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show that even uncontested elections can create incentives for autocratic regimes to address citizen

{ Yontested elections are usually seen as precondition for constituent responsiveness. By contrast, I

demands. I propose that closed autocracies engage in cycles of responsiveness before uncontested
elections to assure citizens of their competence and raise popular support. They do so to mitigate the short-
term destabilizing effects of elections. Analyzing a unique dataset of petitions to the government of the
former German Democratic Republic (GDR), I calculate that response times to petitions were up to 31 %
shorter before the GDR’s uncontested elections. Moreover, I introduce the concept of “substantive
responsiveness,” which focuses on the material consequences of responsiveness for petitioners, and show
that petitions were 64% more likely to be successful. The paper advances our understanding of electoral
mobilization in closed regimes and contributes to an emerging research agenda on responsiveness and

accountability in autocracies.

of democratic governance. Because they incen-

tivize office-seeking incumbents to represent
and cater to their constituents’ interests, they establish
an “electoral connection” between citizen demands
and political outcomes (Mayhew 1987). Consequently,
the presence of free and fair elections is widely
regarded as the single most important characteristic
of democratic governance and therefore lies at the core
of most modern definitions of democracy (Dahl 1971;
Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2014; Schumpeter 1950).

Accordingly, contestation is often seen as a precon-
dition for responsiveness and accountability (Powell
2004; Shmuel 2020). Extant scholarship hence agrees
that only some authoritarian elections are able to gen-
erate responsiveness. While even in autocracies com-
petition between multiple candidates can lead them to
invest heavily in the provision of services to their
constituents (Blaydes 2011; Lust-Okar 2006; 2008;
Magaloni 2006), it is scholarly consensus that autocratic
elections do not incentivize political elites to respond to
their constituents if these elections are uncontested
(Brender and Drazen 2005; Pepinsky 2007; Shmuel
2020; Veiga, Veiga, and Morozumi 2017).

This paper challenges this conventional understand-
ing of authoritarian elections. The focus is on uncon-
tested elections in “closed autocracies,”! where the
only choice voters have is whether or not to support
the regime’s handpicked candidates. I demonstrate
that, despite this lack of contestation, uncontested
elections can still generate an “electoral connection”
between voters and the government.

C ompetitive multiparty elections are a hallmark
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! Closed autocracies impose tight restrictions on political and civil
rights: there is no political competition and no freedom of speech,
association, and assembly (Schedler 2006).

I propose that governments in closed regimes
improve responsiveness to citizen demands before
uncontested elections in an effort to raise popular
support. High popular support reduces the risk of elite
challengers or opposition mobilization at a time when
autocratic regimes are vulnerable. It also enables elec-
tions to perform their informational and signaling func-
tions (Bahry and Sliver 1990; Geddes, Wright, and
Frantz 2018; Magaloni 2006; Malesky and Schuler
2011). Responsiveness to citizen grievances is a useful
tool for increasing popular support because it demon-
strates the regime’s competence (Gorgulu, Sharafutdi-
nova, and Steinbuks 2020), increases subjective
political efficacy (Dipoppa and Grossman 2020; Sjo-
berg, Mellon, and Peixoto 2017), and raises trust in the
government (Chapman 2021; Truex 2017).

Evidence for cycles of responsiveness around uncon-
tested elections comes from an analysis of the petition
system of the former German Democratic Republic
(GDR). Like other closed regimes—such as the Soviet
Union (Dimitrov 2014a), Iraq (Walter 2018), China
(Distelhorst and Hou 2017; Luehrmann 2003), or Saudi
Arabia (Pan 2020, 166)—the East German socialist
regime encouraged citizens to report their grievances
directly to the government. East Germans made exten-
sive use of this system. They wrote between half (Class,
Kohler, and Krawietz 2018) and one million (Miihlberg
2004) petitions every year, equaling up to 8.1% of the
country’s electorate. As the breadth of topics covered
in these petitions demonstrates, they were not unlike
311 calls’ (Christensen and Ejdemyr 2020), pothole
complaints (Burnett and Kogan 2016), or
“FixMyStreet” requests (Dipoppa and Grossman
2020; Sjoberg, Mellon, and Peixoto 2017) in democra-
cies. And, just like in democracies, petitions were
answered faster before elections.

2311 calls refer to the telephone number 3-1-1, which provides
residents in many communities in the United States and Canada with
access to local services.
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Analyzing a unique dataset of petitions submitted to
the central government of the GDR between 1978 and
1990, I show that average response time was 22% to
31% shorter in the three months before elections,
decreasing the time between receipt and response by
more than one week. Petitions were also more likely to
be successful before elections. The probability of suc-
cess increased by up to 9.1 percentage points, which
represents a 63.6% increase relative to an average
success rate of 14.3%. This result expands existing
conceptualizations of responsiveness. Past work usu-
ally asks if and under what conditions citizens receive a
response from government officials but does not con-
sider the material consequences of such responsiveness
(Chen, Pan, and Xu 2016; Christensen and Ejdemyr
2020; Dipoppa and Grossman 2020; Distelhorst and
Hou 2014; 2017). 1 instead introduce the concept of
“substantive responsiveness” and show that improved
responsiveness to citizen demands before the GDR’s
uncontested elections also led to tangible improve-
ments in citizens’ livelihoods. To further support this
conclusion, data on government expenditures show
that government spending increased more strongly
before elections on two key social policy issues: housing
and price stability.

To explain these results, I demonstrate that the
regime was especially responsive to petitions that
directly questioned the regime’s competence. More-
over, I show that the main driver of improved preelec-
toral responsiveness was the central government;
petitions answered by central government officials
saw a particularly strong decrease in response time
before elections.

I rule out several alternative explanations. First, I
show that my results are not driven by differences in
petition volume or topic. There is little evidence that
East Germans submitted more or different petitions
before elections or that the regime strategically
selected petitions it could answer easily. Second, the
results cannot be explained by bureaucratic turnover:
petitions were answered more quickly before both local
and national elections. Third, there is no evidence that
government officials attempted to artificially deflate
response times before elections: there is no effect of
elections on the number of days between the dates
petitions were written and received.

My work makes multiple contributions to scholar-
ship on responsiveness in closed regimes (Manion 2015;
Truex 2016). The finding that even uncontested elec-
tions can incentivize government responsiveness calls
into question existing assumptions about the unrespon-
siveness of closed autocracies and the absence of elec-
toral business cycles in these regimes (e.g., Brender and
Drazen 2005; Pepinsky 2007; Powell 2004; Shmuel
2020; Veiga, Veiga, and Morozumi 2017). It also
expands past work on responsiveness in closed regimes,
which usually considers nonelectoral incentives, such as
informal institutions (Tsai 2007), political connections
(Tsai and Xu 2018), coethnicity (Distelhorst and Hou
2014), threats to contact upper-level officials (Chen,
Pan, and Xu 2016), threats of collective action
(Distelhorst and Hou 2017), or leadership succession
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during party congresses (Bunce 1980; Tao 2006; Tsai
2016). I further add to this literature by introducing the
distinction between “performative” and “substantive”
responsiveness. Last, I emphasize that responsiveness
can be driven by the central government. This identifies
a little-acknowledged driver of responsiveness, as the
existing literature usually explains responsiveness with
local bureaucrats’ desire to be promoted (Chen, Pan,
and Xu 2016; Distelhorst and Hou 2017; Jee 2021), win
local elections (Martinez-Bravo et al. 2020), or pre-
serve their social standing (Tsai 2007).

