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An influential literature has demonstrated that legislative transparency can improve the per-
formance of parliamentarians in democracies. In a democracy, the incentive for improved
performance is created by voters’ responses to newly available information. Building on this

work, donor projects have begun to export transparency interventions to authoritarian regimes under
the assumption that nongovernmental organizations and the media can substitute for the incentives
created by voters. Such interventions, however, are at odds with an emerging literature that argues that
authoritarian parliaments primarily serve the role of co-optation and limited power sharing, where
complaints can be raised in a manner that does not threaten regime stability. We argue that under
these conditions, transparency may have perverse effects, and we test this theory with a randomized
experiment on delegate behavior in query sessions in Vietnam, a single-party authoritarian regime. We
find no evidence of a direct effect of the transparency treatment on delegate performance; however,
further analysis reveals that delegates subjected to high treatment intensity demonstrate robust evidence
of curtailed participation and damaged reelection prospects. These results make us cautious about the
export of transparency without electoral sanctioning.

United States Supreme Court Justice Louis
Brandeis famously remarked that “sunlight is
the best disinfectant” when arguing that open-

ing up the policymaking process to public scrutiny is
the best way to remove corruption and restrain self-
dealing by politicians. The logic of the argument is
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straightforward. Transparency, defined as the ability
of the principal (voters) to observe the agent’s (dele-
gate’s) behavior and the consequences of the agent’s
decisions, aligns the interests of the two actors and
allows the principal to hold the agent accountable,
which reduces corruption and improves public service
delivery (Prat 2005). These outcomes result from in-
dividual delegates changing behavior in response to
transparency (the incentive effect) or voters replacing a
delegate with someone more likely to act in their inter-
est (the selection effect, Humpreys and Weinstein 2007).
Most importantly, both mechanisms depend upon the
delegates’ responsiveness to the threat of electoral
sanctioning from voters. There is also evidence that
politicians respond to greater transparency with bet-
ter performance. Better access to information seems
to force politicians to respond more appropriately to
citizen demands, both in developed (Alt, Lassen, and
Skilling 2002) and developing countries (Besley and
Burgess 2002; Besley, Pande, and Rao 2006; Brunetti
and Weder 2003).

Recently, some have argued that although respon-
siveness to voters may not exist in authoritarian
regimes, transparency of policymaking in national leg-
islatures may increase responsiveness to stakeholders,
such as nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) or lo-
cal media, thus leading to the same beneficial effects
(Kaufman and Bellver 2005; Smulovitz and Perruzzotti
2000). The logic that transparency initiatives can travel
to authoritarian settings, however, assumes that leg-
islators in authoritarian systems serve the same role
as those in electoral democracies and have analogous
incentives—an assumption that contradicts the emerg-
ing work on authoritarian institutions, which shows
that legislatures in nondemocratic systems are primar-
ily a forum for contained exchange between the au-
thoritarian leadership and potential opposition. These
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exchanges may involve direct benefits to particular leg-
islators (Blaydes 2006; Lust-Okar 2006) or a limited
say in policymaking (Boix and Svolik 2010; Gandhi
2009; Svolik 2009; Wright 2008). Ultimately, however,
the idea is to resolve policy disputes using “controlled
bargaining” without allowing them to spill over into
public debate and perhaps inflame popular sentiments
(Gandhi 2009, 78–79; Gandhi and Przeworski 2006).
Although voters/constituents are not unimportant in
this process, their primary role is as observers of
the interactions between parliamentary delegates and
regime leaders. To maintain regime stability, the au-
thoritarian leadership would prefer the voting pub-
lic to believe that the preferences of legislators and
the regime are aligned. We argue in the following
that transparency, under these conditions, may have
adverse consequences. One such effect may be that
once-active legislators, who serve the complicated dual
role of representing their local constituencies’ interests
while providing valuable information to top central
leaders, may curtail their activities and behave in a
more conformist manner out of fear that public knowl-
edge of divisions among policymakers could create in-
stability.

Consequently, transparency in authoritarian assem-
blies may have two contradictory effects, and it is un-
clear which of these effects will dominate ex ante. It
will certainly shed light on the murky politics and trade-
offs involved in authoritarian assemblies, and may help
tone down illicit bargains and political self-dealing by
exposing these activities to the public. At the same
time, transparency in the absence of a strong elec-
toral mechanism to sanction the behavior of legislators
could actually curtail other forms of participation that
have been shown to be associated with regime survival,
peace, and economic growth (Gandhi 2009; Geddes
2006; Wright 2008). Rolling out initiatives to increase
legislative transparency without considering and test-
ing the magnitude of these adverse effects could lead
to self-defeating interventions.

We address this puzzle with a randomized experi-
ment that tests the effect of transparency on the be-
havior of 463 delegates in the National Assembly of
the single-party state of Vietnam (or VNA) in order
to determine whether transparency interventions can
improve delegate performance in authoritarian parlia-
ments. To this end, we cooperated with VietnamNet,
Vietnam’s highest profile online newspaper, to create a
political column called “Delegates of the National As-
sembly.” Under this column, we developed individual
web sites for 144 randomly selected delegates, where
we posted legislative debates, query transcripts, and
scorecards, updating them in real time throughout the
sixth legislative session.

Anticipating our results, we find no evidence for
a direct effect of the transparency treatment on del-
egate performance; however, delegates subjected to
high treatment intensity, because of higher Internet
subscription rates in their provinces, demonstrate ro-
bust evidence of curtailed activity in the query sessions,
avoiding participating in legislative activities that could
embarrass regime leaders. Specifically, when the Inter-

net subscription rate is about 8% (the level observed in
Vietnam’s two major cities), we find that treated dele-
gates ask significantly fewer questions and reduce their
direct criticism of ministers more than 12% below that
from the delegates in the control group. These more
speculative downstream findings shed a powerful light
on how policy is constructed in authoritarian settings,
and should caution us about adverse consequences of
exporting transparency without electoral sanctioning.

In addition, treated delegates were 10% less likely to
be reelected than the control group in the 2011 VNA
election. Further analysis reveals that the lower reelec-
tion rates result primarily from elite punishment, as
treated delegates were less likely to be renominated or
were placed in more difficult-to-win electoral districts.
We find no evidence of voter responsiveness to the
transparency treatment, indicating that transparency
initiatives play a fundamentally different role in an au-
thoritarian context, and that elections are one means by
which authoritarian regimes choose to structure elite
political power sharing.

The article is organized as follows. The first section
discusses the extant literature on transparency and
the spread of transparency initiatives to authoritarian
countries. The second section provides information on
the research context in the VNA. The third section
provides a more thorough discussion of the experi-
mental protocol. The next three sections analyze the
experimental results. The fourth describes the direct
effects, the fifth discusses intensity of treatment effects,
and the sixth looks closely at the downstream effects
on delegate success in the 2011 VNA election.

TRANSPARENCY AND
POLITICAL PERFORMANCE

There is a strong theoretical basis for the argument that
electoral democracy can prove an insufficient founda-
tion for holding politicians accountable in the presence
of an uninformed electorate. Buchanan (1989) demon-
strated that when voters lack information, they are un-
able to effectively sanction the behavior of politicians,
who can use the opportunity to engage in corruption,
self-dealing, or catering to more informed constituents
(Besley and Burgess 2002). Among the most impor-
tant links between transparency and improvement in
public sector performance, particularly in developing
democracies, is the theoretical role that transparency
can play in improving electoral democracy. Because
politicians value holding office, they have an incentive
to serve their constituencies’ interests and behave hon-
estly, because if they do not, voters may turn against
them (Barro 1973; Ferejohn 1986). Uninformed voters,
however, are handicapped in their attempts to police
and sanction the actions of their agents in public office
(Buchanan 1989). As a result, in nontransparent en-
vironments, the accountability between the principals
(voters) and their agents (politicians) is much weaker
(Alt, Lassen, and Skilling 2002; Besley and Burgess
2002; Lassen 2005).
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Humphreys and Weinstein (2007) delineate two sep-
arate hypotheses linking transparency to legislator per-
formance. They first refer to the incentive hypothesis,
the notion that increased openness forces delegates to
perform better in order to win over voters in an elec-
toral democracy. This is distinguished from the selection
hypothesis, which takes place a bit further downstream,
which states that increased transparency enables voters
to choose better candidates for office—tossing out the
laggards and selecting delegates who are more likely
to act with the constituency’s interests in mind (Besley
2005; Besley and Prat 2006).

A number of studies have found empirical support
for most of the nodes in the causal chain linking trans-
parency to improved delegate behavior. First, there is
observational evidence that well-informed voters act
to hold their agents accountable. More informed vot-
ers are more likely to turn out for elections (Lassen
2005) and ensure that the fruits of the political pro-
cess are brought home to their localities (Strömberg
2004). There is also evidence that politicians respond
to greater transparency with better performance. Bet-
ter access to information seems to force politicians to
respond more appropriately to citizen demands, both
in developed (Alt, Lassen, and Skilling 2002) and de-
veloping countries (Besley and Burgess 2002; Besley,
Pande, and Rao 2006; Brunetti and Weder 2003).

Despite the impressive array of work demonstrating
the benefits of transparency, there is by no means a
consensus on the matter. An alternative literature has
struggled to identify the micrologic between increased
openness, the actions of citizens, and public sector per-
formance (Bauhr and Grimes 2011; Golden and Picci
2008). Another set of scholars worry that increased
media attention can damage incumbent performance
by providing the opportunity for politicians to pan-
der for votes, rather than working to enact the most
socially beneficial legislation (Canes-Wrone, Herron,
and Shotts 2001; Datta 2008; Maskin and Tirole 2004).

Experimental Evidence on
Transparency Interventions

Although well executed and informative, the observa-
tional studies cited both in favor of transparency and
against it have limitations that inhibit causal inference
and the ability to extrapolate actionable policy lessons.
Simultaneity bias haunts direct causal identification.
For instance, it is possible that voters who care deeply
about better public goods delivery make more effort
to inform themselves about politician behavior. Un-
observed heterogeneity is also a threat, as the same
features that make a state more open to diverse media
outlets can also lead to better selection of politicians. Of
course, these problems are inherent in most work, and
many of these articles are quite careful about causal
identification. More importantly, from a policy stand-
point, the observational work cited previously offers
little insight into what can be done to improve political
transparency going forward. Both media penetration
and informed voters are the result of long-term, multi-

faceted historical processes, but what opportunities are
available to countries and localities not blessed with
such endowments?

To this end, a new literature has begun to use ex-
perimental approaches to better sort out the relation-
ship between policy changes that increase transparency
and political performance. Carey (2010) shows that
groups of students placed under laboratory conditions
responded to openness with more generosity to their
peers. Humphreys and Weinstein (2007) take a slightly
different tack by randomizing which Ugandan parlia-
mentarians were treated with a scorecard of informa-
tion recording their attendance, participation, legisla-
tive initiatives, and contact with their constituencies. In
a pilot analysis, the authors found that treated delegates
were 50% more likely to participate in subsequent
parliamentary sessions. Evidence has also been identi-
fied for the selection hypothesis. Voters supplied with
criminal histories (Banarjee et al. 2010), district budget
allocation data (Paler 2011), and information about in-
cumbent corruption (Chong et al. 2010), responded by
punishing and rewarding politicians accurately based
on the new information.

Exporting Transparency to
Authoritarian Regimes

The growing number of experimental studies on trans-
parency are encouraging, but all take place in the con-
text of an electoral democracy. Even Uganda, which is
coded as only “partially free” on the most recent Free-
dom House Index, has held multiple, competitive elec-
tions. How might such experiments fare in nondemo-
cratic or competitive authoritarian regimes, where the
relationship between citizens and voters is less under-
stood? This is becoming an increasingly relevant ques-
tion as more and more authoritarian regimes adopt
transparency initiatives at the behest of foreign donors.
The strength of the theoretical arguments for increased
transparency has impacted a number a number of in-
ternational organizations and NGOs, which seek to im-
prove public service delivery in developing country set-
tings by funding interventions that enhance the trans-
parency of policymaking, particularly in national leg-
islatures. In authoritarian settings, practitioners have
speculated that transparency may achieve these posi-
tive benefits even in the absence of a functioning elec-
toral democracy. Though their number is difficult to
measure precisely, McGee and Gaventa (2010), in a
review of such projects for the Institute of Develop-
ment Studies, estimated the number of transparency
initiatives to be in the thousands (3), noting that such
interventions have increased in the past decade, “as
key ways to address both developmental failures and
democratic deficits (1).”

