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Summary

Can autocratic governments that incorporate elements of democracy provide 
good governance? The authors approach this question with an inductive study 
of Russia, which is widely regarded as a leading hybrid regime and an innova-
tor in the fi eld. They argue that for most of the past decade, and especially dur-
ing Vladimir Putin’s second term as president, Russia has been characterized 
by a hybrid regime that strongly resembles those in many other Eurasian states, 
as well as Venezuela and Iran. This type of regime combines a high degree of 
state centralization with the gutting of democratic institutions, and their sys-
tematic replacement with substitutions that are intended to serve some of their 
positive functions without challenging the incumbent leaders’ hold on power.

The label chosen for this system, overmanaged democracy, refl ects three cen-
tral fi ndings. First, this system has enabled Russia’s leaders to govern more 
by a non-participation pact with society than by outright repression—though 
some very repressive elements play a role. Second, the more centralized this 
system becomes, the more likely political outcomes are to diverge from social 
ideals, and the more vulnerable the regime becomes to shocks. The survival 
of the regime depends heavily on the personal reputation and skill of the top 
leaders, who must increasingly exercise manual control over the system. And 
third, political outcomes in a hybrid regime are closer to social ideals and the 
system is less vulnerable than would be the case in a regime that relies primar-
ily on outright repression—allowing no political opposition to exist and creat-
ing no substitutions to serve any of the functions of democratic institutions. 
But the authors conclude that while overmanaged democracy may be stable in 
the short term, it will not last in the long term. In Russia’s case, the system is 
unlikely to survive Putin himself.
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Many studies now document and explain the existence of hybrid regimes, 
political systems combining elements of both democracy and autocracy.1 Few, 
however, systematically explore their consequences for anything other than 
democracy itself, which hybridity compromises by its very defi nition.2 The 
exceptions have largely been studies of important things (such as state failure 
and business confi dence) that happened to fi nd important correlations with 
regime hybridity.3 In this study, we address the following question: What are 
the implications of regime hybridity for governance, which we generally defi ne 
as the capacity of the state to perform for the benefi t of its citizenry?4 We 
approach this question inductively by examining the case of Russia, widely 
recognized in the 2000s as an innovator and even a leading “global supplier” in 
subverting democratic content without establishing full-fl edged dictatorship.5

For most of the 2000s, especially during Vladimir Putin’s second term as 
president, Russia has been characterized by a particular type of hybrid regime 
that strongly resembles regimes in other Eurasian states such as Belarus, 
Azerbaijan, Armenia, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan, as well as in Venezuela, 
Iran, and other countries beyond post-Soviet Asia.6 This type of regime com-
bines very high degrees of state power centralization with the gutting of dem-
ocratic institutions, and it systematically replaces these institutions with or 
converts them into substitutions. These substitutions are not “fake” or “vir-
tual.” They are in fact intended to serve some of the positive functions of real 
democratic institutions, such as providing the regime with societal feedback on 
pending legislation—but without holding authorities fully accountable before 
the public and without putting rulers’ hold on power at risk in the way that true 
democratic institutions would.7 One example of this is the Public Chamber 
(Obshchestvennaia palata) introduced by then-President Putin in 2004 in part 
to substitute for Russia’s “domesticated” parliament, which was no longer 
an adequate channel for policy innovation coming from society. The Public 
Chamber brings together a handpicked set of civil society representatives for 
consultation; Putin later even gave it a formal role in drafting legislation.8

Our label for this system, overmanaged democracy, refl ects our three central 
fi ndings: This system has enabled Russia’s current leaders to govern more by 
what we call a non-participation pact with society than by the outright repres-
sion of society—though some very repressive elements play a role; the more 
excessive the centralization in this system, the more likely policy outputs are to 
diverge from the social ideal and the more vulnerable the regime becomes to 
shocks; and this divergence and vulnerability are less than would be the case 
with a regime that relies primarily on outright repression, allowing no political 
opposition to exist and not even creating substitutions that serve at least some 
of the functions of democratic institutions. In the pages that follow, we walk 
readers through this logic as it relates to Russia, concluding with implications 
for comparative theory as well as the endeavor to understand Russian politics 
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under Putin and his formal successor as president, Dmitry Medvedev. In par-
ticular, we suspect that the system is unlikely to survive Putin himself and is 
likely—even under his watch—to devolve into either outright dictatorship or 
a more democratic system, with national election cycles likely punctuating any 
such development.

The Concept of Overmanaged Democracy

Overmanaged democracy is a political system with three features: highly cen-
tralized state authority concentrated in the executive branch; formal institu-
tions of democracy, including room for at least some candidates to oppose 
incumbent authorities on the ballot in elections to powerful posts; and the 
systematic gutting of these institutions and their frequent functional replace-
ment by substitutions—often either outside the constitutional framework or 
in violation of the spirit of the constitution—that are created by and highly 
dependent on central authorities. What distinguishes overmanaged democracy 
from more run-of-the-mill “managed democracy” are its higher degree of cen-
tralization, its narrower space for genuine political competition, and the central 
role of substitutions.9 We conceive of overmanaged democracy as a Weberian 
“ideal type”: While it does not exist in any country as a pure (“ideal”) form, it 
distills and thereby highlights an essential regime logic approximated to vary-
ing degrees by polities in multiple countries. A number of countries, as noted 
above, have developed systems that resemble the overmanaged democracy 
model we describe, but Russia’s most closely approaches the ideal type.10 Other 
countries are also clearly borrowing from the Russian model as they move 
closer to this ideal type, as with Kyrgyzstan’s recent centralization of power 
that included, among other things, the establishment of a “Public Chamber” in 
December 2008. All this makes Russia particularly useful as a theory-building 
case study.11

The creation of a whole network of substitutions is perhaps the most promi-
nent, interesting, yet understudied feature that distinguishes overmanaged 
democracy from other types of hybrid regimes, including ordinary managed 
democracy. Many works that recognize such substitutions portray them as 
nothing more than window dressing, intended only as a kind of Potemkin 
village to deceive the international community and perhaps a regime’s own 
population into thinking the country is more democratic than it really is.12 No 
doubt such arguments have some validity, because “substitutions of democ-
racy” are surely intended at least partly to create a democratic appearance and 
thereby enhance regime legitimacy.

But there can also be an important sense in which the substitutions are 
not merely “fake” or “virtual.” In particular, they frequently represent efforts 
by the regime to reap the benefi ts for state authorities that true democratic 
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institutions provide—without the authorities subjecting themselves to the risk 
of losing offi ce and the intensifi ed need to respond to public sentiment that 
democratic institutions bring by their very defi nition. We elaborate below on 
just what benefi ts these are and just how substitutions are intended to compen-
sate for them.13 We conclude, though, that the net effects on governance are at 
best mixed, even from the rulers’ perspective.

Our use of the term “overmanaged democracy,” naturally, does not mean 
that we are pronouncing Russia a form of democracy. Instead, it is a kind of 
hybrid regime in which, among other things, the authoritarian elements gener-
ally overshadow the democratic ones. Our inclusion of the word “democracy” 
in the term “overmanaged democracy” (instead of adopting a term like “under-
managed autocracy”14) is based on three considerations. First, there is a histori-
cal consideration arising out of our inductive study of Russia. Russia has moved 
to overmanaged democracy from the more democratic side of the regime spec-
trum by steadily increasing state efforts to control (“manage”) a political sys-
tem that had previously been more liberal (if still far from the democratic ideal) 
rather than by liberalizing a previously more authoritarian system. In fact, this 
movement provides the primary empirical basis for comparison in evaluating 
the impact of overmanaged democracy on Russia. Moreover, we observe that 
many other countries—including Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Kyrgyzstan, 
and Venezuela—that have developed something similar to Russia’s overman-
aged democracy system have likewise done so by moving from a political sys-
tem that was clearly more open.

