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Star Search:
Do Elections Help Nondemocratic
Regimes Identify New Leaders?

Edmund Malesky and Paul Schuler

A commonly proffered theory to explain the use of elections in author-
itarian regimes is that they help identify talented young leaders who can
be groomed for leadership positions. Unfortunately, due to the difficul-
ties of obtaining data in authoritarian settings, this hypothesis has not
been tested satisfactorily. We examine candidate-level data from the
2007 Vietnamese National Assembly (VNA) election and subsequent se-
lection of candidates for top positions within the VNA and for top min-
istry positions. We find no evidence that vote share is associated with
promotion to leadership positions in the VNA and only limited evidence
for vote share association with ministerial posts. Instead, the results in-
dicate that leadership selection takes place within the party rather than
through elections. Furthermore, behavior within the assembly suggests
that those who were chosen may have been selected based on their
loyalty or at least pliancy to the party elites. KEYWORDS: Vietnam, elec-
tions, authoritarian, co-optation, National Assembly, talent selection,
political development, electoral competitiveness, loyalty, party strength

IN AN EFFORT TO STEM CORRUPTION AND STRENGTHEN THE BOND BE-
tween the state and its citizens, Vietnamese officials, scholars, and
reform advocates have called for an increased role for the National
Assembly (VNA) in lawmaking and oversight of the state. Although
the ruling Vietnam Communist Party (VCP) has not moved as
quickly or deeply as some critics inside the country would like, they
have strengthened the role of the institution in recent years. Since the
passage of the 1992 constitution, the VNA has more full-time dele-
gates and electoral competition has been widened, so that in 2007
there were at least two more candidates than seats in each election
district. The VNA has also increased its visibility by holding two in-
stead of one session per year and by holding nationally televised
query sessions (chdt van).
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However, those who support the VNA’s enhanced role, particu-
larly reform-minded officials in the Office of the National Assembly
(ONA) tasked with running the assembly’s ten standing committees,
are concerned about a deficiency of expertise and competence within
the VNA.! Indeed, because of its history as a rubber-stamp assembly
comprising mainly part-time delegates for whom a position in the
VNA is either a duty or a reward for loyal service to the party, the
body has largely been viewed as incapable of dealing with complex
tasks. Recognizing this lack of capacity, international donors have
worked with the ONA for more than a decade to improve the quality
of delegates through programs such as a cooperation project with the
Swedish Riksdag in the early 2000s and an ongoing $7.5 million
project with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) to
improve democratic institutions.

Party intellectuals have debated whether increasing competition,
even in single-party elections, can improve delegate quality. In 2010,
the Vietnamese Journal of Legislative Studies (Tap Chi Nghién Ciru
Ldp Phap) featured a relatively open exchange on how to amend the
election law in preparation for the 2011 VNA elections. Chief among
those debates was whether to legislate education standards for dele-
gates or to allow candidates to self-nominate freely as long as they
are not members of an opposition party. Supporters of education re-
quirements contend that legislating standards is necessary to ensure a
minimal level of quality for delegates, while opponents argue that
more liberalized elections and relaxed vetting processes will elicit
better performance by allowing voters to choose representatives that
more closely reflect their preferences.

This dialogue is situated within a broader debate among students
of Vietnam and authoritarian regimes regarding the purpose elections
serve in single-party systems. Theories abound about the potential
benefits a regime may gain from elections, ranging from increased
domestic and international legitimacy to information about potential
opponents. We use data from the 2007 election to test one of the the-
ories explaining the benefits of competitive elections in democracies
(Fearon 1999) and autocracies (Geddes 2006)—that states actually
use elections to identify competent candidates or to improve the per-
formance of existing delegates. This explanation echoes a more gen-
eral argument that authoritarian regimes hold elections so that citi-
zens can identify the most important and competent local leaders,
whom the regime leaders will then incorporate into the ruling elite
(Boix and Svolik 2007).
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We argue that the VCP does not use the elections as the primary
mechanism for (1) identifying talented politicians or (2) inducing
candidates to improve performance by making them accountable to
their constituents. This is not to say that the VCP does not value
highly competent delegates. Rather, our study shows that the VCP
uses its own internal procedures—not elections—for assessing who
is qualified and who is not. We base our argument on an analysis of
how the regime chooses leaders in the assembly and in the govern-
ment after the election.

Given the extreme hierarchy within the VNA, the selection of
committee chairs and members of the VNA Standing Committee is of
particular importance, as these delegates wield a disproportionate
level of influence within the assembly relative to the part-time mem-
bers (Harrington, McDorman, and Neilson 1998).2 If the regime is
concerned about the quality of the assembly, these full-time dele-
gates, who remain in Hanoi all year and play a crucial role in draft-
ing legislation, are precisely those who should demonstrate the high-
est level of competence. Therefore, if elections are used to identify
and empower qualified “rising stars,” candidates with a strong per-
formance in the elections should be the ones assigned to leadership
positions.

Nevertheless, our analysis shows that the criteria the regime uses
for selecting leaders in the assembly are based on how the candidates
were nominated rather than on how they performed in the election.
Candidates for the VNA are nominated in two ways. More than 150
are nominated and vetted by central party and state agencies and then
sent to compete in the provinces. The remaining 700 candidates are
nominated at the provincial level. Candidates who were nominated
by the central institutions received the leadership positions regardless
of their relative performance in the election, where they were elected,
or their personal background, which shows that the decisions about
which delegates are best suited to assume leadership roles are made
well before the citizenry weighs in.

In contrast to the selection of VNA leaders, we do find some ev-
idence that election results may play a limited role in the selection of
government ministers, though the ministers too were exclusively lim-
ited to centrally nominated candidates. Among the roughly 150 can-
didates, those who were selected as ministers did perform somewhat
better electorally than other central nominees. However, despite the
modest role popularity may have played in selection, we must reiter-
ate that the regime did limit ministerial positions only to those who
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underwent the central vetting process. Thus, election results played,
at best, a secondary role to internal decisionmaking processes.

Finding that the party uses internal methods rather than elections
to select leaders naturally leads to the question of what criteria the
party uses to choose its leaders. According to the logic of opponents
of liberalization, the regime relies on internal methods because it be-
lieves doing so will deliver higher quality candidates, which would
suggest that the regime bases its decisions on technical competence
or educational qualifications. However, other theories of single-party
government suggest that factionalism (Shih, Adolph, and Liu 2012)
or loyalty (Reuter and Turovsky 2011) could be more important. Un-
fortunately, in terms of selection to the VNA we cannot directly ad-
dress this question, as we do not have a comprehensive list of the en-
tire pool of candidates for central nomination as well as their past
records on support for the party. However, we can indirectly address
the question of whether loyalty may have played a role in their selec-
tion based on the behavior of the leadership after they were vetted
and elected to the VNA. Using data collected from participation in
query sessions between 2007 and 2011, we find that the leaders who
were eventually selected spoke far less and far less critically than
other comparable delegates. This suggests that loyalty, or at least pli-
ancy, to the central party played a role in their selection.

