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Abstract

Political propaganda can reduce citizens’ inclinations to protest by directly influenc-
ing their preferences or beliefs about the government. However, given that protest
is risky in authoritarian societies and requires collective participation, propaganda
can also reduce citizens’ inclination to protest by making them think that other citi-
zens, rather than themselves, may have been influenced by propaganda and are, as a
result, unwilling to protest. We test this indirect mechanism of propaganda using a
survey experiment with Chinese internet users from diverse backgrounds and find
that they do believe propaganda affects other citizens’ support for and beliefs about
the government more than their own support and beliefs. Moreover, they believe
that propaganda reduces other citizens’ willingness to protest, which in turn reduces
their own willingness to protest. Therefore, the power of propaganda may sometimes
lie more in the social perceptions and uncertainty it creates than in its direct indi-
vidual effects.

Keywords Propaganda - Protest - Presumed influence - Third-person effect

Introduction

How does political propaganda affect citizen behavior, particularly protest, in an
authoritarian society? Standard research on this question focuses on how propa-
ganda directly affects individuals’ political preferences or beliefs. For example,
most existing studies regard propaganda as persuasion and argue that propaganda
works by persuading citizens about the merits of the government or its policies,
thereby increasing citizens’ support of the regime and reducing their inclination
to dissent (Adena et al. 2015; Cantoni et al. 2017; Gehlbach and Sonin 2014,
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Guriev and Treisman 2020; Peisakhin and Rozenas 2018; Rozenas and Stukal
2019). Other works treat propaganda as signaling and suggest that propaganda
does not necessarily affect individuals’ political support, but instead signals
the power and capacity of the government through the act of propaganda itself,
thereby intimidating citizens and dampening their inclination to protest (Huang
2015b; Svolik 2012; Wedeen 1999).

Both propaganda as persuasion and propaganda as signaling are direct and
individual-based mechanisms. Mass protests, however, are inherently collective
actions. Given that protest is risky under an authoritarian regime and that partici-
pants of a failed protest are subject to potentially severe punishment, most indi-
viduals’ decisions about whether to protest depend not only on their own prefer-
ences or beliefs about the government but also on their perceptions of whether or
how many other people will turn out to protest, which then determines how likely
the protest will be to succeed (Chwe 2003; Egorov et al. 2009; Lohmann 1994).
In other words, protest is a game of complementarity in which individuals will be
more (less) willing to participate the more (less) likely they think other people
will participate (e.g., Gehlbach et al. 2016; Bueno De Mesquita 2010; Edmond
2013). Incorporating the logic of collective protest into theories of propaganda
thus introduces an alternative channel by which regimes can manipulate citizen
behavior: Even if propaganda does not directly persuade individuals about the
merits of government or influence their beliefs about its power and capacity, it
can still make them less willing to protest if they believe that propaganda has suc-
cessfully persuaded or intimidated other people not to protest.

In other words, propaganda can sometimes work not by influencing individ-
uals’ own preferences or beliefs but by making them think that other people’s
preferences or beliefs may have been influenced. This mechanism of propaganda
hinges on its indirect effect at the collective level rather than its direct effect at
the individual level. We build our theory on the “influence of presumed influ-
ence” model in communication studies, which argues that the effects of media
are often indirect and occur through the channel of presumed media influence
on other people (Gunther and Storey 2003; Tal-Or et al. 2009). A closely related
idea, the “third-person effect,” which can be considered a special case of the
“influence of presumed influence” model, makes an even more specific predic-
tion: Individuals tend to believe that media and communications have a stronger
effect on others than on themselves, and then they react to the presumed effect on
others (Davison 1983; Perloff 2009; Sun et al. 2008). Curiously, although prop-
aganda is a key motivating example in Davison ’s (1983) original formulation
of the third person effect hypothesis, there have been few empirical investiga-
tions of propaganda’s indirect effect, especially in the authoritarian setting. Most
studies of the influence of presumed influence instead focus on media effects in
democratic societies. This study provides such an investigation in the case of
contemporary China to enrich theories of political propaganda. In addition, most
existing studies under the influence of presumed media influence framework, par-
ticularly those on the third-person effect, use surveys and ask people directly how
they think media affects themselves and others. In contrast, we experimentally
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compare propaganda’s presumed effect on others with its actual effect on oneself,
and how the former may affect individuals’ participation in protest more than the
latter.

Using an online survey experiment featuring real propaganda messages from Chi-
na’s state media, we find that propaganda exposure has a greater effect on respond-
ents’ beliefs about other citizens’ support for the regime than on their own support
for the regime. Propaganda exposure also has a greater effect on the respondents’
beliefs about other citizens’ assessments of the power and stability of the regime
than their own assessment. In addition, propaganda reduces the respondents’ beliefs
about other people’s willingness to protest, which in turn has a negative effect on
their own willingness to protest.

Our findings suggest that, due to the nature of collective protest, authoritarian
propaganda can work not (just) by manipulating what individual citizens think
about the regime or their own propensity to protest against the regime, but (also) by
manipulating the information and perceptions that citizens have about each other,
creating social uncertainty. In other words, political authorities can use their vantage
point as an agenda setter to create a mirage surrounding propaganda; citizens’ con-
cern that other citizens could have been influenced by propaganda can sometimes be
sufficient to deter them from challenging the authorities. Our results are consistent
with the classic game-theoretic argument about the critical role of common knowl-
edge in shaping social interactions. They not only provide micro-level empirical
support for the ideas of pluralistic ignorance and preference falsification sustaining
authoritarian rule (Chwe 2003; Havel 1985; Kuran 1991) but also explicate a spe-
cific and critical mechanism for the phenomenon.

The next section lays out our theory and hypotheses. Section 3 explains the
experimental design and data. Section 4 presents the results on both the perceptual
and behavioral components of the influence of presumed influence of propaganda.
The last section discusses our results and concludes.

