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Potholes, pensions, and public opinion: the politics of blame in
Putin’s power vertical

Robert Person*

United States Military Academy, West Point, NY, USA

(Received 29 October 2013; accepted 27 April 2014)

What are the risks and rewards of power centralization in competitive
authoritarian regimes, and who in the regime bears those risks and enjoys the
rewards? The elimination of gubernatorial elections in Russia in late 2004
provides a unique opportunity to study public reaction to policies that replaced
democratically elected regional leaders with Kremlin appointees, thereby
further concentrating power in the hands of the central state while
simultaneously reducing the level of democratic accountability in Russian
politics. Using a 2007 survey of 1500 Russians, it is possible to observe how
key measures of public opinion and regime support were influenced by the
elimination of gubernatorial elections. Because the timeline of gubernatorial
appointments was determined exogenously based on the expiration of elected
incumbent governors’ terms, by 2007 some regions had governors who still
held electoral mandates, while others had Kremlin appointees with no
electoral mandate. This quasi experiment allows us to draw surprising
conclusions about whom Russians blame – and do not blame – when power
becomes increasingly centralized in the hands of the president.

Keywords: Russia; centralization; authoritarianism; public opinion; elec-
tions; Putin; accountability

Introduction

What are the risks and rewards of power centralization in competitive

authoritarian regimes? Perhaps more importantly, who in the regime faces those

risks and reaps the rewards? This paper explores these questions within the realm

of public opinion and regime support, utilizing a quasi experiment embedded in

Russia’s centralization of power and “re-authoritarianization” under Vladimir

Putin during the mid-2000s. The elimination of gubernatorial elections in Russia

in late 2004 provides a unique opportunity to study public reaction to policies that

replaced democratically elected regional leaders with Kremlin appointees, further

concentrating power in the hands of the central state while at the same time

reducing the level of democratic accountability in Russian politics. This paper
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utilizes a 2007 survey of 1500 Russian citizens to examine how key measures of

public opinion and regime support were affected by the elimination of

gubernatorial elections. By 2007 some regions had governors who still held

electoral mandates, while other regions had Kremlin appointees with no electoral

mandate; this reflects the fact that the timing of gubernatorial appointments was

determined based on the expiration of elected incumbent governors’ terms.

At the time electoral reforms were introduced, some observers warned that this

was a risky strategy for the Putin regime, as it would make the president

accountable for issues that were once the responsibility of regional governors.

According to this line of thinking, the president would thereafter be blamed for

regional deficiencies, and dissatisfaction over regional socioeconomic conditions

would be redirected upward from the governor onto the president himself. While

the centralization of power through the elimination of gubernatorial elections

offered certain benefits to the increasingly authoritarian regime, it was also

believed to come with these risks that could backfire on the Kremlin. By looking at

the dynamics of presidential and gubernatorial support across regions with

different types of governors (elected vs appointed), it is possible to evaluate the

risks and rewards of Putin’s electoral reforms as they relate to public opinion.

In fact, this paper finds little support for the hypothesis that dissatisfaction over

regional conditions would be redirected upward onto the president in regions with

appointed governors. Indeed, whether a region’s governor is elected or appointed

appears to have no bearing on how the citizens of that region feel about the

president. This would suggest that, thanks to his high personal popularity, Putin

was largely buffered from any regionally inspired dissent. The paper also finds that

Putin’s own high popularity translated into a “Kremlin bump” for those governors

whom he appointed. Those governors who owed their positions to the Kremlin

were in fact the most popular in Russia, whereas those who had come to power

through elections were among the least popular governors.

The next section of the paper describes the electoral reforms of 2004 and

centralization of power in detail. It is followed by a discussion of the potential

rewards and risks posed by the elimination of regional elections for a competitive

authoritarian regime such as Russia’s. A fourth section outlines the empirical

strategy to be used in evaluating the hypotheses developed in this paper, while a

fifth presents the analysis of survey data, discusses the findings and their

implications, and suggests a framework for future research.

Centralization of the power vertical

In September 2004, Russia was shocked by the brutal hostage crisis and massacre

in Beslan (North Ossetia) that resulted in the deaths of over 300 hostages,

including approximately 186 children attending the primary school targeted by

separatist militants. Within a matter of days following the bloody conclusion of the

crisis, Russian President Vladimir Putin announced a sweeping set of structural

reforms to prevent similar tragedies in the future, declaring, “Under current

conditions, the system of executive power in the country should not just be adapted
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to operating in crisis situations, but should be radically restructured in order to

strengthen the unity of the country and prevent further crises” (Baker 2004).

Among other reforms aimed at consolidating political power under the already-

strong Russian presidency, Putin advocated the elimination of direct elections for

governors of Russia’s (then) 89 regions or “federal subjects.” Rather, governors

would be appointed directly by the president and then approved or disapproved by

the regional legislature. Were the legislature to reject the president’s choice twice,

the latter would then have the authority to dissolve the legislature and appoint an

acting governor. Equally important, the proposed measure also gave the president

unchecked power to dismiss governors at will. Somewhat surprisingly, the sitting

governors offered relatively little resistance to the reforms. This passiveness was

likely due to a combination of factors, including strong public support for the

measure in the wake of Beslan, strong backing of the measure from the Kremlin,

the Duma, and the United Russia party, and the general sense that it would be

better to go along with the inevitable in the hope of retaining Putin’s support (and

thus their seats) after implementation of the reforms.

The measure was rubber-stamped by the Duma, passing the law by a margin of

365-64 (4 abstentions) in its first reading on 29 October 2004 (Coalson 2004). The

final bill was passed by the Duma on 3 December, with the Federation Council

dutifully following suit on 8 December. Vladimir Putin’s signature sealed the fate

of Russia’s governors on 12 December, with the measure scheduled to enter into

force as of 1 January 2005. On that day, the citizens of Russia would awake to a

new year and one fewer channel for expressing political preferences through the

ballot. Equally important is the fact that Russia’s governors would thereafter be

accountable to the Kremlin and not directly to the people. Exploring the

implications of this fact within the realm of mass regime support is the central goal

of this paper.

In fact, Putin’s efforts to strengthen the so-called “power vertical” predated the

Beslan attacks, leading many observers to conclude that the hostage crisis was

used by the Kremlin as an opportunity to further its agenda of power consolidation.

The fact that it was difficult to imagine how such structures, had they already been

in place, would have been able to prevent the attack only added fuel to speculation

over Putin’s motives. The problem of Russia’s weak central state (in Putin’s eyes)

dated back to the early 1990s when a politically weak Boris Yel’tsin famously told

Russia’s regions to “take as much sovereignty as [they] could swallow” (Hill

2005). While this strategy may have helped shore up Yel’tsin’s support from the

regions in the battles against his Communist opponents, by the 2000s Putin viewed

such regional autonomy as a threat to Russia’s stability and Moscow’s control of

the country. At worst, the autonomy exercised by many of Russia’s regions could

encourage the kind of regional separatism that had plagued Russia in the North

Caucasus.

Putin’s first efforts to rein in regional governors came in 2000 shortly after his

assumption of the Presidency. At that time he eliminated the Yel’tsin-era practice

of regional governors occupying one of each region’s two seats on the Federation

Council. Removing the governors from the upper house of the Russian parliament
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not only limited their influence in Moscow but also allowed a new wave of pro-

Kremlin senators to populate the Council. Furthermore, in 2000 Putin also

reorganized Russia territorially into seven federal “super-districts,” each with a

presidentially appointed executive tasked with ensuring that the regional

governors under them complied with federal laws and policies. Furthermore,

these “super-governors” were intended to reassert central control over federal

agencies operating within their jurisdiction, many of which had developed

loyalties to regional governments during the Yel’tsin era (McFaul 2007). The

reforms of 2000 were intended to curb these loyalties and ensure that federal

agencies answered only to the central government and not the regions.

