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PARTISAN  EFFECTS  OF  INFORMATION  CAMPAIGNS  IN  

COMPETITIVE  AUTHORITARIAN  ELECTIONS:  EVIDENCE  

FROM  BANGLADESH  

∗

F ir oz Ahmed, Roland Hodler and Asad Islam 

To study the effects of non-partisan information and get-out-the-vote campaigns on the partisan composition 
of the voting population in competitive authoritarian elections, we conducted a large-scale field experiment 
prior to the 2018 Bangladeshi general election. Our two treatments highlight that high turnout increases the 
winning party’s le gitimac y and that election outcomes matter for policy outcomes. Both treatments increase 
turnout (measured by ink marks) in go v ernment strongholds, but decrease turnout in opposition strongholds. 
We explain the withdrawal of treated opposition supporters and conclude that non-partisan information and 
get-out-the-vote campaigns can further tilt the uneven playing field in competitive authoritarian elections. 
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ince the end of the Cold War, the number of countries holding elections has increased, but many
lections take place in countries that are not well-functioning democracies. These elections are
ften best described as ‘competitive authoritarian elections’ (Levitsky and Way, 2002 ; Howard
nd Roessler, 2006 ), where opposition parties are allowed to compete, but the incumbent gov-
rnment takes actions ‘to create an uneven playing field’ (Levitsky and Way, 2002 , p.53) in order
o make its own defeat unlikely. Western donor agencies and NGOs often view democracy with
ree and fair elections as desirable. They have various options for supporting democracy and
trengthening the electoral process. One option is to support non-partisan information campaigns
hat remind citizens of the benefits of democracy and the importance of voting participation. 

Consider the case of the Bangladeshi Election Working Group (EWG), which is a non-partisan
etwork of around 30 NGOs committed to free and fair elections and good go v ernance in
angladesh. The EWG is supported by the Asia Foundation, which has a long history of close

ies to the US go v ernment and has received funding from the development agencies of Denmark,
weden, Switzerland and the UK for its work in Bangladesh. A core activity of the EWG
re information programs, typically run by local NGOs, with the objective of increasing voter
urnout. 1 
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Non-partisan information campaigns that aim to encourage people to vote—so-called get-out-
he-vote (GOTV) campaigns (Gosnell, 1927 ; Gerber and Green, 2000 )—vary in their specific
essages, but many emphasise the importance of high turnout for ensuring the le gitimac y of

he winning party or for promoting ef fecti v e polic y making. Ho we ver, little is kno wn about
he effect of such campaigns on voting participation of go v ernment and opposition supporters
nd, therefore, the partisan composition of the voting population in competitive authoritarian
lections. 

In this paper, we present the results of a large-scale field experiment that examines the effect
f non-partisan GOTV campaigns on voter turnout in go v ernment and opposition strongholds
uring a competitive authoritarian election. Specifically, we conducted the experiment during the
angladeshi general election in December 2018, which presented an ideal testing ground, given

he incumbent go v ernment’s efforts to tilt the playing field in its fa v our. These efforts included the
mprisonment of high-profile opposition politicians, restrictions on press freedom and partisan
ppointments to the Election Commission (see Section 1.2 for details). We were aware of the
neven playing field when applying for IRB approval, when registering our pre-analysis plan and
hen implementing our interventions in December 2018. 
The core idea of our field experiment was to deliver two different treatments (or GOTV cam-

aigns) to individuals of two different types of villages. The ‘policy treatment’ focused on the
essage that voting outcomes affect policy outcomes, and the ‘legitimacy treatment’ on the mes-

age that high voter turnout increases the le gitimac y of the winning party’s go v ernment. Similar
essages are regularly delivered by non-partisan information and get-out-the-vote campaigns in
angladesh and elsewhere. 2 Taken at face value, the wording of these messages is neutral; they

imply encourage people to participate in the election without naming any parties or candidates
r even suggesting whom to vote for. 3 We were interested in the potentially dif ferential ef fects of
hese treatments on turnout in go v ernment and opposition strongholds. Therefore, before running
ur experiment, we collected information that allowed us to classify villages as either go v ern-
ent or opposition strongholds. A locally known, non-partisan NGO delivered the treatment
essages multiple times to selected individuals in the corresponding treatment villages by con-

ucting door-to-door visits and by distributing leaflets, stickers and newspapers with advertorials.
onvinced that surv e y answers cannot pro vide reliable information on such a sensitive topic as
 oting beha viour in a competitive authoritarian election, we opted for a logistically challenging
ata-gathering effort: we checked for an ink mark on the fingers of our almost 12,000 respondents
nd their spouses directly after the election. 

We specified in the pre-analysis plan that we are particularly interested in the potentially
if ferential ef fects of the two treatments on voter turnout in go v ernment and opposition villages.
e expected that the policy treatment would increase turnout in both types of villages, whereas

he le gitimac y treatment would increase turnout in go v ernment villages, but decrease turnout in
pposition villages. Our findings only partially confirm our expectations. We find that the policy
nd the le gitimac y treatment increase turnout, as measured by ink marks, by around 7 and 15
ercentage points in go v ernment villages, but decrease turnout by around 10 and 21 percentage
oints in opposition villages. These effects spill o v er to the spouses of the treated respondents.
herefore, each of our treatments substantially altered the partisan composition of the voting
© The Author(s) 2023. 

2 Other NGOs that run campaigns promoting voting participation, political awareness and good go v ernance in 
angladesh include Shushashoner Jonno Nagorik (SHUJAN), Transparency International Bangladesh as well as NGOs 
ffiliated with the Bangladeshi Election Working Group (EWG). 

3 We discuss the neutral and non-partisan framing of our treatment messages in more detail in Section 2.3 . 
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opulation to the go v ernment party’s fa v our, with no noteworthy changes in total turnout. This
nding highlights that non-partisan GOTV campaigns run prior to competitive authoritarian
lections can further tilt the already tilted playing field to the incumbent go v ernment’s advantage.

We present a theoretical framework inspired by Fiorina ( 1976 ) to offer a well-structured
iscussion about why our treatments led to a withdrawal from voting in opposition villages.
his framework highlights rational individuals who face both instrumental and e xpressiv e voting
otives and incur voting costs. 4 The substantive argument for why the le gitimac y treatment

educed turnout in opposition villages builds on Croke et al. ( 2016 ), who argued that opposition
upporters may deliberately disengage and abstain from voting in order to de-legitimise the
e gime in (competitiv e) authoritarian elections. We posit that the le gitimac y treatment makes
his option more salient, thereby reducing the opposition supporters’ e xpressiv e benefit from
he act of voting itself. As a result, fewer opposition supporters may find it worthwhile to pay
he voting costs, leading to lower turnout in opposition villages. Croke et al. ( 2016 ) further
uggested that deliberate abstention is a sophisticated strategy that requires good education and
olitical awareness. We find that the withdrawal from voting in opposition villages indeed tends
o be stronger for respondents with more years of schooling, access to television (as a proxy
or political information) and first-hand political experience. These findings provide empirical
upport for our argument that some respondents from opposition villages withdraw from voting
n response to the le gitimac y treatment in order to de-legitimise the regime. 5 

To understand why the policy treatment reduced turnout in opposition villages, it is important
o note that Bangladeshi politics is clientelistic and polarised (see Section 1.1 for details). 6 Our
rgument consists of three steps. First, the policy treatment makes instrumental voting motives
ore salient. Second, given the tilted playing field and the clientelistic nature of politics in
angladesh, the policy treatment makes opposition supporters realise that voting for opposition
arty candidates does not provide any instrumental benefits (as these candidates are unlikely to
in and would lack access to the go v ernment ev en if the y won). These opposition supporters

lso realise that their instrumental benefits may be higher when voting for go v ernment party
andidates, but still limited (as opposition supporters are not part of a go v ernment party-based
atron-client network). In support of these claims, we document that the policy treatment indeed
eads to a substantial decrease in the share of respondents from opposition villages who think
hat members of parliament (MPs) can actually provide local public goods and income-earning
pportunities. Third, due to the polarised nature of Bangladeshi politics, opposition supporters
btain considerably higher e xpressiv e benefits from voting for their party than the go v ernment
arty they dislike. The policy treatment thus leads to a situation in which instrumental and
 xpressiv e voting motiv es point in different directions. As a result of this ‘cross-pressure’, some
pposition supporters are no longer willing to pay the voting costs and withdraw from voting. 

We contribute to the experimental literature on information and GOTV campaigns. Most early
ontributions to this literature focus on whether and how such campaigns (or particular features
hereof) can increase voter turnout in elections in the United States (e.g., Gerber and Green,
000 ; Arceneaux and Nickerson, 2009 ; Gerber et al. , 2011 ; Enos et al. , 2014 ). An exception
The Author(s) 2023. 

4 An individual’s instrumental motive is based on the expected benefit from getting the party with the more attractive 
economic) policy into power. In contrast, their e xpressiv e motiv es are ‘more directly and immediately linked to the act 
f voting, or of voting for a particular candidate or option, itself’ (Hamlin and Jennings, 2011 , p.645). 

5 Consistent with this argument, the le gitimac y treatment also lowers the share of respondents from opposition villages 
ho thought that the election was free and fair. 
6 See Wantchekon ( 2003 ) and Vicente and Wantchekon ( 2009 ) for early experimental work on how clientelism in 

eneral and clientelistic election campaigns in particular shape voting behaviour. 
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s the early experimental study of GOTV campaigns in competitive authoritarian elections by
uan and Green ( 2006 ). They randomised their treatments at the level of dorm rooms at Peking
niversity and found positive effects of their door-to-door campaign on the students’ voting
articipation. Like us, they found treatment effects that are large (compared to those documented
or the United States). 7 

More recently, there has been a surge in experimental studies e v aluating information campaigns
n a diverse set of weak democracies and electoral autocracies. However, few of these studies
xplicitly focus on GOTV campaigns highlighting the importance of voting participation. Notable
xceptions include Gin ́e and Mansuri ( 2018 ) and Marx et al. ( 2021 ), who e v aluated treatments
ith GOTV messages—with that of Gin ́e and Mansuri ( 2018 ) being very similar to our policy

reatment—as well as separate treatments providing information about the electoral process. In
ddition, Aker et al. ( 2017 ) and Chong et al. ( 2019 ) studied campaigns that combine information
bout the electoral process with standard GOTV messages. 8 

We contribute to this literature in two ways. First, to the best of our knowledge, we are
he first to experimentally study the message that high turnout increases the winning party’s
e gitimac y. Studying this message is important. Man y go v ernments around the world have (or
evelop) autocratic tendencies and may strategically hold competitive authoritarian elections
xactly because they want to legitimise their regime (e.g., Levitsky and Way, 2002 ; Croke et al. ,
016 ). Thus, it is of prime importance to understand the consequences of GOTV campaigns
romoting this motive for voting in the context of competitive authoritarian elections. 