Influence of the Presumed Influence of Propaganda

Propaganda is the deliberate dissemination of inaccurate, exaggerated, or fabricated
information that favors a political cause or player." Our theoretical framework about
authoritarian propaganda posits that it operates on both the individual and collec-
tive levels. At the individual level, propaganda can manipulate the preferences of
individuals directly, by persuading them about the merits of the regime, its lead-
ers, or its policies and thus increasing their support of the regime; this is the stand-
ard theory of propaganda as persuasion (Adena et al. 2015; Cantoni et al. 2017;
Gehlbach and Sonin 2014; Guriev and Treisman 2020; Peisakhin and Rozenas 2018;
Rozenas and Stukal 2019). At the same time, some propaganda is not persuasive but
heavy-handed and even ridiculous, but by demonstrating the state’s ability to com-
mand great resources and the organizational capacity to impose such (unpersuasive

! For similar definitions, see Huang (2018) and Jowett and O’Donnell (2018).
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and unpopular) propaganda messages on the society, the regime can signal its power
and capacity in social control, and thus deter the public from challenging it. In other
words, instead of shaping individuals® political preferences, propaganda can work
by influencing their beliefs about the power of the state; this is the theory of propa-
ganda as signaling (Huang 2015b, 2018).

At the collective level, regardless of whether propaganda can change individu-
als’ own support of the regime or beliefs about the regime’s power, it may affect
their perceptions of other people’s support for the regime or their beliefs about the
regime’s power, since it is possible that other people have been influenced by propa-
ganda. Because a single person’s protest can be easily defeated by the regime, effec-
tive protest almost necessarily requires collective participation. In particular, strate-
gic complementarity “characterizes mass protests” (Gehlbach et al. 2016, p. 579);
the fewer people who participate in a protest, the less likely it will succeed (Bueno
De Mesquita 2010; Chwe 2003; Edmond 2013). Therefore, given the risk and poten-
tially severe negative consequences of participating in a failed protest against an
authoritarian government, people will be less likely to protest the less they think
other people will participate in protest.> Propaganda can thus reduce citizens’ protest
inclination by making them think that other people (may) have been influenced by
propaganda (and consequently support the government or believe the government is
too powerful to oppose), even if the effect of propaganda on themselves is limited.’
Our focus in this study is on this indirect, collective-level effect of propaganda, i.e.,
the influence of presumed influence of propaganda (IPIP). It is important to note
that IPIP does not deny that propaganda can influence individuals directly. It argues,
however, that even if there is little individual-level direct effect, propaganda may
still work through its indirect effect at the collective level.

We build our theory of IPIP on the “influence of presumed influence” frame-
work of media effects (Gunther and Storey 2003), including the third-person effect
hypothesis (Davison 1983), which has been one of the most influential theoretical
frameworks in communication studies (Perloff 2009). The influence of presumed
influence model has two components. First, people perceive some influence of a
message on others, and this presumed influence on others may well be stronger than
the message’s perceived effect on themselves (the perceptual component); Second,
people react to their perceptions of the message’s influence on others (the behavioral
component). In other words, a media message can have indirect influences on indi-
viduals’ behavior through their perceptions of its effect on other people.

The literature in communication studies and social psychology has found robust
evidence for the perceptual component of the indirect media influence framework

2 We focus attention on the typical repressive authoritarian setting rather than on settings where there
is a high degree of civil liberty and where punishment for protest participation is traditionally rare, as in
Cantoni et al. ’s (2019) study.

3 The process can even go one step further. Given the complementarity of collective protest, both “all
people protest” and “no one protests” are potential equilibria. Propaganda may simply serve as a coordi-
nation device and make the “no one protests” outcome the focal point and thus the resulting equilibrium,
even if people’s preferences and beliefs about the regime are not influenced by propaganda and they do
not think other people are influenced. This possibility can be examined in future research.
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across a wide variety of contexts, such as media violence and pornography, adver-
tising, news coverage, and entertainment, as well as across various study designs
(e.g., Cohen et al. 1988; Mutz 1989; Perloff 1999; Peiser and Peter 2000; Price and
Tewksbury 1996; Sun et al. 2008). Recent work has extended the research to new
areas, such as fake news, polling, social media, and international news, and similarly
found that individuals often perceive others to be more influenced than themselves
by such messaging and platforms (e.g., Chung et al. 2017; Jang and Kim 2018; Tsay-
Vogel 2016; Wei et al. 2017). The literature has examined a variety of explanations
for the prevalent self-other perceptual gap: motivational explanations that center on
people’s motivations for self-enhancement and the feeling that they are better and
less gullible than others, and cognitive explanations in which people act as naive
social scientists and create simple theories about the effects of media on society (see
Tal-Or et al. 2009, for a review of the literature). Regardless of the specific sources
of self-other perceptual gaps, it should be emphasized that the existence of the per-
ceptual component of the presumed media influence model enjoys robust empirical
support. This study does not consider the cognitive or psychological sources of the
perception that media and communications may have stronger effects on others than
oneself, only that the effect can exist in some form and be exploited by propaganda.

Drawing on individual-level theories of propaganda and the perceptual compo-
nent of the influence of presumed influence framework, we offer two hypotheses
about the presumed influence of propaganda. Given that propaganda is traditionally
understood as efforts by regimes to increase citizen support through persuasion, our
first hypothesis (H1) is that individuals believe that propaganda would increase other
people’s support of the regime; in fact, propaganda’s presumed influence on others’
support for the regime will be stronger than its effects on one’s own support for the
regime. Note that here we compare individuals’ perceptions of propaganda’s effect
on others with its actual effect on oneself. In the traditional third-person effect litera-
ture, the comparison is between individuals’ perceptions of media’s effects on others
and their perceptions of media’s effects on themselves (but see Cohen et al. 1988).
Since people’s perceptions of media’s effects on themselves may not be accurate,
it is more useful to use the actual effect as a comparison. This difference will be
reflected in our research design, to be discussed in the next section.

Our second hypothesis (H2) is based on the more recent literature on propaganda
as signaling, and it posits that propaganda will make individuals believe that propa-
ganda would increase other people’s assessment of the regime’s power and capac-
ity to maintain social stability; in fact, propaganda’s presumed influence on others’
assessment of the regime’s capacity to maintain stability will be stronger than its
effect on their own assessment of the regime’s capacity. Note again, here we are
comparing individuals’ perceptions of propaganda’s effect on others with its actual
effect on themselves.

