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Despite extensive research on electoral turnout in developed democracies, we
know relatively little about the determinants of electoral participation in
(electoral) autocracies. Yet, electoral mobilization is crucial to understanding
electoral authoritarian regime dynamics and democratic regression. This article
studies the ‘socioeconomic roots’ of electoral authoritarianism by using original
local-level data from a prominent contemporary electoral authoritarian regime,
Russia. The article shows how the electoral mobilization of certain institutionally
and socioeconomically state-dependent demographic sectors was a key part in
Russia’s transition from a competitive to hegemonic authoritarian regime
between 2000 and 2004. An original local-level data set allows us to test the
hypotheses using multilevel models, controlling for several socioeconomic and
contextual variables at both regional and local levels. The results support the
hypotheses of electoral mobilization in specific demographic areas and show
interesting variations in turnout patterns between the subnational units.
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ELECTORAL AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES
1

ARE NOW THE MOST COMMON

non-democratic regime type (see, for example, Schedler 2013).
Despite extensive research on electoral turnout in developed
democracies, we know relatively little about the determinants of
electoral participation in (electoral) autocracies. Electoral mobiliza-
tion and the ‘socioeconomic roots’ of electoral authoritarianism are
crucial for understanding electoral authoritarian regime dynamics
and democratic regression. Yet, electoral behaviour has been less
studied in the electoral authoritarianism literature. Most of the
existing literature focuses on incumbents’ coercive and organiza-
tional capacity as well as electoral fraud in explaining authoritarian
resilience (see, for example, Levitsky and Way 2010; Schedler 2013).
While these are undoubtedly important, the socioeconomic roots of
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electoral authoritarianism and the ability of the regime to mobilize its
citizens in elections also need attention. In contrast, the literature on
dominant party regimes has emphasized that electoral clientelism
and socioeconomic dependency can sustain non-democratic regimes
even in the absence of overt coercion and large-scale fraud (see, for
example, Greene 2010; Magaloni 2006).

This article studies the socioeconomic roots of electoral authoritaria-
nism by using original local-level data from a prominent contemporary
electoral authoritarian regime, Russia. The article shows how electoral
mobilization of certain institutionally and socioeconomically state-
dependent demographic sectors was a key part in Russia’s transition
from a competitive to hegemonic authoritarian regime between 2000
and 2004. The theoretical part of the article focuses on accounting for
the social and institutional context that the regime was able to draw on
in electoral mobilization. First, building on previous work on post-Soviet
patronage politics (Allina-Pisano 2010; Frye et al. 2014; Hale 2003, 2007)
the article outlines how particular structural features of post-Soviet social
geography alleviate the commitment problems inherent in clientelistic
exchanges. Previous work has suggested that voter mobilization and
‘machine politics’ in Russia have concentrated on specific sectors of the
population, such as the rural areas and ethnic minority areas (Hale 2003,
2007; Matzusato 2001; Reisinger and Moraski 2010). This article builds
on that analysis and extends the theory on hierarchies in resource
allocation at the local level and outlines how these created opportunities
for turnout mobilization and monitoring. This article contributes to the
electoral authoritarianism literature by showing how socioeconomic
dependency on the state and the targeting of certain demographic
constituencies can account for democratic regression even without large-
scale coercion. The findings of this article also add to the influential
literature on Russian electoral geography (for a review, see Clem 2006),
as well as the voluminous literature on electoral fraud in Russia (see, for
example, Mebane and Kalinin 2009; Myagkov et al. 2009). While elec-
toral fraud and curtailing the opposition’s opportunities to contest the
election fairly were clearly part of Russia’s authoritarian trajectory in the
2000s, this article stresses that an important part of the explanation lies
in the complex legacies of Russia’s socioeconomic transition and the
regime’s ability to harness these for electoral mobilization.

The article uses an original, author-collected local-level data set and
multilevel modelling, which allow hypotheses of voter mobilization in
Russia to be tested at the rayon (equivalent to US county) level, while
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also controlling for several alternative explanations of turnout patterns
from the comparative electoral participation literature. Previous studies
have yielded valuable insights using region (‘province’) level data,2 but
have not been able to account for the considerable within-region
heterogeneity and local-level variation in Russia. As such, the findings
of this article also complement the important work of Robert Moser
and his co-authors who have used rayon-level data to investigate the
determinants of ethnic voting and electoral fraud in Russia (Goodnow
and Moser 2011; Goodnow et al. 2014).

Based on the theoretical framework, the article develops a set of
hypotheses of turnout mobilization in rural and minority ethnicity
localities which are tested on an original local-level data set which
matches rayon (TIK)3 -level electoral results with rayon-level
socioeconomic data from the Russian 2002 census and region-level data
from the Russian federal statistical service, Goskomstat. The article
examines several multilevel models on turnout in the Russian
presidential elections in 2000 and 2004, and finds strong support for
the hypotheses, even when controlling for community size, other
socioeconomic characteristics of the rayons, electoral competitiveness
and many region-level characteristics. Turnout mobilization patterns
become more pronounced as the regime becomes more hegemonic in
2004. In addition, these effects differ in significant ways between the
ethnic titular republics and predominantly Russian regions. The results
also hold when a proxy for electoral fraud is included in the models.

