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Abstract 

Do voters care about anti-democratic behavior by their leaders?  While political pundits and 
academics often hope that they do, there has been little research that tests the effects that specific 
anti-democratic actions have on voters during elections. This is because there are few clear 
instances where violations of democratic norms are so visible to the average voter that one would 
expect it to have an effect; above and beyond traditional predictors of the vote. However, the 
recent elections in Turkey offer a unique opportunity to test the effect that nullifying an entire 
election (an unequivocal violation of democratic norms) has on voters.  We do exactly that with 
a survey of voters following the election re-do. We find that even in such an extraordinary 
circumstance, voters rely on standard voting drivers like partisanship, rather than concern for the 
functioning of democracy itself. Ultimately, our findings have important implications for voting 
in competitive authoritarian regimes, as they fail to show that anti-democratic behavior is 
punished. 
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Introduction 

On June 23, 2019, Istanbul voters handed Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan a 

second electoral defeat in less than three months. This defeat came as Istanbul residents elected 

the main opposition candidate, Ekrem İmamoğlu, from the People’s Republic Party (CHP) to be 

mayor. The incumbent Justice and Development Party (AKP)’s candidate Binali Yıldırım had 

already lost in the first set of elections on March 31. The local elections on March 31 were a 

major disappointment for AKP and President Erdoğan because of their loss of municipal 

governments in several major cities. Yet, the ruling party’s electoral defeats in Istanbul, the 

economic powerhouse of Turkey, and Ankara, the capital, attracted significant attention because 

of AKP’s hitherto long-lasting control of them (McKernan, 2019). AKP conceded power to the 

newly elected local officials in most areas, including Ankara, but not in Istanbul. AKP 

challenged İmamoğlu’s narrow victory and successfully pressured Turkey’s electoral authority, 

the Supreme Electoral Council (YSK), to overturn the Istanbul elections, citing the inclusion of 

non-civil servants in supervisory committees at the polling booths. As a result, on June 23, 

Istanbul residents voted again and gave İmamoğlu a decisive 54% win over Yıldırım (McKernan, 

2019).   

In an increasingly authoritarian context, the ballot box remains one of the last democratic 

mechanisms available to Turkish citizens to express their political preferences. AKP’s repression 

of opposition movements, its severe limitations of freedom of the press, and its politicization of 

state institutions, including the judiciary, have enabled the government to tighten its grip on 

power, particularly since 2010 (Esen and Gümüşçü, 2016). Yet, the electoral process had 

remained mostly competitive, allowing Turkish citizens to exercise their political voice with 
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confidence. The unwillingness of President Erdoğan to concede power in Istanbul and his 

concerted pressure on state institutions to nullify the election threatened Turkish citizens’ sole 

remaining means for democratic participation (Esen and Gümüşçü, 2019).  

The popular narrative surrounding the second election framed İmamoğlu’s win as a sign 

of Turkish citizens’ commitment to democracy (Esen and Gümüşçü, 2019; McKernan, 2019). 

For example, The Economist encouraged Istanbul residents to vote for İmamoğlu by stating that 

“[A]nyone in Istanbul who cares about the survival of democracy in Turkey, including all but the 

most narrow-minded supporters of the ruling AK party, ought to turn out in their millions to vote 

for the rightful mayor” (The Economist, 2019a). On Open Democracy’s website, Kadıoğlu 

highlighted “[T]he inspiring stories of elderly citizens of Istanbul who went out of their ways to 

vote… [which] revealed how the memory of the struggle for democracy could be instrumental in 

the fight for it” (Kadıoğlu, 2019). Similarly, in its coverage of the election outcome, The New 

York Times quoted an analyst highlighting the vote as a sign of democratic resilience (Gall, 

2019). 

However, without systematic evidence to back up these claims, these antidotes may be 

more representative of journalists’ confirmation bias than a groundswell of support for 

democracy itself.  A glance at the electoral tabulations shows that 45% of the voters still chose 

AKP’s Yıldırım, a high percentage given that AKP violated fundamental democratic norms by 

nullifying the first election. Polls show that only 1-2% of the Istanbul electorate shifted their 

votes from Yıldırım to İmamoğlu in the second round (Konda, 2019). Moreover, voter turnout 

for the second election (84.4 %) was similar to the nullified election (83.8 %). Thus, while the 

annulment did not appear to turn citizens off from participating, it appears to have energized only 

a tiny segment of voters in the second round. Ultimately, İmamoğlu’s more decisive victory in 
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June can be explained by the decrease in the number of invalid votes (from 3% in March to 1.7 

% in June), a decrease in AKP turnout (3.7%), and a shift of 1-2 % of votes from Yıldırım to 

İmamoğlu  (Konda, p. 4). These figures call into question the dominant narrative that democracy 

itself was reaffirmed by the actions of the Istanbul electorate.  

