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Large-scale disasters, particularly when handled poorly, often spark popular outrage and threaten an autocrat’s hold on power.
Autocrats frequently employ blame-shifting strategies to redirect public anger and weather these storms. We examine whether blame
shifting after a large-scale disaster helps or hurts an autocrat’s popularity through a mixed-methods research design in the electoral
autocracy of Turkey in April-July 2023, following the February 2023 earthquakes. An online survey experiment (2 = 3,839) identifies
the effects of blaming the aftermath of the earthquakes on the opposition, a force majeure, private construction companies, or a
government minister, while focus groups explore the mechanisms behind these effects. We find that blaming the opposition or a force
majeute leads to a backlash, especially among those more able to critically evaluate information. Focus groups reveal that these backlash
effects are driven by voters’ dismay at electoral opportunism and the incumbent’s polarizing language following a large-scale disaster.

Keywords: autocratic approval, blame, large-scale disasters, electoral autocracy

ters in recent years.! Wildfires in the United  increasingly frequently due to anthropogenic climate
States and Australia have scorched millions of  change, can threaten the tenure of even the longest-
hectares and ruined livelihoods, floods in Germany and standing or seemingly secure leaders. British prime

M any countries have experienced large-scale disas- reactions to large-scale disasters, which are occurring

Libya have destroyed homes and taken thousands of lives, = minister Harold Macmillan famously remarked that
and earthquakes in Morocco, Syria, and Turkey have  “events, dear boy, events” were the greatest challenge
killed tens of thousands and displaced millions. Politicians’  for any statesman. This is especially true for autocrats

Corresponding author: Edward Goldring® (edward. goldring@unimelb.edu.an, Australia) is a lecturer in political science at
the University of Melbourne. He is the author of Purges: How Dictators Fight to Survive (forthcoming) and Authoritarian
Survival and Leadership Succession in North Korea and Beyond (Cambridge University Press, 2025; with Peter Ward), as
well as various journal articles on related topics. His research and policy engagement focus on authoritarian politics, especially
purges and succession.

Jonas Willibald Schmid © (jonas.schmid@statsvet.su.se, Sweden,) is a postdoctoral research fellow in the Department of Political
Science at Stockholm University. He holds a PhD in Political Science from the University of Oslo. His research focuses on
autocratic politics, cabiner ministers, and international cooperation.

Fulya Apaydin © (fapaydin@ibei.org, Spain) is an associate professor at Institut Barcelona d’Estudlis Internacionals (IBEL). Her
recent work unpacks the political and economic dynamics behind democratic backsliding and authoritarian survival. She is the
author of Technology, Institutions and Labor: Manufacturing Automobiles in Argentina and Turkey (2018). Her articles
have appeared in Competition and Change, Regulation and Governance, Review of International Political Economy,
Socio-Economic Review, and World Development, among others.

doi:10.1017/S1537592725102120

© The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of American Political Science Association. This is an Open
Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which
permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

https://doi.org/10.1017/51537592725102120 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7457-6809
mailto:edward.goldring@unimelb.edu.au
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8062-1330
mailto:jonas.schmid@statsvet.su.se
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7208-5857
mailto:fapaydin@ibei.org
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592725102120
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592725102120

(Flores and Smith 2013). Even China’s Xi Jinping faced
protests against his regime’s zero-COVID policy,
including some explicit calls for the removal of the
Chinese Communist Party regime and for Xi himself
to step down (Wintour 2022).

Yet, many autocrats survive large-scale disasters. Xi
ultimately steered his regime through the COVID-19
pandemic, North Korea’s Kim Jong Il survived a devas-
tating famine in the 1990s (Wilson Center 2002), and
Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdogan managed to take his
tenure into a third decade following the earthquakes in
February 2023, despite significant anger directed against
his rule due to his government’s poor response (Hubbard
2023). Autocrats have an extensive survival toolkit that
they can draw from to try to boost their popularity and
stabilize their regime following large-scale disasters. They
can unleash repression (Wood and Wright 2016), increase
the provision of public goods (Springborg 2011), or try to
dissuade people from protesting by engaging in blame
shifting, where they attempt to direct people’s anger
toward a target other than the autocrat (Aytag 2021;
Weaver 1986). This last tactic is frequently used by
dictators, especially following large-scale disasters, but
there is little evidence of whether it works. We therefore
ask: how does blame shifting following a large-scale
disaster affect an autocrat’s popular approval?

We set out competing preregistered arguments about
the effects of blame shifting on autocratic leader
approval following large-scale disasters. These are drawn
from various subfields, but especially the public man-
agement literature on blame avoidance. We focus on
(part of) Christopher Hood’s (2007, 200) notion of
“presentational” blame avoidance to define blame shift-
ing as an attempt to pass blame to another actor or
phenomenon through “spin, timing, stage-management
and argument by offering plausible excuses.”” In the
context of authoritarian systems, our conceptualization
entails using propaganda to manipulate public opinion
and pass blame onto another actor or phenomenon to
protect the autocrat’s position (Baekkeskov and Rubin
2017, 428). Blame shifting may positively affect auto-
cratic leader approval through the mechanisms of (1)
obfuscating clarity of responsibility among citizens, or (2)
by generating sympathy for the autocrat by highlighting
the role of supposedly obstructionist actors. Alternatively,
blame shifting may have negative effects if (1) citizens
perceive that the autocrat is lying, or (2) they deem the
autocrat to be politicizing an issue, which should be “above
politics,” for instrumental purposes. We also argue that
individual-level characteristics—specifically, an individ-
ual’s ability to consume alternative information and being
an unaffiliated voter—reduces their likelihood of being
susceptible to blame shifting,

We test these arguments in Turkey following the
earthquakes of February 2023, which left over fifty
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thousand people dead, 3.3 million displaced, and a
$150 million reduction in monthly labor income
(ILO 2023).7 Turkey is a typical electoral autocracy;
democratic institutions officially exist, but the playing
field is tilted “in the incumbent’s favour to the extent
that it is no longer a democracy, typically through
restricting media freedom and the space for civil society,
and repressing the opposition” (Maerz etal. 2020, 912).
While the proximity of the May 2023 election may
narrow the broader applicabilicy of our findings—a
point we return to in the conclusion—the regime’s
strong, but not monopolistic, control over information
flows is typical of many electoral autocracies.” However,
the ubiquity of awareness about the earthquakes meant
that Erdogan could not employ commonly used propa-
ganda tactics intended to distract the public or censor
the earthquakes from public discourse (Roberts 2018).
Instead, Erdogan engaged in blame shifting designed to
protect his public approval. This included blaming the
devastation of the earthquakes on there being a natural
disaster that was impossible to prepare for (a force
majeure), the opposition’s control of local governance
in certain regions, and private construction companies.

We employ a mixed-methods approach to explore the
effects of these blame-shifting strategies, and one addi-
tional tactic (a hypothetical scenario of Erdogan firing a
minister), on Erdogan’s approval. This first entails an
online survey experiment fielded to 3,839 adults in April
and May 2023, which primed respondents with a ran-
domly assigned blame-shifting strategy and then measured
their approval of Erdogan. We complemented this in July
2023 with three follow-up focus groups of participants
who were supporters of Erdogan, the opposition, or
unaffiliated voters. The experiment identified the effects
of the various types of blame-shifting politics on people’s
approval of Erdogan, while the focus groups helped to
elucidate the reasons underlying people’s responses to
blame-shifting politics (i.e., the causal mechanisms).

We find that blame-shifting politics not only tend to
be ineffective on average but can also spark a backlash.
Specifically, priming respondents with Erdogan’s efforts
to blame the earthquakes’ effects on a force majeure or the
opposition led to eight and six percentage-point decreases
in his approval, respectively. We also find that these
effects were moderated by an individual’s ability to
consume alternative sources of information: Erdogan
attempting to shift blame to a force majeure or the
opposition led to a greater backlash among those with a
higher level of education or a higher income. Contrary to
our expectation, partisanship does not modify these
effects. The focus groups reveal that these backlash effects
are driven by voters’ dismay at electoral opportunism and
the incumbent’s use of polarizing language following a
large-scale disaster. Regardless of partisan affiliation,
respondents expressed strong revulsion against blame
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shifting that points to the supposedly unavoidable nature
of large-scale disasters, and they disapproved of tactics
that instrumentalize the earthquakes for political gain,
especially when politicians use polarizing language.

Our study contributes to various bodies of literature
that examine blame shifting. Blame shifting interests
scholars in numerous subfields, including comparative
authoritarianism (Cai 2008; Chaisty, Gerry, and White-
field 2022; Li, Ni, and Wang 2021; Sirotkina and Zavads-
kaya 2020), the European Union (Heinkelmann-Wild
and Zangl 2020; Heinkelmann-Wild et al. 2023; Krieg-
mair et al. 2022; Schlipphak and Treib 2017; Schlipphak
et al. 2023; Traber, Schoonvelde, and Schumacher 2020),
international relations (Kim 2024; Verbeek 2024), and
public management (Backkeskov and Rubin 2017; Hans-
son 2024; Windsor, Dowell, and Graesser 2014). How-
ever, despite the prominence of blame shifting across these
diverse subfields—an indicator of its perceived importance
—evidence on the effects of blame shifting on executive
approval remains minimal and, where it does exist, findings
are somewhat contradictory.” Moreover, evidence on the
effects of blame shifting in the wake of large-scale disasters
is nonexistent (Hood 2007, 200).° By filling this specific
gap, our work contributes more broadly to research on
blame shifting across these diverse bodies of research.