Our third and perhaps most important hypothesis is about the behavioral effects
of propaganda’s presumed influence. While earlier research in the third-person effect
literature using the self-other perceptual gap to predict individuals’ behavior has
yielded mixed results (Perloff 1999; Xu and Gonzenbach 2008), the influence of
presumed influence model emphasizes media’s presumed influence on others rather
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than perceptual differences between self and others (Gunther and Storey 2003),* and
here the evidence has been considerably stronger (Chung and Moon 2016; Dohle
et al. 2017; Tal-Or et al. 2009; Wei et al. 2017). But existing research on the influ-
ence of presumed media influence has focused on individuals® support for censor-
ship and restrictions of media content that are perceived to have a negative influence
on others, e.g., hate speech, fake news, and pornography. Even in other contexts,
such as voting and online political discussion, the behavioral consequence of the
third-person effect is usually thought to be that individuals take actions to correct
or balance the perceived negative effect of media messaging on others (Golan et al.
2008; Rojas 2010).

We study the effect of the presumed influence of propaganda on collective protest
in the authoritarian setting, where the consequence of government messaging is that
individuals may take actions to conform to the expected behavior of others who are
thought to have been influenced by the messaging rather than to counterbalance the
effect of the messaging on others. In addition, dealing with collective action rather
than individual behavior, our focus is not just on how the presumed influence of
propaganda on other people’s attitudes affects individuals’ behavior, as is commonly
the case in existing studies of the influence of presumed influence and third-per-
son effects, but on how the expected behavior of other people, due to propaganda,
affects individuals’ own behavior. In other words, given the complementarity of pro-
test behavior, we focus on how propaganda affects individuals’ coordination motives
rather than their correction or counterbalance motives (Little 2017; Tal-Or et al.
2009).

We therefore hypothesize that propaganda exposure will create the expectation
that propaganda has made other citizens less willing to protest (H3a), and this expec-
tation will negatively affect individuals’ own willingness to protest (H3b). In other
words, we propose an indirect channel through which propaganda reduces protest:
by affecting how individuals perceive their peers’ willingness to protest, thereby
inhibiting their own willingness to participate in collective action. Here, perceptions
of other citizens’ willingness to protest serves as a mediating variable between prop-
aganda exposure and individuals’ willingness to protest.

Our analysis of the behavioral effect of the presumed influence of propaganda
is related to a few recent studies of media effects. Jin et al. (2018) study how blog
posts about the Fukushima nuclear accident’s contamination risks affected people’s
seafood consumption behavior and their perceptions of others’ behavior, and how
their own behavior and others” behavior affected each other. Similarly, Tewksbury
et al. (2004) study how anxieties about the Y2K computer problem and percep-
tions of other people’s overreactions to it (e.g., bank withdrawals and food hoard-
ing) influenced individuals’ own protective behavior. These studies, however, do
not explain the theoretical foundations of the interaction between self-behavior and
other-behavior, e.g., why in the individualistic consumption (as opposed collective

4 Even in Davison ’s (1983) original thesis about third-person effects, for the behavioral component he
emphasized the presumed influence on others rather than the self-other perceptual gap (Chung and Moon
2016).
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action) setting, after controlling for anxiety levels, people would reduce eating sea-
food in response to other people’s reduced seafood consumption, or why other peo-
ple’s over-hoarding of cash and food would reduce one’s own protective behavior.
Little (2017) provides a game-theoretic model in which some citizens are credulous,
and informed citizens who know the government is lying would nevertheless behave
as if they believe its propaganda since they want to coordinate their behavior with
credulous citizens. The coordination motive is also essential in our collective protest
setting, but, in our setting, citizens can be homogeneous (and all disbelieve propa-
ganda) rather than having divergent information capacity.

Our theory is consistent with the classic formal-theoretic literature about the
crucial roles of common knowledge, preference falsification, and pluralistic igno-
rance in affecting regime stability. Propaganda breaks down public communications,
without which it will be hard to form common knowledge about citizens’ politi-
cal attitudes (Chwe 2003). More specifically, in accordance with Kuran ’s (1991)
account of preference falsification, propaganda (together with repression) makes
citizens hide their true and private preferences and leads to a public discourse that
prevents citizens from knowing the real distribution of anti-government sentiments
in the society (see also Havel 1985). Such pluralistic ignorance is the wellspring of
authoritarian stability. In the more recent global game literature, Edmond (2013) has
shown that even though citizens are aware of propaganda, they cannot completely
discount the government’s exaggeration of its strength when neither the govern-
ment’s actual level of strength nor the amount of propaganda is perfectly observed.
Further, since citizen actions are strategic complements, information manipulation
will reduce every citizens’ incentive to participate in anti-government collective
actions if it reduces some citizens’ incentive. Our study provides micro-level empiri-
cal evidence in support of these theoretical insights and explicates a specific and
critical mechanism, the influence of the presumed influence of propaganda, which
leads to preference falsification, pluralistic ignorance, and the breakdown of com-
mon knowledge.

Study Design and Data
Study Design

To test the above hypotheses, we conducted a survey experiment in July-August
2018 with 895 Chinese internet users from diverse backgrounds (see more below).
The experiment proceeded as follows. Participants were first asked a battery of
background questions about their social and political attitudes, including life satis-
faction, national pride, political interest, pro-Western orientation, and evaluation of
China’s current political system. See Online Appendix 1 for question wording. They
were then randomly assigned into one of five groups: a control group that did not
receive any propaganda treatment and four treatment groups that each received a dif-
ferent propaganda message (see below). The experiment was designed to compare
individuals who were exposed to propaganda with individuals who were not. We use
four different propaganda treatments simply because there exists a wide variety of
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propaganda, and we do not want to unnecessarily limit our analysis to a particular
message.

Afterwards, all respondents were asked two sets of outcome questions, the first
about their own opinions about China’s current overall current situation, China’s
future prospects, the government’s ability in governing the country, its responsive-
ness to citizen demands, its ability to maintain social and political stability, and,
finally, their willingness to participate in protest against government malfeasance
and injustice in their region. Due to the political sensitivity of the last question,
we used the term “collective walk,” a widely understood codeword on the Chinese
internet, to refer to protest.

The questions on China’s overall current situation, the Chinese government’s
governance, its responsiveness, and China’s future prospects were all intended to
measure respondents’ support for the government, so they were summed into an
aggregate variable regime support to avoid the issue of multiple hypothesis testing.’
The question on the Chinese government’s ability to maintain stability was intended
to measure its perceived power and capacity, in light of the signaling theory of
propaganda. The last question on “collective walk” simply measures willingness to
protest.®

The second set of outcome questions asked the respondents how they thought
an average person (“yiban ren”) in the society would answer the above questions
if they had been exposed to the same materials during the survey. (For the control
group, participants were simply asked how they thought an average person would
answer the questions they had just answered). For example, in the first set of ques-
tions, respondents were asked about their willingness to protest, and, in the second
set, respondents were asked what they believed an average citizen’s willingness to
protest was. To avoid priming, the set of questions on the respondents’ own attitudes
and beliefs was asked before any questions on their perceptions of other people’s
attitudes and beliefs began. Finally, demographic information was collected.