Our findings are as follows. First, we examine the debate sur-
rounding the question of how to improve the performance of the
VNA, with a particular focus on the theory of using elections to im-
prove candidate quality. Second, we identify theories of democratic
elections relevant to Vietnam. Third, we discuss the structure of the
VNA and develop hypotheses that would support the theory of elec-
tions presented above. Fourth, we analyze a set of delegate-level data
to assess whether the VCP rewards candidates who perform well in
elections with important leadership positions in the VNA. Fifth, we
provide a series of tests to determine whether loyalty may be a factor
in choosing the leadership. We then conclude with a discussion of al-
ternative theories for Vietnamese elections, with a particular focus on
the informational and legitimacy benefits the regime may receive
through conducting relatively open elections.

Improving the Quality of the

Vietnamese National Assembly

Both proponents and critics of the way the VNA is currently selected
cite the passage in the Vietnamese constitution that declares the
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Vietnamese state should be “by the people, for the people, and of the
people” to support their arguments. The VNA, as a directly elected
body meant to oversee the state, is the conduit through which this
principle is realized (Nguyén Ding Dung 2007, 656). Although this
has always been the party’s official position on the VNA, in recent
years there have been indications that the VCP wants to change that
position from a mere slogan to a reality. In addition to televising VNA
activities and increasing the number of full-time delegates, the VCP
has also steadily armed the VNA with more concrete powers with
each successive wave of constitutional revisions and with amend-
ments to the law governing the operation of the VNA, which have ex-
panded the number of permanent committees on the body. The VNA
has been granted the power to vote on no-confidence measures for
government ministers and to oversee some portions of budget alloca-
tion (Vietnam Development Report 2010). It has also become more
involved in drafting legislation with government legal committees,
and in some cases has actually amended pieces of legislation, such as
increasing the minimum taxable income in the 2009 Income Tax Law.

With these increased responsibilities, many in Vietnam are con-
cerned that VNA delegates may not be up to the tasks of crafting com-
plex legislation or overseeing increasingly specialized bureaucracies.
Former National Assembly chairman Nguyén Vin An (2007), among
others, noted that the quality of legislation and oversight is lacking,
citing as an example the fact that many delegates, particularly high-
ranking party members, fail to speak during the query sessions. Other
research has also found that more than 60 percent of delegates failed
to speak during the first four sessions of the Twelfth National Assem-
bly, and less than half offered any comments that could be deemed
critical (Malesky and Schuler 2010).

These criticisms have led to debate within Vietnam about the
best way to induce delegates to more actively fulfill their duties, such
as speaking in hearings or asking questions during query sessions.
On one side of the debate, some commentators suggest that the prob-
lem is that of technical expertise, which leads them to favor strength-
ening the current system of preplanning an ideal assembly and then
vetting candidates to ensure that only appropriate delegates are
elected. Those supporting this point of view also favor legislating
formal education requirements for the delegates. One of the most
prominent advocates of this approach is Bui Ngoc Thanh (2009),
chairman of the National Election Board (Ban Bdu ci) in 2007, who
argues that formal education standards are necessary for the VNA to
legislate and oversee the bureaucracy in increasingly complex issue
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areas. From this perspective, opening up candidacy to anyone in-
creases the risk that voters may select incompetent delegates (D&
Ngoc Hai 2009).

Similarly, another group, while not explicitly opposing the cur-
rent system, believes that the targets set prior to the elections do not
include enough full-time delegates and nonparty members. The prob-
lem is not that delegates are not qualified, but instead that the VNA
is filled with part-time delegates who are required, in many cases, to
criticize the same bureaucracies where they hold full-time positions.
Former delegate Nguyén Ngoc Tran noted that there are many com-
petent, locally nominated part-time delegates who are afraid to assert
themselves for fear of jeopardizing state resources for their prov-
ince.> The problem is not only with local officials. As Nguyén Vin
An (2007) noted in his essay on his vision for the VNA, many senior
party leaders for obvious reasons are loath to scrutinize high-ranking
state officials, most of whom are also top-level party members. From
the perspective of these critics, an important solution is to decrease
the number of part-time delegates with positions elsewhere in the bu-
reaucracy and to dramatically increase the number of full-time dele-
gates. To that end, the 2001 Law on the Organization of the National
Assembly mandated a minimum proportion of full-time delegates of
about 25 percent.

While the previous arguments favor tinkering within the existing
framework of preplanning the assembly, a final group argues that the
current process of mandating qualifications and drawing up a blue-
print for an ideal assembly needs to be discarded. In contrast to pre-
vious arguments, they define competence as a willingness to reflect
the opinions and desires of the people, a quality that can only be
maximized by liberalizing the electoral system. Therefore, they not
only oppose legislating standards for candidates, they also favor re-
laxing the “three negotiations” (ba hiép thwong) vetting system,
whereby the central and provincial party leaders preplan an ideal
VNA based on demographic and occupational backgrounds before
vetting individual candidates to achieve this target (Nguyén Dang
Dung 2007). As Nguyén Thi Phuong (2010), a professor of law at
Hanoi National University, wrote, “Legislating standards for VNA
representatives is good, but it is better if the electoral system has a
method of selecting high quality candidates based on choice.” Vii
Vin Nhiém (2010) suggests that one should not equate intellectuals
(nha tri thirc) with politicians (nha chinh tri), and that if the politi-
cians do not have the requisite expertise in a certain issue area, the
correct response is not to legislate or preplan the VNA in a way that
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ensures the body contains representatives with those qualities. In-
stead, VNA delegates should be able to hire staff to help them in
their duties.

Overarching this debate over the quality of delegates is a ques-
tion of broader interest to foreign scholars of Vietnam and other au-
thoritarian regimes, which is, how do we define the role of elections
in authoritarian regimes such as Vietnam? Vietnam, unlike the other
remaining countries with ruling Communist parties, uses competitive
elections to fill its parliament. How do competitive elections facili-
tate or complicate regime goals? Scholars studying other authoritar-
ian regimes have also posed this question and generated a substantial
literature that theorizes about the potential benefits regimes might
gain from conducting at least marginally competitive elections.* This
literature is largely a response to the realization that rather than
destabilizing authoritarian regimes, as surmised by some (Huntington
1991), regimes with elections actually appeared to outlast those with-
out them (Geddes 1999). Several causal mechanisms have been pro-
posed. Some have suggested that elections provide a safety valve for
opponents to express dissatisfaction (Sartori 1976), while others sug-
gest that they deter opposition through a signal of overwhelming
strength (Magaloni 2006). Finally, some argue that they provide in-
formation on regime/opposition strength, or identify important local
notables (Boix and Svolik 2007) who may then be incorporated into
the ruling elite (Gandhi and Przeworski 2006).

Students of Vietnam have also posed the question in terms of the
VCP and the VNA. Gainsborough (2005) suggests that elections in
Vietnam are an attempt to comply with global democratic norms.
Lockhart (1997) theorizes that the VCP uses them to mobilize and
consult with citizens in order to maintain the bond between the party
and society. Thayer (2010) suggests that increased competition is a
response to domestic critics who challenge the legitimacy of single-
party rule. Other work has examined the extent to which the VCP
may use elections to gain information about the popularity and com-
petence of local cadres (Malesky and Schuler 2009) and whether they
use elections to co-opt potential opposition (Malesky and Schuler
2011). Finally, Salomon (2007) argues that VNA elections serve as
“popularity contests,” where citizens can punish venal cadres and
identify potential rising stars.

