
Mobilizing Opposition Voters under Electoral

Authoritarianism:

A Field Experiment in Russia

Leonid Peisakhin
Assistant Professor of Political Science

New York University-Abu Dhabi

leonid.peisakhin@nyu.edu

Arturas Rozenas
Assistant Professor of Political Science

New York University

arturas.rozenas@nyu.edu

Sergey Sanovich
Post-doctoral Associate

Stanford University

sanovich@stanford.edu

Under electoral authoritarianism, the opposition’s victory at the polls often

precipitates regime change. Yet, opposition parties persistently find it di�cult to

mobilize their supporters. In this study, we examine the e↵ectiveness of information

campaigns administered as part of a cluster randomized experiment by an opposition

candidate in Russia’s 2016 parliamentary election. In a Moscow electoral district, the

campaign distributed 240,000 fliers to 75% of the district’s households. The

treatments primed the closeness of the election in that district and, separately, sought

to shame opposition supporters into voting. Outcomes were measured at precinct

level. We find that the information campaigns failed to increase turnout or support

for the candidate and her party. This finding casts doubt on the ability of opposition

campaigns to mobilize voters via these widely used informational interventions in

electoral autocracies.
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1 Introduction

In most modern autocracies, political opposition is allowed to compete in elections (Levitsky

and Way, 2010). Such elections are usually dominated by pro-government parties that have

access to state funds, patronage networks, and means of repression. Even if elections under

authoritarianism are unfair, by participating in them the opposition can at times successfully

bring about regime change. This is how in Poland, in 1989, the Solidarity movement ended

forty-two years of Communist rule, in Mexico, in 2000, the National Action Party (PAN)

brought about the collapse of the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) that had ruled

the country for seventy-one years, and in Malaysia, in 2018, the Alliance for Hope displaced

the ruling National Front.

A key challenge for the opposition parties in authoritarian elections is that their

supporters can be highly apathetic even when the incumbent is unpopular. Since the

political system is stacked in favor of the incumbent, the opposition supporters do not

believe that their votes can a↵ect electoral outcomes or government policies (Magaloni,

2006; Simpser, 2013). Moreover, the opposition supporters can be apprehensive that their

turning out to vote will be used for propaganda purposes by a regime that is eager to

showcase its mobilizational capacity. Overcoming these negative expectations and

persuading their supporters that turning out to vote is important even in a highly unfair

election is a key challenge for the opposition.

One strategy that the opposition can and does use under these circumstances is to try

and mobilize supporters through the dissemination of informational messages; this is the

same strategy that is used in partisan get-out-the-vote (GOTV) campaigns in established

democracies (e.g. Arceneaux and Nickerson, 2008). In this paper, we evaluate the

e↵ectiveness of informational appeals geared toward the opposition voters in the context of

a large-scale field experiment in Russia. We followed a campaign by an opposition
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candidate in an electoral district in Moscow during the 2016 parliamentary election.1 The

candidate’s campaign used cluster randomized design to distribute 240,000 partisan

campaign fliers to 75% of the district’s households. The fliers contained informational

appeals that aimed to increase the voters’ perception about the value of their vote. One

flier primed voters about the closeness of the forthcoming election and the other about the

intrinsic value of participating in elections. These mobilizational appeals were designed by

campaign sta↵, who expected the messages to mobilize their supporters given that

elections are rarely close in Russia even at district level, and that, more generally,

households in Russia receive considerably less promotional materials than households in

developed democracies and are therefore more likely to pay attention to fliers. Notably,

dissemination of printed materials via mail or in person is the most common way in Russia

to canvass potential voters (Kynev, Lyubarev and Maksimov, 2017).

We analyzed how these informational appeals a↵ected turnout and vote choice at the

level of electoral precincts within the district under study – the level at which information

campaigns were randomized. We find that none of the treatments had an e↵ect on turnout or

electoral support for the opposition. These null results are robust not just in their consistent

lack of significance but also in that point estimates are small. At least in the context of this

election in Russia and of these mobilizational appeals, opposition supporters did not seem

to be a↵ected by information that their vote matters either for instrumental or normative

reasons. We try to systematically rule out the various possible explanations for these null

findings and conclude that apathy among opposition voters is the most likely reason.

To our knowledge, this study is the first to use a large-scale field experiment to evaluate

the e↵ects of an opposition mobilizational campaign under electoral authoritarianism. It

complements the literature on the non-partisan GOTV campaigns in hybrid regimes and

developing democracies (Guan and Green, 2006; Chong et al., 2015; Adida et al., 2017).