Given the between-subject experimental design, in the analysis below we will
compare answers to the self questions between the treatment and control groups to
obtain the “self effect” of propaganda (see Cohen et al. 1988, for a similar approach).
This is the actual effect of propaganda on oneself rather than its perceived effect
on oneself. We will also compare answers to the other questions between the treat-
ment and control groups to obtain the “other effect” of propaganda. This is the pre-
sumed effect of propaganda on others. Naturally, individuals do not know the actual
effect of propaganda on others, and therefore we measure their perceptions of propa-
ganda’s effect on others. To examine the potentially different effects of propaganda
on individuals’ self attitudes and their perceptions of other people’s attitudes, we
will compare the differences between answers to the self and other questions in the

3 Cronbach’s alpha for the index is 0.796, indicating fairly good inter-item reliability. Cronbach’s alpha
for the index when measuring the respondents’ perceptions of other people’s support for the government
(see below) is even higher: 0.848.

% The topics of willingness to protest and the regime’s stability-maintaining capacity were potentially
more politically sensitive than other questions. To increase the respondents’ willingness to complete the
survey and reduce their wariness, the survey only asked one question for each of the two topics.
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treatment groups and the differences in the control group, in addition to comparing
the self and other effects of propaganda.

This approach differs from how most existing studies measure the self-other
perceptual differences. Existing studies typically use surveys, and respondents are
directly asked how they rhink a particular media message would respectively affect
themselves and others. But people might not have an accurate perception of a mes-
sage’s effect on themselves; for example, they sometimes under-report the amount
of actual change in their own opinions produced by media messages (Chung et al.
2017). In addition, direct questioning may have a social desirability problem.
Indeed, studies have shown that messages viewed as socially desirable often elicit a
first-person effect: Respondents state that the positive messages have greater effects
on themselves than on others (e.g., Duck et al. 1995; Gunther and Thorson 1992).
The social desirability problem may be particularly acute in an authoritarian coun-
try, where it is undesirable and even risky to directly reveal the lack of effect of
government messages—on themselves or others. Similarly, people’s reports of their
own level of support for the regime cannot be taken at face value. Indeed, some
recent studies on Chinese public opinion have shown that people often misrepresent
their true opinions on politically sensitive questions when asked directly (Jiang and
Yang 2016; Li et al. 2018). Our approach did not ask respondents directly how they
think propaganda affected themselves or others; rather, it measures propaganda’s
effects indirectly and unobtrusively through inter-group comparisons of political
attitudes and perceptions. Similarly, when analyzing self-other differences in politi-
cal attitudes, we do not focus on within-subject differences, since either self attitudes
or other attitudes (but particularly the former) may be misrepresented. Instead, we
focus on the inter-group differences in the self-other differences.

The four treatments were selected to cover the breadth of state media propaganda
in contemporary China. The first treatment was a short and artistically appealing
video, titled “China in One Minute,” made by China’s premier official newspaper
People’s Daily, that describes the country’s recent economic and social achieve-
ments (video treatment).” The second treatment was an article from Global Times,
titled “China is just generous. They should all feel ashamed,” which lauds the
achievements of China’s space program and its willingness to share the use of Chi-
na’s planned space station with foreign countries, in contrast to some other coun-
tries’ refusal to allow China to participate in the International Space Station project,
with some vivid examples (space treatment).® The third treatment was an article
from the Seeking Truth magazine, titled “China is the world’s largest democracy,”
which argues that China actually has a democratic system and is the world’s largest
democracy due to its population (democracy treatment).’ The final treatment was

7 The video can be viewed at http://www.chinanews.com/gn/shipin/2018/03-12/news760210.shtml (last
accessed December 30, 2020).

8 See http://world.huangiu.com/article/2018-05/12116405.html (last accessed December 30, 2020) for
the article in Chinese.

° See http://www.gstheory.cn/dukan/qs/2017-11/15/c_1121947684.htm (last accessed December 30,
2020) for the article in Chinese.
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an article from the People’s Daily titled “The Whole World is Reading this Book:
Xi Jinping on Governance in China,” which touts the alleged popularity of said
book around the world (book treatment).'” Again, it is important to note that we are
not interested in comparing the effects of different treatments; rather, our goal is to
understand the differences between the treatment and the control conditions.

Data

The participants in the experiment were recruited through a market survey company,
with each unique user and IP address allowed only once in a survey to prevent repet-
itive participation. The respondents were directed to a US-based survey website to
take the survey anonymously, which also allowed us to maintain full control over the
survey, and the survey company did not have access to the data. There are several
reasons why conducting the survey experiment with an online sample is appropriate
for this study. First, online anonymity can make the respondents more truthful with
their answers than face-to-face or telephone surveys, which is crucial here, given the
sensitivity of our survey questions. Second, over half of China’s population are now
online, and the internet has become the center of activism and collective action in
the country, with the middle class broadly preferring digital forms of engagement
over traditional forms of political participation (Huang 2015a; Yang 2009). Under-
standing the internet population’s political attitudes and potential behavior is there-
fore particularly important. As shown in Online Appendix 1, the participants had
diverse sociodemographic backgrounds: They came from all walks of life, from var-
ious education backgrounds and age groups, and from all over China. In fact, their
gender, regional, urban/rural, and occupational distributions are broadly comparable
to China’s general internet population. They were younger and better educated on
average than the general population, but such characteristics may also be particularly
important for our topic: protest.

Table 1 shows the summary statistics of the independent and dependent variables
across the experimental groups. With regards to the pre-treatment independent vari-
ables, all the demographic variables are balanced across the groups. Most of the pre-
treatment dispositional variables are also well balanced, with national pride being
the main exception. In the statistical regressions below, we control the demographic
and other pre-treatment covariates.

