
electoral manipulation. This will happen if preexisting awareness of 
fraud varies with regime affinity. If regime partisans have stronger pre-
existing beliefs that elections are free and fair, they will be more likely to 
punish incumbents when information about manipulation is revealed. 
By contrast, if swing or weakly aligned voters are already skeptical about 
electoral integrity, then the revelation of new information about fraud 
will do less to affect their vote choice. These voters have already incor-
porated expectations of significant electoral fraud into their political 
beliefs, and therefore do not update.

There are a number of reasons to think that on average, strong re-
gime supporters will be less aware of electoral fraud. To the extent that 
voters disdain electoral fraud—and indeed, the previous section dem-
onstrates that most do—then strong regime supporters might continue 
to support the regime only because they haven’t been exposed to infor-
mation about electoral manipulation. Fraud is not easy to perceive. It’s 
an illicit activity, and regime officials go to great lengths to cover it up. 
Regime supporters could be even less attuned to it because they’re apo-
litical or because they’re more exposed to proregime media outlets and, 
therefore, to regime propaganda.31 Alternatively, strong regime parti-

31 They may self-select proregime media outlets or become regime supporters because of their ex-
posure to such outlets, or both.
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sans might be oblivious to fraud for some of the reasons outlined above, 
including that they have been exposed to rumors in the past, but dis-
counted them because they conflicted with prior notions of the regime’s 
propriety.32 Indeed, a recent study in Mexico finds evidence of this phe-
nomenon.33

The tendencies described above will necessarily be strengthened if 
propriety is a trait that regime voters value highly. To the extent that 
regime supporters—or some subset of them—support the ruling party 
precisely because they perceive it as more trustworthy or honorable than 
the opposition, they will be more likely to withdraw support when in-
formation of malfeasance is revealed. In other words, if new informa-
tion about fraud erodes a core assumption that they hold about the 
regime, supporters may punish the regime at the polls.

We can derive two possible hypotheses from these observations. The 
weak version of the argument suggests that both strongly and weakly 
aligned regime supporters will withdraw their support from ur candi-
dates when information about electoral manipulation is revealed. The 
strong version of the argument suggests that strongly aligned regime sup-
porters will be more likely to withdraw their support than will weakly 
aligned voters. Both arguments contrast with the expectations derived 
from arguments based on motivated reasoning, as we discuss below.

There are few existing studies on our research question. But a review 
of work in adjacent literatures suggests there’s a strong case to be made 
that electoral manipulation will only affect vote choice among swing or 
weakly aligned voters. Strongly aligned voters could be practicing mo-
tivated reasoning, and therefore would be more accepting of negative 
information about United Russia.

Motivated reasoning is a well-established phenomenon in politi-
cal behavior.34 One particularly important contributor is partisanship, 
which in many political settings is as much a determinant of one’s world-
view as it is a consequence of it.35 Partisan biases affect public opinion 
on a huge number of issues, from evaluations of the economy to for-
eign and public policy,36 and they can operate via several mechanisms.

One such mechanism is selective exposure to information. Partisans 
may only seek out information that supports their existing views. This 
mechanism isn’t relevant for our study because our experimental ma-

32 The treatment in our experiments proposes that information on electoral manipulation by the 
candidate has become widely accepted.

33 Cantú and García-Ponce 2015.
34 Kunda 1990; Taber and Lodge 2006.
35 Campbell et al. 1960; Bartels 2002.
36 Duch, Palmer, and Anderson 2000; Jerit and Barabas 2012.
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nipulation provides subjects with information about fraud. A second 
possible mechanism is motivated skepticism. Individuals use their rea-
soning power to downplay or denigrate information that runs counter 
to their existing beliefs.37 In our case, motivated skepticism could lead 
strong ur partisans to discount information about electoral manipula-
tion, perhaps reasoning that the use of fraud is somehow justified or 
serves a higher purpose.

There’s little scholarship on how partisanship affects assessments of 
electoral manipulation, but related studies suggest that we could expect 
motivated reasoning to play a role. Several scholars show that voters 
downplay scandals that afflict leaders of their own party.38 One recent 
study from Spain finds that voters are more likely to tolerate corruption 
if the offending politician is from their own party.39 Graeme Robertson 
finds that in Russia, regime supporters are less likely to have knowledge 
of golos, the country’s largest domestic vote-monitoring ngo (some-
times viewed as oppositional), and are less likely to express trust in 
vote-monitoring organizations.40 Also, Svolik provocatively argues that 
political polarization leads voters to tolerate undemocratic policies if it 
will help their preferred party defeat a detested opponent.41 In our em-
pirical models below, we seek to adjudicate between this alternative hy-
pothesis and our own. Interestingly, John Carey and colleagues find 
that partisans in the United States are just as willing to punish copar-
tisans who support undemocratic positions as they are to punish oppo-
sition candidates.42

partisansHip and perceptions of electoral integrity

The preceding section suggests that the costs of electoral manipula-
tion depend on whether fraud is already common knowledge and who 
is aware of fraud. We investigate these questions in this section. There 
are differing views on the integrity of Russian elections. For one, elec-
tion monitor reports paint a grim picture of opposition candidates be-
ing restricted from running, biased media coverage, intimidation, and 
fraud.43 Statistical election forensics show a similar picture, demonstrat-
ing that ballot-box fraud has become commonplace.44 All this accords 

37 Taber and Lodge 2006; Lebo and Cassino 2007.
38 Bhatti, Hansen, and Olsen 2013; Wagner, Tarlov, and Vivyan 2014.
39 Anduiza, Gallego, and Muñoz 2013.
40 Robertson 2017.
41 Svolik 2020.
42 Carey et al. 2020.
43 ODIHR 2003; GOLOS 2012; Enikolopov et al. 2013.
44 Myagkov, Ordeshook, and Shakin 2009; Rundlett and Svolik 2016.
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with the Western scholarly consensus that views Russia as an authori-
tarian regime.

But substantial portions of the Russian electorate hold a much rosier 
view of how these elections were held. Nationally representative polls 
find that although citizens detect weaknesses in the electoral process, 
their perceptions of electoral integrity are generally much more favor-
able than one might expect from reading the election monitor reports. 
To demonstrate this, we draw on data from five Russian election sur-
veys held between 2000 and 2016. Each survey included the same set 
of questions. Respondents were asked whether they agreed with the 
following statements: elections in Russia are conducted honestly (on a 
five-point scale, where five indicates that they were completely honest), 
and voting makes a difference to what happens in the country (also on 
a five-point scale). Figure 3 plots the averages from respondents follow-
ing the five national elections.

We see that throughout this period, a large share of the electorate be-
lieves that elections are conducted honestly and, to a slightly lesser de-
gree, that electoral outcomes can affect their daily lives (panels [a]and 
[b]).45 Interestingly, opinions on these two issues don’t shift markedly 
over time, even as the Russian government took steps to consolidate 
media ownership in state hands and to limit the ability of opposition 
parties to contest elections.

The results from the res polls are by no means unique among work 
on Russia. Separate opinion polls have found that since 2000, a ma-
jority of Russian citizens believe that votes are being counted honestly, 
media outlets are covering campaigns fairly, and real competition takes 
place between candidates.46 Less than 15 percent of respondents felt 
that electoral results in general could not be trusted.47

Russian respondents aren’t unique in viewing their elections as rela-
tively clean, even while most outside observers think otherwise. Juliet 
Pietsch reports that most respondents in Southeast Asian electoral au-
tocracies also believe they’re living in democracies.48 Scott Williamson 
finds that in most Arab autocracies, a majority of respondents think 

45 In 2016, the distribution of responses was as follows: 25 percent responded 5 (honest); 21 percent 
responded 4; 28 percent responded 3; 14 percent responded 2; and 12 percent responded 1 (dishonest).

46 McAllister and White 2011; Rose and Mishler 2009.
47 For comparison, roughly 70 percent of the US electorate were very confident or somewhat confi-

dent that their votes were accurately cast and counted in 2004–2016. Justin McCarthy and Jon Clifton, 
“Update: Americans’ Confidence in Voting, Election,” Gallup, November 1, 2016. At https://news.
gallup.com/poll/196976/update-americans-confidence-voting-election.aspx, accessed November 20, 
2020.

48 Pietsch 2015.
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their elections are free and fair.49 Table F1 of the supplementary ma-
terial presents summary statistics from the latest wave of the World 
Values Survey (2010–2014) about how respondents living in electoral 
autocracies (top panel) view the state of elections in their countries.50

We see that even in regimes generally considered to be unfree, such as 
Jordan, Singapore, and Zimbabwe, substantial portions of the popula-
tion believe that their elections are clean, often to the same degree as in 
more established democracies.

Digging deeper into the 2016 res survey results, we fi nd that re-
gime supporters are much more likely to have positive perceptions of 

49 Williamson 2018.
50 Reuter and Szakonyi 2021b. All tables beginning with the letters A–F can be found in the sup-

plementary material.

figure 3
beliefs about electoral integrity over time a

a The panels display the mean agreement among respondents across fi ve res surveys to the follow-
ing statements: (a) elections in Russia are conducted honestly (on a fi ve-point scale, where 5 indicates 
that they were completely honest); and (b) voting makes a difference to what happens in the country 
(also on a fi ve-point scale). The error bars show the distribution within one standard deviation above 
and below the mean.
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electoral integrity. In Table 3, columns 1 and 2 present multivariate re-
gressions in which the outcome variables are the same measures of elec-
tion integrity perceptions as those discussed above. Interestingly, basic 
demographics—gender, age, employment status, and economic situa-
tion—explain little of the variation in how people view the quality of 
elections.51 What matters most is people’s political leanings. Respon-
dents who approve of Putin’s performance in office or who support the 
ruling party United Russia are significantly more likely to believe that 
elections were held fairly (column 1) and that voting in elections can 
influence political events in the country (column 2).52

These patterns aren’t specific to the 2016 Duma elections. In Ta-
ble B5 of the supplementary material, we show that even during the 
2011–2012 electoral cycle, when information about electoral fraud was 
more widespread across Russian media, regime supporters still held 
substantially more-positive views of electoral integrity than those who 
didn’t support the regime. In fact, partisanship is the largest predictor 
of whether respondents viewed the elections as free and fair.

Moreover, as shown in tables B2 and B3, regime supporters are not 
only more likely to believe that elections are free and fair, but they’re 
also less likely to think that there were electoral violations during ei-
ther the 2011 or 2016 parliamentary elections. Table B4 also shows that 
supporters were less likely to have heard of golos. Core ur supporters 
appear less aware of fraud, and may update more strongly when they 
find out that fraud has occurred.

But regime supporters may also define electoral integrity differ-
ently, and this could be what’s driving the correlation between parti-
sanship and views of electoral integrity. By holding electoral processes 
to a lower standard, supporters may be more likely to believe that the 
government is administering elections adequately and that a more min-
imal definition of integrity is being met. We explore this possibility in 
columns 4–6 of Table 3, which investigates whether respondents be-
lieve that common electoral violations are broadly acceptable (the ex-
act statement wordings are shown in Table 1). We find no evidence 
that support for Putin or the ruling party United Russia is associated 
with holding a different concept of what electoral integrity means.53 

51 For the exact question wordings, please refer to Reuter and Szakonyi 2021b.
52 These findings hold when either “United Russia support” or “Putin support” are entered into the 

regression individually. In the supplementary material, we also show similar results using an indicator 
for whether respondents believe that Russia is a democracy; Reuter and Szakonyi 2021b.

53 In tables B7 and B8, we also show that regime supporters and opponents who think that viola-
tions took place were less likely to view elections as free and fair. We find no difference between regime 
and opposition supporters in this regard.
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Moreover, few predictors are consistently associated with an individ-
ual’s approval of different electoral malpractices, which might be ex-
pected given the tight distribution around unacceptability as shown in 
Table 1. Cross-national surveys suggest there’s remarkable congruence 

table 3
regime support and views of electoral integritya

                          Perceptions of   
                                                   Electoral Integrity   Acceptability of Fraud

 Electoral Electoral Opp.  Karusel Media 
 Integrity Impact Blocked Voting Restrictions 
 1 2 3 4 5

Male –0.072 –0.113 0.019 –0.022 0.014
 (0.068) (0.070) (0.029) (0.039) (0.032)
Age (log) –0.112 –0.125 0.016 –0.097 –0.025
 (0.098) (0.085) (0.037) (0.067) (0.050)
Education –0.040 –0.047 –0.015 0.0004 –0.027*
 (0.027) (0.031) (0.012) (0.015) (0.015)
Town size –0.049 0.046 –0.002 0.007 0.011
 (0.044) (0.043) (0.018) (0.030) (0.022)
Economic situation 0.014 0.102*** 0.002 –0.017 0.010
 (0.037) (0.033) (0.012) (0.019) (0.017)
Employed –0.027 –0.207*** –0.004 0.000 0.031
 (0.063) (0.07) (0.028) (0.034) (0.033)
CPSU member 0.063 –0.007 –0.027 –0.038 0.025
 (0.117) (0.091) (0.054) (0.073) (0.050)
Voted 0.116* 0.440*** 0.023 0.062* 0.036
 (0.058) (0.073) (0.035) (0.034) (0.034)
No. civil society orgs. –0.002 0.003 0.009 0.042* 0.032
 (0.034) (0.059) (0.019) (0.023) (0.021)
Interest in politics 0.029 0.120*** –0.002 –0.016 –0.012
 (0.049) (0.041) (0.019) (0.022) (0.024)
Putin support 0.346*** 0.338*** –0.029 –0.003 –0.043**
 (0.041) (0.042) (0.020) (0.027) (0.019)
United Russia support 0.113*** 0.114*** 0.013* 0.003 0.012
 (0.019) (0.015) (0.007) (0.011) (0.010)
Region fixed effects yes yes yes yes yes
Observations 1,589 1,725 1,641 1,704 1,647
R2 0.292 0.304 0.122 0.159 0.105

*** p > 0.01, ** p > 0.05, * p > 0.1
a This table examines the correlates of perceptions of electoral integrity and the acceptability of dif-

ferent types of electoral fraud using OLS models. The outcomes in the first two columns are measured 
on five-point scales, with higher values indicating more positive perceptions. The outcomes in columns 
3–5 are all measured on four-point scales, with higher values indicating greater acceptance of these 
activities. All models cluster standard errors at the region level.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
43

88
71

20
00

02
34

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 C

ar
le

to
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
, o

n 
17

 Ju
n 

20
21

 a
t 0

6:
15

:3
9,

 s
ub

je
ct

 to
 th

e 
Ca

m
br

id
ge

 C
or

e 
te

rm
s 

of
 u

se
, a

va
ila

bl
e 

at
 h

tt
ps

://
w

w
w

.c
am

br
id

ge
.o

rg
/c

or
e/

te
rm

s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887120000234
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


 electoral manipulation & regime support 293

worldwide among masses and elites regarding the normative standards 
required to make an election free and fair.54

Of course, these correlations don’t allow us to identify the direction 
of causality. Respondents who view elections as free and fair may re-
ward the regime for upholding democratic procedures. Or they may 
view elections as honest because they themselves are under the influ-
ence of partisanship or propaganda. Either way, what’s significant for 
our study is that such a correlation exists. The next section explores 
some important implications of this finding.

Heterogeneous effects of learning about  
electoral manipulation

Our main argument is that core regime supporters should be more 
sensitive than weakly aligned voters to electoral fraud. We test this by 
examining the heterogeneous treatment effects from the framing ex-
periment outlined above. We hypothesize that support for a regime-
affiliated candidate will fall more among individuals with a stronger 
preexisting affinity toward United Russia (and Putin) than among those 
with a weaker commitment to the regime. We use several measures of 
regime support for these purposes: a five-item scale measuring personal 
approval of Putin’s time in office, a ten-item scale measuring support 
for ur, and a binary indicator for whether a respondent voted for ur in 
the 2016 parliamentary elections. The first two indicators capture re-
spondents’ self-reported support for the regime; the third measures ac-
tual behavior taken in support of ur. For our main analyses, we collapse 
the three types of electoral manipulations employed in the framing ex-
periment into a binary treatment indicator (any fraud) for whether a re-
spondent received any information about a candidate engaging in this 
type of behavior.

In Table 4, we show differences in means across both the different 
treatment conditions and the levels of regime support. In each panel, 
the three columns divide the sample into strong ur supporters (values 
nine and ten), weak ur supporters (values four through eight), and op-
position supporters (values one through three). We then transform the 
five-point vote-intention scale into binary indicators that are easier to 
interpret as reflecting likelihood to vote (or to not vote) for the hypo-
thetical ur candidate. In panel (a), we use a binary indicator coding 
equal to one if a respondent answered 4 or 5 on the turnout scale, indi-

54 Norris 2013.
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cating that they were likely or definitely likely to vote for the candidate. 
Responses of 3 (50/50), 2 (unlikely), and 1 (definitely unlikely) were all 
coded as zero. The panel then shows the raw percentages for this vari-
able based on treatment conditions (the rows). The control group didn’t 
receive any of the three treatments indicating the candidate committed 
fraud, while the treatment group collapsed all respondents assigned to 
any of the three treatments.

The results show that strong ur supporters in the control group have 

table 4
treatment effects broken down by regime support a

 Strong UR Supporters Weak UR Supporters Opposition

Control 62.8 46.9 29.2
Treatment (any fraud) 29.5 26.5 15.7

Propensity to Vote for UR Candidates (Choices 4 and 5) 
(a) 

 Strong UR Supporters Weak UR Supporters Opposition

Control 10.5 16.7 34.7
Treatment (any fraud) 43.2 39.3 54.6

Propensity to Vote against UR Candidates (Choices 1 and 2)  
(b)

 Strong UR Supporters Weak UR Supporters Opposition

Control 26.7 36.5 36.1
Treatment (any fraud) 27.3 34.2 29.6

Propensity to Answer “Maybe Would, Maybe Wouldn’t” (Choice 3)  
(c)

 Strong UR Supporters Weak UR Supporters Opposition

Control 4.4 9.4 8.9
Treatment (any fraud) 9.4 11.6 9.2

Propensity to Answer “Don’t Know” (Choice 7) 
 (d)

aAll numbers are percentages. The outcome in panel (a) is a binary indicator if a respondent an-
swered 4 or 5 on the five-point scale about whether they would vote for the hypothetical UR candidate 
(that is, likely voters). The outcome in panel (b) is a binary indicator if a respondent answered 1 or 2 on 
the five-point scale about whether they would vote for the hypothetical UR candidate (that is, unlikely 
voters). The outcome in panel (c) is a binary indicator, one if a respondent answered “maybe I would 
vote for him, maybe not” (response 3) to the question, and zero otherwise. The outcome in panel (d) 
is a binary indicator, one if a respondent answered “don’t know/difficult to respond” (response 7) to the 
question, and zero otherwise.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
43

88
71

20
00

02
34

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 C

ar
le

to
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
, o

n 
17

 Ju
n 

20
21

 a
t 0

6:
15

:3
9,

 s
ub

je
ct

 to
 th

e 
Ca

m
br

id
ge

 C
or

e 
te

rm
s 

of
 u

se
, a

va
ila

bl
e 

at
 h

tt
ps

://
w

w
w

.c
am

br
id

ge
.o

rg
/c

or
e/

te
rm

s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887120000234
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


 electoral manipulation & regime support 295

a 62.8 percent chance of voting for the hypothetical candidate, which 
makes sense given their partisanship. But when they’re assigned any of 
the three fraud treatments, their average likelihood of voting for that 
candidate falls to 29.5 percent, a drop of 33.3 percentage points (or 53 
percent, 33.3/62.8). Weak ur supporters don’t react as strongly, show-
ing only a 20.4 percentage-point drop (or 43 percent). The treatment 
effect for opposition supporters is roughly the same.

In panel (b) of Table 4, we code respondents who answered 1 (def-
initely unlikely) or 2 (unlikely) on the five-point scale as one, and zero 
otherwise. This measure gives the probability of the respondent voting 
against the ur candidate. Here again we see larger treatment effects for 
strong ur supporters, whose propensity to vote against the candidate 
increases by roughly four times (43.2 percent versus 10.5). It’s notewor-
thy that 43 percent of strong ur supporters affirmed that they would 
not vote for the ur candidate if that candidate committed fraud. The 
treatment effects for the other two groups are sizable but not nearly as 
large. Weak ur supporters are a little more than twice as likely to op-
pose the ur candidates, while opposition supporters oppose slightly less 
than twice as often.

In panel (c), we perform the same exercise but with a binary indicator 
if the respondents answered that they might vote for the ur candidate, 
but they might not (that is, one if they responded 3 on the scale, and 
zero otherwise). We don’t see any significant differences between treat-
ment and control across the three groups. In addition, respondents in 
the experiment were allowed to answer “difficult to respond” instead of 
picking a value on the five-point scale of support for the ur candidate. 
Since approximately 11 percent of respondents struggled to answer, we 
might expect that difficulty to reflect differences in the way partisans 
handle information that conflicts with their priors about their preferred 
candidates. To explore this, we code a binary indicator in panel (d) for 
whether a respondent answered “don’t know” (response 7). There is a 
treatment effect among strong ur supporters, although part of that may 
be because strong ur supporters in the control group were especially 
likely to have a concrete opinion about the ur candidate (only 4.4 per-
cent answered “don’t know”). Alternatively, these supporters could sim-
ply be unsure about whether they would vote for their copartisan.55

55 In Section C4 of the supplementary material, we show robustness checks that indicate that most 
of the hard-to-answer treatment effects come from the bought votes treatment. Respondents seem to 
want more information about this specific practice before making up their minds about the candidate 
involved. But when all the treatment arms are collapsed, we don’t observe that the collapsed any fraud 
treatment leads to more don’t knows.
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Taken together, we see that learning about fraud produces the larg-
est effect on strong ur supporters. They become less likely to vote for 
ur candidates and more likely to affirm that they will not vote for them. 
We show a series of ols models in Table 5, in which we regress the like-
lihood of a respondent voting for the candidate described in the ex-
perimental vignette on the any fraud treatment indicator and a range 
of covariates. In column 1, we exclude the treatment group from the 
model to examine the benchmark case (the control group). Intuitively, 
we find that individuals with a stronger affinity for the party are more 
likely to support its candidates, but that no other demographic charac-
teristics predict support.56 Adding the any fraud treatment in column 
2 confirms the results presented above in Figure 1. Overall support for 
ur candidates drops when respondents learn about electoral manipula-
tions being committed.

Columns 3–8 present heterogeneous treatment effects along three 
measures of support for the regime. We find consistent evidence in fa-
vor of our main hypothesis. ur candidates who engage in fraud see their 
electoral support drop more among core supporters than among weakly 
aligned voters. It makes little difference how the survey population is 
subset, whether it’s by high versus low approval ratings of Putin in of-
fice (columns 3 and 4), by high or low levels of ur support more broadly 
(columns 5 and 6), or by having voted for ur (columns 7 and 8).57 For 
the variables measuring Putin and ur approval ratings, the sample is 
subset among those at the very top of the scale (a rating of five out of 
five for Putin, or a rating above eight out of ten for ur) and those in the 
middle (a rating of three or four out of five for Putin, or a rating be-
tween four and eight for ur).58 In each instance, the difference in coef-
ficients on the treatment between regime and opposition supporters is 
large and statistically significant.

In Table C1 of the supplementary material, we show models includ-
ing interactions between the treatment dummy and the three measures 
of regime support; the coefficients on the interaction terms are signifi-
cant at the 95 percent level or above.59 Figure 4 is produced on the basis 
of models 1 and 2 from that table, with the marginal effect of the any 

56 This set of null findings isn’t particularly meaningful, given the inclusion of the UR Support vari-
able. The results are robust to including or excluding the covariate controls.

57 All results remain statistically and substantively unchanged when we remove the controls for Pu-
tin support and UR support in the respective models that examine the conditional effects of the other. 
These two variables are correlated at r = 0.53.

58 The results are robust to including the bottom part of the distribution for both variables (the 
opposition) in the “low” category.