Thus, Putin’s measures to further consolidate power in the wake of the 2004

Beslan crisis fit within an already established pattern of centralization of the

Kremlin’s authority. Under the 2004 law, the sitting elected governors would be

allowed to finish their terms,1 some of which were due to expire as early as 2005

and others as late as December 2008. The latter group included the governors of

the Astrakhan, Bryansk, Pskov, Kamchatka, Volgograd, and Ul’yanovsk regions,

as well as the Nenets Autonomous Okrug.2 These governors, elected in December

2004 and January 2005, held the distinction of contesting the final gubernatorial

elections in Russia under the old system prior to the new law on gubernatorial

appointments coming into effect. Interestingly, the pro-Kremlin United Russia

party made a relatively poor showing in these final elections, perhaps reinforcing

in Putin’s mind the benefits of removing electoral uncertainties from Russia’s

federal structures (Novikov 2004).

Beginning in 2005, the president would have the power to fill gubernatorial

vacancies as they opened up, either choosing to reappoint the incumbent elected

governor or replacing him or her with a new unelected appointee. In the ensuing

years, Putin and his successor Dmitriy Medvedev would exercise both options.

Putin first utilized his new authority on 31 January 2005, when he reappointed

Sergey Darkin as the governor of Primorskiy Krai. Shortly thereafter, Putin “fired”

his first governor, declining to reappoint Saratov’s Dmitriy Ayatskov when the

latter’s term expired. Instead, Putin appointed Pavel Ipatev as governor of the

region, making him the first Russian governor with no previous electoral mandate.

It should be noted that several sitting elected governors requested early

consideration for reappointment from Putin well before the expiration of their

electoral terms, expressing their desire to know that they had the full confidence of

the president. This maneuver essentially reset the clock, beginning a new four-year

term for such incumbents at the time of reappointment. Unlike previously, though,

these incumbents could be removed by the president at any time after their

reappointment.

Thus, from 2005 to 2008 there were three categories of sitting governors in

Russia: (1) those without electoral mandates who were appointed to office under

the new system; (2) those who had been elected under the old system and

subsequently reappointed by the president under the new rules; and (3) those who

had been elected under the old system but not reappointed by the president.

A nationally representative survey of 1500 Russian adults conducted in November
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2007, to be described in greater detail below, thus affords the opportunity to

explore variations in regime support among citizens living under each type of

governor. In doing so, I will examine the ways in which the electoral mandate

versus the “Kremlin mandate” affects gubernatorial and presidential popularity.

Before turning attention to these methodological considerations, though, it is

necessary to conclude the story of Russia’s gubernatorial reforms. In March 2009,

then-President Medvedev signed into law a bill amending the nomination

procedures for governors, transferring nomination powers from the president to the

majority faction in the regional parliament. However, the president would retain the

authority to remove governors from office. While some saw this as evidence of

Medvedev’s supposedly more liberal outlook, relative to that of his predecessor

Putin, it should be noted that at the time of the 2009 amendment, United Russia

controlled 81 out of Russia’s 83 regional parliaments (Roudik 2009). Thus, there

was little risk in transferring nominating authority, for the “party of power” would

ensure that a governor loyal to the Kremlin would be put forward regardless.

Medvedev left no doubt, however, that this was as far as gubernatorial reforms

would go, declaring, “I consider it wrong to return to gubernatorial elections in the

near future,” calling the existing system “the most appropriate system” for Russia

(RIA Novosti 2009).

Late 2011 and early 2012 saw the beginnings of important shifts in the implicit

“order for obedience” bargain that had maintained political stability between

Russia’s increasingly authoritarian leaders and its citizens throughout the Putin

and Medvedev eras. For reasons that are beyond the scope of this paper, the

electoral manipulations during the December 2011 Duma elections touched a

nerve among some sectors of the populace, particularly in Moscow. Mass protests

on a scale not witnessed in Russia in over a decade revealed an undercurrent of

dissent with the semi-authoritarian “managed democracy,” strong central state

power, and persistent corruption that flourished under the Putin/Medvedev

tandem.

In the wake of the demonstrations, Medvedev offered a significant concession

by proposing the reintroduction of direct elections for governors, despite having

vowed earlier not to do so. On 16 January 2012,Medvedev submitted to the Duma a

bill to restore elections and alter the means by which gubernatorial candidates

would be selected. Registered political parties would have the right to nominate

candidates to run for the post of governor after “voluntary consultations” with the

president.3 Significantly, the new proposal would retain the president’s authority to

dismiss governors for corruption, failure to perform their duties, or other “conflicts

of interest,” though it remains vague how this would be determined in practice

(Klementiev 2012). The revamped procedures restoring the direct election of

governors were passed by the Duma on 25 April 2012 and slated to enter into force

in June 2012 (Kremlin.ru 2012a).

Lest one be tempted to think that this marked a watershed moment as the

Kremlin relinquished some of the central control it had meticulously gathered in

the preceding years, a wave of gubernatorial resignations and appointments in the

months following the new law’s passage revealed otherwise. Between December
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2011, when the restoration of elections was first proposed, and June 2012, when

the new measure came into force, no fewer than 20 governors resigned.4 These

resignations, thought to be the result of Kremlin pressure, allowed Medvedev and

the once and future President Putin to appoint loyalists to new four-year terms

before the restoration of direct elections. Some have speculated that these

maneuvers were carried out in regions with unpopular incumbents who would be

unlikely to win reelection if forced to compete, thereby affording the Kremlin an

opportunity to place a loyalist in power while delaying the impending uncertainty

of electoral contestation. In several regions – Kostroma, Samara, Yaroslavl,

Smolensk, and Leningrad Oblast – the sudden resignations and appointments

circumvented gubernatorial elections that would have taken place in October 2012

according to the electoral calendar set by the new law (Liles 2012). Not

surprisingly, many critics declared this to be yet another instance of the Kremlin’s

unwillingness to relinquish control over the country’s stage-managed political

system (Gazeta.ru 2012; Tselikov 2012).

The ways in which these new formal rules for gubernatorial selections – as

well as the equally important informal rules – develop in the coming years remain

an open question. The empirical focus of this paper centers on the period from

2005 to 2008 after the initial elimination of gubernatorial elections as we explore

the effects of Putin’s centralization of power on public opinion. However, I will

take up the possible implications of the 2012 reforms in the conclusion of the

paper. In the meantime, perhaps it is best to give the last word to Putin himself,

who left little doubt during a July 2012 meeting of the State Council as to who he

thinks has the final say on governors in Russia: “A new order of regional power has

been introduced, but I think you all understand that the head of state has enough

tools to solve any task, especially when it concerns those who cannot perform their

duties” (Russia Today 2012).

Rewards and risks of centralization

Treisman (2007, 22) defines the extreme case of a completely centralized regime

as one in which “a single government exists, based in the nation’s capital, with

the whole national territory as its jurisdiction. This government directly chooses

all public policies for all parts of the territory and implements and adjudicates

them itself.” To this he contrasts an “administratively decentralized regime,”

in which

the government of an otherwise centralized regime employs field agents located in
lower tier jurisdictions to implement [policy] . . . [T]he agents are appointed by and
subordinate to the central government . . . [and have] no right to overrule the central
government’s instructions or appeal them to some other body. (23)

By comparison, a “politically decentralized” system is one in which some genuine

decision-making authority is devolved to lower tiers of government and/or

residents of lower-level jurisdictions have the right to select lower-level officials

(23). As concerns the power vertical between Russia’s central government and the

regional governors, we can consider the system to be the one in which
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administrative decentralization has been preserved, while political decentraliza-

tion was reversed with the elimination of gubernatorial elections.

Returning our focus to the period of centralization of state power surrounding

the elimination of gubernatorial elections in 2004, it is worthwhile to consider some

of the rewards and risks of such a strategy for central authorities in competitive

authoritarian regimes such as Russia’s.5 The question is of greater importance than

passing interest to observers of such hybrid regimes, for the state’s ability to control

what takes place within the small window through which the opposition “contest[s]

seriously for power” can have important consequences for regime stability and

survival. Do centralizing measures ultimately enhance the competitive authoritar-

ian regime’s ability to control the political process, or do they risk undermining that

control by unleashing unintended consequences like public backlash and protest?

