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Abstract: The severity of electoral manipulation varies both geographically and over time, with more 

manipulation generally detected in less competitive contexts. Several competing theories have been 

proposed to explain this variation. Recently, principal-agent models claim that low-level agents tasked 

with illegally influencing election results are less willing to do so in locally competitive areas due to the 

risk of exposure. However, scholars of election monitoring have made similar empirical predictions 

without reference to agents. In this view, leaders shift electoral manipulation out of competitive, 

monitored districts to avoid legitimacy costs if manipulation is exposed. These two theories are difficult 

to distinguish empirically. As a first step, this paper investigates the incentive structure faced by agents 

and principals, by using nationally representative survey-experimental data from Russia to test public 

opinion on punishment of agents and protest in response to electoral manipulation. It finds : 1)evidence 

that most respondents are generally supportive of strict legal punishment for election-manipulating 

agents punishing agents regardless of the closeness of the race, 2) tentative evidence that supporters of 

larger opposition parties are more likely to endorse harsher penalties in close races, and 3) that support 

for protest against electoral manipulation is not conditioned by partisanship. The results are supportive 

of principal-agent models of manipulation, and suggest a need to revise our understanding of the 

legitimacy costs of manipulation and the risk of protest.  

Note: This manuscript is an adaptation of one chapter of my dissertation project, and is a work in 

progress. 

 

 Illegal forms of electoral manipulation—like vote-buying, voter pressure, and falsification of 

results—occur regularly in electoral authoritarian regimes and less consolidated democracies. As part of 

a vibrant literature on the function of democratic institutions in authoritarian contexts, a growing strand 

of research has worked to explain wide variation in the severity of electoral manipulation across 

countries, subnational regions, and time. While a variety of socioeconomic and institutional factors have 

been shown to affect the availability of manipulation as a tactic, the most important (and contentious) 

factor at work appears to be the competitiveness of the election and the surrounding political 

environment. Most recently, principal-agent models have been proposed to show how an increase in 

the competitiveness of the election can cause the low-level actors tasked with carrying out manipulation 

to refrain from doing so, especially in areas where the principal is less popular than the national average 

(Rundlett and Svolik 2016, see also Stokes et al 2014). 
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 However, it is difficult to distinguish the empirical results of a principal-agent model from those 

advanced in a well-established literature on election monitoring: namely, that political principals direct 

electoral manipulation away from competitive areas and areas that are monitored by civil society 

groups, international observers, and opposition parties. In the monitoring literature, this is understood 

as an effort by leaders to reduce the risk that manipulation efforts will be exposed, with the attendant 

loss of legitimacy and increased risk of protest. Both the principal-agent and monitoring models of 

electoral manipulation expect that manipulation will be less likely in more competitive regions, though 

they posit different causal mechanisms. It is difficult to test these mechanisms outright, given the illegal 

nature of agents’ work and the extreme sensitivity of principals’ motives. Moreover, if the principal-

agent model is correct, agents will avoid engaging in manipulation in areas where they are likely to be 

punished for tampering with the election, and will not be punished in safer pro-regime strongholds even 

if they do break electoral laws. As a result, patterns of agent exposure and punishment may not vary in a 

statistically detectable way across levels of competitiveness. 

 This puts the study of electoral manipulation in a challenging position. An observable empirical 

pattern of electoral manipulation can be explained by multiple theories, but the causal mechanisms 

underpinning each theory are very difficult to test. This paper takes a different approach, in an attempt 

to address this challenge. It uses survey-experimental questions, conducted in Russia in May 2016, to 

test attitudes toward the punishment of election-manipulating agents and toward protest as a response 

to local acts of electoral manipulation. In doing so, it aims to illuminate part of the incentive structure 

faced by both agents and principals. It finds that public opinion is generally supportive of criminal 

punishments for agents who tamper with elections, that this is especially true of supporters of the 

largest opposition party, and that supporters of that party appear to favor harsher punishments when 

elections are closer. Finally, it finds no statistically significant variation in support for protest against 

electoral manipulation across partisan groups, using a list experiment to reduce social desirability bias. 

That partisanship conditions support for agent punishment, suggests that agents will be more vulnerable 

in areas with more opposition supporters, which supports principal-agent models of electoral 

manipulation. That partisanship does not condition support for electoral protest indicates a need for 

further investigation of the concept of legitimacy costs and the connections between manipulation and 

protest. 

Public opinion and electoral manipulation 

There is ongoing debate over the role of political competitiveness as a driver of electoral 

manipulation. Three schools of thought have emerged. The classical view holds that electoral 

manipulation will be more severe in competitive elections, since close elections create an incentive for 

candidates to pour more resources into illicit tactics in order to win (Lehoucq 2003, Lehoucq and Molina 

2002). Recently, this view has been challenged from two directions. Simpser (2013) observes that many 

non-competitive elections are manipulated far in excess of what would be needed to be confident of 

victory, and argues that such excessive manipulation serves as a signal of the incumbent regime’s 

organizational strength. In the signaling model, low competitiveness—in the form of an unrestrained 

government and dominant ruling party—is a driver of manipulation. However, both the classical and 

signaling models struggle to explain why powerful, unconstrained governments occasionally fail to 
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successfully deliver levels of electoral manipulation that are sufficient to win the election by a 

compelling margin.  

A third approach, relying on principal-agent models, seeks to explain both excessive 

manipulation and the occasional under-production of electoral manipulation by dominant parties. The 

principal-agent approach acknowledges that political leaders rely on thousands of front-line agents, 

whose task it is to actually distribute payments to voters, organize multiple-voting efforts, stuff ballot 

boxes, and more. These agents may not share the same incentives as their political bosses, leading to 

suboptimal outcomes for the principal. Rundlett and Svolik (2016) demonstrate formally that the 

competitiveness of elections affects agents’ behavior. When the election is uncompetitive and the 

principal appears likely to win, large numbers of agents are willing to engage in manipulation on the 

leader’s behalf, in order to share in the principal’s patronage rewards. This leads to excessive levels of 

manipulation and high margins of victory. On the other hand, during closer elections, agents’ discount 

the principal’s post-election ability to deliver patronage, and become increasingly fearful of punishment 

if the opposing side wins. This causes some agents to refuse to engage in manipulation, especially in 

more competitive districts, leading to narrow margins of victory amid allegations of manipulation. Their 

model is driven by information; local conditions give agents insight into the overall state of the election, 

but on their own do not constrain agents. 