The article is structured as follows. The next section discusses the
‘signalling’ function of elections and pressures for electoral mobili-
zation in authoritarian regimes. The article then develops the
theoretical framework and shows how the peculiarities of post-Soviet
transition created conditions amenable for patronage based turnout
mobilization in Russia. This section also presents a set of testable
hypotheses in predicting variation in rayon-level turnout patterns in
2000 and 2004. The subsequent section outlines the data and is
followed by the statistical analysis and discussion of the results. The
last section concludes.

ELECTORAL MOBILIZATION IN AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES

Electoral mobilization strategies differ between democracies and
electoral autocracies. In democracies political parties and the media
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invest considerable efforts in electoral mobilization (see, for example,
Rosenstone and Hansen 2003) and try to mobilize sectors which do not
participate so actively (such as the less wealthy, less educated, or the
young). In contrast, authoritarian electoral mobilization tends to
be non-programmatic and based on instrumental exchanges. To
‘deliver’ high turnout (or high overall electoral results), electoral
autocracies often target the demographic groups which are most
socioeconomically vulnerable and dependent on the state, such as
poor or illiterate voters, or those in rural areas (Blaydes 2006;
Magaloni 2006). Electoral clientelism – the distribution of targeted
(material) benefits in return for electoral support – can also take
place in democracies (see Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007). However,
electoral clientelism can be an especially powerful tool in author-
itarian regimes if the state has a large role in the economy and the
regime is able to use its control of economic resources in voter
mobilization (see, for example, Gervasoni 2010; Greene 2010;
McMann 2006).

Russia is a good case to use to examine authoritarian electoral
mobilization as the country’s transition to market was difficult, and
some economic sectors, even if formally privatized, remained
dependent on state support. Electoral participation was mandatory in
the Soviet Union, and the regime invested considerable efforts in
electoral mobilization (Karklins 1986). With the introduction of the
democratic constitution in 1993 the citizens acquired the right to
vote in multiparty elections, but also the right not to participate in
elections if they opposed the regime or if there were no credible
opposition candidates (voting is not compulsory in Russia). Overall
turnout levels have declined in Russia since 1991. Yet, there are
striking differences in turnout levels within the country: for example,
in the 2004 presidential elections there was an almost 60 percentage
point difference between the highest and the lowest rayon-level
turnout in Russia.

This article focuses on turnout mobilization in Russian pre-
sidential elections in 2000 and 2004. Turnout levels are important in
electoral authoritarian regimes, as low levels can ‘signal’ regime
unpopularity (despite a hegemonic victory by the incumbent) and
delegitimize the elections results (Magaloni 2006; Simpser 2013).
Both the 2000 and 2004 elections featured a genuinely popular
incumbent and a rather weak opposition, and there was little
uncertainty about the outcome.4 Turnout mobilization was even
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more important in 2004, as the elections were in practice non-
contested, and parts of the opposition advocated electoral abstention
as a protest against the regime (Sakwa 2005). In such conditions, the
central dilemma for the regime was thus not simply to win the
elections, but to ensure a ‘decent’ turnout to ‘signal’ regime popu-
larity, to legitimize the outcome and to guarantee that the minimum
turnout of 50 per cent, as stipulated by the electoral code, was met.

PATRONAGE POLITICS IN THE POST-SOVIET SPACE

Patronage Politics: Contingency and Commitment Problems

The literature on electoral clientelism has challenged the program-
matic ‘responsible party government’ model of voting and stressed
that voting can also be based on a different, patronage-based, linkage
(Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007: 2) in which vote choices are based on
instrumental calculations or may not even be autonomous. Electoral
clientelism refers to the distribution of targeted (material) benefits
given in return for electoral support and can involve either vote
buying (that is, mobilizing support for a particular candidate/party)
or turnout buying (mobilizing turnout) (see, for example, Nichter
2008). Patronage politics – a subcategory of clientelism – refers to the
ability of politicians to use state resources, such as access to public
sector employment or welfare, for electoral gain (Stokes 2007).

Voting is considered a low-cost (and relatively low expected benefit)
decision in advanced democracies (see, for example, Aldrich 1993).
In contrast, under patronage politics, not voting or voting for the
opposition can incur high costs, as the contingency of the clientelistic
exchange makes the costs and benefits of voting fundamentally
different (Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007). Clientelism can involve either
rewards, such as targeted benefits, or be based on a threat of the
withdrawal of those benefits (a ‘punishment regime’ (Magaloni et al.
2007)). Under the latter, access to benefits is dependent on (collective)
voting behaviour, and there are implied sanctions for non-voting or
voting for the opposition, such as losing one’s or the community’s
livelihood. Clientelism does not always entail explicit coercion. Under
repeated and sustained interactions, which create unwritten ‘rules of
the game’ and expectations of behaviour, clientelism may not even
need enforcement (Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007).
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Electoral clientelism involves complex delegation and entails
several commitment problems. How can the brokers check whether
the clients fulfil their share of the bargain – that is, turn out to vote or
vote in a specific manner – especially when the ballot is secret? In
Susan Stokes’s (2005) model the effectiveness of electoral clientelism
depends on several things, such as the value of the benefits and
sanctions to the clients, and the effectiveness of the monitoring
regime. Several authors have noted how peculiarities of the post-
Soviet political economy and social geography can be particularly
amenable to solving these commitment problems (Allina-Pisano
2010; Frye et al. 2014; Hale 2007). These include the role of private
(but state-connected) enterprises in welfare and social service
provision, the continued (in)direct role of the state in some sectors of
the economy and the legacies of Soviet social geography which mean
that voting precincts can overlap with, for example, agricultural
enterprises.