ELECTORAL RESPONSIVENESS IN CLOSED
AUTOCRACIES

Uncontested Elections in Closed Regimes

Most autocracies today conduct regular elections for
national office. Elections are also routinely held in
closed regimes, where they often take the form of
referenda: the only choice voters have is whether or
not to support the government’s handpicked candi-
dates. Such uncontested elections are carefully orches-
trated mass events. Widespread voter mobilization and
intimidation, coupled with electoral manipulation,
ensure a result that bolsters the government’s claim
that it enjoys undivided popular support: regimes rang-
ing from Cuba, Laos, North Korea, and Vietnam today
to Cambodia, Ethiopia, Madagascar, Romania, or
South Yemen in the past have routinely reported that
they achieved near-unanimous support on election day
(Table 1).

These election results are certainly exaggerated.
However, I propose that closed regimes still seek to
secure genuine citizen support—by which I mean that
citizens turn out and vote for the regime party, irre-
spective of whether they do so in compliance with the
regime’s expectations or for ideological reasons—in
an effort to counteract two election-related threats to
their survival. The first reason why autocratic regimes
seek to secure genuine citizen support is that such
high popular support counteracts the destabilizing
effects of elections. Elections are focal points for
opposition coordination, which raises the probability
of autocratic breakdown (Knutsen, Nygard, and Wig
2017). A worse-than-expected result tells citizens that
support for the government is lower than it claims
(Cheibub and Hays 2015; Magaloni and Kricheli
2010), which can encourage dissatisfied citizens to join
an opposition movement (Kuran 1991). At the same
time, elections can motivate citizens to participate in
various forms of collective action, further raising the
probability of antiregime mobilization (Baldwin and
Mvukiyehe 2015; Fearon, Humphreys, and Weinstein
2015). Elections pose additional risks because they
offer opportunities for splits in the ruling coalition,
especially when voters are dissatisfied with the gov-
ernment (Magaloni 2006).

The second reason is that elections rely on strong
popular support to perform their core functions
(Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009; Geddes, Wright, and
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TABLE 1. Parliamentary Election Results in Select Closed Autocracies

Country Regime Party/Electoral Alliance Year Turnout (%) Vote share (%)
Cuba Committees for the Defense of the Revolution 2018 85.65 94.42
Laos Lao Front for National Construction 2016 97.94 unknown
North Korea Democratic Front for the Reunification of Korea 2019 99.99 unknown
Vietnam Vietnamese Fatherland Front 2016 99.35 unknown
Benin People’s Revolutionary Party of Benin 1984 93.15 98.10
Cambodia National United Front of Kampuchea 1976 98.00 unknown
Cape Verde African Party for the Independence of Cape Verde 1985 68.80 94.00
Guinea Democratic Party of Guinea—African Democratic Rally 1980 95.69 99.80
Madagascar National Front for the Defense of the Revolution 1989 74.60 97.29
Romania Front of Democracy and Socialist Unity 1985 99.90 97.73
South Yemen Yemeni Socialist Party 1978 91.27 99.87
Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union (2020).

Frantz 2018). Even uncontested elections provide the
dictator with information about public support
(Zaslavsky and Brym 1978), as abstention or a vote
against the regime are usually seen as dissent (Bahry
and Silver 1990; Karklings 1986). They further allow
the regime to monitor local officials and learn about
their ability to mobilize voters in their jurisdiction,
which can influence promotion decisions (Geddes,
Wright, and Frantz 2018; Guo 2009; Malesky and
Schuler 2011; 2013). Last, successful electoral mobili-
zation demonstrates the regime’s capacity to control
the population. This signal of invincibility deters chal-
lengers (Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2018; Magaloni
2006; Magaloni and Kricheli 2010; Simpser 2013).

To achieve such high electoral support, dictators
cannot rely on fraud alone. Citizens are not completely
in the dark about the true level of regime support; they
know their own vote choice and may have some idea
about how their peers feel toward the regime. This
limits the regime’s ability to falsify the results in a
credible way (Simpser 2013). If the result is too far off
from reality, allegations of a “stolen election” can
facilitate revolutionary collective action (Kuntz and
Thompson 2009; Tucker 2007), as evidenced by the
postelection protests following systematic fraud in the
1989 local elections in the GDR. Moreover, an entirely
fabricated election result provides the government with
little information about regime opposition or the com-
petence of local officials.

Dictators cannot rely solely on coercion either to
achieve their preferred election outcome. Forcing the
population to vote for the government again under-
mines the ability of elections to perform their functions
because it leaves dictators uncertain about their true
level of support (Wintrobe 1998). Moreover, recent
research has shown that repression before elections
can increase the risk of backlash and popular protest
afterwards (Esberg 2021; Hafner-Burton, Hyde, and
Jablonski 2016). For example, the GDR regime
employed so-called degradation measures (Zerset-
zungsmafinahmen) to make life harder for opponents.
Yet, evidence suggests that these measures might have
increased opposition to the socialist regime (Pingel-
Schliemann 2009).

Electoral Cycles of Responsiveness
to Citizen Petitions

I propose instead that even closed regimes seek to
generate genuine popular support. To do so, they
improve responsiveness to citizen demands in the lead-
up to elections. By responsiveness, I mean that the
government takes action in response to the preferences
of its constituents (Przeworski, Stokes, and Manin 1999).

Many authoritarian regimes channel citizen demands
through petition systems. Petition systems offer citizens
a legal avenue through which they can report their
grievances to the government. Petitions help solve the
“dictator’s dilemma,” whereby the dictator cannot be
certain whether the population supports them out of
fear or conviction (Wintrobe 1998): on the one hand,
petitions serve as “barometer of public opinion”
(Dimitrov 2014b). They are similar to 311 calls
(Christensen and Ejdemyr 2020), pothole complaints
(Burnett and Kogan 2016), or “FixMyStreet” requests
(Dipoppa and Grossman 2020; Sjoberg, Mellon, and
Peixoto 2017) in democracies in that they draw the
government’s attention to citizens’ everyday griev-
ances. In the aggregate, they generate important infor-
mation about the public mood and help the government
identify and address causes of citizen dissatisfaction
early (Dimitrov 2017). As such, petitions are a way
for the autocratic regime to manage opposition quietly:
the regime uses the information contained in petitions
to identify and address grievances as they arise and
before they encourage open protest. Petitions are bet-
ter suited to collecting information about ordinary
citizen grievances than government surveillance. Using
the state security apparatus to collect the same infor-
mation would require surveillance of virtually the
entire population—a task that even the GDR’s Stasi,
arguably one of the world’s most effective and largest
secret police forces, was unable to accomplish (Pfaff
2001; Popplewell 1992).