Out of these theories, we focus on Salomon (2007) and Boix and
Svolik’s (2007) theory of elections as a mechanism for voters to
select the most qualified and able representatives. We focus specifi-
cally on this question because of its relevance to the debate around
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how to improve the quality of the VNA. If they are right, perhaps the
VNA is already using the electoral system to increase the competency
of its membership above and beyond what it would be if it simply ap-
pointed the delegates, as is done in China. In response, we pose the
following question: Do the formal steps taken to increase competition
for VNA seats reflect the VCP’s desire to improve the legislature’s ca-
pacity? On the surface, it would appear that there is some link be-
tween the competitiveness of the elections and a desire for a more ac-
countable, qualified legislative body. Since 1992, along with the
increase in power for the VNA, the VCP has also steadily increased
the number of candidates per seat. The 2007 election featured their
largest-ever total of 1.77 candidates per seat (see Figure 1).

Below, we test this theory using a unique dataset of biographical
data from the 2007 election. However, before doing so we briefly
discuss how theorists in democratic contexts suggest that competition
improves representation and the quality of a legislature. We also in-
troduce some of Vietnam’s representative institutions that will be im-
portant for our empirical tests.

A Theory of Elections in Vietnam
In her seminal work on representation, Pitkin (1967) broke the con-
cept down into its many uses in order to zero in on the meaning of

Figure 1 Candidates-to-Seat Ratios in VNA Over Time
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“representative government.” In defending her view that political
representation entails a “substantive acting for others” (Pitkin 1967,
167), she challenges the idea of “descriptive representation” where
delegates are said to be representative if they share similar demo-
graphic characteristics, such as class, ethnicity, or career background.
“Acting for” representation means that the representatives must pro-
mote and safeguard the interests of the constituents even when the
constituents might not have enough information to make the correct
decision themselves. While she acknowledges that having a similar
background is certainly an important part of legitimizing a legislative
body, relying solely on this basis of representation will fail to ensure
that the assembly faithfully performs its role: “the best descriptive
representative is not necessarily the best representative for activity or
government” (Pitkin 1967, 89).

Even today, the VCP seems to base the legitimacy of the VNA on
the concept of descriptive representation. After the first stage of vetting,
which usually takes place about four months before election day, the
government announces the proposed “structure” for the VNA (Hong
Khanh 2007; Nhdn Ddn 2007), which suggests how many women, eth-
nic minorities, businessmen, members of the Fatherland Front, and so
on the regime wants in the final composition of the assembly. The VCP
then highlights the percentage of seats these targeted groups won in
announcing the final election outcome (Bui Ngoc Thanh 2007). Critics
of this system have voiced concerns similar to Pitkin’s that preplan-
ning a VNA that looks like Vietnamese society does not lead to an as-
sembly willing to promote the interests of voters. While the VCP has
resisted suggestions to do away with the preplanning of the assembly,
they have conceded to increasing the number of candidates for seats.
This, in theory, means that increased competition could be an effort to
improve the quality of the VNA. Although a certain district may only
be able to choose among ethnic minority candidates, the fact that they
are given a choice could allow voters to identify a more capable dele-
gate than if there were no choice.

How might competition lead to better representation? According
to theories of elections, there are two general explanations.® First, an
election can be used as a mechanism for generating accountability,
either between an individual legislator and his or her constituents or
between a party and its supporters (Carey 2008). In this conception,
voters vote retrospectively on the performance of their representative
or the government, selecting the delegate or the party for reelection if
they performed well and throwing them out if they underperformed.
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In the second conception, voters improve representation through
elections by selecting the option they prefer from a menu of plat-
forms. Assuming that the policy promises of the politicians are cred-
ible, the delegates then carry out those promises once elected. As
campaigns are limited in Vietnam and there is little broad policy dis-
cussion, this view of elections does not likely apply to Vietnam.®
However, there is a variant of this view of elections that could be rel-
evant. Elections can also be a way for voters to identify high-quality
candidates who are presumed to be more likely to represent them
once elected (Fearon 1999). These candidates may not make specific
policy promises, but voters can use the information they have to sort
out who is more honest or competent. Although accountability may
play a role in providing some information as to whether that candi-
date will perform well in the future, this conceptualization of elec-
tions does not rely primarily on retrospective voting. Rather, voters
attempt to distinguish a high-quality from a low-quality candidate,
who will perform better regardless of whether that delegate will face
electoral sanctions.

We explore the second conception as it could help explain how
Vietnamese elections may lead to a more competent assembly. There
are two reasons the logic of accountability is not a credible explana-
tion for why the VCP conducts elections. First, and most obviously,
because opposition parties are barred from running, the regime cannot
use elections to create a sense of collective accountability of the VCP
to the citizenry. Second, individual accountability to a constituency is
also limited in Vietnam by the fact that more than 70 percent of dele-
gates are not renominated by the VCP to run in subsequent elections,
and many of those who are, run in different provinces. If the regime
were concerned with using elections as a way to induce better per-
formance among candidates through electoral accountability, the VCP
would surely change these policies.

Because the logic of accountability does not apply, we focus on
the second potential benefit provided by elections, which is that they
allow local voters, who may have better information about the quality
of the local candidates than regime officials, to select better-qualified
representatives. This mechanism may apply, because not only do vot-
ers have some choice over candidates in the election, but at least hy-
pothetically they are also involved in the nomination process. The
Vietnamese vetting process is explained in detail elsewhere (Koh
2006; Malesky and Schuler 2009), but in brief the process entails
three “negotiations,” which are essentially meetings arranged by the
Fatherland Front’ and the central and provincial election boards to set
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a structure for the assembly, decide on a preliminary list, and finalize
the list. After the first negotiation, VCP and state agencies at all levels
meet to nominate candidates whose names are submitted to the Fa-
therland Front for the second negotiation. In the second negotiation, a
preliminary list of candidates is drawn up. After the second negotia-
tion, the front arranges meetings with about fifty of the nominees’
neighbors, where they vote on whether they support their nomination
to the final ballot, which is decided upon at the third negotiation.

Of course, this process faces some limitations as a way of pro-
viding a genuine local perspective on the quality of the nominee.
First, the meetings are only among fifty voters for candidates that
have to represent on average 300,000 constituents. Second, based on
interviews, attendees for these voter meetings are often selected care-
fully. This is done in several ways. First, the meetings are often
scheduled during the workday when only retirees or party employees
can attend. Second, sometimes only trusted party members are ex-
plicitly invited to the meetings. Finally, if the local party has enough
control over the process, there is potential for top-down pressure to
conform to the choices of the provincial bureaucratic apparatus that
nominated the candidates.

However, while these factors may limit the ability of the con-
stituents to have unvarnished input into the nomination process, it is
important to note that these limitations are not altogether absent in
democratic contexts where parties also have to rely on internal, and
debatably undemocratic, methods to settle on a candidate.? Indeed, re-
lying on the local party officials to come to a consensus on a candi-
date is not vastly dissimilar to the use of the caucus in US primaries.

Structure of the VNA

How can one tell if the VCP is using elections to identify officials
with the ability and willingness to actively represent constituents
rather than to gain domestic or international legitimacy, obtain more
information about the opposition, or signal strength to anyone think-
ing of challenging the regime? In terms of testing this proposition,
we find that the extreme hierarchy within the VNA gives us a great
deal of analytical leverage. If elections were used as a way to iden-
tify talent and improve the quality of the VNA leadership, then we
should find that those who perform best in the elections are more
likely to take over the all-important leadership roles within the VNA.
Given the enormous power the leadership has vis-a-vis the part-time
members in the lawmaking process and oversight, any serious attempt
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to use elections to bolster the quality of the assembly’s activities would
have to be reflected in an election’s influence over leadership selection.