In their definitivework on competitive authoritarian regimes, Levitsky andWay

(2010) argue that state organizational capacity is a key element in maintaining

stability in such regimes. Indeed, this insight taps into an earlier generation of

research that established that strong authoritarian states generally make for stable

authoritarian states (Huntington 1968; Skocpol 1973, 1979), particularly through

the mechanism of state coercive capacity. While competitive authoritarian regimes

may rely more on low-intensity coercion than full dictatorships, Levitsky andWay

argue that coercive capacity should be measured along dimensions of scope and

cohesion. Scope is conceived of as the “effective reach of the state’s coercive

apparatus, or what Michael Mann6 calls infrastructural power.” Cohesion of

coercive capacity, they write, “refers to the level of compliance within the state

apparatus. For coercion to be effective, subordinates within the state must reliably

follow their superior’s commands” (Levitsky and Way 2010, 58–59).

It requires no stretch of the imagination to situate within this discussion Putin’s

efforts to consolidate central power through the elimination of gubernatorial

elections in 2004. Here the focus is on cohesion, as the scope of Putin’s siloviki-

backed security apparatus is already well known. In reforming the structures of

federal authority in Russia, Putin’s reforms increased the cohesion of the central

policy-making and enforcing apparatus by reasserting control over not just the

federal agencies operating in the region, but also the regional executives

themselves, making them an integral part of the Kremlin’s chain of command. Put

into more social scientific terms, the reforms had the effect of removing a

significant class of potential “veto players” in the Russian political universe

(Tsebelis 2002). A benign interpretation of the reforms might find their purpose to

be an increase in efficiency when it comes to implementing policy throughout

Russia’s vast territory.7 A more cynical – and in my opinion realistic –

interpretation sees the integration of regional governors into the “power vertical”

as a guarantee that when the Kremlin gives an order – coercive or otherwise – it

gets followed throughout the land. Thus, reining in the previously autonomous

governors and replacing them as necessary with Kremlin loyalists accountable first

and foremost to the president stands as a key enhancement of cohesion and state

organizational power in Putin’s competitive authoritarian state. In their model of

competitive authoritarian regime trajectories, Levitsky and Way (2010) identify
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this state organizational power as the key variable influencing whether a regime

will develop toward stable authoritarianism versus unstable authoritarianism.

Classifying Russia during the 2000s as moving toward stable authoritarianism,

Levitsky and Way’s work – and my argument – suggests that Putin was indeed

adept at strengthening the state’s organizational capacity through measures such

as those under discussion.

One of the key ways in which the appointment of governors by the president

enhanced the state’s centralized control over the political sphere has been the role

that governors have played in electoral fraud during the 2000s. In a meticulously

researched book presenting new methods for detecting the “forensics of election

fraud,” Myagkov, Ordeshook, and Shakin (2009) highlight the crucial role that

regional executives play in falsifying electoral outcomes and delivering to the

Kremlin desirable (if somewhat incredible) outcomes in Russia’s parliamentary

and presidential elections (86, 90). The choice facing regional governors, already

developing prior to the electoral reforms of 2004,was a stark one. Writing of the

2004 presidential elections, the authors argue, “Putin’s inevitable victory impacted

the strategic imperatives of regional bosses in an unambiguous and logical way:

support the incumbent or suffer the consequences” (121). This logic only

strengthened after 2004 when Putin attained the formal power to appoint and

dismiss noncompliant governors or those who failed to deliver an “appropriate”

number of votes in elections. Thus, the delivery of fraudulent votes became not

only a means for governors to demonstrate their loyalty (sometimes leading to

overenthusiastic and wildly improbable vote totals) but also a means for the

Kremlin to judge their loyalty and competence (135–136).

One can easily appreciate, therefore, the crucial role that the appointment of

governors has played in the Kremlin’s competitive authoritarian polity. Recall

Levitsky and Way’s (2010, 5) definition, wherein “incumbents’ abuse of the state

places them at a significant advantage vis-à-vis their opponents,” and “opposition

parties use democratic institutions to contest seriously for power, but they are not

democratic because the playing field is heavily skewed in favor of incumbents.”

Regional governors, accountable only to the president, became the key executors

of the electoral manipulation that ensured the “significant advantage” and skewed

playing field for incumbents. As such, their role remains central to the Kremlin’s

maintenance of a competitive authoritarian regime.

Though the benefits afforded to a competitive authoritarian regime by

increased cohesiveness and capacity, electoral manipulation, and centralization of

executive power may seem attractive, they do not come without risks. One, of

course, is the risk posed prior to reforms by powerful regional bosses with

autonomous bases of support, unwilling to cede authority to the central

government. As noted earlier, this risk turned out to be nonexistent, as the

governors – even those republican presidents who were notorious for their

autonomy – fell into line and supported the electoral reforms of 2004, likely

seeing inevitability in the writing on the wall.

However, the elimination of gubernatorial elections also ran the risk (at least in

theory) of provoking a backlash against the measures among the citizenry. After
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all, the elimination of gubernatorial elections marked an instance of ordinary

Russians losing a channel for expressing their political preferences at the polls.

However, public opinion following the Beslan attack in particular, and in Russia in

the mid-2000s in general, showed little distress at these potentially

authoritarianizing reforms.8 This forum does not afford the space to expand on

the deeper forces operating within Russia that led to currents of authoritarian

support – or at the very least toleration – throughout the post-Soviet era, though I

do take up that question elsewhere in depth (Person 2010).

The risk of public backlash, voiced by many Russia observers at the time

reforms were introduced in late 2004, was neatly summarized in a 2004 talk by

Russian federalism expert Daniel Treisman:

It’s hard to understand why Putin would want to make himself personally
responsible for every pothole in Vladivostok and every pension check in Pskov that
doesn’t get delivered on time. But that’s the effect of these policies, establishing this
vertical line of authority right down to the local level will make him responsible and
will focus any potential protest or discontent on him . . . He won’t be able to divert
dissatisfaction onto local or regional leaders, [or] authorities at other levels, because
he will have made himself responsible for everything that happens. (Treisman 2004)

In other words, the centralization of power could redirect and elevate the focus of

public dissent from the governors directly to the president, making the latter

vulnerable to public backlash over issues that could once be blamed on regional

and local governments. This theme also appears in Treisman’s (2007) definitive

work on decentralization, where he notes that “multiple tiers [of decentralized

government] may make it harder, not easier, [for citizens] to attribute credit and

blame for policy successes and failures” (13). Inverting this logic as Treisman did

in his 2004 remarks, greater centralization should in fact make it easier for citizens

to assign credit and blame to the central government.9 Evaluating this hypothesis,

which I term the “bottom-up risk hypothesis,” is one of the main empirical tasks of

the remainder of this paper. Revisiting the aforementioned three categories of

sitting governors in Russia during 2005–2008, it can be argued that if the bottom-

up risk hypothesis is correct, we would expect to see the president’s popularity

most vulnerable in those regions with governors of the first category: those

appointed by the president and never elected to office.

Poor economic performance, social unrest, natural and man-made disasters,

and other sociopolitical shocks could all serve as focal points for public discontent.

Indeed, such a reaction would be consistent with the comparative and post-

communist specific literatures on economic voting, wherein poor economic

performance can have a negative impact on incumbents’ popularity with voters

(Powell and Whitten 1993; Wilkin, Haller, and Norpoth 1997; Fidrmuc 2000;

Duch 2001; Mishler and Willerton 2003; Weyland 2003; Duch and Stevenson

2008). Tucker’s (2006) discussion of the “referendum model” of economic voting

offers the basic argument, which rests on two assumptions. First, it is assumed that

those who think the economy is performing poorly should be more likely to desire

replacement of incumbents than those who think the economy is performing well.

Second, Tucker notes, “the worse economic conditions are in a particular area of
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the country, the more likely we should be to find more people dissatisfied with the

state of the economy in that area” (323). Such an effect can operate directly: an

unemployed individual is likely to believe that the economy is performing poorly,

and regions with high unemployment will have more such dissatisfied individuals.

The effects of poor macroeconomic conditions can be indirect as well: even if one

is not unemployed, the visible signs of high unemployment or negative economic

growth contribute to an assessment that the economy is performing poorly. If these

two uncontroversial conclusions are combined, we can draw the conclusion that

regions with poor macroeconomic performance should contain greater

concentrations of citizens dissatisfied with the state of the economy and

incumbents.