On the other hand, petitions are an ideal mechanism
for raising public support. By responding to and resolv-
ing petitions, the autocratic government can prove that
it cares about its citizens’ problems and demonstrate its
competence.
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Responsiveness to petitions can take two forms.
Extant scholarship on responsiveness to citizen
requests in both democracies and autocracies usually
asks if and under what conditions citizens receive a
response (Chen, Pan, and Xu 2016; Christensen and
Ejdemyr 2020; Dipoppa and Grossman 2020; Distel-
horst and Hou 2014; 2017). Yet, it usually remains
unknown whether such a response simply acknowl-
edges or actually resolves the issue—that is, whether
the response is “performative” or “substantive.”

“Performative responsiveness” is symbolic. It is char-
acterized by “the state’s theatrical deployment of
visual, verbal, and gestural symbols to foster an impres-
sion of good governance before an audience of
citizens” (Ding 2020, 5-6). Although the government
responds to citizens’ concerns, it does not resolve them.
By contrast, “substantive responsiveness” means that
the government responds and resolves the issue. Here,
a petition results in tangible improvements in the peti-
tioner’s livelihoods. To the best of my knowledge, I am
one of the first to study both forms of responsiveness
empirically and explicitly consider substantive respon-
siveness in my analysis.

Both forms of responsiveness can improve regime
support. As Truex (2017) shows, even performative
responsiveness can increase popular trust and regime
satisfaction, especially in contexts where citizens’
expectations about political access are low. This is
because it gives citizens the impression that they have
a voice in politics and are more than “being relegated
to mere bystanders in the political discourse”
(Chapman 2021, 1461). Moreover, it can improve
citizens’ subjective political efficacy, making them
more likely to engage with the government in the
future (Dipoppa and Grossman 2020; Sjoberg,
Mellon, and Peixoto 2017). Substantive responsive-
ness, in turn, raises support by directly addressing
citizens’ grievances. Because petitions contain every-
day grievances, they reveal citizens’ expectations
about what the government ought to deliver. Actually
delivering on these expectations raises government
approval (Gorgulu, Sharafutdinova, and Steinbuks
2020), an effect augmented by the resulting tangible
improvements in citizens’ livelihoods (Cho, Lee, and
Song 2019; Dickson et al. 2016; Guriev and Treisman
2020). Moreover, substantive responsiveness reas-
sures citizens of the regime’s ability to meet their
demands and reminds them of the social bargain many
authoritarian governments strike with their citizens
(Cook and Dimitrov 2017): the government delivers
socioeconomic progress in return for popular acqui-
escence (Dale 2005).

Local and central government officials alike have
incentives to improve responsiveness before elections.
Local officials need popular support to deliver the best
possible election outcome in their jurisdiction. Here,
local officials improve responsiveness to demonstrate
their competence fo the central government in an effort
to advance their careers (Chen, Pan, and Xu 2016;
Distelhorst and Hou 2017; Jee 2021). The central gov-
ernment, in turn, needs strong support to discourage
political challengers and ensure a turnout rate high
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enough for elections to perform their functions. Here,
the central government improves responsiveness to
demonstrate its competence fo voters in an effort to
ensure political survival.

Discussion

In sum, I propose that uncontested elections offer
powerful incentives for both local and central govern-
ment officials to improve responsiveness to citizen
demands before elections. Improved responsiveness
can increase regime support by assuring voters of the
regime’s competence and ability to deliver on citizens’
expectations. The implication is that even uncontested
elections can generate an ‘“electoral connection”
(Mayhew 1987).3

This argument builds on extant scholarship on polit-
ical cycles in autocratic regimes in two ways. On the
one hand, I expand past work on budget cycles in closed
autocracies surrounding party congresses. Tao (2006)
and Tsai (2016), for instance, document nationally
coordinated budget cycles around the quintennial
National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party,
while Bunce (1980) presents evidence of budget cycles
around communist party congresses in the Soviet
Union and other East European communist regimes.
However, the crucial difference between party con-
gresses and uncontested elections in closed regimes is
that the latter were unrelated to leadership succession.
As such, responsiveness around elections was not
intended to build popular support for a new leader
but instead to secure high citizen support in an electoral
ritual that had little effect on the country’s political
leadership.*

On the other hand, I expand past work on electoral
cycles by showing that electoral cycles are not confined
to regimes with contested elections. Scholars of elec-
toral cycles tend to believe that electoral cycles do not
exist in authoritarian regimes that hold uncontested
elections (Brender and Drazen 2005; Shmuel 2020;
Veiga, Veiga, and Morozumi 2017). For instance,
Block, Ferree, and Singh (2003, 447) argue that “in a
world with no uncertainty, the models predict no [elec-
toral] cycles.” Similarly, “in dictatorships where elec-
tions are merely a show of force [...] this model should
not apply” (Pepinsky 2007, 141). However, there is
little evidence that electoral cycles are indeed absent
in closed autocracies. Case studies of authoritarian
electoral cycles usually focus on hegemonic or compet-
itive regimes—such as Egypt (Blaydes 2011), Malaysia
(Pepinsky 2007), Mexico (Gonzalez 2002; Magaloni

3 State capacity arguably facilitates the regime’s ability to shore up
popular support before elections through improved responsiveness
to citizen demands. However, my argument is not restricted to
countries with strong state capacity. Petition systems are also rou-
tinely employed by regimes with relatively weak state capacity, as the
case of Iraq under Saddam Hussein illustrates (Walter 2018).

4 In the Appendix, I show that responsiveness to citizen petitions did
not vary around the GDR’s party congresses. This finding suggests
that the regime employed distinct strategies before elections and
party congresses to secure citizen support.
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TABLE 2. Elections in the GDR

Date Type Turnout (%) Share yes (%)
May 20, 1979 Local councils 98.28 99.82
June 14, 1981 People’s Chamber 99.21 99.86
May 6, 1984 Local councils 99.37 99.88
June 8, 1986 People’s Chamber 99.73 99.94
May 7, 1989 Local councils 98.77 98.85

Note: Official election results, taken from the archives of the Neues Deutschland newspaper. Accessed August 13, 2020. https://

www.neues-deutschland.de/archiv.

2006), or Russia (Akhmedov and Zhuravskaya 2004) —
while cross-country analyses routinely omit uncon-
tested elections altogether (Brender and Drazen
2005; Veiga, Veiga, and Morozumi 2017).

ELECTIONS AND PETITIONS IN SOCIALIST
EAST GERMANY

Elections

Evidence for my argument comes from the former
German Democratic Republic (GDR). The GDR con-
ducted quintennial elections for the country’s legisla-
ture—the People’s Chamber (Volkskammer)—and,
nonconcurrently, for local councils. Candidates in each
multimember electoral district were selected by the
regime and represented the ruling Socialist Unity Party
of Germany (SED), affiliated (“block”) parties, and
mass organizations. All candidates were part of the
same electoral list: the National Front. As such, GDR
elections were emblematic of uncontested elections.
Voters’ only choice was whether to support or oppose
the National Front. Elections in the GDR thus stand out
as even less competitive than in other closed regimes —
such as Cuba (Fonseca Galvis and Superti 2019), Viet-
nam (Malesky and Schuler 2010; 2013), or China
(Manion 2015; Shi 1999)—where voters can choose
between several regime-aligned candidates. According
to the above-referenced models of electoral cycles, we
should thus expect no electoral cycles in the GDR.