Second, we contribute to this literature by showing that non-partisan GOTV campaigns can
ave differential effects on the actual voter turnout of go v ernment and opposition supporters
n a weak democracy or electoral autocracy. While many of these studies focus on average
reatment effects, we deliberately focus on the differential effects of our two treatments in
o v ernment and opposition strongholds. We indeed find large positive effects of both treatments
n voter turnout in go v ernment strongholds and large ne gativ e effects in opposition strongholds.
hese dif ferential ef fects have important implications for Western donors and NGOs that aim to
trengthen democracy and increase voter turnout in countries with weak democratic institutions,
ut instead run the risk of further tilting already tilted playing fields with their information and
OTV campaigns. 
It is well known that partisan information can have differential effects on the political behaviour

f go v ernment and opposition supporters in weak democracies and autocracies. F or e xample,
ropaganda can have such differential effects (e.g., Adena et al. , 2015 ; Peisakhin and Rozenas,
018 ; Caesmann et al. , 2021 ). More closely related to our paper, Baysan ( 2022 ) e v aluated a
andomised information campaign run by the largest party opposing the 2007 constitutional
eferendum in Turkey. She found that this partisan campaign increased the share of ‘no’ votes in
egions where this party was relatively strong in past elections, but decreased this share in regions
© The Author(s) 2023. 

7 Enikolopov et al. ( 2011 ) argued that new information—in their case media access—tends to have particularly large 
ffects on voter turnout and voting choices in countries with weak democratic institutions, where parties often run on 
latforms with vaguely defined ideologies. This is the case in Bangladesh as well (see Section 1.1 ). 

8 Other experimental studies (conducted in a wide range of different developing countries) evaluate information 
ampaigns providing information about the honesty or performance of incumbent politicians (Chong et al. , 2015 ; 
unning et al. , 2019 ; John and Sjoberg, 2020 ) or the funding they have available (Cruz et al. , 2021 ); information 

ampaigns highlighting campaign promises (Cruz et al. , 2018 ) or the candidates’ profiles more generally (Platas and 
affler, 2021 ); anti-v ote-b uying campaigns (Vicente, 2014 ; Hicken et al. , 2018 ; Blattman et al. , 2019 ); anti-violence 
ampaigns (Collier and Vicente, 2014 ) and partisan information campaigns run by a political party (Wantchekon, 2003 ; 
aysan, 2022 ). 

8 M
arch 2024
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here this party was relatively weak. 9 The main difference with our study is that we show that
ven non-partisan GOTV campaigns can have such differential effects. 

Our paper thereby relates to two recent studies on Kenyan politics that also document the parti-
an effect in response to non-partisan information. Marx et al. ( 2021 ) showed that their treatments
roded trust in the Electoral Commission after a contentious election, but only among respon-
ents from ethnic groups linked to the losing coalition. John and Sjoberg ( 2020 ) documented
hat a non-partisan parliamentary monitoring website (rather than specific GOTV campaigns)
ncreased intended future political participation of self-declared go v ernment supporters, but not
elf-declared opposition supporters. Moreo v er, we relate to studies documenting how different
ypes of information campaigns can change the vote shares of different political parties or can-
idates. F or e xample, Aker et al. ( 2017 ) found that their civic education treatment, which was
entred around flyers with information about the political process, but also contained standard
OTV messages, increased the vote share of the go v ernment candidate at the expense of the main
pposition candidate. 10 We differ from these studies by focusing on specific GOTV messages and
y relying on our pre-treatment classification of go v ernment and opposition strongholds (similar
o Baysan, 2022 ) rather than post-treatment vote shares. This pre-treatment classification allows
s to identify differential effects of our GOTV campaigns on the voter turnout among go v ernment
nd opposition supporters. 11 

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 1 provides background information
n politics in Bangladesh and the 2018 general election. Section 2 discusses our experimental
esign, its implementation and ethical considerations. Section 3 presents balance tests, our main
esults and various robustness tests. Section 4 explains why our two treatments may have reduced
oter turnout in opposition villages. Section 5 briefly concludes. 

. Politics in Bangladesh 

.1. From Independence to 2018 

angladesh, the eighth most populous country in the world, became independent in 1971. A
opular uprising ended a period of military dictatorship in 1990, after which the political parties
greed to hold an election organised and supervised by a civilian, non-partisan caretaker gov-
rnment (NCG). The two main parties were the Awami League (AL) led by Sheikh Hasina and
he Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) led by Khaleda Zia. Sheikh Hasina is the daughter of
heikh Mujibur Rahman, who was leader of the AL during the struggle for independence and the
rst president of Bangladesh. He is considered to be the founding father of Bangladesh. Khaleda
ia is the widow of Ziaur Rahman, who is the founder of the BNP and another former president,
ften credited for promoting stability and development. 12 The BNP won the 1991 general election
The Author(s) 2023. 

9 See Pons ( 2018 ) for a randomised study on the effects of a partisan campaign conducted on a national scale in 
rance, i.e., in a strong rather than a weak democracy. 

10 In addition, Collier and Vicente ( 2014 ) and Vicente ( 2014 ) showed that anti-violence and anti-v ote-b uying campaigns 
an increase the electoral support for go v ernment candidates. In contrast, the anti-v ote-b uying campaign studied by 
lattman et al. ( 2019 ) and the video-recorded candidate interviews studied by Platas and Raffler ( 2021 ) increased the 
lectoral support for opposition candidates. Moreo v er, Gin ́e and Mansuri ( 2018 ) found that their information campaigns 
imed at increasing female voting participation also had an impact on the vote shares of different political parties. 

11 In contrast, a higher vote share for the go v ernment party could be driven by differential effects on voter turnout or 
y some (former) opposition supporters voting for the go v ernment party. 

12 Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and Ziaur Rahman are not consanguine. They were both assassinated by army officers 
hile in power. See Jahan ( 2015 ) for a discussion of their roles and influence on the AL and the BNP, respectively. 
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nd re-introduced a parliamentary system (Riaz and P arv ez, 2021 ). The AL and the BNP have
een the two main parties ever since, and they are still led by Sheikh Hasina and Khaleda Zia,
espectively. 

Further general elections organised and supervised by an NCG took place in 1996 and 2001.
hese elections were reasonably free and fair and led to changes in go v ernment from the BNP

o the AL and back to the BNP (Jahan, 2015 ; Riaz, 2019 ; Riaz and P arv ez, 2021 ). Prior to
he scheduled 2006 general election, the BNP tried to bias the composition of the NCG in its
a v our, leading to violent protests by AL supporters. A military-backed technocratic go v ernment
ssumed power and ruled the country until early 2009. The AL won a two-thirds majority
n parliament in a reasonably free and fair general election organised by the military-backed
echnocratic go v ernment in December 2008 (Riaz and P arv ez, 2021 ). 

After coming back to power, Sheikh Hasina and her AL go v ernment passed a constitutional
mendment in 2011 to abolish the NCG system, which had previously ensured reasonably free
nd fair elections. This constitutional change is seen as a ‘watershed moment for the democracy
n the country’ (Riaz and P arv ez, 2021 , p.5), as it paved the way for competitive authoritarian
lections in which the incumbent go v ernment appoints officials of the Election Commission
ased on their party affiliation and loyalty. In the lead-up to the 2014 general election, the AL
o v ernment took further measures to create an uneven playing field, including arresting thousands
f opposition party members, preventing BNP rallies and putting Khaleda Zia under house arrest.
n response to these actions, the BNP and other opposition parties boycotted the election in order
ot to legitimise the electoral process and the regime (Jahan, 2015 ; Riaz and P arv ez, 2021 ). The
L’s official vote share was 72.1% in a largely uncontested election. 
In the early years, there were some ideological differences between the AL and the BNP, with

he AL being more committed to secularism and the BNP highlighting the country’s Islamic
dentity (Jahan, 2015 ). Ho we ver, as time passed, the two parties and their current leaders put
ver less emphasis on ideology and the consolidation of democracy, but ever more emphasis
n staying in power and winning elections by any means (Islam, 2013 ; Riaz, 2019 ). They both
ttempted to monopolise and abuse state power (Islam, 2013 ). 

The two parties and their leaders compensated the decreasing importance of ideology by relying
n a network of patron-client relations, personalised leadership and the ‘past successes’ of their
ounding fathers, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and Ziaur Rahman. These patron-client relations are
ased on reciprocal exchange in personalised, hierarchical settings, in which patrons can extract
abour, service, respect and political loyalty from their clients, while clients can expect material
enefits and opportunities of various kinds in return (Rahaman, 2007 ; Islam, 2013 ). Each party
an be seen as a web of patron-client relations: ‘In a pyramidal structure, this web connects the
rime Minister, through numerous links down the system, to the lowly peasant. Each client uses

he resources received from the patron abo v e them to build their own patronage empire’ (Islam,
013 , p.153). Furthermore, Bangladeshi citizens expect MPs to prioritise local development. MPs
espond to this demand by promising material benefits during their campaigns and focusing on
heir local areas in their motions in parliament (Jahan, 2015 ). Ho we ver, the system of patronage
nd the personalisation of politics has polarised the country and led to ‘two separate “tribes” in a
omogeneous society’ (Islam, 2013 , p.155). For example, there are regular complaints that MPs
irect development goods and services to their own supporters and that MPs of opposition parties
truggle to secure funding for the development of their constituency (Jahan, 2015 ). 
© The Author(s) 2023. 
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.2. The 2018 General Election 

he most recent general election in Bangladesh was held on December 30, 2018. This election
ook place on an uneven playing field, as the ruling AL go v ernment had taken steps to suppress the
pposition in the months leading up to the election. For example, in early 2018, Khaleda Zia was
entenced to five years in prison on corruption charges in a trial that was widely seen as influenced
y the go v ernment. Other high-profile BNP candidates were also sent to prison or accused of
orruption. In addition, there were irregularities in city corporation elections close to our study
rea in May 2018, with supporters of the AL forcibly taking control of polling stations. 13 Freedom
f the press worsened during 2018, and there were politically moti v ated incidents of extrajudicial
illings and enforced disappearances. Later, the partisan Election Commission disqualified many
pposition candidates. Despite these irregularities, the BNP and other opposition parties decided
o participate in the general election, forming the Jatiya Oikya Front coalition to run against
he AL-led Grand Alliance (Riaz, 2019 ; Riaz and P arv ez, 2021 ). We were aware of this uneven
laying field when we applied for IRB approval, registered our pre-analysis plan and implemented
ur interventions. 