The post-Soviet patronage model is based on the politicization of
state-connected goods and services, such as the continued access to
jobs and welfare services or the provision of public infrastructure,
which are contingent on collective voting behaviour. It involves a
‘tacit renegotiation of the social contract threatening loss of settled
entitlements like public infrastructure, social services, and compen-
sation for labour’ (Allina-Pisano 2010: 374). As such, the logic is
fundamentally ‘subtractive’ and based on the threat of the withdrawal
of these essential goods and services (Allina-Pisano 2010). As Frye
et al. argue, the high sanctions involved in this model are likely to
reduce the likelihood that the client will renege on his or her voting
commitment (Frye et al. 2014). The politicization of existing benefits
also makes them cost-effective for the machine (see Stokes 2005).

The severity of the clientelistic commitment problem also depends
on the effectiveness of voter monitoring (Stokes 2005: 321). Under
the secret ballot, turnout monitoring is naturally easier than
observing vote choice, but it still involves checking whether people
actually participate in elections. Parts of post-Soviet social geography
can be particularly amenable to voter monitoring. Many people vote
in the communities where they reside: voting precincts can be
composed entirely of former collective farms/villages, factory
housing or student dormitories (Allina-Pisano 2010; Frye et al. 2014;
Hale 2007). This enables community-level monitoring of turnout, but
still does not solve the problem of individual-level monitoring.
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However, in the post-Soviet space, brokers – such as farm managers
or local administration officials – reside in the communities them-
selves and have detailed information about people’s behaviour.
Moreover, brokers could on some occasions have a direct role in
administering the elections. Many Russian enterprises organize
transport to the polling stations for the employees, or polling stations
can even be located in agricultural enterprises (Allina-Pisano 2010;
Frye et al. 2014). These practices enable very effective turnout
monitoring in small communities. The pioneering survey by Frye
et al. (2014: 196) found that 25 per cent of employees felt that their
employers tried to ‘influence their decision to turn out to vote’ in the
2011 parliamentary elections in Russia, and that the pressure applied
was connected to the continuation of their employment or
compensation for labour. The following sections detail further how
peculiarities in two sectors, post-Soviet agriculture and institutiona-
lized ethnicity, alleviate the clientelistic commitment problems.

Post-Soviet Agriculture and Patronage Linkages

Two structural features of rural areas are thought to make them
susceptible to clientelistic pressures. First, rural communities are
small and geographically concentrated, which makes monitoring of
voting easier (Stokes 2005). Second, agrarian areas tend to be poorer
and more dependent on government transfers, increasing their
vulnerability to economic sanctions.

Most of the former Soviet collective farms did not become
economically viable after privatization. Complex webs of barter trans-
fers between the regional authorities and agricultural enterprises
(so-called ‘commodity crediting schemes’) ensured continued
production in the collectives despite their unprofitability. Importantly,
these schemes enabled continued employment – ‘a safety net for
collective farm employees’ – regardless of the economic performance
of agricultural enterprises (Amelina 2000, 2002). The employees could
receive a significant proportion of their wages in the form of in-kind
payments, such as consumer goods or commodities that could be used
for food production in private plots (Allina-Pisano 2008). This non-
monetary compensation benefited the workers in an inflation-prone
economic environment but also tied them ‘physically’ to their place
of employment (where they also voted). The collective farms also
continued to provide social services and ad hoc financial help
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(coordinated by the farm manager) to the members. Farm managers
were thus in control of many levers over the employees, such as their
employment, compensation for labour and social welfare. On some
occasions, farm managers could be responsible for administering
elections (Allina-Pisano 2010), enabling effective turnout monitoring.
In turn, the farm managers were directly dependent on higher-level
authorities for their own employment and farm subsidies. The
‘community crediting schemes’ were highly politicized, and demands
for credit repayments were relaxed when it was politically expedient
for the regional governments (Amelina 2000: 488). In sum, the Russian
agricultural sector fulfils many of the structural conditions associated
with effective patronage politics and voter mobilization: first, the sector
is characterized by a complex socioeconomic dependence on the
state, leading to strong potential sanctions. Second, the peculiar social
geography of the former collective farms facilitate voter monitoring.
Accordingly,

Hypothesis 1: Rayons with a higher proportion of agriculturally employed
population should have higher turnout rates.

Hierarchical Local Administration and Institutionalized Ethnicity

Ethnicity and ethnic ties have long been associated with clientelism in
comparative literature. According to Kanchan Chandra’s (2007)
model, ethnic favouritism can be one way of mitigating the cliente-
listic commitment problem. Several authors have noted how Soviet
institutionalized ethnicity created structural conditions for voter
mobilization (Hale 2003, 2007). The mechanism hypothesized by
Henry Hale is based on the ethnocultural legacies of the Soviet
Union. ‘Titular republics’, subnational units named after the ‘titular’
ethnicity (such as the Bashkirs in Bashkortostan), had a higher con-
stitutional status in Russia under the Soviet regime than other regions.
After the fall of the Soviet Union, Russian federalism continued to be
de facto asymmetrical, and the privileging of the titular nationalities
intensified in the republics. Hale hypothesizes that ethnic networks,
which were already cultivated under the Soviet Union, could be
amenable to clientelistic electoral exchanges whereby the preferential
treatment of ethnic minorities ‘in education, state employment,
territorially concentrated investment and status’ would be ‘exchanged’
for electoral support: ‘Where ethnicity and geography coincided, it was
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possible to monitor the “ethnic vote” and allocate ethnic rewards and
punishments accordingly’ (Hale 2007: 231). Accordingly:

Hypothesis 2: Participation rates should be higher in rayons with a higher
proportion of non-Russian population.