59 Reuter and Szakonyi 2021b.
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table 5
Heterogeneous effects of learning about electoral frauda

  Full            
Putin Approval            UR Approval                Voted for UR

  
 Control Sample High Low High Low High Low 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Any Fraud  –0.642*** –0.974*** –0.589*** –0.997*** –0.621*** –0.896*** –0.395***
 treatment  (0.06) (0.124) (0.072) (0.173) (0.073) (0.109) (0.142)
Male –0.204* –0.113* –0.161 –0.121* –0.201 –0.151** –0.108 –0.101
 (0.116) (0.059) (0.132) (0.07) (0.19) (0.069) (0.111) (0.133)
Age (log) 0.073 0.019 0.139 0.007 0.266 0.062 0.237 –0.192
 (0.168) (0.079) (0.185) (0.092) (0.246) (0.092) (0.156) (0.229)
Education –0.058 0.016 0.049 0.004 –0.022 0.034 0.038 0.04
 (0.048) (0.023) (0.045) (0.029) (0.066) (0.028) (0.04) (0.054)
Town size –0.040 0.042* 0.047 0.050* 0.033 0.053* 0.085* 0.063
 (0.046) (0.023) (0.052) (0.029) (0.074) (0.028) (0.045) (0.058)
Economic 0.054 0.003 0.034 –0.019 0.135* –0.01 0.069 –0.124*
 situation (0.056) (0.028) (0.057) (0.034) (0.079) (0.033) (0.053) (0.068)
Employed –0.034 –0.03 –0.037 –0.049 –0.218 –0.009 0.054 0.020
 (0.113) (0.06) (0.133) (0.071) (0.181) (0.072) (0.116) (0.145)
CPSU member 0.076 0.145 0.24 0.08 –0.167 0.237* 0.112 0.051
 (0.181) (0.096) (0.183) (0.119) (0.252) (0.122) (0.164) (0.178)
Voted 0.001 0.162*** 0.273** 0.171** 0.145 0.164** 
 (0.116) (0.061) (0.135) (0.072) (0.192) (0.073) 
No. civil –0.064 –0.018 –0.030 –0.029 0.080 –0.010 –0.071 –0.069
 society orgs. (0.057) (0.029) (0.053) (0.036) (0.095) (0.033) (0.058) (0.059)
Interest in 0.017 0.026 –0.016 0.017 –0.068 0.038 –0.059 0.054
 politics (0.058) (0.029) (0.065) (0.036) (0.087) (0.036) (0.056) (0.076)
Putin support 0.100 0.064*   –0.052 0.065 0.03 0.340***
 (0.071) (0.034)   (0.125) (0.041) (0.068) (0.068)
United Russia 0.111*** 0.070*** –0.024 0.084***   
 support (0.028) (0.014) (0.028) (0.016)   
Region fixed yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes
 effects
Observations 436 1,610 404 1,091 258 1,079 533 331
R2 0.263 0.245 0.391 0.235 0.398 0.249 0.326 0.296

*** p > 0.01, ** p > 0.05, * p > 0.1
a This table uses OLS models to examine ordinal responses from the framing experiment. Column 1 

restricts the analysis to only the control group, which received no information about fraud. Column 2 
estimates the treatment effect graphically depicted in Figure 1 and includes covariates. Columns 3 and 
4 use a five-point scale to subset to respondents with high levels of approval of Putin’s performance in 
office (a value of five) and low levels (values of three and four). Columns 5 and 6 use a ten-point scale 
to subset the sample to respondents with high levels of approval of United Russia (values higher than 
seven) and low levels (values between four and seven). Columns 7 and 8 subset the sample by whether 
the respondent voted for United Russia in the 2016 Duma Election.
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fraud treatment shown on the y-axis across different values of Putin’s 
approval rating (a) and support for ur (b); the distribution of responses 
is shown as inlaid histograms. There is a strong negative relationship 
between the degree of support for the regime and the effect of learning 
about electoral fraud committed by affi liated candidates.

One concern is that these large differences could be driven by a me-
chanical feature of our measurement strategy. Since regime support-
ers are more likely to back the ur candidate ex ante (that is, without 
any knowledge of their campaign activities), their pretreatment level of 
candidate support will obviously be higher and therefore, these respon-

figure 4
marginal effects
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dents have farther to fall on the five-point scale. For example, consider 
an extreme scenario in which the effect of revealing fraud is to induce 
all respondents to report that they will “definitely not vote” for the can-
didate (this is equal to 1, the lowest point on the scale). Swing voters, 
whose pretreatment level of support is 3, exhibit a treatment effect of 2, 
while core supporters, whose pretreatment level of support is 5, will ex-
hibit a treatment effect of 4. This scenario is patently implausible, but 
it illustrates the mathematical problem.

But our results are not driven by this floor effect. The percentage 
drop relative to the group is still higher among strongly aligned regime 
partisans than it is among those weakly aligned. For example, support 
for the ur candidate among strong Putin supporters (column 3 in Ta-
ble 5) falls by 24 percent (relative to their baseline level) when they’re 
informed of electoral fraud; among swing voters (column 4), support 
drops 18 percent relative to the baseline. Differential effects are still 
present. Strong regime supporters are more turned off by learning that 
ur candidates commit electoral violations than are weak ones.

regime perceptions, information, and tHe effect of  
electoral fraud

Why does evidence of electoral fraud have such a strong effect on core 
regime supporters? What are these voters learning that makes them 
withdraw their support? In Table 6, we explore several explanations. 
One possibility is that electoral fraud undermines the regime’s reputa-
tion for propriety. It’s hard to measure a respondent’s views on the hon-
esty of the regime, especially when different respondents may conceive 
of the regime in different ways. In Russia, almost all regime support-
ers also support Putin, and most associate United Russia closely with 
him. Thus, one adequate proxy could be the respondent’s views of Pu-
tin’s character.

Surveys find that Russians identify several positive traits in Putin. In 
our survey, 71 percent of respondents agreed with the statement that he 
is a “strong leader” (24 percent said “mostly yes”).60 Another trait that 
voters associate with Putin is honesty. In the 2016 res, 54 percent of 
respondents agreed that Putin is honest and deserving of trust (33 per-
cent said “mostly yes”).

60 The question asked respondents whether they agreed with certain evaluations of Putin’s char-
acter, prompting them with a four-point scale with values of no, mostly no, mostly yes, and yes. Vot-
ers also view Putin as being competent (77 percent). Interestingly, voters don’t simply evaluate Putin 
highly on every dimension. Only forty-four percent thought that he “really thinks about the interests 
of people like me.”
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table 6
How electoral fraud undermines perceptions of tHe regimea

    2016 Political 
 Putin Is Strong Putin Is Honest Electoral Integrity Internet

 High Low High Low High Low Yes No 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Any fraud −0.701*** −0.466*** −0.763*** −0.492*** −0.918*** −0.579*** −0.451*** −0.696***
 treatment (0.072) (0.115) (0.087) (0.096) (0.139) (0.073) (0.147) (0.067)
Male −0.101 −0.066 −0.155* −0.104 −0.046 −0.125* −0.366*** −0.027
 (0.071) (0.107) (0.087) (0.092) (0.137) (0.070) (0.136) (0.066)
Age (log) 0.070 −0.134 0.126 −0.128 0.147 −0.051 −0.124 −0.028
 (0.095) (0.155) (0.113) (0.131) (0.168) (0.099) (0.213) (0.085)
Education 0.015 −0.007 0.034 0.005 0.047 0.008 0.021 0.017
 (0.028) (0.044) (0.034) (0.037) (0.051) (0.028) (0.060) (0.026)
Town size 0.064** 0.004 0.053 0.035 −0.009 0.055* 0.105* 0.013
 (0.028) (0.049) (0.033) (0.039) (0.066) (0.028) (0.060) (0.026)
Economic −0.009 0.00004 0.007 −0.008 −0.037 0.017 −0.029 0.020
  situation (0.033) (0.052) (0.041) (0.044) (0.066) (0.033) (0.064) (0.031)
Employed −0.026 −0.098 0.023 −0.062 −0.157 −0.034 0.010 −0.044
 (0.073) (0.110) (0.090) (0.093) (0.147) (0.070) (0.147) (0.067)
CPSU 0.119 0.156 0.180 0.164 0.099 0.153 0.191 0.168
 member (0.116) (0.184) (0.136) (0.153) (0.198) (0.117) (0.283) (0.103)
Voted 0.217*** 0.168 0.306*** 0.105 0.220 0.202*** 0.186 0.217***
 (0.075) (0.110) (0.092) (0.093) (0.159) (0.071) (0.142) (0.068)
No. civil  −0.006 −0.127* −0.010 −0.017 −0.043 −0.013 −0.020 −0.030
 society orgs. (0.033) (0.068) (0.047) (0.042) (0.081) (0.034) (0.086) (0.032)
Interest in 0.012 0.058 −0.020 0.058 −0.030 0.016 0.024 0.043
 politics (0.036) (0.056) (0.043) (0.047) (0.074) (0.036) (0.085) (0.032)
United Russia 0.062*** 0.128*** 0.026 0.107*** 0.008 0.095*** 0.050* 0.083***
 support (0.015) (0.022) (0.020) (0.018) (0.030) (0.014) (0.028) (0.013)
Region fixed yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes
 effects
Observations 1,157 436 794 661 366 1,077 335 1,269
R2 0.228 0.399 0.239 0.305 0.367 0.243 0.314 0.272***

*** p > 0.01, ** p > 0.05, * p > 0.1
a This table uses OLS regression analysis to examine additional heterogeneous treatment effects. 

Columns 1 and 2 use a four-point scale to subset the sample into respondents who rank Putin highly 
as a strong leader (top value of four) and those who rank him lower (values of less than four). Columns 
3 and 4 use a four-point scale to subset the sample into respondents who rank Putin highly as an honest 
person (top value of four) and those who rank him lower (values of less than four). Columns 5 and 6 
use a five-point scale about whether respondents believe elections are conducted honestly to subset the 
sample by those with positive views (top value of five) and those with less positive views (values of less 
than five). Columns 7 and 8 subset according to a binary indicator for whether the respondent read 
Internet news during the 2016 campaign.
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Learning about electoral fraud may undermine perceptions of Putin’s 
virtues. Voters who receive objective information about their politicians 
being corrupt and dishonest are more likely to rescind their electoral 
support.61 Despite the appeal of lying to hide undesirable character-
istics, honest candidates still enjoy electoral advantages because voters 
highly value trustworthy candidates whatever their policy promises.62 
Similarly, committing electoral fraud can signal weakness—autocrats 
need to break the formal electoral rules to ward off challengers.

In Table 6, we construct model specifications that are similar to those 
used above to examine heterogeneity in treatment effects based on re-
spondents’ views of Putin’s character and on their appraisal of elections 
in Russia. We find that those who believe Putin is strong (columns 1 
and 2) and honest (columns 3 and 4) are more likely to react negatively 
when they learn that a ur candidate has committed fraud.63

Another possibility is that the effect depends on preconceived no-
tions of fraud. Those who already believe elections are fraudulent should 
be less likely to update their views on ur candidates when they learn 
about fraud. Conversely, those who think elections are free and fair 
should be more likely to update their candidate preferences when they 
learn about fraud. Columns 5 and 6 examine whether the treatment ef-
fect varies according to whether respondents believe that Russian elec-
tions are free and fair. The results strongly suggest that they do. The 
effect of the fraud treatment is much larger among respondents who 
think Russian elections are free and fair.

Columns 7 and 8 take a different approach to the same question. 
Specifically, we examine whether respondents who are plausibly less 
exposed to information about fraud are more affected by the fraud 
treatment in our experiment. In Russia, information on fraud is rarely 
encountered on television or radio or in (most) print media. The Inter-
net is practically the only media platform where Russians might learn 
about fraud. But not all Russians actively use the Internet, and most 
don’t use it for reading political news. In columns 7 and 8, we subset 
our models according to whether respondents reported that they used 
the Internet for reading political news during the 2016 election cam-
paign. We find that the treatment had smaller effects for those who re-
ported having read political news on the Internet during the campaign. 
These individuals are more likely to be preexposed to information on 

61 Ferraz and Finan 2008.
62 Callander and Wilkie 2007.
63 We divide respondents into two groups: those who said yes when asked to evaluate Putin on these 

dimensions, and those who gave any other answer.
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fraud. The treatment effects were larger for those respondents who ac-
cessed Internet political news.64

replication and extension

One shortcoming of our experiment is that it can’t distinguish between 
two mechanisms that could be driving the observed drop in support 
among core regime supporters. Electoral fraud may be leading regime 
supporters to consider other candidates or to consider abstention. Ei-
ther way, the findings indicate that regime supporters are withdrawing 
their political support from regime candidates, but it’s interesting to 
separate these potential mechanisms.

In particular, it’s possible that fraud might drastically reduce turnout 
by the opposition, which would offset any decrease in support by re-
gime supporters. Several studies find that fraud deters participation by 
the opposition.65 Our findings would have less meaning if fraud pro-
duced a drop in regime support that was outweighed by a concomitant 
decline in opposition turnout. In other words, ur may not fear a slight 
diminishment in its core support if violations of electoral integrity also 
cause opposition supporters to disengage from politics and to cease vot-
ing against the regime.

To address this, we placed two additional survey experiments on a 
representative survey of sixteen hundred Russian adults conducted in 
May 2018, roughly eighteen months after our original survey. The vi-
gnette used in both 2018 experiments was nearly identical to that used 
in September 2016. We gave respondents information about a fictional 
fifty-year-old businessman from ur who was running for the State 
Duma in the next elections; this person had also adopted two chil-
dren.66 The experimental treatment gave half the sample this additional 
information: the candidate had organized a multiple-voting scheme, 
ferrying voters by bus to multiple precincts. Our wording was identical 
to that used in the “organized karusels” treatment in the 2016 experi-
ment, as shown in Table 2 (see Section E1 of the supplementary mate-
rial for the exact wording).67

The important difference in this second set of experiments is the out-

64 Note that all models here control for regime support. In Section B3 of the supplementary mate-
rial, we show these heterogeneous treatment effects in just the regime support subset; Reuter and Szak-
onyi 2021b. Findings are similar. Table B9 of the supplementary material also explores other measures 
of exposure to prior information about fraud.

65 McCann and Domínguez 1998; Simpser 2012.
66 Note that we use a single occupational background, given constraints on sample size.
67 Reuter and Szakonyi 2021b.
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come variable. Our 2018 turnout experiment asked respondents to state 
their likelihood of turning out to vote on a scale of one to five, and was 
administered to half the respondents. Our 2018 vote choice experiment 
was given to the other half of the respondents, who were asked to state 
their likelihood of voting for this candidate on a scale of one to five. 
Thus, the outcome in the 2018 vote choice experiment is identical to 
that asked in the 2016 experiment analyzed above, while the 2018 turn-
out experiment focuses only on whether respondents would vote at all. 
Table 7 presents the breakdown of respondents across the different treat-
ment arms and outcome variables. Each respondent was assigned to re-
ceive either the turnout or vote choice experiment, and within each one, 
each respondent had a 50 percent chance of receiving the treatment— 
that is, learning that the ur candidate had committed fraud.

These experiments accomplish several objectives. First, the 2018 
vote choice experiment is essentially a replication check of our initial re-
sults from the 2016 experiment, but it uses a simplified set of treatment 
conditions. This helps to build confidence that the patterns identified 
above analyzing the 2016 experiment aren’t specific to the Russian po-
litical climate that year. Second, the 2018 turnout experiment lets us in-
vestigate whether learning about fraud decreases turnout or support for 
the candidate responsible for it.

Figure 5 presents the results. In panel (a), we see that the treatment 
effect of fraud on turnout is negative. In the control group, the mean 
turnout propensity on a five-point scale, with 3 indicating uncertainty, 
is 3.44. When respondents learn that the candidate has committed 
fraud, that number drops to 2.89, an effect of –0.55 that is statistically 
significant at the 99 percent level. In general, people are less likely to 
vote when electoral integrity suffers. In the right panel, we again see 
that support for the candidate committing the fraud also drops. The 
treatment effect of –0.62 is roughly the same using a five-point scale 
measuring candidate support.

In Figure 6, we explore heterogeneity across different levels of sup-
port for Putin, measured on a four-point scale. As before, we show the 
marginal effects of the fraud treatment for each outcome in the panels: 
turnout (a) and vote choice (b). The point estimates come from mod-
els that control for demographics such as age, income, and employment 
status. First, we see a slightly positive, but not statistically significant 
interaction effect of fraud and Putin support on turnout. Both regime 
and opposition supporters are less likely to turn out after learning that 
a ur candidate committed fraud, and the degree to which fraud dis-
suades them from voting is relatively small. Just as important, we repli-
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cate our findings from the 2016 experiment in the right panel: regime 
supporters are significantly more turned off than opposition support-
ers by new information on ur-sponsored fraud. The substantive effect 
sizes are roughly the same as they were two years prior. In the supple-
mentary material, we show that the effects are robust to interacting the 
treatment with a ten-point scale of support for United Russia.68

Several things about these results are worth noting. First, contrary 
to some existing accounts, the findings demonstrate that fraud reduces 
turnout not only among the opposition, but also among regime sup-
porters. Several studies argue that fraud creates the perception that op-
position votes will not count.69 But it stands to reason that fraud could 
produce a similar effect among regime supporters who, if they real-
ize that electoral outcomes are predetermined, should have less reason 
to think their vote will matter and less incentive to vote. Consistent 
with this idea, our experiment shows that fraud reduces turnout across 
the electorate. Indeed, observational evidence from the 2016 res shows 
that perceptions of electoral manipulation reduced self-reported turn-
out among regime supporters just as much as it did among the opposi-
tion and swing voters.70

Note that this finding isn’t necessarily at odds with the theoretical 
arguments in previous work. Even if fraud reduces feelings of electoral 
efficacy among opposition supporters more than it does among regime 
supporters, it could still be the case that regime supporters would be 
more disillusioned by the revelation of fraud. In other words, the mech-
anism we propose in this study could be operating alongside the differ-
ential electoral efficacy argument to produce the findings we see in the 
2018 turnout experiment.

Taken together, the results suggest that the heterogeneous effects in 
68 See Section E of the supplementary material; Reuter and Szakonyi 2021b.
69 McCann and Domínguez 1998; Simpser 2012; Nikolayenko 2015.
70 Models in Table B2 of the supplementary material show a positive and statistically significant 

relationship between perceptions of electoral integrity and turnout among regime and opposition sup-
porters; Reuter and Szakonyi 2021b.

table 7
2018 experiments coveragea

Experimental Outcome Turnout Vote Choice

No electoral manipulation 363 371
Organized karusels to take voters to polls 362 350

a Total respondents who received “turnout” outcome, 725; total respondents who received “vote choice” 
outcome, 721.
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our main 2016 experiment are driven by changes in vote choice rather 
than changes in turnout. Since fraud appears to reduce turnout equally 
among regime supporters and the opposition, it stands to reason that 
the larger treatment effects for regime supporters in the 2016 experi-
ment (and in the 2018 vote choice experiment) are being driven by de-
cisions to withdraw support from regime candidates. Once inside the 
voting booth, core regime supporters appear to be abandoning ruling 
party candidates who commit fraud.

figure 5
fraud, turnout, and vote cHoice
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These fi ndings reinforce our contention that fraud is electorally costly 
for the regime. If fraud reduced opposition turnout to such a degree that 
it offset any loss of support from regime supporters, then fraud would not 
undermine the regime’s chances of winning. Our fi ndings suggest that 
this is not the case. The 2018 vote choice experiment shows that fraud 
reduces turnout for opposition and regime supporters to an equal de-
gree. Moreover, fraud appears to cause regime supporters to withdraw 
their support from fraudulent United Russia candidates.

figure 6
Heterogeneous effects of fraud on turnout and vote cHoice
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discussion and implications

In summary, our findings suggest that voters in Russia punish regime 
candidates who engage in fraud. This effect is largest among those 
who are the strongest supporters of the regime. Polarization is not so 
strong in Russia that regime supporters excuse regime candidates for 
fraud.71 Instead, they punish them for it. Most regime supporters be-
lieve that elections are free and fair and most believe that is how it 
should be. Gaining awareness of electoral fraud dispels preconceived 
notions about the regime and its electoral propriety. When fraud is re-
vealed, many proregime voters withdraw their support, which appears 
to be conditional on the government maintaining its commitment to 
clean elections.

These findings have important implications for the comparative lit-
erature on autocracy and for the study of contemporary Russian pol-
itics. For studies on comparative autocracy, our findings highlight an 
understudied consequence of electoral fraud. Much of the recent neo-
institutional literature on electoral fraud has centered on how fraud 
sends a signal of strength to elites.72 One puzzle that emerges from this 
literature is why autocrats try so hard to conceal fraud. If fraud deters all 
sorts of subversive and oppositional activity, why don’t autocrats pub-
licize it? Scholars of contentious politics suggest that they don’t publi-
cize it because it may lead to opposition protest.73 That seems hard to 
deny, but we highlight another reason why autocrats disguise fraud—
their core supporters are turned off by it and if they learn of it, they will 
withdraw their support from the regime. That polarization is relatively 
limited in Russia suggests that findings from this survey experiment re-
flect actual behavior: strong partisan biases are less likely to outweigh 
normative concerns in the voting booth in Russia than they might be in 
polarized countries like Venezuela or the United States.

More generally, our study suggests that scholars of autocracy should 
pay more attention to the democratic features of nondemocratic elec-
tions. The neo-institutional literature on autocracy has made great 
strides in pointing out the autocratic functions of nominally demo-
cratic institutions. But in the midst of the neo-institutional revolution, 
research continues to show that these elections also serve a democratic 
function, improving accountability74 and providing legitimacy to the re-

71 cf. Svolik 2020.
72 Rozenas 2016; Simpser 2013; Gehlbach and Simpser 2015.
73 Tucker 2007; Bunce and Wolchik 2011.
74 Miller 2015.
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gime.75 Large parts of the electorate expect that elections will be dem-
ocratic.

These findings also have important implications for how scholars 
study politics in Russia. This article should serve as a reminder that 
the demand for democratic institutions remains strong in Russia. In 
a revealing analysis of Putin’s Pryamaya Liniya call-in shows, Susanne 
Wengle and Christine Evans note that Putin frequently touts the role 
of formal democratic institutions.76 These authors wonder why Putin 
seems to frame so much of his political discourse around institutions. 
Our account demonstrates why the performance is so important. Many 
voters believe in electoral democracy or at the very least, behave as if 
they do. Thus, one of the reasons that elections are maintained in Rus-
sia is because voters support them.77 This isn’t to say that Russia is a 
democracy; it is not. But important parts of the electorate behave as if 
elections are democratic and expect them to be so. Analyses of author-
itarian Russia would be remiss to ignore these voters. Understanding 
their behavior is key to understanding the stability of the regime.

We also provide insight into why the Putin regime goes to such great 
lengths to both hide and limit electoral fraud. After the 2011–2012 
election cycle, regime leaders made it clear to regional subordinates 
that they wanted future elections to be cleaner—or at least to be per-
ceived as clean. The government spent more than $800 million to in-
stall live-streaming cameras in electoral precincts in 2012, and then 
later appointed the former human rights ombudsman Ella Pamfilova to 
oversee the Central Election Commission. Available evidence indicates 
that election cycles since 2011 have been marked by less blatant elec-
tion-day fraud.78 The conventional explanation for this new emphasis 
on electoral legitimacy is that the regime wanted to stem the opposition 
protest movement that had erupted during the 2011–2012 cycle. But 
our findings suggest another possibility: regime leaders believed that 
their electoral base would evaporate if the curtain on fraud was pulled 
back.  The scope of these efforts suggests that fraud could become a sa-
lient voting issue if voters were to find out about it.

We believe that such dynamics could also be at play in other electoral 
autocracies. Our analyses in Table F2 of the supplementary material 

75 Morgenbesser 2017; Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009.
76 Wengle and Evans 2018.
77 Note that this is different from arguing that the authorities hold elections because it’s a proce-

dural norm. The regime needs to limit fraud—or limit the spread of information on fraud—because 
faking elections has real costs in terms of regime support.

78 GOLOS, “Election Observation Statement 18 September 2016,” GOLOS Movement, Septem-
ber 19, 2016. At https://www.golosinfo.org/articles/117564, accessed November 20, 2020.
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show that regime supporters in countries as diverse as Kazakhstan, Ma-
laysia, Singapore, and Nigeria all give their governments high marks for 
upholding democratic practices.79 Their support for the regime may be 
contingent on a belief that electoral integrity continues to be respected. 
This may be especially true in countries where autocrats initially won 
free elections and then stealthily undermined democratic systems to 
hold onto power. Voters may believe that electoral results fairly reflect 
the autocrat’s popularity, but they may not be fully aware of the degree 
of malpractice being committed. Providing information about fraud 
could change their calculus of support for the regime.

Of course, such conclusions come with caveats. These survey exper-
iments are hypothetical and although they do suggest why new infor-
mation can cause voter defections, they can’t illuminate the conditions 
under which that happens. But they can illuminate the ways by which 
fraud impacts voter affect: they suggest that voters have a psycholog-
ical reaction to fraud. Nevertheless, they can’t be extrapolated directly 
to explain real events. On the one hand, in the real world, information 
on fraud is contested and subject to perceptual bias. Thus, our experi-
mental estimates may represent a higher bound for the effect of fraud 
on regime vote totals. On the other hand, the hypothetical nature of 
survey experiments may mute respondents’ reactions. Voters who learn 
about real candidates committing real fraud could be even more disap-
pointed. Future research could profit by extending these analyses into 
real-world settings.