Better information about political behavior may al-
low media and civil society to report on political abuses
and embarrass political leaders, creating “millions of
auditors” (Kaufman 2004, 21), as a substitute for direct
accountability through elections and voters (Peruzzotti
and Smulovitz 2006; Smulovitz and Perruzzotti 2000).
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This logic builds off the fire alarm style of public mon-
itoring first emphasized by McCubbins and Schwartz
(1984). In complex economic and social systems, it
can be costly and inefficient for central government
officials to perform police-patrol-style monitoring, in
which agents personally inspect every action made by
subordinate government officials and delegates. An al-
ternative strategy is to move to a fire alarm approach,
where citizens or media “pull the alarm” when they
see wrongdoing. This allows the central government
to respond to the abuse without the cost of daily in-
spection of every subordinate government activity. For
fire alarm monitoring to be successful, however, states
must increase the openness of information to citizens
so they can play this monitoring role. However, this
approach relies on the untested assumption that al-
ternative mechanisms can substitute for downward ac-
countability to citizens through elections (Joshi 2010).
Two variants of this assumption are employed by prac-
titioners. A weak version suggests that public shaming
creates a sufficient incentive for the subordinate ac-
tors (delegates) to change their behavior. A stronger
version of the assumption is that electoral account-
ability can be replaced by upward accountability to
elite government officials, assuming that, once alerted,
central officials will punish self-dealing and corruption.
This same logic lies behind the Chinese government’s
decision to enact its own Open Governance Initia-
tive (OGI) with assistance from the Yale Law Center
(Horsley 2008; Ma and Wu 2011). Although the OGI
was initiated by the Chinese state itself and applies
to subordinate officials, international donors have also
sought to export the logic of this approach to legisla-
tures, arguing that the public shaming of parliamen-
tary delegates or the threat of central punishment will
incentivize delegates to change their behavior (Joshi
2010). In short, there is a belief that the incentive ef-
fect of transparency can still apply even in polities that
have nonfunctioning or highly flawed electoral systems
(Bauhr and Grimes 2011, 1).1

However, based on the arguments of transparency
skeptics as well as research on authoritarian legisla-

1 It is beyond the scope of this piece to develop a full-blown logic of
donor interest in transparency interventions in authoritarian regimes.
We only seek to document that their prevalence and scale is growing
around the world. Political science work on accountability should
make us skeptical that NGOs and media can substitute for voters
in authoritarian regimes if they do not have the ability to sanction
(Manin, Stokes, and Przeworski 1999). Additionally, Jamal (2008)
shows that civil society organizations were unable to advance democ-
racy in Arab authoritarian regimes because they were often co-opted.
To be candid, many of the most active advocates for such projects
do not have a clearly specified logic for the success of the projects
themselves (Joshi 2010). The bottom line is that most donors who
fund transparency initiatives are not concerned about this problem
because they assume that (1) transparency is good in its own right
(Latin American Network for Legislative Transparency 2012); (2)
transparency has positive downstream benefits for other actors, such
as businesses and entrepreneurs (Kaufmann and Bellver 2005); or
(3) the donors themselves can assist NGOs and media in learning
how to make use of transparency initiatives for advocacy purposes
in related projects (Power 2012). The result is that legislative trans-
parency interventions have become popular around the world, but
their net effects remain unknown.

tures, there is reason to believe that the logic linking
transparency to parliamentary performance does not
travel well to authoritarian settings, even in quasi-
democratic institutions, such as hegemonic regimes
with universally elected national legislatures (Lindst-
edt and Naurin 2010). The critical difference is that
nominally democratic institutions may serve a starkly
different role in authoritarian countries (Gandhi and
Lust-Okar 2009), even though they carry the same
names. It is a well-known fact that the vast majority of
authoritarian regimes have legislatures and elections.
Hegemonic party and single-party regimes accounted
for more than 60% of the nondemocracies in 2006
(Magaloni and Kricheli 2010), and virtually all those
countries had national legislatures during the post-
Cold War period. Monarchies and personalist regimes
are also likely to have parliaments (Wright 2008). Elec-
tions are similarly widespread. Between 2000 and 2008,
of the 172 existing independent states with a popula-
tion greater than 500,000, only six countries failed to
hold some form of direct national election (Hyde and
Marinov 2012).Not only is the proliferation of elections
and parliaments widespread, but also empirical analy-
ses have consistently shown that authoritarian regimes
with elections perform better on a range of critical
outcome variables than authoritarian states that have
yet to adopt them. Contributors to this literature have
demonstrated a strong association between having a
national legislature and regime longevity, reduced vio-
lence, and economic growth (Gandhi 2009; Gandhi and
Przeworski 2007; Gandhi and Vreeland 2004; Geddes
2006; Wright 2008). The benefits of nominally demo-
cratic institutions in authoritarian regimes have rarely
been attributed to increased delegate–voter linkage.
Authors in the authoritarian institutions literature ar-
gue that the use of elections and assemblies has a
separate set of causal logics (Gandhi and Lust-Okar
2009) that involve either signaling or co-optation of a
potential opposition.

Signaling theories suggest that elections can deliver
supermajorities for regime-backed candidates, thus
bolstering their own legitimacy and preventing the
opposition from mounting a challenge (Geddes 2006;
Magaloni 2007; Simpser 2005). Co-optation theorists,
in contrast, argue that authoritarians relying too
heavily on repression for survival become dependent
on their security apparatus (e.g., police force or
military), which carries out the state’s heavy-handed
enforcement. Maintaining authority in this manner
places a large share of resources in the hands of security
elites, who could turn against the regime leaders down
the road (Gandhi 2009; Haber 2006). Co-optation
theorists therefore argue that a less dangerous long-
term strategy is to allow groups from outside the inner
circle to have a formal say in the policymaking process
through the use of quasi-democratic institutions.
Elections allow leaders to identify the most popular
local notables or potential opposition forces (Boix and
Svolik 2007). Once they are identified, the dictator can
placate these elites by giving them some say over poli-
cymaking (Gandhi 2009; Gandhi and Przeworski 2006;
2007) and/or access to rents (Lust-Okar 2006) through
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membership in a national parliament. For co-optation
theorists, formal legislatures are more effective than
simply negotiating directly with outside groups,
because the co-optation takes place in a more stable,
institutionalized environment than would be the case
in an informal, ad hoc arrangement. In terms of
the role of the co-opted legislators, although they
may be highly active, the primary role of national
parliaments is to serve as forums where “demands can
be revealed without appearing as acts of resistance . . .
and where the resulting agreements can be dressed in
a legalistic form and publicized as such” (Gandhi and
Przeworski 2007, 1282). Thus, a critical feature of the
co-optation theory is that disagreements by delegates
and important sectors of society can be presented in
a controlled and unthreatening manner that will not
generate larger protests.

If the positive benefits associated with legislatures
are due to this co-optive exchange, transparency could
potentially undermine the delicate balance worked out
between leaders and potential opposition. More trans-
parency could allow intense and volatile debates to spill
outside of the contained forum and into environments
where it is more difficult to identify solutions through
side deals and particularistic payments. Delegates may
find it more difficult to criticize regime leaders and
provide their honest opinions on state initiatives when
they fear that their arguments could have adverse con-
sequences. For instance, regime leaders may be open
to direct criticism in a closed forum, but may fear the
damage such criticism could do to their legitimacy if
heard by a larger audience.

There is formal theoretical support for this conjec-
ture. Andrea Prat (2005) has demonstrated that when
the outcomes of an agent’s acts are observable (e.g.,
televised news reports of activities in a national parlia-
ment), but the relationship between actions and out-
comes is better understood by the agent (legislator or
politician) than the principal (voter) (i.e., understand-
ing of how policy pronouncements made in parliaments
are shaped into legislation), more transparency could
actually lead the agent to engage in conformist be-
havior and refrain from actions that could yield bet-
ter outcomes. Prat argues that this is the motivation
behind executive privilege in the United States and
other countries, where it is feared that open access to
discussions by those counseling key decision makers
may damage their ability to be frank and candid. As
evidence of this effect, Naurin (2007) shows that trans-
parency reforms indeed had a conforming effect on
representatives at the European Council, who feared
that the negotiations between lobbyists and politicians
would become public. In fact, policymakers are keenly
aware of this problem. Countries that have adopted
open information codes specifically separate informa-
tion about the decision-making process and the final
decision. In most countries, citizens cannot request
the working papers and recommendations underly-
ing a public decision until after the decision has been
implemented, so that the leaders can receive honest
counsel during the decision-making process (Frankel
2001).

Prat was primarily interested in how transparency
limited the candid information provided by corporate
boards to chief executives, but his adverse consequences
hypotheses is a helpful guide to considering when and
how transparency will be effective more generally. In
settings where agents (legislators) understand the com-
plex art of policymaking better than the principals (vot-
ers) and feel the need to engage in types of negotiations
that would be publicly embarrassing, transparency may
lead to less effective activity.

If the co-optation theorists are right, there is a critical
difference in the way we should conceptualize the be-
havior of legislators in democratic and in authoritarian
parliaments. Adopting the Prat language, in a demo-
cratic legislature, the legislator is the agent and the
voter the principal. Thus, the actions taken by the leg-
islator are meant to be observed directly and responded
to by voters. As noted earlier, transparency in a demo-
cratic setting can have socially beneficial or perverse
effects, such as political pandering, although the em-
pirical literature has tended to show that the incentive
and selection effects of transparency overpower the
negative responses. Regardless of what actions the leg-
islator takes, however, in democracies there is thought
to be a direct signal between politician and voter.2

We argue that in an authoritarian assembly, as de-
scribed by the co-optation literature, the signaling re-
lationship becomes more complex. In the messy and
secretive world of authoritarian bargaining, conces-
sions to potential opposition requires a delicate dance
in which authoritarian leaders must be made aware of
the demands of the group and benefit from alternative
sources of information, but leaders fear that agree-
ing openly to such demands may inspire other groups,
or may reveal regime weakness to the population or
potential threats. Under these settings, co-opted dele-
gates, like their democratic counterpart, sends a signal
through their legislative actions, but the key recipient
of the signal is the authoritarian ruling party or dicta-
tor. The voting public under an authoritarian regime
is relegated to an observer of the signaling relation-
ship between the legislator and the ruling party. Voters
play a far less important role in how delegates will
actually behave, but their understanding of activities in
the legislature still has important implications for the
specific actions taken by delegates. To maintain regime
stability, the authoritarian leadership would prefer the
voting public to believe that the preferences of the
legislators and the regime are aligned.

Legislators, in order to retain their connections to
top leaders and opportunities for promotion to gov-
ernment positions, as well as avoiding punishment for
breach of the implicit agreement, have an incentive
to make sure their behavior in an authoritarian par-
liament is in line with the expectations of the ruling

2 Institutional variation in democracies can also alter this relation-
ship. Closed-list elections and large district size will tend to reduce the
unique identification of a voter with a particular politician, shifting
the accountability to political parties. Even in these settings, however,
voters still retain the ability to punish a party for behavior that they
do not like (Hix, Hagermann, and Frantescu 2011).

5



Transparency in an Authoritarian Assembly November 2012

party/dictator. As a result, they will make an effort
to participate frequently and provide honest advice
to the leaders, which provides crucial information to
authoritarian regimes on policy choices and decisions
that will help them maintain power. In a closed or
shielded setting, this advice may be quite critical, but
will nonetheless provide useful information. For in-
stance, delegates may talk about dissatisfaction with
socioeconomic policy in their provinces that, if un-
addressed, could lead to greater problems or unrest.
Both citizens and leaders benefit from this exchange.
As a result, in a nontransparent authoritarian assembly,
delegates will be rewarded both for the level of effort
they display and for the quality of the information they
provide.

Opening up a legislative session to transparency un-
der authoritarian conditions, however, could under-
mine this important channel of information. Because
legislators must worry about how their statements are
observed by voters and whether or not they appear in
line with regime policy, their ability to provide honest
advice to top leaders will be compromised, and they are
likely, as Prat (2005) put it, to behave in a conformist
manner. In the case of Vietnam, where 70% of dele-
gates do not speak during query sessions, conformist
behavior implies not asking any questions that might
criticize or embarrass top leaders. Thus, shining a light
on legislative activity may actually force potential op-
position to curtail their demands and leaders to remain
more recalcitrant in their concessions.

Conformist behavior, however, can be logically sepa-
rated from the level of participation or effort. Because
dictators will want delegates to publicly demonstrate
that the assembly is aligned with the regime, delegates
may increase legislative effort that is not critical of
regime leaders in the presence of transparency. How-
ever, at the same time, they may limit the amount
of dangerous information provided in their legisla-
tive sessions. Our empirical analysis, therefore, seeks
to separate “quality and sensitivity” of information
from “nonsensitive effort” in order to understand the
true impact of transparency. Therefore, we divide the
incentive hypothesis, proffered for democratic states
in the preceding, into two alternative hypotheses for
authoritarian legislators:

H1. Transparency will lead to a reduction in the amount of
critical or sensitive activities engaged in by delegates during
legislative sessions (the adverse consequences hypothesis)

H2. Transparency will increase the amount of visible ef-
fort by legislators in nonsensitive activities (the nonsensitive
effort hypothesis).