A vote in favor of the National Front was done in public
by folding and depositing the ballot in the ballot box. To
vote against the National Front, voters had to strike
through every single name on the ballot. Because this
act required voters to enter a voting booth—typically
placed in the farthest corner of the room—poll workers
took immediate notice (Wolle 1998). This and other forms
of intimidation effectively deterred most voting against
the government (Karklings 1986; Wittenburg 2018).

The East German government spent enormous
resources on voter mobilization. The period before
elections saw an increased supply of consumer goods
to create the illusion of social progress (Wittenburg
2018). On election day, all government and many
apartment buildings displayed flags and propaganda
posters. The first voters to cast ballots, as well as first-
time voters, were greeted with flowers while the Young

Pioneers entertained voters with socialist workers’ and
battle songs (Ansorg 1993). Poll workers kept meticu-
lous records of individual turnout and sent hourly
updates to the central election committee. During the
final voting hours, poll workers paid in-person visits to
citizens who had not voted yet (bpb 2019; Wolle 1998).
Mobile ballot boxes allowed the sick and elderly to vote
at home or in hospitals (Der Spiegel 1990).

According to official records, the GDR government
always claimed to have achieved quasi-unanimous sup-
port. Reported turnout and votes for the National Front
usually exceeded 98% (Table 2). These results were
publicly announced across all media, along with a char-
acterization as “overwhelming proof of trust in our
socialist state” (1979 elections) or “impressive commit-
ment to our politics of peace and socialism” (1989).> Of
course, the true result was unlikely as unanimous. But
evidence of some fraud notwithstanding (bpb 2019),
scholarly consensus holds that both turnout and support
for the National Front was very high (Karklings 1986;
Weber and Florath 2019). I propose that improved
responsiveness to citizen petitions was one way the
regime achieved such high support.

Petitions

Article 103 of the GDR’s Constitution gave every
citizen the right to submit petitions (Eingaben) to any
branch and level of government. East Germans made
extensive use of this system. They submitted between
half (Class, Kohler, and Krawietz 2018) and one million
(Miihlberg 2004) petitions every year, equaling up to
8.1% of the East German electorate. Given that most
petitions were written on behalf of households or
neighborhood associations, the true share of the popu-
lation writing a petition was even higher. Improved
preelectoral responsiveness was thus a widely applica-
ble strategy.

Petitions provided the government with invaluable
information about everyday popular grievances.®
They contained information about local supply short-
ages, public grievances about insufficient government

5 Headlines from the Neues Deutschland national newspaper.
Accessed August 13, 2020. https://www.nd-archiv.

® This section draws on original archival fieldwork in Germany,
during which I reviewed numerous internal documents and petition
files. See the Appendix for details on the files consulted.
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service delivery, and overall sentiment toward the
socialist government (Dimitrov 2017). The vast major-
ity of petitions sought to achieve an improvement in
the petitioner’s living conditions from within the insti-
tutional framework (Staadt 1996). My archival
research identified only a handful of petitions that
openly called for regime change. Accordingly, there
is little evidence that citizens faced repercussions for
submitting petitions. In fact, as Dimitrov (2014a)
argues, the socialist government faced strong incen-
tives not to punish petitioners. Any punishment would
have lowered citizen trust and prevented citizens from
submitting petitions in the future, thus depriving the
regime of the information it sought to collect.

Government agencies created detailed reports about
petition volume and content by county and year (Staadt
1996).” The information contained in these reports
often informed policy making, as best illustrated by
the coffee crisis in the mid-1970s: in an effort to stem
a coffee supply shortage, the government had decided
to dilute ground coffee with pea flower. Public outcry
about the resulting poor coffee quality was so over-
whelming that the regime quickly reversed this decision
(Miihlberg 2004).

Petitions were often successful and improved peti-
tioners’ living conditions, an insight that informs my
analysis of substantive responsiveness below. There are
numerous examples of petitioners’ obtaining better
housing,® a new job,” or access to college education or
vocational training,'” among many others.

Petitions further allowed the government to monitor
local officials (Chen, Pan, and Xu 2016). Many petitions
included a direct criticism of local decisions or a lack of
responsiveness.'! The central government’s follow-ups
with local authorities often confirmed citizens’ critiques
and led to revisions of prior decisions.'?

RESEARCH DESIGN
Data

The analysis draws on a unique dataset of more than
70,000 petitions submitted to the central government of

7 E.g., see annual reports on petitions to the State Council in 1964—
1967 (BArch DE 2/43626), 1985 (BArch DA 5/11419), 1986 (BArch
DA 5/11421), 1987 (BArch DA 5/11423), or 1988 (BArch DA
5/11425).

8 E.g., People’s Chamber petitions 715/1977 (BArch DA 1/16905),
200/1980 (BArch DA 1/19173), 26/1981 (BArch DA 1/15938),
557/1982 (BArch DA 1/14847). See also BArch DA 5/10906, BArch
DA 5/11026, BArch DA 11432.

° E.g., People’s Chamber petitions 618/1978 (BArch DA 1/16900),
298/1982 (BArch DA 1/14878), 813/1982 (BArch DA 1/14899). See
also BArch DA 5/11436.

10°F o People’s Chamber petitions 242/1978 (BArch DA 1/16911),
318/1978 (BArch DA 1/16900), 668/1978 (BArch DA 1/16909),
938/1982 (BArch DA 1/14865).

g o, People’s Chamber petitions 15/1974 (BArch DA 1/15925),
1215/1977 (BArch DA 1/16912), 116/1978 (BArch DA 1/16895),
571/1981 (BArch DA 1/15943), 460/1983 (BArch DA 1/14917),
1515/1987 (BArch DA 1/16387), 266/1988 (BArch DA 1/16388).

12 E o, BArch DA 5/10913, BArch DA 5/10926, BArch DA 5/11072,
BArch DA 5/11079.
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the former GDR between 1974 and 1990 (see Lueders
2021 for data and replication files). There are two
samples. The first one comprises 10,892 petitions to
the People’s Chamber (Volkskammer), the country’s
legislature, between 1974 and 1989. I created it by
manually reviewing all available People’s Chamber peti-
tion files at the German Federal Archives in Berlin.'? As
most petitions were forwarded to other agencies, the
original petition text is often unavailable. But each file
contains a summary card with basic information (see
Figure 1 for an example). Using these cards, for each
petition I manually recorded data on the date it was
(1) written, (2) received, and (3) answered, as well as
data on (4) the location of the petitioner (zip code, city,
county, and district), (5) their gender (coded based on
their first name), (6) a brief summary of the content, and
(7) a chronological input number. The sample comprises
almost all petitions sent to the People’s Chamber sur-
rounding the 1979, 1981, and 1984 elections, which
defines the period of analysis for this sample.'*

Almost all petitions received a response. These
responses could take two forms. Some responses did
not resolve the issue but instead acknowledged peti-
tioners’ concerns or explained why the government was
unable to help. Successful petitions, in turn, gave peti-
tioners access to the requested government service or
even led to a change in government policy. Information
on success is available for 1977 to 1984, when summary
cards included a handwritten note that an issue was
“resolved positively” (positive Erledigung). This infor-
mation offers me a unique opportunity to research
substantive responsiveness in the GDR. The share of
successful petitions in my sample is 14.3%, ranging
from close to 0% (domestic or foreign affairs) to 30%
(housing) (Figure 2a). The true success rate was likely
even higher, as not all petitions asked for government
action. Thus, the success rate in my sample matches that
reported in other contexts. Fitzpatrick (2005, 177), for
instance, finds that between 15% and 30% of petitions
in the USSR received a response.