In addition, our study can’t precisely quantify the net costs of en-
gaging in fraud in the real world. Even if fraud costs autocrats votes by 
driving away supporters, stuffing ballots or rewriting protocols still adds 
to a regime’s vote totals. The point of our study is not to claim that the 
former must outweigh the latter, but rather to demonstrate that the loss 
of votes is a real concern. Factors like the presence of independent me-
dia and the competitiveness of the election are likely to affect this cal-
culus. As we show in Section B3 of the supplementary material, regime 
supporters who rely heavily on state-sponsored news for information 
are more affected by the experimental treatment.80 In addition, a strong 
opposition not only has greater resources and the incentive to inform 
the public about any electoral fraud committed during election, but it 
will also attract more support from voters newly disillusioned by the re-
gime’s false claims to be upholding free and fair elections.

Our study suggests some other avenues for future research as well. 
79 Reuter and Szakonyi 2021b.
80 Reuter and Szakonyi 2021b.
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For one, little is known about how voters become informed about fraud. 
Our experimental intervention induced voters to believe that fraud had 
occurred, but in an autocracy with a partially closed media environ-
ment, it’s difficult for voters to find out about electoral fraud. Social and 
independent media clearly play a role here,81 as do election monitors.82 
Even less is known about how opposition activists can break through 
partisan biases to broaden the awareness of fraud. The field seems to 
be moving in the right direction toward answering these questions, but 
more work is needed.

We also know little about how the vote-depressing effects of fraud 
compared to other types of unethical and socially undesirable behavior. 
For example, do voters punish candidates more for committing fraud 
than for engaging in corruption, committing other crimes, or perform-
ing unpatriotic acts? Future research could advance the literature by 
benchmarking the vote-depressing effects of fraud against other such 
issues.

supplementary material

Supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0043887120000234.

data

Replication files for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/
ITLVMH.
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FOREIGN AID AND  
STATE LEGITIMACY 

Evidence on Chinese and US Aid to  
Africa from Surveys, Survey Experiments, 

and Behavioral Games
By ROBERT A. BLAIR and PHILIP ROESSLER

abstract
What are the effects of foreign aid on the perceived legitimacy of recipient states? Dif-
ferent donors adhere to different rules, principles, and operating procedures. The authors 
theorize that variation in these aid regimes may generate variation in the effects of aid 
on state legitimacy. To test their theory, they compare aid from the United States to 
aid from China, its most prominent geopolitical rival. Their research design combines 
within-country analysis of original surveys, survey experiments, and behavioral games 
in Liberia with cross-country analysis of existing administrative and Afrobarometer data 
from six African countries. They exploit multiple proxies for state legitimacy, but focus 
in particular on tax compliance and morale. Contrary to expectations, the authors find 
little evidence to suggest that exposure to aid diminishes the legitimacy of African states. 
If anything, the opposite appears to be true. Their results are consistent across multiple 
settings, multiple levels of analysis, and multiple measurement and identification strate-
gies, and are unlikely to be artifacts of sample selection, statistical power, or the strength 
or weakness of particular experimental treatments. The authors conclude that the effects 
of aid on state legitimacy at the microlevel are largely benign.

IntroductIon

WHAT are the effects of foreign aid on the perceived legitimacy 
of recipient states? According to prominent accounts of state 

legitimacy in political science, the more citizens credit the state with 
providing services equitably and effectively, the more legitimate they 
will perceive the state to be. Legitimacy reflects the belief that the state 
has a “right to rule,” and thus to impose restrictions and extractions 
on citizens.1 The more legitimate citizens perceive the state to be, the 
more willing they will be to obey state laws and to pay state taxes, thus 
increasing the state’s capacity to provide services. The result is a virtu-

1  Gilley 2009; Levi, Sacks, and Tyler 2009.

World Politics 73, no. 2 (April 2021) 315–57   Copyright © 2021 Trustees of Princeton University
doi: 10.1017/S004388712000026X
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ous circle in which service provision increases state legitimacy, and state 
legitimacy increases service provision.2

Scholars have long argued that aid and other forms of third-party 
service provision rupture this virtuous circle.3 A large and established 
cross-national literature finds that aid has adverse effects on the behav-
ior of government officials and the performance of government insti-
tutions, exacerbating corruption and diminishing the strength of the 
bureaucracy at the macrolevel.4 This may decrease state legitimacy if 
citizens conclude that the state is too weak or corrupt to provide ser-
vices equitably and effectively. But subnationally, recent research finds 
little evidence of similarly deleterious effects on state legitimacy as per-
ceived by the citizens who experience aid most directly, such as by using 
or otherwise learning about donor-provided services.5 At the micro-
level, the effects of aid on state legitimacy in the eyes of citizens appear 
to be benign.

We hypothesize that one possible explanation for these null results 
lies in the particular types of donors that previous scholars have studied 
at the microlevel. Different donors adhere to different rules, principles, 
and operating procedures. We refer to these rules, principles, and pro-
cedures as aid regimes. Donors within the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, for example, typically follow guidelines 
issued by the oecd’s Development Assistance Committee (dac), of 
which the United States, the European Union, and twenty-eight other 
countries are members. These guidelines influence the types of projects 
funded by oecd donors; the regulations, restrictions, and good gover-
nance conditionalities that oecd donors impose on recipient states; and 
the transparency with which aid from oecd donors is disbursed. Al-
though compliance with these guidelines is imperfect, their existence 
nonetheless ensures a degree of homogeneity across oecd aid regimes.

To our knowledge, all existing studies of aid and state legitimacy at 
the microlevel focus on oecd donors.6 But in recent years, the oecd has 
faced increasingly fierce competition from “nontraditional” donors like 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and, most important, China. Over the past two 
decades, China has dramatically increased the amount of aid it provides 
to developing countries, especially in Africa.7 China’s rise as a donor and 

2  Schmelzle and Stollenwerk 2018.
3  Bratton 1989; Bueno de Mesquita and Smith 2009; Gubser 2002; Fowler 1991; Moyo 2010; see 

Blair and Winters 2020 for a review.
4  Bräutigam and Knack 2004; Knack 2004; Svensson 2000.
5  Cruz and Schneider 2017; Dietrich, Mahmud, and Winters 2018; Dietrich and Winters 2015.
6  Baldwin and Winters 2018; Dietrich, Mahmud, and Winters 2018; Dietrich and Winters 2015.
7  For concision we use the word “aid” throughout, although there’s some ambiguity in defining Chi-
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investor has proven highly controversial. Critics argue that China is un-
derwriting “a world that is more corrupt, chaotic, and authoritarian.”8 
This perspective is shared by officials at the highest levels of the US 
government, who accuse China of undermining democracy and human 
rights in recipient countries.9 In contrast, advocates—including some 
African heads of state—praise China for delivering aid more quickly, 
at lower cost, and with fewer strings attached than its oecd rivals do.10

The Chinese aid regime differs dramatically from that of most oecd 
donors. oecd donors tend to impose antibribery and anticorruption 
regulations on recipient countries, but China typically does not. Many 
oecd donors condition aid on the adoption of political or economic re-
forms; again, China typically does not. And although most oecd do-
nors participate in international aid transparency initiatives, China 
usually doesn’t. We argue that these features of the Chinese aid regime 
may have important implications for the legitimacy of recipient states, 
especially those in Africa. But these implications remain understud-
ied and poorly understood, even as Chinese aid to Africa continues to 
grow and as research on the nature and effects of that aid is expanding.11

In a preanalysis plan (pap),12 we predicted that Chinese aid would di-
minish the legitimacy of recipient states, both in absolute terms and rel-
ative to aid from oecd donors. We theorized that the effects of aid on 
state legitimacy would depend on whether citizens give credit to do-
nors or to recipient states for the services donors provide (attribution), 
whether they believe donor-provided services are distributed fairly and 
transparently (procedural legitimacy), and whether they perceive do-
nor-provided services to be of high quality (outcome-based legitimacy). 
We hypothesized that Chinese aid would have adverse effects on state 
legitimacy because citizens would be less likely to credit recipient states 
with the services provided by China, less likely to believe Chinese- 
provided services are distributed fairly and transparently, and less likely 

nese assistance to African countries, as we discuss in our description of the AidData data set.
8  Naím 2007.
9  E.g., David Smith, “Hillary Clinton Launches African Tour with Veiled Attack on China,” 

Guardian, August 1, 2012, at https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/aug/01/hillary-clinton-af 
rica-china (accessed January 4, 2021).

10  E.g., “John Magufuli: Tanzania Prefers ‘Condition-Free’ Chinese Aid,” BBC News, Novem-
ber 27, 2018, at https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-46364342 (accessed December 28, 2020); 
Wade 2008.

11  Bräutigam 2009; Dreher and Fuchs 2015; Dreher et al. 2018; Isaksson and Kotsadam 2018a; 
Isaksson and Kotsadam 2018b; Kelly, Brazys, and Elkink 2016. 

12  Our PAP was registered with the Evidence in Governance and Politics (EGAP) network prior 
to data collection, and is available at https://osf.io/qek4v. The PAP refers specifically to our behavioral 
games in Liberia, but our surveys and survey experiments are similar in approach, and our hypotheses 
are the same, regardless.
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to perceive Chinese-provided services as high quality. Drawing on the-
ories of retrospective voting,13 we predicted that Chinese-provided ser-
vices would generate disaffection not only with China, but also with 
the local government officials and institutions responsible for regulat-
ing China’s actions—even when those actions are largely or entirely out 
of the government’s control. We motivate these predictions in further 
detail below.

We test our hypotheses by combining multiple data sources and 
multiple measurement and identification strategies at multiple levels 
of analysis. We integrate cross-country analysis of data from Afroba-
rometer, AidData, and the Aid Information Management Systems of 
African finance and planning ministries with within-country analy-
sis of original surveys, survey experiments, and behavioral games in 
Liberia, one of the world’s most aid-dependent states. Each of these 
approaches complements and compensates for the limitations of the 
others. We triangulate between them. Although we test the effects of 
aid on multiple indicators of state legitimacy, we focus in particular on 
tax compliance—the extent to which citizens actually pay taxes—and 
tax morale—the extent to which citizens believe they have a duty to 
pay taxes.14

Tax morale captures the “value-based” component of legitimacy, de-
fined as citizens’ “sense of obligation or willingness to obey authorities.” 
Tax compliance captures the behavioral component, defined as “actual 
compliance with governmental regulations and laws.”15 We focus on 
taxation because it’s central to the virtuous circle of service provision 
and state legitimacy described above, and is also central to the more 
general challenge of “building and sustaining the power of states, and 
shaping their ties to society.”16 Not coincidentally, tax compliance and 
morale are among the most prominent and widely used proxies for state 
legitimacy in the social sciences.17 Indeed, in many respects the “gen-
eral problem of legitimacy” is best understood as a problem “exhibited 
in the authority of the tax collector.”18 To explore the robustness of our 
results, we also test the effects of aid on several additional proxies for 
state legitimacy.

Contrary to our expectations, we find little evidence that Chinese 

13  Achen and Bartels 2004; Achen and Bartels 2012; Gasper and Reeves 2011; Healy and Malhotra 
2010; Healy, Malhotra, and Mo 2010.

14  Luttmer and Singhal 2014.
15  Levi, Sacks, and Tyler 2009, 356.
16  Bräutigam, Fjeldstad, and Moore 2008, 1.
17  Gilley 2009; Levi, Sacks, and Tyler 2009; Tyler 2006.
18  Fain 1972, 20.
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aid has diminished the legitimacy of recipient states in Africa, either in 
absolute terms or relative to aid from the US, China’s most important 
oecd rival. In Liberia, we find that randomly assigned vignettes about 
donor-provided services have either null or, in the case of US aid, posi-
tive effects on tax compliance and morale as measured through surveys 
and behavioral games. Similarly, we find that Liberians who are most 
affected by US aid typically have more favorable rather than less favor-
able perceptions of the Liberian government. Exposure to Chinese aid 
is not associated with perceptions of the Liberian government one way 
or the other. Across other African countries as well, we use a spatial 
difference-in-differences estimator to show that both Chinese and US 
aid generally have null or even positive effects on perceptions of gov-
ernment after correcting for potential selection biases. These results are 
consistent across measurement and identification strategies, and, as we 
discuss below, are unlikely to be artifacts of measurement error, selec-
tion bias, or statistical power. We conclude by considering the impli-
cations of our results for the study and practice of providing aid in the 
future.

theoretIcal framework

foreIgn aId and state legItImacy

The most prominent accounts of state legitimacy posit that states gain 
legitimacy when citizens credit them with providing services, and with 
doing so equitably and effectively. Citizens who credit the state for the 
services it provides will view the state as legitimate, and will respond 
by taking actions that facilitate further service provision—most impor-
tantly, by paying taxes.19 The result is a virtuous circle by which service 
provision increases state legitimacy and state legitimacy increases service 
provision.20 This model, sometimes described as the “fiscal contract,”21 
is central to most studies of citizen/state relations in political science.

Two key features of the model are the quality of state-funded ser-
vices and the fairness and transparency with which those services are 
allocated.22 Legitimacy is thus a function of both outcomes and pro-
cedures.23 It’s not enough that citizens merely attribute services to the 
government (attribution). They must also perceive government service 

19  Levi 2006; Levi, Sacks, and Tyler 2009; Tyler 2006.
20  Schmelzle and Stollenwerk 2018.
21  Timmons 2005.
22  Levi 2006, 5.
23  Levi, Sacks, and Tyler 2009.
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provision to be of high quality (outcome-based legitimacy) and fair 
and transparent (procedural legitimacy). Indeed, attribution can have 
de-legitimizing effects if services are delivered in a way that suggests 
government incompetence or inequity.24 For example, if citizens per-
ceive a government-built road as low quality, or the administrators at a  
government-run school as discriminatory and corrupt, then service 
provision may have the paradoxically adverse effect of decreasing state 
legitimacy.25

Scholars have long worried that foreign donors and other third par-
ties might rupture the fiscal contract between citizens and the state, and 
thus break the virtuous circle of service provision and state legitimacy.26 
Underlying this concern is the intuition that if citizens see third parties 
supplying services, they’ll conclude that government officials and insti-
tutions aren’t fulfilling their end of the fiscal contract. This is a problem 
of attribution. By this logic, the dilemma for recipient countries isn’t 
aid per se, but rather the risk that aid will cause citizens to attribute 
services to third parties. If governments could claim credit for donor- 
provided services—or if citizens (erroneously) gave governments credit 
for providing those services—then aid might bolster state legitimacy 
rather than erode it. This focus on attribution is common to almost all 
studies of aid and state legitimacy over the past decade, especially at the 
microlevel.27

Contrary to the concerns of skeptics, these studies have almost uni-
formly found that aid does not have de-legitimizing effects. As is appro-
priate for studies focused on the attribution problem, most researchers 
explain this null (or in some cases even positive) effect of aid on state 
legitimacy as a byproduct of undeserved credit claiming. By these ac-
counts, citizens credit governments not only for government-provided 
services, but for donor-provided services as well. This occurs either be-
cause citizens don’t have enough information to assign credit accurately, 
or because they interpret donor-provided services as a “signal of [poli-
ticians’] ability to extract resources from donors for the benefit of their 
communities.”28 Either way, the more aid the state receives, the more 
legitimate citizens perceive it to be.

But because existing studies focus on the attribution problem, they 
capture only part of the dynamic that’s at work when donors provide 

24  Mcloughlin 2015.
25  Mcloughlin 2018.
26  Bratton 1989; Bueno de Mesquita and Smith 2009; Gubser 2002; Fowler 1991; Moyo 2010.
27  Baldwin and Winters 2018, 4; Cruz and Schneider 2017, 399; Dietrich, Mahmud, and Winters 

2018, 136; Dietrich and Winters 2015, 165, 170; Guiteras and Mobarak 2014, 6; Sacks 2012, 1.
28  Cruz and Schneider 2017, 398.
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services. We follow the influential model of state legitimacy described 
above and argue that aid will have (de-)legitimizing effects depend-
ing not only on (1) whether citizens credit their own government with 
the services provided by donors (attribution), but also on (2) the qual-
ity of the services (outcome-based legitimacy) and (3) the fairness and 
transparency with which they’re provided (procedural legitimacy). Pre-
vious studies address this first source of (il)legitimacy (attribution), but 
implicitly assume away the second two (effectiveness and equity). Cesi 
Cruz and Christina Schneider make this assumption explicit when 
they write, “people in communities which obtain foreign aid projects 
tend to be favorably disposed to them,” an assumption they describe 
as “straightforward and uncontroversial.”29 Our theory begins with 
the proposition that citizens’ attitudes toward donor-provided services 
aren’t always as straightforward and uncontroversial as they may seem.

Just as citizens may credit their own governments (perhaps unde-
servedly) for benefits provided by donors, so may they blame their own 
governments (perhaps undeservedly) for any damage caused by donors. 
Undeserved blame attribution is the inverse of undeserved credit claim-
ing, and it’s a phenomenon that extends well beyond the politics of 
aid. For example, scholars of retrospective voting have shown that vot-
ers will punish incumbents for events that are largely or entirely out-
side the control of elected officials, such as shark attacks,30 floods,31 and 
even the outcomes of college football games32—although voters’ reac-
tions to these events also depend in part on the competence of the gov-
ernment’s response to them.33

In the context of aid, although governments can’t control donors’ ac-
tions, they can negotiate agreements with donors that maximize the 
benefits to citizens and minimize risks. They can also enforce regula-
tions to ensure that aid is delivered fairly, transparently, and effectively. 
Citizens may punish recipient governments for allowing donors to op-
erate in ways that are detrimental to their communities, even when re-
cipient governments aren’t directly responsible for the harm inflicted by 
donors. In this way, dissatisfaction with donor-provided services may 
result in disapproval not only of the donor itself, but also of the gov-
ernment officials and institutions tasked with negotiating and regulat-
ing the donor’s operations. This effect may be especially stark among 
urban populations, in which residents tend to be better informed and 

29  Cruz and Schneider 2017, 398.
30  Achen and Bartels 2012.
31  Gasper and Reeves 2011.
32  Healy, Malhotra, and Mo 2010.
33  Healy and Malhotra 2010.
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less supportive of incumbent governments,34 and thus potentially more 
sensitive to the government’s perceived failures in overseeing donor ac-
tivities.

aId regImes

As noted above, we use the term aid regimes to refer to the different 
rules, principles, and operating procedures followed by different do-
nors. Aid regimes vary along multiple dimensions, including project 
type (whether donors specialize in projects of a certain size, scope, or 
sector); standards (whether donors use benchmarks of project success); 
conditionalities (whether donors make aid conditional on political or 
economic reforms); regulations (whether donors impose restrictions on 
labor, corruption, or the environment); procurement (whether aid is tied 
to the procurement of goods or services from the donor country); and 
transparency (whether donors publicly disclose the terms of aid agree-
ments). We argue that variation along these dimensions may help to 
explain differences in the quality, fairness, and transparency of donor-
provided services. Such differences, in turn, may help to explain varia-
tion in the (de-)legitimizing effects of aid across donors.

Although we conceptualize aid regimes as a country-level phe-
nomenon, groups of countries often follow very similar aid regimes. 
Consider, for example, the guidelines published by the oecd’s Develop-
ment Assistance Committee. The dac explicitly encourages oecd do-
nors to invest in political parties and other “accountability actors and 
institutions.”35 This guidance is intended to ensure that oecd donors 
coordinate around certain project types. The dac also publishes crite-
ria to help oecd donors set “standards of success” related to project rel-
evance, coherence, effectiveness, efficiency, impact, and sustainability.36 
These standards are designed to ensure the quality of oecd-provided 
projects. The dac also maintains a set of antibribery and anticorruption 
safeguards that oecd donors are expected to impose on the funds they 
disburse.37 These regulations are meant to ensure fairness and transpar-
ency in the way oecd-provided projects are allocated and administered. 
In addition, the dac regulates procurement for oecd-provided projects 
by urging oecd donors to “untie” the aid they give, so that recipient 

34  Harding 2010; Koter 2013.
35  See http://www.oecd.org/dac/conflict-fragility-resilience/governance/docs/4312181e.pdf (ac-

cessed December 30, 2020).
36  See https://www.oecd.org/dac/evaluation/daccriteriaforevaluatingdevelopmentassistance.htm 

(accessed December 30, 2020).
37  See https://www.oecd.org/corruption/anti-bribery/Recommendation-Development-Coopera 

tion-Corruption.pdf (accessed January 7, 2021).
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governments can procure goods and services from the lowest bidders.38

Inevitably, compliance with these guidelines isn’t perfect, but their 
existence does ensure a degree of homogeneity across the aid regimes 
of oecd donors. We argue that the shared features of these aid re-
gimes may have significant implications for the effects of oecd- 
provided projects on the legitimacy of recipient states. Importantly, we 
don’t argue that citizens necessarily care or even know about the gen-
eral macrolevel attributes of aid regimes. Rather, we argue that these at-
tributes shape the specific microlevel characteristics of donor-provided 
projects—which, in turn, shape citizens’ attitudes toward those projects 
and, more important, toward the government officials and institutions 
responsible for negotiating and regulating them.

For example, aid to “accountability actors and institutions” is likely 
to be invisible to most citizens in recipient countries, which creates op-
portunities for government officials to claim credit for any subsequent 
improvements in government performance. The use of evaluation cri-
teria may increase the likelihood that oecd-provided projects are high 
quality, while the imposition of antibribery and anticorruption safe-
guards may increase the likelihood that the distribution of oecd funds 
is fair and transparent. These attributes of the oecd aid regime make 
undeserved credit claiming more probable, and undeserved blame at-
tribution less probable. Citizens may credit the government (perhaps 
undeservedly) for services provided by oecd donors. But even if they 
don’t, they may nonetheless credit the government (perhaps undeserv-
edly) for ensuring that oecd-provided services are high quality and that 
oecd service provision is fair and transparent.

Although existing studies have taught us much about the relationship 
between aid and state legitimacy, they’re almost uniformly designed in 
ways that preclude comparisons across aid regimes—comparisons that 
might further illuminate the (de-)legitimizing effects of aid on recip-
ient states. Most studies of aid and state legitimacy test the impact 
of aid from a single donor, such as Japan,39 the US,40 or the World 
Bank.41 Other studies aggregate aid from multiple donors into a single 
summary index, obscuring potential differences between aid regimes.42 
Fewer studies compare the effects of aid from different donors, and 
even these studies tend to focus on oecd donors that follow similar sets 

38  See https://one.oecd.org/document/DCD/DAC(2018)33/FINAL/en/pdf (accessed January 4, 
2021). 

39  Baldwin and Winters 2018.
40  Dietrich, Mahmud, and Winters 2018.
41  Cruz and Schneider 2017.
42  Böhnke and Zürcher 2013; Böhnke, Koehler, and Zürcher 2010.
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of rules, guidelines, and standards—for example, Canada and the US.43 
To our knowledge, no previous study has compared the effects of dif-
ferent aid regimes on the legitimacy of recipient states.

dIfferences between chInese and oecd aId regImes

We advance the study of aid and state legitimacy by comparing the 
impact of aid from the largest and most prominent oecd donor—the 
US—to aid from the oecd’s largest and most prominent nontraditional 
rival—China. The American and Chinese aid regimes are often per-
ceived as competitors, especially in Africa. High-ranking members of 
the US government regularly warn African citizens and heads of state 
that the “empty promises” of Chinese donors breed “corruption and 
dependency,”44 while the Chinese government explicitly distinguishes 
its aid regime from that of the US and other oecd donors.45

We highlight differences across five aid regime dimensions—project 
type, conditionalities, regulations, procurement, and transparency—
that can have especially important implications for the legitimacy of 
recipient states. We summarize these differences and their implications 
in Table 1. First, whereas oecd donors typically fund a variety of rela-
tively small-scale projects across multiple sectors, China tends to favor 
fewer larger-scale projects focused particularly on infrastructure (row 
one): transportation, communication, electricity, and so on. China ex-
plicitly promotes this focus as one of the defining characteristics of its 
aid regime, perhaps best embodied in its Belt and Road Initiative—the 
construction of transportation and energy infrastructure along corri-
dors roughly corresponding to the historical Silk Road, accompanied 
by new trade deals and other agreements. Many developing countries 
need these higher-cost, higher-risk ventures, but more-traditional do-
nors are often reluctant to undertake them.

