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ABSTRACT  

 

This dissertation examines the factors that affect public support for coalitions between 

prodemocracy advocates and policy-based movements, such as land, labor, and environmental 

movements under authoritarian rule. First, I argue that when the two types of movements actively 

team up in a coalition to seek significant regime reforms to resolve the policy issues, (1) the policy-

based movement’s assignment of causal responsibility for its grievances and (2) the public 

perception of which component of the coalition-based collective action frame is more dominant 

may influence public opinion towards the coalition. Using two online survey experiments 

administered on a sample of 1300 Vietnamese respondents, I find that (1) blame attribution does 

not influence public attitudes and that (2) the policy frame is perceived to dominate a policy-

prodemocracy coalition, which moves support for the coalition to the baseline support for the 

policy movement. My mediation analysis suggests that this is because policy protesters are 

perceived to dominate the coalition.  

Second, I argue that when prodemocracy advocates endorse a policy movement without 

apparently building a coalition with policy protesters, the public reduces their support for the 

policy movement. Drawing on an online survey experiment administered to 1080 Vietnamese 

respondents, I demonstrate that being endorsed by prodemocracy advocates reduces support for 

protests because prodemocracy endorsements lead to a reduced perception that the protests are 

legal and a reduced perception that the protests are “moral.” 

Taken together, the results of the dissertation suggest that public support for a policy-

prodemocracy coalition may depend on the visibility of prodemocracy advocates in the coalition. 

In an active coalition in which policy issues are more dominant and prodemocracy activists are 

less visible, the public does not oppose the alliance. On the other hand, in a passive coalition where 
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the public perceives that prodemocracy advocates endorse policy protesters without actually 

cooperating with them, prodemocracy activists may be more visible. This may lead to reduced 

public support for the coalition and the policy protest.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Truong |  12 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

In June 1987, the military regime in South Korea finally gave up power. It surrendered to the 

people's demands for free and fair elections and the restoration of civil liberties after many years 

of clinging to power. Why did the South Korean authoritarian government decide to surrender at 

this point? While no single reason can explain the democratic transition in South Korea, it is 

undeniable that the emergence of cross-movement coalitions between prodemocracy advocates 

and policy-based protesters who were concerned with land, labor, and environmental issues played 

a critical role in the collapse of the military regime (Kim 2000). In 2017, the mass fish deaths in 

the central provinces of Vietnam took many people throughout the country to the streets. What 

was striking about these protests is that prodemocracy advocates joined environmentalists to 

advocate for more government transparency and more freedom of information to address the 

unfolding environmental issues (Nguyen and Datzberger 2018). This informal coalition may have 

led to positive interventions from the Vietnamese government (Nguyen and Datzberger 2018). The 

government punished many high-profile officials at both the provincial and central levels and 

required Formosa Ha Tinh Steel1 to give 500 million USD in compensation. The government also 

promised to revise FDI-related laws and regulations to ensure that future foreign investors follow 

environmental protection guidelines (Nhi, Long and Phuc 2016).  

These examples are just a few that illustrate the threats that coalitions between regime 

dissidents and other movements that focus on narrow policy issues pose to authoritarian 

governments. Sociologists and political scientists have long found that coalitions can benefit both 

prodemocracy advocates and policy protests in numerous ways. Movement coalitions help 

activists seek more resources, exploit political opportunities, and increase their bargaining power 

 
1 Formosa was found to have discharged toxic waste into the sea, leading to the incident.  
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vis-à-vis the state (Van Dyke and McCammon 2010). When movements work together, they are 

more likely to defeat authoritarian regimes (Brancati 2016, Thurber 2019; Hatab 2018; Durac 

2015). The collapse of the Soviet Union was partly attributed to a coalition between nationalist 

and democracy movements (Beissinger 2002). Even when movement coalitions do not lead to the 

fall of authoritarian regimes, they pose a great threat to dictators. The Tiananmen Square 

movement, composed of an alliance between student-led prodemocracy groups, workers, and 

peasants, negatively affected the legitimacy of the Communist Party of China, which led to the 

terms such as "human rights" being enshrined in China's Constitution (Dan 2019). My interviews2 

with prodemocracy activists in Vietnam and extant research suggest that because of the advantages 

a coalition brings to prodemocracy advocates, they typically seek alliances to advance their claims 

(Kerkvliet 2019; Dobson 2012).  

Similarly, building coalitions with prodemocracy advocates provides policy-based 

movements with many advantages. Because prodemocracy movements often receive international 

attention, support, and endorsement (Levitsky and Way 2010), coalitions afford policy-based 

movements opportunities to access international funding and assistance (Kim 2000). In many 

contexts, such as Vietnam, China, Egypt, and Russia, prodemocracy activists are intellectual, 

highly educated, and reside in urban areas (Kerkvliet 2005; Dobson 2012; Robertson 2010). 

Taking advantage of these human resources of prodemocracy advocates can help policy-based 

movements interpret legal documents and seek external assistance from the media and other third 

parties. Coalitions may also increase the likelihood of forcing autocrats to make policy 

concessions. For example, workers in South Korea in the 1980s successfully demanded changes 

in labor law after building a coalition with democracy activists (Kim 2000). Policy-democracy 

 
2 See interview questions in Appendix A.1 
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movement coalitions are more likely to provide a broader base of mobilization that increases the 

likelihood of success for a wide range of issues (Mayer, Brown, and Morello-Frosch 2010; Ong 

2022).  

What affects the emergence of prodemocracy-policy movement coalitions under 

authoritarian rule? Scholarly work on contentious politics in authoritarian regimes suggests several 

factors that could affect the formation of such cross-movement alliances, such as concerns with 

repression (Robertson 2010; O’Brien and Li 2006; Chau 2019), the level of support for the regime 

(Chau 2019), or social ties between prodemocracy advocates and policy protesters (Thurber 2019). 

Sociologists argue that the political environment, ideological alignment, social ties, and 

organizational structures and resources are essential in facilitating coalition emergence (See 

discussion in Van Dyke and McCammon (2010)).  

 My dissertation highlights an additional explanation that focuses on public opinion 

towards policy-prodemocracy coalitions. I focus on public attitudes towards these coalitions for a 

few reasons. First, public opinion is important for the ultimate prospect of protests in authoritarian 

regimes (Trinh and Truong 2021). Even by demonstrating passive support, the public may reduce 

the chances of a protest being repressed (Cai 2008) and increase the chances that authoritarian 

governments will make dramatic political concessions (Brancati 2016; Ong 2022). Thus, if the 

public shows positive attitudes towards a potential movement coalition, it will be more challenging 

for the state to repress it.  

Second, loss of public support may have adverse consequences for potential allies of 

prodemocracy movements and the prospect of democratization. For example, during the transfer 

of power in Egypt after Mubarak's resignation in February 2011, many policy protesters, including 

workers, residents, farmers, and university students, joined prodemocracy groups to stage street 
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protests. Such coalitions elicited public hostility, affording the regime a reason for employing 

repression towards protesters (Ketchley and El-Rayyes 2021). 

Third, anecdotal evidence suggests that favorable public opinion is important in 

determining whether a coalition between prodemocracy advocates and other social movements can 

emerge and sustain. For instance, when the mass fish deaths occurred in the central provinces in 

Vietnam in 2016, prodemocracy advocates and those directly affected by the issue protested 

together in the street and advocated for significant reforms at the central government, such as 

greater government transparency and accountability, and more freedom of information to resolve 

environmental issues (Nguyen and Datzberger 2018). The formation of this informal coalition was 

partly attributed to high public support evidenced by widespread shares of images of prodemocracy 

activists and citizens protesting together on social media and public objection to the arrest of 

Mother Mushroom- Nguyen Ngoc Nhu Quynh, a prominent democracy dissident in Vietnam 

(Nguyen and Datzberger 2018). Some argue that with high public support, environmental activism 

may open opportunities for Vietnamese democracy activists, environmentalists, urban youths, and 

others to cooperate towards a common goal (Nguyen 2020). Similarly, in China, because of public 

support, nationalists and prodemocracy groups sometimes ally to espouse democracy as a solution 

for defending national interests (Weiss 2014).  

What affects public support for policy-prodemocracy movement coalitions under 

authoritarian regimes? While not focusing on policy-prodemocracy coalition per se, a wide range 

of literature on public support for protests generally focuses on the negative impact associating 

with violent or extreme tactics can have on support for protests. While violent or disruptive tactics 

may attract attention, association with violent tactics can simultaneously undermine support for 

the movement (e.g., Myers and Caniglia 2004; Feinberg and Kovacheff 2020; Lupu and Wallace 
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2019; Edwards and Arnon 2021; Tertychnaya and Lankina 2019; McLeod and Detenber 1999). 

However, focusing on movements’ tactics to study prodemocracy-policy coalitions is insufficient 

in two critical ways.  

First, when prodemocracy advocates and policy protesters actively team up in a coalition 

to challenge authoritarian regimes, such works neglect one crucial aspect that can make or break 

the cross-movement coalition: coalition-based collective action frames designed to mobilize 

participants and attract public support (Snow, et al. 1986). As I explain in greater detail in Chapter 

2, when a policy-based protest such as a land, labor, and environment protest joins forces with a 

prodemocracy group to seek major regime reforms to resolve the former's grievances, they have 

to devise a collective action frame that combines two components: the policy component and the 

democracy component. The former tells the audience which policy issues lead to policy protesters’ 

grievances and who is to blame. The latter prescribes significant regime reforms such as 

democracy and a free press as solutions for the policy issues.  

Such a coalition-based collective action frame aims to attract public support and mobilize 

participants. However, these issues (land, environment, labor, and democracy) are highly complex. 

To individuals who are not directly involved in the movements or affected by the movements’ 

grievances, these issues may be remote from the matters of daily life. How can the public form 

their opinions towards the coalition movements? Building upon research on framing effects 

(Chong and Druckman 2007), I suggest that the public will look for shortcuts or cues from the 

frames to form their opinions.  

Inspired by the broader research on movements' blame attribution, I argue that the first cue 

is a policy protest's assignment of causal responsibility for their grievances. The nature of the 

policy protest’s blame attribution provides a powerful cue for the public to evaluate the movement 
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coalition. Specifically, if a policy-based protest blames the central government, it signals to the 

people that major regime reforms promoted by prodemocracy advocates are reasonable solutions 

for its grievances. This does not reduce support for the movement, implying that the public 

supports the policy-prodemocracy coalition. On the other hand, when a policy-based protest 

attributes blame to local authorities, it may lead to the perception that significant regime reforms 

may be too extreme to address local policy issues. In Chapter 3, I test this theory using an online 

survey experiment administered to 1300 Vietnamese Internet users. I find that in contrast to the 

emphasis scholars put on the role of blame attribution in a movement's mobilization strategies, this 

factor does not affect public opinion towards policy-democracy movement coalitions. Survey 

respondents do not reduce support for a policy protest, regardless of whether the protest assigns 

blame to the central or the local government.  

Research on the psychology of framing effects emphasizes that elites’ framing of policy 

issues can only influence public opinion if the public can understand the concepts and have regular 

and repeated exposure to the frames. Based on this research, in Chapter 4, I develop the frame 

salience theory, which argues that although a policy-democracy coalition-based collective action 

frame consists of policy and democracy components, one will dominate the frame. Under 

authoritarian rule, because (1) policy frames are more relatable and understandable to the public, 

and (2) individuals have more regular exposure to policy frames than democracy frames, the policy 

component will be considered to dominate the policy-democracy frame. This leads to the 

perception that the policy protest dominates the coalition, which moves public support for the 

alliance to the baseline support for the policy protest. Using an online survey experiment in 

Vietnam administered to 1300 online respondents, I find that when a hypothetical land protest 

cooperates with a prodemocracy protest, support for the coalition is significantly higher than 
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support for the prodemocracy protest and almost the same as support for the land protest. In other 

words, I find that support for the coalition moves to the baseline support for the hypothetical land 

protest. My mediation analysis shows that the difference in terms of support between the 

hypothetical prodemocracy protest and the land-democracy coalition is mainly because 

respondents perceive the land issue to dominate the latter.  

Second, in many cases, prodemocracy advocates endorse policy-based protests with 

prodemocracy messages without apparently building an active coalition with policy-based protests 

(Dobson 2012; Morozov 2011). For example, seeing villagers protest against illegal land eviction 

practices, prodemocracy advocates can endorse the protest with a prodemocracy frame on social 

media (Le 2017). Work on violence and protests does not examine how a prodemocracy frame 

endorsed by prodemocracy advocates affects public support for a policy-based protest. In Chapter 

5, I argue that linking with messages endorsed by prodemocracy groups can affect a policy-based 

protest through two channels. The first is the identity channel. In authoritarian contexts, where 

prodemocracy advocates are likely to be elite urbanites (Beinin 2012, Kerkvliet 2019), association 

with prodemocracy advocates could carry connotations that the protesters are aligned with such 

elites. As such, associating with a prodemocracy frame could undermine support by inadvertently 

cuing to residents in rural areas, the less educated, or those connected to the regime that the 

protesters are part of an “outgroup.” The second is the prodemocracy frame channel. I build off a 

series of studies showing that non-activists often perceive activists, such as environmentalists and 

feminists, as extreme and unlikeable (Bashir et al. 2013; Stenhouse and Heinrich 2019). This 

research suggests that even those sympathetic to such causes may avoid associating with them 

(Bashir et al. 2013). Importantly, these stereotypes are driven in part by the non-mainstream 

message just as much as the tactics used by such activists. Given that those advocating 
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prodemocracy messages could be seen as outside the mainstream, associating limited policy 

demands with such a prodemocracy message could sometimes be seen as disruptive, unlikeable, 

and extreme in non-democratic contexts such as in Egypt (Ketchley and El-Rayyes 2020) and 

China (O'Brien and Li 2006). Therefore, associating with a prodemocracy frame could undermine 

support for policy protests. 

I test the effects of dissidents' identity and prodemocracy frames using an online survey 

experiment administered to 950 Vietnamese Internet users. The results show no impact of the 

identity of the endorser on support for the protest. That is, rural, less educated, or party-member 

respondents do not withhold support because of a perception that the protests are supported by an 

elite outgroup. By contrast, endorsement with prodemocracy messages does reduce support for 

policy-based protests.  

Taken together, the dissertation suggests that how cooperating with prodemocracy 

advocates affects public attitudes towards policy-based protests may depend on the visibility of 

prodemocracy advocates' identities. First, in an active coalition where prodemocracy activists are 

less visible, the public does not seem to oppose the coalition. Both Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 show 

that when policy protests and prodemocracy activists actively co-protest on the street to advocate 

for land issues, the public generally does not reduce support for the former. Chapter 4 shows that 

public support does not decline because the land protesters rather than regime dissidents are 

perceived to dominate the coalition, suggesting that prodemocracy activists are relatively invisible 

in such active cooperation. Second, a passive coalition in which prodemocracy dissidents' 

identities are visible may lead to reduced support for the policy protest. Chapter 5 shows that being 

endorsed by prodemocracy activists on their platforms reduces public support for a policy protest. 

When an individual reads an endorsement about a policy protest on a regime dissident's platform, 
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the identity of the prodemocracy dissident should be relatively clear to him. He should be aware 

that this dissident advocates for democracy issues. In such circumstances, even though the activist 

advocates for policy protesters, the public may still think that democracy issues dominate the 

endorsement.  

In general, the findings of the dissertation suggest that under authoritarian rule, 

prodemocracy-policy coalitions are more likely to emerge when prodemocracy advocates are 

relatively invisible compared to policy protesters.  

These theoretical arguments and respective empirical tests will be discussed in full in 

Chapter 3, Chapter 4, and Chapter 5. However, before I turn to that discussion, I want to clarify 

what movement coalitions mean and outline major explanations that may explain the emergence 

of coalitions between prodemocracy groups and policy-based movements. 

Coalitions between prodemocracy advocates and policy-based movements 
 

This dissertation focuses on two types of coalition-building formation. Chapters 3 and 4 will focus 

on what I call active coalition building, in which prodemocracy advocates and policy-based 

protesters team up to cooperate towards a common goal. Chapter 5 turns to what I call passive 

coalition building in which prodemocracy advocates endorse the causes of a policy protest.   

Active coalition building 

 

I follow McCammon and Moon (2015, 327), which states simply that social movement coalitions 

"occur when distinct activist groups mutually agree to cooperate and work together toward a 

common goal." For example, the environmental movement in the US has different organizations, 

and sometimes some organizations advocating for environmental protection protest or work on 

something together. At other times, each organization works independently without engaging with 

other organizations in the movement. 
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  Cross-movement coalitions unite organizations of two more movements of different 

identities to pursue a common goal (Beamish and Luebbers 2009). For example, the Win Without 

War coalition against the war in Iraq consisted of 41 groups with approximately 25 percent of 

these groups advocating for issues of war and peace. The rest focused on diverse topics such as 

religion, identity, foreign policy, and social justice. What motivated them to work together was the 

threat of imminent war in Iraq (Meyer and Corrigall-Brown 2005).  

 Active coalitions or the cooperation among organizations within a movement or across 

movements can be informal or formal (Van Dyke and McCammon 2010). Informal coalitions 

involve “loosely coordinated actions with intermittent communication between groups” (Van 

Dyke and McCammon 2010, xv). For example, different organizations can plan a joint protest 

event together and develop a petition or letter to publish in a newspaper without further 

collaboration. Formal coalitions may mean that groups form a long-lasting alliance and collaborate 

on multiple activities (Van Dyke and McCammon 2010).  

 As I will discuss in further detail in Chapter 2, because policy and democracy movements 

have different identities, their cooperation can be classified as a cross-movement coalition. 

Regarding active coalition building, this dissertation focuses specifically on distinct movements 

co-protesting on the streets. In other words, I focus on informal policy-democracy coalitions. 

While coalitions can involve different activities, co-protesting poses the greatest threat to the 

authoritarian government and is the most visible to the public (Brancati 2016). I focus specifically 

on policy-prodemocracy movement coalitions in which policy protesters and prodemocracy 

advocates actively join forces to advocate for major regime reforms such as democracy and a free 

press to resolve policy issues (policy protesters’ grievances). Extant research focuses on broad-

based protests in which democracy constitutes the protests' primary demands (Brancati 2016; Ong 
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2022). However, demonstrations in which different groups come together to advocate solely for 

democracy are typically rare (Brancati 2016) and have been discussed widely elsewhere (Brancati 

2016; Ong 2022; Weyland 2014). 

 In stark contrast, autocracies are fraught with policy-based protests that focus on policy 

issues such as land, labor, nationalism, and the environment. Importantly, prodemocracy activists 

often seek opportunities to join these protesters to advocate for major regime reforms to address 

the protest's grievances. For instance, in China, prodemocracy activists typically join anti-Japanese 

nationalists in advocating for democracy to solve anti-foreign nationalist issues (Weiss 2014). In 

Vietnam, one can observe environmentalists and prodemocracy advocates co-protesting against 

environmental issues (Nguyen and Datzberger 2018). When labor protests struck Egypt in 2010, 

prodemocracy activists joined them and advocated for labor and democracy issues (Dobson 2012). 

Given the salience of this phenomenon, existing research has not examined public opinions 

towards such cross-movement coalitions.  

A critical characteristic of an active prodemocracy-policy coalition in which the two groups 

advocate for major regime reforms to resolve policy issues is that prodemocracy activists may be 

less visible than policy protesters because the policy rather than the democracy issue is more 

salient.  

Passive coalition building 

 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that sometimes regime dissidents endorse policy-based protests with 

prodemocracy messages. For example, when local disputes occur, many regime dissidents endorse 

the protests by writing critical comments on social media (Le 2017; Schuler and Truong 2020) or 

spreading leaflets that advocate for specific policy issues (Osius 2021, p.xxi). Although local 

protests typically focus on policy issues and seek changes in policy implementation processes, 
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prodemocracy activists often endorse the protests with prodemocracy messages that seek 

significant regime reforms. In such cases, unlike active coalition building, the public may perceive 

that policy protesters are in a passive position in which they may not have real-life connections 

with regime dissidents (Morozov 2011). Their causes are endorsed by the dissidents. I call this the 

apparently passive coalition building. For example, when the Dong Tam land dispute occurred in 

rural Hanoi, Vietnam, in 2017, many prodemocracy advocates wrote on their Facebook pages, 

suggesting that the land dispute came down to the Communist Party's Constitution. They suggested 

altering the Constitution to address this issue so that political power can be dispersed among 

different parties. In this situation, Dong Tam villagers' grievances were endorsed by prodemocracy 

advocates though they may not have been in an active coalition. Note that passive coalitions do 

not mean there are no real connections between prodemocracy advocates and policy protesters 

behind the scenes. Two groups may work together towards a common goal, but the public does 

not observe such a connection and only sees one group endorse another.  

Additionally, involvement in passive coalition building can be costly and risky for 

prodemocracy advocates. For example, when regime dissidents write criticisms attributing blame 

to the authoritarian government for a policy crisis, they can be subject to state repression. Thus, 

the difference between active and passive coalition building does not lie in the risks and the costs 

that prodemocracy dissidents have to pay for their participation. What distinguishes passive 

coalition building from the other is that prodemocracy activists and democracy issues may be more 

visible and salient. For example, when the public reads a regime dissident’s comments on a policy 

issue on the dissident’s platforms such as a Facebook page, Youtube video, and a flyer, they are 

aware that the comments come from a prodemocracy activist who advocates for democratic values.  
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Table 1. 1: The distinction between active coalition building and passive coalition building 

Type of Coalition 

Building  

Description  Public Visibility of 

Prodemocracy 

Advocates 

Reasons  

Active coalition 

building  

Policy protesters and 

prodemocracy 

advocates co-protest 

on the streets to 

advocate for major 

regime reforms to 

resolve policy issues.  

Prodemocracy 

activists’ identities 

and democracy issues 

may be less salient 

and less visible than 

policy protesters and 

policy issues.  

When prodemocracy 

advocates join an 

unfolding policy protest, 

policy issues may be 

more relatable and 

understandable to the 

public than democracy 

issues. Thus, the public 

may perceive democracy 

issues to be less salient 

and visible than policy 

issues. 

Passive coalition 

building  

Prodemocracy 

advocates endorse 

policy protesters on 

their platforms such as 

social media sites, 

newspapers, and 

leaflets.  

Prodemocracy 

activists’ identities 

and democracy issues 

are visible to the 

public.  

When reading an 

endorsement about a 

policy protest on a 

prodemocracy advocate's 

platform, the public 

should know that 

endorsement comes from 

a regime dissident who 

advocates for democracy. 

Thus, the prodemocracy 

activist's identity and 

democracy issues may be 

visible to the reader.  

 

 

Before proceeding with the theories and empirical tests, I will first review some of the 

factors that give rise to the emergence of cross-movement coalitions in authoritarian regimes in 

the next section. Then, I will review the determinants of public support for protests. 

What affects movement coalition formation under authoritarian rule? 
 

Political environment 

 

Research in social movements in democratic contexts suggests that political opportunities affect 

the emergence of a movement and its decision to join others. Changes in the political system which 
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reduce the power disparity between the aggrieved population and the state create a favorable 

environment for movements to emerge (McAdam 1982). Favorable political environments 

facilitate distinct movements to work together towards common goals (Obach 2020; Diani, 

Lindsay, and Purdue 2010).  

One crucial dimension of political opportunities that has important implications for 

movement coalition formation under authoritarian rule is the state’s capacity and propensity for 

repression. While still inconclusive, many studies show that state repression demobilizes dissent 

and hinders grassroots collective actions from growing large, implying that bystanders and other 

potential allies decide not to join the original movements for fear of state retaliation (See discussion 

in Davenport (2007); Lichbach (1987)). This explains why when state repression declines, citizens 

in oppressive environments are more likely to organize collective actions against the regime 

(O'Donnell and Schmitter 1986). For example, when the Soviet Union became less repressive 

towards individual liberty, nationalist movements became more frequent, gradually leading to the 

collapse of the union (Beissinger 2002).  