Second, part of what is interesting about overmanaged democracy is pre-
cisely that the ruling authorities may not actually want to give up democracy: 
They just want always to win and to be confi dent that this will continue. 
Eliminating democracy’s uncertainty obviously removes the very core of 
democracy.15 But the rulers of Russia and most of the other countries we cate-
gorize in this way have not yet attempted to go all the way to full authoritarian-
ism, and we posit that this is because democracy provides certain benefi ts to a 
regime that it endeavors to preserve.16 That is, overmanaged democracy can be 
thought of as an effort by incumbent authorities to have their democratic cake 
and eat it, too.17 This also makes the conceptual reference point of democracy 
appropriate to employ here at the same time that we recognize that the regime 
is clearly, by the most authoritative defi nitions, not democratic.18 We elaborate 
below on exactly what democracy’s benefi ts are to rulers.

Third, because of these systems’ rulers’ efforts to reap the benefi ts of democ-
racy and their unwillingness to follow China or Turkmenistan in scrapping 
contested elections altogether, these regimes are forced to pay at least some 
attention to public opinion, the demos in democracy. That is, it is signifi cant 
that authorities in overmanaged democracies have generally not, as a whole, 
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ridden roughshod over public opinion to the extent that a fully authoritarian 
regime might do.19 In fact, in Russia, some observers have noted that Putin and 
his strategists are almost obsessed over his standing in public opinion, leading 
one analyst puckishly to dub Russia a ratingocracy.20 While all regimes have an 
interest in at least some public support, Russian leaders’ extreme attention to it 
seems to bespeak an important feature of the political system.

We now turn to elaborating exactly how all this is so, developing a frame-
work for understanding the broad implications of overmanaged democracy in 
three important realms of governance: leadership accountability before soci-
ety; the generation and dissemination of information needed for policy mak-
ing; and the development of state policy-making capacity. We do not attempt 
an exhaustive treatment here, leaving that task for a longer analysis that is in 
progress. Instead, our goal here is the most modest one of demonstrating the 
plausibility of our argument with extensive use of examples from Russia.21

Accountability Before Society

A starting claim is that overmanaged democracy does in fact provide for a cer-
tain leadership accountability before the citizenry, but that the more it excises 
competition and uncertainty from formal democratic processes and the more 
it replaces autonomous institutions with centrally controlled substitutions, it 
tends to result in policies further from the social ideal and to create a sig-
nifi cant long-run risk of crisis in the system. The Venn diagram in Figure 
1, while obviously a gross simplifi cation, helps us see how this is the case. It 
conceives of a space defi ned along two abstract policy dimensions, with point 
A being the particular policy on those two dimensions that most benefi ts the 
whole of society and point Z being the point that best serves the interests of 
state rulers.22 The inner circle around society’s ideal point A represents the 
set of points farthest from that ideal point for which a majority vote could be 
found in a referendum or election in a free and fair contest. In a democracy, 
incumbent authorities hoping to be reelected generally offer voters policies 
somewhere within that inner circle; otherwise, they will lose to opponents 
who can make such an offer. Incumbents will thus generally seek to offer vot-
ers the policy at point B, the point closest to the rulers’ ideal point that would 
get a majority vote of support. If they fail to do so, the incumbents are replaced 
by an opposition party according to generally agreed rules with relatively little 
disruption—just the effort required for individuals to put a mark on a ballot 
and the transaction costs involved in peaceably handing off the reins of leader-
ship to a new party.
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Figure 1. State and Societal Policy Preferences 
in a Two-Dimensional Issue Space 

Regime’s ideal policy

Closest distance to regime’s
ideal policy that it can get
and still win a majority vote

Furthest distance from society’s ideal
policy that would win a majority vote

Furthest distance from society’s ideal policy 
that would not trigger an uprising that could
only be put down by massive force

Society’s ideal policy

* Z * X * B * AY * 

Making Elections More Manageable

In an overmanaged democracy, incumbent authorities seek to escape the limits 
imposed on them by free and fair elections, hoping to get society to accept 
something outside of the inner circle defi ned by point B, something that would 
not win a democratic majority vote. They do this by manipulating election 
laws, corrupting the electoral process, and/or fi nding other, imaginative,  ways 
to strongly “tilt the playing fi eld” toward incumbents. The Russian case is 
instructive as to how a creative regime can emasculate the electoral process 
even while leaving some genuine opposition in the race, allowing the regime 
to offer policies much closer to its ideal than to society’s.23 Without attempt-
ing an exhaustive treatment, we highlight six general trends observable in the 
2000s, especially after Putin began his second term as president in 2004:24

(1) Depersonalization. Personal representation by a single deputy held 
accountable by elections to a specifi c territorially defi ned set of constituents has 
been eliminated in the State Duma. Starting in 2007, single-member-district 
elections were replaced by a closed-list, nationwide-ballot proportional repre-
sentation system. The personal electoral connection between state offi cials and 
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voters had earlier been weakened when, starting in 2005, governors ceased to 
be directly elected at all, instead being appointed by the president subject to 
confi rmation by the regional legislature.25 And since 2003, at least half of each 
single-chamber regional legislature must be elected by party-list elections, not 
single-member-district contests.26

(2) Centralization. The Kremlin27 has dramatically increased the control of 
central state structures over the election process. It has strongly subordinated 
Russia’s previously (largely) autonomous election commissions of all levels to 
the Central Election Commission, which since 2007 has been headed by long-
time Putin associate Vladimir Churov, a physicist with relatively little election 
commission experience. Regional parties have long been barred from national 
elections; additionally, in 2001, they were denied recognition as parties, cost-
ing them the right to compete in the party-list segment of regional elections, 
which are reserved for recognized parties. With authorities openly attempting 
to engineer a reduction in the number of parties, fewer than ten were offi cially 
recognized in 2009, a drop from 44 such entities in 2003.28 Moreover, the 
powers of the surviving parties’ central leaderships have risen. Not only did 
Putin personally assume direct formal management of the United Russia party 
organization in spring 2008, but starting in 2006 only offi cially recognized 
members of a party or independents (that is, not members of other parties) 
have had the right to run for offi ce on that party’s candidate list. While early 
in his term Putin signed into law a system of state fi nancing for parties, more 
dramatically important was the Kremlin assertion of informal central control 
over party and election fi nancing that occurred during his second term. The 
state-owned Vneshekonombank, directly under the president’s supervision, 
reportedly exercised strict control over all party campaign-related expenditures 
(both on and off the books) in the 2007 Duma election. Given the extent of 
Kremlin monitoring, it was widely believed that no businessperson in his or her 
right mind would fi nance any project smacking of opposition politics without 
the Kremlin’s blessing and that the Kremlin itself actually directed individual 
corporate sponsors to particular opposition parties by giving them what might 
be called “suggestions they couldn’t refuse.”29 Sources in the Yabloko leadership, 
for example, assert it was the Kremlin that requested that Yukos CEO Mikhail 
Khodorkovsky become its primary sponsor for the 2003 Duma election.30

(3) The “dictatorship of law.” Law in the Putin era has increasingly become 
an instrument by which rulers controlled society (rule by law) instead of a 
mechanism by which society and state mutually set limits on each other’s 
behavior (rule of law).31 At the base of this process is a sophisticated body of 
law regulating the political process. This law typically requires severe punish-
ments (such as the disqualifi cation of candidates or the shutting down of media 
outlets) for violations that are so imprecisely defi ned, so technical, or so hard 
to avoid that almost anyone can be found in violation. This gives considerable 
latitude to state offi cials in deciding what constitutes grounds for invoking the 
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severe punishment, and the offi cials who have been tasked with this responsi-
bility (including court and law enforcement offi cials) have been progressively 
subordinated to the Kremlin administrative hierarchy and politicized. Election 
law, for example, requires that would-be presidential candidates without party 
representation in the Duma follow an elaborate process for collecting and reg-
istering signatures to get on the ballot, and then puts these signatures through 
verifi cation by state-hired handwriting experts to determine their validity. 
Thus Mikhail Kasyanov, the former prime minister turned opposition candi-
date, somehow wound up with too many (over 5 percent) “invalid signatures” 
among the 2 million he collected to get on the 2008 presidential ballot, lead-
ing to his disqualifi cation and, for good measure, fraud convictions of some 
of his signature collectors.32 At the same time, the largely unknown Andrei 
Bogdanov (a Kremlin-friendly candidate offering the appearance of a “liberal 
option” on the ballot) breezed through the verifi cation of his 2 million signa-
tures, a quantity over twenty times the 89,780 votes his party got in the 2007 
Duma election.33 Even more recently, during the regional and local elections 
held on October 11, 2009, the invalidation of signatures kept many fi gures dis-
liked by the authorities, including opposition Solidarity candidates in Moscow, 
off the ballot.34