The article proceeds as follows. We first extract theo-
retically motivated arguments from literature on public
management and authoritarian propaganda to describe
why blame shifting in autocracies following a large-scale
disaster may affect a leader’s approval positively or nega-
tively. We then introduce the empirical setting of Turkey
in 2023. Next, we describe our mixed-methods research
design of a survey experiment supplemented by focus
groups. This entails discussing participant recruitment,
the intervention, the outcome variable, the preregistered
hypotheses, focus group procedures, and ethical consider-
ations. We then present the results, before concluding by
considering the findings’ implications, the study’s limita-
tions, and avenues for future work.

Autocratic Leader Approval, Crises, and
Blame Shifting

Despite dictators facing little or no danger of losing power
at the ballot box, recent scholarship on comparative
authoritarianism emphasizes the importance of popular
approval for autocratic stability (Carter and Carter 2023;
Kendall-Taylor and Frantz 2014). The traditional view in
the contemporary study of autocracy is that a leader’s
standing among elites in the regime is the most important
factor in determining their survival. Since World War 1I,
dictators have been more likely to lose power at the hands
of a coup than any other method (Svolik 2012, 4-5).
However, their standing among the people matters. Dic-
tators can, and increasingly do, also fall to threats from the
people (Carter and Carter 2023; Kendall-Taylor and

https://doi.org/10.1017/51537592725102120 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Frantz 2014). Popular unrest can also precipitate chal-
lenges by insiders who, wary that the people may seek to
overturn the regime’s entire autocratic structure, remove
the leader in an attempt to becalm the population (Casper
and Tyson 2014). Popular approval is thus extremely
important in shaping autocratic leader survival in the short
term, but is also something that many dictators consider in
the long term as they seek legitimacy to stabilize their
regime (Gerschewski 2015).

At the same time, political leaders are closely attuned to
crises because these can harm their popular approval if the
leader is blamed for the event itself, or for how they handle
its aftermath (Cole, Healy, and Werker 2012). This is
especially true for autocrats because they are more suscep-
tible than democratic leaders to the negative effects of large-
scale disasters, which increase protests and undermine their
tenure (Flores and Smith 2013). Disasters including earth-
quakes, floods, and wildfires can “threaten the political
status quo, since people often make policy demands of
their [autocratic] leaders in the aftermath to alleviate their
suffering” (Windsor, Dowell, and Graesser 2014, 449).
Large-scale disasters can thus be thought of as critical
junctures, which provide an opportunity for the political
status quo to be renegotiated (Collier and Munck 2022).
Autocrats are therefore often proactive in trying to protect
their popular approval in the wake of large-scale disasters.

Dictators have various options available to protect their
approval following a large-scale disaster. They can attempt
to shift the agenda to another issue that is more favorable
to them (Aytag 2021), they can provide policy concessions
(Windsor, Dowell, and Graesser 2014, 452), or they can
try to shift blame (Weaver 1986). In an autocracy, the
concentration of power around the leader or in a small
ruling coalition should make it harder for autocrats to
credibly shift blame (Weaver 1986). However, several
scholars have documented that autocrats do attempt to do
this (Cai 2008; Williamson 2024), including in the wake of
large-scale disasters (Windsor, Dowell, and Graesser 2014).
While it is by no means the only strategy that autocrats
employ, presentational blame shifting is especially appealing
to autocrats at this time. Autocrats cannot use other propa-
ganda tactics like censorship, for instance; such a tactic
would lack credibility and be ineffective due to widespread
knowledge among citizens of the disaster’s effects (Roberts
2018; Rozenas and Stukal 2019). However, despite auto-
crats frequently employing blame shifting after disasters, it is
unclear whether such efforts are effective (Hood 2007, 200).

Sdill, the frequent use of postdisaster blame shifting in
autocracies suggests that autocrats believe the tactic is in
some way effective (Hood 2007, 200).” Indeed, autocrats
in regimes including China (Baekkeskov and Rubin
2017), Egypt (Windsor, Dowell, and Graesser 2014),
and Russia (Chaisty, Gerry, and Whitefield 2022) have
all employed blame-shifting strategies after large-scale
disasters. Research on clarity of responsibility in voting
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behavior suggests that blame shifting may be effective if it
creates uncertainty among citizens, including those in
autocracies, about who is responsible for negative circum-
stances (Hobolt, Tilley, and Banducci 2013; Lewis-Beck
1997). The use of this tactic can muddy the waters to cast
doubt in people’s minds about whether the autocrat is
responsible for how the aftermath of a large-scale disaster
is handled. This can protect the autocrat’s standing among
the people at this critical time. Blame shifting may also
provide benefits beyond just protecting an autocrat’s pop-
ular approval; it may also improve it by generating sympathy
among the people for the autocrat. In this way, an autocrat
can imply through blame shifting that they would be able to
govern more effectively on the people’s behalf if only they
were not being obstructed by unfortunate circumstances or
by actors with nefarious intentions (Weaver 2018, 260-61).
Blame shifting by autocrats following a large-scale
disaster may therefore be effective if it ensures that an
autocrat’s popular approval does not decrease as much as it
would have done in the absence of a blame-shifting
strategy, or if it helps to increase it. While there is a dearth
of systematic evidence on whether blame-shifting strate-
gies have this effect (Hood 2007, 200), there is some
suggestive evidence that these positive effects are possible.
For example, in Russia, Vladimir Putin responded to
the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 in part through a
“presentational” blame-shifting strategy.® Putin blamed
regional leaders for the negative economic consequences
of their strategies to deal with the pandemic, even replacing
several regional governors (Vladimir Ilyukhin in Kam-
chatka, Sergey Gaplikov in Komi, and Igor Ortlov in
Arkhangel’sk). While Putin did not entirely escape criticism
from the Russian people for the government’s response to
the pandemic, his blame-shifting strategy was somewhat
successful as greater blame was targeted at regional author-
ities (Chaisty, Gerry, and Whitefield 2022, 368, 372-73).
Beyond electoral autocracies, Schlipphak and colleagues
(2023) show that aspiring autocrats in backsliding countries
can weaken support for external sanctions by framing them
as an illegitimate interference in domestic affairs, effectively
shifting the blame for sanctions and their consequences.
Nevertheless, despite autocrats’ frequent use of blame
shifting following large-scale disasters, there are several
plausible reasons why such strategies may fail to have a
positive effect or even lead to a backlash and diminish
support for the autocrat. First, if an autocrat’s attempts to
shift blame are not perceived as credible by the people,
then such attempts are unlikely to improve their attitudes
toward the autocrat, and could even worsen opinions of
him (Glifel and Paula 2020).” For example, Rosenfeld
(2018) shows that messaging about economic conditions
in electoral autocracies becomes less credible when it
diverges from citizens’ direct experiences. “Hard” propa-
ganda, which contains crude and heavy-handed messages,
can worsen citizens' opinions of an autocratic regime
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(Huang 2018). Thus, if citizens believe an autocrat is lying
about who is responsible for the aftermath of a large-scale
disaster, it may diminish their approval of the autocrat. In
electoral systems, outright lying is politically risky and can
undermine trust in the leader (Gaber and Fisher 2022,
460). Perceived dishonesty in politics can invoke strong
negative reactions, especially among the highly educated
(Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 2017). In Turkey, Erdogan’s
claim that the opposition was to blame for the February
2023 carthquakes, for instance, could have been perceived
as a “common-knowledge” lie since most areas affected by
the earthquakes were controlled by ruling-party mayors
(aside from the southern province of Hatay).!?

Second, an autocrat’s blame-shifting strategies may be
especially likely to illicit a backlash when they are used
following a large-scale disaster. At this time, voters expect
politicians to attend to the lives and outlooks of ordinary
people (Valgardsson et al. 2021, 858). Specifically, voters
expect politicians to be more “human” (Clarke et al. 2018;
Garzia 2011), “normal,” or “in touch” with ordinary
people (Valgardsson et al. 2021, 859). During hard times,
many citizens expect unity from their politicians, rather
than blaming others, and expect them to provide empa-
thetic and practical leadership to help people navigate the
aftermath of such a traumatic event (Shogan 2009). In
some cases, citizens perceive these issues as being “above
politics,” especially when many have lost their livelihoods,
friends, and family. Employing blame shifting, thereby
politicizing a large-scale disaster for instrumental purposes
rather than providing the empathetic leadership that
citizens are looking for at this time, may therefore anger
voters and decrease the autocrat’s approval.

One example of the negative effects of blame shifting,
albeit from a democratic context, is US president Donald
Trump’s actions during the COVID-19 pandemic. Trump
sought to blame the pandemic on ethnic out-groups by
repeatedly using phrases like “Chinese virus” and “kung
flu.” Rather than protecting him from blame or boosting
his approval, Trump’s blame shifting led him to receive
greater blame for failings in his administration’s response,
especially among conservatives (Porumbescu et al. 2023).
In autocracies, Aytag (2021) finds that Erdogan does not
suffer any negative effects for shifting blame for economic
woes in Turkey, but he does find that it is ineffective at
boosting approval for Erdogan’s economic policies.

