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Abstract

How does the erosion of democratic institutions affect the allocation of public investment?
We develop a model in which democratic backsliding expands an incumbent’s discretion over
public investment by weakening institutional constraints and reducing electoral uncertainty.
Focusing on the Turkish Mass Housing Administration (TOKİ), a centralized provider of so-
cial housing and infrastructure, we assemble a dataset by scraping 3,193 public procurement
tenders, covering the construction of 748,468 housing units across Türkiye’s 973 districts be-
tween 2004-2020. Following local elections, we show the ruling Justice and Development Party
(AKP) has systematically channeled TOKİ contracts toward districts governed by AKP may-
ors. Targeted allocation has intensified in parallel with the erosion of democratic institutions.
Counterfactual estimates suggest AKP-districts receive three times more expenditure on aver-
age after backsliding relative to a democratic benchmark. Effect sizes are largest in districts
won against the Republican People’s Party (CHP), the main opposition. Accordingly, as elec-
tions have become de facto less competitive, we also find allocation has shifted from a swing
district logic towards rewarding less competitive districts pre-post backsliding, consistent with
model predictions. We confirm this using a close election regression discontinuity design.
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Democracy is like a tram. You ride it until you
arrive at your destination, then you step off.

– Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, President of Türkiye1

1 Introduction

One of the defining trends in contemporary political economy concerns the ongoing recession of
democratic institutions across several corners of the planet. Existing work has paid close attention
to the political drivers of backsliding, from executive aggrandizement to electoral manipulation
by elites (Bermeo 2016; Carothers and Hartnett 2024; Grillo et al. 2024). A related literature has
focused on measurement, studying how democratic backsliding can be identified and which gov-
ernments should be classified as “backsliders” (Diamond 2015; Little and Meng 2024a; Little and
Meng 2024b). However, less attention has been paid, both theoretically and empirically, to under-
standing how backsliding affects material outcomes, including how governments allocate public
goods and services in settings of widespread institutional erosion. Given canonical models of dis-
tributive politics operate in contexts of full democratic competition, it stands to reason that allo-
cation patterns might shift when the mechanisms of democracy breakdown (Cox and McCubbins
1986; Lindbeck and Weibull 1987).

This paper advances the hypothesis that democratic backsliding reconfigures distributive politics
by altering the logic of public investment. Under competitive democracy, institutional constraints
limit overtly partisan allocation, encouraging incumbents to distribute public resources according
to broad electoral or needs-based considerations rather than exclusively rewarding regime loyal-
ists (Besley and Persson 2011; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003). While some districts may receive
favorable attention due to electoral uncertainty, this will remain limited to a handful of highly
responsive (i.e. “swing”) constituencies with tight electoral margins (Lindbeck and Weibull 1987;
Persson and Tabellini 2000). However, as elections become de facto less free, fair and hence compet-
itive under backsliding, and as constraints on executive discretion weaken, this generates political
slack for the incumbent to discretionarily allocate resources. Public investment subsequently tilts
in favor of regime supporters, not by excluding opposition areas altogether, but by systematically
distorting allocation away from a competitive democratic benchmark (Levitsky and Way 2010;
Magaloni 2006).

In this paper, we study the distributive consequences of backsliding in Türkiye, a widely regarded
case of democratic erosion. Focusing on the Turkish Mass Housing Administration (TOKİ), a cen-
tralized public procurement vehicle attached to the prime minister’s office, we show that after the
onset of backsliding, coincident with major overhauls in public procurement laws, TOKİ has con-
sistently awarded large-scale social infrastructure contracts to districts electing municipal mayors
from the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP). We further show the intensity of targeted

1. Interview with newspaper Milliyet, June 14th 1996 (Cerrahoğlu 1996).
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allocation has broadly increased over time in tandem with the piecemeal erosion of institutions,

with null effects during the height of Turkish democracy in the early 2000s, before backsliding

commenced.

Türkiye's experience under the AKP and Recep Tayyip Erdo �gan provides an apposite setting for

studying how backsliding reshapes distributive politics. Widely regarded as a canonical back-

slider, Türkiye has intensively combined democratic erosion with the politicization of public pro-

curement (Atiyas 2012; Esen and Gumuscu 2016).2 When the country transitioned to democracy at

the turn of the 21st century, the landmark 2002 Public Procurement Law (Law No. 4734) sought to

increase transparency and depoliticize spending. However, in tandem with the broader assault on

democratic political institutions, subsequent AKP amendments have re-centralized control, weak-

ened competitive bidding, and expanded discretionary procurement (G ürakar and Bircan 2019;

Adiguzel, Kaba, and Koyuncu 2025). This reversal has ultimately increased the government's

ability to channel infrastructure and housing projects for partisan purposes. 3

We begin by developing a simple model linking multi-district allocation of public expenditure to

institutional erosion. First, a fundamental component of democratic competition is uncertainty:

in standard models, competing parties internalize uniformly distributed idiosyncratic shocks that

may affect voting intentions, tilting policy transfers toward electorally responsive groups in equi-

librium (Dixit and Londregan 1996; Persson and Tabellini 2000). We argue that, in electoral au-

thoritarian regimes where elections remain formally present but are increasingly unfair (Levit-

sky and Way 2010), it is precisely this uncertainty that authoritarian-leaning incumbents mini-

mize. Backsliding concentrates the mass of residual electoral uncertainty closer to zero through

extra-electoral means such as electoral manipulation, restrictions on media access, and repression

of opposition candidates, consistent with Schedler (2002)'s famous argument that “by placing

. . . elections under tight authoritarian controls [electoral authoritarian regimes] try to cement their

continued hold on power. Their dream is to reap the fruits of electoral legitimacy without run-

ning the risks of democratic uncertainty” (p. 36-37). Thus, by internalizing a lower spread of

uncertainty into proposed transfers, a backsliding incumbent raises the marginal electoral return

to public spending, making district-level outcomes more responsive to a given allocation.

At the same time, in our model, institutional erosion sharpens the state's “targeting technology”.

As checks on executive discretion weaken, incumbents become better able to steer public resources

for partisan advantage, such as through exceptional legal instruments and procurement reforms.

Although less recognized than attacks on courts, the media, or electoral administration, one im-

portant manifestation of democratic backsliding, especially in the case of T ürkiye, is indeed the

erosion of institutions governing public procurement. Even beyond T ürkiye, Nayib Bukele's gov-

2. Appendix Figure A.1 conveys this expedited erosion of institutions using the �rst principal component of relevant

democracy indicators from the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset.
3. When assessing T̈urkiye's alignment with EU standards of procurement laws, the European Commission (2019)

commented “Turkey has been backsliding in the past year due to the introduction of ever more exemptions for pur-

chases that are subject to general public procurement rules” (p. 66).
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ernment in El Salvador introduced legal reforms in 2023 allowing major infrastructure projects to

bypass standard procurement rules; in Serbia, Aleksandar Vu �cić's government used special legal

regimes to move major linear infrastructure projects outside ordinary procurement frameworks

(European Commission 2022); and under Viktor Orb án in Hungary, procurement became increas-

ingly centralized and politically connected (Caruana Galizia et al. 2026).

Taken together, these two forces change both the precision and direction of distributive poli-

tics: uncertainty compression makes marginal public spending more electorally effective, while

the sharper targeting technology concentrates this effectiveness among regime-aligned districts.

The model thus predicts that, under democracy, allocation largely tracks a per-capita benchmark:

while a few highly responsive districts with tighter margins may receive more expenditure, the

difference in meanspending between aligned and non-aligned districts is approximately zero.

Under backsliding, however, these forces tilt expenditures toward aligned districts, generating a

widening allocation gap. Whereas some theories of autocratic distribution emphasize exclusion-

ary allocation or even the withdrawal of resources (Albertus, Fenner, and Slater 2018; Burgess et

al. 2015; Magaloni 2006), our model instead implies broad but distorteddistribution: spending re-

mains widespread but departs from the per-capita benchmark in favor of aligned districts. Figure

1 illustrates this pattern: under democracy, TOK �I contract values track district populations with

mild concavity regardless of partisan alignment; under backsliding, allocation tilts clearly toward

AKP-governed districts, especially populous ones.

(a) Democracy (b) Backsliding

Figure 1: Contract Allocation and Population Distribution by Regime

Note: estimated using binscatter. Sample for democracy uses all contracts and district-level population distributions

before 2011. Sample for backsliding uses all contracts and district-level population distributions after and including

2011. Year �xed effects are absorbed. Dots refer to vigintile bins. Maroon dots outline districts governed by an AKP

mayor. Blue dots outline districts governed by a non-AKP mayor.

In taking the theory to the data, we assemble our own dataset on TOK �I public procurement ex-

penditures by scraping 3,193 tenders crossing Türkiye's 973 districts between 2004-2020. This pro-
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vides information on project type, estimates of capital expenditure amounts from winning tender

bids, in addition to the number of planned houses for construction among contracts dedicated to

social housing, of which our data covers tender values for 748,468 housing units. Given TOK �I

projects are a highly localized public good, frequently featuring on the websites of districts which

are governed by mayors, we match this tender dataset to Türkiye's local election results covering

the elections in 2004, 2009, 2014 and 2019 (with the former being the �rst local election the AKP

competed in). Our identi�cation strategy exploits the fact that, despite overt violations under

backsliding, local elections in T ürkiye remain reasonably competitive. This provides variation in

electoral outcomes to estimate differences in awarded social infrastructure contracts pre-post AKP

victories, identi�ed through opposition-to-AKP switches and AKP re-election.

As Acemo �glu and Üçer (2020) claim, the “institutional slide accelerated during AK Party's third

term that began in June 2011” (p. 31). Using a standard two-way �xed effects (TWFE) framework

alongside Poisson quasi-maximum likelihood (QMLE) models, interacting AKP mayoral victories

with the onset of democratic backsliding in 2011, we show that districts with newly incumbent

AKP mayors under backsliding receive TOK �I contracts that are 46.4% more valuable per capita

than districts with non-AKP incumbents. On the extensive margin, this also translates into a 4.2

percentage point increased probability of receiving contracts from TOK �I, approximately a quar-

ter of the overall sample average, in addition to an 84.5% more housing units within a contract.

This effect is not only signi�cant but also quantitatively meaningful. When scaled to the average

district population, and relative to the baseline mean contract value among opposition districts,

totaling 11.3 million in 2020 prices (USD 1.6 million), our core estimate suggests districts with

AKP mayors receive contracts that are greater in value by 5.2 million in 2020 prices (circa USD

740,000).