These studies provide clues as to why policy-prodemocracy movement coalitions may or 

may not form under authoritarian rule. Because prodemocracy groups typically demand significant 

regime reforms threatening autocrats' absolute power, they are highly subject to state repression 

(Brancati 2016). Joining such groups may also put a policy-based movement at risk of being 

repressed. This may make the movement hesitant to join regime dissidents, even when it supports 

their causes and is aware of potential advantages a coalition may bring. There is evidence that 

opposition groups of different natures are more likely to cooperate towards a common goal in a 

competitive authoritarian regime than in a full authoritarian regime because the former is less 

repressive than the latter (Levitsky and Way 2010; Ong 2022).  
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Genuine trust in the government  

 

Genuine trust in the authoritarian regime may hinder a policy protester from linking with a 

prodemocracy group, making it challenging for policy-democracy coalitions to emerge. Research 

finds that in many authoritarian contexts such as Vietnam, China, and Russia, policy-based 

movements heavily rely on the “rightful resistance” approach to advance their claims, in which 

protesters affirm the established values of the political regime and target low-level government 

authorities (O'Brien and Li 2006; Kerkvliet 2014; Robertson 2010). To mobilize and win public 

support, land, labor, and environment protests in Vietnam, China, Russia, and Egypt sometimes 

advocate for economic and material demands without challenging the regime (Chau 2019; Beinin 

2012; Robertson 2010). Protesters typically emphasize their trust in the political regime and ask 

central actors to resolve local corruption (O'Brien and Li 2006).  

Trust in the political system may hinder the emergence of cross-movement coalitions under 

an authoritarian regime. If policy-based protesters have high trust in the political system, it makes 

sense why they do not wish to join democracy activists to confront autocrats. High trust in the 

system means that policy protesters do not see democracy or significant regime reforms promoted 

by prodemocracy activists as necessary to resolve the policy problems.  

Ideology  

 

Ideology is an essential part of any movement because ideology helps convey what the movement 

is about to the potential audience. An individual's decision to join a movement partly depends on 

whether she perceives that the movement's ideology aligns with her interests, beliefs, and 

experiences (Snow, et al. 1986). Similarly, a critical ingredient necessary for coalition formation 

is ideological congruence between movement organizations (McCammon and Campbell 2002). 

For coordinated action to occur, groups must have a certain degree of overlapping interests, goals, 
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core beliefs, demands, and what they are after (Snow, Vliegenthart and Ketelaars 2018). A 

coalition is less likely to form if groups have diverging views on goals, missions, external support, 

and organizational styles. These studies suggest that ideological conflicts may hinder the 

emergence of coalitions between prodemocracy groups and policy-based movements (Bell and 

Delaney 2001). On the surface, the goals of the two groups diverge significantly. Prodemocracy 

activists typically advocate for major regime reforms such as free and fair elections, government 

transparency, accountability, freedom of association, freedom of speech, and public participation 

(Brancati 2016). On the other hand, their potential allies, whether they are land, labor, or 

environment movements, typically focus on policy issues.  

However, focusing on the goals and missions of movements cannot explain why sometimes 

the public is willing to support coalition members who initially have different goals. Other times, 

these differences do not negatively affect public attitudes. This requires us to examine other aspects 

of movements' ideologies that may affect movement coalitions. Because blame attribution plays 

an important role in a movement’s strategies, Chapter 3 proposes a theory on how a movement’s 

blame attribution influences public support for movement coalitions under authoritarian rule.  

In short, this section suggests that political opportunities, trust in the government, and 

movements’ ideologies can affect policy-democracy coalition formation. Next, I will review the 

factors that may affect public support for protest movements in general and movement coalitions 

in particular.  

What affects public support for protests and movement coalitions? 
 

Existing research on the determinants of public support for protests primarily focuses on the impact 

of extreme tactics in reducing support for protests. Most find that public support for protests 

declines, and support for repression of those protesters increases if protesters are seen as violent 
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(Chenoweth and Lewis 2013; Edwards and Arnon 2019; Lupu and Wallace 2019; Feinberg, Willer 

and Kovacheff 2020). Some of the mechanisms are that protesters are seen as unreasonable, less 

moral, and less legitimate (Simpson, Willer and Feinberg 2018; Feinberg, Willer and Kovacheff 

2020), which can lead the public to see the protests as threatening.  

In addition to violence, how the media frames protests can also impact support. A range of 

research, primarily from the US, shows that framing protests as opposing the status quo can 

undermine support (McLeod and Detenber 1999; Benford and Snow 2000, Snow 2007). In 

authoritarian contexts, some show that frames that resonate with the established values of the 

political system (O'Brien and Li 2006) and with the public's interests and beliefs (Zuo and Benford 

1995) positively affect public opinion. In single-party contexts, regime propaganda framing 

protests as prodemocracy can reduce support for the protests (Arnon, Edwards, and Li 2020).   

Public support for protests also depends on how the government responds to the protests. 

Some suggest that repression increases public support for online dissent (Pan and Siegel 2020). 

Others contend that this effect is conditional on whether the government is consistent in its 

responses to protests (Lichbach 1987). Related, research suggests that government lenience to 

protests can increase support for the regime and undermine support for protesters (Frye and 

Borisova 2019). A final factor impacting public support for protests is the identity of protesters. 

The public is less willing to support protests where participants are perceived to come from an 

outgroup (Edwards and Arnon 2019; Maoz and McCauley 2008).  

 This work suggests that a policy-based protest’s decision to join a prodemocracy group 

may affect public attitudes towards its original causes. If allying with democracy dissidents 

reduces support for the policy protest, it may decide not to join the alliance. Chapter 3 will examine 

whether cooperating with prodemocracy groups affect public opinions toward a policy-based 
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protest. However, unlike work on violence and protests, the chapter centers on how the policy 

protest frames their blame attribution affects public opinion towards the coalition. Chapter 4 

examines how a coalition-based collective action frame that combines a policy component, and a 

prodemocracy component affects public attitudes towards the alliance. Chapter 5 investigates how 

prodemocracy activists' identities and prodemocracy endorsements without apparently building an 

actual coalition with a policy protest affect public support for the protest.  

The Vietnam context 
 

All empirical chapters are set in Vietnam. The case of Vietnam presents a puzzle that contradicts 

the findings of extant research. Before the mid-1990s, Vietnamese citizens rarely openly voiced 

discontent about working conditions, the environment, and government policies (Kerkvliet 2019). 

Since the early 2000s, collective action related to policy issues has become prominent in 

Vietnamese politics (Kerkvliet 2019). Many Vietnamese citizens have taken to the street to raise 

their concerns about land, environment, labor, and nationalist issues. This is partly because since 

the 1990s, the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) has become less repressive towards grassroots 

collective actions, at least to a certain extent.  

Research on political opportunity suggests that when state repression declines, broad-based 

movement coalitions are more likely to emerge (O'Donnell and Schmitter 1986; Ong 2022). 

However, while the CPV has been more tolerant and responsive to protests to a certain extent, we 

do not observe many movement coalitions forming in Vietnam. This presents an interesting 

political phenomenon that deserves an explanation. I conclude in Chapter 6 that adding democracy 

elements to policy-based protests can negatively affect the Vietnamese's perception of the protests, 

preventing protest groups from cooperating with regime dissidents. I will also explain in Chapter 

6 how these findings from Vietnam can be relevant to other authoritarian contexts.  
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 The empirical chapters will focus on coalitions between prodemocracy advocates and land 

protests. While Vietnamese citizens have publicly spoken out on many political issues such as 

land, labor, environment, and nationalism, land use is likely the most contentious political issue 

(Kerkvliet 2019). Villagers who engage in land disputes rarely engage in radical demands that 

threaten the legitimacy of the single-party regime. Since collectivization ended in the 1980s, land 

disputes have become more visible, but they essentially affirm the legitimacy of the center 

(Kerkvliet 2014; Chau 2019).  

Villagers engaged in land disputes typically target corrupt local authorities and seek 

intervention from the center to advance their claims. Although several land controversies have 

contributed to significant unrest, most have avoided challenging the political system. For example, 

while protests that spread throughout the northern province of Thai Binh in 1997 were large and 

caused changes to central regulations, villagers focused their blame on local officials’ 

mismanagement of land and power abuse (Nguyen 2017). Since then, “land protests have become 

common feature of the Vietnamese landscape” (Wells-Dang 2010, 100). Because land protests do 

not typically oppose the entire political regime, we would expect the public to oppose its linking 

with prodemocracy groups.  

Vietnam is also relevant because prodemocracy activists have attempted to build coalitions 

with or endorse policy protests (Kerkvliet 2019). Vietnamese land protesters also sometimes seek 

assistance from lawyers and journalists to help them file complaints and spread their grievances to 

the public (Kerkvliet 2019).  

As a motivation for Chapter 5 on the passive coalitions, these outside groups, especially 

prodemocracy activists, have relied on different ways to endorse land protests, such as spreading 

leaflets about the protests and writing comments on social media platforms (Wells-Dang 2010). 
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For example, immediately after villagers in Dong Tam, a rural area of Hanoi, protested against the 

local authorities' decision to withdraw their land for an industrial project, some prodemocracy 

activists traveled to the site, live broadcasted the protests, and spread the news about villagers' 

grievances on social media (Le 2017). These outsiders often "posted protesters' photos, letters, and 

other materials on the Internet" (Kerkvliet 2019, 53). In these endorsements, the outsiders 

frequently reframed the stakes of the struggle in a more regime-threatening fashion, implying that 

the underlying issue was not simple local governance failures but rather a symptom of the entire 

single-party system. As such, the question of whether such reframing damages or bolsters public 

support for the original land protests is crucial. 

It is worth noting that studying movement coalitions and protests in Vietnam’s single-party 

regime is highly sensitive. Thus, the research may be subject to social desirability bias and may 

present some risks for both the participants and the researcher. There are several approaches I have 

taken throughout the dissertation to mitigate these issues. First, I use hypothetical land/democracy 

protests so that respondents’ answers are not affected by existing beliefs and opinions of an actual 

protest. This also helps mitigate the concern that I try to mobilize participants and support for a 

real protest deemed illegal by the government. Second, I do not mention any names of regime 

dissidents to avoid appearing that I attempt to mobilize support for specific dissidents, which is 

also considered illegal in Vietnam. Third, while the Vietnamese government allows the discussion 

of some aspects of democracy, such as participation, pluralism, and the freedom of information, it 

is highly sensitive to discuss and call for multiparty elections and the establishment of opposition 

political parties. Therefore, when providing respondents with prodemocracy texts, I will focus on 

the elements of which the government is more tolerant. This dissertation received IRB approval 

before any research activities were conducted.  
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Contributions of the dissertation 
 

My dissertation has important implications for different literature, including social movement and 

protests, authoritarian politics, and Vietnamese politics.  

 First, my dissertation contributes to research on social movements in two ways. It 

contributes to the literature that examines the factors that affect movement coalition formation. 

Focusing on public opinion helps explain why movements are reluctant to form even when the 

political environment is favorable. The findings suggest that because the extent to which the public 

supports a movement coalition may depend on which movement member is perceived to dominate 

the coalition, debates about how to frame the joint movement may hinder groups from working 

together. The findings also help explain why some policy groups are willing to work with regime 

dissidents under the same political environment while others are not. It may be that the ones that 

do occur can overcome the challenges of the framing tasks. In addition, my findings have important 

implications for research on movement framing. It shows that cooperation between groups does 

not simply involve the combination of different frames. Although movement coalitions devise 

joint frames that reveal each member's identity, the public may perceive a specific component to 

be more salient. Finally, my dissertation utilizes an experimental design- an innovative 

methodological approach- to study movement coalitions which have been studied mainly with 

observational data.  

 Second, the dissertation's findings have important implications for authoritarian politics 

and democratization. My findings explain why sometimes broad-based movements that gather 

groups with different goals and demands can bring about democratic transitions but fail to maintain 

democracy. While prodemocracy advocates can bring people to the streets by linking their causes 

with issues that are relatable and comprehensible to the public, they obviously will encounter 



Truong |  33 

enormous challenges in sustaining democracy when the public is not committed to democracy 

issues. This is a dilemma that prodemocracy activists face when building coalitions with other 

movements, which can hurt the prospect of democratization and democracy consolidation. 

 Finally, my research expands our understanding of Vietnamese politics. I suggest that 

generally, narrow policy issues receive higher public support than democracy issues. One reason 

why not many prodemocracy-policy coalitions are observed in Vietnam is that the public generally 

does not support such a coalition, especially when they are aware of the prodemocracy activists' 

involvement in policy issues.  
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Chapter 2: Prodemocracy Movements vis-à-vis Policy-based Movements 

 

This chapter focuses on the distinction between prodemocracy movements and policy-based 

movements. I show how the two groups are similar and different in ideology, particularly demands, 

blame attribution, and proposed solutions to address their grievances. I will also briefly discuss 

movement activists’ demographic characteristics.  

Prodemocracy movements 
 

The main goal of prodemocracy movements is to expand democratic institutions and values. Using 

a minimalist definition of democracy, some scholars define prodemocracy movements as those 

that demand “countries adopt or uphold democratic elections.” (Brancati 2016; Przeworski 1999). 

Other scholars who embrace a broader concept of democracy consider prodemocracy protesters as 

those that seek to expand not only electoral rights but also liberal freedoms such as the freedom of 

assembly and freedom of the press (Coppedge, et al. 2011). While the definition of prodemocracy 

movements may vary slightly, all oppose authoritarian regimes. In other words, they are anti-

regime movements.   

A prodemocracy movement typically attributes blame to the central government and the 

regime, emphasizing that the country’s existing problems result from failures at the central level, 

such as a broader lack of democracy, transparency, or freedom of speech, and major shortcomings 

of central policies.3 In their view, even issues linked to local governance problems lie in the failure 

of the political system. For example, prodemocracy activists in Vietnam blame illegal land eviction 

practices on the state's collective ownership of land and labor disputes on the lack of independent 

unions (Kerkvliet 2019). In Malaysia, regime dissidents often perceive indigenous land, labor, and 

 
3 They may also blame other actors, such as local authorities, enterprises, etc., but in their view, 

it is all because of the shortcomings of the political regime.  
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environmental issues to result from the federal government's disrespect for human rights and 

repressive laws (M. Weiss 2003). Similarly, Cambodian prodemocracy groups argue that the 

illegal appropriation of land, a high level of corruption, and depletion of natural resources result 

from a political regime where human and labor rights are not respected, and there is little freedom 

of expression and democracy (Checa 2018).   

Thus, solutions proposed by these groups to resolve policy issues typically focus on 

adopting significant regime reforms. As an illustration, many prodemocracy activists in Vietnam 

argue that land issues can only be resolved by allowing private ownership of land and multiparty 

elections (Kerkvliet 2019). To be sure, similar to oppositions inside the regime, prodemocracy 

movements also consist of moderates and radicals (O'Donnell and Schmitter 1986). However, 

while not all prodemocracy groups seek radical solutions such as overthrowing the regime, all 

want significant reforms at the regime level.   

Because prodemocracy protests focus on post-materialist goals that "emphasize self-

expression and the quality of life," in many contexts, their advocates are typically economically 

better-off and educated (Inglehart and Welzel 2005). Indeed, case study research suggests that 

prodemocracy activists in many authoritarian regimes, such as Vietnam, China, Egypt, and Russia, 

are intellectual, highly educated, and often reside in urban areas (Kerkvliet 2019; Dobson 2012; 

Kolstø 2014). These urban elite activists are typically well-trained professionals such as lawyers 

and journalists. Regarding the mass base, scholars have long suggested that prodemocracy 

movements tend to attract the urban, educated, and relatively well-off middle class (Inglehart and 

Welzel 2005; Lipset 1959; Welzel 2013; Huntington 1993).  

The nature of the mass base and social-organizational resources provides prodemocracy 

movements with both advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand, prodemocracy movements 
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often receive support from international organizations and communities (Dobson 2013). In 

addition, when authoritarian governments arrest and harass prodemocracy activists, foreign 

governments and international organizations may get involved. On the other hand, the literature 

suggests that it may be challenging for prodemocracy activists to spread democratic values to rural 

areas. Without support from rural and less educated populations, it is challenging for 

prodemocracy groups to organize demonstrations outside urban areas (Brancati 2016). These 

characteristics explain why prodemocracy advocates typically wish to cooperate with other 

movements because coalitions can help them build a wider mass base and promote democratic 

values to a wider audience.  

Prodemocracy movements have very low legitimacy from the regime's perspective because 

this type of movement poses the greatest threat to autocrats' survival and the political system. The 

success of prodemocracy movements means an uncertain fate for autocrats (Linz and Stepan 

1996). For this reason, authoritarian regimes are hardly tolerant of prodemocracy movements, and 

prodemocracy activists are often harshly punished and repressed (Levitsky and Way 2010 ).  

Policy-based movements 
 

Policy movements are those that focus on resolving specific policy issues. Although not 

collectively exhaustive, typical examples of outcomes policy protesters focus on include land 

reforms (e.g., Trejo 2012, Chau 2019), labor reforms (e.g., Robertson 2010, Beinin 2012), or 

environmental protection (e.g., Dobson 2012, Steinhardt and Wu 2016). 

Unlike prodemocracy movements, policy-based movements do not initially target the 

political regime. Policy movements’ targets are diverse. Many movements blame their grievances 

on local authorities. Because of the limited nature of their demands, these policy protesters could 

employ rightful resistance strategies or other nonconfrontational techniques, where protesters 
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deliberately avoid challenging the center (O’Brien and Li 2006). These protests, such as land, 

labor, and environmental protests in many autocracies, are often restricted to specific localities and 

constituencies of low to moderate educational levels (Robertson 2010; Kerkvliet 2019; Fu 2018). 

When policy movements target the local government, they mainly ask for limited concessions from 

the regime in the form of land compensation, higher wages, or a halt to an environmentally 

destructive project.  

Other policy-based movements decide that central authorities should be blamed for their 

grievances. For example, climate change activists in Russia demand democracy to battle climate 

change and its impact because they blame President Vladimir Putin for not putting enough effort 

into environmental protection issues. According to activists, Putin's limited investment in 

renewables and reluctant commitment to the Paris agreement suggest that the central government 

is not concerned about Russia's safe and sustainable future. Anti-Chinese protests in Vietnam often 

demand the Chinese government respect Vietnam's sovereignty and, at the same time, criticize the 

Vietnamese government for tolerating and even condoning aggressive Chinese activities 

(Kerkvliet 2019). Similarly, nationalist activists in China often criticize their government for being 

“soft” towards Japan (J. C. Weiss 2014).  

Policy-based movements that blame the central government typically ask for significant 

concessions from the regime. For example, anti-foreign nationalist activists in China and Vietnam 

advocate for government changes and significant changes to foreign policies to address anti-

foreign nationalist issues (Kerkvliet 2019; J. C. Weiss 2014)). Indigenous land activists in 

Malaysia advocate for more freedom of the press and respect for human rights to solve land issues 

(M. Weiss 2003).  
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It is important to note that blame attribution is dynamic, not static. Some policy-based 

movements may initially target local authorities but then turn their hostility towards the central 

government and the political regime. For example, farmers' uprisings in the 1950s in East Germany 

first focused on local authorities but gradually targeted the East German regime's agricultural 

collectivization policies (Thomson 2017). When mass fish deaths occurred in the central provinces 

of Vietnam in 2016, fishers initially targeted local authorities. They demanded all levels of Nghe 

An province's governments investigate the Formosa Steel company (Nguyen and Datzberger 

2018). However, protesters eventually targeted the central government (Nguyen and Datzberger 

2018).  

On the other hand, different movements which focus on the same policy issues may 

attribute blame to different levels of government. For example, in Vietnam, the Duong Noi land 

movement blames illegal land eviction practices on the regime’s land policies, while the Dong 

Tam land movement targets commune authorities (Truong 2020).  

Table 2. 1: The distinction between policy-based movements and prodemocracy movements  

Types of social 

movements 

Demands Blame Solutions 

Policy-based 

movements 

Specific policy issues 

such as land, labor, 

and environment 

Local authorities  Limited concessions 

such as better 

compensation, higher 

wages, halt to 

environmentally 

destructive projects, etc.,   

Central 

authorities/the 

political regime 

Significant concessions 

from the regime such as 

policy changes, 

government changes, 

and even regime change. 

Prodemocracy 

movements  

Expansion of 

democratic 

institutions 

Central authorities/ 

the political regime 

Significant concessions 

from the regime, such as 

democracy and regime 

changes.  
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Recall that regarding active coalition building, my dissertation focuses specifically on 

policy-prodemocracy movement coalitions in which policy protesters such as land, labor, and 

environment protests and prodemocracy advocates join forces to advocate for significant regime 

reforms to resolve policy issues (policy protesters’ grievances). When they cooperate, they devise 

a collective action frame that combines two components: policy and democracy. The former tells 

the audience which policy issues create policy protesters’ grievances and who is to blame. The 

latter prescribes significant regime reforms such as democracy and a free press as solutions for the 

policy issues. For example, the 2011 Yemeni uprising was composed of a broad-based coalition 

between groups protesting about issues related to economy and corruption and prodemocracy 

groups that advocate for free and fair elections to resolve these issues (Brancati 2016). The joint 

frame emphasized that the grievances of policy-based protesters result from high unemployment 

rates and poverty and that significant regime reforms are required to resolve these problems. 

Similarly, the master frame devised by a coalition between workers and a student-led 

prodemocracy group in Korea in 1987 emphasized that expansion of democratic institutions was 

required to resolve labor issues (Kim 2000). 

To individuals who are not directly involved in or directly affected by the issues a 

movement coalition raises, the coalition’s demands are highly complicated and may be remote 

from the matters of daily life. Because individuals not involved in the movement have limited 

resources such as time, knowledge, and information to thoroughly assess the issues raised by the 

coalition, they may rely on shortcuts or cues to form their opinions (Mason 2015; Iyengar 1989). 

What are potential cues? 

Research on social movements suggests that a policy-based movement's blame attribution 

may be a potential cue. In Chapter 3, I examine whether blame attribution can provide the public 
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with a cue to evaluate solutions proposed by a policy-prodemocracy coalition to resolve the policy-

based movement’s grievances. Evaluation of the proposed solutions can then affect public support 

for a policy-based movement when it decides to cooperate with a prodemocracy group. 

Specifically, Chapter 3 asks if blaming local or central authorities makes a difference to public 

opinion towards a policy-based movement in coalition with prodemocracy dissidents.  

Inspired by the broader research on the psychology of framing effects (Chong and 

Druckman 2007), the availability and accessibility of coalition-based collective frame components 

is another cue. Availability refers to the extent to which the public understands the concept in the 

frame (Eagly and Chaiken 1993; Higgins, King and Mavin 1982), while accessibility refers to the 

extent to which individuals are regularly exposed to the frame (Zaller 1992; Sherman, Diane and 

Driscoll 1990). Chapter 4 analyzes how the public understands and is exposed to each component 

of a policy-prodemocracy frame and how understandability and exposure affect their support for 

the coalition.  

Regarding passive coalition building, my dissertation asks how prodemocracy 

endorsement affects public support for a policy protest. Research on activism suggests that 

activists' identities can provide a powerful cue for the public to form their opinions. Chapter 5 

analyzes how prodemocracy advocates' identities as elite, urban and intellectual affect public 

opinion towards a policy-based protest being endorsed by the advocate. 
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Chapter 3: Blame Attribution and Public Support for a Policy-based Protest 

in Coalition with Prodemocracy Advocates 

 

Inspired by research on blame attribution, this chapter examines how a policy-based movement's 

assignment of responsibility for its grievances affects public support when it actively joins forces, 

specifically co-protests, with prodemocracy groups. I examine whether blaming central/national 

versus local governments has different effects on public attitudes toward a policy-based 

movement. Using an online survey experiment administered to 1300 Internet users in Vietnam, I 

find no evidence that blame attribution affects public support for a policy-based movement when 

it cooperates with a prodemocracy group. Below I present the theory, the research design, the 

results of the survey, and the discussion on the implications of my findings on movement coalitions 

in Vietnam. 

Theory on the effect of blame attribution on public opinion 
 

To seek public support, a movement needs to design a collective action frame that emphasizes the 

problem, the targets to blame, and the proposed solutions (Snow, et al.1986). Let us elaborate on 

the frame of a protest against the Penang South Reclamation project in Malaysia in 2019, which 

aimed to create three artificial islands off the southern coast of Penang Island. To mobilize public 

support, protesters designed a frame which was consisted of three components. In terms of the 

issue, they emphasized that the Penang South Reclamation project was to construct three artificial 

islands that would adversely impact the environment. Regarding the blame attribution, protesters 

emphasized that the government authorities of Penang state implemented the project without a 

thorough environmental impact assessment. On solutions, they pushed for the cancellation of the 

project and the punishment of local authorities involved in the project. A movement's collective 

action frame such as this one is critically important in mobilizing public support and participants 
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(Snow, et al.1986; Espinoza-Kulick 2020; Zuo and Benford 1995). Which part of the frame has 

the most powerful effect on public opinion? 

