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Nodding or Needling: Analyzing Delegate Responsiveness
in an Authoritarian Parliament
EDMUND MALESKY and PAUL SCHULER University of California–San Diego

Recent scholarship argues that one solution to ensure longevity and economic growth in an au-
thoritarian regime is to co-opt potential opposition by offering them limited policy influence
in a national legislature. Although cooptation theory generates a number of predictions for

delegate behavior within an authoritarian parliament, the opacity of such regimes has made empirical
confirmation difficult. We resolve this problem by exploiting the transcripts of query sessions in the
Vietnamese National Assembly, where delegates question the prime minister and Cabinet members on
important issues of the day. Using a content analysis of queries, we offer the first empirical test of
delegate behavior in nondemocratic parliaments. We find that some delegates exhibit behavior consistent
with cooptation theory by actively participating in sessions, demonstrating criticism of authorities, and
responding to the needs of local constituents. Such responsiveness, however, is parameterized by regime
rules for nominating, electing, and assigning parliamentary responsibilities to individual delegates.

Recent scholarship points to an increase in
the prevalence and durability of authoritarian
regimes (Puddington 2010), especially single-

party systems, throughout the world (Magaloni and
Kricheli 2010). Dovetailing with this finding, a bur-
geoning comparative politics literature has emphasized
that the successful authoritarian regimes are those
that make use of nominally democratic institutions.
Contributors to this literature have demonstrated a
strong association between having a national legisla-
ture and regime longevity (Gandhi 2009; Gandhi and
Przeworski 2007; Geddes 2006).

The most prominent explanation linking nominally
democratic institutions to regime survival is the “coop-
tation theory,” whose proponents argue that authori-
tarians relying too heavily on repression for survival
become dependent on their security apparatus (e.g.,
police force or military), which carries out the state’s
heavy-handed enforcement. Maintaining authority in
this manner places a large share of resources in the
hands of security elites, who could turn against the
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regime leaders down the road (Gandhi 2009; Haber
2006). Cooptation theorists argue that a less dangerous,
long-term strategy is to allow groups from outside the
inner circle to have a formal say in the policy-making
process through the use of quasidemocratic institutions
such as elections and assemblies.

Elections allow leaders to identify the most popu-
lar local notables or potential opposition forces (Boix
and Svolik 2007). Once identified, the dictator can pla-
cate these elites by giving them some say over policy
making (Gandhi 2009; Gandhi and Przeworski 2006,
2007) and/or access to rents (Lust-Okar 2006) through
membership in a national parliament. In addition to
stability, cooptation also facilitates private investment
and growth by creating a credible commitment to pro-
tecting the property rights of the capital owners in
society, increasing overall productivity and regime rev-
enue (Wright 2008). The general logic underlying this
argument has a long history in comparative political
science, having been used to explain the expansion
of democracy and the instauration of the rule of law
(North and Weingast 1989; Weingast 1997).

Cross-national evidence that democratic institutions
are associated with authoritarian longevity lends em-
pirical support to the cooptation theory. Nevertheless,
because of the need to generalize across countries, the
micrologic of cooptation has been less well articulated,
leaving several critical issues underdeveloped. First,
the theory presumes that groups outside the ruling elite
are capable of winning seats in the assembly and that—
once elected—delegates are responsive to, and speak
for, the underlying constituencies that were co-opted.
As of this date, no systematic evidence has been pre-
sented that elections fulfill this function. Second, the
regime hierarchy must be able to limit the confines of
the debate to ensure that the parliament fills its in-
tended role as a forum for discussion and trade-offs,
while guarding against those discussions posing any
threat to regime stability. Because most scholars sim-
ply use a dichotomous variable to determine whether
a regime has a parliament, theorists have abstracted
away from specific parliamentary rules governing the
co-optive exchange. We need a better understanding of
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these rules in order to assess whether and how regimes
are actually able to mediate potential conflict within a
national parliament.

In this article, we fill in these gaps through an anal-
ysis of delegate behavior in the 2007–12 Vietnamese
National Assembly (VNA). We track behavior through
a systematic examination of participation in Vietnam’s
biannual query sessions. Like the famous British par-
liamentary question period, these sessions allow VNA
delegates to quiz members of the executive branch
(prime minister, line ministers, and state bank gover-
nors) on the issues of the day and even question their
performance directly. Since the early 1990s, query ses-
sions have been televised live during the day with high-
lights replayed during evening prime time. As Salmond
(2009) found in his comparative analysis of parliamen-
tary question hours, these forums have encouraged
political knowledge and participation among Vietnam
citizens. In the midst of hot-button current affairs such
as construction graft or cheating on university exams,
the query sessions have become must-see television
(Ninh 2007).

Query sessions, which have been used elsewhere
to examine issues of representation (Chester and
Bowring 1962; Chi-Hung 1976; Johnson 1962), are a
useful measure of responsiveness in an authoritarian
setting for two reasons. First, they are the most well-
known and highly visible connection of parliamentary
activity to voters in many regimes. In a recent sur-
vey by the United Nations Development Programme
(2009), 60% of Vietnamese citizens answered that they
watched some of the query sessions, whereas an ad-
ditional 24% claimed to watch the entire broadcast.
Second, performance in query sessions can be traced
directly to individual delegates. Voting or delegate con-
tributions to amending or authoring legislation are im-
portant facets of a delegate’s work, but they are of lim-
ited utility in assessing responsiveness to constituencies
because final legislation does not carry the names of
authors or contributors.

Our project is possible because the Office of the Na-
tional Assembly (ONA), analogous to the U.S. Con-
gressional Research Service, posted the transcripts
from all query sessions of the 12th VNA (elected in
May 2007) online.1 With some investigation, we were
able to assemble a data set of all related sessions. They
comprise four query sessions, more than 800 pages of
transcripts, the participation of 13 ministers (including
the prime minister), and 776 questions put forward
by 162 out of 493 delegates. We coded each ques-
tion by whether the questioner criticized the minister,
addressed a locally important issue, or referred to
their provincial “constituency” (c��u tri) in the question
wording.

By combining these data with the Malesky and
Schuler (2009) data set of delegate biographies, we are
able to test whether delegates are responsive to their
constituents by criticizing ministers and raising issues
relevant to their localities. We also use these data to

1 The transparency of this gesture should not be overestimated. The
online transcripts were not prominently advertised, stored in the
same online file, or presented in an easy to analyze format.

examine whether institutional roles and electoral back-
grounds have a measurable impact on the level and
type of activity engaged in by delegates, allowing us to
address the question of how a regime might manage
conflict within a parliament. In short, our combined
data set allows us to conduct the first comprehen-
sive analysis of delegate behavior in an authoritarian
system.