Principal-agent models are theoretically compelling, in that they purport to explain two puzzling 

patterns of electoral manipulation. However, empirical support for these sorts of models remains 

underdeveloped. As a first test of their model, Rundlett and Svolik (2016) show that evidence of 

electoral fraud during the 2011 election in Russia is lower in regions with stronger opposition parties 

than in regions where the ruling party dominates. However, this pattern would also be consistent with 

existing, principal-focused explanations for variation in electoral manipulation. In particular, previous 

studies have argued that political leaders are reluctant to engage in electoral manipulation when it is 

more likely to be observed and criticized, in order to avoid costs to their legitimacy. 

This logic is well-established. Birch (2011) argues that leaders choose a mix of manipulation 

tactics in part based on the observability of manipulation and the associated legitimacy costs. Exposure 

of election manipulation may lead to international penalties (Hyde 2011) or large-scale domestic protest 

(Tucker 2007). In fact, the risk of such negative outcomes is considered to be one of (if not the primary) 

factor considered by leaders when deciding whether to engage in a manipulation effort (Magaloni 2010, 

Fearon 2011). It might be reasonable to suggest that, fearing the exposure of electoral manipulation, 

incumbents target their efforts in regions where manipulation is unlikely to be observed by opponents—

that is, in the regions where the ruling party is strongest. Indeed, there is considerable evidence that 

electoral manipulation is less severe in places where it can be more effectively monitored (Sjoberg 

2013), and that manipulation suppressed by monitors ‘spills over’ into unmonitored districts (Ichino and 

Schündeln 2012). Traditionally these patterns have been interpreted as the result of strategic decisions 

by leaders not to devote resources toward manipulation in territories where it is likely to be discovered. 

A model driven by agents’ risk also has some empirical support, though the proposition remains 

understudied. It is well-known that agents can be punished if their patron loses office (Levitsky 2003, 
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Hale 2006), and anecdotal evidence suggests that agents who are exposed after engaging in election 

manipulation may face local penalties even if their patron wins the overall election. Even a winning 

principal may face pressure from opposition groups to hand agents over to the courts, for example, or to 

strip them of party rank or public office. In competitive areas, where opposition groups are more active, 

principals may give in to this pressure. For example, in Russia (a nationally uncompetitive case), the chair 

of a local election commission was fined 200,000 rubles in 2009 (approximately half the average yearly 

income), after being convicted of falsifying ballots on behalf of the ruling party.1 Similarly, in 2016, 

another local precinct commissioner was fined 210,000 rubles for spoiling ballots cast for an opposition 

party.2 

Election-forensic data alone cannot distinguish between these two theories, and a direct test of 

the principal-agent model by studying punishment of agents is infeasible. If the data-generating process 

described by the principal-agent model is correct, the punishment of election-manipulating agents 

should be rare across the spectrum of competitiveness. In non-competitive districts, agents will not face 

punishment due to the support of the local political machine, while in competitive districts agents will 

strategically reduce electoral manipulation efforts in order to avoid punishment. A statistically null result 

is likely to appear as a result, even if the underlying process described by the theory is true.  

In the absence of a direct test, it is possible to begin by studying the incentive structure faced by 

agents and principals. In particular, public opinion on electoral manipulation ought to be a significant 

part of that incentive structure. Public opinion acts as a latent resource that political parties, media 

outlets, and other elite actors can attempt to shape and utilize (Aldrich 1995, Hooghe and Marks 2005, 

Chong and Druckman 2007). If public opinion strongly disapproves of individuals who tamper with 

elections, opposition parties may be more inclined to make manipulation incidents into political issues, 

in order to discredit the incumbent and bolster their own chances. Such efforts help opposition parties 

play a two-level game, by raising their profile in the election at hand while also helping them press for 

liberalizing reforms to the electoral process (Schedler 2002). By the same token, if the public is 

unconcerned by electoral manipulation, opposition parties will find such a strategy difficult or 

unrewarding, allowing agents to operate with greater impunity. 

Public opinion is an important resource for leaders in hybrid regimes, where contested (though 

unfair) elections are held regularly. In this context, incumbents must work to avoid opposition victories, 

and opposition parties can seek opportunities to embarrass the ruling party (Levitsky and Way 2010). In 

addition to tools like co-optation, blackmail, and harassment, leaders in hybrid regimes rely on extensive 

media management and their agenda-setting powers to drive public opinion in their favor (Schatz 2009). 

Geddes and Zaller (1989) show that public-opinion formation follows generally similar patterns in 

authoritarian and democratic contexts, a finding which helps explain authoritarian leaders’ need to 

control media content. Authoritarian governments may allow limited exposure of misdeeds by low-level 

                                                           
1
 A website for the Honest Elections Public Council, a Kremlin-approved non-governmental agency, maintains a list 

of dozens of other incidents of arrests, administrative charges, and criminal proceedings against individuals who 
have allegedly helped manipulate an election: http://www.chest-vibor.ru/ 
2
 A summary of this event is available (in Russian) from the election-monitoring NGO Golos at 

http://www.golosinfo.org/ru/articles/100921.  

http://www.chest-vibor.ru/
http://www.golosinfo.org/ru/articles/100921
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officials (Lorentzen 2013), while most aggressively censoring information that could lead to collective 

action (King et al 2013). Since election manipulation is understood to be a possible focal point for 

collective action, it is plausible that authoritarian governments will seek to punish low-level incidents of 

manipulation and/or hide manipulation efforts from view in order to minimize the risk of protest.  