Recent work on democratic backsliding and executive takeover suggests a more 

circumspect interpretation of what happened in Istanbul during these two elections than has been 

presented in the popular press. Svolik (2020) shows that in a sharply polarized political context, 

voters are more willing to forgo fair democratic competition in favor of their preferred party and 

an incumbent who stands for their personal interests, even though these politicians subvert 

democracy. While the literature on civic participation and social capital generally assumes that 

the public serves as a check against a non-democratic leader (Almond and Verba, 1963), we 

agree with Svolik (2019, 2020) and McCoy, Rahman, and Somer (2018) that this expectation 

may not be fulfilled in polarized societies because voters are often asked to choose between 

democratic values and partisan interest. The incidents of democratic backsliding in Hungary, 

Turkey, and Venezuela and the continued appeal of Donald Trump after his repeated lies about 

the results of the 2020 presidential election are examples of the triumph of partisan interests over 

concerns about democratic institutions. 

Following Svolik’s (2020) work, we argue that in the Turkish mayoral elections, even 

though the non-democratic candidate of the incumbent party lost the elections in Istanbul, the 

election results were still a function of partisanship rather than a commitment to democratic 

values. We put the popular narrative to the test with a survey administered to Istanbul voters 

shortly after the June election. The survey taps respondents’ concern for democratic functioning 

as well as traditional scholarly predictors of election outcomes, i.e., partisanship and 
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respondents’ thoughts on the state of the economy (Bartels, 2000; Bartkowska and Tiemann, 

2015). The timing of the survey is important because if worries about the erosion of democratic 

principles were the main motivation for Istanbul residents to participate in the elections and vote 

for the opposition candidate, our survey would capture these sentiments after widespread media 

coverage of the damaging democratic consequences of electoral nullification. Our findings, 

however, demonstrate that partisanship, and not concerns for democracy, determined how people 

voted in the second election. This is an important finding as misinterpreting these election results 

as a defense of democracy would lead individuals to believe that Turkey’s democracy is on a 

stronger footing than it really is. Ultimately, our analysis indicates that voters in a competitive 

authoritarian regime, like Turkey, behave similarly to their counterparts in democratic ones. That 

is, partisanship is the primary driver of voting behavior, even when democracy itself is at stake.  

 

The 2019 Local Elections in Turkey 

 Authoritarianism has been on the rise throughout the last decade in Turkey, long before 

the 2019 local elections. Having maintained strong popular support since coming to power in 

2002,  AKP won the highest number of parliamentary seats in five out of six general elections 

and kept its control of the majority of local metropolitan areas and districts until 2019. With a 

strong democratic mandate,  AKP initiated an assertive legal agenda and passed an 

unprecedented number of laws rapidly without much public scrutiny. While AKP promised to 

strengthen individual rights and freedoms against the traditionally strong state with these 

reforms, the party used its democratic mandate to undercut institutions of accountability over 

time (Bermeo, 2016: 11).   
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The first signs of democratic backsliding began in 2004 when the government limited 

freedom of the press by changing the penal code to allow the criminal prosecution of journalists 

(Bermeo, 2016). Over time, regular censorship of media outlets, curtailment of civil liberties, 

especially freedom of expression, and holding unfair elections have demonstrated an alarming 

trend toward further democratic backsliding.  Following a failed coup attempt in July 2016, 

President Erdoğan declared emergency law and purged thousands of military and administrative 

personnel from various governmental bodies.  One year later, while still under emergency law, 

major constitutional amendments were passed in a referendum that changed Turkey’s political 

system from a parliamentary to an executive presidential system with weak checks and balances. 

Since then, democratic backsliding has intensified with unceasing executive control and political 

influence over the judiciary, the continued misuse of terrorism charges to suppress the 

opposition, severe restrictions on the right to assembly, and constant suppression of independent 

media outlets (Human Rights Watch, 2020).  

In addition, the AKP regime polarized the country socially and politically (Somer, 2019). 

The consistent AKP narrative to redefine the society based on Islamic principles and its 

deliberate policies to dominate state institutions polarized the secular circles. With the inability 

of the opposition to unite against the government, AKP deepened the cleavages between these 

pro-secular and religious poles by urging people to choose sides and discourage attempts to find 

a middle ground (Somer, 2019: 52). Erdoğan’s use of sharp rhetoric, asking his supporters to 

interpret political events along these cleavages, solidified the pro and anti-AKP camps (McCoy 

et al., 2018: 32).  

Against this backdrop, local governance has played a crucial role in providing AKP a 

major electoral advantage over the years (Kemahlıoğlu and Özdemir, 2018). Through the control 
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of local municipalities, AKP distributes social policy programs and resources strategically to 

selected neighborhoods based on their potential to generate pro-AKP votes (Kemahlıoğlu and 

Özdemir, 2018). Therefore, controlling municipal districts has been an important pillar of AKP’s 

political support.  

 The 2019 local elections were also important for AKP for economic and political reasons. 