The second sample comprises 60,491 petitions to the
Council of Ministers (Ministerrat)—the ministerial cab-
inet—between July 1988 and October 1990. They come
from an electronic database created by Council of
Ministers staff. To the best of my knowledge, this
sample contains the universe of all petitions submitted
during that period.

Figure 2b depicts the distribution of topics for both
samples. It emphasizes the breadth of issues covered.!”

13 See the Appendix for the archival signatures of the 282 boxes
consulted.

4 To compute the share of People’s Chamber petitions collected,
divided the total number of petitions collected each year by the
highest input number (see the Appendix for details). Coverage in
the period of analysis ranges from 81% (1984) to 98% (1980). The
exception is 1985, for which only few petitions were available. As
shown in the Appendix, my findings remain unchanged when this
year is dropped.

15 T used the content summaries of each People’s Chamber petition to
manually code its topic. Some of the differences in the topic distri-
butions are likely due to the different periods covered: the continuing
deterioration of the housing stock coupled with rising demand for exit


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421001386

https://doi.org/10.1017/5S0003055421001386 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Electoral Responsiveness in Closed Autocracies

FIGURE 1. Sample Petition to the People’s Chamber
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Source: People’s Chamber petition Nr. 452/1977 (BArch DA 1/16893).
Note: Example summary card of a People’s Chamber petition. It was received on April 14, 1977, from the city of Bautzen and contains a

complaint about nudist beaches on the Baltic Sea coast.

An examination of the content of petitions shows that
the vast majority of petitions were about everyday
citizen grievances. The main topics were housing
(e.g., complaints about poor living conditions or
requests for better apartments); justice (e.g., requests
for legal assistance or advice); and labor, wages, or
social insurance (e.g., requests for a better job, inquiries
about pay raises, or questions about welfare eligibility).
Other petitions included requests for renovations,
automobiles, or phone lines; complaints about neigh-
bors, supply shortages, or pollution; questions about
school curricula or the GDR’s relations with other
countries; or suggestions about public policy changes,
among many others. That is, petitions resemble what
Harris and Hern (2019) call “valence protests” in Afri-
can countries: citizen attempts to change government
action but not the government itself. By and large,
petitions demanded competence from the government.
As such, petitions were not unlike citizen requests or
complaints in democracies, which draw political atten-
tion to ordinary issues and ask officials for help in
access to basic services.

The Council of Ministers data contain three addi-
tional variables (see the Appendix for details). The first
variable codes the petition’s reference, which 1 use
below as additional control variable. This information
is only available for about one third of petitions. Most
petitions referred to a specific law (21%), followed by
elections (8%), and decisions made at the local level

visas may explain why these issues are more prominent in the Council
of Ministers sample. It is also plausible that citizens, aware of the
different competences of the People’s Chamber and the Council of
Ministers, were strategic about the recipient of their petition.

(2%), the Council of Ministers (1%), or the politburo
(0.2%). The second variable codes information about
who answered the petition: 27% of petitions were
answered by the central government, and the remain-
ing petitions were forwarded to county (22%), district
(14%), or municipal governments (14 % ), or companies
(6%). I use this variable below to test for differences in
preelectoral responsiveness across levels of govern-
ment.

The third variable codes the petition’s character. Of
particular interest are the 38% of petitions that were
critical of the government. These critical petitions
contained either a criticism of a government decision
(Kritik an Entscheidungen) or the functioning of the
government more broadly (Kritik an der Arbeits-
weise). Critical petitions accused the government of
not observing a previous commitment or failing to
respond altogether. For example, some claimed that
a local government did not provide better housing
despite the petitioner’s eligibility, whereas others crit-
icized inefficient resource allocation, excessive wait
times for cars, or discrimination in the job search
process. In critical petitions, the government’s failure
to live up to its promises was framed as an infringe-
ment upon core socialist principles. Importantly, crit-
ical petitions rarely contained an open critique of the
socialist system itself. In fact, my fieldwork identified
only a handful of petitions that called for regime
change. This finding points to an important limitation
to the petition system: the government could only
respond to and address its citizens’ grievances as long
as they remained within the institutional framework
provided by the regime itself; petitions were not a
mechanism for citizens to have their systemic opposi-
tion heard.
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FIGURE 2. Distribution of Positive Resolutions and Topics
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Note: Left panel: share of successful People’s Chamber petitions by topic. Data restricted to 1978-1983. Right panel: distribution of topics
(in % of all petitions) by petition sample. Data restricted to the three months before and after elections.

Below, 1 use the distinction between critical and
other petitions to provide evidence that the regime
used preelectoral responsiveness to assure citizens of
its competence. Critical petitions directly questioned
the regime’s ability to deliver material well-being to its
citizens. I thus expect the government to respond par-
ticularly quickly to these petitions in order to prevent
disillusionment among the population. That internal
reports about petition content and volume routinely
mentioned the number of critical petitions underscores
the regime’s attention to these petitions.

Figure 3 reports the monthly volume of petitions to
the People’s Chamber: the number of (a) incoming
petitions, (b) responses, and (c) the difference between
both (the corresponding Figure for Council of Ministers
petitions is reported in the Appendix). The data pro-
vide some evidence that the volume of both incoming
petitions and government responses was higher around
elections. Citizens may write more petitions either
because election proximity raises the salience of the
government or because they strategically time their
petitioning. Increased incoming petition volume may
allow the government to select petitions it could answer
quickly before elections. If true, these concerns may
make petitions submitted before elections less compa-
rable to those submitted in other periods. However, as
discussed in more detail below, I find few qualitative
differences in incoming petitions or government
responses over time.

Empirical Strategy

The empirical analysis considers two outcomes. The
first one is the natural logarithm of 1 plus the number of
days between the date a petition was received and
answered (“response time”).'® This variable was top-
coded at the 99th percentile. It is the standard measure
of responsiveness to citizen requests used in existing
research (Christensen and Ejdemyr 2020; Dipoppa and
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Grossman 2020). However, as discussed above, it does
not allow me to distinguish between performative and
substantive responsiveness. To measure the latter, [ use
a dichotomous indicator of whether a petition was
successful (“positive resolution”; People’s Chamber
sample only). I expect response time to be shorter
before elections, whereas the probability of success
should be higher.