Strikingly, and as implied by our theoretical model, our interaction effects provide estimates that

are essentially equal and opposite in sign to the impact of local AKP mayoral victories under back-

sliding. This suggests democratic institutions effectively quelled the selective allocation of TOK �I

contracts to AKP-af�liated mayors, consistent with other evidence on the moderating impact of

democracy on arbitrary distribution (Burgess et al. 2015). As an alternative approach, relying on

Liu, Wang, and Xu (2024)'s counterfactual imputation estimator for dynamic treatment effects, we

estimate average treatment effects on the treated as a (continuous) function of calendar year. We

�nd evidence that, in expectation, favoritism has mostly grown smoothly over time as T ürkiye

has gradually eroded democratic institutions and altered public procurement laws, with signi�-

cant effects appearing only after backsliding commences post-2010.

Additional to serving as a reduced-form framework, the theoretical model permits estimating

counterfactualallocations, such that a democratic incumbent allocates TOK�I expenditures using a

population-weighted rule (as suggested by panel (a) of Figure 1). Simulating counterfactual ex-

penditures using this allocation rule, we show that the post-2010 rise in TOK �I spending among

AKP-af�liated districts substantially exceeds what would largely be predicted by demographic
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need.4 The difference between observed and counterfactual expenditures suggests that by 2020,

districts with AKP mayors receive three timesmore TOK�I expenditure per capita relative to a demo-

cratic allocation benchmark, on average, whereas non-AKP governed districts have largely hov-

ered close to a population-weighted counterfactual. The political distortions from backsliding on

infrastructure allocation are thus substantial.

To better understand the nature of the “targeting technology” from our theoretical model, we

�rst explore heterogeneity regarding incumbent turnover. We unpack our TWFE and Poisson

QMLE results by speci�c party switches to the AKP, including re-election and the AKP's �rst

victories that occurred mostly in their �rst local election of 2004. We show that most of the core

result is driven by switches from the CHP, the main opposition, to the AKP, followed by seats

where the AKP were re-elected. This pattern is consistent with a distributive logic in which newly

captured opposition strongholds become especially valuable targets for partisan consolidation

and reward under backsliding. Although, noticeably, these effects were again moderated during

the period of democratic institutions, only materializing once the country commences backsliding

post-2010.

Second, to probe potential shifts in electoral logics, we unpack heterogeneity vis- �a-vis vote mar-

gins. As implied by our reduced-form model, although the difference in mean allocation between

aligned and non-aligned districts should be approximately zero under democracy, there may still

remain a handful of competitive districts that are highly responsive to public expenditures. Un-

packing AKP mayoral victories by margin size pre-post the onset of backsliding, the exercise re-

veals a distinct pattern: at the height of Turkish democracy at the turn of the 21st century, standard

concerns regarding democratic electoral politics strongly predicted distribution, whereby swing

districts received greater allocation. However, as the country has democratically eroded, with

elections becoming less free, fair and hence competitive, targeting has shifted towards less com-

petitive AKP-held districts.

As a �nal source of identi�cation, we thus rely on the fact that competitive vote margins only

mattered during T ürkiye's early period under democracy to run a “coin-�ip” election regression

discontinuity design (Lee 2008; Eggers et al. 2015). We �nd that highly competitive districts re-

ceived greater TOK�I allocation on both the intensive and extensive margin, but only following the

AKP's �rst local election contest in 2004. All other elections – 2009, 2014 and 2019 – that comprise

a post-election window under the period of backsliding reveal consistent null effects. This pro-

vides further evidence, exploiting an alternative source of identi�cation, that when T ürkiye was

a stronger democracy in the early 2000s, targeted distribution was still evident, albeit driven by

classic tight-margin electoral considerations for a small number of highly competitive districts.

However, in line with the institutional slide, the strategy of distribution has shifted, rewarding

districts aligned with the AKP in less competitive areas.

4. This exercise is very similar in spirit to Burgess et al. (2015), albeit for housing and social infrastructure as opposed

to roads.
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Our primary contribution is to the literature on democratic backsliding. While much of this work

has focused on the drivers of institutional erosion (e.g. Bermeo 2016; Carothers and Hartnett 2024)

and its measurement (e.g. Little and Meng 2024a), we turn to its distributive consequences. Theo-

retically, given most models of distributive politics operate in fully democratic environments, we

provide a framework of how backsliding distorts these predictions by compressing electoral un-

certainty and sharpening the state's ability to target districts with public spending. In this context,

allocation remains broad, but tilts systematically toward aligned constituencies, which itself is an

alternative equilibrium to theories of authoritarian distribution that predict exclusionary alloca-

tion to pro-regime elites (e.g. Albertus, Fenner, and Slater 2018; Magaloni 2006). Ultimately, our

model re�ects the underlying logic of electoral/competitive authoritarianism, whereby incum-

bents must still appeal to a broad electorate but do so on an uneven playing �eld (Levitsky and

Way 2010; Schedler 2002). Empirically, we document when targeted allocation materializes along-

side institutional erosion, who is most affected, and how the underlying electoral logic governing

distribution evolves as elections become de factoless competitive.

This paper further contributes to the well-established literature on distributive politics (Albertus

2024; Golden and Min 2013). In political economy, one strand of literature has studied how al-

location of public goods and services varies across institutions within the same country context,

such that democracy tilts provision of government coffers towards collective public goods as op-

posed to private transfers under autocracy (Besley and Persson 2011; Bueno de Mesquita et al.

2003; Burgess et al. 2015; Hodler and Raschky 2014).5 A separate branch of literature homes in on

the electoral forceswithin democracies that predict allocation of public resources, such as whether

parties should target “swing” versus “core” voters as vote-maximizing strategies (Cox and Mc-

Cubbins 1986; Dixit and Londregan 1996; Lindbeck and Weibull 1987). We provide a theoretical

model and evidence that connects these two strands of literature, outlining how strategies of dis-

tribution are dynamicand can shift as a result of institutional change.

Finally, we contribute to the literature on distributive politics in 21st century T ürkiye (Adiguzel,

Cansunar, and Corekcioglu 2023; Adiguzel, Kaba, and Koyuncu 2025; Akbulut-Yuksel, Okoye,

and Turan 2024; Aytaç 2014; Bircan and Saka 2021; Luca and Rodr�́guez-Pose 2015). We are not

the �rst to study the allocation of TOK �I projects and public procurement in T ürkiye. Marschall,

Aydogan, and Bulut (2016) argue that TOK �I expenditure increases AKP support in local elections.

Gürakar (2016) and Gürakar and Bircan (2019) also show that politically connected �rms to the

AKP are more likely to receive TOK �I contracts relative to �rms linked to opposition parties. Given

municipalities are the largest procurement entities in T ürkiye, we build on previous efforts by

addressing existing endogeneity concerns, exploiting incumbency turnover across a range of em-

pirical strategies. This helps address the issue that TOK�I allocation and local alignment with the

AKP are simply driven by correlated unobservables. Substantively, we also more directly show

5. For example, contributions such as Burgess et al. (2015) show that democracy quells selective distribution of

transport infrastructure investments to co-ethnics relative to periods of unconstrained authoritarianism. See Gerring,

Knutsen, and Berge (2022) for review of democracy and outcomes.
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how the nature of targeting public goods and services has evolved in T ürkiye vis- �a-vis the re-

gression towards authoritarianism, especially given prior work has mostly focused on allocation

before the institutional slide occurred in 2011.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In section 2 we provide some institutional back-

ground behind T ürkiye's trend towards authoritarianism and the knock-on effects this has had

on TOK�I and public procurement. Section 3 presents the theoretical model. Section 4 outlines our

data collection process and core empirical strategies. Section 5 provides the core analysis, along-

side various robustness checks. Section 6 unpacks heterogeneous treatment effects and probes

plausible mechanisms. Section 7 presents the results from the coin-�ip election regression discon-

tinuity design. Section 8 concludes.

2 Background

2.1 The AKP's Rise to Power and Growth

The AKP emerged onto the Turkish political scene in the 2002 general election. The �rst term of the

AKP is often regarded as a success with increasing productivity, institutional improvements, and

“high-quality growth” (Acemo �glu and Üçer 2020). This was motivated by IMF-supported pro-

market reforms, including the Public Finance and Debt Management Law of 2002 and the Public

Financial Management and Control Law of 2003, which substantially enhanced �scal transparency

and accountability (Acemo �glu and Üçer 2020). The Public Procurement Law (No. 4734) was also a

landmark piece of legislation rati�ed in January 2002, “to make public spending more ef�cient and

transparent and to depoliticize the procurement process” (G ürakar and Bircan 2019, p. 237). This

was bolstered by the Public Procurement Authority to oversee procurement as an independent

regulator.

The AKP's increased hold on power subsequently led to the deterioration of the institutional

reforms from the early 2000s, eventually ending the high-quality growth period of 2002-2006

(Acemo�glu and Üçer 2020). A key manifestation of this surrounded gradual amendments to the

Public Procurement Law itself, which was amended almost two-hundred times since its inception,

substantially altering the transparency of government-business transactions (G ürakar and Bircan

2019). Growth over the 2010s has thus largely been driven by the construction sector instead of

improvements in technology and high employment.

2.2 TOK�I and Public Procurement

Founded in 1984, Türkiye's Mass Housing Administration (TOK �I) aims to provide affordable

housing to citizens and acts as a lever to accelerate urbanization. Following a 2003 presiden-

tial decree (No. 25348), TOK�I has been directly connected to the prime minister's of�ce, and is
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thus a heavily centralized, state-run vehicle of public procurement (Demirors 2023). 6 TOK�I subse-

quently tenders projects to private contractors, often granting development rights on public land

under revenue-sharing schemes, to deliver vast housing complexes and related urban infrastruc-

ture.

An amendment in 2003 (No. 4964) made the housing function of TOK �I exempt from several initial

restrictions under the Public Procurement Law. In 2011, this exemption remit was expanded via

another amendment (No. 6111) to include all construction projects undertaken by TOK �I.7 Thus,

aside from housing projects, TOK �I also build shopping centers, public parks, government build-

ings, stadiums, among a variety of other conspicuous developments. Table 1 outlines the kinds of

projects TOK�I plan and undertake.