Second, while many oecd donors attach political or economic con-
ditionalities (row two) to the aid they provide, China does not. Indeed, 
the Chinese government views conditionalities of this sort as a threat 
to the sovereignty of recipient states. This position was most clearly ar-

43  Dietrich and Winters 2015.
44  Robbie Corey-Boulet, “Pompeo Closes Africa Tour with Warning about China’s ‘Empty Prom-

ises,’” Yahoo News, February 19, 2020, at https://news.yahoo.com/pompeo-closes-africa-tour-warning-
chinas-empty-promises-101611608.html (accessed January 4, 2021). See also former US National 
Security Advisor John Bolton’s comments at the Heritage Foundation in December 2018, where he 
accused China of engaging in “predatory practices” that “stunt economic growth in Africa” and “in-
hibit opportunities for US investment,” at https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks 
-national-security-advisor-ambassador-john-r-bolton-trump-administrations-new-africa-strategy 
(accessed January 4, 2021).

45  See, for example, “Full Text of Chinese President Xi Jinping’s Speech at Opening Ceremony 
of 2018 FOCAC Beijing Summit,” at http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-09/03/c_129946189.
htm (accessed January 7, 2021).
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ticulated by President Xi Jinping at the 2018 Forum on China-Africa 
Cooperation (focac), where he laid out China’s “five-no” approach to 
aid—which includes “no interference in African countries’ pursuit of 
development paths that fit their national conditions,” “no attachment 
of political strings to assistance to Africa,” and “no interference in Afri-
can countries’ internal affairs.”46 This principle is perhaps the most de-
fining feature of the Chinese aid regime.

Third, while oecd donors typically impose regulations (row three) 
to mitigate corruption, environmental degradation, and abusive or ex-
ploitative labor practices, China usually does not. For example, guided 
by its belief in noninterference, China generally doesn’t police the tak-
ing or giving of bribes. The absence of these safeguards may explain the 
finding that Chinese-funded projects tend to increase local corruption, 
while World Bank–funded projects do not.47 But China’s lax regulations 
do reduce “up-front oversight in the form of planning meetings and im-

46  The five-no approach also includes “no imposition of our will on African countries” and “no seek-
ing of selfish political gains in investment and financing operation with Africa.” See “Full Text of Chi-
nese President Xi Jinping’s Speech at Opening Ceremony of 2018 FOCAC Beijing Summit,” at http://
www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201809/04/ws5b8d5c25a310add14f389592 (accessed January 7, 2021).

47  Brazys, Elkink, and Kelly 2017; Isaksson and Kotsadam 2018a.

table 1
dIfferences between chInese and oecd–dac aId regImes

Aid Regime 
Dimensions

Attributes of OECD–
DAC Aid Regime

Attributes of Chinese 
Aid Regime

Predicted Effects of 
Chinese Aid Regime on 
State Legitimacy

Project types smaller projects across 
many sectors

larger projects 
focused on 
infrastructure

recipient state less likely 
to claim credit

Conditionalities political and economic 
“good governance” 
conditionalities

no political or 
economic 
conditionalities

citizens less likely to 
perceive quality, 
fairness, or 
transparency

Regulations more antibribery and 
anticorruption 
regulations

fewer antibribery 
and anticorrup-
tion regulations

citizens less likely to 
perceive quality, fair-
ness, or transparency

Procurement aid not tied to 
procurement from 
donor country

aid tied to procure-
ment from donor 
country

recipient state less likely 
to claim credit

Transparency aid tracked through 
international 
transparency 
regimes

aid not tracked 
through interna-
tional transpar-
ency regimes

citizens less likely to 
perceive quality, 
fairness, or 
transparency
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pact assessments,” allowing it to implement projects more quickly and 
more cheaply than traditional donors.48 Although efficiency is not as 
explicit a component of China’s aid regime as noninterference, it has 
been a priority since at least 1964, when former premier Zhou Enlai 
first outlined China’s “Eight Principles for Economic Aid and Techni-
cal Assistance to Other Countries”—principles that promised “quicker 
results” for recipient states.49 African heads of state often cite efficiency 
as a difference between the Chinese aid regime and its oecd rivals.50

Fourth, while the dac explicitly endorses untying aid (row four), 
China often ties projects to Chinese companies and products and typ-
ically relies on large numbers of expatriate Chinese workers (alongside 
local labor) for project implementation.51 Given China’s reluctance to 
impose labor regulations, Chinese contractors face few constraints on 
wages or hiring and management practices in recipient countries be-
yond the local labor laws that recipient governments may or may not 
enforce.

Fifth, China doesn’t participate in the International Aid Transpar-
ency Initiative or in the other transparency regimes to which most oecd 
donors adhere (row five). As a result, there’s little publicly available in-
formation about Chinese aid flows to Africa and to other parts of the 
developing world. This has implications both for the perceived fairness 
and transparency of the Chinese aid allocation process, and also for our 
empirical strategy—a point to which we return below.

We argue that these features of the Chinese aid regime are likely 
to affect the perceived legitimacy of recipient states along all three of 
the dimensions described above: credit claiming (attribution), quality  
(outcome-based legitimacy), and fairness and transparency (procedural 
legitimacy). On the first dimension, China’s specialization in large-
scale infrastructure projects may limit the opportunities for government 
officials to claim credit. These are precisely the sorts of projects usually 
financed through tax revenues, so citizens who learn about China’s role 
in funding them may conclude that their own governments are reneg-
ing on the fiscal contract. This problem is likely to be compounded by 
China’s procurement rules, which tie aid to the use of Chinese contrac-
tors and expatriate Chinese workers. Governments are less likely to be 

48  Hanauer and Morris 2014, 57.
49  See “The Chinese Government’s Eight Principles for Economic Aid and Technical Assistance 

to Other Countries,” at https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/121560 (accessed January 
7, 2021).

50  E.g., Wade 2008.
51  Yun Sun, “China’s Aid to Africa: Monster or Messiah?” Brookings. February 7, 2014, at https://

www.brookings.edu/opinions/chinas-aid-to-africa-monster-or-messiah/ (accessed January 4, 2021).
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able to claim credit for projects that are so clearly a result of Chinese 
funds and labor.

But while recipient states may be less likely to claim credit for ben-
efits provided by China, they may not escape blame for any harm that 
China causes. On the second dimension, although recipient govern-
ments may value the lack of regulations and the corresponding speed 
with which Chinese aid is disbursed, China is frequently accused of 
prioritizing speed over quality. Local and international media regu-
larly publish reports of shoddy workmanship in Chinese-funded proj-
ects. Whether or not these reports are representative, they’ve clearly 
influenced public opinion: according to nationally representative sur-
veys across thirty-six African countries, Africans cite the low quality 
of Chinese workmanship as the most important factor contributing to 
negative perceptions of China on the continent.52 Citizens who share 
these views may conclude that Chinese aid won’t actually improve their 
welfare, and—crucially—they may blame their own governments for 
setting “poor quality requirements.”53

On the third dimension, although recipient governments may ap-
preciate receiving aid with no strings attached, citizens may worry that 
a lack of conditionalities, regulations, and transparency will encourage 
foul play. For example, without regulations on unfair or exclusionary la-
bor practices, Chinese contractors are often accused of paying domestic 
workers less than Chinese expatriates and less than the local minimum 
wage. Some Chinese contractors have also been accused of engaging 
in abusive management practices and of undermining collective bar-
gaining.54 This may foment grievances not only against the contractors 
themselves, but also against the government agencies responsible for 
regulating them. As a recent rand Corporation report notes, “in some 
cases blame must be laid on African governments for failing to enforce 
their own labor laws.”55

Of course, the schematic in Table 1 is highly stylized. Each feature 
of the Chinese aid regime may affect the legitimacy of recipient states 
through multiple mechanisms and along multiple dimensions simul-
taneously, making it difficult if not impossible to disentangle the di-
mensions empirically. For example, a lack of transparency may increase 
the risk of corruption during project implementation (procedural le-
gitimacy), which may in turn diminish the quality of the project itself 

52  Lekorwe et al. 2016.
53  Hanauer and Morris 2014, 62.
54  Isaksson and Kotsadam 2018b.
55  Hanauer and Morris 2014, 65.
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(outcome-based legitimacy). In addition, the features of the Chinese 
aid regime are not mutually exclusive. For example, failures of regula-
tion may also be perceived as failures of transparency. Our aim in Table 
1 is simply to show that the Chinese aid regime differs from its oecd 
counterpart in multiple ways, and that these differences can have im-
portant implications for the effects of Chinese aid on the legitimacy of 
recipient states.

hypotheses

Our theoretical framework implies that aid should have negative effects 
on state legitimacy when donors provide services that (1) governments 
can’t easily claim credit for, (2) citizens perceive as low quality, or (3) 
citizens believe were allocated unfairly or nontransparently. In our pre-
analysis plan (pap), we hypothesized that the distinctive features of the 
Chinese aid regime would make it especially likely to have such neg-
ative effects, both in absolute terms and relative to aid from more tra-
ditional donors like the US. We predicted that Chinese aid would be 
more likely to have negative effects because citizens would be less likely 
to credit their own government officials for highly visible, large-scale 
infrastructure projects implemented by Chinese contractors and expa-
triate Chinese workers (attribution); because citizens would be more 
likely to view hastily implemented projects as low quality (outcome-
based legitimacy); and because citizens would be less likely to perceive 
Chinese aid as fair and transparent due to China’s reluctance to impose 
conditionalities and regulations and to participate in international aid 
transparency regimes (procedural legitimacy).

Our goal was not to isolate these mechanisms—a challenge even 
in experimental research56—but rather to estimate the direct effects of 
Chinese aid on state legitimacy while minimizing threats to inference 
by triangulating across multiple measurement, identification, and es-
timation strategies. We opted to test the impact of Chinese aid at the 
microlevel because existing evidence suggests that Africans’ perceptions 
of Chinese aid are shaped less by its “political and macroeconomic im-
plications” and more by their own “experience or exposure to Chinese 
economic and commercial activities.”57 But our results provide little to 
no evidence in support of our predictions. To be consistent with our 
pap, and in the spirit of preregistration, we don’t retrofit our theory to 
accommodate our results. Rather, we test our hypotheses as prespeci-
fied and we consider potential explanations for our findings, as well as 

56  Bullock, Green, and Ha 2010.
57  Hanauer and Morris 2014, 60–61.
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their theoretical and substantive implications, in the conclusion of this  
article.

research desIgn

To test our predictions, we combine within-country analysis of origi-
nal surveys, survey experiments, and behavioral games in Liberia with 
cross-country analysis of data from Afrobarometer, AidData, and the 
Aid Information Management Systems (aIms) of African finance and 
planning ministries.

wIthIn-country research desIgn

Our within-country research design focuses on Liberia, a small West 
African nation still recovering from fourteen years of civil war and, 
more recently, the devastating Ebola epidemic of 2014–2015. Libe-
ria is one of the world’s least developed and most aid-dependent coun-
tries. It placed 177th out of 188 countries on the 2016 UN Human 
Development Index.58 In 2015, the year we conducted our research, the 
oecd ranked Liberia as the second most aid-dependent country in the 
world, behind only the island nation of Tuvalu.59 Tax evasion has long 
been pervasive in Liberia, and government resources have always been 
severely constrained. Underlying these problems is the nearly ubiqui-
tous perception that government institutions are corrupt and inept—a 
perception that exacerbated, and was exacerbated by, the Ebola crisis.60

In many ways Liberia is a most likely case for detecting the adverse 
effects of Chinese aid on state legitimacy. Anecdotally, China’s rapidly 
expanding presence in Liberia has stoked grievances and catalyzed civil 
unrest. Liberian consumers have complained of the low quality of Chi-
nese-provided projects.61 Liberian workers have accused Chinese con-
tractors of “modern slavery,” and have appealed to government officials 
to “urgently intervene before the situation turns worse.”62 A damning 
2014 report by the Sustainable Development Institute observed that the 
Liberian government is widely believed to be “more concerned with fa-
cilitating a smooth operating environment” for Chinese firms than with 

58  See http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/human-development-index-hdi (accessed January 4, 2021).
59  OECD 2015.
60  Blair, Morse, and Tsai 2017.
61  Rodney D. Sieh, “Liberia: Low Quality, High Volume—Dark Side of Chinese Contractors,” 

Front Page Africa, June 17, 2014, at http://allafrica.com/stories/201406170710.html (accessed January 
4, 2021).

62  New Dawn, “Liberia: China Union Employees Claim Modern Slavery,” October 8, 2013, at 
http://allafrica.com/stories/201310080605.html (accessed December 29, 2020).
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ensuring the welfare of Liberian citizens.63 Consistent with our theo-
retical framework, 75 percent of Liberians in our rural survey sample 
(described below) agree or strongly agree that the Liberian government 
deserves most of the blame for the bad things done by donors, com-
pared to just 20 percent who agree or strongly agree that donors deserve 
most of the blame. The discrepancy is even starker in our urban sur-
vey sample (82 percent versus 17 percent). These descriptive statistics  
provide evidence of (potentially undeserved) blame attribution at work.

behavIoral games

Our within-country research design begins with a modified version of 
the tax compliance game, a staple of behavioral economics.64 In the con-
ventional setup of the game, each participant receives an initial endow-
ment—their “income”—and decides how much of that endowment to 
report to the tax “authorities.” Reported income is taxed at a constant 
rate. Unreported income isn’t taxed, but it’s subject to the possibility of 
an audit. Audited participants pay a fine on unreported income. Partic-
ipants decide how much to report by maximizing their expected utility 
over four parameters: the size of their initial endowment, the tax rate, 
the probability of being audited, and the size of the fine.

In August 2015, we implemented a modified version of the game 
with a convenience sample of 740 residents of Gbarnga, Liberia’s sec-
ond largest city and the capital of Bong County. Participants weren’t se-
lected randomly, but Liberian facilitators were instructed to recruit from 
all neighborhoods in the city and to sample men and women, youths 
and elders, and members of majority and minority ethnic groups. Facil-
itators also administered prescreening questions to test for literacy and 
numeracy prior to recruitment. This likely made the sample less repre-
sentative—our participants were younger and more educated than the 
average Gbarnga resident, and more likely to be male—but non-random 
selection was necessary to ensure comprehension of the game. It’s not 
obvious whether or how we should expect these features of the sam-
ple to affect our results, and in ancillary analyses we find no evidence of 
heterogeneous treatment effects by age, gender, education, or any of the 
other covariates we measure. Nonetheless, although convenience sam-
pling is common in lab-in-the-field experiments, our results should be 
interpreted with this caveat in mind. The game was implemented over 
eleven days at the offices of Parley Liberia, a local ngo.

Upon arrival at the study site, participants were given unique iden-

63  Mukpo 2014, 8.
64  Alm, Jackson, and McKee 1992.
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tification numbers and randomly assigned to one of four rooms, each 
corresponding to a different treatment group, with eight participants 
and two facilitators per room. As we show in Section A.4 of the sup-
plementary material,65 treatment groups are balanced along covariates. 
To guarantee privacy, tall wooden dividers separated participants from 
each other and from the facilitators. Before the game began, facilitators 
administered an informed-consent form and a short survey. They then 
described the rules of the game, following a detailed script and stop-
ping repeatedly to answer questions. We reproduce the script in Section 
A.11 of the supplementary material. To illustrate the game’s dynamics, 
facilitators guided the participants through three examples and three 
practice rounds, again stopping repeatedly to answer questions. We 
didn’t conduct formal manipulation checks, but we prioritized com-
prehension, and the three examples and three practice rounds provided 
ample opportunity for facilitators to correct misunderstandings.

After the practice rounds, facilitators read the treatment group par-
ticipants one of three vignettes about services provision in Liberia, fo-
cusing either on the Liberian government or on Chinese or American 
donors. Control group participants didn’t hear a vignette. We chose to 
use American donors as a benchmark because of the traditional role of 
the US as a purveyor of aid to Africa, and because of Liberia’s deep his-
torical ties to the US. (Liberia was founded by freeborn African Amer-
icans and emancipated slaves in the nineteenth century.) The vignettes 
emphasized that (1) the government uses Liberian tax dollars to pro-
vide services while foreign donors do not; (2) the government (or Chi-
nese or American donors) plays a vital role in service provision; and 
(3) the government (or Chinese or American donors) may nonetheless 
mismanage funds or mistreat Liberian workers. We reproduce the text 
of the vignettes in Section A.12 of the supplementary material.

The vignettes addressed both positive and negative aspects of gov-
ernment- and donor-provided services. This bundled treatment more 
accurately captures the conflicting signals that citizens receive in the 
real world, and allowed us to avoid generating ill will toward donors or 
the Liberian government as a byproduct of treatment—an important 
ethical consideration in and of itself. We address this point in further 
detail below. Given that knowledge of and exposure to both Chinese 
and US aid are common in Liberia,66 we designed the vignettes to prime 

65  Section A.4 and all supplementary material can be found in Blair and Roessler 2021b.
66  Forty-eight percent of respondents in our rural sample and 86 percent in our urban sample re-

ported some form of exposure to Chinese aid, whether as consumers of Chinese-funded services or 
as labor for Chinese contractors (or both). Forty-three percent of rural respondents and 59 percent of 
urban respondents reported some form of exposure to US aid.
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respondents to consider issues with which they were likely already fa-
miliar rather than to provide new information (although for some re-
spondents the information may have been new).

After listening to the vignettes, participants began the live rounds 
of the game. For each round, participants were given an opaque ma-
nila envelope containing between zero and two hundred fake Liberian 
dollars (ld), redeemable for real ld at the end of the game. (Two hun-
dred ld is roughly equivalent to US $2.75—the average daily wage for 
Gbarnga residents at the time.) They were also given a template for 
anonymously reporting their income and instructed to complete it and 
return it to the facilitators in each round. Reported income was taxed 
at a flat rate of 25 percent. After deciding how much income to report, 
participants took turns privately drawing colored beans from a bag. 
Those who drew a black bean were audited; those who drew a white 
bean were not. The probability of being audited was announced before-
hand, and was held constant at 10 percent.67 For ease of comprehen-
sion, audited unreported income was fined at a flat rate of one hundred 
ld.68 The game was played over ten rounds, but to minimize anticipa-
tion effects, participants weren’t told in advance how many rounds there 
would be.

After the ten rounds had been completed, facilitators conducted fo-
cus groups in which they asked participants six open-ended questions 
about their decision-making process during the game. (The text of the 
questions can be found in Section A.13 of the supplementary material.) 
Focus-group discussions were recorded, transcribed, and coded, allow-
ing us to explore the internal and external validity of the game. Like all 
lab-in-the-field experiments, our tax compliance game was stylized. To 
minimize the gap between the lab and the field, facilitators informed 
participants at the outset that any taxes they paid would be delivered 
to the Liberian government, thus encouraging them to view their de-
cisions as realistic and consequential. Results from the focus groups 
suggest that participants made this connection. When asked how they 
decided how much income to report, participants responded that they 
view tax compliance as necessary to “create the business-social network 

67  We set the probability of an audit relatively low in the hope of making the game more realistic. 
We weren’t able to find data on the true probability of being audited in Liberia, but we suspect it’s low 
(probably even less than 10 percent). It’s possible that participants would have changed their behavior 
if we’d set the probability higher, though we see little reason to believe this would have affected our 
treatment effect estimates, since the probability of an audit was held constant across treatment groups.

68  Given that the penalty associated with audits was fixed, rational participants should have re-
ported either all or none of their income. These were indeed the two most common choices. The fixed 
nature of the penalty was a subtlety of our setup, however, and the degree of underreporting varied 
across respondents and rounds.
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we are all yearning for” (focus group number 1.1.N.904), to “construct 
buildings and help our country build roads” (1.2.N.910), and to “be fair 
to the government” (10.2.U.921). Across the focus groups, participants 
almost invariably referred to the dynamics of taxation in the real world 
as motivation for their decisions. We provide additional excerpts from 
the focus groups in Section A.14 of the supplementary material.

surveys and survey experIments

We supplemented the tax compliance game with surveys and survey 
experiments implemented in Gbarnga and in thirty-eight rural towns 
and villages throughout Bong, Lofa, and Nimba counties. We focused 
on these three counties because they have been priorities for both eco-
nomic development and state consolidation in the postconflict period, 
and because they host a relatively large number of Chinese-funded 
projects, including the controversial Bong Mines iron ore project.69 The 
three counties thus represent an important test case for the effects of 
Chinese aid on state legitimacy in Liberia. We implemented the sur-
vey in both urban and rural settings because urban populations in Af-
rica tend to support incumbent governments at lower rates than do rural 
residents,70 which we expected might make urban dwellers especially 
sensitive to (perceived) failures of government policy toward foreign  
donors.

The surveys were implemented between September and Decem-
ber in 2015. For the urban survey, we randomly selected 193 residents 
of nine randomly selected Gbarnga neighborhoods using the random 
walk technique, described in Section A.1 of the supplementary ma-
terial. These respondents are broadly representative of Gbarnga. Al-
though we can’t say for certain how representative Gbarnga is of other 
Liberian cities, a comparison to a representative survey of Monrovia, 
the Liberian capital, conducted around the same time71 suggests that 
our respondents are similar to Liberians in other urban settings. For 
example, the average age of respondents in our sample is thirty-nine, 
compared to thirty-seven in Monrovia. Ten percent of our respon-
dents have only a primary school education, compared with 9 percent 
in Monrovia. Sixty-three percent of our respondents are female, com-
pared to 57 percent in Monrovia. Ninety percent of our respondents are 
Christian, compared to 85 percent in Monrovia. The only marked dif-

69  Alvin Worzi, “Bong Mines Residents Frustrated by China Union’s Woes.” Daily Observer, April 
13, 2017, at https://www.liberianobserver.com/news/bong-mines-residents-frustrated-by-china 
-unions-woes/ (accessed December 29, 2020).

70  Harding 2010; Koter 2013.
71  Blair, Morse, and Tsai 2017.
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ference is the proportion of our respondents who are farmers (15 per-
cent, compared to 1 percent in Monrovia). This isn’t surprising, given 
that the agricultural sector is much smaller in Monrovia than anywhere 
else in the country. We discuss these comparisons in more detail in Sec-
tion A.3 of the supplementary material.

For our rural survey, we sampled eighteen randomly selected res-
idents of each of the thirty-eight communities, again using the ran-
dom walk technique. These respondents are broadly representative of 
the communities from which they were sampled, but the communities 
themselves aren’t representative of Liberia or of the counties in which 
they’re located. Rather, the communities were the control group for an 
unrelated field experiment involving the Liberian National Police.72 El-
igibility for that experiment was restricted to communities located near 
a usable road and with at least five hundred residents. Our sample con-
forms to these criteria. Although these criteria may affect the generaliz-
ability of our results, residents of these relatively accessible communities 
are also more likely to be affected by donor-provided projects, making 
their responses especially informative for our purposes.

Moreover, comparison to a nationally representative survey from 
201173 suggests that our thirty-eight communities don’t differ dramati-
cally from the average Liberian town or village, either in the three coun-
ties covered in our survey or in the country as a whole. For example, the 
average age of respondents in our sample is forty, compared to thirty-
seven nationwide. Eighty-six percent of our respondents are Christian, 
the same proportion as nationwide. Thirty percent of our sample has 
no education, compared to 35 percent nationwide. Sixty-one percent of 
our respondents work in agriculture, compared to 43 percent nation-
wide, but compared to 72 percent in Bong, 73 percent in Lofa, and 60 
percent in Nimba. We discuss these comparisons in further detail in 
Section A.3 of the supplementary material. Although there are some 
disparities, the communities in our sample appear to be generally com-
parable to towns and villages across Liberia.

Both surveys included the same questions to measure respondents’ 
prior exposure to Chinese and US aid, including whether they (1) 
could name or (2) had used any Chinese- or US-provided projects, 
and also whether (3) they or (4) any of their friends or family mem-
bers had worked for a Chinese- or US-funded contractor. We aggre-
gate responses to the first two questions into a dummy for consumers of 
donor-provided services, and the latter two into a dummy for labor for 

72  Blair, Karim, and Morse 2019.
73  Vinck, Pham, and Kreutzer 2011.
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donor-funded contractors. Liberian citizens don’t randomly select into 
either of these forms of exposure to aid, but fortunately for our analy-
sis (although not for Liberia), access to services is very limited in rural 
areas, and rural Liberians who need these services typically don’t have 
multiple options from which to choose. The unemployment rate out-
side of subsistence agriculture is also very high—67 percent in our sam-
ple—and few rural Liberians have the luxury of declining a job offered 
by a potentially inequitable employer. Still, it’s possible that Liberians 
who use donor-provided services or work for donor-funded contractors 
differ from those who don’t along dimensions we can’t control for, and 
that may correlate with attitudes toward government.