I test this expectation in two ways. As the People’s
Chamber petitions are available for election and none-
lection years, they allow for a difference-in-differences
design that exploits temporal variation before vs. after
elections and between election vs. nonelection years.
To do so, each election was matched with the same
period in the two adjacent, nonelection years (“pseudo-
election”), with pseudo-election dates in nonelection
years corresponding to the actual election date in elec-
tion years. I estimate the following equation using
ordinary least squares (OLS) regression:

Vieay = #1PTeq, + 02PTE,, X election year, + Ba + Oy + le + Eicay-

1

Here, y;cqy denotes response time or success of petition
i submitted from county or zip code area c¢ and
answered on day d in year y. Values for pre,, indicate
whether day d in year y is before or after a (pseudo-)
election, and election year, indicates election years. All
models include fixed effects for day d (¢,), year y (dy),
and county or zip code ¢ (x.). Standard errors are
clustered by county or zip code, respectively. In one
model, I additionally cluster standard errors by month-
year (i.e., unique combination of month and year). Of
interest is the coefficient on the interaction term (o). It

16 1 add one day to prevent petitions with a same-day response from
being dropped when log transforming this variable. I show in the
Appendix that this transformation does not influence the results.
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FIGURE 3. People’s Chamber Petition Volume over Time

(a) Incoming petitions

100 W

Number of Petitions
3

Number of Petitions
~
3

(b) Responses

(c) Difference

Number of Petitions

Jan78
Jul 78
Jan 79
Jul 79
Jan 80
Jul 80
Jan 81
Jul 81
Jan 82
Jul 82
Jan 83
Jul 83
Jan 84
Jul 84
Jan78
Jul 78
Jan 79
Jul 79 =
Jan 80
Jul 80

Jan 81

Jul 81
Jan 82
Jul 82
Jan 83
Jul 83
Jan 84
Jul 84
Jan 78
Jul 78
Jan 79
Jul 79
Jan 80
Jul 80
Jan 81
Jul 81
Jan 82
Jul 82
Jan 83
Jul 83
Jan 84
Jul 84

Note: Monthly number of (a) incoming People’s Chamber petitions, (b) responses to petitions, and (c) the difference between both. Gray

and light blue mark the 90 days before and after elections.

reflects how the difference in the outcome between the
pre-and postelection periods changes between election
and nonelection years.

Council of Ministers petitions are unavailable for the
corresponding pseudo-election periods. I thus estimate
a simpler model:

Viea =P1Prey + te + Eica- )

In Equation 2, y;., is the response time for petition i
submitted from county or zip code area c and answered
on day d and pre, indicates whether day d is before or
after the election. The coefficient of interest is £, which
represents the difference in average response times
between the pre- and postelection periods. All models
include fixed effects for county or zip code (u.). Stan-
dard errors are clustered accordingly.

Response time may be a function of the number of
petitions awaiting response (“pending petitions”).
Increasing backlog may constrain the government’s
ability to respond to petitions in a timely manner, while
low petition volume may make responses easier. All
models therefore control for the number of pending
petitions each day.!”

Data availability restricts the analysis to four elec-
tions. The People’s Chamber petitions are analyzed
around the local elections on May 20, 1979, and May
6, 1984, and the legislative elections on June 14, 1981.
The Council of Ministers data are available for the local
elections on May 7, 1989. I consider the 90 days before
and after each (pseudo-)election.'®

My empirical strategy relies on three identifying
assumptions (see the Appendix for evidence). First, I
assume that the timing of elections is unrelated to respon-
siveness. This assumption is plausible because the elec-
tions considered here were held at the end of their regular
five-year terms. Second, difference-in-differences designs
assume no spillovers. There are no differences in
response time between election and nonelection years

17 1 show in the Appendix that there is little evidence that my findings
are driven by the inclusion of this control, which might introduce
posttreatment bias.

181 show in the Appendix that all results are robust when using
alternative time windows.

during the postelection period: the fact that responsive-
ness changed before elections did not affect responsive-
ness thereafter. There are also no differences in
responsiveness between the pseudo-pre- and pseudo-
postelection periods in nonelection years. Third, I assume
parallel trends: election and nonelection years should
move in parallel outside of elections. I substantiate this
assumption by showing that there were no differences in
response times when considering petitions answered out-
side the 180-day window around elections.'”

RESULTS

Shorter Response Times before Elections

Figure 4 visualizes average response times before
(gray) and after (light blue) elections using survival
analysis. Each point reports the share of petitions with
aresponse time of at least as many days as indicated on
the horizontal axis. The curve for the preelection
period is consistently below that for the postelection
period; as hypothesized, petitions were answered more
quickly before elections.

Table 3 probes this conclusion. Models 1 through
4 analyze the People’s Chamber petitions using Equa-
tion 1. Models 5 and 6 analyze the Council of Minis-
ters petitions using Equation 2. All models control for
the number of pending petitions. Models 1 through
4 include day- and year-fixed effects. I add county-
fixed effects to Models 1, 3,4, and 5 and zip code-fixed
effects to Models 2 and 6. Standard errors are clus-
tered accordingly. The exception is Model 4, which
clusters standard errors by county and month-year.

The estimated difference in response times is nega-
tive, statistically significant at p < 0.01, and substan-
tively similar across all models, both samples, and both
estimation strategies. It implies that response time was
between 23.3% (Model 5)*° and 30.6% (Model 2)?!

1 The Appendix reports summary statistics for all variables used in
the analysis.

29100 x (e7029-1).
1100 x Ee—o-%ug
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FIGURE 4. Response Times before and after Elections: Kaplan—Meier Estimates
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Note: Distribution of response times (in days) for People’s Chamber (left) and Council of Ministers petitions (right) for the three months
before (gray) and after (light blue) elections. Estimated using survival analysis. Each point reports the share of petitions with a response

TABLE 3. Petitions Were Answered Faster before Elections

Response time (log days)

People’s Chamber

Council of Ministers

(1) @ 3) “4) 6) (6)

Preelection 0.193* 0.165 0.153 0.193*** —-0.265*** —0.282***

(0.101) (0.160) (0.107) (0.073) (0.033) (0.039)
Preelection x Election year -0.314"* -0.366™** —-0.296*** —0.314***

(0.094) (0.115) (0.098) (0.097)
Control for # pending petitions? v v v v v 4
Day-FE? v v v v
Year-FE? v/ v v v
County-FE? v v v v v
ZIP code-FE? v v
County x year? v
SE clustered by county zip code county county & month-year county zip code
Observations 3,737 3,732 3,737 3,737 4,770 4,770
Adjusted R? 0.090 0.087 0.089 0.090 0.166 0.140

Note: Difference in response time to People’s Chamber (Models 1 to 4) and Council of Ministers (Models 5 to 6) petitions between the pre-
and postelection periods. Robust standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

shorter before elections. Outside the 180 days around
elections, the mean (median) response time to a Peo-
ple’s Chamber or Council of Ministers petition was
37.39 (23) and 38.51 (32) days, respectively. It follows
that responsiveness improved by between 8.7 (37.39 x
0.233) and 11.8 days (38.51 x 0.306) relative to the
mean, or between 5.4 (23 x 0.233) and 9.8 days (32 x
0.306) relative to the median.”?