Economically, the country had just entered a recession with the value of the Turkish lira 

weakening by about 30% in one year, producing the worst inflation rate that the country has 

experienced under AKP’s leadership (The Economist, 2019b). The recession threatened AKP’s 

popularity (Esen and Gümüşçü, 2019). If AKP lost local districts to the opposition, its ability to 

deliver social services to the poor or benefits to businesses in a clientelistic manner would 

diminish. Politically, AKP faced a challenge from a unified opposition. Ironically, AKP 

spearheaded an electoral amendment in 2018 allowing parties to unify before general  and 

municipal elections. CHP, the center-left opposition party, appealed to a wider range of the 

ideological spectrum, and allied with IYI Parti (center right), Demokrat Parti (center-right) and 

Saadet Partisi (Islamist), while AKP formed an alliance with the nationalist Milliyetci Hareket 

Partisi (MHP). The Kurdish People’s Democracy Party (HDP) declared its support for CHP 

candidates in several municipalities in western cities of Turkey, giving CHP’s alliance a critical 

advantage in a tight election.  

The combination of economic problems and CHP’s ability to unify a wide range of voters 

from different opposition parties (most importantly the Kurdish votes) threatened AKP’s control 

of major municipalities. When AKP lost the local elections in Istanbul on March 31, President 

Erdoğan refused to accept the results and pressured the Supreme Electoral Council to nullify 
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them. The second election held on June 23, however, delivered AKP a 10-point defeat (44.9 

percent for Yıldırım to 54.2 percent for İmamoğlu), ending its 25-year long control in Istanbul.  

 

Voting Behavior in Competitive Authoritarian Regimes 

 Contested elections are one of the major characteristics that distinguish competitive 

authoritarian regimes from fully authoritarian or single-party regimes. In fully authoritarian 

regimes, elections serve three objectives. First, elections are a signal to potential defectors of the 

strength of the authoritarian regime (Geddes et al., 2018). Second, they provide the leader 

information about the performance of local officials. Low voter turnout, for instance, informs the 

central government that local officials have failed to bring citizens out to vote (Gandhi and Lust-

Okar, 2009). Finally, elections allow the central government to allocate resources to loyal elites 

or use resources to buy loyalty. (Svolik, 2012). Thus, elections are neither fair nor competitive in 

fully authoritarian regimes. 

However, in competitive authoritarian systems elections are competitive, but not fair. 

According to Levitsky and Way (2002), these regimes allow opposition parties to participate in 

the electoral process; yet, the playing field is skewed in favor of incumbents. Governments can 

boost the incumbent parties’ campaigns by resorting to tactics such as limiting the opposition’s 

access to media outlets, using government funds for incumbent campaigns, and harassing 

opponents. The elections themselves do not appear to be fraudulent; yet, they are not fair because 

the government’s opponents are denied equal opportunity to campaign (Bermeo, 2016).  

A major reason Turkey is considered a competitive authoritarian regime is its biased 

electoral process (Esen and Gümüşçü, 2016). While elections are open to opposition parties, the 
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playing field is uneven because the government ensures that contending parties do not have an 

equal chance of winning elections. Primarily, AKP has increased its partisan control over the 

main electoral body, YSK, allowing AKP to weaken or co-opt political rivals and to constrain 

their ability to win elections. For example, the YSK changed the electoral law in 2018 to include 

a provision allowing for interparty alliances. Thus, AKP could join forces with the nationalist 

MHP and form the government after the 2018 elections, which it would not have otherwise been 

able to do on its own (Freedom House, 2019).  Crucially, the YSK refuses to investigate any 

allegations of electoral abuse brought up against AKP (Esen and Gümüşçü, 2016).   

Moreover, AKP sidelines the opposition by limiting their access to media outlets during 

election campaigns. AKP gets significantly more air time on state-owned television, i.e., the 

Turkish Radio and Television Corporation (TRT). TRT allocated 59 hours of coverage to AKP, 5 

hours to CHP, 70 minutes to MHP, and only 18 minutes to the Kurdish Party, HDP before the 

2015 parliamentary elections (Sayarı, 2016). A month before the local elections in March 2019,  

the AKP-MHP alliance received over 53 hours of positive coverage while the opposing alliance 

received only 14 hours of coverage, of which 7 hours was negative. (Sendika.Org, 2019). 

Likewise, media organizations with ties to the government devoted disproportionately more air 

time to the AKP campaign (Esen and Gümüşçü, 2019).  