As per the multitude of amendments made to the Public Procurement Law by the AKP, this ever-

increasing set of exceptions have decreased the regulatory impediments on business engagements

involving the central government. Informal networks between pro-AKP local businessmen and

public of�cials have thus come to dominate procurement, in line with decreased transparency

and accountability to an independent regulator. G ürakar and Bircan (2019) show that �rms di-

rectly linked to the AKP receive 42% of all TOK �I contracts, while those �rms linked to opposition

parties receive only 6%. This highlights the electoral/competitive authoritarian tendencies of the

AKP that have emerged vis- �a-vis the country's politico-economic institutional changes: “using its

access to state resources, the [AKP] has rewarded its supporters and punished or isolated its ene-

mies” (Esen and Gumuscu 2016, p. 1590). Members of the main opposition party, the CHP, have

also accused the government of misusing its authority over TOK �I and planning housing in areas

where the AKP had relatively more votes (L�cal� 2014).

Additional to politically connected �rms (Faccio 2006), local elections remain one of the most

important political determinants of TOK �I allocation (Marschall, Aydogan, and Bulut 2016). This

is because local elections determine municipal mayors, who have seen increased autonomy in

local government-business relations, such as the ability to take out loans, set municipal budgets

and approve construction and building permits (Adiguzel, Kaba, and Koyuncu 2025; Bircan and

Saka 2021; G̈urakar and Bircan 2019). Mayors can also lobby Ankara for TOK �I projects, of which

several developments frequently feature on the websites of municipalities (Haliliye Belediyesi

2021). Thus, while TOK�I is a centrally controlled vehicle, its allocation of social infrastructure is

strongly shaped by local electoral dynamics, making municipal elections a critical determinant

additional to �rm-level political connections.

6. TOK�I was later transferred to the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization under Law No. 703, after Turkey's

2018 transition to a presidential system and the abolition of the prime ministership.
7. See Do�gru (2016) for review of amendments.
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3 Model: Distributive Politics Under Backsliding

3.1 Setup

Consider a polity consisting of districts d 2 D , where each district contains nd voters. De�ne

� 2 R+ , capturing political institutions, where � = 0 denotes full democracy and � > 0 denotes

increasing autocratization (Besley and Persson 2011; Burgess et al. 2015). Unlike Dixit and Lon-

dregan (1996), which focuses on vote-maximization within a single-member district, we study

competition in a multi-district setting, where the maximand is the probability of winning a given

seat (Cox 2012). There are two parties: incumbentA and challenger C. Each party k 2 f A; C g pro-

poses a vector of public goods expenditures f T k
d gd2D , subject to an aggregate budget constraint,

T =
P

d T k
d . Voter i in district d votes for incumbent A if:

uA
id + bid > u C

id ;

where bid
iid� U[� �; � ] is an idiosyncratic preference shock for the incumbent, with density 1=2� .

Utility from party A and C's policy is, respectively:

uA
id

�
gA

d

� �
=

1
�

�
gA

d

� �
� cA

i (� ); uC
id

�
gC

d

� �
=

1
�

�
gC

d

� �
;

where � 2 (0; 1) governs the concavity of preferences over proposed public goods, gk
d . We further

suppose that voting for the incumbent bears a cost increasing and convex in the backsliding effort,

with c(0) = 0 , c0(� ) > 0, and c00(� ) > 0 (Nelson and Witko 2022; Svolik 2023).

3.2 Electoral Probabilities

De�ne � id � uC
id � uA

id as the utility differential between the challenger party and incumbent party

for voter i in district d. The probability that voter i votes for the incumbent is thus:

Pr(bid > � id ) =
1
2

�
1 �

� id

�

�

Summing over all i voters, the expected vote share in district d for incumbent A and (by symmetry)

for challenger C is

V A
d = nd

�
1
2

�
1 �

� id

�

��
; V C

d = nd

�
1
2

�
1 +

� id

�

��
:

De�ne the district vote margin as md = V A
d � V C

d + "d, where "d captures residual non-policy

uncertainty common to both parties, with "d
iid� [� � d(� ); � d(� )] and � d(� ) � ndj� id j=� . A smaller

� d implies a narrower distribution, with more mass concentrated around zero; tighter margins

thus suggest districts are more responsive to policy. The incumbent's objective is to maximize the

number of districts won, Pr(md > 0):

max
f Td ;� g

X

d

�
1
2

�
nd� id

2� d(� )�

�
s.t.

X

d

T k
d � T; � � 0: (3.1)
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3.3 Regime Type and Targeting Technology

Let I denote the set of districts alignedwith the incumbent party, where we assume nd=� d(� ) ?

1f d 2 Ig . We de�ne public goods expenditure received by voters in district d from party k as

gA
d =

8
<

:
(1 + � (� ))TA

d if � > 0; d 2 I;

TA
d otherwise,

and gC
d = TC

d 8d:

where � (� ) � 0 captures the degree to which weakened democratic institutions amplify the

electoral returns to spending in aligned districts. 8 We impose the following assumptions on

� (� ):

� (0) = 0 ;
@�(� )

@�

8
<

:
> 0 if d 2 I

= 0 if d =2 I

Thus, as institutions erode, the incumbent gains the ability to favor aligned districts with public

goods, such as through state capture of procurement and �scal discretion (G ürakar 2016). Non-

aligned districts do not bene�t from this technology advantage. This mirrors the backsliding con-

text in Turkey, whereby the “AKP government [has] politicised public resources to skew the play-

ing �eld against the opposition. In the electoral arena this created an enormous advantage for the

ruling party” (Esen and Gumuscu 2016, p. 1589).

We further assume that backsliding compresses the residual uncertainty across districts. Speci�-

cally, � d(� ) 2 (0; �� ] is decreasing in � , such that weakening democratic institutions makes electoral

outcomes in given districts more predictable and policy spending more electorally effective at the

margin. As Bermeo (2016) notes, this can occur through a variety of channels, such as curtailing

media access, impeding voter registration, and manipulating electoral rules to favor incumbents,

alongside a range of other extra-electoral strategies.

Assumption 1 (Institutional Environment) For an incumbent, the institutional variable,� , affects (i)

the targeting technology� (� ); and (ii) the dispersion of non-policy shocks� d(� ). Denote a regime as a

tuple (� (� ); � (� )) . Then:

1. (Democracy) For8d, � (0) = 0 , � d(0) � �� .

2. (Backsliding)� (� ) > 0 for d 2 I and� d(� ) < � d(0) for 8d.

Under democracy, all districts are thus approximately symmetric from the perspective of a demo-

cratic incumbent. The assumption over uncertainty, � d(0) � �� , suggests that almost all districts,

d, draw non-policy shocks from a common distribution, "d
iid� [� ��; �� ]. On the other hand, the

key distinction with a backsliding regime concerns the shift in the targeting technology and the

decline in uncertainty spread over non-policy shocks within given districts.

8. This interpretation parallels the treatment of distributional ef�ciency parameters in Dixit and Londregan (1996)

whereby targeting focuses on “core” voter groups.
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3.4 Equilibrium Public Goods Expenditure

We solve for equilibrium public goods expenditure across parties, district type, and political insti-

tutions. The timing of the game is thus as follows:

1. The incumbent sets the level of institutions, � � 0.

2. Incumbent party A and challenger party C simultaneously announce public goods expendi-

ture platforms, f TA
d gd and f TC

d gd, respectively, subject to budget constraint,
P

d T k
d � T .

3. Voter i in district d observes party platforms, realizes preference shocks, � , and votes for

their most preferred party.

4. Votes are aggregated within districts, the party with the most votes wins, and implements

their allocation platform, f T k
d gd, with full commitment.

3.4.1 Democratic Equilibrium

Let us de�ne the equilibrium expenditure in district d as a function of institutions, ~TA
d (� ). Un-

der democracy, � = 0 , the equilibrium public goods expenditure to district d by the incumbent

satis�es:

~TA
d (0) = T

�
nd

� d (0)

� 1
1� �

P
d0

�
nd0

� d0(0)

� 1
1� �

; (3.2)

which is symmetric across both parties ~TA
d (0) = ~TC

d (0). See Appendix B.1 for derivation.

Proposition 1 (Democratic Allocation Gap) LetEd

h
~TA
d (� )

i
:= 1

jDj

P
d2D

~TA
d (� ) as the district aver-

age public goods expenditure. Assumingnd ? 1f d 2 Ig , then the difference in mean allocation between

aligned and non-aligned districts is:

Ed[ ~TA
d (0) j d 2 I ] � Ed[ ~TA

d (0) j d =2 I ] � 0:

Unpacking Proposition 1, heterogeneity in � d(0) may lead a small number of highly responsive

districts, characterized by relatively low � d(0) < �� , to receive higher expenditure. However, given

population and electoral uncertainty are independent of partisan alignment, these deviations do

not generate systematic differences in mean allocation between aligned and non-aligned districts.

This is consistent with the raw patterns in panel (a) of Figure 1, where TOK �I expenditure broadly

increases with district population, with only minor departures unrelated to AKP alignment.

3.4.2 Backsliding Equilibrium

Under backsliding, � > 0, the equilibrium public goods expenditure satis�es:

~TA
d (� ) =

8
>><

>>:

T
�

1
Z (� )

� h
(1 + � (� )) �

�
nd

� d (� )

�i 1
1� � if d 2 I

T
�

1
Z (� )

� �
nd

� d (� )

� 1
1� � if d =2 I

(3.3)
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where Z (� ) =
P

d02I

h
(1 + � d0(� )) �

�
nd0

� d0(� )

�i 1
1� � +

P
d0=2I

�
nd0

� d0(� )

� 1
1� � is a common normalizing

constant. The challenger, lacking the incumbent's institutional advantages, proposes expenditures

more approximate to the democratic allocation, where � (� ) is taken as given:

~TC
d (� ) = T

�
nd

� d (� )

� 1
1� �

P
d0

�
nd0

� d0(� )

� 1
1� �

for 8d:

This breaks the symmetry of the democratic equilibrium and generates policy divergence under

backsliding: the incumbent over-provides to aligned districts d 2 I relative to the challenger,

while implicitly providing a smaller share of overall expenditures to non-aligned districts d =2 I .

See Appendix B.1 for derivation.

Proposition 2 (Backsliding Allocation Gap) Under backsliding,� > 0, let us denote the difference in

mean public goods allocation across aligned and non-aligned districts as:

~� (� ) := Ed[ ~TA
d (� ) j d 2 I ] � Ed[ ~TA

d (� ) j d =2 I ]:

Then ~� (� ) > 0.

