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Female Autocrats as Role Models? The Effect
of Female Leaders on Political Knowledge

and Engagement in Vietham
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Research shows that the presence of more female politicians can reduce gender gaps in political knowledge. Despite

these findings, no study examines whether the role model effect applies to autocracies. This is an important oversight

given the role political knowledge plays in increasing the use of nonelectoral forms of accountability. To test whether

female political role models increase knowledge in autocracies, this study uses unique survey data from Vietnam

occurring before and after a leadership change. In the transition, all the top leaders changed from male to different male

leaders except for the legislative speaker, which transitioned from male to female. Results show that her selection led to

a greater increase in name recognition for her position among women compared to men and that women were more

likely to pay attention to legislative proceedings after her selection. These findings suggest that the role model effect

travels to autocracies, although to a lesser degree.

tudies consistently find gender disparities in political

knowledge in Western democracies (Delli Carpini and

Keeter 1996), Latin America (Fraile and Gomez 2015),
and other developing contexts (Dassonneville and McAllister
2018). Such disparities are important because knowledge is
linked to greater electoral and nonelectoral participation (Bleck
and Michelitsch 2018; De Vries and Giger 2014). In explain-
ing the knowledge gap, recent work in democracies points to
the impact of descriptive representation, with most finding that
representation reduces the gap.'

Despite the wealth of research from democracies, no study
examines whether this relationship holds in authoritarian con-
texts. This is an important oversight. Although authoritarian
regimes do not have competitive elections, political knowl-
edge is important for citizens in autocracies in terms of equal
access to public services and political influence. Authoritarian
regimes are responsive to nonelectoral pressures such as pro-

tests, petitions, or social networks (Chen, Pan, and Xu 2016),
and “regime insiders” with greater knowledge are more likely
to use such channels (Tsai and Xu 2017).

This article examines the role model effect in autocracies
using a rare survey instrument in Vietnam asking citizens to
identify the names of the country’s top four leaders before and
after a woman took one of the positions for the first time. In
2016, Nguyen Thi Kim Ngan was selected as Vietnam National
Assembly (VNA) chair. Analysis of survey results in this ar-
ticle before and after the change shows that while a substan-
tial gender gap in knowledge remained, the increase in aware-
ness for the VNA leader among women was larger than among
men. Additionally, results show a modest effect on behavior,
as women increased their attention to VNA proceedings. Fi-
nally, in contrast to democracies (Mariani, Marshall, and
Mathews-Schultz 2015), Ngan’s selection had the strongest ef-
fect on those unaffiliated with the regime. The findings suggest
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1. Most studies find a positive relationship when knowledge is the dependent variable (Dassonneville and McAllister 2018; Fraile and Gomez 2015;
Fridkin and Kenney 2014); but also see Fortin-Rittberger (2016). Results are mixed for engagement (Kittilson and Schwindt-Bayer 2010; Wolbrecht and

Campbell 2007).

The Journal of Politics, volume 81, number 4. Published online July 12, 2019. http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/704786
© 2019 by the Southern Political Science Association. All rights reserved. 0022-3816/2019/8104-00XX$10.00 ooo

This content downloaded from 144.032.124.124 on September 10, 2019 13:15:57 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journal s.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



ooo / Female Autocrats as Role Models? Paul Schuler

that although the role model effect may be smaller, it is not
confined to democracies. Authoritarian female leaders may act
as role models, but to a more limited degree than in democracies.