Thus, there are compelling theoretical reasons to sug-
gest that blame shifting after a large-scale disaster affects an
autocrat’s approval. These effects could also be conditional
on individual-level characteristics—a point we return to in
the Research Design section—or other systematic factors.
For instance, blame shifting following a disaster could
precipitate a boost or downturn in an autocrat’s approval
depending on the target to which the autocrat apportions
blame. Blaming actors or institutions outside the polity
may be more likely to boost a leader’s approval through a
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rally-around-the-flag effect (Schlipphak and Treib 2017;
Schlipphak et al. 2023; Sirotkina and Zavadskaya 2020;
cf. Porumbescu et al. 2023); conversely, blaming domestic
actors, such as the opposition, could be divisive and thus
more likely to precipitate backlash.!! It seems likely, though,
that any average or heterogeneous effects of blaming a
particular target are contextual, depending on how credibly
the target for blame shifting can be tied to the phenomenon
that precipitates the autocrat’s attempt to shift blame.

Overall, whether and how blame-shifting politics fol-
lowing a large-scale disaster affect autocratic leader
approval is unclear.'? We therefore explore this question
in the context of Turkey, which is an instructive case to
study this question since it recently experienced two major
earthquakes in February 2023, after which its leader Recep
Tayyip Erdogan employed several blame-shifting strate-
gies. Turkey also has an institutional setup typical of most
electoral autocracies. In testing our hypotheses, we focus
on domestic targets for blame, since these are what were
targeted by Erdogan. Although our blame-shifting treat-
ments and the reactions they induce are specific to Turkey,
our study offers broader clues to understand the impact of
blame-shifting politics following large-scale disasters in
other autocracies, since similar tactics are also used by
incumbent and aspiring autocrats elsewhere.

The Empirical Setting: Turkey

Electoral Autocratic Politics

Turkey is a typical electoral autocracy; it regularly holds
elections for the chief executive and national legislative
assembly, but they are neither free nor fair (Morse 2012;
see also Apaydin et al. 2022; Caliskan 2018). Erdogan, of
the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma
Partisi, AKP), has been in power since 2003, first as prime
minister, and then as president since 2014. While Erdo-
gan and the opposition view elections as the only legiti-
mate path to power, Erdogan’s position is relatively
comfortable due to an increasing concentration of power
in the hands of the executive (Bermeo 2016). A coup
attempt in 2016 briefly threatened Erdogan’s tenure, but
subsequent purges of the military and a broader crack-
down on civil society strengthened his position (Esen and
Gumuscu 2017). Since 2003, Erdogan’s tenure has been
characterized by a gradual and then quickening erosion of
democratic norms (Bermeo 2016, 11; Tansel 2018).
Erdogan’s hold on power has been grounded in two
pillars. First, for most of his tenure his net approval rating
has been positive (MetroPOLL Aragtirma 2020). This
initial popularity was driven by economic achievements
(Pope 2011, 54-55), before largely resting on Islamism as a
political ideology (Yilmaz and Bashirov 2018). Second, Erdo-
gan’s grip on power has also depended on autocratic gover-
nance, including how elections are run. The media landscape
is biased in Erdogan’s favor, the judiciary is politicized, and
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rules governing election campaigns favor the AKP (Bermeo
2016, 10-11; Esen and Gumuscu 2016, 1586-87).
However, the election initially scheduled for spring 2023
was set to be different. Turkey was experiencing economic
problems, which had been exacerbated by the COVID-19
pandemic (Reuters 2023). Also, after seemingly learning
from previous elections, the opposition united behind a
single candidate (Kemal Kiligdaroglu, leader of the opposi-
tion Republican People’s Party [Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi,
CHP)). Elections in electoral autocracies are neither free nor
fair, but incumbents can be defeated through a united
opposition and innovative electoral strategies (Bunce and
Wolchik 2010). Thus, heading into 2023, Erdogan’s posi-

tion was genuinely uncertain.

The February 2023 Earthquakes and Blame-Shifting
Politics

On February 6, 2023, two earthquakes that measured 7.8
and 7.5 on the Richter scale shook the southeastern
provinces of Turkey, as well as neighboring Syrian prov-
inces. The ecarthquakes compounded Turkey’s economic
problems, as well as leading to fifty thousand deaths and
the displacement of 3.3 million people (ILO 2023).

The earthquakes also further challenged Erdogan, who
was already facing arguably the toughest fight of his
political career, as these events provided the opportunity
for the political status quo to be renegotiated (Collier and
Munck 2022). In particular, growing corruption under
the AKP and declining accountability in public sector
management made it challenging for Erdogan to convince
voters to support his reelection bid (Cifuentes-Faura 2025;
Ertas 2024). Perceptions of how Erdogan handled the
earthquakes’ aftermath would be pivortal to his prospects of
retaining power.'? As noted, the ubiquity of awareness
about the earthquakes prohibited Erdogan from employ-
ing propaganda to distract or conceal the earthquakes from
public discourse (Roberts 2018). One of Erdogan’s main
strategies was therefore to blame the devastation caused by
the earthquakes on other actors or circumstances. He did
not have just one target for this, instead blaming numerous
targets at different times for various aspects of the earth-
quakes’ consequences.

First, Erdogan sought to shift blame by framing the
event as a force majeure. This refers to an act of nature that
no one can be held accountable for (also called an “act of
God”); this is a common tactic among democratic and
autocratic leaders across the world, including in Turkey
(Yilmaz, Albayrak, and Erturk 2022). Specifically, Erdo-
gan said that “[w]hat happens, happens, this is part of
fate’s plan,” and that “[i]t’s not possible to be ready for a
disaster like this” (quoted in Michaelson 2023). This is a
questionable claim in Turkey, not least because Turkey
lies in a seismic hazard zone. Indeed, Erdogan’s and the
AKP’s rise to power was in part facilitated by two massive
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earthquakes in western Turkey in 1999, which killed
thousands of people (Cagaptay 2011).

Second, Erdogan blamed private construction compa-
nies for so many buildings collapsing. More than 130
people were investigated in the immediate aftermath of the
earthquakes for alleged involvement in shoddy and illegal
construction (Associated Press 2023). The plausibility of
this attempt to shift blame was also dubious, since after the
earthquakes footage from 2019 emerged of Erdogan prais-
ing some of the housing projects that collapsed, as well as
the construction amnesties that allegedly permitted con-
tractors to ignore safety codes that were specifically designed
to make buildings more earthquake resistant— amnesties
that he took credit for at the time (Kenyon 2023).

Third, Erdogan blamed the opposition for hindering the
urban transformation that he claimed Turkey needed in the
wake of the earthquakes. When visiting the earthquake-
affected southern province of Osmaniye, Erdogan criticized
Kiligdaroglu for being “immoral and dishonest” due to the
latter’s criticism of how postearthquake aid was being
managed. Erdogan also defended urban transformation
projects and claimed that a prominent figure in the oppo-
sition CHP was against such measures (Gercek News 2023).

These blame-shifting strategies may have been effective,
despite their seeming implausibility when viewed dispas-
sionately by academic observers, because of the AKP’s
heavy influence over Turkey’s media environment. To test
the impact of these tactics on Erdogan’s approval, we
combine a survey experiment with subsequent focus
groups to measure the size of their effects and unpack
the causal mechanisms at work.

Research Design

We examine the effects of blame-shifting politics following
the earthquakes in Turkey on Erdogan’s approval through
a mixed-methods research design. This first entails an
online survey experiment, fielded in April-May 2023
(Goldring et al. 2025)."* We then conducted three focus
groups in July 2023 to explore the reasons underlying
participants’ survey responses. Thus, the experiment iden-
tifies the average and heterogencous treatment effects of
various blame-shifting strategies, while the focus groups
examine the mechanisms behind these effects.

Recruitment

We recruited 3,839 adults (aged 18 and above) through a
professional survey company, TGM Research (hereafter
TGM).'> TGM conduct opt-in incentive-based internet
survey panels in more than 85 countries. They recruit
participants via a combination of organic growth, affilia-
tion websites, and paid adverts.!® The sample is nationally
representative in terms of age and gender, although it
overrepresented people with a higher level of education
and people from the Marmara region (which contains
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Istanbul), and underrepresented Muslim individuals.!”
Online appendix C provides a power analysis, which
shows that this sample size permits detection of small
but substantively meaningful treatment effects; null results
would therefore be informative as they would suggest that
blame shifting does not have a meaningful effect on an
autocrat’s approval.

Intervention

The intervention entailed an article about the devastation
following the earthquakes. We randomized whether par-
ticipants read an article that only described the devasta-
tion, or also included an actual statement from Erdogan
blaming the aftermath of the earthquakes on a force
majeure, the opposition, or private construction com-
panies.'® We also included one additional treatment of
Erdogan blaming a minister for failing to adequately
prepare the country for an earthquake because dictators
often purge ministers when they shift blame to protect
their position during a crisis (Williamson 2024). There
was some noise following the earthquakes about intra-
government blame shifting, but since Erdogan had not
purged anyone at the time that we fielded the survey, we
presented this as a hypothetical scenario to avoid deception.

More specifically, respondents in the control group read
the following article (in Turkish):

The powerful 7.8 magnitude earthquake that rattled the south-
ern province of Kahramanmaras on February 6 at 4:17
a.m. claimed the lives of over 50,000 people. After multiple large
and small tremors, another 7.5 magnitude earthquake occurred
in Kahramanmaras at 1:26 p.m. Many buildings damaged in the
first major earthquake collapsed under the impact of the second
major earthquake. The earthquake also rocked the neighboring
provinces of Gaziantep, Sanliurfa, Diyarbakir, Adana, Adiyaman,
Malatya, Osmaniye, Hatay, and Kilis.