The discussion above suggests that incumbents will be blamed for poor

economic performance, but it does not tell us which incumbents. Namely, will

federal-level incumbents like the president be blamed, or will the blame fall on

regional-level incumbents such as governors? A combination of the bottom-up

risk hypothesis with insights from the literature on economic voting generates

several hypotheses: in regions with presidentially appointed governors we should

observe poor conditions exerting a negative effect on the president’s approval

ratings. The president would be shielded from such dissent, however, in regions of

the third category: those with governors who were elected and not yet answerable

to the Kremlin. In these areas, we might expect citizens to direct their ire not onto

the president, but onto the regional governor instead. As for the second category –

regions with governors who were elected under the old rules but reappointed under

the new rules – it is possible to imagine two effects on presidential popularity.

Public dissatisfaction over regional issues might be directed to the president

because the governor is now part of his chain of command. Conversely, the

president might be shielded from such dissent because of the preexisting electoral

mandate of the incumbent governor, who was originally brought to power by the

people and not the Kremlin. This will remain an empirical question for the

moment, as there are no strong theoretical grounds to prefer one to the other.

There remains the question of the role of a governor’s electoral/appointment

status on his or her own approval ratings. Conditional on unfavorable

macroeconomic/political/social conditions, we would expect appointed governors

of the first category to share the president’s lower approval ratings, as the two

would be perceived to be part of the same problem. However, we would also

expect elected governors to suffer low approval ratings in the presence of poor

conditions in their regions. Thus, approval ratings for elected and appointed

governors may be indistinguishable (and low) in the face of adverse conditions and

events. These dynamics will also be explored empirically below.

Finally, it is worth noting that the center’s own fiscal policies may have an

effect on a region’s macroeconomic conditions and thus the popularity of the

governor and the president in that region. Transfers from the federal budget to the

oblasts could be used to bolster the economy – and by extension, incumbent

popularity – where it is sagging (essentially an economic and political stimulus).

Even if budgetary transfers from the center to the oblasts do not have a significant
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effect on the objective macroeconomic conditions of the regions, they may enable

the kind of social welfare spending that could mitigate dissatisfaction with the

regional or national incumbents. In either case, the empirical models described

below control for such budgetary transfers in order to account for the effect that

Kremlin fiscal policy vis-à-vis the regions may have on the broader question of

macroeconomic conditions and incumbent support.

Empirical strategy

The bottom-up risk hypothesis in its most basic form predicts that presidential

approval ratings will vary depending on the electoral/appointment status of the

regional governor. Conditional on unfavorable macroeconomic/political/social

conditions, presidential popularity should be lower in regions with appointed

governors than in regions with elected governors. Additionally, the hypothesis

would suggest that under such circumstances gubernatorial popularity will not

vary significantly with the governor’s electoral/appointment status, as governors

are likely to bear (or at least share) the blame for poor regional conditions

regardless of how they came to power or who they answer to.

A nationally representative survey of 1500 Russian adults conducted in

November 2007 offers a unique opportunity to test the hypotheses proposed

above, for it was conducted during the window of time (2005–2008) when

governors of all three types held power simultaneously.10 This fact allows us to

utilize governor’s status as an independent variable while controlling for other key

variables that might otherwise vary with time.

The survey follows a multistage clustered sampling design with the rayon11 as

the primary sampling unit. Rayons were stratified by federal district and

population of the rayon center and sampled according to the principle of

probability proportionate to size (PPS). Towns and rural soviets were sampled at

the second level using PPS; voting districts (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. Interviewers made up to three attempts during different times of the day

to contact the selected individual if that individual were not available at the first

point of household contact. A total of 1500 individuals in 44 federal subjects

(hereafter referred to as oblasts for simplicity) and 97 rayons (PSU) were selected

and interviewed face-to-face in Russian. A total of 1500 interviews were

completed out of 5999 contact attempts (doors knocked on) and 3667 successful

contacts (doors opened). Thus, the response rate of interviews/contact attempts is

25.0% and the rate of interviews/successful contacts is 40.9%. All statistical

models appearing in this paper are estimated with sampling design effects down to

the fifth level, and the data are weighted by age, education, and urban/rural status

according to oblast-level data taken during the 2002 Russian census.

Table 1 summarizes the electoral status of Russia’s governors at the time of the

survey in 2007, as well as the regions of each category represented in the survey

sample. The variable Electoral is a dummy variable that codes whether a region’s
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governor originally came to power through popular election (1) or presidential

appointment (0). The variable Kremlin is a dummy variable that indicates whether

a governor has been appointed/reappointed by the president (1) or not (0). The

intersection of these two variables produces the three categories of governors that

appear in Table 1. Combinations of these gubernatorial status dummy variables,

Electoral and Kremlin, will be the key independent variables in the statistical

analyses that follow. A variable coding a governor’s tenure in office (Tenure)

counts the number of years an elected or appointed governor had held office as of

2007.

Independent variables

The models also include variables for regional-level macroeconomic conditions:

average real monthly regional wage12 in 2007 (Region Wage 2007) and the change

in real monthly regional wages for 2005–2007 (Region Wage Chg13). Because we

expect the redirection of public dissent onto the president to vary depending on the

state of regional conditions, I interact the Electoral and Kremlin variables with

Region Wage Chg in the models. In laymen’s terms, we expect the president’s

approval to suffer most where there is an appointed governor and poor economic

performance. Regional unemployment levels for 2007 (Reg Unemployment) are

also included as an additional indicator of the region’s macroeconomic health.

Figure 1 plots Region Wage Chg and Reg Unemployment for the 80 Russian

federal subjects for which data were available for 2007. As would be expected, the

two indicators of economic conditions are correlated, with regions characterized

by high unemployment experiencing negative wage changes. The data have also

been color-coded according to the regional governor’s status. The distribution of

data points shows that there is comparably wide variation in economic

performance across each category of gubernatorial status, especially if one

discounts the notorious outliers of Moscow, Ingushetia, and Dagestan. Similarly,

no category of gubernatorial status seems to outperform the others economically.

Put another way, there is no evidence suggesting an endogeneity problem, wherein

gubernatorial status (such as having an appointed governor) exerts an influence on

the economic conditions of a region.

Finally, I include a control variable, Budget Transfers, that measures annual

net transfers to or from the oblast’s budget from external sources, particularly

transfers from the central government to the oblasts or centrally directed inter-

Table 1. Appointment/electoral status of governors.

Kremlin ¼ 0 Kremlin ¼ 1

Electoral ¼ 0 N/A 1. Unelected, appointed by
Kremlin: 22a (12)b

Electoral ¼ 1 3. Elected, no reappointment:
16a (10)b

2. Elected, reappointed by
Kremlin: 42a (22)b

aNumber of governors in category across Russian Federation.
b Number of governors in category represented in survey sample.
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oblast transfers.14 Since a governor’s appointment status (and thus favor with the

Kremlin) may be correlated with central-regional fiscal flows, this variable

addresses such a possibility.

The models also include several individual-level controls from the survey data.

These include the respondent’s household monthly income15 (Household Inc), age

(Age), education (Educ), and dummy variables for unemployment (Unemploy),

urban status (Urban), gender (Male), and Russian ethnicity (Russian).

Dependent variables

The main dependent variables of interest are those that measure an individual’s

support of the president and their region’s governor. Survey respondents were

asked the following: “I am going to name a number of organizations or

individuals. For each one, could you tell me how much confidence you have in

them: is it a great deal of confidence (4), quite a lot of confidence (3), not very

much confidence (2), or none at all (1)?” They were then asked to rate the

president and the governor according to this scale.

Model specification

The astute reader will notice that a regression of the form Y ¼ b0 þ b1X1 þ1,
wherein Y represents the president’s approval rating and X1 is the governor’s

electoral/appointment status, runs into a potentially serious problem of

endogeneity. While we have conceived of the scenario as one in which governor

status (X1) ! presidential approval (Y), it is not hard to imagine a scenario in

which the causal arrow is reversed or operating in both directions simultaneously.

For example, the president may replace an elected governor with an appointee

Figure 1. Regional macroeconomic indicators by governor’s status.