WHY AUTHORITARIAN WOMEN

MAY NOT BE ROLE MODELS

While research suggests that female political role models can
increase political knowledge for women in democracies, there
are number of reasons why the role model effect may not
translate to autocracies. One possible difference is that while
the salience of the official or the policy increases political knowl-
edge and political participation in democracies (Campbell and
Wolbrecht 2006; Ladam, Harden, and Windett 2018), politi-
cians in autocracies may be more reluctant to seek political
attention (Gueorguiev and Schuler 2016). Second, while de-
mocracies with power-sharing institutions feature narrower
gender gaps (Kittilson and Schwindt-Bayer 2010), power sharing
is more limited in autocracies. Finally, while political affiliation
mediates the role model effect in democracies (Mariani et al.
2015), ideological differences among the public are muted in
autocracies (Pan and Xu 2018). With these differences in mind,
other theories might predict a relationship. Fridkin and Kenny’s
(2014) “saliency of self” theory, where the novelty of a female
candidate interacts with one’s identity, should lead women to
remember female leaders at a higher rate regardless of context.

VIETNAM: CONTEXT AND RESEARCH DESIGN

This article tackles the authoritarian role model effect in Viet-
nam, which by nearly any definition is an autocracy. The Viet-
nam Communist Party bans all opposition parties, and the
most powerful institutions are within the party. In Vietnam,
these institutions include the Politburo, an 18-member body
that meets regularly to set the major policy outlines.”> One im-
portant difference between Vietnam and other single-party
contexts is that in Vietnam power is less concentrated in the
position of the general secretary and is instead shared more
evenly between “four pillars” (Tu tru)—which include the party
general secretary, the prime minister, the president, and the
VNA chairperson.’ This difference plays a crucial role in my
research design.

Vietnam is also a useful case because despite having rela-
tively low levels of gender disparities in wages and labor force
participation (World Bank 2011), many of the patterns found
elsewhere—namely, a gender gap in knowledge and political
engagement—apply to Vietnam as well.* To show this, and

2. See Malesky, Abrami, and Zheng (2011) for a description of Viet-
namese institutions.

3. For a discussion of the “four pillars,” see BBC Vietnam (2016).

4. See app. 1 for additional details on gender inequality in Vietnam.

for the evidence that follows, I use data from the Vietnam Pro-
vincial Public Administration and Governance Performance
Index (PAPI) survey, conducted annually since 2011 by the
United Nations Development Programme. The survey mea-
sures provincial governance and thus has a massive, nationally
representative sample size of about 14,000 respondents per
year.” It includes several knowledge items such as the abil-
ity to correctly identify one of Vietnam’s top four leaders and
other measures of knowledge and participation. Consistent
with other contexts, an analysis of the measures shows that
women have less political knowledge and participate less (see
app. 2).

To examine the link between role models and knowledge,
I rely on the fact that between the 2015 and 2016 waves of
the survey, Vietnam for the first time selected a woman to
one of the top four leadership positions. Ngan, a Politburo
member since 2013, was promoted to VNA chair in 2016,
thus making her the first woman selected to one of the four
positions (see table 1). While most intrigue in the Party Con-
gress surrounded jockeying for the general secretary posi-
tion, the media emphasized the historic nature of Ngan’s se-
lection, suggesting that her gender was plausibly salient after
the Congress (see Vov.vn 2016). Therefore, to examine the
role model effect, I assess whether the rates of awareness of
the VNA chair increased more for women than for other po-
sitions compared to men.®

Before proceeding, it is important to defend this measure—
name recognition of a leader—as a meaningful proxy for po-
litical knowledge. As others note, name recognition or recit-
ing facts may not be equivalent to actual knowledge (Mondak
and Anderson 2004). Furthermore, women may be more likely
to know different facts (Dolan 2011), and the role model effect
on these knowledge items may take longer to manifest given
that they could happen through socialization processes (Das-
sonneville and McAllister 2018). While these possibilities are
valid, for these longer-term mechanisms to hold, the pres-
ence of a female role model, at least initially, must inspire the
attention of females at a higher rate. Therefore, while name rec-
ognition in the immediate aftermath of selection is not sufficient
for the long-term consequences, I argue it is a critical factor.