To overcome this problem, both surveys also included a survey ex-
periment in which respondents were randomly assigned to hear trun-
cated versions of the vignettes used in the tax compliance game. We 
reproduce the text of the vignettes in Section A.8 of the supplemen-
tary material. Respondents were then asked whether they believe Li-
berians have an obligation to pay taxes even if (1) donors provide most 
services, (2) the government “eats” some of the taxes it collects, (3) Li-
berian taxpayers are very poor, and (4) the government makes bad pol-
icies. We added these conditional clauses to reduce the risk of social 
desirability bias: by offering respondents a possible justification for tax 
evasion, we hoped to alleviate any pressure to provide affirmative an-
swers. A control group was asked the same four questions without the 
vignette. Treatment in the survey experiments was assigned on the spot. 
As a result, although the probability of assignment to each condition 
was fixed at 0.25, the sizes of the treatment groups varied. The treat-
ment groups are balanced on covariates, as shown in Section A.4 of the 
supplementary material.

cross-country research desIgn

For our cross-country analysis we combine Afrobarometer data with 
information on Chinese aid from AidData74 and information on US 
aid from the aIms of African finance and planning ministries.75 Aid-
Data tracks aid from nontraditional donors like China, Russia, and the 
Gulf states. Because many of these donors don’t participate in interna-
tional aid transparency regimes, details of the aid they provide are gen-
erally unknown. AidData fills this gap with information scraped from 
newspaper and academic articles, radio and television transcripts, the 

74  AidData Research and Evaluation Unit 2017; Bluhm et al. 2018.
75  See the AIMS geocoded research releases at https://www.aiddata.org/datasets (accessed Janu-

ary 4, 2021).
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websites of recipient governments, and ngo reports. aIms captures aid 
from various traditional donors, including the US. We merge these data 
sets with rounds two through six of the Afrobarometer survey, which 
AidData geocoded to the community (village) level.76 Our analysis cov-
ers the six countries for which Afrobarometer, AidData, and aIms data 
are all available: Burundi, Malawi, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and 
Uganda. (In Section B.9 of the supplementary material, we drop US aid 
and expand our analysis to cover all thirty-eight Afrobarometer coun-
tries. Our conclusions about the effects of Chinese aid on state legiti-
macy do not change.)

To operationalize exposure to aid, we code whether each Afrobarom-
eter respondent lives within thirty kilometers of at least one Chinese 
or US project, the narrowest bandwidth for which precise geolocation 
data are available. Since aid isn’t randomly distributed, either within or 
across countries, we use a spatial difference-in-differences estimator to 
compare respondents living near planned (future) projects to those liv-
ing near projects that were completed by the time of the survey, as in 
analyses by Ryan Briggs77 and by Ann-Sofie Isaksson and Andreas Kot-
sadam.78 Our identifying assumption is that the same selection process 
underlies the location of planned and completed projects, such that re-
spondents living near planned projects serve as valid counterfactuals 
for those living near completed ones. If this assumption holds, we can 
estimate the net effect of the services actually provided by subtracting 
the coefficient on planned projects from the coefficient on completed 
ones.79

One potential threat to this assumption is that recipient governments 
may prioritize projects that are sited in politically important areas. If 
these projects are more likely to be completed than those sited elsewhere, 
then different selection processes underlie project planning and comple-
tion, potentially biasing our results. We view this risk as relatively minor, 
as we see no reason to expect recipient governments to prioritize in this 
way during the implementation phase but not during the planning phase. 

76  BenYishay et al. 2017.
77  Briggs 2019.
78  Isaksson and Kotsadam 2018a; Isaksson and Kotsadam 2018b.
79  As we discuss in Section B.2 of the supplementary material, some respondents live near more 

than one completed or planned project. Following most spatial difference-in-differences analyses of 
this sort (Briggs 2019; Isaksson and Kotsadam 2018a, Isaksson and Kotsadam 2018b), we focus on 
estimating the effect of Chinese and US projects on the extensive rather than the intensive margin. In 
Section B.7, we show that our conclusions are unchanged when we instead use the number of projects 
within a thirty-kilometer radius of each respondent. In addition, some respondents live near both 
completed and planned projects. In Section B.8, we show that our conclusions are unchanged when 
we drop these respondents.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
43

88
71

20
00

02
6X

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 C

ar
le

to
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
, o

n 
03

 Ju
n 

20
21

 a
t 1

0:
32

:1
5,

 s
ub

je
ct

 to
 th

e 
Ca

m
br

id
ge

 C
or

e 
te

rm
s 

of
 u

se
, a

va
ila

bl
e 

at
 h

tt
ps

://
w

w
w

.c
am

br
id

ge
.o

rg
/c

or
e/

te
rm

s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S004388712000026X
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


 foreIgn aId & state legItImacy 337

In other words, if governments favor politically important areas, then 
intuitively we should expect this favoritism to manifest during project 
planning. Still, to mitigate the risk of bias, we control for a dummy in-
dicating whether each project was sited in the region of the president’s 
birth, which has been shown to be an important source of variation in 
the subnational distribution of aid.80

A second potential threat is that donors or recipient governments 
may complete the highest-priority projects first, such that planned proj-
ects are of lower priority than completed ones at any given moment in 
time. We explore this possibility in Section B.4 of the supplementary 
material, in which we compare the distribution of sectors (agriculture, 
communications, education, and so on) for all planned and completed 
projects in our analysis. If donors complete the highest-priority projects 
first, then intuitively we should expect high-priority sectors (like trans-
portation and communications infrastructure) to constitute a larger pro-
portion of completed projects than planned ones. As we show in Section 
B.4, this doesn’t appear to be the case.

A third potential threat is that citizens may protest projects during 
the planning or implementation phase, causing either the donor or the 
recipient government to cancel the projects outright. This is especially 
relevant for Chinese aid, which has generally been more controversial 
than aid from other donors. Again, we view this risk as relatively mi-
nor, as there seem to be few (if any) examples of Chinese projects being 
canceled due to protests in Africa during the period under study.81 But 
as an imperfect proxy, we use the Armed Conflict Location and Event 
Dataset (acled) to control for the number of protests within thirty ki-
lometers of each respondent before the first Chinese or US project was 
planned within that same radius.82 We also include additional controls 
to mitigate any remaining biases, including gender, age, religion, dis-
tance to the capital city, a dummy for cities, and, as discussed above, a 
dummy indicating whether the respondent lives in the president’s home 
region.

Given the Chinese government’s lack of transparency about the aid 
it provides, an additional challenge is to identify the universe of Chi-

80  Dreher et al. 2016.
81  There have been cases of cancellation due to protests in Asia—notably in Myanmar, Pakistan, 

and Nepal. The closest African analogue we’re aware of was the cancellation of a 2007 inauguration 
ceremony at Zambia’s Chambishi copper mine (Alden 2007), but that project was completed despite 
the protests.

82  Ideally, we could control for protests that occurred after the first project was planned but before it 
was completed, but this would induce posttreatment bias. Ours is a second-best approach. We interpret 
past protests as a proxy for potential future protests.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
43

88
71

20
00

02
6X

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 C

ar
le

to
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
, o

n 
03

 Ju
n 

20
21

 a
t 1

0:
32

:1
5,

 s
ub

je
ct

 to
 th

e 
Ca

m
br

id
ge

 C
or

e 
te

rm
s 

of
 u

se
, a

va
ila

bl
e 

at
 h

tt
ps

://
w

w
w

.c
am

br
id

ge
.o

rg
/c

or
e/

te
rm

s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S004388712000026X
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


338 world polItIcs 

nese-provided services. AidData has advanced our ability to do this, 
but because it relies on information scraped from secondary sources, 
the sample of projects in the data set, including their location and tim-
ing, is inevitably incomplete. In Section B.3 of the supplementary ma-
terial, we discuss in detail our approach to dealing with missing data 
and show that the projects in our sample don’t appear to differ system-
atically from those in the rest of the AidData data set (or aIms), which 
suggests that our coding rules aren’t likely to induce or exacerbate bias.

Another challenge is the often-blurry line between Chinese aid 
(Overseas Development Assistance, or oda) and the less concessionary 
loans and credits that China offers (Other Official Flows, or oof). Un-
fortunately, information on concessionality and intent is not available 
for many Chinese projects, and these distinctions can only be drawn 
suggestively.83 We combine project types in our analysis and interpret 
our results as the impact of Chinese “aid,” broadly defined. But in Sec-
tion B.10 of the supplementary material, we do distinguish infrastruc-
ture from other Chinese projects to assess the possibility that highly 
visible, large-scale infrastructure projects have de-legitimizing effects 
that projects in other sectors do not. We find that in either case, the risk 
of de-legitimizing effects is low.

In addition, it’s possible that planned projects themselves affect cit-
izens’ attitudes through the anticipation of future services or employ-
ment opportunities. This wouldn’t bias our results, but it would change 
their interpretation. If planned projects affect citizens’ attitudes, then 
subtracting the coefficient on planned projects from the coefficient on 
completed ones would yield the impact of project completion net of 
both selection and anticipation effects. If planned projects don’t affect 
citizens’ attitudes, then subtracting coefficients would yield the effect 
of project completion net of selection effects alone. Either way the dif-
ference-in-differences would return the quantity of interest, which is 
the net effect of services that are actually provided. Nonetheless, to 
avoid ambiguities in interpretation, we define planned projects as those 
for which a formal agreement hasn’t yet been reached. These projects 
are in such a nascent stage of development that anticipation effects are 
highly unlikely, as we discuss further in Section B.5 of the supplemen-
tary material.

83  For example, Dreher et al. 2018, 11, adopt a “second-best” approach by distinguishing “ODA-
like” projects from “OOF-like” ones, recognizing that this distinction only partially aligns with more-
standard definitions of ODA and OOF.
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advantages of our approach

None of the components of our research design is flawless, but each 
helps to compensate for the limitations of the others. Although sur-
veys capture real-world, individual-level exposure to donor-provided 
services, they also rely on self-reports and are susceptible to selection 
bias and to nonrandom recall. AidData and aIms capture real-world ex-
posure to aid without relying on self-reports, but only indirectly, since 
not all individuals who live near donor-provided services use or even 
know about those services. AidData and aIms also suffer from missing 
data. Survey experiments solve potential selection problems via ran-
domization, but they’re more stylized and they still rely on self-reports 
to measure tax compliance and other outcomes. The tax compliance 
game solves the selection problem while capturing observed rather than 
self-reported tax compliance, but it’s even more stylized. Our within-
country data are rich and highly detailed, but may not generalize to 
other countries; our cross-country data are coarser, but may have more 
external validity. Our ability to triangulate across the various compo-
nents of our research design is an important advantage of our approach. 
The more consistent our results, the less likely they are to be artifacts of 
a particular method or sample.

wIthIn-country results

behavIoral game results

Figure 1 reports average treatment effects for our modified tax compli-
ance game in Liberia.84 We present our results graphically for ease of 
interpretation. Our proxy for tax compliance is the ratio of unreported 
income to total income over the ten rounds of the game; the lower the 
ratio, the higher the degree of compliance. The income received by par-
ticipants in each round was randomized, but the total received (1,000 
ld) was not, and the distribution of possible incomes was held constant 
across participants to eliminate differential income effects.85 To increase 
precision and to mitigate incidental imbalance on individual covariates, 
we include controls for gender, age, employment, religion (a dummy for 
Muslims), and education (dummies for primary, junior high, and high 
school education).

84  In our PAP, we prespecified five hypotheses about heterogeneous treatment effects as well. These 
results are irrelevant to our analysis here.

85  In each round, each participant sampled without replacement from the same distribution of in-
comes. Over ten rounds, each participant received each of ten possible incomes exactly once—LD 0, 
70, 75, 80, 85, 95, 105, 130, 160, or 200.
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The squares in Figure 1 denote fitted values from an ordinary least 
squares regression given by yi = a + S3

j=1bj Tji + SL
k=1dk Xki + ei where yi de-

notes the ratio of unreported to total income, Tji  indexes the three treat-
ment groups (with the control as the base category), and Xki indexes our 
L controls. The lines denote 95 percent confidence intervals. Our re-
sults in Figure 1 provide no evidence to suggest that information about 
aid decreases tax compliance. Although rates of tax evasion are gen-
erally high in the game—at or above 50 percent across the board86—

86  Interestingly, observed rates of tax evasion in the game are much higher than self-reported rates 
in the survey, which, as we show in Section A.2 of the supplementary material, range from 8 percent to 
15 percent, depending on the sample. One possible explanation for this disparity is that participants in 
the game didn’t take their decisions seriously, perhaps because the government wasn’t physically pres-
ent to punish them, and so they evaded at a higher rate than they would outside the lab. We view this 
explanation as unlikely. As we discuss above and in Section A.14 of the supplementary material, when 
we conducted focus groups after the game, we found that most participants directly connected the ex-
periment to real-world taxation and took their decisions seriously. Moreover, facilitators administered 
audits during the game itself, so the government’s physical absence shouldn’t have affected participants’ 
beliefs about the probability of detection and punishment. 

Another potential explanation is that survey respondents overreported compliance, perhaps due to 
social desirability bias. Indeed, avoiding this problem is the reason the tax compliance game was created 
in the first place. As Alm, Jackson, and McKee 1992, 107, explain, “by its very nature, people have an 
incentive to hide information on their [tax] evasion behavior, and this concealment makes empirical 
work quite difficult.” Tax evasion is both illegal and socially undesirable, which together may incentiv-
ize overreporting of compliance. Although this strikes us as more likely, we can’t adjudicate between 
these two explanations empirically. Our ability to combine survey- and game-based data in a single 
study is one of the advantages of our research design.

 Control Government China USA
 (N = 181)  (N = 182)  (N = 179)  (N = 180)
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fIgure 1 
average treatment effects for tax complIance game In lIberIaa

 aAverage treatment effects on the percent of income hidden across ten rounds in the tax compliance 
game. We control for age, gender, education, employment, and religion at the individual level.
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they’re substantively similar and statistically indistinguishable across 
treatment groups, ranging from a low of 50 percent in the control and 
US treatment groups to a high of 54 percent in the government treat-
ment group. Our confidence intervals are narrow, suggesting that these 
nulls are not likely to be artifacts of statistical imprecision.

survey experIment results

Figure 2 reports average treatment effects for our urban (panel [a]) 
and rural (panel [b]) survey experiment. The dependent variable is an 
additive index of dummies indicating whether respondents agree or 
strongly agree with each of the four statements about tax morale de-
scribed above. (Our results are unchanged if we add the Likert scales 
without dichotomizing.) To increase precision and to mitigate any inci-
dental imbalance, all specifications include individual-level controls for 
gender, age, employment, religion, education, and household wealth. 
For the rural sample, we also include district fixed effects and commu-
nity-level controls for population, average household wealth, average 
literacy, average employment, and average education, gleaned from the 
2008 census. Figure 2 reports fitted values and 95 percent confidence 
intervals with standard errors clustered by neighborhood (for the urban 
sample) or community (for the rural sample).

Again, we find little evidence to suggest that information about aid 
diminishes tax morale. Our point estimates are nearly identical across 
treatment groups in the rural sample, with almost fully overlapping 
confidence intervals. These nulls are also consistent across demographic 
and partisan subgroups, as we show in Section A.9 of the supplemen-
tary material. In the urban sample, respondents in the government and 
US treatment groups are more likely to believe they have an obliga-
tion to pay taxes relative to respondents in both the control and China 
treatment groups. On average, respondents in the government treat-
ment group score a 3.38 out of 4 on our index of tax morale, compared 
to 2.84 in the control group and 2.79 in the China treatment group—
an increase of 19 percent (p = 0.07) and 21 percent (p = 0.05), respec-
tively. Respondents in the US treatment group score 3.28 on average, 
which is statistically larger than the average score in the control group 
(an increase of 16 percent, p = 0.08) and in the China treatment group 
(17 percent, p = 0.04).

This partially confirms our hypothesis that the American and Chi-
nese aid regimes have differential effects on the legitimacy of recipient 
states. But contrary to our expectations, the difference is driven not by 
the adverse effects of Chinese aid, but rather by the beneficial effects of 
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 Control Government China USA
 (N = 41)  (N = 62)  (N = 39)  (N = 47)

 Control Government China USA
 (N = 145)  (N = 183)  (N = 174)  (N = 147)
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average treatment effects for survey experIment In lIberIaa

 aAverage treatment effects on the perceived obligation to pay taxes in the survey experiment in ur-
ban and rural Liberia. The dependent variable is an index scaled from zero to four. We control for age, 
gender, education, employment, religion, and wealth at the individual level in both samples. We also 
control for population, education, literacy, employment, and wealth at the community level in the ru-
ral sample, with district fixed effects. Standard errors are clustered by neighborhood (urban sample) 
or community (rural sample).
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US aid. Priming urban respondents to reflect on the role taxation plays 
in service provision appears to reinforce their belief that tax compliance 
is an obligation shared by all citizens. But priming them to reflect on 
US aid has the same effect—which suggests that, if anything, exposure 
to US aid strengthens rather than weakens tax morale. Average scores 
between the control and the China treatment groups on our tax morale 
index are substantively similar and statistically indistinguishable. This 
suggests that information about China’s role in service provision nei-
ther increases nor decreases tax morale, relative to no information at all.

survey results

Table 2 reports correlations between exposure to aid and attitudes to-
ward the Liberian government in our urban and rural survey samples. 
We distinguish between two types of exposure: consumers (those who 
know about or have used donor-provided projects) and labor (those 
who have worked for a donor-funded contractor or know someone who 
has). These different forms of exposure should affect citizens’ attitudes 
through different mechanisms. For consumers, it is primarily through 
the quality of donor-provided services. For labor, it is primarily through 
the wages and hiring and management practices of donor-funded con-
tractors. These correspond to outcome-based and procedural legitimacy, 
respectively—although of course, consumers may also be sensitive to 
procedural legitimacy and labor may also be sensitive to outcome-based 
legitimacy.

To avoid posttreatment bias, we only control for individual-level 
characteristics that either are fixed over time or are extremely unlikely 
to be affected by exposure to aid: age, gender, and religion. We rely on 
the 2008 census as a source of additional community-level controls. At 
the community level we control for population, wealth, literacy, propor-
tion of residents with no education, and proportion of residents who are 
unemployed. We report coefficients from ols regressions with standard 
errors clustered by neighborhood (for the urban sample) or community 
(for the rural sample).

Aid may affect tax compliance in part through its effect on citizens’ 
perceptions of government as fair and transparent (procedural legiti-
macy). To operationalize these perceptions, the dependent variable in 
column 1 of Table 2 is an additive index of three dummies indicating 
whether respondents believe the Liberian government (1) treats all Li-
berians equally, (2) makes decisions in an open and transparent manner, 
and (3) is free of corruption. As an additional measure of perceived gov-
ernment responsiveness, the dependent variable in column 2 is an in-
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table 2
foreIgn aId and state legItImacy In lIberIa usIng survey dataa

  Believes Has Believes Believes 
 Perceptions Democracy Ever Government It’s Easy 
 of Is Refused Has the to Avoid 
 Government High to Pay Right Paying 
 (Index) Quality Taxes to Tax Taxes 

Urban Sample     
User of Chinese projects 0.02 –0.12 –0.03 0.12 –0.14
 (0.13) (0.10) (0.10) (0.09) (0.11)
User of US projects 0.09 0.24 –0.10 0.03 –0.05
 (0.17) (0.06)*** (0.05)* (0.06) (0.08)
Worker for Chinese contractors 0.03 0.10 0.01 –0.00 –0.08
 (0.17) (0.10) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05)
Worker for US contractors 0.16 –0.14 0.13 –0.03 0.10
 (0.16) (0.10) (0.06)** (0.07) (0.06)
Observations 196 196 186 186 186
Individual-level controls y y y y y
Community-level controls n n n n n
District fixed effects  n n n n n

Rural Sample     
User of Chinese projects 0.15 –0.05 –0.01 0.03 0.01
 (0.09)* (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
User of US projects 0.02 –0.05 0.00 0.12 0.02
 (0.10) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04)*** (0.06)
Worker for Chinese contractors 0.11 –0.03 0.01 –0.01 0.01
 (0.11) (0.06) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05)
Worker for US contractors –0.04 0.08 0.03 –0.01 –0.04
 (0.13) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.07)
Observations 685 652 652 671 652
Individual-level controls y y y y y
Community-level controls y y y y y
District fixed effects  y y y y y

*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.01.
 a Correlation between exposure to foreign aid and perceptions of government in urban and rural Li-
beria. The dependent variable in column 1 is an index scaled from zero to three; the dependent vari-
ables in columns 2 through 5 are dummies. We control for age, gender, and religion at the individual 
level in both samples. We also control for population, education, literacy, employment, and wealth at 
the community level in the rural sample, with district fixed effects. Standard errors, clustered by neigh-
borhood (urban sample) or community (rural sample), are in parentheses.
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dicator for whether respondents express satisfaction with the quality of 
democracy in Liberia. In columns 3, 4, and 5, our dependent variables 
are indicators for whether respondents have ever evaded taxes (a mea-
sure of tax compliance), believe the government has the right to collect 
taxes (tax morale), and believe taxes are easy to avoid, respectively. By 
measuring not only whether citizens believe government has a right to 
collect taxes, but also whether they believe taxes are easy to avoid, we’re 
better able to disentangle whether citizens pay taxes because they be-
lieve they have an obligation to do so or because they fear punishment 
if they don’t—or both.87 The wording of the questions in columns 2 
through 5 was taken from the Afrobarometer survey to facilitate com-
parison with the other countries in our study.

In the rural sample, the correlations between exposure to aid and 
attitudes toward government are almost uniformly null, regardless of 
which indicator we use. The only notable exception is that respondents 
who know about or have used US-provided projects are twelve percent-
age points more likely to affirm the government’s right to tax than re-
spondents who haven’t used those projects (rural sample, column 4). 
This is consistent with the results of our (urban) survey experiment, as 
described above. Rural respondents who know about or have used Chi-
nese-provided projects also tend to have more favorable perceptions of 
the Liberian government (rural sample, column 1), although this result 
is only weakly statistically significant at conventional levels. In Section 
A.7 of the supplementary material, we replicate our analysis from the 
rural sample using AidData to operationalize exposure to Chinese aid. 
Our results are similar.

Likewise, in the urban sample, respondents who know about or who 
have used a US-provided service are twenty-four percentage points 
more likely to describe Liberian democracy as high quality (column 
2) and ten percentage points less likely to report ever refusing to pay 
taxes (column 3). This, too, is consistent with our urban survey experi-
ment. Surprisingly, those who have worked for a US-funded contractor 
or know someone who has are thirteen percentage points more likely to 
report refusing to pay taxes (column 3) and ten percentage points more 
likely to believe taxes are easy to avoid (column 5)—although this cor-
relation falls short of statistical significance at conventional levels (p = 
0.12). But these workers are no more or less likely to endorse the gov-
ernment’s right to tax (column 4), which suggests that they may engage 

87  Blair 2018.
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in tax evasion not because they believe it’s acceptable, but because they 
believe (probably correctly) that they’re unlikely to get caught. Taken 
together, these results suggest that exposure to aid generally has benign 
effects on state legitimacy in the eyes of Liberian citizens.

cross-country results

Table 3 tests the effects of Chinese- and US-provided projects on state 
legitimacy across the six African countries for which AidData, aIms, 
and Afrobarometer data are all available. The dependent variable in 
column 1 is an additive index of dummies indicating citizens’ trust in 
six state institutions: police, military, local council, parliament, presi-
dent, and courts. All other dependent variables are identical to those in 
Table 2. Two of our taxation measures (columns 3 and 5) are available 
only for rounds five and six of the Afrobarometer survey. Our remaining 
dependent variables are available for rounds two through four, as well. 
All specifications include country and Afrobarometer-round fixed ef-
fects, and controls for gender, age, religion, distance to the capital city, 
number of previous protests within a thirty-kilometer radius, a dummy 
for cities, and a dummy indicating whether the respondent lives in the 
president’s home region. Standard errors are clustered by community.