Most prior research on public opinion and electoral manipulation falls into two categories:  

measuring manipulation using surveys (Aparicio 2002, Dominguez and McCann 1998, McCann and 

Dominguez 1998, Gonzalez-Ocantos et al 2012), and measuring the effects of exposure to electoral 

manipulation on political participation (Birch 2010, Rose and Mishler 2009). With some recent 

exceptions, few researchers have studied public attitudes toward the act of electoral manipulation, 

leaving largely untested the implicit assumption that voters uniformly dislike attempts to tamper with 

elections and are interested in punishing those who do the tampering.    

Though research on electoral manipulation in this area is sparse, there is a well-developed 

literature on the analogous topic of political corruption, which can provide a useful platform for the 

study of attitudes toward election-manipulating actors. Both are illegal, often covert activities, and both 

corruption (Anderson and Tverdova 2003, Chong et al 2015, Davis et al 2004, Gingerich 2009, Seligson 

2002, Winters and Weitz-Shapiro 2013) and electoral manipulation (Birch 2010, Carreras and İrepoğlu 

2013) have been found to have negative effects on political participation, trust, and evaluations of the 

government.  

From the literature on public attitudes toward corruption, it is clear that several factors explain 

evaluations of political corruption, including individual partisanship (Anderson and Tverdova 2003), the 

state of the economy (Klašnja and Tucker 2013, McCann and Dominguez 1998), as well as features of 

corruption itself. Important aspects of corruption include the availability of information (Chong et al 

2015, Winters and Weitz-Shapiro 2013), clarity of responsibility for corruption (Tavits 2007), the level at 

which corruption takes place (Gingerich 2009), and the salience of the issue for individuals and for 

national politics (Klašnja et al 2016). Likewise, attitudes on the fairness of elections are conditional on 

respondents’ partisanship (Beaulieu 2014, Cantú and García-Ponce 2015), perceptions of corruption 

(McAllister and White 2015), whether the respondent expected her party to win the election (Hollander 

2014) and whether it did so (Sances and Stewart III 2015), race, and racial resentment (Wilson and King-

Meadows 2016).  

The effect of competitive elections on attitudes toward election-manipulating agents is 

unknown. However, the closeness of elections has been shown to affect judgments about the fairness of 

elections (Wolak 2014) and support for democracy (Howell and Justwan 2013). If the effect of 

competitiveness on voters attitudes is a rational one, as Singh et al (2012) and Blais et al (2015) argue, 

voters on the losing side may take a more negative view of election-manipulating agents in close 

elections (see also Thompson and Kuntz 2004, Kuntz and Thompson 2009). If, instead, voters are more 

responsive to normative concerns about the quality of democracy (Cho and Kim 2015), the effect of 

competitiveness on attitudes toward manipulation should be minimal.  
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In sum, it is difficult to distinguish empirically between the predictions of a principal-agent 

model and a principal-driven model of electoral manipulation at the subnational level. Analyzing public 

opinion as one aspect of principals’ and agents’ incentive structure offers one way to test the micro-

foundations of the two theories. While there is little previous work on this topic directly, related work 

has been done in the study of corruption, which can provide some theoretical guidance. In particular, 

individual partisanship and the closeness of elections appear to be important factors. 

Theory: Competitiveness, electoral manipulation, and public opinion 

Political candidates and party leaders can benefit in multiple ways from engaging in electoral 

manipulation. They improve their chances of winning, build and maintain networks of clients (Harvey 

2016), and send signals to other political actors (Simpser 2013). However, candidates and leaders cannot 

deliver these benefits singlehandedly. Instead, they rely on large networks of agents whose actions 

influence the results. These networks are usually organized as pyramids, with small numbers of high-

level actors overseeing a larger number of actors at lower levels (Auyero 2007, Knoke 1990, Levitsky 

2003). A leader at the national level can be linked to a large number of local agents through 

intermediaries like governors and party officials, as a result.  

This reliance on low-level actors to carry out electoral manipulation efforts opens up the 

possibility that principals’ and agents’ incentives may diverge, leading to less-than-optimal outcomes for 

political leaders. As Rundlett and Svolik (2016) depict in their formal model, agents may produce far 

more manipulation than is necessary to win the election when the incumbent is popular (and agents feel 

secure in illegally affecting the outcome). However, when the incumbent’s position looks less secure, 

agents who operate in more competitive districts will withhold their efforts, hoping to avoid punishment 

if the opposition takes power. Their model assumes that agents are well informed about local political 

conditions, an assumption that is well supported in by previous work (Stokes et al 2013, Zarazaga 2014). 

As discussed above, few researchers have studied public attitudes toward the act of electoral 

manipulation. If public opinion favors punishment for those who tamper with elections, two 

mechanisms are possible, with implications for understanding the principal-agent dynamic. First, citizens 

might generally favor stronger punishment for electoral manipulation in close elections compared to 

non-competitive elections. This would be consistent with the idea that ‘stolen’ elections are more 

objectionable to citizens than elections in which the outcome was not in doubt (e.g. Tucker 2007) and 

the finding that respondents are more forgiving of those who sell their vote to the party they already 

support (Gonzalez-Ocantos et al 2014). Such a result would also help confirm the information-based 

mechanism advanced by Rundlett and Svolik (2016). If respondents’ willingness to punish election 

manipulators is conditional purely on the closeness of the election, it suggests  that agents will primarily 

keep their eye on the overall state of the race. Close national elections are risky for agents, in this view, 

and local conditions serve primarily as an indicator of the national environment. 

Hypothesis 1: Respondents will favor stronger punishments for election manipulating agents in 

more competitive elections than in uncompetitive elections.  
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However, it is also possible that local political conditions do more than inform agents about 

national trends, and instead create risks that actively constrain agents at the local level.  The presence of 

a locally assertive opposition party, in particular, may increase the risk to agents of participating in a 

manipulation effort. For example, opposition-party representation on election commissions makes it 

easier to expose acts of tampering (Kovalov 2014, Bader 2012, Calingaert 2006), and opposition party 

figures are more likely to pursue court cases against election irregularities in regions where the 

governing party does not dominate the local courts (Popova 2006). The local mix of partisan affiliation 

may also affect the risk to election-manipulating agents, if attitudes toward election manipulators are 

conditional on respondents’ partisanship.  