R. Person432

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

te
d 

St
at

es
 M

ili
ta

ry
 A

ca
de

m
y]

 a
t 0

8:
13

 0
9 

Ju
ly

 2
01

5 



only where he (the president) is popular, opting to leave elected governors in place

where his support is low. Such a maneuver would be consistent with the bottom-up

risk scenario, as high preexisting presidential popularity might buffer any backlash

that could be channeled upward through a presidential appointee. Similarly,

replacing the governor in a region characterized by low presidential popularity

might exacerbate the risk of a backlash. In this endogenous scenario, the

president’s popularity might determine the governor’s electoral/appointment

status as much as the reverse.

In order to address this endogeneity problem, I conduct all analyses using a

two-stage least squares regression. The variable I use to instrument for Electoral

and Kremlin is a dummy variable that codes whether the region’s final elected

gubernatorial term had expired as of November 2007 when the survey was taken.

This dummy variable (Expire) is correlated with both dummy variables measuring

a governor’s status: since elected governors would not be replaced until their

elected terms were complete, the expiration date is clearly linked to the fates of

governors of category 3 (elected but not reappointed) and category 1 (unelected,

appointed by president). However, the instrument and the instrumented variables

are not perfectly collinear because of the governors in category 2 (elected and

reappointed by president) since some (but not all) requested reappointments prior

to the expiration of their elected term. Nevertheless, the appropriateness of the

instrument is demonstrated by a bivariate regression of Kremlin on Expire, which

produces a coefficient of 0.37 and a p-value of 0.00. The regression of Electoral on

Expire yields a coefficient of 20.49 and a p-value of 0.00.

Perhaps more important is the question of whether the instrument is in fact

exogenous. Recall that the final electoral terms of incumbent governors expired

throughout the period 2005–2008 according to their original dates of election and

term lengths. Because the expiration of terms varied by region and was set

according to the electoral calendar long before the gubernatorial reforms of 2004

were introduced, we can safely conclude that the instrument meets the requirement

of exogeneity.

Ordinarily, an ordered dependent variable such as the presidential and

gubernatorial approval ratings used in this paper would warrant the use of an

ordered logit or ordered probit model. However, it is not currently technically

feasible to conduct an analysis that combines an instrumental variables approach

with an ordinal dependent variable, all while correcting for survey design effects.

Lacking a silver bullet that can solve all of these methodological challenges

simultaneously, I have concluded that the potential endogeneity problem is the

most urgent, giving priority to the instrumental variable analysis. It is therefore

necessary to sacrifice an ordered logit/probit model in favor of the two-stage least

squares model. Such an approach, which treats ordinal dependent variables as if

they are interval, will nonetheless produce unbiased estimates if the intervals

between adjacent categories are equal (Long 1997, 115). Lacking any a priori

theoretical reason to reject this assumption when dealing with the measures of

presidential and gubernatorial approval used in this paper, it is both a reasonable

and necessary assumption to make in order to facilitate the empirical analysis.16
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Thus, we shall proceed to describe the results of the two-stage least squares

regressions below. As noted above, all models are estimated with sampling design

effects down to the fifth level, and the data are weighted by age, education, and

urban/rural status.17

Results and discussion

Summary statistics for presidential approval ratings, separated by governor’s

status, appear in Table 2. What is immediately apparent comes as little surprise:

circa 2007, Vladimir Putin was immensely popular among Russian citizens. When

his approval ratings are tallied according to the electoral status of the governor, we

see some evidence of variation across the three types of governors. The president

appears to be somewhat more popular in regions where the governor is an

unelected Kremlin appointee (category1) than he is in regions where the governor

is elected (category 3). The second category – governors who were originally

elected but reappointed by the president – lies somewhere in the middle.

Interestingly, this preliminary evidence cuts against the bottom-up risk

hypothesis, which predicted that in regions with Kremlin-appointed governors,

any dissatisfaction once directed at regional authorities would be redirected

upward through the power vertical, settling on the president himself. As such, we

would expect to see lower presidential approval ratings in regions with appointed

unelected governors, something that seems to be quite contrary to what is

observed.

Of course, such basic summary statistics are a blunt instrument for evaluating

causal relationships, leading us to conduct the two-stage least squares analyses

described above and presented in Table 3. For the time being, the focus is on the

first two columns of Table 3, which give the models for which presidential

approval is the dependent variable. Positive coefficients indicate higher approval

ratings. In the first column, the key variable of interest is the Electoral variable,

which measures whether the region’s governor was ever elected to the position.

This includes governors who have been reappointed by the president (category 2)

as well as those who were not reappointed but still serving their electoral terms

(category 3). The excluded category are those governors who are unelected and

appointed by the president (category 1).18 We are also keenly interested in the

interaction term Electoral £ Wage Chg, which interacts a governor’s status with

Table 2. Confidence in president by governor’s status (in %).

1. Unelected,
appointed by Kremlin

2. Elected,
reappointed by Kremlin

3. Elected, no
reappointment

Not at all confident 5.1 9.1 7.8
Not very confident 8.0 15.0 21.0
Fairly confident 49.3 43.6 36.0
Completely confident 37.6 32.4 35.3

Note: Cells display weighted percentages from survey responses.
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the region’s macroeconomic conditions. The logic of the interaction term is that

public dissatisfaction is hypothesized to be more likely to be channeled upward

through the appointed governor and onto the president where the economy is bad.

A slightly different model is presented in column 2. Presidential support

remains the dependent variable, but here the key independent variables are

Kremlin and the interaction term Kremlin £ Wage Chg. For this model, we

Table 3. Effect of governor status on approval ratings (2SLS).

(1) (2) (3) (4)
President President Governor Governor

Electoral 20.241 20.561**
(0.230) (0.025)

Electoral £ Wage Chg 0.768 0.015
(0.607) (0.990)

Kremlin 0.202 0.470**
(0.251) (0.029)

Kremlin £ Wage Chg 21.220 20.144
(0.597) (0.938)

Tenure 20.007 20.014 0.041** 0.014
(0.663) (0.200) (0.038) (0.121)

Region Wage Chg 20.420 0.923 20.693 20.970
(0.671) (0.652) (0.368) (0.569)

Region Wage 2007 20.002 20.001 0.001 0.001
(0.194) (0.546) (0.574) (0.281)

Budget Transfers 20.000 20.000 0.000 20.000
(0.590) (0.313) (0.863) (0.659)

Reg Unemployment 20.011 20.001 0.010 0.047**
(0.723) (0.945) (0.731) (0.025)

Unemployed 20.102 20.100 20.169 20.149
(0.486) (0.471) (0.323) (0.372)

Household Inc 0.035 0.033 0.085** 0.090**
(0.408) (0.427) (0.040) (0.031)

Urban 20.167 20.176 20.178 20.210
(0.149) (0.172) (0.197) (0.140)

Male 20.109* 20.113* 20.042 20.047
(0.061) (0.054) (0.452) (0.408)

Age 0.000 20.000 0.002 0.001
(0.976) (0.830) (0.313) (0.422)

Educ 20.087** 20.087** 20.064 20.059
(0.046) (0.047) (0.173) (0.211)

Russian 20.202* 20.171 20.290*** 20.240**
(0.057) (0.112) (0.003) (0.015)

Constant 4.253*** 3.845*** 3.056*** 2.207***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
N 1415 1415 1360 1360
R 2 0.044 0.035 0.085 0.076

Notes: p-values in parentheses. Instrumented variables: Kremlin, Kremlin £ Wage Chg, Electoral,
Electoral £ Wage Chg.
*p , 0.10, **p , 0.05, ***p , 0.01.
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compare those governors who have been appointed or reappointed by the Kremlin

(categories 1 and 2) to the excluded category of governors who, although elected,

lack the Kremlin’s “blessing” (category 3). By comparing the models in columns 1

and 2, we can thus triangulate the effect that a governor’s status has on the

president’s popularity among citizens of that region.

This turns out to be a relatively easy comparison, as the lack of statistical

significance in columns 1 and 2 of Table 3 on either of the gubernatorial status

dummy variables or their economic interaction terms indicates that the president’s

popularity in a region is not affected by the type of governor serving in that region.