These hypotheses apply solely to the incentive for
changes in delegate behavior, but it is important to
consider the impact of transparency from the perspec-
tive of the authoritarian leader as well. Because the
authoritarian leader is worried about regime stability, a
transparency intervention also has the effect of raising
the value of the delegate’s behavior to the leadership.
In other words, transparency increases the authoritar-

ian regime’s incentive to buy a particular delegate’s
silence on sensitive or destabilizing issues. The price
of silence may be public goods for the local district,
promises of renomination to the VNA, or career ad-
vancement. Under conditions of transparency, leaders
also have an incentive to buy legislators’ proactive
support and endorsement on all other issues. In sum,
we expect that participants in a co-optive exchange
might be rewarded for living up to the relationship
(i.e., through effective query participation and infor-
mation provision). Contrariwise, delegates should be
punished by authoritarian leaders when they receive
the benefits of the arrangement (e.g., service in the
VNA and role in policymaking), but fail to live up to
the terms of the agreement (i.e., use their position in a
manner that might threaten regime stability). Hence, in
contrast to democratic systems, we propose two selec-
tion hypotheses that acknowledge the power of central
authoritarian elites:

H3. In the presence of transparency, delegates who remain
silent and do not engage in sensitive activity will be re-
warded by the leadership. Delegates who do otherwise will
be punished.

H4. In the presence of transparency, delegates who display
effort in nonsensitive activities will be rewarded by the lead-
ership. Delegates who do otherwise will be punished.

Although the conduct and results of authoritarian elec-
tions are often controlled or manipulated by the ruling
elites, there is wide variation in the competitiveness
of authoritarian elections and the role that voters can
play in altering results (Gehlbach and Keefer 2011;
Hyde and Marinov 2012). For our experiment, it is
important to note that Vietnam has universal elections
and candidate-to-seat ratios in electoral districts that
range between 1.5 and 2, implying that there is a possi-
bility that delegates can lose. Indeed, previous research
has indicated that before the experiment there was a
strong and robust relationship between delegate activ-
ity and the competitiveness of elections in their district
(Malesky and Schuler 2010). The vote share a dele-
gate received in the 2007 election was significantly and
negatively correlated with delegate participation, crit-
icism, and representation of constituency in the query
sessions.3 The strong relationship between vote share
and activity is important because it offers the intriguing
possibility of responsiveness to voters in an authoritar-
ian regime. In short, even in an authoritarian setting,
voters can still respond to candidates, by turning out
and voting, or by protesting through spoiled ballots.
Whether voters decide to respond or not depends on
two factors: (1) how much they think their responses
matter for the election outcome; and (2) the activity
of the delegate in the legislative session. It is possible
that voters may reward candidates who represent their
interests in query sessions and legislative debates. To

3 See supplemental Online Appendix 5b (available at http://www.
journals.cambridge.org/psr2012014) for empirical evidence of these
relationships.
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capture this, we propose the following voter respon-
siveness hypothesis:

H5. In the presence of transparency, voters will respond
positively to delegates who display any effort, whether sen-
sitive or nonsensitive.

LEGISLATIVE SESSIONS IN THE
VIETNAMESE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY

Our randomized transparency experiment was per-
formed upon the delegates of the twelfth VNA (2007–
11). Although the structure and activity of the VNA
do not differ too dramatically from those of other au-
thoritarian parliaments, an understanding of the de-
tails of the members and their responsibilities is im-
portant for interpreting the experimental results. The
twelfth VNA consisted of 493 delegates, who repre-
sented 182 electoral districts based in Vietnam’s 63
provinces. These delegates ran for election in districts
against competitors that were organized by the provin-
cial election board (controlled by the provincial party
committee) and elected through universal elections
(voted on by provincial voters). It is difficult to know
how much the delegates act in the interest of either of
these two groups, both of whom influence their election
prospects. As hypothesized, we expect central leaders,
local officials, and voters to obtain two types of in-
formation from the treatment: (1) the correspondence
between the opinions of regime leaders and delegates
and (2) the level of effort engaged in by their delegates.

Delegates can be distinguished based on their nom-
ination status. About 153 are central nominees, mean-
ing they were nominated by government, party, and
military institutions in Hanoi, but were sent to provin-
cial electoral districts to run for election. Therefore,
they nominally represent the interests of the province
where they were sent, even though they may never
have visited that area. Central nominees are often
designated for leadership positions in the VNA and
thus are placed in easier-to-win districts with lower
candidate-to-seat ratios and low competition (Malesky
and Schuler 2011). Three hundred forty delegates are
local nominees, meaning they are either local officials
or other notables (researchers, educators, doctors, busi-
nessmen), who were nominated by provincial election
boards, live in the province, and are expected to repre-
sent local interests.

VNA delegates perform two primary public duties
during legislative sessions. First, they participate in
public debates on legislation, which typically take place
in the first few weeks of the month-long sessions. Sec-
ond, delegates are allowed to query cabinet members
directly, which takes place over a two-day period near
the end of the month-long session. The two activities
differ not just in form, but also in quality. Participation
in legislative debates is a far less sensitive activity, rarely
leading to direct contradiction or embarrassment of top
leaders, which is certainly possible in query sessions.
Legislative debates involve a more perfunctory level
of participation. Delegates with personal expertise on
topics of discussion are expected to offer their insights

on the draft legislation. Because of this fundamental
difference, we predict that the incentives of delegates in
the presence of transparency will be quite different for
legislative debates versus query sessions. Transparency
may motivate delegates to increase participation in leg-
islative debate sessions along the lines of H2, where
they can demonstrate visible “effort” without embar-
rassing regime leaders and threatening their positions.
Transparency during query sessions, however, will be
far more likely to reflect the adverse consequences hy-
pothesis H1, with delegates restricting the number and
proportion of sensitive queries.

Participation in Legislative Debates

Legislative debates allow delegates to put forth ideas
on specific draft laws. These ideas are then compiled
and reported to the Standing Committee of the VNA.
If the law is to be decided on during that session,
the Standing Committee reports these comments to
a drafting committee for consideration before the final
version of the law is drafted. For laws to be decided in
upcoming sessions, the ideas are given to the drafting
committee for review before the law is submitted to
the VNA for a vote in future sessions.

Thus, all comments during the debates are related
to a specific law or report. In the June 2010 session,
the full assembly convened to consider 16 bills, which
included the Law on Food Safety and the Law on Min-
eral Resources. Of the bills that were debated, 10 were
passed during that session, whereas six were left to
be decided in a subsequent session (Voice of Vietnam
News 2010). Because the debates focus on the bills,
no ministers or government officials are questioned
directly. Instead, the chair or one of the deputy chairs
of the VNA will set the guidelines of the discussion,
sometimes followed by a report by one of the chairs of
the VNA’s 10 substantive committees. The draft law is
then opened up for comment by the delegates.

Because of the focus on legislation, speeches in these
sessions demand familiarity with the subject and re-
quire significant research on the part of the delegate.
A typical comment heard during the debates would be
one that H `̂o Thi. Thu H`̆ang (from Vı̃nh Long) offered
on the Law on Food Safety:

Problem number three, a new article in the draft law is that
that there will be five ministries and sectors participating
in the safety checks while the Ministry of Health will have
the responsibility before the government to unify the state
food safety inspections. Scattered in articles 62, 63, and
64 in the draft law are the offices that will be responsible
for each step. I think that management will be difficult to
unify. . . . I think it will make it easier for the Ministry
of Health to implement and easier for their cooperation
with the other offices if the law states when the random
inspections and reports will take place.

This comment is representative of the general tenor
of the debates, as recorded in VNA transcripts.4

4 These transcripts are available on our dataverse web site, along
with replication materials (http://thedata.org/).
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Although they can be critical of the proposed legisla-
tion, they do not focus on holding the government or
specific leaders accountable. They also demonstrate
that the delegates have read the laws in great detail,
which requires significant effort. However, because
these comments do not challenge any specific ministers,
they are not evidence of the willingness of delegates to
challenge the central authorities. The only exceptions
are the debates on reviewing the state’s performance
in meeting previous socioeconomic targets as well as
developing future targets. Despite these instances of
direct criticism, of the 738 pages of transcripts from the
June 2010 session, 642 pages were devoted to discussing
specific bills with only 94 devoted to the socioeconomic
targets.

Participation in Query Sessions

The VNA query sessions have been conducted twice
a year since the ratification of the 1992 Constitution,
which sought to give the VNA a greater role in poli-
cymaking. In contrast to legislative sessions, comments
made during the query sessions directly question gov-
ernment officials. Of the 1,260 questions asked during
the seven VNA sessions held between 2007 and 2011,
only 197, or 15%, specifically mentioned a piece of
legislation. Even then, the legislation was not usually
mentioned in order to suggest a change to the law, but
rather as evidence to hold the minister accountable.
Although policy is not made during these sessions, del-
egates present grievances from different regions and
sectors of society directly to the ministers. Sometimes
the questions can become quite pointed. In an ex-
treme case, a minister has been forced to resign, such
as when Minister of Transportation −Dào −Dı̀nh Bı̀nh
stepped down after failing to defend his role in a ma-
jor corruption scandal. In 2003, a delegate requested
a vote of no confidence after a particularly poor
performance by the Minister of Education (Salomon
2007).

Although some questions are clearly more critical
than others (see Malesky and Schuler 2010 for ex-
amples), even mild queries bring a degree of public
pressure to bear upon the ministers in the hot seat. The
following query was put forward by Cao Thành Văn
(from Ba. c Liêu) during the questioning of the Minister
of Information and Communication:

For my third question, it is a common occurrence that
phone customers are incorrectly charged for service, both
for mobile phones and landlines, but no one knows who
to petition because all the evidence customers can bring
forward is not seen as evidence. Please Mr. Minister, does
the Ministry worry about this issue and are there any so-
lutions to create equality for the customers? Thank you
Mr. Minister.

Although this passage was coded as “uncritical” be-
cause it did not directly impugn the performance of
the Minister, Ministry, or Government, it did force
the minister to commit to a solution or admit that,
as of yet, he did not have one. In this instance, Lê

Doãn Hợp, the minister, failed to answer the ques-
tions during his first response. Then, several minutes
later, Cao Thành Văn rose to reiterate his query. Hợp
acknowledged that he did not have any information
about the issue and called on the other VNA del-
egates to provide him with details on overcharging.
As this exchange shows, even when the delegates are
not directly critiquing cabinet members, their ques-
tions put them under pressure and can lead to public
embarrassment.

Given the differences between the two types of
participation in legislative sessions, it is clear that
speeches in legislative debates more accurately
represent delegate effort on nonsensitive activities,
whereas query sessions are far more likely to play
the role of benign criticism and sensitive participation
expected by co-optation theorists. Legislative debates
ask delegates to perform their legislative duties,
requiring them to put a great deal of work into reading
the draft laws and providing competent criticism
of the drafts. However, in contrast to the query
sessions, no central official is directly questioned
during these sessions, making it unlikely that the
delegates will feel any pressure from above to curtail
their comments. During the query sessions, however,
delegates must possess the willingness to challenge
an official, even when this might put them at odds
with a higher-ranking official. Thus, in our empirical
analysis, we treat participation in legislative sessions as
evidence of nonsensitive effort, whereas query session
participation is treated as a measure of participation
on sensitive activities, in order to assess H1 and H2
separately.

Given the dangers of transparency for an authoritar-
ian regime that we discussed earlier, it is critical to ex-
amine the reasons the Vietnamese government would
allow query sessions and public transcripts of legislative
activity at all. The answer is best explained by contribu-
tors to the literature on power sharing in authoritarian
regimes, as query sessions are an example of the
arrangements they believe are so important for author-
itarian survival (Boix and Svolik 2010; Gehlbach and
Keefer 2011; Svolik 2009). By giving space to criticize
policy, the center can credibly claim to be allowing gen-
uine, if limited, power sharing. By using this option, del-
egates can cause damage to the center, and thus have
some restraining power on leadership excess. Never-
theless, the co-opted elites who exercise this option may
not be punished. In equilibrium, the elite must have the
option to criticize the center in a damaging way in order
for the power sharing to remain credible. However, to
ensure the maintenance of stability, which is the other
component of co-optation, the center must have the
ability to punish those delegates when criticism leaks
into the public or threatens the regime. Therefore, we
should see rare cases where delegates miscalculate,
launch damaging attacks on the center, and are subse-
quently punished. But the severity of the punishment
will be tempered by the need to maintain the power-
sharing relationship. Before a transparency interven-
tion, the query session fulfilled this task extremely
well.
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Citizens’ Knowledge of Legislative Sessions

The two-week-long sessions have attained greater
prominence in the broader public eye ever since the
VCP began televising parts of them in the mid-1990s.
Although most Vietnamese do not watch the full ses-
sions, many pay attention to the highlights that are
shown on evening news programs and discussed in
Vietnam’s numerous newspapers. As a consequence,
large proportions of Vietnamese claimed to be famil-
iar with the query sessions in a recent survey (UNDP
2012).5

However, highlights do not necessarily give voters a
clear idea of what their delegates are doing, and do not
represent a threat to regime stability, for three reasons.
First, news programs tend to focus on the most inter-
esting speeches and debates, leaving a large portion of
the interactions uncovered. Transcripts of queries and
responses are posted on the VNA web site after each
session, but these are not presented in an easy-to-find
location and have wildly differing titles. Moreover, the
transcripts are posted in Word files of two hundred
pages or more that make it difficult for citizens to iden-
tify quickly what their delegates said. Given that dele-
gate votes on individual bills are not made public, the
lack of a systematic account of delegate performance
during the query sessions means that voters have al-
most no way of knowing what delegates are up to in
Hanoi. Second, though some stinging criticisms make it
to the media, the regime still has methods at its disposal
to suppress many powerful criticisms, particularly by
pressuring the state-owned media to suppress coverage
of the more inflammatory delegates. Vietnamese jour-
nalists are informed on a weekly basis of which stories
can and cannot be covered (Heng 1998; 2004). It is
not uncommon for particularly sensitive query sessions
and performances by leading officials to be added to
the list of forbidden subjects. Third, under the current
method of disseminating information on VNA activity,
citizens have no way to monitor the performance of
any particular delegate. They only see a quick briefing
of highlight reel statements.