The VNA is an extraordinarily hierarchical institution. Although
all assemblies feature some degree of hierarchy, with speakers or
committee chairs afforded more power than other rank-and-file mem-
bers, the VNA concentrates an extreme amount of power within its
Standing Committee. The Standing Committee is comprised of the
chairman of the National Assembly, four deputy chairpersons, and
the chairs of the ten permanent committees as well as the head of the
volunteer service, the head of legislative affairs, and the chairman of
the Office of the National Assembly. Table 1 shows the committee
breakdown of the VNA.

The Standing Committee is so important because the full body of
the VNA only sits in Hanoi for two sessions per year, which last for
about a month each. Therefore, between these sessions, the eighteen-
member Standing Committee effectively takes over the VNA’s leg-
islative and oversight duties. In addition, the Standing Committee is
largely responsible for setting the structure of the future and current
VNA. After the first negotiation at the central level, it submits a
blueprint for how the next VNA should be structured to the Father-
land Front, which is allowed to comment on it. Between the two

Table 1 Committee Membership in the Twelfth Vietnamese
National Assembly

Leadership® Full-time  Part-time

Standing Committee 17 n/a n/a
Foreign affairs committee 3 0 26
Science, tech, and environment

committee 4 3 29
Economic committee 4 3 28
Legislative committee 4 3 26
Law committee 4 1 29
Defense and security committee 2 3 27
Budget and finance committee 4 2 28
Culture, education, and youth

committee 4 3 31
Social affairs committee 4 1 34
Ethnic affairs committee 5 0 33
No committee n/a 0 128
Total (out of 493 total delegates) 55 19 419

Notes: a. All committee chairs are also on the Standing Committee, so they are only counted
in the Standing Committee. The leadership numbers include the deputy chairs.

https://doi.org/10.1017/51598240800008523 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1598240800008523

Edmund Malesky and Paul Schuler 47

organizations, the Standing Committee appears to wield greater in-
fluence over how the body will be constructed. Once the structure is
finalized, the Standing Committee can ensure that its blueprint is fol-
lowed because many of its members also sit on the Central Election
Board, a board created by the VNA Standing Committee to coordi-
nate the nomination and vetting processes between the central and
local levels. All local candidate lists must be sent to the Central Elec-
tion Board for approval before the candidate slates are finalized.

Perhaps the greatest source of power for the Standing Committee
versus the rest of the VNA is that it remains in Hanoi permanently,
which gives it greater access to government officials and informa-
tion. One other select group of delegates also enjoys this advantage.
Each of the substantive committees has between three and five deputy
chairpersons, who also remain in Hanoi. These deputy chairpersons
are important because they work with the government law-drafting
committees. In reality, what influence the VNA actually wields over
legislation is almost entirely concentrated among the fifty-four chair-
persons and deputy chairpersons of the ten committees (Harrington,
McDorman, and Neilson 1998). The laws considered by the full
VNA are largely the product of work conducted between government
drafting committees and the permanent chairs and staff of the VNA
committees.

Considering the importance of these delegates, it is critical to an-
alyze how they are chosen. Answering this question will also provide
clues to solving our puzzle about the role of elections in Vietnam. If
the VCP in fact uses elections to identify talented delegates who can
improve the quality of the VNA, then we should expect to see a rela-
tionship between election outcomes and leadership positions. We
should expect to see those candidates who win a high percentage of
the vote chosen for these leadership positions. Most of the govern-
ment ministers are also selected from the VNA, so we should also
expect the same logic to hold true for them. The candidates with the
most support should be eventually incorporated into the highest cir-
cles of authority, thus sharing power in the autocracy. This leads to
the following hypotheses.

HI: Vote share in the previous election should be positively
correlated with the probability of receiving a VNA leader-
ship position.

H2: Vote share in the previous election should be positively
correlated with the probability of receiving a government
ministerial appointment.
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However, an alternative hypothesis is that the regime preplans
who these leaders are and simply uses the elections as a way of rati-
fying those it has already deemed “rising stars” through internal pro-
cedures. To lean on arguments made by those opposing more liberal-
ized elections, fearing that voters will select incompetent candidates,
the party identifies who is competent through its own internal vetting
process. Because of observable variation in how the candidates are
nominated, we can assess whether central regime leaders had more
input into the nomination of certain candidates than voters or local
party cells.

Candidates for the VNA are nominated and vetted at one of two
levels. Candidates are either nominated centrally by national party-
state organizations (such as the VCP, Prime Minister’s Office, or mil-
itary) before being vetted in meetings organized by the National Fa-
therland Front (VFF), or they are nominated and vetted by provincial
officials. Once a final list of prescreened candidates is decided upon,
the centrally nominated candidates are sent to compete in the prov-
inces against the provincially nominated delegates (usually two to
three) in multimember districts with bloc voting.” The nomination
status is important for the theory because if candidates are prese-
lected for positions of authority within the VNA and in government
regardless of the electoral outcome, this would suggest that the re-
gime is using elections to ratify candidates it has already preselected
for leadership roles rather than to identify them.

If procedures were used to identify and preselect rising stars, it is
likely that the party would rely on central rather than provincial insti-
tutions to identify these delegates. This leads to the following alter-
native hypotheses:

Alternative H1: Central nomination is positively correlated
with the probability of receiving a VNA leadership position.

Alternative H2: Central nomination is positively correlated
with the probability of receiving a government ministerial
appointment.

Methodology and Description of Variables

We tested these hypotheses using candidate background data and
election results from the 2007 VNA election. We combined this in-
formation with data we gathered from Vietnamese news sources and
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government Web sites regarding the positions the winning delegates
took in the VNA after the elections. Below we will discuss our em-
pirical strategy and our variables.

To test H1 and H2, we used two dependent variables. Upper
leadership is a dichotomous variable indicating that the candidate
was selected as a committee deputy chairman or a member of the
VNA Standing Committee after the election. Government is a dummy
variable denoting that the candidate was selected as a government
minister after the 2007 election. Our key independent variable, Vote
percentage, is the vote share the delegate received in the 2007 VNA
election. To restate our hypotheses in terms of these variables, to
confirm the predictions generated by the power-sharing model we
would expect vote percentage to predict an increase in the likelihood
of being selected for an upper leadership role within the VNA (H1)
or as a government minister (H2).

To test the alternative hypotheses that the regime uses internal
procedures to select its leaders, we include a Centrally nominated
variable, which is a dummy variable representing whether a candidate
was nominated by a central party-state or a provincial organization.

We test both sets of hypotheses using the same general specification:

yi= B, + B, (percentage), + C.X;; + C,X;; + ¢

where X, is the matrix of candidate-level control variables and X, is
the matrix of provincial-level control variables. To address the possi-
bility that the estimates for our key independent variables are biased
by other potential predictors of leadership status, we include a bat-
tery of biographical and provincial controls that could drive both
vote share and the likelihood of selection. These include biographical
variables, such as Age, Male, Religion, and education (Degree). Be-
cause most VCP officials do not adhere to an organized religion, we
code Religion as a simple dummy variable, where “1” indicates that
the candidate follows a religion. We also include party status and
whether or not the delegate has served on the VNA before. Finally, if
a candidate is already an Incumbent minister in the government prior
to election, this should increase his or her chances of being selected
as a minister in the new administration.