Obviously, we could not yet know what would happen on election day. Official voter turnout
as 80.2%, and the AL’s official vote share increased from 72.1% in 2014 to 74.6% in 2018,
espite facing the major opposition parties. The BNP came second with an official vote share
f only 13.1%. Riaz and P arv ez ( 2021 ) discussed even more surprising results at the level of
ndividual polling stations. Some polling stations recorded a voter turnout of 100% (or, implicitly,

ore), and others recorded zero votes for the BNP candidate. These results were partly due to
ote rigging. There is plenty of anecdotal evidence of f ak e votes and ballot stuffing, and of voters
nd opposition polling agents being hindered from entering polling centres. 14 The BNP and its
oalition partners rejected the official election results and demanded that fresh elections be held
nder an NCG, but to no avail. 

. Experimental Design and Implementation 

e aimed to investigate the impact of two treatments on voter turnout in go v ernment and op-
osition strongholds. Specifically, we delivered a policy treatment emphasising the link between
oting outcomes and policy outcomes, and a le gitimac y treatment highlighting the importance
f high turnout in enhancing the political le gitimac y of the winning party’s go v ernment. 

.1. Sampling and Randomisation 

ur study area is located in the Khulna District and the Satkhira District, which are both part
f the Khulna Division in south-western Bangladesh. 15 It includes the five rural sub-districts
 upazila ) Assasuni, Dumuria, Koyra, Paikgachha and Tala. These sub-districts belong to four
lectoral constituencies of the national parliament: Khulna 5, Khulna 6, Satkhira 1 and Satkhira
. These four constituencies contain 563 polling stations. Most polling stations comprise multiple
illages, and most villages consist of several neighbourhoods ( para ). 
The Author(s) 2023. 

13 See Hasan and Khan ( 2018 ). 
14 F or e xample, BBC ( 2018 ), Safi et al. ( 2018 ), The Daily Star ( 2018 ; 2019 ); The Economist ( 2019 ). 
15 Online Appendix Table A1 uses data from the Bangladesh Household Income and Expenditure Surv e y 2016 to 

how that the Khulna Division is representative of the entire country in terms of age, education, income and household 
ize. 

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data
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Our experimental design required a sample of villages or neighbourhoods that we could classify
s either go v ernment or opposition strongholds, i.e., as leaning towards either the AL or the BNP.
or this purpose, we primarily relied on the results from the 2001 and 2008 general elections,
hich were the last two reasonably free and fair national elections. 16 We selected one village per
olling station and applied a simple rule whenever possible to classify villages based on previous
lection results. A village was classified as a go v ernment (opposition) village if the AL (BNP)
nd its coalition parties got more votes than the BNP (AL) and its coalition parties in the polling
tation containing this village in both the 2001 and the 2008 general elections. We could apply
his simple rule in about two-thirds of the villages in our sample. If the relative electoral strength
f the two parties changed from 2001 to 2008, we used information from focus-group-based
illage questionnaires (rather than polling station-level information) to classify villages. 17 

Our aim was to identify 150 villages with a clear leaning towards the AL and 150 villages
ith a clear leaning towards the BNP. To achieve this, we collected information for slightly o v er
00 villages. Ultimately, we identified 154 go v ernment villages that had supported the AL and
ts coalition partners in past elections and 148 opposition villages that had supported the BNP
nd its coalition partners. 

We validated our classification of villages into go v ernment and opposition strongholds in
ultiple ways. First, we compared the results from the focus-group-based village questionnaires
ith the election results in villages where the same party had won both the 2001 and the 2008
eneral elections. For all these villages, the classification based on the village questionnaires
onfirmed our classification based on the election results. Second, for the villages where the
elative electoral strength had changed from 2001 to 2008, we collected the vote shares from
he 1996 general election and found that our focus-group-based classification was consistent
ith a classification based on the 1996 vote shares for the villages belonging to polling stations

hat remained unchanged from 1996 to 2001. Third, we tested whether our classification was
redictive for the difference in the official polling station-level vote shares of the AL and the BNP
n the 2018 general election. Online Appendix Table A2 does so based on three different samples:
ur full sample, the sub-sample of our control villages and a new sample with 184 polling stations
rom four other electoral constituencies in the Khulna District. We indeed find that this difference
n vote shares was higher in go v ernment villages/polling stations than opposition villages/polling
tations. 18 These results may lend further support to our classification, but they must be taken with
 large grain of salt because the official 2018 election data are untrustworthy (see Section 1.2 ).
n addition, we later show that our results are robust when restricting the sample to villages from
olling stations with large differences between the AL and the BNP vote shares in the 2001 and
008 general elections. 

Our randomisation strategy contained the following stages. First, we randomly assigned the
54 go v ernment (148 opposition) villages into 52 (48) control villages, 51 (50) villages where
© The Author(s) 2023. 

16 Earlier elections were unsuitable due to changes in polling stations prior to the 2001 general elections. The 2014 
eneral election was unsuitable, as it was boycotted by the BNP (see Section 1.1 ). 

17 We administered a separate village questionnaire and collected information through focus group discussions with 
–6 people from each village, consisting of village leaders, teachers, (non-partisan) local go v ernment representativ es and 
illage elders. These participants were selected based on their knowledge of local politics and their ability to represent 
i verse vie wpoints in the village. We asked them to identify whether the majority of the villagers were currently leaning 
ore towards the AL or the BNP, taking into account the results from all previous elections and current numbers of active 

upporters of the different parties. The participants also provided information on neighbourhoods that were particularly 
upportive of the party that was more popular in their village. 

18 The estimated coefficients are sizeable and statistically significant in the full and the ne w alternati ve samples, but 
ot in the sub-sample of our control villages. 
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e would deliver the policy treatment and 51 (50) villages where we would deliver the legitimacy
reatment. The map in Figure 1 shows the study area and indicates go v ernment and opposition
illages in different shapes. Go v ernment villages are represented by pentagons for control, eight-
oint stars for policy treatment, and rhombuses for le gitimac y treatment. Opposition villages are
epicted by squares for control, five-point stars for policy treatment, and triangles for legitimacy
reatment. 

Second, we selected a neighbourhood ( para ) in each village. This selection was non-random as
e intended to target individuals in go v ernment and opposition strongholds. We used our village-

evel focus-group discussions to learn about the neighbourhoods of go v ernment (opposition)
illages with a particularly strong leaning towards the AL (BNP). 

Third, we relied on systematic random sampling to select 40 individuals from within each
f these neighbourhoods. We al w ays started from one side of the chosen neighbourhood and
elected every third household. In so doing, we alternated between male and female subjects and
ocused on literate and married individuals between the ages of 20 and 55 years. We focused on
iterate individuals to ensure that they could read and understand our treatment messages (e.g.,
he leaflets), and on married individuals in order to look at spillo v ers within couples. 

We instructed the enumerators of our first pre-treatment surv e y to select the immediate neigh-
our’s household if nobody was at home, if no married couple lived in the household or if the
argeted individual was not literate. However, these are all unlikely scenarios in our study area.
irst, it was very rare that nobody was at home, as women stay at home most of the time. Second,
e were not informed of any instance in which no married couple lived in a household, which

s not surprising given that women typically move out of their parents’ household after getting
arried and live with their husbands’ family. Third, most people are literate in our study area. 19

oreo v er, we instructed our enumerators to make an appointment at a suitable time on the current
r subsequent day if they needed to select the husband (wife) from a given household, but only
heir spouse was at home. We were able to surv e y 11,961 respondents in our first pre-treatment
urv e y, which corresponds to 99.0% of our target sample size of 40 individuals in each of the
02 villages. 20 

.2. Organisational Matters 

ur field work consisted of two pre-treatment surv e ys, three different modes of delivery of the
wo treatment messages and two-post vote surv e ys. We discuss all these interventions and surveys
n detail in Sections 2.3 and 2.4 , respectively. Figure 2 shows the timeline of our fieldwork. 

Given that we needed to complete four surv e ys and three interventions in 302 villages within a
elatively short time frame, we decided to collaborate with a local NGO: the Global Development
nd Research Initiative (GDRI). This NGO was an ideal partner for several reasons. First, it is
ell known in the study area, where it has been working since 2009, and has a good reputation

s a non-partisan, research-orientated NGO typically working on social issues such as education,
ealth and disaster relief. Second, it is experienced in conducting large-scale surveys within
The Author(s) 2023. 

19 According to the Bangladesh Household Income and Expenditure Surv e y 2016, 88% of individuals aged 20–55 years 
iving in the Khulna Division are married. Moreo v er, there is at least one literate spouse in this age bracket in 87% of 
ouseholds in the Khulna Division. Literate men and women in the Khulna Division have 7.6 and 7.1 years of schooling 
n average (see Online Appendix Table A1 ). 

20 In some villages the number of respondents was slightly less than 40 for a number of reasons, e.g., that the selected 
eighbourhood in that village was not large enough, that many households were away for seasonal work, or for festi v als 
r religious or social gatherings outside the villages. 

024

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data
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© The Author(s) 2023. 