The benefit of our treatment, however, was that it
made all the information publically available in an
easily accessible and measurable format. Visitors to
our pages on the VietnamNet web site could select the
delegates they wanted to view, read direct transcripts
from the sessions, and compare their own delegates to
others in the VNA using our prepared tables. Before
our project, the only way to tally the performance of an
individual delegate was to trawl through the hundreds
of pages of publicly available transcripts of the sessions,
a process that took us over a month with the aid of
several research assistants.

5 From the UNDP Vietnam Public Administration Performance Sur-
vey (http://www.papi.vn/node/93): 2012 (63 provinces, n = 13,642):
watch sometimes (42.7%), watch all (4.3%); 2011 (30 provinces,
n = 5,568): watch sometimes (39.3%), watch all (2.8%); 2010 (3
provinces, n = 543): watch sometimes (59.3%), watch all (24.3%).

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

Our experiment was launched in January 2010, which
was 4 months before the sixth session of the VNA. It
was carried out by VietnamNet, the major online news-
paper in the country. Vietnam’s Internet penetration
is increasing rapidly and currently reaches more than
24 million people, or 27.1% of the population, a rate
that is higher than the world’s average. Online news-
papers have surpassed printed newspapers in terms of
readership and advertising revenue in the country. Viet-
namNet is already the leading online newspaper and by
far the most read outlet for political news. The French
ambassador, Hervé Bolot, commented in early 2010
that “Online newspapers like VietnamNet have really
changed the media” of the country.

In collaboration with the newspaper, our main inter-
vention launched individual web sites on VietnamNet
for randomly selected delegates in the VNA to inform
citizens daily about these delegates’ legislative activ-
ities. For this experiment, the newspaper launched a
major political column called −Da. i Bi�̂eu Qu ´̂oc Hô. i (or
Delegates of the National Assembly),6 which intro-
duced the selected delegates. The selection of delegates
into the program was randomized. Members of the
VCP Politburo, who were not expected to respond to
the intervention because of their high positions, were
removed from the initial list of 493 delegates. Among
the remaining delegates, 144 were randomly selected
for the experiment by having their individual web sites
posted. Besides these randomly selected candidates,
the newspapers added five well-known delegates to
boost the reputation of the web site. These delegates
were dropped from all subsequent analysis. The experi-
ment was implemented in two phases. The introduction
phase started in mid-January 2010 and completed in
mid-May 2010, just before the beginning of the VNA’s
sixth session. The Reporting Phase was conducted in
parallel with the VNA’s session and completed when
the session ended in mid-June 2010.

During the 4 months of the introduction phase,
the newspaper introduced two delegates each day on
their political homepage and launched their individ-
ual web sites. These websites presented photos, news
articles, and the background of the delegates (see
sample in supplemental Online Appendix 2 available
at http://www.journals.cambridge.org/psr2012014). All
selected delegates were presented with the opportunity
to have an interview with a VietnamNet reporter posted
on their web sites, but only 59 delegates allowed them-
selves to be interviewed. Being posted prominently
on the main political home page of VietnamNet, the
column gained popularity quickly. During the intro-
duction phase, there were 1.3 million page views of
the column, originating from provinces throughout the
country. Over 800,000 visitors clicked through to look
at individual delegate pages.

The experiment moved to the reporting phase when
the VNA started its session. To commence this phase,

6 On the English-language version of the site, this was translated as
“Delegates of the National Assembly.”
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the newspaper hand-delivered a letter to each of the
144 treated delegates with the following wording:

VietnamNet Online Newspaper is pleased to inform
you that your personal web page on our Column
“Delegates of the National Assembly” is followed
by a large audience. You can access your web site
here: http://daibieuquochoi.vietnamnet.vn/delegatename.
We will continue to update all your speeches and queries
to your web site daily. This web site will provide informa-
tion about the quantity and content of your speeches and
queries in this session. The purpose of this web site is for
constituents to know the importance of the query session
and understand your efforts in promoting the interests of
your constituents.

At the same time, the newspaper put a scorecard on
each delegate’s web site that showed performance in
terms of (i) the total number of legislative speeches
and queries that the delegate made; (ii) the number
of queries by the delegate that were critical of gov-
ernment policies; (iii) the number of queries by the
delegate that were relevant to the interests of the del-
egate’s constituents, province, and profession; and (iv)
a comparison of the delegates’ performance on these
indicators with the highest, average, and lowest del-
egates. The delegates’ performance scorecards were
updated daily (see supplemental Online Appendix 4).
The newspaper also published an overall chart on its
political home page that showed the participation of
the treated delegates, updated daily (see supplemental
Online Appendix 3).

No selected delegates demanded to drop out or ob-
jected to our treatment, at least openly.7 Nevertheless,
many of them turned down our offer to be interviewed
by VietnamNet, regardless of its status as a prominent
political media outlet. This cool reception indicates a
sharp contrast to democratic politics, where politicians
often look for media opportunities to communicate
with voters.

Balance between Treatment
and Control Groups

To ensure balance in our randomization, we stratified
the sample frame of 462 delegates on the four variables
that have been previously shown to determine who
speaks in the query sessions. These variables included
(1) whether the delegate was centrally or locally nomi-
nated; (2) fulltime status; (3) whether the delegate was
over the age of 65 (past retirement age), and (4) the
delegate’s historical activity measured by how many
questions they asked in previous sessions (Malesky and
Schuler 2010).

Table 1 shows the result of our randomization with p-
values and t-scores, based on t-tests comparing means

7 After the introductory stage, we had several fruitful discussions
with delegates about the web sites in person and through e-mail. We
did not receive any “push-back” from delegates about the effort, but
there were several requests for clarification and some delegates who
argued that the concept of “representation” was not relevant to their
roles in the VNA. None of these exchanges led delegates to drop out
of the experiment or to question the exercise.

of unequal variance between the treatment and con-
trol group for each variable. Positive t-scores indicate
a higher mean score for the untreated group, whereas
negative t-scores indicate a lower t-score for the un-
treated group. The table indicates that balance was
achieved on all of the stratification variables, which
was expected.

Our experiment was conducted between the Novem-
ber 2009 and June 2010 assembly sessions. Prior to
November 2009, there were four query sessions for the
twelfth VNA, conducted in November 2007, May 2008,
November 2008, and June 2009. Table 1 also shows that
we were able to achieve balance in terms of activity
in the first five pretreatment query sessions, with the
untreated delegates somewhat less likely to speak than
treated delegates, but not at levels of commonly ac-
cepted significance. However, of slightly greater con-
cern is that members of our control group were sig-
nificantly more likely to be in provinces with greater
central transfers and were more likely to have won with
a larger percentage of the vote share in the 2007 elec-
tion. These small deviations were expected, however,
given the small sample size for the treatment and the
fact that there are only 63 provinces, which complicates
balance in covariates measured at that level.8

Possible Uniqueness of the Sixth Session

An additional empirical concern with the experiment
is that the treated sixth VNA session may have been
fundamentally different from previous sessions for rea-
sons beyond our experiment. Most strikingly, the 11th

Party Congress took place in 2011. It is thought to be
commonplace that political activity is restrained in the
year before the Congress, as politicians and bureau-
crats jockey for high-level party appointments and shy
away from activities that might bring negative attention
to them. Qualitatively, the sixth session of the VNA
actually appeared slightly more active than previous
sessions, when the VNA voted to reject a resolution
(20% abstain; 38% in favor; 42% against), sponsored
by the Prime Minister, to build a $56 billion high-speed
railway down the coast of the country. Putting aside the
merits of the proposal, this was the first time that the
VNA rejected a piece of legislation sponsored by either
the Prime Minister or President, and was immediately
dubbed historic by the participants in the debate (Ninh
2010).

Quantitatively, the session does not appear to be very
different from previous sessions. Table 2 demonstrates
that this session was well within the range of activ-
ity shown in previous sessions. In terms of quantity
of activity, the sixth session ranked in the lower half;
the number of questions asked averaged about 0.37
questions per delegate, but those delegates who spoke

8 Experimental ethics generally does not permit interventions to ad-
dress nonbalanced covariates. Nevertheless, it was important for us to
make sure that our results are not an artifact of a bad draw. Thus, we
ran all specifications controlling and interacting the treatment with
the nonbalanced covariates. Our substantive conclusions remained
robust.
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TABLE 1. Balance and Descriptive Statistics

Treatment Group (N = 144) Control Group (N = 318)
Difference in

Means

Mean Std. Dev. Min Max Mean Std. Dev. Min Max p-Value t-Score

Age 48.24 8.73 25.00 71.00 49.63 8.35 24.00 80.00 .11 1.62
Male 0.64 0.48 0.00 1.00 0.74 0.44 0.00 1.00 .03 2.24
Minority 0.18 0.38 0.00 1.00 0.19 0.39 0.00 1.00 .66 0.44
Party member 0.88 0.33 0.00 1.00 0.93 0.26 0.00 1.00 .12 1.51
Vote share (%) 70.98 10.47 51.46 95.61 73.54 10.86 50.03 93.85 .02 2.32
Speeches (sessions 1–5) 1.17 2.19 0.00 13.00 0.91 1.83 0.00 13.00 .20 −1.29
Criticisms (sessions 1–5) 0.65 1.46 0.00 9.00 0.52 1.45 0.00 15.00 .36 −0.92
Provincial variables
GDP (billion VND) 14.23 0.55 0.79 111.82 15.15 0.78 0.79 111.82 .34 −0.95
Population (millions) 1.69 0.04 0.31 6.35 1.70 0.03 0.31 6.35 .89 0.14
Internet penetration 1.39 0.07 0.22 8.63 1.28 0.05 0.22 8.63 .18 −1.33
Urbanization 0.26 0.01 0.10 0.83 0.27 0.00 0.10 0.87 .45 0.76
Southern province 0.57 0.50 0.00 1.00 0.51 0.50 0.00 1.00 .26 −1.14
Transfers/GDP 79.13 86.42 0.32 552.90 97.10 102.50 0.32 552.90 .06 1.90
College share 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.11 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.11 .09 1.70
Stratification variables
Centrally nominated 0.26 0.44 0.00 1.00 0.29 0.46 0.00 1.00 .45 0.75
Full time 0.30 0.46 0.00 1.00 0.29 0.45 0.00 1.00 .87 −0.16
Questions (sessions 1–5) 2.31 4.67 0.00 32.00 1.74 3.56 0.00 24.00 .18 −1.33
Retirement 0.03 0.16 0.00 1.00 0.03 0.18 0.00 1.00 .70 0.38

TABLE 2. Summary Statistics by Session

Session Speeches Questions Critical (%) Local (%) Constituency (%)

For all delegates
1 Nov. 2007 0.21 0.40 4.15% 2.76% 3.29%
2 May 2008 0.18 0.26 5.16% 1.68% 2.87%
3 Nov. 2008 0.24 0.42 6.94% 2.90% 3.42%
4 June 2009 0.21 0.49 3.68% 3.11% 3.52%
5 Nov. 2009 0.16 0.33 2.42% 0.60% 2.00%
6 June 2010 0.17 0.37 3.01% 1.44% 1.57%

For delegates asking at least one questiona

1 Nov. 2007 1.33 2.51 25.93% 17.25% 20.51%
2 May 2008 1.36 1.98 39.74% 12.94% 22.08%
3 Nov. 2008 1.56 2.79 45.60% 19.04% 22.51%
4 June 2009 1.37 3.18 23.90% 20.15% 22.86%
5 Nov. 2009 1.68 3.51 25.40% 6.31% 21.03%
6 June 2010 1.71 3.77 31.46% 14.83% 16.11%

a Or making at least one speech during the debates. Detailed coding rules for critical and local questions can
be found at http://dvn.iq.harvard.edu/dvn/dv/emalesky in the Nodding or Needling archive.

asked over three questions each. In terms of the quality
of activity, the session was similar to previous sessions.
The percentage of critical questions asked (31.46%),
those using the name of their province (14.83%), and
those employing the word “voter” or “constituency” in
a query (16.11%) were not out of the ordinary relative
to other sessions.9

9 We follow the Malesky and Schuler (2010) coding scheme. De-
tailed coding rules for critical and local questions can be found
at (http://dvn.iq.harvard.edu/dvn/dv/emalesky) in the Nodding or
Needling Archive. Regression analysis also demonstrates that the
types of delegates asking questions matches previous sessions. In

Table 2 also helps make an important point. In
the sessions before our treatment, only a third of the

an analysis of the first five query sessions of the twelfth VNA,
Malesky and Schuler (2010) found that the most active, critical, and
constituency-oriented delegates tended to be locally nominated full-
time delegates, delegates who had survived close elections, represen-
tatives of southern provinces, and representatives of provinces that
are net providers to the national budget. The sixth session mirrors
these exact patterns, as seen in Online Appendix 5a. Full-time del-
egates spoke more often and more critically than other delegates,
with locally nominated, full-time delegates speaking most of all. As
in previous sessions, higher central transfers also appeared to depress
participation.
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delegates spoke and only a third of the speaking del-
egates dared criticize top central leaders. When we
speak of conformist behavior under the adverse conse-
quences hypotheses, therefore, the empirical evidence
indicates that delegates should conform to the median
behavior, which is to remain silent.

