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Abstract

Why do voters in single-party regimes express support for the ruling party in such large numbers?
Scholars offer three sets of explanations: 1) Support is manipulated by regime leaders or falsified by
frightened voters; 2) Support is due to genuine popularity or “performance legitimacy”’; 3) The
incumbent party holds an extreme incumbency advantage due to voters’ certainty about their can-
didates’ policy positions or access to state resources. Despite the impressive theoretical develop-
ment in this literature, these arguments have not been subjected to a research design capable of
examining the relative importance of each of these factors. We use a unique survey experiment
on nearly 42,000 Vietnamese citizens over three years that reduces the threat of preference falsifi-
cation and allows us to isolate voter’s true preferences as much as possible. While we find some
evidence for all three explanations, we find substantial support for incumbency bias. An important
subset of Vietnamese voters—those inclined to vote for non-party candidates—sincerely favor the
party under conditions of uncertainty about the candidates’ policy stances or experience in the
legislature.

Keywords
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Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) members won 96 percent of the seats in the 2016
National Assembly elections despite fielding only 89 percent of the candidates. Why
did CPV members fare so much better than their non-party opponents, who represented
eleven percent of total candidates but only won four percent of the seats? An understand-
ing the basis of electoral support for candidates from regime parties can help to explain
how both regimes and observers interpret electoral outcomes and whether strong elec-
toral performance is a signal of legitimacy and confidence in the polity.! In this
article, we argue that an important but overlooked reason why voters select candidates
from the ruling party in single-party regimes, as well as in hybrid regimes with restric-
tions on campaigning, is very similar to the fundamental structural advantage that
accrues to representatives of the incumbent party in democracies—the informational
benefit of party label. Specifically, party labels in single-party regimes convey two
pieces of critical information to constituents: 1) clear information about the policy
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positions of candidates; and 2) the ability of candidates to deliver resources to the con-
stituents’ community.

In explaining the stellar performance of party-backed candidates in the 2016 elections,
Vietnamese National Assembly election official Nguyén Hanh Phiic suggested that the
high number of party-backed candidate victories was “the voters’ decision,” implying
that voters simply prefer party-backed candidates.? In political science, there are two pre-
vailing theories for explaining such overwhelming voter preference for regime parties in
authoritarian elections. The first set argues that the support is either manipulated or fal-
sified (Croke 2017; Kuran 1991). The second set, which has been particularly popular in
explaining public support in China and Singapore, is that party-backed delegates may
win support due to genuine popularity or “performance legitimacy.” Scholars in this
vein bolster their arguments by linking economic growth and rising welfare with
regime support (Dimitrov 2009; Frye et al. 2017; Dickson 2016; Thayer 2009).

While we agree that these theories help explain expressed support for authoritarian
ruling parties, we suggest that there exists an additional set of factors that help authori-
tarian incumbents win sizeable shares of votes that are not falsified or fraudulent and can
be therefore interpreted as sincere support.® Specifically, we use the term incumbency
bias to broadly define two theoretical advantages of authoritarian incumbents that gener-
ate sincere voting for the regime. First, party-backed candidates may win support in
heavily constrained contests because information on their policy preferences is
assumed to be clear, while voters have only limited information on the preferences of
non-party opponents (Larreguy, Marshall, and Snyder 2016; Morgenstern and Zechmeis-
ter 2001). Second, voters may feel that party members are uniquely able to deliver local
benefits to them or their constituency if they vote in favor of the incumbent party
(Blaydes 2011; Lust-Okar 2006; Magaloni 2006; Slater 2003; Croke 2017). This organi-
zational backing theory is distinct from performance legitimacy. In contrast to perfor-
mance legitimacy, organizational backing theory is prospective, with voters making
strategic calculations about what they are likely to receive, as opposed to retrospectively
rewarding the party for good performance. Additionally, performance legitimacy theory
posits that voters positively evaluate the party as a whole, while the organizational
backing mechanism implies that the voter believes an individual, party-backed candidate
can extract the most resources from the regime, regardless of whether they hold positive
or negative views about the party generally.

Invoking scholarship from research on American politics and comparative democra-
cies, we argue that national-level elections in single-party states should confer an
extreme incumbency advantage for party members based on these two mechanisms.
The lack of information on individual candidates, particularly non-party members, com-
bined with the regime party’s overwhelming dominance of the government means the
benefits of incumbency effects should be outsized in single-party contexts. Both of
these mechanisms are likely to persuade even the subset of voters that have no incentive
to falsify their preferences to sincerely vote for regime party candidates.

To test our theory of extreme incumbency advantage, we rely on a conjoint survey
experiment design, conducted on about 42,000 respondents in three consecutive years
in Vietnam. The design is critical for shielding respondents, so that they can feel comfort-
able and safe in providing honest reflections on their vote choices. Our results, which are
consistent over the three years of the survey, show that after minimizing preference
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falsification and controlling for performance legitimacy, respondents in the survey sup-
ported party-backed candidates between 10 and 15 percent more than non-party candi-
dates—a nearly identical figure to the actual election results.

Probing these results for the causal mechanisms in 2018, with two embedded survey
experiments, we find evidence that candidate party membership signals clearer policy
preference and the ability to provide access to resources. We find that the effect of
these mechanisms is strongest for those we identify as “non-falsifiers,” or those that
state in response to direct questions that they are willing to consider non-party candidates
for office. For these respondents, the party label conveys information about a candidate’s
likely policy positions and ability to deliver resources to constituencies. Taken together,
these findings suggest that while preference falsification and performance legitimacy
likely play an important role in driving support for the party, even those who do not
falsify their preferences support the regime due to these extreme incumbency effects.

Our findings have important implications for work on authoritarian elections and high-
light some similarities between single-party and hybrid regimes. Consistent with research
on hybrid regimes, we show that increased campaign information disproportionately
helps challengers achieve parity with incumbents (Larreguy, Marshall, and Snyder
2016; Gonzalez and Prem 2018; Boas 2015; Mann and Wolfinger 1980; Snyder and
Stromberg 2010). Similarly, information about policy differences shifts support in Viet-
nam’s single-party setting. Our results also shed light upon recent theories about
managed democratic transitions from authoritarian rule and the effects of elections on
policies. In their theory of “democratization from strength,” Slater and Wong (2013)
argue that autocracies may allow democratic elections when they estimate that they
are powerful enough to win, but that their future popularity is likely to decline. Similarly,
others argue that authoritarian regimes calibrate their policies based on poor electoral per-
formances (Miller 2015). For both theories, elections are an important source of informa-
tion about the legitimacy and popularity for such regimes. Our results, however, show
only a weak effect of performance legitimacy, suggesting that the informational
content from single-party elections is more limited when compared to those in hybrid
elections.

VOTING IN THE DARK: EXTREME INCUMBENCY ADVANTAGE IN SINGLE-PARTY
REGIMES

Two sets of arguments are primarily used to explain electoral support for autocrats. The
first includes coercion, manipulation, and preference falsification, which leads voters to
make insincere selections (Jiang and Yang 2016; Kuran 1991). Shows of coercive
authority at the polls, fears of retribution by friends and neighbors, pre-electoral
rigging and gerrymandering, and manipulation of ballots could all lead citizens to vote
for the party member, even it was not their sincere preference to do so. By contrast,
the second set of arguments argues that expressed support is sincere due to the legitimiz-
ing effects of economic and political performance (Dimitrov 2009; Frye et al. 2017;
Dickson 2016; Thayer 2009). Indeed, many autocrats are simply popular, and therefore
may win support due to their historical performance in delivering growth, raising living
standards, delivering vital services, or handling of ethnic tensions (Dimitrov 2009; Frye
et al. 2017; Dickson 2016; Thayer 2009).
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We do not deny the importance of these factors. Indeed, our evidence suggests some
support for both. However, we suggest that even those who do not falsify their prefer-
ences may also be induced to support the regime for other reasons. As Magaloni
(2006) notes, autocrats often ride out poor policy performance. Furthermore, in the Viet-
namese context, while the party may engage in some electioneering to benefit its pre-
ferred candidates, it does not seem to rely on fraud (Malesky and Schuler 2009). This
suggests that their vote totals may also derive from other more systematic advantages.
Here we suggest the incumbency effect as a potential additional, if not alternative,
explanation.