As for the dependent variables, Table 1 indicates that there are no significant dif-
ferences in the mean values of the self variables between the groups, but there are
significant differences in the mean values of the other regime support and other sta-
bility. This is mainly driven by the differences between the self variables and other
variables in the control group, as their differences in the treatment groups are much
smaller. For example, the difference between self regime support and other regime
support in the control group is about 0.27 on a five-point scale (p < 0.001), but
they are at most around 0.1 in the treatment groups (specifically, in the case of the

10 See http://media.people.com.cn/n1/2018/0129/c40606-29791511.html (last accessed December 30,
2020) for the article in Chinese.
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Table 1 Summary statistics

Control  Video Book Democracy Space Min Max F Prob > F
N=175 N=169 N=204 N=180 N =167

Independent vari-

ables
Female 0.589 0.538 0.539 0.539 0.509 0 1 0.57 0.686
(0.493)  (0.500)  (0.500)  (0.500) (0.501)
Age group 2.983 2.947 3.088 3.100 3.222 1 10 095 0432
(1.603)  (1.436) (1.314) (1.506) (1.335)
Education 4.343 4.420 4.407 4.239 4.521 1 6 1.96 0.099
(1.1015) (1.078)  (0.929)  (0.982) (0.904)
Income level 4.394 4.426 4.588 4.639 4.563 1 7 1.68 0.153
(1.055)  (1.100)  (1.021)  (1.181) (1.117)
CCP member 0.117 0.207 0.240 0.150 0.174 0 1 1.50 0.201
(0.383)  (0.406) (0.428) (0.358) (0.380)
Urban 0.617 0.609 0.598 0.606 0.605 0 1 0.04 0.997
(0.487)  (0.489)  (0.492)  (0.490) (0.490)
Life satisfaction 3.549 3.621 3.721 3.456 3.437 0 5 2.18 0.070
(1.107)  (1.112)  (1.048) (1.115) (1.090)
Political interest 2.863 2.769 2.887 2.828 2.784 1 4 0.75 0.555
(0.776)  (0.845)  (0.724)  (0.746) (0.807)
National pride 3.726 3.553 3.681 3.556 3.593 1 4 2.82 0.024
(0.508)  (0.724)  (0.613)  (0.749) (0.678)
Pro-west orienta- ~ 2.837 2.926 2.870 2917 2916 1 4 0.61 0.653
tion
(0.626)  (0.658)  (0.621)  (0.688) (0.644)
System evaluation ~ 3.474 3.361 3.466 3.372 3.365 1 4 1.07 0.369
(0.702)  (0.752)  (0.690)  (0.784) (0.779)
Dependent variables
Self regime sup- 3.124 3.178 3.290 3.204 3.204 05 4 1.44 0.217
port
(0.681)  (0.737)  (0.645)  (0.695) (0.681)
Other regime 2.840 3.249 3.199 3.083 3.207 0 4 8.64 <0.001
support
(0.826)  (0.673)  (0.701)  (0.775) (0.752)
Self regime stabil-  4.274 4.337 4.324 4.344 4.347 1 5 0.30 0.878
ity
0.761)  (0.723)  (0.752)  (0.663) 0.711)
Other regime 3.989 4.302 4.230 4222 4311 1 5 5.10 0.001
stability
(0.864)  (0.662) (0.756)  (0.706) (0.806)
Self protest 2.377 2.337 2.441 2.350 2.473 1 4 0.65 0.624
(0.968)  (0.925) (1.023)  (0.948) (0.943)
Other protest 2.749 2.509 2.578 2.550 2515 1 4 1.93 0.104

(0.919)  (0.901) (0.962)  (0.923) (0.950)

Entries are group means for each variable. Standard deviations in parentheses

@ Springer



Political Behavior

Self Regime Support  Other Regime Support  Other-Self Difference
T T

T
—t— | — | ——
Video | ! - LT
| | |
| | |
| | |
¢ | ¢ | ¢
Democracy : ° : y ! y
| | |
| | |
| ‘ | : | ‘
Book : y : ° : °
| | |
e - e
—— ——— ———

Space | | |
| | |
| | |
| | |
| | |
TREATED A | |

RS B

T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T
-05 0 05 A 15-05 O .05 A 15-05 O 05 A 15

@ No covariates  ® With covariates

Fig. 1 Treatment effects on regime support. These are regression coefficients of the treatments, showing
their effects on the respondents’ own regime support (left), their perceptions of other people’s regime
support (middle), and the differences between their perceptions of other people’s regime support and
their own regime support (right). “TREATED” represents a separate model where all treatment groups
were pooled as the “treated” group. Regime support is re-scaled to range from O to 1. The horizontal
lines represent 95% confidence intervals

democracy group, p = 0.009). Essentially, it appears the treatments increased the
values of the other variables, without similarly increasingly the values of the self
variables.!! The next section will take a closer look into the differences.

Analysis and Results
Presumed Influence of Propaganda
We first report the results about propaganda’s effects on individuals’ preferences and

beliefs about the government, their perceptions of propaganda’s effects on other peo-
ple’s preferences and beliefs, and the self-other differences. Figure 1 plots the effects

' It is also interesting that in the baseline (control) condition, the respondents’ self-reported regime sup-
port and assessment of regime stability are higher than their perception of other people’s regime sup-
port and assessment of regime stability, and their self-reported willingness to protest is lower than their
perception of other people’s protest willingness. However, due to the political desirability of overstating
one’s support for the regime and understating willingness to dissent, we do not take this self-reported
self-other difference within each group at face value. Instead, we focus on the inter-group differences.
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of the treatments on regime support, with and without controlling for demographic
and attitudinal covariates (see Tables S2 and S3 in Online Appendix for numerical
regression results). The left panel of Fig. 1 shows that, without controlling for the
covariates, only the treatment about Xi Jinping’s book significantly increased the
respondents’ self regime support relative to the control condition, while the other
three treatments did not change self regime support. When the covariates are con-
trolled, all four treatments increased the respondents’ self regime support. Using the
omnibus variable “TREATED,” which indicates whether a respondent received any
treatment, the effect size of the treatments on self regime support was 3.9 percentage
points (with covariates controlled, see Table S2). The middle panel of Fig. 1 shows
that, whether controlling for the covariates or not, all four treatments significantly
increased the respondents’ perceptions of other people’s regime support. The effect
size of the TREATED variable for other regime support when the covariates are
controlled was 9.2 percentage points, more than twice as large as the effect size for
self regime support.

