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We know very little about the interrelationship between health crises and politics, especially in authoritarian regimes. We do know that national crises can generate rally effects that boost incumbent authoritarian’s popular support, but no prior research of which I am aware has investigated whether a pandemic can have such effects and, if so, through what mechanisms. The first part of this study addresses this gap in knowledge, investigating whether priming on the pandemic tends to produce higher levels of support for Russia’s political leaders. The working hypothesis is thus that priming people to consider different aspects of the COVID-19 crisis will make them more likely to express support for their leadership. More specifically, it seeks to determine the differential effects on authoritarian support of three different dimensions of the COVID-19 crisis: the intrinsic threats to concrete people of the spread of the virus itself, the economic damage the virus crisis is causing, and the leadership’s performance in dealing with the crisis. The second part of the study asks, in essence, whether this matters for the health crisis itself: Are the statements and actions of the authoritarian in question, as perceived by citizens, influencing these citizens’ propensity to engage in social-distancing behaviors capable of curbing the spread of the virus? The starting hypothesis is that priming people to recall Putin’s statements on the virus will make them more likely to report a propensity for virus-curbing personal behaviors. That said, it has also been argued that Putin has not taken a strong, highly visible public position on the virus issue. This yields a counterhypothesis that reflecting on Putin’s position on the virus will yield a lower propensity to engage in virus-curbing behaviors. The third part of the study follows up by investigating whether a specific (real) statement by the authoritarian that strongly endorses social-distancing behavior can actually increase the likelihood of such behavior. Finally, the study will further exploit the expected differential effects of the different virus-related considerations on political support tested in the first part of the study to assess whether people who have been induced to rally by one virus-related consideration in the first study tend to respond more favorably to the authoritarian’s health-related endorsement in studies two and three. The basic hypotheses will be evaluated using standard t-tests (or OLS), and heterogeneous effects will primarily be assessed by interacting the prime with independent variables of interest in econometric analysis using OLS, with a number of robustness checks.