Put another way, the president’s popularity does not appear to suffer in regions

where the governor is a Kremlin appointee, regardless of whether the

macroeconomic situation is strong or weak.19

This would seem to clearly refute the bottom-up risk hypothesis, which

claimed that the centralized appointment of governors who answer to the president

and not to the electorate was a potentially risky strategy for the Kremlin because

dissatisfaction with regional conditions and leadership would be channeled

upward onto the president. The multivariate analysis of gubernatorial status on

presidential popularity in Table 3 suggests that this dynamic did not take place and

that the president was effectively shielded from the transmission of regional public

dissatisfaction.

Though the data do not support the bottom-up risk hypothesis, it is worthwhile

to continue the empirical inquiry into the dynamics of gubernatorial appointments

by examining the effect of a governor’s electoral/appointment status on his or her

own approval ratings. Are governors with an electoral mandate more or less

popular than those who are unelected Kremlin appointees? A suggestive answer

appears in Table 4, which presents gubernatorial approval ratings by governor’s

status. Here the differences are quite stark: unelected Kremlin-appointed

governors (category 1) are the most popular governors in Russia, while those

who are elected but not “blessed” by the Kremlin (category 3) are the least

popular. Thus, the data suggest that the Kremlin’s approval is truly a blessing,

while an electoral history is a curse for governors. The intermediary category –

those governors with electoral mandates and Kremlin reappointment (category 2)

– seems to bear this out; as such, governors are less popular than those who are

unelected Kremlin loyalists but more popular than those who remain outside the

Kremlin’s embrace.

Table 4. Confidence in governor by governor’s status (in %).

1. Unelected,
appointed by Kremlin

2. Elected,
reappointed by Kremlin

3. Elected, no
reappointment

Not at all confident 11.8 21.8 27.1
Not very confident 29.7 28.8 30.3
Fairly confident 42.1 38.4 30.8
Completely confident 16.4 11.1 11.8

Note: Cells display weighted percentages from survey responses.
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These conclusions are supported by the models presented in the third and fourth

columns of Table 3, for which confidence in the governor serves as the dependent

variable. In both columns it is clear that a governor’s status has a statistically

significant effect on his or her approval ratings. In column 3, we see that governors

who were previously elected (categories 2 and 3) are less popular than those

governors who have never stood for election in their positions as regional

executives. Similarly, column 4 reveals that Kremlin appointees (categories 1 and

2) are more popular than those governors who were elected but not reappointed

(category 3). The coefficients on Electoral and Kremlin are both statistically

significant at the 0.05 level, though it is interesting to note that the interactive effect

with the performance of the regional economy (Wage Chg) is absent. This would

suggest that the effect of electoral status on a governor’s popularity is not

conditional on a strong or weak economy. Regardless of how the regional economy

is performing, governors that were appointed by the president aremore popular than

those who have an electoral mandate without the Kremlin’s blessing.20

Though the four-point scale of the dependent variable makes it somewhat

challenging to interpret the scale of the effect, we can still appreciate that it is a

substantively significant effect. On that four-point scale, we would expect an

elected governor’s mean rating to be approximately 0.56 lower than a governor

who has not been elected. Similarly, the mean rating level of a governor who has

been appointed or reappointed by the Kremlin would be 0.47 higher than a

governor who does not enjoy the Kremlin’s support. One might be concerned that

these results are simply an artifact of tenure length. Since elected governors had

longer average terms in office than more recent Kremlin appointees,21 the low

popularity of elected governors might indicate disenchantment among citizens

with the same old long-serving elites. Conversely, the strong popularity of

Kremlin appointees might not be a result of their status as appointees per se, but

rather the appeal of a fresh face with less political baggage. However, controlling

for Tenure ensures that the results described above regarding electoral/

appointment status are not driven by a governor’s tenure in office. In fact, the

positive coefficient on Tenure reveals that longer-serving governors are slightly

more popular than their colleagues with shorter tenures.

We might also wonder whether the higher popularity of Kremlin-appointed

governors is a consequence of financial indicators of the Kremlin’s favor. In other

words, are Kremlin appointees more popular with their residents because the

central government directs more money to those regions through transfers from

the federal budget to oblast budgets? The lack of statistical significance on the

Budget Transfers variable does not support such an explanation. The amount of

centrally directed budget transfers to oblast budgets does not seem to affect a

governor’s popularity. This supports the interpretation that the “Kremlin bounce”

enjoyed by Putin’s appointees is based more on an intangible “rubbing off” of the

President’s own popularity than budgetary in flows that Kremlin appointees bring

with them to the region.

These findings, combined with the lack of support found for the bottom-up risk

hypothesis above, force us to rethink our understanding of the way in which the
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elimination of direct gubernatorial elections in late 2004 reshaped the political

landscape in Russia. Contrary to many expectations, the move did not put the

president “on the hook” for the shortcomings of regional political elites.

Dissatisfaction and dissent over regional issues was not redirected upwards,

transferred from governors directly to the president who appointed them. Rather,

throughout his second term, Vladimir Putin appears to have been insulated from

any blame for regional issues, blame which was hypothesized to be most acute in

regions with governors appointed by the Kremlin. On the contrary, the source of a

governor’s mandate and the performance of the regional economy did not affect

how Russian citizens evaluated the president.

However, the source of a governor’s mandate – be it the president or the

electorate – did have an important effect on how Russians view their governors.

Contrary to the idea that an electoral mandate might offer governors a legitimacy

lacking in Kremlin appointees, in fact the results of this study suggest that a

governor’s electoral mandate is a burden when it comes to public support. Those

governors who were elected by the voters but lack the Kremlin’s support are the

least popular in Russia. Conversely, those governors who were never chosen by the

voters but ratherwere appointed by and answer to the president are themost popular.

Thus, we find the tables turned on our expectations: unpopularity was not

transferred from governors onto the president; rather, Putin’s immense popularity

(c. 2007) was transferred onto those governors who enjoyed his golden touch.22

Rather than the scenario laid out by the bottom-up risk hypothesis, we find

something more like a “top-down reward” scenario for Russia’s appointed

governors.

When viewed in this light, the decision to eliminate gubernatorial elections in

Russia in 2004 appears to have been a successful strategy in Putin’s strengthening

of the competitive authoritarian regime throughout the mid-to-late 2000s. The

Kremlin would enjoy the benefits of greater centralization of power and control, as

well as the benefits of the electoral manipulation directed by loyal regional

governors. The 2004 measure met little public dissent at the time it was

introduced, and time would show that there was little for the Kremlin to fear in the

realm of public opinion, as predictions of redirected regional dissatisfaction failed

to materialize. Furthermore, the very real effect that Kremlin support had on

gubernatorial popularity would serve to enhance the Kremlin’s influence over

regional executives. The data show that elected governors who lacked the

president’s confidence were not successful in establishing strong bases of

independent support among the population, a card that – had it been present –

might have been used by some elected governors to remain in power but semi-

autonomous. Put another way, elected governors would be the least able to rally

public support in defense of their positions and policies, while appointed

governors would have little ability to resist orders from the president who could

remove them at will. The real winner, of course, was the Russian president.

At this point it is worthwhile to consider the possible implications of these

findings for the general study of power centralization in semi-authoritarian

regimes. The results suggest that measures such as the consolidation of power in

R. Person438

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

te
d 

St
at

es
 M

ili
ta

ry
 A

ca
de

m
y]

 a
t 0

8:
13

 0
9 

Ju
ly

 2
01

5 



the hands of the central executive can be a successful strategy if that executive has

high levels of popular support as well as the political strength to carry out reforms.

The elimination of regional and local elections no doubt reduces uncertainties

about electoral outcomes, a feature that is central to competitive authoritarian

regimes and surely valued by those who seek to construct them. This study

suggests that given a popular central executive, that popularity should flow from

the top down, essentially “rubbing off” on lower regional appointees. In this

scenario, a popular central executive in centralized semi-authoritarian regimes

should have little to fear from any bottom-up transference of dissatisfaction from

governors onto himself. I would suggest that centralizing reforms and the

elimination of regional and local elections can be an effective strategy for

enhancing political control and power as long as the central executive maintains

high levels of popular support.