This suggests the treatments had a significantly greater effect on the respond-
ents’ assessment of other people’s regime support than on their own regime sup-
port. The right panel of Fig. 1 shows this is indeed the case. Here the estimand is
the difference between the respondents’ perceptions of other people’s regime sup-
port and their own regime support. The panel shows that the other-self discrepancies
are significantly larger in all treatment groups except the democracy group than in
the control group. In other words, not only did the respondents believe propaganda
increased other people’s support for the regime, but the messages had a stronger
effect on their perceptions of other citizens’ regime support than on their own sup-
port, consistent with HI.

Figure 2 plots the effects of the treatments on the respondents’ assessment of
regime stability (see Tables S4 and S5 in Online Appendix for numerical regression
results). The left panel shows that, none of the four propaganda treatments increased
the respondents’ own assessment of regime stability relative to the control condi-
tion, whether controlling for the covariates or not. The middle panel, on the other
hand, shows that all four propaganda messages increased their perceptions of other
people’s assessment of regime stability. The effect size of the omnibus TREATED
variable for other regime stability is 6.7 percentage points. This suggests that propa-
ganda has stronger effects on the respondents’ perceptions of other people’s assess-
ment of regime stability than on their own assessment of regime stability. The right
panel of Fig. 2 shows that this is indeed the case. Here the estimand is the difference
between the respondents’ perceptions of other people’s assessment of regime stabil-
ity and their own assessment of regime stability. The panel shows that the other-self
discrepancies are larger in all treatment groups except the democracy group, where
the difference misses the .05 significance level, than in the control group. This is
because propaganda increased the respondents’ perceptions of other people’s assess-
ment of regime stability without similarly increasing their own assessment of regime
stability. The results are consistent with H2.

To further test the difference between the treatments’ effects on self attitudes
and on other attitudes, we conduct coefficient equality tests for regime support
and assessment of regime stability using seemingly unrelated regressions (SUR),
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Fig.2 Treatment effects on assessment of regime stability. These are regression coefficients of the treat-
ments, showing their effects on the respondents’ own assessment of regime stability (left), their per-
ceptions of other people’s assessment of regime stability (middle), and the differences between their
perceptions of other people’s assessment of regime stability and their own assessment of regime sta-
bility (right). “TREATED” represents a separate model where all treatment groups were pooled as the
“treated” group. Assessment of regime stability is re-scaled to range from O to 1. The horizontal lines
represent 95% confidence intervals

which estimate self attitudes and other attitudes as a system of equations and
allow the errors in different equations to be correlated. The top panel of Table 2
shows that except for the democracy treatment, the coefficients of all other treat-
ments as well as the omnibus TREATED variable are larger for other regime sup-
port than for self regime support. The bottom panel shows that the coefficients of
all treatments are larger for other regime stability than for self regime stability,
although the difference is only significant at .1 percent level for the democracy
treatment. The results are consistent with Figs. 1 and 2 and once more indicate
that propaganda has differential effects on the respondents’ own regime support
and assessment of regime stability than on their perceptions of others.

The results above lend strong support to both H1 and H2. Propaganda makes
the respondents perceive that other people are now more supportive of the regime
and that the regime’s ability to maintain stability is now stronger in other peo-
ple’s assessment. This presumed influence on other peoples’ regime support and
assessment of regime stability is stronger than propaganda’s influence on the
respondents’ own regime support and assessment of regime stability.
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Table2 Coefficient equality
tests for regime support and
assessment of regime stability

Treatment Coefficient Standard error P

Other regime support — self regime support

Video 0.080 0.017 0.000
Democracy 0.026 0.017 0.129
Book 0.047 0.016 0.004
Space 0.062 0.017 <0.001
TREATED 0.053 0.014 <0.001
Other regime stability — self regime stability
Video 0.059 0.019 0.002
Democracy 0.035 0.019 0.070
Book 0.047 0.018 0.010
Space 0.058 0.019 0.003
TREATED 0.049 0.015 0.001

Equality of coefficient tests with seemingly unrelated regressions,
controlling for demographic and pre-treatment attitudinal covariates.
“TREATED” represents a separate model where all treatment groups
were pooled together as the “treated” group

One potential concern about our results is that since our sample is not representa-
tive of Chinese society, when the respondents answered questions about what an
average person (“yiban ren’) in the society would think about the government, they
might have in mind someone different from themselves. In particular, the average
person in the society may be less well educated and have lower income than our
sample. Indeed, while most of the self-other perceptual gaps in the third person
effect literature can be interpreted as biases, Shen et al. (2018) argue that some self-
other perceptual gaps may reflect accurate differences, rather than biases, because
the individuals in question are comparing themselves to a different group of people.

One way to address the issue is to recognize that because people tend to interact
more with and live among people who are like themselves, they tend to overestimate
their own representativeness in the population. As a result, when they think about
“an average person in the society,” the person they have in mind would be more sim-
ilar to themselves than an actual average person in the society. In that sense, what
the actual average person is like is not as crucial as people’s perception of what an
average person is like.

Nevertheless, to mitigate the concern that our respondents might be thinking
about people very different from themselves in demographic characteristics when
answering questions about the “average person,” we divided the participants into
those with college education and those without, and those with high income and
those with low income (based on the median values). We then interact the treat-
ments with both education and income, and regress the outcome variables on the
interaction terms. As Tables S§8—S11 in Online Appendix show, the coefficients of
the interaction terms were never statistically significant, meaning that the college-
educated did not react to the treatments differently from the non-college-educated,
and that the high-income people did not react to the treatments differently from
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Fig.3 Treatment effects on willingness to protest. These are regression coefficients of the treatments,
showing their effects on the respondents’ willingness to protest (left), their perceptions of other people’s
willingness to protest (middle), and the differences between other people’s presumed willingness to pro-
test and the respondents’ own willingness to protest (right). “TREATED” represents a separate model
where all treatment groups were pooled as the “treated” group. Willingness to support is re-scaled to
range from O to 1. The horizontal lines represent 95% confidence intervals

the low-income people, with regards to either self attitudes or perceptions of other
attitudes. This suggests that responses to the “average person” questions were not
affected by the lack of representativeness of the online sample.