Finally, the use of blatant repressive tactics against the Kurdish party, HDP, exemplifies 

AKP’s attempts to skew the playing field in its favor. Although the government adopted a 

conciliatory approach toward the Kurds in its early years in power, HDP’s increasing popularity 

threatened AKP’s nationalist wing and the nationalist party MHP.  In all elections held since 

2014, the HDP campaign has been targeted by the government and its allies.  For instance, 

before the general elections of June 2018, the HDP reported 114 assaults resulting in 18 deaths, 
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54 wounded, 394 detained, and 18 arrested (Toktamis and David, 2018). Several HDP 

parliamentarians, including its former co-leader Demirtaş, were detained in November 2016, 

which forced Demirtaş to campaign for the 2019 local elections from prison.  All told, AKP’s 

moves to reduce its chances of losing elections signifies that Turkey is increasingly a competitive 

authoritarian regime. 

Despite an uneven playing field, elections provide the Turkish citizens the opportunity to 

vote the competitive authoritarian governments out of office. Competitive authoritarian regimes, 

fairly or not, claim a democratic mandate. But, if an incumbent government nullifies election 

results based on flimsy evidence, will this overt rejection of the will of the people, motivate 

citizens to vote against the ruling party, regardless of voters’ partisan leanings? If concern for 

democracy does not drive voters of competitive authoritarian systems, what factors determine if 

they participate in the elections and for whom they vote? To answer these questions, we turn to 

well-established research on what drives voting behavior.  

 

Classic Drivers of Voting Behavior versus the Popular Narrative 

Beyond Turkey’s particular electoral context, scholars have developed a good 

understanding of the variables that consistently drive electoral outcomes in modern democracies. 

The most prominent are individuals’ durable partisanship and ideological leanings and their more 

context-based feelings about the state of the economy (Aytaç and Çarkoğlu, 2018; Berz, 2020; 

Fleury and Lewis-Beck, 1993). Turkey is no exception to these findings. For example, Çakır 

(2019) finds that Turkey exhibits high partisanship, which has a significant influence on the 

choices made by voters. Indeed, of particular relevance to our work is Kalaycıoğlu (2014) who 
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examines the effect of partisanship in local elections in 2009 and 2014. He shows that voters 

were driven by a combination of their partisanship, ideology, and economic dissatisfaction. In 

contrast, Akarca (2019) finds that the ability of voters to hold elected officials accountable for 

the state of the economy depends on whether there is a single-party or coalition government.  

Thus, research clearly shows that voters in Turkey behave in a similar way to voters in other 

electoral contexts. But was there something special about the annulment of the March election 

results in Istanbul and subsequent June election, that might have roused voters from their 

standard voting heuristics and led them to reject AKP’s actions in this case?  

We contrast the standard scholarly understanding of what drives voters with the popular 

press narrative of voters responding to a challenge by AKP to the legitimacy of democratic 

elections. If citizens were driven to the polls to protect their democracy, then it should show up 

in our data. Thus, we put this supposition to the test versus the traditional scholarly 

understanding of what drives voters, i.e., their partisanship and feelings about the economy. This 

results in the following hypotheses: 

H1a (turnout): The more concerned about democratic processes one is, the more 
likely one is to turnout to vote.   

H1b (vote choice): The more concerned about democratic processes one is, the 
less likely one is to vote for the AKP candidate. 

 

H2a (turnout): The stronger one’s partisanship, the more likely one is turnout to 
vote. 

H2b (vote choice): The more one identifies with AKP/CHP, the more likely one is 
to vote for the AKP/CHP candidate.  

 

H3a (turnout): The worse one believes the economy to be, the more likely one is 
to turnout to vote. 
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H3b (vote choice): The worse one believes the economy to be, the less likely one 
is to vote for the AKP candidate.  

 

Data and Methods 

Data and Methods 

To test our hypotheses, we administered a survey of eligible voters after the June 2019 

Istanbul mayoral election. The survey was in the field from June 29 to July 8, 2019. We 

contracted with Dynata to provide our survey respondents. Dynata is a for-profit public opinion 

corporation that maintains panels of consumers across the globe. Dynata’s (formally known as 

Survey Sampling International) consumer panels have regularly been used by scholars across 

numerous disciplines to provide high-quality respondents to academic surveys (Bansak et al., 

2021). Online surveys have become common and scholars have found their results to vary from 

traditional survey methods. For example, Karp and Luhiste (2016) show that online surveys 

produce higher estimates of political engagement than the American National Election Studies 

Survey (ANES) and British Election Study while Valentino et al. (2020) demonstrate that online 

respondents tend to be more politically conservative and less open to experience. Thus, there is 

reason to be cautious in interpreting the data from our online survey.  

Our survey relies on a quota system to draw a sample from the Istanbul voting-eligible 

population and, thus, is not a representative sample. We are not attempting to report aggregate 

level information (e.g., vote totals by party, or turnout by gender), but rather are interested in the 

individual level drivers of citizens’ decisions. Therefore, a representative sample of the 

population is not required (Iyengar and Westwood, 2015; Passini, 2017). Specifically, this data 

can answer whether partisanship influenced vote choices, but it cannot tell us the distribution of 
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partisanship in the electorate. Our sample was drawn to approximate the distribution of voters on 

three key variables: gender, age, and ethnicity. The survey was designed and hosted in Qualtrics. 