Beyond the availability of systematic data on dele-
gate behavior, the VNA offers a particularly appropri-
ate setting for evaluating the cooptation theory because
it reflects cross-national variance on key institutional
variation that might be expected to have an impact
on delegate responsiveness: nomination procedures,
electoral competitiveness, and professionalism. Indi-
vidual VNA delegates differ as to whether they (1)
were nominated by central authorities OR provincial
electoral commissions, (2) faced difficult competition
in the election OR were guaranteed election through
safe seats, and (3) served continuously as full-time dele-
gates managing provincial VNA offices and permanent
legislative committees OR only took part in the VNA’s
biannual legislative sessions.

Anticipating our findings, these institutional varia-
tions prove critical for understanding delegate behav-
ior. First, nomination procedures greatly affect whether
delegates are responsive upward toward national lead-
ers or downward to their underlying provincial con-
stituency. Delegates who are more dependent on the
central party and state for nomination and future pro-
motion appear less willing to participate, challenge the
government, and represent the interests of their vot-
ers. Electoral competitiveness also matters. Delegates
emerging from closely contested elections raise more
critical queries of national authorities than those with
safe seats. Finally, the professionalism of delegates dic-
tates how well they respond to constituency interests.
Full-time members who have more information and
a greater stake in their roles as representatives tend
to perform their representative functions more seri-
ously. Specifically, full-time local delegates are three
times more likely to ask questions and criticize min-
isters, and twice as likely to reference local issues in
their speeches as their peers. Together, these findings
not only provide evidence for cooptation in Vietnam,
but also illustrate how Vietnamese leaders manage the
dangers of bringing alternative voices into the policy-
making process through carefully designed electoral
and assembly rules.

Our results have important implications for the study
of representation in democratic settings as well. Stu-
dents of deliberative democracy (Bohman 1996; Elster
1998) will be interested in the use of query sessions in
an authoritarian country because it provides a unique
case for studying how public discussion might alter
leaders’ preferences and actions when the impact of
electoral democracy is limited. Furthermore, scholars
interested in modes of representation will note that
even highly flawed elections are associated with some
degree of responsiveness to underlying constituencies
(Manin, Stokes, and Przeworski 1999a).

As in democracies, however, the connection be-
tween authoritarian elections and representation is
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also obscured when legislatures are characterized by
multiple-principal configurations. An exciting new
comparative literature demonstrates that multiple
principals can significantly influence individual ver-
sus collective accountability (Diermeier and Fed-
derson 1998). For instance, legislators elected from
single-member districts illustrate more individual re-
sponsiveness to their constituents than to their party
leaders (Carey 2009). More than is commonly recog-
nized, authoritarian legislatures also present an array
of multiple-principal configurations (e.g., party, state,
citizens, nominating institution). In this article, we show
that even in a single-party authoritarian state, the insti-
tutional responsibilities of delegates may lead them to
respond to the concerns of constituents and local lead-
ers over regime elites. In particular, we demonstrate
how professionalism and embeddedness in local areas
and functional groupings (Tsai 2007) strengthens this
downward accountability to localities.

The article has five sections. The first section re-
views the literature on authoritarian institutionalism
and query sessions. The second then examines the his-
torical and current role of the VNA in the political
system and develops hypotheses of predicted behavior
for different delegates. The third section describes the
structure of our query and representative data set. The
fourth develops the empirical tests of our hypotheses.
Finally, we conclude by discussing the implications of
our results on the literature on authoritarian institu-
tions and representation.

AUTHORITARIAN INSTITUTIONALISM

The vast majority of authoritarian regimes have na-
tional assemblies. Hegemonic party and single-party
regimes accounted for more than 60% of the non-
democracies in 2006 (Magaloni and Kricheli 2010),
and virtually all those countries had legislatures during
the post–Cold War period. Monarchies and personal-
ist regimes are also extremely likely to have assem-
blies. Military regimes are the least likely to have leg-
islatures, but even these regimes convened assemblies
for 48% of the post–Cold War country years (Wright
2008).

Within these legislative and electoral institutions, au-
thoritarian regimes display a wide range of variation in
terms of nomination procedures, competitiveness, and
professionalism. Regarding competition and vetting,
on the highly restrictive extreme sits Cuba in 2008,
where nearly all candidates received more than 90%
of votes in their district and no delegate received less
than 84% because each district had only one candidate
per seat available (Diario Granma 2008). Candidate
nominations and vetting are also highly centralized,
with all nominees requiring approval from the National
Candidacy Commission before election (Roman 2007).
At the other end of the spectrum is Malaysia, where
in the most recent 2008 election, the ruling Barisan
National coalition only won 62% of the seats. Of those
seats, it averaged about 65% vote share in primarily
two-candidate, first past-the-post districts (Carr 2009).
Regarding the professionalism of the assembly, some

assemblies—such as China’s—are made up almost en-
tirely of part-time delegates (O’Brien 1994). The Chi-
nese National People’s Congress also meets only once
per year, as did Turkmenistan’s 2,500-member Peo-
ple’s Council prior to their constitutional reform in
2008 (Durdiyeva 2008). Other parliaments, such as the
Malaysian Parliament, and even some weaker bodies,
such as the Saudi Arabian Shura, meet on a more reg-
ular basis (Ash-Shura 2009).

In attempting to explain these assemblies, the au-
thoritarian institutions literature begins with the basic
premise that they matter. If they were simply window
dressing, then dictators would not lavish resources on
them (Gandhi 2008). On a general level, the notion
not only that such institutions matter, but also that
they bolster the longevity of such regimes, has become
widely accepted.

In addition to the cooptation theory, three other
mechanisms have been put forward to explain the use-
fulness of nominally democratic institutions in authori-
tarian settings (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009). Account-
ability theories posit that elections provide regime
leaders with a way to expose venal and corrupt local-
level officials (Geddes 2006). Signaling theories suggest
that elections can deliver supermajorities for regime-
backed candidates, thus bolstering their own legitimacy
and preventing the opposition from mounting a chal-
lenge (Geddes 2006; Magaloni 2007; Simpser 2005).2
Although important, both the accountability and sig-
naling theories apply predominantly to the decision by
authoritarians to hold and win parliamentary elections,
but they do not offer clear predictions on delegate be-
havior once elected.

A third group of scholars proffer a rent distribution
theory that elections and assemblies allow important
groups in society to select leaders, who then have ac-
cess to rents through their positions on the parliament.
Blaydes (2006) and Lust-Okar (2006) show convinc-
ingly that this mechanism operates particularly well in
the Middle East. Magaloni (2006) criticizes rent-based
theories for not explaining why regime leaders would
provide valuable resources to a potentially violent op-
position, who could use the newfound wealth against
them. Theoretical debates aside, the applicability of
rent-based cooptation necessitates that delegates in an
authoritarian assembly either (1) receive payouts di-
rectly or (2) have some power over the state budget
and/or authority to appoint individuals to positions
in the civil service. Unfortunately, Vietnam is not an
appropriate test of rent-seeking hypotheses because
neither of these conditions is met. Individual delegates
are paid very little relative to other government of-
ficials (Salomon 2007) and exert little authority over
the distribution of budgetary resources, which is de-
cided by the Ministry of Finance under the supervision
of high-ranking Vietnamese Communist Party (VCP)
members (Gillespie 2008, 681).