Behavioral Effects of Propaganda’s Presumed Influence

We now examine propaganda’s effect on individuals’ willingness to protest, their
perceptions of other citizens” willingness to protest, and how the latter may affect
the former.'? Corresponding to Figs. 1, 2, and 3 plots the effects of the treatments
on the respondents’ own willingness to protest and their perceptions of others’
willingness to protest (see Tables S6 and S7 for numerical regression results).
The left and middle panels show that the propaganda treatments did not affect the
respondents’ willingness to protest relative to the control condition, but they did
reduce their perceptions of other people’s willingness to protest, which is natural,

12 In line with much of the literature on the third-person effect and influence of presumed influence, we
use behavioral intentions or attitudes toward behavior to measure behavioral effects.
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Table 3 Coefficient equality

. Treatment Coefficient  Standard error P
tests for protest willingness

Other protest willingness — self protest willingness

Video —0.052 0.023 0.024
Democracy —0.037 0.023 0.100
Book —0.060 0.022 0.006
Space —0.082 0.023 <0.001
TREATED —0.058 0.018 0.001

Equality of coefficient tests with seemingly unrelated regressions.
“TREATED” represents a separate model where all treatment groups
were pooled as the “treated” group

Others’ presumed
v willingnessto |\

e Protest AN
7 N
7 N
// \\
7 N
s \\
7 e indirect effect ~
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i R N
direct effect
Self
Propaganda »  willingness to
Protest

Fig.4 Direct and indirect effects of propaganda on willingness to protest

given propaganda’s presumed influence on other people’s regime support and
assessment of regime stability, and consistent with H3a. The right panel of Fig. 3
and the coefficient equality tests in Table 3 indicate that the treatments indeed
have differential effects on self protest willingness and other protest willingness.

While the above result confirms H3a, it does not address a critical part of our
third hypothesis, namely whether individuals’ perceptions of other citizens’” will-
ingness to protest would affect their own willingness to protest (H3b). In particu-
lar, the null total effects of propaganda on the respondents’ self protest willing-
ness, shown in Fig. 3, is a combination of the direct effect of propaganda on their
own protest willingness and the indirect effect of propaganda on their willingness
to protest through its impact on other citizens’ presumed willingness to protest
(the mediator), as illustrated in Fig. 4. We need to separate the two effects to
understand how changes in other people’s presumed willingness to protest affect
individuals’ own willingness to protest.

Therefore, to test H3b and unpack the indirect effect of propaganda on individu-
als’ protest willingness through its effect on their perceptions of other people’s pro-
test willingness, we employ mediation analysis (Imai et al. 2010, 2011). This method
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Table 4 Mediation analysis: propaganda’s effect on self protest with other protest as the mediator

Video Democracy Book Space TREATED
ACME —0.036* —0.030%* —0.029* —0.031* —0.032%*
(0.015) (0.014) (0.029) (0.015) (0.012)
ADE 0.029 0.008 0.041* 0.061%#* 0.034*
(0.020) (0.023) (0.021) (0.022) (0.017)
Total effect —0.007 -0.022 0.013 0.030 0.002
(0.025) (0.026) (0.025) (0.026) (0.021)

ACE is average causal mediation effect, and ADE is average direct effect. Robust standard errors in
parentheses. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05

separates the average treatment effect (total effect) into two components: the Aver-
age Causal Mediation Effect (ACME) and the Average Direct Effect (ADE). The
former represents the indirect effect of the treatment on the outcome through the
mediator, while the latter represents the direct effect of the treatment on the outcome
with no mediator. The method is intended to ascertain if the treatment explains any
variation in the mediator and if that variation in turn explains any variation in the
outcome.

Our mediation model has propaganda exposure as the treatment, individuals’
perceptions of other people’s protest willingness as the mediator, and individuals’
own protest willingness as the outcome. Table 4 presents the results of the mediation
analysis. The ACME:s of the Video, Democracy, Book, and Space propaganda treat-
ments as well as the omnibus TREATED variable are all negative and significant.
This provides strong evidence that propaganda exposure indirectly reduces individu-
als’ protest willingness by reducing their perceptions of others’ protest willingness,
as stated in H3b. The ADEs of the Video and Democracy treatments cannot be dis-
tinguished from zero, but interestingly the Book and Space treatments have posi-
tive direct effects on protest willingness, suggesting that propaganda messages may
sometimes unwittingly cause citizens to want to protest, a kind of backfire effect. In
our experiment, this is perhaps because the propaganda messages about the great-
ness of China and its leader encourage the respondents to express willingness to dis-
sent against injustice and government malfeasance, which are holding China back.'?
But regardless of propaganda’s direct effect, people’s concern about other citizens’
interpretation of and reactions to propaganda pulled them back and reduced their
desire to protest to the null condition, as reflected in the insignificant total effect of
propaganda on protest willingness.

The finding of the mediation model does come with one important caveat,
however. As Imai et al. (2011) show, use of a mediation model to infer causality
must satisfy one key assumption: sequential ignorability. This assumption has two
components. First, given the observed pre— treatment confounders, the treatment

13 The result also suggests that the perceived self-other discrepancy in media and propaganda effects
may reflect not just magnitude but also direction.
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assignment is statistically independent of potential outcomes and potential media-
tors. In other words, we are assuming that there are no omitted variables confound-
ing the relationship between the treatment and the mediator and the relationship
between the treatment and the outcome. This first component of the assumption
holds because treatment assignment is randomized. Second, the observed mediator
is ignorable given the actual treatment status and pre-treatment confounders. This
essentially translates to assuming that there are no unmeasured pre-treatment or
post-treatment covariates that confound the relationship between the mediator and
outcome. It is this latter component of the mediation model that potentially poses a
threat to our inference.

Recall that the survey experiment first exposed participants to propaganda mes-
sages, then asked them about their own willingness to protest, and later asked them
about their perceptions of others’ willingness to protest. Because the outcome is
measured before the mediator, this raises the potential that a question ordering effect
is creating endogeneity between the outcome and mediator. In other words, it could
be the case that a correlation between self protest and other protest is a causal effect
of the former on the latter via a priming effect. However, in our survey, the question
measuring the respondents’ own willingness to protest (self protest) did not immedi-
ately precede the question measuring their perceptions of other people’s willingness
to protest (other protest). The set of questions on the respondent’s own attitudes and
behavior was asked before the set of questions on others began, so there was consid-
erable space between the questions measuring self protest and other protest. There-
fore, any question ordering effects are likely to be minimal.