Local administration structures also diverged between the titular
republics and the rest of the regions (oblasts and krays) due to
asymmetrical federalism. Tomila Lankina (2004) has described how
local administration structures, which were previously elected, were
replaced by hierarchically appointed administrations in the titular
republics. Revenue allocation also diverged between the region types:
whereas in oblasts and krays the local level had more control over
revenue, local bodies in the republics depended more on top-down
transfers from the regional authorities (Freinkman and Yossifov
1999). It could therefore be hypothesized that these vertical, often
ethnically dominated, structures of local administration could be
amenable to turnout mobilization in elections.

Given the considerable differences in institution building between
the titular republics and the rest of the regions, this article tests
whether the association between agricultural employment and
ethnicity and turnout are moderated by the regional context by
including two cross-level interactions in the models. In particular, if
local administration networks in titular republics are instrumental in
ethnic mobilization, the association between ethnicity and turnout
should be more pronounced in the titular republics than in the rest
of the regions. Accordingly:

Hypothesis 3: The effect of ‘ruralness’ on turnout is moderated by the
regional context.

Hypothesis 4: The effect of ethnicity on turnout is more pronounced in
titular republics.

DATA AND ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS

The hypotheses outlined above are tested on an original data set
which combines rayon-level Russian presidential electoral results from
2000 and 20045 with rayon-level socioeconomic data from the 2002
census and region-level data from the Goskomstat statistical service.6

The rayons are the smallest subnational units for which both electoral
and demographic data are available (Clem 2006).
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The degree of ‘ruralness’ of a rayon is operationalized by the
percentage of agrarian employees per rayon (AgrEmp) taken from
the 2002 census. The variable NonRussian measures the percentage
of the rayon’s population that is not ethnically Russian,7 and comes,
too, from the 2002 census.

The subnational setting means that many of the institutional or
election specific controls which are commonly used in cross-national
studies, such as the timing of the elections, the electoral system or the
‘salience’ of the elections, do not vary here (see, for example, Blais
2006; Franklin 2004). There are no complicated electoral registration
procedures in Russia, and voting is non-compulsory. However, there
is considerable economic and social variation between and within the
Russian regions which the analysis controls for.

Much of the literature on developed democracies has found that
socioeconomic resources, such as age, education, income, gender
and occupation, are related to turnout (see, for example, Dalton
2008). Previous individual-level studies have also shown that age and
level of education are related to electoral participation in Russia
(Colton 2000; McAllister and White 1998; White and McAllister
2007), and thus the models include the percentage of pensioners in
the rayon (Pensioners) which proxies above pension age, and the
percentage of people with higher education in the rayon
(Higher Ed), with data from the 2002 census. The models also con-
trol for rayon size (Voters), which is operationalized by the number of
registered voters per rayon (logged), as both social-psychological and
clientelistic models of electoral participation predict that turnout
should be higher in smaller communities, due to closer social ties and
the ease of monitoring (Stokes 2005; Remmer 2010). The closeness
of the elections – their competitiveness – is often thought to
engender greater participation as the ‘probability of casting a decisive
vote increases with the closeness of the elections’ (Blais 2000: 43).
Thus the models also test whether electoral competitiveness at the
rayon level (smaller margins) is associated with higher turnout
(Margin), in line with the findings from established democracies
(Blais 2000: 59).

In the early to mid-2000s there were great differences between the
Russian regions in both institutional autonomy, institutionalized
ethnicity and regional wealth. The 21 titular republics were
constitutionally privileged due to Soviet ethno-federal policies and
were able to write their own constitutions. Titular republic elites were
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able to control regional institutional choices in the 1990s to a much
greater degree than the elites in the non-titular krays and oblasts
(which were constitutionally subjugated to the federal centre). Thus
the models include a region-level control for titular republic status
(Republic). The models hence also control for gross regional
product (GRP) per capita in the year prior to the elections (GRP pc),
as well as the share of natural resource extraction in the region’s
industrial production (Nat resources), to control for differences in
regional wealth and economic structures. The data for both come
from Goskomstat.8 The models also account for the size of the region
by the number of rayons per region (Reg size). Goskomstat does not
provide regional data for all the autonomous okrugs/oblast (AOs), and
thus the models do not include observations from them. Table 1
presents descriptive statistics of all the variables.

Ideally, we would draw on both individual and aggregate data to
investigate electoral mobilization in Russia. Unfortunately, apart
from the pioneering workplace survey of Frye et al. (2014), almost
no individual-level surveys on Russia have included questions on cli-
entelism or voter mobilization. Hence, local-level aggregate data is
the best data that are currently available to study variation in electoral
patterns across the whole of Russia and also the only data that
currently allow us to compare trends across several elections.

