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Abstract

This study investigates the ramifications of conflict for political institutions and regime

change. We argue that conflict induces a radical shift in voters’ preference regard-

ing the domestic regime type, as they strive for security and desire to punish the

current leadership for the lack thereof. Using 2016–2018 Afrobarometer data and a

spatial difference-in-difference estimation approach, we find that, in flawed democ-

racies, voters endorse authoritarian institutions in the face of conflict. However, in

hybrid/authoritarian regimes, people reject authoritarianism and endorse democratic

institutions when faced with conflict. Moreover, our findings show that fear mitigates

the aforementioned effects. Our analysis illustrates that conflict can sometimes put

democracy at risk but can also open a window for democratic change in authoritarian

countries.
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1 Introduction

Non-democratic ideas are gaining popularity all over the world. Over one-third of the world’s

population lives under an authoritarian regime(Index, 2021). The struggle for democratic

ideas, combined with the increasing appeal for authoritarian values and beliefs, threatens

the Western model of democracy. China’s authoritarian approach and economic success

pose a challenge to modern democracy, which is struggling to meet citizens’ basic needs.

Citizens’ anger and frustration are growing as their disillusionment with the Western model

of democracy and development (particularly economic globalization) grows (e.g. Brexit, the

Yellow Vest movement in France, etc.).

The reason, among others, is the rise of global crisis, mainly conflict that put democracy

at risk (Merolla and Zechmeister, 2009a), although the net effect of conflict is ambiguous.

Established studies in the political economy of conflict find that conflict negatively affects

the economic outcome through the destruction of human and physical capital (Blattman and

Miguel, 2010), inhibition of technological progress, and the reduction of the firm performance

(Collier and Duponchel, 2012). Conversely, empirical evidence suggests that conflict boosts

countries to implement qualitative institutional reforms (Silve and Verdier, 2018), increases

political participation (Blattman, 2009), and induces prosocial behavior (Voors et al., 2012).

The literature on the political economy of violent conflicts is rich and has provided

insights on the causes and legacies of conflict (Blattman and Miguel, 2010; Garfinkel and

Skaperdas, 2008; Kolmar, 2005; Miguel et al., 2011). However, researchers agree that the

micro-foundations and the legacies of conflicts are not widely investigated in the literature

(see Blattman and Miguel, 2010; Verwimp et al., 2019). Most importantly, there is a dwarf

of studies on a comparative political economy of regime change in a conflict-affected context,

focusing on emotion (Winden, 2015).

The theoretical argument of this paper is that conflict pushes voters to prefer alternative

(democratic vs authoritarian) political institutions, therefore putting pressure on the current

leadership and increasing the likelihood and the nature of regime change. Fearful citizens,
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because they are risk-averse and cautious, might avoid a regime change as it can bring

political instability in a conflict context and worsen the existing situation.

The findings of this study help us understand how conflicts induce behavioral change

among voters, how this change puts the stability of democratic institutions at risk, and,

more importantly, how this political pressure represents an opportunity for democratization

in an authoritarian regime. The latter argument is the main contribution of this paper.

We investigate these arguments through the following questions: How does conflict impact

the likelihood of regime-shifting preference among voters in general and fearful voters in

particular? This study examines how exposure to violent conflict (such as a civil war,

insurgency, or terrorism) impacts voters’ preference for political regimes, as well as whether

citizens in conflict-affected areas are more or less likely to support democratic institutions and

whether populist or authoritarian leaders are more or less appealing as a result of conflict?

First, to preview, the paper finds that voters in a conflict-affected context seek alter-

native political institutions, either democratic or authoritarian political institutions. This

pressure on the current leadership might have a negative impact on public policy and eco-

nomic development. These findings are consistent with existing studies. Indeed, studies in

political psychology find that voters in modern democracies, so-called Western Educated

Industrialized Rich and Democratic (WEIRD), are more likely to give up their civil liberties

and rights for more authoritarian policies and leadership when there are conflicts, health

threats, or natural disasters (Laustsen et al., 2015; Laustsen and Petersen, 2017; Laustsen,

2021; Vasilopoulos et al., 2018, 2019a, 2022; Merolla and Zechmeister, 2009b; Petersen and

Laustsen, 2020). Laustsen (2021) and Petersen and Laustsen (2020)’s adaptive followership

theory explained that conflicts boost voters to support dominant leadership and increase

their willingness to sacrifice their civil liberties and rights. Indeed, after the 9/11 terrorist

attack in the United States and the terrorist attacks in France, many studies found a rise in

authoritarianism and restrictions of civil liberties (Gadarian, 2010; Merolla and Zechmeister,

2009b; Vasilopoulos et al., 2018).
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The voters in modern democracies shift their preference for authoritarian policies and

leadership in times of conflict because they prefer aggressive or military responses to the

conflict and their dispositions, such as emotion and ideology. Laustsen and Petersen (2017)

find that conservatives and individuals high in socio-dominance orientation (SDO), individ-

uals who see the world as competitive and aggressive, hold a strong preference for dominant

leaders and authoritarian policies. In addition, they found that conflict pushes liberals to

shift their preference from liberal leadership and policies to dominant leadership and au-

thoritarian policies. Bonanno and Jost (2006) found evidence of a conservative-shift during

threat (see also Jiménez et al., 2021; Jost et al., 2009; Schüller, 2015). They found that the

exposure to the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States induced a shift in ideology from

liberal to conservative policies and leadership.

Second, we find that fear reduces the likelihood of regime change in times of conflict.

The implication of this finding is that the leadership, both democratic and authoritarian

leaderships, can use oppression and repression or other means that frighten citizens to main-

tain the stability of their regime. This is because fears decrease the effect of conflicts on

preference for alternative regimes (Vasilopoulos et al., 2022).