Incumbency advantage is an established phenomenon in democratic countries (Jacob-
son 1989; Levitt and Wolfram 1997; Cox and Katz 1996), where individual candidates
enjoy a systemic advantage over a challenger independent of their party affiliation or ide-
ology (Jacobson 2015). We use the concept somewhat differently in explaining support
for party-backed candidates in single-party regimes, where we suggest that the mecha-
nisms underlying the advantage will accrue to the party rather than the individual.
This is because individual candidates in single-party regimes often do not run in consec-
utive elections and, when they do, they are explicitly barred from “cultivating a personal
vote” (Carey and Shugart 1995).

Despite the different object of the advantage, the mechanisms we use to explain
support for party-backed candidates include established mechanisms in democracies
such as certainty about ideological position (Shepsle 1972; Enelow and Hinich 1981;
Bartels 1988; Kam and Zechmeister 2013) or established access to resources through
seniority (McKelvey and Riezman 1992; Muthoo and Shepsle 2014; Hall and Shepsle
2013).* While these factors are present in all systems, they should be extreme in
single-party regimes. Furthermore, much of the basis of this extreme advantage is
based on the political environment particular to single-party rule, which undermines
the ability of citizens to know how the regime would perform if underlying political insti-
tutions were altered.

PARTY INCUMBENCY AND INFORMATION ON CANDIDATE POLICY POSITIONS

Taking these mechanisms in turn, one advantage incumbents have relative to challengers
is the certainty voters have about their ideological position. Voters in general (Shepsle
1972; Enelow and Hinich 1981; Bartels 1988), and risk averse voters in particular (Mor-
genstern and Zechmeister 2001; Eckles et al. 2014), are more likely to vote for candidates
they know because of certainty about their ideological positions. Applied to single-party
regimes, voters should be less willing to vote for non-party alternatives compared to the
party-backed candidates if there is less information about the positions of the non-party
candidates.

The institutional design of electoral campaigns in single-party regimes means this is
likely the case. Campaign restrictions endemic to single-party elections should lead to
higher levels of uncertainty for non-party candidates. Single-party regimes do not
allow independent candidates to mount electoral campaigns on either a collective or indi-
vidual level. In Vietnam, for example, the election law explicitly bars any candidates,
whether party-backed or independent, from engaging in any kind of campaigning.
Their ability to campaign is restricted to meetings with voters organized by the party-
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backed mass organizations or through party-run provincial newspapers.> In contrast, in
even restrictive hybrid regimes, opposition parties are permitted to formulate a
message. In Zimbabwe in 2000, for example, although Mugabe’s ruling ZANU-PF
party harassed the opposition MDC Party throughout the campaign, the opposition
was nonetheless able to develop a campaign message: “The MDC focused its campaign
on Zimbabwe’s socio-economic collapse, highlighting Mugabe’s role in mismanaging
national affairs” (Makumbe 2002, 90). By sharp contrast, in single-party regimes infor-
mation on the policy positions of non-party candidates is minimal for most voters.

PARTY INCUMBENCY AND ACCESS TO RESOURCES

A second component of incumbency advantage in democracies centers on access to
resources. In democracies, seniority may give incumbents access to pork that is not avail-
able to junior members (McKelvey and Riezman 1992; Muthoo and Shepsle 2014; Hall
and Shepsle 2013). As with ideological certainty, the effect of access to resources—what
Slater calls infrastructural power (“the ability to get things done””)—should be stronger in
single-party systems (Slater 2003, 86). Single-party regimes, by definition, allow only
one party to control government, and electoral rules are often structured in such a way
that the party is guaranteed a legislative majority over the combined share of non-
party candidates. Therefore, because of their outsider status and lack of organizational
backing, non-party candidates might be perceived as less able to enact policies or
deliver particularistic benefits, even if voters prefer their positions. Non-party
members will not be able to attend party meetings that precede and parameterize legisla-
tive debates (Malesky, Schuler, and Tran 2011). Furthermore, they lack viable connec-
tions to top leadership and have no connection to the party apparatus that penetrates
all the way down to the local level. This mechanism aligns with a large literature on
the importance of clientelism in elections in hybrid regimes (Lust-Okar 2006; Blaydes
2011; Magaloni 2006; Greene 2010). In a single-party setting, party membership may
be an important sign of a candidate’s ability to deliver rents and/or the locality from del-
eterious central policies, regardless of how citizens evaluate the past performance of the
party overall.

In the context of Vietnam ahead of the most recent 2016 National Assembly election,
focus group discussions suggested the plausibility of this mechanism at the national level
(Nguyen 2016). In those groups, participants rated party membership as one of the most
important factors determining their vote choice. According to follow-up discussions,
voters consistently echoed Slater (2003) in citing the perceived ability of party
members to “get things done” as important. One respondent explained the value of
party membership and having an official position in the state in her vote choice, which
generally correlates with party membership, thusly: “Having a position means having
an influential voice, being effective locally, and having a greater ability to get work
done.”®

TESTABLE HYPOTHESES AND EMPIRICAL STRATEGY

Our argument is that single-party regimes feature extreme incumbency bias based on per-
ceptions of information about candidate positions and perceived access to resources.
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Therefore, we argue that after controlling for preference falsification, manipulation, and
popularity based on performance, the effect of party on support for the candidate should
diminish in relation to the amount of differentiating information we provide about these
two factors. Starting with ideological uncertainty, if information about the challenger
drives support for the non-party candidate, then more information provided about the
policy positions of the candidates should provide a greater benefit for the non-party can-
didate. This follows the logic underlying the finding that increased media coverage in
Mexico leads to support for challengers (Larreguy, Marshall, and Snyder 2015). This
leads to the following hypothesis:

HI (Information Mechanism):. The more differentiating policy information between
the candidates that is given to voters, the greater the support for the non-party can-
didate versus the party-backed candidate.

For the organizational backing mechanism, it is difficult to disentangle the party’s infra-
structure from its label. However, drawing on research from democracies, one potentially
measurable component of organizational backing could be candidate experience. More
experienced candidates should have greater seniority and therefore greater ability to
provide resources for constituents. As Hall and Shepsle (2013, 100) note, “Seniority

. is a summary statistic of member’s potential to serve constituency interests. As a
measure of experience, it calibrates a member’s knowledge, involvement, and under-
standing of legislative issues and the nuances of the legislative process.” Similarly, in
single-party regimes greater experience could signal greater ability to provide resources
for constituents. Therefore, if perceived ability to deliver results for the district drives
party support, then information about the experience of the candidate should also
reduce the effect of the communist party’s incumbency advantage:

H2 (Organizational Backing Mechanism): The more differentiating information
between the candidates regarding experience that is given to voters, the greater the
support for the non-party candidate versus the party-backed candidate.

RESEARCH DESIGN

To test these hypotheses and provide context for the case, the research design will first
detail political institutions in Vietnam, the case used to test these hypotheses. In this dis-
cussion, we will also examine the impact of party membership on the 2016 election
results to provide preliminary evidence for the plausibility of the first hypothesis using
actual data. However, because these results suffer from endogeneity concerns and
cannot rule out the competing explanations, we then shift to our main analysis, which
uses an experiment embedded in a nationally representative survey.