Table 1
Summary Statistics

Variable Obs Mean Std. dev. Min Max

Turnout 00 2253 72.73 7.93 54.24 100
Turnout 04 2253 69.66 13.11 40.05 100
AgrEmp 2253 1.83 1.65 0 15.30
Rural 2253 0.33 0.47 0 1
NonRussian 2253 22.85 27.66 0.65 100
Higher Ed 2253 8.48 5.56 2.42 43.31
Pensioners 2253 24.17 5.22 1.29 39.58
Voters 00 2253 43665 87123 559 1106797
Voters 04 2253 43146 87075 590 1128734
Margin 00 2253 25.89 18.71 0.01 96.25
Margin 04 2253 55.37 18.16 0.26 99.62
Republic 2253 0.20 0.40 0 1
GRP pc 1999 2253 23608.32 15802.25 5098 98130.1
GRP pc 2003 2253 64895.70 47257.19 10332.4 341146.7
Nat resources 2253 16.43 18.21 0.14 74.37
Reg size 2253 37.59 18.09 5 90
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EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis is conducted by estimating hierarchical linear (random
intercepts) models of turnout clustered in regions.9 Multilevel
models take into account the nested nature of the data, and they are
especially suitable for testing theories that link variables measured at
two levels. The results for the 2000 presidential elections are
presented in Table 2, and for the 2004 in Table 3. The first model in
each table contains the two main explanatory variables and controls,
and the second model includes two cross-level interactions. The third
model includes a proxy for electoral fraud.

Model 1 offers strong support for Hypotheses 1 and 2. Even when
controlling for rayon size, the socioeconomic characteristics and
electoral competitiveness, the share of agricultural workers in a rayon
has a positive, substantive and statistically highly significant associa-
tion with turnout, which supports the hypothesis that electoral
mobilization and political participation are higher in the more
agricultural rayons. A higher proportion of non-Russians in a rayon’s
population is also associated with higher rates of political participa-
tion, supporting the second hypothesis that rayons with higher
concentrations of non-Russian ethnicities would be more susceptible
to turnout mobilization. The substantive effects are also large. By
translating the effects into marginal effects (with all other variables
set at their mean), it can be estimated that once the share of agrarian
population increases from the median to the maximum value,
electoral participation increases by over 15.5 percentage points.
A similar increase in the non-Russian share increases turnout by
5.5 percentage points.

Most control variables are in the expected direction, and all the
rayon-level controls are highly statistically significant. The negative
association between rayon size and turnout – that is, that turnout is
higher in smaller rayons – is in line with the expectations from both
the clientelism literature and also the social-psychological models of
turnout, while the positive coefficient for margin is more consistent
with the mobilization hypothesis than the rational choice model of
political participation. The finding that the presence of a larger share
of the population with higher levels of education is associated
with increased turnout is consistent with findings from industrial
democracies and previous individual-level studies from Russia. The
association of higher turnout with a larger proportion of pension-age
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Table 2
Determinants of Turnout in the Russian 2000 Presidential Elections

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Fixed effects
Rayon level
AgrEmp 1.136*** 1.376*** 1.125***

(0.0733) (0.0913) (0.0733)
NonRussian 0.0612*** 0.0321** 0.0603***

(0.00714) (0.0104) (0.00714)
Voters 00(log) −2.608*** −2.575*** −2.618***

(0.122) (0.122) (0.122)
Higher Ed 0.250*** 0.266*** 0.247***

(0.0293) (0.0294) (0.0293)
Pensioners 0.201*** 0.199*** 0.196***

(0.0273) (0.0273) (0.0274)
Margin 00 0.107*** 0.108*** 0.102***

(0.00710) (0.00710) (0.00727)

Region level
Republic 0.767 −0.136 0.791

(1.347) (1.380) (1.346)
GRPpc1999(log) −3.608** −3.354** −3.595**

(1.229) (1.167) (1.228)
Nat resources 0.0568 0.0548 0.0563

(0.0336) (0.0318) (0.0336)
Reg size 0.0981** 0.0910** 0.0965**

(0.0351) (0.0333) (0.0351)
Cross-level interactions
AgrEmp*Republic −0.610***

(0.138)
NonRussian*Republic 0.0595***

(0.0140)
Over90_00 3.207**

(1.215)
Constant 116.9*** 114.1*** 117.2***
Random effects (11.99) (11.39) (11.99)
Sigma_u
Constant 4.526*** 4.282*** 4.525***

(0.386) (0.367) (0.386)
Sigma_e
Constant 3.933*** 3.913*** 3.927***

(0.0597) (0.0594) (0.0596)
N regions 77 77 77
N rayons 2253 2253 2253
LL −6419 −6403 −6415
BIC 12938 12922 12939

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
*p< 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p< 0.001
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Table 3
Determinants of Turnout in the Russian 2004 Presidential Elections

Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Fixed effects
Rayon level
AgrEmp 1.392*** 2.033*** 1.358***