This paper by introducing emotions in this analysis combined knowledge from political

psychology and the political economy of conflicts. Indeed, political psychology studies have

found that emotions have an important effect on individual behavior, mainly their political

behavior in times of conflicts(Marcus et al., 2019). Exploring the effect of emotions in a

more systematic way in the political economy of conflicts, known as the behavioral political

economy (Winden, 2015), helps us understand the change in individual behavior in the

economy and how their disposition could mitigate, reverse or worsen the effect of conflicts

on economic outcomes and political institutions.

Vasilopoulos et al. (2018) argued that the conservative shift observed among respondents

exposed to conflict is explained by the respondents’ emotional response to the threat. Thus,

when individuals respond to disputes with anger – fight-related emotion - they are more
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likely to prefer dominant leaders and authoritarian policies. In contrast, they reject domi-

nant leadership when they respond to the conflict with fear or anxiety, called flight-related

emotion.

Liberals, left-wing individuals who respond to crisis/conflict with fear and anxiety shift

their preference from liberal leaders and policies to dominant leaders and authoritarian

policies. They will trade democratic institutions, civil liberties and freedom for safety and

aggressive response to threat(Petersen and Laustsen, 2020).

The critical role of emotion in decision-making and policy preference requires a focus of

attention. Emotions matter in explaining individuals’ decision-making process (Loewenstein

and Lerner, 2003; Lowenstein et al., 2001; Rick and Loewenstein, 2012). Vasilopoulou and

Wagner (2017) analyzed the impact of fear, anger and enthusiasm on Europeans’ preference

for European integration. They found that fearful individuals prefer renegotiation, while

angry and enthusiastic individuals are less likely to support renegotiation. Fearful individuals

were less likely to support the exit from the European Union; they were more cautious about

the consequence of the exit.

Yan et al. (2020), through the self-identification with a victim and the probability distor-

tions hypotheses, predict that conflicts or threats that negatively affect individuals’ emotions

prompt risk-averse individuals to support any government policy, which tends to reduce the

threat. Fearful(anxious) individuals are risk-averse and more likely to weigh high the proba-

bility of the risk occurring than angry and enthusiastic individuals (see also Koivuranta and

Korhonen, 2021; Tarczynski et al., 2021; Wang and Young, 2020). Fear(anxiety) is associ-

ated with information processing behavior or optimizing behavior. Indeed “anxious citizens

are . . . .more likely to seek out new information and process this carefully” (Vasilopoulou

and Wagner, 2017, p.385), and this information-seeking behavior may cause people to pay

attention to the options provided by opposing parties and their leaders. The influence of

earlier political inclinations is lessened (see Marcus et al., 2019, for the affective intelligence

theory).
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Highly emotional events strongly impact individuals’ policy preferences because they

induce an emotional change and modify people’s perception of risk. For instance, Yan et al.

(2020) shows that fearful individuals are willing to pay insurance to prevent further loss due

to the terrorist attack after 9/11 in the US and are more likely to support government policy.

In contrast, angry individuals refuse to do so. Likewise, Perlaviciute et al. (2017) argue that

individuals exposed to the earthquakes caused by the gas production in the province of

Groningen in the Netherlands felt a stronger negative emotion, a higher risk assessment, and

preferred the end of the gas production. In the same vein, Pepin-Neff and Wynter (2018)

found that reducing the fear of sharks by reducing the perception of sharks as a threat

shifted the policy preference of individuals in Australia, who became less likely to support

the government’s lethal policy response to shark bites, and more supportive of the “save the

shark’ movement.

In this study, the leadership in power and the opposing leadership have opposing policies,

political views, and arguments. The study, therefore, provides evidence of the challenging

dimension of authoritarian political institutions and democratic/liberal institutions in times

of conflict.

Finally, the paper contributes to the political economy of conflicts and political psychol-

ogy by providing a causal impact of conflicts on economic outcomes and political institu-

tions, using a quasi-experimental analysis and micro-level data (Blattman and Miguel, 2010;

Vasilopoulos et al., 2022). This paper uses a spatial difference-in-difference to account for

the non-random distribution of conflicts within regions. We, therefore, address the empir-

ical concerns in the field by providing a causal relationship between conflict and political

behavior, with the moderating effect of emotion.
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2 Conceptual Framework

The preference shift hypothesis constitutes the conceptual foundation of this study. Studies

in political psychology provide ample evidence of a preference/behavioral shift in the face of

an “unanticipated danger”(Vasilopoulos et al., 2019b; Marcus et al., 2019) More specifically,

people are more prone to exhibit a preference for a different behavior, approach, or attitude

in the aftermath of conflict or when conflict is imminent. This preference-shifting functions

as a coping mechanism, allowing people to better deal with the overall ramifications of the

conflict situation in question(Sweeny, 2008).

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework

Notes: (1) The conceptual argument is that voters observe the outcome of the leadership and decide whether
to punish them or not. The outcome is either peace (or end of conflict) or conflict (onset or continuation).
(2) Conflict signals a leadership failure, pushing voters to seek alternative leadership or political institutions.
(3) Fear, because it induces risk-aversion, calls for cautiousness to avoid the aftermath of regime change
(political instability).

Figure 1 summarizes the conceptual framework underlying our analysis. First, conflict

induces a preference shift with respect to political institutions. Citizens pay attention to the

ability of their leadership to avert conflict and provide them with more safety and security

(Laustsen, 2021). Therefore, citizens’ response to conflict is to support political institutions

that could secure these public goods for them.

Second, the occurrence and/or continuation of conflict might be associated with the cur-

rent regime’s weakness, state failure, and lower capability to handle or prevent the conflicts

(Silve and Verdier, 2018). Citizens (the principal) only observe the outcome of the leadership
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on power(agent) and cannot observe the quality of choice made and whether the leadership

is good or bad (Downs and Rocke, 1994). Voters only observe either peace or conflict; end of

conflict or continuation of the conflict. Therefore, the leadership is evaluated based on these

outcomes. Removal from office or power (or shift in preference or support) is the punishment

for failure to prevent conflict or to end a harmful conflict.

Seeking alternative institutions signifies a loss of trust(loyalty) in the current institutions.