(4) Rising thresholds. The legal hurdles to occupying elected offi ce have 
steadily risen since Putin came into offi ce. Most obviously, the threshold for 
a party to win a delegation in the Duma in proportional representation vot-
ing rose from 5 percent of the vote to 7 percent as of 2007, and at the same 
time parties were forbidden to join forces by running as a single bloc in these 
contests. Many regional parliaments (51 as of the March 2008 elections) estab-
lished 7 percent thresholds for their own party-list elections. Also during the 
2000s, the authorities have greatly increased the minimum number of mem-
bers that an offi cially registered party needed to maintain (from 10,000 to 
50,000 in 2004) and the number of signatures necessary to get on the ballot 
for different contests if they did not already have parliamentary representa-
tion. Moreover, the alternative to signature collection—putting up a monetary 
deposit—was axed in early 2009.35 The “exception that proves the rule” is the 
removal of the minimum voter turnout level for an election to be valid. That 
move minimizes the chances that voter apathy or disgust over uninteresting 
elections with preordained results (not to mention an organized election boy-
cott) could undermine a given election.

(5) Negative selection. The primary principle of state intervention in elec-
toral contests has increasingly become less the Kremlin’s positive selection of 
a single candidate to actively push to victory against all comers and more the 
negative selection of unwelcome candidates to be disqualifi ed. Certain names, 
prominent among which have been Vladimir Ryzhkov and Garry Kasparov, 
have reportedly appeared on Kremlin blacklists, not to be allowed onto ballots 
for any offi ce. The remaining candidates, however, are generally allowed to 
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compete and occasionally to win at least minor offi ces, as with the Communist 
Party victory in the Tver City Duma election of March 2009. In the past, vot-
ers whose favorite candidate was disqualifi ed could vote “against all,” which 
could force repeat elections if the number of people doing this exceeded the 
number of votes for the leading candidate on the ballot. In 2006, this option 
was eliminated for all Russian elections.

(6) Nonstandard voting procedures. Election authorities have increasingly 
made use of voting practices that diverge from the common procedure whereby 
voters show up at a precinct to cast ballots on election day. These nonstandard 
practices include allowing people to vote early and employing mobile ballot 
boxes that are brought to people’s homes. The share of votes cast by such proce-
dures in the 2009 Sochi mayoral elections, for example, was some 37 percent.36 
While justifi ed in terms of maximizing voters’ ability to participate, they com-
plicate or altogether circumvent non-state monitoring and are widely believed 
to facilitate not only ballot stuffi ng but also other means of administrative con-
trol over voting. Managers of organizations that depend on state funding can 
demand that their staff vote early at certain designated polling places instead 
of their home precinct and show them their “correctly fi lled-in” ballot prior to 
dropping it in the urn. Of course, voters can be pressured, albeit less effi ciently, 
by bosses or state offi cials even with standard voting procedures in place, too.37

How far from point B can the rulers push the public? In an autocratic regime 
that relies primarily on brutal repression, the rulers give society only what they 
want to give it and not a kopeck more (that is, they give the public, and them-
selves, their favored point Z). Overmanaged democracy leaders, however, face 
a signifi cant limitation brought about by their own reluctance to eliminate (or 
eviscerate) democratic processes entirely, especially elections that include at 
least some genuine opposition.

The Limits of Management

Why might state rulers be reluctant to eliminate democratic institutions, even 
when they have the power to do so? One reason is that they simply might not 
want (or might be afraid) to resort to the rawest forms of coercion, although 
Putin and Boris Yeltsin both demonstrated in Chechnya that they were nei-
ther pacifi sts nor shrinking violets. Another reason is that free and fair elec-
tions can serve many functions that can benefi t state leaders’ own ability to 
get things done. They legitimize state authority; provide feedback between 
society and the state; identify problems that are looming or already exist; 
allow society to “diagnose” (pass judgment on) the effectiveness and direction 
of state policy; supply a competitive mechanism for selecting candidates for 
public offi ce and programs for implementation; channel social tensions and 
opposition sentiment in constructive rather than destructive directions; create 
a peaceful mechanism for resolving differences of opinion and interest in pub-
lic policy; generate public interest and hence engagement in the policy process; 
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and incentivize innovation in policy making. In all but the tiniest or newest of 
true democracies, free and fair elections are contested at least partly by political 
parties, which are also widely regarded as serving important functions for the 
state. These functions include the organization of specifi c societal interests for 
the purpose of reaching agreement with them in state policy-making institu-
tions; the creation of support and enhancing the legitimacy of state decisions in 
which they have a part; the simplifi cation of political choices that the citizenry 
faces; the winnowing of the fi eld of potential candidates for offi ce and pos-
sible platforms on which candidates may run; and the absorption of opposition 
sentiment (directing it away from challenges to the underlying political order).

Accordingly, contrary to some more simplistic accounts, Russia’s leaders 
have decidedly not eliminated electoral competition entirely, even though they 
have almost certainly had the power to do so since the start of Putin’s sec-
ond term as president. At least some real opposition force has been allowed 
onto the ballot in every national election since the USSR broke apart, most 
prominently the Communist Party of the Russian Federation (KPRF).38 The 
KPRF has now been complemented by a variety of “loyal opposition” (often 
called “virtual”) parties that claim to advocate policies that diverge from those 
of Putin’s United Russia party but that in fact are closely linked to Kremlin 
structures. These include the supposedly socialist Spravedlivaia Rossiia (A Just 
Russia) party, led by longtime Putin associate Sergei Mironov;39 Vladimir 
Zhirinovsky’s avowedly nationalist Liberal Democratic Party of Russia; the 
purportedly “pro-European” Democratic Party led by Andrei Bogdanov; and 
the liberal Pravoe Delo (Right Cause) party that was born in late 2008 of a 
surprisingly open agreement not to oppose the Kremlin very strongly in return 
for being allowed to compete for signifi cant elective offi ces.40 Each of these 
parties is tasked in part with trying to engage particular sets of voters—includ-
ing members of nationalist organizations, anomic protest electorates, the busi-
ness community, and local interests whose rivals have wound up controlling 
regional United Russia branches—who might otherwise become alienated or 
even wind up with the opposition. Such virtual parties can be easily scrapped 
when they are no longer needed, as happened with the Democratic Party upon 
the formation of Pravoe Delo in 2008, or when they show signs of taking on a 
life of their own, as happened with the Motherland Party and the Pensioners’ 
Party in 2006–2007.41 

Yet as Joshua Tucker has argued, contested elections themselves—even when 
regimes attempt to control them tightly—can serve to facilitate a social uprising 
or even a revolutionary overthrow of a regime when the public is broadly dis-
satisfi ed with the policy outputs (such as high corruption).42 When an election 
is obviously stolen and is widely believed to ride roughshod over public prefer-
ences, it can instantly crystallize opposition by supplying a single moment of 
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outrage and a particular organized leadership (the opposition believed to have 
actually won) around which people can rally, knowing that there will likely 
be some safety and power in numbers at that particular moment.43 This is 
one way in which even unfree and unfair elections—so long as at least some 
real competition to represent real group interests is allowed—can force hybrid 
regime rulers to pay some heed to public preferences. Massive protests after 
elections in Iran in 2009 are evidence that even elections whose contestants are 
carefully fi ltered by the regime can have such an effect. These pressures can 
be particularly powerful when they combine with a succession crisis, as they 
did during the so-called color revolutions that toppled incumbents in Georgia, 
Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan in 2003 to 2005.44 Awareness of those outcomes has 
helped discourage the Russian leadership—so far, at least—from resorting to 
large-scale vote-count fraud to stay in power.45

Of course, elections provide only one particularly stark potential focal point 
for crystallizing mass protest in an overmanaged democracy. After the Russian 
government announced a decision in 2005 to replace a wide range of in-kind 
benefi ts (such as free utilities and transportation for pensioners) with mon-
etary payments that people feared would not be suffi cient, retirees and others 
poured into the streets. These protests, involving thousands of people, were 
reported in at least 80 of Russia’s 89 regions and even blocked the central 
highway in Moscow along which top Russian offi cials were returning from 
their New Year’s vacations.46 The policy announcement itself, combined with 
the concrete nature of the feared loss and the general “obvious” agreement 
on who was to blame (the central authorities), prompted Russians to over-
come their typically high threshold for collective protest action.47 In fact, 26 
percent of the Russian public expressed the intent to join the protests during 
January 2005.48 This ultimately forced the government to compromise, pull-
ing back on some of its strongest measures. Accountability was exercised, but 
in a highly ineffi cient way that imposed signifi cant costs on society (as with 
the road blockages) and caused state authorities to perceive a signifi cant risk of 
things spiraling out of control.