Scholars of authoritarian politics suggest that a movement's solutions to address their 

grievances can impact public opinion in crucial ways. Living in an oppressive environment 

plagued with many problems such as corruption, limited freedom of speech and the press, and low 

government transparency, citizens in authoritarian regimes protest to seek solutions for pressing 

issues when other alternatives fail to help them. For instance, land protesters often take to the 

streets to protest against the illegal eviction of their land when filing formal complaints fails 

(O'Brien and Li 2006; Heurlin 2016); workers join labor strikes to advocate for higher wages after 

employers and local authorities ignore their demands through formal channels (Robertson 2010). 

Thus, public opinion towards a movement can be influenced by the public’s perception of whether 

the solutions proposed by activists can and are needed to resolve the original issues.  

In the example of the protest against the Penang South Reclamation project above, the 

public not directly affected by the protest's issues may form their attitudes toward protesters based 

on their perception of the solutions, which push for canceling the project and punishing local 

authorities. Are these solutions reasonable or too extreme to address the environmental issues the 

protesters raise? If perceived as too radical, the proposed solutions may make the public withdraw 

their support for the movement (Lohmann 1994).  

However, assessing the solutions is highly challenging because the public not directly 

involved in the movements may have limited resources such as time, knowledge, and information 

to evaluate the issues. Research on public opinion towards policy issues in the United States 

suggests that the public’s perception of blame attribution can provide powerful cues (Iyengar 

1989). Because policy issues are complex and multidimensional, attribution of responsibility is a 
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local heuristic that influences American individuals’ policy preferences and evaluations of 

politician performance and institutions (Iyengar 1989). 

 Similar to policy issues, coalitions between a policy-based protest and a prodemocracy 

group raise issues and propose solutions that may be remote from the public's interests and 

understanding. When observing farmers or environmentalists co-protesting with prodemocracy 

advocates, how can people express opinions about the coalition when these issues may not directly 

affect their lives? How can the public assess whether the solutions advocated by the coalition to 

address land or environmental issues are reasonable? Blame attribution, especially the assignment 

of causal responsibility for the origin of the problems, can provide individuals with a shortcut to 

evaluate whether the solutions proposed by the coalitions are reasonable to revolve the original 

issues.   

Indeed, while not focusing on public opinion toward movement coalitions, scholars have 

long suggested that causal attribution of responsibility for grievances is critical to a movement’s 

mobilization strategies in authoritarian regimes where protesting is highly challenging (Javeline 

2003; Salehyan and Stewart 2017). Mobilizing participants and public support for collective 

actions involves the careful and strategic selection of targets to blame (Salehyan and Stewart 2017) 

because of several reasons. First, blame attribution determines protesters’ mobilization strategies, 

the solutions they seek, and even their choice of locations to organize protesting acts. For example, 

when land protesters in China, Vietnam, and Mexico (before democratization) attribute blame to 

local authorities, they seek changes in policy implementation to address their grievances (O'Brien 

and Li 2006; Kerkvliet 2005; Trejo 2012). Targeting local authorities also means protesters are 

more likely to organize collective actions at local government offices. On the other hand, farmers 

in East Germany who experienced harsh economic grievances in the 1950s sought regime changes 
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because they attributed responsibility to the political regime (Thomson 2017). Moreover, because 

farmers attributed responsibility to the central government, protests occurred in many locales 

throughout the country instead of being restricted to a specific place. Russian climate activists who 

blame Putin for failing to battle climate change and its impacts protest in the capital city where the 

central government sits and seek government changes to address the environmental issues 

(Solomennikova 2020). Second, specifying a target to blame positively impacts one’s willingness 

to participate in collective actions because it lowers the organizational and opportunity costs. 

Javeline (2003) convincingly shows that in Russia, workers who can specifically attribute blame 

for their economic situation are significantly more likely to join strikes, demonstrations, and other 

acts of collective actions than those who cannot find a target to blame. Thus, considerable evidence 

shows that blame attribution affects authoritarian regimes' survival, especially when citizens blame 

the central government (Beazer and Reuter 2019; Brancati 2016; Boix 2003). Because attribution 

of responsibility strongly influences public opinions and behavior, authoritarian governments go 

to great lengths to avoid blame. When crises happen, authoritarian governments find all possible 

measures, including significant institutional reforms, to blame other political actors to avoid 

responsibility (Schuler 2020).  

Thus, there is reason to believe that when observing a policy-based movement cooperating 

with a prodemocracy group, the public will instinctively assess whether major reforms at the 

central level promoted by the latter are necessary to resolve the formers’ grievances. Recall that in 

Chapter 2, I show that a prodemocracy movement typically attributes blame to the central 

government and advocates for significant regime reforms to address existing problems in the 

country. Cooperating with such groups means that a policy-based movement believes these 

solutions are needed to address their grievances. For example, when land protesters collaborate 
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with a prodemocracy group, the public not involved in the movement will naturally ask whether 

significant regime reforms are a reasonable solution to address land issues. Similarly, if 

environmentalists join forces with regime dissidents, the public will instinctively wonder if radical 

solutions such as greater democracy can solve environmental problems. 

 Of course, this is a difficult task as the public may not be knowledgeable about the issues; 

thus, they may rely on the policy movement's assignment of causal responsibility for their 

grievances to decide whether the solutions are reasonable. In other words, to whom the policy 

movement assigns the responsibility for their grievances can provide the public with a clue as to 

assess whether the radical solutions promoted by prodemocracy groups are reasonable to solve the 

policy movements’ problems.  

Who are potential targets for policy-based movements? While an authoritarian regime 

consists of various political actors, what matters most to public opinion is whether a policy 

movement blames the central/national government or the local government. This is simply 

because “the vertical division of power is essential to understanding the operation of authoritarian 

regimes” (Chen 2017). In full and competitive authoritarian systems, local governments are 

empowered to conduct policy implementation and many other policy goals. Empirical evidence 

suggests that citizens under authoritarian rule are more likely to discern central and local 

governments than different organizations at the same government level. For example, Chinese 

citizens can differentiate governments at different levels, as shown by the findings on "hierarchical 

trust" (Li 2016). Similarly, Russian citizens can differentiate between regional and central 

governments, which affects their voting decisions (Beazer and Reuter 2019). Making the public 

distinguish between the local and central governments is an autocrat's intention. Autocrats depict 

unity and solidarity among central leaders (Schedler and Hoffmann 2016); thus, it is harder for 
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citizens to discern different central actors. On the other hand, many authoritarian governments 

publicly discuss measures to improve central oversight over local government officials (Lorentzen 

2013; Egorov, Guriev and Sonin 2009; Chen and Xu 2017; Stromseth, Maleskey, and Gueorguiev 

2017), making the distinction between central and local governments prominent.  

How does blaming the local government versus the central government affect public 

opinion toward a policy protest that cooperates with a prodemocracy group? The analysis above 

suggests that whether the policy-based movement assigns the responsibility for its grievances to 

the local or the central government affects the public's perception of whether radical solutions such 

as democracy and significant regime reforms are reasonable to address the movement's grievances. 

The main argument of this chapter is this: when a policy-based movement that attributes blame to 

the central government allies with prodemocracy advocates, the public is not likely to turn their 

support away from the movement. On the other hand, an alliance between a policy-based 

movement that blames local authorities and prodemocracy dissidents is likely to alienate public 

support for the former. 

 Why? Blaming the central government makes a movement ideologically similar to 

prodemocracy dissidents in that both perceive reforms at the central government to be necessary. 

In other words, when a movement highlights that its grievances are linked to problems at the 

central level, it signals to the public who are not involved in the coalitions that reforms at the 

central government promoted by prodemocracy advocates may be necessary to address the 

movement’s grievances. Thus, they do not reduce their support for the policy-based movement. 

For example, suppose a land movement blames the central government. In that case, it signals to 

the public that its grievances result from the failure of central policies and regime governance, 
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which means that changes at the regime level are needed. How can we address land disputes if not 

making reforms to the central government's policies in this situation? 

Indeed, extant research suggests that when a movement attributes responsibility to the 

regime and central leaders, it is likely to oppose the entire political system and advocate for radical 

demands (Thomson 2017; J. C. Weiss 2014). Case study research suggests that activists of a 

movement are more willing to advocate for democracy as a solution if they perceive that resolving 

their grievances requires significant reforms at the central level. For example, in China, 

prodemocracy advocates sometimes ally with nationalist activists to protest the government's 

foreign policies because both movements blame the central government and see democracy as a 

solution for nationalist issues (J. C. Weiss 2014). Because authoritarian regimes are very aware 

that disputes perceived to be linked to the central government or the regime require significant 

reforms at the central level, they try their best to find a scapegoat (Field et al., 2018; Rozenas and 

Stukal 2019). This logic leads to the following hypotheses:  

 

H1a: Allying with prodemocracy advocates will not reduce public support for a movement 

that attributes blame to the central government. 

H1b: No changes in public support are due to the public’s perception that major reforms 

at the central level are needed to address disputes linked to problems at the center.  

 

On the other hand, if a prodemocracy group’s ally attributes blame to local authorities, an 

ideological gap exists between the movement and the prodemocracy dissidents. Addressing 

disputes and problems linked to local authorities' misconduct may require changes at the local 

level, such as improved policy implementation instead of significant reforms at the regime level. 
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When significant reforms at the regime level are advocated to address disputes linked to the local 

governance, the public may likely raise their eyebrows. My focus group discussions4 with students 

and professionals in Vietnam suggest that when individuals perceive a policy failure to result from 

local governance problems, they oppose significant regime reforms because they consider such 

solutions too extreme. One focus group participant shared: 

 

"I think most land disputes which have occurred in my province are due to corrupt local 

authorities. Because we live far from the center, central authorities cannot know what local 

officials do. To address this issue, we need to punish local officials. There is no need to 

change central policies." 

 

 Other pieces of anecdotal evidence show that when a group advocates for reforms at the 

central level, such as more freedom of the press and democracy to resolve low compensation for 

land eviction, the public perceives the solutions as too extreme and radical (Thayer 2009). On the 

other hand, if the movement blames local governments, it typically operates on institutionalized 

boundaries in many authoritarian contexts (O'Brien and Li 2006). This explains why authoritarian 

governments go to great lengths to shift blame to lower-level bureaucrats in times of crisis. They 

are aware that such a perception makes the public less likely to demand changes at the regime 

level. This leads to the following hypotheses:  

 

H2a: Allying with prodemocracy advocates will reduce public support for a movement that 

attributes blame to the local government. 

 
4 Appendix A.2 presents questions of focus group discussions.  
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H2b: The reduced public support occurs because the public perceives significant reforms 

at the central level to be unnecessary to address the movement's grievances 

 

The theory does not imply that blame attribution is static, meaning a movement’s targets 

never change. Their perception of who is to blame for their grievances may change. However, as 

Javeline (2003) shows, maximizing the chances that others join a movement requires identifying 

a culprit at a specific time. Attributing blame nonspecifically makes it challenging for the public 

to assess the solutions proposed, thus, reducing the chances that they will support and join the 

movement.  

Research design 
 

To test my hypotheses, I use an online survey experiment administered on a sample of 1300 

Vietnamese Internet users through TGM Research Company (See Appendix B.1 for details about 

recruitment.) This experiment is part of a larger survey that examines public opinion towards 

grassroots collective action in Vietnam. The survey used the Qualtrics platform and was collected 

in January 2022. TGM recruited the respondents through local Vietnamese market research firms 

with proprietary survey panels. To mitigate the concerns that the sample is skewed towards a 

particular population, I set quotas for groups that are typically underrepresented in online survey 

experiments, such as women, older residents, respondents without a college degree, and 

respondents living outside Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh city- the two biggest cities in Vietnam. My 

final sample is relatively close to the general population, at least according to some key 

demographic variables. For instance, while my sample is 44.3% female, 66.0% rural, and has a 

mean age of 30.4, the equivalent numbers from the 2019 Vietnam Population and Housing Census 

(Vietnam General Statistics Office 2020) are 50.2%, 65.6%, and 30.9. However, this sample is 
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still far from nationally representative, especially regarding education level and party membership. 

Specifically, 55.8% of our respondents have a tertiary education or above, while only 12.6% of 

the Vietnamese population do. 22% of respondents in my sample are members of the Communist 

Party, while only 3% of the population are. However, as I show throughout the dissertation, I find 

no heterogeneous effects of the treatments on protest support, suggesting that the findings of my 

survey experiments conducted over convenient samples can be generalized to the Vietnamese 

population (Coppock, Leeper and Mullinix 2018; Druckman and Kam 2011). In addition, by 

setting quotas for several covariates, while I cannot say the effects I estimate represent an average 

treatment effect for the Vietnamese population, I can say whether the effect is likely specific to a 

particular subsample of the population. More importantly, because my treatment is randomized, 

the key concern is that different groups will respond to the treatment differently.  

Regarding the survey instrument, before the treatment, all online respondents were first 

asked several questions on demographic characteristics such as age, education level, occupation, 

profession, and income. I also asked behavioral and attitudinal questions that might impact support 

for protests, such as political interest, national pride, trust in the government, and willingness to 

take risks. (See Appendix B.2 for a detailed survey questionnaire). After these questions, 

respondents read the following description of a hypothetical land protest in a fictional locale in 

Vietnam: 

Recently, villagers at Quynh An commune, Thuy Hoa province, gathered near the 

commune government office to protest against the commune's decision to evict their 

agricultural land to construct a golf yard with insufficient compensation lower than the 

market price.  

 

I used a hypothetical land protest because of the sensitivity of land issues in Vietnam. Using 

a land protest that did happen may appear that I tried to mobilize participation for the protest, 

which is considered illegal by the Vietnamese government. In addition, a hypothetical protest 
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assuages the concern that responses are affected by respondents' existing preferences, beliefs, and 

opinions. Although the land protest is hypothetical, my example is designed to be as similar to a 

land protest in Vietnam as possible. My example mirrors what Kerkvliet describes as a "typical" 

protest in Phu Son village in Dong Nai, where villagers opposed the compensation levels for the 

creation of an industrial park (2019, 36). 

 After reading the text about a protest in the hypothetical province of Thuy Hoa, 

respondents are randomly assigned to two protest groups. One group emphasizes that the protest 

is linked to local governance problems. Specifically, respondents in this group read: 

 

This land protest is linked to the problems at the local level. Protesters highlight that 

local authorities are corrupt and do not follow guidelines and regulations on land 

eviction and compensation as specified in the land law.  

 

 

The other group highlights that the protest is linked to problems of the central 

governance:  

 

This land protest is linked to the problems at the national government. Protesters 

highlighted that central authorities have no capacity to oversee land eviction practices 

and punish corrupt authorities.  

  

To make sure that the blame attribution treatment is realistic, I did an extensive review of 

Vietnamese and international newspaper articles regarding land protests in Vietnam to see how 

protesters blame local and central authorities. It turned out that most land protesters target the local 

governments and emphasize that local authorities fail to follow central regulations on 

compensation and eviction practices. When land protesters attribute blame to the central 

government, they tend to highlight the monitoring problems in which central authorities cannot 

monitor local affairs.  
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After that, half of the respondents were randomized to read information about a coalition 

between a prodemocracy group and the hypothetical land protest. Recall that my dissertation 

focuses on movements co-protesting in the streets.  

  

To address this land issue, villagers teamed up in a coalition with a group of prodemocracy 

intellectuals to protest and advocate for significant regime reforms such as more 

representation, pluralism, more citizens' participation in policymaking, more freedom of 

the press, and democracy. 

  

Table 3. 1: Experimental conditions 

 

 Coalition 

No Coalition Information Land and Prodemocracy 

Coalition 

Blame the local government  

(Local protest) 

Group 1 

(N=270) 

Group 2 

(N=319) 

Blame the central government  

(National protest) 

Group 3 

(N=310) 

Group 4 

(N=310) 
Note: Table 3.1 shows the different treatment groups. In the local protest, the hypothesis predicts that the group 

which reads information on the land-prodemocracy coalition will express lower support for the land protest than 

the group that reads no coalition information. For the national protest, the group that reads coalition information 

will not express reduced support for the protest, compared to the group that receives no coalition information.  

 

 For the dependent variables, I asked the degree to which respondents supported the protest 

and the extent to which they thought the reason why villagers protested was justified. I chose these 

two outcomes because of the sensitivity of the questions; respondents may be more willing to say 

they support the underlying cause of the protest than to say they support the protest themselves. 

Both questions were measured on a six-point Likert scale from strongly oppose/strongly 

unjustified to strongly support/strongly justified.  
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1. Support: To what extent do you support the protests by the villagers in Thuy Hoa 

province?5 

2. Justification. To what extent do you think the reason why villagers in Thuy Hoa 

province are protesting is justified?6 

Figure 3. 1: Distribution of support for protests, belief that protest justified  

 

 
Note: This figure shows the distribution of respondents expressing support for the hypothetical protest 

and the perception that the protest is justified.  

 

Figure 3.1 shows variation in both support for protest and the belief that the protest is 

justified. Respondents are as willing to say they support the protest as to express their perception 

 
5 Responses on a six-point scale: (1) Strongly oppose; (2) Oppose; (3); Somewhat Oppose (4) 

Somewhat Support; (5) Support; (6) Strongly Support.  

6 Responses on a six-point scale: (1) Completely unjustified; (2) Unjustified; (3) Somewhat 

Unjustified; (4) Somewhat Justified; (5) Justified; (6) Completely justified. 
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of whether the underlying cause of the protest is justified. In general, respondents hold highly 

positive attitudes towards the hypothetical protest. This helps to assuage the concern of preference 

falsification. If social desirability is a significant issue, we expect that more respondents would 

choose to oppose the protest and perceive that the protest is not justified.  

The theory suggests that blame attribution affects public opinion towards a policy protest 

in a coalition with a prodemocracy group because it affects the public perception of whether 

significant reforms at the regime level proposed by the latter are necessary to resolve the policy 

issues. I asked the following question on a six-point Likert scale to probe this possible mechanism.7 

 

To what extent do you agree that major reforms at the national level are necessary to 

address the land issue that protesters raised? 

  

To confirm the balance in my treatment groups, I also measure several covariates that may 

affect respondents' support for protests prior to the treatment. In particular, I measure gender, age, 

whether respondents are living in major cities including Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, educational 

level, party membership, income level, whether respondents are involved in agriculture, risk 

tolerance, subjective perception of the economic situation, the extent to which respondents 

frequently follow political news, national pride, and trust in the government.  

Table 3.2 shows that blame attribution groups are balanced across almost all covariates 

except for gender, education, party membership, and risk acceptance. Respondents in the local 

protest are slightly more educated than the protest attributing blame to the national government. 

There are slightly more female respondents and party members in the local protest than in the 

 
7 Responses on a six-point scale: (1) Strongly disagree; (2) disagree; (3) somewhat disagree; (4) 

somewhat agree; (5) agree; (6) strongly agree.  
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national protest. Finally, respondents in the local protest are significantly more likely to take risks 

than those in the other group. Table 3.3 shows the balance across coalition groups. Respondents 

in the land-prodemocracy coalition group are slightly more educated and have a higher income 

level than those who receive no coalition information. Because the treatments are randomized, 

differences in these covariates are highly by chance. However, I will include these covariates in 

the regression models in the robustness check to see if the results change. 
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Table 3. 2: Balance of potential covariates across blame attribution  

 

 
Note: This table shows the means of the different covariates according to whether respondents 

are assigned to read a protest that blames the local or the national government. ** indicates 

significance at the .05 level.  

 

 

 

 

  

 
Local  

protest 

National 

protest 

Test 

Gender    2=4.375** 

• Men  50.9% 57.1%  
• Women 49.1% 42.9%  

Residence 49.1% 42.9% 2=1.462 

• Big cites 61.8%  58.2%  
• Others 38.2% 41.8%  

Education Level 4.042 3.835 F=6.253** 

  (1.42) (1.455)  
Party membership   2=2.723*  

• No 75% 79.2%  
• Yes 25% 20.8%  

Income Level 5.445 5.335 F=1.433 

  (1.554) (1.619)  
Agriculture Involvement   2= 0.902 

• Yes 70.1% 67.4%  
• No  29.9% 32.6%  

Risk Acceptance 4.326 4.153 F=4.772** 

  (1.335) (1.411)  
Economic Perception 4.199 4.185 F=0.066 

  (0.888) (0.889)  
Follow News 1.939 1.952 F=0.072 

  (0.843) (0.808)  
National Pride 5.399 5.357 F=0.425 

  (1.092) (1.132)  
Government Trust 4.974 4.892 F=1.702 

 (1.06) (1.105)  

Age 30.474 30.302 F=0.119 

 (8.437) (8.796)  

Observations 589 620 1209 
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Table 3. 3: Balance of potential covariates across messages about coalitions 

  
Land and 

Prodemocracy 

Coalition  

No Coalition 

Information 

Test 

Gender    2 = 0.367 

• Men  55% 53.1%  
• Women  45% 46.9%  

Residence    2 = 0.389 

• Big cities  60.9% 59%  
• Others  39.1% 41%  

Education Level 4.008 3.859 F=3.244* 

  (1.403) (1.479)  
Party membership   2 = 0.488 

• No  78.1% 76.2%  
• Yes 21.9% 23.8%  

Income Level 5.496 5.272 F=6.01** 

  (1.513) (1.659)  
Agriculture Involvement   2 = 1.493 

• Yes  67% 65%  
• No  33% 35%  

Risk Acceptance 4.296 4.174 F=2.356 

  (1.354) (1.399)  
Economic Perception 4.187 4.197 F=0.043 

  (0.895) (0.881)  
Follow News 1.935 1.957 F=0.216 

  (0.814) (0.837)  
National Pride 5.417 5.334 F=1.675 

  (1.053) (1.173)  
Government Trust 4.965 4.897 F=1.19 

 (1.041) (1.129)  

Age 30.698 30.047 F=1.699 

 (8.757) (8.462)  

Observations 629 580 1209 
Note: This table shows the means of the different covariates according to whether they receive additional 

information on a coalition between the hypothetical land protest and a prodemocracy group. ** indicates 

significance at the .05 level. 
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Results 
 

Before looking at the results, I first conduct a manipulation check to ensure that respondents paid 

attention to the treatment texts and that the treatments successfully conveyed the level of 

government being blamed to the respondents. I asked two questions regarding manipulation 

checks. One question asked about the name of the hypothetical province where the protest 

occurred. The other question asked respondents to recall which level of government is perceived 

to be the root cause of the protest.  

Figure 3. 2: Manipulation check- respondents recall the name of the hypothetical province 

 

Note: This figure shows the distribution of respondents recalling the name of the hypothetical 

province where the protest occurred. The correct answer is Thuy Hoa province.   

 

Figure 3.2 shows that more than 80% of respondents recall the name of the hypothetical 

province where the protest occurred. This suggests that lack of attention to the text treatments is 

not a major concern. For the manipulation check regarding the level of government being blamed, 

Figure 3.3 indicates that in the local protest, most people perceive that the local government is 

blamed for the protesters’ grievances. However, in the protest that targets the central government, 
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many respondents think that the protest is linked to local governance. There are two plausible 

reasons for this. First, it could mean that in the context of Vietnam, even when land protesters 

attribute blame to the central government, the public perceives land disputes to be linked to local 

governance problems. Even if the treatment attempts to convince respondents that the protest is 

linked to the central government, most would not be persuaded. Second, this could be a problem 

of social desirability bias. In Vietnam, the central government often shifts blame to local 

authorities to avoid responsibility, making attributing blame to the regime highly sensitive. Many 

respondents may not have revealed their true opinions and beliefs and reported that the protest was 

linked to the local government, even when they thought it came from the problems at the national 

level. These two possibilities may bias the results. After the main analysis, I will discuss how these 

potential explanations bias the results and provide additional analyses to examine which possibility 

best explains the high number of respondents failing the manipulation check in the national protest. 