The legacy of conflicts is a preference for authoritarian institutions (in the form of aggressive

and military responses, a strong and dominant leader with conservative policies, etc...) in

a democratic regime. In an authoritarian regime, citizens prefer more liberal reforms, more

freedom and liberty, and negotiation or defense policies instead of deterrence or offensive

policies.

Third, fear(emotion) does alter the preference shift. Indeed, depending on each regime-

type frightening issue, fearful citizens are less likely to shift their political preferences. The

reason is that fearful citizens are risk-averse(Kahneman and Tversky, 1979), more cautious,

and information-seekers. They weigh high the probability of risk due to a regime change.

A regime change is risky and uncertain. In times of conflict, a regime change could worsen

the situation and increase the cost of conflicts. Being cautious means avoiding the risk of

worsening the situation through a regime change. When conflict context induces people, on

average, to seek alternative leadership, fearful people do not follow the trend and shift their

preference for alternative choice as opposed to the average people’s choice.

This study tests two keys hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Conflict induces a regime-shifting preference: Laustsen (2021) find that con-

flicts boost citizens to prefer dominant leadership as they seek a punitive, military response.

In a conflict-affected context, and unlike democratic regimes, where voters are more likely to

endorse authoritarian leadership and policies, voters in developing or hybrid/authoritarian

regimes are more likely to support democratic institutions and governments. Although stud-

ies are lacking in an authoritarian regime, the Index (2021)’s report states that citizens in
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hybrid/authoritarian regimes are more likely to endorse democratic institutions.

Hypothesis 2: Fear decreases the impact of conflict on preference for regime-shifting.

Vasilopoulos et al. (2022) find that fearful people are more likely to set aside their dis-

trust toward their governments and increase their loyalty to their current leadership. Fear

moderates in an opposite way, the relationship between governmental trust and support for

their authoritarian policies during “unusual threatening events”. In the presence of terror-

ist threats, fearful individuals are warier about the “increased risk and turn to isolation-

ism”(Vasilopoulou and Wagner, 2017, p.384). Fear induces an information seeking-behavior,

that might weaken their prior preferences (Marcus et al., 2019).

3 Empirical Methodology

3.1 Data

To analyze the impact of conflict on preference for authoritarianism, we geographically

matched data from Afrobarometer (round 7) (BenYishay et al., 2017) and ACLED data.

The Afrobarometer data provides individual-level information, political behavior and atti-

tude, and their geographical localization. The smaller geographical unit is the province. The

merged data includes information for 30 countries1, split into two sub-sample of democratic

and hybrid/authoritarian countries using the Democratic Index classification (Index, 2021).

Five categories measure democracy in the Democracy Index classification: “electoral

process and pluralism”, “functioning of government”, “political participation”, “political

culture”, and “civil liberties”. Thus, Full democracies are countries with civil liberties, po-

litical freedom, and reinforcement of political culture. Flawed democracies2 have fair and free

elections and basic civil liberties, though there are some issues such as minor suppression of

1Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Cape Verde, Cote D’Ivoire, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Kenya,
Lesotho, Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone,
South Africa, Sudan, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Tunisia, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe

2These countries represent 23.05% of African population: Capo Verde, Ghana, Lesotho, Namibia, South
Africa, Senegal, and Tunisia.
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political oppositions and critics, and low media freedom; on the other hand, Hybrid regimes

have regular electoral frauds, unfair and no free democracies and Authoritarian regime pro-

hibits political pluralism. The index score ranges from 0 to 10. Scores between 8 and 10

indicate full democracy, 6-7.99 represent flawed democracy, 4-5.99 reflect hybrid regimes,

and 0–3.99 signify authoritarianism. In this study, we coded 0 for flawed/full democracy

and 1 for a hybrid/authoritarian system (0–5.99). (6-10). According to these statistics, just

45.7% of the world’s population in 2021 resided in democracies, a considerable drop from

49.4% in 2020. While 37.1% of the world’s population reside in countries with authoritarian

governments(Index, 2021).

Finally, we used data from the Armed Conflict Location Event Data Project (ACLED) for

conflict locations in Sub-Saharan Africa. The Data contains information on all documented

political violence and protest occurrences, including dates, actors, places, fatalities, and

categories. This study focused on battles, explosions/remote violence, riots, and violence

against civilians, and their location and date of occurrence.

We extracted seven variables measuring voters’ preference for their political institutions.

We used the interaction between the distance to the conflict area (50km) and the interview

day after the first conflict as the independent variable. The dependent variable measures

the voters’ preference for authoritarian policies or leadership. In addition, we use fear as

a moderator of the relationship between conflict and voters’ preferences. Fear captures the

effect of individuals’ disposition on their decision-making in times of conflict.

The main dependent variable, the main issue that captures institutional constraint and

elite competition for the presidency, is (i) the unlimited presidential term and is measured

in the Afrobarometer survey as follows: “Question: Which of the following statements is

closest to your view? Choose Statement 1 or Statement 2 Statement 1: The Constitution

should limit the president to serving a maximum of two terms in office. Statement 2: There

should be no constitutional limit on how long the president can serve.”
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The other dependent variables measure the differences in democratic versus authoritar-

ian political institutions. There are elections, presidential accountability (either before the

citizens or the parliament), and the ruling party type (one party or military rule):

(ii) Choose leaders through elections vs other methods: “Question: Which of the following

statements is closest to your view? Choose Statement 1 or Statement 2. Statement 1:

We should choose our leaders in this country through regular, open and honest elections.

Statement 2: Since elections sometimes produce bad results, we should adopt other methods

for choosing this country’s leaders.”

(iii) Government gets things done vs Government accountable to citizens: “Question:

Which of the following statements is closest to your view? Choose Statement 1 or Statement

2. Statement 1: It is more important to have a government that can get things done, even if

we have no influence over what it does. Statement 2: It is more important for citizens to be

able to hold government accountable, even if that means it makes decisions more slowly.”