 From the literature on public attitudes toward corruption, it is clear that individuals evaluate 

political corruption differently based on their partisan affiliation (Anderson and Tverdova 2003, Eggers 

2014), a result that is mirrored by research on attitudes toward the overall fairness of elections 

(Beaulieu 2014, Cantú and García-Ponce 2015, Hollander 2014, Sances and Stewart III 2015). In both 

cases, respondents are consistently more likely to overlook (or even favor) acts of corruption or 

electoral manipulation if they are conducted by co-partisans. These earlier, related results suggest that 

partisan affiliation is likely to condition attitudes toward those who engage in electoral manipulation. 

Such a result would suggest that hostility towards election-rigging is not widespread across citizens, but 

confined to particular parties. It would also be in line with the view that opposition parties in electoral 

authoritarian regimes draw on ideologically committed supporters (Greene 2007). If the local-

constraints version of the principal-agent model is correct, willingness to punish agents should be 

grounded in partisanship. 

Hypothesis 2: Opposition-party supporters will support stronger punishments for election-

manipulation agents than supporters of the dominant party. 

Finally, it may be the case that the competitiveness of the election and respondents’ partisan 

affiliation interact to affect attitudes toward agents, as has been shown to be the case for related issues. 

For example, supporters of the losing party in an election are more dissatisfied with democracy 

following close elections than uncompetitive elections, while winners show the opposite pattern (Howell 

and Justwan 2013). This would also be in line with the literature on ‘stolen’ elections (Tucker 2007). 

Here it is important to distinguish between supporters of the largest opposition party, which has a 

chance to meaningfully challenge the ruling party, and smaller opposition groups which do not (Wolak 

2013).  

Hypothesis 3: The effect of competitiveness on attitudes toward election-manipulating agents 

will be conditional on partisanship, with supporters of large opposition parties favoring stronger 

punishments in close elections. 

Lastly, there is the competing theory that principals withdraw their agents from competitive 

territories in order to forestall post-election protest. There is a long and fruitful literature on the causes 

of protest, which include the existence of well-resourced organizations (McCarthy and Zald 1977), 

access to information about other protestors (Kuran 1997, Tucker 2007) or the strength of the ruling 
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party (Simpser 2013), the political opportunity structure (Kitschelt 1986), and the structure and behavior 

of the regime (Robertson 2010). With regard to electoral protest specifically, Beaulieu (2014) finds that 

small, cohesive opposition parties are more likely to protest, but that the probability of protest declines 

as opposition groups get larger. Unfortunately, there is not much work on individual attitudes toward 

electoral manipulation and protest. What factors contribute to an individual’s judgement that electoral 

crimes are worthy of protest? If the principal-oriented theory, focused on legitimacy costs, is correct, it 

is likely that supporters of opposition parties will be more likely to endorse protests as a response to 

electoral manipulation than supporters of the ruling party; principals can get away with manipulation in 

areas where their supporters predominate, but are forced to avoid manipulation in pro-opposition 

territories. 

Hypothesis 4: Opposition-party supporters will be more likely to support electoral protest than 

ruling-party supporters. 

Principal-agent models hold that agents become less willing to manipulate elections as 

competitiveness increases. However, this effect could be driven in two ways. First, fears that the 

principal will lose the overall race (as Rundlett and Svolik argue) may cause agents to shirk their duties. 

Even a narrow win by the principal amid allegations of manipulation could lead to punishment of agents, 

if public opinion is more sensitive to allegations of manipulation in competitive settings. Second, local 

conditions may affect the level of risk that agents undertake when tampering with elections, causing 

them to be reluctant even the principal appears likely to win the overall race. In this case, public opinion 

on election-manipulating agents should primarily be driven by partisan considerations. This provides a 

political opening for civil society and opposition groups to push for punishment in regions with relatively 

large numbers of co-partisans, and gives incumbent principals a disincentive to protect their exposed 

subordinates in those areas. The relative importance of national versus local conditions can be tested by 

examining whether public opinion is more supportive of punishment in competitive elections, or 

whether respondents’ partisan affiliation colors their attitudes toward agents. If the latter, agents 

should be more concerned about the partisan makeup of their local territories and less worried about 

the national state of the race. 

Data and methods 

 In order to test these hypotheses, two survey experimental questions were incorporated into a 

monthly omnibus conducted by the Levada Center—an established, independent Russian survey 

organization—in May 20163. The nationally representative sample is made up of individuals randomly 

selected based on their physical addresses; these individuals were interviewed face-to-face by Levada 

Center employees. As interviewers progressed through their routes, they alternated treatment and 

control versions of the questionnaire, randomly assigning respondents to treatment or control groups. 

All told, the survey reached 1,602 respondents. The Levada Center provided a standard battery of 

socioeconomic data on each respondent, including: age, gender, work status, income, education level, 

and self-reported vote history.  

                                                           
3
 The survey took place prior to the Levada Center’s designation as a “foreign agent” by the Russian Ministry of 

Justice in September 2016. 
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 In particular, respondents are asked to provide their vote choice in the 2011 parliamentary 

election (the most recent at the time of the survey). As Figure 1 shows, a plurality of respondents 

reported voting for the ruling party, while the next two largest categories are non-voters and those who 

declined to answer. The Communist Party of the Russian Federation (KPRF) is Russia’s primary 

parliamentary opposition party, though it has been considerably tamed by the Kremlin since the more 

freewheeling 1990s. It is the next largest category of voters, followed by smaller groups who supported 

the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (a nationalist party) or the social democratic party A Just Russia 

(see Golosov 2012 for an overview of Russia’s party system). Supporters of various minor parties make 

up the smallest group. 