DIRECT EFFECTS OF
TRANSPARENCY TREATMENT

The direct effects of the experiment indicate that the
transparency intervention did not lead to improved del-
egate performance or activity. Although some treated
delegates did speak more, they were counterbalanced
by an equal number of delegates who decreased their
speaking behavior. Because of space constraints, we
focus our attention in the experimental analysis on
three dependent variables: (1) how many questions a
delegate asked during the sixth query session (H1);
(2) the share of those questions that were critical of the
government, a ministry, or a particular minister (H1);10

and (3) how many speeches a delegate gave during the
legislative debates (H2). Local and constituency-based
questions were analyzed, but do not offer substantively
distinct results.

We employ a difference-in-differences estimator to
observe how the treatment may have altered delegates’
performance, given their behavior in previous sessions.
This approach offers the most rigorous test possible, as
it rules out the possibility that the average treatment
effect may be driven by a few historically active del-
egates, who were randomly assigned to the treatment
group, as could happen with a single-shot difference-
in-level analysis.11 Differences are calculated in three
ways. In the first set of results, we examine the differ-
ence between delegate activity in the June 2010 session
(Session 6) and the immediately previous November
2009 session (Session 5) (see Table 3, Panel A). Al-
though these results are telling, there is a possibil-
ity that activity in Session 5 may have been deviant.
Therefore, in the second set of results, we examined the
difference between delegate participation in the June
2010 session and an average score on each dependent
variable from the previous five query sessions (Table 3,
Panel B). Finally, there is a possibility that delegates’
areas of expertise influence their decisions to query
ministers. For instance, scientists may feel more com-
fortable addressing science and technology issues than
economic issues. To address this possibility, in the third
set of results, we measured the difference between the
delegates’ speeches in the June 2010 session (Session 6)
and an average of their level of activity with the same
ministers in the previous sessions (Table 3, Panel C).
Five ministers were questioned in the sixth session: The
Ministers of Rural Development; Finance; Transporta-
tion; and Culture, Sports, and Tourism, and the Deputy

10 Although the share of critical questions offers the most direct test
of H1, it is more subjective and prone to coder error than the total
number of queries. To be conservative, we present both measures.
11 Nevertheless, the average treatment effect (diff-in-levels) is dis-
played in Panel D of Table 3 for reference.

Prime Minister.12 Caution should be taken with the
similar minister analyses, however, as the total number
of questions asked is very small, so small movements
can appear to have quite large effects.13

Each panel contains six models. Models 1 and 2
calculate the direct effects of the experiment without
control variables. It is important to observe that the
average treatment effect is not significantly different
from zero in any of the specifications. These results are
interesting, but slightly incorrect, as they do not include
the stratification variables from the randomization ex-
ercise. In Models 3 and 4, we add control variables for
the first three stratification categories to ensure that
our results are robust within delegate type. The fourth
stratification variable of previous activity is addressed
automatically by the difference-in-differences estima-
tor. Again, the treatment effect is not significantly dif-
ferent from zero in any specification.

Another concern is that the treatment may actu-
ally be conditional on delegate type. Consequently,
we reran all three difference-in-differences analyses,
allowing for interactions between the treatment and
stratification variables. In addition, we interacted the
treatment with vote share in the 2007 election. Al-
though vote share was not a stratification variable, its
robust effect on delegate participation led us to won-
der whether delegates might respond differently to the
treatment if they must compete for votes, rather than
if they had a guaranteed a safe seat. The nonresults
of these models are displayed in Online Appendices
7–9. With one minor exception, the conditional effects
were all nonsignificant and substantively small. The
exception occurred in the questions to similar minis-
ters (Online Appendix 7, Models 2 and 6), where we
found that that treated local nominees asked signif-
icantly fewer questions and critical queries, whereas
treated central nominees asked about one-third more
questions, but were not significantly more critical than
the control group. As noted earlier, we should be cau-
tious about interpreting too much from these results, as
the effects are substantively small, are not robust, and
occur in the most fragile specification. In sum, there
is no compelling evidence for any of the transparency
hypotheses in the entire sample of VNA delegates or
among subsamples of delegate types, where we might
have expected heterogeneous treatment effects.

INTENSITY OF TREATMENT EFFECTS

Models 5 and 6 in Table 4 explore the intensity of our
experimental treatment. As we noted previously, only
59 of the 143 treated delegates allowed their interviews
to be posted on the VietnamNet web site as part of
the experiment’s first stage, whereas all delegates were
subjected to the scorecard posting. The interview stage
was a necessary part of the experiment in order to
build the website’s credibility and receive permission

12 Totals from the Minister of Culture, Sports, and Tourism were not
used, because he was not questioned in previous sessions.
13 In all three analyses we employ ordinary least squares (OLS) with
robust standard errors, clustered at the provincial level.
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TABLE 3. Direct Effects of Controlled Experiment on Query Session Participation

Dependent Variable

Questions (#) Critical (%) Questions Critical (%) Questions Critical (%)
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Panel A: Difference in differences between Session 5 (November 2009) and Session 6 (June 2010)
Treatment 0.016 0.942 0.018 0.789 −0.024 2.415

(0.146) (1.802) (0.149) (1.764) (0.166) (2.439)
Agreed to interview 0.110 −4.299∗

(0.222) (2.487)
Constant 0.019 1.389 −0.058 1.182 −0.054 1.007

(0.078) (0.948) (0.088) (0.969) (0.087) (0.992)
Block fixed effects No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 461 461 461 461 461 461
R2 0.000 0.001 0.006 0.018 0.006 0.023
RMSE 1.347 15.85 1.347 15.76 1.349 15.74
Panel B: Difference in differences between average delegate performance in Sessions (1-5) and Session 6

(June 2010)
Treatment −0.055 0.454 −0.052 0.362 −0.091 2.352

(0.106) (1.436) (0.110) (1.416) (0.121) (1.884)
Agreed to interview 0.101 −5.261∗∗∗

(0.198) (1.933)
Constant −0.011 −0.501 −0.062 −0.208 −0.058 −0.422

(0.062) (0.812) (0.064) (0.849) (0.062) (0.882)
Block fixed effects No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 461 461 461 461 461 461
R2 0.001 0.000 0.005 0.006 0.006 0.017
RMSE 1.091 13.54 1.092 13.54 1.093 13.49
Panel C: Difference in differences between similar ministers in previous sessions and Session 6 (June 2010)
Treatment −0.048 0.003 −0.048 0.003 −0.096∗∗ −0.027

(0.052) (0.031) (0.054) (0.032) (0.044) (0.017)
Agreed to interview 0.125 0.078

(0.096) (0.064)
Constant 0.062∗∗ 0.029∗∗∗ 0.013 0.001 0.018 0.004

(0.031) (0.011) (0.032) (0.015) (0.030) (0.013)
Block fixed effects No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 461 461 461 461 461 461
R2 0.00162 2.65 × 10−05 0.0175 0.0216 0.0211 0.0282
RMSE 0.553 0.258 0.551 0.256 0.550 0.255

Panel D: Average treatment effect in Session 6 (June 2010)
Treatment 0.062 0.940 0.058 0.790 0.006 1.496

(0.137) (1.775) (0.142) (1.743) (0.125) (2.174)
Agreed to interview 0.137 −1.864

(0.242) (2.645)
Constant 0.336∗∗∗ 3.771∗∗∗ 0.204∗∗∗ 2.925∗∗∗ 0.210∗∗∗ 2.849∗∗∗

(0.071) (0.878) (0.073) (0.925) (0.069) (0.910)
Block fixed effects No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 461 461 461 461 461 461
R2 0.000 0.001 0.027 0.029 0.027 0.030
RMSE 1.351 16.13 1.337 15.96 1.338 15.97

Notes: This table depicts the results of the randomized field-experiment across two different dependent variables and four
different types of analyses. The dependent variables in Panels B–D are (1) number of questions asked by a delegate;
(2) percentage of queries that were critical of ministers, ministries, or the national government. Analysis was divided into
three separate tests: (A) difference in differences between Session 6 and Session 5; (B) difference in differences between
Session 6 and average questions asked in Sessions 1 through 5; (C) difference in differences between queried ministers
in Session 6 and similar ministers in Sessions 1 through 5. OLS coefficients are displayed with robust standard errors,
clustered at provincial level, in parentheses. (D) Average treatment effect in Session 6. OLS coefficients are displayed with
robust standard errors, clustered at provincial level, in parentheses. Models 1 and 2 of each panel display the unadjusted
average treatment effect. Models 3 and 4 add fixed effects for the four stratification variables used in the randomization
process: (1) nomination status; (2) full time vs. part time; (3) retirement age; (4) previous activity). Models 5 and 6 add
an intensity of treatment control, based on whether the subject agreed to have his or her interview posted on Vietnamnet
before the query session.
∗∗∗ p < .01, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗ p < .1
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TABLE 4. Determinants of Page Views for Treated Delegates

Baseline Interview Participation Individual Provincial Outliers Dropped
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Internet penetration rate 7.587∗∗∗ 3.623∗∗∗ 2.734∗ 4.014∗∗∗ 14.301∗∗∗ 19.234∗∗

(2.340) (1.347) (1.428) (1.391) (3.431) (9.399)
Agreed to interview 165.331∗∗∗ 161.656∗∗∗ 147.072∗∗∗ 147.697∗∗∗ 148.789∗∗∗

(15.225) (15.422) (13.725) (13.973) (14.083)
Questions in sixth session 15.276∗ 12.408∗ 13.245∗ 13.395∗

(7.967) (6.862) (6.750) (6.732)
Centrally nominated −2.798 1.022 −0.695

(20.832) (18.920) (19.577)
Full time 51.506∗∗ 55.434∗∗∗ 54.500∗∗

(20.186) (20.696) (20.955)
Retirement 15.631 −8.003 −5.744

(55.464) (52.834) (53.670)
Female 14.766 7.498 7.795

(11.501) (11.795) (12.022)
GDP per capita (ln) −20.617 −24.194∗

(13.043) (14.317)
Population (ln) 48.034∗∗∗ 49.804∗∗∗

(10.782) (11.579)
National-level city −109.416∗∗∗ −145.623∗∗

(24.493) (67.436)
Constant 53.808∗∗∗ −4.252∗ −7.688∗∗ −22.931∗∗ 0.809 3.930

(9.832) (2.259) (3.751) (9.134) (24.712) (25.644)
Observations 143 143 143 143 143 141
R2 0.020 0.503 0.534 0.566 0.609 0.610
RMSE 114.8 82.06 79.71 78.06 74.92 75.33

Note: Dependent variable is hundreds of total page views on delegates’ main pages, scorecards, and interview pages. OLS coefficients
displayed with robust standard errors, clustered at province level, in parentheses.
∗∗∗ p < .01, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗ p < .1.

from national authorities. Nevertheless, because the
interviews were available for several months before
the onset of the query session, it is possible that these
delegates received an exceptionally strong treatment,
as more viewers were familiar with them. Moreover,
the interviews provided greater context for the score-
cards and may have attracted more viewers while the
query session was taking place. If this was the case,
we should expect the interviewed delegates to receive
higher treatment dosage and therefore to have more
pronounced effects.