(iv) President monitored by parliament vs free to act on own: “Choose Statement 1 or

Statement 2 Statement 1: Parliament should ensure that the President explains to it on a

regular basis how his government spends taxpayers’ money. Statement 2: The President

should be able to devote his full attention to developing the country rather than wasting time

justifying his actions.”

(v) President free to act vs obey the laws and courts: “Which of the following statements

is closest to your view? Choose Statement 1 or Statement 2. Statement 1: Since the Presi-

dent was elected to lead the country, he should not be bound by laws or court decisions that

he thinks are wrong. Statement 2: The President must always obey the laws and the courts,

even if he thinks they are wrong.”

These dependent variables are a 5-point Liker-scale: from 1 “Agree very strongly with

statement 1”2 “Agree with statement 1”3 “Agree with statement 2”4 “Agree very strongly

with statement 2”5 “Agree with neither”. We coded 1 for answers 3 and 4 for authoritari-

anism and zero for answers 1, 2, and 5 for No-authoritarianism or democratic.
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(vi) Reject one-party rule: “Question: There are many ways to govern a country. Would

you disapprove or approve of the following alternatives: Only one political party is allowed

to stand for election and hold office?”

(vii) Reject military rule:“Question: There are many ways to govern a country. Would

you disapprove or approve of the following alternatives: The army comes in to govern the

country?”1 “Strongly disapprove”2 “Disapprove”3 “Neither approve nor disapprove”4 “Ap-

prove”5 “Strongly approve”.

The dependent variables range from 1 “Strongly disapprove”2 “Disapprove”3 “Neither

approve nor disapprove”4 “Approve”5 “Strongly approve”. We coded 1 for answers 4 and 5

for authoritarianism and zero for answers 1, 2, and 3 for No authoritarianism or democratic.

The independent variable is the exposure to conflict. The paper uses geographical co-

ordinates to locate individuals in the country and identify individuals directly exposed to

conflicts (spatial treated individuals) and indirectly exposed individuals (spatial controlled

individuals). Knutsen et al. (2017, p.328) identified the treatment arms within 50km of the

buffer zone and argued that “50 km cutoff distance is, admittedly, somewhat agnostic, but

it seems appropriate considering practical commuting distances in the African context and

balances potential attenuation biases that may ensue from too short and too long distances”.

This paper uses 50km and exploits the timing of the first conflict to identify respondents

who were temporally near at least one attack at the time of the survey.

The independent variable (the interaction Distance-Time) captures the exposure to con-

flict: the Distance variable identifies individuals located 50km around a terrorist attack zone.

The Post-conflict captures whether a given respondent was interviewed after the attack; the

difference between the survey day and the attack day gives positive numbers for survey dates

after the attacks (coded 1) and negative numbers for days before the attack (coded 0).

Table 1 presents the merged data containing more than 35,000 respondents, of which 68

percent were interviewed after the first conflict in their area, and 57 percent were located

within 50km of the conflict location. In addition, 19.51 percent were directly exposed to
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics

Notes: (1) We restricted our data to four (4) types of violence: battles, explosions/remote violence, riots,
and violence against civilians. (2) 19.51 percent were directly exposed to battles, 1.42 percent to explo-
sions/remote violence, 43.40 percent to riots, and 35.67 percent to violence against civilians. Riots and
violence against civilians are the events that affect most of the respondents in Africa (80 percent).

battles, 1.42 percent to explosions/remote violence, 43.40 percent to riots, and 35.67 percent

to violence against civilians. Riots and violence against civilians are the events that affect

most of the respondents in Africa (80 percent).

On average, 70 percent of respondents reject authoritarian political institutions, against

30 percent who endorse authoritarianism(seven countries out of 30). This trend reflects the

Index (2021)’s report. However, in a hybrid/authoritarian regime, citizens prefer democracy,

although 74 percent of respondents endorse a president as free to act without being bound

by law.
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Figure 2: Political Regime in Africa.
Notes: Most African countries are authoritarian/hybrid regimes. The average score for Africa is below 6,
making Africa an authoritarian/hybrid regime.

The moderating variable is fear. We used fear as the moderating variable of the rela-

tionship between exposure to conflict and preference. Unlike most studies, fears are not

induced by the threat as in laboratory studies, but self-reported (Laustsen and Petersen,

2017). Respondents self-report their fears about different political events, such as reporting

corruption (69.7 percent), political violence(51.5 percent), crime in their neighborhood (33.3

percent), violence during a political event(32.1 percent), violence in their neighborhood (32

percent) and fear of violence during a public protest(28 percent). Thus, retaliation after re-

porting corruption and political violence are the major events that induce higher fear among

respondents.
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This study focuses on the moderating effect of fear of reporting corruption as the main

finding because corruption is a major problem in developing societies. Voter’s preference for

a particular regime may be strongly affected by how they evaluate their current regime’s

ability to fight corruption(Carothers, 2022) and how much fear they display when reporting

corrupted bureaucrats. The other type of fear is used for robustness checks.

The variable Conservatism (26 percent) captures the opinion of individuals endorsing

the idea that children should be physically disciplined and wives be beaten, so-call social

conservatism (see Johnston and Wronski, 2015, for their work that distinguish the type of

conservatism based on issues). Marcus et al. (2019) used a similar measure of conservatism in

their previous studies. For a robustness check, this study investigates ideology’s moderating

effect on regime preference.

3.2 Empirical Model

Providing causal inference of the impact of conflicts on political and economic outcomes is a

big concern for political economists (Blattman and Miguel, 2010; Verwimp et al., 2019) and

political psychologists (Vasilopoulos et al., 2022).

In line with this empirical concern, this paper designs a natural experiment using a

spatial-temporal estimation approach known as the spatial-temporal difference-in-difference.