 

Figure 1: Partisan vote-choice, 2011 election 

 The Russian case is a useful one for testing the implications of the principal-agent model. While 

the country has become increasingly authoritarian under the government of Vladimir Putin, it holds 

regular multiparty elections at multiple levels. Opposition parties, along with civil society groups, 

actively monitor elections (Buzin et al 2016). When acts of electoral manipulation are exposed, 

opposition parties regularly press for investigations and criminal charges. From time to time, they are 

even successful: in recent years, election commissioners found guilty of tampering on behalf of the 

ruling party have received fairly stiff sentences under the criminal code (Golos 2015). The existence of 

an active, if fairly subdued opposition, suggests that if principal-agent dynamics are at work in Russia, 

they will be fairly hard to detect, making it a tough case for testing the theory.  

Other factors that are known to affect attitudes toward acts of corruption, discussed above, can 

either be held constant by a one-country case selection strategy, or distributed randomly between 
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treatment and control groups in a survey experiment. The first category of causes includes the state of 

the economy, while the second includes the availability of information, clarity of responsibility for 

corruption, the level at which corruption takes place, and the salience of the issue for individuals and for 

national politics. Likewise, a single-country survey experimental design holds constant (or distributes 

randomly) socioeconomic and political factors that can influence how widespread and severe electoral 

manipulation is, which could in turn affect respondents’ attitudes.  These include socioeconomic 

inequality (Lehoucq and Molina 2002, Ziblatt 2009), poverty (Stokes 2005, Nichter 2008), education 

levels (Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007), population size (Larreguy et al 2016), ethnicity (Goodnow et al 

2014) and urbanization (Birch 2011). In addition, the type of electoral institutions (Birch 2007) and the 

level of economic corruption (Birch 2011) are understood to affect the appeal of manipulation as a 

strategy for incumbents. 

 The first experimental question is a vignette experiment, which was designed to elicit attitudes 

toward those who engage in election manipulation. Vignette experiments allow the researcher to 

evaluate whether respondents’ view of a subject changes when the nature of the subject, or the context 

of the question, is changed. This technique has been used to study a variety of sensitive subjects (e.g. 

Gilens 1996, Corrigan and Watson 2007, Wirth and Bodenhausen 2009, Felson and Feld 2009). Since the 

experimental format does not require a single individual to simultaneously compare two sensitive 

subjects, social desirability bias and design effects can be reduced. Instead, the researcher is able to 

extract variation in attitudes from the treatment and control groups overall. This format is well-suited to 

identifying average attitudes toward election-manipulating agents, a sensitive topic, in competitive and 

non-competitive elections.  

 The text of the survey questions are presented below, with the treatment condition listed in 

bold and the control version following in brackets. Russian-language versions are provided in the 

appendix. 

Q1. Imagine a close [uncompetitive] election is taking place, in which no one [everyone] knows 

which party will win. Now imagine that a local election official is caught tampering with the 

election results in his precinct.   In your opinion, how severely should this electoral crime should 

be punished, compared to an ordinary crime like stealing a car? Should the election official be 

punished  

a. Much less severely than someone who steals a car 

b. Somewhat less severely 

c. About the same 

d. Somewhat more severely, or  

e. Much more severely than someone who steals a car  

 

The question calls attention to the competitiveness of the election twice, to reduce the chance 

that the respondent does not notice the treatment. It pegs one form of illegal activity—election 

manipulation—to another form of illegal activity, in order to reduce social desirability bias further 

(which may be exacerbated by the in-person survey method). The respondent is not being asked to 
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agree or disagree with tampering with elections, but rather to compare punishments for two clearly 

illegal activities. There should be little shame in advocating harsher penalties for car thieves than for 

ballot-stuffers, or vice versa. Vehicle theft was chosen as the point of comparison in order to avoid floor 

and ceiling effects, in the expectation that comparison to a substantial property crime would split 

respondents more evenly than comparison to a minor property crime (e.g. shoplifting) or to violent 

crimes. To my knowledge, this question is the first attempt in the literature to gauge public opinion of 

those who carry out election manipulation, rather than attitudes toward recipients like vote-sellers or 

public opinion on the overall level of manipulation.  

The second question is aimed at attitudes toward protest. While all protest is in a sense political, 

the four control items in the question are intended to be purely economic. These sorts of protest are 

relatively common in Russia, used as a means of drawing the Kremlin’s attention to particular economic 

problems. Such protests may challenge local authorities, but do not undercut the authority of the 

president or the national ruling party. The treatment condition includes a fifth, sensitive item concerning 

illegal electoral manipulation by local officials. The text is as follows. 

Q2. Sometimes public protests occur in Russia. I am going to read you a list of [four] five events, 

which could lead people to participate in a protest. In your opinion, how many of these events 

would justify protest? You do not need to tell me which items in particular would justify protest, 

just the overall number. 

a. A pothole on a side road has not been repaired for several weeks 

b. Unpaid wages by a local employer for several months 

c. A one-percent increase in income taxes 

d. A major reduction in benefits for retirees 

e. Local officials trying to illegally influence the outcome of elections 

 

 The individual responses to each question constitute the dependent variables of this study. 