The questions were originally written in English, drawing from standard question wordings used 

in ANES and the European Social Survey (ESS). The questions were then translated by one of 

the authors, who is a native Turkish speaker and fluent in English. The survey was administered 

solely in Turkish. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for each of our variables.  

***Table 1 here**** 

Dependent Variables  

We utilize several operationalizations of the dependent variable to fully examine the 

effect that concern about democracy has on voters’ choices to turn out to vote and whom to vote 

for. First, we use a dummy variable for turnout coded 1, if individuals voted and 0 otherwise. 

Second, we test vote choice with two dummy variables. The first is coded 1, if respondents voted 

for the AKP candidate and 0 otherwise. The second is coded 1, if respondents voted for the CHP 

candidate and 0 otherwise. These two operationalizations isolate the choice to vote for the 

specific party candidate when compared to all other options. But we suspect that the effect of 

respondents’ concerns about democracy will be most prominent when comparing the decision to 

choose between just AKP and CHP candidates since these are the two main parties. To focus 

specifically on the choice between AKP and CHP, we estimate a 4-point multinomial logit model 

predicting the simultaneous choice to not vote or vote for one of the available candidates. This 

variable is coded 0 if the respondent did not vote, 1 if they voted for AKP, 2 if they voted for the 

CHP, and 3 if they voted for any other party’s candidate. This final operationalization works on 

the assumption that the choice to turnout and the choice of whom to vote for occur 

simultaneously in the minds of citizens (Driscoll and Nelson, 2014; Kalmoe and Piston, 2013). 
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All told, by utilizing these four dependent variables, we can alleviate concern that our results are 

driven by our model specification.  

Key Independent Variables  

To capture respondents’ concern for democracy we included three separate questions in 

our survey. The first is an open-ended question that follows ANES’ long-running most important 

problem question. It asks respondents the following: “What do you think are the most important 

problems facing the country?” This question has also been asked in Gallup public opinion 

surveys for decades and in the Eurobarometer (Edy and Meirick, 2018; Hoerner and Hobolt, 

2019). This question came early in the survey after we asked about presidential job approval, 

news consumption, and whether they voted in either mayoral election. Respondents were free to 

say as much or as little as they liked, without our question priming any particular topic. The 

responses were then coded for any attempt to indicate that the respondent is concerned about the 

functioning of democracy.  

We applied a liberal definition of this concern. In addition to direct references to 

“democratic concerns” we also looked for words such as “dictatorship”, “one-man governance”, 

“electoral concerns”, and “lack of separation of powers.” Overall, about 5 percent of respondents 

were coded as mentioning some type of concern about the functioning of democratic processes. 

Thus, this variable is coded 1 if it was mentioned and 0 otherwise. We believe this is the best 

measure of concern for democracy because it is open-ended. It does not prime the issue or force 

individuals to answer questions specifically about democratic functioning, which respondents 

would answer, not because it was on the top of their minds, but because we asked.   
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While the open-ended question allows us to capture respondents’ most salient concerns, it 

may not capture all of a respondent’s concerns. Therefore, we asked two more direct questions 

about respondents’ thoughts about nullifying the March election’s results and whether they 

thought the June election was run under fair conditions. The exact question wording for the 

former is: “As you know, the Elections Commission nullified the results of the March 31st 

Istanbul mayoral election, which resulted in a new election held on June 23rd.  Do you agree 

with the Election Commission’s decision to nullify the election, or do you disagree with the 

Election Commission’s decision to nullify the election?” Respondents were also given the option 

to answer don’t know, and the agree/disagree options were randomly presented, listed either first 

or second.  The second question was worded as follows: “Do you believe or not believe that the 

election campaigns for the candidates for the mayoral elections in Istanbul held on June 23, 2019 

were run under fair conditions?” Respondents were given a standard 5-point Likert scale ranging 

from strongly agree to strongly disagree.  

 Control Variables 

 We include numerous control variables that have been consistent predictors of turnout 

and vote choice. For each of these questions, we followed standard question wordings found in 

the ANES and/or ESS. First is a measure of presidential approval, a 3-point scale from 

disapprove (coded 0) to approve (coded 2). Next is ideology, which is an 11-point scale ranging 

from extremely liberal on the left (coded 0) to extremely conservative on the right (coded 10). 