Indeed, the paper exploits respondents’ spatial and temporal proximity to conflicts to address

the issue of selection bias and endogeneity by setting up a quasi-experiment design (Isaksson

and Kotsadam, 2018; Knutsen et al., 2017; Chung and Rhee, 2022). Since specific people

and sub-national areas with particular characteristics may be the targets of conflicts, the

distribution of conflicts within countries is not random. Consequently, it is difficult to infer

a causal relationship between conflict and individual political preference from a simple mean

comparison between those close to a region or area of conflict and those far from the conflict

zone. Therefore, by exploiting the random distribution of individuals around the conflict

date, this study can provide an exogenous measure of conflict exposure that captures time
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trends and region specificity.

The study conducts separate analyses in both regime types and captures voters’ post-

conflict behavior in each political institution based on their level of democratization.

In addition, we conducted a triple spatial difference–in–difference to account for the

moderating effect of voters’ emotions on respondents’ regime-shifting preference in times of

conflict. Considering the spatial and temporal distance of the respondents to the conflict’s

locations, the spatial-temporal difference-in-difference model is as follows:

Regime-Shiftingirjt = β0 + β1Post − conflictirjt + β2Distanceirjt + β3fearirjt + β4Post −

conflictirjt ×Distanceirjt + β5Post− conflictirjt × fearirjt + β6Distanceirjt × fearirjt +

β7Post− conflictirjt ×Distanceirjt × fearirjt + βikXikjt + γt + δj + εit

The dependent variable, Regime-Shifting, measures the self-reported support for alterna-

tive regimes (authoritarian vs democratic institutions) for individual (i) in a political regime

(r) and region (j) at a time (t). The regime-shifting measures whether a given city in a

particular regime prefers the current regime or shifts its preference for an alternative regime

as a consequence of conflicts. For instance, in a democratic regime, a voter who prefers

democratic institutions is expected to adhere to democratic political institutions and reject

authoritarian political institutions. In order to facilitate the interpretation of the results, the

dependent variable is coded 1 for preference for authoritarian political institutions, which

should be preferred or not by citizens in different political regimes. Therefore, in the case of

preference for democratic institutions in a democratic regime, the regime-shifting preference

outcome will be negatively related to conflicts for no preference shift, while a preference shift

will be positively associated with conflict onset. The opposing pattern is expected to hold

in an authoritarian regime.

The fixed effects, γt and δj, account for years and region fixed effects, rule out potential

unobserved variables that vary across time and region, and might confound the relationship

between exposure to conflict and voters’ political behavior.
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The coefficient (β4) measures the average or direct effect of exposure to conflict on voters’

regime-shifting preference. The coefficient is expected to be positive in a democratic regime,

meaning that citizens in a democratic regime prefer authoritarian political institutions. In

contrast, we expect a negative coefficient in an authoritarian regime, where conflict induces

a regime-shifting preference.

The coefficient (β7) measures the moderating effect of fear. Fear is expected to affect

the relationship between conflicts and regime-shifting preference in an opposite way and

decreases the effect of conflict on the likelihood of regime change (Vasilopoulos et al., 2022).

In a democratic regime, we expect the coefficient of fear to be negative (as the coefficient of

conflict is positive). We expect a positive coefficient in an authoritarian regime for the same

reason.

Finally, the sum (β4+β7) measures the total effect of conflict on voters’ preference for

authoritarianism, accounting for the effect of emotion. A smaller sum (β4+β7) compared to

(β3) means a decreasing effect of conflict on preference for the regime-shifting as a result of

fear.

The coefficients are estimated using the Limited Probability(LPM-OLS estimation) con-

sistent quasi-experiment model (Caudill et al., 1988; Deke, 2014). The standard errors are

clustered using the region level for accounting for potential spatial correlation in the error

term (see Adhvaryu et al., 2021).

The paper conducts different robustness checks. The following section presents the key

findings of this article.

4 Empirical Results & Discussion

4.1 Results

Table 2 presents the findings of this study and provides empirical evidence of a regime-

shifting preference in a conflict-affected context. Equation 1 presents the main results with
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the moderating effect of fear. The key idea of this study is that conflict drives a regime-

shifting preference, while fear reduces the effect of conflict on an individual’s likelihood to

support an alternative regime.

Table 2: Impact of conflict on regime-shifting preference, with the moderating effect of fear.
(1) The control variables include age, education level, employment status, gender, and institutional performance (President,
Member of the parliament, the elected local government, the traditional leaders, and the mayor). (2) Equations 2-7 use other
political institutions for robustness checks, proving that conflicts boost voters to prefer alternative political institutions. Fear
of reporting corruption is the most fearful event ever experienced by respondents. (3) The regression in all models used an OLS
estimator. The results are robust and consistent when I use logistic regression.

First, focusing the analysis on the democratic regime in sub-Saharan Africa (Panel A),

the paper finds that conflict pushes citizens in democratic regimes to look for authoritarian

leadership and policies. In panel A, citizens in the democratic regime are more likely to

endorse authoritarian ideas, leadership, and policies. Indeed, for the statistically significant

issues, the coefficients are positive.

For instance, respondents in democratic regimes endorse having an unlimited presiden-
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tial term (+16.84 percent) and not having the parliament scrutinize the president’s actions

(+15.23 percent). These findings suggest that conflict boosts respondents to support no

executive constraint to the president and no elite competition for the president position. In

addition, they prefer the president be free to act without being controlled by the parliament,

and the presidential term should not be limited in time.

These findings are similar to the mainstream view in political psychology and support

the adaptive followership of Laustsen (2021) in a democratic regime. The mainstream view

supports that citizens exposed to conflict expect an aggressive response to the conflict. They

believe that strong leadership is necessary to end or win the conflict (Laustsen et al., 2015;

Laustsen and Petersen, 2017; Laustsen, 2021; Vasilopoulos et al., 2018, 2019a, 2022). Addi-

tionally, the democratic Index (2021)’s report claim that frustration with western democra-

cies pushes citizens in democratic countries to seek an alternative regime. Therefore, citizens

in democratic regimes shift their preference for authoritarian leadership and policies in times

of conflict.