Proposition 2 further implies that backsliding shifts allocation away from a purely “swing district”

logic. Although electorally responsive districts continue to attract expenditure through lower

� d(� ), aligned districts receive the additional allocation weight (1+ � (� )) . Consequently, allocation

re�ects both electoral responsiveness and a distinct partisan advantage, with the latter becoming

increasingly important as the targeting technology strengthens. Backsliding therefore broadens

partisan targeting beyond electorally competitive districts and toward aligned districts across the

vote-margin distribution.

3.5 Distributive Incentives for Backsliding

The previous subsections characterize allocation conditional on an institutional environment. Be-

cause the incumbent �rst chooses � , we now outline when the democratic benchmark is locally

stable. Consider a marginal deviation from democracy, � = 0 . Taking the derivative of the incum-

bent's value function in equation (3.1) with respect to � at the democratic boundary yields: 9

X

d2I

nd

� d(0)

�
(TA

d ) � @�(0)
@�

�
>

X

d

nd

� d(0)

�
@cAd (0)

@�

�
(3.4)

Condition (3.4) compares the marginal bene�t of backsliding with its marginal electoral cost. The

left-hand side captures the increase in the incumbent's expected district-level support generated

by a stronger targeting technology, � (� ), in aligned districts. The right-hand side captures ag-

gregate backlash from institutional erosion, cA
d (� ), which lowers the utility voters receive from

9. See Appendix B.2 for derivation.
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supporting the incumbent. Backsliding is locally attractive when gains among aligned districts

exceed losses from voters who punish democratic erosion (Svolik 2023).10

This condition should not be interpreted as a fully �edged theory of democratic backsliding.

Rather, it closes the �rst stage of the game and clari�es how institutional choice and policy alloca-

tion interact. Because public expenditures exhibit diminishing marginal electoral returns through

� 2 (0; 1), while the costs of institutional erosion are increasing and convex, the incumbent faces

incentives for partial and incremental erosion rather than complete authoritarian consolidation.

This is consistent with the piecemeal nature of contemporary backsliding, where incumbents

weaken democratic institutions gradually rather than through abrupt breakdown (Levitsky and

Ziblatt 2018).

A �nal corollary of condition (3.4) is that marginal bene�ts to backsliding will be greater among

aligned districts with larger populations, nd. This is consistent with evidence of an “urban bias”

underpinning authoritarian policy (Wallace 2013). Intuitively, institutional manipulation becomes

more valuable where the incumbent can convert targeted public expenditures into support among

a larger number of voters. Backsliding therefore ampli�es incentives to favor populous aligned

districts, as conveyed in panel (b) of Figure 1.

3.6 Allocation Pre-Post Backsliding

Suppose now there are two periods, s 2 f 1; 2g, where nature sets � 1 = 0 . Under full commitment,

allocations in each period are given by the stage-game optimum conditional on � s. De�ne ~� as

the mean difference in allocation between aligned and non-aligned districts under democracy and

backsliding:

~� = Ed[ ~TA
d (0) j d 2 I ] � Ed[ ~TA

d (0) j d =2 I ]
| {z }

= ~� (� 1 )

� Ed[ ~TA
d (� 2) j d 2 I ] � Ed[ ~TA

d (� 2) j d =2 I ]
| {z }

= ~� (� 2 )

(3.5)

Assuming electoral uncertainty is suf�ciently homogeneous across districts under democracy,

then for a given district d 2 I , there is an increase in public goods expenditure under backsliding

if
1

Z (� 2)

�
(1 + � (� 2)) �

�
1

� d(� 2)

�� 1
1� �

>
1

P
d0(nd0)

1
1� �

; (3.6)

This condition is more likely to hold when � (� 2) rises and � d(� 2) falls. The right-hand side cor-

responds to a uniform per-capita allocation benchmark, where districts receive expenditures pro-

portional to population size. The left-hand side captures the effective political weight of district

d under backsliding, combining both the targeting advantage � (� 2) and reduced electoral un-

certainty 1=� d(� 2). The condition thus states that, under backsliding, aligned districts receive

10. This logic is consistent with the political con�ict surrounding urban transformation in Turkey, including the 2013

Gezi Park protests, which began in response to redevelopment plans in Istanbul and quickly broadened into a larger

confrontation over authoritarian governance.
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more than their population share whenever their marginal political return to spending exceeds

the democratic per-capita benchmark.

Proposition 3 (Pre-Post Backsliding Allocation) If condition (3.6) holds, then for a given aligned dis-

trict d 2 I , the difference in mean public goods expenditure pre-post backsliding is:

b� � Ed[ ~TA
d (0) � ~TA

d (� 2) j d 2 I ] < 0; (3.7)

which implies thatj b� j� b� (� ).

Proposition 3 thus con�rm that, in expectation, aligned districts receive systematically more ex-

penditure under backsliding than under democracy. Moreover, democracy effectively quells tar-

geting across aligned and non-aligned districts in suf�cient magnitude to offset any gains in equi-

librium expenditures under backsliding as an aligned district.

4 Data and Empirical Strategy

4.1 Data

Districts and Local Elections The Turkish political geography comprises 81 provinces ( il ) which

themselves contain several districts (ilçe). Before 2008, there were a total of 923 districts. After

2008, new districts emerged, with further splits of “central districts” ( merkez ilçe) occurring in

2013 across the country's thirty metropolitan provinces. 11 The number of districts after 2013 then

reached a total of 973, which has remained unchanged since.

This paper focuses on local electoral outcomes at the district-level. General elections determine the

seats in the Grand National Assembly of T ürkiye, whereas local elections determine the mayor of

a given municipality and its council members. Using a �rst-past-the-post electoral system, these

elections have been consistently held every �ve years, of which we focus on results from 2004,

2009, 2014 and 2019.12 We collect data on local election vote shares from Türkiye's Supreme Elec-

tion Council website. We also gather data on turnout rates within districts to account for the

possibility that more politically active districts demand greater TOK �I projects, and also collect

information on the proportion of “invalid votes” to proxy for any electoral malpractice. See Ap-

pendix A.2 for summary statistics of all variables used in the paper.

TOK �I Projects TOK�I publishes project names and auction documents on its website. Each project

belongs to one of eighteen categories as listed in Table 1. We scraped this data and matched

each project with a district and year based on the project name and auction date. We take the

11. Metropolitan municipalities are essentially provinces, but not all provinces are metropolitan municipalities. Before

2012, there were 16 metropolitan municipalities, including Istanbul, Ankara, and Izmir. A major reform in 2012 (Law

No. 6360) expanded this number to 30.
12. General elections, in contrast, are run using a version of proportional representation (the D'Hondt method).
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winning bid as the approximate cost (i.e. the contracted capital expenditure) of the project. 13 For

204 projects whose cost variable was missing, we take the average cost of the given category as

a measure of central tendency to maintain these observations. The overall number of distinct

tenders we scraped data on totaled 3,193 between 2004 to 2020.

To convert our TOK �I cost variable to real Turkish Liras, we further obtained the consumer price

index (CPI) from the Central Bank of the Republic (CBRT) of T ürkiye. 14 To account for district

“size”, we also use the Turkish Statistical Institute's (TURKSTAT) regional variables database for

district-level population measures covering the years 2007-2020. There is a lack of annual data

in earlier years as Türkiye transitioned from an original nationwide census to an address-based

population counting system in 2007. We thus estimated the previous years using 2000 census data

and assumed a linear trend between 2000 and 2007. To convey the spatial distribution of TOK �I

expenditures and local election outcomes, Figure 2 plots average TOK�I contract values and AKP

vote shares between 2004-2020 across districts.15 As shown, for both total TOK �I expenditures and

vote shares, there appears to be little spatial autocorrelation in the raw data.

General Election Covariates We also collect data on vote shares, turnout rate and the proportion

of invalid votes in general elections from the Supreme Election Council. Using these as covariates

helps address the potential channel that members of parliament could wield some in�uence over

TOK�I distribution and supporting local mayors. 16

Other District Characteristics To also control for district-level characteristics, we use satellite data

from the European Space Agency's (ESA) Climate Change Initiative (CCI) Land Cover project to

measure annual urban settlements. More densely populated areas may require greater housing

needs, and the stock of buildings may also serve as some constraint on development. Finally, to

capture district-speci�c shocks from natural disasters, we use data from the EM-DAT database.

Focusing on earthquakes and �oods, we take the geolocations provided and use additional infor-

mation on impact magnitude from EM-DAT to generate buffers gauging the total area of impact.

We then create a dummy variable for whether a district was coincident with this area.

13. While the actual realized cost may diverge from the winning bid over the project's life cycle, due to factors such

as construction delays, renegotiations, or �rm-speci�c conditions, the bid amount remains a reliable proxy for the level

of investment committed by the AKP to a given district.
14. The base year provided by the CBRT is for 2003.
15. See Appendix A.4 for total contract values per year across Türkiye's subregions.
16. We note with some caution that including these covariates could lead to post-treatment bias (e.g. local election

results in 2009 may impact general election results in the 2011 general election), but results are robust to their inclusion

or exclusion.
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(a) Distribution of TOK �I Expenditure

(b) Distribution of AKP Vote Shares

Figure 2: Distribution of TOK �I Expenditure and AKP Vote Shares (2004-2020)

Note: panel (a) plots total TOK �I capital expenditures and panel (b) plots average AKP vote shares in local elections.

Both variables are pooled over 2004-2020. The legend refers to quintiles of the overall distribution. The top 10 most

populous cities in T ürkiye are also plotted for reference (maroon squares).

4.2 Empirical Strategy

Our core identi�cation strategy exploits variation in the entry and exit of AKP mayors following

local election outcomes. Given the timing of local elections is �xed, the timing of “treatment” itself

is pre-determined (i.e. snap elections are not called during more expedient periods that correlate

with greater AKP success and the distribution of TOK �I contracts).

4.2.1 Two-Way Fixed Effects (TWFE)

Our baseline approach uses a standard two-way �xed effects (TWFE) speci�cation with an inter-

action term to capture heterogeneity pre-post T ürkiye's institutional shift:
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ydprt = � d + � rt + �m AKP
dprt + �

�
mAKP

dprt � 1f t < 2011g
�

+ � X 0
dprt + udprt ; (4.1)

where ydprt = log

 P
c2 Cdprt

Contract Valuedprt

Population dprt
+ �

!