Figure 3. 3: Manipulation check- respondents recall the level of government being blamed 

 

Note: This figure shows the distribution of respondents recalling the level of government being 

blamed within each protest group. We expect that in the protest attributing blame to the local 

government, respondents would choose “Local Government”; in the protest assigning 

responsibility to the national government, respondents would choose "National Government."   
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To test the hypotheses, I use the following OLS regression model: 

𝑶𝒖𝒕𝒄𝒐𝒎𝒆𝒊= 𝜶𝟏 + 𝜷𝟏𝑩𝒍𝒂𝒎𝒆𝑨𝒕𝒕𝒓𝒊𝒃𝒖𝒕𝒊𝒐𝒏𝒊 + 𝜸𝟏𝑪𝒐𝒂𝒍𝒊𝒕𝒊𝒐𝒏𝒊  + 

𝜹𝟏𝑩𝒍𝒂𝒎𝒆𝑨𝒕𝒕𝒓𝒊𝒃𝒖𝒕𝒊𝒐𝒏𝒊 𝒙  𝑪𝒐𝒂𝒍𝒊𝒕𝒊𝒐𝒏𝒊   + 𝒆𝒊 

where 𝑂𝑢𝑡𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑒𝑖 is either protest support or protest justification by respondent i, 

𝐵𝑙𝑎𝑚𝑒𝐴𝑡𝑡𝑟𝑖𝑏𝑢𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖 is assignment status for either Blame National Government or Blame Local 

Government for respondents i, 𝐶𝑜𝑎𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖  is assignment status for either Land and Prodemocracy 

Coalition or No Coalition for respondents i. The interaction term coefficient 𝛿1estimates the effects 

of coalition information by blame attribution.  

In the main analysis, I leave all respondents in the sample regardless of whether they pass 

the manipulation check to avoid biasing the results (Aronow, Baron and Pinson 2019; 

Montgomery, Nyhan, and Torres 2018). Therefore, this is an “intention to treat” (ITT) design. 

Table 3.4 shows the results.  

Table 3. 4: Main results of blame attribution and coalition information on support for 

protest and beliefs protest justified 

 

VARIABLES Protest 

Support 

Protest 

Justified 

Blame National Government -0.108 -0.129 

  (0.114) (0.106) 

Prodemocracy and Land Coalition -0.165 -0.106 

  (0.114) (0.105) 

Blame National Government* 

Prodemocracy and Land 

-0.019 

(0.158)  

-0.004 

(0.147) 

Constant 4.259*** 4.422*** 

  (0.084) (0.078) 

Observations 1,209 1,209 

R-squared 0.006 0.008 

 
Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Protest support is a six-point variable 

ranging from 1 (strongly oppose) to 6 (strongly support). Protest 

justified is a six-point variable ranging from 1 (strongly unjustified) to 

6 (strongly justified).  
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Table 3.4 shows the effect of blame attribution on support for the land protest when it 

teamed up with a prodemocracy group to resolve the land issues. Model 1 shows no significant 

difference in support for a protest that either blames the central government or the local 

government. While respondents are slightly less supportive of the hypothetical land protest when 

it targets the national government, the effect is not at a conventional level of significance. There is 

also no significant effect of coalition information on support for the protest. The third variable- the 

two-way interaction between blame attribution and coalition information- is the key variable to 

test the hypotheses. The interaction coefficient is not statistically significant, suggesting that the 

effect of blame attribution does not depend on whether the protest targets local or national 

authorities. To demonstrate this relationship more clearly, I plot the interaction graph in Figure 

3.4.  

Recall that the main hypothesis of this chapter is that building a coalition with 

prodemocracy advocates reduces support for the local land protest while it does not reduce the 

support for the national land protest. Figure 3.4 shows that coalition information reduces support 

for both local and national protests, but this effect is not statistically significant. Thus, we cannot 

conclude that coalitions reduce public support depending on the level of government to which 

protesters attribute blame. 
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Figure 3. 4: Effect of coalitions on protest support by blame attribution  

 

Note: This figure demonstrates the effect of the interaction between blame attribution and 

coalition information on protest support. Protest support is a six-point variable ranging from 1 

(strongly oppose) to 6 (strongly support).  

 

 Model 2 shows a similar trend. There is no significant difference between local and national 

protests regarding respondents’ perception of the legitimacy of the protests. The effect of the 

coalition information on the perceived justification of the protests remains insignificant. The key 

variable of the analysis – the interaction between the two variables- is also insignificant, suggesting 

that the level of government being blamed does not affect public opinion towards the hypothetical 

land protest when it cooperates with a prodemocracy group to resolve land issues. Figure 3.5 

visualizes this interaction. Figure 3.5 shows that within each protest group, the coalition 

information seems to reduce the perception that the land protest is justified, but this effect is not 

statistically significant; thus, it is impossible to confirm the chapter's main hypothesis.  
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Figure 3. 5: Effect of coalitions on perceived protest justification by blame attribution 

 

Note: This figure demonstrates the effect of the interaction between blame attribution and 

coalition information on perceived protest justification. Protest justified is a six-point 

variable ranging from 1 (strongly unjustified) to 6 (strongly justified).  

 

 Taken together, the main analysis suggests that there is no evidence that a coalition between 

a land protest and a prodemocracy group reduces public support for the former, regardless of 

whether the land protest targets the local or the national government.  

One concern is the possibility that the lack of balance on some potentially important 

covariates across protest groups drives the findings. To account for this, I rerun the regressions, 

including all the covariates in Table 3.2 and Table 3.3. These covariates include gender, age, 

whether the respondent lives in a major city, educational level, party membership, income level, 

agricultural involvement, risk acceptance, economic perception, the extent to which a respondent 

follows political news, national pride, and trust in the government. Table 3.5 reports the results of 

the models with these covariates.  
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Table 3. 5: Effects of blame attribution and coalition information on support for protest 

and beliefs protest justified, including covariates 

 

VARIABLES Protest 

Support 

Protest 

Justified 

Blame National Government -0.069 -0.093 

  (0.115) (0.106) 

Prodemocracy and Land -0.137 -0.097 

  (0.114) (0.105) 

Blame National Government * 

Prodemocracy and Land 

-0.057 

(0.158)  

-0.019 

(0.146)  
Women 0.058 0.128* 

 (0.080) (0.074) 

Age  -0.011** -0.016*** 

 (0.005) (0.005) 

Major cities 0.120 0.099 

 (0.091) (0.084) 

Education Level -0.001 -0.031 

 (0.033) (0.031) 

Income Level 0.030 0.056* 

 (0.029) (0.033) 

Party Membership 0.129 0.024 

 (0.096) (0.089) 

Agricultural Involvement  0.101 0.114 

 (0.088) (0.081) 

Risk Acceptance  0.055* 0.065** 

 (0.031) (0.029) 

Economic Perception  0.064 0.046 

 (0.050) (0.046) 

National Pride  0.055 0.076*** 

 (0.041) (0.038) 

Government Trust -0.118** -0.137*** 

 (0.047) (0.043) 

Constant 4.202*** 4.508*** 

  (0.392) (0.362) 

Observations 1,192 1,192 

R-squared 0.029 0.038 

 

Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Protest support is a six-point variable 

ranging from 1 (strongly oppose) to 6 (strongly support). Protest 

justified is a six-point variable ranging from 1 (strongly unjustified) to 

6 (strongly justified).   
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Table 3.5 shows that the results remain unchanged. Cooperating with a prodemocracy 

group does not reduce public support for the hypothetical land protest, regardless of whether it 

blames the local or the central government for its grievances. Therefore, the hypotheses are not 

supported even when accounting for the potential impact of the lack of balance of some important 

covariates.  

One limitation of the design is that because of the sensitivity of the research question, I 

was not able to mention the names of prominent prodemocracy advocates in Vietnam. Perhaps, 

mentioning real prodemocracy advocates could have made the treatments stronger and more 

realistic, thus generating a stronger effect on respondents' support for the protest. However, by 

emphasizing that the hypothetical activists are intellectuals who advocate for real issues such as 

democracy and freedom of the press, I make sure they mirror a typical prodemocracy activist in 

Vietnam. Future research could redo the experiment in a less restrictive environment using an 

actual profile of a prodemocracy advocate to see if the results would be different.  

Another potential explanation for the null results could be the inclusion of respondents that 

did not pass the manipulation check. Recall that a high percentage of respondents in the national 

protest perceived the protest to be related to local governance. As previously discussed, there are 

two possible reasons for this. First, many respondents may genuinely think that land issues are 

local; thus, it is hard to convince them that the national government is to blame for the hypothetical 

land dispute. If this were the case, among those who associated the national land protest with local 

governance, the coalition would make them reduce their support for the protest because of the 

incongruity. This would decrease support for the alliance. Second, many respondents might have 

chosen to blame the local government for the national land protest because they did not reveal their 

true opinions and preferences. In Vietnam, while protests against the violations of the law by local 



Truong |  66 

officials are tolerated to a certain extent, it is highly risky to criticize and attribute blame to central 

leaders and the regime (Kerkvliet 2019). Thus, many respondents may not want to say that the 

land protest occurred because of the central government because blaming the national government 

is not socially accepted. If attributing blame to the central government is a sensitive issue, we 

expect that among those who hide their true opinions, adding a prodemocracy element to a national 

protest would reduce their support for the protest. This would also reduce the overall mean of 

support for those receiving the national prime.  

In general, whether a high percentage of respondents in the national protest failed the 

manipulation check because they genuinely believed that the national government should not be 

blamed for the protest or because they did not reveal their opinions, it would lead to reduced 

support for the land protest. This would reduce the likelihood of finding that the coalition would 

not negatively affect support when respondents receive the national prime.  

Is land a truly local issue or preference falsification? 
 

In this section, I will examine which reason best explains why many respondents failed the 

manipulation check in the protest that blames the national government. This is an important task 

because, as analyzed in the previous section, the results can be considerably biased given the 

number of respondents who did not pass the manipulation check. Particularly, I will examine the 

characteristics of respondents who perceive the national protest to be linked to the local rather than 

the national government.  

 Regarding the possibility that land issues are truly believed to be linked to the local 

government, I expect that respondents (1) who are involved in agriculture, (2) who have a high 

level of trust in the government, and (3) who do not frequently follow political news are more 

likely to attribute blame to the local government for the national protest. Those directly engaged 
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in agriculture should have frequent direct interaction with local authorities regarding issues related 

to land or farming. Furthermore, local authorities are empowered to implement agricultural 

policies and land eviction practices. Thus, individuals involved in farming practices are more likely 

to perceive land issues to be related to the local government than those not. Individuals with high 

trust in the government typically do not think the political regime or the central government is to 

blame for existing issues. As O'Brien and Li (2006) suggest, in China, land protesters typically 

attribute blame to the local government because they trust central leaders and the political regime. 

Finally, if an individual does not frequently follow news, he may be only exposed to the 

government's propaganda on the land issue, which is that land is a local issue.  

 If preference falsification is a significant concern, I would expect that respondents (1) who 

are risk-averse, (2) who are party members, and (3) who frequently follow news are more likely 

to hide their true opinion, meaning that they blame the local government for the national protest. 

Those with a high level of risk aversion may fear state retaliation, thus, not willing to reveal their 

true opinions. Those who have membership in the Communist Party typically benefit from state 

resources, making them less likely to blame the political regime publicly. Individuals with a high 

level of interest in politics by frequently following news may be more familiar with news about 

state repression against dissidents and critics of the national government. Knowledge about state 

retaliation may make them hide their true attitudes towards central leaders.  

I run two linear probability models to examine which possibility best explains the high 

percentage of respondents failing the manipulation check in the national prime condition. First, I 

consider only those in the national prime condition. With this sample, in Model 1, the outcome is 

binary, in which 1 means blaming the national government, and 0 means blaming any other 
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organization.8. In Model 2, the outcome has two values: 1 if a respondent blames the national 

government and 0 if a respondent blames the local government. Therefore, in both models, the 

value is 1 if the respondent passes the manipulation check in the national condition. All 

pretreatment covariates are included in both models as predictors of the outcome.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
8 “Other” is created by pooling the answers which are not blaming the national government.  
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Table 3. 6: Who passes the manipulation check in the national protest? 

VARIABLES Pass the 

manipulation 

check 

(National 

government 

vs. Other) 

 

 

Model 1 

Pass the 

manipulation 

check 

(National 

government 

vs. Local 

government) 

Model 2  

Women -0.068 -0.069 

 (0.051) (0.052) 

Age  0.001 0.002 

 (0.003) (0.003) 

Outside major cities -0.005 0.002 

 (0.046) (0.003) 

Without college degree -0.014 -0.018 

 (0.053) (0.054) 

Income Level 0.028* 0.023 

 (0.014) (0.015) 

Party Membership -0.068 -0.069 

 (0.051) (0.052) 

Agricultural Involvement  -0.060 -0.048 

 (0.044) (0.045) 

Risk Acceptance  0.012 0.005 

 (0.016) (0.016) 

Economic Perception  -0.023 -0.020 

 (0.025) (0.026) 

National Pride  -0.003 -0.017 

 (0.020) (0.022) 

Low Government Trust -0.068 -0.064 

 (0.066) (0.068) 

Follow News 0.059** 0.066** 

 (0.028) (0.028) 

Constant 0.345 0.448*** 

  (0.210) (0.216) 

Observations 610 591 

R-squared 0.031 0.029 

Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Pass the manipulation check is binary in 

which 1 is “blaming the national government” and 0 is either “blaming 

other” (Model 1) or “blaming the local government” (Model 2) 
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Table 3.6 suggests that the covariate that seems to distinguish those who chose to blame 

the national government from others is the frequency of following political news. The more 

frequently a respondent follows news on politics, the less likely he chooses to blame the national 

government. It could be that those who frequently follow news mainly use state media sources, 

thus, having knowledge about the government's repression acts against critics of the central 

government and the regime. Such knowledge may make them reluctant to reveal their genuine 

opinions about the central government. This provides suggestive evidence that preference 

falsification may be why many respondents chose to blame the local government in the national 

protest. 

 On the other hand, we should expect no systematic differences between those who failed 

and those who passed the manipulation check in the local prime condition. To assess this, I repeat 

the previous analysis, where the dependent variable is 1 if the respondent in the local prime 

condition passed the manipulation check. Table 3.7 suggests that there are no covariates that 

systematically predict a respondent's probability of blaming the local government. While 

respondents who have membership in the Communist Party seem to be less likely to blame the 

local government for the local protest, party membership does not have a consistent effect across 

models. Thus, the impact of party membership is conclusive. It is relatively safe to conclude that 

the differences between respondents who passed and failed the manipulation check in the local 

protest are random.  
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Table 3. 7: Who passes the manipulation check in the local protest? 

 

VARIABLES Pass the 

manipulation 

check  

(Local 

government 

vs Other) 

 

Model 1 

Pass the 

manipulation 

check 

(Local 

government 

vs. National 

government) 

Model 2  
Women  -0.007 -0.020 

 (0.034) (0.038) 

Age  -0.001 -0.002 

 (0.002) (0.002) 

Outside major cities 0.054 0.078 

 (0.040) (0.138) 

Without college degree -0.067 -0.088 

 (0.043) (0.070) 

Income Level 0.044 0.031 

 (0.042) (0.142) 

Party Membership -0.110 -0.081** 

 (0.249) (0.038) 

Agricultural Involvement  0.016 0.011 

 (0.038) (0.036) 

Risk Acceptance  0.003 -0.004 

 (0.014) (0.013) 

Economic Perception  -0.030 -0.029 

 (0.021) (0.020) 

National Pride  -0.004 -0.010 

 (0.018) (0.017) 

Low Government Trust -0.155 -0.119 

 (0.259) (0.258) 

Interest in politics 0.001 0.003 

 (0.023) (0.022) 

Constant 0.736*** 0.890*** 

  (0.187) (0.179) 

Observations 582 548 

R-squared 0.061 0.046 

Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Pass the manipulation check is binary in 

which 1 is “blaming the local government” and 0 is either “blaming 

other” (Model 1) or “blaming the national government” (Model 2). 
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Taken together, the results suggest that co-protesting with a prodemocracy group does not 

hurt a policy protest, regardless of whether it targets the central or the local government. However, 

there is suggestive evidence that preference falsification may be an issue in the national protest 

group. If respondents were willing to reveal their true opinions, the mean value of support for the 

protest in a coalition with prodemocracy advocates might be higher.   

Discussion 
 

Although there are some limitations in the design and potential issue of preference falsification, 

this chapter provides suggestive evidence that while scholars emphasize the importance of the 

nature of blame attribution in a movement's mobilization strategies, it does not affect public 

opinion towards a policy-prodemocracy coalition. Whether a policy-based movement attributes 

causal responsibility of their grievances to the political system or local authorities, the public does 

not reduce their support for the movement when it cooperates with prodemocracy activists. These 

findings have two implications. First, that the public does not reduce their support for a policy-

based movement implies that they are supportive of the coalition. Second, that the public supports 

the alliance regardless of whether the movements blame local or central authorities suggest that 

blame attribution does not provide them with a shortcut to assess the solutions and the issues raised 

by the movement coalition. This finding is surprising, given that extant research consistently shows 

how blame attribution provides essential input for the public to form their attitudes, opinions, and 

preferences for policy issues. This finding is also not in line with the assertion that protests under 

authoritarian rule are instrumental – an efficient means to redress a grievance when all other 

alternatives fail. At least in Vietnam, the public does not form their opinion towards a movement 

coalition based on their perception of how the coalition can solve the original issues. 
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If blame attribution does not provide a powerful cue as expected, what helps the public 

form their opinion toward a movement coalition that raises issues that may be remote from matters 

of daily life. Because the level of support remains the same regardless of whether a policy-based 

movement joins forces with a prodemocracy group or not, it seems to suggest that the public does 

not think the nature of the former changes when it is linked with the latter. Perhaps, the public 

perceives the coalition to be about a policy issue rather than a democracy issue, which then moves 

the support for the coalition to the baseline support for the policy protest. Perhaps, when observing 

movement groups joining forces, the public does not think of it as a coalition. Instead, only one 

movement is perceived to dominate the coalition. In the next chapter, I formulate and test a theory 

about frame salience.    
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Chapter 4: Who Dominates a Policy-Prodemocracy Movement Coalition? 

 

The main argument of this chapter is that when a policy-based protest and a prodemocracy group 

actively join forces to seek significant regime reforms to resolve the former's grievances (a policy 

issue), support for the coalition depends on which element of the joint frame is perceived to be 

salient. In other words, public support depends on the perception of what the coalition is about. 

Then, support for the coalition moves to the baseline support for the dominant movement member. 

Building upon research on the psychology of framing effects, authoritarian politics, and social 

movements, I argue that support for a policy-democracy coalition moves to the baseline support 

for the policy movement because it is perceived to dominate the alliance. In other words, this 

chapter provides evidence that prodemocracy activists are less visible and less dominant in an 

active coalition building than policy protesters.  

 I test this hypothesis using an online survey experiment administered to 1300 Vietnamese 

Internet users. I find that when a hypothetical land protest cooperates with a prodemocracy group, 

support for the coalition is almost identical to the support for the land protest. This is because 

survey respondents perceive the land issue, rather than the democracy issue, to be the dominant 

aspect of the coalition. Below I present my theory, research design, research results, and discussion 

of the findings. 

Theory on frame salience 
 

When two groups of markedly different natures cooperate toward a common goal, they need to 

devise a joint frame that aligns with the identity of each movement member and appeals to the 

potential supporters of separate movements (Deana and Quadagno 2009; Benford 1993). Thus, the 

coalition-based collective frame should be broader than single movement members’ frames but 
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must convey each member's identity (Croteau and Hicks 2003; Mayer, Brown and Morello-Frosch 

2010).  

 When a policy-based movement cooperates with a prodemocracy group, a coalition-based 

collective action frame that includes the identities of both results. Such a frame has one component 

focusing on the origin of the policy issues that lead to the emergence of the policy protest and one 

component that emphasizes that significant regime reforms promoted by democracy activists are 

needed to resolve the policy issues. For example, the 2011 Yemeni uprising was composed of a 

broad-based coalition between groups protesting about issues related to economy and corruption 

and prodemocracy groups that advocate for free and fair elections to resolve these issues (Brancati 

2016). The joint frame emphasized that the grievances of policy-based protesters result from high 

unemployment rates and poverty and that significant regime reforms are required to resolve these 

problems. Similarly, the master frame devised by a coalition between workers and a student-led 

prodemocracy group in Korea in 1987 emphasized that expansion of democratic institutions was 

required to resolve labor issues (S. Kim 2000).  

 To individuals who are not directly involved in or directly affected by the issues a 

movement coalition raises, the coalition’s demands are highly complicated and may be remote 

from the matters of daily life. Because individuals not involved in the movement have limited 

resources such as time, knowledge, and information to thoroughly assess the issues raised by the 

coalition, they may rely on a shortcut or a cue to form their opinions (Mason 2015; Iyengar 1989). 

Inspired by the broader research on the psychology of framing effects (Chong and Druckman 

2007), I argue that when exposed to a coalition-based collective action frame, individuals base 

their opinions on the availability and accessibility of the frame. Availability refers to the extent to 

which the public understands the concept in the frame (Eagly and Chaiken 1993; Higgins, King 
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and Mavin 1982), while accessibility refers to the extent to which individuals are regularly exposed 

to the frame (Zaller 1992; Sherman, Diane and Driscoll 1990). I contend that the policy component 

of a policy-democracy coalition frame is more understandable and more accessible to the public 

than the democracy component. In other words, the public is more likely to understand and have 

regular exposure to the policy frame than the democracy frame. Thus, they may perceive that the 

coalition is about a policy rather than a democracy issue. This may lead them to form their attitudes 

and support for a policy-democracy movement coalition based on their opinions towards the 

policy-based movement. In other words, when observing such cooperation, individuals move their 

support for the alliance to their support for the policy movement.    

Why is the policy-based component of the joint frame more available and accessible to the 

public? Drawing upon research on authoritarian politics and social movements, below I explain 

why the policy component may be perceived to dominate the joint frame.   

The comprehensibility of policy protest frames 

 

Scholars have long suggested that whether a frame of complex issues affects public opinion 

depends on the extent to which the public understands the concepts that the frame touches upon 

(Eagly and Chaiken 1993; Higgins, King and Mavin 1982). For example, Chong and Druckman 

(2007) find that if an individual does not understand the concept of free speech, the individual will 

not be affected by a free speech frame. Following this logic, I suggest that the component of the 

joint frame that is more relatable and understandable to the public will dominate the coalition. 

Between the policy and democracy components, the public should find the former more relatable 

and comprehensible than the latter.  

First, the concepts of democracy, free speech, free press, and free and fair elections can be 

highly abstract, confusing, and subject to interpretations for citizens in authoritarian regimes 
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(Tezcur et al. 2012). The lack of democratic institutions and values and autocrats' intentional 

manipulation of the concept of democracy makes it challenging for the public to define what 

democracy means. For example, the Communist Party of Vietnam typically emphasizes that 

"Vietnam is a very democratic country" without a clear explanation of what it means to be 

democratic. Jamal and Tessler (2008) find that people in Arab countries tend to equate democracy 

with economic performance rather than political freedom. Similarly, Chinese citizens express a 

high level of confusion about the definition of democracy (Ma 2013). As suggested by research on 

the psychology of framing effects, if an individual does not understand the concept of democracy 

raised by the coalition, they will pay less attention to this component when combined with other 

frames. Thus, the individual may not think that the coalition is about a democracy issue.  

In stark contrast, the policy component of the policy-democracy frame is more 

straightforward, relatable, and understandable to a layperson. For example, exposed to a frame 

related to a land dispute, an individual can picture in concrete terms what happens (e.g., villagers 

have their land taken by local authorities, the government does not provide sufficient 

compensation) even though they may not have a deep understanding of land issues and land 

policies. Similarly, when an environmental group that advocates for the cancellation of an 

environmentally destructive project joins forces with democracy dissidents, the public may find 

the frame related to the identity of the former more understandable. For example, even without 

thorough knowledge about environmental issues, an individual can know that protesters are talking 

about a government-funded project that may adversely affect the environment. In addition, because 

policy protests about issues such as wages, homeownership, land, and even the environment imply 

economic concerns, which are citizens' priorities in authoritarian regimes (Dalton 1994; Hellman 
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1994), the public may pay more attention to these frames than democracy frames when the two 

are combined.  

 Precisely because the policy frame is more relatable to the public than the democracy one, 

when regime dissidents advocate for highly abstract issues such as democracy, free speech, and 

free press, they typically link these concepts with issues that "align with the public's interests, 

beliefs, and experiences" (Snow et al., 1986). For example, the Tiananmen Square Movement that 

advocated for democracy in China in 1989 successfully mobilized a mass base of diverse 

backgrounds because their frame touched upon issues that a layperson can somewhat comprehend, 

such as household economic situation, farming issues, and working conditions (Zuo and Benford 

1995). The June Democracy Movement received broader support when it touched on issues that 

concerned the public, such as labor issues and the economy (Kim 2000).    