Fig. 1. Map. 
Notes: The map shows the five sub-districts Assasuni, Dumuria, Koyra, Paikgachha and Tala, and all the 

302 villages in our sample. For the government/AL villages, the control villages are denoted by pentagons, 
policy treatment villages by eight-point stars, and legitimacy treatment villages by rhombus. For the 
opposition/BNP villages, the control villages are denoted by squares, policy treatment villages by 

five-point stars, and legitimacy treatment villages by triangles. 
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Fig. 2. Timeline. 
Notes: Timeline shows election day, the timing of our four surv e ys and the timing of our three 

interventions. 

r  

r
 

h  

w  

d  

d  

(  

d
 

s  

i  

o  

e  

a  

p
 

p  

r

2

W  

a  

i  

a  

p

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ej/advance-article/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115/7502801 by guest on 18 M

arch 2024
elatively short time frames. Moreover, some of the authors had w ork ed with this NGO in earlier
esearch projects. 

We collaborated with GDRI for all surv e ys and the delivery of the treatment messages. GDRI
as a large pool of field w ork ers and enumerators from the local area whom it can hire as and
hen needed. It hired separate sets of enumerators for the pre-treatment surv e ys, the treatment
elivery and the post-election surveys. This measure helps to reduce potential experimenter
emand effects, even though such effects are not a major concern for our main outcome variable
ink marks). In order to a v oid confusion, we also relied on separate sets of enumerators for the
elivery of the legitimacy and the policy treatment. 

The two authors who hail from the study area and the representatives of the NGO held
eparate training sessions with the enumerators in each constituency before each surv e y and each
ntervention (with the training sessions for the legitimacy and the policy treatment taking place
n different days). These sessions emphasised the need for discretion and the importance of
nsuring data confidentiality and a v oiding any misunderstandings about working for a particular
gency or party. The authors and NGO representatives also monitored the fieldwork without
articipating directly in the surv e ys or interventions. 

At the beginning of the first survey, the respondents were fully informed about the survey
rocess and the fact that the surv e ys and interv entions were part of a research project. All
espondents provided their consent to participate in the study. 

.3. Treatment Delivery 

e had two treatments. The policy treatment focused on the message that voting outcomes would
ffect policy outcomes, and the legitimacy treatment on the message that high voter turnout would
ncrease the le gitimac y of the winning party’s go v ernment. We framed both treatments in a neutral
nd non-partisan manner. 21 The w ording—tak en at face value—encouraged people to participate
The Author(s) 2023. 

21 We pre-tested all treatment messages and surv e y questions to ensure that they were understandable for the local 
opulation and that the questions were not too sensitive and would not make the respondents feel uncomfortable. 
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n the election without naming any parties or candidates or even suggesting whom to vote for.
oreo v er, the treatment messages were delivered by local enumerators from the locally known,

on-partisan NGO, and the respondents were informed at the beginning of the first surv e y that
he intervention was part of a research project. 22 We are thus confident that our treatments were
enerally considered to be non-partisan. While it is possible that some individuals interpreted our
reatment messages as partisan, 23 it is important to highlight that none of our enumerators was
et with objections or even aggression—despite the rather tense situation prior to the election.
his absence of resistance in both go v ernment and opposition strongholds would have been
ighly unlikely if our interventions had been widely perceived as being partisan. 

We delivered the treatment messages in three different ways to each randomly selected indi-
idual in policy or legitimacy treatment villages. First, we conducted door-to-door visits from
ecember 17–19. During these visits we talked directly with the randomly selected individu-

ls to make the main message of the treatment clear and gave them a leaflet underscoring the
essage. The leaflet for the policy treatment listed several key points indicating how a vote

an play an important role in shaping development policies that may affect the area. The leaflet
or the le gitimac y treatment discussed ho w one’s voting participation gi v es greater le gitimac y
o the winning party’s go v ernment (see Online Appendix Figure A1 and our translations in
nline Appendix A.3 ). 
Second, we provided stickers with the corresponding messages to these individuals from

ecember 22–23. These stickers contained the key points of the leaflets and some illustrative
ictures (see Online Appendix Figure A2 ). 

Third, we published advertorials conveying these messages in a well-known, non-partisan local
ewspaper (see Online Appendix Figure A3 ). The advertorials with these two messages were
ublished on two subsequent days, and we distributed the newspaper with the policy (legitimacy)
dvertorial to the randomly selected individuals in policy (legitimacy) treatment villages from
ecember 26–27. In this part of Bangladesh, newspapers are mainly read in urban areas, whereas

he people living in the rural villages that constitute our sample area are generally unable or
nwilling to buy newspapers. Only 6% of our respondents read a newspaper regularly. Hence, it
s unlikely that information spillo v ers from these advertorials contaminated our treatments. 

We are confident that our treatment messages were well understood by most targeted individ-
als, as we delivered them three times in the two weeks leading up to the election. This repeated
xposure allowed individuals to engage with the messages and reflect on their content, which is
mportant to consider when interpreting our results. 

.4. Surveys and Measurement 

e conducted two pre-treatment and two post-election surv e ys. We used the first pre-treatment
urv e y, which we conducted about six weeks prior to the election, to collect background infor-
© The Author(s) 2023. 

22 The leaflets and the stickers we used to deliver the treatment messages contained the logos of both Monash University 
nd Khulna University (see Online Appendix Figures A1 and A2 ). Monash University is recognised as a world-class 
niversity in Bangladesh and, in particular, in the study area, where researchers from Monash University had collaborated 
ith the same NGO on earlier research projects. Khulna University is located very close to the study area and is locally 
ell known as one of the best universities in Bangladesh. 
23 F or e xample, it is possible that some individuals considered these messages to be pro-go v ernment, because the y 

ighlighted positive aspects of elections despite the chances that the upcoming election would be rigged. It is also possible 
hat some individuals understood the le gitimac y treatment message as non-partisan, because the incumbent go v ernment 
 as lik ely to (officially) win the election. 

arch 2024

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data
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ation about the respondents and their views on democracy and the role of MPs (Ahmed et al. ,
023 ). 24 

The second pre-treatment surv e y was conducted from December 12–16. By this time, the
lection Commission had confirmed the official candidates’ eligibility and decided on the symbols

epresenting the various parties, and the parties themselves had communicated their manifestos.
e used this surv e y to collect information on the respondents’ knowledge of political parties and

he general environment in which the y e xpected the election to take place. We did not ask the
espondents whom they planned to vote for. Our pre-tests suggested that such questions would be
oo sensitive and would make respondents feel uncomfortable. Moreo v er, the respondents may
ot have responded truthfully or may have decided to stop participating in our study. Ho we ver,
e did ask which party’s candidate the respondents believed was most likely to become the local
P. The shares of respondents suggesting the local AL (BNP) candidate was 82.1% (5.4%)

n go v ernment villages and 53.2% (33.6%) in opposition villages. Hence, even in opposition
illages most respondents viewed it as unlikely that a local BNP candidate could win. The share
f respondents expecting free and fair elections was 42.1% in go v ernment villages and 30.8% in
pposition villages at this point in time, i.e., two to three weeks prior to election day. 

The primary objective of the first post-election surv e y was to inquire about the respondents’
nd their spouses’ voting participation and, importantly, to visually check for an ink mark on
heir fingers. Although the ink used in this and many other elections in developing countries
s typically indelible and remains visible for several days or even weeks (Ferree et al. , 2020 ),
e conducted the first post-election surv e y in the late afternoon and evening of election day

o be extra cautious. If we could not complete the work or locate some respondents (or their
pouses) at home on election day, we continued the surv e y on the following day. We also asked
he respondents about their views on democracy and the role of MPs. However, we did not ask
hem about the party they voted for, as our pre-tests suggested that such questions would be too
ensitive. Because of the tremendous time pressure of gathering all this information for nearly
2,000 households across 302 villages, we conducted a second post-election surv e y within a
eek after the election to collect additional information on their election day experience. 
Attrition is not a major concern in our study. We collected responses from 11,961 respondents

n the first pre-treatment surv e y. Of these respondents, 11,843 also answered the first post-
lection surv e y, and 11,763 answered all four surv e ys. Hence, the rate of attrition between the
rst pre-treatment surv e y and the first post-election surv e y was 1.0% and the total rate of attrition
.7% (see Online Appendix Table A3 ). These low attrition rates can be attributed to several
actors: the relatively short duration of our study (see Figure 2 ), the ease of finding respondents
r their spouses at home in this rural part of Bangladesh and our enumerators’ efforts to revisit
espondents on the subsequent day in case they missed them. 

The 11,843 respondents—corresponding to 39.2 respondents in an average village—who
nswered the first pre-treatment surv e y and the first post-election surv e y constitute our main
ample, as our main results solely rely on information collected in these two surv e ys. We drop all
ther respondents. Hence, the number of observations is slightly smaller for variables based on
he second pre-treatment surv e y or the second post-election surv e y. In Online Appendix A.5 we
escribe all the (surv e y-based) variables used in our analyses and we present summary statistics
n Online Appendix Table A4 . 
The Author(s) 2023. 

24 Online Appendix Table A1 compares our sample with the households from the Bangladesh Household Income and 
xpenditure Surv e y 2016. It suggests that our sample is fairly representative for the population in the Khulna Division 
s well as the entire country in terms of age, education, household size and income. 

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data
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.5. Ethical Considerations 

s previously discussed, we were aware of the uneven playing field created by the incumbent
o v ernment when we applied for IRB approval, registered our pre-analysis plan and implemented
ur interventions. We expected the legitimacy treatment to increase voter turnout in go v ernment
illages and decrease turnout in opposition villages, and the policy treatment to increase turnout
n both village types. Ho we ver, it turned out that both treatments increased turnout in go v ernment
illages and decreased turnout in opposition villages (see Section 3.2 ). The question arises
hether our interventions might have benefited an incumbent government with authoritarian

endencies. 
We are convinced that the effect of our interventions on the election outcome is absolutely

egligible. There are three reasons for this. First, similar non-partisan information and GOTV
ampaigns are common in Bangladesh (and elsewhere). Staging one more campaign of this type
n four out of the 300 Bangladeshi electoral constituencies was unlikely to make a difference.
econd, Bangladesh has more than 100 million registered voters and, therefore, around 350,000
egistered voters in an average electoral constituency. The treatment of around 8,000 individuals
pread across four electoral constituencies would be unlikely to make a dif ference e ven in a free
nd fair election. Third, informed observers and the majority of our respondents were aware
f the uneven playing field and did not expect free and fair elections. The vote rigging on
lection day indeed ensured that the AL easily won the four electoral constituencies in which our
ntervention took place. Averaged across these four consistencies, the AL candidates officially
eceived 287,944 votes and the BNP candidates only 23,586 votes. This large difference makes
t clear that our study could not have had an effect on official constituency- or country-level
lection outcomes. 