Here, our core outcome variable, ydprt , represents the (natural) logarithm of the winning contract

value on TOK �I infrastructure projects per capita, at the time of award, in district d of province

p in subregion r (Türkiye's 26 NUTS-2 level subregions) of year t.17 While this may differ from

actual disbursements as projects are constructed, this serves as the best proxy for dedicated public

capital expenditures. If a district received multiple contracts, c, where jCdpt j represents the total

number of contracts for a given district-year, we sum the contract values and then divide through

by the respective population.

In equation (4.1), we include district �xed effects, � d, and subregion � year �xed effects, � rt , to

absorb time-invariant unobservables at the district-level in addition to any time-varying shocks

common to districts across Türkiye's subregions. 18 Our main regressor of interest is whether the

incumbent mayor belongs to the AKP, mAKP
dprt . Variation is thus driven by transitions to the AKP

within a district, which can occur from any incumbent opposition party, given T ürkiye is a multi-

party democracy, or re-election of an AKP incumbent. The control group thus remains districts

that never switch to the AKP (i.e. “never-treated” units), in addition to districts where the AKP

lose an election.

To capture heterogeneity pre-post backsliding, we introduce an interaction term, mAKP
dprt � 1f t <

2011g, which outlines the years T ürkiye was largely considered a democracy. As per Appendix

Figure A.1, we see the institutional shift in T ürkiye beginning around the early 2010s, and this

is corroborated by Acemo �glu and Üçer (2020) who claim backsliding accelerated after 2011. The

coef�cient � thus allows us to explore whether targeted allocation of TOK �I contracts to local may-

ors was dampened during T ürkiye's early experience with democracy, as arguably manifest with

more competitive, transparent and fairer procurement processes. The estimate for � hence cap-

tures selective allocation during the period that T ürkiye begins to backslide. These estimands are

clearly empirical analogs for the parameters b� and b� (� ) from our theoretical model, thus allowing

us to directly test propositions 1-3. 19

X 0
dprt captures other district-level observable characteristics that could affect both TOK �I distribu-

tion and party vote shares. We include controls for local municipal elections (turnout rate, pro-

portion of invalid votes, and whether the central mayor also belongs to the AKP), general election

controls (turnout rate, proportion of invalid votes and AKP vote share), in addition to the number

of urban settlements and presence of any natural disasters.

17. We add an� (= 0 :01) to maintain observations that were awarded no contracts.
18. Results are essentially identical when using standard year �xed effects.
19. This is a similar identi�cation strategy to Burgess et al. (2015), who study ethnic favoritism in road development

by exploiting Kenya's multiple transitions into and out of multiparty democracy.
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Table 1: Summary Statistics of

TOK�I Contracts by Project Type, 2004-2020

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Contracts Houses Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.

Agricultural Village 47 6,429 5.86 5.33 1.21 32.68

Consultancy Services 2 – 1.79 – 1.79 1.79

Disaster Relief 93 27,412 12.68 8.55 0.71 46.37

Government Housing 670 266,636 14.15 12.08 0.36 72.01

Government Services 140 683 9.65 23.69 0.24 253.10

Infrastructure and Social Facilities 901 12,194 8.63 14.92 0.06 267.57

Low Income Housing 101 42,667 12.23 9.57 0.85 42.84

Maintenance and Repair 15 144 2.90 3.37 0.30 8.84

Ministry of Education 30 – 6.76 6.46 2.09 34.13

Other 31 1,098 19.71 27.45 0.03 97.05

Public Gardens and Parks 74 – 15.46 79.41 1.02 678.95

Replenishment 89 13,786 10.15 13.48 0.08 74.54

Requested/Demand-Based 216 50,514 9.43 6.38 0.93 33.15

Restoration 15 – 2.46 5.86 0.18 23.15

Shared Income 34 19,403 55.17 56.81 3.64 227.73

Social Housing 477 191,559 14.97 13.59 0.02 148.88

Stadiums 20 – 45.30 24.61 3.84 109.77

Urban Transformation/Renewal 238 115,943 19.94 12.74 0.42 59.84

Note: mean values refer to pooled 2004–2020 time averages, with corresponding standard deviations. Contracts refers to

the total number of contracted projects that have been procured from TOK �I per category. Where relevant, houses refers to

the number of housing units awarded in contracts per category. Mean refers to average contract expenditure per project

category. All expenditure for mean, standard deviation, min and max is denoted in real (2020) million Turkish Liras. The

following categories consist exclusively of projects that do not include any housing developments: Consultancy Services,

Ministry of Education, Public Gardens and Parks, Restoration and Stadium. See Appendix A.3 for description of project

types.

To further address issues of zero-in�ation, given contract allocations are generally episodic spend-

ing shocks versus smooth annual expenditure �ows, we create a dummy variable as to whether a

district received any contract from TOK �I in a given year, ydprt = 1
� P

c2 Cdprt
Contract Valuedprt > 0

�
.

This consequently allows us to examine the effect of AKP incumbency vis- �a-vis TOK�I allocation

on the extensive margin via a basic linear probability model, using the speci�cation in equation

(4.1).

4.2.2 Poisson Quasi-Maximum Likelihood (QMLE)

Another way to probe intensive margin variation, at least for projects involving social housing

construction, concerns the number of houses awarded for development within a given contract.

To estimate the impact of local AKP mayoral incumbency on these (count) outcomes, we use the
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Poisson quasi-maximum likelihood (QMLE) estimator:

hdprt = exp
�

� d + � rt + �m AKP
dprt + � (mAKP

dprt � 1f t < 2011g) + � X 0
dprt

�
� udprt ; (4.2)

Following equation (4.2), hdprt now refers to the number of housing units awarded within a con-

tract, which we again sum over all housing-relevant contracts awarded in a given district-year.

We continue to include district and subregion � year �xed effects, alongside relevant district-level

covariates.20 Again, the interaction term allows us to separately estimate the impacts of AKP

incumbency both before and after democratic backsliding commences.

4.2.3 Fixed Effects Counterfactual Imputation (FECT)

The growing literature on the drawbacks of static TWFE models suggests there may be heteroge-

neous treatment effects or observations that receive negative weights which could bias the esti-

mates from these speci�cations (Goodman-Bacon 2021). Given our treatment variable of interest

does not follow a “staggered adoption” set-up, as AKP-af�liated mayors can enter and exit of�ce

based on electoral results, treatment status further permits “reversals”.

A second issue concerning our core speci�cations using TWFE and QMLE is that the interaction

term suggests a sharp discontinuity exists between Türkiye's the period of democratic institu-

tions and the transition to electoral authoritarianism. Although this set-up is transparent, and

easy to interpret heterogeneous treatment effects on the extensive margin, theoretical accounts of

democratic backsliding suggest institutional erosion is largely a piecemeal phenomenon, as also

suggested by the backsliding condition in equation (3.4) (Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018).

To address the aforementioned issues, we rely on Liu, Wang, and Xu (2024)'s �xed effects coun-

terfactual estimator (FECT). The method relies on using all data under control status to impute

the counterfactual outcome for units that enter treatment, following a four-step procedure. First,

estimate ydprt (0) = f (X dprt ) + h(U dprt ) + udprt , where f (:) and h(:) refer to �exible functions

for observables and unobservables, respectively, using all untreated observations.21 Second, use

estimates of bf (X 0
dprt ) and bh(U 0

dprt ) to impute counterfactual outcomes, bydprt (0), for all treated ob-

servations. Third, take the difference in imputed outcomes versus observed outcomes for treated

units to calculate individual level treatment effects, b� dprt = ydprt � bydprt (0). Finally, take averages

of b� dprt by calendar year to calculate the average treatment effect on the treated (ATT) as a function

of time. Given the linearity assumption embedded in the FECT method, we pursue this estimation

strategy only for the log of contract values per capita in addition to the contract award dummy as

outcome variables, as per equation (4.1).

20. QMLE also helps to address the use of log-like transformations for variables that are weakly positive but can equal

zero (Chen and Roth 2023).
21. We use the default TWFE approach to model unobservables, such thath(U dprt ) = � d + � t . When we try to more

�exibly model observables and unobservables, both the factor-augmented models of Bai (2009)'s interactive �xed effects

(IFE) and Athey et al. (2021)'s matrix completion (MC) give identical results to just using TWFE. Using cross-validation,

the number of factors IFE provides as optimal is 0, and the nuclear norm estimated via MC is 1.
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5 Core Results

5.1 Static Results based on TWFE and Poisson QMLE

Table 2 outlines the core results, showing clear heterogeneity in the targeted allocation of TOK �I

contracts following local AKP mayoral victories pre-post democratic backsliding. Using TWFE,

column 1 suggests that, under backsliding, districts with either newly incumbent AKP mayors or

where the AKP were re-elected received contracts that were 46.4% greater in value per capita. On

the extensive margin, in column 4 we also �nd that AKP incumbency following local elections

when Türkiye becomes an electoral autocracy results in a 4.2 percentage point increased proba-

bility of being awarded a contract from TOK �I (approximately half of the baseline sample mean

for districts with non-AKP mayors). In column 7, when focusing on the total number of hous-

ing units using Poisson QMLE, despite some loss of sample size, AKP mayors under backsliding

receive contracts with 84.5% more houses relative to districts that do not switch to the AKP.

Table 2: Heterogeneous Effects Pre-Post Democratic Backsliding

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Contract Value

per Capita

Contract

Award

Housing

Units

AKP Mayor 0.381*** 0.425* 0.488** 0.042*** 0.038* 0.051** 0.613*** 1.256*** 0.835*

(0.087) (0.224) (0.204) (0.009) (0.022) (0.022) (0.142) (0.415) (0.505)

AKP Mayor � 1f t < 2011g -0.230* -0.931** -0.028** -0.102** -0.383* -2.146***

(0.118) (0.413) (0.012) (0.046) (0.204) (0.791)

H0 : � + � = 0 2.832 1.663 2.247 2.198 2.058 1.316

[p-value] [0.093] [0.198] [0.134] [0.139] [0.151] [0.251]

Observations 15,976 4,898 3,914 15,976 4,898 3,914 8,917 1,410 1,059

District Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Subregion � Year Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Municipality Election Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

General Election Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

District Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Election Cohort All 2009 2014 All 2009 2014 All 2009 2014

Note: ��� p < 0:01; �� p < 0:05; � p < 0:10. Robust standard errors clustered by district in parentheses. Municipality election

controls refer to turnout rate, proportion of votes that were invalid and whether the central provincial mayor belongs to the AKP.