(0.105) (0.131) (0.105)
NonRussian 0.0638*** 0.0699*** 0.0579***

(0.0103) (0.0148) (0.0103)
Voters 04(log) −3.537*** −3.412*** −3.510***

(0.172) (0.171) (0.172)
Higher Ed 0.0939* 0.145*** 0.0881*

(0.0420) (0.0419) (0.0419)
Pensioners 0.154*** 0.184*** 0.128**

(0.0398) (0.0396) (0.0401)
Margin 04 0.180*** 0.195*** 0.160***

(0.0130) (0.0130) (0.0137)
Region level
Republic 5.286* 8.046** 4.760*

(2.433) (2.453) (2.334)
GRPpc2003(log) −5.315* −5.325* −4.819*

(2.276) (2.193) (2.179)
Nat resources 0.127* 0.125* 0.122*

(0.0603) (0.0580) (0.0576)
Reg size 0.121 0.114 0.109

(0.0642) (0.0618) (0.0614)
Cross-level interactions
AgrEmp*Republic −1.581***

(0.197)
NonRus*Republic 0.00472

(0.0199)
Over90_04 4.069***

(0.921)
Constant 137.3*** 133.2*** 133.8***
Random effects (24.37) (23.48) (23.33)
Sigma_u
Constant 8.277*** 7.962*** 7.904***

(0.684) (0.660) (0.659)
Sigma_e
Constant 5.622*** 5.546*** 5.606***

(0.0852) (0.0841) (0.0850)
Model summary
N regions 77 77 77
N rayons 2253 2253 2253
LL −7242 −7209 −7232
BIC 14585 14534 14573

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
*p< 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p< 0.001
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population is also in line with previous individual-level work and the
findings of Hale (2007). Turning to region-level controls, most of
these are in the expected direction, although only two (wealth and
size) are significant. Regional wealth has a negative association with
turnout, which could suggest that pressures to mobilize are greater
in regions without significant economic resources. Interestingly,
turnout is higher in larger regions, in line with the findings of Hale
(2003, 2007).10

In Model 2 two cross-level interactions are added to test whether
the demographic effects on turnout are moderated by the region
type (titular republic or oblast/kray/federal city). The negative and
significant first interaction suggests that the impact of ‘ruralness’ on
rayon turnout is smaller in republics than in other regions. Turnout
mobilization in agrarian areas thus seems to be greater in non-
republics (that is, in mostly ethnically Russian oblasts and krays). This
could suggest that the hierarchical administrative structures in titular
republics were able to mobilize turnout in urban and rural areas, but
in other regions mobilization is concentrated in the agricultural
areas.11 In contrast, the coefficient for the second interaction term is
positive and significant, suggesting that the impact of the share of
non-Russian population on rayon turnout is greater in titular repub-
lics than in the other regions. This finding supports the expectation
that ethnic networks would be particularly amenable to turnout
mobilization in titular republics.

As can be seen from Table 3, the results for 2004 are broadly
similar to those for 2000, although there are some interesting
changes. Looking first at Model 4, we can see that the association
between the share of agrarian employees and turnout, and the
association between the share of non-Russians and turnout are even
stronger in 2004. Based on Model 4, once the share of agrarian
population increases from the median to the maximum value,
electoral participation increases by 19 percentage points. A similar
increase in the non-Russian share increases turnout by 5.7 percen-
tage points. This supports the expectation that turnout mobilization
would intensify as the elections become less competitive. The
coefficients for regional-level variables, such as republic status,12

regional wealth and natural resource extraction grow markedly, and
all are significant in this model. However, the coefficient for region
size is no longer significant. The most interesting difference is seen in
the cross-level interactions in Model 5. The impact of the share of
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agrarian employees on rayon turnout is again less pronounced in
republics, suggesting that in oblasts and krays the mobilization
concentrated mostly on agrarian areas. In contrast, the interaction
term between the percentage of non-Russian population and
republic status is not significant. While ethnicity on the whole is
associated with higher rayon-level turnout, there is no longer a
significant difference in the impact of ethnicity on turnout between
the titular republics and the rest of the regions in 2004.13

An extensive literature has now demonstrated the existence of
electoral fraud in Russian elections (see, for example, Mebane and
Kalinin 2009; Myagkov et al. 2009). Although ‘isolating’ the effect of
electoral fraud from other types of ‘electoral malfeasance’ is
empirically challenging, some proxies can be used to control for the
most ‘incredible’ electoral results. Models 3 and 6 include a proxy for
electoral fraud. Rayons where both electoral turnout and votes for the
winning candidate exceeded 90 per cent (a highly improbable result,
given the tendency of turnout to decline as electoral competition
declines)14 were coded into a dummy variable proxying electoral
fraud (Over90). While the coefficient is positive and statistically
significant in both models, the size of the other coefficients is not
greatly reduced, which suggests that the results hold even when the
most ‘improbable’ outliers are controlled for. However, further
precinct-level data analysis is needed to develop measures that would
allow us to fully ‘isolate’ the effect of electoral fraud.

To check the robustness of the agricultural employment variable,
Models 1 and 4 were rerun, replacing it with a dummy variable
(Rural) denoting whether the rayon’s population was predominantly
rural (‘1’) as opposed to urban/mixed (‘0’) (coded from an
alternative data source, Goskomstat Regiony Rossii statistics).15 As the
Models 7 and 8 on Table 4 show, rural rayons have a positive and
highly statistically significant association with turnout in both 2000
and 2004. The other coefficients remain substantively similar.
Running the models with region fixed effects (not shown here) also
results in very similar results.

In summary, the results show clear evidence of the relationship
between demographic characteristics of the rayons that are associated
with clientelistic mobilization and higher rayon-level turnout. These
associations grow substantially stronger in 2004, suggesting that the
decline in electoral competitiveness (and the subsequent decline in
interest in the elections) created pressure to mobilize certain

66 GOVERNMENT AND OPPOSITION

© The Author 2015. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/g

ov
.2

01
5.

