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The Political Consequences of Economic Shocks
Implications for Political Behavior in Russia

Robert Person1 and Pierre F. Landry2
1Department of Social Sciences, United States Military Academy, West Point, NY

2Department of Political Science, New York University–Shanghai, Shanghai, China

This paper evaluates long-term political consequences of severe economic shocks by
combining a nationally-representative survey of Russians’ political behaviors with long-
term subnational economic data tracing Russia’s post-Soviet economic transition. We
show that the shock of transition has durably activated a limited but important sub-
population of Russians while deactivating others. Surprisingly, much of the variation in
contemporary political participation across Russia’s population can be explained by local
economic conditions experienced by Russians in the early 1990s: Durable patterns of
participation seem to have been “locked in” by economic trauma early in the transition
period and are not influenced by the subsequent post-Soviet economic recovery or
contemporary economic conditions.

INTRODUCTION

This article evaluates long-term political consequences
of severe economic shocks by combining a nationally
representative survey of Russians’ political behaviors
with long-term economic data tracing Russia’s post-
Soviet economic transition. In 1991, Russia underwent
the dual shock of economic and political collapse.
Efforts to bring about economic reforms led to one of
the sharpest declines in output and welfare ever recorded
in an industrial economy, a massive rise in unemploy-
ment, and the implosion of state-funded social services,
all while political leaders attempted to establish new
political institutions that embraced (in theory) contesta-
tion and popular participation. This rapid and drastic
transition model, known as “shock therapy,” was a
stark contrast to the more gradual reform model pursued
by the Chinese Communist Party in its attempts to
reform its economy during the same period. Missing
from the long-running debate over gradual vs. rapid
transitions and reforms has been an in-depth examina-
tion of the long-term effects that the shock-therapy

model has produced on the political behaviors of ordin-
ary citizens. While much has been written about the
legacy of communism, the enduring legacy of the tran-
sition itself has received far less attention. This study
seeks to fill that void though careful quantitative analy-
sis of survey data from Russia.

The economic story of Russia’s transition is well-known:
Following the Soviet collapse, Russia experienced a steep
J-shaped downturn. By the end of 2007, real per capita
incomes had barely returned to their pre-1991 levels. Less
understood are the effects of these strategies on micro-
political behavior, specifically political participation. In
this article, we focus on the relationship between the process
of market transition and political participation at the end of
the process. We do not disagree that participation impacts
the transition process itself, but we focus our attention on
the long-term impact of economic strategies. Nearly two
decades after the shock, do Russian citizens behave as if
the J-shaped transition had never happened?

In the remainder of the article, we offer nuanced
answers based on an individual-level representative sur-
vey administered in Russia in late 2007. We show that the
shock of transition has durably activated a limited but
important sub-population of Russians while deactivating
others. We observe significant variation in participation
levels for a variety of political actions across Russia’s
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population. Surprisingly, much of this variation in respon-
dents’ propensity to engage in political action can be
explained by local economic conditions experienced by
Russians in the early 1990s: durable patterns of participa-
tion seem to have been “locked in” by economic trauma
early in the transition period. Furthermore, these patterns
are not consistent across generations: some generations of
Russian society bear deeper scars of that traumatic experi-
ence than others. Finally, we find that old-fashioned orga-
nizational capacity still matters: Russia’s communists,
long thought to be the “losers” of transition, nonetheless
have retained a superior ability to mobilize supporters to
engage in political activity.

DEVELOPING A THEORY OF POST-COMMUNIST
POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

Many studies of political participation in post-communist
countries focus on comparisons with established Western
democracies. Early analyses found that participation
levels in post-communist countries were equal to or
even higher than those in western democracies, but sub-
sequent analyses reported a significant decline in partici-
pation by the end of the 1990s.1 Others maintain that
political participation in post-communist countries, while
declining in the first post-Soviet decade, was always
lower than in Western democracies, even at the outset.2

Another important strand of the post-communist literature
focuses on economic voting, exploring the ways in which
the economy affects voters’ decisions at the polls.3 Yet
few studies explore the impact of economic conditions on
non-voting forms of participation, particularly the long-
term impact of economic collapse (or its absence) on
mass political participation.

A new generation of research on political participation
in Russia has generated key insights on the evolution of
mass political action in recent years. Much (but not all) of
this literature has focused on increased protest events in
Russia in the last several years, paying particular attention
to the wave of electoral protests that shook Moscow and
other large cities in 2011–2012.4 Koesel and Bunce adopt
a comparative approach to analyze protests against
authoritarian leaders, applying these comparative insights
to the electoral protests in Russia.5 Other contributions to
this literature have discussed continuity vs. change with
regard to earlier waves of protest activity in Russia.
Robertson argues that recent protests in Putin’s Russia
are characterized by new protest repertoires, geographical
distribution, and demands that have evolved beyond the
economic protests of the early 1990s, while Crowley’s
study of single-industry towns in Russia highlights the
fact that Russian authorities continue to fear the risk of
more traditional economic grievances producing mass
protests in such towns as they struggle to enact painful

reforms.6 Greene argues that, although the 2011–2012
protests tapped into local grievances that had long been
present, what made those protests “new” was the creation
of relationships between pre-existing protest groups that
allowed these groups to act in coordinated ways that had
been absent before.7 Evans’s study of the protest move-
ment organized around protecting the Khimki forest offers
an informative case study of these protest dynamics.8

Much of the recent literature on protests in Russia has
focused more on the nature and characteristics of protest
events themselves rather than on the individuals who parti-
cipate. Greene is one exception, using social media data to
understand characteristics of the protesters and their rela-
tional networks.9 By contrast, Volkov utilized surveys of
protesters in Moscow to describe the demographic, political,
and socioeconomic attributes of protest participants in
2011–2012.10 Javeline and Baird also utilize unique original
survey data—drawn from victims of the Beslan hostage
crisis—to explain why most victims resorted to peaceful
political activism rather than violent protest.11

Our study similarly uses individual-level data to under-
stand who in Russia is more—and equally important, less—
likely to engage in acts of political participation ranging
from signing a petition or contacting an official to the
more contentious acts like demonstrating. Drawing such
inferences about the larger Russian population requires a
nationally representative data set that includes people who
do not participate in addition to those who do. Our data
allow us to do just that, thereby allowing us to make broader
inferences that are not possible in descriptive studies
focused exclusively on protests and protesters.
Furthermore, our survey design (described below) allows
us to go well beyond description of the demographic char-
acteristics of participants by looking at deeper socio-eco-
nomic-political forces that influence an individual’s
propensity to participate in political action.

Our survey data leads us to conclude that early experi-
ences during the transition period shape political prefer-
ences and mass behavior in long-lasting ways. We argue
that patterns of political participation observed in Russia
map to the tumultuous path the country adopted as it
turned away from economic socialism. In short, Russia’s
rapid collapse and slow recovery produced distinct pat-
terns of political participation that remain to this day,
long after the initial economic shocks of the early reform
period. Residents of regions that were most severely hit
by economic collapse in the early 1990s show lower
propensity to participate in political acts than residents
of regions that fared relatively better during the early
transition years. Importantly, we find that the effects of
economic shock on long-term participation patterns were
not constant across age cohorts: some generations who
experienced the shock of the 1990s reforms bear deeper
scars of that trauma than do other generations.
Specifically, it appears to be the generation of young
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adults in their prime working years (ages 25–39 in 1990)
and the generation of their children (under 10 in 1990)
whose participatory patterns were most directly impacted
by the economic shock of the early 1990s.