We de�ne the central mayor to be either the mayor of metropolitan municipalities or the mayor of the merkezin non-metropolitan

municipalities. General election controls refer to the AKP vote share for general elections, alongside turnout rate and proportion

of votes that were invalid. District controls refers to a dummy for the presence of any natural disaster (earthquake and/or �ood)

in addition to the log of urban settlements. Columns 1-6 use TWFE, and column 7-9 use Poisson QMLE. Columns 4-9 control for

the natural logarithm of population as a covariate. Columns 2, 5 and 8 only use switchers to the AKP from the 2009 election (i.e.

treatment cohort), and columns 3, 6 and 9 only use switchers to the AKP from the 2014 election, with the control group being

districts that never switch to the AKP. Columns 1-2 and 4-5 use an F-test, whereas columns 7-8 use the Chi-squared test.

Strikingly, the estimated interaction effects under T ürkiye's period of democracy across columns 1,

4 and 7 are essentially equal and opposite in sign to the effects under backsliding, thus supporting

Proposition 3 from the theoretical model. Such evidence suggests that democratic institutions,
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as also manifest in more competitive procurement practices before the AKP dismantled several

procurement laws, strongly quelled the selective targeting of TOK �I contracts towards districts

aligned with the regime. F-tests in columns 1 and 4 and a Chi-squared test in column 7 provide

a sharper test of this result, where we fail to reject the null hypothesis that the total effect of

AKP electoral victories under democracy on TOK �I allocation is equal to 0, thus consistent with

proposition 1 from the model.

These effects are not only statistically signi�cant but are also quantitatively meaningful. The core

estimate in column 1 suggests that, relative to the pooled baseline mean of districts with a non-

AKP af�liated incumbent, districts with AKP mayors receive 68 more per person in 2020 prices.

When aggregated over the mean district population of circa 80,000 individuals, this translates

into approximately 5.2 million more overall capital expenditure on social infrastructure projects

(approximately USD 740,000) relative to the mean contract value of opposition districts totaling

11.3 million (USD 1.6 million). The economic consequences of democratic backsliding for voters

are thus clearly non-negligible.

While the interaction approach is one method to probe heterogeneity, running the speci�cations in

equations (4.1) and (4.2), the estimates for� and � pool across switches from all elections pre-post

the institutional shift. As an additional approach, we subset the data by homing in on the 2009 and

2014 elections as speci�c treatment “cohorts” to more cleanly probe heterogeneity via a sample

split. The former cohort comprises AKP wins just before backsliding precipitated, thus allowing

us to also include the democracy interaction term to see if effects are truly being picked up after

2011. On the other hand, the 2014 cohort involves switches to the AKP after backsliding occurred,

where we should expect larger effect sizes if the AKP has intensi�ed targeted allocation.

In columns 2, 5 and 8 of Table 2, we home in on the 2009 election. We �nd very similar results to

those in columns 1, 4 and 7, such that AKP incumbency robustly predicts the allocation of TOK �I

contracts after backsliding commences, but appears to be symmetrically moderated under democ-

racy. Again, we fail to reject the null hypothesis for the equality of the base and interaction effects

using F-tests and Chi-squared tests. Focusing on the 2009 election itself provides more compelling

evidence on the timing of backsliding; even districts where the AKP won in 2009, just before the

institutional slide commenced, but where mayors were still incumbent under backsliding after

2011 and just before the 2014 election, show a sharp increase in politically targeted allocation.

This pattern suggests that favoritism in TOK �I distribution intensi�ed precisely when institutional

constraints were suf�ciently weakened.

Finally, with the exception of column 9, we �nd marginally larger effect sizes for targeted TOK �I

allocation in columns 3 and 6, focusing only on AKP electoral victories following the 2014 elec-

tion after backsliding had commenced. Comparing columns 2 and 3 for contract values, newly

incumbent AKP mayors in the 2014 local election received contracts that were essentially 6% more

valuable per capita than districts from the 2009 election under backsliding. This provides further

support to the notion that the weakening of democratic institutions has enabled greater selective
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allocation of TOK �I contracts on both the intensive and extensive margins.

5.2 Dynamic Results based on FECT

Additional to Table 2, we now use Liu, Wang, and Xu (2024)'s imputation method to estimate

dynamic treatment effects as a function of calendar time. Figure 3 plots the ATTs calculated by

calendar year, visualizing clear treatment effect heterogeneity in TOK �I allocation between 2004 to

2020. We �nd consistent null effects in the pre-2011 democratic environment but then signi�cant

effects post-2010 at the 5% level. Using Liu, Wang, and Xu (2024)'s method, a locally estimated

scatterplot smoothing (LOESS) function is applied across these effects to provide smooth trend-

lines with corresponding 95% con�dence intervals. As opposed to our extensive margin results

in Table 2 using an interaction term, this allows us to evaluate dynamic treatment heterogeneity

more continuously.

The LOESS trendline further con�rms heterogeneous effects over time, as estimated effects of

AKP incumbency on TOK �I allocation only become signi�cant after 2011 (indicated by the vertical

dashed line), and hence con�dence bands no longer cross zero. The ATTs for 2011, 2012, 2015 and

2017 are the positively estimated and signi�cant point estimates that push the LOESS trendline

upwards. While this trend has been qualitatively identi�ed by Acemo �glu and Üçer (2020), Figure

3 provides direct support that TOK �I distribution, as determined by new AKP mayoral incumbency

at the local level, intensi�ed upon T ürkiye's institutional decline in 2011.

(a) Contract Value per Capita (b) Contract Award

Figure 3: Heterogeneous Treatment Effects by Year

Note: light grey squares and 95% con�dence intervals plot calendar year ATTs. LOESS trendline is in red with 95%

con�dence intervals. LOESS is weighted by the number of observations under treatment status per year. Dashed

vertical line at 2011 indicates the general start of democratic backsliding in T ürkiye. We include municipality election

controls, general election controls, and district-level controls (see Table 2 notes).
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Several caveats to Figure 3 are worth addressing. Although individual point estimates are slightly

volatile, even in the backsliding period, this likely re�ects the underlying election cycle rather

than model instability. Appendix C.1 provides event study plots for the 2009 and 2014 treatment

cohorts, averaging b� dprt across speci�c pre- and post-treatment periods rather than averaging all

cohort-level effects by calendar year. Positive and signi�cant estimates emerge only after electoral

turnover to the AKP, with little evidence of pre-trends. Interestingly, for the 2009 cohort, positive

effects only appear after the onset of backsliding post-2010. And as a type of placebo test, for the

2014 cohort, we �nd no positive effects in the three pre-treatment years before a district switches

to the AKP, despite backsliding having already commenced.

On balance, these patterns suggest that TOK�I distribution is broadly a post-election phenomenon:

contracts tend to be awarded following AKP mayoral victories rather than before. This is loosely

consistent with our model's assumption of full commitment to distribution – while TOK �I projects

may be verbally campaigned around prior to elections, their realizeddisbursement occurs after

electoral turnover. Accordingly, even during the post-2010 backsliding period, ATTs are generally

insigni�cant in the intervals immediately preceding local elections (2013, 2018) and in election

years themselves (2014, 2019). Figure 3 thus offers limited support for a political business cycle

interpretation of TOK �I distribution (Nordhaus 1975).

5.3 Robustness Checks

The core identifying assumption for estimating � and � in equation (4.1) is strict exogeneity, requir-

ing that udprt be uncorrelated with past, current, and future regressors. This rules out feedback ef-

fects, anticipation effects, and time-varying confounders, and implies the standard parallel trends

assumption that untreated potential outcomes evolve similarly across districts. We address these

concerns through a series of robustness and validation exercises below.

Tests for Pre-Trends and Carryover Effects In Appendix C.2 we more formally test for pre-trends

using Liu, Wang, and Xu (2024)'s bespoke tests. Another identi�cation assumption is no carryover

effects, such that, once an AKP mayor is defeated in an election, the treatment effect of contract

allocation should “turn off”. For both pre-trends and carryover effects, we largely reject the null

hypothesis of their presence.

Province � Year Fixed Effects Although we absorb time-varying unobservables at the NUTS-

2 level across Türkiye in Table 2 with subregion � year �xed effects, in Appendix C.3 we also

include province � year �xed effects, � pt , across T̈urkiye's 81 provinces. Albeit a more saturated

model, our core pooled results in Table 2 remain highly stable and similar in magnitude. This also

helps to absorb any slow-moving but time-varying unobservables that coincide with backsliding,

such as province-speci�c trends in economic development, �scal capacity, and baseline demand

for public goods, as well as differential exposure to nationwide shocks (e.g. the Turkish economic

crisis in 2018).

Dropping Units Despite controlling for urban settlements using satellite data from the ESA, there
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may still be urban centers which drive AKP incumbency and the distribution of TOK �I projects.

Certain electoral districts may also be highly important, such as the major cities of Ankara, Istan-

bul and Izmir. We thus sequentially drop all districts that fall within each of T ürkiye's 81 provinces

to ensure the overall result is not driven by potential outliers. Separately, to address any zero in-

�ation issues, we also repeat the speci�cations in Table 2 but drop districts that never receive any

TOK�I contracts between 2004-2020. See Appendix C.4 and C.5.

Randomization Inference For each election, we randomly reassign AKP incumbency across dis-

tricts and re-estimate our main speci�cations 10,000 times under the sharp null of no treatment ef-

fect (for both the base effect and interaction term). The observed estimates from Table 2 lie largely

in the respective upper tails of the simulated distributions, providing strong evidence against the

sharp null and reinforcing a non-arti�cial link between AKP incumbency and greater TOK �I con-

tract allocation pre-post backsliding. See Appendix C.6.

Non-AKP Switches If TOK �I allocation increases only following AKP electoral victories, it sug-

gests there is partisanship-speci�c favoritism, and allocation is hence not driven by general elec-

toral turnover effects. In Appendix C.7, we use Liu, Wang, and Xu (2024)'s procedures to estimate

(and explicitly visualize) switches to the CHP from all other opposition parties, and vice versa.

We �nd no meaningful, systematic evidence across pre- and post-treatment periods to suggest

that TOK �I allocation has been responsive to these kinds of electoral switches. This provides con�-

dence in the results from Table 2 and Figure 3, such that the relationship between switches to the

AKP in local elections and TOK �I allocation pre-post backsliding is non-arti�cial.

The Role of House Prices A potential concern is that TOK �I allocates contracts in response to real

estate market conditions rather than electoral considerations, such that observed patterns re�ect

housing fundamentals rather than political targeting. We address this through two complemen-

tary strategies. First, using Residential Property Price Index (RPPI) data at the NUTS-2 level from

the Central Bank of Türkiye, we control for house price dynamics from 2010 onward (see Ap-

pendix C.8). Although geographic variation is not as granular as our district-level analysis, our

main estimates are robust to this control, though the democracy interaction becomes noisier given

the truncated sample.