Nevertheless, to offer evidence about the appropriateness of the mediation analy-
sis, we conduct a sensitivity analysis and analyze additional, re-specified, media-
tion models. Figure 5 presents the sensitivity analysis for the mediation models of
Table 4. The sensitivity analysis tests for the degree to which the confidence interval
for an indirect effect is sensitive to the correlation between the residuals of the medi-
ator and outcome regressions, which is defined as p. In other words, this test esti-
mates the degree of correlation between these two sets of residuals that is necessary
to make the confidence interval around the indirect effect contain zero. In effect,
this tests for how sensitive the ACME is to a confounding variable. For our models,
the sensitivity analysis estimates a p of approximately 0.6, which indicates that the
estimates of our mediation model are relatively robust to the presence of a potential
confounding variable.

For further robustness, we estimated additional mediation models, but this time
the mediating and outcome variables were swapped. If it is indeed the case that indi-
viduals’ own willingness to protest is driving their perceptions of others’ willingness
to protest, then it should be the case that the propaganda exposure explains some
variation in self willingness to protest, and that variation in turn explains some vari-
ation in others’ presumed willingness to protest. However, these alternative mod-
els failed to identify a significant ACME. As Table 5 shows, the ACME is consist-
ently indistinguishable from zero for all treatment conditions, suggesting that the
variations in self protest that were caused by treatment exposure did not explain the
variations in other protest. Additionally, consistent with our earlier finding that treat-
ment exposure caused a reduction in other protest, the ADE and total effect of these
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Table5 Alternative mediation analysis: propaganda’s effect on other protest with self protest as the
mediator

Video Democracy Book Space TREATED
ACME —0.004 —-0.012 0.007 0.016 0.001
(0.017) (0.014) (0.013) (0.014) (0.011)
ADE —0.058** —0.044%* —0.058%* — 0.073%#* — 0.056%**
(0.020) (0.021) (0.020) (0.022) (0.017)
Total effect —0.062* —0.056%* —0.051%* —0.057* — 0.055%:*
(0.025) (0.025) (0.024) (0.026) (0.021)

ACE is average causal mediation effect, and ADE is average direct effect. Robust standard errors in
parentheses. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05

alternative mediation models are significantly negative in all cases. These results
suggest that the possibility of a confounding priming effect is negligible. Our initial
mediation analysis results are therefore fairly robust: Perceptions of others’ reduced
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willingness to protest due to propaganda would drive down people’s own willing-
ness to protest.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study experimentally shows that people often believe that propaganda increases
other people’s support for a regime or their beliefs about a regime’s capacity to
maintain stability. In fact, the presumed influence of propaganda on other people’s
support for and beliefs about a regime are usually stronger than propaganda’s actual
influence on oneself. Consequently, propaganda can reduce people’s perceptions of
other people’s willingness to protest, which in turn dilutes their own propensity to
protest due to its risky nature under authoritarian regimes. Thus, propaganda can
stave off dissent not by directly changing individuals’ own attitudes and intentions
but, instead indirectly, by altering people’s perceptions of other people’s attitudes
and behavioral intentions.

These findings imply that, due to the complementarity of participation in mass
protest, authoritarian regimes have a special advantage by being the agenda setters
in the propaganda game. Propaganda does not have to directly change individuals’
own willingness to protest to be effective. As long as propaganda reduces individu-
als’ perceptions of other people’s willingness to protest, or just makes them uncer-
tain if other citizens have been influenced by it, they will be more timid in challeng-
ing the regime. Propaganda can achieve much of its function for the regime simply
by sowing uncertainty among citizens about what they think others think and will
do. Different from what conventional wisdom often assumes, the power of propa-
ganda may sometimes lie more in the social perception and uncertainty it creates
than in changes it induces in individuals’ own political attitudes and beliefs.

The study thus enriches theories of authoritarian propaganda, which have so far
focused on propaganda’s direct effect on individuals’ themselves. The results also
contrast with findings in the existing literature that in democratic and semi-dem-
ocratic societies, where basic rights of expression and association are guaranteed,
stronger perception of other people’s willingness to participate in protest or voting,
or perceptions of protest news’s effects on other people, are associated with a lower
willingness to participate (Banning 2006; Cantoni et al. 2019; Lo et al. 2017). In
these societies, participation is more of a public good that demands a threshold level
of contribution: Perception of other people’s participation reduces the need for one-
self to participate in order to meet the threshold and, thus, could drive down one’s
own willingness to participate. In other words, these are games of substitutes. Col-
lective protests in authoritarian settings, however, are strategic games of comple-
ments (Chwe 2003; Edmond 2013; Gehlbach et al. 2016): The more/less willing
other people are to participate, the more/less willing are individuals themselves. It
is in this strategic setting that propaganda can inhibit people’s willingness to protest
by reducing their perceptions of other people’s willingness to protest. And it is this
mechanism that contributes to preference falsification, pluralistic ignorance, and the
breakdown of common knowledge (Chwe 2003; Havel 1985; Kuran 1991).
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Besides enriching our understanding of authoritarian propaganda, this study
also contributes to the literature on the influence of presumed media influence. The
standard literature on the influence of presumed influence focuses on people’s per-
ceptions of media’s influence on others, without comparing the influence on others
with influence on oneself. The third-person effect literature, on the other hand, focus
on the discrepancy between media’s presumed influence on oneself and on others,
without considering wither the presumed effect on oneself is accurate, or whether
the presumed influence of media is really stronger than its actual influence on one-
self. We show that propaganda’s presumed effects on others can be stronger than its
actual effects on oneself, not just stronger than its presumed effects on oneself. It
is this “real” presumed influence of propaganda that leads to one’s perceptions of
propaganda’s influence on other people’s behavior, which in turn affects one’s own
behavior.

One limitation of the study is that the propaganda messages had negative effects
on the respondents’ perceptions of other people’s protest willingness, hence nega-
tive indirect effects on their own protest willingness, but the messages had either
null or positive direct effects on the respondents’ protest willingness. As discussed
above, the positive direct effect is likely because the propaganda messages about the
greatness of China and its leader encouraged the respondents to express willingness
to dissent against injustice and government malfeasance, which were holding China
back. Self-other perceptual discrepancies have always been recognized in the third-
person effect literature as a kind of inconsistency or bias. Our study suggests the
self-other discrepancies may be larger than typically understood: A media message’s
self and other effects may differ not just in magnitude but also in direction. Under-
standing the causes and/or prevalence of the directional divergence goes beyond the
scope of this study, but it is potentially an important issue for future research.
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