To test the role model effect, I examine the impact of
Ngan’s selection on the ability to correctly name the occu-
pant of the VNA chair between men and women relative to
the change in awareness for the other positions before and

5. For more detail on the PAPT’s methodology, visit http://papi.org.vn/eng/.

6. One other potential concern is that Ngan’s appointment was an-
ticipated, thus boosting knowledge of her appointment ahead of the se-
lection. Appendix 3 argues this is not likely given the secrecy that precedes
Party Congresses in Vietnam.
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Table 1. Vietnam’s Leaders before and after the 2016 Party Congress

Position

2011-16

2016-Present

National Assembly chair
General secretary
Prime minister

President

Nguyen Sinh Hung (male)
Nguyen Phu Trong (male)
Nguyen Tan Dung (male)

Truong Tan Sang (male)

Nguyen Thi Kim Ngan (female)
Nguyen Phu Trong (male)
Nguyen Xuan Phuc (male)
Tran Dai Quang (male)

after the Party Congress.” This is a difference-in-difference
analysis with three repeated cross sections. Despite the lack
of panel data, Ngan’s selection identifies the role model effect
as long as nothing else about the post-Congress period or her
selection affected female awareness of the VNA chair through
an alternative channel. Because any plausible confounder, such
as a political mobilization campaign for women or increased
knowledge in general, should affect awareness for all posi-
tions, not just Ngan’s, I argue that this assumption is plausi-
bly met. With this setup, the “treated” group includes women
who are asked about the VNA chair position after the Party
Congress. Table 2 shows the percentage of women and men
able to name the VNA leaders compared to the other leaders
by year. Not surprisingly, both men and women were less
able to name the others in 2016. However, while women in-
creased their ability to name the VNA chair by 6% in 2016,
men were about 1% more likely to name her. This provides
initial confirmation of a small role model effect.

To more systematically test the effect, I use a triple-
interaction probit model, where the interaction is between the
following variables: VNA Chair, Female, and Post-Congress.
VNA Chair is a binary variable indicating whether the re-
spondent is answering a knowledge question about the VNA
chair versus other positions; Female is the gender of the re-
spondent; and Post-Congress indicates whether the knowl-
edge question was asked after the transition. To account for
the possibility that results could be affected by subtle shifts
in the sample between the years, I create other covariates as-
sociated with political knowledge (see app. 4 for descriptive
statistics).® Table 3 shows the results of the probit model with
standard errors clustered at the commune level to account
for survey design (see app. 5 for the full results).

The first model pools the 2016 and 2017 results so that
the Post-Congress variable includes both 2016 and 2017. The

7. The dependent variable correct measures whether or not the re-
spondent could name the leader in an open-ended question. Respondents
are divided into four groups, with each asked to name only one of the
leaders.

8. Measures include education, poverty status, ethnicity, news con-
sumption, and association membership.

results show that while men and women were more likely
to name Ngan after the Congress, the increase was greater for
women (see fig. 1 for substantive effects). Women were 7%
more likely to identify Ngan than the previous chair and were
about 4% less likely to identify the new leaders for other po-
sitions, for a difference of about 11%. Men were about 5%
less likely to identify the new leaders for other positions and
about 2% more likely to identify Ngan than the previous VNA
chair, for a difference of about 7%. In short, the results show
that Ngan attracted more attention from women than from
men. However, in highlighting this finding, it is important to
note that while significant, it does not erase the significant
gender gap, even on that question. Therefore, while her selec-
tion made a difference, the gap in knowledge remained large.