The style of this factually accurate article was modeled on
the Turkish media outlet Hiirriyet, a mainstream media
outlet with a conservative outlook. The article’s prose
replicates how pro-government media in Turkey, and
other autocracies, cover news expected to be unpopular.
The article therefore captures the style and tone of media
that participants regularly encounter. However, to avoid
legal concerns, the article does not include any branding
that suggests that it comes from Hiirriyer or any other
publication, and it is illustrated with a generic public-
domain image of buildings damaged in the earthquake.!?

For treatment group respondents, this article was sup-
plemented with additional text in which Erdogan blamed
another actor or the circumstances for the devastation that
followed the earthquakes. Using the treatment relating to
private construction companies as an example, the above
article was supplemented with the following:

President Erdogan says private construction companies are to
blame. President Erdogan’s government vowed to investigate
anyone suspected of responsibility for the collapse of buildings.
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Figure 1
English Translations of Treatment Articles

(a) NEWS > EARTHQUAKE

Erdogan says a force of nature at fault for devastation

| Roul~ 3
i

The powerful 7.8 magnitude earthquake that rattled the southern province of
Kahramanmaras on February 6 at 4:17 a.m. claimed the lives of over 50,000 people. After
multiple large and small tremors, another 7.5 magnitude earthquake occurred in
Kahramanmaras at 1:26 p.m. Many buildings damaged in the first major earthquake
collapsed under the impact of the second major earthquake. The earthquake also rocked
the neighboring provinces of Gaziantep, Sanliurfa, Diyarbakir, Adana, Adiyaman,

Malatya, Osmaniye, Hatay, and Kilis.

President Erdogan says forces of nature are to blame. Tiirkiye lies in one of the
world’s most active earthquake zones. When visiting the quake epicenter
Kahramanmaras, President Erdogan said, “The conditions are clear to see. It’s not
possible to be ready for a disaster like this. Such things have always happened. It's
part of destiny’s plan.”

(o) R
Erdogan says minister at fault for devastation following

earthquakes

'y o

The powerful 7.8 magnitude earthquake that rattled the southern province of
Kahramanmaras on February 6 at 4:17 a.m. claimed the lives of over 50,000 people. After
multiple large and small tremors, another 7.5 magnitude earthquake occurred in
Kahramanmaras at 1:26 p.m. Many buildings damaged in the first major earthquake
collapsed under the impact of the second major earthquake. The earthquake also rocked
the neighboring provinces of Gaziantep, Sanlurfa, Diyarbakir, Adana, Adiyaman,

Malatya, Osmaniye, Hatay, and Kilis.

President Erdogan says the relevant minister is to blame. President Erdogan
yesterday fired Murat Kurum, the Minister of Environment, Urbanisation and Climate
Change. President Erdogan said that Mr. Kurum had “failed in his duties to
adequately prepare the country for an earthquake, and that he had failed to protect
the people.”

Notes: Treatment texts were not in bold in the original treatments. The original Turkish versions of control and treatment articles are in online
appendix D.
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Figure 1
Continued

(c) ™=
Erdogan says opposition at fault for devastation following
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The powerful 7.8 magnitude earthquake that rattled the southern province of
Kahramanmaras on February 6 at 4:17 a.m. claimed the lives of over 50,000 people. After
multiple large and small tremors, another 7.5 magnitude earthquake occurred in
Kahramanmaras at 1:26 p.m. Many buildings damaged in the first major earthquake
collapsed under the impact of the second major earthquake. The earthquake also rocked
the neighboring provinces of Gaziantep, $Sanliurfa, Diyarbakir, Adana, Adiyaman,
Malatya, Osmaniye, Hatay, and Kilis.

President Erdogan says that opposition figures are to blame. President Erdogan
emphasized that opposition figures had blocked urban transformation, saying that
“Someone in Adana says they are against urban transformation. Who is this? A
mayor from the CHP! [Republican People’s Party]. Urban transformation is indis-
pensable...If there is any negligence, we will hold them accountable before the law,
no one should have any doubt.”

(d) NEWS > EARTHQUAKE
Erdogan says private construction companies at fault for
devastation following earthquakes
= m ‘— :’ = a =

The powerful 7.8 magnitude earthquake that rattled the southern province of
Kahramanmaras on February 6 at 4:17 a.m. claimed the lives of over 50,000 people. After
multiple large and small tremors, another 7.5 magnitude earthquake occurred in
Kahramanmaras at 1:26 p.m. Many buildings damaged in the first major earthquake
collapsed under the impact of the second major earthquake. The earthquake also rocked
the neighboring provinces of Gaziantep, Sanliurfa, Diyarbakir, Adana, Adiyaman,

Malatya, Osmaniye, Hatay, and Kilis.

President Erdogan says private construction companies are to blame. President

Erdogan’s government vowed to ir i anyone P d of resp ibility for
the collapse of buildings. In the six days after the first earthquake, the government
detained or issued arrest warrants for 130 people allegedly involved in shoddy and

illegal construction.
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In the six days after the first earthquake, the government detained
or issued arrest warrants for 130 people allegedly involved in
shoddy and illegal construction.

The treatments relating to force majeure, the opposition,
and a government minister included similar statements
from Erdogan attempting to blame them (see figure 1).29

To be clear, Erdogan acknowledged the scale of the
crisis as he reported on the number of the injured, dead,
and displaced in early press conferences. In formulating
the control text, we followed a similar framing and
included information on the magnitude of the earth-
quakes, the number of people affected, and the regions
that were most affected. However, since these factual
statements by the president were almost always juxtaposed
with an attempt to blame nature or fate, the opposition, or
private contractors, the treatment texts therefore combine
the factual statement with blame shifting. In that sense,
the treatments accurately reflect Erdogan’s behavior dur-
ing the early days in the earthquakes’ aftermath.”!

Within each treatment group, we also randomly
assigned participants to a strong or weak version of each
treatment, which we call “primed” or “unprimed,” respec-
tively. For respondents who received a primed treatment,
between receiving the treatment and answering the out-
come question about their view of Erdogan they were also
asked to what degree they agreed with a statement about
the culpability of the actor or group that Erdogan was
blaming. For example, in the case of private construction
companies, respondents were asked to what extent they
agreed with the following statement:

The president has essentially taken the right measures to ensure
safe construction. But greedy construction companies violated
the regulations and disregarded these efforts for the love of profit
and therefore are responsible for the scope of destruction.

Asking respondents this question prior to the outcome
question primed respondents to focus on the potential
culpability of the actor associated with their treatment
group. Respondents who received an unprimed treatment
were not asked this question until they had already
responded to the outcome question about their view of
Erdogan.”” Respondents receiving an unprimed treatment
were therefore not primed to focus on an actor’s potential
culpability prior to answering the outcome question.

Outcome Variable and Pretreatment Covariates

The main outcome variable is approval of Recep Tayyip
Erdogan. While executive approval has been studied
extensively in democracies, especially the US (Edwards,
Mitchell, and Welch 1995), we know less about executive
approval in autocracies (Guriev and Treisman 2020). Yet
even in more extreme autocratic contexts than Turkey,
leader approval matters. It can shape policy outcomes, and
even precipitate coups by regime insiders fearful that they
may lose their privileged positions if the people revolt and
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overthrow the polity’s autocratic institutions (Johnson and
Thyne 2018; Miller 2015). Improved understanding of
the determinants of autocratic popular approval therefore
contributes to knowledge about political and economic
outcomes in autocracies.

We measure approval of Erdogan by asking respondents
how much they “approve of Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s way
of carrying out his duties as the president” (strongly
disapprove; somewhat disapprove; neither approve nor
disapprove; somewhat approve; strongly approve; or don’t
know). Responses were standardized to aid interpretation
of the results; this creates Erdogan approval, which ranges
between zero and one, where higher values correspond to
higher approval of Erdogan.?? The average level of approval
for control group respondents was 43%. Although our
sample is not representative in terms of education, region,
and religion, comparing the baseline level of approval for
Erdogan in our sample to data from the Executive Approval
Project suggests that our sample is reasonably reflective of
public sentiment, at least in terms of presidential approval.
Figure 2 shows that, according to the Executive Approval
Project, Erdogan’s approval was 48% in 2021 (Carlin et al.
2025). However, this was two years before our survey,
which followed several years of high inflation and the
government’s delayed response to the 2023 earthquakes.

Regarding pretreatment covariates, we control for
whether a respondent is female, their age, their level of
education, whether they are a public sector employee, their
income, and the province that they live in.”* We include
these covariates in our analysis to increase statistical pre-
cision (Imbens and Rubin 2015).

Hypotheses

Based on the eatlier theoretical discussion, we set out two
competing preregistered hypotheses about the relationship
between blame-shifting politics and people’s approval of
Erdogan.”> Exposure to blame-shifting treatments may
increase approval of Erdogan, if these tactics have their
intended effects, but they may also be viewed by people for
what they are—a blatant attempt to avoid culpability by
Erdogan, who holds at least some responsibility—and
diminish his standing:*°

Hla: effective talk hypothesis. Approval of Erdogan will be
higher among respondents receiving any of the
blame-shifting treatments than among respondents
in the control group.