One might think of overmanaged democracy leaders, then, as being limited 
not by what would produce a free and fair majority vote, but by what would 
spark an unacceptable level of public protest, not to mention revolution. In 
terms of Figure 1, the threshold at which such an uprising occurs might be 
represented by the outer ring around society’s ideal point A.49 That is, how far 
away from its ideal point society can be “stretched” before it snaps, recoiling 
against state leaders. Overmanaged democracy authorities can be expected to 
consistently try to offer society policy X, which is as close to the leaders’ own 
ideal policy as they can hope for without triggering an uprising (or at least 
without having to use raw violence to suppress such an uprising).
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Expanding Public Toleration of Policy 
Outputs Desired by the Regime

The rulers can be expected to employ a range of means to bring point X as 
close as possible to their own ideal point, Z. One tactic is to manipulate public 
opinion through mass media they control, moving point A to the left. Another 
is to reduce the propensity of civil society to organize autonomously against the 
regime—in other words, increasing the distance between X and A—by using a 
large toolbox of sophisticated methods that are designed to preempt or prevent 
rather than to suppress by brute force. Chief among these are efforts to disrupt 
the ability of dissenters to coordinate, including denying them access to obvi-
ous locations for spontaneous rallies and channeling demonstrations to places 
where they are unlikely to attract passersby or the halfhearted, such as an out-
of-the-way stadium or a central square surrounded by a ring of armed troops 
that allows people to enter only by passing through a metal detector (these are 
among the favorite Russian state tactics). Other tools include the systematic 
discrediting and marginalizing of undesired protest organizers and civil soci-
ety activists as well as the intimidation of potential participants. For exam-
ple, Graeme Robertson describes how Russian law enforcement organs have 
systematically tracked people inclined to social activism and have frequently 
intercepted them one way or the other (by accusing them of traffi c violations, 
for instance) en route to a protest so that they never actually arrive at planned 
rallies.50 Naturally, authorities also do their best to divert primary blame for 
problems from themselves. Thus Putin was very quick after the world fi nancial 
crisis hit Russia in 2008 to stress that it originated in the United States, mean-
ing that he and his government should not be held accountable for economic 
problems incurred by Russia.

Russia’s authorities under Putin have also cultivated a sense that social orga-
nization independent of the state is useless, communicating to the public that 
so long as the state is providing something benefi cial, protest is unproductive 
and indeed impermissible. The rulers argue that their role in this non-partic-
ipation pact, as it might be called, has been to supply: the steady economic 
growth that took place under Putin after a decade of collapse; Russia’s return 
to global leadership; a perception of stability; and a sense that the country is 
being guided by a strong and capable leader.51 Survey evidence in 2008 shows 
that the Russian public overwhelmingly agrees that each of these things did, 
in fact, occur during the Putin presidency.52 At the same time, public opin-
ion research also shows that Russian citizens do not see their government as 
an expression of their own will or that of the public. A 2006 Levada Center 
survey, for example, found that nearly three-fi fths of adult Russian citizens 
felt “absolutely no” responsibility for what happens in their country, with an 
additional quarter feeling only a tiny amount of responsibility. Similarly, a 
November 2007 survey by the same organization found that just 28 percent of 
the adult population tended to think that the interests of the authorities and 
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society corresponded.53 The essence of the non-participation pact, then, is that 
so long as Russians believe that the state is at least minimally holding up its end 
of the pact, when it comes to actual governance, they are willing to put up with 
dysfunction and even decline, such as the corruption that most Russians agree 
remained constant or even increased under the Putin administration.54 The 
promotion of this pact by the state, then, also serves to increase the distance 
between X and A in Figure 1. Surely this is a key reason for the Kremlin’s seem-
ing obsession with Putin’s (and now Medvedev’s) ratings among the public.

Overmanaged Democracy and Accountability

The implications of overmanaged democracy for accountability in governance 
are thus several. The system does involve a signifi cant accountability mecha-
nism, one much stronger than in an authoritarian system that allows no public 
opposition to exist, but the mechanism works ineffi ciently. Moreover, as this 
ineffi ciency rises because of state efforts to centralize and emasculate the elec-
tion process, the system tends to generate policies that are further away from 
the social ideal—policies of type X instead of policies of type B. Moreover, 
when the accountability mechanism is exercised, it works outside of any insti-
tutional framework and risks getting out of control, potentially infl icting seri-
ous collateral damage on society. These consequences of overmanaged democ-
racy could ultimately cost the former rulers more than they would have had 
to give up personally had they been able to peaceably retire to the life of a 
democratic opposition force and hope to return to power in the future.

Information

Another key to good governance is information, especially information that 
helps the state choose which policies to offer society. Some of the best genera-
tors of such information, however, are also generators of something else that 
rulers in any system tend not to like: political unpredictability and challenges 
to their authority. Some of the most powerful engines of politically useful infor-
mation include robust mass media and electoral competition. Competition in 
these realms provides political and media entrepreneurs with strong incentives 
to invest great resources in discerning societal needs and interests and in fi nd-
ing effective ways to communicate and address them. But because these very 
information-producing engines are also sources of political unpredictability 
and the risk of defeat, overmanaged democracy rulers have strong incentives to 
try to weaken them.

Information, Electoral, and Media Management

Contested elections and mass media competition can be important sources of 
information that authorities can fi nd useful for supplying good governance. 
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Electoral competition generates strong incentives for political entrepreneurs to 
seek out and publicize information on policy needs and on how well authori-
ties are performing in terms of policy development and implementation. Mass 
media outlets face similar incentives under free competition as they are most 
likely to beat out their competition when they best identify (potential) prob-
lems facing society. The combination of competitive elections and free media 
is particularly powerful in generating information, as candidates work through 
media at the same time that the media have an interest in reporting informa-
tion relevant to political competition. Free electoral and media competition 
can also provide an “early warning” system for state authorities by quickly 
generating and publicizing information on major problems (including those 
resulting from state policies) that are on the horizon.55 Even if the authorities 
are not particularly concerned about governing well and want nothing more 
than to retain power, electoral and media competition provides crucial infor-
mation on what society is likely to accept or reject and on what problems may 
be approaching that authorities will need to deal with to stay in power.

Much attention has been given to Russia’s attempts to manage or elimi-
nate these forms of competition. The previous section outlined various ways in 
which the Kremlin has effectively emasculated electoral competition without 
entirely eliminating opposition. The state has also made a concerted effort to 
manage mass media competition, though its strategy here is tailored specifi -
cally to the peculiarities of the media market. The paragraphs below will focus 
on this media management strategy.

Kremlin efforts to manage mass media have been concentrated on the most 
infl uential outlets, which primarily means the three main national television 
channels. These three channels have been found to be the primary source of 
information on politics for about nine-tenths of the population during the 
Putin era.56 Importantly, these efforts have not usually involved actual nation-
alization of previously private media outlets. In the cases of the two main state 
channels, First Channel and Rossiia, the state simply asserted control over what 
it partly or entirely already owned. In the case of NTV, the state-controlled 
fi rm Gazprom called in an overdue debt that NTV owed and thereby gained 
managerial control over the network.