Since Turkey is a multiparty system, we follow the ESS’s method of asking respondents their 

propensity-to-vote (PTV) for each party on a 0 (never) to 10 (always) point scale. This method 

was introduced by van der Eijk et al., (2006)) and has been used regularly by scholars measuring 

partisanship in multiparty systems (Angelucci et al., 2020; Meeusen et al., 2017). Indeed,  Paparo 
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et al. (2020) demonstrate its applicability to the US context, with improved predictability over 

traditional ANES methods of measuring partisanship. We asked the PTV question for each of the 

top eight parties holding seats in the Grand National Assembly. We also include a measure of 

political knowledge. This is obtained by following ANES’ method of asking respondents several 

factual political questions and then summing each respondent’s correct answers. The questions 

were to (1) identify the party in the Grand National Assembly with the most seats, (2) the current 

unemployment rate in Turkey, (3) which political party President Erdoğan belonged to, (4) and 

an open-ended question asking respondents to identify the political position that Mustafa Şentop 

(Speaker of the Grand National Assembly) now holds. This resulted in a political knowledge 

scale that runs from 0 (all questions wrong) to 4 (all questions correct).  

 We also included variables tapping respondents’ religion and religious attitudes. First, we 

include respondents’ religious identification as dummy variables (Sunni, Alevi, Caferi, other), 

second, is a measure of their frequency of worship coded from 0 (never) to 5 (more than once a 

week), and third, we include a measure of the importance of religion to them coded 0 (not 

important) to 4 (extremely important). We also include measures of respondents’ news 

consumption and interest in politics. This consists of three variables. Each of these variables 

captures the frequency of the respondents’ watching TV news, talking about politics, and using 

social media. Each of these variables is coded from 0 (never) to 7 (every day of the week). 

Finally, we include several basic demographic variables: ethnicity coded 1 for Turkish and 0 

otherwise; age coded from 0 (18 – 29) to 5 (70 or older); gender coded 1 for man and 0 for 

woman; household income coded 0 to 5 (least to most); and education coded 0 to 5 (least to 

most). Basic descriptive statistics for each of these variables can be found in Table 1. Exact 

question wordings can be provided upon request.   
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Results 

 An open-ended survey question is the primary method by which we test the popular 

notion that anti-democratic policies (such as nullifying an election) will raise citizens’ concerns 

about the functioning of their democratic institutions, which will ultimately lead voters to 

“punish” the anti-democratic behavior during the next election (hypotheses H1a and H1b). The 

results of our survey cast doubt on that supposition, with just 5 percent of respondents 

mentioning concern about democratic functioning, i.e., a total of 99 respondents out of 1,957 

who answered the question. This is the case even though our survey took place just a week after 

a second election was held within months of the Supreme Electoral Council, upon Erdoğan and 

AKP’s insistence, nullifying the first election. Of the 99 respondents who mentioned a problem 

with this turn of events and also answered our question tapping their attitude towards canceling 

the first election, zero said they agreed with the cancelation. Of those 99 who also answered if 

they thought the second election was conducted fairly, 75 either disagreed or strongly disagreed, 

while just 16 answered that they either agreed or strongly agreed. Of the 99, 78 said they voted in 

the second election, while 75 said they voted in the first election. Finally, 78 of the 99 

respondents were willing to answer who they voted for in the second election. The vast majority 

of these respondents (74 out of 78) indicated that they voted for the CHP candidate, while only 2 

respondents voted for AKP and 2 voted other (the remaining 21 refused to answer). Therefore, a 

simple examination of the 99 respondents who mentioned some concern about democracy 

indicates that they were unanimous in their opposition to nullifying the first election, 

overwhelmingly believed the second election was not conducted fairly, were strong supporters of 

the CHP, and voted in high numbers. Yet, they were just a small portion of our sample.  
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****Table 2 here**** 

 To systematically test our hypotheses, we ran separate logit models on three binary 

dependent variables. Table 2 presents results after estimation of three logit models predicting 

choosing to turn out and vote (model 1), voting for AKP (model 2), and voting for CHP (model 

3). Looking at the voted model, which predicts turnout, one can see that the open-ended question 

(i.e., where respondents mention a concern for democracy) does not reach the conventional 

standard of significance (i.e., p < .05). Of our three variables tapping individuals’ concern about 

democratic functioning (i.e., the top three variables in Table 2), only respondents’ attitude 

towards nullifying the March election was significant. In this case, those agreeing with the 

nullification were significantly more likely to turnout than those who did not agree. This result is 

the opposite of what one would expect if concern for democracy were an important driver of 

individuals to the voting booth. Rather than energizing the opposition to go out and vote, 

nullification energized supporters of AKP, who did not like the result of the first election.  

Reports indicate that overall AKP turnout dropped by 3.7% in the second election. Given 

our results that agreeing with nullifying the first election increased the probability of turning out 

(and voting for AKP), this suggests the drop in AKP turnout came from AKP supporters that did 

not support the nullification of the first election. Thus, there might be a small sign that elite anti-

democratic behavior affects voters. However, staying home is not a strong sign of commitment 

to democracy. It is also possible that these individuals felt the AKP candidate would lose anyway 

(since it had just happened) and chose not to waste their time voting again. Neither of these 

explanations is consistent with popular news accounts of rampant support for democracy during 

the second election. Finally, nullification appears to have diminished the desire to participate of 

those who agreed with the first election results. Thus, we fail to find support for hypothesis H1a.  
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Beyond our three key measures of attitudes toward the functioning of democracy, 

partisanship for CHP is also significant, indicating that the stronger one’s identification with 

CHP, the more likely one is to vote. Thus, the findings support hypothesis H2a, i.e., that 

partisanship (support for CHP) was a significant driver of turnout, but not one’s concern about 

the functioning of democracy. In addition, our measure of one’s personal pocketbook economic 

beliefs does not reach statistical significance. Therefore, we fail to find support for hypotheses 

H3a postulating a negative relationship between perceptions of how well the economy is and 

partisanship.  