Because the policy component of the joint frame is more relatable and comprehensible to 

the public, it should have a more powerful impact on individuals’ attitudes and behavior. Indeed, 

there is evidence that even when individuals are not committed to democratic values, they still take 

to the streets if a certain component of the protest frame makes sense to them. Beissinger (2013) 

finds that although the master frame of the Orange Revolution emphasized the expansion of 

democratic institutions, it is the component that is relatable to the public (i.e., disdain for the 

incumbent), not the democracy component, that galvanized people to protest.  

Because the policy component of the policy-democracy frame is more comprehensible to 

the public, the public may perceive this component as more salient than the other. In other words, 

when observing a coalition between a policy protest and a prodemocracy group, people perceive 

that the policy protest dominates the coalition, which then moves their support for the alliance to 

the policy protest. 
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The accessibility of policy protest frames 

 

Scholars have long emphasized that a frame is more likely to influence an individual’s attitudes 

and opinions if the individual has regular exposure to the frame (Zaller 1992; Cappella and 

Jamieson 1997; Nabi 2003). These scholars suggest that individuals simply embrace the frame 

they hear most often without conscious evaluation of the frame content. Inferred from this logic, I 

argue that the component of the policy-democracy coalition frame to which the public is more 

frequently exposed has a stronger effect on public attitudes towards the coalition. An individual 

under authoritarian rule is more likely to be exposed to policy frames than democracy frames. 

There are a few reasons why this is the case.  

First, people under authoritarian rule are exposed to policy-based protests much more 

frequently than democracy protests. Indeed, policy protests mainly operate on the boundary of 

what is legal and illegal in an authoritarian context (O'Brien and Li 2006). In contexts like Vietnam 

and China, central leaders are tolerant of protests against local officials' violations of the law to a 

certain extent (Kerkvliet 2019). Authoritarian governments allow policy protests to occur to a 

certain extent because controlled protests can benefit the regime. While restricting the freedom of 

information and the freedom of the press can reduce the chances that opposition against the regime 

can emerge, this makes it extremely challenging for the central government to monitor local 

authorities and local affairs, which can pose a significant threat to the political regime (Schuler 

and Truong 2020). Thus, allowing small-scaled policy protests can help autocrats gather 

information about local affairs and local authorities (Lorentzen 2013). Similarly, autocrats allow 

anti-foreign protests to gain bargaining leverage in diplomatic negotiations (J. C. Weiss 2014).  

On the other hand, democracy protests are much less likely to occur than policy-based 

protests because they are either repressed or restricted to only educated urban citizens (Brancati 
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2016). Because the public under authoritarian rule is much more likely to encounter policy-based 

protests than democracy protests, they encounter the frames of policy protests more frequently 

than the other.  

Another reason why people in authoritarian regimes are more likely to encounter policy 

frames is that autocrats attempt to emphasize that grassroots disputes are related to policy issues, 

not democracy issues. Indeed, authoritarian governments allow the discussion of policy issues to 

a certain extent. Because autocrats have strategic incentives to keep their citizens happy (Svolik 

2012), they allow citizens to voice opinions on policy issues (Chen and Xu 2017 ) and even 

complain about poor government services and policies so that they can figure out how to optimize 

performance (Botero, Ponce and Shleifer 2013). Although policy-based protests are often painted 

negatively (Trinh and Truong 2021), authoritarian governments publicly discuss the related 

policies (Chen and Xu 2017 ). What matters is that they emphasize that these disputes are purely 

related to policy issues, not democracy issues.  

As suggested by scholars of framing effects, because people have more repeated exposure 

to policy frames, when such frames are joined with democracy frames, they will be more salient 

in the coalition than the democracy frames.   

The analysis above suggests that (1) the policy component of the policy-democracy frame 

is more relatable and comprehensible to the public than the democracy component, and (2) the 

public is much more likely to encounter policy protest frames than democracy protest frames. 

Because of these reasons, when a policy frame is combined with a prodemocracy frame, people 

pay more attention to the former, which leads to the perception that the policy frame is more salient 

and dominates the coalition. Because the public thinks the coalition is about a policy rather than a 
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democracy issue, support for the coalition moves to their baseline support for the policy protest. 

This leads to the following hypotheses: 

 

H1: In an authoritarian regime, support for a coalition between a policy protest and a 

prodemocracy group moves to the baseline support for the former. 

 

H2: Support for the coalition moves to the baseline support for the policy protest because 

respondents perceive the coalition is about the policy issue rather than the democracy 

issue. 

 

Research design  
 

To test these hypotheses, I employ an online survey experiment administered to 1300 respondents 

in Vietnam. This experiment is also part of the larger survey used to test the blame attribution 

theory in Chapter 3. This means that all pre-treatment covariates are the same for both experiments. 

Recall that these covariates include gender, age, whether respondents live in major cities (Hanoi 

and Ho Chi Minh City), educational level, party membership, income level, agricultural 

involvement, risk acceptance, subjective economic perception, the extent to which a respondent 

frequently follows political news, national pride, and trust in the government. (See Appendix B.2 

for detailed survey questions). After being asked questions that measure these covariates, 

respondents are randomized into one of three protest frames.  

The policy protest frame group reads the following information: 

Recently, villagers in Dong Xuan commune, Dong Ha province, protested outside the 

Commune People's Committee against the commune's decision to evict 100 hectares of 

agricultural land for an industrial project. 

 

Protesters highlighted that commune officials, in cahoots with investors, acquired the 

land illegally by not compensating farmers properly, according to the 2013 Land Law. 

 

I also used a hypothetical land protest because of the sensitivity of land issues in Vietnam. 

Although this land protest is hypothetical, it represents a typical land dispute frame in Vietnam. 
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Kerkvliet (2019 ) shows that land protesters in Vietnam often frame land disputes as local policy 

issues related to illegal land evictions and insufficient compensations by local authorities.  

 

The prodemocracy protest frame group read: 

 

Recently, a group of prodemocracy advocates that include mostly urban intellectuals 

organized a protest to advocate for significant regime reforms such as democracy, more 

representation, pluralism, more citizens' participation in policymaking, and more 

freedom of the press. 

 

Again, this hypothetical democracy protest includes demands that prodemocracy advocates 

typically advocate for in Vietnam. Prodemocracy advocates focus exclusively on these issues when 

there are no crises (such as land or environmental disputes). I intentionally keep the prodemocracy 

frame vague because when prodemocracy dissidents protest alone or do not link their causes with 

policy issues, their demands are highly abstract and broad.9 In reality, many activists seek radical 

demands such as multiparty and free and fair elections (Kerkvliet 2019 ). However, because these 

issues are highly sensitive, it may appear illegal to include them in the survey. As such, I include 

other aspects of democracy that the regime is more tolerant of.  

 

The land-prodemocracy coalition-based frame group reads the following information:  

 

There has been a protest in Dong Xuan commune, Dong Ha province. 

 
Dong Xuan Villagers teamed up in a coalition with a group of prodemocracy groups 

from outside, mostly urban intellectuals, to protest and advocate for major regime 

reforms such as democracy, more representation, pluralism, more citizens' participation 

in policymaking, and more freedom of the press to address a land issue that Dong Xuan 

citizens are faced with.  

 

Villagers in Dong Xuan commune, Dong Ha province, protested outside the Commune 

People's Committee against the commune's decision to evict 100 hectares of agricultural 

land for an industrial project. Protesters highlighted that commune officials, in cahoots 

 
9 This frame was designed after I extensively read prodemocracy advocates’ websites in Vietnam. 

I want to see how they frame their causes when they do not link democracy issues with more 

concrete policy issues.  
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with investors, acquired the land illegally by not compensating farmers properly, 

according to the 2013 Land Law. 

 

One concern is that respondents may perceive the frame component they read first to be 

more salient. To address this concern, I randomized the order of paragraphs 2 and 3 in the land-

democracy coalition group. This ensures that frame order does not affect which component is 

perceived to be more prominent.  

I also use two dependent variables, which measure respondents' support of the protests and 

respondents’ perception of the justification of the protests on a six-point Likert scale from strongly 

oppose/strongly unjustified to strongly support/strongly justified. Again, I included two outcomes 

because respondents may be more willing to say they support the underlying cause of the protests 

than to say they support the protests themselves. 

 

Protest Support: To what extent do you support the protest you have just read? 

 

Protest Justification: To what extent do you think the reason why protesters took to the 

street was justified? 

 

The theory suggests that support for the coalition moves to the baseline support for the 

policy protest because the public perceives that the policy protest frame dominates the coalition. 

In other words, the hypothetical land component of the alliance is perceived to be more salient 

than the prodemocracy component. To probe this mechanism underlying respondents' support for 

the protest, I asked and randomized the following questions: 

 

 In your opinion, what is the salient issue of this protest? (Land issue or democracy issue) 

 

 To what extent do you agree that this protest is mainly about a land issue?10 

 

Table 1 shows the treatment conditions and the number of respondents in each condition. 

 
10 This question is measured on a six-point scale from "strongly disagree" to "strongly agree." 
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Table 4. 1: Experimental conditions 

 

Land Protest Frame Prodemocracy Protest 

Frame 

Land and Prodemocracy 

protest Frame 

388 427 394 
Note: Table 1 shows the different treatment groups. The hypotheses predict that support for the frame that 

combines land and prodemocracy protest will be the same as the land protest frame.  

 

Figure 4.1 shows the distribution of the two outcomes. Both have a relatively normal 

distribution, suggesting that respondents are equally willing to express their support for and 

opposition to the hypothetical protests. Respondents equally perceive the root cause of the protest 

to be justified and unjustified. This suggests that preference falsification should not be a significant 

concern. Otherwise, we would expect that most respondents would choose to oppose the protest.  
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Figure 4. 1: Distribution of protest support and protest justification 

 

 
 

Note: This figure shows the distribution of respondents expressing support for the hypothetical protests 

and the perception that the protests are justified.  

 

First, I examine whether the three treatment groups are balanced across important 

covariates asked prior to the treatments. Table 4.2 suggests that the three treatment groups are not 

significantly different in most covariates except for national pride. I measure respondents' national 

pride by taking the mean of two questions. One question asks the extent to which respondents feel 

proud of being Vietnamese; the other asks how proud respondents feel when listening to the 

national anthem.11 However, the difference is relatively small, and all groups express high national 

pride. However, because national pride could impact public support for protests, I will add 

covariates in the regression models in the robustness check. 

 
11 These questions are measured on a six-point scale from "No proud at all" to "Completely proud." 
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Table 4. 2: Balance of potential covariates across frame treatments 

  
Land and 

Prodemocracy 

Protest Frame 

Land Protest 

Frame 

Prodemocracy 

Protest Frame  

Test 

Gender     2 = 2.356 

• Men  56.3% 51% 54.8%  
• Women  43.7% 49% 45.2%  

Residence     2 = 0.381 

• Big cities  59.1% 59.5% 61.1%  
• Others  40.9% 40.5% 38.9%  

Education Level 3.957 3.899 3.951 F=0.188 

  (1.434) (1.495) (1.401)  
Party membership    2 = 1.054 

• No  76.9% 78.9% 75.9%  
• Yes  23.1% 21.1% 24.%  

Income Level 5.368 5.436 5.365 F=0.248 

  (1.568) (1.538) (1.652)  
Agriculture Involvement    2 = 1.274 

• Yes  67.3% 68% 70.7%  
• No  32.7% 32% 29.3%  

Risk Acceptance 4.211 4.268 4.234 F=0.171 

  (1.372) (1.383) (1.378)  
Economic Perception 4.157 4.235 4.185 F=0.757 

  (0.918) (0.839) (0.904)  
Interest in Politics 1.995 1.933 1.911 F=1.125 

  (0.835) (0.823) (0.817)  
National Pride 5.44 5.421 5.28 F=2.583*  
  (0995) (1.116) (1.204)  
Government Trust 4.921 4.932 4.943 F = 0.0042 

 (1.128) (1.063) (1.063)  

Age 30.224 30.911 30.059 F=1.08 

 (9.028) (8.599) (8.241)  

Observations 394 388 427 1209 
Note: This table shows the means of the different covariates according to whether they receive the land-

prodemocracy coalition-based frame, the land protest frame, or the prodemocracy protest frame.  

 

 To check whether respondents pay attention to the treatment texts, I ask respondents to 

recall the name of the hypothetical province where the land protest occurred. Because no location 

was mentioned in the prodemocracy protest frame, I include the “no location mentioned” option 
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as one answer for the question. Figure 4.2 shows that most respondents successfully recalled the 

name of the hypothetical protest. In the prodemocracy protest group, most respondents know that 

the treatment did not mention any location. In the other groups, most respondents recognized that 

the protest occurred in the hypothetical province of Dong Ha.  

Figure 4. 2: Distribution of respondents recalling the hypothetical province 

 

 

Results 
 

To test Hypothesis 1, I compare the mean values of protest support and perceived protest 

justification across treatment groups. Similar to Chapter 3, I leave all respondents in the sample 

regardless of whether they pass the manipulation check to avoid biasing the results (Aronow, 

Baron, and Pinson 2019; Montgomery, Nyhan, and Torres 2018). Therefore, this is an “intention 

to treat” (ITT) design. Figure 4.3 and Figure 4.4 plot the means of three protest groups.  

The first thing to notice is that support for the prodemocracy protest frame is significantly 

lower than that of the land protest frame (p < 0.001). While the difference is relatively small (mean 

responses of 3.3 for prodemocracy protest and 3.8 for land protest), it is substantively meaningful. 
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Respondents in the land issue frame express some support for the protest. On the other hand, 

respondents in the prodemocracy frame somewhat oppose the protest. The prodemocracy protest 

is also perceived to be significantly less justified than the land protest (p <0.001). Respondents in 

the land issue frame perceive the protest as somewhat justified, estimating a mean response of 4.0 

on a six-point scale. With a mean response of 3.4, respondents in the prodemocracy group view 

the protest to be close to being unjustified. 

More importantly, although support for the prodemocracy protest when it operates 

independently is lower than the land protest, public support for the coalition is almost the same as 

the latter when the two frames are combined. In other words, support for the combined protest 

frame moves to the baseline support for the land protest frame. The mean values of both dependent 

variables are almost the same across the land protest and the land-prodemocracy coalition. There 

are no significant differences (p < 0.67) in terms of expressing support for the protests between 

the land group (mean response: 3.8) and the coalition group (mean response: 3.7). Similarly, both 

groups do not significantly differ (P < 0.85) regarding perceived protest justification. Both groups 

view the protest as somewhat justified, estimating a mean response of 4.0 for the land group, and 

3.9 for the group that combines land and democracy issues. These results suggest that Hypothesis 

1 is supported.  

 In general, respondents hold relatively neutral views towards protests, and differences 

between the prodemocracy group and the land/coalition groups are not especially large. However, 

such differences are large enough to change respondents' opinions from somewhat opposing to 

somewhat supporting the protests.  
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 Figure 4. 3: Means of protest support across treatment frames 

 

Note: This figure shows the means of support for the hypothetical protests (95% CI) 

 

Figure 4. 4: Means of perceived protest justification across treatment frames  

Note: This figure shows the means of the perceived justification of the hypothetical protests (95% CI) 
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Table 4.2 shows that groups are imbalanced in the level of national pride, an important 

factor that could affect support for protests. I examine whether this imbalance can affect the results 

by running OLS regressions with support for the protests and the perception that the protests are 

justified as the outcomes and dummy variables for the randomized frames as the independent 

variables. I use the land protest frame as the reference point. I also include covariates in Table 2 

in the model. Table 4.3 shows the results.   

Table 4.3 suggests that results do not change when accounting for the potential lack of 

balance of covariates across treatment groups. Support for the prodemocracy protest is 

significantly lower than that for the land protest, while there is no difference in support between 

the land protest and the coalition. Similarly, respondents perceive the prodemocracy protest as 

significantly less justified than the land protest. However, when the prodemocracy frame is 

combined with the land frame, the joint frame is significantly higher than the former and not 

significantly different from the latter.  
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Table 4. 3:  Results of protest frames on support for protests; feeling that protests are 

justified, with covariates 

VARIABLES Protest Support Protest Justified 

Land and Prodemocracy Frame -0.032 -0.055 

  (0.101) (0.097) 

Prodemocracy Frame -0.441*** -0.528*** 

  (0.099) (0.095) 

Women -0.013 -0.001 

 (0.082) (0.079) 

Age  -0.002 -0.004 

 (0.005) (0.005) 

Major cities 0.145 0.108 

 (0.093) (0.089) 

Education Level -0.001 0.007 

 (0.034) (0.032) 

Income Level -0.045 -0.001 

 (0.029) (0.028) 

Party Membership 0.090 0.076 

 (0.099) (0.095) 

Agricultural Involvement  -0.023 0.053 

 (0.090) (0.086) 

Risk Acceptance  0.057* 0.056* 

 (0.032) (0.030) 

Economic Perception  0.093* 0.105** 

 (0.050) (0.048) 

National Pride  0.064 0.031 

 (0.041) (0.040) 

Low Government Trust 0.469*** 0.501*** 

 (0.136) (0.131) 

Constant 3.144*** 3.123*** 

  (0.410) (0.395) 

Observations 1,192 1,192 

R-squared 0.043 0.050 

Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. Each model includes controls listed in Table 4.2. The land 

and prodemocracy frame and prodemocracy frame are compared to the land protest frame. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 

Protest support is a six-point variable ranging from 1 (strongly oppose) to 6 (strongly support). Protest justified is a six-

point variable ranging from 1 (strongly unjustified) to 6 (strongly justified).   

 

 Another concern is that the results may be affected by the inclusion of respondents that did 

not pay attention to the treatments. Although recent work cautions against testing only on those 
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that pass the manipulation check (Aronow, Baron, and Pinson 2019), I drop those that did not 

correctly identify the name of the hypothetical province where the protests occurred. As Figure 

4.5 and Figure 4.6 show, the results remain even after dropping those who did not respond to the 

treatment. (See Appendix C.2 for detailed model results). 

Figure 4. 5: Means of protest support across treatment frames with respondents correctly 

recalling the hypothetical province 

 

Note: This figure shows the means of support for the hypothetical protests (95% CI) 

 

Figure 4. 6: Means of perceived protest justification across treatment frames with 

respondents correctly recalling the hypothetical province 

 

Note: This figure shows the means of the perceived justification of the hypothetical protests (95% CI)  
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 Because my theory is based on the extent to which the public (1) finds movement frames 

relatable and understandable and (2) has regular exposure to the frames, these characteristics may 

differ across subgroups of the population. For example, educated people and those interested in 

politics may be more exposed to and have a better understanding of movement issues than those 

with low educational levels and low interest in politics (Chong and Druckman 2007; Geddes and 

Zaller 1989). Where people live may also affect their exposure to and comprehension of movement 

frames. For instance, those living in urban areas may be more familiar with prodemocracy frames 

simply because democracy protests tend to occur in major cities (Levitsky and Way 2010; Brancati 

2016). Finally, those who directly benefit from the regime and those who have high trust in the 

regime may perceive any grievances that a movement raises related to policy issues rather than 

democracy issues (Chen 2017). These scholars predict a series of heterogeneous effects, whereby 

respondents who are urban, highly educated, highly interested in politics, nonparty members, and 

have low trust in the government may be more supportive of prodemocracy frames. To test these 

heterogeneous effects, I interact protest frames with each of these demographic variables. Because 

these demographic variables are not randomly assigned, I include control variables in Table 4.2 in 

this analysis. The land protest frame is used as the reference point. 

 Table 4.4 suggests that the main results remain. Support for the land-prodemocracy protest 

is not significantly different from the support for the land protest and is significantly higher than 

that for the prodemocracy protest. Importantly, none of the interaction terms are significant, 

suggesting that opinions towards protest frames do not depend on respondents’ residence, 

educational level, trust in the government, party membership, and the level of interest in politics 

as suggested by scholars.  
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Table 4. 4: Results of potential heterogeneous effects 

VARIABLES Protest Support Protest Justified  

Land and Prodemocracy Frame -0.096 -0.093 

  (0.234) (0.225) 

Prodemocracy Frame -0.576** -0.803*** 

  (0.160) (0.153) 

Major city 0.236 0.113 

 (0.165) (0.158) 

College Degree  -0.015 0.040 

 (0.170) (0.163) 

High government trust -0.504** -0.533** 

 (0.239) (0.229) 

Party member 0.206 0.248 

 (0.176) (0.169) 

Low interest in politics 0.026 0.135 

 (0.174) (0.167) 

Land and Prodemocracy frame * Major city  -0.204 0.030 

 (0.230) (0.220) 

Prodemocracy frame * Major city  -0.076 0.068 

 (0.228) (0.219) 

Land and Prodemocracy frame * College degree 0.139 0.060 

 (0.231) (0.222) 

Prodemocracy frame * College degree 0.019 0.124 

 (0.227) (0.218) 

Land and Prodemocracy frame * High government trust 0.165 0.274 

 (0.310) (0.297) 

Prodemocracy frame * High government trust -0.030 -0.150 

 (0.307) (0.295) 

Land and Prodemocracy frame * Party member 0.039 0.028 

 (0.247) (0.237) 

Prodemocracy frame * Party member -0.246 - 0.389 

 (0.238) (0.228) 

Land and Prodemocracy frame *High interest in politics -0.106 -0.034 

 (0.240) (0.230) 

Prodemocracy frame * High interest in politics 0.308 0.277 

 (0.241) (0.231) 

OTHER CONTROL VARIABLES   YES YES 

Observations 1,192 1,192 

R-squared 0.043 0.050 

Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. Each model includes controls listed in Table 4.2. The land 

and prodemocracy frame and prodemocracy frame are compared to the land protest frame. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 

Protest support is a six-point variable ranging from 1 (strongly oppose) to 6 (strongly support). Protest justified is a six-

point variable ranging from 1 (strongly unjustified) to 6 (strongly justified).   
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An analysis of mediation mechanisms 
 

Before examining the mechanism behind the effect of protest framing, I first explain the reasons 

for doing an analysis of mediation mechanisms.  

 A mediation analysis aims to examine the mechanism behind the main effect. If a variable 

significantly impacts the outcome of interest, it is important to ask why such a relationship occurs? 

In other words, why does one variable influence another variable? For example, Grewal et al. 

(2019) first ask whether economic strain has a causal effect on support for Islamist parties and, if 

yes, why economic strain causally affects the outcome. A causal mechanism is "a process in which 

a causal variable of interest, i.e., a treatment variable, influences an outcome." (Imai et al. 2011, 

765). Therefore, to conduct the mediation analysis, a researcher must first identify an intermediate 

variable or a mediator between the treatment and outcome variables (Imai, et al. 2011; Avidit, 

Blackwell and Sen 2018). Grewal, et al. (2019) theorize that economic strain makes individuals 

more likely to vote for Islamist parties because it increases the demand for divine rewards. Put 

simply, the mediator that causally links economic strain and support for Islamist parities is the 

demand for divine rewards. A mediation analysis seeks to break down a treatment's total effect 

into the indirect effect going through the hypothesized mediator and the direct effect representing 

all other mechanisms.  

Regarding this chapter, Hypothesis 2 states that support for the joint protest moves to the 

baseline support for the policy protest because respondents perceive that the joint protest is about 

land rather than democracy issues. The causal mechanism can be summarized as follows: 

 

Information about the prodemocracy-land coalition → Perception about land as a 

dominant issue → Support for the coalition 
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Descriptively, we would expect that more respondents in the land-prodemocracy group 

choose land as the main issue of the protest. Figure 4.7 shows that this is the case.  

Figure 4. 7: Distribution of protest issues 

 

 As Figure 4.7 shows, in the group that combines land and prodemocracy frames, most 

respondents perceive that the joint protest is about land rather than democracy. This may explain 

why support for the joint frame moves to the baseline support for the land protest. To formally test 

this mechanism, I conducted a causal mediation analysis outlined by (Imai, et al. 2011). I use the 

question that asks respondents the extent to which they agree that the protest is about a land issue 

to measure the mediating variable. Figure 4.8 suggests that the treatments (protest frames) affect 

respondents' perception of whether the protest is mainly about a land issue. The land protest group 

and the land-prodemocracy group equally consider the land issue as the salient issue that protesters 
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raise. It makes sense that respondents in the prodemocracy frame are significantly less likely to 

perceive that the prodemocracy protest is mainly about a land issue.  