H1b: backlash hypothesis. Approval of Erdogan will be
lower among respondents receiving any of the
blame-shifting treatments than among respondents
in the control group.

Next, recall that there are two versions of each treat-
ment: a primed version and an unprimed version, which
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Figure 2
Approval of Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 2003-21
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Note: Erdogan became prime minister in 2003 following a by-election and led the AKP to victories in the Grand National Assembly in 2007
and 2011, as indicated by the short-dashed lines; he was then elected to the presidency in 2014, winning reelection in 2018 and 2023, as

indicated by the long-dashed lines.

were randomly assigned. In the primed version, respon-
dents received a treatment (e.g., one that blames private
construction companies for the devastation following the
earthquakes); they are then asked a question that prompts
them to consider the culpability of the actor involved in
the treatment they received (private construction compa-
nies, in the example given above), before being asked for
their approval of Erdogan. In the unprimed version, the
order of the questions that prompt respondents to think
about culpability and assess their approval of Erdogan is
reversed. Just as Chaudoin, Gaines, and Livny (2021)
show that the order of questions for mediation analysis
can affect results, we expect that those receiving the primed
treatment will respond more strongly to blame shifting
than those receiving the unprimed treatment:

H2: priming hypothesis. The effects of the blame-shifting
treatments on approval of Erdogan, whether positive
or negative, will be greater among respondents
receiving the primed treatments than among respon-
dents receiving the unprimed treatments.

Blame-shifting politics are unlikely, however, to have
the same effects among all people. First, the treatment
effects should be moderated by whether respondents can
critically evaluate information. Respondents who are able
to do this should be less susceptible to blame-shifting
politics influencing their approval of Erdogan. One indi-
cator of this is their level of education. While education in
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nondemocracies can aid indoctrination for the regime’s
benefit (Lott 1999), there is significant evidence consistent
with the idea that it leads individuals to access alternative
sources of information and aids critical thinking
(Yanagizawa-Drott 2014; Zaller 1992). Indeed, education
has long been thought of as a means to help individuals
develop their political sophistication (Lipset 1959).
Another indicator of whether respondents can critically
evaluate information is income. Income is positively asso-
ciated with political participation, even while controlling
for education (Testa 2018). Greater involvement in politics
should make an individual more adept at “reading between
the lines” of the regime’s propaganda. Hence, richer indi-
viduals should be more able to objectively analyze blame-
shifting messaging. We therefore expect that blame-shifting
politics will be less likely to positively influence approval of
Erdogan among better-educated and richer individuals:

H3: socioeconomic status (SES) hypothesis. Any positive
effects of the blame-shifting treatments on approval
of Erdogan will be higher among respondents who
have a lower level of education (or are poorer) than
respondents who have a higher level of education
(or are richer).

Blame-shifting politics may also have different effects
on respondents’ approval of Erdogan depending on
their existing views of him. Affective polarization—the
notion that animosity will increase between opposing
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political groups—affects attitudes and behaviors within
(and beyond) the political sphere (Iyengar et al. 2019).
Attachment and opposition to political parties and
actors influences how individuals interpret information,
including who citizens hold responsible for policy out-
comes (Healy, Kuo, and Malhotra 2014; Maestas et al.
2008; Tilley and Hobolt 2011; Zaller 1992). Partisan-
ship conditions how people consume information not
just in democracies, but also in autocracies, including
Turkey (Laebens and Oztiirk 2021; see also Glifel and
Paula 2020; Peisakhin and Rozenas 2018).

Experimental work has shown that cues from in-party
leaders do not always persuade that party’s supporters
(Brader, Tucker, and Duell 2013; Nicholson 2012).
Blame shifting may have lictle effect on Erdogan’s dedi-
cated supporters if they already hold very positive views of
him. Alternatively, opposition supporters may have nega-
tive views of Erdogan that are firmly entrenched and
cannot be influenced by blame shifting (Ayta¢ 2021,
1521). Any positive effect of blame-shifting politics should
therefore be especially visible among respondents who are
neither strong supporters nor strong opponents of Erdo-
gan (Aytag 2021, 1522; Geddes and Zaller 1989):

H4: politics-in-the-middle hypothesis. Any positive effects
of the blame-shifting treatments on approval of
Erdogan will be higher among unaffiliated respon-
dents than among supporters of Erdogan or the
opposition.

Focus Group Procedures

To our knowledge, this study is one of the first to combine a
survey experiment with focus groups to unpack causal
mechanisms behind authoritarian approval. The experi-
ment provides a robust foundation for the identification
of causal patterns on a broader scale, while the focus groups
help to reveal the reasons behind citizens’ reactions to blame
shifting by assessing their experiences, beliefs, and opinions
(Cyr 2017). Unlike alternative qualitative methods, such as
interviews, the social nature of focus groups also allows us to
observe how citizens™ individual views are shaped by col-
lective discussions, reflecting the interactive dynamics of
opinion formation (Nyumba et al. 2018, 28).

The focus groups also help to address a potential
issue in the experimental design: pretreatment exposure
(Druckman and Leeper 2012). Basing the treatments on
actual presidential statements enhances the experiment’s
external validity by making the treatments realistic;
respondents may have heard these statements before the
experiment. Pretreatment exposure does not threaten the
identification of treatment effects since pretreated respon-
dents should be equally distributed across experimental
groups, but the experiment may capture only the marginal
effects of additional exposure to blame shifting or the effect
of priming respondents to consider Erdogan’s role in the
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disaster. Focus groups further help to mitigate this concern
by assessing whether the experimental effects that we
observe reflect more than mere reactions to additional
exposure to familiar narratives.

Participant Selection. Atthe end of the survey, participants
were asked whether they would participate in a follow-up
focus group; about 60 responded positively. Participants
were then recruited into a focus group based on their self-
declared voting intention.?” The three groups correspond
to whether respondents said they intended to vote for the
incumbent, opposition, or were uncertain. Basing groups
on participants with similar political preferences allowed
us to more fully probe individuals’ reasons for their
responses to blame shifting, since participants could more
comfortably explain themselves in front of others with
similar views. Dividing participants in this way also helped
us to avoid disagreement or conflict, given the high level of
political polarization before the election. Regarding covari-
ates, we composed each group in a way that maximized
variation on gender, age, education, income, and location.
If multiple respondents within the pool of 60 respondents
had similar socioeconomic backgrounds, we randomly
chose one participant for inclusion.”® The exposure of the
respondents to the survey treatments was heterogeneous:
that is, participants in each group had been randomly
exposed to different treatments. The sessions were designed
to create an environment conducive to candid discussion,
allowing us to examine respondents’ thought processes.

Following the composition of each group, we emailed
each participant with the details of the study. We received
eight to nine confirmations from each group; attrition led
to each group consisting of five to six participants.”” The
online meetings each lasted for an hour and occurred in
July 2023. The sessions were recorded, transcribed, and
translated into English.

Focus Group Questions. We unpack the underlying moti-
vations and cognitive processes influencing respondents’
perceptions of blame shifting through open-ended ques-
tions on respondents’ opinions of all four types of blame
shifting. The questions were semistructured, ensuring
broad consistency across groups but allowing us to respond
to interesting points as necessary.’® Following introduc-
tory questions, the moderator reminded participants of the
content of the treatments that they were exposed to, and
then asked follow-up questions based on their responses.
For example, to get more detailed information on the
impact of the treatment on the construction companies,
the moderator reminded participants about the president’s
statements where he explicitly shifted blame to construc-
tion companies for the magnitude of the destruction.
Respondents were then asked about their thoughts and
feelings in response to this information. During the nat-
ural course of the conversation, the moderator reminded
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the participants of additional treatments and asked follow-
up questions to unpack the logic behind the participants’
responses.

Ethics

There are ethical risks to conducting research after large-
scale disasters. Surveying or interviewing people about a
disaster in its immediate aftermath contains risks, includ-
ing retraumatization. We considered these ethical ques-
tions seriously, assessing whether the project’s risks could
be alleviated, irrespective of any benefits, through discus-
sions with Turkish academics, gaining ethical approval
from an institutional ethics committee, and assessing the
risks against the American Political Science Association’s
ethical principles for research involving human subjects
(see online appendix A). Overall, we concluded that the
ubiquitous presence of the earthquakes in Turkish media
combined with the dispassionate nature of our treatments
meant that the risk of retraumatization was low. The focus
groups were also led by a moderator using an objective and
dispassionate tone, focusing on treatments that respon-
dents had already been exposed to in the survey. Beyond
these considerations, we felt that the importance of under-
standing the effects of blame-shifting politics in the wake
of large-scale disasters provided motivation to pursue the
research.

Results

We find that Erdogan’s efforts to blame the aftermath of
the earthquakes on a force majeure or the opposition led to
a backlash, reducing his approval, especially among richer
and better-educated individuals. The focus group findings
confirm this and reveal that voters were particularly upset
by perceived electoral opportunism and the president’s
polarizing language following the disaster.

Experimental Evidence

The average treatment effects are summarized in table 1.%!
Table 1 displays results from the full sample in model
1, and the subsamples of when the treatment was not
preceded by the blame-assignment prompt questions
(unprimed treatment; model 2), and when the treatment
was preceded by these questions (primed treatment; model 3).