1
Treatments were delivered by the candidate’s team as part of her campaign strategy and not independently

by researchers, which helps assuage ethical concerns associated with researchers’ intervention in the electoral

process.
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The latter literature has generally found informational interventions to be quite e↵ective,

in contrast to null findings from many GOTV experiments in the U.S. (Gerber and Green,

2017). The null results reported in this study are more consistent with the findings of the

GOTV studies in the US, but, as we explore below, likely for a di↵erent set of reasons.

2 Context

The experiment was conducted in district 198 (Leningradsky) of Russia’s capital Moscow.

This district is one of fifteen in the city and is broadly representative of Moscow at large. It

encompasses a mix of urban areas – from highly desirable in the south to densely populated

and industrialized in the north. The most common type of residential dwelling in this area

is a multi-storey apartment building. The district is subdivided into 229 electoral precincts

with the total of 507,000 registered voters.

We followed the campaign by Yulia Galiamina – a candidate for a seat in the national

parliament in this district. Galiamina was running under the aegis of the Yabloko party, a

well-established opposition party. Galiamina, aged 43 at the time of the election, is a

professor of linguistics and a local activist on issues of environmental protection and

government accountability. In 2014, she ran for Moscow City Council, coming second after

the candidate for the ruling United Russia party.

In the 2016 election, United Russia – the country’s dominant political party – did not

field a candidate in district 198 because of informal agreement with ‘the loyal opposition’

already represented in parliament to better ensure that some candidates from these parties

are returned to the legislature.2 In e↵ect, in district 198, the pro-regime coalition was

represented by the candidate from Just Russia, who was favored to win going into the race.

The average turnout rate in 2016 in the district was 34%, which is typical of Moscow.

Galiamina came second with 14% of the vote behind the pro-government candidate who

2
“ ’Edinaia Rossiia’ naznachila ‘dogovornye’ okruga” (‘United Russia’ has settled on ‘pre-agreed’ districts),

kommersant.ru, 28 June 2016.
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received 31%.

3 Experimental Design

3.1 Treatments

In the classical framework of voting calculus by Riker and Ordeshook (1968), a citizen is

more likely to turnout to vote when she believes that her vote will a↵ect the outcome of

the election and when she assigns a large intrinsic value to the act of voting. In elections

under authoritarianism, the voting calculus of opposition supporters is highly skewed against

turning out to vote. Government-friendly media often deliberately try to elicit a belief that

the incumbent will inevitably prevail at the ballot box, and so voting for the opposition has

little instrumental value. Moreover, turning out when the opposition is unlikely to win can

carry a negative intrinsic value for the opposition supporters who might be wary that their

turnout would be exploited for propaganda purposes.

These obstacles to mobilizing voters are well understood among Russian opposition

politicians.3 In an attempt to raise the perceptions of the closeness of the election and of

the intrinsic value of voting, Galiamina’s campaign set out to deliver mobilizational

informational fliers to a randomized set of precincts within her district.

Three types of fliers were distributed – a control flier, a vote pivotality appeal, and a

shaming appeal. The control flier was the size of 1/3 of an A4 cardboard sheet; it contained

the candidate’s photograph, her name, the campaign slogan, her party’s logo, and the election

date. The two treatment fliers contained the same information as the control, but they had

additional informational appeals on the front page and on the inside of a postcard-style

foldable card.

The wording of the two informational appeals is given in Table 1. The fliers, in Russian,

can be seen in Online Appendix 1. In the pivotality appeal, recipients were informed about

3
“Boikotiruia zdravyi smysl” (Boycotting rationality: Those who stay at home during elections will not make

Russia free), novayagazeta.ru, 10 January 2018.
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Flier’s front Inside

Pivotality

Do you support

an independent
a

candidate? We

have a chance to

win!

In the 2013 Moscow mayoral election, the

opposition candidate was just 208 votes short of

winning in one of our raions. In the upcoming

Duma election, your vote could be decisive!

Shaming
Planning not to

vote again?

Then do not complain about the laws passed by the

Duma. Do not let others decide what the future

parliament will look like!