Second, citizens in authoritarian regimes prefer democratic institutions when they experi-

ence conflict (Panel B). In panel B, the coefficient estimate is negative for all the institutions

with statistically significant coefficients. These findings suggest that individuals exposed

to authoritarian/hybrid regimes are less likely to support an unlimited presidential term (-

9.82 percent), one party ruling their country (-5.63 percent), and the government not being

accountable for their actions (-7.64 percent). Here again, we find a shift in preference for

democratic political institutions in the authoritarian regime as a consequence of conflict.

Citizens in developing democracies are well-placed to know the negative effect of au-

thoritarianism. Indeed, conflicts have always been associated with strong leadership and

authoritarianism in developing democracies that deny fair elite competition to the presi-

dency and are known to hold unfair election that leads to electoral violence Blattman and

Miguel (2010). Voters in developing countries could then connect, cognitively, the occurrence

of conflicts or risk of threat with “hybrid/authoritarian regimes”in which 76.95 percent of
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African reside (Unit, 2016; Index, 2021, for Democracy Index classification of 167 countries).

In panel C, we use the full sample of African countries. Africa is an authoritarian regime

with an average score of around 4. The result in the full sample is similar to the findings

in the sub-sample of authoritarian countries. The results are then consistent for an author-

itarian regime. The findings suggest that, on average, Africans are less likely to support

authoritarian leadership and institutions due to conflict. There is a clear political regime-

shifting preference among citizens in Africa. This result is also consistent with the data

analysis where 76 percent of citizens live in an authoritarian regime in Africa, with around

70 percent of Africans who prefer a democratic regime over their current political institu-

tions. Combining these data with the long history of conflict in Africa, we better understand

the respondent preference shift in light of our findings.

Third, fear decreases the impact of conflicts on voters’ preference for authoritarian po-

litical institutions in times of conflict (Panel A). Indeed, as suggested by Vasilopoulos et al.

(2022), fear induces a preference shift for political institutions and policies due to the threat.

In our study, fear affects the relationship conflict-preference for the current regime in an

opposite way. In a democratic regime, fear is statistically significant (5 percent level) and

negative for parliament control over the president’s actions and one party ruling the country

(10 percent level of significance). Fearful respondents are 17.16 percent less likely to adhere

to the idea of having a president not controlled by the parliament and 18.05 percent less

likely to support one party ruling in a conflict context. Experiencing fear boosts respondents

to reject one party of power. This interactive coefficient(moderating effect) has an opposing

effect on preference, reducing the impact of conflict on preference for the current regime.

The same pattern is observed for respondents in a hybrid/authoritarian regime (Panel

B). While conflict negatively affects voters’ preference for authoritarian institutions, fear de-

creases the impact of conflicts on their preference for the alternative regime. Fearful citizens

are 9.35 percent more likely to endorse an unlimited presidential term, 6.23 percent more

likely to adhere to one party ruling the country, and 6.99 percent chance to support a leader-
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ship not accountable before the citizens for their actions. We observe the same pattern when

we use the entire sample of African countries. Fear induces a shifting preference as suggested

by previous studies Marcus et al. (2019); Pepin-Neff and Wynter (2018); Vasilopoulos et al.

(2022).

In sum, while conflict induces a preference shift, fear decreases voters’ likelihood of shift-

ing preference.

4.2 Discussion

Combining the results from the Democratic regime (Panel A) and hybrid/authoritarian

regime (Panel B) and the full sample of African countries (Panel C), we find that conflict

drives citizens to shift their preference for alternative political institutions. Moreover, fear

decreases the relationship between conflict and preference for an alternative political insti-

tution.

The argument proposed in the article is that voters care more about the efficiency of

policies implemented during crises. The success or failure of these policies is then asso-

ciated with regime failure. The regime failure induces a loss of trust(loyalty) in current

institutions and leadership and disrupts the social contract between the citizens and their

leaders(Verwimp, 2003). As a result, people no longer identify with the current regime and

seek by all means (riots, public protests, rebellion, or election) an alternative government

with alternative policies and strategies.

Since the fear variable used in this study is fear of reporting corruption, increasing loy-

alty to the current regime among fearful citizens may have a different explanation in each

regime. Carothers (2022) finds that the support for authoritarian leaders is sometimes jus-

tified by the fact that they are known for effectively battling corruption. Therefore, one

can conclude that the citizens expect the ruling elite to constrain the bureaucracy and the

local government(Moustafa, 2014), particularly in times of threat where the leadership needs

citizens’ loyalty for successful policy implementation. This paper adds that the fear of repres-
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sion drives citizens’ loyalty to the current regime by the ruling elite. Furthermore, studies

show that authoritarian regime uses threat and oppression to maintain voters’ loyalty (Ver-

wimp, 2003). In a democratic regime, the rejection of authoritarian policies and institutions

among fearful citizens might be explained by the fear of political instability, worsening the

existing situation. Sub-Saharan Africa has a long history of political instability and con-

flicts; therefore, previous studies on emotions suggest that fearful citizens are wary about

the consequence of a regime shift and the high risk inherent to change(Marcus et al., 2019;

Vasilopoulos et al., 2019a).

We also investigate the role played by ideology on individual post-conflict preference for

authoritarianism (see appendix). Previous studies find a liberal shift toward support for more

authoritarianism. This article finds both a liberal shift and a conservative shift depending

on the issues in democratic and authoritarian regimes. These findings are consistent with

the conservative-shift hypothesis (see Johnston and Wronski, 2015).

Johnston and Wronski (2015) divided issues into hard and easy issues and showed that

depending on the type of issues, an individual might have a more or less conservative/liberal

view. The “normal voting behavior”or the partisan loyalty approach may depend on the

type of issue to be voted on in the conflict-affected context.

Toward a regime-shifting preference

In Panel A, B, and C, we observe that in both democratic and hybrid/authoritarian

regimes, there is one political institution ”limiting the presidential term”, which is statisti-

cally significant.