Since the response variable for Q1 is ordered, the results are analyzed using ordered logistic regression 

models. Since Q2 is a list experiment, it is analyzed using the methods for dealing with sensitive-item 

surveys proposed by Imai (2011) and Blaire and Imai (2012). Mutz (2011) advocates against control 

variables in vignette experiments, since the randomization procedure should already ‘control’ for 

correlation between the dependent variable and non-treatment variables (and statistical hypothesis 

testing already accounts for the possibility of a spurious correlation appearing by chance). Introducing 

theoretically unnecessary covariates has the negative effect of introducing noise into the model and 

inflating standard errors. However, when there are theoretically grounded reasons to believe that the 

treatment effect will be mediated by certain characteristics of the population, covariates may be 

included as interaction terms with the treatment. Since the effect of partisan alignment is of theoretical 

interest, I include separate models in which this covariate interacts with the treatment. Partisan 

affiliation indicates which party, if any, the respondent voted for the in the 2011 legislative election.  
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Results  

Legal punishment for election-manipulating agents 

Figure 1, below, presents a histogram of the response variable divided intro treatment and 

control groups. This raw data illustrates two results. First, respondents are generally supportive of 

criminal punishment for those who tamper with elections. While it is clear that respondents gravitated 

toward the middle option (indicating that the punishment for such electoral crimes should be roughly 

equivalent to that for stealing a car), it is also clear that those who believe manipulation should be 

punished ‘much more severely’ outnumber those who favored much less severe punishment by 

approximately three to one . In Russia, theft can be punished with up to two years in prison (Criminal 

Code of the Russian Federation, Section VIII, Article 158). While this is not a statistical test, the survey 

shows that Russian respondents favor criminal punishment for election-manipulating agents, a fact 

which argues in favor of a principal-agent understanding of manipulation patterns. 

Severity Much less Less Same More Much more 

N (%) 102 (6) 225 (14) 613 (38) 309 (19) 346 (22) 

Table 1: Distribution of support for punishment of election-manipulation agents 

However, the histogram also indicates that there is no significant difference between the 

treatment and control groups as a whole. Indeed, the mean response in the control group was 3.36 

(indicating a preference for punishments somewhat more severe than for car theft), while in the 

treatment group the mean response was 3.35. Model 1 in Table 2 shows that there is indeed no 

statistically significant difference between the treatment and control groups’ response to the question. 

As a result, Hypothesis 1 is not supported: competitiveness of the election alone does not generate 

broadly higher levels of demand for punishment of electoral manipulation. 
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Figure 2: Histogram of support for punishment of election-manipulating agents by experimental groups 

 However, this apparent homogeneity obscures important partisan differences.  Model 2 

excludes the treatment variable and focuses on partisanship alone. The model includes dummy variables 

for supporters of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation, the Liberal Democratic Party, minor 

parties, those who declined to answer, non-voters, and United Russia. The ruling party, United Russia, 

serves as the baseline category. Individuals who voted for the KPRF are significantly more likely to favor 

harsher punishments for election manipulators, compared to supporters of the ruling party. This 

supports Hypothesis 2: supporters of Russia’s largest opposition party are likely to support harsher 

punishments for election-manipulators than are the supporters of other parties. Furthermore, KPRF 

voters are more likely to hold this position regardless of the competitiveness of the election, suggesting 

that they are more likely to view electoral manipulation as a problem in and of itself. 

Model 3 includes the interaction of the treatment variable, electoral competitiveness, with 

partisan affiliation. The results of this model suggest that partisanship matters for how individuals 

evaluate election-manipulating agents in competitive and non-competitive elections, especially among 

the supporters of smaller parties. However, it only suggests tentative support for Hypothesis 3, which 

applies to the KPRF.  No statistically significant effect of the interaction of KPRF support and 

competitiveness is found at the traditional p < .05 level. However, Figure 3 shows that the marginal 

effect of KPRF support is positive and just short of this threshold for competitive elections.  

Additional analysis of the data also suggests an interaction effect. Figure 4 depicts the density of 

simulated average treatment effects on the treated for United Russia supporters and KPRF supporters. 
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The results show clear differences in the estimated effect of electoral competition on the two parties’ 

supporters’ attitudes toward criminal punishment for election manipulators. Treatment has essentially 

no effect on United Russia supporters; the peak of the distribution is tightly centered around zero. By 

contrast, a competitive election appears to make criminal punishment for election-manipulating agents 

substantially more appealing to KPRF supporters. These results must be interpreted with caution, given 

the size of the two samples: 68 KPRF supporters were exposed to the treatment condition and 72 to the 

control, while the figures for United Russia supporters are 299 treated and 315 in control. Nevertheless, 

these results offer tentative support for Hypotheses 3. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Marginal effect of KPRF support on attitudes toward punishment of election-manipulating 

agents, by treatment condition 



15 
 

 

Figure 4: Average treatment effects on the treated for United Russia and the Communist Party of the 

Russian Federation 
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Dependent variable: 

 
Q1 

 
(1) (2) (3) 

Treatment -0.0002 
 

0.023 

 
(0.090) 

 
(0.146) 

A Just Russia 
 

-0.022 0.569 

  
(0.313) (0.405) 

KPRF 
 

0.348
**

 0.251 

  
(0.168) (0.233) 

LDPR 
 

0.142 0.841
**

 

  
(0.235) (0.358) 

Minor parties 
 

0.141 1.273
**

 

  
(0.367) (0.563) 

No answer 
 

0.033 -0.195 

  
(0.129) (0.184) 

Non voters 
 

0.122 0.142 

  
(0.114) (0.160) 

Treatment * A Just Russia 
  

-1.455
**

 

   
(0.628) 

Treatment * KPRF 
  

0.211 

   
(0.336) 

Treatment * LDPR 
  

-1.204
**

 

   
(0.473) 

Treatment * Minor parties 
  

-1.940
***

 

   
(0.737) 

Treatment * No answer 
  

0.439
*
 

   
(0.258) 

Treatment * Non voters 
  

-0.038 

   
(0.229) 

Observations 1,595 1,595 1,595 

AIC 4696.5 4701.5 4690.8 

Note: 
*
p<0.1; 

**
p<0.05; 

***
p<0.01 

Table 2: Ordered logit models of Question 1 (punishment for election-manipulating agents) 
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Figures 5 through 7 show the predicted probability of respondents choosing each level of 

punishment, comparing treatment and control conditions. The figures show clear patterns. For the LDPR 

and A Just Russia (as well as minor parties), a negative interaction can be seen in which respondents 

who considered a competitive election were more likely to support punishments that were as strict as 

for stealing a car or less.. The effect is quite sizable. For example, supporters of A Just Russia have a 

thirty percent probability of supporting much more severe punishment in non-competitive elections, but 

only a ten percent probability in competitive elections.  