Table 1: Mobilizational appeals in the two treatment conditions.

a
In the Russian context, ‘independent’ refers to someone from outside of the regime, and the term is used

interchangeably with ‘opposition.’

the importance of their vote given the historical patterns of voting in the district. They were

told that in the 2013 mayoral election the independent candidate Alexey Navalny (who was

not mentioned by name in the appeal) lost by only 208 votes in one of the district’s raions

(administrative units).4 This message was designed to increase the recipient’s evaluation of

the instrumental value of voting if they favored the opposition. The campaign also expected

the pivotality appeal to raise the overall vote share for the opposition candidate and her

party.

The other treatment is built around a shaming appeal and is intended to raise the

intrinsic value of voting. This appeal reminds voters of their civic duty to vote or otherwise

forego criticizing the parliament’s legislative decisions. This is a negative form of a

standard civic duty message. It aims to increase the utility derived from the act of voting.

In this instance, the treatment is targeted specifically at pro-opposition voters because the

language of the treatment presumes that the recipient is dissatisfied with the government’s

legislative agenda. Thus, we would expect that exposure to the shaming appeal should

increase turnout especially among pro-opposition voters thus also increasing support for

the opposition candidate and her party.5

4
This information is factually correct.

5
It is possible that both that treatments would mobilize both anti-regime and pro-regime voters, in which

case we would expect treatments to increase turnout, but not the distribution of votes across candidates.
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The design of this experiment is similar to non-partisan GOTV experiments where the

message that the election is imminent is used as a baseline (e.g. Matland and Murray, 2012).

The aim is to isolate the e↵ectiveness of two distinct mobilizational messages on top of basic

factual information about the election and the candidate.6

3.2 Implementation

Treatments were administered and outcomes measured at the level of electoral precincts.

In total, there are 229 precincts in the electoral district under study. Of these, 17 service

organizations (military facilities, hospitals, etc.), and the campaign did not attempt to deliver

informational fliers there. It did set out to distribute fliers to all residential addresses in the

remaining 212 precincts.7 On average, precincts have about 2,000 voters each. The intent

was to treat all 500,000 registered voters in the district. Two-hundred and forty thousand

fliers were printed for hand-delivery to individual household mailboxes in 2,727 residential

buildings. The fliers were distributed by a marketing firm contracted by the candidate’s

campaign. The distribution was scheduled for September 12-16, 2016, with the election

taking place on September 18.

Fliers were successfully distributed in 77% of buildings in the control and shaming appeal

conditions and in 74% of buildings in the pivotality appeal treatment. These are relatively

high rates of coverage in a very security-conscious city. The precise extent of the problems

generated by incomplete delivery is di�cult to estimate, but random assignment of precincts

to treatments mitigates against serious threats to inference.

The literature from the U.S. suggests that the take up of informational messages is

usually low, especially in the case of fliers distributed in mailboxes (Gerber and Green, 2017).

While we cannot estimate the take-up rates without a follow up survey, we would expect

6
The campaign wanted to treat all the households with at least the message about the election date and the

candidate’s name and photo.
7
The total number of precincts in subsequent analyses is 210. Inspecting the data, we found two precincts with

turnout rate of 99-100% (see Online Appendix 2), about nine standard deviations o↵ the district average.

These two precincts are excluded from the analyses.

6



this problem to be far less severe in Russia than in the U.S., because Russian households

generally receive less marketing mail.

3.3 Balance and Power

In Table 2, we present evidence on balance across the three interventions on nine

pre-treatment variables, including data on the nature of precincts (number of apartments,

buildings, and voters) randomized into each of the treatments and on turnout and voting in

the preceding three elections (parliamentary in 2011, presidential in 2012, and mayoral in

2013). Group averages for each of the interventions are reported in columns 1-3, and

di↵erence of means statistics for comparison between each of the treatments and the

control are in the last two columns. Observations are weighted by a precinct’s vote-eligible

population to reduce the risk of small precincts driving the overall results.

Group means Treatment – Control

Control Pivotal Shame Pivotal Shame
(N = 70) (N = 70) (N = 70)

Number of apartments 1326 1404 1357 77.96 (0.11) 30.82 (0.52)
Number of buildings 14.01 13.02 12.04 -0.99 (0.53) -1.98 (0.21)
Number of Voters 2469 2422 2444 -46.93 (0.33) -24.65 (0.61)
Turnout in 2011 64.58 64.85 65.19 0.27 (0.89) 0.61 (0.75)
United Russia vote in 2011 45.74 45.34 46.58 -0.40 (0.86) 0.84 (0.71)
Turnout in 2012 56.26 56.64 57.28 0.38 (0.62) 1.02 (0.17)
Putin vote in 2012 46.34 45.22 45.65 -1.11 (0.21) -0.69 (0.44)
Turnout in 2013 elections 31.52 32.64 31.95 1.12 (0.10) 0.43 (0.52)
Navalny vote in 2013 27.99 29.19 28.46 1.19 (0.35) 0.47 (0.71)

Observations weighted by precinct voting population. P-values for two-tailed t-test in parentheses.