Figure 4. 8: Effect of protest frame on perceived salient protest issue 

 

Note: This figure shows the means of treatment groups regarding their perception of whether the protest 

is about a land issue (95% CI).  

 

 To implement the mediation analysis, I used the “mediation” package in R (Tingley et al. 

2014). I conduct two OLS regressions. The first regresses the impact of the protest frames on the 

mediating variable and covariates in Table 2, while the second regresses the two dependent 

variables on the protest frames and the mediating variable and the covariates. Then, I assess the 

direct effect and the degree to which the effect is mediated through the mediating variable. I focus 

on comparing the prodemocracy protest and the land-prodemocracy coalition. This is because 

there are no differences between the land protest and the land-prodemocracy protest in terms of 

protest support and perceived protest justification. In other words, this section examines whether 

respondents in the land-prodemocracy coalition express higher support for the protest than those 
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in the prodemocracy protest is because they perceive the land frame dominates the coalition. Table 

4.5 shows the results.  

Table 4. 5: Mediated effects of protest frames through perception of protest issues 

 Support for protests  Perceived protest justification 

 Mean  95% CI  Mean  95% CI 

ACME 0.433 0.313 0.54  0.4005 0.3090 0.51 

Direct effect -0.039 -0.259 0.13  0.0889 -0.1091 0.31 

Total Effect 0.4165 0.2147 0.57  0.4894 0.2937 0.69 

Note: The mediator is the extent to which the protest is about a land issue. This analysis compares the 

prodemocracy protest (control condition) with the land-prodemocracy coalition (treatment).  

 

 The results show that the treatment impacted support for protest and the perception that the 

protest is justified nearly entirely through respondents' perception of what the protest is about. Put 

simply, support for the land-prodemocracy coalition is higher than that for the prodemocracy 

protest because respondents perceive that the alliance is about a land issue. The ACME of 0.433 

on protest support is at 0.62 standard deviations of the dependent variable (1 standard deviation = 

0.69). The ACME of 0.37 on perceived protest justification is at 0.58 standard deviation of the 

dependent variable. Once I accounted for the impact on the perception of the salient protest issue, 

the treatment had nearly no direct effect on protest support or views towards protest legitimacy.  

 Generally, the results show that perception of frame salience is indeed likely to be a 

mediator of the effect of the treatment on protest support. However, these findings are obtained 

under the sequential ignorability assumption (Imai, et al. 2011). This is called the sequential 

ignorability assumption because two assumptions are made sequentially. The first assumption is 

that given the observed pretreatment covariates, treatment assignment is assumed to be 

independent of potential outcomes and potential mediators. In other words, there is no omitted 
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variable bias. The second assumption is that conditional on pretreatment covariates and the actual 

treatment status, the mediator status is ignorable. In my experiment, the first assumption should 

hold because of random assignment to treatment groups. However, the second assumption states 

that there are no unobserved covariates before and after treatments are assigned, which confound 

the relationship between respondents' perception of which frame is salient (the mediator) and the 

support for the protest (the outcome). Given that the mediator is not randomized, this is a strong 

assumption. This assumption holds when all pretreatment covariates affecting both the mediator 

and the outcome are measured and not affected by the treatment. The assumption is violated if 

there exist unmeasured covariates that affect both perceptions of frame salience and protest 

support. For example, fear of repression that is not observed and hard to measure may affect both 

variables. In the group that combines policy and prodemocracy frames, those with a higher level 

of fear might think that policy issues dominate the coalition and might not support the protest in 

an alliance with prodemocracy advocates. This would produce a biased estimate of the ACME.  

Thus, I conduct a sensitivity analysis to account for possible violations of the sequential 

ignorability assumption. The purpose of conducting a sequential ignorability analysis is to examine 

the degree to which a correlation between the errors of the mediation model and the errors of the 

outcome model would impact the estimated mediated effect. Figure 4.9 shows that for both 

dependent variables, the confidence intervals of the ACME contain zero when  equals 0.2 and 

0.4, and the ACME is 0 for a  value of 0.3. Thus, the estimated mediation effects are sensitive 

within these values of . Because the  values are relatively not so close to 0, the perception of 

whether a land issue dominates the policy-democracy coalition may not be considerably sensitive 

to a potential correlation of error terms.  
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In general, the results show that when a prodemocracy frame is combined with a land 

dispute frame, people seem to think that the coalition is about a land issue, or in other words, the 

land frame dominates the coalition. Furthermore, this effect mediates an overall increase in support 

for the land-prodemocracy coalition and perceived coalition justification (to the baseline level of 

the land protest). 

Figure 4. 9:  Sensitivity analysis of mediated effects of protest frames 

Protest Support Protest Justification 

  

Note: The dashed line represents the estimated average mediation effect for  = 0. The gray areas 

represent the 95% confidence interval for the mediation effects at each value of . The solid line 

represents the estimated average mediation effect at different values of .  

 

Discussion 
 

When a policy-based protest and a prodemocracy group join forces to advocate for significant 

regime reforms to resolve the former's grievances, they implement a coalition-based collective 

action frame that combines a policy component and a democracy component. I contend that 

because the policy component of the joint frame is more accessible and understandable to the 

public, public attitude towards the coalition depends on the opinion towards the policy component. 

Specifically, I argue that public support for a policy-democracy coalition moves to the baseline 
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support for the policy protest under authoritarian rule. Using an online survey experiment 

administered to 1300 Internet users in Vietnam, I find that support for a hypothetical land-

democracy coalition is almost the same as support for the land protest and is significantly higher 

than that for the democracy protest. My mediation analysis shows that the difference in support 

between the prodemocracy protest and the land-prodemocracy protest is mostly because 

respondents perceive that the land protest dominates the coalition. Simply put, support for the 

coalition moves to the baseline support for the hypothetical land protest because respondents think 

the coalition is about a land issue.   

 The results of Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 suggest that when prodemocracy activists co-protest 

with a policy group in the streets, the joint movement becomes the policy movement. The fact that 

the joint movement does not reduce support for the policy protest and receives higher support than 

the prodemocracy protest means that the public does not oppose the coalition. Chapter 4 shows 

that this is because the policy issues overwhelm the coalition. In other words, when two groups 

co-protest, prodemocracy advocates are less visible than policy protesters.  

If cooperating with a prodemocracy group does not add more support to a policy protest, 

why do policy protesters decide to join regime dissidents? What benefits does the coalition bring 

to policy protesters? As I will discuss further in the conclusion, because building an alliance with 

a prodemocracy group does not negatively affect public opinion, policy protesters can join such a 

group to access resources such as international assistance, support, and attention.  

 Similar to Chapter 3, I was forced to use hypothetical prodemocracy advocates because of 

the sensitivity of the research question. Mentioning names of real prominent prodemocracy 

advocates could have made the treatment more realistic, generating stronger effects on 

respondents' opinions towards the coalition. I expect that even if I used a real prodemocracy 
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advocate's profile, support for the prodemocracy protest would still be significantly lower than the 

land protest. On the other hand, using real prodemocracy activists could have lowered the support 

for the coalition because a more realistic treatment could have attracted respondents' attention to 

democracy issues. However, because the prodemocracy group mirrored a genuine profile of a 

regime dissident, and I randomized the order of the policy and prodemocracy frames, I believe that 

respondents were aware of the prodemocracy elements in the treatments.   

 Does public support change when prodemocracy advocates and policy-based protesters are 

in a passive coalition in which prodemocracy advocates are more visible? Chapter 5 examines 

public opinion towards a policy-based protest that is endorsed by prodemocracy activists.  
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Chapter 5: Endorsement by Prodemocracy Advocates and Public Support for 

Policy-based Movements 

This chapter focuses on apparently passive coalition building in which prodemocracy advocates 

endorse the causes of a local policy-based protest. This chapter is different from Chapter 3 and 

Chapter 4 in that it focuses on a situation in which a prodemocracy group endorses a policy protest 

on their platform without apparently cooperating on a mutual activity (such as co-protesting on the 

street as in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4), at least from the public’s perspective. I ask how the 

endorsement by a prodemocracy group impacts support for a policy protest. Building on research 

suggesting that non-activists often perceive activists as extreme, I theorize that associating with 

prodemocracy messages can undermine support for policy protesters through two channels.  

The first channel is prodemocracy advocates’ identity. Because prodemocracy groups are 

typically urban intellectuals, rural, less educated, and regime affiliated individuals may consider 

them as an outgroup. Thus, these individuals may withdraw their support for a policy protest 

endorsed by prodemocracy advocates. The second channel is prodemocracy message. Given that 

those advocating prodemocracy messages could be seen as outside the mainstream, associating 

limited policy demands with such a prodemocracy message could sometimes be seen as disruptive, 

unlikeable, and extreme in non-democratic contexts such as in Egypt (Ketchley and El-Rayyes 

2020) and in China (O'Brien and Li 2006). Therefore, associating with a prodemocracy frame 

could undermine support for policy protests.  

I test this theory using an Internet survey experiment in Vietnam, I find that being endorsed 

by prodemocracy advocates reduces support for policy protesters through the prodemocracy 

message channel, rather than the identity channel. Thus, this chapter provides suggestive evidence 

that a passive coalition, where the public observes a prodemocracy group endorsing a policy 
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protest on their platform without apparently cooperating on a mutual activity, could lead to reduced 

support for the policy protest.   

Theory 
 

This chapter’ question is how endorsement by a prodemocracy group impacts support for a policy 

protest. In considering whether allying with prodemocracy group can undermine support for policy 

protesters, I distinguish two channels in which association with prodemocracy groups could impact 

public support for policy protesters. These channels correspond to the two features of any type of 

endorsement – the message of the endorsement and the identity of the endorser. Here I present a 

theory and set of hypotheses for how the message of the prodemocracy group and the identity of 

these groups could undermine support for policy protesters.   

Starting with the message, the key difference between a prodemocracy protester and a 

policy protester is whether the protester’s message is framed as limited to the specific grievance 

combined with an affirmation of support for the center versus a prodemocracy frame, where the 

endorser attributes some of the blame to the political system. As discussed in Chapter 2, while a 

policy protester could attribute the land or labor dispute to local bad actors and simultaneously 

affirm the legitimacy of the center, a prodemocracy protester emphasizes that the dispute results 

from a broader lack of democracy or freedom of speech. This speaks to the change in messaging 

that accompanies linking a policy protest to a prodemocracy message – the frame no longer avoids 

blaming the regime or the regime’s policies.   

The prodemocracy message could undermine support through three possible mechanisms. 

First, a prodemocracy message could make policy protests appear unlawful. While policy 

protesters can sometimes advocate for radical demands, policy protests mostly operate on the 

boundary of what is legal and illegal in an authoritarian context (O’Brien and Li 2006). On the one 
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hand, in contexts like Vietnam and China, central leaders are tolerant of protests against the 

violations of the law by local officials to a certain extent (Kerkvliet 2019). However, advocating 

for change to the center and the political system may suggest to citizens that the protests have 

crossed that hazy line between legal and illegal behavior. Evidence shows that citizens in 

democracies are less likely to support protests that are illegal (McLeod and Detenber 1999, 6), 

suggesting that concerns with illegality could also decrease support for the protest in an autocracy.  

Second, prodemocracy messages may create negative perceptions amongst the public 

regarding those who engage in policy protests, particularly in contexts where prodemocracy 

movements are relatively week vis-à-vis the state. Autocrats often delegitimize opponents who 

spread prodemocracy messages to dissuade the public from joining them (Scott 1990). 

Additionally, research on environmentalism finds evidence that endorsement of environmental 

policies by activists reduces public support because activists are seen as extreme or unlikeable 

individuals (Bashir et al. 2013; Stenhouse and Heinrich 2019). Lohmann (1994) suggests, when 

the public perceives participants in a protest to be “extremists,” they are more likely to abstain 

from supporting the protest. By framing the protests as advocating challenges to the center, the 

public may view the protesters themselves as more extreme and hence less likely to share their 

values.   

Third, the public may feel that the protests are more likely to be repressed if the protesters 

are seen as making more provocative demands. Given the established aversion amongst the public 

for violence (Lupu and Wallace 2019; Edwards and Arnon 2019), it is possible that citizens could 

anticipate that the prodemocracy frame will increase the probability of repression, thus leading to 

greater instability.  
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In sum, prodemocracy activist frames that emphasize prodemocracy messages could 

reduce public support for policy protests because they (1) make protests appear less legal; (2) 

create negative perceptions of those who engage in protests; and (3) increase the perception that 

the protests will be repressed. This leads to the following hypothesis: 

 

H1: Prodemocracy activists’ endorsements using prodemocracy frames will reduce public 

support for policy protests in authoritarian regimes 

 

The second component of a prodemocracy group endorsement is an association with the 

identity of the prodemocracy group. Association with a prodemocracy group could impact support 

for protests if the public make assumptions about the movement due to predetermined attitudes 

towards the types of groups typically associated with prodemocracy protests. In particular, if the 

public thinks of prodemocracy groups as elite, anti-party, or urban, this could lead some members 

of the public to perceive of prodemocracy group as an “outgroup.” In this way, an endorsement 

from one of these groups could reduce support from those who think of elite, anti-party, or urban 

residents as an outgroup.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, scholars note a distinction between the identity of prodemocracy 

protesters and policy protesters (O'Brien and Li 2006). The former revolves around post-

materialist goals, while the latter emphasizes economic, material, and physical security. Because 

prodemocracy protests focus on post-materialist goals that “emphasize self-expression and the 

quality of life”, in many contexts, their advocates are typically economically better-off, and 

educated (Inglehart and Welzel 2005). Indeed, case study research suggests that pro-democracy 

activists in many authoritarian regimes, such as Vietnam, China, Egypt, and Russia, are 

intellectual, highly educated, and often reside in urban areas (Kerkvliet 2019; Dobson 2012; Kolstø 

2014). These urban elite activists typically have well-trained professions such as lawyer and 
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journalist.  On the other hand, policy protests such as land, labor, and environmental protests in 

many autocracies are often restricted to specific localities and constituencies of low to moderate 

educational level (Robertson 2010; Kerkvliet 2014; Fu 2018). 

In contexts, where prodemocracy groups are associated with an elite, intellectual, urban 

identity, association with such groups could reduce support for the protests to those that are not in 

a given citizen’s social identity group. A literature on intergroup dynamics suggests that people 

tend to have a more favorable attitude towards their ingroup members, thus, viewing their ingroup 

members’ actions more favorably (Brewer 1999). This explains why, for example, what is 

considered terrorism is subjective, depending on whether the observers share group affiliation with 

those who engage in violence (Huff and Kertzer 2018). In addition, people are more likely to 

support government repression of protests in which participants are perceived as coming from an 

outgroup (Edwards and Arnon 2019). If prodemocracy activists are associated with an outgroup, 

by virtue of their elite, intellectual identity, their endorsement may reduce support for the protests 

amongst those groups that are most different from elite, intellectual democracy activists. Based on 

this logic of intergroup dynamics, the less educated, rural residents, or respondents associated with 

the regime could be more likely to oppose domestic prodemocracy activists.  

In developing my hypotheses regarding the impact of an endorsers’ identity, I need to 

choose a baseline endorser of the protest to compare the democracy activist against. I decided not 

to include a baseline of no endorser, given that village leaders, who are mostly party members, are 

typically loyal to the central leaders and the political system (H. H. Nguyen 2017). As such, in a 

vacuum, citizens are likely to infer that policy protests that explicitly support the central leaders 

and blame local corruption should be supported by village leaders. Because of this, I explicitly set 
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the baseline (or “control”) endorsers as a village leader. The identity channel of prodemocracy 

activist endorsements leads to the following hypotheses:  

 

H2a: For rural respondents, prodemocracy activist endorsements of policy protests will 

reduce public support for policy protests relative to protests endorsed by village leaders.  

 

H2b: For less educated respondents, prodemocracy activist endorsements of policy 

protests will reduce public support for policy protests relative to protests endorsed by 

village leaders.  

 

H2c: For regime-affiliated respondents, prodemocracy activist endorsements of policy 

protests will reduce public support for policy protests relative to protests endorsed by 

village leaders.  

 

Extending the logic of outgroup dynamics, I also consider the possibility that foreign 

democracy advocates could also advocate on behalf of rightful resisters. Endorsements by 

foreigners, who could easily be labeled as “outsiders”, could have an especially large negative 

effect on protest support. However, as opposed to domestic prodemocracy protesters, foreign 

prodemocracy advocates should constitute an outgroup for the entire population. As such, I predict 

that foreign prodemocracy endorsements of protests will reduce support for protests for the whole 

population:  

H3: Foreign endorsements of policy protests will reduce public support for policy protests 

relative to protests endorsed by village leaders. 

 

Research design 
 

To test my hypotheses, I use an online survey experiment administered on a sample of 1,080 

Vietnamese Internet users through Qualtrics in April 2020 (see Appendix B.3 for details about 

recruitment). Of those, 958 completed the entire survey. Qualtrics recruited the respondents 

through local Vietnamese market research firms with proprietary survey panels. This means my 
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sample is not necessarily representative of the Vietnamese population. Because my treatment is 

randomized, the key concern is that different groups will respond to the treatment in different 

ways. To mitigate these concerns, I set quotas for groups that are typically underrepresented in 

online survey experiments, such as rural respondents, women, and older residents.  

Regarding the survey instrument, before the treatment, all online respondents were first 

asked several questions on demographic characteristics such as age, education level, occupation, 

profession, and income. I also asked some behavioral and attitudinal questions that might impact 

willingness to protest such as political awareness, national pride and willingness to take risks. (See 

Appendix B.4 for demographic questions). After these questions, respondents read the following 

description of a hypothetical land protest in a fictional locale in a hypothetical Facebook post: 

“Imagine that you are living in Nam An village, An Hong commune, An Khang province. 

In recent days, Nam An villagers gathered near the An Hong Commune People’s 

Committee to protest against the commune’s decision to withdraw 70 hectares of 

agricultural land for an industrial project. The villagers have used this land for a long 

time.” 

 

Similar to previous chapters, I use a hypothetical protest instead of a real-life situation so 

that my analysis will not be influenced by respondents’ existing beliefs and perceptions of an event 

that actually happened. Additionally, a hypothetical protest also helps reduce the sensitivity of the 

study. As part of the ethical review for the IRB approval, in addition to ensuring the anonymity of 

the respondents, I wanted to ensure that my survey fell well shy of breaching any Vietnamese laws 

by not mentioning explicitly any actual protests or dissidents that could be deemed “sensitive.” 

With that said, to make it realistic, my example is designed to be as similar to a land protest in 

Vietnam as possible.  

To identify the impact of prodemocracy frames and the prodemocracy activist identity, 

after describing the protest, I use a 2x5 factorial design where I vary how the protest is framed and 
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who endorses the protest (see Table 5.1). The first factor varies the message between frames that 

focus on policy demands and frames that advocate for prodemocracy reforms. The second factor 

varies the identity of the endorser. In each condition, participants read the Facebook post.12 In the 

post, half of the respondents receive the frame that focus on policy demands, where the Facebook 

poster attributes the land protest to corrupt local government while expressing support for the 

central government (See Appendix B.5 for an example of the Facebook page shown to 

respondents). In the analysis, I consider those receiving the policy frame to be the baseline group 

given that this is the most common frame chosen by the protesters themselves (Chau 2019; 

Kerkvliet 2019).  

For the half receiving the prodemocracy frame, the Facebook post attributes blame for the 

protests to the need for more democratic freedoms. Rather than showing support for the center, the 

prodemocracy frame explicitly attributes blame for the land protests to the political system. To 

ensure that any difference driven by the prodemocracy frame is not a function of any particular 

wording choice, I include two prodemocracy frames (see Appendix B.6 for a list of the wording 

for each of the conditions). The first attributes the cause of the land dispute to the need for greater 

democracy; the second attributes it to the need for a freer press. I chose these two prodemocracy 

frames because the need for greater democracy and a free press are issues that many prodemocracy 

activists in Vietnam raise when endorsing land protests.13 The Communist Party is aware that 

 
12 I created a Facebook account and wrote posts related to the protest. Then I show a screenshot of 

the Facebook page. I do not use any activists’ names.  

13 My hypothetical Facebook posts closely mirror prodemocracy activist Facebook posts. For 

example, an independent journalist wrote about the Dong Tam protests that “….The Dong Tam 
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democracy activists advocate for these issues, arguing that “democracy activists distort the truth 

because Vietnam is a democratic system, and that free speech and free press are guaranteed by 

law.” (H. M. Nguyen 2015) 

For the identity dimension, I divided the endorser into five different groups. The first 

endorser is the village leader. This endorser is the baseline in the sense that the leader has not 

attempted to cross jurisdictional boundaries to win support. Additionally, the village leader is a 

party member, thus is supposedly loyal to the system. For this reason, a village leader is likely to 

speak in favor of protests that explicitly express loyalty to the political system. I also included two 

alternative endorsers, who are loyal to the regime, thus, may favorably endorse protests that 

explicitly express support to central leaders. Specifically, I include retired and current provincial 

secretaries as other potential endorsers for policy-based protests.14  

 Similar to the prodemocracy message, I included several prodemocracy endorsers to 

ensure that any effect is not the result of a specific endorser. The prodemocracy endorsers included 

independent journalists and independent lawyers. Once again, these correspond with typical 

profiles for urban based prodemocracy activists in Vietnam (Kerkvliet 2014). Indeed, state media 

 

protest shows that separation of power, and the rule of law are still distant ideas in Vietnam, 

where a city mayor (executive branch) can make decision for the court (judicial branch), and this 

is praised by the press” (See full Facebook post at: 

https://www.facebook.com/pham.doan.trang/posts/10155477229613322) 

14 In the context of Vietnam, retired officials are more likely to speak about delicate political issues 

when they are no longer working for the regime. Current provincial secretaries are typically loyal 

to the central leaders and the regime, and sometimes speak against corruption at lower levels.  
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emphasizes that when protests occur, “many political opportunists disguised as independent 

‘lawyers’, ‘journalists’ use social media to spread false information, intentionally distort the truth 

and badmouth the regime.”15 Many prominent prodemocracy activists in Vietnam are independent 

journalists and independent lawyers (Human Rights Watch 2020). Because sources affiliated with 

the Communist Party are portrayed as official, by underlining that the hypothetical “journalists” 

and “lawyers” are independent, I mirror the conventional prodemocracy profile. I also include a 

foreign endorser (either journalist or lawyer) to assess whether foreign prodemocracy advocates 

had a different impact. Table 5.1 displays all ten conditions and the number of observations in each 

cell. 

Table 5. 1: Experimental conditions 

 Identity of Endorser 

 Village 

Leader 

Current 

Province 

Secretary 

Retired 

Province 

Secretary 

Domestic 

prodemocracy 

activists 

Foreign 

Endorser 

Policy Demand 

Frame 

Group 1 

(N=91) 

Group 2 

(N=101) 

Group 3 

(N=89) 

Group 4 

(N=84) 

Group 5 

(N=88) 

Prodemocracy 

Frame 

Group 6 

(N=100) 

Group 7 

(N=102) 

Group 8 

(N=95) 

Group 9 

(N=110) 

Group 10 

(N=98) 
Note: Table 5.1 shows the different treatment groups. The hypotheses predict that prodemocracy frames will 

decrease support for protests relative to policy demand frames. For the identity dimension, domestic 

prodemocracy advocates should decrease support for protests relative to village leaders and current/retired 

provincial secretaries for less educated, rural, or regime affiliated respondents. Foreign endorsements should 

decrease support for protests relative to village leaders and current/retired provincial secretaries for all 

respondents.  

 

 
15 Hong Duc. 2017. "Lật mặt những luận điệu sai trái lợi dụng sự việc xảy ra ở xã Đồng Tâm, 

huyện Mỹ Đức." Hànội Mới, April 18. https://hanoimoi.com.vn/Tin-tuc/Xa-hoi/866972/lat-mat-

nhung-luan-dieu-sai-trai-loi-dung-su-viec-xay-ra-o-xa-dong-tam-huyen-my-duc (accessed 

August 11, 2021). 
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 For the dependent variables, I also asked the degree to which the respondent supported the 

protests and the degree to which the protest was justified. The responses for each were on a six-

point scale from complete unsupportive/unjustified to completely supportive/justified.  

1. Support: To what extent do you support or not support the protests by the villagers 

in Nam An?16 

 

2. Justification. To what extent do you think the reason for why villagers in Nam An, 

An Hong commune are protesting is justified?17 

 

Figure 5.1 shows variation on both, but a higher proportion felt that the protest was justified 

than expressed support for the protests.  