Long-term Impacts of Shocks on Political Participation
in Russia

Advocates of shock therapy for Russia argued that rapid
structural change was necessary to overcome the multipli-
city of veto players scattered throughout the economy and
the bureaucracy. Gradualism would only open the door to
resource hoarding and rent-seeking, thus perpetuating eco-
nomic inefficiencies and technological backwardness inher-
ited from central planning. Rapid privatization—even at the
cost of bankruptcies and unemployment in the short-term—
would quickly create a class of entrepreneurs who would be
highly responsive to market incentives. The end-point of
this process would be sustainable and faster growth than
partial reforms would otherwise lead to, hence the J-curve.

Understandably, much of the debate focused on short-
term political risks of shocks: leaders of new democracies
who imposed high costs on voters ran the obvious risk of
losing the next round of elections and see these reforms
reversed.12 Mass privatization could lead to social and poli-
tical unrest should the unemployed fail to find jobs in a
restructured labor market, leading in the worst-case scenario
to an L curve, namely a stalled transition.

Adam Przeworski noted the political challenges pre-
sented by the “J-curve” model of transition, which tends
to weaken support for further reforms following the initial
collapse.13 Indeed, finding a way past the bottom of the
J-curve and back into the realm of economic growth
would prove to be a challenge for most of the 1990s
and beyond in most post-Soviet states.14 We argue that
for Russia and other post-socialist states that were simi-
larly subjected to economic collapse during their transi-
tion, the trauma of the economic meltdown left a deep
and long-lasting imprint on citizens in ways that were
unforeseen by both policy makers and authors writing
on the perils of reform. While most experts inside and
outside governments worried about the immediate conse-
quences that the shock would have on public opinion and
political behavior, few would have predicted that the
collapse would have enduring effects far into the future,
long after economic growth had been restored and the
process known as “transition” came to an end.

Missing from these early considerations were the
long-run political consequences of such shocks.
Individual-level cost-benefit analysis did not take the
trauma of transition into account, including among puta-
tive transition winners. Groups that felt durably threa-
tened by reform were led to participate in politics in new
ways (such as demonstrating), but these learned experi-
ences did not dissipate after the crisis eased. Just as

German politicians and voters are still haunted by the
hyperinflation of the 1920s, the cumulative impact of
Russian reforms has been too great to be easily
forgotten.

To call the post-Soviet economic collapse a traumatic
shock is somewhat of an understatement. By 1996,
Russian GDP per capita had dropped 42 percent from
its 1990 levels, a collapse that was mirrored other post-
Soviet states as well.15 To put that into perspective, real
GDP per capita in the United States declined approxi-
mately 29 percent during the first several years of the
Great Depression. And as difficult as the “Great
Recession” of 2009 was, in 2009 U.S. GDP per capita
declined by only 2.6 percent.16 Figure 1 shows the
trajectory of the average Russian’s annual income from
1990 until 2006, highlighting how devastating the post-
Soviet collapse was for ordinary citizens. To be sure,
there was significant sub-national variation across Russia
in the scale of economic collapse experienced in the
early years of transition. As we discuss below, we lever-
age this sub-national variation in economic performance
to assess how the experience of collapse still influences
current political participation. Simply put, life-changing
economic and social circumstances have life-changing
political consequences, and these consequences are still
directly observable 20 years after the shock of reform.

Russia’s economic collapse had just such an effect by
“locking in” systems of belief and patterns of behavior
during the early years of transition as post-communist citi-
zens were socialized into a new political and economic
system. Previous studies have indicated the ability of
major political, social, and economic events felt across
society to have a lasting influence on the collective beliefs,
knowledge, and behavior of citizens who experienced these
events. These studies have explored the impact of major
events in the collective memory of American citizens as
well as Soviet citizens, whose experience of traumatic

FIGURE 1 Russian annual income per capita.

POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES OF ECONOMIC SHOCKS 223



events like the Great Purge left a lasting influence on how
people perceive politics and history.17 Person finds that
economic collapse in the post-Soviet states, experienced in
conjunction with democratization, has had a deep and last-
ing effect on citizens’ perceptions of democracy and
dictatorship.18 Scholars studying the lasting effects of the
Great Depression in the United States have also found
strong evidence that such events have a lasting influence
not only on beliefs but on political behavior as well. Writing
of the distinct political generations that arose around the
massive partisan shift induced by the Depression, Erikson,
MacKuen, and Stimson write, “profound forces must have
been at work during the realignment period to generate such
relatively massive generational differences that persist to
this day. Why is the archeological record of early partisan-
ship preserved in this manner? It is preserved because
partisanship is long memoried.”19

Simply put, as people were socialized into the new
economic and political system after the Soviet collapse,
their patterns of political participation were set by the
economic conditions around them, not just their own
individual economic situations. We claim that economic
hardship mobilizes people to political action up to a
certain point. This argument is consistent with the litera-
ture on political protest and participation that advances
grievance-based explanations: poor and worsening eco-
nomic conditions such as recession, inflation, and unem-
ployment can generate grievances that increasingly
motivate individuals to engage in political action.20 This
literature suggests that more severe economic collapse
could produce higher levels of political protest and other
non-voting political action.

But there comes a point where economic hardship
becomes so oppressive that it demobilizes individuals who
must devote their energies to basic survival rather than
politics. This argument is consistent with the resource-
based explanation for political activity: because of the
opportunity costs associated with political action, only indi-
viduals with sufficient economic resources are able to
devote time to political action.21 Contrary to the grie-
vance-based explanation, the resources-based literature pre-
dicts higher levels of participation when favorable economic
conditions afford citizens the opportunity to engage in poli-
tical action. However, some authors have found evidence of
a curvilinear resource effect on political action: individuals
with few economic resources lack the ability to engage in
political activities, while those with high resources are less
likely to engage in contentious political activities because
they have alternative channels through which to express
themselves, and perhaps fewer grievances as a result.
Thus, political activity according to these authors is most
common at middle resource levels.22

We make a similar curvilinear argument: bad economic
conditions can generate grievances that spur citizens to
engage in political action, but when conditions get so

severe that citizens must devote all of their energy to
making ends meet, political activity drops off as a result.
This is, perhaps, an uncontroversial claim. What is more
controversial (and what early theorists of the J-curve
missed) is the assertion that these patterns, once set in
the early 1990s, continued to influence individuals’ politi-
cal participation long after the shock had subsided. Thus,
Russians in regions whose macroeconomic conditions
favored mobilization in the early 1990s are more likely
to participate in political activities today, while those in
regions whose conditions favored demobilization during
the early transition are less likely to participate today. As
such, we expect to see the influences of the post-Soviet
collapse for at least a generation to come.

Generational Differences in Participatory Patterns

We are particularly interested in how the economic collapse
affected individuals of different generations. While there is
no question that the trauma of the early 1990s influenced the
lives, beliefs, and behaviors of all who experienced it, it is
reasonable to suspect that each generation felt—and reacted
to—that trauma in ways unique to its stage of life. A wide
variety of comparative and post-communist literature on
political socialization has found strong evidence of genera-
tional effects in the beliefs and behaviors of populations.23

One might expect that the oldest generations, with a
lifetime of Soviet regime-sanctioned participatory acts
under their belts, might be less likely to have their regular
patterns of participation altered in the 1990s. Though they
are often considered the “losers” of transition, it is likely
that their patterns of political behavior were deeply
entrenched by that point. The prediction is less clear for
the younger generations that were in their prime working
years during the collapse. On the one hand, these adults may
have been better able to cope with the economic trauma than
the older generations since they were less dependent on the
bankrupt state. But on the other hand, that day-to-day cop-
ing may have required their full attention and effort, turning
them away from costly and time-consuming forms of poli-
tical participation as they struggled to care for their children
and perhaps aging parents. In other words, efforts to mini-
mize disruption to their family and professional lives may
have come at the expense of political actions, both routine
and extraordinary. Our argument about “enduring conse-
quences” of the Soviet collapse would suggest that these
patterns should persist over time.