22 T show in the Appendix that count models (Poisson and negative
binomial) yield very similar results.
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These effects exceed those documented in democra-
cies. Christensen and Ejdemyr (2020, 469), for instance,
find that response times to 311 calls in San Francisco
and New York decrease by about four days as elections
approach. Responsiveness to “FixMyStreet” requests
in the United Kingdom, in turn, improves by about
11%, or six days, before elections (Dipoppa and Gross-
man 2020, 15-6).

Evidence on Substantive Responsiveness

Past scholarship on responsiveness to citizen requests
usually focuses exclusively on whether and when
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TABLE 4. Petitions Were More Likely to Be Successful before Elections
Positive resolution
all petitions housing other
(1) ) (3) ) (5) (6)

Preelection —-0.011 —-0.120 —-0.026 —-0.011 0.048 0.033

(0.067) (0.104) (0.069) (0.063) (0.209) (0.071)
Preelection x Election year 0.077* 0.090 0.091** 0.077** 0.240** 0.047

(0.044) (0.058) (0.046) (0.032) (0.105) (0.047)
Control for # pending petitions? v v v v v v
Day-FE? v v v v v v
Year-FE? v v v v v v
County-FE? v v v v v
Zip code-FE? v
County x year? v
SE clustered by county zZip code county county & month-year county county
Observations 2,625 2,621 2,625 2,625 852 1,773
Adjusted R? 0.029 0.072 0.059 0.029 0.021 0.039
Note: Difference in the probability that a People’s Chamber petition was successful between the pre- and postelection periods. Robust
standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

citizens receive a response. My data offer me a unique
opportunity to move beyond the conventional focus on
response times and additionally ask whether improved
responsiveness to petitions before elections led to tan-
gible improvements in petitioners’ livelihoods.

To do so, Table 4 explores whether the probability
that a People’s Chamber petition was successful
(i.e., positive resolution) varied around elections.
Models 1 through 4 mirror those in Table 3. The
coefficient of interest is positive across all four models
(albeit insignificant in Model 2), implying that petitions
were more likely to be successful before elections. I
compute that the probability of success increased by
between 7.7 (Models 1 and 4) and 9.1 percentage points
(Model 3), or up to 63.6% relative to the mean (14.3%)
of this variable (0.091 / 0.143).

Increased success rates were a costly signal of regime
competence. I show this by distinguishing between
petitions about housing and petitions about other
topics. Due to the scarcity of housing, resolving housing
petitions was costly. Still, the effect of elections on
positive resolutions is concentrated among these peti-
tions (Model 5), whereas there is no difference in
success rates for all other petitions (Model 6).

In sum, I find that improved responsiveness to citizen
petitions before the GDR’s uncontested elections was
more than lip service. The preelection period saw not
only a decrease in average response times but also an
increase in the probability that petitioners were suc-
cessful. I thus conclude that preelectoral responsive-
ness was substantive.

Figure 5 supports this conclusion further. It plots the
annual increase in government expenditures on two
primary social policy issues: housing and price stability
(source: Staatliche Zentralverwaltung fiir Statistik
1989). Expenditures on these two categories increased
particularly strongly in election years (indicated by

vertical dotted lines), which implies that the GDR
regime strategically spent more resources on citizen
concerns before elections. As shown in the Appendix,
I calculate that expenditures on housing increased by
an additional 6.1 percentage points, whereas expendi-
tures on price stability rose by an additional 12.1 points.

Responsiveness as a Sighal of Competence

I propose that the goal of improved responsiveness was
to signal competence to voters. To support this argu-
ment, I exploit the distinction between critical and
other petitions in the Council of Ministers data. Critical
petitions contained a direct criticism of a government
decision or the functioning of the government more
broadly. Writers of these petitions directly questioned
the competence of the regime by claiming that the
failure of the government to live up to its promises
violated the socialist social contract. I thus expect that
response times for critical petitions decreased particu-
larly strongly before elections.

Model 1 in Table 5 supports this argument by adding
an interaction between critical petitions and the pre-
election period to Equation 2. The point estimates
imply that, while critical petitions received a faster
response than other petitions throughout the period
examined, this difference was more than three times as
large before the election (p < 0.01). The average
response time for critical petitions was about 37.4%23
shorter than for noncritical petitions before elections,
compared with 10.4% #in the three months thereafter.

23100 x (e~0-110-0.359_1Y.
24100 x (e010_1),
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FIGURE 5. Government Expenditures on Housing and Price Stability Increased More Strongly in

Election Years
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Note: Annual increase in government expenditures on housing (left) and price stability (right). Vertical dotted lines indicate election years.

The Role of Central Government

In theory, both local officials —to advance their careers
—or the central government—to deter challengers and
gather information —had incentives to improve respon-
siveness before elections. However, I find that
improved responsiveness was driven primarily by the
central government. Model 2 in Table 5 adds an inter-
action between the preelection period and central gov-
ernment response to Equation 2. The resulting
coefficient is negative and significant at p < 0.01: peti-
tions answered by the central government usually had a
21.0% shorter response time” than those answered by
other entities during the postelection period. This dif-
ference rose to 36.2% before elections *°.

Models 3 and 4 show that these faster response times
are not driven by increased selectivity of which peti-
tions were answered by the central government. They
use linear probability models to show that petitions
were actually more likely to be answered by the central
government, whose propensity to respond rose by 6.6
percentage points (or 25% relative to the mean) before
elections (Model 3; p < 0.01). Including an interaction
between the preelection period and critical petitions
shows that the central government paid particular
attention to critical petitions (Model 4): while critical
petitions were about 10.3 percentage points less likely
to receive a central government response after the
election, they were 7.2 points (-0.103 4 0.175) more
likely to receive a central government response before
the election (p < 0.01).

Taken together, my results provide strong evidence
that even uncontested elections incentivize govern-
ment officials to respond to citizen requests. The moti-
vation is to assure voters of the government’s
competence. This effect is primarily driven by the
central government.

100 x (e702%-1).
26 100 x 6_0'236_0' 1371).
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Alternative Explanations

This section rules out multiple alternative explanations
for my findings. First, it is possible that my results are
driven by differences in the volume or content of peti-
tions. As shown in Figure 3a above, citizens submitted
slightly more petitions before elections. Higher incoming
petition volume may have made it easier for bureaucrats
to strategically respond to the petitions they could answer
quickly, thus artificially inflating the difference in
response times between the pre- and postelection periods.

Yet, the data do not support this concern. More
incoming petitions were usually met with concomitant
increases in the volume of government responses. By
law, government officials had only four weeks to submit
an initial response, which significantly curtailed the
regime’s ability to strategically select “easy” petitions.
Second, the spikes in petition volume seem to be driven
by seasonality effects instead of the electoral cycle. I
support this conclusion in the Appendix, where I test
for differences in the number of incoming petitions and
responses between the pre- and postelection periods.
Using the empirical strategy defined in Equation 1,
which explicitly accounts for seasonality effects by
including day-fixed effects, I find no differences in
petition volume before and after elections.