Implicit in the discussion above are two key variables that influence whether

centralization through the elimination of regional and local elections will be a

viable or successful strategy for executives building or maintaining competitive

authoritarian regimes. The first is the strength of the executive. By this I mean the

capacity of the executive for autonomous policy formulation and implementation,

particularly vis-à-vis those who are the “losers” of power centralization. Put

another way, does the executive have the capacity to take away power from

regional elites? An executive with a small base of power, or one who is dependent

on regional leaders as a key base of support, would be considered weak in this

framework. One whose power is derived elsewhere – in the security apparatus or

central bureaucracy, for example – would be relatively strong vis-à-vis regional

elites and therefore more able to transfer power from the periphery to the center.

The second variable affecting the viability of elimination of regional elections

as a strategy for centralization of power in competitive authoritarian regimes is the

popularity of the executive. As highlighted by the case of Russia, a strong

executive who also enjoys high popularity will be able to enact such reforms

easily, facing little resistance from regional elites and the public. Furthermore, an

executive’s high popularity will simultaneously lift up the popularity of his

appointees while buffering him from the shortcomings of his appointees. As noted

above, this combination of a strong and popular executive will make centralizing

reforms possible to implement and sustain. Such is the scenario captured in the

upper left box of Table 5, which offers predictions for the likelihood and viability

of centralization through the elimination of regional elections.

In the upper right corner of Table 5, we encounter a central executive who

enjoys high popularity among the citizens but is relatively weak vis-à-vis the

regional elites who stand to lose autonomy and power as a result of centralizing

reforms. In this scenario it is possible that the executive would attempt to leverage

his popular support to attempt centralization, but such an attempt is unlikely (or

unlikely to succeed) because of expected resistance from strong autonomous

regional elites.

In the lower left corner of Table 5, we are met with a strong central executive

whose power base gives him the upper hand in dealing with regional elites.
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However, he does not enjoy high popular support among the citizenry. We would

expect such an executive to attempt centralizing reforms, as he would face little

viable resistance from weak regional elites. Furthermore, the mechanisms of

control in a competitive authoritarian regime would ensure that at least in the near

term, any public dissent over reforms (which we would expect to be greater than in

the upper left quadrant) would be kept under control. However, in this scenario the

regional elites appointed by the executive would not enjoy the top-down transfer

of popularity from the executive, and it is likely that they would be as unpopular as

the executive who appointed them. Though evidence of the bottom-up

transference of dissatisfaction was absent in Russia, it is possible that we would

observe such dynamics in the presence of an already unpopular central executive

whose popularity could be dragged down further by the shortcomings of his

appointees. In the long term, this could prove to be a risky scenario for competitive

authoritarian regimes, as they have been shown in recent years to be vulnerable to

mass protest from a disaffected citizenry. While centralizing and authoritarianiz-

ing reforms may have aided in developing the state’s coercive capacity, thereby

enabling it to withstand mass protest, competitive authoritarian leaders cannot be

assured of such an outcome.

Finally, there is the case of the central executive who lacks autonomous power

independent of regional elites and who is also unpopular with the citizenry. This is

what we find in the lower right corner of Table 5. Such an executive will not

attempt to centralize power at the expense of regional elites for reasons that should

be obvious.

Russia under Putin’s electoral reforms of 2004 is but one case populating the

framework suggested in Table 5. Future research will test the predictions for the

other scenarios presented in order to understand the causes and consequences of

power centralization in competitive authoritarian regimes. Additionally, I admit

that what has been presented above is a static model, offering predictions of

centralization attempts and viability under conditions in which executive strength

and popularity remain constant. Further research is necessary to understand what

happens when the values of these variables change after centralization has taken

place. For example, what happens to the centralization project when a strong,

popular central executive loses the support of the population? Returning more

directly to the empirical focus of this study, we might wonder about the

implications for a president who has lost his golden touch. Surely his appointees

Table 5. Likelihood and viability of attempted centralization.

Strong central executive Weak central executive

High executive
popularity

Centralization attempt very likely. Centralization attempt unlikely.
Centralization sustainable and stable. Risk of regional elite resistance.

Low executive
popularity

Centralization attempt somewhat
likely.

No centralization attempt.

Risk of public backlash.
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would lose the “glow” once provided by their association with the formerly

popular leader. Would his unpopularity become their burden?

Similarly, we might wonder whether a central executive’s drop in popularity

might activate the bottom-up mechanism of transference described above. As long

as he remained popular, he was buffered from dissatisfaction transferred from

governors onto himself. Would he continue to enjoy the benefit of such a buffer if

he has lost the confidence of the people?

Conclusion

Russia at the end of the Medvedev presidency and at the beginning of the second

Putin term in 2012 might have been an ideal test case for the inquiry posed above,

as Vladimir Putin’s approval rating – which stood at 77% when he left the

presidency in 2008 – fell noticeably after his return to the Kremlin in 2012 before

rebounding to 65% in mid-2013 (Adomanis 2010; Earle 2012). Exploring the

effects of such swings in presidential popularity on gubernatorial support would

have expanded our understanding of the dynamics of centralization in competitive

authoritarian regimes.

However, the resurrection of gubernatorial elections in Russia, which resumed

in late 2012, complicates this line of inquiry, as Russia once again changed the

rules by which governors enter into and exit from power. To be sure, the reforms

of 2012 offer additional opportunities for fruitful study, as a well-timed survey

allowing for the comparison of the old Kremlin-appointed governors with new

elected governors might provide additional insight. Furthermore, it will be

interesting in the coming years to observe how the popular support for the old

appointed governors rises or falls with that of the president (and vice versa) as they

complete their appointed terms. It is possible that restoration of regional executive

elections is itself the consequence of the decline in the popularity of the Putin/

Medvedev tandem that began in late 2011 following the dubious Duma elections.

Indeed, many viewed the restoration of gubernatorial elections as a concession to

the demonstrators whose sudden political engagement took the regime by surprise.

This suggests that some redistribution of central authority may be one possible

outcome of a scenario in which the central executive loses public support.

However, one may recall Putin’s aforementioned thinly veiled warning of July

2012 to the assembled State Council, that as head of state he had sufficient powers

to resolve any pressing problems, “especially when it concerns those who cannot

perform their duties” (Russia Today 2012). Such statements certainly call into

question whether this is a meaningful devolution of power back to the regions and

the citizens that populate them.

Until additional research is carried out, we can only speculate as to the effects

that the restoration of gubernatorial elections will have on popular support for

governors and the president himself. On the one hand, the analysis presented in

this paper suggests that a governor’s possession of an electoral mandate does not

translate into confidence among large swaths of the population. We might expect

that Russia’s new generation of elected governors will enjoy the same lukewarm
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reception that their elected predecessors experienced. Similarly, it is likely that

Putin’s drop in popularity will be reflected in decreasing support for the appointed

governors who once enjoyed a “Kremlin bounce.” As such, it is entirely possible

that Russia’s governors are headed for a period of uniformly low support,

regardless of their electoral or appointment status. This prediction calls into

question the degree to which Russia’s governors will remain effective tools for the

exercise of central authority, as well as the degree to which the restoration of

gubernatorial elections will truly placate those who demand a greater say in how

they are governed in Russia.
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Notes

1. In fact, there was some ambiguity in this provision of the law, leading to Vladimir
Putin’s removal of Vladimir Loginov of the Koryak Autonomous Okrug prior to the
completion of his elected term (Russian Regional Report 2005). However, this seems
to be an exception, as other governors were allowed to conclude their terms prior to
being declined for reappointment by Putin.

2. The final-round gubernatorial election in Nenets Autonomous Okrug was held on 23
January 2005. Elections in the remaining listed regions were held on 5 December
2004.

3. Although Kremlin spokesmen have insisted that these consultations are purely
voluntary and that parties may nominate candidates regardless of the President’s
preferences, it remains to be seen what form these consultations – and the
President’s influence over nominations – will take in practice.

4. This included the governors of the following regions: Vologda (December 2011);
Arkhangel’sk, Volgograd (January 2012); Republic of Tuva, Tomsk (February
2012); Krasnodar, Primor’ye (March 2012); Permskiy Kray, Yaroslavl’, Moscow
Oblast, Saratov, Samara, Leningrad Oblast, Buryatia, Mordovia, Stavropol’,
Kostroma, Smolensk, Murmansk, and Omsk (April–May 2012) (Kremlin.ru 2012b).