The literature on political socialization also suggests that
the youngest generations might be especially sensitive to
their early experiences, experiences whose effects are
“locked in” at an early age. Many empirical studies have
shown evidence of the persistence into adulthood of politi-
cal values and beliefs learned in youth.24 There is disagree-
ment as to what age range is the most critical for the shaping
of durable political beliefs and behaviors, with some
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scholars arguing that the teens through mid-twenties are the
period when these beliefs are most likely to be solidified.25

This would lead us to predict evidence of durable participa-
tory patterns in the generation that experienced the Soviet
collapse at this age.

Similarly, and perhaps counterintuitively, we might
expect to see evidence of durable patterns of participation
in the youngest generation that was alive during the
Soviet collapse. Such a prediction is counterintuitive, as
these individuals (children at the time) were too young to
participate directly in many of the political activities about
which we are asking in 2007. However, they are the
children of those young and middle-age adults in their
prime working years whom we discussed above. It is
possible that the children’s patterns of political activity
later in life may have been influenced by those of their
parents during the traumatic but formative years in the
early 1990s. Such an outcome would be broadly consis-
tent with the literature on political socialization that recog-
nizes the role that parents and families play in transferring
political knowledge, beliefs, and values across
generations.26

The Enduring Political Capital of Communist Parties

The generation-variant experience of economic collapse in
the early 1990s is not the only force that has exerted a long-
term influence on individuals’ propensity to engage in poli-
tical activity, however. Equally durable has been the ability
of the Communist Party to continue to mobilize its suppor-
ters to engage in a variety of political acts. We argue that
despite its departure from power in post-Soviet Russia, the
Communist Party of the Russian Federation (CPRF), suc-
cessor to the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU),
retains a legacy of high organizational capacity, mass mobi-
lizational ability, and elite political skill. These characteris-
tics, broadly characterized as “political capital,” were
developed during the many decades of communist rule in
the Soviet Union when the Communist Party was the only
organization with the resources and the mandate to organize
mass politics and mobilize citizens.

The impact of membership in the Communist Party on
participation has been the source of disagreement within the
literature on participation in the former Soviet bloc coun-
tries. Some authors expected communist supporters to with-
draw from political activity after the collapse of the Soviet
Union and the party’s loss of its monopolistic political
power.27 Others expected that participation levels of party
members to remain high following transition.28 The “multi-
ple capitals” literature emphasizes the lingering impact of
the political capital of among supporters of the former
regime, particularly long-time Party members who culti-
vated dense social networks embedded in the old political
nomenklatura. This argument has important implications for
contemporary modes of political participation.

Of course, contrary to the Soviet period, today the CPRF
is now an opposition party. Russian Communists challenged
the economic model of the Yeltsin era and fought actively
on behalf of transition losers, namely the poor, the elderly,
blue-collar workers, and rural agricultural workers. These
groups remain the base of the CPRF today, along with the
occasional “true believer” who does not fit neatly into any
of these categories (though such believers tend to be older).
Under Putin, the degree of opposition to the regime has
subsided somewhat, but Russian Communists remain a
force capable of organizing and sustaining political events
that are critical of the regime. They can in particular mount
demonstrations in support of their loyal constituencies and
do so not only during traditional Soviet/socialist holidays
(May 1, Victory Day, November 7) but also throughout the
year.29 Thus, acts of defiant participation such as petitioning
and demonstrating are common among supporters of the
Russian Communist opposition.30 However, such demon-
strations require permits issued by city officials who are
loyal to the Kremlin.

What is crucial for our understanding of post-socialist
political participation is the fact that the Russian commu-
nists did not lose their political-mobilizational capital—or
the ability to reproduce it—following political and eco-
nomic transition. Perhaps more consequential is our claim
that the CPRF has retained much of that political capital for
nearly 20 years after it was unseated from power as the
Soviet Union collapsed. While the party has a narrower
appeal, traditionally understood as focused on the so-called
“losers” of transition, we emphasize the fact that those
“losers” did not lose everything. Referring to the office-
dependent and office-invariant skills inherited by indivi-
duals from the communist era, Kitschelt argued in 1992
that “the definitive losers of a capitalist transformation of
communist economies are those with little convertible
resources of any kind.”31 Into this category he placed
unskilled workers, skilled workers in heavy industry, former
personnel of the communist regime’s security services, pro-
fessional military personnel, and pensioners. Not surpris-
ingly, these “definitive losers” of transition were the
groups most likely to support the Communist Party after
the transition. However, we question the assertion that such
individuals and the party they supported were completely
lacking in valuable skills or assets after transition. Rather,
they retained the organizational and mobilizational capital to
allow the CPRF to succeed as a mass-based political move-
ment in the post-Soviet era.

Other accounts of post-transition Communist Party
regeneration have emphasized the important role that elite
skills play in determining the success of party regeneration
efforts.32 Unlike those accounts, however, we emphasize
that even communist parties (like the CPSU) that lacked
the characteristics that made for a dynamic post-transition
party still had significant intangible political resources that
helped them compete in post-communist pluralist politics.
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Thus, we would expect Communist Party members and
supporters to engage in higher levels of participation across
all acts, as befits an opposition political party that thrives on
the grievances of those who have suffered economically
during the post-Soviet transition.

SURVEY DESIGN AND DATA

This article explores the dynamics of political participation
in Russia by setting clearer empirical baselines than are
often available in existing datasets, particularly those that
explored participation in the early years following the
Soviet collapse. Our sampling and survey analysis techni-
ques are essential to the achievement of meaningful results,
as our point estimates (and their confidence intervals)
account for the design effects of the multi-stage clustered
probability survey. Our weighted means in the sample are
suitable for the generation of accurate point-estimates while
variance corrections reflect the underlying clustered design
that the sample required given the obvious geographical and
demographic challenges of conducting survey research in a
country as large as Russia.33 Such methods were not widely
used and technically difficult to implement during the first
wave of public opinion research in post-communist coun-
tries. The present endeavor is therefore an opportunity to
build on the results of earlier work while taking advantage
of more robust estimation methods. We also were careful to
maximize the information provided by our respondents
through the use of multiple imputation methods that reduce
bias and inefficiency induced by item non-response, another
method that was not easily available to earlier studies of
post-communist public opinion. In short, we are confident
that our data and estimation techniques greatly enhance the
validity of our conclusions regarding patterns of political
participation among Russian citizens.

The Russia survey was conducted in November 2007
and follows a multi-stage clustered sampling design with
the raion as the primary sampling unit.34 Raions were
stratified by federal district and population of the raion
center and sampled according to the principle of probabil-
ity proportionate to size (PPS). Towns and rural soviets
were sampled at the second level using PPS; voting dis-
tricts (urban) and villages (rural) were sampled at the third
level, again by PPS; households were sampled at the
fourth level; and individuals were selected at the fifth
level using the “last birthday” method, with up to three
contact attempts made to interview the selected individual.
A total of 1,501 individuals in 44 federal subjects (here-
tofore referred to as oblasts for simplicity) and 97 raions
(PSU) were selected and interviewed face-to-face. 1,501
interviews were completed out of 5,999 contact attempts
(doors knocked on) and 3,667 successful contacts (doors
opened). Thus, the response rate of interviews/contact
attempts is 25 percent and the rate of interviews/

successful contacts is 40.9 percent. All statistical models
appearing in this article are estimated with sampling
design effects down to the fifth level to correct standard
errors for the clustered survey design, and the data is
weighted by age, education, and urban/rural status accord-
ing to oblast-level data taken during the 2002 Russian
census.