Table 2: Balance tests.

Generally, there is balance across the three interventions, as no pre-treatment covariate

is strongly correlated with assignment to any specific intervention at conventional levels of

statistical significance. There does seem to be slight imbalance with regards to turnout in

the 2013 mayoral election, where precincts subject to the pivotality appeal appear to have a
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slightly higher turnout than those in control (at a p-value of 0.10). To address this problem,

in a subset of subsequent analyses we control for turnout in 2013.

At the total of 210 precincts in the experiment (70 x 3 interventions) there might be

concerns about statistical power. Generally, the number of units in this study is in line with

other similar field experiments that manipulate treatments at the level of lowest possible

electoral or administrative units (e.g. Adida et al. (2017) have 137 units), Mvukiyehe and

Samii (2017) have 142 units). According to our calculations (see Online Appendix 3), the

power of this experiment is between 0.74 and 0.94, depending on exact formulation of the

null hypothesis, to detect a two percentage point treatment e↵ect under the 95% confidence

level.

4 Results

In Table 3, we report the estimated e↵ects of a precinct being assigned to one of the two

mobilizational fliers (relative to the control flier) on three outcomes: turnout, support for

the candidate (Galiamina), and support for the candidate’s party Yabloko.8 Outcomes are

measured in percentage points, and coe�cients are estimated using weighted least squares

(WLS).9 For each outcome, we report estimates without pre-treatment controls and with

adjustment for turnout in 2013.

Neither of the two mobilizational messages had an e↵ect on voter turnout or vote choice by

comparison to the control flier. The coe�cients in Table 3 are very small in magnitude across

all specifications and not significant. The coe�cients for pivotality and shaming primes

are �0.02 and 0.04 respectively. Given that the outcomes are measured on a percentage-

point scale, these very small coe�cients represent quite precisely estimated null e↵ects of

the two treatments on turnout. The estimated coe�cients for percentage of votes cast for

the candidate and her party are also small (varying from �0.83 to 0.28) and directionally

8
In addition to casting a vote for a candidate, voters also cast a vote for a political party.

9
In Online Appendix 4, we report very similar results from OLS regressions.
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Turnout Candidate vote Party vote

Pivotality 0.74 �0.02 0.29 �0.48 1.11 0.24
(0.59) (0.38) (0.83) (0.69) (0.84) (0.66)

Shaming 0.33 0.04 �0.53 �0.83 0.61 0.28
(0.59) (0.37) (0.83) (0.68) (0.84) (0.66)

Turnout in 2013 0.67⇤⇤ 0.69⇤⇤ 0.77⇤⇤

(0.04) (0.07) (0.07)

Observations 210 210 210 210 210 210
Adjusted R2 -0.002 0.60 -0.005 0.31 -0.001 0.39

WLS estimates with two-tailed p-values:
⇤
p<0.05.

⇤⇤
p<0.01.

Dependent variables are measured in percentages.

Table 3: Treatment assignment e↵ects on turnout and support.

inconsistent across specifications. In Online Appendix 5, we show that the null e↵ects persist

irrespective of which pre-treatments covariates are included in specifications.

5 Possible Reasons for Null Effects

5.1 Lack of Statistical Power

What could account for these robust null results? Given the relatively low number of

precincts in the study, the most immediate concern might be over the lack of statistical

power. Attributing the null e↵ects to lack of power would be plausible had the estimated

e↵ects been large but noisy. The results in Table 3 suggest a very di↵erent scenario: the

estimated treatment e↵ects are very small substantively and have low standard errors.10 It

is therefore unlikely that null findings are due to low statistical power.

10
The standard errors for the treatment e↵ects range from 0.4 to 0.8, which is quite small given that the

outcome variable is measured on a percentage scale.
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5.2 Attenuation Bias Due to Problems with Flier Delivery or Take-Up

The results reported in Table 3 are the e↵ects of the assignment of precincts to di↵erent

information campaigns (intent-to-treat e↵ects). However, the firm distributing the fliers

was not able to reach every mailbox. This incomplete saturation might have resulted in an

attenuation bias because even if the fliers were e↵ective on those individuals who received

them, the aggregate e↵ects of the campaign would have been small had only a fraction of

potential voters been treated.