This assertion of state control has virtually eliminated news competition 
among the most important media outlets. Nothing that is unexpected or 
unwanted by the Kremlin can appear in a news broadcast on the three major 
television networks. Analytical programs and talk shows are almost always pre-
recorded and edited rather than broadcast live. Sharp political satire, a brilliant 
and enjoyable staple of Russian popular culture in the 1990s, is now almost 
entirely a thing of the past. As a general rule, in keeping with the desire to 
promote a sense that there are no alternatives to the top leadership, primary 
coverage on all three main channels was consistently given to Putin’s activities 
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as president during his two terms, though since that time Medvedev has 
become the primary star of these broadcasts with a large degree of secondary 
coverage devoted to Putin. In fact, the managers of the three major networks 
actually personally coordinate their content in weekly Friday meetings with 
the head of the Kremlin press service and in follow-up meetings during the 
week.57 News broadcasts on the three channels are virtually the same. Regional 
authorities have increasingly copied these developments among central media. 
Local stations in the state-owned federal Rossiia channel’s VGTRK network 
(which previously exercised a good deal of autonomy from their parent station) 
have now been strictly subordinated to a nationwide network led by the state 
company’s central headquarters in Moscow. Starting in 2004, the VGTRK 
introduced a standardization of news content, supplying centrally produced 
material for the regional outlets to broadcast.

All this can redound to the detriment not only of society, but also of rulers 
and the states they run. In the most abstract terms, without roiling springs of 
information on what society really will or will not accept or on what really will 
or will not work, authorities risk thinking they are adopting policy X when 
they are actually adopting policy Y. This mistake, seemingly small in Figure 
1, can be disastrous because policy Y lies outside the realm of what society will 
tolerate and ultimately triggers an uprising, perhaps one catalyzed by an elec-
tion the authorities mistakenly think they are in a position to win.58 So long 
as societal needs change little or in a predictable way, this danger may not be 
great. But it can accumulate over time or, in the worst-case scenario, suddenly 
become acute when economic or other shocks produce a shift in public opinion 
along unforeseen dimensions.

Substitutions and Their Governance Effects

Authorities in an overmanaged democracy seek to redress these problems in at 
least two ways. One is the proliferation of substitutions designed to compen-
sate for the information loss characteristic of subverted electoral and media 
institutions. Russian authorities have thus created, for example, huge networks 
of “public reception offi ces” across the country, with different networks under 
the supervision of almost every major state or semi-state organization, includ-
ing the presidential administration, the federal inspectorate, the United Russia 
party, the Accounts Chamber (Russia’s equivalent of the American GAO), gov-
ernors, and mayors. More than ever since the USSR’s communist regime fell, 
the Kremlin also undertakes elaborate analyses of appeals that citizens make in 
letters or visits to these reception offi ces. In addition, it relies heavily on opin-
ion polls and data collection by state security services such as the FSB as well 
as contracting organizations, including large-scale secret surveys conducted by 
the Public Opinion Foundation that were publicized for the fi rst time in May 
2009 in part to call attention to the poor performance of regional authorities.
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There are several problems with these measures, however. For one thing, 
because the substitutions are dependent on central authorities’ favor for their 
continued operation and personnel decisions, they have more incentive to 
reproduce the views of the authorities than to challenge them. Additionally, 
they do not include the kind of competition that (especially when combined 
with transparency) has proven to be such a powerful information-generating 
engine for the state.

Recognizing the informational value of political competition, Russia’s lead-
ership has sought to fi nd creative ways to foster “constructive” competition 
that has benefi cial effects but that does not actually threaten to let an opposing 
side win. This is one purpose of the “loyal opposition parties” described above. 
United Russia’s leadership has also been experimenting with ways to permit 
competition within its own ranks. While it has publicly disapproved of having 
multiple United Russia candidates contest a single race, as when four party 
members challenged the offi cial party nominee in the Nizhny Tagil mayoral 
race in October 2008, it has not acted strongly to prevent this. Moreover, if 
the party’s own challenger defeats its nominee, it has not been averse to tak-
ing the victor back into the fold, as it did when one of the four party “maver-
icks” (Valentina Isaeva) defeated the party nominee to become Nizhny Tagil 
mayor.59 In the summer before the 2007 Duma campaign offi cially began, 
the party also for the fi rst time held a series of intraparty preelection contests 
(dubbed primaries, praimeriz) in which a long list of possible United Russia 
candidates were pitted against each other for party members’ votes in each 
region. And in 2009, the party mandated that similar primaries be held for 
elections at all levels. Another form of political competition encouraged within 
United Russia involves three internal party “debating clubs” that represent dis-
tinct “patriotic,” “social-conservative,” and “liberal-conservative” ideas.

The Kremlin effort to allow for manageable competition has not proven 
workable in practice, however, and so does not appear to be having the desired 
informational effect. Competition among different United Russia candidates 
has been the exception rather than the rule, and the Kremlin has let one of its 
loyal opposition parties defeat United Russia at the regional level or higher only 
once since 2007, when Spravedlivaia Rossiia beat United Russia in a no-holds-
barred battle of political machines for the Stavropol regional legislature. And 
even in this instance, recoiling at the criticism United Russia had to endure 
during the campaign and having second thoughts about the wisdom of letting 
even the most loyal of loyal oppositions control a region, the Kremlin quickly 
orchestrated the replacement of the parliamentary chairman, the Stavropol 
mayor, and the governor himself (all members of Spravedlivaia Rossiia) with 
United Russia representatives through prosecution and other manipulations of 
the law.60 The outcomes of United Russia’s primaries also appear to have been 
largely ignored, with candidates who performed well often not making it into 
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lead slots on the party list and with many getting high places on the party list 
despite poor performances in the primaries. The regional elections of October 
11, 2009, especially the Moscow city council race, provided further indication 
that the Kremlin is moving away from many of these attempts to allow man-
aged competition.

Manipulating Media Markets 

A second way in which overmanaged democracy authorities in Russia have 
sought to redress the information problem has been in not entirely snuffi ng 
out truly independent media, but marginalizing them in a creative way that 
manipulates media market forces and takes advantage of inertia in media con-
sumers’ habits. Thus, aside from the three main television networks, there is 
in fact wide-ranging autonomy of political expression and even some serious 
investigative journalism that works against state offi cials in Russia. These can 
be found on the Internet (to which more than a quarter of the population 
reported access as of 2008),61 print publications (including but by no means 
limited to Novaia Gazeta, the New Times, Kommersant, and Vedomosti), and 
radio outlets (especially Ekho Moskvy) that broadcast to the whole popula-
tion of Moscow and St. Petersburg as well as to about four dozen other cities 
throughout Russia. REN-TV, a channel accessible to most urban Russians, has 
even featured reasonably objective TV news coverage right up to the time of 
this writing, especially on its Saturday wrap-up program, and St. Petersburg–
Channel 5 also broadcasts news that differs somewhat from that of the three 
main channels. Moreover, it should be stressed that the people with the great-
est access to these outlets, especially urban and educated people, are the very 
populations that have fi lled the streets in anti-incumbent postelection upris-
ings elsewhere, as in Ukraine in 2004 and Iran in 2009.

The state has permitted this in part because these media serve at least four 
purposes. First, they are sources of independent information for the state about 
developments in the country and emerging problems. Second, they serve as 
“bulletin boards” on which players in politics or business can make public 
some piece of information or argument aimed primarily at Russia’s most 
important reader: Putin. Third, they function as a kind of safety valve for 
disgruntled elites, a channel through which their discontent can be vented 
and diverted from action more threatening to the state. Finally, the fact that 
such media operate relatively independently lessens the feeling in society that 
freedom of expression is actually being squelched, thereby reducing incentives 
to rebel among those who value such freedom.