The evidence provides qualified support for the backlash
hypothesis (H1b), specifically for two treatments: when
Erdogan blamed the earthquakes on a force majeure or
the opposition. We find no evidence of significant average
treatment effects for the treatments that scapegoat the
minister and private construction companies.’? These
findings are largely based on the results from the subsam-
ple using the primed treatment (model 3). No coefficients
for any of the treatments reached conventional levels of
statistical significance in the full sample or the subsample
with the unprimed treatment. In terms of our hypotheses,
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Table 1
Summary of Average Treatment Effects on
Approval for Erdogan

(1) (2 (3)
Force majeure -0.04* 0.01 —-0.08™*
(0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Minister 0.01 0.02 -0.01
(0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Opposition -0.02 0.01 -0.06*
(0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Private companies 0.00 0.00 0.00
(0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Constant 0.45*** 0.38™** 0.52***
(0.05) (0.06) (0.07)
R? 0.07 0.07 0.07
Controls Yes Yes Yes
Sample Full Unprimed  Primed
Observations 3,839 1,938 1,901

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. * p <0.10; * p < 0.05; **
p <0.01; *** p < 0.001.

then, we find evidence to support the backlash hypothesis
for the force majeure and opposition treatments, but only
with the primed treatment, which therefore also shows
support for the priming hypothesis (H2). The predictive
margins for the primed treatments—using 84% confi-
dence intervals, the graphical equivalent to p < 0.05
(Goldstein and Healy 1995, 175)—are visualized in
figure 3. The force majeure treatment reduces approval
of Erdogan by eight percentage points (43% to 35%),
relative to control, while the opposition treatment
reduces approval by six percentage points (43% to 37%).

We next assess whether there is support for the SES
hypothesis (H3), which is that people more able to consume
alternative sources of information are more likely to be
skeptical of the government’s messaging around blame
shifting. We first examine the effects of the treatments—
we use the primed treatments since these were the only
significant average treatment effects that we found (see
table 1)—conditional on a respondent’s level of education.
The inclusion of the interaction term means that hypoth-
esis testing is best conducted visually (Brambor, Clark, and
Golder 2000); the results are shown in figure 4.%3 Again,
we find that only the effects of the force majeure and
opposition treatments are moderated by an individual’s
level of education. The force majeure treatment has a
greater backlash effect on approval for Erdogan when
respondents are more educated (bachelor’s degree of
higher). We find a similar effect for the opposition treat-
ment (albeit only for respondents with a master’s degree or
higher). Approval of Erdogan among participants who
were subjected to the force majeure or opposition treat-
ments is nine percentage points lower, relative to control,
if respondents had a master’s degree or a higher level of
education.
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Figure 3
Predictive Margins for the Primed Treatment
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We find similar heterogeneous treatment effects based
on variation in a respondent’s level of income.** As shown
in figure 5, the force majeure and opposition treatments
lead to an increasing backlash effect on approval for
Erdogan among richer respondents. Approval of Erdogan
among participants who were exposed to the force majeure
or opposition treatments is 10 and nine percentage points
lower, respectively, when participants earn at least 25,000
Turkish lira per month (about $1,300 when the survey
was fielded).?>

Finally, we did not find comprehensive evidence to
support the politics-in-the-middle hypothesis (H4).?° These
results are summarized in table 2.>” Most of the coeffi-
cients for unaffiliated participants are positive, as expected,
but the majority are not statistically significant. The one
exception is the minister treatment, which has a positive
effect on Erdogan’s approval for unaffiliated voters, as well
as opposition supporters, suggesting that purging a min-
ister could have helped Erdogan to increase his approval
among the supporters whose minds he most needed to
change. This may be because this specific treatment,
although involving the spin of presentational blame shift-
ing, comes closest to agency-based blame shifting, which
involves shifting responsibility (in advance) onto another
individual or officeholder.

Some additional findings in table 2 may seem surpris-
ing. First, Erdogan’s supporters respond negatively to the

Figure 5
Primed Treatment Effects Conditional on Income

Treatment: Force Majeure

force majeure treatment; opposition supporters also
respond negatively, but the treatment had a larger effect
on Erdogan’s supporters. There may be a backlash to
blaming events on a force majeure across partisan lines,
since voters appreciate politicians who take responsibility,
while the larger effect among AKP supporters may be
because AKP supporters have faith in Erdogan, so there-
fore dislike him attributing problems to events beyond his
control. Second, opposition supporters do not lower their
approval of Erdogan in response to Erdogan blaming the
opposition. This could be because opposition supporters
are accustomed to Erdogan blaming the opposition, so this
tactic has little effect on them.

Overall, despite high affective polarization in Turkey
(Orhan 2022, 722), blame shifting does not have system-
atically different effects on government and opposition
supporters.’® It is possible that severe shocks, such as large-
scale disasters, disrupt the usual consequences of affective
polarization, prompting citizens to set aside their political
biases when assessing postdisaster incumbent perfor-
mance. Even in highly polarized societies, major disasters
may weaken stable partisan support for leaders. On the
other hand, as Erdogan’s various attempts to shift blame
after the earthquakes show, citizens are inundated with
new information following a large-scale disaster, as politi-
cians seek to shape narratives to their benefit. The ability
to critically evaluate information—which we suggest is
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Table 2

Summary of Treatment Effects Conditional on Partisanship

(1) () 3) @ ®) (6) ) ®) (9)

Force -0.08"*  -0.05" 0.03 —-0.05 -0.04 0.06 -0.12**  -0.05* 0.01
majeure (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.05)

Minister -0.03 0.05* 0.06" —0.01 0.03 0.11* —-0.05 0.07* 0.01
(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.05)

Opposition —-0.00 -0.02 0.03 0.01 -0.04 0.08" —0.01 —0.01 —0.01
(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.05)

Private —-0.00 0.01 0.05 —-0.00 -0.02 0.08" —-0.00 0.04 0.02
companies  (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.05)
Constant 0.68***  0.29*** 0.43*** 0.67** 0.22** 0.37*** 0.81*** 0.24* 0.27**
(0.09) (0.06) (0.07) (0.12) (0.07) (0.10) (0.15) (0.08) (0.10)

R? 0.03 0.05 0.05 0.03 0.05 0.07 0.04 0.07 0.05

Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Sample Full Full Full Unprimed Unprimed Unprimed Primed  Primed Primed

Partisanship Erdogan Opposition Unaffiliated Erdogan Opposition Unaffiliated Erdogan Opposition Unaffiliated

Observations 1,585 1,233 1,021 805

615 518 780 618 503

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

higher for better-educated and richer people—is therefore
key in shaping how attempts to shift blame affect people’s
views. The focus groups further address these possibilities.

Focus Group Evidence

The focus groups reveal that, in all three groups,
respondents perceived Erdogan’s blame shifting as elec-
toral opportunism and they were “turned off” by polar-
izing language during a time of crisis. Voters expected
the government to hold responsible individuals or
organizations accountable; instead, they were con-
fronted by implausible efforts at shifting the blame.
Figure 6 summarizes how these dynamics reduced
voters’ approval of the incumbent, although voting
behavior did not significantly change (see table 14 in
online appendix I).

In all focus groups, participants were reminded of the
treatment vignettes, followed by a series of questions that
probed how the vignettes affected their opinion of the
incumbent. Participants were less interested in discussing
the treatments involving the minister and construction
companies. In line with the survey findings, conversations
became more detailed when the moderator reminded
participants of the treatments in which Erdogan blames

Figure 6
Mechanism at Work

Blaming nature Electoral

or the opportunism

opposition
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the opposition or a force majeure. We suspect this is
because the opposition and force majeure treatments
induced stronger emotional reactions, with focus group
participants’ similar emotive reactions then reinforcing
their collective interest in discussing these treatments.
Opverall, three salient themes emerged to account for the
backlash to the treatments involving Erdogan blaming the
opposition or a force majeure. First, all respondents,
regardless of their partisan leaning, were repelled by the
instrumentalization of the earthquakes for political gain.
In particular, AKP supporters were disenchanted by both
sides’ attempts to exploit tragic deaths for political advan-
tage. The manipulation of sensitive episodes for political
gain was perceived by AKP loyalists as distasteful oppor-
tunism. While AKP supporters also criticized the opposi-
tion for doing the same, Erdogan’s inclination to blame
the opposition and invoke notions of fate further alienated
pro-AKP voters. In response to a follow-up question on
their opinion of the treatment in which Erdogan shifts
blame to the opposition, one incumbent-supporting par-
ticipant said, “There was an election ahead of us ... [and
they are saying] ‘Here is the election coming up, let’s get
votes. ... Here we are providing this aid, but don’t forget
this, we are [the ones who are] with you.” ... In other
words, nothing was done for the people, nothing was done

Polarizing Lower popular

approval of the

language

incumbent
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to heal our wounds, there was no unity, but only, ‘Let’s get
a vote, let’s [do the best for our] interest.” ... It was more
like an [opportunistic] relationship.”

Participants supporting the opposition were similarly
disappointed with how political interests shifted attention
away from a discussion over recovery and aid efforts to help
ordinary individuals. In response to a follow-up question
about the same treatment that blames the opposition, one
pro-opposition participant said, “To be honest, I saw that
both sides were not completely focused on the earthquake.
... I expected both sides to be united. ... I saw that
political interests were still at the forefront. There was an
election recently ... in order to get votes, so I find both
sides guilty ... they did not unite.” In that sense, political
leadership was perceived to be out of touch with the
hardship that victims were experiencing, and their inabil-
ity to demonstrate human connection frustrated voters.