We find no evidence to suggest that Chinese aid is eroding state le-
gitimacy among these six countries. If anything, the opposite appears to 
be true. Completed Chinese projects are positively and statistically sig-
nificantly correlated with our index of trust in government (column 1), 
and the difference between the coefficients on completed and planned 
projects is also positive and statistically significant. Nor do we find ev-
idence to suggest that US aid diminishes state legitimacy. US projects 
tend to be sited in locations where trust in government is relatively low 
(column 1) and where perceptions of democracy are relatively negative 
(column 2). Interestingly, US projects also tend to be sited in locations 
where belief in the government’s right to tax is relatively high (column 
4). Completed US projects are positively correlated with belief in the 
government’s right to tax (column 4) and negatively correlated with the 
perceived ease of tax evasion (column 5), but in both cases the coeffi-
cient on completed projects isn’t statistically different from the coeffi-
cient on planned ones. Nevertheless, US projects do appear to improve 
citizens’ perceptions of democracy after differencing away the selection 
effect. To the extent that US aid affects state legitimacy in the eyes of 
African citizens, the effects appear to be beneficial.
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dIscussIon and conclusIon

In this study, we develop and test a theory to explain how different aid 
regimes might have disparate effects on the perceived legitimacy of re-
cipient states. In our pap, we hypothesized that exposure to aid would 
diminish state legitimacy in Africa and that this effect would be espe-
cially pronounced for aid delivered by China. Our findings do not con-
form to these expectations. Why? What explains these null (and in 

table 3
foreIgn aId and state legItImacy across sIx afrIcan countrIesa

  Believes Has Believes Believes 
  Democracy Ever Government It’s Easy 
 Trust in Is Refused Has the to Avoid 
 Government High to Pay Right Paying 
 (Index) Quality Taxes to Tax Taxes 

Near completed Chinese project 0.23 0.01 –0.01 –0.02 0.03
 (0.06)*** (0.02) (0.01) (0.03) (0.02)
Near planned Chinese project 0.05 0.01 0.04 0.04 –0.001
 (0.06) (0.02) (0.04) (0.01)*** (0.05)
Near completed US project 0.01 0.01 –0.02 0.04 –0.03
 (0.07) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)*** (0.01)**
Near planned US project –0.10 –0.05 0.07 0.06 0.25
 (0.06)* (0.02)*** (0.09) (0.02)*** (0.19)
Completed vs. planned 0.043 0.922 0.337 0.137 0.570 
 Chinese project p-value
Completed vs. planned US 0.180 0.003 0.333 0.427 0.147 
 project p-value
Observations 21857 23759 11426 24910 9914
Individual-level controls y y y y y
Community-level controls y y y y y
Country fixed effects  y y y y y
Afrobarometer round fixed effects y y y y y
Cutoff for planned projects 2010 2010 2010 2010 2010
Buffer 30 km 30 km 30 km 30 km 30 km

*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.01.
 a Correlation between exposure to foreign aid and perceptions of government across six African coun-
tries. The dependent variable in column 1 is an index scaled from zero to six; the dependent variables 
in columns 2 through 5 are dummies. Exposure is operationalized as a dummy for any completed or 
planned Chinese or US projects within a thirty-kilometer radius. We control for gender, age, religion, 
distance to the capital city, number of previous protests within a thirty-kilometer radius, a dummy for 
cities, and a dummy indicating whether the respondent lives in the president’s home region. Standard 
errors, clustered by community, are in parentheses.
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some cases positive) results? Might they be an artifact of flaws in our 
research design, such as measurement error or lack of statistical power? 
Although we can’t definitively eliminate these concerns, there are sev-
eral reasons to believe that they don’t explain our findings.

First and most important, our results are generally consistent across 
multiple approaches to measurement, identification, and estimation. 
Second, although scholars debate the extent to which tax compliance is 
a reliable proxy for state legitimacy,88 it remains one of the most widely 
used proxies in the literature89—and in any event, our results are robust 
to other potential proxies as well (like trust in government). This sug-
gests that problems with the conceptualization and measurement of 
our dependent variables are unlikely to explain our results. Third, as we 
show in Section A.5 of the supplementary material, in Liberia at least, 
our survey-based and AidData-based proxies for exposure to Chinese 
aid are highly positively correlated with each another. Both proxies are 
measured with some error, but the correlation between them suggests 
that they’re capturing exposure to aid in an empirically meaningful way. 
This suggests that problems with the conceptualization and measure-
ment of our independent variables are unlikely to explain our results ei-
ther. (Unfortunately, we can’t replicate this exercise for US aid because 
we don’t have aIms data for Liberia.)

Fourth, most of our nulls are precisely estimated, with narrow confi-
dence intervals and point estimates that are close to zero or, in the case 
of the behavioral game and survey experiment, similar to one another. 
If statistical power were a problem, we’d expect to see wider confidence 
intervals around more idiosyncratic point estimates. But we do not. A 
more formal ex ante power analysis confirms these intuitions. In both 
our behavioral game and our rural survey experiment, we have 80 per-
cent power to detect an effect equal to roughly 0.29 standard deviations 
of the control group mean. There are no clear rules of thumb to apply 
here, but this would generally be considered a small effect. In our ur-
ban survey experiment, we have 80 percent power to detect an effect of 
roughly 0.51 standard deviations. This would be considered a moderate 
effect. While ex post power calculations should be interpreted with cau-
tion, they similarly suggest that statistical power is unlikely to explain 
our results, as we discuss in Section A.6 of the supplementary material.

Is it possible that the hypotheses we tested were implausible to be-
gin with, or that our research design somehow guaranteed a null re-
sult, perhaps due to the bundled nature of our experimental vignettes? 

88  Blair and Winters 2020; Dolan 2020.
89  Levi, Sacks, and Tyler 2009.
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Again, we view these explanations as unlikely. As discussed above, there 
are many reasons to expect aid to diminish the legitimacy of recipient 
states and many reasons to believe Chinese aid is especially likely to 
have pernicious effects. Moreover, while our vignettes emphasized both 
the positive and negative aspects of Chinese (and US) aid, the fact that 
we find statistically significant beneficial treatment effects in the urban 
survey experiment suggests that nulls were not a foregone conclusion.

These bundled treatments also more accurately capture the mixed 
signals about aid that people actually receive in the real world and were 
primarily intended as a prime, not as a source of new information. We 
could have manufactured adverse treatment effects by heavily priming 
the (purported) problems with the Chinese aid regime, but this would 
have taught us little about the real world and would have raised serious 
ethical concerns. That neither our experimental nor our observational 
measures of exposure to Chinese aid are negatively correlated with per-
ceptions of government lends additional credence to this interpretation 
of our results.

A potential concern with the design of the tax compliance game is 
that the treatment was weak—that given the extended length of the vi-
gnettes and given the novelty and complexity of the game, participants 
simply ignored or forgot about the vignettes as they decided how much 
of their income to report. This is indeed a concern. But the survey ex-
periment is potentially susceptible to the opposite problem—that given 
the directness and simplicity of the vignettes and given the outcomes 
were measured immediately after treatment was administered, partici-
pants fixated on the vignettes when answering our survey questions. In 
other words, the tax compliance game may have risked underestimating 
treatment effects while the survey experiments may have risked over-
estimating them. The consistency of our conclusions across these two 
components of our research design suggests that they’re unlikely to be 
artifacts of overly weak or overly strong treatments. This, again, is an 
advantage of triangulation.

Is it possible that Chinese aid just happens to have had benign or 
beneficial effects on state legitimacy in Liberia and in the six countries 
in our cross-country analysis? Might we have found adverse effects in 
other settings? To explore this possibility, in Section B.9 of the sup-
plementary material we expand our sample to the thirty-eight African 
countries for which AidData and Afrobarometer data are both avail-
able, but aIms data are not. Our results are substantively similar to those 
reported here. After we difference away the selection effect, completed 
Chinese projects appear to improve citizens’ perceptions of the quality 
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of democracy and to have no effect on trust in government, tax com-
pliance, or tax morale. It’s possible that US aid might have more perni-
cious effects in an expanded sample, although we see no a priori reason 
to expect that.

If selection bias, measurement error, statistical power, and sample se-
lection don’t explain our results, then what does? We can’t say for cer-
tain, and because we expected to find adverse effects—an expectation 
that we preregistered—any explanation is inevitably post hoc. None-
theless, there are possibilities that future scholars might consider. First 
and most obvious, although critics view certain features of the Chinese 
aid regime as problematic, citizens of recipient countries may not share 
that view. For example, if citizens reject good governance conditional-
ities as paternalistic, they may prefer the unconditionality of Chinese 
aid. If citizens prioritize low cost over high quality, they may prefer the 
speed of China’s approach to implementation. And if citizens value 
large-scale infrastructure projects over smaller-scale alternatives, then 
the recipient government’s inability to claim credit for these projects 
may be irrelevant, especially if government officials can at least claim 
credit for attracting Chinese funds.90

Second, aid may have positive effects on some citizens’ perceptions 
and negative effects on the perceptions of others, resulting in a net null. 
In Section A.9 of the supplementary material, we find only limited ev-
idence of heterogeneous treatment effects among our sample of ru-
ral Liberians, but heterogeneity along dimensions we didn’t measure 
is possible. More intriguingly, if citizens value both outcome-based 
and procedural legitimacy, then aid may simultaneously have positive 
and negative effects on the perceptions of the same citizens. For exam-
ple, citizens may perceive donor-provided services as high quality (out-
come-based legitimacy), but may also perceive the implementation of 
those services as unfair and nontransparent (procedural legitimacy). If 
these positive and negative perceptions counterbalance one another, the 
result will be, at worst, a net null.

Our survey provides some evidence of these conflicting views at 
work. Respondents were asked to evaluate Chinese and American do-
nors along seven dimensions, including the quality of the services they 
provide (outcome-based legitimacy) and the fairness of their hiring and 
management practices (procedural legitimacy). We use respondents’ 

90  There is some suggestive evidence to support this explanation. In a recent Afrobarometer report, 
respondents who view China’s influence as positive tend to cite investment in infrastructure as the most 
important reason for their support (Lekorwe et al. 2016), but we can’t infer the effects of Chinese aid 
from these numbers alone.
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answers to these questions to construct additive indices ranging from 
zero to seven; the higher the score on the index, the more favorable the 
respondent’s perceptions of the corresponding donor. In our rural sam-
ple, we find that nearly a quarter of all respondents (23 percent) score 
3 or 4 on the index of perceptions of American donors—indicating an 
almost even mix of positive and negative perceptions—and nearly half 
(49 percent) score between 2 and 5. The average score is 3.3, which is 
almost exactly in the center of the distribution of possible scores. Per-
ceptions of China are generally more negative—the average score on 
the index of perceptions of Chinese donors is 2.1—but more than one 
quarter of all respondents (28 percent) nonetheless score 3 or 4. Percep-
tions are similarly mixed in the urban sample. If respondents are ambiv-
alent about aid, then exposure to it may have a net null effect on their 
perceptions of their own government.

Focus groups conducted after the tax compliance game provide fur-
ther evidence of these conflicting views. Some participants reported 
that they “feel nice to see those people [donors] coming in to help us…. 
So I feel nice to our government for bringing them in” (focus group 
code 7.2.N.917). Other participants said they “feel happy when the 
government comes in with those investors” (10.1.U.919), or that they 
“feel good because it is good for foreigners to come to the country to 
help development” (2.2.G.911). But some were more circumspect, ar-
guing that Liberians should not “depend on the outside world to keep 
developing our own country” (1.11.U.921), and that development “is 
something the government needs to do for our own country people” 
(1.1.C.921). As one participant pointedly stated, “It’s like my govern-
ment is not able to handle her own country” (1.1.N.904). In some cases, 
the same participants expressed conflicting opinions in response to dif-
ferent questions, which also suggests ambivalence about the role of aid 
in Liberia.

Again, we predicted that Chinese aid would have negative effects on 
state legitimacy, and these explanations for our results are post hoc. But 
they are amenable to empirical evaluation. One way to test the first ex-
planation might be to elicit citizens’ preferences before their exposure to 
aid, and then to assess whether the effects of aid vary with the intensity 
of those preferences. The second explanation could be tested by using a 
conjoint experiment to randomize information about different charac-
teristics of the Chinese aid regime, and then to assess whether partic-
ular combinations of characteristics generate greater or lesser support.

Whatever the explanation, our results suggest that the relationship 
between aid and state legitimacy may need to be rethought. We find 
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that Chinese aid is not damaging state/society relations, despite the 
warnings of policymakers in the US and elsewhere. More generally, our 
findings, combined with those of multiple recent studies across multi-
ple contexts,91 suggest that aid is not eroding the legitimacy of recipient 
states in the eyes of citizens, as critics have long feared it might.

supplementary materIal

Supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017 
/S004388712000026X.

data

Replication files for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/5J 
H0WJ. 

data avaIlabIlIty statement

Preanalysis Plan was registered at Evidence in Governance and Politics (EGAP) 
and can be found at https://osf.io/qek4v.
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Review Article
THE STATUS OF STATUS IN  

WORLD POLITICS
By PAUL K. MACDONALD and JOSEPH M. PARENT

abstract
What is status? How does it work? What effects does it tend to have? A new wave of 
scholarship on status in international relations has converged on a central definition of 
status, several causal pathways, and the claim that the pursuit of status tends to produce 
conflict. The authors take stock of the status literature and argue that this convergence is 
not only a sign of progress, but also an obstacle to it. They find that the consensus defini-
tion conceals critical contradictions between standing and membership, that its causal 
pathways are promising but often in tension with each other, and that the literature may 
be overlooking the ways in which status can help states avoid conflict and promote coop-
eration under certain conditions.

Deborah Welch Larson and Alexei Shevchenko. 2019. Quest for Status: Chinese and 
Russian Foreign Policy. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 352 pp.

Michelle Murray. 2019. The Struggle for Recognition in International Relations: Status, 
Revisionism, and Rising Powers. New York, N.Y.: Oxford University Press, 280 pp.

Jonathan Renshon. 2017. Fighting for Status: Hierarchy and Conflict in World Politics. 
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 328 pp.

Steven Ward. 2017. Status and the Challenge of Rising Powers. New York, N.Y.: Cam-
bridge University Press, 282 pp.

IN a 2018 address to the United Nations, American President Donald 
J. Trump asserted, “My administration has accomplished more than 

almost any administration in the history of our country.” Humiliat-
ingly, the audience laughed at him. “The United States is stronger, safer, 
and a richer country than it was when I assumed office,” he contin-
ued undaunted, “we are standing up for America and for the American 
people.”1 It is tempting to dismiss these boasts as those of an unusual 
leader, but while Trump may be unusual,2 he is not alone. From Brazil 
and Hungary to the Philippines, leaders the world over are bluntly as-
serting their international status and bristling at encroachments upon 
it. In a 2014 address justifying the annexation of Crimea, Russian Presi-

1  Trump 2018.
2  Drezner 2020.

World Politics 73, no. 2 (April 2021) 358–91   Copyright © 2021 Trustees of Princeton University
doi: 10.1017/S0043887120000301
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dent Vladimir Putin accused the West of “constantly trying to sweep 
us into a corner because we have an independent position, because we 
maintain it, and because we call things like they are and do not engage 
in hypocrisy. But there is a limit to everything.”3 In a 2019 speech, Chi-
nese President Xi Jinping boasted, “The Chinese nation has realized a 
tremendous transformation: it has stood up, grown rich and is becom-
ing stronger; it has come to embrace the brilliant prospects of national 
renewal. This phenomenal transformation brings infinite pride to every 
son and daughter of the Chinese nation.”4

Why do leaders invoke national status in their public statements? 
What consequences does this have on world politics? In recent years, 
a growing literature has developed to answer these questions. Status 
scholarship, William Wohlforth argues, “has become mainstream. It 
has gone global.”5 By our count, there have been at least eighteen schol-
arly monographs in this past decade alone that focus on status, prestige, 
recognition, and related topics.6 Scholars have pointed to status as the 
primary cause of arms races, territorial expansion, and diplomatic cri-
ses, as well as of the outbreak and intensity of interstate wars.7 On this 
view, Trump, Putin, and Xi are not outliers. Their obsession with their 
countries’ standing reflects impulses that have driven states’ foreign pol-
icies throughout history.8

The four books under consideration here represent some of the best 
recent attempts to place status at the center of the study of world pol-
itics. Their arrival could not be more timely. As China’s relative power 
increases, there are worries that this could shake up the membership 
of the great powers, exacerbate concerns over standing, and become a 
source of conflict.9 So, too, the ascent of populist demagogues has gen-
erated anxiety about how questions of status could inflame domestic 
divisions and fuel international rivalries.10 If world politics is entering 
a period in which boasts and brags are supplanting discretion and di-

3  Putin 2014.
4  Xi 2019.
5  Wohlforth 2019.
6  Lebow 2010; Volgy et al. 2011; Miller 2014; Coggins 2014; Larson, Paul, and Wohlforth 2014; de 

Carvalho and Neumann 2014; Cooley and Snyder 2015; Paul 2016; Pouliot 2016; Lamont et al. 2016; 
Renshon 2017; Ward 2017b; Gilady 2018; Pu 2019; Murray 2019; Larson and Shevchenko 2019; 
Charoenvattananukul 2020; Barnhart 2020. 

7  Volgy and Mayhall 1995, 67; Lebow 2010, 15; Wolf 2011, 105; Wohlforth 2014, 139; Sambanis, 
Skaperdas, and Wohlforth 2015, 280; Barnhart 2017; Ward 2017b, 38; Ward 2017a, 822; Renshon 
2017, 154–57; Hall 2017, 12–13; Greve and Levy 2018, 175–76; Murray 2019, 5.

8  Wohlforth 1993, 28; Deng 2008, 5; Fordham 2011, 593; Onea 2014, 127; Barnhart 2016, 386; 
Larson and Shevchenko 2019, 174–75.

9  Onea 2014; Wolf 2014.
10  Destradi and Plagemann 2019.
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plomacy, then instability will likely increase. It is essential that scholars 
help decipher these disquieting trends.

The aim of this review is to assess the progress of the status litera-
ture. We ask three questions: What is status? How does it work? And 
what effects does it tend to have? On the one hand, the literature has 
impressively convergent answers to these questions. There is near una-
nimity that status consists of collective beliefs about a state’s standing 
and membership, based on valued attributes, and is recognized by vol-
untary deference. It also agrees that status hierarchies are common in 
world politics, that states crave high perches within these hierarchies, 
and that a combination of psychological and domestic political fac-
tors push states to engage in status-seeking behavior. It concurs that al-
though status does not predestine violence, the pursuit of status does 
tend to destabilize interstate relations. Therefore, states should recog-
nize each other’s status claims and find ways to accommodate them.

On the other hand, this convergence is not only a sign of progress, 
but also an obstacle to it. By agreeing on what status is, why states 
want it, and how they tend to compete for it, the status literature has 
made great strides in addressing fundamental dynamics in international 
politics. But this apparent consensus conceals crosscutting logics that 
ought to be openly juxtaposed. For instance, by defining status as both 
standing and membership, the literature has unreconciled contradic-
tions in its core concept, and makes it tougher to measure persuasively. 
By developing psychological and domestic pathways, the literature has 
fleshed out the causal processes through which status can influence for-
eign policy without fully recognizing tensions within and between these 
pathways. By focusing on status as a destabilizer, the literature misses 
the ways that status can help states avoid conflict and promote cooper-
ation under certain conditions. For continued progress, we should ac-
knowledge these tensions and refine our theories and evidence to help 
adjudicate them.

A single review article cannot cover the entirety of any body of lit-
erature, so in what follows, we focus on the most popular topic: studies 
connecting status to foreign policy and interstate conflict, which is the 
focus of all four books under review. This means that we must exclude 
studies that look at how status affects internal conflict, global gover-
nance, and other issues, although some of our points may also apply to 
them.11 We begin in Section I with a brief overview of the four books. 
In Section II, we consider some of the challenges scholars have encoun-

11  See, for example, Petersen 2002, 2; Johnston 2008, 76–84.
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tered when seeking to define and measure status. Section III explores 
the varied and contradictory ways scholars have thought about how sta-
tus influences foreign policy. Section IV examines the nexus between 
status and competition, and sketches a wider range of possible ways sta-
tus may shape the prospects for peace. In Section V, we conclude with 
suggestions about how the status literature can improve its theoretical 
foundations and expand the scope of its empirical applications.

i. summary of the books reviewed

The four books under review have the same essential purpose: to high-
light how status matters in world politics. In Status and the Challenge of 
Rising Powers, Steven Ward argues that status provides the most com-
pelling explanation for why rising powers pursue revisionist foreign 
policies designed to overturn existing international orders (pp. 3–4). 
In The Struggle for Recognition in International Relations: Status, Revi-
sionism, and Rising Powers, Michelle Murray contends that the failure 
to recognize rising powers’ status claims is the primary cause of spi-
rals of competition and conflict during power transitions (pp. 14–17). 
In Fighting for Status: Hierarchy and Conflict in World Politics, Jonathan 
Renshon demonstrates that states frequently fight with one another to 
improve their standing within particular status communities (pp. 21–
25). In Quest for Status: Chinese and Russian Foreign Policy, Deborah 
Welch Larson and Alexei Shevchenko maintain that it is the pursuit 
of status, more than wealth or power, which drives the foreign policy 
choices of great powers, such as Russia and China (pp. 14–16).

Previous reviews of the status literature focus on the challenge of de-
fining status and distinguishing it from related concepts like “honor,” 
“prestige,” or “reputation.”12 These reviews also push the status litera-
ture to more clearly delineate the effects of status from those driven by 
power or interests.13 These four books make considerable progress in 
addressing these concerns. First, all rely upon the same definition of 
status.14 In its most general form, status refers to “an actor’s position 
within a social hierarchy. It may mean either membership in a highly 
regarded group . . . or rank within a group” (Ward, p. 35). Collective 
assessments of status depend on “others’ perceptions of a state’s rank-
ing on a set of valued characteristics” (Murray, p. 45). In international 

12  Dafoe, Renshon, and Huth 2014.
13  Thompson 2014; Lake 2014. Mercer 2017.
14  For similar definitions, see Dafoe, Renshon, and Huth 2014, 374–75; Larson, Paul, and Wohl-

forth 2014, 7–8.
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politics, these “prized attributes” can include “military power, economic 
development, cultural achievements, diplomatic skill, and technologi-
cal innovation” (Larson and Shevchenko, p. 3). But status is more than 
the mere possession of valued attributes. Status is also social. It “clar-
ifies what rights, obligations, and patterns of deference from others the 
actor should expect as well as how the actor is expected to behave with 
respect to others in dominant and subordinate positions” (Renshon, p. 
33). High-status states enjoy certain rights and responsibilities, which 
low-status states accept.

Second, all four provide detailed accounts of why status is not a mar-
ginal concern in international politics, but a core and continuous one. 
Renshon observes that leaders are “plainly obsessed with investing in, 
seizing, and defending” status, making it “one of the most sought-after 
qualities in world politics” (pp. 1, 3). Similarly, Ward argues that sta-
tus is “not the only resource that motivates states, but it is a prominent 
and underappreciated one” (p. 38). Leaders may covet status for a vari-
ety of reasons. Some desire status because it is a “valuable resource” that 
“confers benefits on its holders” in interactions with rival states (Ren-
shon, pp. 52–53). Others seek status because “having higher status in-
creases collective self-esteem and pride” (Larson and Shevchenko, p. 3). 
Still others value status because of “its significance for domestic polit-
ical legitimacy” (Ward, p. 37). It is precisely because status is so valu-
able, whether for instrumental or intrinsic reasons, that the decision to 
deny another state’s status claims can be so consequential (Murray, pp. 
12–13). Because status can appear zero-sum and particular status posi-
tions, such as that of a great power, are relatively scarce, this raises the 
stakes for whether a state is included or excluded.