2 Slater (2003) presents a related account of authoritarian institu-
tions as a coercive force against potential opposition, where dictators
pack and rig institutions to augment their strength over both existing
and potential opponents.
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The Micrologic of Co-option

The theory with the clearest implications for the post-
election behavior of parliamentary delegates is the
cooptation theory, despite its being underdeveloped.
Yet three important questions remain unanswered.

First, who exactly is being co-opted? In hegemonic
party systems, such as Mexico (under the Institutional
Revolutionary Party (PRI)) or Malaysia—where op-
position parties are allowed to compete in elections
and hold seats in parliament—this answer may seem
obvious. In Suharto’s Indonesia, where the formal op-
position parties were themselves created by the ruling
regime, the answer is less clear cut. In other settings,
where parliaments exist but opposition parties are pro-
scribed, such as China, Cuba, or Saddam Hussein’s
Iraq, the answer is extremely difficult to determine. For
these regimes, is cooptation best performed at a geo-
graphic level, identifying local notables in important
provinces or districts? Alternatively, should regimes
concentrate on the participation of religious or ethnic
leaders? Or is functional cooptation, such as the cap-
ture of prominent business leaders or military across
geographic borders, more important?

Second, once identified, is there evidence that co-
opted delegates are responsive to groups outside the
ruling elite? If elections are meant to identify dele-
gates who represent claims from outside the regime’s
inner circle and assemblies are used to grant policy
concessions to these outsiders, then we should observe
delegates responding to underlying constituencies. In
essence, if cooptation theorists are right, the policy
positions taken by delegates should reflect the needs
of the co-opted outsiders they have been selected to
represent. Currently, we have little systematic infor-
mation on delegate behavior toward voters in these
regimes with which to address this question. If dele-
gate behavior in authoritarian settings is discussed at
all, authors generally describe aggregate results such as
public goods provision (Magaloni 2006; Manion 1996;
Pepinsky 2007) or selective benefits (Blaydes 2006;
Lust-Okar 2006). With only a few exceptions, there has
been almost no focus on individual delegate behavior
and in the few cases where it is considered—such as
in China’s National People’s Congress (O’Brien 1994)
and the Supreme Soviet (White 1980)—it is not linked
to specific delegate characteristics, such as nomination
background or their role in the Assembly, making it
difficult to find evidence of cooptation.

Third, cooptation theorists have yet to explain how
regimes manage the balancing act of providing a fo-
rum for potential opposition without threatening sta-
bility. For cooptation theorists, it is vital that formal
legislatures are more effective than simply negotiat-
ing directly with outside groups. For them, legislatures
are forums where “demands can be revealed without
appearing as acts of resistance . . . and where the re-
sulting agreements can be dressed in a legalistic form
and publicized as such” (Gandhi and Przeworski 2007,
1282). Critical to this argument is that disagreements
are unveiled, but in a controlled and unthreatening
manner that will not generate larger protests.

The specific institutional details of how delegates are
nominated and elected, as well as their roles in policy
making, would appear to be critical to both the suc-
cess of negotiations and their acceptance by the pub-
lic at large. At each stage, tremendous trade-offs are
involved. Authoritarians want reasonable representa-
tion of opposition groups, but a process that allows
a firebrand or intransigent opposition into the cham-
ber could damage both negotiations and the credibil-
ity of revealed bargains to the public. Consequently,
carefully calibrated candidate nomination procedures
are vital for identifying suitably representative but
amenable opposition members. Elections are also im-
portant in this regard. The more competition permitted
by the regime, the better chance of identifying true
representatives of the opposition that are accepted
by the population, but the greater danger a regime
faces of being overthrown at the ballot box (Cox 2009;
Huntington 1991, 174).

Finally, there is the question of the importance of
the parliament in the policy-making process. A rubber
stamp legislature that meets only once a year and has no
real legislative responsibilities will not be accepted by
the underlying opposition movement as the appropri-
ate forum for policy concessions. The legislature must
be binding in the sense that the co-optive agreements
have policy bite (Wright 2008).

In the cross-national empirics undergirding the find-
ings of the cooptation theories, scholars have usually
employed a dichotomous coding for whether a state has
a legislature. Even Wright’s (2008) coding “binding”
depends on what type of authoritarian regime hosts
the assembly, not on the specific parliamentary rules.
Gandhi (2009, chap. 6) acknowledges differences in
modes of delegate selection in her book, but her em-
pirics merely extend the dichotomous coding by adding
a score of two if more than one legislative party is rep-
resented. These coding decisions make sense for the
goals of the authors, but overlook tremendous varia-
tion across constitutions in how their assemblies actu-
ally function. Because of this, we cannot address how
cooptation might differ in a highly controlled assembly
such as Cuba’s, relative to a somewhat less constrained
assembly such as Malaysia’s.

A more useful theory of cooptation needs to take
more seriously the international variance in three key
aspects of parliamentary institutions: (1) delegate nom-
ination procedures, (2) electoral district competitive-
ness, and (3) the professionalism and role of individual
delegates in policy making. In what follows, we exploit
variation on these three institutions in Vietnam to de-
velop testable hypotheses for delegate behavior that
may shed light on how authoritarian cooptation takes
place in practice.

Interpreting Delegate Behavior

When dealing with authoritarian regimes, it is impor-
tant to avoid conceptual stretching and to be clear
about what we can and cannot say with our data. In
common parlance, “representation,” “accountability,”
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and “responsiveness” are used interchangeably. In fact,
these concepts are very different, and their misuse
can obfuscate political analysis by appearing to narrow
the divide between democratic and authoritarian sys-
tems. Manin, Stokes, and Przeworski (1999b, 2) define
representation as acting in the interests of the rep-
resented (i.e., voters), whereas “accountability” and
“responsiveness” are respective steps on the pathway
between interests and outcomes. “Responsiveness” im-
plies that government actors adhere to the signals of
voters’ wishes, which can be transmitted through mul-
tiple mediums (e.g., vote shares, opinion polls, demon-
strations, letters). “Accountability,” however, re-
quires sanctioning ability, implying that constituents
can remove delegates who do not respond to their
signals (8).