Although there is not a significant treatment effect
for the number of questions asked, the effect of the in-
terviews on the percentage of critical questions is strik-
ing. Interviewed delegates asked 4.3% fewer critical
questions between sessions 5 and 6 and 5.4% fewer crit-
ical questions than their historical average, compared
to the control group. In the similar minister analysis in
Panel C, we find that when controlling for interviewed
delegates, treated delegates ask about one less question
than previously, compared to the control group.

These findings appear supportive of H1, as greater
exposure to the treatment may have led delegates to
conform and behave less critically in parliament. Un-
fortunately, the fact that delegates had the option to
decline the interview stage creates a problematic se-
lection effect. Delegates may have only agreed to the
interview with the knowledge that they were unlikely to

take part actively in the sixth query session. Delegates
planning to be active may have shunned the higher
profile. This selection process would be unobservable
ex ante and would generate the same type of results as
increased treatment dosage. To correctly analyze inten-
sity of treatment, we need a better measure of intensity
that predates and is orthogonal to the treatment.

Internet Penetration as a Predetermined
and Orthogonal Measure of Intensity

The nature of our experiment allowed for the possibil-
ity that some delegates received a stronger treatment
than others. This would occur as more visitors were
drawn to a particular delegate’s web page, thereby ex-
posing him/her to a higher-level of scrutiny than peers
in the treatment group. Under the democratic version
of the incentive hypothesis, we would expect that in-
creased exposure to the treatment would lead to more
participation in query sessions. If transparency during
the policymaking process curtails participation (H1),
we should find the reduction to be highest on more
heavily exposed delegates.

Although it is the most direct measure, judging the
level of exposure to the treatment by clicks on a dele-
gate’s page is unfortunately endogenous to the quality
and quantity of a delegate’s query session performance.
Hit counts could increase for particular delegates if

14
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readers rushed to read sensitive, critical, or even hu-
morous statements in their entirety. To avoid confusing
dosage with popularity, we interact the treatment with
the level of Internet penetration in each province in
2009, as the proportion of the Vietnamese population
who read online newspapers varies dramatically across
Vietnam.14 Consequently, our treatment intensity also
varies across delegates, as their constituents are located
in different provinces with varying levels of Internet
penetration and therefore varying levels of access to
their delegates’ web pages. This variation allows us to
observe the effects of different treatment intensities
and is an appropriate measure for our analysis, as the
infrastructure and number of Internet subscriptions
predate the 2010 experiment.15 The approach sheds
a powerful light on authoritarian politics, but is more
speculative, as Internet penetration was not randomly
assigned.

In Table 4, we provide the results of a regression of
the number of total page views for a particular del-
egate on our measure of Internet penetration. Total
page views include hits on the delegate’s introductory
page, interview page, and scorecard. Among treated
delegates, the average page views were 6,300, with the
most popular delegate receiving 60,000 hits and a few
delegates receiving no hits at all. Although we display
the aggregate number, our findings are robust to re-
gressing hits on each page separately. Model 1 provides
the bivariate analysis. Model 2 controls for whether the
delegate agreed to be interviewed. Model 3 controls for
the number of questions asked by a delegate in Session
6 to address the endogeneity of page views. Model 4
adds individual-level control variables, Model 5 adds
provincial structural controls that are plausibly corre-
lated with both internet penetration and page views
(GDP per capita, population, and whether the province
is a national-level city), and Model 6 drops two outliers
who received exceedingly low page views and therefore
have a great deal of influence on the regression line (as
measured by their Cook’s D statistics).

There are a few things to note about Table 4. First, in
the fully specified model, the relationship between In-
ternet penetration and page views is very strong. Each
1% increase in Internet penetration increases page
views by about 1,900 hits. Thus, we can conclude that
delegates in areas with higher Internet access are more
likely to face greater scrutiny of their participation
from friends, co-workers, and local leaders. Second,
agreeing to be interviewed increased scrutiny on indi-
vidual delegates. Interviewed delegates received 14,900
more hits than other treated delegates. Finally, page
views alone cannot be used in a regression model, as

14 Provincial-level data on Internet penetration are the most fine-
grained data that are publicly available.
15 Although official Internet penetration in Vietnam is listed at 30%
nationally, this reflects assumptions made about the number of users
at community access locations, such as Internet cafes, libraries, and
post offices. Because these figures are inexact and subject to mea-
surement error that may bias our results, we rely on the number
of Internet subscriptions per 100 residents in each province. The
variable ranges from a penetration of 0.22 in the rural agricultural
province of Thai Binh to a high of 8.63 in the capital city of Hanoi.

they are clearly endogenous to the activity of delegates
in the sixth session. Each question a delegate asked
drew an additional 1,300 viewers to their page.

Conditional Effect of Treatment
and Internet Penetration

Using Internet penetration as a measure of treatment
intensity, we interact it with the treatment in Table 5.
We present the two difference-in-differences analyses
from before: (1) the change between the fifth and the
sixth sessions and (2) the change between the delegate
average in previous sessions and the sixth session.16

We also use the same dependent variables of ques-
tions asked and share of critical queries. Three models
are displayed for each dependent analysis. The first
model uses only the component variables and the mul-
tiplicative interaction, the second model controls for
stratification variables, and the third model allows for
provincial covariates.

Control Variables

Although our treatment is randomly assigned, Internet
penetration is not, leading to the possibility that our
results could be an artifact of omitted variable bias.
Consequently, it is important to control for variables
that may be associated with both Internet penetration
and increased (or decreased) participation in the VNA.
These include (1) a dummy variable for whether the
locality is designated as one of Vietnam’s five national-
level cities, and therefore a populous, dense, and tech-
nologically advanced urban center; (2) GDP per capita,
to capture provincial wealth; (3) population, measured
in millions of citizens; (4) transfers as a percentage
of locally produced revenue, which gauges the depen-
dence of a province on central beneficence and has
been shown to affect delegate participation (Malesky
and Schuler 2010) and local-level market orientation
(Malesky and Taussig 2009); and (5) the quality of
provincial governance, as measured by the Vietnamese
Provincial Competitiveness Index, an annual ranking
of economic governance for private sector develop-
ment in the country, measuring such issues as corrup-
tion, property rights protection, and local transparency
(Malesky 2009).

Results

In Table 5, we illustrate that in the query sessions, In-
ternet penetration significantly magnifies the impact of
the treatment in a negative direction for the number of
questions asked and the percentage of critical queries.
These results appear to be robust across specifications.

Substantively, each additional Internet subscription
per 100 citizens is associated with a 0.18 reduction in the
number of questions asked in the treated group and a
1.9% decrease in the percentage of critical queries be-
tween the fifth and sixth sessions. Thus, when Internet

16 Because of space constraints, the difference-in-differences for sim-
ilar ministers is presented in supplemental Online Appendixix 10.

15



Transparency
in

an
A

uthoritarian
A

ssem
bly

N
ovem

ber
2012

TABLE 5. Intensity of Treatment Effect (Interaction between Treatment and Internet Penetration)

A. Between Session 5 (November 2009) and Session 6 (June 2010)
B. Between Sessions 1–5

and Session 6.

Question Count (#) Critical Questions (%)
Question # Critical (%)

Specification (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

Treated 0.016 0.247∗ 0.249 0.271∗ 0.942 3.188 3.013 2.799 0.021 0.937
(0.146) (0.147) (0.151) (0.154) (1.802) (2.008) (1.956) (1.907) (0.129) (1.762)

Internet penetration 0.058 0.062∗ 0.105 0.744 0.771 2.850∗∗∗ 0.048 2.247∗∗∗

(0.035) (0.033) (0.070) (0.578) (0.593) (0.843) (0.033) (0.319)
Treated × Internet −0.170∗∗∗ −0.171∗∗∗ −0.179∗∗∗ −1.673∗∗∗ −1.658∗∗∗ −1.865∗∗∗ −0.058∗∗ −0.738∗∗∗

(0.030) (0.027) (0.027) (0.383) (0.381) (0.330) (0.027) (0.276)
Centrally nominated 0.057 0.046 −3.411∗∗ −3.803∗∗ 0.120 −2.200∗

(0.149) (0.149) (1.462) (1.449) (0.147) (1.266)
Full time 0.192 0.209 4.392∗ 4.522∗ 0.082 1.579

(0.205) (0.213) (2.330) (2.383) (0.164) (2.136)
Retirement 0.208 0.289 −0.383 −0.150 −0.069 −1.932

(0.217) (0.239) (1.374) (1.377) (0.205) (2.592)
National-level city −0.066 −12.064∗∗ −0.114 −9.919∗∗∗

(0.429) (5.321) (0.173) (1.703)
GDP per capita (ln) −0.038 −2.488 0.174 0.037

(0.205) (1.746) (0.150) (1.412)
Population (ln) −0.150 −1.239 −0.163∗ −1.283∗

(0.101) (0.975) (0.083) (0.735)
Transfer/revenue 0.000 −0.016∗∗ −0.000 −0.011∗

(0.001) (0.007) (0.001) (0.006)
South −0.251∗ −3.041∗ −0.287∗∗ −4.215∗∗∗

(0.150) (1.548) (0.112) (1.299)
Governance 0.015 0.098 0.008 0.017

(0.012) (0.146) (0.009) (0.118)
Constant −0.000 −0.055 −0.139 −0.825 1.389 0.439 0.159 1.739 −0.687 0.734

(0.034) (0.088) (0.099) (0.748) (0.948) (1.042) (1.248) (8.613) (0.533) (7.071)
Observations 461 461 461 461 461 461 461 461 461 461
R2 0.000 0.015 0.021 0.033 0.001 0.012 0.029 0.056 0.024 0.048
RMSE 0.573 1.339 1.340 1.341 15.85 15.80 15.71 15.59 1.091 13.38

Notes: This table depicts the results of the controlled field experiment on two different dependent variables. In this analysis, the treatment is interacted with Internet penetration
to derive an orthogonal intensity of treatment effect. The dependent variables are (1) number of questions asked by a delegate; (2) percentage of queries that were critical of
ministers, ministries, or the national government. Panel A uses difference in difference between Session 6 and Session 5. Panel B analyzes difference in differences between
average questions and Session 6. All analyses used OLS on the first differences between sessions. Robust standard errors, clustered at provincial level, are shown in parentheses.
The first model in each set is unadjusted, the second model controls for individual-level stratification variables, and the third model controls for provincial covariates that are
potentially associated with Internet penetration.
∗∗∗ p < .01, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗ p < .1
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FIGURE 1. Intensity of Treatment Effect

Note: Displays the marginal effect of treatment on number of critical questions asked and percentage of critical questions, based on
internet penetration, which impacts the intensity experienced by delegates. The panels are derived from the fully-specified models (4,
8, 9, and 10) in Table 5. Triangles demonstrate marginal effects. with range bars representing 90% Confidence Intervals.

penetration is about 8% (the level observed in Hanoi
and Ho Chi Minh City) , we find that treated delegates
ask a full question less and reduce their criticism more
than 12% below the delegates in the control group—a
highly significant difference, as measured by the t-value
over 6. When we compare the treatment intensity be-
tween the sixth session and average participation in
Models 9 and 10, we see similar though slightly less
pronounced results. Here, the effect is a reduction of
about 0.6 questions and 0.8% less criticism in the fully
specified model.

The component terms in the interaction are not ro-
bustly significant, but are uniformly positively signed.
Nevertheless, we cannot say definitively that the trans-
parency or Internet penetration has an independent
effect on delegate participation. Figure 1 provides
a graphic illustration of the predicted effects from
the four fully specified models. Triangles depict the
marginal effect of treatment at different levels of In-
ternet penetration, whereas range bars show 90% con-
fidence intervals. The graphs show clearly that at low
levels of Internet penetration, treatment has no impact
on delegate behavior, but at high levels of Internet pen-
etration, the treatment effect is large and significant.17

17 A continuous measurement of treatment intensity may be inap-
propriate, as it is possible that penetration only needs to reach a
particular threshold to influence delegate behavior. After that, ad-
ditional increases in penetration may have little effect. As a robust-
ness check in Online Appendix 12, we use a dichotomous measure
of sufficient penetration and rerun our analysis. We use different
cutoffs ranging from 4% to 8%. Our findings are unchanged by
these specifications. To be conservative, we present the continuous

The results of the treatment-intensity analysis could
lead to several interpretations. Based solely on the per-
formance in the query sessions, delegates appear to be-
have according to the adverse consequences hypothesis
(H1). Delegates receiving the strongest exposure to the
“Delegates of the National Assembly” web page were
the most likely to curtail their activities and criticism
of national policy and top leaders. Transparency forced
them to behave in a conforming manner, as they feared
their comments may be revealed to the public. Such
revelations may have led to public unrest and damaged
the co-optive exchange worked out between delegates
and the leadership.