To investigate the extent of such attenuation bias, we check to see whether the

mobilizational fliers are associated with higher e↵ects in precincts where delivery rates were

higher. The assumption is that where more fliers are delivered, more fliers are also picked

up and read by potential voters. Therefore, precincts with higher saturation rates should

also be ones where there is higher compliance with the treatment. For each precinct, we

calculate the share of buildings that received leaflets and then estimate treatment e↵ects

only for precincts where the saturation rate is at or above a particular threshold. We vary

the saturation threshold from 0 (N = 210) to 0.8 (N = 100).11

In Figure 1, we report the e↵ects of the two treatments (with 95% confidence intervals) on

turnout in 2016 at di↵erent saturation levels after adjusting for past turnout. The estimated

coe�cients hover around zero and they do not increase as the saturation rate goes up. This

pattern also holds for the two other dependent variables (candidate and party vote); results

reported in Online Appendix 6. Therefore, it would appear that the null results are not due

to problems with the delivery of the fliers or their take up.

5.3 Electoral Fraud

Another possible explanation for the null findings might have to do with the fact that

elections in Russia are fraudulent. However, as we demonstrate in Online Appendix 7,

11
The saturation threshold of zero includes the entire sample. In two precincts (each consisting of two

buildings), not a single apartment building could be accessed.

10



Pivotality Shaming

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8

-1

0

1

Saturation threshold

C
o
e
�
c
ie
n
t
a
n
d
9
5
%

C
I

Figure 1: Treatment e↵ects on turnout for di↵erent saturation thresholds.

three facts strongly contradict this explanation. First, although election fraud was

widespread in the 2016 election, there is little evidence that there was large-scale fraud in

the city of Moscow or district 198 specifically. Second, to negate possible treatment e↵ects

the regime would have had to inflate turnout in precincts randomized into the control

condition while not inflating the support for pro-regime parties there, as we didn’t find any

treatment e↵ects on support for candidates. This type of regime intervention is highly

unlikely as it defies the very logic of electoral fraud. Third, our simulations show that for

electoral fraud that is orthogonal to our interventions to have attenuated treatment e↵ects

to the point of a null finding, the level of fraud would have had to be very large and

certainly considerably higher than any empirically established fraud levels in Russia.

5.4 General Weakness of Mobilizational Appeals

Studies in the U.S. show that mobilizational appeals to vote pivotality and many variants

of the civic duty appeal are ine↵ective (Gerber, Green and Larimer, 2008; Enos and Fowler,

2014). Hence, it is possible that the campaign’s treatments did not work because these

mobilizational appeals are universally weak. This explanation cannot be completely ruled

11



out in the absence of a follow-up survey to explore individual-level dynamics, but it does not

seem very plausible in the given context. Under electoral authoritarianism, close elections

are rare, and it seems reasonable to expect opposition voters in hybrid regimes to react to

this kind of message. More generally, informational interventions are generally found to be

quite e↵ective in developing democracies (Chong et al., 2015; Adida et al., 2017; Mvukiyehe

and Samii, 2017) and, in the specific context of Russia, the opposition commonly uses this

technique to reach out to potential supporters (Kynev, Lyubarev and Maksimov, 2017).

5.5 Candidate Quality

Another possibility is that the candidate was perceived to be of poor quality, and so the

mobilizational appeals failed to have any e↵ect because voters discounted them given the

lack of trust in the candidate. We can reasonably rule out this possibility. As explained in

the section on context, Galiamina came second, and, in fact, she had the second-best result

of any non-systemic opposition candidate in the whole of Moscow in 2016.

5.6 Voter Apathy

Survey evidence suggests that Russians voters feel increasingly apathetic toward

participating in elections. In 2016, only 14% of respondents thought that they can

e↵ectively express their political preferences through the act of voting; 87% of respondents

said that they had no influence over policy decisions.12 If the baseline intrinsic benefits of

voting are perceived to be extremely low, then even highly persuasive mobilizational

appeals would be insu�cient to overcome the costs of voting and deep voter apathy. Given

the ruling party’s dominance, it might make little sense to vote locally for opposition

candidates in the absence of a signal that change at the national level is within reach.