 As shown in Figure 6, non-voters and United Russia voters behave in the same way: their 

willingness to punish election-manipulating agents does not change with the competitiveness of the 

election. This suggests that supporters of the ruling party, like non-voters, are tenuously connected to 

the electoral process. They are generally supportive of penalties for those who manipulate elections, but 

the degree of competitiveness does not influence their thinking. These respondents make up 

approximately sixty percent of the nationally representative sample. The bulk of citizens, then—those 

who support the ruling party or are disengaged from national politics—do not appear to evaluate 

electoral manipulation in partisan terms. Nor, as Model 2 shows, do they appear to be more willing to 

punish electoral manipulation in close elections, when manipulation may make a difference in the 

outcome. 

 Finally, supporters of the KPRF and those who declined to answer show a positive interactive 

effect in Figure 7; they generally support stiffer penalties for tampering in more competitive elections. 

That these two groups behave similarly is suggestive that both groups are generally opposition 

supporters. These are the only groups who appear to be motivated by pragmatic concerns, being more 

willing to punish election manipulation during more competitive races. 

 

Figure 5: Treatment effects for smaller parties 
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Figure 6: Treatment effects for United Russia and non-voters 

 

Figure 7: Treatment effects for KPRF and refusals 
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Support for electoral protest 

Table 4 shows the analysis of Q2, where respondents’ support for protest is the dependent 

variable. Model 4 shows the results for the non-sensitive control items, while Model 5 models the final, 

sensitive item: protest in response to electoral manipulation. As the results show, supporters of the 

LDPR and those who withheld their party affiliation are more likely to protest on economic issues than 

supporters of the ruling party (the base category). However, no partisan group is more likely to support 

protests based on local electoral malfeasance. Figure 8 illustrates this pattern, presenting the estimated 

proportion of each party group that responded to the sensitive item. The proportion of respondents 

who would support protests against electoral manipulation ranges from approximately 40 to 50 percent 

across the different electoral groups, with no statistically significant variation. Partisan affiliation, by 

itself, does not appear to increase support for electoral protest.  

 

 (4) (5) 

 Coef. (control) SE (control) Coef. (treatment) SE (treatment) 

(Intercept) 0.087 0.048 -0.016 0.223 

A Just Russia -0.263 0.219 0.047 1.027 

KPRF 0.208 0.117 0.164 0.524 

LDPR 0.433** 0.155 0.085 0.746 

Minor parties -0.319 0.283 17.101 2,965.821 

No answer 0.060** 0.099 -0.304 0.480 

Non voters 0.060 0.099 -0.304 0.480 

Log-likelihood: -1948.646 

**p<.05 

Table 4: Item count technique regression (maximum likelihood) model of support for protest 
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Figure 8: Estimated proportion of respondents answering the sensitive item in the affirmative by self-

reported vote-choice in the 2011 election 

 This is a substantively important finding. If partisan affiliation does not condition support for 

electoral protest, it indicates that areas with more United Russia voters (for example) will not 

necessarily be areas with a reduced risk of protest if manipulation is uncovered there. This challenges 

the theory that electoral manipulation is diverted to such regions in order to reduce the legitimacy costs 

of election-tampering and mitigate protest risk. Together with the previous results which indicate that 

partisan affiliation does appear to condition local attitudes toward punishment of agents, , they imply 

that agent-level dynamics may be a more proximate cause for variation in patterns of electoral 

manipulation. It also suggests that, while local conditions may do more work in explaining variation in 

manipulation, national conditions may be more effective at explaining protest. These conditions may 

include the overall competitiveness of the election, which could not be tested in the list experiment due 

to logistical constraints in the survey, or the organizational capacity and strategic decision-making of 

opposition groups. It does not appear, however, that partisan affiliation drives public opinion toward 

manipulation and protest in a way that can provide a ready-made resource for party leaders.    

Discussion 

 These results help distinguish between competing explanations for the fact that more 

competitive districts frequently exhibit less severe electoral manipulation. While the results are not 

completely dispositive, they do suggest that principal-agent dynamics are an important part of the 

explanation. In Russia, a tough case given its difficult history with multiparty democracy, public opinion 
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is generally supportive of stiff penalties for individuals who engage in electoral manipulation; this is 

especially true of supporters of the largest opposition party. This helps explain anecdotal evidence of 

criminal punishment for election commissioners caught tampering with the vote in their precincts: 

public support for such actions makes the pursuit of criminal penalties an appealing tactic for opposition 

parties and opposition-minded civil society groups, and makes shielding agents politically difficult for 

local authorities.  

 The experimental aspect of the project also helps better understand the causal mechanisms that 

underpin the principal-agent dynamic. It may be the case that agents are primarily interested in the 

national state of the race; certainly if their principal is defeated, the likelihood of patronage rewards 

diminishes sharply and the risk of political punishment rises accordingly. However, this view does not 

fully capture the risk that agents evaluate when weighing the costs and benefits of electoral 

malfeasance. Even when the principal remains in place following the election, local penalties can still be 

applied—as the unlucky Russian election commissioners subjected to six-figure ruble fines can attest. 

The experimental data suggest that Russians as a whole do not support harsher punishments for 

election manipulation during competitive elections compared to non-competitive ones. Consequently, 

the national incentive-structure for agents does not change sharply as elections become more 

competitive. Instead, that risk structure appears to be more likely to be conditional on local partisan 

balances. Supporters of the KPRF are more willing to punish electoral manipulation that supporters of 

other parties, and appear somewhat more likely to support harsher punishments in close elections; a 

larger pool of KPRF supporters in a region is thus likely to make electoral manipulation exceptionally 

risky for agents. 

  Finally, the list-experiment conducted for Question 2 found fairly deep support for protest as a 

response to electoral manipulation; across different partisan groups about half of respondents were 

estimated to approve of such collective action. This indicates that electoral manipulation is indeed a 

risky endeavor for political principals. However, no differences across partisan groups were detected. 