Further analysis reveals that the three alternative
measures of treatment intensity (urban share, college
students, and state employment) demonstrate a simi-
lar pattern in all specifications. Although the findings
are only statistically significant when it comes to the
number of questions asked for urbanization and col-
lege share, the robustness of the pattern is telling.18

The interaction between the treatment and intensity
measure is always negative and sizable, indicating that
increased exposure reduces the willingness of delegates
to participate and criticize. This is strong evidence for
the adverse consequences hypothesis.

treatment effects in Table 5, as there is little literature to suggest
what an appropriate threshold penetration should be. Moreover, if
a threshold effect is relevant and the case and each unit change in
internet penetration has little effect, this would actually bias against
a significant finding.
18 Available in supplemental Online Appendix 11.
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TABLE 6. Intensity of Treatment Effect on Delegates’
Legislation Debate Speeches in Session 6

Legislative Speech Count (#)

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

Treated 0.028 −0.086 −0.092 −0.102
(0.096) (0.101) (0.090) (0.089)

Internet penetration −0.012 −0.004 −0.050∗

(0.010) (0.008) (0.029)
Treated × Internet 0.082∗ 0.083∗∗ 0.091∗∗∗

(0.043) (0.032) (0.034)
Centrally nominated −0.120 −0.103

(0.109) (0.110)
Full time 0.665∗∗∗ 0.643∗∗∗

(0.119) (0.121)
Retirement 0.681∗ 0.676∗

(0.351) (0.347)
National-level city 0.265∗

(0.158)
GDP per capita (ln) 0.095

(0.144)
Population (ln) −0.034

(0.046)
Transfer/revenue 0.000

(0.000)
South 0.172∗∗

(0.070)
Governance −0.001

(0.006)
Constant 0.560∗∗∗ 0.575∗∗∗ 0.387∗∗∗ 0.188

(0.042) (0.050) (0.051) (0.438)
Observations 461 461 461 461
R2 0.000 0.009 0.107 0.119
RMSE 0.942 0.940 0.895 0.895

Notes: This table depicts the results of the controlled field experiment on legislative speech behavior in Session 6.
In this analysis, the treatment is interacted with internet penetration to derive an intensity-of-treatment effect. Robust
standard errors, clustered at provincial level, are shown in parentheses. The first model is unadjusted, the second
model adds the interaction, the third model controls for individual-level stratification variables, and the final model
controls for provincial covariates that are potentially associated with Internet penetration.
∗∗∗ p < .01, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗ p < .1.

TRANSPARENCY AND EFFORT
ON NONSENSITIVE EFFORT

To test H2, we employed the same experimental setup,
with the number of speeches in legislative debates as
our dependent variable. Unfortunately, historical tran-
scripts for all sessions are not available for the leg-
islative debate sessions, ruling out the difference-in-
differences estimators that we employed in the query
sessions. Nevertheless, we still can compare the average
treatment effect on treated and untreated delegates
during the sixth session. As Table 6 (Model 1) shows,
we once again find there is no direct effect of partic-
ipation on treated delegates. Taking into the account
the intensity of treatment effect and controlling for
provincial-level determinants in Model 4, we find that
H2 is supported. Although the treatment has no dis-
cernible effect at low levels of Internet penetration,
each 10% increase in Internet penetration leads to an
additional episode of speech by a treated delegate.

In sum, we find that VNA delegates do improve their
visible effort when subjected to transparency, although
this activity is less likely to broach sensitive topics. It is
important to note that these effects are substantively
smaller than the effect on the quality of participation.
Delegates do appear motivated by transparency to pro-
vide more effort, but their level of effort is param-
eterized by their expertise and understanding of the
legislative issues under discussion.

THE ELECTORAL IMPACT
OF TRANSPARENCY

The underlying assumption of our experiment was that
transparency may be less effective in settings where
the threat of electoral sanctioning is weak. Although
voters play a role in hypotheses H1 to H4, we have
assumed that they are primarily observers of intra-
elite exchanges. In H5, however, we allowed a more
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direct role of voters in responding to the activities of
their VNA delegates. In this section, we subject H5 to
empirical testing by evaluating the impact of our trans-
parency experiment on the probability of reelection to
the VNA.

But as Malesky and Schuler (2011) acknowledge,
there are reasons to be cautious that democratic, elec-
toral logic can be imposed even on the competitive
VNA elections. Although there is universal voting, the
election of candidates is a highly politicized process,
with candidates favored by the regime receiving special
accommodations that make their pathway to election
easier. Provincial election boards, made up of local
leaders and members of the Vietnamese Fatherland
Front, are charged with selecting local candidates and
organizing the electoral districts. As such, they have
an important influence on who is elected and by what
margin. Centrally nominated candidates, those nom-
inated from central government and party branches
in Hanoi, who are sent to compete in provinces, are
placed in districts with lower candidate-to-seat ratios
and weaker competition (Malesky and Schuler 2011).
Well-known local nominees also receive such benefits
in certain provinces. The enormous power of provincial
election boards to determine the level of opportunity
available for a candidate calls into question the level
of responsiveness of a particular delegate to voters.
What we may be observing in the relationship between
vote share and level of participation is responsiveness
to provincial or central leaders rather than voters.19

Whether responsiveness to voters or leaders matters
more can be teased out with microdata on performance
in the 2011 election.

In addition, the 2011 VNA election also provides an
opportunity to observe the reward and punishment fea-
tures of the co-optive relationship between delegates
and central leaders. First, co-optation is not a one-way
street where central or provincial elites grant limited
power sharing. Delegates have responsibilities as well.
There is a reward element to the co-optive relationship.
Because the experimental treatment raised the cost of
delegate silence to central elites, there may be evidence
that central leaders rewarded delegates who promised
to stay silent over the course of the treatment (H3) or
who increased their level of nonsensitive participation
(H4).20 If delegates do allow disputes to escape the

19 Formally, central leaders influence candidate selection by deter-
mining the demographic targets for the entire assembly, but they
do not select the majority of the individuals to fulfill those targets.
In 2007, the central level only directly nominated about 150 candi-
dates, whereas the provincial election boards vetted and nominated
the more than 650 remaining candidates. Because we do not have
detailed information about the negotiations between central and
provincial election officials, we do not know the exact degree of veto
power the central election board had over provincial nominations.
Previous research suggests that provinces that contribute more to
the central coffers than they receive in central transfers have greater
leverage in selecting their own candidates (Malesky and Schuler
2011).
20 Rewards could have also taken the form of transfers or public
goods distribution to a delegate’s locality. Unfortunately, we cannot
test this dependent variable, as we intentionally randomized within
provincial representation. Electoral districts do not have geographic

contained forum (i.e., by continuing to speak up in
the presence of our experiment), however, there is a
strong possibility that they will be punished for their
transgressions.

Before we dive into the analysis, it is critical to use
caution in the interpretation of the electoral results.
Punishment and reward hinge on the miscalculation
of delegates in response to treatment. Delegates who
understood the treatment intensity they were facing
appropriately should have self-censored in the query
session. As a result, the subset of delegates who are
at risk of punishment is quite small and not randomly
assigned. Another way to think about this is through
the methodological lens of post-treatment effects. The
experimental treatment has a direct effect on the del-
egate’s activity in the query session and an indirect ef-
fect, which may be countervailing, through its influence
on punishment. Consequently, our results in identifying
punishment should not be the final word on this sub-
ject. It can be hoped to provide a springboard for other
scholars who want to isolate the effect of punishment
more directly in their own research designs.

Table 7 shows the results of the electoral analysis. In
Panel 1, we study the direct electoral results using three
dependent variables: (1.1) whether the delegates were
renominated by central or local authorities to run as
incumbents; (1.2) whether the renominated delegates
were selected by voters to return to their seats; and
(1.3) the vote shares of winning candidates (shares
are not reported for losing candidates). Three mod-
els are provided for each dependent variable. Model
1 provides the direct treatment effect, controlling for
the stratification variables (central nominee, full time,
age). Model 2 and Model 3 interact the treatment with
the number of legislative speeches and questions asked
by the delegates, in order to see how post-treatment
behavior affected electoral results.

The coefficient on Model 1 for each dependent vari-
able shows the average effect of this treatment, taking
into account the diverse responses of the delegates. In
sum, the general equilibrium effect of the transparency
treatment is strongly negative. Treated delegates were
9.5% less likely than control delegates to be renom-
inated for seats. Treated delegates who were renomi-
nated were 4.6% less likely to be reelected and retain
their seats. The probability of election is not signif-
icant, because the baseline probability of reelection
for renominated incumbents is 92%. The net effect,
however, is that treated delegates were about 10% less
likely to retain office than their peers in the control
group, a statistically significant finding. Despite the fact
that many treated delegates actually curtailed their
behavior from previous sessions and most delegates
increased their visible effort, these tactics were not
enough. Their enhanced visibility was still threatening

boundaries that coincide with administrative boundaries and cannot
receive public goods. A province, which can receive transfers, often
has 10–15 delegates representing it in the VNA. Our strategy specif-
ically randomized within provincial delegations, so it is impossible
to know whether the provinces of treated delegates received greater
compensation.
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TABLE 7. Electoral Rewards, Punishment, and Voter Behavior in 2011

1. Electoral Results

1.1. Probability of Renomination 1.2. Probability of Winning Election 1.3. Vote Share

(1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3)

Treated −0.095∗ −0.109∗ −0.104∗ −0.046 −0.074 −0.037 0.007 0.013 0.039
(0.052) (0.062) (0.053) (0.054) (0.064) (0.056) (0.041) (0.050) (0.045)

Debate speeches 0.044 −0.037∗∗ 0.017
(0.032) (0.018) (0.034)

Treated × debate 0.021 0.029 −0.011
(0.048) (0.024) (0.041)

Questions 0.017 −0.001 0.048∗∗∗
(0.018) (0.013) (0.017)

Treated × questions 0.018 −0.009 −0.060∗∗∗
(0.040) (0.022) (0.020)

Constant/Pa 0.358 0.358 0.358 0.916 0.916 0.916 0.110∗∗∗ 0.102∗∗ 0.094∗∗∗
(0.037) (0.044) (0.034)

N 461 461 461 166 166 166 165 165 165
(Pseudo) R2 0.0997 0.107 0.103 0.0349 0.0581 0.0374 0.743 0.744 0.763

2. Elite Punishment Hypothesis

2.1. Seats/Candidates (OPROBIT) 2.2. Strength of Competition 2.3. Probability of Promotion

(1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3)

Treated 0.511∗∗ 0.772∗∗∗ 0.649∗∗ −0.015 0.043 0.046 −0.012 0.039 0.019
(0.238) (0.287) (0.256) (0.231) (0.269) (0.252) (0.057) (0.063) (0.063)

Debate speeches 0.019 0.117 0.054
(0.103) (0.128) (0.036)

Treated × debate −0.273 −0.093 −0.067
(0.170) (0.164) (0.043)

Questions 0.092∗ −0.045 0.006
(0.055) (0.050) (0.024)

Treated × questions −0.213∗∗ −0.080 −0.047∗
(0.101) (0.086) (0.026)

Constant/P −1.124∗∗∗ −1.098∗∗∗ −1.114∗∗∗ 2.571∗∗∗ 2.511∗∗∗ 2.570∗∗∗ 0.278∗ 0.255∗ 0.276∗
(0.189) (0.200) (0.191) (0.209) (0.214) (0.210) (0.141) (0.150) (0.143)

N 164 164 164 164 164 164 164 164 164
(Pseudo) R2 0.0336 0.0511 0.0476 0.189 0.193 0.196 0.116 0.134 0.128

3. Voter Responsiveness Hypothesis (Revealed Preferences)

3.1. Share of Spoiled Ballots (%) 3.2 Official Turnout (%) 3.3. Voter Reported Turnout (%)

(1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3)

Treated 0.002 0.001 0.001 −0.002∗ −0.003∗ −0.003 −0.000 −0.027 0.002
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.027) (0.029) (0.030)
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Debate speeches −0.001 0.000 −0.001
(0.001) (0.000) (0.015)

Treated × debate 0.001 0.000 0.021
(0.001) (0.001) (0.017)

Questions −0.000 0.000 0.011
(0.000) (0.000) (0.009)

Treated × questions 0.001 0.000 −0.005
(0.002) (0.001) (0.012)

Constant/P 0.009∗∗∗ 0.010∗∗∗ 0.009∗∗∗ 0.996∗∗∗ 0.996∗∗∗ 0.996∗∗∗ 0.683∗∗∗ 0.673∗∗∗ 0.682∗∗∗
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.019) (0.018) (0.019)

N 164 164 164 164 164 164 125 125 125
(Pseudo) R2 0.013 0.019 0.023 0.030 0.025 0.030 0.022 0.016 0.043

4. Voter Responsiveness Hypothesis (Reported Preferences)

4.1. Voter Confidence in NA (%) 4.2. Watch the NA Sessions (%) 4.3. Can Name VNA Delegates (%)

(1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3)

Treated −0.798 −1.184 −0.577 −0.028 −0.058 −0.036 −0.053 −0.088∗∗ −0.045
(1.187) (1.278) (1.435) (0.038) (0.039) (0.041) (0.035) (0.041) (0.042)