Inducing apathetic beliefs that acting against the regime – at the ballot box or elsewhere –

is futile is the goal that all autocracies pursue. Our study suggests that the incumbent

12
See https://www.levada.ru/2016/09/06/elektoralnye-ustanovki/ and https://www.levada.ru/
2016/08/24/nol-vliyaniya/.

12

https://www.levada.ru/2016/09/06/elektoralnye-ustanovki/
https://www.levada.ru/2016/08/24/nol-vliyaniya/
https://www.levada.ru/2016/08/24/nol-vliyaniya/


regime in Russia has largely achieved that goal.

6 Conclusion

To the extent that our findings can generalize beyond Russia, they suggest that the

attempts of opposition parties to mobilize sympathetic voters through informational

appeals on instrumental and intrinsic value of voting are not e↵ective under electoral

authoritarianism. While we cannot completely rule out the possibility that the treatments

were ine↵ective because of general weakness of mobilizational appeals delivered via fliers,

the evidence seems to point to the fact that apathy among potential opposition voters is

the primary factor behind these null e↵ects. If our interpretation of the findings is correct,

it suggests that under electoral authoritarianism information campaigns by the opposition

are likely to be successful at mobilizing opposition supporters around elections only when

there is widespread public perception that regime change is plausible and imminent.
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1 Informational fliers

Figure 3: Control treatment

13

Figure 1: Control flier.

2



Figure 1: Pivotality treatment
11

Figure 2: Flier with the pivotality appeal.
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Figure 2: Shaming treatment
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Figure 3: Flier with the shaming appeal.
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2 Outliers in election data

The figure below plots the turnout rate by precinct in 2013 and in 2016 for all 212 precincts

that were included in the experiment (left panel). We clearly see that there are two precincts

that are outliers.

Precinct No. 335 is a state-run home for children with severe developmental disorders

(internat), and it had turnout rate of 100% in both the 2013 and 2016 elections. Such

turnout rates (mostly in favor of government) are quite typical in elections that take place

in small precincts located in government-run institutions (hospitals, jails, etc.).
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Precinct No. 469 had a turnout rate of 60% in the 2013 mayoral election and 99% in

the 2016 parliamentary election. The precinct is home to the headquarters of the Main

Intelligence Directorate (GRU), the foreign intelligence arm of the Russian Army. Given the

nature of these two precincts, it appears reasonable to exclude them both from the analyses.
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3 Power Calculations

To calculate the statistical power of the experimental design, we use simulations. Let ni

denote the number of eligible voters in a precinct, i = 1, ..., N , where N is the number of

precincts in the district that were subject to the experiment. Let ⇡i denote the baseline

turnout rate in precinct i under the control condition. We then simulate the turnout rate,

Ti, in precinct i as follows:

Vi ⇠ Binomial (ni, ⇡i + ↵1Pivotalityi + ↵2Shamingi) ,(1)

Ti = Vi/ni,(2)

where Pivotality i is an indicator equal to one if precinct i received the ‘pivotality’ treatment

and Shaming i is an indicator equal to one if precinct i received the ‘shaming’ treatment.

Thus, ↵1 and ↵2 capture the true e↵ects of the two treatments. After simulating turnout

rates in each precinct, i = 1, ..., N , we then fit the OLS regression

Ti = �0 + �1Pivotalityi + �2Shamingi + ✏i.(3)

We use the turnout rate in the 2013 mayoral election in place of ⇡ – the turnout rate that

would obtain in each precinct without any informational treatment. Very similar results are

obtained if turnout in 2012 or 2011 elections is used in place of ⇡. We set ↵1 = ↵2 = 0.02,

which means that each treatment increases the turnout rate by two percentage points relative

to the baseline.

We then simulate the data and run the above regression repeatedly 1,000 times. In Table

1, we show the proportion of times a null hypothesis of no e↵ect has been rejected given

that it is false (statistical power) assuming variable levels of statistical significance. Since

we have two treatments, we investigate the power of the design with respect to three types

of null hypotheses: one where we look to detect the e↵ect of both treatments (�1 = 0 and
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�2 = 0), one where we look to detect an e↵ect of a single treatment (�1 = 0), and one where

we look to detect an e↵ect of at least one treatment (�1 = 0 or �2 = 0). Note that the first

null hypothesis is most di�cult to reject and the last one is easiest to reject.

Null hypothesis Power (↵ = 0.05) Power (↵ = 0.1)

�1 = 0 AND �2 = 0 0.73 0.84
�1 = 0 0.83 0.91
�1 = 0 OR �2 = 0 0.94 0.97

Table 1: Power calculations.