  

 
16 Responses on a six-point scale: (1) Completely unsupportive (2) unsupportive (3) somewhat 

unsupportive (4) somewhat supportive; (5) supportive; (6) completely supportive.  

17 Responses on a six-point scale: (1) Completely unjustified (2) unjustified (3) somewhat 

unjustified (4) somewhat justified; (5) justified; (6) completely justified. 
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Figure 5. 1: Distribution of support for protests, belief that protests justified 

 

Note: This figure shows the distribution of respondents expressing support for the hypothetical protests 

and the perception that the protests are justified.  

 

To probe possible mechanisms underlying respondents’ support for the protest, I asked a 

series of questions following the treatment but prior to the outcome measures. The first mechanism 

assessed is the perceived legality of the protests. I also assessed whether the respondent felt the 

protest would be repressed or how moral the respondent felt the endorser to be. These are the 

specific questions used to test the mechanisms.  

 

1. Legality: To what extent do you think the protest in Nam An village is legal? 

  

2. Fear of repression: To what extent do you think the government will repress the protest 

in Nam An village? 

 

3. Morality: To what extent does the Facebook poster share your morals? 
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I also measure a number of covariates prior to the treatment to confirm balance in my 

treatment groups and measure potential heterogeneous effects. Specifically, I measure gender, age, 

party membership, level of interest in politics, education level, risk acceptance, degree of national 

pride, self-reported income level, and whether or not the respondent is an urban resident.18 I also 

ask whether the respondent was born in northern or southern Vietnam. As previous work suggests, 

northern Vietnam tends to be a party stronghold with far more party members per capita than in 

southern Vietnam (Vasavakul 1997). As Table 5.2 below shows, my sample skews male, with 

about 59 percent of the sample comprised of men. The sample has a high number of party members 

at 27.4 percent of the sample, which is far more than the estimated three percent of the adult 

population in Vietnam, who are members of the Communist Party. Part of this difference is due to 

the fact that I only survey adults, while the three percent figure is of the whole population. 

Additionally, party members may be oversampled because online samples tend to be more 

educated and empirical analysis shows that current party members in Vietnam are on average more 

educated than the general population (Markussen and Ngo 2019). To account for possible concerns 

that party members drive the results, I rerun my analyses with only nonparty members, with no 

major differences.  

As Table 5.2 below suggests, there is balance across nearly all covariates with regard to 

the message framing, with the exception of education level. For education level, those receiving 

the prodemocracy treatment were slightly more educated. 

  

 
18 Urban residents are coded as those residing in Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi, similar to other 

chapters.  
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Table 5. 2: Balance of potential covariates across message treatment 

  
Policy 

Frame 

Prodemocracy 

Frame 

Difference 

Woman 0.417 0.400 -0.017 

  (0.494) (0.490) (0.589) 

Age 34.126 34.354 0.229 

  (11.528) (10.385) (0.747) 

Party Member 0.274 0.293 0.019 

  (0.446) (0.456) (0.508) 

Born in Northern in VN 0.521 0.552 0.032 

  (0.500) (0.498) (0.329) 

Interested in Politics 0.790 0.800 0.010 

  (0.408) (0.400) (0.710) 

Education Level 8.594 8.881 0.287** 

  (2.001) (1.759) (0.018) 

Risk Acceptance 2.161 2.244 0.082 

  (1.377) (1.392) (0.358) 

National Pride 4.278 4.343 0.064 

  (0.918) (0.906) (0.275) 

Income Level 1.402 1.450 0.048 

  (0.745) (0.697) (0.306) 

Urban 0.609 0.626 0.016 

  (0.488) (0.484) (0.601) 

Observations 453 505 958 
Note: This table shows the means of the different covariates according to whether they receive 

the policy demand or prodemocracy frame. The difference column shows the t-value of a T-Test 

of differences in means between those receiving the policy demand and prodemocracy messages: 

** indicates significance at the .05 level.  

  

Table 5.3 shows the balance across the randomized endorser identities groups. Again, there 

are no significant balance issues.  
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Table 5. 3: Balance of potential covariates across identity treatment 

VARIABLES 

Control: 

Village 

Leader 

Provincial 

Secretary 

Retired 

Provincial 

Secretary 

Prodemocracy 

Activist 

Foreign 

Endorser 

Woman 0.0148 -0.00870 0.00791 0.00446 -0.0184 

  (0.0266) (0.0274) (0.0263) (0.0269) (0.0264) 

Age -0.00143 0.00109 -0.00168 0.000594 0.00143 

  (0.00130) (0.00134) (0.00128) (0.00131) (0.00129) 

Party Member 0.00223 0.00755 0.00568 -0.0750** 0.0596** 

  (0.0295) (0.0304) (0.0292) (0.0298) (0.0293) 

Born in Northern 

VN -0.0445* 0.0233 0.0103 -0.00236 0.0132 

  (0.0263) (0.0271) (0.0260) (0.0266) (0.0261) 

Interested in 

Politics -0.0238 -0.0369 0.0880*** -0.0169 -0.0104 

  (0.0343) (0.0353) (0.0339) (0.0346) (0.0341) 

Education Level 0.00586 0.00633 0.00307 -0.00586 -0.00940 

  (0.00715) (0.00735) (0.00706) (0.00721) (0.00710) 

Risk Acceptance -0.00497 0.00530 -0.00505 0.00621 -0.00149 

  (0.00947) (0.00974) (0.00935) (0.00955) (0.00940) 

National Pride -0.000587 -0.00194 -0.0112 -4.29e-06 0.0137 

  (0.0146) (0.0151) (0.0145) (0.0148) (0.0145) 

Income Level -0.0363* 0.0164 0.0289 -0.0101 0.00106 

  (0.0202) (0.0207) (0.0199) (0.0203) (0.0200) 

Urban 0.0506* -0.0121 -0.0371 0.000405 -0.00178 

  (0.0281) (0.0289) (0.0278) (0.0284) (0.0279) 

Constant 0.267*** 0.118 0.183* 0.268*** 0.163* 

  (0.0972) (0.0999) (0.0960) (0.0980) (0.0965) 

Observations 958 958 958 958 958 

R-squared 0.016 0.005 0.012 0.010 0.010 
Note: The table shows results from an OLS regression model of the balance covariates on the different endorser 

identities.  

 

Results 
 

Similar to other chapters, I first conduct a manipulation check to ensure that respondents paid 

attention to the treatment. After receiving the treatment, I asked respondents about the identity of 

Facebook poster and the main stated reason for the protest. As the manipulation check in Figures 

5.2 and 5.3 shows, the treatment was successful in conveying the identity of the protest endorser 
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and the message. In a post-treatment response, most were able to correctly recollect the identity of 

the Facebook poster and how they framed the protests.  

Figure 5. 2: Manipulation check- endorser identity 

 

Note: This figure shows the number of respondents recalling the identity of the 

Facebook endorser within each identity group.   
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Figure 5. 3: Manipulation check- message 

 
Note: This figure shows the number of respondents recalling the nature of the 

endorsement within each message group.   

 

To test hypotheses H1 and H3, I use the following OLS models: 

𝑶𝒖𝒕𝒄𝒐𝒎𝒆𝒊= 𝜶𝟏 + 𝜷𝟏𝑴𝒆𝒔𝒔𝒂𝒈𝒆𝒊 + 𝜸𝟏𝑰𝒅𝒆𝒏𝒕𝒊𝒕𝒚𝒊  + 𝒆𝒊 

Where 𝑂𝑢𝑡𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑒𝑖 is either Protest support or Protest justification by respondent i, 

𝑀𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑎𝑔𝑒𝑖 is assignment status for either Policy frame or Prodemocracy frame for respondents i, 

𝐼𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖 is the randomized endorser identities for respondent i. 

 In the main analysis, similar to other chapters, I leave all respondents in the sample 

regardless of whether they pass the manipulation check to avoid biasing the results (Aronow, 

Baron and Pinson 2019; Montgomery, Nyhan, and Torres 2018). I also note that for this analysis, 

I do not interact the endorser with the moderating variables in H2, which I save for the following 

analysis. However, I can use this model to test H3, which is that foreign endorsers reduce support 

for the protests.  
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Table 5.4 shows the effect of the message frames on the two outcomes. As Model 1 shows, 

there is a statistically significant effect of the message on support for the protests. While the effect 

is only a .14 standard deviation shift in the mean value of support for the protest, it is substantively 

meaningful. Specifically, the prodemocracy frame shifts the distribution from a mean that is 

supportive of the protests (above 3.5 on the six-point scale for the dependent variable) to a mean 

that is negative (below 3.5 on the six-point scale dependent variable). This means that respondents 

who receive policy frame express some support for the protest while those that read the 

prodemocracy frame are close to being somewhat unsupportive of the protest.  Model 2 shows the 

effects of the message frame on whether respondents felt the protests were justified. Here the effect 

of the prodemocracy message is larger, moving the distribution .22 standard deviations downward, 

again at standard levels of significance. Specifically, respondents in the policy frame find the 

protest somewhat justified while in the prodemocracy frame, the protest is perceived to be 

somewhat unjustified.  
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Table 5. 4: Main results of prodemocracy on support for protests; feeling that protests are 

justified 

 

VARIABLES Protest 

Support 

Protest 

Justified 

Prodemocracy Frame -0.197** -0.285*** 

  (0.093) (0.081) 

Provincial Secretary 0.164 -0.004 

  (0.140) (0.126) 

Retired Provincial Secretary 0.066 0.117 

  (0.143) (0.124) 

Prodemocracy Activist -0.081 -0.088 

  (0.141) (0.123) 

Foreign Endorser 0.035 -0.006 

  (0.144) (0.128) 

Constant 3.590*** 4.280*** 

  (0.107) (0.095) 

Observations 958 958 

R-squared 0.008 0.016 

 
Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Protest support is a six-point variable 

ranging from 1 (completely unsupportive) to 6 (completely 

supportive). Protest justified is a six-point variable ranging from 1 

(completely unjustified) to 6 (completely justified).   

 

With regard to H3, I find no support for the theory that foreign endorsers reduce support 

for the protests. For both of the dependent variables, foreign endorsements do not significantly 

reduce the support for the protests. To examine H2, given the results from Table 3 showing no 

difference between the non-prodemocracy protestor category, I pool those identities into a single 

category and compare them to prodemocracy activists. Because H2 predicts a series of 

heterogeneous effects, whereby rural, lower educated, party members, or party affiliated 

respondents should respond more negatively to the prodemocracy identity, I interact prodemocracy 

endorsers with each of these demographic variables. Because these demographic variables are not 

randomly assigned, I include control variables in Table 5.2 in this analysis
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Table 5. 5: Main results of identity of endorser on support for protests; feeling that protests are justified 

VARIABLES 
Protest 

Support 

Protest 

Support 

Protest 

Support 

Protest 

Support 

Protest 

Justified 

Protest 

Justified 

Protest 

Justified 

Protest 

Justified 

Prodemocracy Activist -0.031 -0.227* -0.105 -0.168 0.086 -0.171 -0.059 -0.104 
 

(0.588) (0.126) (0.168) (0.189) (0.519) (0.108) (0.148) (0.164) 

Education -0.015 -0.018 -0.020 -0.019 -0.029 -0.034 -0.035 -0.034 
 

(0.028) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.025) (0.023) (0.023) (0.023) 

Party Member -0.257** -0.286** -0.259** -0.255** -0.067 -0.098 -0.068 -0.064 
 

(0.110) (0.119) (0.110) (0.110) (0.097) (0.103) (0.096) (0.096) 

Urban 0.126 0.119 0.125 0.131 -0.065 -0.072 -0.066 -0.059 
 

(0.097) (0.097) (0.097) (0.107) (0.087) (0.086) (0.087) (0.096) 

Northern Born -0.322*** -0.319*** -0.289*** -0.321*** -0.176** -0.171** -0.147 -0.173** 
 

(0.094) (0.094) (0.104) (0.094) (0.083) (0.083) (0.093) (0.083) 

Education*Prodemocracy Activist -0.018    -0.025    
 

(0.066)    (0.059)    
Party Member*Prodemocracy Activist  0.175    0.193   

 
 (0.304)    (0.264)   

Northern Born*Prodemocracy Activist   -0.158    -0.130  
 

  (0.232)    (0.200)  
Urban*Prodemocracy Activist    -0.032    -0.038 

 
   (0.237)    (0.204) 

Other Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Constant 3.689*** 3.681*** 3.845*** 3.845*** 4.278*** 4.592*** 4.379*** 4.379*** 

  (0.110) (0.328) (0.128) (0.128) (0.099) (0.283) (0.113) (0.113) 

Observations 958 958 958 958 958 958 958 958 

  0.019 0.009 0.028 0.028 0.018 0.019 0.021 0.021 
Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. Each model includes controls listed in Table 5.2. Prodemocracy activist is compared to pooled identity 

of village leader, provincial party secretary, and foreign endorser. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 5.5 shows the results. I find no heterogeneous effects of the prodemocracy endorsers 

on support for the protests. While party members and northern born Vietnamese are generally less 

supportive of protesters, they are not especially sensitive to a prodemocracy activist endorsement 

relative to an endorsement by a village leader or other party official. This suggests that the impact 

of a prodemocracy endorsement on reducing support for the protests is primarily through the 

message and not the identity of the messenger.  

 One potential concern with the findings on the impact could be that the effect of the frame 

is driven by a specific wording of the frame or a particular prodemocracy activist. To account for 

this, in the experimental design I included two prodemocracy frames and two types of 

prodemocracy activists. For the prodemocracy frames, I included both support for freedom of press 

and support for greater democracy. For the prodemocracy endorsers, I varied the identity between 

a domestic lawyer and a domestic journalist. As table 5.6 shows, there is little difference in the 

effect size of the two frames. This provides greater confidence that the result is a function of the 

concept of more radical claims and not a function of the specific claim being made.   
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Table 5. 6: Impact of different facebook endorsement messages 

VARIABLES Protest 

Support 

Protest 

Justified 

Democracy Frame -0.212* -0.295*** 

 (0.113) (0.101) 

Free Speech Frame -0.170 -0.265*** 

 (0.113) (0.099) 

Provincial Secretary  0.163 -0.005 

 (0.140) (0.126) 

Retired Secretary 0.066 0.117 

 (0.143) (0.124) 

Foreign Journalist 0.038 0.049 

 (0.183) (0.160) 

Foreign Lawyer 0.028 -0.065 

 (0.178) (0.161) 

Independent Journalist -0.211 -0.191 

 (0.162) (0.141) 

Independent Lawyer 0.075 0.037 

 (0.191) (0.166) 

Constant 3.588*** 4.278*** 

 (0.107) (0.095) 

Observations 958 958 

R-squared 0.010 0.018 

 
Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Protest support is a six-point 

variable ranging from 1 (completely unsupportive) to 6 

(completely supportive). Protest justified is a six-point variable 

ranging from 1 (completely unjustified) to 6 (completely 

justified).   

 

For the prodemocracy activist identities, Table 5.6 shows that none are significant. The one 

identity that nears significance and could have potentially had an effect with a larger sample size 

is domestic independent journalist. Domestic independent journalist endorsers led to an estimated 

.13 standard deviation decline in support for the protest and a .1 standard deviation decrease in the 

feeling that protest is justified. However, this result is not significant, suggesting that the findings 

operate primarily through the prodemocracy frame.    
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Another concern is that the identity of the endorser may have interacted with the message, 

such that a particular combination drove the outcome (Muralidharan, Romero and Kaspar 2019). 

While budget constraints precluded securing a sufficient sample size with the power to test each 

interaction, I did interact the message with the identities to assess whether there is suggestive 

evidence that a specific interaction is driving the results on the protest frame. As Figure 5.4 shows, 

the effect of the prodemocracy message is consistent across the different endorsers. The 

prodemocracy message reduces support for the protests by similar levels whether endorsed by any 

of the endorsers.  

Figure 5. 4: Interaction of factors 

 

Note: The above graph shows the predicted effects of an interaction of the frame and endorsers on 

support for the protests. 
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Note: The above graph shows the predicted effects of an interaction of the frame and endorsers on 

whether the protest is justified.  

 

 An additional concern is the possibility that through bad luck in the randomization, the lack 

of balance on some potentially important covariate drives the findings. To account for this, Table 

5.7 includes the results from a model including the control variables in Table 5.2. These include 

education, age, gender, whether the respondent was born in northern Vietnam (versus southern 

Vietnam), party membership, income level, interest in politics, level of national pride, and whether 

the respondent was an urban or rural resident. As Table 5.7 shows, the effect of the frame remains 

even when including the covariates.  
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Table 5. 7: Impact of message, allies with pre-treatment covariates 

VARIABLES 

Protest 

Support 

Protest 

Justified 

Prodemocracy Frame -0.169* -0.266*** 

  -0.092 -0.082 

Provincial Secretary 0.21 0.018 

  -0.143 -0.127 

Retired Provincial Secretary 0.091 0.121 

  -0.147 -0.131 

Prodemocracy Activist -0.087 -0.091 

  -0.144 -0.129 

Foreign Endorser 0.098 0.013 

  -0.146 -0.13 

Female 0.134 0.185** 

  -0.094 -0.084 

Age 0.001 -0.004 

  -0.005 -0.004 

Party Member -0.256** -0.064 

  -0.105 -0.093 

Born in Northern Vietnam -0.328*** -0.175** 

  -0.093 -0.083 

Interest in Politics 0.234* 0.096 

  -0.122 -0.108 

Education Level -0.019 -0.035 

  -0.025 -0.023 

Risk Acceptance 0.053 0.009 

  -0.033 -0.03 

National Pride -0.153*** -0.012 

  -0.052 -0.046 

Self-Reported Income -0.052 0.042 

  -0.071 -0.064 

Urban 0.131 -0.062 

  -0.1 -0.089 

Constant 4.232*** 4.656*** 

  -0.354 -0.316 

Observations 958 958 

R-squared 0.052 0.031 
Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Protest support is a six-point variable 

ranging from 1 (completely unsupportive) to 6 (completely 

supportive). Protest justified is a six-point variable ranging from 1 

(completely unjustified) to 6 (completely justified).    
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Another concern with the null finding on the prodemocracy activists could be the inclusion 

of respondents that did not pass the manipulation check. Perhaps there is a stronger effect for those 

that did pass the check. As Table 5.8 shows, the results remain even after dropping those that did 

not respond to the treatment.  

Table 5. 8: Results after dropping those not passing manipulation check 

VARIABLES 

Protest 

Support 

Protest 

Justified 

Prodemocracy Frame -0.184* -0.211** 

  (0.107) (0.092) 

Provincial Secretary 0.210 0.050 

  (0.151) (0.136) 
Retired Provincial 

Secretary 0.131 0.139 

  (0.158) (0.134) 

Prodemocracy Activist -0.123 -0.063 

  (0.166) (0.138) 

Foreign Endorser 0.110 0.040 

  (0.172) (0.149) 

Constant 3.571*** 4.253*** 

  (0.113) (0.100) 

Observations 711 711 

R-squared 0.011 0.011 
Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Protest support is a six-point variable 

ranging from 1 (completely unsupportive) to 6 (completely 

supportive). Protest justified is a six-point variable ranging from 1 

(completely unjustified) to 6 (completely justified).   
 

  

A mediation analysis of mechanisms 
 

The foregoing analysis shows that the prodemocracy frame decreases support for the protests and 

the feeling that the protests are justified. Turning to the mechanisms, this section asks why 
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respondents were less likely to support the protests and find them justified.19 I examine three 

possibilities in the theory section. First, it is possible that the prodemocracy message decreased the 

perception of the legality of the protests. Second, it is possible that respondents thought the 

prodemocracy frame would lead to greater contention and instability in the form of retribution by 

the government. Third, it is possible that the prodemocracy frame signaled that the prodemocracy 

endorser did not share their morals. 

To assess these possibilities, I conduct a causal mediation analysis outlined by Imai et al 

(2011). To implement this, I conduct two OLS regressions. The first regresses the impact of the 

message frame on the mediating variable, while the second regresses the two dependent variables 

on the message frame as well as the mediating variables. Then, I assess the direct effect and the 

degree to which the effect is mediated through each of the candidate mediating variables. Because 

I have multiple potential mediators, I tested each mediator while including the other mediators in 

the second stage regression.  

Table 5.9 and Table 5.10 show the marginal effects of the mediating variable and the direct 

effect of the message frame on support for protests. The results first show that the perception of 

the protests being legal has the strongest mediating effect on the outcomes. The prodemocracy 

frame has a strong first stage effect on the respondent’s perception that the protests are legal and 

the perception that the Facebook poster is a moral. The prodemocracy message, however, had no 

impact on whether the respondent thought the protest was likely to be repressed. In the second 

stage, once accounting for the mediating effect of the protests being legal and the morality of the 

 
19 I do not conduct a similar analysis for the mechanisms of the endorser identity given the lack 

of an effect of the endorser on the outcomes.  
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protest, I find no direct effect of the message, suggesting that the effect runs entirely through 

changed perceptions of the legality of the protests and perceptions of the morality of the endorser.  

Table 5. 9: Mediation analysis for protest support  

  

Stage 1: Poster 

Moral 

Stage 1: Protest 

Legal 

Stage 1: Protest 

Repress 

Stage 2: 

Protest 

Support 

Prodemocracy 

Frame -0.267*** -0.359*** 0.0596 0.0382 

  (0.0935) (0.0935) (0.0983) (0.0629) 

Protest Legal       0.616*** 

        (0.0233) 

Poster Moral       0.221*** 

        (0.0237) 

Protest Repress       0.0366* 

        (0.0220) 

Constant 3.616*** 3.698*** 2.614*** 0.490*** 

  (0.0679) (0.0679) (0.0713) (0.108) 

Observations 958 958 958 958 

R-Squared 0.008 0.015 0.000 0.555 
 

Notes: Models are OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. Stage 1 regresses the message on the 

mediators. Stage 2 regresses the message and the mediators on the whether the protest is supported; Protest 

support is a six-point variable ranging from 1 (completely unsupportive) to 6 (completely supportive); *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.  
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Table 5. 10: Mediation analysis for protest justified 

  

Stage 1: Poster 

Moral 

Stage 1: Protest 

Legal 

Stage 1: Protest 

Repress 

Stage 2: Protest 

Support 

Prodemocracy 

Frame -0.267*** -0.359*** 0.0596 -0.0952 

  (0.0935) (0.0935) (0.0983) (0.0636) 

Protest Legal       0.469*** 

        (0.0236) 

Poster Moral       0.186*** 

        (0.0240) 

Protest Repress       -0.0234 

        (0.0223) 

Constant 3.616*** 3.698*** 2.614*** 1.963*** 

  (0.0679) (0.0679) (0.0713) (0.109) 

Observations 958 958 958 958 

R-Squared 0.008 0.015 0.000 0.412 
Notes: Models are OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. Stage 1 regresses the message on the 

mediators. Stage 2 regresses the message and the mediators on the whether the protest is supported; Protest 

justified is a six-point variable ranging from 1 (completely unjustified) to 6 (completely justified);  *** p<0.01, 

** p<0.05, * p<0.1.  

 

 I then conduct a sensitivity analysis to account for possible violations of the sequential 

ignorability assumption (Imai, et al. 2011). As the analysis shows in Figure 5.5, the perception that 

the protest is legal is the most robust against potential violations of this assumption. The perception 

of the morality of the endorser is more sensitive to a potential correlation of error terms. Based on 

this analysis, I have a high degree of confidence that the prodemocracy message signals that the 

protest is illegal, which decreases support. I find additional evidence that the prodemocracy 

message also impacts the perception that the endorser is moral and shares the values of the 

respondent, thus reducing support for the protests. There is no evidence that my treatment 

generated concerns that the protests would be repressed. Taken together, this analysis suggests that 

prodemocracy activists may undermine support for rightful resisters by raising concerns about the 

legality of the protests and the morality of the protesters. 
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Figure 5. 5: Sensitivity analysis 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter suggests that being endorsed by prodemocracy advocates reduces public support for 

a local policy protest. This is because the endorsement by regime dissidents makes the policy 

protest seem less legal and less moral. This suggests that policy-based protests may indeed face a 

strategic dilemma (Jasper 2004), where endorsement by radical groups can bring attention to the 

protest but reduces public support for their causes.  