By these definitions, the time frame of data availabil-
ity rules out a discussion of accountability to voters in
our analysis. Our data on elections and query sessions
are both from 12th VNA, which was elected in 2007.
There is no systematic data available on query sessions
in the 11th VNA, elected in 2002, so we cannot test how
the performance of incumbents affected their election
results in 2007. Similarly, the impact of these query
sessions on voter decisions in 2012 must be reserved
for future research. Thus, any inferences about down-
ward “accountability” to voters in this analysis would
be speculative. Consequently, we focus on “responsive-
ness” by assessing whether delegates reflect the wishes
of their constituency in their questions to ministers. Al-
though this is a more limited concept, it is a necessary
building block for accountability and representation.
Further research cannot determine whether delegates
are held accountable for their actions, if we do not first
know whether they responded or failed to respond to
voters’ signaled preferences.

VIETNAM’S ELECTORAL SYSTEM AND
HYPOTHESES FOR DELEGATE BEHAVIOR

Background on the Vietnamese Legislature

Due to a series of economic crises—exacerbated by
a sharp reduction in aid from the Soviet Union less
than a decade after reunification of North and South
Vietnam in 1975—Vietnam began a trajectory of eco-
nomic liberalization under single-party rule quite sim-
ilar to China’s. In 1986, the central leadership officially
embraced the policy known as doi moi (renovation),
which initially allowed for the liberalization of agricul-
ture and private sector activity, eventually expanding
to trade liberalization and foreign investment. Since
then, Vietnam has experienced a period of relatively
consistent high growth, much of which has been driven
by its formerly independent southern provinces (Dinh
Cung et al. 2004).

Like China, Vietnam has resisted liberalizing its po-
litical system, even as it has opened up its economy.
Article 4 of its Constitution states that the VCP is the
vanguard party tasked with leading the country. Any
advocacy of multiparty democracy remains taboo.

Despite resistance to political liberalization, the
VCP is not a unitary bloc. Internal dissent, although
officially frowned on, is quite common and occasion-
ally spills into the public sphere. Most recently, many
well-known leaders, including 99-year-old war hero
General Vo Nguyen Giap, have publicly protested the
decision to allow a Chinese mining company to ex-
ploit a bauxite mine—a public display of intra-elite
dissent that has challenged the VCP’s “performance
legitimacy” (Thayer 2009). Furthermore, provincial
officials in Vietnam’s 63 provinces have periodically
broken away from the confines of centrally directed
policy making to bolster their local economies. This
phenomenon, known as “fence breaking” (Fforde and
de Vylder 1996), has been shown to be strongly associ-
ated with provincial wealth and dependence on foreign
direct investment (Malesky 2008).

Despite the VCP’s continued insistence on single-
party rule, one area where scholars have seen some
steps toward political liberalization is within the VNA
(Thayer 2009). Although according to Article 83 of the
1992 Constitution, the VNA “is the highest representa-
tive organ of the people and the highest organ of State
power of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam,” most
Vietnamese observers acknowledge that the VNA has
played a peripheral role at best in Vietnam’s policy
making for much of its history since the first postunifi-
cation election in 1976. Despite its authority to do so,
the VNA has never vetoed a law and has defeated a
VCP nominee for a ministerial or leadership position
only twice in its history.

After the revision of the Constitution in 1992, how-
ever, Western scholars and Vietnamese commentators
have noticed stirrings of meaningful activity within
the institution (Harrington, McDorman, and Neilson
1998). Laws undergo greater scrutiny than ever before
as the VNA has strengthened its role as a lawmaking
body (Dăng Dung 2006). VNA committees have been
particularly vigorous about amending and altering pro-
posed legislation, without actually rejecting it. Cabinet
nominees have been approved by the slimmest of mar-
gins, such as Ho Nghia Dung who received only 57%
of delegate approval votes in 2006, leading many to
speculate that the VNA was sending a signal of dissat-
isfaction to regime leaders (Ly and Toan 2006).

As Table 1 shows, however, the changing role of the
VNA has not been accompanied by a dramatic change
in composition. In 1992, 44% of delegates served in
the central government or provincial bureaucracies
prior to the election and could be labeled as civil
servants, whereas another 16% held positions in the
central or provincial party apparatus (Thayer 1993). In
2007, these numbers were 45% and 12%, respectively.
Military representation has also stayed relatively con-
stant between 7% and 9%, although there has been a
slight shift in favor of regional military heads. Mem-
bership from mass organizations, such as the Peasant
and Women’s Union, remained steady as well, rising
slightly between 1992 (10.4%) and 2002 (19.7%), but
slipping back again in 2007.

Despite relative consistency, a few notable changes
have come about as part of a well-documented push
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TABLE 1. Composition of Vietnamese National Assembly by Career Type

1992 1997 2002 2007

Institution N Share (%) N Share (%) N Share (%) N Share (%)

Central 90 22.8 133 29.6 137 27.5 139 28.2
Central government

- Ministerial Offices 38 9.6 58 12.9 34 6.8 38 7.7
- Office of the National Assembly (ONA) 0 0.0 0 0.0 26 5.2 32 6.5

State-owned enterprise 20 5.1 9 2.0 7 1.4 4 0.8
Central party 19 4.8 14 3.1 17 3.4 20 4.1
Central military 13 3.3 16 3.6 10 2.0 10 2.0
Private enterprise 0 0.0 1 0.2 4 0.8 3 0.6
Journalist 0 0.0 7 1.6 8 1.6 7 1.4
Mass organizations 0 0.0 16 3.6 18 3.6 17 3.4
University/research 0 0.0 7 1.6 8 1.6 6 1.2
Religious 0 0.0 5 1.1 5 1.0 2 0.4

Province/local 305 77.2 317 70.4 361 72.5 354 71.8
Local government

- People’s Committee Leaders and 135 34.2 120 26.7 119 23.9 147 29.8
Cadres

- Office of the National Assembly (ONA) 0 0.0 0 0.0 6 1.2 3 0.6
Local party leaders 44 11.1 32 7.1 44 8.8 39 7.9
Mass organizations 41 10.4 57 12.7 80 16.1 53 10.8
State-owned enterprise 31 7.8 18 4.0 12 2.4 5 1.0
High school/college 15 3.8 25 5.6 32 6.4 36 7.3
Military 13 3.3 25 5.6 30 6.0 27 5.5
Public health 8 2.0 15 3.3 17 3.4 13 2.6
Public security 8 2.0 13 2.9 14 2.8 12 2.4
Religious 7 1.8 3 0.7 2 0.4 4 0.8
Cultural institute 3 0.8 4 0.9 2 0.4 1 0.2
Journalism 0 0.0 2 0.4 0 0.0 2 0.4
Private enterprise/business associations 0 0.0 3 0.7 3 0.6 12 2.4
Regional military 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0

Total 395 100.0 450 100.0 498 100.0 493 100.0

by the VCP leadership, beginning in 2002, to increase
the capacity of the VNA to draft and analyze legisla-
tion (Van An 2007). First, many of the government
delegates are no longer nominated by central min-
istries, but instead by the ONA—the research arm of
the VNA—to serve as experts on assembly committees
or to head provincial offices. In 2007, almost half of
the civil servants had served previously in the ONA.
Second, representatives from state-owned enterprises
have declined dramatically from 13% of the delegates
to slightly less than 2% in 2007. In their place, the cur-
rent VNA contains more university professors, doctors,
lawyers, private businessmen, and heads of business
associations than in 1992. From the perspective of the
cooptation theory, these delegates are noteworthy be-
cause they are less dependent on regime leaders for
career success. Third, the education level of delegates
has increased. In contrast with 1992, when only 48%
of delegates had bachelor degrees, by 2007, 62% of
delegates had bachelor degrees, and another 34% held
master’s degrees or doctorates. An additional outcome
of the move for greater professionalism is the increase
in full-time candidates, which is discussed in more detail
later.