5. I follow Levitsky and Way’s (2010, 5) definition of competitive authoritarian
regimes as

civilian regimes in which formal democratic institutions exist and are widely
viewed as the primary means of gaining power, but in which incumbents’ abuse
of the state places them at a significant advantage vis-à-vis their opponents. Such
regimes are competitive in that opposition parties use democratic institutions to
contest seriously for power, but they are not democratic because the playing field
is heavily skewed in favor of incumbents. Competition is thus real but unfair.

Like Levitsky and Way, I classify Russia under Putin as a competitive authoritarian
regime that has drifted toward stable authoritarianism, thanks in part to the measures
discussed in this paper.

6. See Mann (1984).
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7. Others have argued that decentralization – not centralization – increases efficiency.
For more on the complicated relationship between decentralization and
administrative efficiency (or lack thereof), see Chapter 3 of Treisman (2007).

8. It is perhaps appropriate at this point to briefly discuss whether the elimination of
direct elections of governors was, in fact, anti-democratic. Some have noted that
regional executives are appointed in some stable democracies, highlighting the
argument that this reform, taken individually, does not indicate democratic
backsliding. However, it is important to situate the reform within the context of
Putin’s broader “body of work” at the time, including the suppression of independent
media, the reduction of small parties represented in the Duma by virtue of higher
electoral thresholds, the elimination of independent parliamentarians through the
abolition of single-member districts, electoral manipulation, and increasingly harsh
crackdowns on public protest. As I argue, the elimination of gubernatorial elections
removed one realm within which citizens could express political preferences. To be
sure, the gubernatorial elections themselves were often far from free and fair, thanks
in several regions to entrenched strongmen. However, even if we consider some
(though not all) regions to be micro-competitive authoritarian regimes, the presence
of elections nonetheless afforded at least some opportunity for opposition candidates
to gain power. With the elimination of elections, this opportunity – and the
opportunity for citizens to vote for the opposition – was eliminated. At the very
least, it is not hard to argue that the reforms certainly did not enhance democracy in
Russia, resulting as they did in a decrease in the checks and balances on the central
government and President.

9. Students of decentralization should examine Treisman’s (2007) comprehensive
study, as it presents an exhaustive examination of arguments for and against political
decentralization, with less of a focus on administrative decentralization. Applying
Treisman’s insights to this study, however, is not always easy because arguments in
favor of decentralization are not the perfect inverse of arguments against
centralization and vice versa. Nonetheless, several of the critiques of decentraliza-
tion that Treisman explores resonate with arguments that might persuade a
competitive authoritarian regime to pursue political centralization. For more
discussion of how voters blame various levels of government in politically
decentralized systems, see pages 172–174 of Treisman’s study.

10. The survey was designed and commissioned by the author and conducted by a
Moscow-based private survey research firm, Bashkirova & Partners. Sampling
design and survey procedures, described in the paper’s main text, were executed
according to the author’s specifications to ensure a nationally representative sample.
Additional information about the survey can be found in Person (2010). Raw data
from the survey will be made public in the future following additional analysis and
publication of findings.

11. In the Russian political administrative hierarchy, rayons correspond roughly to
counties in the American context. They are nested within Russia’s “federal subjects”
(oblasts, republics, krays, autonomous oblasts, autonomous okrugs, and federal
cities), which are roughly comparable to American states and numbered 83 when the
survey was taken. The addition of the Republic of Crimea and Sevastopol as federal
subjects in 2014 brings the current number to 85.

12. Average regional monthly wage levels have been selected as the primary measure of
macroeconomic performance because they more closely represent the channels
through which economic cycles affect ordinary people. That is, wage levels measure
the average amount of disposable income available to families in a given month,
which is directly tied to their quality of life. GDP per capita, by contrast, does not
always accurately capture the economic conditions faced by citizens, particularly in
areas wealthy in natural resources but where the benefits of those resources do not

Post-Soviet Affairs 443

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

te
d 

St
at

es
 M

ili
ta

ry
 A

ca
de

m
y]

 a
t 0

8:
13

 0
9 

Ju
ly

 2
01

5 



reach residents’ pockets. Such is often the case in many parts of Russia. Thus, wages
remain the better way to measure how economic conditions affect the lives of
ordinary citizens. Wage data have been compiled from Regiony Rossii (2006, 2008).

13. Calculated as Region Wage Chg ¼ (wage2007 2 wage2005) 4 wage2005.
14. In Russian, bezvozmezdnyye postupleniya. Source for 2007 unemployment and

budget data is Regiony Rossii (2008).
15. This is measured using the following question: “Tell me, please, to which of the

following categories would you refer your household income in the last month?”
Answer categories: (1) We are 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 is
a problem to get durable household appliances; (4) We can obtain durable household
appliances. But we cannot get a car; (5) We can obtain almost everything, excluding
an apartment or country house; (6) We do not have problems obtaining anything. We
can get everything. These measures of household material conditions are then
deviated from the oblast mean. This serves two important purposes: first, it reduces
collinearity between the individual-level and macro-level measures of economic
development. Second, it rescales values so that they represent one’s situation relative
to others within the same oblast. This makes sense, as one’s point of reference is
more likely to be others nearby rather than across the entire nation.

16. See Winship and Mare (1984) for a review of the debate on using linear regression
models for the analysis of ordinal outcomes.

17. See Kish (1965), Folsom andWilliams (1982), Lee and Forthofer (2006), Woods and
McCurley (1994), and Lacher, Curtin, and Hughes (2004) for a more detailed
discussion of why failure to account for design effects and sampling probabilities in
the analysis of complex survey data will result in biased coefficients and standard
errors.

18. A slightly different model specification would code governors according to their
electoral status (categories 1, 2, and 3) and include dummies for two out of the three
categories in the model while leaving one out as the excluded category. However,
doing so would require a different instrument for each governor-status dummy
variable. Since only one instrument (Expire) is available, it becomes necessary to
construct the models so that there is one included category and one excluded
reference category. In model 1 the comparison is elected (categories 2 and 3) versus
unelected (category 1). In model 2 the comparison is Kremlin appointees (categories
1 and 2) versus those governors lacking the Kremlin’s backing (category 3). In doing
so, we are able to operate within the limits of a single instrument while triangulating
the effects of electoral versus Kremlin mandates for governors.

19. Additional models were run in which regional unemployment was interacted with
the Electoral and Kremlin variables in place of the £ Wage Chg interactions. Again,
the purpose of these models was to assess whether different macroeconomic
conditions yielded a different effect of electoral status on presidential popularity.
These models did not yield statistically significant results on the Reg Unemployment
variable or its interaction terms, nor did the substantive findings change. These
models have been omitted for space considerations.

20. Indeed, it is intriguing that the regional unemployment level does not appear to have
a significant effect on citizens’ assessments of the governor. In column 3, Reg
Unemployment fails to reach statistical significance. In column 4, the variable is
significant but in an unexpected positive direction. This puzzling outcome is likely
the result of an outlier and is nonetheless not a substantively significant finding due
to the very small size of the coefficient (0.047 on a four-point scale for the dependent
variable). Additional models were run in which regional unemployment was
interacted with the Electoral and Kremlin variables in place of the £ Wage Chg
interactions. As with the latter, the purpose is to assess the effects of gubernatorial
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status, conditional on macroeconomic conditions. These models did not yield
statistically significant results on the Reg Unemployment variable or its interaction
terms, nor did the key findings change. These models have been omitted due to space
considerations.

21. The average tenure in office of elected governors represented in the sample was 9.66
years. The average tenure in office for appointed governors in the sample was 1.75
years.

22. Beyond the discussion above, it is not possible to engage in a full analysis and
exploration of the sources of Putin’s tremendous popularity near the conclusion of
his second elected term as president. Fortunately, others have tackled this subject
using a variety of data and methods, including cross-sectional and time-series
approaches. In particular, see Rose, Mishler, and Munro (2006), White and
McAllister (2008), Colton and Hale (2009), and Treisman (2011).
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