THE CASE: ELECTIONS IN VIETNAM

We test our argument in Vietnam, a single-party regime where the only legal party is the
CPV. While the Vietnamese regime bans opposition parties, it allows non-party members
to compete in direct elections for seats in the National Assembly.” As Table 1 shows,
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TABLE 1 Non-Party Candidates in Vietnam from 2007-2016 (3 Elections)

Total Candidates Total Non-Party Percentage Non-Party

Entire Country 2690 373 13.9%
Regions

Northern Uplands 486 67 13.8%
Red River Delta* 619 109 17.6%
North Central Coast 247 34 13.8%
South Central Coast 256 27 10.5%
Central Highlands 182 25 13.7%
Southeast** 407 55 13.5%
Mekong Delta 493 56 11.4%

* Hanoi is in the Red River Delta
** Ho Chi Minh City is in the Southeast

most voters in Vietnam have experienced elections with non-party candidates. In the
three elections since 2007, nearly 14 percent of the candidates nationwide were indepen-
dent, with each region in the country fielding at least 10 percent non-party members on
the ballot (see Appendix A for a map of the distribution by province).

As discussed above, vetting and limits on campaigns are also central features to elec-
tion campaigns. It is the case that high profile candidates are prevented from running for
the National Assembly elections (Gainsborough 2005). In previous elections, several
prominent non-party candidates were barred from competing, such as L& Cong Dinh,
Cu Huy Ha Vi, and Nguyén Quang A. It is important to note that the restrictions on
prominent personalities running are not limited to non-party members. In 2007, Dang
Hung V0o, a vociferous party member and former deputy minister of environment and
natural resources, was also barred (Malesky and Schuler 2009). Given that the public
knows that the independent and party-backed candidates are vetted in a similar
fashion, this should reduce the perceived quality differences between party-backed and
non-party backed candidates, aside from the critical policy and organizational mecha-
nisms we discuss above.

Additionally, as discussed above, Vietnamese elections feature limits on campaigning.
The electoral code explicitly bars individual candidates from raising money or organizing
campaign rallies. This effectively means that the only candidates able to take advantage
of any policy messaging are the party-backed candidates, who are implicitly associated
with the ruling party’s ubiquitous and constant public propaganda campaigns. Given the
vetting and campaign restrictions on party and non-party candidates, this actually makes
the hypothetical survey question more realistic than it might be in a context where cam-
paigns were allowed.®

2016 ELECTION RESULTS

Observational data is consistent with our general argument. As Malesky and Schuler
(2011) show, party members earned an electoral boost in the 2007 election even after
controlling for other factors such as candidate quality and district competitiveness.
Figure 1 demonstrates that this pattern held in the May 2016 contest, where
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FIGURE 1 May 2016 Election Results by Party Membership
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96 (11 percent) of the 870 candidates for the 500-seat legislature were non-party
members. In the first panel, we report the unadjusted share of candidates that voters ulti-
mately elected. In the second panel, we report the unadjusted average vote share received
by party and non-party candidates. While 62 percent of party members won seats in the
districts they contested, only 20 percent of non-party members were similarly fortunate
with an average vote share of 39.4 percent. Consequently, non-party members make up
only four percent seats in the current VNA.

The poor performance of non-party candidates may be overstated in Figure 1, as it does
not account for the fact that party members tend to be more highly educated, hold more
prestigious occupations, and occupy more high profile and powerful positions in the
Politburo, Central Committee, and local and central governments. To address this, in
Table 2 we employ a variant of matching called entropy balancing (ebalance) (Hainmu-
eller 2012). After re-weighting, party and non-party match directly in terms of average
value, variation, and skew on candidate level qualifications,” allowing us to determine
how much of the excess support for party members is due to the label itself and not to
individual candidate features. Table 2 presents the results of our analysis in three
models. First, we replicate the simple bivariate analysis displayed in Figure 1 without
ebalance in Models 1 and 2 for share elected and vote share. Then, we employ ebalance
weights in Models 3 and 4. Finally, we introduce provincial fixed effects to compare
only candidates running within the same province, to account for local variation in
voter preferences and party support in Models 5 and 6.

In the fully specified models, which account for candidate and provincial level differ-
ences, we find that CPV candidates received 15 percent higher vote shares, leading to
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TABLE 2 Performance of Party Members in May 2016 Election

Unadjusted Ebalance Fixed Effects
Dependent Victory (%) Vote (%) Victory (%) Vote (%) Victory (%) Vote (%)
Variables
(1) (2) (3) 4 (5) (6)
Party-Member 41.628*%:* 19.499%**  19,420%#* 13.970%#% 24 970 15.012%3%:*
—5.198 —2.268 (3.333) (1.372) (3.848) (1.559)
Constant 20.000%#* 39.397#%% 42 208 44.926%%% 39,43+ 44.405%**
—4.906 —2.14 (2.357) (0.97) (2.448) (0.992)
Ebalance No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Province FE No No No No Yes Yes
Observations 869 869 867 867 867 867
R-squared 0.069 0.079 0.038 0.107 0.262 0.337
RMSE 47.82 20.86 49.07 20.2 44.59 18.07

Note: OLS, standard errors in parentheses (*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1)

25 percent more CPV candidates elected than non-party candidates. The bottom line is
that party members enjoy a substantial unexplained level of support. Unfortunately, all
of the theories discussed above (manipulation, preference falsification, performance
legitimacy, and extreme incumbency advantage) are consistent with this result.

CONJOINT SURVEY EXPERIMENT DESIGN

Because the observational results are consistent with not only the advantages of incum-
bency bias, but also the preference falsification and performance legitimacy arguments,
we designed a conjoint survey experiment that tests extreme incumbency advantage
while reducing the confounding effects of manipulation, preference falsification, perfor-
mance legitimacy, and candidate quality. Conjoint analysis allows researchers to design
multidimensional treatments in survey designs and to evaluate which dimension has the
most weight in determining the outcome (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014).
This design is especially useful in determining the factors that influence voter decisions,
because the object of the choice—the candidate—varies on a number of dimensions
including policy position, gender, age, education, and party membership.

The conjoint design helps our analysis in three ways. First, and most obviously, the
hypothetical nature of the question ensures that vote rigging is not a concern. While
the abstract nature of the question may hinder generalizability, we take several measures
to ensure that the hypothetical candidates match as nearly as possible the actual decisions
voters face in the ballot box. Second, because a conjoint survey randomizes the features
of the candidate, it can ensure that the party affiliation of a candidate is perfectly orthog-
onal to the features of candidate quality that are available to voters, something that was
not fully achievable with the observational data above.

A third benefit is that the survey design provides shielding for respondents, such that it
should reduce the role of preference falsification. Similar to a list experiment, respon-
dents can select the non-party candidate without having to admit that that was the
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reason they did so (Coutts and Jann 2011). They can always attribute their choice to other
innocuous features of the treatment. In this way, preference falsification should be limited
by design. Indeed, as Hainmueller and his colleagues note: “conjoint analysis has the
potential to reduce bias as compared to traditional survey experiments, because conjoint
respondents are presented with various attributes and thus can often find multiple justi-
fications for a given choice” (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014, 27). For this
reason, conjoint analysis has been used to research sensitive topics such as HIV stigma
(Schulte 2002). While we think the conjoint survey approach should reduce preference
falsification in our tests, we take several additional steps to ensure that our results are
not contaminated by preference falsification.