Trying to strategically blame political rivals also alien-
ated those who were unaffiliated before the elections. Just
like AKP followers and opposition supporters, unafhliated
voters yearned for leadership that prioritized empathy,
unity, and a commitment to addressing the root causes
of immediate challenges rather than engaging in blame
games for short-term political advantage in the approach-
ing elections. In response to a question about their opinion
of the treatment in which Erdogan shifts blame to a force
majeure, one unaffiliated participant expressed disappoint-
ment with the ensuing public debate between the incum-
bent and the opposition, stating that “instead of ...
[forming] a great unity in the country, [the opposition]
responded in their own way to the ridiculous things the
other side did. ... What they should have done was to say,
‘Brother, today is the day of unity, we will leave politics
aside, we will heal the wounds of this country as brothers
and sisters.” Unfortunately, they failed to do this.” Reflect-
ing the lack of a significant finding in the experiment for
blame shifting for unaffiliated participants, this reaction
may indicate that these citizens were not disengaged with
political events, but they were disappointed with the
rhetoric from both sides of the political aisle.

A second salient theme behind the backlash to blame
shifting is the distaste of politically polarizing language by
both pro-AKP and opposition media commentators
and politicians, especially in the context of a large-scale
disaster. When faced with the devastating impact of such
calamities, participants of all partisan leanings expected
political leaders to rise above partisan divides and prior-
itize collective well-being rather than shifting the blame
onto nature, the opposition, or private construction
companies. Divisive rhetoric in the aftermath of disasters
disappointed AKP supporters, who expected the incum-
bent to focus on cooperative solutions when confronting
the challenges the earthquakes posed to the country. In
response to a question regarding their opinion on the
general tone of the debate in the immediate aftermath of
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the earthquakes, one incumbent-supporting participant
said that “everything is exaggerated a lot in our country.
After a while an event happens and after a few days it gets
completely out of hand and [manipulation occurs]. ...
There is a constant smear campaign or excessive praise, so
it is completely biased. We cannot be impartial in any
way. ... They make such annoying comments; they
constantly praise one side or denigrate another, so this
is not right.” Thus, while voters are aware that politicians
and pundits distort facts by way of exaggeration, polar-
izing language invokes anger and disappointment.
Opposition-supporting participants reacted similarly to
this question, with one participant saying that “the
election process has really blinded both the government
and the opposition. ... Maybe the proximity of the
election has caused so much hatred [and] polarization.”
Inflammatory language following the earthquakes
prompted a sense of disillusionment among those who
desired a more unifying approach from their political
leaders during moments of national hardship.

Third, all voters, regardless of partisan preference,
expected a degree of accountability for failings in response
to the earthquakes. Respondents disagreed with blaming
fate for the large-scale disaster. The delayed government
response and lack of accountability in the face of acute
shortcomings by authorities responsible for disaster man-
agement (e.g., Turk Kizilay, the Turkish Red Crescent)
left a lingering sense of frustration among the participants
across all three groups. This sentiment is particularly
pronounced among AKP supporters, including those
directly affected by the earthquakes, who were most
sensitive to the perceived lack of punishment for officials
involved. Neatly all participants in the focus group com-
posed of incumbent supporters disagreed with Erdogan’s
attempts to blame the earthquakes on a force of nature.
When reminded of the relevant treatment text and asked
about their opinion, one incumbent-supporting partici-
pant said, “So many people lost their lives, we can’t get
away with calling it fate.” This reaction was not exclusive
to incumbent supporters. An opposition-supporting par-
ticipant echoed this aversion, saying that “we are an
earthquake country, we cannot [dismiss it] as fate.”

These accounts further illuminate why only the force
majeure and opposition treatments caused a backlash
among respondents. The force majeure treatment implies
a clear refusal to accept accountability, and the opposition
treatment includes the polarizing language and electoral
opportunism criticized by the participants, but these traits
are less pronounced in the minister and private sector
treatments. While these latter treatments shift blame away
from Erdogan, they are not as politically polarizing to the
extent that voters do not begin to question where the
leader’s priorities lie as a result of the framing. This is likely
because the statements in the treatments concerning the
minister and private construction companies can be
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characterized as a “special-access lie,” which involves
“deliberately false statements based on facts about which
the speaker is thought to have special access” regarding
their veracity (Hahl, Kim, and Zuckerman Sivan 2018, 4).
Because the voters do not have alternative sources of
information or the level of expertise needed to assess
whether the minister or the contractors are indeed respon-
sible, shifting the blame to these actors does not generate a
similar backlash effect. In that sense, the minister and
private sector treatments are more credible to respondents,
as there was in fact negligence on the part of government
officials and private construction companies.

Conclusion

Our study shows the limitations of autocratic presenta-
tional blame shifting, particularly when it is perceived as an
attempt to absolve the incumbent in an implausible
manner or an attempt to instrumentalize suffering for
political gain. Blame shifting may be a common tactic to
deflect responsibility and maintain political stability in
authoritarian regimes (Backkeskov and Rubin 2017; Cai
2008; Chaisty, Gerry, and Whitefield 2022; Li, Ni, and
Wang 2021; Sirotkina and Zavadskaya 2020; Windsor,
Dowell, and Graesser 2014), but in the context of a large-
scale disaster it risks alienating the population, including
those who support the incumbent. Blame shifting, espe-
cially when directed toward supposedly uncontrollable
circumstances or political rivals, may not be as effective
as autocrats seem to believe, given the frequency with
which they use it. The backlash observed in the experi-
ment and the results of the focus groups indicate that
citizens, in the emotionally charged aftermath of large-
scale disasters, expect leaders to take responsibility for
relief efforts and to act in a unifying manner instead of
engaging in politically motivated blame games.”” Dicta-
tors” attempts to shift blame clash with such expectations,
particularly when they are perceived to lack credibility. In
these circumstances, voters perceive such rhetoric as an
indicator of dishonesty, which reduces the approval of the
autocrat as voters expect nonpartisan cooperation to aid
recovery efforts. Within this context, resorting to polit-
ical opportunism or using polarizing language makes the
incumbent less credible in the eyes of citizens and
decreases his approval.

The findings have important theoretical and policy
implications that extend beyond Turkey. First, the results
suggest that there are limits to the use of presentational
blame shifting. Even though incumbents in electoral
autocracies exercise great control over information chan-
nels, this does not enable them to unconditionally shape
how citizens perceive the government in the context of
large-scale disasters and does not guarantee support. The
content and framing of messages matter. Narratives that
lack plausibility and contradict citizens” expectations or
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experiences may trigger a backlash and erode, rather than
strengthen, the leader’s approval.

This insight may also help to explain the advantages of
agency-based approaches to blame shifting. Autocrats can
successfully deflect blame by diffusing political power and
responsibility (Beazer and Reuter 2019; Hood 2011;
Williamson 2024). When such structures exist before a
disaster, they may prove more effective in insulating
autocrats from blame. Since agency-based approaches
shape citizens’ perceptions of political responsibilicy and
involve actual shifts in governance, they do not rely as
heavily on presentational blame shifting. As a result, they
are more credible, less likely to be seen as politicizing a
crisis, and reduce the risk of backlash. However, agency-
based approaches are costlier than presentational blame
shifting since they need to be implemented before a
disaster. Using them successfully requires long-term plan-
ning, and they are thus of limited use to autocrats who
want to shift blame immediately after a large-scale disaster.

The results further speak to the broader literature on
autocratic survival strategies in the wake of large-scale
disasters. The limits of blame shifting, combined with
the challenges to effectively censor information about
ubiquitous crises (Rozenas and Stukal 2019), suggest that
itis difficult for autocrats to maintain legitimacy following
such events. Autocrats have to compensate for losses in one
of their sources of stability by increasing others
(Gerschewski 2015). The findings may therefore help to
explain why autocrats often ramp up repression in the
aftermath of disasters (Wood and Wright 2016).

Finally, the study has implications for international
relations scholarship on blame shifting and disaster
responses by international organizations. National leaders
can sometimes successfully shift blame to international
organizations (Heinkelmann-Wild et al. 2023; Schlipphak
et al. 2023). However, our findings suggest that such
attempts are less likely to succeed and may even backfire
after large-scale disasters. For international organizations
involved in disaster relief, this implies that to avoid a
backlash against their work that could benefit authoritar-
ian incumbents, they should steer clear of postdisaster
blame games. If citizens respond negatively to incumbents’
blame shifting, the best approach is likely to be to ignore
these efforts and focus on relief operations.

The study is not without limitations. Conducting the
survey shortly before the May 2023 election may limit
whether the findings apply to other (electoral) autocratic
contexts. Views of an incumbent may harden before an
election; indeed, vote choice tends to be “locked in” one
month in advance (Blais 2004). However, this possibility
should, if anything, downplay substantive effects, suggest-
ing that the findings should apply to autocratic contexts
beyond the time shortly preceding a national-level election.