Our findings, ho we v er, hav e important ethical implications for future information and GOTV
ampaigns in weak democracies and electoral autocracies. After all, campaigns similar to ours
ould influence the election result to the benefit of the incumbent go v ernment if the number of
argeted individuals were larger or the number of voters smaller, or if institutional constraints
revented the incumbent government from tilting the playing field as much as in the election we
tudied. We come back to these implications in the conclusions. 

. Analysis 

.1. Balance Tests 

able 1 tests for balance along individual- and household-level characteristics collected in the first
re-treatment surv e y: the respondent’s gender, age and years of schooling in columns (1)–(3), the
ousehold head’s occupation as either a farmer, labourer, owner of a (typically small) business or
rofessional in columns (4)–(7); the number of voters living in the household in column (8) and
he annual household income (in 1,000 Bangladeshi taka) in column (9). We run separate tests
or go v ernment and opposition villages, as the random assignment of villages into control and
reatment groups was done separately for each village type. We cluster SEs at the village level.

e also report randomisation inference (RI) p -values based on a permutation test at the village
evel by randomly shuffling the treatment status 1,000 times (Young, 2019 ). 

We find that the individual- and household-level characteristics are well balanced across
ontrol and treatment groups in both village types, except that households in control opposition
illages have on average 0.2 fewer voters than households in treatment opposition villages.
© The Author(s) 2023. 
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Fig. 3. Voter Turnout across Treatment Groups and Villa g e Types. 
Notes: Panel (a) shows the average voter turnout for the control group, the policy treatment group and the 
le gitimac y treatment group in the full sample including both go v ernment and opposition villages. Panel (b) 

shows the average voter turnout for the control and treatment groups separately for go v ernment and 
opposition villages. Voter turnout is the share of respondents with an ink mark on their finger (in percent). 

Vertical lines show 95% confidence intervals. 
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nline Appendix Table B1 shows that results remain qualitatively and quantitatively similar
hen constituency fixed effects are added. 
We test for balance in village-level characteristics, such as the numbers of voters, the presence

f a polling station and schools of various types, and the distance to the sub-district ( upazila )
apital or the nearest bus stop, in Online Appendix Table B2 . These characteristics are well
alanced too. 

.2. Main Results 

igure 3 presents the average voter turnout, measured by ink marks on the respondents’ fingers,
cross control and treatment groups. Panel (a) pools all our respondents. Voter turnout is 61.4%
mong individuals in the control group and only slightly lower among individuals in the policy
reatment group (59.8%) and the le gitimac y treatment group (58.9%). Hence, the averaged
reatment effects are very small. 25 Therefore, if our main goal had been to study the average
ffects of our two treatments on voter turnout in competitive authoritarian elections, we would
ave to conclude that these treatments have no noticeable effects. 

Ho we ver, as highlighted already in the pre-analysis plan, we are particularly interested in
he potentially differential effects of the two treatments on voter turnout in go v ernment and
pposition strongholds. Panel (b) therefore presents voter turnout across control and treatment
roups separately for go v ernment and opposition villages. The two leftmost bars show that turnout
s 65.7% in control go v ernment villages and 56.6% in control opposition villages, implying a
urnout gap of 9.1 percentage points (pps). In go v ernment villages, the policy and the legitimacy
reatment further increase turnout by 7.0 and 15.5 pps, respectively. In contrast, these two
reatments reduce turnout in opposition villages by 10.2 and 20.7 pps, respectively. 
© The Author(s) 2023. 

25 Online Appendix Table B3 confirms that these average treatment effects are not statistically significant at conven- 
ional levels. 

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data
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These are large effects, but large effects of information and GOTV campaigns are not uncom-
on in competitive authoritarian elections. For example, Guan and Green ( 2006 ) found that their

ne-time delivery of GOTV messages to dorm rooms at Peking University increased the students’
oting participation by 13 pps (and even by 18 pps when excluding students from university de-
artments with a baseline voting participation of more than 90%). Chong et al. ( 2015 ) provided
n example of an information campaign that had a large ne gativ e effect on voter turnout. They
tudied a campaign distributing flyers with information about local levels of corruption prior to
ocal elections in Mexico and found that exposing the median level of corruption reduces voter
urnout by 12 pps. 26 Moreo v er, the effects we find may also be large because our campaign was
airly intense given that we delivered the treatment messages three times (and in three different
ays) within the final two weeks prior to the election. 
The large differences between the treatment effects in go v ernment and opposition villages

mply that the policy and the le gitimac y treatment increase the turnout gap between go v ernment
nd opposition villages from 9.1 pps to 26.3 and 45.3 pps, respectively. These results demonstrate
hat information and GOTV campaigns can have a large impact on the partisan composition of
he voting population, even if they do not affect total turnout. 

Table 2 reports the results from linearly regressing voter turnout—again measured based on
nk marks—on our two treatments. Panel A presents the results for go v ernment villages, and
anel B those for opposition villages. We again cluster SEs at the village level and further report
I p -values. 
In column (1), we show the results from regressions that do not include any control vari-

bles. The coefficient estimates correspond to the ef fects sho wn graphically in Figure 3 and are
tatistically significant. In column (2), we add individual-, household- and village-level control
ariables as well as constituency fixed effects. It is reassuring that the coefficient estimates
nd the SEs remain almost identical. To summarise, we find sizeable positive effects of both
reatments in go v ernment villages and sizeable ne gativ e effects of both treatments in opposition
illages. Moreo v er, the le gitimac y treatment’s effects are larger (in absolute values) in both types
f villages. 

To study intra-household spillo v ers, we focus on the ink marks of the respondents’ spouses in
olumns (3) and (4). We find that the effects of our treatments on the spouses’ voter turnout are
lightly smaller in absolute value than their effects on the respondents’ turnout, but still sizeable.
e conclude that there are strong intra-household spillo v ers. 
The results shown in Figure 3 and Table 2 report average treatment effects in go v ernment

nd opposition villages, respectively. The effects of these treatments on individuals known to be
o v ernment or opposition supporters could be of interest as well, but we cannot directly estimate
hese effects because asking our respondents about their party preferences would have been
oo delicate. Instead, we targeted neighbourhoods in go v ernment (opposition) villages whose
esidents were known for strongly fa v ouring the AL (BNP). Our estimates thus correspond to the
ffects for individual go v ernment or opposition supporters if and only if our identified go v ernment
nd opposition neighbourhoods were homogeneous in terms of party preferences. Anecdotally,
arty preferences are largely determined by neighbourhood head or elders’ dictate, and residents
The Author(s) 2023. 

26 Enikolopov et al. ( 2011 ) argued that new information has particularly large effects on v oting beha viour in countries 
ith weak democratic institutions, where parties often run on platforms with vaguely defined ideologies. They showed 

hat the availability of the only independent national TV channel (NTV) decreased voter turnout by 3.8 pps in the 1999 
ussian parliamentary elections. Furthermore, NTV availability decreased the vote share of the go v ernment party by 8.9 
ps and increased the combined vote share of the major opposition parties by 6.3 pps. The authors found even larger 
ffects when using surv e y data and focusing on respondents who watched NTV. 
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Table 2. Main Results. 

(1) (2) (3) (4) 
Dependent variable: Ink mark respondent Ink mark spouse 

Panel A: AL/government villages 

Policy treatment 7 .0 ∗∗∗ 7 .1 ∗∗∗ 6 .0 ∗∗∗ 6 .1 ∗∗∗
(0 .7) (0 .7) (0 .8) (0 .8) 

Le gitimac y treatment 15 .5 ∗∗∗ 15 .4 ∗∗∗ 12 .9 ∗∗∗ 13 .1 ∗∗∗
(0 .7) (0 .7) (0 .7) (0 .7) 

RI p -values (policy) 0 .00 0 .00 0 .00 0 .00 
RI p -values (le gitimac y) 0 .00 0 .00 0 .00 0 .00 
R 

2 0 .02 0 .03 0 .01 0 .02 
Observations 6,065 6,065 6,065 6,065 
Mean dep. var. (control) 65 .7 65 .7 64 .5 64 .5 

Panel B: BNP/opposition villa g es 

Policy treatment −10 .2 ∗∗∗ −10 .3 ∗∗∗ −9 .2 ∗∗∗ −9 .3 ∗∗∗
(1 .1) (1 .2) (1 .0) (1 .0) 

Le gitimac y treatment −20 .7 ∗∗∗ −20 .7 ∗∗∗ −18 .1 ∗∗∗ −18 .2 ∗∗∗
(1 .3) (1 .3) (1 .0) (1 .1) 

RI p -values (policy) 0 .00 0 .00 0 .00 0 .00 
RI p -values (le gitimac y) 0 .00 0 .00 0 .00 0 .00 
R 

2 0 .03 0 .03 0 .02 0 .03 
Observations 5,778 5,778 5,778 5,778 
Mean dep. var. (control) 56 .6 56 .6 52 .3 52 .3 

Individual controls No Yes No Yes 
Village controls No Yes No Yes 
Constituenc y fix ed effects No Yes No Yes 

Notes: Dependent variables are binary variables equal to 100 in the case of an ink mark on the finger and zero otherwise, 
with the individuals under consideration being the respondents in columns (1) and (2) and their spouses in columns (3) and 
(4). Linear regressions without control variables or fixed effects in columns (1) and (3), but with individual-, household- 
and village-level controls and constituency fixed effects in columns (2) and (4). Indi vidual-le vel controls are gender, 
age and schooling of the respondent and their spouse. Household-level controls are dummies for the household head’s 
occupation (farmer, labourer, business owner, professional), the number of voters and household income (in logs). Village- 
level controls are the number of voters, indicators for the presence of a polling station and primary/secondary/higher 
schools, and distance to the sub-district capital and closest bus stop. SEs (in parentheses) are clustered at the village level. 
Here ∗∗∗indicate statistical significance at the 1% levels. RI p -values are the Young ( 2019 ) randomisation inference-based 
p -values (with 1,000 replications). The last row in each panel shows the mean of the dependent variable in the control 
group. 
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f the same neighbourhood are often linked to the same patron. As a result, party preferences are
ndeed fairly homogeneous within these neighbourhoods. 27 

Ho we v er, we e xpect some de gree of heterogeneity in party preferences even within these
eighbourhoods. In this case, we can use the estimated treatment effects in go v ernment and
pposition strongholds to calculate the differences in treatment effects for go v ernment and
pposition supporters. Table 2 , column (1), suggests differences in the effects of the policy and
he le gitimac y treatment between go v ernment and opposition strongholds of 17.4 and 36.1 pps,
espectively. To illustrate, let us assume that there are around 90% go v ernment supporters and 10%
pposition supporters in go v ernment strongholds and vice versa in opposition strongholds. We
hen have to multiply the differences in the treatment effects between go v ernment and opposition
trongholds by a factor of 1 / (0 . 9 − 0 . 1) = 1 . 25 to obtain the differences in the treatment effects
etween go v ernment and opposition supporters. Hence, the implied dif ferences in the ef fects of
he policy and the legitimacy treatment between government and opposition supporters would
© The Author(s) 2023. 