Second, a related concern is that TOK�I contracts, by shifting housing supply, could depress prices

for existing homeowners and generate a political backlash that co-determines both allocation and

political preferences. Using district-level housing sales data from TURKSTAT since 2015, we show

via Poisson QMLE that contract awards do not predict either �rst-hand or second-hand (count)

house sales (Appendix C.8). While we do not claim TOK �I is inconsequential for Turkish residential

markets broadly, the timing of selective contract allocation within district-years does not appear

to systematically co-move with real estate conditions, providing con�dence that our estimates

capture political targeting rather than market fundamentals.
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5.4 Counterfactual Scenarios

5.4.1 Estimating Counterfactual Allocations

Additional to serving as a framework for studying the forces that drive distributive politics under

backsliding, the model in section 3 also provides a benchmark for simulating counterfactualexpen-

ditures in the absence of backsliding. Following a similar approach to Burgess et al. (2015), we use

these counterfactuals to further test whether backsliding generates systematic deviations in tar-

geted allocation relative to a democratic planner's benchmark, and hence quantify the magnitude

of the resulting political distortions. 22

We estimate counterfactual TOK�I expenditures across districts using the equilibrium benchmark

derived in Proposition 1 of the theoretical model. This allocation rule suggests that a democratic

planner would largely distribute TOK �I expenditures according to a population-weighted bench-

mark (as suggested by panel (a) in Figure 1), normalized by the residual electoral uncertainty

spread. Taking logs of equation (3.2), and normalizing allocations in per-capita terms, the empiri-

cal analog of the equilibrium democratic allocation rule can be written as

log
�

Tdprt

ndprt

�
= � rt + 
 logndprt + � log � dpr + � X 0

dprt + udprt ; (5.1)

where ndprt represents district-level population, and � dpr re�ects the residual uncertainty spread

around AKP vote margins (this is time-invariant given how we estimate � dpr , see below).23;24

Moreover, Tdprt =ndprt represents TOK�I contract values per capita, as similarly de�ned in equation

(4.1), and we also include covariates X 0
dprt to increase precision. We can thus estimate equation

(5.1) directly using solely the democratic sample of the data (i.e. all data up until 2010), and based

on the sign of the parameters from equation (3.2), we should thus expect 
 > 0 and � < 0.

From the theoretical model, given we assume the residual of vote margins is distributed "d �

[� � d; � d], we estimate � d by regressing realized AKP vote margins from the democratic sample

of the data on �xed effects and covariates, predicting the residual, b"dprt , and from the variance

of a uniform distribution deriving b� dprt =
p

3 b� dpr , where b� dpr represents the estimated standard

deviation of b"dprt (see Appendix C.9 for further discussion). Plugging b� dpr back into equation (5.1),

we can thus use OLS to directly estimate � and 
 , thereby allowing us to back out the estimate for

the elasticity of public expenditures to votes via parameter inversion (see Appendix C.9 for full

derivation and point estimates):

�̂ =

̂

1 + 
̂
;

22. Other studies such as Szeidl and Szucs (2021) have also used counterfactual analysis in backsliding contexts (Hun-

gary) to quantify mechanisms driving distribution, although their paper focuses on media capture.
23. Due to the slow-moving nature of district-level populations, we must omit district �xed effects, � d , to leave

enough identifying variation to pin down the parameter 
 . This also enables us to estimate� given � dpr is time-

invariant.

24. Note from equation (3.2) that our subregion � year �xed effects, � rt , absorb the logarithms of T and
P

d0(nd0)
1

1 � � ,

given they are not district-speci�c. See Appendix C.9.
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Throughout the core empirical analysis we have relied on subregion � year �xed effects, � rt , such

that district-level dynamics are always relative to within subregion-year baselines. For consis-

tency, we thus construct counterfactual allocations by redistributing each subregion-year TOK �I

budget (i.e. total realized TOK �I expenditures) across districts within the same subregion-year cell.

Using the potential outcomes framework, denote Tdprt (0) as the counterfactual allocation of TOK �I

expenditures for a given district d in year t. Plugging in for all relevant parameters and variables,

we thus derive counterfactuals via the following allocation rule:

Tdprt (0) = Trt
(ndprt =�̂ dpr )

1
1� b�

P
d02 r

�
nd0prt =�̂ d0pr

� 1
1� b�

;

where Trt =
P

d2 r Tdprt , and �̂ d is our time-average prediction of residual electoral uncertainty

under democracy for a given district d.25 Because the counterfactual only reallocates the observed

subregion-year “budget” (i.e. realized total TOK �I expenditures), the allocation rule mechanically

preserves total expenditures within each subregion-year: Trt =
P

d2 r Tdprt . Finally, dividing by

observed district-level populations, ndprt , provides counterfactuals in per-capita units.

5.4.2 Results

Figure 4 plots the average realized versus counterfactual per-capita allocations for both AKP and

non-AKP af�liated districts over time. As per panel (a), we see a striking pattern: during T ürkiye's

experience with democracy in the 2000s, observed spending in expectation closely tracks counter-

factual allocations, subject to a minor level difference. However, after the onset of backsliding in

2011, there is clear divergence, with observed allocations increasing relative to the counterfactual

democratic benchmark.

Panel (b) homes in on non-AKP af�liated districts. Unlike the observed AKP series where we see

divergence from counterfactual estimates pre-post backsliding, realized and counterfactual alloca-

tions for non-AKP districts clearly trend together over time, subject to some discernible albeit non-

overwhelming level difference. Noticeably, the AKP and non-AKP counterfactual series across

panels (a) and (b) broadly hover around similar averages of 120 (� USD 17 in 2020 prices). This

clearly suggests that backsliding induced political distortions speci�cally among AKP-af�liated

districts away from a democratic planner's benchmark. By 2020, AKP-af�liated districts receive

almost a threefold increase in expenditures relative to a democratic benchmark.

To further interpret the magnitude of the political distortion from backsliding, we can de�ne

� dprt := Tdprt � T (0) dprt
ndprt

, the district-level wedge, as the difference between observed and counterfac-

tual TOK �I allocations. Taking the difference in mean � dprt 's between AKP and non-AKP af�liated

districts thus provides a measure of how much excess spending AKP districts receive relative to

non-AKP districts, net of what would be predicted by the counterfactual allocation rule:

b� t = Ed

h
� dprt j d 2 AKP

i
� Ed

h
� dprt j d 2 Non-AKP

i
(5.2)

25. The province, p, subscript vanishes in the summation given districts are nested within unique provinces.
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(a) AKP Allocations (b) Non-AKP Allocations

(c) Excess AKP Allocation Gap

Figure 4: Observed versus Counterfactual Allocations

Note:panel (a) plots the average observed (red line) and counterfactual (black dashed line) allocations for AKP-af�liated

districts. Panel (b) plots the average observed (blue line) and counterfactual (black dashed line) allocations for non

AKP-af�liated districts. Panel (c) plots the average estimates of b� t from equation (5.2). The vertical dashed line conveys

the onset of democratic backsliding. Trend-lines for both panels are LOWESS estimates, and faded dots represent the

underlying data. All values on the y-axis refer to 2020 real Turkish liras. Only districts with some experience of

democracy (i.e. non-missing AKP margin vote share data from the 2004 or 2009 election) are used. Observed total

TOK�I expenditures are redistributed within subregion � year cells.

If b� t � 0, this suggests deviations from the counterfactual benchmark are similar across AKP-

and non-AKP-af�liated districts, implying little evidence of an AKP-speci�c excess allocation pre-

mium. Alternatively, if b� t >> 0, this indicates that AKP-af�liated districts receive a larger ob-

served spending advantage than would be expected under the counterfactual benchmark.
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Panel (c) of Figure 4 plots LOWESS trend-lines through estimates of average b� t 's. We clearly see a

striking pattern emerge: before backsliding, there was minimal difference in excess TOK �I spend-

ing between AKP- and non-AKP-af�liated districts. However, after the onset of backsliding in

2011, the excess AKP spending gap increases over time, with the raw estimate for 2020 suggesting

that AKP-af�liated districts receive approximately 150 (circa USD 21 in 2020 prices) more TOK�I

expenditures per capita in expectation than non-AKP-af�liated districts, relative to the counter-

factual benchmark.

In Appendix C.10, consistent with Figure 3, we provide uncertainty intervals around the LOWESS

estimates. Appendix C.11 reports a leave-one-subregion-out validation exercise. Prediction errors

are similar for AKP and non-AKP districts during the democratic period, but increase sharply for

AKP districts after 2011, consistent with post-backsliding allocations in aligned districts departing

from the democratic allocation rule. In Appendix C.12, we also plot 3-year moving averages to

show the visual interpretation in Figure 4 is not solely a product of using scatterplot smoothing.

We also show the trends are robust to using province � year cells to redistribute observed total ex-

penditures (see Appendix C.13). Finally, motivated by the limiting case in Appendix C.14, where

homogeneous residual electoral uncertainty implies a population-based democratic allocation

benchmark, we estimate a fully apolitical per-capita counterfactual and �nd that post-backsliding

distortions become sharper relative to this stricter benchmark. Finally, similar to Burgess et al.

(2015), as an additional placebo test we use both democratic and per-capita counterfactual allo-

cations as an outcome variable, and re-estimate the core pooled speci�cation employed in Table

2 (see Appendix C.9). We consistently estimate null effects, such that AKP incumbency pre-post

backsliding has no explanatory power on counterfactual allocations.

6 Heterogeneous Effects

The theoretical model's core prediction is an average alignment premium of expenditure under

backsliding. It does not, however, fully specify where within the set of aligned districts this pre-

mium should be largest. We therefore use heterogeneity analyses to probe the political content

of the targeting technology, � (� ). First, we examine whether effects differ by the type of electoral

transition that produces alignment, distinguishing switches from the main opposition, switches

from other parties, �rst AKP victories, and AKP re-election. Second, we examine whether effects

vary by realized vote margins, which provide an observable proxy for the responsiveness channel

captured by � d in the model.