DATA

Testing the conjoint survey responses on these different subgroups requires a large
number of respondents, which we are able to obtain by including our instrument in a
massive annual governance survey completed by roughly 14,000 respondents annually.
The PAPI survey, conducted each year since 2011 by the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), measures the perceived governance quality in Vietnam’s 63
provinces. The survey is conducted on tablets through face-to-face interviews. Below
the provincial level, sampling is clustered at the district, commune, and village levels
using probability proportion to size selection procedures to select the units. In each
province, 12 villages in six communes within three districts are chosen, with the goal
of surveying 20 respondents per village.!? Importantly for the purposes of this study,
where interviewer effects could be a concern, PAPI interviewers are trained and
managed by the Center for Community Support Development Studies, UNDP’s local
NGO partner, and are conducted without an official present.

Our baseline survey question, which we asked each year from 2016, approximated the
information available to Vietnamese voters as nearly as possible. The design is based on
information published via candidate lists in public newspapers, along with a rudimentary
policy position they may have been able to glean from mandated candidate—voter meet-
ings in electoral districts (see Appendix C for an example of an electoral district and the
information available to voters). Thus, in the survey experiment, PAPI asked respondents
to select between two hypothetical candidates for the Vietnam National Assembly. It then
randomly assigned the two candidates to possess the characteristics listed in Table 3.

Starting with the main theoretical variable, party membership, 50 percent of the hypo-
thetical candidates were party members, while another 50 percent were not. We random-
ized the other features of the hypothetical candidates in a similar manner. As Table 3
shows, in addition to the straightforward categories of gender and age, we also included
career. To make the analysis tractable, we divided the candidates’ professional experi-
ence into two categories. The first group includes members of the Fatherland Front, Viet-
nam’s umbrella group of mass organizations (i.e. the peasant and women’s unions)
charged with representing mass stakeholder views in Vietnam’s Leninist system, and
the second group includes business candidates. In 2017 and 2018, the survey expanded
the careers to doctors and lawyers. In practice, each employment category is associated
with large shares of party and non-party members, so career is not correlated with party
status in voters’ minds. Another feature varied was nomination status. Vietnam requires
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TABLE 3 Features of Candidates Varied in Conjoint Analysis in Multiple Years

Question

Now imagine two candidates for the National Assembly. The first candidateis a [39/59] year old [male/female] candidate from [home province/Hanoi]. This
candidate is a [self-nominated/nominated] [Communist Party/non-Party member] working in [business/Fatherland Front/law/medicine] [with No Experience/
5 Years/15 Years]. In a meeting with voters, this candidate emphasized a need for [Policy Position 1, 2, 3, 4, no policy]. The second candidateis a [39/59] year old
[male/female] candidate from [home province/Hanoi] with a [bachelors/masters/doctorate] degree. This candidate is a [self-nominated/nominated]
[Communist Party/non-Party member] working in [business/Fatherland Front/law/medicine] [with No Experience/5 Years/15 Years]. In a meeting with voters, this
candidate emphasized a need for [Policy Position 1, 2, 3, 4, no policy]. Which candidate would you vote for? Please feel free to look at the profile on the screen.

Party Membership Non-Party Member Party Member

Younger Candidate 59 years old 39 years old

Home Province Hanoi Respondent’s Home Province

Officially Nominated Self-Nominated Nominated

Education High School Bachelors Masters Doctorate

Female Male Female

Employment Business Person Fatherland Front Lawyer Doctor

Experience No Experience 5 Years 15 Years

Policy Priority Policy 1 Policy 2 Policy 3 Policy 4 Policy 5
Trade Poverty Reduction Economic Growth Environment No Policy

Italicized items added in 2017 survey. In 2018, half of the respondents received the Employment information and half received the Experience information. Also in 2018,
20 percent of respondents saw candidate pairs with no policy positions.
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most candidates to be nominated by a provincial- or central-level political organization.
However, a subset of candidates is allowed to self-nominate (Malesky and Schuler 2009).
In 2017 and 2018, education was included to better account for candidate quality, as qual-
itative evidence suggests that voters tend to cue on education level as a measure of talent.
It is important to note that all combinations of features in the hypothetical candidates are
possible and occur frequently in Vietnamese elections. Because party members are
allowed in business, there are members of the business community that run for election
who are also party members. There are also non-party members who are nominated by
the state to run and party members who self-nominate.

The experiment also allowed the candidates to declare a policy priority. Although can-
didates cannot campaign, they are allowed to express priorities in meetings with voters
during the 30-day period ahead of the election. The experiment varied among four dif-
ferent policy priorities that candidates might have emphasized in these meetings, includ-
ing support for increased foreign trade, support for environmental protection, support for
economic growth, and support for poverty reduction. With this set of baseline variables,
we can estimate the degree of support for candidates based on their party status indepen-
dent of other candidate qualities that might co-vary with party membership.

THE 2018 FACTORIAL SURVEY EXPERIMENT DESIGN

While the baseline survey allows us to measure support for the party, it is less able to
directly analyze the specific mechanisms of incumbency bias. In particular, the baseline
survey does not allow a test of how party support changes based on the informational
environment or organizational backing. Therefore, in the 2018 iteration of the PAPI
survey, we enhanced our research design to better test the informational (H1) and orga-
nization mechanisms (H2) for incumbency bias. To do this, we exposed randomly
assigned respondents to small changes in the 2017 version of the conjoint instrument
in order to better isolate their reactions to uncertainty in information about candidate
policy and infrastructural power. These two experiments were administered in the
form of the 2X2 factorial design shown in Figure 2.

In the first experiment, we randomly assigned 20 percent of respondents to “no policy”
conditions, where neither candidate offered a policy priority. In line with H1, this exper-
iment enhances uncertainty about candidates’ policy positions, so we expect that respon-
dents with no information on policy positions will gravitate toward the party candidate.
The delegates receiving the “no policy” treatment are compared to the counterfactual
group that received the full set of four policy priorities in Table 3. In the second exper-
iment we randomly assigned half the respondents to learn about the candidates’ experi-
ence in the VNA instead of the candidate’s current career (business, lawyer, doctor, or
VFF), varying whether they candidate had 0, 5, or 15 years of working experience in
the government. Consistent with the literature on the US Congress, which equates senior-
ity with the ability to access resources (Hall and Shepsle 2013), our expectation is that
respondents view experience in the government as similar to organizational power,
and therefore would see non-party candidates with more experience as possessing infra-
structural power. Consequently, if H2 is correct, respondents exposed to the experience
treatments should be more likely to vote for non-party candidates.!!
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FIGURE 2 Factorial Design to Test Incumbency Bias Mechanisms (2018)
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Four treatment groups with each respondent evaluating two National Assembly candidates.

Figure 2 shows our research design. The pure control is visible in the second bar. These
are respondents that have been exposed to neither the candidates’ policy nor their expe-
rience. According to our theory, under this condition of high uncertainty, incumbency
bias should be the highest, and non-falsifying voters should favor the party candidate
at the highest level. By contrast, the third bar indicates the treatment group where respon-
dents were exposed to both policy priorities and experience. According to our theory,
incumbency bias is lowest under these conditions, and party candidates will receive
the lowest support from non-falsifying voters. In designing the question, we had no
expectations about which of the two treatments (information on policy or experience)
would have the substantively larger effect on voting for party members.