Dependent Variables: Modes of Political Participation
in Russia

We evaluate five modes of political participation that are
lawful in Russia but vary by degree to which they are costly
for those who undertake them.35 These participatory actions
include attending a political meeting;36 contacting the media
to express one’s views; signing a petition; joining an orga-
nization or group in support of something or someone; and
taking part in a demonstration.37 Our data set did not
include data about voting, perhaps the most common act
of political participation. However, we believe that the poli-
tical activities we analyze here are themselves important
tools in the repertoire of politically engaged citizens and
worthy of analysis. Furthermore, our results demonstrate
that analysis of these activities reveals important insights
into Russians’ patterns of political behavior, even if voting
is not one of the behaviors studied here.

Each participatory act is measured on an ordinal scale,
asking whether the person has never engaged in the activity
(coded 0), has never done it, but would consider doing so in
the future (1), done it in the distant past (2),38 or done it in
the past year (3).39 We argue that this ordinal scale, repli-
cated from that used in the World Values Survey, captures
an underlying latent propensity to participate in political
activities. Those who have participated within the past
year (3) demonstrate the highest propensity given that they
have engaged in the act recently. Citizens who have parti-
cipated in a given act in the past (2) demonstrate a some-
what lower propensity since they have in fact taken action,
but not recently. Survey respondents who answered that
they have not participated in a given act but were open to
doing so (1) reveal a lower propensity since they have never
actually participated. However, we believe that their will-
ingness to remain open to the idea of participating demon-
strates some underlying propensity to participate, even if
that propensity is small. Those who have not participated in
an act and did not indicate an openness to doing so in the
future (0) demonstrate the lowest latent propensity to
engage in political action. An ordered logit model
(described in greater detail below) leverages the information
embedded in these ordinal answer choices without making
assumptions about the intervals between categories; we thus
believe that this is the most appropriate statistical model to
use to analyze the data.40 Additional robustness checks
using alternative statistical models appear in the online
statistical appendix.
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Our argument that the data demonstrate an underlying
propensity to participate in political activities is supported
by the factor analysis that appears in Table 1. The factor
analysis reveals that each of the five modes of participation
loads heavily onto a single factor (Factor 1), reinforcing the
idea that these acts are triangulating a single dimension of
participation. As an additional robustness check, we use the

factor analysis to generate a weighted participation index
variable which is analyzed in Table 2 using an OLS model.41

Besides the notable exception of demonstrations, the
general contours of participation across all forms of partici-
pation are similar (Figure 2). Over two-thirds of the respon-
dents have never engaged in each given activity and are not
contemplating doing so in the future. The exception is
demonstrating, an act in which nearly 40 percent of
Russians have participated at some point.42

Independent Variables: Correlates of Participation

Regional Effects: Sub-national Economic
Performance During Transition

Figure 1 showed Russia’s economic trajectory from 1990
to 2007, clearly displaying the severity of Russia’s post-Soviet
market transition. Figure 3 also shows that there was signifi-
cant sub-national variation during this process.43 We display
the trend for Russia’s big winner, Moscow, which has experi-
enced high growth since the initial collapse in the early 1990s.
Since Moscow’s growth is unusual, we also present the eco-
nomic trajectory for St. Petersburg, Russia’s next-best perfor-
mer. Indeed, Moscow’s presence in this graph distorts the

FIGURE 2 Participation levels in Russia.

TABLE 1
Factor Analysis of Participatory Acts

Factor Eigenvalue Difference Proportion Cumulative

Factor 1 2.13 2.06 1.19 1.19
Factor 2 0.06 0.15 0.04 1.23
Factor 3 –0.82 0.03 –0.05 1.18
Factor 4 –0.11 0.10 –0.06 1.12
Factor 5 –0.21 –0.12 1.00

Variable Factor 1 Factor 2 Uniqueness

Meeting 0.64 0.09 0.59
Contact media 0.68 –0.14 0.52
Petition 0.67 –0.07 0.55
Join org 0.71 –0.02 0.49
Demonstrate 0.56 0.17 0.65
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magnitude of the rest of the country’s collapse when we
expand the scale of the vertical axis to accommodate values
for Moscow. At the bottom end of the scale, we plot the
Republic of Mordovia, located in the Volga region, which
remains one of Russia’s most anemic performers with 2006
income at 62 percent of its 1990 level. Between these
extremes fall the rest of Russia’s 83 federal subjects.

There are several quantities of interest embedded in the
economic trajectories of these regions since 1990, quantities
which vary considerably across localities and which we
expect to influence both the types and the levels of political
participation. The first is the speed of a region’s economic
collapse during and following the breakup of the Soviet
Union. We measure it with the variable TRANS_RATE,
which is calculated by taking the slope of the change in
average per capita income from 1990 to the year in which it
reached its pre-1995 minimum.44 The latter constraint is
imposed to capture the immediate post-Soviet collapse as
opposed to the 1998–1999 financial crisis which in a few
cases produced minimums lower than the initial collapse. In
all oblasts, this low point occurred in 1992. Highly negative
values of TRANS_RATE correspond to faster (i.e., more
severe) economic collapses, whereas positive values of
TRANS_RATE indicate economic growth.45 Returning to
Figure 3, we see that in fact Moscow experienced a rather
steep collapse from 1990 to 1992, while the nation as a
whole experienced a slightly slower collapse. We also
include the square of TRANS_RATE—TRANS_SQ—in
order to account for a possible nonlinear relationship.

We are also interested in a region’s retrospective economic
progress between 1990 and 2006. Thus, we calculate RETRO,
a variable that measures a region’s 2006 per capita income
level as a percentage of its 1990 level. As is clear from

Figure 3, Moscow has far and away the strongest performance
from 1990 to 2006, with 2006 income two times higher than
1990 income (RETRO value 2.00). Conversely, the Republic
of Mordovia’s 2006 income is only 62 percent of their 1990
levels (RETRO value 0.62). Finally, we include two addi-
tional regional variables to gauge the impact of contemporary
macroeconomic conditions on political participation. REG
INC measures the oblast’s average monthly income per capita
for 2006, while REG UNEMP is the oblast unemployment
rate for 2006. Summary statistics for all independent variables
appear in the online appendix.

These variables tap into sociotropic motivators of politi-
cal participation in Russia: While respondents in these
regions may have experienced their own individual hard-
ships during transition, even those who suffered less in
individual terms may have had their beliefs and behaviors
shaped by their evaluations of the overall state of the econ-
omy and the economic trends captured in TRANS_RATE
and RETRO. While our main argument and findings relate
to the impact of these society-wide shared economic shocks,
we nonetheless include additional individual-level controls
across a variety of respondent attributes.46

Individual-level Variables

In addition to these regional-level macroeconomic vari-
ables, we analyze several individual-level independent vari-
ables of interest, which are described below and
summarized in the online appendix.

Age and Generation. Our analysis includes a control
variable for age of the respondent in all models. In order to
elucidate the generation-variant effects of economic collapse

FIGURE 3 Subnational variation in economic performance.
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on political participation in Russia, we conduct analyses on
generational subsamples in addition to the pooled sample of
1,501 adults. For these models, the full sample is divided
into the generational cohorts indicated in Figure 4 according
to the respondent’s age in 1990. The battery of participatory
acts is then regressed on the full set of independent and
control variables for each cohort.