Nonetheless, this points to the first of several areas for
further research. First, replicating the study outside an
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election campaign would provide greater insights into the
broader effects of blame shifting in autocracies. Second,
exploring the effectiveness of blame shifting in autocracies’
presentational blame-shifting strategies outside a large-
scale disaster would indicate whether the emotionally
charged atmosphere in the wake of a disaster conditions
the findings. Third, replicating the study in other autoc-
racies with different institutional settings and demo-
graphics would further probe the scope conditions of the
effectiveness (or limitations) of presentational blame shift-
ing. We expect that the results generalize to electoral
autocracies similar to Turkey’s, but additional research is
required to confirm this. While our empirical focus is
electoral autocracies, studying the link between blame
shifting and incumbent approval in other types of autoc-
racies would also contribute to a broader understanding of
the effectiveness of survival tactics used by autocrats (Aytag
2021; Williamson 2024). The findings regarding the SES
hypothesis, for instance, indicate that backlash is more
likely when citizens recognize blame shifting as implausi-
ble. This suggests that a backlash against blame shifting is
less likely in autocracies where the government maintains
tighter control over information and where the population
is less educated and wealthy. Conversely, we expect a
stronger backlash to blame shifting in less repressive
autocracies and in those with more educated and wealthier
populations. Relatedly, the availability of plausible blame-
shifting narratives is likely to be an important scope
condition. For example, autocrats who have invested in
agency-based blame shifting and have thereby credibly
delegated responsibility for disaster prevention and relief,
or nascent regimes that can credibly blame poor disaster
prevention on previous governments, should be more
capable of shifting blame while avoiding backlash. Last,
further exploration of the cognitive processes that under-
pin the backlash effect could offer additional clues about
whether and how leaders recover from the negative reper-
cussions observed in this study. In particular, the incon-
gruity between reduced approval rates for leaders who
employ blame shifting after a large-scale disaster and
voting behavior begs further inquiry. This would help us
understand why people continue to vote for an incumbent
even when they lower their approval for that regime
following a major disaster.

Supplementary material

To view supplementary material for this article, please visit
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Notes

1 We refer to “large-scale” rather than “natural” disasters
because disasters are not natural—for example, com-
munities choose to reside in flood plains, on fault lines,
or in areas at risk of wildfires (Chmutina and Von
Meding 2019).

2 Hood also includes “diverting the public’s attention to
other matters” under “presentational blame
avoidance,” but we exclude this since we are (at least
partially) interested in leaders’ efforts to actively shift
blame onto another actor, rather than merely avoid it;
like Aytag (2021), we view diverting attention and
shifting blame as distinct strategies. “Presentational”
blame avoidance is distinct from an “agency” strategy,
which allocates responsibility in advance to another
institution or officeholder (Williamson 2024), or a
“policy” strategy, which aims to avoid blame through
incremental policy changes (Hood 2007, 199-200;
Baekkeskov and Rubin 2017, 428).

3 Conducting research in the aftermath of a large-scale
disaster raises important ethical questions. We sum-
marize ethical considerations in the Research Design
section, and discuss them in online appendix A.

4 The effects of authoritarian propaganda relate to the
accessibility of alternative information (Gliflel and
Paula 2020). Thus, a more tightly controlled media
environment in a totalitarian autocracy, like China
under Xi Jinping, may facilitate different effects of
blame shifting. This article’s conclusions therefore
only apply to electoral autocracies.
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In the Turkish context, Aytag (2021) finds minimal
evidence of any effect on approval, positive or nega-
tive, of an autocrat blaming foreign powers, the world
economy, or domestic institutions for economic mal-
aise. In contrast, Schlipphak et al. (2023) find thac, in
the context of backsliding EU countries, would-be
autocrats can mitigate the impact of EU sanctions on
their legitimacy considerably by portraying EU inter-
ventions as illegitimate meddling in domestic affairs,
thereby shifting the blame for such sanctions and their
consequences.

Although scholars have undertaken further research on
blame shifting since 2007, there remains no evidence
on presentational blame shifting following large-scale
disasters.

Hood (2007, 200) notes that “[t]he high political
centrality of presentational strategies and strategists
suggests that they are widely believed to be effective
and necessary for warding off blame ... [although] we
have limited evidence for that assumption.”

Putin also employed an “agency” strategy by assigning
responsibility for localized COVID-suppression poli-
cies to regional authorities (Chaisty, Gerry, and
Whitefield 2022, 368).

On the importance of credibility, Schlipphak et al.
(2023) and Heinkelmann-Wild et al. (2023) show
that blaming international organizations can be effec-
tive because citizens have a limited understanding of
complex multilevel governance, which makes blame
shifting more credible.

A common-knowledge lie is a false assertion about
facts, which the audience can verify independently
based on reliable sources (Hahl, Kim, and Zuckerman
Sivan 2018, 5).

Relatedly, as mentioned, Aytag (2021) found no
systematic evidence that blaming foreign powers or
domestic institutions increased approval for the
Turkish government’s economic policy.

It is also possible that the potential positive and
negative effects described above offset each other and
blame shifting has no effect on average.

Our goal in this section is not to describe how Erdogan
secured reelection relatively comfortably in May 2023.
Instead, we simply document how Erdogan sought to
protect his popular approval following the earth-
quakes.

As noted, the study may therefore be affected by being
conducted shortly before a national-level election; we
revisit this point in the conclusion.

Each participant received $1 for completing the sur-
vey, which took about 10 minutes. Payment was based
on US dollars due to fluctuations in the Turkish lira.
This amount, and the compensation rate for focus
group participants (see below), was decided through
consultation with TGM, who have experience of
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conducting surveys and focus groups across the world,
including in Turkey.

TGM have checks to ensure that minors are not
recruited; this includes asking all participants to give
their date of birth when they register with a panel and
then comparing it to the date of birth submitted when
a participant opts into a study.

Online appendix B contains statistics on the nationally
representative nature of the sample. For robustness,
we reestimate the models with poststratification
weights for age, education, gender, province, and
religion; the findings are unchanged (see table 13 in
online appendix I).

Participants may encounter more than one of these
blame-shifting tactics in the real world. For instance,
participants may have observed Erdogan blaming the
opposition and private construction companies.
However, although simplistic, our survey design
allows us to isolate the effects of these distinct blame-
shifting strategies. This kind of experimental design is
common in political science, including in the study of
autocracy (Aarslew 2024).

Available at https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Aerial_View_of_the_Hatay_Province_in_Turkey_
(52699004990).jpg.

Turkish translations of the treatments are in online
appendix D.

Online appendix E contains a fuller discussion on con-
cerns regarding ecological validity for treatment design.
The equivalent questions prompting respondents to
consider the culpability of a force majeure, the oppo-
sition, and a government minister are in online
appendix M.

The variable has a mean of 0.41 and a standard
deviation of 0.40, illustrating the polarization in
Turkey before the 2023 election; summary statistics
are in online appendix F. We also asked several
questions that indirectly measure respondents’
approval of Erdogan (whether respondents plan to
vote or volunteer for Erdogan or Kiligdaroglu, which
party respondents intend to vote for in the parlia-
mentary elections, and respondents’ views of the
government’s earthquake response). The results
section focuses on the main outcome of interest:
Erdogan approval; the remaining results are in table 14
in online appendix I.

Online appendix H shows that respondents are bal-
anced across these factors.

All hypotheses were preregistered at hteps://osf.io/
g8s2v. The pre-analysis plan included one additional
hypothesis about the expected relative strength of the
treatments, which is omitted from the main text. This
is discussed in online appendix G.

For both H1a and H1b, the null hypothesis is that
blame shifting has no significant effect.
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In the experiment, we had to use a pretreatment
covariate to identify people’s partisanship, but since
we do not face this constraint in selecting focus group
participants, we use the question about who people
intended to vote for in 2023.

Table K8 in online appendix K shows the socioeco-
nomic background and location of each participant.
Each participant received an Amazon voucher in
Turkish lira worth £15. Again, the rate was decided
through consultation with TGM and based on a
foreign currency to mitigate fluctuations in the
Turkish lira.

Online appendix L provides the guiding questions.
Full results in table I1 in online appendix I. Following
our pre-analysis plan, we control for whether respon-
dents are female, their age, level of education, whether
they are a public sector employee, their income,
whether they are Muslim, and their home province in
our analysis to increase statistical precision (Imbens
and Rubin 2015). The results are similar with the
control variables excluded (see table 12).

The null effects for the treatments relating to the
minister and private construction companies could be
driven by experimental manipulation failure in these
groups. However, we conduct a manipulation check,
where we leverage an open question that asked
respondents to explain their approval of Erdogan.
Respondents in all treatment groups were more likely
than respondents in the control group to use words
associated with their specific treatment texts, indicat-
ing successful experimental manipulation for all
treatments (see online appendix J).

Full results in table I5 in online appendix I.

Full results in table 16 in online appendix I.

The moderating effects of education and income could
reflect the effects of anti-government sentiment rather
than political sophistication. However, we test the
moderating effect of partisanship below, and do not
find that opposition supporters exhibit greater back-
lash, which one would expect if education and income
were merely proxies for anti-government sentiment.
For the experiment, we use a pretreatment covariate to
identify unafhiliated voters as respondents who did not
report voting for Erdogan (incumbent supporters) or
Mubharrem Ince or Selahattin Demirtas (opposition
supporters) in the 2018 presidential election.

Full results in table 17 in online appendix I.
Schlipphak et al. (2023) similarly do not find that
affective polarization drives how citizens respond to
government efforts to shift blame for the consequences
of external sanctions.

The exception was nonincumbent supporters, who
became more positive about Erdogan after he blamed
a minister. Although such an action would be politi-
cally motivated, blame being levied within rather than
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across partisan lines may explain why a scapegoating
purge would be popular among nonincumbent sup-
porters.
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