But if sources of free information exist and if they are generally available 
to many or even most Russians, one might ask, how do the authorities ensure 
that these media do not then come to undermine the rulers’ use of media as 
an instrument of control? The answer lies partly in clever state manipulation 
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of media markets. While the three main national channels do not compete in 
news coverage, they are fi erce rivals for audience share and advertising income. 
They therefore attract viewers primarily to their highly professional and appeal-
ing entertainment programming. Advertisers in turn freely invest most of their 
money in these particular channels, which gives them even bigger budgets 
to produce high-quality entertainment programming and limits the ability of 
other outlets to do so. Viewers, initially attracted primarily to the three major 
television channels’ entertainment programming, then tend not to turn the 
dial when the news comes on.62 This helps explain why REN-TV’s relatively 
objective news coverage was watched in a given week by only 22 percent of 
Russia’s population during spring 2008, while 88 percent reported watching 
the news on the First Channel, 83 percent on Rossiia, and 60 percent on NTV, 
despite the fact that only 12 percent reported not being able to access REN-TV 
where they live.63 The mass audience of the three major national networks is, 
in an important sense, the electoral base of the regime.

Similarly, relatively few people are willing to spend the extra time, effort, or 
money necessary to access news in other ways, including through newspapers 
or the Internet, and even here (as well as in radio) people often choose their 
outlets based on their entertainment component, with news content coming 
as a secondary consideration. And just in case the Kremlin deems it necessary 
to squelch a particular voice, it has an abundance of instruments for doing 
so, including orchestrating a change in ownership or fi nding a legal pretext 
to halt publication or broadcast. Either of these steps is easy due to vague 
and/or overly specifi c requirements in the governing legal acts. In fact, Yury 
Kovalchuk, widely reported to be a Putin friend, acquired a controlling share 
in both REN-TV and St. Petersburg–Channel 5 in recent years, bringing them 
and other assets together in a new National Media Group in early 2008. While 
these channels have maintained some independence in news up to the time of 
this writing, reports emerged in October 2009 that both channels will cease 
producing their own news programming and instead rely on material pro-
duced by the state-owned company Russia Today.64

As a result, and despite the availability of independent sources of news that 
do in fact provide a very different picture of Russian life, the media that most 
Russians have actually watched, read, or heard during the Putin era have con-
veyed the Kremlin line. This line includes the implicit message that active 
engagement is futile except through state-sponsored substitutions and that, 
in any case, engagement is not necessary because the state working to provide 
growth, international prestige, stability, and strong leadership.65

While granting a limited preserve for the functioning of independent media 
is surely better for the state’s information needs than the absence of such, the 
methods by which this preserve is maintained negate many of the intended 
gains. The relative poverty that keeps independent outlets from competing 
strongly in the entertainment realm (and hence the news realm) impedes their 
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capacity to serve as truly robust information generators, leaving them unable 
to fi nance major investigations and large networks of journalists. Without the 
cover of impartial law enforcement, they become vulnerable not only to vindic-
tive state authorities (especially at the local level), but also to organized crime 
or other violent groups that might not like the direction particular stories take. 
Marginalized by the regime, they frequently fi nd it hard to develop sources or 
even to gain simple access to public offi cials, who often will not grant inter-
views and rarely allow independent media to pose tough questions at public 
events. And even the most independent of media face pressures to self-censor 
lest they jeopardize their entire operation.

Overmanaged Democracy, Information, and Governance

Overmanaged democracy’s impact on the generation of information neces-
sary for good governance is in general negative, perhaps even relative to more 
repressive autocratic countries. For one thing, the same substitutions meant 
to provide a diversity of opinion can instead generate a kind of echo chamber 
effect, as the same view appears to be reproduced from multiple authoritative 
sources (and challenged only by marginal ones) and is thereby reinforced in 
rulers’ minds when in fact it is generated by actors trying to anticipate what 
authorities want to hear. Because authorities may in fact think that these views 
are more independent than those coming from their own direct subordinates, 
the risks of policy missteps are greater. Additionally, overmanaged democracy 
severely damages the competitive engine of information production, with 
substitutions remaining inadequate and free media that remain functioning 
unable to do their job fully effectively. Returning to Figure 1, all this means 
that any given government initiative is more likely to look to the authorities 
like the optimal X than the dangerous Y regardless of whether it is true. This 
makes policy Y more likely to be chosen, which makes society worse off and 
also makes the state more vulnerable to social instability, especially when soci-
ety is undergoing rapid change or experiences a major shock.  

State Capacity

State strength, among other things, requires the capacity to adapt to the 
diverse and shifting interests that characterize any developing society.66 This 
capacity, however, tends to go hand in hand with institutions that create uncer-
tainty for ruling authorities in politics. Institutions such as parliaments that 
genuinely represent diverse social interests that may be changing by their very 
nature are not predictable. Such institutions devise creative ways to peacefully 
resolve confl icts of interest, guarantee the protection of key interests, and guard 
against an executive’s ability to make foolish decisions that run counter to the 
most important social interests and thus destabilize the state. Overmanaged 
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democracy, in part, represents an effort by state authorities to eliminate these 
sources of political risk for themselves while minimizing the consequences in 
terms of state capacity.

Pervasive Substitutions

The limitations on the election system and media markets described above have 
increasingly resulted in a parliament (State Duma and Federation Council) 
dominated by Kremlin loyalists who depend more on the presidential adminis-
tration than on their own nominal constituents, the marginalization of genuine 
opposition parties refl ecting diverse social interests, mass media that have little 
incentive to give voice to diverse interests except at the behest of the Kremlin, 
and a government consisting of Kremlin appointees rather than a coalition of 
different social interests. Recognizing that this gutting of democratic institu-
tions has compromised the state’s ability to accommodate the country’s diverse 
and changing social interests, Russian authorities have compensated by devis-
ing an elaborate system of substitutions. Table 1 illustrates how for seemingly 
every major institution of democracy that Russian authorities have weakened in 
recent years, they have maintained multiple substitutions intended to serve at 
least some of that institution’s state-capacity-augmenting functions or to regu-
late or provide some kind of check on the other substitutions or any remaining 
democratic institutions. In principle, these substitutions do in fact provide the 
authorities with ways to engage different societal interests, encourage innova-
tion, gather information for improving policy quality, and verify policies that 
are to be adopted. But in each case, the more “management” the state inserts 
into the equation, the more serious the drawbacks, which often mean that 
more harm than good is being done to state capacity.

Let us turn to rulers’ need for a mechanism to hash out confl icts of inter-
est. In democracies, this function typically is accomplished through genuine 
party competition in elections and a system of lobbying. Russian authorities 
have come to rely heavily on lobbying as a mechanism for interest accommo-
dation. But this is one of the most problematic elements even in democratic 
systems, and the Russian version is much less transparent.67 Without strong 
independent parties, the Kremlin has supplemented its virtual parties with 
huge newly created state corporations.68 These “national champions” are justi-
fi ed primarily as a way to modernize and restructure certain industries and to 
enhance international competitiveness, but they are used partly as representa-
tives of these industries in back room deals.69 Confl icting regional interests 
are handled in a similar behind-the-scenes way, through the State Council 
(Gossoviet) and its Presidium, institutions we describe below. Without public 
competition and open media, there is little to keep corruption out of all these 
consultations, and there remains signifi cant incentive for the substitutions to 
present the Kremlin with information that it wants to hear.
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Table 1. Five Weakened Democratic Institutions 
and their Substitutions in Russia*

Institution Substitutions

State Duma • Public Chamber    
• Consultative councils, commissions attached to president

Federation Council • State Council and its Presidium    
• Council of Legislators

Political parties • “Loyal opposition” parties and movements   
• State corporations   
• Regional political machines

Independent media • Public reception offi ces   
• Regional networks for collecting letters from citizens   
• FSB, other secret services   
• Pollsters

Government • Presidential administration   
• State corporations   
• Security Council   
• Center for Strategic Research (early Putin brain trust)

* Not a complete list.

The State Council is an instructive example. This is an entity that rep-
resents all of Russia’s governors, and the president appoints some of these 
governors to the State Council’s Presidium on a rotational basis. While not 
grounded in the Constitution, this system gives governors on the Presidium 
direct access to the president and special authorization for policy initiative 
during their terms, affording them the opportunity to voice regional concerns 
about existing policy or problems of implementation, to inform the Kremlin 
about the state of affairs in their regions, and to suggest new ideas for new 
policy originating outside of Moscow. Substitutions such as the State Council, 
then, do in fact have the potential to improve the Kremlin’s ability to design 
and carry out policies of type X (desired by state authorities) instead of type Y 
(disastrous to incumbents). 