27 Our focus-group discussions confirmed that the identified neighbourhoods are generally homogeneous in terms of 
arty preferences. 
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e around 22 and 45 pps, respectively. These differences would be larger if there was more
eterogeneity in party preferences within these neighbourhoods, 28 and smaller if there was less
eterogeneity. 

.3. Robustness Tests 

e conduct various robustness tests. In Online Appendix Table B4 , we use interaction terms in
he full sample of go v ernment and opposition villages (instead of relying on sample splits) and
nd that the treatment effects are almost identical. In Online Appendix Table B5 , we measure

urnout based on self-reported voting participation (rather than ink marks) and again find similar
ffects. 

We next narrow our samples to villages and respondents who are particularly likely to support
ne of the two main parties. In Online Appendix Table B6 , we first restrict the sample to villages
rom polling stations where the same party won both the 2001 and the 2008 general elections
nd then to villages from polling stations where this party’s vote share exceeded the other party’s
ote share by 25 pps on average. In Online Appendix Table B7 , we first restrict the sample of
espondents from go v ernment (opposition) villages to those who attended an AL (BNP) rally
rior to the 2014 or 2018 election, and then to those who expected the AL (BNP) to win the
018 election. 29 These two tables document that our estimates remain similar when restricting
he sample to villages and respondents who are particularly likely to support one of the two

ain parties. This finding suggests that our identified go v ernment and opposition strongholds
re indeed mostly populated by supporters of the corresponding party. 

In our pre-analysis plan, we also proposed two e x ercises based on the official election data
rovided by the Election Commission. First, we intended to use these data to test whether our
reatments have an effect on polling station-level voter turnout. We were aware that detecting
 statistically significant effect would require very large spillovers across households within
illages or even within polling stations due to the small share of treated respondents per polling
tation. 30 Second, we planned to use the official election data to study how the treatments impact
pon the polling station-level vote shares of the two main parties. 31 Ho we ver, as discussed in
ection 1.2 , there is substantial anecdotal evidence of f ak e votes and ballot stuffing, making the
fficial election data untrustworthy and unreliable. For completeness, we nevertheless present
he results of these two e x ercises in Online Appendix Table B8 . While we find no significant
ffect of the treatments on voter turnout or party vote shares in go v ernment villages, we find
ome evidence that the policy treatment increases the vote share of the BNP at the expense
f the AL in opposition villages. These effects become smaller in absolute values and are no
onger statistically significant once we add constituenc y fix ed effects. We are hesitant to draw
The Author(s) 2023. 

28 F or e xample, these dif ferences would be around 29 and 60 pps if we assumed more conserv ati vely that there 
re around 80% go v ernment supporters and 20% opposition supporters in go v ernment strongholds and vice versa in 
pposition strongholds. 

29 The rally-based sample restriction may be conceptually more convincing than the expectation-based sample restric- 
ion, but it is also much more restrictive. In particular, there are very few respondents who attended a BNP rally, which is 
ot surprising given the BNP’s boycott of the 2014 general election and the harassment of BNP candidates and supporters 
rior to both the 2014 and 2018 general elections. The treatment effects in this very small (and selected) sample are large 
n absolute values, but not statistically significant. 

30 Remember that most polling stations co v er multiple villages and that we select 40 respondents from at most one 
illage per polling station. 

31 Remember that we cannot investigate the treatment effects on individual voting choices because it was deemed too 
ensitive to ask our respondents about their party preference or voting choice. 
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. Understanding the Backlashes in Opposition Villages 

he most striking finding of our experiment is that both treatments reduce voter turnout in
pposition villages. While we expected this reduction for the le gitimac y treatment, we did
ot expect it for the policy treatment. In this section, we present a theoretical framework and
dditional empirical evidence to explain the backlashes in voting participation observed in treated
pposition villages. 

.1. Same or Different Treatments? 

efore presenting our explanations, we want to make sure that the two treatments were indeed
erceived and processed differently by the respondents (as we intended) and, therefore, reduced
oter turnout via different channels. For this purpose, we investigate in Table 3 how our treatments
hape the respondents’ views on the role of MPs in policy making, the value of democracy and
he fairness of the elections. More specifically, we focus on the respondents’ views as to whether

Ps are actually responsible for local public goods provision and for generating local income-
arning opportunities in columns (1) and (2), their views on the desirability of having multiple
arties and holding elections in columns (3) and (4), and their view as to whether the election was
ree and fair in column (5). These dependent variables are based on their views expressed in our
ost-election surv e ys. To focus on treatment-induced changes, we control for the respondents’
iews expressed in our pre-treatment surveys. 

We find that the policy treatment has strong and statistically significant effects on the re-
pondents’ views about the role of MPs in both go v ernment and opposition villages (but with
pposite signs across the two village types), but no effect on their views about the importance
f having multiple parties and holding elections. It is reassuring that the policy treatment is
ndeed perceived as relating to policy issues rather than fundamental questions about the value of
emocrac y. The le gitimac y treatment, in contrast, has strong and statistically significant effects
n the respondents’ views as to the importance of having multiple parties in go v ernment villages
nd the respondents’ views as to the fairness of the election in opposition villages. 32 It is reas-
uring that the le gitimac y treatment triggers thoughts about the political process and the value of
emocracy. 

This analysis suggests that the two treatments were perceived and processed differently by
he respondents in both go v ernment and opposition villages, suggesting that they reduced voter
urnout via different channels. We next introduce a theoretical framework and then discuss the
ffects of each treatment separately (thereby referring to the results presented in Table 3 ). 
© The Author(s) 2023. 

32 One may also have expected a positive effect of the legitimacy treatment on views about the importance of having 
ultiple parties and holding elections in opposition villages. We do not find such effects, possibly because 98.3% and 

5.0% of the respondents in control opposition villages view multiple parties and elections as desirable, leaving little 
oom for any treatment to substantially increase these shares. 
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Table 3. Treatment Effects on the Respondents’ Views on Policy Making, Democracy and 

Elections. 

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

Dependent variable: 
MPs for local 
public goods 

MPs for local 
incomes 

Pro multiple 
parties 

Pro 
elections 

Free & fair 
elections 

Panel A: AL/government villages 

Policy treatment 17 .3 ∗∗∗ 17 .3 ∗∗∗ 0 .7 7 .1 5 .3 
(3 .3) (4 .2) (2 .4) (4 .0) (6 .9) 

Le gitimac y treatment 5 .5 ∗∗ 10 .0 ∗ −11 .2 ∗∗∗ −10 .1 ∗ 8 .3 
(2 .1) (4 .9) (3 .3) (4 .3) (7 .0) 

Pre-treatment view 0 .6 ∗∗∗ 0 .3 ∗∗∗ 0 .5 ∗∗∗ 0 .3 ∗∗∗ 0 .3 ∗∗∗
(0 .0) (0 .0) (0 .0) (0 .0) (0 .0) 

RI p -values (policy) 0 .00 0 .00 0 .77 0 .09 0 .44 
RI p -values (le gitimac y) 0 .01 0 .05 0 .00 0 .02 0 .24 
R 

2 0 .46 0 .13 0 .23 0 .12 0 .09 
Observations 6,065 6,065 6,065 6,065 6,012 
Mean pre-treatment view 64 .4 55 .9 84 .3 77 .9 42 .1 
Mean dep. var. (control) 65 .9 57 .7 79 .4 71 .7 58 .8 

Panel B: BNP/opposition villa g es 

Policy treatment −17 .4 ∗∗∗ −16 .7 ∗∗∗ −1 .4 −2 .4 −11 .4 ∗
(4 .5) (4 .6) (0 .9) (1 .5) (4 .6) 

Le gitimac y treatment −8 .6 ∗ −6 .1 0 .4 −1 .2 −12 .6 ∗∗
(4 .3) (5 .0) (0 .6) (1 .4) (4 .6) 

Pre-treatment view 0 .5 ∗∗∗ 0 .5 ∗∗∗ 0 .1 ∗∗∗ 0 .1 ∗∗∗ 0 .1 ∗∗
(0 .0) (0 .0) (0 .0) (0 .0) (0 .0) 

RI p -values (policy) 0 .00 0 .00 0 .13 0 .11 0 .01 
RI p -values (le gitimac y) 0 .05 0 .22 0 .48 0 .40 0 .01 
R 

2 0 .22 0 .30 0 .07 0 .03 0 .04 
Observations 5,778 5,778 5,778 5,778 5,751 
Mean pre-treatment view 64 .6 56 .0 92 .6 88 .4 30 .8 
Mean dep. var. (control) 61 .9 52 .7 98 .3 95 .0 23 .9 

Notes: Dependent variables are indicated in the top row and based on the respondents’ post-election views. They are 
equal to 100 if the respondents state that MPs are actually responsible for arranging funding for local public goods in 
column (1), if they state that MPs are actually responsible for generating local income-earning opportunities in column 
(2), if they disagree with the statement that only one political party should be allowed to stand for election and hold office 
in column (3), if they disagree with the statement that there should be no election and that the prime minister should 
decide everything in column (4), if they perceived the election as being free and fair (column 5), and zero otherwise. In 
each column, ‘Pre-treatment view’ is based on the same question and coding as the dependent variable, but taken from 

a pre-treatment surv e y. See Online Appendix A.5 for more information about these variables. OLS regressions without 
control variables or fixed effects, as in column (1) of Table 2 . SEs (in parentheses) are clustered at the village level. 
Here ∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗ indicate statistical significance at the 1%, 5%, 10% levels, respectively. RI p -values are the Young ( 2019 ) 
randomisation inference-based p -values (with 1,000 replications). The last two rows in each panel show the mean of the 
pre-treatment views in the given village type and the mean of the dependent variables in the control group of this village 
type. 
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.2. Theoretical Fr ame work 

o structure our discussion, we use a simple theoretical framework inspired by Fiorina ( 1976 ) in
hich rational individuals have both instrumental and expressive voting motives. 33 An individ-
al’s instrumental motive is driven by the expected benefit from getting the party with the more
ttractiv e (economic) polic y into power. In contrast, their e xpressiv e motiv e is ‘more directly
nd immediately linked to the act of voting, or of voting for a particular candidate or option,
tself’ (Hamlin and Jennings, 2011 , p.645). F or e xample, ‘[o]ne may vote to express solidarity
The Author(s) 2023. 