ADDRESSING PREFERENCE FALSIFICATION AND DEFINING NON-FALSIFIERS

Two additional features of our research design are the ability of the conjoint instrument to
reduce preference falsification and our ability to identify respondents who are not provid-
ing falsified support for the party. Starting with our evaluation of the ability of the exper-
iment to shield the respondents, Table 4 shows the non-response rate for the conjoint
survey compared to direct questions about voting behavior in the PAPI survey. The
first question (D101d5a) asks, for those who remember there being a non-party
member on the ballot in the 2016 election, whether they voted for the non-party
member.'? Less than 20 percent of the sample in all three years remembered (or admitted
to remembering) there being a non-party member. The skip pattern of the survey there-
fore ensured that the 80 percent who did not remember a non-party candidate were pre-
sented with a hypothetical question that is the closest direct analogue to the conjoint
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TABLE 4 Average Support for Non-Party Candidate and Non-Response

(Direct versus Conjoint Questions)

PAPI Survey Year N Exposed to Mean Non-
Question Question Response

D101d5a Did you vote for non-party 2016 2,152 49.7% 8.4%

candidate when one was on 2017 1,506 52.9% 11.4%

ballot? 2018 1,392 55.5% 10.9%

D101d5b Would you vote for non-party 2016 7,902 34.9% 15.4%

candidate if one was on ballot? 2017 6,926 33.0% 12.1%

2018 6,652 45.4% 7.6%

D102 Conjoint Experiment for 2016 13,490 42.4% 4.3%

National Assembly Election 2017 12,225 44.3% 3.9%

(Vote for Non-Party) 2018 11,472 43.2% 3.0%

D305F Satisfaction with National 2016 14,063 88.30 31.7%

Assembly 2017 14,097 87.51 27.0%

(Feeling Thermometer 1-100) 2018 14,304 88.56 22.9%

Mean of D102 is calculated by running an OLS regression of vote choice on party and non-party while
suppressing the constant.

question in the survey (D101d5b): “Would you vote for a non-party candidate if one were
on the ballot?”

The key thing to notice in Table 4 is the tremendous reduction in non-response from
using the conjoint experiment (D102), which is shown in the third row.!3 Compared to its
direct analogue (D101d5b), item non-response rates for the conjoint question were
eleven percentage points lower in 2016 and eight percentage points lower in 2017 and
2018. We interpret this as additional evidence that respondents were more comfortable
answering the conjoint question. Non-response leads to systematic measurement error,
as respondents are not skipping questions randomly. When they refuse to answer, they
clearly are trying to hide sensitive information or are frightened by the question.

Beyond the utility of the conjoint question in reducing measurement error, Table 4 offers
another helpful remedy for skirting the preference falsification problem for those uncon-
vinced that respondents answer the conjoint question honestly. Respondents who answered
D101d5b affirmatively are clearly voters who are not afraid to admit their true views to
authorities. We refer to these as the non-falsifiers. By limiting statistical analysis to their
responses, we can capture the level of regime support from only the set of voters who
are not afraid to admit their true preferences for non-party candidates. Therefore, while
we might omit some non-falsifiers who are otherwise happy with the party, we can be con-
fident that these non-falsifiers clearly are unafraid to say they would vote for a non-party
candidate. Given their stated willingness to vote for a non-party candidate, any support for
the party from these respondents should further bolster the argument that factors other than
preference falsification underlie support for the party.

ESTIMATION STRATEGY AND RESULTS
Returning to the standard conjoint design from 2016-2018, because each trait was ran-

domized we conducted a linear probability model, where we model the impact of a
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candidate’s traits on the decision to choose that candidate. The model is as follows:
votejj = B;Pyj + Xij + &

where vote; ; is the decision by respondent i to choose candidate j, P is whether or not
candidate j is a party member, and X is a matrix of all the other randomized traits for can-
didate j shown in Table 3. We use multiway clustering of standard errors at the district,
commune, and village levels to account for non-independence of observations within
those administrative units.!# In addition, to ensure that the provincially representative
sample is representative at the national level, we include provincial population as a
post-stratification weight. We thus interpret the marginal probabilities based on the coef-
ficients for each of the variables as the impact of that trait relative to the other traits in the
likelihood of candidate selection.

We proceed through the results in several steps. First, we show the main results of the
conjoint analysis. In particular, we show the effect of party across each of the three years
in four separate specifications. For each year, Model 1 (All) includes the effect of party
for all respondents who were exposed to the question in order to provide an assessment of
the overall impact of party membership for the entire population. Model 2 (No Falsifica-
tion) then includes the effect only for respondents who answered that they would support
a non-party member in the direct question discussed above (D101d5b). This model is
extremely conservative as it rules out preference falsification at the expense of including
only those who explicitly support the idea of voting for a non-party candidate in a hypo-
thetical question.!> In Model 3 (Econ Neutral): we include the effect only for respondents
who said their current economic situation is neither good nor bad. This minimizes the role
of performance legitimacy as an explanatory factor. Finally, Model 4 (Full Specification)
includes the effect only for the non-falsifiers (Model 2) and those with neutral views on
the economic situation (Model 4). This model is the effect of the party absent preference
falsification and performance legitimacy. Note that for 2018 we present two separate
panels with one set including the placebo information about the job, which was the
same design used in 2017, and the other the experience treatment, which was new in
2018.

REGRESSION RESULTS

Figure 3 reports the results for all consistent covariates across the three survey waves
among all the respondents exposed to the question.!® We observe a consistently strong
effect for party membership across the entire population and within the subpopulations.
For the entire population, party membership increased the likelihood of selection above
non-party membership by 14 percentage points in 2016, 11 percentage points in 2017,
and 13 points in 2018. To put this figure in perspective, when all covariates are held
at their mean level in 2016, respondents voted for party members 56.8 percent of the
time and for non-party candidates 42.6 percent of the time (a 14.2-point advantage).
Importantly, each of the iterations over the three years offer qualitatively similar
results and are not statistically distinguishable from the 15-point party advantage we esti-
mated from the actual vote data in Table 2 above, which is a strong indication of both the
reliability and validity of our findings.
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FIGURE 3 Marginal Effects of Candidate Characteristics on Vote Choice

2016 PAPI Survey (n=12,916) 2017 PAPI Survey (n=11,736) 2018 PAPI Survey (n=10,620)

Part Part Par
Member | . - Member | . c2 Member | . gl
1 1 1
Officially Officially Officially
Nominated ] : - Nominated | : Lagd Nominated 7| : Ll
1 1 1
Home 1 Home Lo Home
Province I - Province | 1 Province | +
1 1 1
Male _| *: Male _| { Male _| :.
1 1 1
— I, arer | . — .
Candidate N Candidate 1 Candidate 1
1 1 1
1 1 1
lass Organization —| ass Organization —| ass Organization —|
Mass Of it 1 Mass O i - Mass O i T
1 1 1
1 1 1
Environment -r— Environment — 1 - Environment - -r
1 1 1
1 1 1
Poverty -| | - Poverty | 1 ) Poverty | 1
1 1 1
1 1 1
Trade | Trade | Trade | ol |
T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T
-2-15-1-05 0 .05 1 15 2 .25 -2-15-1-05 0 05 .1 15 2 .25 -2-15-1-05 0 05 1 15 2 .25
AMCE on Vote Choice AMCE on Vote Choice AMCE on Vote Choice
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In Table 5, we turn to the subpopulations analysis. For presentational purposes, we
show the full conjoint results on all respondents in the first model for each wave. In
the second model, we see a fascinating effect when include only those respondents
that said in direct questions that they would support non-party members. As the results
from 2016 and 2017 show, support for party members among this group drops but
remains positive.!” In other words, even those who say in direct questions they would
be willing to vote for a non-party member still favor party members in the shielded,
conjoint experiment.