 Turning to the models predicting voting for AKP and voting for CHP, once again concern 

for democracy failed to reach significance in either model. In other words, of those who 

spontaneously mentioned some type of concern about the functioning of Turkey’s democratic 

system, our analysis fails to show that this concern systematically drove these individuals to 

choose either of the two major candidates, ceteris paribus. In addition, the belief that the June 

election was conducted fairly increased respondents’ probability of voting for AKP, whereas it 

does not have a significant effect on choosing CHP. Thus, attitudes towards electoral fairness are 

helpful for AKP, but not CHP, which is, once again, the opposite of what one would expect if 

concern about democratic processes were a key driver of voting behavior. 

 Finally, agreeing with the decision to nullify the March election has a different result 

than the previous two measures. As indicated in Table 2, the more one agrees with the 

nullification of the March election the more likely one is to vote for AKP candidate and less 

likely one is to vote for the CHP candidate. This is as expected, since AKP is the ruling party 

that orchestrated nullification and it is the one instance where we see something akin to a 

backlash toward AKP, as those who disagreed with the nullification were more likely to vote for  
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CHP. Simply put, one’s attitude toward the nullification influenced vote choices, all else equal. It 

is plausible that in a polarized context like Turkey, AKP voters believed that the nullification of 

the first election was justified because of divisive political rhetoric that portrays the other side as 

a threat (McCoy et al, pp 22-23). Alternatively, AKP voters might have agreed with the 

nullification because a CHP victory would mean the potential rupture of the clientelistic ties 

AKP governments have cultivated with their supporters over the years in return for their 

unwavering support (Esen and Gumuscu, 2020). Thus, when taken together the results of our 

three key variables finds support for hypothesis H1b in one instance, but not the other two. 

Turning to the other standard scholarly variables predicting voting behavior, the 

partisanship variable performs exactly as expected. AKP voters are significantly more likely to 

vote for AKP and significantly less likely to vote for CHP and vice versa; thus, supporting H2b. 

These results are also in line with the findings of Konda, a respected Turkish polling firm. Their 

polls suggest that Istanbul residents voted along party lines, and that the increase in İmamoğlu’s 

votes in comparison to the 31 March elections was explained by swing voters support (Konda, 

2019). Economic attitudes, once again, are insignificant, failing to support H3b. Interestingly, the 

more politically knowledgeable respondents are, the more likely they are to choose AKP, 

whereas knowledge is not a significant predictor of voting for CHP. Finally, looking at the 

variable frequency of watching TV news, one can see that the more TV news one watches the 

less likely one is to vote for AKP and the more likely one is to vote for the CHP. This is an 

interesting result. It suggests that news coverage drove individuals away from the ruling party 

despite its quantity and quality of coverage advantages. Given the popular narrative, it is not too 

surprising that it could have this effect.  
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 The two logit models predicting voting for  AKP or CHP in Table 2 use a dummy 

variable where voting for the particular party is coded 1 and 0 otherwise. This coding choice is 

important and could affect our results. It means that a direct comparison between voting for  

AKP and CHP is muddied because the 0 code includes more than just CHP voters. One solution 

would be to drop respondents that voted “other” in our data. However, this is not ideal, as it 

further reduces the N, eliminating important information contained in these cases. To avoid 

dropping cases, while also providing a direct test of the probability of choosing AKP or CHP, we 

estimated a multinomial logit model with a dependent variable taking on four values, that is, (1) 

respondent did not vote, (2) voted for AKP; (3) voted for CHP, and (4) voted other. This model 

allows us to make a direct comparison between voting for AKP and CHP without arbitrarily 

dropping any cases.  

****Figure 1 here**** 

 We present the results of the multinomial model in two figures for straightforward 

interpretation.  Figure 1 presents the average marginal effects of concern about democracy (Part 

A), agreeing with nullifying the March election (Part B), and agreeing that the June election was 

fair (Part C) on the probability of choosing not to vote, vote AKP, vote CHP, or vote other.  