Given the low pay and relative lack of political influ-
ence of the body relative to party institutions, observers

have marveled at why successful individuals outside the
civil service would choose to run. Some scholars have
emphasized the patriotic duty to serve the country (Sa-
lomon 2007), which is reinforced by anecdotal evidence
that central and local party organizations put pressure
on candidates with particular expertise to run.3 Others
have pointed to the large number of high-profile en-
trepreneurs who ran in 2007, arguing that running for
the VNA puts them in close proximity to top central
decision makers, allowing them to build relationships
and influence decisions informally, even if their formal
power as delegates is constrained (Malesky and Schuler
2008).

Most important for us, there are clearly delegates
who run because the query sessions provide them with
a platform to advocate policy positions and increase
their public profile. For instance, Nguyen Minh Thuyet,
a former deputy head of the National University of So-
cial Sciences, has gained a national reputation because

3 The most well-known story is Vu Viet Ngoan, the general director
of Vietcombank, who was asked to run as a delegate from Khanh
Hoa, despite the planned privatization of his bank 6 months later, for
which he worked tirelessly to prepare and from which he would have
emerged as the chief executive officer (CEO) of the largest private
bank in Vietnam.
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of his willingness to ask hard questions in the televised
forum. As he said in a recent interview, “As a delegate,
I can speak with a louder voice than in my previous
job, but there is no staff, no power, and no money . . .”
(Nhung 2010).

Although some of the speeches may be seen as
mere cheap talk, there is increasing evidence that the
query sessions are actually serving the role of hold-
ing central ministers accountable. Some analysts have
tied the dismissals of former education and environ-
ment ministers to poor performances at query sessions
(Salomon 2007). After sharp questions over cheating
on university entrance exams (Ninh 2007), education
officials consolidated high school graduation exams
with entrance exams to streamline oversight. More re-
cently, in the June 2009 query session, the deputy prime
minister was forced to fend off a series of difficult ques-
tions about why the highly controversial decision to
allow Chinese investment in the bauxite mine was not
discussed openly. After the session, the VCP commit-
ted to delivering periodic written reports to the VNA
on the status of the bauxite project (Anh 2009; Viet-
nam News Service 2009). Although anecdotal, these
instances provide some evidence that VNA query ses-
sions have some policy bite.4

Vietnamese Electoral and
Parliamentary Rules

Perhaps the most unique feature of the Vietnamese
nomination system for candidates is the division be-
tween locally and centrally nominated candidates. Of
the total 876 candidates nominated for 493 seats, 165
were nominated and vetted by the central state and
VCP apparatus in Hanoi, whereas the remaining 711
were nominated and vetted by provincial electoral
commissions organized by the Vietnamese Fatherland
Front (VFF).5 Centrally nominated candidates are sub-
jected to a vetting process within their home agency
before being sent to the provinces to compete against
locally nominated candidates. Once a full list of can-
didates is nominated, the provincial electoral commis-
sions coordinate with the Central Election Board to
ensure that no electoral district has more than one cen-
trally nominated candidate.6 The distinction between
central and local nominees gives us some analytical

4 In a follow-on project, we are collecting data on implementation
ministerial promises made during query sessions to perform a sys-
tematic analysis of the Cabinet’s accountability to the VNA.
5 The VFF is an umbrella civil society organization that was initially
created by the party to establish links with society and to mobilize
support for the regime. Increasingly, the VFF has focused less on
mobilization and instead seeks to identify new groups emerging in
society and incorporate them (Vasavakul 2003). Because of its his-
toric role as a link between society and the party, the front has played
a critical role in managing the elections and nominating candidates
for seats. However, recent evidence suggests that the VFF is increas-
ingly playing a less substantive role in vetting and nominating and
more of a pure organizational role (Khanh 2007). In Table 1, VFF
representation in the VNA is shown by the proportion of delegates
listed under Mass Organization.
6 In 17 districts, there were no central nominees running.

leverage into the wide cross-national variance in nom-
ination procedures, where some parliaments are fully
appointed by the leadership and others are driven by
substantial decentralized input.

The number of electoral districts allocated to
provinces varies according to population size, but the
rules governing provincial electoral commissions are
the same throughout the country. This gives provincial
authorities license to propose their own candidates.
Prior to the nominations, each province is given a
structure by the Central Election Board about what
types of delegates they want to see elected at the lo-
cal level. Within the framework constructed by the
board, the provinces have discretion over the individ-
uals they want to fill those slots. Therefore, although
the provinces are somewhat constrained as to the func-
tional backgrounds of candidates, they have discretion
in nominating more or less highly qualified individuals.
Many provinces tend to select prominent local policy
makers and other types of local notables (businessmen
and doctors) for their nominees. This power has the po-
tential to increase the competitiveness of electoral dis-
tricts and, consequently, the electoral challenges faced
by the centrally nominated candidates.

Although provinces may have discretion in nomi-
nating and electing local officials, the Central Election
Board makes it clear that it expects the centrally nom-
inated candidates to prevail in elections. Empirical ev-
idence has demonstrated that they resort to some level
of electoral engineering to achieve this result in two
ways. First, they send the most favored central candi-
dates to districts with weaker local candidates to en-
sure that the central leaders win with high percentages.
Malesky and Schuler (2008) rank the career status and
social recognition of electoral districts on an 11-point
scale, showing that, on average, top regime candidates
(i.e., prime minister and president) faced district com-
petition of about 1.67, less important central nominees
faced average competition of 3.5, and local nominees
were forced to compete in districts ranked closer to 5.

Second, Vietnam uses block voting, where each dis-
trict has between four and six candidates in compe-
tition for two to three seats, and each voter has as
many votes as there are seats. This system means that
even weaker centrally nominated candidates should
win because they were significantly more likely to be
placed by provincial electoral commissions in districts
with lower candidate-to-seat ratios.