Looking at the 2018 results, however, we see a marked shift among the non-
falsifying respondents. For the respondents who were provided information about
the candidates’ job and not the candidate’s experience, we see that even the non-
falsifiers prefer party members to non-party members by about 10 percentage
points. This is nearly identical to the 2017 and 2016 results. However, for the
non-falsifier respondents given information about the candidates’ experience, the
difference in the support for the party member versus the non-party member candi-
date disappears. The marginal effect is only 1.8 percentage points and is not statisti-
cally significant. As our analysis below shows, this suggests that once organizational
backing is controlled for as a determinant of vote choice, non-falsifiers withdraw their
support for the party. Other respondents, however, are less affected. We return to this
when we explore sub-group effects below.
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TABLE 5 Effect of Party Membership in Conjoint Survey Experiment

DV Vote for Candidate = 1 PAPI Survey 2016 PAPI Survey 2017

All No Falsify Econ. Neutral Full Spec All No Falsify Econ. Neutral Full Spec

(1) (2) (3) (4) 5) (6) (7) (8)
Party Member 0.142%%* 0.070%* 0.151%%* 0.104#** 0.111%** 0.096%#* 0.105%%** 0.088%**

(0.012) (0.031) (0.013) (0.037) (0.013) (0.034) (0.016) (0.038)
Only non-falsifiers No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes
Only economy neutral No No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes
Observations 25,684 2,442 19,104 1,804 23,360 2,058 17,212 1,512
R-Squared 0.060 0.053 0.064 0.083 0.063 0.113 0.073 0.127
Baseline Probability 0.501 0.514 0.503 0.522 0.502 0.504 0.502 0.496
F 63.66 7.501 54.78 9.125 34.35 7.249 22.95 6.358
Strata 125 125 125 124 125 123 125 121
Primary Sampling Units 207 207 207 202 207 202 207 193
Post-Stratification Units 63 63 63 63 63 63 63 63

DV Vote for Candidate = 1 PAPI Survey 2018 Career Treatment PAPI Survey 2018 Experience Treatment

All No Falsify Econ. Neutral Full Spec All No Falsify Econ. Neutral Full Spec

9) (10 an 12) (13) (14) (15) (16)
Party Member 0.142%** 0.107%#* 0.153%#* 0.134%%* 01274 0.018 0.122% 0.023

(0.012) (0.035) (0.014) (0.043) (0.012) (0.039) (0.014) (0.048)
Only non-falsifiers No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes
Only economy neutral No No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes
Observations 10,549 1,208 7,750 852 10,491 1,133 7,758 841
R-Squared 0.041 0.059 0.044 0.069 0.079 0.097 0.083 0.121
Baseline Probability 0.498 0.500 0.498 0.503 0.501 0.501 0.501 0.507
F 14.70 3.011 14.25 2.566 47.76 6.384 37.29 4.888
Strata 125 120 125 114 125 120 125 116
Primary Sampling Units 207 192 207 177 207 189 207 173
Post-Stratification Units 63 63 63 63 63 63 63 63

Linear probability with marginal probability of voting for party over non-party shown. Standard errors, clustered at province, district, and commune in parentheses (*** p <
0.01, ** p <0.05, * p<0.1). Full regression results are available in Appendix J. 2018 results are divided into two panels based on whether respondents was exposed to career or
experience treatment. “No falsification” includes only the respondents who said in a direct question that they would vote for a non-party candidate (see Appendix G for the
question). “Econ neutral” includes only those who were neither positive nor negative on current economic situation (see Appendix E). The full specification includes the subset
that was both neutral and directly expressed willingness to support non-party candidate.
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FIGURE 4 Effects of Party Membership at Different Economic Satisfaction Levels
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(QA11: As for your own family, how do you rate your economic situation today? Is it ... ?)

ALTERNATIVE LEVELS OF PERFORMANCE LEGITIMACY

It is possible that the subsample of respondents expressing neither satisfaction nor dissat-
isfaction with their current economic situation does not fully account for the possible con-
founding effects of performance legitimacy. If those with neutral opinions of economic
performance have a positive evaluation of the CPV’s performance, the positive effect of
party membership could reflect this performance legitimacy rather than incumbency
advantage. This is especially important because there is some theoretical overlap
between performance (which is retrospective) and organization capacity (which is pro-
spective) when performance history shapes future expectations of service delivery. Addi-
tionally, we must distinguish the ability to extract resources from the party from the
evaluation of party performance. To account for this fuzziness, we repeat our analysis
on all the different subgroups of respondents depending on the different economic eval-
uations shown in Appendix E. If we limit our analysis to only those with low evaluations
of the economy, this should limit the possibility that retrospective evaluations of perfor-
mance of the party as a whole are responsible for party support.

Figure 4 shows the results of a replication of Table 5 (Models 3, 7, 11, and 15), but at
different levels of economic satisfaction. Not surprisingly, the results show some effect of
performance legitimacy. In 2016, 2017, and 2018 the value of the party label declines
based on the level of economic satisfaction. However, even at the lowest levels of eco-
nomic satisfaction the party still receives a positive and statistically significant electoral
boost. In 2016, among those who said their economic situation was bad, party members
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were 10 percentage points more likely to receive the vote than non-party members. Party
support among this low group is eight percentage points in 2017 and 2018. This indicates
that even at lower levels of economic satisfaction, party members have a sizable advan-
tage, giving us reason to believe that factors additional to performance legitimacy and
preference falsification must drive support for the party.

SOURCES OF INCUMBENCY ADVANTAGE: POLICY OR RESOURCES

The previous section suggests the importance of the incumbency advantage in Vietnam.
In this section, we adjudicate between the underlying mechanisms by testing H1 and H2
directly. We start with H1, which suggests that party members (P) should enjoy a greater
advantage when information is low. In the 2018 survey, we directly test the policy cer-
tainty mechanism by assigning 20 percent of the hypothetical pairs of candidates to the
“no policy priority” treatment (No Policy). If information is driving the findings, we
should find that the presence of information benefits the non-party member candidate
more than the non-party member. This suggests a positive interaction effect between
the candidate pairs not stating a policy and the effect of party membership.

We next test the organizational backing argument (H2) by looking at differences
between the effects of party membership, conditioned by the level of experience (Expe-
rience) possessed by the candidate. Consistent with H2, we assessed whether respondents
receiving information about the experience level were less likely to reward the party
members than those receiving information about the career of the candidate pairs.
Given that we expect that experience corresponds with organizational backing, the
effect of party membership should diminish when information about experience is
provided.

CONDITIONAL MARGINAL MEANS

Two methodological concerns influence our choice of specification for the 2018 analysis.
First, recent work on conjoint experiments highlights the need to consider the conditional
marginal means (CMM) rather than just the average marginal component effect (AMCE).
This is because the AMCE relies on an arbitrary base category (Leeper, Hobolt, and
Tilley 2019). Therefore, when comparing across subgroups, it is not immediately clear
from the AMCE whether the difference is a result of a change in the value for the base
category or changes in the categories that are presented. For this article, of concern is
whether the policy conditions and organizational backing are changing how respondents
view party members or non-party members.

An additional concern is that our factorial design had two treatments, as shown in
Figure 2. Our first subset includes respondents that are given policy traits versus those
that are not. The second subset includes respondents that are given the experience (orga-
nizational backing) versus the job background of the candidates. Not interacting these
two treatments could potentially bias findings, given that treatments may work differ-
ently depending on which other treatment the respondent viewed (Muralidharan,
Romero, and Wuthrich 2019). The solution to both these problems is to present the
CMM of the triple interaction. This not only solves some of the methodological concerns
above, but also provides a clear visualization of the effects of the two treatment

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 99.132.140.180, on 22 Apr 2020 at 15:25:55, subject to the Cambridge Core
terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/jea.2019.40


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/jea.2019.40
https://www.cambridge.org/core

44 Edmund Malesky and Paul Schuler

conditions on all respondents as well as the non-falsifiers. Models 4 and 8 of Table 6
therefore present the following specification. We run the following the model shown
in the equation below in Table 6. To calculate the CMM in Figure 5, we suppress the
constant and include all potential covariates values in the matrix X, so that the results
are not dependent on the selection of base category:

vote;j = f3, + B, Pi; + B,Nopolicy; + By Experience + 3,P;; * Nopolicy;
+ BsP;j* Experience; + B¢ P; j * Nopolicy; x Experience; + X;j + ¢

We present the results of the analysis in Table 6, which is divided into two panels for all
respondents and non-falsifiers. Each panel contains four models, indicating the direct
effects of the three component terms (Models 1 and 5), the interaction between Party
and No-Policy (Models 2 and 6), the interaction between Party and Experience
(Models 3 and 7), and the triple interaction (Models 4 and 8).