But here, too, the state encounters a series of problems. One is analogous to 
the informational “echo chamber” problem described above: The substitutions 
generate incentives for kowtowing to central authorities that are at least as 
strong as their incentives to represent real divergent interests in society, thereby 
reinforcing prior Kremlin inclinations regardless of whether the actual needs 
of different parts of society are being served. This, in turn, creates problems 
of policy design and implementation, increases the system’s dependence on 
the performance of just a handful of Kremlin offi cials, and renders the system 
vulnerable to both socioeconomic change and succession crises. Indeed, the 
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governors who sit on the State Council, it turns out, are no longer directly 
elected; instead, they were fi rst dependent on presidential nomination for reap-
pointment and then made subject to nomination by the party that won the 
most recent regional legislative election—in all cases since that time, United 
Russia. These governors must also regularly coordinate with one of the seven 
presidential envoys (polpredy) appointed to monitor and control developments 
with the regions in their purview (that is, in their federalnyi okrug). Newly 
installed governors often have not even lived in their regions prior to their 
nomination by the president. This, plus the fact that the federal government 
exercises a high degree of control over regional fi nancial fl ows, makes governors 
more directly beholden to the Kremlin for their future career prospects than to 
their own constituents or the regional interests they are expected to represent. 
Such governors are also likely to be less authoritative in implementing and 
advocating for federal policies in their home regions, less able to accurately 
assess local problems of policy implementation, and less capable of generating 
fresh ideas for realizing federal goals locally than are governors who have had 
to stand the test of local electoral politics.70 The rule whereby only some gover-
nors are given membership in the privileged Presidium, and then in a combina-
tion determined by the Kremlin, succeeds in providing yet another obstacle to 
any anti-Kremlin coordination on the part of governors and in the same way 
complicates genuine interest representation.71

In place of subjecting their policies to the civic verdict that elections typi-
cally render, the Russian state has also experimented with ways to avoid the 
echo chamber effect in determining whether genuine interest representation 
has been achieved. The aforementioned networks of public reception offi ces 
attached to various institutions and not-for-public-eyes opinion surveys are 
two such methods. The presidential administration has also developed a sys-
tem of monitoring regional developments that is based on a large number of 
quantitative indicators, and it engages in a wide range of consultations with 
interest groups (which are only too eager to share their views with the admin-
istration). But the proliferation of state organs designed to monitor and control 
other state organs, all without solid foundation in a constitutional division 
of powers, has the potential to generate both sclerosis (an inability to change 
policy in response to rapid change) and counterproductive intra-agency battles 
within the regime. Indeed, as Putin was preparing to hand off the presidency 
to Medvedev in 2007–2008, a rather wild “war” broke out among competing 
law enforcement agencies and between rival Putinite “clans” vying for infl u-
ence over the succession. The battle was fought through interviews given to 
major newspapers and the arrests of each other’s political allies. 

Interest Representation to the Streets

Similarly, overmanaged democracy has a tendency to force the most serious 
confl icts of social interest outside the framework of orderly politics, something 
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both society and the state generally prefer to avoid. Social interests that fi nd 
themselves excluded from state policy making are faced with a dilemma under 
overmanaged democracy: Either keep competing in the state’s elections on the 
state’s terms and lose your standing as a truly independent representational force 
(as many members of the business-oriented Union of Right Forces [SPS] such 
as Leonid Gozman opted to do by dissolving their party to join Pravoe Delo in 
late 2008), or take your battle to the streets and oppose the system with all of 
its repressive might, only to be branded an extremist and marginalized (as did 
former SPS leader Boris Nemtsov in opposing Gozman’s move). The result has 
been an increasing divide between incumbents (as personifi ed by United Russia) 
and the opposition, with the public increasingly losing faith in the parties that 
are trying to comprise an opposition that still accepts the existing system. The 
popularity ratings of Yabloko, as an example of the latter kind of party, plum-
meted during the Putin era. In fact, public attachment to parties other than the 
ruling party has also dropped dramatically. In 1999 a third of Russia’s popula-
tion professed some form of loyalty to one of Russia’s major political parties 
other than Unity or United Russia; by 2008 this fi gure had dropped by more 
than half.72 The Kremlin actively promoted this process by systematically liqui-
dating parties whose fortunes dipped below offi cial membership requirements, 
providing state fi nancing to those able to “win” Duma delegations, and set-
ting forbiddingly high hurdles for the formation of new independent parties. 
At the time of this writing, only seven parties remain registered, just two of 
which can be considered to have genuinely oppositional inclinations (Yabloko 
and the KPRF). And only four (United Russia, SR, the LDPR, and the KPRF) 
have been able to consistently win seats in national or regional legislative elec-
tions since the mid-2000s, with the lion’s share always going to United Russia. 
Russia’s October 2009 regional elections confi rmed this trend.

The system has also ceased to provide much of a constructive channel for 
the public to let off steam, as the main legitimate avenue for alternative interest 
expression now is on the streets. Thus when a genuine confl ict of social inter-
ests arose after the government sought to replace longstanding social benefi ts 
with cash payments in early 2005, parties and electoral institutions were for the 
most part bypassed, with discontent boiling over in the form of largely spon-
taneous, locally organized street protests. While parties soon got involved, it 
was mainly to try to ride or further infl ate the protest wave—following events 
rather than driving them.

Overmanaged Democracy’s Dependence on Manual Control

The cash-for-benefi ts example highlights another important fi nding: Over-
managed democracy can work well on its own when the country does not 
experience any shocks and social changes do not necessitate serious reforms, 
but when such shocks or changes arise, the system requires direct and per-
sonal intervention from the highest levels in order to respond effectively. Thus, 
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miscalibrating the cash-for-benefi ts reforms in early 2005, Putin had to force a 
partial reversal of course to bring the public back under control. Because soci-
ety itself is always changing and countries like Russia are still in need of ongo-
ing reforms, the overmanaged democracy system, to be functional, requires 
constant manual control by top leaders. This is because the increasingly cen-
tralized system gives very little incentive for lower levels of government to try 
something new and, more importantly, gives them little real authority to do 
so—even when it comes to resolving local problems.

Thus during spring 2009, observers watched on television a spectacle in 
which Putin personally had to travel to Pikalevo, a town with a population of 
just 20,000, to quell a local protest that was cutting off federal roads. Seeking 
to save his reputation as a decisive leader who protects citizens and is tough on 
greedy big businessmen, Putin publicly scolded the “oligarch” Oleg Deripaska, 
the owner of one of the town’s four main companies, for allowing wages to go 
unpaid and local production to be shut down. The prime minister ordered the 
businessman to change his fi rm’s practices, and Deripaska obediently agreed 
to do so. Attempting to counteract this tendency for Putin to become per-
sonally drawn into such confl icts of social interest, the Kremlin (this time in 
Medvedev’s voice) then called on governors to be more proactive and not to 
hide under their desks.

Overmanaged Democracy, State Capacity, and Governance

So long as the president and prime minister (and their closest aides) have suf-
fi cient skill, instincts, and energy to sustain this manual control, and so long 
as the aforementioned non-participation pact holds, overmanaged democracy’s 
problems of state capacity may appear to be only minimal. This was argu-
ably the case for most of the Putin presidential years, when many policies 
found broad support and the economy grew steadily without causing major 
social dislocations or excessive expectations. But while the system can per-
form adequately in times of relative stasis and moderate growth, overmanaged 
democracy renders the whole system vulnerable to economic or other crises 
that require a carefully considered, major, and/or rapid change of course, and 
individual leaders may not always be up to the challenge. And the proliferation 
of substitutions may give policy makers the sense that they are representing real 
social interests far better than they actually are. In terms of Figure 1, therefore, 
overmanaged democracy tends to shrink the range of policies that the state 
can offer society within a reasonable period of time. This, in turn, produces 
a relatively high risk that, during a time of socioeconomic change, what is 
actually implemented will wind up being a dangerous policy of type Y instead 
of type X, and this can happen even when regime authorities know that X is 
what they want to implement. As argued above, overmanaged democracy may 
also complicate the state leadership’s ability to tell the difference between a 
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policy of type Y and one of type X. Overmanaged democracy thus brings risks 
for both society and state rulers, shrinking state capacity to produce desirable 
policy and over the long run making social upheaval more likely. 