6.1 Speci�c Switches

Although the model treats alignment as binary, following the literature on electoral/competitive

authoritarianism, we might expect districts that experience switches from key opposition parties

to experience more targeted distribution of public goods and services (Levitsky and Way 2010). In

the context of Türkiye, evidence suggests districts af�liated with the AKP's main rivals, the CHP,
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have systematically received fewer public resources (Cammett and Luca 2018; L�cal� 2014).

Given Türkiye is a multi-party environment, we can decompose the core treatment variable of

switches to the AKP in equation (4.1) in four ways: i) switches from the CHP to the AKP, ii)

switches from all other opposition parties to the AKP, iii) the �rst election the AKP won a given

seat (mainly comprising switches in 2004), and iv) re-election (only applicable to the 2009, 2014 and

2019 elections). Although it is possible to unpack the result across all relevant opposition parties,

we focus on the CHP as the main opposition party and then aggregate all other opposition parties

into a single category. The core treatment variable in equation (4.1), mAKP
dprt , can thus be dummied

out into these four separable variables:

mAKP
dprt = mCHP ! AKP

dprt + mNon-CHP ! AKP
dprt + mFirst Win

dprt + mRe-election
dprt (6.1)

De�ne the set K = f CHP ! AKP; Non-CHP ! AKP; First Win ; Re-electiong, such that mAKP
dprt =

P
k2K mk

dprt . Plugging the above regressors into equations (4.1) and (4.2), we can thus run the

following speci�cations:

ydprt = � d + � rt +
X

k2K

� kmk
dprt +

X

k2K

� k

�
mk

dprt � 1f t < 2011g
�

+ � X 0
dprt + udprt (6.2)

hdprt = exp

 

� d + � rt +
X

k2K

� kmk
dprt +

X

k2K

� k

�
mk

dprt � 1f t < 2011g
�

+ � X 0
dprt

!

� udprt (6.3)

Here, k indexes the type of switch, where � k now represents the effect for a given type of switch

k under backsliding, whereas � k shows the effect under democracy. An F-test or Chi-squared test

for the null hypothesis, H0 : b� k + b� k = 0 , again provides a sharper test for the moderating effect

of democratic institutions on targeted TOK �I allocation, but now speci�cally for a given switch

type k. Running these speci�cations thus allows us to transparently estimate the effect of AKP

incumbency in local elections heterogeneously with respect to i) speci�c opposition parties, ii) the

AKP's �rst victory in a district, and iii) re-election(s). The control group remains districts that

never switch to the AKP (i.e. “never-treated” units), in addition to districts where the AKP lose a

given election to an opposition party.

Figure 5 outlines the individual estimates for � k and � k . Almost all panels continue to provide

evidence for heterogeneous effects pre-post democratic backsliding. Strikingly, for the CHP, all

panels show a negative and statistically signi�cant effect for CHP-AKP switches under democracy.

These coef�cients are roughly equal in magnitude and opposite in sign to the estimates under

backsliding.

This suggests the more democratic institutional environment not only prevented general targeting

across all AKP mayors as found in Table 2 on average, but sharply moderated targeting speci�cally

towards districts where the AKP won against the main opposition group. The F-test and Chi-

squared test statistics at the bottom of the panels provide a sharper test of this argument, where

for CHP-AKP switchers we fail to reject the null hypothesis H0 : b� k + b� k = 0 .
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Additional to the CHP, we also �nd that re-election is signi�cant in the backsliding period, al-

though there is less evidence of moderation for these switchers when T ürkiye was a more genuine

democracy (which would only be applicable to the 2009 election). This is a similar pattern for dis-

tricts where the AKP win for the �rst time, with these estimates across all panels being marginally

signi�cant at the 5% level under backsliding.

Figure 5: Party Switches Pre-Post Democratic Backsliding

Note:95% con�dence intervals plotted using robust standard errors clustered by district. Estimates for all panels come

from the same speci�cation. All panels include district and subregion � year �xed effects, in addition to municipality

election controls, general election controls and district controls. The left and middle panels use TWFE, and the right

panel uses Poisson QMLE. The numbers at the bottom outline F-test statistics for the left and middle panel, and the

Chi-squared test statistic for the right panel, with corresponding p-values in square parentheses.

6.2 Vote Margins

As a �nal source of heterogeneity, we now explore the potential moderating impact of vote mar-

gins. In the Turkish political context, evidence suggests vote margins have played some role in

distorting the allocation of public resources, such as bank credit (Bircan and Saka 2021). The theo-

retical model implies that under democracy, allocation should partly follow a swing-district logic:

a handful of districts with lower residual electoral uncertainty, � d, have higher marginal returns to

public investment and may therefore receive greater expenditures. Realized vote margins provide

an observable, though imperfect, proxy for this latent responsiveness. Under backsliding, how-

ever, the targeting technology, � (� ), introduces an additional alignment-based return to spending.

Heterogeneity by margin size thus tests whether under democracy allocation is concentrated in

electorally competitive districts, and whether there is a departure from this logic once backsliding
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strengthens alignment-based targeting.

We can now decompose the core treatment variable of mAKP
dprt in equation (4.1) with respect to

vote margin size.26 We dummy out the main treatment variable of AKP incumbency in equations

(4.1) and (4.2) into four sub-treatment variables: razor-thin switches (vote margin of (0% � 1%]),

competitive switches (vote margin of (1% � 5%]), moderate switches (vote margin of (5% � 10%])

and safe switches (vote margin of > 10%). Hence, we have that:

mAKP
dprt = m(0%� 1%]

dprt + m(1%� 5%]
dprt + m(5%� 10%]

dprt + m> 10%
dprt (6.4)

Rede�ning the set K = f (0% � 1%]; (1% � 5%]; (5% � 10%]; > 10%g, we can thus re-run the

speci�cations in equations (6.2) and (6.3). This subsequently allows us to study whether pre-post

a given type of switch to the AKP based on size of the vote margin, both under backsliding and

democracy, how are TOK�I contracts allocated to these mayors. This is again relative to the control

group of districts that never switch to the AKP or where the AKP lose to an opposition party.

Figure 6 outlines the results. The left-hand panels focus on the estimates including the interac-

tion with the democracy dummy (i.e. the total effect), and the right-hand panels show coef�cients

solely for the “base” effects (i.e. effects under post-2010 backsliding). To obtain the coef�cients un-

der Türkiye's democratic period, we take a linear combination of the base and interacted versions

for each variable and then calculate respective standard errors using the delta method. 27

Across all three measures, using TWFE for contract value per capita and the contract dummy

alongside Poisson QMLE for total housing units awarded, we see a striking pattern: only razor-

thin districts under democracy receive any TOK �I allocation following local election outcomes, but

not under backsliding. On the other hand, during the period of T ürkiye's institutional decline,

targeting shifts towards less competitive districts, with largest effect sizes concentrated among

seats with vote margins between 5-10%, followed by very safe districts with margins > 10%.

7 Regression Discontinuity Design

The previous subsection showed that the impact of AKP incumbency on the allocation of TOK �I

projects has increased over time, yet the role of vote margins as a mediating variable has evolved.

At the height of Turkish democracy in the 2000s, “classic” tactics of distributive politics is present

in the data vis- �a-vis TOK�I allocation, such that the incumbent party targets swing districts (Lind-

beck and Weibull 1987). However, as Türkiye has eroded democratically, the AKP has begun allo-

cating TOK �I contracts to those districts that are seemingly less competitive in local elections.

26. Although one could decompose treatment effects jointly by party switch and vote margin (e.g., competitive CHP-

to-AKP switches, safe non-CHP-to-AKP switches, or AKP re-election under moderate margins), doing so would require

estimating sixteen treatment indicators in the same speci�cation. Many cells contain few observations, thus leaving

limited power to identify meaningful heterogeneous effects.

27. For example, for � 1m (0% � 1%]
dpt + � 1

�
m (0% � 1%]

dpt � 1f t < 2011g
�

, we take the linear combination of b� 1 + b� 1 , and then

calculate
q

dVar( b� 1 + b� 1).
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The coef�cients for the 0-1% margin districts in Figure 6 provided initial evidence of targeting

among razor-thin districts, although this relied on within-district variation. In this section, as a

�nal source of identi�cation, we thus run a “coin �ip” election regression discontinuity (RDD)

design to further test this pattern. The RDD for studying distributive politics is not only useful for

more credible identi�cation, such that winning a given constituency is quasi-random, but serves as

a direct test of the extent to which swing districts receive more public services post-election.

Let ydpre(1) denote the potential outcome of TOK �I allocation when the AKP wins a district d in

election e 2 f 2004; 2009; 2014; 2019g, and ydpre(0) as the potential outcome when the AKP loses.

Denote the AKP's vote margin against the second largest party within a given district-election as

vAKP
dpre , which we use as the running variable with cut-off at 0. We now estimate the following (local

average) treatment effect, exploiting cross-sectional variation in districts based on vote margin

size, and do this for each election:

� e = lim
vAKP

dpre #0
E[ydpre(1)jvAKP

dpre = 0] � lim
vAKP

dpre " 0
E[ydpre(0)jvAKP

dpre = 0] (7.1)

To estimate � e per election, we collapse our annual dataset into election-year bins, summing all

expenditures between election cycles, inclusive of the election year itself.28 We thus focus on TOK�I

allocation across all years both including and after a local election has occurred. For contract value

per capita, we sum total values across years within an election cycle, and then use the population

of the election year to normalize values in per capita terms.

We use Calonico et al. (2017)'s package to estimate equation (7.1) via kernel-weighted least squares.

We also apply the method of Imbens and Wager (2019), which uses a �nite min–max procedure

to choose the bandwidth that minimizes the worst-case mean squared error. Given both methods

rely on a smoothness assumption of the conditional expectation function via a local linear frame-

work, we focus on contract values per capita and the contract award dummy as our core outcome

variables.

Table 3 shows the results when running the RDD per election. For the 2004 election in panel

(a), we clearly see very strong results. Across all speci�cations, districts where an AKP mayoral

candidate marginally won in 2004 saw a large increase in TOK �I contracts over the post-election

period. Using preferred speci�cation of column 3, we �nd that districts where an AKP candidate

marginally won receives TOK �I contracts that are approximately �vefold more valuable per capita,

relative to districts where the AKP marginally lost, over the post-election period. On the extensive

margin, when looking at column 6, highly competitive districts saw a large 16.2 percentage point

increase in the probability of being allocated a contract by TOK �I in the post-election period.

28. We sum all expenditures within a district between 2004-2008 for the 2004 election, 2009-2013 for the 2009 election,

2014-2018 for the 2014 election, and 2019-2020 for the 2019 election.
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