It is also possible that provincial-level factors could confound
our results. Perhaps certain regions, such as wealthier, southern prov-
inces, are both more competitive and less likely to have their dele-
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gates incorporated into the ruling elite. As such, we include controls
for region and provincial gross domestic product (GDP per capita).
We also include a measure of the percentage the province receives
from the central budget relative to the total amount of revenue that
they generate through taxes and service fees levied on businesses and
citizens within their borders (Central transfers/local revenue). Be-
cause the central budget is largely supported by a few wealthy
provinces in the south, for many of the provinces this figure is high
because they receive far more in transfers from the center than they
take in. Transfers come in two forms: (1) Equalization grants to bal-
ance the difference between local expenditures and revenue; and (2)
Block grants for national programs (environment, poverty allevia-
tion) that are allocated based on formulas. Other provinces, such as
Ho Chi Minh City, however, remit far more to the center than they
receive in return.

Unfortunately, a few of the control variables and some of the
province and electoral district dummy variables perfectly predict fail-
ure (lack of leadership appointments) in the dichotomous dependent
variable. This is a well-known issue with dichotomous dependent
variables, which is referred to statistically as separation and implies
maximum likelihood estimates will tend to infinity and therefore are
inestimable. Many approaches commonly employed to address sepa-
ration can lead to biased results or compromised inferences. First,
some scholars drop the offending observations, an approach automat-
ically employed by most statistical programs. Thus, for instance, a
province from which no candidates received leadership appointments,
and therefore demonstrated no variation, would be dropped from the
analysis. While this approach does not lead to bias, it does reduce de-
grees of freedom and efficiency. A second approach is to use a linear
probability model, rather than probit or logit specifications, which
comes at the cost of incorrectly predicting marginal probabilities of
leadership appointment in the tails of the distribution. Third, some
scholars drop the problematic variables, which can lead to bias on the
coefficients of the remaining variables.

As an alternative, we employ a penalized logit developed in the
field of biomedical statistics to address this problem (Firth 1993;
Heinze and Schemper 2002).!° The method penalizes the log-likelihood
with one-half of the logarithm of the determinant of the information
matrix. This approach offers the most precise estimates of marginal
probabilities and standard errors in the face of separation.!! The re-
sults are displayed in Table 2.
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Table 2 Penalized Logit Estimates of Selection into VNA Upper Leadership

Full Status Nomination Status Fixed Effects
Bivariate  Demographic Political GDP Local Central Province District
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Vote percentage 0.0279**  0.0245 —0.00387 —-0.00302 -0.00523  -0.00531 0.0121 0.00530
(0.0134) (0.0156) (0.0190) (0.0196) (0.0983)  (0.0201) (0.0293)  (0.0356)
Age 0.0508**  —0.0919***  —(0.0923*** 0.0465  —0.104***  —0.109** -0.0388
(0.0233) (0.0325) (0.0327) (0.0849)  (0.0353) (0.0448)  (0.0509)
Male dummy 0.435 0.805 0.816 —0.282 0.779 0.951 0.392
(0.443) (0.573) (0.572) (1.855) (0.594) 0.677) (0.583)
Minority dummy 0.341 0.135 0.139 0.856 0.184 —0.338 —0.513
(0.458) (0.630) 0.671) (1.724) (0.693) (0.729) (0.857)
Religion dummy —-0.493 1.093 1.073 1.415 1.266 1.000 1.206
(0.976) (1.139) (1.143) (2.073) (1.247) (1.341) (2.299)
Degree (1 HS to 5 professor) 0.488***  0.0166 0.0185 0.0567 0.0294 0.0363  -0.0191
(0.148) 0.191) (0.190) (0.881) (0.194) (0.243) (0.319)
South 0.276 0.0508 0.0279 —-1.479 0.0698
(0.331) (0.397) (0.410) (1.847) (0.422)
Incumbency (previous terms in VNA) 0.782%*** 0.772%** 1.434 0.789*** 0.923***  0.432
(0.227) (0.229) (1.040) (0.240) (0.292) (0.333)
Centrally nominated (dummy) 5.059%** 5.036%** 4.278*%**  2.394%**
(0.917) (0.915) (0.866) (0.578)
GDP per capita (natural log) 0.167 —-1.806 0.263
(0.466) (2.418) (0.468)
Central transfers/local revenue 0.000388 —0.0107 0.000873
(0.00238) (0.0150)  (0.00242)

(continues)
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Table 2 Continued

Full Status Nomination Status Fixed Effects
Bivariate Demographic Political GDP Local Central Province District
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Province level FE No No No No No No Yes No
Election district FE No No No No No No No Yes
Constant —4.141%*%*  _7822%** 1772 —4.423 23.25 -0.175 -0.635 -0.207
(1.029) (1.629) (2.082) (7.690) (39.14) (7.778) (2.530) (3.691)
Observations 493 492 492 492 340 152 492 492
Log likelihood -163.9 -141.3 -81.37 -74.34 4.048 -67.32 -85.18 -179.3
Chi squared 4313 24.05 41.80 41.65 4.589 15.13 49.43 67.09
P-value 0.0378 0.00111 3.58¢-06 1.86e-05 0.917 0.128 0.976 1

Notes: **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01. Implemented using firthlogit in STATA. Model 4 is the fully specified model, which is replicated in Model 5 for local nominees and
Model 6 for central nominees. Logit estimates displayed with robust standard errors in parentheses.
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Tables 2 and 3 each contain eight models. In the first model we
display the bivariate regressions. In Model 2, we add the basic set of
candidate-level controls. Model 3 controls for nomination and in-
cumbency status. Model 4 adds provincial-level control variables.
Models 5 and 6 assess local and central nominees separately. Finally,
Models 7 and 8 add provincial and electoral district fixed effects to
ensure the results are not caused by unobserved heterogeneity at the
regional level or electoral district level.

Results

The results for the upper leadership selections were conclusive. Al-
though share of the vote is significant in the bivariate Model 1, once
we control for candidate qualities that might affect both vote share
and leadership appointment, like education (Degree), the size of the
coefficient on vote share declines toward zero. In subsequent models,
Vote percentage was consistently insignificant in predicting whether
a candidate would be selected for a leadership position in the VNA.
Only two factors had robustly significant effects. Older candidates
were less likely to be appointed to top leadership roles. Most impor-
tant, however, was whether the candidate was centrally nominated.
More precisely, central nomination gave candidates about a 35 per-
cent greater chance of being selected to an upper leadership position.
Other demographic characteristics also appeared to have little im-
pact. Provincial characteristics were similarly indeterminate. In short,
it would appear that being a central nominee is the clearest indicator
that a particular candidate was destined for leadership. These nomi-
nations were decided months in advance of the election. Thus, per-
formance in the election appears to be merely a means of legitimiz-
ing the regime’s ultimate choices.

For government positions, the results were even more pro-
nounced. Not a single government minister was selected from the
ranks of the local nominees, leading to the problem of separation in
the critical Centrally nominated variable. In other words, local nom-
inees were perfectly associated with failure to achieve leadership po-
sitions. Thus, Table 3 shows penalized logit results on selection as a
government minister. For the government leaders, we added a dummy
for incumbent members of the government, because voters already
knew those delegates would become government officials, which
should have impacted the vote percentage they received.