The simulation results in Table 1 indicate that the design is quite powerful. The most

conservative null hypothesis that both treatments are e↵ective is rejected with the probability

0.73 given 95 percent confidence and with the probability 0.84 given 90 percent confidence.

The least stringent null hypothesis that at least one treatment is e↵ective is rejected with the

probability 0.94 given 95 percent confidence and with the probability 0.97 given 90 percent

confidence.
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4 OLS estimates

Turnout Candidate vote Party vote

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Pivotality 0.79 �0.12 0.62 �0.38 1.45 0.33
(0.59) (0.40) (0.84) (0.70) (0.86) (0.67)

Shaming 0.36 �0.08 �0.35 �0.83 0.85 0.31
(0.59) (0.40) (0.84) (0.69) (0.86) (0.67)

Turnout in 2013 0.63⇤⇤ 0.70⇤⇤ 0.78⇤⇤

(0.04) (0.07) (0.07)

Observations 210 210 210 210 210 210
Adjusted R2 -0.001 0.56 -0.003 0.33 0.004 0.40

⇤p<0.05; ⇤⇤p<0.01.
Dependent variables are measured in percentages.

Table 2: OLS estimates of the campaign e↵ects.
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5 Additional Robustness Checks

We considered the possibility that adjusting for a specific set of covariates could bias our

results in a particular direction. As a robustness check, we did the following exercise: we

considered all possible combinations of pre-treatment variables (used in our balance tests)

as covariates in the regression. The figure below shows the coe�cient estimates and the 95

percent confidence intervals from a series of these regressions. We see that the coe�cient

estimates remain small and insignificant irrespective of which set of pre-treatment variables

we adjust for.
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Figure 4: Coe�cient estimates and 95 percent confidence intervals given each possible
combination of pre-treatment covariates (arranged from the smallest to the largest).
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6 Effects at different saturation rates
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Figure 5: Treatment e↵ects on the candidate’s vote at di↵erent levels of treatment saturation.
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Figure 6: Treatment e↵ects on the candidate’s party vote at di↵erent levels of treatment
saturation.
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7 Election Fraud

7.1 The Extent of Fraud

Elections in Russia in the recent past are known to be fraudulent (Enikolopov et al., 2013;

Klimek et al., 2012; Kalinin and Mebane, 2012; Mebane, 2013; Kobak et al., 2016; Kobak,

Shpilkin and Pshenichnikov, 2018; Rozenas, 2017). However, according to the report by the

Committee of Civic Initiatives, a non-governmental civic organization, given that elections

in Russia are typically manipulated by inflating turnout, the 2016 elections have fewer signs

of fraud and other “non-electoral means” of influence, because o�cial turnout figures in

2016 were lowest in Russia’s post-1991 history (and especially so in Moscow) 1. There were

very few reports of election fraud in Moscow, especially in comparison to the infamous 2011

parliamentary election (Kynev, Lyubarev and Maksimov, 2017).

To evaluate the extent of fraud in district 198 where the experiment was conducted, we

reached out to Dr. Sergey Shpilkin, one of the leading specialists on election fraud in Russia.

According to Dr. Shpilkin’s analysis, there is no evidence of fraud in district 198. Consider

Figure 7: in a typical Russian district with fraud, the conditional distribution of support for

candidates varies significantly depending on turnout. However, that is not the case in district

198, where the conditional distribution for the first-ranked (pro-government) candidate and

the conditional distribution for the second-ranked candidate (Galiamina) have very similar

shapes. These distributions look quite di↵erent in districts with election fraud.

7.2 Null E↵ects Due to Regime Fraud Conditional on Our Treatment Assignments

The biggest challenge to our results is that the government conducted fraud conditional on

the distribution of experimental treatments. We believe that this is highly unlikely, because

the campaign took place only a few days prior to election, and even then it is not clear

why or how the government would decide to incentivize more fraud in the control versus

1https://komitetgi.ru/analytics/2969/
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Figure 7: Distribution of support for the first-ranked, second-ranked, and other-ranked
candidates across precincts conditional on turnout. Source: Sergey Shpilkin.

treatment precincts. Furthermore, even if there was fraud conditioned on the treatment, we

have to consider how exactly the fraud had to be conducted to produce null experimental

results.

Suppose that the treatments had in fact increased turnout. For the fraud to drive the

estimated treatment e↵ects so close to zero, one of the two things must have happened.

First, either the regime artificially reduced turnout in precincts randomly assigned to the two

mobilizational messages or it inflated turnout in precincts assigned to the control condition.