The regime is particularly concerned that centrally
nominated candidates win because many of them are
preselected for leadership roles in the VNA, even be-
fore the election takes place. This list of future lead-
ership roles is not publicly announced, but it is far
from secret and is available to many journalists (Thanh
2007). Some are intended to be the 55 chairs or deputy
chairs of the 10 VNA committees, nearly all of whom
are centrally nominated delegates. Others are meant
to either provide expertise or represent the interests
of certain government or party bodies. Finally, some
central nominees, such as Vietnam’s ruling troika (the
prime minister, party general secretary, and president),
all won with more than 89% support from their election
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districts but take no substantive role within the VNA,
thus appearing to run purely to derive democratic le-
gitimacy.

As this discussion suggests, Vietnam’s electoral sys-
tem features significant variation regarding the level of
competition faced by candidates, which has increased
with each subsequent election. In 2007, the National
Assembly Standing Committee issued resolution 1078,
which in Article 6 increased the candidate-to-seat ratio
so that each election district had to have at least two
more candidates than seats available.

In theory, this increased competition could raise the
risk of embarrassing defeats for high-ranking leaders,
such as occurred in the Polish Senate in 1989, when Sol-
idarity won 99% of seats. However, through control of
the vetting process, the VCP retains substantial power
to alter the competitiveness of the districts in favor of
preferred candidates, which leads to substantial vari-
ation in competitiveness across districts. For example,
the 3 candidates winning in Ho Chi Minh City’s fifth
district had an average winning percentage of 52.8%,
whereas the 2 elected from Ha Tinh’s second district
had an average percentage of 91.8%.7 This variation
in level of competition was partly responsible for the
loss of an unprecedented 12 centrally nominated can-
didates, which led to some soul searching from central
election officials (Thanh 2007). Furthermore, an addi-
tional 12 central nominees received vote totals of less
than 59%, and were thus close to elimination.

Such variation in competitiveness also exists in
democratic systems. As in other polities, some of this is
due to socioeconomic factors. Previous research shows
that the competitiveness in different provinces is cor-
related with the percentage of the provincial budget
that is based on transfers from the central govern-
ment (Malesky and Schuler 2008). Voters in provinces
that are less reliant on central transfers rejected cen-
trally nominated candidates at a higher rate than more
dependent provinces. All 12 central nominees lost in
provinces that are net providers to the national budget,
whereas central nominees in provinces where central
transfers are greater than 100% of own-source, provin-
cial revenue had a 0% probability of defeat in 2007.
Furthermore, the voting percentages for the centrally
nominated candidates and the locally nominated candi-
dates were lower in less transfer-dependent provinces,
indicating that the elections were more competitive in
these areas (Malesky and Schuler 2008).

Region also plays a role, with delegates in the
provinces of the former South Vietnam more likely to
face competitive races. The effect of region on elec-
tions remains even after controlling for the higher
wealth and tax contributions of the South (Malesky
and Schuler 2008). Although transfers are correlated
with whether a province is south of the 17th parallel,
as Figure 1 shows, there is substantial variation within
both regions of the country.

There is little consensus in the literature for why
southern provinces tend to behave differently and

7 Each delegate must have at least 50% of the vote to win election.
Vote totals for losing candidates are not made public.

often more independently (Dinh Cung et al. 2004).
Legacy may play some role. Southern Vietnam only
faced strict central planning for 11 years and, even
then, key features of the communist agenda—such as
land reform—were never fully implemented because
of resistance by small holders (Fforde and de Vylder
1996). Scholars have also emphasized the greater ex-
perience of southern provinces with free markets and
quasidemocratic institutions prior to unification, lead-
ing to more independent-minded, reform-oriented,
and technocratic citizens and local leaders (Turley and
Womack 1998). Gainsborough (2010) casts doubt on
these speculations by showing that the war experi-
ences and educational backgrounds of southern and
northern leaders are very similar. He highlights the
close personal connections between business interests
and southern leaders at the onset of the reform era
as the source of the unique economic policies. Sim-
ple geographic distance should not be discounted ei-
ther. Southern provinces are further from the seat of
power, so citizens may be less awed by central authority
figures.

It is beyond the scope of our article to adjudi-
cate between these different mechanisms for south-
ern independence and electoral competitiveness. How-
ever, the implication for the cooptation thesis is
clear—delegates from southern provinces should be
more likely to express opposing viewpoints in the
VNA, both because of their different views on eco-
nomic policy and because they face more competitive
elections.

A final feature of the VNA is the distinction in pro-
fessionalism between full-time and part-time delegates.
Before the 1992 Constitution, delegates would only at-
tend the VNA for the twice annual, full plenary sessions
that last between 7 and 10 weeks, depending on the
legislative docket. Article 90 of the 1992 Constitution
changed this slightly by allowing for a National As-
sembly Standing Committee (NASC), consisting of the
chairmen and vice chairmen of the VNA and a small
group of about 15 members. The NASC was tasked
with approving prime ministerial appointments and
addressing legislation in-between legislative sessions.
In March 2002, just before the elections for the 11th
VNA term, it was decided that the small number of full-
time members did not allow for adequate research and
drafting of legislation. The VNA adopted legislation
requiring that at least 25% of delegates must serve on a
full-time basis (Abuza 2004). After the 2002 legislative
term, the number of full-time delegates was expanded
to 30% (approximately 140 delegates; Huong 2007).
Of those, 67 are locally nominated and are expected to
maintain representative offices in their constituencies,
where they conduct constituency services and receive
petitions from voters. The remaining 73 delegates are
centrally nominated and are designated for service in
Hanoi, largely serving either as members of the NASC
or as heads and deputy heads of the VNA’s 10 leg-
islative drafting committees. The inclusion of more
full-time delegates has important implications for
cooptation because these delegates have greater policy
influence.
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FIGURE 1. Map of Provincial Transfer Dependence

Source: Data from Ministry of Finance Annual Budgets available at (http://www.mof.gov.vn/DefaultE.aspx?tabid=5740). Calculations by
Authors. Mapping completed using ESRI software.
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Testable Hypotheses Generated by
Vietnamese Institutions

We hypothesize that these important sources of insti-
tutional variation in the VNA have the potential to
alter delegate behavior in the Assembly. First, differ-
ent nomination procedures lead to candidates who are
responsive to different authorities, and thus should lead
to different levels of responsiveness to voter concerns.
As Carey (2009) argues in democratic contexts, elec-
toral procedures that limit the number of constituent
actors to whom a delegate must be responsive have the
effect of making delegates relatively more responsive
to party leadership than voters. In the Vietnamese con-
text, centrally nominated candidates spend very little
time in the province in which they are elected. In fact,
a large number never visited the province before being
slated to run there (Gainsborough 2005). Most serve on
committees in Hanoi and do not interact with voters on
a regular basis to the same level as full-time local can-
didates. As a result, central nominees are much more
likely to associate their career trajectories with central
institutions and officials that nominated them rather
than with the voters in their provincial constituencies.
Nguyen Si Dung, the vice chairman of the ONA, il-
lustrated this point when he provided a written com-
mentary on how to improve the effectiveness of the
body:

Executive and administrative officials must not have a
place in the National Assembly as their monitoring role
is entirely limited. Those delegates cannot in fact monitor
or make an inquiry to the operation of their boss in the
governmental offices. . ..They will, therefore, be unable to
practice a real representative and monitoring role in this
mechanism. (Huong 2007)

We should expect therefore that central nominees
should be more subservient to central leaders and
less critical of ministerial performance in the biannual
query sessions.