Communist Party Membership. In order to observe
the impact that Communist Party membership has on
political participation in Russia, we include a dummy
variable for CPRF support in the statistical models. The
COMMUNIST variable is coded one for individuals who
expressed an intention to vote for the CPRF in the
December 2007 Duma election.47 For the purposes of
comparison, an additional control variable measuring
electoral support for the United Russia party
(UNITED_RUS) is included in the Russian analysis for
the unique position the party holds in Russian politics as
the party of state power. Of particular interest is the
empirical question of whether Russia’s party of power
(United Russia) has developed the same mobilizational
capacity that the former Soviet party of power (CPSU)
developed. Finally, we also include a dummy variable
(LIBERAL) indicating respondents that planned for one
of the Russian political parties that historically maintained
a liberal democratic platform.48

Socioeconomic Status. We use respondents’ mate-
rial situation, education, and employment status as proxies
of socioeconomic status, a factor that is usually associated
with a more vibrant civil society and is expected to increase
participatory acts, notably those that are costly or

cognitively difficult to perform. Respondents’ material
situation (MATERIAL) is measured using a six-point scale
that is generally found to be more reliable than subjective
reporting of household income. The scale is as follows: (1)
We’re unable to obtain even food; (2) We can obtain food,
but getting clothes is a serious problem; (3) We can obtain
food and clothes, but it’s a problem to get durable household
appliances; (4) We can obtain durable household appliances.
But we can’t get a car; (5) We can obtain almost everything,
excluding an apartment or country house; (6) We don’t have
problems obtaining anything. We can get everything we
need.

Many studies also indicate that education is a strong
predictor of political participation. The variable
EDUCscale is measured using a six-point scale of indivi-
dual’s level of education: (1) incomplete primary; (2) com-
plete primary; (3) incomplete general, technical, or
vocational secondary; (4) complete general, technical, or
vocational secondary; (5) incomplete higher; (6) complete
higher. Not surprisingly to scholars of the region, the rela-
tively high mean education level (4.166 on the 6-point
scale) and low standard error (0.028) informs us that educa-
tion is rather evenly distributed in Russia, thanks to higher
access to full secondary and tertiary education in the Soviet
Union.

Finally, we include control variables for four types of
employment status that likely have bearing on an individual’s
propensity to engage in political action and which are tied to
socioeconomic status: blue collar workers49 (BLUECOLLAR),
farmers (FARMER), retirees (RETIRED), and those who self-
report themselves as unemployed (UNEMPLOYED). While
we might expect the latter to engage in action at a higher rate
due to grievances, we expect that blue-collar workers, farmers,

FIGURE 4 Age cohorts in survey sample.
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and retirees are less likely to participate than members of the
urban white-collar professions.

Multivariate Model of Political Participation

For analysis of the survey data, we use probability weights
and correct variance estimates for clustering, along with
proper finite population correction factors at each level.
These corrections are necessary because we care about
obtaining the correct level of significance of coefficients in
multivariate relationships but also because we wish to com-
pare the magnitude of these coefficients across models and
make point-predictions for our key dependent variables of
interest. Without such corrections, it is impossible to make
informed comparisons and point estimates.50

We also took care to generate five rounds of multiple-
imputations in order to guard against item non-response
bias.51 Though increasingly common in political research,
this technique has not been widely implemented in public
opinion research in post-communist countries. In Russia,
non-response rates range from 4.66 percent (attend a poli-
tical meeting) to 5.80 percent (signing a petition).

We estimate ordered logit models for each act for
which we have information in both samples, taking into
account both the characteristics of the respondents and
measures of the economic performance of the Russian
oblast where they resided at the time of the interview.52

For theoretical and methodological reasons, we deliber-
ately exclude the class of subjective orientation variables
that are commonplace in participation studies. Various
researchers have claimed that internal or external efficacy,
democratic orientation, support for the regime, and emer-
ging democratic culture are important correlates of politi-
cal participation in formerly communist countries.53 This
approach fails to account for the problem that these “sub-
jective” variables are severely multi-collinear if they are
lumped in a single multivariate model, a difficulty which
has resulted (unsurprisingly) in inconsistent findings
across studies.

Even more threatening to inference, measures of subjec-
tive orientation are at risk of being endogenous to the
participation measures that they purport to explain. It may
be true that democratic orientation leads to greater participa-
tion, but one can just as easily turn such a model on its head
and hypothesize that it is the experience of political partici-
pation (and the conclusions that citizens draw from their
actions) that (re)shapes their subjective orientation about
politics. It may very well be that such attitudes do exert a
multifaceted influence on individuals’ engagement in poli-
tical acts, either directly or as an intervening factor between
macrostructural variables and individual participatory deci-
sions; however, the survey data lacks the kind of instrument
that would allow us to solve the possible endogeneity issue
through a two-stage least-squares analysis. Since—by
design—subjective attitudinal variables collected in cross-

sectional surveys are preceded temporally by individual
experiences of participation, we can only confidently
include right-hand-side variables that capture temporal ante-
cedents to the dependent variables derived from the survey
instrument. Thus, we restrict our set of independent vari-
ables to items that are fixed by respondent, or clearly pre-
cede occurrences of participation.54

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Patterns of Participation in Russia

Statistical analysis of the Russian survey data reveals impor-
tant patterns in political participation during the post-com-
munist era. These results are presented in Tables 2 and 4.
Table 2 reports coefficients for all variables and shows the
results for the pooled sample of all age groups. Table 4
reports the results when the sample is subdivided by age
group but presents only results for the variables measuring
the post-transition economic collapse.55

Macroeconomic Predictors of Participation

The results make a convincing case that the severity of
the regional economic collapse that occurred after the Soviet
Union fell left a lasting mark on people’s propensity to
participate in politics. Indeed, the variable measuring the
severity of the economic collapse (TRANS_RATE) and/or
its squared variant (TRANS_SQ) are statistically significant
in the pooled models for all five types of participation as
well as for the participation index variable.56

There are two important points to be made at this stage.
First, the early shock matters. Recall that the
TRANS_RATE variable measures the scale of the economic
collapse in the first few years of post-communism, when
citizens were experiencing liberalization, democratization,
and economic transition for the first time. What is most
remarkable is not the fact that economics matter, but that
the effect of early transition economics are so durable: the
severity of local economic shocks in the early 1990s still
exert an influence on orientations toward political participa-
tion nearly 20 years later.