33 Brennan and Hamlin ( 1998 ) also argued in fa v our of integrating instrumental and expressive voting motives to 
btain a more general account of rational voting behaviour. 

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data


22 the economic journal 

w  

s
 

o  

g  

 

c  

p  

s  

t  

o

 

t  

t  

t  

m  

p  

m  

g  

|  

C  

g  

p

4

A  

o  

m  

(  

m  

c  

d  

n  

l

m
t
o
e
l
t
s
t
w

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ej/advance-article/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115/7502801 by guest on 18
ith one’s class or peer group, to affirm a psychic allegiance to a party, or simply to enjoy the
atisfaction of having performed one’s civic duty’ (Fiorina, 1976 , p.393). 

Think about an individual i , who can vote for either go v ernment party A (think AL) or
pposition party B (think BNP) or abstain. This individual gets an instrumental benefit D i from
etting party A rather than party B into office, an e xpressiv e benefit E i from voting for party

A rather than party B, an e xpressiv e benefit F i from the act of voting itself and incurs voting
osts C i unless she abstains. When neglecting the option to abstain, individual i would vote for
arty A if D i + E i > 0 and for party B otherwise. Therefore, we call individual i a go v ernment
upporter if D i + E i > 0 , and an opposition supporter if D i + E i < 0 . Ho we ver, our focus is on
he decision of individuals to abstain or participate in the vote. Individual i participates if and
nly if 

| D i + E i | + F i > C i . 

Below we use this framework to understand why the two treatments cause opposition supporters
o withdraw from voting. Ho we ver, let us first illustrate this framework by looking at how the
reatments impact the voting calculus of go v ernment supporters. It seems reasonable to assume
hat the policy treatment, which focuses on the effect of election outcomes on policy outcomes,

ainly increases the go v ernment supporters’ instrumental benefit from voting for the go v ernment
arty D i , while the le gitimac y treatment, which focuses on the legitimising effect of high turnout,
ainly increases their e xpressiv e voting benefit F i (or E i ). 34 Given that D i + E i > 0 holds for

o v ernment supporters ev en prior to an y treatment, it follows that both treatments increase
 D i + E i | + F i , such that more go v ernment supporters find it worthwhile to incur voting costs
 i . Therefore, this framework predicts that the two treatments both increase turnout among
o v ernment supporters, which is consistent with our expectations specified in the pre-analysis
lan as well as our empirical findings. 

.3. Legitimacy Treatment and the Backlash in Opposition Villa g es 

s specified in our pre-analysis plan, we expected the negative effect of the legitimacy treatment
n voter turnout in opposition villages. Croke et al. ( 2016 ) argued that opposition supporters
ay deliberately disengage and abstain from voting in order to de-legitimise the regime in

competitive) authoritarian elections. It seems reasonable to assume that the le gitimac y treatment
akes this option more salient. Therefore, within our theoretical framework, the most plausible

hange in the voting calculus of opposition supporters exposed to the legitimacy treatment is a
ecrease in their e xpressiv e benefit F i from the act of voting itself, which could well become
e gativ e. As a result, fewer opposition supporters find it worthwhile to incur voting costs C i ,
eading to lower turnout in opposition villages. 
© The Author(s) 2023. 

34 These assumptions are consistent with our more detailed discussion of the effects of our treatments on the instru- 
ental and e xpressiv e voting benefits of opposition supporters in Sections 4.3 and 4.4 . The assumption that the policy 

reatment increases the go v ernment supporters’ instrumental benefit from voting is also consistent with the positive effect 
f this treatment on the respondents’ views that local MPs can provide local public goods and generate local income 
arning opportunities in go v ernment villages (see Table 3 , panel A, columns (1) and (2)). Moreo v er, we hav e seen that the 
e gitimac y treatment fosters anti-democratic views among respondents from go v ernment villages who start questioning 
he usefulness of having multiple parties (see Table 3 , panel A, column (3)). Possible explanations are that go v ernment 
upporters who get the le gitimac y treatment may find it unacceptable that high turnout is seen as necessary for their party 
o be considered the legitimate winner or may think that their party would have a high legitimacy on its own if elections 
ere uncontested. 
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Table 4. Hetero g eneity in Treatment Effects. 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 
Z variable: Schooling Radio TV Political Political Political Free & fair 

knowledge activities rallies elections 

Panel A: AL/government villages 

Z 0 .8 0 .6 −0 .0 1 .4 4 .4 −1 .2 1 .2 
(0 .5) (1 .9) (1 .7) (2 .1) (2 .5) (1 .8) (1 .7) 

Policy treatment 7 .0 ∗∗∗ 7 .6 ∗∗∗ 4 .5 ∗∗ 4 .8 ∗ 7 .7 ∗∗∗ 6 .9 ∗∗∗ 8 .1 ∗∗∗
(0 .7) (1 .0) (1 .5) (2 .1) (0 .8) (0 .9) (1 .2) 

Policy treatment × Z −0 .3 −2 .1 3 .8 3 .2 −5 .1 0 .8 −2 .4 
(0 .7) (2 .4) (2 .3) (2 .8) (3 .7) (2 .7) (2 .3) 

Le gitimac y treatment 15 .5 ∗∗∗ 14 .8 ∗∗∗ 12 .1 ∗∗∗ 14 .0 ∗∗∗ 15 .6 ∗∗∗ 15 .3 ∗∗∗ 15 .0 ∗∗∗
(0 .7) (1 .0) (1 .5) (2 .0) (0 .8) (0 .9) (1 .2) 

Le gitimac y treatment × Z −0 .3 2 .2 5 .4 ∗ 1 .9 −1 .1 1 .3 1 .5 
(0 .6) (2 .5) (2 .3) (2 .6) (3 .5) (2 .5) (2 .2) 

R 

2 0 .02 0 .02 0 .02 0 .02 0 .02 0 .02 0 .02 
Observations 6,065 6,065 6,065 6,051 6,065 6,051 6,051 

Panel B: BNP/opposition villa g es 

Z 1 .1 0 .6 8 .0 ∗∗∗ 4 .0 8 .2 ∗ 10 .0 ∗∗∗ 0 .6 
(0 .7) (2 .4) (2 .0) (2 .5) (3 .6) (2 .9) (2 .4) 

Policy treatment −10 .3 ∗∗∗ −10 .1 ∗∗∗ −6 .4 ∗∗∗ −7 .0 ∗∗ −9 .7 ∗∗∗ −9 .8 ∗∗∗ −10 .5 ∗∗∗
(1 .2) (1 .4) (1 .8) (2 .4) (1 .4) (1 .2) (1 .8) 

Policy treatment × Z −1 .1 −0 .4 −6 .7 ∗∗ −4 .4 −5 .0 −7 .2 0 .9 
(0 .9) (2 .8) (2 .4) (3 .1) (4 .5) (4 .1) (3 .3) 

Le gitimac y treatment −20 .9 ∗∗∗ −20 .6 ∗∗∗ −15 .9 ∗∗∗ −19 .0 ∗∗∗ −19 .2 ∗∗∗ −19 .7 ∗∗∗ −22 .1 ∗∗∗
(1 .3) (1 .6) (2 .0) (2 .6) (1 .5) (1 .4) (1 .7) 

Le gitimac y treatment × Z −1 .9 ∗ −0 .2 −8 .4 ∗∗ −2 .3 −12 .4 ∗ −11 .8 ∗∗ 5 .4 
(0 .9) (3 .3) (2 .7) (3 .3) (4 .9) (3 .8) (3 .3) 

R 

2 0 .03 0 .03 0 .03 0 .03 0 .03 0 .03 0 .03 
Observations 5,778 5,778 5,778 5,771 5,778 5,771 5,771 

Notes: Dependent variable is equal to 100 if the respondents had an ink mark on their finger, and zero otherwise. OLS 
regressions without control variables or fixed effects, as in column (1) of Table 2 . The Z variables are based on our 
pre-treatment surv e ys: years of schooling (centred) in column (1) and dummy variables for access to radio in column 
(2); access to TV in column (3); basic knowledge on the main political parties, their official symbols and their local 
candidates in column (4); political activities during 2018 (e.g., attending community/budget meetings, contacting local 
go v ernment/party officials or participating in protests) in column (5); participation in political rallies in the 2018 election 
campaign until two to three weeks prior to election day in column (6) and the expectation of free and fair elections two 
to three weeks prior to election day in column (7). See Online Appendix A.5 for more information about these variables. 
SEs (in parentheses) are clustered at the village level. Here ∗∗∗, ∗∗, ∗ indicate statistical significance at the 1%, 5%, 10% 

le vels, respecti vely. 
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We offer an indirect test for this explanation. Croke et al. ( 2016 ) argued that deliberate
bstention is a fairly elaborate strategy that requires ‘critical capacities, political awareness’
p.579) and, therefore, good education. Hence, if the le gitimac y treatment indeed reduced turnout
n opposition villages because some treated respondents deliberately abstained in order to de-
e gitimise the re gime, we would expect more pronounced effects for respondents with better
ducation, better political information (proxied by access to radio and TV), better political
nowledge and more first-hand political experience. 