The second possibility seems far more plausible, because the existing studies suggest that

Russian government predominantly uses turnout inflation to manipulate election results

(Klimek et al., 2012; Frye, Reuter and Szakonyi, 2014). Now, if the government inflated

turnout in precincts randomized to the control condition then we would expect that those

inflated votes should have gone to pro-regime candidates and parties, and so the support for

the Galiamina and Yabloko party should be lower in the two treatment conditions. But that
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is not what we observe.2

7.3 E↵ect Attenuation Due to Orthogonal Fraud

Another, far more reasonable, possibility is that election fraud occurred, but it was not

conditioned on the experimental conditions, i.e. it was orthogonal to the distribution of

treatments. Even then, it is possible that fraud led to biased estimates of treatment e↵ects

due to the attenuation bias, because it introduced an asymmetric measurement error in the

outcome variable.

To evaluate the extent of such attenuation bias we conduct a simulation study. We

simulate election data where each informational treatment has a known e↵ect and then

we contaminate these data to see how the estimated e↵ects would change under di↵erent

assumptions about election fraud. Our simulations are for turnout, but the same ideas

extend to electoral support.

To stay as closely as possible to our study context, we generate data for i = 1, ..., 210

precincts assuming the overall voting population in each precinct i to be Ni, where Ni is the

number of registered voters actually registered in that precinct. The number of registered

voters in Russia’s precincts is based on registration of residential addresses with local police

units, and it is not subject to manipulation (Enikolopov et al., 2013). We then simulate

turnout data as follows:

Y ⇤
i ⇠ Binomial(Ni, 1/3 + 0.1 · Pivotalityi + 0.2 · Shamingi),(4)

fi ⇠ Binomial(Ni � Y ⇤
i , F ),(5)

yi = 100(Y ⇤
i + fi)/Ni.(6)

Y ⇤
i represents the true number of voters in precinct i who turned out to vote. We assume that

2Another sign of fraud could be that the government has invalidated more ballots in the treatment precincts,
but our empirical estimates show no evidence to that e↵ect. In the regression where the dependent variable
is the percentage of invalid ballots, the coe�cients for the pivotality and the shaming treatments are �0.07
and �0.10, respectively.
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the turnout rate in the baseline condition is 1/3 (roughly the empirical average), whereas it

is higher, on average, by 1 percentage point in precincts treated with the pivotality flier, and

2 percentage points higher in precincts treated with the shaming flier. We deliberately chose

quite small treatment e↵ects to favor the attenuation e↵ect hypothesis. The distribution of

the treatments across the precincts is assumed to be exactly the same as in the experiment.

Equation 4 shows how the true turnout is then contaminated: for each of the Ni � Y ⇤
i

who did not show up, the regime’s o�cials/representatives at the precinct polling station

take an average share of F ballots and stu↵ them into the ballot boxes to inflate turnout.

Finally, the observed turnout percentage is calculated by adding the true turnout percentage

and the artificially inflated turnout percentage, as shown in equation 6.
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Figure 8: Distributions of the simulated coe�cient estimates at di↵erent levels of turnout
inflation. The horizontal blue lines show the true e↵ects of each treatment.

After election data are simulated, for a given F , we estimate the WLS regression of

simulated turnout on the pivotality and shaming treatments, with the control flier as the

reference category. We simulate the datasets by setting F to be 0, 0.05, 0.25, 0.5, and 0.75,
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and for each value of F we simulate 1,000 datasets, and so estimate 1,000 coe�cient values

for each treatment.

The results are shown in Figure 8. When the election data are simulated without fraud

F = 0, expectedly, the average estimated coe�cient corresponds to the ground truth for each

treatment. As we increasingly contaminate election data by inflating turnout, the coe�cients

attenuate, but the rate of attenuation is very slow. If turnout is inflated by 5% (F = 0.05),

the distribution of the coe�cients is only slightly closer to zero relative to clean election

data. Even when the turnout rate is inflated by 25 % (F = 0.25), all simulated coe�cients

are positive and substantively larger then the actual coe�cients we estimate in the paper.

Only when the turnout inflation rates increase above 50% do we start seeing substantial

attenuation e↵ects that would be required to explain our null results. The existing studies

put the estimate on turnout inflation at around five percentage points (Enikolopov et al.,

2013), which is considerably below the degree of turnout inflation that would be reguired to

generate the null results we observe in the experiment.
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