Equally important is what doesn’t help us predict recent
participation levels: recent economic trends. The variable
measuring economic progress for the entire post-communist
period (RETRO) fails to reach statistical significance in any
of the models presented in Table 2. Contemporary regional-
level measures of economic development (REG INC) also
fail to predict an individual’s propensity to engage in poli-
tical acts.57 Nor does the contemporary regional employ-
ment rate seem to influence participatory acts: individuals in
regions with high unemployment rates (REG UNEMP) are
no more or less likely to engage in political activities than
those in regions with low unemployment.
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We also conducted a series of robustness checks to
ensure that the results do not depend on the model specifi-
cation or the assumptions embedded in the ordered scale of
the dependent variables. First, we dropped Moscow respon-
dents from the analysis to ensure that the capital’s atypical
economic performance was not driving our findings: the
results are robust to dropping this regional outlier. We then
recoded the political participation variables as a binary
variable where individuals who had participated in the act
at some point in their lives (3 and 2) were coded “1” while
those who had never participated (1 and 0) were coded as

“0.”58 The subsequent logit analyses, reported in the online
statistical appendix, confirm the significance of
TRANS_RATE and TRANS_SQ and are consistent with
the ordered logit models presented here.59 Finally, we dis-
pensed of any assumptions about ordered answer choices
and conduct multinomial logit analyses on each of the
dependent variables, also reported in the online appendix.
Again, the significant results for the TRANS variables are
robust to this model specification, reinforcing our findings
that these early economic experiences play an important role

TABLE 2
Political Participation in Russia

(1)
Meeting

(2)
Contact media

(3)
Petition

(4)
Join org

(5)
Demonstrate

(6)
Index

AGE 0.014*** 0.007 0.007 0.003 0.035*** 0.004**

(0.008) (0.149) (0.212) (0.500) (0.000) (0.020)
MALE 0.078 0.140 0.089 0.080 0.126 0.041

(0.553) (0.347) (0.506) (0.541) (0.280) (0.388)
EDUCscale 0.092 0.115* 0.132** 0.160*** 0.210*** 0.055***

(0.144) (0.066) (0.014) (0.004) (0.001) (0.008)
MATERIAL 0.013 0.038 –0.042 0.007 –0.159* 0.009

(0.876) (0.657) (0.606) (0.923) (0.074) (0.737)
BLUECOLLAR –0.414** –0.526** –0.424** –0.405** –0.318* –0.165**

(0.036) (0.010) (0.024) (0.022) (0.051) (0.022)
FARMER –1.288* –1.425 –1.140 –1.153 –2.471*** –0.429**

(0.086) (0.233) (0.180) (0.200) (0.004) (0.014)
RETIRED –0.363* –0.423* –0.528** –0.167 –0.702*** –0.147*

(0.098) (0.080) (0.028) (0.453) (0.002) (0.078)
UNEMPLOY –1.108** –0.475 –0.689 –0.434 –0.705** –0.169

(0.018) (0.218) (0.168) (0.238) (0.031) (0.158)
COMMUNIST 0.841*** 0.766*** 0.612** 0.755*** 0.594** 0.307***

(0.000) (0.001) (0.015) (0.002) (0.029) (0.001)
UNITED RUS 0.235 0.130 0.045 0.281* 0.158 0.051

(0.104) (0.394) (0.769) (0.072) (0.302) (0.290)
LIBERAL 0.397 0.046 –0.498 0.159 –0.014 –0.031

(0.217) (0.875) (0.198) (0.697) (0.959) (0.788)
TRANS RATE –0.054* –0.115*** –0.126*** –0.052 –0.030 –0.025**

(0.094) (0.002) (0.001) (0.140) (0.211) (0.033)
TRANS SQ –0.000** –0.001*** –0.001*** –0.001** –0.000*** –0.000**

(0.029) (0.002) (0.000) (0.023) (0.008) (0.011)
RETRO 0.686 1.021 0.528 –0.985 0.087 –0.059

(0.486) (0.403) (0.632) (0.407) (0.923) (0.875)
REG INC –0.003 –0.007 –0.002 0.004 0.001 –0.000

(0.552) (0.186) (0.718) (0.402) (0.853) (0.963)
REG UNEMP 0.042 0.014 0.043 0.017 0.039 0.014

(0.153) (0.769) (0.317) (0.710) (0.214) (0.384)
CONSTANT –1.038**

(0.021)
cut1 3.611*** 5.142*** 5.256*** 2.658** 2.722***

(0.002) (0.000) (0.000) (0.040) (0.009)
cut2 4.339*** 6.395*** 6.167*** 3.782*** 3.223***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.004) (0.003)
cut3 5.973*** 7.653*** 7.472*** 4.984*** 6.065***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
N 1501 1501 1501 1501 1501 1501

Note. p–values in parentheses.
* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.
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in shaping Russians’ long-term patterns of political
participation.

Our results shed light on important alternative hypoth-
eses surrounding political participation. A grievance-based
explanation suggests that the unemployed would be more
likely to participate due to discontent about their economic
well-being. Similarly, one would expect the poor engage in
acts like demonstrations, signing petitions, and similar pro-
test actions as a result of dissatisfaction with their socio-
economic position. This could include individuals who are
themselves poor (as measured by their household per capita
income) as well as residents of regions whose economies
have performed poorly in recent years. A resources-based or
socioeconomic status explanation would predict the oppo-
site: wealthier individuals or those living in regions with
stronger economic performance would be more likely to
participate because they have the resources to do so. In
other words, political participation is a luxury that only the
wealthier can afford since the poor must be concerned with
scraping by day to day. Given the lack of significant results
for variables measuring unemployment, income, and regio-
nal economic growth, it seems that neither the proximate
grievances nor the proximate resource explanation find sup-
port. While we do believe that economic conditions can
mobilize and demobilize individuals, as explained below,

it is the society-wide economic conditions of the past that
explain participation patterns, not more recent economic
conditions. In short, when explaining why some people
demonstrate in the post-communist era while others do
not, one key influence appears to be the economic shock
you—and those around you—experienced in the early
1990s, not how the economy has performed in the last few
years or how well off you are as an individual today.

If the fact of statistical significance suggests that the early
post-communist economic shock “locked in” patterns of
political participation that endure today, then the form of
the model specification (and the significance of the squared
term) lends important insight into what those patterns are.
Here, the inverted-U shape that results from the models is
key to understanding patterns of participation. Figure 5
presents predicted probabilities of participation for each of
the acts under consideration.60 In each graph, the variable
measuring the severity of the early economic collapse
(TRANS_RATE) is varied so that we may plot its effect
on political participation. Highly negative values on the x
axis (on the left-hand side of the axis) indicate a more
severe economic collapse. Positive values (on the right-
hand side of the axis) indicate economic growth. Thus, a
value of zero would indicate at economic growth. The gray
shading in each graph indicates the observed range of

FIGURE 5 Predicted probabilities of participation in Russia.
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economic outcomes at the regional level, ranging from
severe collapse (a TRANS_RATE value of –102) to mild
collapse (TRANS_RATE = –9). Nowhere in Russia did we
observe economic growth in the early 1990s, but the axis is
extended in the positive direction for simulation purposes.

Figure 5 reveals that early economic collapse has a
varying effect on political participation depending on its
severity. Individuals living in regions that experienced
milder levels of collapse (just on the negative side of zero)
are less likely to engage in acts of political participation and
protest. We understand this as a case where milder shock
produces fewer grievances, which results in lower rates of
participation. However, as the severity of the economic
collapse increases (moving to the left from zero on the x
axis), levels of participation are predicted to increase as
dissatisfied citizens are increasingly compelled to engage
in nonvoting political acts. It perhaps comes as little surprise
that people more deeply hurt by the economic collapse
would be more likely to demonstrate, attend a political
meeting, or join a political organization. However, this
effect peaks eventually: in certain regions that experienced
the most severe collapse, people show a much lower incli-
nation toward political participation. The explanation for
this phenomenon is simple: in areas that were hit hardest
by the post-communist economic collapse, people had to
spend the majority of their time and energy simply surviv-
ing and couldn’t afford to waste time on nonproductive acts
like demonstrating.

Table 3 further contextualizes the regression results by
reporting predicted probabilities for participating in each act
at key values of TRANS_RATE, our indicator for the severity
of the economic collapse in the early 1990s. Column 1 of
Table 3 reports the probability of participating at the minimum
value of TRANS_RATE observed in Russia (–102.50), where
the economic collapse was most severe. Column 2 reports
probabilities of participating where the maximum value of
TRANS_RATE was observed (–9.19), where the economic
collapse was least severe. Column 3 reports participatory
probabilities at the mean value of TRANS_RATE (–37.74).
Column 4 reports the peak probability for each act. As Figure 5
shows, this peak where the probability of participation is high-
est comes at slightly different values of TRANS_RATE for

each participatory act. Finally, column 5 reports the difference
in the probability of participation between the peak probability
(column 4) and the probability predicted for the worst-hit
region (column 1).