20
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2015.20


Table 4
Models 7 and 8

Model 7 Model 8

Fixed effects Turnout 00 Turnout 04
Rayon level
Rural 2.334*** 2.766***

(0.227) (0.321)
NonRussian 0.0650*** 0.0692***

(0.00737) (0.0105)
Voters 00(log) −2.787***

(0.125)
Higher Ed 0.174*** 0.000439

(0.0294) (0.0419)
Pensioners 0.202*** 0.148***

(0.0282) (0.0408)
Margin 00 0.107***

(0.00729)

Region level
Republic 0.924 5.591*

(1.288) (2.438)
GRPpc1999(log) −3.687**

(1.169)
Nat resources 0.0519 0.121*

(0.0319) (0.0603)
Reg size 0.0891** 0.110

(0.0334) (0.0642)
Voters 04(log) −3.788***

(0.174)
Margin 04 0.172***

(0.0133)
GRPpc2003(log) −5.433*

(2.278)
Constant 121.7*** 144.4***
Random effects (11.42) (24.39)
Sigma_u
Constant 4.289*** 8.280***

(0.364) (0.684)
Sigma_e
Constant 4.054*** 5.747***

(0.0615) (0.0871)
Model summary
N regions 77 77
N rayons 2253 2253
LL −6481 −7290
BIC 13062 14680

Note: Standard errors in parentheses
*p< 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p<0.001
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‘pliable’ sectors of population to guarantee a high overall turnout.
It should also be noted that the ‘behaviour’ of other variables, such as
the community size or the margin of victory, were more in line with
expectations from the clientelism literature than patterns found in
developed democracies. The regional context clearly moderated the
relationship between the demographic variables such as agrarian
employees and turnout. The association between agrarian employ-
ment and turnout was more pronounced in the predominantly eth-
nically Russian regions than in the titular republics, and this effect
stayed constant in both electoral cycles. In contrast, the impact of
ethnicity on turnout was greater in titular republics than in the rest of
the regions in 2000, supporting the expectations that ethnic networks
would be particularly amenable to electoral mobilization in those areas.
However, despite a strong overall association between ethnic compo-
sition and rayon turnout in 2004, the impact of ethnicity was no longer
moderated by the region type in these elections. This could suggest
that, by 2004, the easily identifiable ethnic constituencies would have
been targeted outside the titular republics, too.

Some alternative explanations cannot be fully ruled out without
individual-level data (but are unlikely given the context). First, ethnic
voting – that is, that ethnic minorities would (voluntarily) participate
at higher rates than the rest of the population in order to ensure
greater political representation – could be an alternative explanation
for the observed association between higher shares of non-Russian
population and rayon-level turnout. Yet, minority ethnic mobilization
usually takes place in the context of ethnic party systems or when
there are co-ethnic candidates on the ballot (see, for example,
Barreto 2007; Horowitz 1985). There were no ethnic party candidates
in the 2000 or 2004 elections, nor did any of the candidates campaign
on a specifically ethnic platform. Therefore it is unlikely that candi-
date positioning would account for the greater levels of minority
ethnicity participation. Second, historically, turnout rates were higher
in the rural areas in some European democracies, and we could
observe a similar phenomenon also in Russia. However, the plentiful
qualitative evidence of clientelistic, contingent electoral mobilization
in Russian rural areas (see, for example, Allina-Pisano 2010) suggests
that the high turnout rates in Russia were not simply a result of
different ‘social norms’ or (non-coercive) ‘social pressure’. It is clear,
though, that we need more individual-level data and micro-level
studies to probe the findings of this article further.
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CONCLUSIONS

This article has contributed to the literature on electoral mobilization
in electoral autocracies and has shown how electoral mobilization of
certain institutionally and socioeconomically state-dependent sectors
was a key part in Russia’s transition from a competitive to hegemonic
authoritarian regime between 2000 and 2004. Building on previous
work on patronage politics in Russia, the article outlined how vertical
administrative and resource dependency from the regional autho-
rities created pressures for turnout mobilization in specific demo-
graphic localities: agricultural rayons and those inhabited by ethnic
minorities in the titular republics. The article also detailed how
socioeconomic dependency on top-down barter arrangements in the
agricultural sector and fiscal dependency in the titular republics
created opportunities to mobilize different sectors of the population
in elections. Both of these mechanisms were influenced by complex
legacies of Soviet economic and social control. Thus to fully account
for electoral authoritarian regime trajectories we need to examine
the ‘socioeconomic roots’ of authoritarianism as well as electoral
fraud and political repression usually associated with these regimes.
Also, as blatant fraud has become increasingly possible to detect, it
could be expected that more emphasis will shift to electoral
clientelism in electoral autocracies in the future.

The original rayon-level data set used in this article enabled the
testing of the hypotheses related to electoral mobilization with multi-
level models and local-level data while also considering several
alternative explanations from the comparative turnout literature.
The results support the expectations that electoral mobilization
targeted certain demographic groups, such as the rural and minority
ethnic communities. The article also uncovered interesting variation
in the intensity of these effects between the titular republics and the
mainly ethnically Russian regions, which may be related to fiscal
regime differences between the region types. In addition, it should be
noted that the ‘behaviour’ of other variables, such as community size,
was in line with the expectations of the clientelism literature. The
effects were more pronounced in 2004, supporting the expectation
that the declining competitiveness of the elections would increase
pressures for turnout mobilization.