As with leadership positions in the VNA, Vote percentage appears
to be associated with appointment to a ministry until we control for
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Table 3 Penalized Logit Estimates of Selection into Government Ministerial Positions

Full Status Nomination Status Fixed Effects
Bivariate Demographic Political GDP Local Central Province District
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Vote percentage 0.170***  0.0929* 0.0686 0.0716 —0.00676 0.140*** 0.0439 0.0180
(0.0364) (0.0554) (0.0518) (0.0553) (0.118) (0.0428) (0.0484)  (0.0287)
Age 0.103 0.107 0.0826 0.0235 0.0838 0.0318 0.0168
(0.0668) (0.0814) (0.0828) (0.0869)  (0.0580) (0.0604)  (0.0335)
Male dummy —0.496 -0.260 —0.473 —0.564 0.407 —0.544 -0.154
(1.046) (1.074) (1.090) (1.802) (0.902) (0.953) (0.513)
Minority dummy 0.581 1.708 2.058 -0.184 0.226 1.341 0.484
(1.048) (1.278) (1.391) (2.548) (1.128) (1.345) (0.682)
Religion dummy 0.304 -0.578 -0.235 2.630 -1.352 —0.225 —0.557
(2.021) (2.058) (2.137) (2.426) (2.148) (1.946) (1.393)
Degree (1 HS to 5 professor) 0.544 0.428 0.381 0.309 0.267 0.293 0.151
(0.332) (0.356) (0.367) (0.941) (0.244) (0.371) (0.264)
South -0.415 —-0.496 -0.562 -0.329 -0.262
(0.975) (1.025) (1.034) (2.361) (0.693)
Incumbent minister 6.333%** 5.701%** 5.993*** 4.071%*%* 3 015%**
(1.600) (1.570) (1.731) (1.308) (0.992)
Incumbency (previous terms in VNA) —0.606 —0.557 0.679 -0.273 —0.208 -0.147
(0.558) (0.538) (1.246) (0.363) (0.543) (0.332)
Centrally nominated (dummy) 2.935* 2.859* 1.112 0.324
(1.545) (1.539) (0.737) (0.492)
GDP per capita (natural log) -1.274 1.678 0.943
(1.738) (1.627) (0.703)
Central transfers/local revenue -0.00817 0.00922  -0.000333
(0.00708) (0.0110)  (0.00318)

(continues)
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Table 3 Continued

Full Status Nomination Status Fixed Effects
Bivariate Demographic Political GDP Local Central Province District
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Province level FE No No No No No No Yes No
Election district FE No No No No No No No Yes
Constant ~16.88***  _1721***  _17.30%* 5.143 -32.91 —32.86%* -9.065** 4118
(3.136) (5.481) (6.870) (28.08) (26.43) (12.81) (4.396) (3.273)
Observations 493 492 492 492 340 152 492 492
Log likelihood -57.47 -18.22 -13.70 -7.363 7.663 -25.57 -53.59 -168.2
Chi squared 21.74 24.79 23.01 24.56 3.767 17.01 34.05 34.27
P-value 3.12¢-06 0.00168 0.0107 0.0171 0.957 0.0741 1.000 1

Notes: *p <0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01. Implemented using firthlogit in STATA. Model 4 is the fully specified model, which is replicated in Model 5 for local nomi-
nees and Model 6 for central nominees. Logit estimates displayed with robust standard errors in parentheses.
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Centrally nominated status. Once that variable is added in Model 3,
the relationship between vote share and appointment disappears.

Probing more deeply, however, we analyze local and central
nominees separately in Models 5 and 6. As is expected (after all, no
local nominees became ministers), the coefficient is virtually zero for
local nominees in Model 5. For central nominees in Model 6, how-
ever, there is a surprise. The coefficient on Vote percentage is statis-
tically significant and substantively important. Each one percentage
point in vote share increases the probability of government appoint-
ments for central nominees by 7 percent. That is, among the centrally
nominated candidates, those who went on to become government
ministers did appear to win a higher vote share than other centrally
nominated candidates. This could provide some evidence that the
regime uses the elections as a way to select ministers.

However, before reaching this conclusion, two caveats are in
order. First, as mentioned above, none of the provincially nominated
delegates was selected as a government minister. This suggests that
the regime had already whittled the number of candidates for govern-
ment positions from the total 876 candidates for the VNA, to the 156
they nominated centrally. Second, among the 156 central nominees,
evidence from other work shows that the Vietnamese regime tends to
engage in some preelectoral institutional manipulation, allowing it to
secure victory by wide margins for its preferred candidates. Malesky
and Schuler (2011) show that the regime relied on two key mecha-
nisms to ensure larger margins of victory for preferred candidates.

First, the government allowed central nominees to run in districts
with fewer candidates. Because of the bloc voting system, different
electoral districts had different probabilities of victory. In the easiest
districts, there were five candidates for three seats. In others, how-
ever, there were four candidates for two seats or six candidates for
three seats, each mathematically more difficult than the five-for-three
districts. However, a t-test shows that within the category of central
nominees, the regime did not appear to favor government officials
with mathematically easier districts.!?

The second method was to place candidates in districts with
weaker competition. Malesky and Schuler (2011) developed a metric
to estimate the difficulty of the district by creating an additive index,
wherein each candidate of the district was given a point if he or she
was a member of the Politburo, a member of the Central Committee,
a Provincial People’s Committee chairman, a member of the People’s
Council, or a central nominee. A candidate’s electoral difficulty
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was the sum of the power rankings of the other candidates in the
district.!?

Analysis shows that candidates who became government minis-
ters did not appear to gain any substantive advantages that were not
available to other centrally nominated candidates. While centrally
nominated candidates were more likely to face weaker challengers,
they, unlike members of the Politburo, were not substantially more
likely to be placed in mathematically easier districts. Government
ministers had these same advantages, but, critically, no additional
advantage.

This analysis allows us to conclude that unlike upper-level lead-
ers in the VNA, government ministers did appear to exhibit signifi-
cantly more popularity than other centrally nominated leaders, which
suggests that popular support may have played some role in their se-
lection. However, this conclusion is limited by the fact that unlike the
vast majority of the candidates, none of the government ministers
was nominated locally, which means that the regime places severe
limitations on the significance of public input.

Internal Selection Methods

While the previous analysis rules out vote share as a determinant of
quality, it offers very little insight into why regime authorities nomi-
nated particular candidates in the first place. One concern is that cen-
tral nominees may have been chosen due to their expected popularity
with Vietnamese citizens that would translate directly into vote share.
An alternative possibility is that loyalty matters more than expected
popularity for authoritarian leaders. Consequently, the reason we do
not observe a relationship between vote share and appointment is be-
cause top VNA candidates and ministers were selected due to their
perceived loyalty to the regime.

Based on the data, we can see that those who were selected as
full-time delegates and leaders within the VNA were significantly
more educated than the other elected delegates. In fact, central nom-
inees as a whole were far more educated than local nominees; 54 per-
cent of central nominees had advanced degrees, compared to 20.5
percent of local nominees. This suggests that the VCP at least uses
observable indicators of quality in their selection process.