While the scale of the impact (essentially, the size of the
regression coefficients on the TRANS_RATE variables)
varies for each of the acts, Figure 5 and Table 3 demonstrate
that the relationship between a region’s economic collapse
and the probability of its residents to engage in political acts
is a substantively significant one. The largest effect is seen
for the act of demonstrating: holding other variables con-
stant, a resident in the worst-hit region of Russia is less
likely to have participated in a demonstration by approxi-
mately 48 percentage points than a resident of a region
whose economic performance places them at the peak prob-
ability of participating. Though other actions show smaller
effects, the differences in the probability of participating
between those at peak probability and those in the worst-
hit regions (column 5) are still significant, ranging from a
12.6 percentage point difference (contacting media) to a
22.4 percentage point difference (signing petition).

The preceding discussion highlights the demobilization
effect that severe economic collapse can have on patterns of
political participation: Residents of the worst-hit regions are
less likely to have engaged in political activities than those
in regions whose collapses were less severe, up to a point. A
comparison of columns 4 and 2 also highlight the drop off
in participation that comes with the mildest economic col-
lapse: residents in the regions that experienced the least
economic trauma were also somewhat less likely to engage
in political activity. This can be accounted for by the grie-
vance-based hypothesis: because residents in these regions
were spared the most painful effects of transition, they likely
have less motivation to engage in political action.

Our results allow us to conclude that the scale of regional
economic collapse that took place across Russia in the early
1990s continues to influence individuals’ propensity to
engage in a variety of political activities in the post-Soviet
era. Individuals living in the regions hit hardest by eco-
nomic trauma are less likely to participate, as are individuals
living in regions that experienced milder collapses.
Accordingly, it is those individuals living in regions that
experience moderate economic collapse that show the high-
est propensity toward political participation. We argue that
this demonstrates the “long shadow” of the transition and
economic collapse.

Unfortunately, our data do not allow us to tease out the
exact mechanism of how this long shadow exerts its influ-
ence at the micro-level. Two plausible pathways come to
mind. This first is a direct experiential effect: individuals
who personally experienced the trauma of severe economic
collapse in the early 1990s were demobilized from political
activity by that experience and remain unlikely to partici-
pate today. Consistent with the literature on the lasting
effects of traumatic vents on individual beliefs and behavior,

TABLE 3
Predicted Probabilities of Participation at Key Values of

TRANS_RATE

Action

(1)
Prob at
min

(2)
Prob at
max

(3)
Prob at
mean

(4)
Peak
prob

(5)
C(4) – C(1)

Meeting 0.149 0.129 0.274 0.316 0.167
Contact media 0.085 0.018 0.123 0.211 0.126
Petition 0.043 0.031 0.199 0.267 0.224
Join org 0.021 0.085 0.155 0.157 0.136
Demonstrate 0.044 0.505 0.485 0.521 0.477

POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES OF ECONOMIC SHOCKS 233



this trauma “locked in” behavioral patterns that have
remained durable. The second explanation is an indirect
socialization effect: regional economic trauma mobilized
or demobilized populations in the early 1990s in ways that
set the tone for the subsequent decade. In regions where
populations were demobilized by the initial collapse, a
culture of political inactivity developed that conditioned
the political actions of citizens embedded in that climate.

Both explanations are possible, though the first (direct)
mechanism seems the most plausible to us. In order to differ-
entiate between the two explanations and fully validate the
direct experiential effect, it would be necessary to have pre-
cise data on the nature and extent of individuals’ political
participation in the early 1990s. Ideally, this would consist of
panel data that tracked the same group of individuals across
the 1990s and 2000s in order to gauge change or stability in
their patterns of political behavior over time. Alternatively,
self-reported data in 2007 about a respondent’s activities in
the early 1990s might allow us to gauge whether the indivi-
duals demobilized today are the same individuals that were
demobilized in the early 1990s. Unfortunately, the survey
does not include this data. As such, while we are confident
in our finding that contemporary patterns of political behavior
are shaped by economic conditions in the past, future
research with suitable data will be required to further elabo-
rate on the mechanism of this observed effect.

Generational Variation in Economic Effects on
Participation

When we divide the sample into generational cohorts, as
reported in Table 4, we see that the economic collapse was
experienced differently by different age groups. Table 4
reports only the significance levels for the economic

collapse variables by generation; complete models appear
in the online statistical appendix. As Table 4 reveals, the
“locked in” effect of economic collapse on participation is
largely concentrated among those individuals who were
25–39 years old in 1990. Thus, the economic collapse is a
strong predictor of attending a political meeting, contacting
the media, signing a petition, demonstrating, and joining an
organization for individuals of this generation. Though the
economic collapse variables do explain participation levels
in some other age groups occasionally, they exert their
strongest and most consistent effects among those indivi-
duals that were in the prime of their adult working lives at
the time of the collapse. It is understandable that this gen-
eration would be the most deeply affected by the economic
collapse: products of the Soviet system, they were generally
too old to be retrained but too young to be able to retire.
Thus, their careers were young precisely at the time when
the economic situation was so dire. The results indicate that
this generation bears the strongest mark of the “shadow of
the past” on their patterns of political participation.

These results lend important insights into the question of
political socialization. Many theories assume that political
socialization takes place at a young age as individuals “come
of age” politically; after this point, behaviors and beliefs due to
socialization tend to be fairly stable. Our generational results
indicate otherwise: significant traumatic economic and politi-
cal events can “socialize” individuals into durable patterns of
belief and behavior even when they are mature adults. This
result speaks to both the enormous power of these traumatic
events, a power that we are just beginning to appreciate.

However, we cannot ignore the evidence of the economic
collapse that is concentrated in the participatory patterns of
those individuals who were children (under 10) at the time
of the transition. Table 3 shows that their contemporary
political participatory patterns were also influenced by the
economic trauma of the early 1990s. What is intriguing in
these findings is the fact that they were children at the time,
and thus not politically active in their own right. However,
these are the children of those adults in the age cohort
discussed above (25–39 in 1990) whose political participa-
tion was most affected by the Soviet collapse. The fact that
the children bear the same inverted-U pattern of political
mobilization/demobilization as their parents speaks to the
power of the trauma, as well as the role that families play in
processes of political socialization. The literature cited ear-
lier notes that many political beliefs and behaviors are
passed from parents to children in the home, whether
through active “education” efforts by parents or through
passive observation by children of their parents beliefs and
activities. Though our survey data does not include fine-
grained data regarding respondents’ family history, these
results are nonetheless strongly suggestive that the younger
generation drew long-lasting political lessons from the
experiences of their parents’ generation during the post-
Soviet collapse. Again, this is further evidence that the

TABLE 4
Economic collapse and participation by age group (in 1990) in Russia

Act Variable
Full

sample
Under
10

10–
24

25–
39

40–
55

Over
55†

Meeting TRANS RATE ** **

TRANS_SQ ** * ***

Contact
media

TRANS_RATE *** ** * ***

TRANS_SQ *** ** ***

Petition TRANS_RATE *** * * ***

TRANS_SQ *** ** ***

Join org TRANS_RATE ***

TRANS_SQ ** ***

Demonstrate TRANS_RATE *

TRANS_SQ ** *

Index TRANS_RATE ** ***

TRANS_SQ ** *** *

Note. * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. All significant coefficients
above have negative sign.