Thus, Figure 1 allows for the easy comparison of the effects of these variables on the probability 

of choosing between the two major candidates. Looking at Part A of Figure 1, the point estimates 

with 95 percent confidence intervals for Vote AKP and Vote CHP are very similar. Thus, this 

data fails to support the supposition that concern about democracy will lead individuals to vote 

for CHP over AKP (which is hypothesis H2b). Part B tells a different story. The average 

marginal effect of agreeing with nullifying the March elections leads respondents to vote for 

AKP rather than CHP.  The 95% confidence intervals do not overlap, and neither of them 
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contains zero. Agreeing with nullification is a significant positive predictor of voting for AKP 

and a negative predictor of voting for CHP. This is the strongest support for H2b that we find. 

Finally, in Part C, one can see that agreeing that the June election was conducted fairly is a 

significant predictor of choosing to vote for AKP, when compared to choosing to vote for CHP 

(p < .05). Indeed, the average marginal effect, according to Part C, is to choose to vote for AKP 

when compared to any of the other options.  

 ****Figure 2 here****   

 Figure 2 presents results similar to Figure 1, but for the variables frequency of watching 

TV news, social media use, and talking about politics. We highlight these two variables since 

media consumption is often pointed to as a driver of behavior and social media, and is given 

credit as an organizing force for the young. The Turkish context is also very interesting because 

of the bias in coverage toward AKP. Thus, seemingly, AKP should benefit from increased TV 

news consumption.  

As Part A shows, the more days a week an individual watches TV news, the more likely 

one is to vote for CHP. This is true regardless of the comparison and particularly striking when 

compared to voting for AKP. Over the last few years, Erdoğan’s semi-authoritarian regime has 

exerted more control over journalists and curtailed press freedoms. Yet, it appears news coverage 

actually hurt Erdoğan’s preferred candidate. This is a surprising result, with the caveat that this 

data does not account for the specific programs individuals are watching.  Part B also contradicts 

conventional wisdom. Social media use does not appear to have driven individuals away from 

AKP. Indeed, social media use does not appear to affect choice at all. Finally, when it comes to 

simply talking about politics (Part C in Figure 2) we see that the more individuals talked about it, 

the more likely they were to vote for either AKP or CHP. But the variable fails to find that 
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talking about politics had any effect on choosing between the two major candidates in the 

election.  

   

Discussion 

This study shows that the effects of partisanship, and not concerns for democracy, were 

the primary driving force behind İmamoğlu’s decisive victory in the second Istanbul mayoral 

election in June 2019. The popular narrative within and outside of Turkey often portrayed these 

elections as motivated by concerns about democratic backsliding after the nullification of the 

first election in March. Yet, our analysis demonstrates that very few Istanbul residents see 

democratic functioning as one of the most important problems facing the country. Indeed, the 

unprecedented cancellation of the March election’s results produced the same electoral behavior 

that has been observed by scholars since the very first serious quantitative studies of elections 

began more than 70 years ago. That is, voters wear partisan glasses and they see the world 

through them.  

There are several theoretical implications of our findings. First, our study is one of the 

few individual-level analyses on the concern for democracy in a polarized, competitive 

authoritarian context. More often than not, studies focus on authoritarian regimes’ actions that 

lead to democratic backsliding and fail to examine the factors that affect citizens’ voting 

behavior. In our analysis, we focus on how individual-level democratic concerns in a deeply 

polarized country played into Istanbul citizen’s votes in the mayoral elections and find that 

Istanbul residents prioritized partisanship over democratic or economic concerns when casting 

their ballots. Thus, our analysis shows that the public may not necessarily be a reliable check 
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against leaders with authoritarian tendencies. This is consistent with Svolik’s argument and 

explains why voters support politicians in other contexts including Chávez in Venezuela, Orbán 

in Hungary, Putin in Russia, and Trump in the United States.  

A second implication is that citizens might be more responsive to specific types of 

violations of democratic principles. Our analysis shows that neither the fairness of the June 

election nor a general concern for democracy had an impact on if and how people turned out to 

vote; whereas the nullification of the first round of elections did. Respondents who did not agree 

with the cancellation of the mayoral elections held in March were significantly more likely to 

vote for the opposition. Therefore, specific types of acts of democratic erosion might elicit 

different backlash responses at the ballot box. Of course, more study is needed in this area. 

Another implication of our study is that economic dissatisfaction may not be as important 

a driving factor of electoral behavior in semi-authoritarian regimes as research assumes. This is 

somewhat surprising especially because studies show that economic concerns are at the forefront 

of democratic elections. In the Turkish context, the economy was in a recession at the time of the 

mayoral elections and citizens were already feeling the negative consequences of economic 

problems. The effect of economic dissatisfaction on voting behavior in competitive authoritarian 

regimes requires further research. 

Finally, popular narratives that focus on the causes of electoral outcomes do not always 

capture what motivates people’s voting behavior. Although the popular narrative suggested that 

the victory of the opposition party’s candidate in the Istanbul mayoral election was a sign of the 

strength of Turkish democracy, our analysis is less optimistic.  The prevalence of party loyalty in 

a deeply polarized society over democratic concerns indicates a more tenuous state of democracy 

in Turkey.  
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