H1: Central nominees should exhibit less criticism of central
officials and policy than locally nominated delegates.

Full-time locally and centrally nominated delegates
are paid better than their part-time counterparts and
are more likely to envision a career as VNA delegates
rather than as government employees or party mem-
bers. As a result, they will be more interested in main-
taining their position. Because of the greater policy
role and profile of a full-time position, if policy coop-
tation were to take place, full-time members of the As-
sembly would be the appropriate actors. John Hendra,
the United Nations resident coordinator, hypothesized
that increasing the proportion of full-time candidates
would promote transparency and accountability, and
therefore was a “precondition for the more profes-
sional performance of individual parliament members”
(Huong 2007).

H2: Full-time delegates should be more active and critical
of central policy than part-time delegates.

The impact of full-time representation might be ex-
pected to have a differential impact between central
and local delegates. Full-time central candidates are
based in Hanoi, and although experts on policy, are
much higher placed in the VCP and more socially con-
nected to the Vietnamese leadership. Full-time, local-
nominated delegates are tasked with maintaining the
local representative offices and should feel a deeper
connection to their local constituency as a result of
having regular interactions, living in the province, and
experiencing the same difficulties as potential voters.
Tsai (2007) argues that the embeddedness of local gov-
ernment officials in the social structure of the commu-
nity will improve responsiveness.

H3: The impact of full-time status is conditional on whether
a delegate is locally or centrally nominated.

Among all delegates we should expect additional
variance. The shift to more provincial control of elec-
toral districts and the increase in the number of can-
didates has increased competition, but the level of
competition varies geographically and among the indi-
vidual personalities themselves. More vulnerable rep-
resentatives tend to exhibit greater activity in query
sessions in both the United Kingdom and Canada
(Soroka, Penner, and Blidook 2009). Thus, we might
imagine that for delegates who do not benefit from
the electioneering of safe seats, performance in the
previous election will affect their behavior in query
sessions.

Competitiveness affects behavior through two po-
tential channels. First, delegates may feel more pres-
sure to perform because they face greater pressure
from voters in the classic sense of delegate respon-
siveness. Alternatively, greater competition might re-
flect that the local election commission has taken the
election more seriously and may have selected a more
competent, responsive slate of candidates. Whichever
mechanism is at play, the higher the vote total in the
last election, the less likely the delegate will perform
an active role.

H4: Candidates elected from more competitive districts
should speak more often and challenge the government
ministers more.

Because some delegates are clearly put in safer seats,
one might suspect that there is an incentive to appease
central decision makers in order to be placed in a less
competitive race in the next election. In this sense, pre-
vious competition may make a delegate more pliant to
regime authorities. If this was true, we would expect a
negative sign on our measure of electoral competitive-
ness or a nonresult because the two incentives balance
out. In fact, there is limited evidence that such a reward
takes place. Only a handful of local nominees from
2002 were nominated by central institutions in the 2007
elections.
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DESCRIPTION OF DATA

To test our hypotheses, we combine three data sets: (1)
a content analysis of all questions asked during the 12th
session of the VNA, (2) biographical data on each of
the 493 delegates, and (3) information on the province
a delegate represents in the VNA.

We use three dependent variables to measure dele-
gate responsiveness. First, we study the frequency of
participation of a delegate in VNA query sessions,
which we operationalize by the number of speeches
and the number of questions asked. Second, we as-
sess whether the delegate asked a critical question. Al-
though some delegates may raise questions, we want
to distinguish “Dorothy Dixer” questions—which are
designed to give ministers a platform to discuss their
pet projects—from more critical questions, designed to
hold ministers accountable.

To do this, all questions were translated by the au-
thors and a team of Vietnamese research assistants.
We coded a question as critical if a delegate used
language that passed negative judgment on the per-
formance of a particular minister, ministry, or the na-
tional government.8 For this analysis, we did not dis-
aggregate the three types, as, in practice, delegates
tend to make statements that implicate all three lev-
els simultaneously.9 For a typical example of a direct
criticism of government policy and a specific ministry,
take this excerpt from delegate Le Nhu Tien’s (Quang
Tri Province) question to Vo Hong Phuc, Minister of
Planning and Investment, in May 2008 (the criticism is
in italics):

The second issue: diffuse investment causes loss, waste
and debt. This issue not only has been discussed, but was
also predicted and warned about in the Resolution on
Supervision of Construction Investment from the State
Budget. However, allocation of the budget has not been
focused. According to the supervision report of the Finance
Committee, the government budget funded 13,474 projects.
Completed projects represent a very low rate of 20%. The
rest remain in progress, causing loss, waste and debt. As
the consulting and planning agency of government budget
allocation, please let me know whether the causes are the
indulgent psychology and lack of determination on those
projects? Based on the minister’s jurisdiction, do you have
any solutions for the government budget allocation (VNA
2008, 11).

Because there is some subjectivity to the coding of
this measure, we also asked journalists from four major
media outlets that cover the VNA to rate all questions
by the level of criticism on a 4-point scale. All analyses
were rerun with the alternative measure to ensure data
validity.10

8 The entire data set with the questions, codes, and coding rules are
available as part of our supplementary online Appendix materials.
9 As a result, disaggregating the few cases where candidates made
a distinction has very little impact on our quantitative results. Our
online data set, however, contains all three measures.
10 To protect the identities of these journalists, we have submitted
their names and affiliations to the APSR editors but have agreed to
seal that information in the actual publication of this work.

TABLE 2. Vietnamese Query Session
Outcomes (12th Session of National
Assembly)

Category No. Possible Share (%)

Speaking delegates 162 493 32.9
Total speeches 413
Questions 776
Criticisms of ministers 242 776 31.2
Follow-up queries 115 776 14.8
Local issues cited 134 776 17.3
Mentioned constituency 157 776 20.2

For our third and fourth dependent variables, we an-
alyze the delegate’s level of responsiveness by whether
he or she mentioned issues of concern to the province
he or she represents or used the words “voter” or
“constituency” at any time during the question. Both
variables are coded dichotomously. For instance, Le
Van Diet (Vinh Long Province) quizzed the Minister
of Industry and Commerce, Vu Huy Hoang, about how
to reassure farmers in the Mekong Delta over falling
rice prices.