 An important limitation of this chapter is that I was forced to use hypothetical 

prodemocracy activists to endorse the protest. It is possible that endorsement from a particularly 

well-known activists could have different effects if citizens associate those activists with specific 

views or personal traits. However, unlike previous chapters, using hypothetical prodemocracy 

activist still makes dissidents’ identity visible to those who read the endorsement in their platform. 

The chapter suggests that when prodemocracy group’s identity may be more salient, linking with 

such a group reduces public support for a policy protest.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion and Discussion 

General conclusion 
 

Does the public support a policy-prodemocracy coalition, at least in the case of Vietnam? This 

dissertation suggests that public support may depend on the visibility of prodemocracy advocates 

in the coalition.  

  When policy protesters and prodemocracy advocates actively collaborate to advocate for 

significant regime reforms to resolve their policy issues, the public does not turn away their support 

for the policy protests and the alliance. Chapter 3 shows that cooperating with a prodemocracy 

group generally does not reduce public support for a hypothetical land protest, regardless of 

whether the protest blames the central or the local government. Chapter 4 shows that while support 

for a prodemocracy movement in Vietnam is significantly lower than that for a land protest, 

support for their cooperation is significantly higher than the former and not different from the 

latter. This suggests that the public does not oppose a policy-prodemocracy coalition. However, 

this is mainly because the public perceives that the policy protest dominates the coalition. The 

coalition is perceived to be about the policy rather than the democracy issues. In other words, when 

policy issues are more salient, the public supports the coalition.  

On the other hand, in passive coalitions in which democracy issues and prodemocracy 

advocates' identities may be more visible, the public seems to disapprove of the coalition. Chapter 

5 examines how prodemocracy advocates' endorsements of a policy protest through their social 

media affect public attitudes towards the policy protest. As Chapter 5 shows, being endorsed with 

prodemocracy messages by regime dissidents makes the public resistant to support a policy protest. 

This is because the endorsement makes the policy protest appear less legal and less moral. Unlike 

active coalition building in which policy and prodemocracy activists cooperate, prodemocracy 

endorsements may actually draw public attention to the democracy issues and the democracy 
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dissidents. For example, if an individual reads an endorsement of a land or environmental protest 

on a prodemocracy platform such as a social media site, a newspaper, and a leaflet, the activist's 

identity may be obvious to him. He knows this activist advocates for democracy and is considered 

a regime dissident. In this case, democracy may dominate the endorsement, leading to reduced 

public support for the endorsed protest.  

Because treatment effects are homogeneous, the findings of my survey experiments 

conducted over non-representative samples can be reliably generalized to the Vietnamese 

population (Coppock, Leeper and Mullinix 2018; Druckman and Kam 2011).  

One limitation of the dissertation is that the experimental designs do not directly test 

whether the visibility of prodemocracy advocates' identities affects public attitudes towards the 

coalitions. Future research can test whether and how active and passive coalitions affect public 

opinions using an experimental design. For example, one can design a survey experiment in which 

respondents are randomly assigned into three groups. The control group reads information about 

a policy protest. The active coalition group reads a text that suggests that the policy protesters build 

an active coalition with prodemocracy advocates to seek regime reforms to address their policy 

issues. The passive coalition group emphasizes that prodemocracy advocates endorse the policy 

protest and pursue regime reforms to address the policy issues without building a connection with 

them.  

Treatment design may be an alternative reason why the results of Chapter 5 differ from 

those of Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. Unlike Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, Chapter 5 provides respondents 

with information on prodemocracy-policy coalitions through Facebook posts. Using Facebook 

posts may make the treatments more realistic, thus, having a stronger effect on respondents' 

attitudes (Mutz 2011; McDermott 2011). Future research can re-examine the blame attribution and 



Truong |  135 

frame salience theories, using other means such as pictures, videos, newspapers, and Facebook 

posts to provide information to respondents.  

Implications for movements under authoritarian rule 
 

 The findings suggest a dilemma for prodemocracy activists. While prodemocracy advocates can 

bring people to the streets by linking their causes with issues that are relatable and understandable 

to the public, they obviously will encounter enormous challenges in sustaining democracy when 

the public is not committed to democracy issues. When prodemocracy advocates protest solely for 

democracy issues or endorse other protests through their platform, they receive significantly lower 

support than policy protests. This is a dilemma that prodemocracy activists face when building 

coalitions with other movements.  

If what draws public support for a prodemocracy-policy coalition is the policy issue, what 

are the benefits for prodemocracy activists? Why do they seek collaborations with other 

movements? I argue that although the public is not committed to democracy issues, building 

coalitions with policy protests still benefits prodemocracy dissidents.  

 First, cooperation allows prodemocracy activists to promote democratic values to the 

aggrieved population. In many cases, the mass base of policy protests includes rural and less 

educated people. Cooperation with policy protests helps regime dissidents to reach a wider 

audience beyond their urban and educated constituencies.  

 Second, numerous research suggests that activism begets activism (O'Brien and Li 2006; 

Giugni 1999). A movement may not have an impact on society at first. Still, gradually it can 

improve the policy implementation process (O'Brien and Li 2006), affect participants’ “hearts, 

minds, and social identities” (McCann 1994, 230), alter the opinions and perceptions of the mass 

public and increase engagement in politics (Mansbridge 1986). Thus, there is reason to believe 
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that persistent cooperation with other movements may bring about changes in the public regarding 

democracy issues. Although regime elites are aware that the public is not committed to democratic 

values in Vietnam, they go to great lengths to prevent a coalition between policy protests and 

prodemocracy dissidents (Kerkvliet 2019 ). Perhaps, the regime understands that an increase in 

such coalitions may eventually alter the perceptions of the mass public on democracy.  

 Given my findings, should policy protesters build coalitions with prodemocracy 

advocates? The results suggest that cooperation also provides policy protesters with numerous 

benefits. Because the public does not withdraw their support for policy protesters in an active 

coalition with prodemocracy advocates, such a coalition can help protesters utilize democracy 

dissidents' resources, such as contacts with political elites, access to legal document interpretation, 

and access to international support and funding.  

Implications for movement coalitions in Vietnam 
 

How do these findings speak to policy-prodemocracy coalition building in Vietnam? Why don't 

we see more movement coalitions in Vietnam? The results of the dissertation suggest a few 

reasons. 

 First, precisely because the public does not oppose active policy-prodemocracy movement 

coalitions, it is more challenging for such coalitions to emerge. Vietnam is a strong state where 

security apparatus is established at the grassroots level, allowing the government to monitor local 

affairs closely. Vietnamese autocrats are highly aware that if prodemocracy advocates link their 

causes with issues that can quickly stir public attention, such as land and environment, they will 

face a severe threat. Although Vietnamese autocrats understand that the public may not be 

committed to democratic values because democracy is just secondary in a policy-prodemocracy 

coalition, no dictator wants to be threatened in the first place.  
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 Second, because Vietnam's regime elites understand that the public will oppose a policy-

prodemocracy coalition if democracy advocates dominate the alliance, anti-protest propaganda 

typically emphasizes the involvement of regime dissidents in policy protests. By making 

prodemocracy advocates' identities publicly visible in any potential coalitions, Vietnamese 

autocrats may attempt to prevent the protests from growing to the point where they threaten the 

regime.  

 Third, policy-prodemocracy coalitions may be happening in Vietnam, but coalition 

members may intentionally make prodemocracy advocates' identities invisible. Otherwise, the 

public may withdraw their support for the protests. My interview with a prominent prodemocracy 

activist in Vietnam suggests that prodemocracy activists sometimes reach out and support policy 

protests behind the scenes. Fear of state repression partly explains why this is the case. However, 

prodemocracy advocates' identity is made invisible in the coalitions also to ensure that the public 

would not withdraw their support for the policy protests.  

 Under what conditions can prodemocracy advocates be more visible in a coalition with 

policy protests? Vietnam is a stable autocracy where citizens express strong trust in the center, and 

the prodemocracy movement is relatively restricted. Suppose land protesters, nationalist groups, 

or an exogenous shock such as an economic collapse undermines trust in the center. In that case, 

the public could be more receptive to linking a prodemocracy message to local grievances. In 

competitive authoritarian regimes where prodemocracy movements are stronger (Levitsky and 

Way 2010 ), the public may find democracy issues more relatable, allowing prodemocracy activists 

to be more visible in coalitions with other movements.  

Implications for authoritarian regimes in general 
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Although this dissertation is set in Vietnam, its theories and findings can travel to other 

authoritarian contexts. The findings help explain why even when authoritarian regimes are more 

tolerant of and responsive to protests and movements, movements of different natures are reluctant 

to work together. Many authoritarian governments have become more responsive to grassroots 

collective actions throughout the world, such as China (Heurlin 2016) and Malaysia (Yew 2016). 

Yet, prodemocracy advocates and policy-based protests do not always cooperate towards a 

common goal. My dissertation provides an additional explanation: because the public perceives 

one movement member to dominate a coalition, debates about how to frame a joint movement may 

create hurdles for groups of markedly different identities to build coalitions. Because opposition 

coalitions are more likely to force autocrats to give up power, the findings seem to suggest that 

authoritarian governments are stable and durable where movement coalitions do not form.  

 However, because adding prodemocracy elements to movements that focus on narrow 

policy issues does not negatively affect public opinion towards the movements, authoritarian 

governments are frequently threatened by potential broad-based movement coalitions. Political 

and economic crises that facilitate movements of different natures to overcome framing tasks may 

quickly pave favorable environments for movement coalitions to emerge. However, as suggested 

by the dissertation's findings, if the public does not oppose a policy-prodemocracy movement 

coalition because they care about policy issues, prodemocracy advocates may face enormous 

challenges in sustaining democracy.  
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Appendix A: Qualitative Component 

 

A.1 Dissident interview questions 
 

Because of the Covid-19 pandemic, interviews with prodemocracy advocates were conducted 

online via Zoom or email. Five activists agreed to answer research questions. Below are main 

research questions: 

1. What are some of the organizations that advocate for democracy issues in Vietnam?  

2. How do these organizations help or support protests at the local level? What are these 

activities? (For example: support to organize the protests, share news on social media, 

assist protesters with legal document interpretation, etc.,) 

3. How do different activists/organizations that work on democracy issues work together? 

When do they cooperate with one another? 

A.2 Focus group discussion questions 
 

In July 2019, I conducted fourteen focus groups in Vietnam. While the focus groups aimed to 

explore the salience of the north-south identity in Vietnam, I asked a few questions related to 

protests and social movements.  

 

Table A.2: Summary of focus groups  

Region Provinces Focus Group 

South Ho Chi Minh City 2 focus groups with students 

2 focus groups with professionals 

North Hanoi 2 groups with students 

2 groups with professionals 

Thai Nguyen 1 group with students 

1 group with farmers and workers 

1 group with former party members 

Thai Binh 2 groups with students 

1 group with farmers 
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Below are questions on protests and movements: 

 

1. Have you heard of any protests in your province? What are they about? 

 

2. In your opinions, why did these protests happen? 

 

3. How did the local and central governments respond to the protests? 

 

4. In your opinion, to what extend did the central government know about these disputes? 

 

5. In your opinion, what can be the solutions for the protests? 
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Appendix B: Survey instruments 

 

Chapter 3 & 4 
 

 

B.1 TGM recruitment and sampling strategy 

 

TGM’s samples come from its own online panels and its research partners in Vietnam. TGM uses 

several methods to invite panelists to join the TGM panel: this included opt- in email, organic 

traffic, referrals, marketing campaigns, social media as well as external affiliate networks. Before 

entering the main survey, each respondent was redirected to a TGM hub and pre-screening 

questionnaire (system checks if he/she is not bot but human, check uniqueness using their 

fingerprint technology, ask screening questions). Qualified respondents are redirected to main 

survey afterward. Respondents joined voluntarily and were allowed to stop the survey whenever 

they wanted. Survey participants received incentives typically valued at 1-4 USD per completed 

survey. To make sure the sample was at least minimally representative, I asked TGM to set quotas 

on age, gender, educational levels, and where people live.  
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B.2 Demographic survey questions  

Q1. What is your gender? 

o Female (0)  

o Male (1) 

  

Q2. What is your age today, in years? 

▼ less than 18 (1) ... greater than 90 (75) 

 

Q3. Which province do you reside in? 

▼ An Giang (1) ... Yên Bái (63) 

Q4. What is your highest level of education?  

o Less than high school (1)  

o Completed high school (2)  

o Vocational degree (3)  

o Incomplete University degree (4)  

o University degree (BA, BSc, etc.,) (5)  

o Advanced degree (MA, MSc, M.Phil, etc.,)  (6)  

 

Q5. What is your total household monthly income? 

o Less than 2000,000 VND (1)  

o 2,000,000 VND - 5,000,000 VND (2)  

o 5,000,000 VND - 8,000,000 VND (3)  

o 9,000,000 VND - 11,000,000 VND (4)  

o 11,000, 000 VND - 15,000,000 VND (5)  

o 15,000,000 VND - 20,000,000 VND (6)  

o Over 20,000,000 VND (7)  
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Q6. Are you a member of the following organizations? (Choose all answers that are correct to 

you) 

▢ The Communist Party (1)  

▢ Vietnam General Confederation of Labor  (2)  

▢ Vietbam Farmers’ Association (3)  

▢ Vietnam Women’s Union (4)  

▢ Vietnam Youth’s Union (5)  

▢ Vietnam Veterans’ Association (6)  

▢ Not a member of any organizations above (7)  

▢ Others (8)  

 

 

Q7.  Are you involved in agricultural activities (farming, vegetables growing, fishing, forest 

activities, etc.?) 

o Yes (0)  

o No (1)  

 

 

Q8. To what extent are you willing to take risk? 

o Definitely not willing to take risk (1)  

o Not willing to take risk (2)  

o Somewhat not willing to take risk (3)  

o Somewhat willing to take risk (4)  
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o Willing to take risk (5)  

o Definitely willing to take risk (6)  

 

 

Q9. How do you rate your household economic situation? 

o Very bad (1)  

o Bad (2)  

o Somewhat bad (3)  

o Somewhat good (4)  

o Good (5)  

o Very good (6)  

 

 

Q10. How do you rate Vietnam's economic situation? 

o Very bad (1)  

o Bad (2)  

o Somewhat bad (3)  

o Somewhat good (4)  

o Good (5)  

o Very good (6)  

 

 

Q11. How often do you follow social and political news about Vietnam? 

o Very often (1)  

o Often (2)  

o Sometimes (3)  
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o Never (4)  

 

 

Q12 To what extent do you agree with the following statement: "I am proud of being a 

Vietnamese" 

o Completely disagree (1)  

o Disagree (2)  

o Somewhat disagree (3)  

o Somewhat agree (4)  

o Agree (5)  

o Completely agree (6)  

 

 

Q13 To what extent do you agree with the following statement: "I feel very proud when listening 

to the national anthem" 

o Completely disagree (1)  

o Disagree (2)  

o Somewhat disagree (3)  

o Somewhat agree (4)  

o Agree (5)  

o Completely agree (6)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q14. How much do you trust the following organizations? 



Truong |  146 

 
Not trust 

at all (1) 

Not trust 

(2) 

Somehow 

not trust 

(3) 

Somehow 

trust (4) 
trust (5) 

Completely 

trust (6) 

The 

National 

Assembly 

(1)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

The 

national 

government 

(2)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

The local 

government 

(3)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

The party 

(5)  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 
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B.3 Qualtrics recruitment and sampling strategy 

 

Qualtrics uses Vietnamese-based market research firms to recruit participants in the survey. 

Participants are recruited primarily two ways. First, some sign up online to be a survey taker for 

incentives. This is a voluntary initiative taken by the participant and done online. The second way 

is that they are invited to take surveys either through an app-based game on their cell phone or 

through a customer feedback form online. Survey participants received incentives (either cash, 

airline miles, or other forms of remuneration) typically valued at 1-6 USD per completed survey. 

I attempted to gain a minimally representative sample based on age, gender, and region by 

including screening questions at the beginning of the survey. If a quota of a certain type of 

respondent is reached, they are screened out.  

B.4 Demographic survey questions  

 

Q1. What is your gender? 

o Female (0)  

o Male (1) 

 

Q2. How old are you, today? (Write a number below) 

 

Q3. Are you involved in any farming activities? 
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o Yes (1)  

o No (2)  

 

 

Q4. Which province are you living in now? 

▼ Bà Rịa Vũng Tàu (1) ... An Giang (64) 

 

Q5. Where did you grow up? 

▼ Bà Rịa Vũng Tàu (1) ... An Giang (64) 

 

Q7. What is your highest level of education? 

o No formal education (1)  

o Incomplete primary (2)  

o Complete primary (3)  

o Incomplete secondary (4)  

o Complete secondary (5)  

o Incomplete high school (6)  

o Complete high school (7)  

o Some university education (8)  

o University education completed (9)  

o Post-graduate degree (10) 

 

Q8. In which sector is your current primary occupation [was your last job if retired]? 
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o Agriculture (1)  

o Industry (Private) (2)  

o Industry (State-owned) (3)  

o Industry (Foreign/Joint venture) (4) 

o Services (Private) (5)  

o Services (State-owned) (6)  

o Services (Foreign/Joint venture) (7)  

o Government (8)  

o Military (9) 

o Unemployed (10)  

 

Q9. What is your household monthly income on average, including formal and informal sources? 

o 0-500,000 VND (1)  

o 501,000 - 1000,000 VND (2)  

o 1,001,000 - 1,500,000 VND (3)  

o 1,501,000 - 2,000,000 VND (4)  

o 2,001,000 - 3000,000 VND (5)  

o 3,001,000 - 3,500,000 VND (6)  

o 4,001,000 - 4,500,000 VND (7)  

o 4,501,000 - 5,000,000 VND (8)  

o 5,001,000 - 5,500,000 VND (9)  

o 5,501,000 - 6,000,000 VND (10)  
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o 6,001,000 - 6,500,000 VND (11)  

o 6,501,000 - 7,000,000 VND (12)  

o 7,001,000 - 7,500,000 VND (13)  

o 7,501,000 - 8,000,000 VND (14)  

o 8,001,000 - 8,500,000 VND (15)  

o 8,501,000 - 9,000,000 VND (16)  

o 9,001,000 - 9,500,000 VND (17)  

o 9,501,000 - 10,000,000 VND (18)  

o > 10,000,000 VND (19)  

 

Q10. Are you a member of the following organizations? (Choose all answers that are correct to 

you) 

▢ The Communist Party (1)  

▢ Vietnam General Confederation of Labor  (2)  

▢ Vietbam Farmers’ Association (3)  

▢ Vietnam Women’s Union (4)  

▢ Vietnam Youth’s Union (5)  

▢ Vietnam Veterans’ Association (6)  

▢ Not a member of any organizations above (7)  

▢ Others (8)  
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Q11. Suppose you play lottery, you have 1% chance of winning 10.000.000 VND, how much are 

you willing to buy the ticket? 

o 10,000 VND  (1)  

o 50,000 VND  (2)  

o 100,000 VND  (3)  

o 150,000 VND  (4)  

o 200,000 VND  (5)  

 

 

Q12. How often do you follow social and political news about Vietnam? 

o Very often (1)  

o Often (2)  

o Sometimes (3)  

o Never (4)  

 

Q13. Do you have a Facebook account? 

o Yes (1)  

o No (2)  

 

Q14. How proud are you when listening to the national anthem? 
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o Completely not proud (1)  

o Not proud (2)  

o No feeling (3)  

o Proud (4)  

o Completely proud (5)  

 

 

Q15. Are you proud of being Vietnamese? 

o Completely not proud (1)  

o Not proud (2)  

o No feeling (3)  

o Proud (4)  

o Completely proud (5)  
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B.5 Screenshot of a sample of the survey prime for the rightful resistance village leader post  

 

 
 

B.6 Wording of each frame  

 

Group Scenario 

1 Villager leader (who represents Nam An village) attributes the land protest to 

local officials on Facebook:  

 

“Nam An’s villagers completely believe in the guidance and policies of the 

Party and the state. It is because of corrupt local officials that villagers decided 

to take to the street to oppose the decision to withdraw land.” 

2 Current Provincial Secretary attributes the land protest to local officials on 

Facebook:  

 

“Nam An’s villagers completely believe in the guidance and policies of the 

Party and the state. It is because of corrupt local officials that villagers decided 

to take to the street to oppose the decision to withdraw the land.” 

3 Retired Provincial Secretary attributes the land protest to local officials on 

Facebook:  

 

“Nam An’s villagers completely believe in the guidance and policies of the 

Party and the state. It is because of corrupt local officials that villagers decided 

to take to the street to oppose the decision to withdraw the land.” 

4 Prodemocracy Activist (Independent Lawyer/Independent Journalist) 

attributes the land protest to local officials on Facebook: 

 

 “Nam An’s villagers completely believe in the guidance and policies of the 

Party and the state. It is because of corrupt local officials that villagers decided 

to take to the street to oppose the decision to withdraw the land.” 
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5 Foreign Activist (Foreign Lawyer/Foreign Journalists) attributes the land 

protest to local officials on Facebook: 

 

“Nam An’s villagers completely believe in the guidance and policies of the 

Party and the state. It is because of corrupt local officials that villagers decided 

to take to the street to oppose the decision to withdraw the land.” 

6 Villager leader (who represents Nam An village) attributes the land protest to 

lack of freedom of press/lack of democracy writes on Facebook: 

 

“It is because of the shortcomings of the policies and guidance of the Party and 

the state that Nam An’s villagers decided to take to the street to oppose the 

decision to withdraw the land. Only when freedom of press/democracy is 

allowed can land disputes be resolved” 

7 Current Provincial Secretary attributes the land protest to lack of freedom of 

press/lack of democracy writes on Facebook: 

 

“It is because of the shortcomings of the policies and guidance of the Party and 

the state that Nam An’s villagers decided to take to the street to oppose the 

decision to withdraw the land. Only when freedom of press/democracy is 

allowed can land disputes be resolved” 

8 Retired Provincial Secretary attributes the land protest to lack of freedom of 

press/lack of democracy writes on Facebook: 

 

 “It is because of the shortcomings of the policies and guidance of the Party and 

the state that Nam An’s villagers decided to take to the street to oppose the 

decision to withdraw the land. Only when freedom of press/democracy is 

allowed can land disputes be resolved” 

9 Prodemocracy Activist (Independent Lawyer/Independent Journalist) 

attributes the land protest to lack of freedom of press/lack of democracy on 

Facebook: 

 

“It is because of the shortcomings of the policies and guidance of the Party and 

the state that Nam An’s villagers decided to take to the street to oppose the 

decision to withdraw the land. Only when freedom of press/democracy is 

allowed can land disputes be resolved” 

10 Foreign Activist (Foreign Lawyer/Foreign Journalist) attributes the land 

protest to lack of freedom of press/lack of democracy writes on Facebook:  

 

“It is because of the shortcomings of the policies and guidance of the Party and 

the state that Nam An’s villagers decided to take to the street to oppose the 

decision to withdraw the land. Only when freedom of press/democracy is 

allowed can land disputes be resolved” 
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Appendix C: Additional models 

 

Chapter 3 

 

C.1 Effects of blame attribution and coalition information among respondents passing 

manipulation checks  

 

VARIABLES Protest Support Protest Justified 

Blame National Government -0.164 -0.173 

  (0.137) (0.126) 

No Coalition 0.086 0.039 

  (0.126) (0.116) 

Blame National Government * No 

Coalition  

0.336*  

(0.197)  

0.221 

(0.182) 

Constant 4.128*** 4.370*** 

  (0.088) (0.081) 

Observations 780 780 

R-squared 0.011 0.005 

   

 
Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Protest support is a six-point variable 

ranging from 1 (strongly oppose) to 6 (strongly support). Protest 

justified is a six-point variable ranging from 1 (strongly unjustified) to 

6 (strongly justified).   
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Chapter 4 

 

C.3 Effects of protest frames among respondents passing manipulation checks 

 

VARIABLES Protest Support Protest Justified 

Land and Prodemocracy Frame -0.082 -0.034 

  (0.118) (0.115 

Prodemocracy Frame -0.632*** -0.654*** 

  (0.114) (0.112) 

Constant 3.817*** 4.004*** 

  (0.084) (0.082) 

Observations 833 833 

R-squared 0.043 0.051 

 
Notes: Model is OLS with robust standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Protest support is a six-point variable 

ranging from 1 (strongly oppose) to 6 (strongly support). Protest 

justified is a six-point variable ranging from 1 (strongly unjustified) to 

6 (strongly justified).   
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