Focusing on the fully specified Models 4 and 8, we see that when the policy is known
and candidate experience is not stated, the preference for party members is 13 percentage
points higher than non-party members among all respondents and 8 percentage points
higher among non-falsifiers. However, when there is uncertainty about policy, all respon-
dents (5.3 percentage points) and non-falsifiers (14.8 percentage points) shift their votes
further toward party members. Informing voters about candidate experience also impacts
support for the party, but only for the non-falsifiers. While the effect is insignificant for
all respondents, it is a substantial 10.6 percentage points for non-falsifiers. Finally, the
null effect on the triple interaction term illustrates that the “no policy” and “experience”
treatments do not influence one another. Learning about policy and experience operate
independently.

The net effect of the two experiments are illustrated in Figure 5, which shows the
CMM of the triple interaction from Models 4 and 8 in Table 6 (Leeper, Hobolt, and
Tilley 2019). The range bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals around the prob-
ability of voting for the party under different conditions. In the first panel, which looks at
all respondents, the probability of voting for the party is about 13 percent higher than for
non-party members when policy differences are stated, The difference shifts to 18 percent
when policies are not stated. There is little difference in the effect of party for the entire
sample based on the experience treatment.

When we look at the at the second panel of the graph (non-falsifiers), we can see that
the probability of voting for the CPV is sizable and positive (22 percentage points greater
than the non-party candidate) when both candidates’ policy priorities and experience are
unknown. In this scenario 60.5 percent of non-falsifiers select the party candidate versus
37.6 percent who vote for the non-party candidate. However, when non-falsifiers are pro-
vided with differentiating policy information and candidates’ experience, they are indif-
ferent between the party and non-party member candidates. Consistent with our
expectations in H1 and H2, the lowest preference for the party occurs when non-falsifiers
are aware of both policy and experience (2.5 percentage points lower than non-party
members). In this scenario the predicted vote for party members was 46.7 percent, but
it was 51.25 percent for non-party members. Furthermore, unlike for all respondents,
the organizational backing has an effect for the non-falsifiers. When no policy is
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TABLE 6 Testing the Experience and Policy Uncertainty Mechanism (Randomized in 2018)

DV Vote for Candidate =1

All Respondents

Non-Falsifiers

(1) 2) 3 € (3) (6) ) ®)
Party Member 0.186%%** 0.126%%* 0.141%%* 0.131%%* 0.058%* 0.028 0.113%%* 0.081 %%
(0.009) (0.010) (0.012) (0.014) (0.029) (0.028) (0.038) (0.037)
No Policy 0.000 —0.026%* 0.000 -0.023 —-0.004 —0.078%* —-0.004 —0.084
(0.006) (0.012) (0.006) (0.017) (0.023) (0.038) (0.023) (0.052)
Party*NoPolicy 0.052%* 0.053* 0.148%%* 0.148*
(0.020) (0.030) (0.064) (0.082)
TreatmentExperience —-0.001 —-0.001 0.005 0.005 0.001 0.001 0.059%* 0.052
(0.005) (0.005) (0.010) (0.011) (0.018) (0.018) (0.033) (0.035)
Party*TreatmentExperience —-0.010 -0.010 —0.112%* —-0.106*
(0.017) (0.019) (0.055) (0.057)
NoPolicy*TreatmentExperience —-0.005 0.020
(0.024) (0.081)
Party*NoPolicy*TreatmentExperience -0.002 -0.009
(0.042) (0.138)
Constant 0.245%#* 0.250%3 0.243%%% 0.247%%%* 0.190%#* 0.203%#* 0.1647%#* 0.180%#*
(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.015) (0.043) (0.045) (0.044) (0.044)
Observations 21,040 21,040 21,040 21,040 2,341 2,341 2,341 2,341
R-Squared 0.035 0.036 0.035 0.036 0.038 0.042 0.041 0.045
N_strata 125 125 125 125 125 125 125 125
N_psu 207 207 207 207 205 205 205 205
N_poststrata 63 63 63 63 63 63 63 63

Linear probability model with marginal probabilities. Regressions include all conjoint control covariates. Standard errors, clustered at province, district, and commune in
parentheses (*** p <0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1); No Policy indicates that the candidate pairs did not express a policy preference; Treatment Experience indicates respondents

exposed to the experience covariates, as opposed to the job covariates. Non-falsifiers are those that answered in a direct question that they would vote for a non-party candidate if

one was on the ballot.
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FIGURE 5 Impact of Party Status Conditional on Policy Information and Organizational

Backing
All Respondents Non-Falsifiers
Policy Stated No Policy Policy Stated No Policy
~ 4 <

Conditional Marginal Mean of Party
Conditional Marginal Mean of Party

N N4

T T T T
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Exposed to Candidates' Experience? Exposed to Candidates' Experience?

Range bars=95% ClI; All conjoint covariates included in regression. See Table 8 for full regression table.

stated, the effect of organizational backing drops the premium for party membership from
22 to 11 percentage points. When policies are stated, the effect of organizational backing
drops support from an eight percentage points benefit to a two percentage point deficit
vis-a-vis the non-party candidate. Thus, for the entire sample, information drives
support for the party. However, for non-falsifiers, it is clear that party status signals
clarity about both policy direction and organizational capacity.

FOLLOW-UP TEXT ANALYSIS ON “NON-FALSIFIERS”

The findings of the conjoint experiment above suggest that non-falsifiers, like all voters,
support the party. However, for those that we define as “non-falsifiers,” policy informa-
tion and organizational backing play an important role in their decision to vote for the
party. However, for the other voters, while policy information matters, organizational
backing does not have a strong effect. Furthermore, these voters express a high willing-
ness to vote for the party regardless of the treatment. Put another way, the high level of
support for these other voters is not entirely contingent on policy uncertainty or organi-
zational backing. How do we explain these voters?

One explanation is that they are all falsifying their preferences. Despite our belief that
the conjoint instrument mitigates this effect, this remains a possibility. Unfortunately we
cannot disentangle preference falsification from a more general support for the party. It
may be that for these voters, the party is a better indicator of policy information, organi-
zational backing, or other factors correlated with party than the attributes we provide in
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the conjoint example. For these voters, perhaps similar to ideological voters in the US,
party membership is so inextricably linked to these attributes that voters rely more on
the party label than the attributes we provide.

One way to assess this possibility is to examine in a question why respondents chose
one candidate over another. If voters selected a party member because of preference fal-
sification, we would not expect them to say they voted for the party member because they
are party members. Rather, we would expect them to invent another reason or decline to
answer. This is because preference falsification implies that respondents should be
unwilling to support the non-party candidate due to fear of retribution or sanctioning,
but they should not falsely volunteer that they support a candidate for an insincere reason.