We investigate heterogeneity in treatment effects along these dimensions in Table 4 , thereby
sing various measures collected in our pre-treatment surv e ys. 

The le gitimac y treatment’s ne gativ e effect on voter turnout in opposition villages (panel B)
ndeed tends to be more pronounced for respondents who have more years of schooling (column
1)), have access to a TV (column (3)), have basic knowledge about the main parties and their
ocal candidates (column (4)), have been politically active in the year prior to the election (column
The Author(s) 2023. 

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/uead115#supplementary-data
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5)), have participated in political rallies in the run-up to the election (column (6)) and expected
he election not to be free and fair when asked two to three weeks prior to election day (column
7)). Although not all interaction terms are statistically significant at conventional levels, the
esulting pattern aligns with the arguments that some treated respondents in opposition villages
eliberately abstain from voting to de-legitimise the regime and that those with more critical
apacities and political awareness are more likely to do so. 35 

We have seen, moreover, that the legitimacy treatment lowered the share of respondents from
pposition villages who perceived the election as free and fair (see Table 3 , panel B, column (5)).
his result suggests that the le gitimac y treatment causes opposition supporters to think about

he electoral process and to conclude that this process is unfair. Like the strategy of deliberate
bstention to de-legitimise the regime, the insight that the electoral process is unfair also reduces
he opposition supporters’ e xpressiv e benefit from voting F i , prompting some of them to withdraw
rom voting. 

.4. Policy Treatment and the Backlash in Opposition Villa g es 

hile we expected the policy treatment to increase voter turnout in opposition villages (as
pecified in the pre-analysis plan), we have found that it actually lowers turnout in these villages.
his discrepancy demands an explanation. Building on our framework, we argue that the policy

reatment raises the tension between the opposition supporters’ instrumental and e xpressiv e
oting motives and that some opposition supporters withdraw from voting in response to this
ension. 

This argument consists of three steps of reasoning. First, the policy treatment raises the salience
f the notion that local voting outcomes shape local economic policy outcomes. Hence, it should
ainly impact the voting calculus by changing instrumental voting benefits. 
Second, it is important to understand how the policy treatment changes the opposition sup-

orters’ instrumental benefits from voting for the go v ernment or the opposition party. In a
ell-functioning democracy with a well-intentioned government, opposition supporters may
enefit from voting for an opposition party because this party could win or because voting for
his party allows them to signal their policy preferences to a go v ernment that may take these
references into account. 36 In the 2018 Bangladeshi general election, ho we ver, the opposition
arty was very unlikely to win, given the tilted playing field, and the winning party was unlikely
o take opposing views into account. After all, Bangladeshi politics is clientelistic and polarised,
nd parties resemble pyramidal structures of patron-client relations (see Section 1.1 ). Therefore,
ndividuals who are clients of a patron linked to the opposition party, which is likely to lose,
annot expect to benefit from local public goods or local go v ernment jobs. If an ything, the y could
ope to be rewarded for switching their alliance and voting for the go v ernment party. Ho we ver,
hese rewards may be limited by the fact that opposition supporters are not yet part of a gov-
rnment party-based patron-client relation. In sum, the policy treatment should lead to a modest
© The Author(s) 2023. 

35 Table 4 reveals no such effect heterogeneity for the policy treatment in opposition villages, except that the effect 
f the policy treatment is more ne gativ e for respondents with access to a TV. Table 4 also reveals no such effect 
eterogeneity for either of the two treatments in go v ernment villages (again with the exception of access to a TV). 
nline Appendix Table B9 tests for effect heterogeneity along various other dimensions. The most notable finding—

ontributing to the recent literature on information campaigns aimed at raising female voting participation (e.g., Gin ́e 
nd Mansuri, 2018 ; Chong et al. , 2019 )—is that women are more likely than men to withdraw from voting in response 
o the two treatments in both village types. 

36 In such a setting, the policy treatment may lead to a decrease in D i and, consequently, higher turnout in opposition 
illages (as specified in the pre-analysis plan). 
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ncrease in the opposition supporters’ instrumental benefits D i from voting for the go v ernment
arty rather than the opposition party. 

Third, we must understand how the increase in the instrumental benefits D i resulting from the
olicy treatment shapes the opposition supporters’ decisions to participate or abstain. Remember
hat—within our theoretical framework—opposition supporters are characterised by D i + E i < 0
nd participate in the election if and only if | D i + E i | + F i > C i . The first inequality implies
hat they would rather vote for the opposition party than the go v ernment party in the absence
f any treatment. The increase in D i resulting from the policy treatment obviously leads to
n increase in D i + E i , making opposition supporters less keen on voting for the opposition.
o we v er, the y may not want to vote for the go v ernment party either. After all, given the polarised
ature of Bangladeshi politics, resulting in ‘two tribes’ (Islam, 2013 ), we expect the e xpressiv e
enefits from voting for one’s ‘own’ party to be large and, therefore, E i to be ne gativ e and large
n absolute value. Hence, the policy treatment may well result in a decrease of | D i + E i | for
pposition supporters, such that some of them no longer find it worthwhile to incur voting costs
 i . 37 Hence, our theoretical framework predicts that the policy treatment reduces voter turnout

n opposition villages, which is indeed what we find. 
The essence of this reasoning should be intuitive. After all, Fiorina ( 1976 ) already discussed

hat abstention may be the rational choice of individuals who feel ‘cross-pressured’ because
 xpressiv e and instrumental voting motives push in opposite directions. Moreover, there are
lso psychological reasons for why the policy treatment may reduce voter turnout in opposition
illages—despite increasing the instrumental benefit from voting for the go v ernment party. Ac-
ording to cognitive dissonance theory, individuals experience discomfort when new information
r insights clash with their attitudes or beliefs (Festinger, 1957 ). This discomfort can lead them
o a v oid beha viour that e xacerbates the cognitiv e dissonance. Stev ens ( 2007 ) therefore argued
hat it is psychologically less difficult to abstain than to switch from the one party to another. 

Table 3 provides indirect evidence supporting our explanation and the three steps of reasoning.
irst, the finding that the policy treatment shapes the respondents’ views about the actual role of
Ps in providing local public goods and generating local income earning opportunities suggests

hat this treatment indeed shapes instrumental voting motives. Second, the finding that these
ffects are ne gativ e and sizeable in opposition villages suggests that, once we trigger opposition
upporters to think about the nexus between voting and economic policy outcomes, some of them
onclude that the local MP can do relatively little for their economic well-being, especially if it
ere a local MP from the opposition party without access to the go v ernment. These opposition

upporters may thus conclude that instrumental voting benefits are basically zero when voting
or the opposition party, but possibly positive when voting for the go v ernment party. Third, many
pposition supporters may thus revise their calculus of voting and decide to abstain (as e xpressiv e
oting motives or psychological reasons prevent them from switching to the go v ernment party).
iven that the policy treatment reduces the share of respondents who think that MPs can actually
rovide local public goods and generate local income-earning opportunities by around 17 pps
The Author(s) 2023. 

37 Formally, denote by D 

0 
i an opposition supporter i’s instrumental voting benefit in the absence of any treatment and 

y � i > 0 the increase thereof in response to the policy treatment. The policy treatment makes opposition supporter i
ore likely to abstain if and only if | D 

0 
i + E i | > | D 

0 
i + � i + E i | . Given D 

0 
i + E i < 0 (as i is an opposition supporter) 

nd � i > 0 , this condition holds if and only if −( D 

0 
i + E i ) > D 

0 
i + � i + E i or, equi v alently, � i < −2( D 

0 
i + E i ) . 

hile � i ≥ −2( D 

0 
i + E i ) is a theoretical possibility, we consider it to be unlikely in our context, in which the political 

olarisation and tribalisation implies that the opposition supporters’ e xpressiv e voting benefits E i are ne gativ e and large 
n absolute value. 
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n opposition villages, it is possible that these changing views are responsible for the 10-pp
eduction in voter turnout in response to the policy treatment in these villages. 

. Conclusions 

e have conducted a large-scale field experiment during the 2018 Bangladeshi general election to
tudy how neutrally framed information and GOTV campaigns impact the partisan composition of
he voting population in competitive authoritarian elections. Both of our treatments (or campaigns)
ncreased voter turnout in go v ernment strongholds, but reduced turnout in opposition strongholds.
n so doing, they tilted the already uneven playing field even further to the incumbent go v ernment’s
enefit. 

We hav e pro vided an e xplanation for the (perhaps surprising) backlashes that the treatments
aused in opposition strongholds. The le gitimac y treatment may hav e led to a backlash because
t made educated and politically experienced opposition supporters withdraw from voting in
rder to de-legitimise the regime. The policy treatment may have caused a backlash because it
ade opposition supporters realise that instrumental voting benefits are higher from voting for

he go v ernment party, giv en the unev en playing field and the clientelistic nature of Bangladeshi
olitics. Ho we ver, these voters get a much higher e xpressiv e benefit from voting for their party
iven the polarised nature of Bangladeshi politics. As a result of this cross-pressure, many
pposition supporters exposed to the policy treatment decided to abstain. 

No two competitive authoritarian elections are alike. We nevertheless think that the Bangladeshi
018 general election was a fairly typical competitive authoritarian election, as similar tactics are
sed to create an uneven playing field in many countries around the globe. Moreo v er, man y of
hese countries also feature clientelistic and polarised politics. We therefore expect non-partisan
nformation and GOTV campaigns to have similar partisan effects on the composition of the
oting population in many other competitive authoritarian elections. Whether this is true is
ltimately an empirical question that needs to be addressed in future research conducted during
ompetitive authoritarian elections. Moreover, future research could also study whether the novel
e gitimac y treatment also has partisan effects in countries with (reasonably) free and fair elections,
ut very polarised polities. 

Our findings from one of the world’s most populous countries with competitive authoritarian
lections serve as a warning: Western donors and NGOs should be very careful when resorting
o information and GOTV campaigns to support democracy and promote voting participation.
therwise, their campaigns can backfire and benefit the incumbent go v ernment that is already

reating an uneven playing field. 
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