The central role played by the presidential term in democracy is provided by Hartmann

(2022). Hartmann (2022) finds that a “limited presidential term”serves as both an insti-

tutionalization of executive constraints and a foundation for elite political competition and

access to the presidency. Therefore, the ”limited presidential term” is a good measure of

regime type. First, constraining the executive motivates a will to respect the rule of law and

to be accountable to citizens. Indeed, since the president can be prosecuted and jailed for
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bad governance after the presidential term, we can expect good governance from the exec-

utive. Also, they might not be reelected if they don’t behave properly, known as electoral

accountability. Second, promoting political competition for the presidency enables citizens’

high participation in political engagement(De Juan and Pierskalla, 2016).

Therefore, the “limited presidential term”better measures the regime type. While the

presidential term limitation is promoted and effective in democratic regimes, it is denied and

removed or constantly modified in authoritarian/hybrid regimes’ constitutions (Hartmann,

2022). Therefore, the regime-shifting preference is strong and consistent when observing the

same institutions in both regimes for more realistic comparative analysis. The findings in

panels A-B and column 1 show that citizens in democratic regimes are induced by conflict to

reject the ”limited presidential term”. In contrast, citizens in authoritarian/hybrid regimes

support the ”limited presidential term” in the same conflict context.

Citizens exposed to conflicts in democratic regimes were 17 percent more likely to ad-

here to an unlimited presidential term and 10 percent less likely to support it when fear-

ful(although the coefficient is not statistically significant). In a hybrid/authoritarian regime,

conflict boosts citizens to endorse a limited presidential term and reject an unlimited one

(around -10%). In contrast, fearful citizens reject the limited presidential term and support

an unlimited presidential term(with around a 9% chance).

The regime-shifting preference hypothesis suggests that any time citizens lose trust in

their current regime or institutions’ ability to respond adequately to the threat or conflicts,

they will look for a government leadership that can handle it. However, they feel fearful,

become wary about the consequence of political instability, and are less likely to shift their

preference in a conflict context. Fearful citizens rather support the current regime, although

they are not performing well in tackling the source of conflicts or threats.

The mitigating effect of fear on voters’ regime-shifting preference in times of conflict

posits a real threat to citizens’ rights and freedom. Indeed, the different regimes could use

fear to maintain the status quo and protect their regime from regime change. The preference
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for an alternative regime pressures the authoritarian regime’s stability. Therefore, using fear,

repression, and oppression could be the best response for the current leadership who seek to

remain or increase their power(Verwimp, 2003). Verwimp (2003) showed that the genocide

in Rwanda in 1994 was the political response of the current leadership, who lost the citizens’

loyalty due to the economic crisis (drop in the coffee’s price).

Implication for the Political Economy of Conflict

The political institutions analyzed in this study are democratic or liberal, and authoritar-

ian political institutions. Each regime differs in whether the power is diffuse or concentrated

under the hand of one (tyranny) or a leader with some bureaucratic elites (Boix, 2009).

When analyzed from the political economy perspective, this study has implications for

public policy and economic development. The analysis of conflict helps us understand the

elite struggle to control the scarce resource and increase their power (Garfinkel and Skaper-

das, 2008; Kolmar, 2005). This struggle could have an adverse impact on policy continuity

and long-term economic development.

Conflict, voters, and institutional building. The findings of this study suggest that con-

flict contributes to political institution building through voters’ preferences and behavioral

change in times of conflict. Conflict or the risk of disputes predicts the institutional choice

and the nature of the regime change (Aguirre, 2016). Aguirre (2016) argued that conflict

could produce institutions where power is concentrated in elite hands. Thus, more elitist,

authoritarian leadership could emerge due to conflicts. Silve and Verdier (2018), in a com-

parative regional conflict theory, argue that, although conflicts could have an adverse effect

on the quality of institutions, conflict could induce and improve the creation of new and

good political institutions as a means to mitigate the impact of conflicts. Therefore, con-

flict could facilitate democratization or promote authoritarianism, e.g. conflicts can lower or

raise executive constraints. Our findings suggest that democracy is at risk in times of con-

flict in democratic regimes, while there is hope for democratization in authoritarian regimes.

Conflict is either a risk or an opportunity for building up good institutions.
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Political institutions and economic growth. Alongside the literature on the impact of

political institutions on economic growth (Adam et al., 2011; Alexandre et al., 2022; Co-

lagrossi et al., 2020; Przeworski and Limongi, 1993; Sima and Huang, 2023), the paper

provides a causal mechanism explaining the impact of conflict on long-term economic devel-

opment through a change in political institutions. The article predicts that conflict could

improve or deter economic growth through its implications on institutional choice and regime

change. Indeed, while most studies find that democracy is good for economic growth, Prze-

worski and Limongi (1993) and Sima and Huang (2023) argue that countries with a lower

level of democracy are associated with economic growth. The underlying idea is that the

impact of political institutions and elites on economic growth depends on the level of de-

velopment(Boschini, 2006). We believe that, although there is no clear consensus on which

regime is pro-growth, our findings suggest that the conflict will disrupt economic growth in

democratic countries where liberal reforms are needed and slow down economic development

in authoritarian/hybrid regimes, where a need for less democracy might be required at an

early stage of development. Policies should be customized to fit each country’s context.
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5 Conclusion

This paper has presented the legacy of conflict on voters’ preference for political institutions,

using a comparative analysis. To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to analyze

the citizens’ preference shifts in times of conflict in democratic and authoritarian regimes.

By using the same data from African countries and dividing the sample into two sub-samples

of democratic and authoritarian regimes, this comparative analysis provides a unique setting

to analyze in a more systematic and consistent way the citizens’ political preferences when

they are exposed to conflict.