I also find little evidence that citizens strategically
submitted different kinds of petitions in anticipation of
better government responsiveness, nor was the regime
more selective in choosing which petitions to answer
before elections. As shown in the Appendix, there were
few differences in the topics of incoming petitions or
responses between the pre- and postelection periods.
The one exception is incoming Council of Ministers
petitions, which were more often about domestic affairs
before elections. However, this increase was accompa-
nied by a concomitant increase in responses about
domestic affairs. Moreover, I show in the Appendix
that controlling for petition topic, character, and refer-
ence leaves the coefficients of interest unaltered.

Last, it is possible that the regime’s increased efforts
during the preelection period reduced its resources to
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TABLE 5. Critical Petitions and Petitions Answered by the Central Government Saw Particularly
Strong Decreases in Response Times before Elections

Response time (log days)

Central government response

@) 3) (4)

Preelection -0.101*** —0.125*** 0.066*** 0.005
(0.037) (0.026) (0.020) (0.022)
Contains criticism -0.110*** -0.103***
(0.041) (0.020)
Preelection x Contains criticism —0.359*** 0.175***
(0.060) (0.032)
Central government responds -0.236***
(0.036)
Preelection x Central government responds -0.213***
(0.054)
Control for # pending petitions? v v v
County-FE? v v v
Observations 4,634 4,014 4,014 4,005
Adjusted R? 0.184 0.284 0.052 0.060

**p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

Note: Difference in responsiveness among critical petitions (Model 1) or petitions answered by the central government (Model 2). Models 3
and 4 explore the correlates of central government responses. Robust standard errors, clustered by county, in parentheses. *p < 0.1,

respond to petitions afterwards. If true, my results may
be driven by a postelection slowdown in responsiveness
instead of a preelection improvement. In the Appendix,
I conduct the analysis of responsiveness to People’s
Chamber petitions separately for the pre- and postelec-
tion periods. I find improved responsiveness in election
years in the preelection sample, but no differences in
the postelection data.

A second alternative explanation emphasizes
bureaucratic or legislative turnover after elections. Out-
going officials may have wanted to finalize pending
petitions before leaving their position. Alternatively,
new officials who started after the election may require
some time to familiarize themselves with the job, which
would slow down initial response times. The data are
again inconsistent with this argument. Responsiveness
to Council of Ministers petitions improved before the
1989 local elections, even though this election did not
alter the Council’s composition. I further show in the
Appendix that response times to People’s Chamber
petitions decreased before both local and national
legislative elections, even though only the latter
affected the composition of the People’s Chamber.

It is further possible that petitions were assigned a
later receipt date before elections, potentially in an
effort to artificially deflate response times. I provide
evidence against this idea in the Appendix: there were
few differences in the number of days between the
dates a petition was written and received.

DISCUSSION

Many closed autocracies hold uncontested elections in
which a citizen’s only choice is whether or not to
support the regime’s handpicked candidates.

According to conventional models of accountability,
the absence of contestation in these elections should
preclude any meaningful government responsiveness
to citizen preferences. With the election outcome a
foregone conclusion, officials are theorized to lack the
incentive to cater to their constituents’ demands.

Yet, the petition system of the former German Dem-
ocratic Republic is at odds with this model of autocratic
unresponsiveness. My paper instead describes a regime
that spent significant resources on both responding to
and addressing citizen demands. That responsiveness
varied systematically around elections is evidence of an
“electoral connection” (Mayhew 1987) in one of the
least democratic regimes.

The analysis of the GDR’s petition system informs
our understanding of contemporary authoritarianism
more broadly. The electoral cycles of responsiveness
documented in this paper likely exist in a variety of
autocracies. Petition systems are employed widely
across autocracies that vary with respect to their ideol-
ogy, state capacity, and level of electoral contestation.
Just like the former GDR, autocracies ranging from the
Soviet Union (Dimitrov 2014a), Bulgaria (Dimitrov
2014b), and Iraq (Walter 2018) in the past to China
(Chen, Pan, and Xu 2016; Distelhorst and Hou 2017,
Jee 2021, Luehrmann 2003), Saudi Arabia, and Viet-
nam (Pan 2020, 166) today use petition systems. Peti-
tion volume is high in these countries. East Germans
wrote up to one million (Miihlberg 2004) petitions to all
levels and branches of government every year, which
equaled about 81 petitions per 1,000 voters. Similarly,
up to 700,000 petitions were written in communist
Bulgaria every year (Dimitrov 2014b), corresponding
t0 10.6% of the electorate, and the central committee of
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union alone
received about half a million petitions annually
(Dimitrov 2014a). Thus, the paper draws attention to
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an important electoral mobilization strategy in autoc-
racies that has received little scholarly attention to date.

Moreover, I expect autocracies with more contested
elections than the GDR to have similar incentives to
engage in electoral cycles of responsiveness. On the one
hand, multicandidate elections in closed autocracies
(e.g., Cuba and Vietnam), in which multiple regime-
aligned candidates run against each other, bear the
same risks of elite splits and antiregime mobilization
surrounding “stolen elections” as completely uncon-
tested elections. These elections also inform the regime
about the quality and competence of local political
candidates (Fonseca Galvis and Superti 2019; Malesky
and Schuler 2013), which requires strong citizen sup-
port. On the other hand, competition can be fierce in
multiparty autocratic elections such that the regime
needs high support to deter challengers and secure
electoral victory. These elections are thus likely to
structure not just government spending (Blaydes
2011; Magaloni 2006; Pepinsky 2007; Shmuel 2020)
but also responsiveness to citizen demands.

My research emphasizes the importance of compe-
tence in generating political order in authoritarian
regimes (Huntington 1968). One reason for the stability
of the former GDR was the government’s ability to
forge and uphold an implicit social contract with the
population (Cook and Dimitrov 2017; Dale 2005; Dick-
son et al. 2016). The petition system played a crucial
role in this process. Petitions allowed the government
to identify and address popular concerns and demon-
strate its competence (Gorgulu, Sharafutdinova, and
Steinbuks 2020). However, it also generated popular
expectations about what the government ought to
deliver. The extent to which the government was able
to meet these expectations determined its stability. It
remains an open question to what extent low-state-
capacity regimes are similarly able to use petition
systems as strategically as the former GDR. The exis-
tence of petition systems in such contexts casts some
doubt on the idea that high state capacity is a precon-
dition for the dynamics described in this paper (Walter
2018).

The paper’s results have implications for our theo-
rizing about authoritarianism more broadly. Most work
on authoritarian responsiveness considers the incen-
tives of local officials (Chen, Pan, and Xu 2016; Dis-
telhorst and Hou 2017; Jee 2021). My finding that the
central government may have stronger incentives and
capacities to respond than local governments calls for
more research on the role of the central government in
service delivery and responsiveness. Moreover, I iden-
tify a mechanism by which citizens can hold their
government accountable in contexts without electoral
contestation. This result adds to an emerging research
agenda on how citizens can influence political out-
comes even in nondemocratic regimes (Williamson
and Magaloni 2020). While past work on authoritari-
anism usually focuses on how dictators manage elites
and opponents (Gandhi 2008; Malesky and Schuler
2011, 2013; Truex 2014), more research is needed on
the interactions between autocratic governments and
ordinary citizens to better understand how citizens can
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influence politics even in some of the most repressive
regimes in the world.
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