Third, all four detail the ways that the pursuit of status can have de-
stabilizing consequences for world politics, which neither a focus on 
power nor interests would predict. Ward argues that “anxiety about sta-
tus” can advantage “hardliners over moderates in domestic contests 
over the direction of foreign policy” (p. 204). He attributes the poison-
ous revisionism of Wilhelmine Germany, Imperial Japan, and Interwar 
Germany to these “obstructed or thwarted status ambitions” (p. 208). 
Murray contends that rising powers that are denied “world power sta-
tus” lash out by aggressively pursuing high-status markers, such as large 
navies (p. 80). She contrasts Britain’s successful recognition of Ameri-
can aspirations with its rejection of German ambitions, which resulted 
in an arms race, then war (p. 191). Broadening the analysis beyond ris-
ing powers, Renshon finds states that are dissatisfied with their status 
in general are more likely to go to war, favoring weak, high-status tar-
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gets they can embarrass and defeat (p. 258). Using a combination of 
experimental, statistical, and historical evidence, he demonstrates that 
“once triggered, heightened status concerns set in motion a set of con-
sequences at the individual and state level” that more often than not end 
in conflict (p. 256). Larson and Shevchenko acknowledge that states 
may “pursue varying strategies for attaining status, depending on the 
openness of elite clubs and the similarity of their values with those of 
the established powers” (p. 6). Yet after surveying more than five hun-
dred years of diplomatic history, they conclude that “both China and 
Russia are hypersensitive to perceived slights and have used military 
power to assert superiority” (p. 244). Even attempts to bolster one’s sta-
tus through peaceful means can “shade into social competition, inso-
far as a state is stressing new criteria for status” (p. 245). Conflicts over 
status are not inevitable, but other things equal, status makes coopera-
tion harder.

ii. what is status? the concept and its complications

Unlike many social science concepts, status is not essentially contested. 
The building blocks of status are well understood: there exists a set of 
collectively valued attributes in world politics, states occupy different 
positions on these valued attributes, and high-status states have dif-
ferent rights and responsibilities than low-status ones. Despite surface 
agreement, however, the works considered here reveal significant differ-
ences. This is most striking in two related areas: whether status should 
refer primarily to standing or membership and whether status is best 
captured using quantitative or qualitative methods. We consider each 
in turn.

defining status: standing versus membership

A central ambiguity in consensus definitions of status is whether it is 
best thought of as a continuous measure of relative standing, a dichot-
omous attribute of group membership, or some combination of both. 
Most definitions of status are agnostic on this question. They acknowl-
edge that status can refer to either “membership in a defined club” or “rel-
ative standing within such a club.”15 If states with high-status attributes 
tend to enter high-status clubs, this ambiguity would be unproblem-
atic. Yet theoretically, standing and membership are different concepts, 
and empirically, they are often mismatched. Postwar Japan ranked high 

15  Larson, Paul, and Wohlforth 2014, 7.
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on measures of economic influence, but “[lacked] the institutional priv-
ileges accorded ‘legitimate great powers’” in the UN system.16 By con-
trast, “material factors would surely have predicted France’s relegation 
to the international system’s periphery” after the Second World War, 
yet it was nevertheless rewarded with a permanent seat on the UN Se-
curity Council.17

In practice, different authors end up emphasizing different aspects of 
status. Some focus on standing, which equates with esteem, and see sta-
tus as a kind of metric states can use to establish baselines, to draw com-
parisons, and to assess worth. Renshon comes closest to this position. He 
notes that “status as rank is not about ‘having’ versus ‘not having’; it con-
cerns how much we have relative to others” (p. 35). The benefit of stand-
ing is that it allows one to make fine-grained assessments of where states 
are positioned. Austria-Hungary and Germany were both members of 
the great power club prior to the First World War, but the former was 
falling from the ranks while the latter was ascending them, a differ-
ence that mattered in their foreign policy orientations.18 The drawback 
is that standing is underspecified. Do valued attributes refer primarily 
to the impressive means states possess or to the virtuous ends they pur-
sue? Who decides which attributes are prized and how? Should we treat 
standing as a universal metric or disaggregate it into one’s standing in a 
particular issue area, institutional context, or geographic region?19 Con-
sider Brazil and India, two states with high status aspirations. Brasilia’s 
claim has rested on Brazil’s economic strength and the establishment 
of a kind of “consensual hegemony” over states in South America, while 
New Delhi has focused on projecting India’s military strength and cul-
tivating bilateral ties with the hegemon, the United States.20 One, the 
other, both, or neither could be considered high status, depending on 
what criteria and whose judgments we rely on.

Other authors choose to focus on membership, which treats status as 
closely related to recognition. The attributes that states possess are less 
important than whether high-status states choose to grant others mem-
bership in high-status clubs. Murray is a leading proponent of this ap-
proach. She emphasizes that status “refers to a recognized identity, not 
the acknowledgement or acceptance of a state’s characteristics or capa-
bilities” (p. 46). A state cannot “simply assert its social status . . . only 
when recognized does it assume the authority it needs to secure the 

16  Suzuki 2008, 52.
17  Heimann 2015, 186.
18  Volgy et al. 2014, 58.
19  Thompson 2014, 211.
20  Carranza 2014.
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identity it seeks” (p. 46). The advantage of using membership is that 
which states are members of elite clubs and which are not is often un-
controversial. We can simply assume that states that sit on the UN Se-
curity Council, the imf executive board, or the wto core negotiation 
group have higher status than those that are excluded. Yet membership 
exhibits many of the same problems as standing. Why are some states 
admitted over others? Why are some clubs more prestigious than oth-
ers, and how do we know? For example, outsiders attribute outsized 
influence to the World Economic Forum held annually in Davos, Swit-
zerland, while insiders dismiss it as a “big cocktail party.”21 These is-
sues are compounded in the case of certain clubs, such as the “regional 
powers,” for which membership is more implicit, informal, and some-
times contested.22 The reasons for, and consequences of, club mem-
bership may also have little to do with status. States grant or withhold 
recognition to one another for a variety of reasons, including to exer-
cise strategic leverage, to avoid third-party punishments, and to achieve 
geopolitical goals.23 States join clubs for a variety of reasons, too, only 
some of which may be tied to status aspirations. And if membership 
tends to be influenced by nonstatus considerations, then membership 
loses much of its meaning.

Many authors adopt a flexible approach, lumping standing and 
membership together and shifting between them. An example of this 
is Ward’s discussion of Wilhelmine Germany. There are passages in 
which Ward suggests that Kaiser Wilhelm II and his advisors simply 
desired more respect among the great powers (pp. 73, 78). Yet there are 
others in which he argues that what they really wanted was recognition 
as a “world power” (p. 81), which included a right to “naval equality” 
and the “splitting [of ] the entente” (pp. 83, 86). The difference matters 
a great deal. If we focus on standing, Germany was a rising great power, 
an economic and military model for much of Europe, whose revision-
ism appeared premature and self-defeating. Yet if we emphasize mem-
bership, Germany rated below Britain, and its revisionism seemed to be 
the only way it could force its way into the world-power club. Germany 
embraced revisionism not because it cared about status in general, but 
because it became obsessed with one kind of status and not the other.

In short, what is missing is a clear set of theoretical expectations 
about why states may care more about membership than rank or vice 
versa, and how one goes about aggregating valued attributes in each 

21  Graz 2003, 321.
22  Nolte 2010.
23  Coggins 2014.
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case. Hybrid solutions sidestep these essential questions and allow 
scholars to conceptualize status however is convenient for their claims. 
Hybrid solutions also downplay essential differences between these two 
kinds of status. For example, when states focus on standing, their as-
sessments tend to be zero-sum, yet when they emphasize membership, 
they need not be.24 Just as light may be a particle and a wave, status may 
be standing and membership, but one should not equate the two, and 
which kind of status states are preoccupied with matters a great deal.

measuring status: Quantitative versus  
Qualitative approaches

Assuming a clear conception of status, there remains the matter of mea-
suring it. Some scholars use quantitative data to generate cross-national 
measures of rank. Renshon represents the cutting-edge of this method. 
He uses diplomatic exchange data to identify states that reside in cen-
tral positions within diplomatic networks (pp. 124–32), and to identify 
the boundaries of distinct status communities (pp. 140–48). An alter-
native approach uses qualitative methods to identify status motives in 
the language of policymakers. Ward typifies this approach. “When ac-
tors speak in terms of the rights that the state is owed on the basis of its 
position,” he observes, “they are articulating a claim to status” (p. 63). 
When leaders invoke their national honor or bristle at perceived humil-
iations, this is taken as evidence that they are driven by status, especially 
when uttered in private (Murray, p. 85).

The choice of method is tied in part to how one conceives of status. 
One of the main advantages of quantitative measures is that they al-
low scholars to capture where states rank in the international hierarchy. 
This can help to illuminate the extent to which status departs from ma-
terial capabilities (see Renshon, pp. 135–40) and to provide insights as 
to why some states “over-” or “under-perform” on status given their ma-
terial endowments.25 An obvious challenge of quantitative approaches, 
of course, is deciding how best to operationalize rank. Some scholars, 
including Renshon, use measures of diplomatic exchange, based on the 
assumption that establishing an embassy is an act of social recognition; 
others look at membership in international organizations, based on 
the idea that belonging to multiple clubs conveys social prominence.26 
Some rank states based on their aggregate attributes, such as the num-
ber of diplomats they host; others, including Renshon, rank states based 

24  Lake 2014, 268.
25  Duque 2018; Røren and Beaumont 2019.
26  Compare Renshon 2017, 120–23, and Hafner-Burton and Montgomery 2006, 11–12.
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on their centrality within broader networks of diplomatic exchange.27 
Some rank states relative to the entire international community; oth-
ers, including Renshon, rank states within their home regions or among 
relevant “status communities.”28 Each of these empirical choices is de-
fensible in the abstract, and Renshon does an admirable job validat-
ing his particular method, which uses Google’s PageRank algorithm 
with other more-direct measures of status, such as official state visits 
(pp.132–35). But the more baroque the technique for generating sta-
tus rankings, the less plausible it is that politicians will practice simi-
lar methods of accounting when making their own status assessments.

More important, none of these quantitative measures capture vol-
untary deference, and as a result, they are at best rough proxies for 
status. Centrality within diplomatic networks, for example, is partly a 
product of money: wealthy states can afford to send more diplomats 
abroad, while their large economies entice diplomats in return.29 Dip-
lomatic recognition can also be an outgrowth of coercion. The fact that 
North Korea and Taiwan “receive fewer embassies than their capabil-
ities would warrant”30 could be evidence of their pariah status or a re-
flection of the arm-twisting that the United States and China apply to 
others. And even if diplomatic actions are independent of bribery or 
threats, they could reflect shared interests or ideological affinities and 
be a product of choice, not deference. Unless wealth, power, and inter-
ests can be disentangled from diplomatic recognition, it is unclear that 
status is driving recognition.

Qualitative measures approach status differently. Instead of trying to 
measure status ex ante, they look for evidence of status ex post, in the 
statements and actions of policymakers. The advantage of this approach 
is that it has the potential to capture the subjective and perceptual as-
pects of status: if leaders perceive that their states occupy particular sta-
tus positions, and if they describe their actions as efforts to increase 
their status, then this supports status accounts. The primary problem is 
that leaders rarely talk about status as scholars define it. Instead, they 
use words or phrases that seem to evoke status: national honor, national 
dignity, national greatness, and so on. Yet these phrases may have little or 
nothing to do with status defined as high rank or membership in elite 
clubs. After all, there is honor among thieves, too. Leaders may also fa-
vor this language for psychological reasons, as a way to convey emo-

27  Compare Volgy and Mayhall 1995 and Renshon 2017, 124–29.
28  Compare Cline et al. 2011 and Renshon 2017, 40–48.
29  Mercer 2017, 138; Ward 2020, 161–62.
30  Duque 2018, 583.
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tions, such as pride, that may be unrelated to where their states stand in 
social hierarchies.31 Alternatively, leaders may use emotional language 
strategically to signal their interests to foreign audiences or to mobilize 
domestic support.32 In these cases, it is the rhetorical necessities rather 
than the status hierarchies that are doing the causal work.

A related problem is the existence of mixed motives and the chal-
lenge of disentangling security or economic interests from status con-
cerns. Consider Germany’s naval buildup prior to the First World War, 
a case mentioned by all four authors (Larson and Shevchenko, pp. 8–9; 
Murray, pp. 94–95; Renshon, pp. 187–88; Ward, pp. 79–80). While sta-
tus may have been a motive for some German policymakers, others saw 
a large navy as a military instrument to deter British intervention in a 
continental war, a diplomatic tool to buttress claims to territorial con-
cessions in China, and a domestic political maneuver to discredit Social 
Democrats.33 The fact that naval officers, in particular Admiral Alfred 
von Tirpitz, were the strongest proponents of becoming a world power 
suggests that organizational culture and parochial interests can drive 
status language. Even if we could be clear about what kind of rheto-
ric reflects status concerns, it can be difficult to determine whose words 
matter most.

One final issue with qualitative assessments is their tendency to focus 
almost exclusively on examples of the pursuit of status, not deference to 
it. Larson and Shevchenko, Murray, and Ward provide ample evidence 
that states like Germany, Japan, Russia, and China desired respect, but 
little evidence that status translates into deference. Of course, states 
might still seek esteem by asserting high status regardless of whether 
others offer deference. If that’s the case, then the pursuit of status would 
verge on solipsism. If status hierarchies are genuinely social and shape 
world politics in more systematic ways, we need to see evidence that 
other states at least recognize and likely defer to those at the top of the 
totem pole. The problem here is that states align their policies with the 
preferences of the powerful for a variety of reasons that have nothing to 
do with status. In his study of the 1899–1902 South African War, Jon-
athan Mercer finds that Britain’s adversaries did not acknowledge its 
status and refused to defer, while its allies deferred to it out of “a desire 
for security” rather than “mutual admiration.”34 The weak submit to the 
strong all the time in world politics, but deference alone is not proof 
that status hierarchies exist, or that status motives are driving behavior.

31  Mercer 2017, 139–40.
32  Götz 2019.
33  Rüger 2011, 602–05.
34  Mercer 2017, 157–59.
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In sum, both quantitative and qualitative approaches have their ad-
vantages. The former allows us to construct useful cross-national met-
rics of relative rank. The latter provides compelling evidence that status 
is driving the assessments and actions of policymakers. Yet neither ap-
proach fully captures the primary collective manifestation of status as 
voluntary deference. And if other states do not defer to high status, then 
the pursuit of status itself may be a chimera.

iii. how status works: conditions and mechanisms

Let us assume that we can settle on a clear conception of status and 
measure it in practice. How does status work? Status scholars agree 
that international politics is full of status hierarchies and that states are 
driven to improve their positions within them. Yet they differ on what 
conditions activate status concerns and, once activated, by what mech-
anisms status concerns influence foreign policy. We delve into condi-
tions and mechanisms, respectively.

conditions: prompted by position or a response  
to events?

While scholars maintain that states desire esteem, they acknowledge 
that status-driven behavior can vary in frequency and intensity. A num-
ber of scholars argue that there are certain positions that compel states 
to be concerned with status. Larson and Shevchenko place particular 
emphasis on powerful states and their desire to attain great power sta-
tus. “Great power status carries with it the expectation that the state will 
be consulted on important issues,” they observe, and as a result, “gov-
ernments have spent enormous sums on efforts to achieve or maintain 
great power standing, at the expense of their state’s power and wealth” 
(pp. 233–34). Ward also argues that powerful states have a particular 
interest in status, especially if their material capabilities are rising. “In-
creasing wealth and military power make a rising state more like estab-
lished high-status powers,” he observes, “which prompts people who 
identify with the riser to expect—and demand—convergence in terms 
of standing, influence, and rights” (p. 39). Renshon provides perhaps 
the broadest positional argument. He argues that states will be most 
interested in status when there is a “divergence between the status ac-
corded an actor and what they believe themselves to deserve” (p. 53). 
When there is an inconsistency between a state’s objective capabilities 
and its subjective rank within a particular community, “status dissat-
isfaction” can prompt greater interest in achieving elevated status (pp. 
63–64).
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It is worth noting that this list of positions is not exhaustive. While 
Larson and Shevchenko emphasize powerful states’ interests in sta-
tus, others contend that middle powers should be particularly status- 
obsessed because they have the most to gain if they are admitted to ex-
clusive clubs.35 Still others observe that small states should be the most 
invested in status because their material weakness means that elevated 
status is one of the few remaining ways they can gain influence.36 While 
Ward contends that rising powers should be preoccupied with status, 
others maintain that declining powers should be most sensitive to their 
relative rank because status can help offset drops in relative capabil-
ities.37 Ward admits that the literature has “not developed a compre-
hensive account of variation in the salience of status concerns” (p. 39).

The downside of rooting status in particular structural positions is 
that it becomes difficult to disentangle the influence of status from rel-
ative power. Great powers may be more assertive in defending their 
rank and rights, as Larson and Shevchenko suggest, but they may also 
be more assertive in general, regardless of the issue. Rising powers may 
have reasons to be more status conscious, as Ward claims, yet they also 
tend to have expanding interests and growing capabilities, both of which 
can correlate with aggressive behavior. “If power determines prestige,” 
Mercer observes, “then distinguishing the concepts is pointless.”38 Sta-
tus is then the language with which states discuss power positions. Ren-
shon provides a way around this issue by underscoring the disjuncture 
between status and power. But Renshon’s approach introduces a second 
issue: How do we identify inconsistencies or deficits in status? We have 
already noted the challenges in measuring status. Identifying status def-
icits requires an additional step: we must generate baseline expectations 
of rank based on material capabilities, which we then compare to those 
derived from status. Yet there are a range of contested ways to measure 
national power, doubling the difficulty of demonstrating where a state 
stands and making it hard to know whether a state is receiving too lit-
tle, too much, or the proper amount of respect.

An alternative approach is to see status as triggered less by position 
than by humiliating events. Murray provides the best example of this ap- 
proach in her discussion of what she calls “misrecognition” (p. 47).39 
When established powers “treat a rising power as an inferior actor” (p. 
71), denying it the status that it believes it deserves, this is “experienced 

35  Karim 2018.
36  de Carvalho and Neumann 2014; Wohlforth et al. 2018.
37  Onea 2014, 135; Greve and Levy 2018, 156.
38  Mercer 2017, 136.
39  Ringmar 2014.
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by the rising power as disrespect” (p. 73). Rising powers respond to 
humiliation by engaging in “forceful contestation with the established 
powers” designed to “compel these states to recognize its aspirant sta-
tus” (p. 74). Ward offers a similar, though slightly different, account 
in his discussion of “status immobility” (pp. 3–4). When established 
powers engage in repeated “acts of status denial,” it creates the percep-
tion that rising powers face a “glass ceiling” (p. 47). But rather than re-
sponding by trying to compete with the established powers on their 
own terms, Ward argues that humiliated states will embrace rejection-
ist policies that aim to “protest, delegitimize, or overthrow” the estab-
lished international order (p. 51).

While Murray and Ward focus on cases of disrespect by established 
powers, other authors highlight how humiliating events can spark an 
obsession with status. Ayşe Zarakol argues that defeat in major wars 
can saddle states with shameful stigmas that they strive to correct.40 Jo-
slyn Barnhart finds that states that experience an involuntary territorial 
loss seek to restore their status through their own acts of territorial ag-
gression.41 Both Paul Saurette and Ahsan Butt contend the shock and 
humiliation of the 9/11 terrorist attacks prompted the United States 
to respond in an aggressive manner.42 Although not a central part of 
their account, Larson and Shevchenko list “humiliating military de-
feats, exclusion from elite clubs, disregard for their interests, or eco-
nomic difficulties” as the kinds of events that can prompt a state to seek 
to restore its tarnished status (p. 240). As with the structural positions 
described earlier, the list of events that could spark status seeking is long 
to the point of indeterminacy. If everything from defeat in major wars 
to economic fluctuations to unkind diplomatic exchanges is sufficient 
to activate status concerns, then humiliations are wildly over-predictive. 
There will always be some injury that scholars can point to after the fact 
to explain a state’s behavior.

There are additional challenges in connecting status to cycles of ac-
tion and reaction. One is that it can be difficult to separate insults and 
humiliations from regular hard bargaining. Ward cites Britain’s refusal 
to accept “naval equality” with Germany prior to the First World War 
as evidence that London rejected Berlin’s status aspirations (p. 83). Yet 
Britain had sensible strategic reasons to maintain naval supremacy. As 
Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey observed, “If the German Navy 
ever became superior to ours, the German Army can conquer this coun-

40  Zarakol 2011, 11. 
41  Barnhart 2017.
42  Saurette 2006, 512–21; Butt 2019, 268.
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try. There is no corresponding risk of this kind to Germany.”43 Britain 
was hardly dismissive of German concerns. London engaged Berlin in 
arms control negotiations on multiple occasions—it simply refused to 
accept the demand that it remain neutral in a continental war in ex-
change for reductions in German shipbuilding. All of this is consistent 
with a traditional defense of British interests rather than with an at-
tempt to denigrate Germany’s status.

A second is that diplomats have strategic incentives to use the lan-
guage of humiliation. They may be seeking a more favorable settlement 
or be signaling a willingness to use force. As Renshon acknowledges, 
German Foreign Minister Alfred von Kiderlen-Waechter confessed to 
“fanning the flames of nationalist fervor” during the Second Moroccan 
crisis in 1911 “in order to signal resolve” (p. 204). Appeals to status in 
these cases are a consequence of incompatible interests, not a cause of 
them. A final challenge is that states often respond to dramatic events 
not only because they are humiliating, but also because it is in their in-
terest to do so. Larson and Shevchenko argue that Russia and China 
embraced military reforms after “humiliating military defeats” because 
these events were “damaging to morale” and “[made their] inferiority vis-
ible to others” (p. 24). Yet an equally compelling reason to embrace re-
forms is pragmatism. They can help to remedy institutional defects and 
to prevent future defeats.44 Just because events are humbling does not 
mean that the actions that follow them are necessarily rooted in status.

Of course, it may well be that status concerns are catalyzed both by 
a state’s position and by events. But there are tensions within and be-
tween positional and events-based explanations. There is no consen-
sus logic for which structural positions accentuate status concerns, nor 
a convincing technique for separating status from power. Event-based 
explanations often boil down to humiliations, but what constitutes a 
humiliation is capacious and hard to extricate from international and 
domestic bargaining. And if states are doomed to seek status by posi-
tion, then events are largely epiphenomenal. Yet if humiliating events 
drive status, then it becomes harder to predict in advance which kinds 
of states will be most obsessed with status.

mechanisms: leader psychology and domestic pathologies

Once status concerns are activated, they must influence foreign policy 
decisions in some clear and consistent way. In general, scholars have 
focused on two distinct, although potentially connected, mechanisms. 

43  Grey 1908. 
44  MacDonald and Parent 2018, 29–32.
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The first centers on the psychology, perceptions, and emotions of lead-
ers. Drawing on Social Identity Theory (sit), Larson and Shevchenko 
argue that “people derive part of their identity from membership in 
social groups” and that there exists “an innate human desire for one’s 
group to be superior” (p. 3). Leaders respond to perceived inferiority by 
pursuing “identity management strategies” designed to “improve [their 
state’s] standing” (p. 5). Renshon likewise argues that “leaders are typi-
cally assumed to identify with the status concerns of the states they rep-
resent” (p. 10). Once status concerns are triggered, leaders will attach an 
“increased value for status” (p. 60) and be willing to run greater risks to 
acquire it. He argues that this is particularly true for leaders with high 
Social Dominance Orientation (sdo), defined as “one’s preference for 
(or comfort with) dominance and hierarchy” (p. 64).

There is no shortage of examples of prideful leaders around the 
world, so it makes sense that scholars would place them at the center of 
how status shapes foreign policy. But as Ward and others have pointed 
out, we must be careful about how we translate social psychology to 
world politics.45 Many of these theories, such as sit, were originally de-
signed to understand individual attitudes toward group membership, 
not to provide a complete account of intergroup relations.46 Thus, al-
though studies have established that individuals exhibit in-group fa-
voritism, there is little evidence that assignment to a group increases 
out-group antipathy or that the intensity of in-group bias is correlated 
with aggression.47 Moreover, studies suggest that individuals in lower-
status groups tend to display less in-group favoritism and to perceive 
more in-group variability “so as to mitigate the consequences of be-
ing tarred with the same brush.”48 How one translates these findings to 
world politics is unclear, but one possibility is that individuals in lower-
status states would actually be less nationalistic and less invested in their 
state’s status, a prediction that is at odds with Larson and Shevchenko 
and others. Although the alternatives might be circumscribed, individ-
uals in lower-status states may identify more with subnational, regional, 
or ethnic identities or alternatively, with pan-national, religious, or even 
cosmopolitan identities, than with their nations.

A related issue concerns the levels-of-analysis problem. Theories 
that emphasize leadership psychology assume, as Renshon does, that 
leaders attach as much value to their state’s reputation as they do to 

45  Ward 2017a; Hymans 2002. 
46  Ellemers and Haslam 2012, 386. 
47  Hymans 2002, 7–9.
48  Brown 2000, 748, 751.
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their own. But many leaders are more concerned with their personal 
prestige; they want to remain in office and reap the rewards of power. So 
if the pursuit of status abroad comes at the expense of prestige at home, 
most will likely choose the latter. There may even be some cases, as Re-
becca Adler-Nissen emphasizes, in which international stigmas can be a 
source of individual pride, a sign that a leader is willing to defy the inter-
national community to defend the unique moral virtues of their state.49

More significantly, scholars have not provided clear guidance about 
what kinds of leaders will be most emotionally invested in status. Some 
allude to a leader’s personal history. Murray references the Kaiser’s pen-
chant for delivering “excited” and “emphatic” speeches (pp. 106, 118), 
which some have attributed to his sense of insecurity after being born 
with a withered arm.50 Others emphasize a leader’s ideological com-
mitments. Ward speculates that leaders who are “strong nationalists” 
will be particular invested in their state’s rank (p. 55). Renshon empha-
sizes dispositional features of leaders’ personalities, singling out “high-
sdo subjects” as “particularly susceptible to the deleterious effects of 
status concerns” (p. 64). Whichever factor one focuses on, the chal-
lenge is how to separate a leader’s dispositions and attitudes from his or 
her context and behavior. Recent studies, for example, have shown that 
sdo is “not a relatively stable, fixed individual difference variable” but a 
product of the “specific forms of group-based inequality” relevant to the 
respondent.51 It is exceedingly difficult, in other words, to divorce in-
dividual dispositions from their social context. Leaders who are strong 
nationalists may be particularly sensitive to humiliations and thus more 
likely to clash with rivals, or they may be more likely to lash out at ri-
vals simply because they are strong nationalists.