To address this, after the conjoint question the 2018 survey asked why respondents
chose the candidate they did.'® They were given seven options that included matching
priorities, experience, leadership skills, the candidate represents the locality, the candi-
date works within the system, the candidate’s education, and the candidate would not
bring about change. Finally, respondents were allowed to choose “other” if they did
not agree with the provided options and specify in an open-ended fashion why they
chose the candidate. We intentionally did not include party membership as one of the
options, given that our goal was to examine why the respondents chose the party
members. However, using the “other” category, the respondents still had the ability to
state that party membership was the reason.

Strikingly, although we did not include party membership as an option, 6.8 percent of
the total respondents selected “other” and stated party membership as the reason they
chose the candidate. However, there are sharp differences between those we identified
as non-falsifiers and the other respondents. For those that refused to vote for a hypothet-
ical non-party candidate, 11.8 percent deliberately wrote in party membership, even
though no party option was given. By contrast, only 4.8 percent of the non-falsifiers
wrote in that party membership drove their decision (see Figure 6). Furthermore, we
do not believe, given that the respondent had every opportunity to not state that the
party was the reason for their vote, that preference falsification drove their responses.
Much like the roots of party identification and ideology in the US, party membership
is a better marker of a bundle of desirable qualities than it is of each of those qualities
by themselves.

Additionally, this analysis reveals support for the information mechanism (H1). The
second major difference between other voters and non-falsifiers is the importance of
matching policy priorities in the section of candidates. Eighteen percent of non-falsifiers
chose the policy match option compared to only twelve percent of other respondents.
This lends additional support to our findings that a large subset of Vietnamese voters
value clarity on policy objectives and that clear information about policy reduces
support for the incumbent party.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Machiavelli ([1532] 1998, 6-7) noted that princes inheriting political regimes can remain
in power even with mediocre performance. We develop this intuition for single-party
regimes, suggesting that they can enjoy an extreme form of incumbency advantage
based on certainty about policy positions and access to resources. Based on our
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FIGURE 6 Why Respondents Chose Candidate
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Note: Response to question about why respondent chose the candidate

theory, single-party autocrats need not manipulate or perform particularly well in order to
attract high levels of support in elections. Our findings show that policy information and
organizational backing do matter, particular for non-falsifying respondents. Importantly,
these are voters who are willing to vote for non-party candidates, but who choose not to
do so because of the lack of policy information and organizational backing. For other
voters, although policy information plays a role, they are either more susceptible to pref-
erence falsification or have support for the party so deeply ingrained that it is difficult to
separate from the underlying factors that drive them to support the party in the first place.

What does this mean for the ability of single-party regimes to accurately gauge their
own strength? The most striking finding from this article is the reluctance from all
sub-groups in Vietnam—even those who express willingness to vote against the party
—to back a non-party candidate for national office. This coheres with findings from
Eastern Europe during the communist era that even defectors were likely to vote for
the communists in a head-to-head match-up with hypothetical opposition parties
(Kuran 1991, 31). The phenomenon suggests that the problem in single-party regimes
is that respondents have little certainty about the policy positions of independents or
their ability to deliver patronage.

Our findings have important implications for theories of democratic regime change
that rely on elections and polls to provide information. The “democratization from
strength” argument posits that autocrats can transition before collapsing if they can see
that they are still in a position of strength, but that their popularity is on the wane
(Slater and Wong 2013). This suggests that single-party regimes may have a difficult
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time assessing when they will reach this “bittersweet zone,” where the legitimacy among
the populace is high but on the verge of decline. The problem is not so much in assessing
changes in their strength over time, as it is knowing how the regime will perform in a fair
election against an opponent that the ruling regime will inevitably allow to stake out a
policy position by allowing an opposition party to campaign. Allowing the opponent
to campaign may generate increased confidence in the party’s ability to rule or access
resources, which could cause a dramatic, unforeseen swing in support for the incumbent.
This suggests that single-party regimes such as China, Vietnam, and Cuba may not be
able to transition from strength in the same manner as hegemonic regimes like Taiwan
and Indonesia.
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ment at Duke University and is a specialist in economic development, authoritarian institutions, and compara-
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NOTES

We would like to thank participants in workshops at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (ETH) in
Zurich, Yale-NUS in Singapore, and the University of Houston for valuable comments. We are particularly
grateful to Quynh Nguyen and Guillem Riambau for their valuable insights.

1. Compared to the former USSR and single-party regimes such as Cuba and North Korea today that do not
permit opposition, Vietnam and China currently allow non-party opponents to compete in parliamentary elec-
tions. Vietnam has national level parliamentary elections, while China only has direct elections at the township
level. Higher-level People’s Congresses in China are selected from elected delegates in the lower tiers.

2. VnExpress. “National Assembly Election Results: Number of Non-Party Members Down 50 pct.”
June 9, 2016. https:/e.vnexpress.net/news/news/national-assembly-elections-results-number-of-non-party-
members-down-50-pct-3417173.html. Last accessed April 20, 2018.

3. We use the term “sincere” in the non-normative sense that voters prefer the party-backed candidate com-
pared to the non-party-backed candidate on the ballot. This does not mean the voter prefers the party-backed
candidate to a hypothetical candidate from a different party that is not allowed to run.

4. Access to high-quality candidates is also an important factor (Jacobson 1989). To focus our attention on
the informational benefits of party label, in is paper, we choose to control for this potential confounder rather
directly test it as a potential mechanism.

5. See articles 65-68 of Vietnam’s 2015 Election Law. Similar restrictions exist in China (Chen & Zhong
2002, 182) and Syria (Varulkar & Winter 2007). In the Soviet Union, campaigns for Supreme Soviet candidates
were restricted to emphasizing the achievements of the party as opposed to the qualifications of any individual
candidate (Hill 1976).

6. “C6 chiic danh 13 ¢6 tiéng néi quyét dinh, c6 anh hudng 16n tai dia phiong ... ¢6 kh niing gidi quyét
cong viée t6t hon.”

7. Vietnam uses a block voting system, where there are usually five candidates for three seats per electoral
district.

8. In addition to reducing the ability of voters to detect a policy position of a generic non-party candidate,
vetting also has two additional implications for our statistical analysis below. First, vetting may send a signal to
voters that high quality non-party candidates have been eliminated and thus boost support for the party candi-
date through an alternative channel. We address this in our conjoint analysis by varying observable features of
the candidate’s qualifications. Second, vetting could increase support for the non-party candidate by making
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them appear safe. This implication biases against finding a positive effect of party label on vote choice, which
extreme incumbency bias implies.
9. See Online Appendix B for balance tables before and after the procedure.

10. For more detail on the survey methodology, visit http:/papi.org.vn/eng/.

11. Balance tests for the four treatment conditions are provided in Appendix K by regressing potential con-
founders on the interaction of Treatment 1 and Treatment 2.

12. For full question wording see Appendix G.

13. For full question wording see Appendix H.

14. As we show in Appendix D, the multiway clustering strategy is more conservative, producing standard
errors that are twice the size of the clustering at the respondent level, recommended by Hainmueller et al. (2014).

15. In Appendix J, we present the marginal probabilities for all voter types, including those that may engage
in preference falsification.

16. Full regression results are available in Online Appendix J. Figure 3 shows the results presented in
Table 5 and Appendix J (Models 1, 5, 9, and 13). For models 9 and 13 they are combined for panel 3 of
Figure 3, with jobs and experience dropped because they are not consistent across the two treatment conditions.

17. Party membership is always anchored against non-party member, so as per Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley
(2019) in the regression tables and the following ACME graph, the differences between the subgroups should be
interpreted as the difference in the marginal support between party members and non-party members. Consistent
with Leeper et al., in the following sections we will present the average marginal mean values to provide clearer
substantive interpretation.

18. For full question wording see Appendix 1.

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL

The supplementary material for this article can be found at https:/doi.org/10.1017/jea.
2019.40.
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