Debate Speeches −0.416 0.027 −0.016
(0.583) (0.017) (0.015)

Treated × debate 0.667 0.014 0.032∗
(0.707) (0.023) (0.017)

Questions −0.031 −0.000 0.009
(0.197) (0.009) (0.009)

Treated × questions −0.228 0.009 −0.012
(0.453) (0.021) (0.025)

Constant/P 91.174∗∗∗ 91.554∗∗∗ 91.153∗∗∗ 0.457∗∗∗ 0.432∗∗∗ 0.458∗∗∗ 0.451∗∗∗ 0.444∗∗∗ 0.449∗∗∗
(0.906) (0.651) (0.928) (0.028) (0.024) (0.028) (0.032) (0.027) (0.032)

N 125 125 125 125 125 125 125 125 125
(Pseudo) R2 0.031 0.007 0.033 0.035 0.060 0.037 0.037 0.027 0.042

Notes: This table provides the results of 36 regression models studying the downstream impact of our transparency experiment on delegates’ electoral results
in 2011. Panel 1 studies the direct electoral results using three dependent variables: 1.1. Whether a delegate was renominated to run for office; 1.2. Whether a
delegate was reelected if renominated; and 1.3. The vote share of renominated delegates. Panel 2 studies whether elite punishment or reward played a role in
delegate success using three dependent variables: 2.1. Number of seats available in district/number of candidates competing (four possible probabilities: .5, .6,
.67, .75); 2.2. An 11-point scale measuring the strength of competition faced by delegates in their electoral districts (see Malesky and Schuler 2011 for coding
details); 2.2. Whether a delegate was promoted to a high-ranking position in the NA or a ministry after the election. Panel 3 provides information on the revealed
preferences of voters, using 3.1. The share of spoiled ballots; 3.2. Turnout in the candidate’s electoral district, reported by the NA election commission; 3.3. Turnout
in the candidate’s electoral district reported by voters in the district, using UNDP’s PAPI survey (UNDP 2012). Panel 4 further probes voter opinions on their NA
delegate using the PAPI survey: 4.1. Voter is confident in NA delegate; 4.2. Voter watched the most recent NA query session highlights on TV; 4.3. Voter is able to
name the VNA delegates in his or her district. Three models are provided for each dependent variable. Model 1 provides the direct treatment effect, controlling for
the stratification variables (central nominee, fulltime, age). Model 2 interacts the treatment with the number of debate speeches made by the delegate to see how
post-treatment behavior affected results. Model 3 interacts the treatment with the number of questions asked by the delegate to see how post-treatment behavior
affected results. Regressions in panels 1.1, 1.2, 2.3 employ probit specifications and report marginal probabilities. Regression in 2.1 employs an oprobit analysis to
address the four different possible seats/candidates values. All other models employ OLS. Robust standard errors, clustered at the electoral district level, are in
parentheses.
∗∗∗ p < .01, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗ p < .1.
a P is the predicted probability of failure (receiving a 1) when all covariates are held to their mean.21
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enough for regime and provincial leaders to keep them
out of office. Treatment, however, did not appear to
have a significant net effect on the vote share for the
winning delegates.

Further analysis in Model 2 and Model 3 extends
this finding by interacting the treatment with the num-
ber of legislative speeches and questions asked in the
query section.21 We find very little evidence that post-
treatment behavior affected the electoral results, with
one notable exception—vote share. Here, we find that
the interaction between treatment and question-asking
is significant and negative, whereas the component
term on treatment is insignificant (albeit positive). This
implies that delegates who did not curtail their sensitive
questions and criticisms in the presence of transparency
received significantly smaller shares of votes than their
silent peers (about 6% less for each question asked).
Also note that delegates in the nontreatment group ac-
tually received about 4.8% larger vote shares for each
question asked, which indicates that the normal rules of
co-optation continued to operate in the nontreatment
group.

Why do treated delegates who did not curtail their
behavior receive smaller vote shares? These find-
ings are in line with the co-optation theory’s predic-
tions about the adverse consequences of transparency.
Query participation in a nontransparent setting is re-
warded, but in the presence of transparency, delegates
who do not behave in a conformist manner are singled
out for punishment, as we hypothesized in H3. Clearly,
there is no evidence that visible effort is rewarded, as
we hypothesized in H4. Alternatively, others may see
this as evidence of voter responsiveness to the treat-
ment, indicating some level of pluralism in Vietnamese
elections after the vetting stage.

In Panels 2–4 of Table 7, we seek to disentangle these
alternative mechanisms: reward and punishment ver-
sus voter responsiveness (H5). Panel 2 studies whether
punishment or reward from leaders played a role in
delegate success, using three dependent variables that
measure how elites manipulated reelection to the VNA
and future promotions: (2.1) number of seats avail-
able in a district divided by the number of candidates
competing (four possible probabilities: 0.5, 0.6, 0.67,
0.75); (2.2) an 11-point scale measuring whether del-
egates were placed against stronger (famous and/or
high-ranking) competition in their electoral districts
(see Malesky and Schuler 2011 for coding details); (2.3)
whether a delegate was promoted to a high-ranking
position in the VNA or a ministry after the election.
Panel 3 provides information on the revealed behavior
of voters, using (3.1) the share of spoiled ballots in each
electoral district; (3.2) turnout in the candidate’s elec-
toral district, reported by the VNA Election Commis-
sion; (3.3) turnout in the candidate’s electoral district
self-reported by voters in the district, using aggrega-
tions of the 14,000 respondents in UNDP’s PAPI survey

21 Because of space constraints, we only study the number of ques-
tions, as the share of critical questions is strongly correlated with the
number of questions, and results do not differ dramatically between
them.

(UNDP 2012).22 Panel 4 further probes voter opinions
on their VNA delegate using the PAPI survey: (4.1)
voter is confident in the VNA; (4.2) voter watched the
most recent NA query session highlights on TV; (4.3)
voter is able to name the VNA delegates in his or her
district.

Our findings provide no evidence for a direct impact
of voters on the electoral results. Voters in districts
with treated delegates are no more likely to turn out
for election, spoil ballots in protest, or provide any
indication that they are more familiar with or have
more confidence in the VNA. The only exception is that
voters are more likely to know the names of their repre-
sentatives if the delegate was treated and participated
in the legislative debates, indicating that nonsensitive
effort was indeed visible to Vietnamese citizens.

However, we find compelling evidence of leaders
punishing and rewarding delegates for upholding the
co-optive bargain. Treated delegates tended to be
placed in easier-to-win districts, as measured by the
seats-to-candidates ratio. Calculating the substantive
effects of the ordered probit model reveals that treated
delegates were 6% less likely to be placed in districts
with a 50% probability of victory and 12% more likely
to be placed in districts with a 67% probability of
victory. This provides tentative (and highly specula-
tive) evidence for H3 that central officials tried to buy
off complicity of treated delegates by offering greater
opportunities for legislative victory. Nevertheless, in
line with H6, when this bargain was not upheld and
treated delegates spoke up during the session, they
found themselves saddled with more challenging elec-
toral placements. For each question asked during the
query session, a delegate had a 3% higher probability
of being placed in one of the most difficult-to-win dis-
tricts, where there were twice as many candidates as
seats. These same delegates were 5% less likely to be
placed in one of the easier-to-win (67% probability)
districts. Interestingly, nontreated delegates who con-
tinued to speak were actually rewarded slightly, with
each question gaining them a 2% higher probability of
being placed in an easy district.

Moving beyond the electoral domain to further
probe the punishment/reward hypotheses, we find fur-
ther evidence of the use of promotion to leader-
ship positions in the VNA or ministries as a reward

22 Data on the turnout rates by electoral districts and the shares
of spoiled ballots were released online (http://www.baucukhoa13.
quochoi.vn/news/File/ketquacongbo/index.htm) by the VNA elec-
toral commissions. Turnout figures are listed as above 98% for all
provinces, as voting is mandatory, proxy voting is tolerated, and
electoral officials are evaluated based on turnout. Nevertheless, we
try to exploit variation on the right-hand side of the decimal point.
More interesting, however, are the spoiled ballot ratios, which range
from 0% to 5% in some electoral districts. The third measure of
voter-level behavior is the annual UNDP Public Administration
Performance Index (PAPI), which asked voters in each province
whether they voted in the VNA election. Reconstructed turnout
rates on this measure yield far more variation, ranging from 44% in
southern Tay Ninh province to 90% in mountainous Cao Bang. Using
the PAPI data, we link these figures to the electoral district of the
treated and control candidates to see if delegate behavior impacted
voter turnout in those districts.
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incentive. The coefficient on treated delegates is posi-
tive, but nonsignificant, so there is only the slimmest of
evidence for preemptive reward. Nevertheless, for each
question a delegate asked, the marginal probability of
promotion to higher office declined by nearly 5% from
the baseline probability of 22%. Again, this provides
tentative evidence for H3—when delegates did not up-
hold the co-optive bargain, central officials chose to
punish their transgressions.

In sum, our electoral results provide little evidence
for voter responsiveness, as proposed in the literature
on transparency experiments in democratic countries.
Rather, we find further evidence that authoritarian par-
liaments are primarily a forum for co-optive exchange.
What our analysis reveals, which previous literature
has overlooked, is that these institutions also provide
a mechanism for enforcing the co-optive agreement
between delegates and central officials, by allowing
central officials to manipulate electoral rules and typi-
cal promotion processes in order to reward compliant
delegates or punish nonconformists.

CONCLUSION

In this article, we designed a randomized experiment to
test whether transparency initiatives can be exported to
authoritarian regimes and provide the same beneficial
effects observed in democratic contexts. A randomly
selected treatment group of 144 delegates from the
VNA had transcripts and scorecards from the sixth
legislative query session posted on the web site of the
country’s most popular online newspaper, VietnamNet.
The treatment was extremely strong, drawing over 1.3
million page views and over 800,000 hits to specific
delegate pages.

Our experiment provides little evidence of direct
transparency effects. With this online intervention,
however, we were able to use the Internet penetra-
tion rate of a province as a measure of intensity of
treatment. Surprisingly, we learned that treated dele-
gates in provinces with high Internet penetration were
significantly more likely to curtail their participation in
the VNA query sessions. That is, the higher the expo-
sure to transparency, the more likely a delegate was to
behave in a conformist manner. Moreover, treated del-
egates who did not conform were the most likely to be
punished through removal from office in the next elec-
tion or a lack of promotion to higher office.Alternative
interpretations of the interactions between treatment
and Internet penetration are possible beyond treat-
ment intensity. Specifically, our experiment is consis-
tent with a story of elite bargaining between central and
local leaders. One candidate hypothesis is that Internet
access is proxying for central beneficence to particular
locales. Consequently, provinces that receive more cen-
tral largess are more likely to squelch the participation
of their delegates in questioning leaders, whereas un-
derprivileged provinces are more likely to allow their
delegates to complain. We tested this alternative by
exchanging transfers and GDP per capita for Internet
penetration in the interaction, but results were not sta-

tistically different from zero.23 A second alternative is
that appointments to leadership roles in provinces with
high Internet penetration, including the five national-
level cities, their neighbors, and a few booming indus-
trial provinces, are more prestigious and lucrative. As
a result, leaders in those areas may have been more
carefully vetted before being allowed to assume their
positions. In addition, leaders of provinces with high
Internet penetration more often currently hold and
have greater probability of promotion to elite central
positions.24 Their personal aspirations may lead them
to quiet their delegates in the presence of transparency,
and punish them when they do not conform (Sheng
2009). Although this story is intriguing, we do not have
the data to test it separately.

It is also worth noting that our experiment was
designed to capture the partial equilibrium effect on
observable delegate behavior in query and legislative
sessions. It is entirely possible that with these avenues
closed off, motivated delegates switched to less visible
activities, such as informal caucusing with other del-
egates or top officials. Thus, the general equilibrium
effects on policy choices and representation remain
unobservable, although we do observe the negative ef-
fects on electoral outcomes. Unprecedented access to
the VNA would be necessary to know for certain. This
omission, however, does not obviate the importance of
our finding that transparency can have perverse con-
sequences, as informal caucusing is less efficient than
the query session at generating information and lim-
ited policy sharing privileges delegates with preexisting
relationships with officials and does not provide the
organizational structure of a particular minister and
agenda for discussion.

As a result, the findings of this experiment should
make us cautious about the export of transparency to
authoritarian systems, where similarly named institu-
tions play vastly different roles in the polity. Moreover,
it underscores the general lessons of the new, influential
work in development economics, which asserts that
cookie-cutter approaches to economic development
and democratic transition are not feasible, and that
interventions must be subjected to the strict scrutiny of
randomized evaluations before full-scale implementa-
tion. Our results demonstrate that transparency inter-
ventions in nondemocratic systems can have adverse
consequences for how delegates represent their con-
stituencies. Caution should precede all legislative trans-
parency programs in authoritarian countries.
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