I next turn to examine four possible heterogeneous effects,
which is whether the role model effect should be most pro-
nounced on younger (Campbell and Wolbrecht 2006; Das-
sonneville and McAllister 2018), more educated (Fraile and
Gomez 2015), regime-connected (Mariani et al. 2015), or news-
reading respondents. Appendix 6.1 includes interaction effects
of the Party Congress on these different variables for women.
It shows that the only interaction effect that is significant is
for non-regime-connected women. The implication could be
that the non-regime-connected are generally more disengaged
and take longer to make themselves aware of new leaders.
However, when a woman is selected, the non-regime-connected
women find a link—or, as Fridkin and Kenney (2014) suggest,

Table 2. Correct Leader Name Identification by Gender (%)

2015 2016 2017
Female:
VNA leader 12.6 18.5 19.4
Other leaders 33.7 28.4 31.5
Male:
VNA leader 43.8 45.0 47.2
Other leaders 66.0 59.8 62.3

Note. Ngan was selected as VNA chair between the 2015 and 2016 surveys.
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Table 3. Knowledge of Leaders and Marginal Effects

Post-Congress Period 2017

Post-Congress Period ~ Post-Congress Period

Variable and 2016 Pooled 2016 Only 2017 Only
Female x VNA x Post-Congress 2140 2654 .158*
(.0764) (.0871) (.0843)
Controls Yes Yes Yes
Constant —1.950%** —1.873%%* —1.926%**
(.0547) (.0614) (.0596)
Observations 41,760 27,785 27,818
R* (psuedo) 238 235 .240

Note. Clustered standard errors are in parentheses. The probit model is a probit in which the dependent variable is correctly identifying
the leader. In model 1 the Post-Congress variable pools 2016 and 2017, model 2 includes only 2016, and model 3 includes only 2017.

*p<.L
*p <.05.
o p <01

the “salience of self”—inducing them to connect with the au-
tocrat. It is also possible that regime-connected women have
links to the party making them aware of male and female
leaders, thus attenuating the effect.

I next examine effects on behavior. Consistent with de-
mocracies, Ngan’s selection should also affect behaviors such
as voting and willingness to run for office. In the Vietnamese
context, this is complicated by the fact that Ngan was se-
lected and not elected as VNA chair and that respondents
cannot run for office. However, one area where Ngan’s se-
lection might have a more immediate effect is on the degree
to which respondents pay attention to news. Unfortunately,
because a number of other factors could affect news consump-
tion, this is not an effective dependent variable. Another pos-
sibility is examining whether citizens pay attention to the VNA.
Vietnam televises query sessions on live television, with about

Effect of 2016 Transition on Leader Awareness

T
President/PM VNA
General Secretary Chair

——®-- Male —®— Female

Figure 1. Knowledge of leaders. The points are the point estimates for the
effect of the transition on knowledge for men and women for the different
positions. The bars are the 95% confidence intervals.

40% of survey respondents claiming to have watched some
of these sessions each year. If Ngan’s selection has an impact
on engagement, it is plausible that women pay more atten-
tion to VNA proceedings.

To assess this, I use the same strategy as in the previous
section. For the dependent variable, instead of knowledge, I
assess whether respondents watched any of the VNA pro-
ceedings in the previous year. Appendix 7.2 shows the mar-
ginal effects of gender on paying attention to the VNA before
and after Ngan’s selection. After controlling for the same fac-
tors in the full model in table 3 (see app. 7.1 for results),
Ngan’s selection increased women’s likelihood of watching by
6% as compared to only 4% for men. The difference is small
but statistically significant, suggesting the possibility that Ngan’s
selection also affected political engagement for women.

CONCLUSION

This article shows that female leaders in authoritarian re-
gimes have effects on knowledge and engagement similar to
those found in democracies. Although the effects are small,
they suggest that the findings from democracies partially trans-
late to autocracies. However, in making this argument, it
should be emphasized that the knowledge gap remains, show-
ing that the role model effect may be smaller in autocracies.
Second, more research needs to be done on the heterogeneous
effects to assess why the findings are stronger for noncon-
nected women. Third, this study focuses on a particularly
visible position—one of Vietnam’s top four leaders. The weak-
ness of the findings suggests that for less salient positions the
effect may dissipate. Finally, this article considers a specific form
of political knowledge. Future work should address whether
the role model effect extends to other forms of knowledge
over a longer duration (Dassonneville and McAllister 2018).
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