† Some models did not achieve convergence in older cohorts due to
singularity in the subsample arising from the clustered survey analysis. See
online appendix for full results.
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long shadow of that collapse stretches much farther into the
future than anyone expected.

Individual Predictors of Participation

Turning to individual-level measures of political and human
capital, we see that affiliation with the Communist Party of the
Russian Federation (COMMUNIST) has a significant positive
effect on participation: CPRF supporters engage in higher levels
of participation for all political acts than do other Russians. This
suggests that Russia’s communists, far from being complete
“losers” of the transition, managed to retain significant mobili-
zational and organizational capacity during the post-Soviet tran-
sition. This capacity appears to have survived to this day.
Interestingly, supporters of United Russia (UNITED RUS) do
not participate at higher rates than do other Russians, suggesting
that the so-called “party of power” has as of yet failed to develop
strong mechanisms for sustained mass mobilization. These dif-
ferences between supporters of the CPRF and United Russia are
also plotted in Figure 5.

Not surprisingly, Communist Party affiliation is not the
only source of political capital that encourages political par-
ticipation among the masses. In two cases (attending a meet-
ing and demonstrating) older individuals are more likely to
engage in participatory acts. This again speaks to the mobi-
lizational capital that these individuals acquired during the
Soviet era, when participation in certain acts was part of state-
sanctioned political activity. Though the content of those
meetings and demonstrations was very different in the
Soviet era, the individuals who experienced such activities
then carried their capitals into the post-Soviet era and appear
to be more active today than younger generations.

As would be predicted by socioeconomic status-based
theories of political capital, blue-collar workers in Russia
(those who gave worker, skilled worker, foreman, or mili-
tary/police as their occupation) are less likely to participate in
political activities than their white-collared counterparts.61

The unemployed are also less likely to participate in political
activities: while the results are statistically significant for
attending a meeting and demonstrating, the sign is in the
predicted (negative) direction for all political acts.
Similarly, retirees are less likely to participate in the range
of political activities than are those who are employed.62

Interestingly, a respondent’s contemporary household mate-
rial situation (MATERIAL) does not appear to be a signifi-
cant motivator of political participation, reinforcing our
findings that society-wide economic conditions in the past
exert a more significant influence on patterns of participation
than to proximate economic factors.

Education is another form of capital that has served to
increase political participation among Russians. For all acts
of participation, more highly educated people are more likely
to participate. This is not entirely surprising, as a higher level
of education is usually accompanied by greater interest in
politics, as well as an increased skill set that is amenable to

the type of political behavior we are exploring here.
Considering that two-thirds of the Russia sample were 18
years or older in 1990 and thus fully educated under the
Soviet system, education seems to be another way in which
the Soviet system unexpectedly endowed its citizens with the
political tools that would be useful in the post-Soviet era.63

CONCLUSION

This article has argued that economic shocks, particularly
those that go hand-in-hand with dual economic-political
transitions, can have a powerful effect on the political parti-
cipation of citizens across a wide range on non-electoral
participatory acts. This assertion alone is not controversial:
theories of political mobilization have long recognized the
fact that economic collapse often comes with increased
incidence (often contentious) mass political activity. This
grievance thesis of political action finds confirmation in
movements across time and space—be it in Moscow, New
York, Tunis, Cairo, or elsewhere—that have their founda-
tions in economic dissatisfaction.

Our research does not dispute this thesis, but it does move
beyond the existing literature’s focus on the effect that tempo-
rally-proximate economic shocks have on political behavior.
By focusing on the enduring effects of economic trauma that
took place years or even decades prior, we can better appreci-
ate the complex forces that shape the politics of transition and
the behaviors of those who lived through those transitions.
That the durable effects of the so-called “J-curve” last long
after an upward trajectory in economic performance has been
achieved casts the older debate about shock therapy and eco-
nomic reform in a new light. It is not enough to simply say that
society must get through the painful downward collapse asso-
ciated with economic reforms before it can put the past behind.
Rather, we must recognize that even once recovery is well
underway, the attitudes and behaviors of ordinary citizens still
bear the scars of the trauma they experienced.

Where shocks take place, patterns of participation are
forged earlier and endure: Residents of regions hit hardest by
the transition are less likely to participate in politics today.
Furthermore, we see the nonlinear effect that the shock can
have on these durable patterns: while economic collapse can
spur people to action, at a certain point the collapse becomes so
severe that any activities beyond those required for day-to-day
survival are too costly. Political participation drops as a result.
This is true not just for those who experience hard times
themselves, but also for those who see hard times in their
communities around them. And it is not just true of the work-
ing generations whose careers were destroyed by the economic
collapse but also for their children whose political behaviors
were shaped early on by the example set by their parents.
While the pain of the collapse may have been felt by all, its
long-term effects vary across generations in surprising ways,
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adding to our appreciation of the complexities of political-
economic transition.

If the original logic of shock therapy was to get the pain
over with quickly so as to begin the recovery sooner, this
research suggests that longer time horizons of transition
should inform the debate. A slower reform process that
might be able to mitigate the most painful (and demobilizing)
elements of the transition may take longer to generate recov-
ery. With society bearing the scars of shock therapy for
decades after the “therapy” ends, our research suggests that
taking a longer perspective may produce a healthier patient in
the long run. But this presupposes that elites have a choice
between rapid vs. gradual transitions; much of the time the
choice of transition type is not theirs to make.

Additionally, the failure of early transition strategies—
and the scholars who analyzed them—to anticipate the
long-term unintended consequences of their policies war-
rants rethinking the paradigm of political and economic
“transition.” The literature on democratization far too often
takes the view that “transition” implies a beginning an end
that results in a new (relatively quick) equilibrium. This
article has shown to the contrary that the so-called transi-
tion casts a long shadow and continues to shape the
political behaviors and beliefs of those who experienced
its initial shocks. As such, we must acknowledge that
“transition,” whether economic or political, is not tied up
in a neat package a few years after its initiation but is a
long and often messy process whose effects may be evi-
dent for generations to come.

However, the implications of our research go well
beyond the enduring debates over political and economic
transition strategies. At issue is the question of whether a
society has the material and nonmaterial resources to engage
in a wide range of political activities in the public sphere.
This article has presented evidence of those groups in
Russian society whose experiences in the communist and
post-communist era have left them with the human and
material capital that best equips them to be politically active.

Though mass political action has become more difficult
with each passing year under Vladimir Putin’s rule, one
can’t help but wonder if the Russia of today would have
looked different if more Russians had been engaged in
political activity throughout the 1990s and early 2000s
when Russia still retained meaningful elements of democ-
racy. The ever growing literature on civic participation and
social capital, born of Robert Putnam’s foundational work,
recognizes the crucial role that an active and engaged citi-
zenry plays in maintaining the health of a democracy and
may influence the path taken by countries on the margins of
democracy.64 Might a more politically active civil society
have been able to check or otherwise constrain Putin’s
“creeping authoritarianization” of Russia? We will never
know the answer, of course, but it warrants reflection.

Though Russia’s fate in Putin’s grip may be sealed for
now, the lessons generated by this research should not be

lost on other new democracies today who face grave eco-
nomic challenges and difficult choices for reform. The poli-
cies they implement today may very well have unintended
deep and lasting impacts on the political beliefs and beha-
viors of their citizens. Aspiring reformers—especially those
who hope to facilitate the consolidation of democracy in
their country—ignore these lessons at their own risk.
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