Despite the fact that central nominees were more educated, the
regime still may have chosen only loyal, educated elites. To analyze
whether loyalty to the regime might be a factor in choosing whom to
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nominate as upper-level leaders, we looked at the behavior of those
candidates selected for VNA leadership in the assembly. Assessing
the party’s selection criteria via postelection behavior is not as opti-
mal as if we had information on the preelection behavior of all poten-
tial candidates given that performance may be endogenous to their
leadership status. While we do have information on potential candi-
dates for a subset of self-nominated delegates, which we will discuss
below, given the absence of such data for the entire range of candi-
dates, examining their behavior can still provide important insights.
If behavior is in fact endogenous to their leadership status, this at the
very least suggests that the leaders who are chosen are pliant when it
comes to the wishes of the regime.

Using data collected to analyze the legislator activity for the 2007—
2011 session of the VNA in previous work (Malesky and Schuler
2010), we assessed whether the upper-level leaders participated dif-
ferently than other delegates in the biannual VNA query sessions. In
the query sessions, legislators can grill sitting ministers on their per-
formance, which on occasion has led to the ouster of certain poor-
performing ministers. For the query sessions, we coded not only the
quantity of questions but also the degree of criticism they levied
against the ministers. The criticism variable is a simple count vari-
able, indicating the number of times a delegate criticized the minis-
ter, ministry, or Vietnamese government.'*

If legislators were chosen for their loyalty, we would expect
them to be reluctant to challenge sitting members of the government,
most of whom are also on the all-important Communist Party Central
Committee. Models 1 and 2 in Table 4 assess whether VNA leaders
were less likely to speak or engage in critical questioning of govern-
ment ministers, controlling only for features of individual delegates.
Models 3 and 4 add controls for characteristics of the province that
the delegate nominally represents. Models 5 and 6 add controls for
full-time members and centrally nominated members. It is important
to note that nearly all members of the upper leadership are also cen-
trally nominated full-time members, so to assess the substantive im-
pact of being an upper leader one must include all of these variables
to assess the net effect for leaders.

The results indicate that relative to the rest of the VNA, the mem-
bers of the upper leadership were not substantially different in their
willingness to speak. Again, while the impact of being a leader is neg-
atively correlated with speaking, because all leaders are also full-time
delegates, this negative impact is canceled out by the positive effect
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of being a full-time delegate. Therefore, the leaders are not substan-
tially different from the rest of the assembly.

However, relative to other full-time members, they were far less
willing to speak. Given that these full-time delegates have the most
information concerning the activity of the government, this strong dif-
ference is important. In essence, in terms of activity the upper leader-
ship in the VNA is more similar to the part-time delegates from the
provinces that only spend two months of the year in Hanoi than it is to
the other eighty-nine full-time members of the VNA. Given the sig-
nificant power invested in these leaders and the resources at their dis-
posal, this difference is surprising.

As mentioned above, we do not have data on the initial pool of
candidates for the field. However, we do have data on a subset of
candidates who self-nominated. Since 1992, the VCP has allowed for
self-nomination as an additional channel to win nomination outside
of traditional selection by a party, state, or officially sanctioned civil
society institution. Although these candidates can freely throw their
names into the hat, the process is not as open as it seems—once the
candidates self-nominate they are subject to the same vetting proce-
dures as the institutionally nominated candidates. This vetting process
drastically reduced the number of candidates selected through this
channel. In 2007, 236 self-nominees submitted CVs, but only 30
made it onto the ballot. Of those, only one managed to win election.'®

While strictly controlled, this institution nonetheless gives us an-
other window into the process the regime uses in selecting candidates.
Although we do not have a list of all 236 self-nominees who submitted
their CVs to provincial election boards across the country, we were
able to obtain a list of the 101 candidates who self-nominated in Ho
Chi Minh City. Of those 101 candidates, only 7 made it through the
entire vetting process and were selected to the final ballot (all lost
after their nomination). For the self-nominees, we have information
on whether they were party members, age, ethnicity, gender, and ca-
reer. As a further test of whether loyalty may have been an important
factor in selection, we simply assessed whether party status was an
important factor in their selection. The results were conclusive: party
membership was the strongest predictor of selection to the ballot.

Although only 12 of the 101 (12 percent) self-nominees were party
members, they made up 3 of the final 7 winning nomination (48 per-
cent). As Figure 2 shows, controlling for a range of biographical vari-
ables, party members had a 50 percent probability of winning nomina-
tion, while nonparty members had a roughly 3 percent chance.'®
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Table 4 Participation in VNA Query Sessions/Debates

Delegate Demographics Regional Factors Full Model
Queries Criticisms Queries Criticisms Queries Criticisms
(count) (count) (count) (count) (count) (count)
Independent/dependent 1 2 3 4 5 6
Upper leadership -0.487 -0.527 —0.681* -0.810* —-1.062** —1.139***
(0.432) (0.473) (0.403) (0.420) (0.475) (0.409)
Full-time 1.461%** 1.639***
(0.237) (0.272)
Centrally nominated -0.316 -0.318
(0.344) (0.389)
Age 0.00958 0.0115 0.00562 0.0136 0.0131 0.0159
(0.0122) (0.0166) (0.0128) (0.0163) (0.0141) (0.0200)
Male dummy —-0.140 -0.316 —-0.129 —-0.385 -0.234 —0.456
(0.225) (0.273) (0.236) (0.282) (0.221) (0.293)
Degree (1 HS to 5 professor) 0.0731 0.123 0.0138 0.0303 0.0547 0.157
(0.150) (0.162) (0.125) (0.143) (0.130) (0.159)
South (dummy) 0.328* 0.350 0.00552 -0.292 0.0783 —0.180
(0.191) (0.246) (0.291) (0.318) (0.289) (0.307)
Member of Communist Party (dummy) -0.580 —-0.450 —0.566 —0.491 —0.846** —0.724*
(0.356) (0.405) (0.353) (0.397) (0.332) (0.370)
Incumbency (previous terms in VNA) 0.0571 0.211 0.147 0.214 —0.00963 0.147
(0.169) (0.216) (0.184) (0.205) (0.161) (0.191)
Population (2006) —0.000164** —0.000162 —0.000201**  —0.000187
(8.15¢-05) (0.000117) (8.47e-05) (0.000116)

(continues)
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Table 4 Continued

Delegate Demographics Regional Factors Full Model
Queries Criticisms Queries Criticisms Queries Criticisms
(count) (count) (count) (count) (count) (count)
Independent/dependent 1 2 3
Central transfer/provincial revenue —0.00555%** —0.00740*** —0.00571***  —0.00694***
(0.00133) (0.00148) (0.00142) (0.00167)
Secondary school education -0.0113 —0.0398 —0.0143 —0.0392
(0.0257) (0.0271) (0.0259) (0.0263)
Career fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Constant -0.332 -1.283 1.859 3.817 1.409 2.785
(1.425) (1.485) (2.784) (2.963) (2.820) (2.897)
Inalpha 1.534%** 1.638%** 1.480*** 1.539%** 1.358%%* 1.348***
(0.110) (0.132) (0.106) (0.126) (0.108) (0.146)
Observations 492 492 492 492 492 492
Chi-squared 3633 3623 4999 6854 3558 3769
Log likelihood -861.0 —506.4 -861.0 -506.4 -861.0 —506.4

Notes: *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01. Negative binomial estimation employed with standard errors clustered at the province level.
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Figure 2 Probability of Self-Nominees’ Surviving Vetting
(by party membership)
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Note: These estimates and confidence intervals are based on a Clarify simulation of 1,000
estimates of the multivariate probit model. Controls included education, age, religion, minor-
ity status, and whether the candidate is an entrepreneur or local government official. All con-
trols are held constant at the mean.