The study of voters’ preference shift in conflict-affected context is crucial, although few

studies attempted to investigate this preference in the non-democratic regime, especially in

Africa (Harding and Nwokolo, 2022), as compared with the abundant studies in democratic

countries. This study combined literature from the political economy of conflicts (Verwimp

et al., 2019; Verwimp, 2003; Blattman, 2022) and the political psychology(Laustsen, 2021;

Vasilopoulos et al., 2019a) to investigate the political and economic legacies of conflict in

both democratic and authoritarian regimes in Africa. The empirical findings show that the

voters’ behavior in times of conflict is similar across regimes: they shift their preference

for alternative political institutions as a consequence of conflict. For instance, citizens in

democratic regimes shift their preference for authoritarian political institutions, whereas

voters in authoritarian regimes do prefer democratic political institutions in times of conflict.

These results have important implications. While conflict put democracy at risk in demo-

cratic regimes (Merolla and Zechmeister, 2009a; Laustsen, 2021), it creates an opportunity

for democratization in authoritarian political regimes. The reasons behind this preference

shift lie in voters’ expectations or preferences when they elect a political leader. One of the

citizens’ preferences is safety and security. The onset or continuation of conflict reveals a

state failure and the current leadership’s incapacity to efficiently prevent or end a conflict.

In addition, this study finds that fear reduces the impact of conflict on preference shift,

maintaining a status quo. Fearful citizens do not shift their preference for alternative political
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regimes in times of conflict. The reason is that fear is associated with risk aversion, and

cautiousness. Therefore, a regime shift in times of conflict might be seen as too risky for

fearful citizens who will prefer the status quo to political instability. Another plausible

explanation might be a fear of repression by the current elite. The implication of this finding

is that the current leadership could use fear to maintain or increase their power when their

regime is at risk. Therefore, citizens’ liberties and freedom in times of conflict might be

limited or restricted, whether they want it or not.

The paper offers theoretical and empirical contributions to the field of political psychol-

ogy and the political economy of conflict literature. Theoretically, the article offers the

regime-shifting preference hypothesis as a legacy of conflict. It helps us to understand that

conflict negatively affects the stability of the current regime (democratic or authoritarian).

Therefore, by affecting voters’ preferences, conflict could either deter democracy in demo-

cratic regimes or be an opportunity for democratization in authoritarian regimes as citizens

seek alternative regimes. Fear, because inducing risk-aversion, pushes citizens to avoid a

regime change in a conflict context, therefore, reducing the effect of conflict on preference for

alternative regimes. Second, empirically, this paper designs a natural experiment using a spa-

tial difference-in-difference for causal inference with high external validity and complements

laboratory experiment studies widely used in the field.

As with any study, there is still much work to be done despite the arguments presented

in this one helping to elucidate the role conflicts play in influencing voters’ preference for au-

thoritarianism. The primary motivation for alternative regimes in a conflict-affected context

appears to be the loss of regime trust or loyalty. However, less is known about whether voters

are able to turn their preference into regime change or how the leadership will respond to

this change in preference. Therefore, researchers should examine the causal mechanisms un-

derpinning the choice of alternative regimes and the current leadership’s strategic behavioral

response in a conflict-affected context.
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Alexandre, F., Bação, P., and José, F. (2022). The political economy of productivity growth. European
Journal of Political Economy, 75(102185).

BenYishay, A., Rotberg, R., Wells, J., Lv, Z., Goodman, S., Kovacevic, L., and Runfola, D. (2017). Geocod-
ing Afrobarometer Rounds 1-6: Methodology & Data Quality. AidData.

Blattman, C. (2009). From violence to voting: War and political participation in uganda. American political
Science review, 103(2):231–247.

Blattman, C. (2022). Why We Fight: The Roots of War and the Paths to Peace. Penguin Publishing Group.
Blattman, C. and Miguel, E. (2010). Civil war. Journal of Economic literature, 48(1):3–57.
Boix, C. (2009). Authoritarian regimes and political institutions. The Political Economy of Democracy,

Fundacion BBVA.
Bonanno, G. A. and Jost, J. T. (2006). Conservative shift among high-exposure survivors of the september

11th terrorist attacks. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 28(4):311–323.
Boschini, A. D. (2006). The political economy of industrialisation. European Journal of Political Economy,

22(4):887–907.
Carothers, C. (2022). Taking authoritarian anti-corruption reform seriously. Perspectives on Politics,

20(1):69–85.
Caudill, S. B. et al. (1988). An advantage of the linear probability model over probit or logit. Oxford Bulletin

of Economics and Statistics, 50(4):425–427.
Chung, E. and Rhee, I. (2022). Disasters and intergroup peace in sub-Saharan Africa. Journal of Peace

Research, 59(1):58–72.
Colagrossi, M., Rossignoli, D., and Maggioni, M. A. (2020). Does democracy cause growth ? A meta-analysis

( of 2000 regressions ). European Journal of Political Economy, 61(November 2019):101824.
Collier, P. and Duponchel, M. (2012). The Economic Legacy of Civil War: Firm Level Evidence from Sierra

Leone.
De Juan, A. and Pierskalla, J. H. (2016). Civil war violence and political trust: Microlevel evidence from

Nepal. Conflict Management and Peace Science, 33(1):67–88.
Deke, J. (2014). Using the Linear Probability Model to Estimate Impacts on Binary Outcomes in Randomized

Controlled Trials. (December):1–5.
Downs, G. W. and Rocke, D. M. (1994). Conflict, agency, and gambling for resurrection: The principal-agent

problem goes to war. American journal of political science, pages 362–380.
Gadarian, S. K. (2010). The politics of threat: How terrorism news shapes foreign policy attitudes. Journal

of Politics, 72(2):469–483.
Garfinkel, M. and Skaperdas, S. (2008). The political economy of conflict and appropriation. Technical

report, Cambridge University Press.
Harding, R. and Nwokolo, A. (2022). Terrorism, trust, and identity: Evidence from a natural experiment in

nigeria. American Journal of Political Science.
Hartmann, C. (2022). Authoritarian origins of term limit trajectories in Africa. Democratization, 29(1).
Index, D. (2021). the china challenge. Economist Intelligence.
Isaksson, A. S. and Kotsadam, A. (2018). Chinese aid and local corruption. Journal of Public Economics,

159(July 2017):146–159.
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