An alternative mechanism through which status can shape foreign 
policy is domestic politics. Ward provides the best example of this ar-
gument. He contends that hardliners can exploit perceived foreign in-
sults to “undermine moderate leaders” and force a state to adopt “an 
aggressive, rejectionist foreign policy couched in the language of sta-
tus” (p. 57). These dynamics are most likely to occur when leaders are 
“less secure from replacement by rivals” (p. 60) and when nationalists 
“represent a significant part of a leader’s governing coalition” (p. 58). 
Although not the main focus of their theory, Larson and Shevchenko 
also hint at the importance of domestic motives for status seeking. They 
document how “the drive for political equality with the United States” 
was a “key ingredient . . . of domestic legitimacy for both Soviet and 

49  Adler-Nissen 2014, 153.
50  Röhl 2015, 20–21.
51  Turner and Reynolds 2003, 200, 202.
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post-Soviet rulers” (p. 183). States pursue status not only because of co-
alitional pressures, but also to cultivate broad public support.

The focus on domestic politics is compelling because it provides a 
plausible political account of how status concerns can shape the policy 
process. At the same time, elements of the domestic political story are 
underspecified. First, it has not been demonstrated that domestic con-
stituencies place much stock in status. Most publics in most places tend 
to hold favorable views of their countries and suspicious views of other 
countries, while assessments of “national pride” tend to be driven more 
by domestic factors, such as levels of economic inequality, than interna-
tional ones.52 There are good reasons to believe that most people either 
do not know or do not care what other countries think about them.53 
Nor do public sentiments appear to be strongly tied to international tri-
umphs or defeats. In an extensive statistical analysis, Andreas Wimmer 
finds that “countries that fought many wars with other states since 1816 
are neither more nor less proud than more peaceful countries . . . nor 
are countries that lost those wars less proud.”54 Of course, there may be 
concentrated interest groups that worry about international rankings. 
Yet nationalist lobbies do not necessarily agree on which policies will 
improve their state’s status, nor do they always possess sufficient influ-
ence to impose their preferences on policymakers. The literature pos-
its large, status-sensitive constituencies, but this is more assumed than 
demonstrated.

Second, nationalist groups articulate collective grievances almost 
constantly, so it is not clear that status can explain why publics shift 
their support from moderates to hardliners. Interwar Germany pro-
vides a useful example. Ward argues that the Nazi party was able to ex-
ploit public anger about reparations, especially the 1929 Young Plan 
(pp. 150–51). However, the evidence for domestic outrage at this inter-
national insult is thin. While extremists rejected the plan, the Reichstag 
voted to accept it by a 318 to 82 margin, and a subsequent popular vote 
on the issue had low turnout (15 percent) but high approval (95 per-
cent). Adolf Hitler did not take power until four years later, and foreign 
policy played a limited role. Indeed, as Jack Snyder points out, Hitler 
“soft-pedaled his Lebensraum theme in the crucial years when the Nazis 
were winning huge electoral successes.”55 Hardliners may try to exploit 
foreign policy setbacks, but their political success often depends more 
on their capacity to seize resources, attract recruits, build parties, and of-

52  See, for example, Evans and Kelley 2002; Solt 2011.
53  Mercer 2017, 168.
54  Wimmer 2018, 223.
55  Snyder 1991, 106.
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fer compelling domestic programs. Status claims may follow nationalist  
groups’ electoral or political successes without necessarily causing them.

Third, scholars have not specified which regimes produce the stron-
gest pressures to pursue status. One might assume that democracies, 
in which leaders are responsive to domestic publics, may be most in-
clined to status seeking. Yet democratic institutions are also governed 
by norms of equality, which would seem to diminish the salience of 
arguments based on hierarchy and rank. Conversely, autocratic lead-
ers tend to have the kinds of personalities, such as a high sdo, which 
would make them receptive to status arguments. At the same time, they 
are less beholden to their publics and are more invested in maintaining 
domestic control, which may be only loosely connected to their state’s 
global standing. Ward’s claim that insecure leaders who are beholden 
to nationalist parties are particularly prone to status seeking is reason-
able, but borders on tautology.

In sum, each of the mechanisms linking status to foreign policy is 
plausible, but the literature lacks a developed theory of the interaction 
between leader psychology and domestic politics. Do leaders manipu-
late status to bolster their domestic authority? Do domestic hardlin-
ers force reluctant leaders to pursue status? Or do elites and masses 
sing from the same nationalist hymnal? Whether leaders are hypocrites, 
hostages, or true believers has profound implications, and the literature 
has muddied matters by portraying them as all three.

iv. the effects of status seeking: competition and  
its competitors

If states are compelled to seek status for wide-ranging reasons, it raises 
the question of what impact so doing has on world politics. For the 
most part, scholars worry that the pursuit of status will be destabiliz-
ing. While careful to note that the pursuit of status does not always 
generate competition or conflict, the consensus is that status impedes 
cooperation. The association of status seeking with conflict and insta-
bility, however, raises a number of issues. We elaborate two: the extent 
to which the pursuit of status demands competition and the extent to 
which status competition results in conflict.

how pervasive is status competition?
One issue the literature is divided on concerns the extent to which threats 
and the use of force are required to adjudicate status rankings. Some au-
thors see a relatively tight connection between status and competition. 
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Robert Gilpin famously argued that prestige is “ultimately impondera-
ble and incalculable,” and is only known when “tested . . . on the field of 
battle.”56 Renshon provides compelling evidence to support this claim. 
His statistical results indicate that “even just the initiation of conflict—
independent of outcome—boosts a state’s status ranking by three ranks 
over the course of ten years” (p. 263). While less deterministic, Murray 
finds that rising powers that have been denied great power status of-
ten respond by investing in “exemplary military power” to “compel the 
recognition” they desire (p. 80). Such “struggles for recognition” can 
quickly devolve into arms races, territorial scrambles, containment, and 
war (p. 84).

But it is unclear how far one can push this logic. Most scholars ac-
knowledge that states are unlikely to compete over status unless there is 
already some underlying conflict of interest.57 Most accept that power 
political concerns will moderate status competition. States are unlikely 
to engage in competition if the prospects of victory are dim (Renshon, 
p. 168).58 As a consequence, there is a tendency to focus on great power 
rivalries over status. But this creates a problem: great powers are more 
likely to compete in general, so it can be difficult to know whether com-
petitive behaviors are a response to status or a byproduct of power. It 
is also unclear why being an aggressor should raise a state’s esteem and 
why a reputation for achieving one’s interests through skilled diplo-
macy would not be equally, if not more, valuable. As Renshon acknowl-
edges (pp. 159–61), the meaning of victory and defeat varies depending 
on circumstances and who the relevant audiences are—and even when 
outcomes are clear, they can be paradoxical: overpowering a social infe-
rior can diminish a state’s status, while a valiant defeat at the hands of a 
social superior can augment it.59 The meaning of conflict can similarly 
change with the broader normative context. If war comes to be seen as 
less legitimate, this diminishes, if not reverses, the status gains states 
can reap from engaging in it. As noted above, Wimmer finds no rela-
tionship between war and national pride, while Jennifer Miller and her 
coauthors find that contemporary states ascribe positive status to peers 
that respect human rights and engage in peaceful dispute resolution.60 
These are perfectly plausible findings, but ones that undermine the core 
logic of status competition.

56  Gilpin 1983, 32–33.
57  Wohlforth 2009, 39–40; Wohlforth 2014, 139.
58  Greve and Levy 2018, 158; Barnhart 2016, 383. 
59  Johnson and Tierney 2006, 32–36.
60  Miller et al. 2015.
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Acknowledging these concerns, other authors allow for a wider range 
of responses to status anxieties. Larson and Shevchenko draw on sit to 
argue that lower-status states can embrace multiple strategies to remedy 
their situation, including social mobility, where “aspiring states adopt the 
political, economic, and social norms of the dominant powers to be ad-
mitted to more prestigious institutions or clubs” (p. 6), and social creativ-
ity, where they “seek prestige in a different area . . . such as promoting 
international norms or a particular model for economic development” (p. 
11). They argue that states will be drawn to more competitive strategies 
when elite clubs are impermeable and the status hierarchy is insecure, 
meaning it is perceived “to be illegitimate (unfair or unjust) and/or un-
stable (susceptible to change)” (p. 7). Ward concurs that there are multi-
ple “logics of identity management” that lower-status states can adopt, 
some of which work within the normative constraints of the status hi-
erarchy and others that reject it altogether (p. 49).  

Although these approaches move us beyond status competition, they 
still do not provide a compelling account for why states choose some 
strategies over others. Part of the challenge here is translating findings 
from sit, which studies individuals, to the realm of world politics, which 
concerns groups. Recent psychological studies suggest that the potential 
for social mobility “need not be very extensive” for actors to prefer indi-
vidual adaptation to collective action in response to status deficits.61 The 
most common psychological response to low status, in other words, is 
to distance oneself from a group rather than to fight for it, an option 
that may not be available to every individual, and a possibility at odds 
with the thrust of the status literature. More broadly, how do we know 
when elite clubs are permeable? How can we determine whether a sta-
tus hierarchy is stable or unstable? For Larson and Shevchenko, the an-
swer often comes down to “prevailing power relations” (p. 13). They 
point to the 2008 global financial crisis, for example, as a critical junc-
ture that “undermined the stability and legitimacy of the status hierar-
chy” (p. 204). Yet this event also shook up the distribution of economic 
and military power, providing revisionist opportunities that were inde-
pendent of status considerations. As Zarakol points out, how states re-
spond to international stigmas can be shaped by many factors outside 
of the stability and legitimacy of status hierarchies, including the his-
torical context, prevailing domestic conditions, and the rhetorical strat-
egies adopted by political entrepreneurs.62

61  Huddy 2001, 140. 
62  Zarakol 2011, 105–07.
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how destabilizing is status competition?
Once states have chosen to compete over status, the literature assumes 
that the risks of conflict outbreak increase significantly. This pessimis-
tic view is driven by two interrelated assumptions. The first is that status 
anxieties, once triggered, are difficult to alleviate. Leaders will cling to 
anger and resentment, hardliners will dominate domestic debates, and 
publics will rally around the flag, even as costs mount (Ward, pp. 59–
61). The second is that international audiences will be unwilling or un-
able to address the status concerns of aggrieved states. Although most 
scholars agree that policies of “status accommodation” would ameliorate 
conflict, those at the top of status hierarchies are often reluctant to sac-
rifice their privileged positions (Larson and Shevchenko, p. 250; Mur-
ray, p. 202).63 The perceived zero-sum character of status traps states in 
“status dilemmas,” in which each side issues inflexible demands for rec-
ognition that results in a spiral of escalating tensions (Murray, p. 208).64

Though tenable, there are reasons to doubt whether these arguments 
hold as often as the literature asserts. First, states are often willing to 
abandon their status claims, especially when competition turns out to 
be costly. One of the curious features of the Anglo-German naval ri-
valry, which only Renshon stresses (pp. 214–15), is that it ended on 
relatively amicable terms. As Jan Rüger argues, the “naval race [was] 
effectively decided between 1909 and 1912, resulting in a more posi-
tive image of Germany in Britain.” Indeed, in the two years prior to the 
war, Britain and Germany worked together to defuse a series of crises 
related to Portuguese colonies, the Baghdad railway, military advisors 
in Constantinople, and a host of other issues based on “a mutual feel-
ing of responsibility.”65 Although Renshon may be overstating matters 
when he claims this proves that status competition paid dividends for 
Germany, it does suggest that while status anxieties may be acutely felt, 
they can be quickly forgotten.

Second, high-status states are often willing to accommodate status 
demands, especially if they can exchange recognition for political, eco-
nomic, or institutional support. Although their focus is primarily on 
status competition, Larson and Shevchenko acknowledge that other 
states have accommodated Russian and Chinese status concerns on nu-
merous occasions. Indeed, by our count Larson and Shevchenko cite at 
least nine examples in the post–Cold War period in which the inter-
national community recognized Russian and Chinese status concerns 

63  Paul 2016, 16.
64  Wohlforth 2014, 114.
65  Rüger 2011, 68.
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(pp. 185, 191, 196–97, 206, 208–209, 216–17). As Phillip Lipscy and 
others have argued, there may be certain issues areas in which states 
have to sacrifice their privileged positions if they want to maintain in-
stitutionalized cooperation.66 Clubs can be exclusive status markers, but 
they can also be useful mechanisms for peacefully distributing scarce 
resources. At the same time, recent Russian and Chinese revisionism 
raises questions about just how effective these acts of recognition have 
been, and Larson and Shevchenko concede that accommodation may 
fail if it does not meet stringent conditions, including that it is “made 
from a position of relative strength” (pp. 206, 219, 250).

All of this suggests a third point: although the notion of status dilem-
mas depends on the spiral model of conflict, it is equally plausible that 
status may operate based on the deterrence model. Refusing to accom-
modate status demands may dissuade states from seeking to overturn 
the status quo while accommodating status demands might prompt 
calls for more extreme forms of recognition. Consider British appease-
ment. As Stacie Goddard argues, Hitler legitimated his expansionist 
policies through status appeals, in particular to notions of “equality” and 
“self-determination,” and British policymakers accommodated him be-
cause they perceived themselves to be “honest brokers” who were up-
holding the norms of the Versailles system.67 Ward claims that it was 
the allies’ refusal to acknowledge Germany’s status that paved the way 
for Hitler’s rise (pp. 156–57). But Goddard’s evidence suggests the op-
posite: it was Britain’s willingness to indulge German status demands 
that blinded them to the danger of Hitler’s revisionism. It is worth not-
ing that aggressors often use the language of status grievances. The 
Kaiser Wilhelms, Hideki Tojos, and Adolf Hitlers of the world have 
justified aggression by claiming that they had been disrespected, that 
they were the true victims, that they had no choice to but to lash out 
at their tormentors. We are under no obligation to take them at their 
word, nor to assume that accommodation would have satiated them.

possible functions of status in world politics

Status scholars have provided one possible pathway connecting status 
to conflict, but as the discussion above suggests, much of the basic the-
oretical and empirical work remains incomplete. We still do not know 
how often states issue status demands, how often other states accom-
modate or deny these demands, and how often these varied responses 
produce either competition or quiescence. All this raises the possibil-

66  Lipscy 2017; Kruck and Zangl 2019.
67  Goddard 2018, 135–37.
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ity that status hierarchies may promote stability and cooperation under 
certain conditions. There are some grounds for this claim. Hegemonic 
stability theorists have long argued that the global economy functions 
best when there is a recognized leader who accepts the responsibility of 
providing public goods.68 Recent studies suggest that states that sit in 
subordinate positions in global security and economic hierarchies tend 
to spend less on defense and are less likely to participate in militarized 
disputes.69

To explore the varied functions status can perform in world poli-
tics, consider two potential dimensions. The first is the frequency of sta-
tus inconsistencies. In some cases, states will tend to be granted roughly 
the amount of status that their wealth or power would suggest, while in 
other cases they will be routinely deprived of the rank and recognition 
they believe they are entitled to. We anticipate states will make more 
frequent and intense status demands in the latter case. The second is the 
character of responses to status. Sometimes, status tends to produce peace-
ful responses: states either defer to high status or attempt to acquire or 
creatively redefine the attributes that deliver status. Other times, status 
tends to produce destabilizing reactions: states either embrace strategies 
of status competition or engage in violent rejection of status hierarchies.

Pulling these dimensions together, we can imagine four different 
ways status may shape world politics, which we present together in 
Table 1. When status inconsistencies are commonplace and status in-
duces destabilizing responses (lower right-hand quadrant), status tends 
to have a particularly harmful impact on world politics. States will find 
themselves locked in deep and enduring rivalries over irreconcilable dif-
ferences in status, along the lines described by Ward or Murray. When 
status is destabilizing yet status inconsistencies are relatively rare (upper 
right-hand quadrant), status can still be dangerous, but not necessar-
ily debilitating. States may sometimes pick fights to bolster their status, 
as Renshon suggests. They may sometimes seize unimportant territo-
ries or participate in arms races to prove their place in the great power 
ranks. But most of the time, states will be afforded the status they be-
lieve they deserve, and competition among them will be shaped by fac-
tors unrelated to status.

Status hierarchies play a much different role if we move to the 
other side of the table. When status inconsistencies are rare and status 
prompts nonviolent responses (upper left-hand quadrant), status will 
tend to reflect and reinforce the distribution of power. States that pos-

68  Lake 1993.
69  Lake 2009; McDonald 2015.
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sess wealth and power will tend to receive status, will assume the rights 
and responsibilities associated with being great powers, and subordi-
nate states will tend to defer to them, as Gilpin suggests. Status in this 
world becomes a way in which systems of hegemony or great power 
cliques get normalized and legitimated. When status elicits peaceful re-
sponses yet status inconsistencies are common (lower left-hand quad-
rant), status operates as a kind of autonomous, normative standard that 
states use to evaluate and to challenge one another. Higher-status states 
claim special rights based on perceived moral, economic, or social su-
periority, while lower-status states seek to emulate or appropriate char-
acteristics of their higher-status peers. Contestation in such a world 
will be driven less by geopolitical competition than by debates about 
how to construct status hierarchies—about what attributes should be 
valued and who should be included or excluded. Passages in Larson 
and Shevchenko suggest this kind of contestation, such as their dis-
cussion of the “new development models” offered by Deng Xiaoping 
and Mikhail Gorbachev (p. 135). Yet they describe these policies as re-
actions to prior failures of competitive policies (p. 138) rather than as 
choices shaped by the character of status itself. The bottom line is that 
status need not destabilize world politics, though more work needs to 
be done to clarify when and why this may be the case.

v. conclusions

Over the last generation, there has been an explosion of scholarship 
on status. As demonstrated by the four books reviewed in this article, 
this work is theoretically ambitious, methodologically diverse, and rich 

table 1
functions of status in world politics

Infrequent

Frequent

Frequency of Status 
Inconsistencies

            Stabilizing                     Destabilizing

Character of Status Responses

status reinforces the 
distribution of power

(Gilpin)

status sometimes 
generates conflict

(Renshon)

status challenges the 
distribution of power

(Larson and 
Shevchenko?)

status frequently 
generates conflict
(Ward, Murray)
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with insights. Nonetheless, there remain significant gaps in our under-
standing of what status is, how it works, and what its effects are. While 
scholars have coalesced around a single definition of status, they have 
not resolved how membership and standing combine to create status, 
nor provided direct and compelling measures of status itself. They are 
also unclear about which states will be most interested in status and 
the pathways through which status shapes foreign policy. And schol-
ars agree that status exerts a pernicious pull on world politics, although 
they disagree about the extent to which the pursuit of status requires 
competitive behavior and they neglect the ways in which status can de-
fuse conflict and promote cooperation.

Paradoxically, then, the status of status is established, but not settled. 
It is established in the sense that it has arrived: the status literature is 
massive, is produced by scholars from around the world, and is widely 
recognized by the field. Yet it is unsettled in the sense that its coun-
tervailing concepts and claims jostle for preeminence, and its stand-
ing relative to other literatures, which wrestle with similar problems, 
remains undetermined. To its critics, status is an illusion, just another 
way of speaking about power. To its defenders, status supplements or 
supplants traditional theories, providing a unique perspective on what 
drives leaders and states. We have suggested that the empirical pos-
sibilities are more varied, depending on the assumptions one makes 
about how frequently states make status claims and the extent to which 
competition is required to adjudicate them. The convergence of claims 
among the four books considered here highlights just how far the sta-
tus literature has come, yet we have made the case that the tensions and 
inconsistencies in the literature deserve equal attention. The next steps 
are for status scholars to more clearly articulate their divergent theo-
retical positions and to devise new empirical strategies to resolve their 
differences.

More specifically, we venture a few recommendations. First, scholars 
should tighten their definitions and explore other measures of status. 
Neither the qualitative nor quantitative measures developed in these 
books directly capture what status is or how it is expressed. We have 
little data about which attributes policymakers or publics tend to value, 
where they think their own state and other states rank on these attri-
butes, and whether these assessments are consistent or vary from one 
country to another. Anecdotal evidence suggests that these kinds of as-
sessments vary widely. In 2019, the Pew Research Center asked people 
in thirty-four countries who they considered the globe’s top economic 
power; majorities in twenty-one countries named the United States, 
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while those in thirteen countries named China.70 Along the same lines, 
we do not have systematic data about how often policymakers invoke 
status in their public or private statements. The data we do have sug-
gests that status concerns are one among many. In his data set of the 
almost three thousand inferences British policymakers drew about the 
future behavior of European great powers in private diplomatic docu-
ments between 1855 and 1914, Robert Trager finds that only about 2 
percent related to “prestige or to reputations for resolve.”71 Most im-
portant, we still do not have a clear sense of how often states defer vol-
untarily to those with higher status. Much turns on how we define 
voluntary deference and how we distinguish between decisions driven 
by coercion from those rooted in consent. Going forward, scholars 
should focus on identifying cross-national measures that more directly 
capture how policymakers and publics talk about status, and whether 
this actually translates into voluntary deference.

Second, scholars should do more to develop the specific causal mech-
anisms that connect status to foreign policy outcomes, paying particular 
attention to the conditions under which different mechanisms operate 
and how different mechanisms may interact with one another. One ap-
proach would be to focus on narrower events. When do wartime hu-
miliations generate feelings of shame versus romanticization of a lost 
cause? When do diplomatic insults prompt resentment rather than in-
difference? Jennifer Lind, for example, examines the varied reactions to 
apologies, describing the conditions that can help them facilitate rec-
onciliation.72 An alternative approach would be to explore mechanisms 
related to particular kinds of status hierarchies. When is membership 
in the ranks of the great powers contested and when is it stable? When 
do states make explicit appeals to racial hierarchies and when do they 
gesture toward racial equality? Adom Getachew provides a compel-
ling account of how principles of self-determination were reinvented to 
challenge racial hierarchies and spur anticolonial movements.73 A third 
approach would be to use different methods to explore specific links in 
the causal chain. In a creative experiment, Renshon finds that the fear 
of losing status increases the tendency of actors to take risks in inter-
national crises, but only for “low-power” individuals (pp. 112–13). This 
suggests that psychological mechanisms work for some leaders in cer-
tain situations, but not others. Scholars could employ similar survey ex-

70  Pew Research Center 2019. 
71  Trager 2017, 36.
72  Lind 2010.
73  Getachew 2019, 92–100.
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periments of public opinion to identify scope conditions for domestic 
pressure and coalitional outbidding mechanisms.

Last, scholars need to better engage counterarguments. All the books 
under review take care to disentangle the effects of status from power 
and interests, but they could do more to explore the occasions when 
status does not work as we expect. When do states minimize or ignore 
status? When does the pursuit of status not exacerbate tensions, but in-
stead facilitate cooperation? Because much of the literature focuses on 
the ways status precedes conflict, we know less about how status op-
erates in other domains. Preliminary evidence suggests that it works 
much differently. In his study of socialization in international institu-
tions, for example, Iain Johnston finds that China’s desire to “maximize 
the normatively accepted markers of a high-status actor” prompted it 
to accept various multilateral arms control agreements.74 Beth Sim-
mons and Zachary Elkins present evidence that states are more likely to 
adopt liberal economic policies when high-income states and their cul-
tural peers do so.75 Wohlforth and his coauthors find that small states, 
such as Norway, often engage in “do-gooder status seeking,” providing 
foreign aid or humanitarian assistance to bolster their moral author-
ity.76 Writing in a more speculative mode, Robert Keohane wonders 
whether creating an “economy of esteem” around greenhouse-gas miti-
gation could lead to more concerted action on climate change.77 Taken 
together, these studies suggest that the initial emphasis on great pow-
ers and geopolitics may lose sight of the big picture. Status may appear 
zero-sum and competition for it may seem destabilizing. But this may 
be because power politics is a domain in which relative gains, fears of 
cheating, and tragic outcomes already predominate. Ultimately, status 
may buttress world order.
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