Conclusion

What can we say, then, about the overall implications of overmanaged democ-
racy for governance? Certainly, we should be careful not to overlook its real 
achievements, and these lie primarily in the provision of short- to medium-
term political order and stability relative to the 1990s. By one estimate, Putin 
in 2000 inherited a situation in which as much as 30 percent of all regional 
laws ran counter to federal law.73 Acts of terrorism, notably the apartment 
bombings of 1999, were occurring in Moscow and other Russian cities, while 
lawlessness and civil war reigned in Chechnya. State employers were frequently 
unable to pay wages on time. Taxes were regularly dodged by leading corpora-
tions, to say nothing of individual citizens.

These features of the Yeltsin era represent failures by the state to provide 
good governance, and it is in this realm of restoring basic, short- and medium-
term order and stability through overmanaged democracy that Putin’s team 
can most credibly claim that its governing policies have had a positive impact. 
Wage arrears were largely eliminated early on in Putin’s presidency. Federal 
and regional legislation has been effectively harmonized. Major terrorist acts 
continued for the fi rst fi ve years of Putin’s presidency, culminating in the hor-
rifi c Beslan school hostage tragedy, but have since tailed off. While instability 
has risen recently in Ingushetia and Dagestan, relative stability has returned 
to Chechnya for the fi rst time in more than a decade.74 A representative sur-
vey conducted just after the 2007–2008 election cycle shows that the Russian 
population has generally recognized these achievements: At least three-fi fths 
believed that under Putin’s watch political stability had increased in Russia 
as a whole (60 percent) as well as in Chechnya (62 percent).75 Moreover, the 
Levada Center has found that people’s own sense of personal freedom has 
increased substantially under Putin and Medvedev, particularly after Putin’s 
fi rst term: The share of the population saying they feel like a “free person” 
increased from less than 40 percent in November 1990 to just over 50 percent 
between 2000 and 2006, with a rise to close to 70 percent by mid-2008.76 
Evidence from the same agency indicates that people have increasingly come 
to accept or even support Putin’s system of rule relative to various alternatives: 
In 2008, the percentage of people supporting the “current system” for the fi rst 
time constituted a plurality compared with those who backed “democracy as 
in Western countries” or “the Soviet system that we had up until the 1990s.”77

These very important successes for Putin’s system of governance, however, 
have also come at considerable cost, a cost that is likely to become much more 
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pronounced in the years ahead if the system remains largely unchanged. That 
is, success in resolving Russia’s immediate problems of state-building was 
achieved by constructing a new system (overmanaged democracy) that has 
weakened government accountability before the public, dampened sources 
of information and innovation, and reduced state capacity to accommodate 
diverse and changing social interests fl exibly and effectively. And this, in turn, 
may sow the seeds for instability as the public, with heightened expectations 
but little sense of engagement with its own government, fi nds that extra-sys-
tem mobilization has become the primary mechanism by which it can effect a 
major change in course. In addition, because the system has become increas-
ingly dependent on manual control by an extremely narrow set of individuals 
in and around the central executive branch, it raises the danger that the system 
will not function well should a leader less competent and popular than Putin 
come to control it.

These dangers are refl ected in a variety of systematically collected statistics, 
including some from organizations closely associated with Putin’s own team. A 
number of studies, for example, highlight how the circle of people able to infl u-
ence national outcomes has shrunk under Putin to now include primarily top 
central state offi cials. One set of fi gures comes from the journal Ekspert and the 
Institute for Public Projects (InOP), linked to fi rst deputy presidential admin-
istration chief Vladislav Surkov and the self-described “liberal wing” of Putin 
supporters. They undertook a study to identify politicians in Russia who held 
real infl uence over national political outcomes in 2002 and 2007, and found 
that the number of such individuals had shrunk from about 200 to about 50 
during the intervening period. Moreover, while the 2002 list included people 
from a wide variety of institutions (state organs, business, parties, and even 
organized crime), the 2007 list was “almost equivalent to a telephone book 
of the administration.”78 Similarly, a November 2007 Levada Center survey 
found that four times as many Russian citizens believed that the gap between 
the authorities and the people had widened under Putin than believed it had 
narrowed (45 percent versus 11 percent), while 36 percent thought the gap 
remained unchanged. This same poll also revealed that only 7 percent of the 
population believed citizens’ ability to regulate the actions of state authorities 
had improved during Putin’s watch, while 24 percent said it went unchanged, 
21 percent said it had gotten worse, and 37 percent averred that the population 
does not have and never has had the ability to restrain state authorities.79

At the same time that power is becoming increasingly concentrated in the 
hands of state administrators, public faith in such fi gures has declined if one 
looks beyond Putin and Medvedev. The state-managed VTsIOM polling 
agency found that by 2008, only four of Russia’s 83 governors had anything 
close to a national reputation for being able to effectively solve social problems, 
deal with the economy, and battle crime—a marked contrast to the large num-
ber of such fi gures before the elimination of direct gubernatorial elections.80 
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Other surveys show that even before the 2008 fi nancial crisis, the faith citi-
zens put in their own governors to solve regional problems had declined in 
recent years.81 Moreover, more people than not (38 percent versus 15 percent) 
believe that corruption among state offi cials has increased during the Putin era 
and that income inequality also has risen (64 percent).82 Year-by-year tracking 
conducted by Transparency International confi rms this popular Russian view 
of trends in corruption: While perceived corruption levels dropped during 
Putin’s fi rst term, they rose steadily during his second term (when overman-
aged democracy came into full fl ower). In 2008, Russia was found to be a more 
corrupt country than it had been in 1998, the last year before Putin arrived on 
the political scene.83

When do the governance problems inherent to overmanaged democracy 
become so acute as to destabilize the system? Our answer leads us to speculate 
about both the medium and long term. In the medium term, the experience 
of the 2000s allows us to say that the problems we identify may not come to a 
head quickly so long as the system is supported by steady economic improve-
ment, broad personal support for the president, energetic and highly skilled 
manual control of the system by the leader and his inner circle, and the absence 
of major shocks to society or the need for major changes of policy course. The 
experience of the global fi nancial crisis that occurred in 2008 further indicates 
that what is most important for the system’s survival and functioning is the 
leader’s popularity and personal skill: So long as these are not damaged sig-
nifi cantly by the disappearance of economic improvement or by an external 
shock—and so far both Putin and Medvedev have sustained high approval 
ratings despite the economic crisis—the system can continue to function rea-
sonably well. But in the longer run, when people start to take Putin’s initial 
state-building achievements for granted, the governance problems that over-
managed democracy generates are likely to become more pronounced and to 
erode popular support for the system’s leadership. This would amount to the 
removal of the system’s linchpin, making it highly vulnerable to succession 
struggles and struggles for power within the elite—struggles that could well 
give new life to electoral processes that currently seem tightly controlled.

Putin’s shift from the presidency to the premiership, with Medvedev playing 
the role of president, increases the system’s vulnerability to such an intra-elite 
struggle. While most Russian elites (and the larger part of the population) 
generally perceive Putin to be the paramount leader, the appearance of this 
“tandemocracy” has given rise to speculation among various elites as to just how 
much power Medvedev actually has and whether it might one day increase. 
And this speculation creates incentive for elites dissatisfi ed with Putin to try 
to encourage the possibility of more power for Medvedev. Thus while there is 
little sign of any real divergence in goals between Putin and Medvedev, the fact 
that there are now two prominent leaders rather than one makes management 
of the system more diffi cult and places a premium on continued agreement 
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between both parts of the tandem. If these tensions are to come to a head soon, 
they are most likely to do so as the next round of federal elections approaches. 
The elections—now less than two years away—will ratify a political arrange-
ment that, with longer presidential and parliamentary terms now in place, is 
likely to last at least fi ve to six years. These are very high stakes. But even if 
this next election cycle passes smoothly, the logic of overmanaged democracy 
suggests that the system is not viable for the long haul. Further down the road, 
the current Russian system is likely to unravel in an uncontrolled way if the 
leadership itself fails to transform it.
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