This suggests that higher levels of support for electoral protest among opposition groups may not be a 

plausible explanation for reductions in electoral manipulation in more competitive areas. This 

complicates explanations for variation in manipulation that are based on legitimacy costs. Of course, 

further research on the role of public opinion in shaping patterns of electoral manipulation is necessary. 

For example, even if attitudes toward electoral protest are consistent across partisan groups, legitimacy-

cost explanations may still be important if opposition supporters are easier to mobilize after tainted 

elections.  

 This research has broader implications as well. It suggests that, while normative support for 

clean elections is reasonably well entrenched even in an electoral authoritarian case like Russia, the 

depth of that support is at least somewhat conditional on partisan affiliation. This is in line with research 

on public support for democracy, and implies that the conditionality of support for democracy in the 

abstract extends to more concrete threats to democratic accountability, like rigged elections. Finally, 

these results may not be generalizable to more closed authoritarian regimes, where partisan 

competition is more restrained and governments rely more on repression than on supportive public 

opinion. 
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Conclusion 

 Public attitudes toward electoral manipulation, those who engage in it, and protest as a 

response to it are all relatively under-studied. Investigating these attitudes can help establish the micro-

foundations for theories that purport to explain variation in manipulation and its consequences. This 

paper represents a first attempt at using survey experimental techniques to analyze a problem that 

would otherwise be very difficult to untangle. Does manipulation diminish in competitive regions as a 

result of principal-agent dynamics, or as a result of careful allocation of resources by principals? The 

same empirical electoral patterns might be explained by either theory; qualitative research, though 

useful, would be difficult to carry out in the context of law-breaking agents and high-level political 

principals. 

 Instead, this project has attempted to analyze the incentive structure around electoral 

manipulation for agents and principals, by studying public opinion on criminal penalties for agents and 

protest against principals. It has found evidence to support the principal-agent view of manipulation: 

respondents clearly favor criminal penalties for agents who tamper with elections. This effect is most 

pronounced among supporters of the largest opposition party. It also found tentative support for the 

claim that competitive elections encourage supporters of the primary opposition party to favor harsher 

punishments. At the same time, partisan affiliation does not appear to affect respondents’ attitudes 

toward anti-manipulation protest. This suggests that, if principals are withdrawing agents from 

competitive districts, it is not likely in response to the risk that the regime will suffer legitimacy costs if 

manipulation is exposed. That is, even ruling-party supporters appear willing to support protest against 

electoral manipulation. Instead, the results lend support to a principal-agent model of manipulation, in 

which agents who are well-informed about local conditions avoid engaging in manipulation as local 

conditions become riskier for them personally.  
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Appendix: Russian-language version of survey-experimental questions 

Q1: ПРЕДСТАВЬТЕ ВЫБОРЫ, В КОТОРЫХ ОДИН УЧАСТНИК 

        ЛИДИРУЕТ С НЕБОЛЬШИМ ОТРЫВОМ, ТАК ЧТО НИКТО НЕ 

        ЗНАЕТ, КТО ПОБЕДИТ. ПРЕДСТАВЬТЕ, ЧТО ЧЛЕН МЕСТНОЙ 

        ИЗБИРАТЕЛЬНОЙ КОМИССИИ УЛИЧЕН В ПОДТАСОВКЕ 

        РЕЗУЛЬТАТОВ ВЫБОРОВ НА СВОЕМ УЧАСТКЕ. ПО ВАШЕМУ МНЕНИЮ, 

        НАСКОЛЬКО СУРОВО НУЖНО НАКАЗЫВАТЬ ПОДОБНОЕ ПРЕСТУПЛЕНИЕ, 

        ПО СРАВНЕНИЮ НАПРИМЕР, С УГОНОМ АВТОМОБИЛЯ? ДОЛЖЕН 

        ЛИ ПРЕДСТАВИТЕЛЬ КОМИССИИ БЫТЬ НАКАЗАН ... 

 

     1  гораздо менее сурово, чем кто-то, совершивший угон 

        автомобиля 

     2  несколько менее сурово 

     3  примерно так же 

     4  несколько более сурово 

     5  гораздо более сурово, чем кто-то, совершивший 

        угон автомобиля 

 

Q2: ИНОГДА В РОССИИ ПРОИСХОДЯТ ПУБЛИЧНЫЕ ПРОТЕСТЫ. 

        Я ЗАЧИТАЮ ВАМ СПИСОК ИЗ ПЯТИ СОБЫТИЙ, КОТОРЫЕ МОГУТ ЗАСТАВИТЬ 

        ЛЮДЕЙ ВЫЙТИ НА ПРОТЕСТНЫЕ АКЦИИ. ПО ВАШЕМУ МНЕНИЮ, СКОЛЬКО 

        ИЗ ЭТИХ СОБЫТИЙ ОПРАВДЫВАЮТ ПУБЛИЧНЫЙ ПРОТЕСТ ПРОТИВ НИХ? 

        ВАМ НЕ НУЖНО ГОВОРИТЬ, КАКИЕ ИМЕННО СОБЫТИЯ ОПРАВДЫВАЮТ 

        ПУБЛИЧНЫЙ ПРОТЕСТ - ТОЛЬКО ОБЩЕЕ ЧИСЛО ТАКИХ СОБЫТИЙ В 

        СПИСКЕ (НОЛЬ, ЕСЛИ ВЫ СЧИТАЕТЕ, ЧТО НИЧТО ИЗ ПЕРЕЧИСЛЕННОГО НЕ 

ПОДХОДИТ) 

a. на одной из улиц несколько недель не ремонтируется яма в асфальте 

b. местный работодатель задерживает зарплату на несколько месяцев 

c. местные чиновники пытаются незаконно повлиять на результаты выборов 

d. подоходный налог повысится на один процент 

e. существенно уменьшатся пенсии 

 

 

 