Despite the fact that economic dependency was one of the
mechanisms of political control in the Soviet Union there is still
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rather little literature that would explore how economic dependency
on the state undermines democratization in the post-Soviet space.16

This article has shown that these mechanisms need to be considered
when studying the dynamics of democratic regressions. Given that
patronage mobilization opportunities are related to the Soviet
structural legacies, this framework should be generalizable to many
other former Soviet countries.
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NOTES

1 Electoral authoritarian regimes hold regular multiparty elections, but the elections
are undermined by authoritarian practices and do not function as a means of
delegating power from the citizens to the politicians. (See, e.g. Schedler 2013.)

2 In addition to the benchmark work of Henry Hale, several insightful studies by
William Reisinger and Bryon Moraski have examined the level determinants of
turnout and ‘Kremlin-deferential’ voting with region level data (see, e.g. Reisinger
and Moraski 2008, 2010).

3 TIKs are based on existing administrative units (rayons) and hence change little
from one election to the next. TIK is an abbreviation of ‘territorial electoral
commission’ (territorialnaya izbiratel’naya komissiya), which denotes both the local
electoral commission personnel administering the elections and the geographical
unit (based on rayons).

4 The 2000 elections featured little uncertainty after Putin’s Unity Party had won the
1999 Duma election ‘primaries’ (see, e.g. White 2001) The 2004 elections were
virtually non-contested, as no credible opposition candidates chose to run against
Putin (see, e.g. Sakwa 2005).

5 The electoral results come from the database ‘Elektoral’nyi Spravochnik Rossiiskie
Vybory V Tsifrakh I Kartakh’ (Russian Elections in Figures and Maps), compiled by
the Mercator Group in Moscow (Mercator and IGRAN 2007).

6 Data from the two elections were merged first to allow an observation of the same
rayons over time, and then combined with the 2002 census data. A small number of
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rayons could not be matched. The census data has only one observation per city, and
so city voter totals and mean city electoral results (from the sub-city rayons) were
calculated prior to the merge. Also, means/totals from the St Peterburg rayons were
calculated prior to merging with the census data. Note that the descriptive statistics
in Table 1 present the values after the merges. The data set includes 20 titular
republics, six krays, 49 oblasts and two federal cities, and 11 autonomous subareas,
autonomous okrugs/oblast (10 autonomous okrugs and one autonomous oblast). Data
from Chechnya are excluded due to the two Chechen wars. The models do not
include observations from the autonomous okrugs/oblast, as Goskomstat does not
provide regional measures (such as GRP per capita data) for all the autonomous
okrugs/oblasts.

7 That is, the share of the rayon population that was coded ethnically Russian
(natsionalnaya prinadlezhnost’ – russkie) was subtracted from 100.

8 Regiony Rossii statistical yearbooks and the Goskomstat website at http://www.gks.
ru/wps/wcm/connect/rosstat_main/rosstat/ru/statistics/state/#

9 An empty model (without explanatory variables, not presented here) shows that the
region-level variance (that is, the differences between the regions) is statistically
highly significant. A likelihood ratio test also suggests that the multilevel model is a
significant improvement over a single-level model.

10 Hale suggests that larger regions would have been able to bargain for greater
federal subsidies in the 1990s and would therefore have had more patronage
resources to distribute, in line with Daniel Treisman’s federal-bargaining model
(Hale 2003: 256). This could explain why the coefficient is significant only in 2000,
as the Russian fiscal federal system was reformed after that. However, further
analysis would be needed to fully examine the causal mechanisms behind this
finding.

11 Indeed, in 2004 the mean turnout in cities located in the republics was higher than
in the non-city rayons in the other regions.

12 Note that the titular republic dummy used here tests the effect of titular republic
constitutional status, and not their ethnic composition as such. An alternative
specification of Models 1 and 4 was run, replacing the republic dummy with a
minority-majority republic dummy (coded ‘1’ if the republic had a majority minority
ethnicity population). The results were rather similar. The coefficient for the
minority-majority republic was positive but not statistically significant in 2000, and
positive and significant in 2004. See Table 7 in the online appendix at http://dx.
doi.org/10.1017/gov.2015.20.

13 Two robustness checks were conducted to see if the exclusion of the autonomous
okrug/oblast observations would bias the results. First, Rosstat provides GRP per
capita data in the early 2000s for only two autonomous okrugs/oblast, the
Chukotka autonomous okrug and the Jewish autonomous oblast. When observa-
tions from these autonomous okrugs/oblast are included, the results remain
similar. (See Table 5 in the online appendix.) Second, reduced models (with the
main two explanatory variables and the interaction effects) were run with and
without the observations from the autonomous okrug/oblasts. Again, the results
are substantively similar. (See Table 6 in the online appendix.) Thus it is unlikely that
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the missing observations from the autonomous okrugs/oblast in the main models would
bias the results.

14 See, e.g. Blais (2000: 59).
15 Regiony Rossii. Sotsial’no Ekonomicheskie Pokazately (Moscow: Federal’naya sluzhba

gosudarstvennoy statistiki) (Goskomstat Rossii), various years.
16 For notable exceptions, see McMann (2006) and the studies on clientelism in Russia

cited above.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL
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