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Abstract (Common-language summary):

This study includes a survey-embedded experiment to assess the degree to which conservative/traditional values and/or economic promises can help generate public support for eliminating term limits in authoritarian systems, focusing on the case of Russia’s 2020 constitutional reform and plebiscite.

Trial Start Date: April 26, 2021

Intervention Start Date: April 26, 2021

Intervention End Date: May 14, 2021

Trial End Date: December 31, 2021


Intervention (public)
This study includes, along with a series of direct survey questions, one survey-embedded priming experiment.

Intervention (initially private)
This study includes, along with a series of direct survey questions posed to samples of adults in the Russian Federation designed to be representative of the country as a whole and of six of its regions individually, a four-arm survey-embedded priming experiment. A control group gets no prime, while the the three treatment groups are primed to recall one of three changes to the constitution that were voted on in Russia’s summer 2020 constitutional plebiscite: defining marriage as a union of one man and one woman; guaranteeing annual indexing of pensions to inflation; and resetting the sitting president’s (Putin’s) count toward his term limit.

Primary Outcomes (end points)

The outcome variable is a binary variable coded 1 for people who answer ‘yes’ when asked how they would most likely vote if a new plebiscite were held now on the exact same set of amendments as was voted on in summer 2020, with all others coded 0.

Primary Outcomes (explanation)

The outcomes of primary interest are the differences in the average value on the dependent variable produced by the control subsample and the three treatment groups.


Experimental Design Details

The survey agency VCIOM selects phone numbers from a national database at random by a computer within primary sampling units that are identified to produce a nationally representative sample of the adult population, following VCIOM’s standard sample design. Analogous techniques are used to generate samples representative of each of six Russian regions. The VCIOM interviewer then calls the selected phone numbers, choosing one member of the household. Interviews will be conducted by phone.


Randomization Method
Randomization of treatment assignments will be accomplished by VCIOM using the randomization function in the software SurveyStudio.

Randomization Unit
Individual

Was the treatment clustered?
No

Sample size: Planned number of clusters
0

Sample size: planned number of observations

1200 adult residents of two constituent regions of the Russian Federation.

Sample size (or number of clusters) by treatment arms

Approximately 300 respondents per arm.

Analysis Plan

The study seeks to provide a first systematic test using an RCT of the hypothesis that authoritarians can win apparent public support for escaping term limits that are in effect by bundling this issue with other issues, here: an appeal to conservative (anti-LGBTQ+) values and economic promises.

Consistent with this baseline hypothesis would be the following pattern of results: (a) being primed on either the values or economic amendments produces a statistically significant increase in the propensity to vote yes on the whole package of amendments compared with the control group; (b) being primed on either the values or economic amendments produces a statistically significant increase in the propensity to vote yes on the whole package of amendments compared with the group primed on the term limit amendment. Since we will not know what particular amendments the control group has in mind when thinking about the 2020 constitutional vote, the most important comparison will be (b). If (a) is also true, this would augment support for the hypothesis, though a null finding for (a) would not weaken support for the hypothesis since it might reflect that the control group already has the economic and/or values amendments in mind when thinking about the plebiscite. (If the opposite of (a) is obtained, though, this would weigh against the hypothesis--that is, if priming on the values and/or economic amendments significantly reduces the likelihood of voting yes.)

A related important hypothesis draws on “informational autocrats” theory (Guriev and Treisman 2019) and posits that those people who are given information (reminded) about the term limit component of the constitutional amendments will be less likely to vote yes on the whole package of amendments than will the control group.

The study is also interested in identifying particular moderators of all such effects. First, we would expect the best-informed, highly educated public to be least susceptible to any of these effects: they are most likely to be aware of the 2020 bundling effort. Second, we would expect people who are the most needy materially to be most swayed by the economic amendment prime. Third, we would expect those populations who are most likely to have conservative priors to be most receptive to the values amendment prime. This includes people who are: outside Russia’s biggest globalized cities (here, not in St. Petersburg), older, more religious, and personally authoritarian (conservative on other issues). Fourth, regarding the informational autocrats hypothesis, we hypothesize that this information can lead to the term limit amendment prime having a negative effect on the propensity to support the amendments even among Putin supporters.

As a general rule, for the initial data analysis, treatment effects will be estimated as average marginal effects in the simplest, most transparent way: with OLS, with no weights applied and unadjusted standard errors. The baseline criterion for statistical significance will be ruling out the null with at least 95 percent confidence. Robustness will be checked with other models that some might recommend for outcome variables with particular structures (e.g., logit for the binary dependent variable here). The initial estimation of heterogeneous treatment effects will similarly use OLS with interaction terms, with robustness checks including Bayesian Additive Regression Trees (BART), which will be considered the more authoritative result in case of significantly conflicting findings due to its advantages for estimating heterogeneous treatment effects (Green and Kern 2012).
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