Because there were so few party members who self-nominated
and because the estimate is near 50 percent, the standard error on the
estimate for the party member is quite large. However, even so, it
does not overlap with the estimate for the nonparty members, indicat-
ing a significant difference in the likelihood of selection for party
members. Taken together, these findings provide strong evidence that
loyalty is a key concern in terms of the internal selection process.

Conclusion

The results of our statistical analysis show that vote share is not a
factor in leadership selection. The Vietnamese regime does not ap-
pear to take the results of the election into account before promoting
certain delegates to all-important leadership positions at the central
level. Instead, the results indicate conclusively that the leaders are
largely predetermined prior to the election, and that loyalty to the
regime is an important contributing factor in this internal selection
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process. This finding supports evidence from interviews conducted
for previous work (Malesky and Schuler 2009) that suggests officials
from the ONA actually contact potential leaders for the VNA prior to
nominating them for office. These delegates are also usually nomi-
nated at the central level, which our results confirm.

On the surface, evidence from Vietnam could point to support for as-
pects of another candidate selection model. Boix and Svolik (2011) sug-
gest that when leaders need more cooperation from society, either because
of less ability to rely on natural resources or because of a cut in inter-
national support for regime leaders, they strengthen the role of the assem-
blies. Boix and Svolik (2011) test the model by showing that authoritarian
regimes relied more heavily on assemblies after the end of the Cold War
because the United States and the Soviet Union were no longer propping
up dictatorships. Indeed, the collapse of the Soviet Union led to a drastic
reduction in foreign aid, which was a major factor leading to the creation
of the 1992 Vietnamese constitution. A key component of the 1992 con-
stitution was to strengthen and clarify the role of the VNA by developing
standing committees and allowing more full-time delegates. Based on
these results, it seems that the regime is trying to increase the technical ex-
pertise and legitimacy of VNA delegates by preselecting experts and hav-
ing the public ratify them rather than allowing local notables to reveal
themselves. This reflects the viewpoint espoused by the secretary of the
Central Election Board, Bui Ngoc Thanh, that increased competition is
inimical to generating a competent assembly.

If the increased competition is not a way of improving the per-
formance of the VNA, then we still face the question of the purpose
the elections serve and why the VCP has slowly increased the compe-
tition for seats. Our evidence most strongly supports Thayer’s (2010)
suggestion that increased competition is a concession to demands
from civil society for political reform. However, if this is the goal, it
is not clear that the limited steps taken to increase competition have
had the desired results. Indeed, as Thayer himself has noted, propo-
nents of democratization have not been quelled by the regime’s liber-
alization of the assembly. Quite the contrary, groups such as Bloc
8406 and Viet Tan, which sponsored a course in nonviolent opposition
attended by recently jailed lawyer Lé Cong Dinh, seem to have ex-
panded and stepped up their coordination (Mydans 2010). It is un-
likely that changes to the electoral code will satisfy these critics as
long as Article 4 of the constitution continues to maintain that the
Communist Party is the country’s sole political force.

If this theory is correct, then is liberalization of the elections
simply part of a failing strategy? As argued elsewhere, the regime
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could be deriving other benefits from fielding a greater number of
candidates (Malesky and Schuler 2009). First, more open elections
could allow the VCP to gain information on the popularity of its
cadres as well as information on its level of administrative control.
By observing the electoral outcomes, the regime can assess whether
certain cadres are abnormally unpopular and use this information ei-
ther to weed them out or to improve their performance. There is some
evidence that the regime actually requires candidates who are mem-
bers of the Central Committee who win with less than 60 percent of
the vote to undergo self-criticism (Salomon 2007). Public protests
such as the demonstrations in Thai Binh in 1997 and the Central
Highlands in 2001 could have prompted the VCP to have greater de-
mand for such information on the performance of local cadres. In ad-
dition to information about individual cadres, the VCP may also want
information on how well local administrative agencies are carrying
out the edicts of the central government. In a country where local of-
ficials are notorious for either stretching or outright flouting central
initiatives (Fforde and de Vylder 1996; Malesky 2008), such informa-
tion may be valuable.

Edmund Malesky is associate professor of political economy at Duke University.
He has published in leading political science and economic journals, including
the American Political Science Review and Journal of Politics, and has been
awarded the Harvard Academy Fellowship and Gabriel Almond Award for best
dissertation in comparative politics. Malesky serves as the lead researcher for the
Vietnam Provincial Competitiveness Index and is a noted specialist in political
development in Vietnam and China, comparative political economy in Southeast
Asia, as well as economic transitions in developing economies. He can be con-
tacted at ejm5S@duke.edu.

Paul Schuler is a PhD candidate at the University of California—San Diego. He
has published articles in the American Political Science Review, Legislative
Studies Quarterly, and other regional journals.

Notes

1. For a debate on how best to improve delegate quality, see a series of
debates in the Tap Chi Nghién Ciru Ldp Phdp (Journal of Legislative Stud-
ies) (Vii Vin Nhiém 2010; Nguyén Thi Phuong 2010; Bli Ngoc Thanh
2009; Pd Ngoc Hai 2009).

2. This view of the assembly was confirmed in more recent interviews
conducted in fieldwork for Malesky and Schuler (2009).

3. Nguyén Piang Tén, “Chit lugng Qudc hoi, chit lugng phat trién,”
TuanVietnam.Net, May 19, 2009, http://community.tuanvietnam.net/chat
-luong-quoc-hoi-chat-luong-phat-trien?print=1. Accessed November 16, 2012.
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4. For a review of this literature see Gandhi and Lust-Okar (2009).

5. A deeper discussion of this topic can be found in Manin, Przewor-
ski, and Stokes (1999).

6. Official candidate lists are usually drawn up only three weeks be-
fore election day, which gives candidates limited time to campaign. Further-
more, the VCP prohibits candidates from attacking other candidates in the
same electoral district.

7. The Fatherland Front is the VCP’s umbrella organization for Viet-
nam’s main civil society groups, such as the Vietnamese Federation of Labor
and the Communist Youth League.

8. For a review of internal party selection mechanisms in the West see
Pennings and Hazan (2001).

9. Under the bloc vote electoral system each voter can cast a vote for
as many delegates as there are seats assigned to that district.

10. In particular, we use the STATA command firthlogit developed by
Joseph Coveney.

11. While marginal probabilities vary slightly in size, the core theoreti-
cal findings of the model do not differ greatly if we use linear probabilities
models or logit when the offending variables are dropped. These alternative
specifications are available upon request.

12. Central nominees who became government ministers were placed in
districts with an average number of 1.83 candidates per seat, while others
were placed in districts with 1.80 candidates per seat. The t-statistic from the
test is —0.37 with a p-value of .352.

13. Please see Malesky and Schuler (2011) for a further elaboration of
the coding scheme. Power rankings range from zero to twelve. Central nom-
inees who became government ministers faced competition with an average
score of 3.33, while those who did not faced competition with an average
score of 3.73. The t-statistic from the test is 0.890 with a p-value of .80.

14. For a more complete explanation of the data, please see Malesky
and Schuler (2011).

15. For a fuller discussion of the self-nominated candidates, see Male-
sky and Schuler (2009).

16. Controls included education, age, religion, minority status, and
whether the candidate is an entrepreneur or local government official. All
controls are held constant at the mean. We include the table for this regres-
sion on our dataverse site (www.thedata.org).
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