In terms of the solutions for the declining rice exports in
2009, you are suggesting that we should negotiate a new
contract; we agree with that. If the ministry cannot find
a new contract, what is the alternative solution so when
we meet voters again we can assure them not to worry
and continue to produce rice? Voters in the Mekong Delta
hope we can solve the problem of the rice surplus (VNA
2009, 1).

Table 2 displays basic descriptive statistics regarding
our dependent variables. In total, delegates made 413
speeches totaling 776 direct queries for these minis-
ters. These questions were asked by slightly less than
one third of the delegates (162); the vast majority of
delegates remained silent through all four query ses-
sions. Of the questions asked, 31% criticized govern-
ment policy or a particular ministry, 17% cited issues of
local importance, and 20% mentioned voters or their
constituencies in the text of the question.

The fact that a delegate asked a question that was
not coded as critical or representative of their con-
stituency does not mean it was irrelevant. Many dele-
gates asked questions that implied functional expertise,
regarding their background in business, law, medicine,
or the military. Especially during the financial crisis,
entrepreneurs and business association leaders were
highly active. As opposed to cooptation at the geo-
graphic level, these questions may represent functional
interest group cooptation. Many functional questions
could have been coded as local issues if they were not
raised by a delegate from another province than the
one in the question. For instance, delegates interested
in environmental policy raised questions about moun-
tainous regions, despite their representation of coastal
provinces. Because we had no data to connect the dele-
gate biographies to the mountainous areas, we did not

11



Nodding or Needling August 2010

code them as local questions. As a result, there are a
large number of queries that are substantively impor-
tant but do not fall under the labels of criticism or local.
Coding these thematic questions is highly subjective
and difficult, given the wide range of issues covered.
We use delegate career fixed effects to show that our
institutional hypotheses hold up even within functional
categories.

Even after accounting for the fact that 24 VNA del-
egates are top regime leaders or Politburo members—
whose role in the VNA is more symbolic than
substantive—the 66% rate of nonspeakers in Vietnam,
often referred to as nghi. gâ. t (nodding delegates), is high
when compared to query sessions in Western democ-
racies. By way of comparison, Chester and Bowring
(1962) find that in the opening 38 days of the 1958–
59 UK Parliamentary Session, 52% of the 630 MPs
did not put forth a single oral question, compared to
many who asked dozens. Borthwick (1993) repeats the
analysis for the 1988–89 session, finding that only 36%
of the 655 MPs were nonspeakers. Soroka, Penner, and
Blidook (2009) find that 70% of Canadian MPs list the
questions they ask on their Web sites, but do not note
how many never asked questions. These assessments
probably underestimate the true level of MP participa-
tion in the question hour.11 There are practical reasons
why Vietnamese delegates speak less. Canadian MPs
have daily opportunities to pose questions, whereas
British question hour takes place weekly. In contrast,
VNA query sessions are held only twice a year for
about a week. There is simply much less time to access
the floor. However, this has not stopped some delegates
from heavily using their opportunity to speak. Twelve
VNA delegates asked more than 10 questions and one,
Danh Ut, put forth 20 queries, 60% of them critical.12

Thus, the decision not to speak implies an individual
choice by delegates. We return to this issue later, but
the high number of nonspeakers provides important
insights into how a regime such as Vietnam might use
its Assembly for cooptation but still maintain control
over the proceedings. Query sessions provide a forum
for potential opposition to influence policy, but their
strength is swamped by regime insiders or those de-
pendent on the regime. As a result, potential opposi-
tion groups have a voice and some room to influence
policy, but regime control is always assured. On impor-
tant issues, regime leaders know they can always push
important initiatives through the VNA, even though it
may be unpopular with many active delegates. This was
vividly the case in the debate over Hanoi’s annexation
of Ha Tay Province. In the VNA debate before voting
on the resolution, large numbers of delegates strongly
criticized the action as inefficient, but the regime con-
sidered the annexation important and ultimately won

11 To ask a question on the floor, MPs must first submit them to
the office of the House speaker, and then they must be selected by
lottery to speak. Therefore, many more MPs submit questions to the
speaker’s office than actually speak. A more recent study found that
93% of MPs submit at least one oral question a week (Glassman
2010).
12 See Table A2 in the supplementary online Appendix for a list of
top speakers during query sessions.

the day by calling on the “silent” delegates to vote for
it (VNS 2008).

Certain Cabinet members received more scrutiny
from VNA delegates than others. The Minister of Agri-
cultural and Rural Development (119) and the Minister
of Industry and Commerce (105) received the largest
share of questions, compared to the Minister of Trans-
portation (19) and the Minister of Home Affairs (32).
Nevertheless, less than one fourth of these were critical
in nature. The special legislative session during Viet-
nam’s March 2008 macroeconomic crisis, in contrast,
resulted in heated querying of the Minister of Finance
(87 questions, 58% critical) and the Governor of the
State Bank (15 questions, 60% critical), as delegates
expressed dissatisfaction with government exchange
rate and price stabilization policies.13

Results of these query sessions were merged with the
Malesky and Schuler (2008) database of biographical
information on representatives in the 12th VNA. Key
causal variables intended for hypothesis testing from
this set included: (1) full-time: a dummy variable coded
“1” if the delegate is a full-time delegate; (2) central
nominated: a dummy variable coded “1” if the delegate
is centrally nominated; (3) percentage: the percentage
vote share the delegate received in the 2007 election.14

To these causal variables, we add a battery of
individual- and provincial-level controls. These include
demographic factors, such as the sex, age, level of edu-
cation, and career of the delegate, because these can be
theoretically linked to the candidate’s electoral perfor-
mance, status in the VNA, and level of participation.
We employ an analysis with and without career fixed
effects to ensure that the institutional mechanisms we
hypothesize hold among delegates within similar occu-
pations.

Additional variables include party member, which
helps trace whether independent candidates speak
more freely or use the query sessions as an opportu-
nity to express viewpoints of a latent opposition. Party
member demonstrates little variation; 91% of total del-
egates are members of the VCP. Moreover, nonparty
members are the survivors of a vigorous vetting pro-
cess that helps weed out those vocally opposed to VCP
leadership. As Nguyen Van An, former chairman of the
VNA, admitted in a recent interview, “. . .‘red’ isn’t the
same thing as Party membership. Non-Party members
can still be red” (Ha and Anh 2009). The high preva-
lence of party members is yet another indication of how
regime control is assured, as new innovations raise the
openness and competitiveness of the VNA. Finally, we
control for whether the delegate is an incumbent and
therefore may have more experience and confidence
in the institutional rules.

Provincial-level controls include the provincial pop-
ulation, to capture whether larger provinces are more
vocal, and transfers (measured as central transfers as a
percentage of provincial own source revenue in 2006),

13 For a full breakdown of questions by ministry, see Table A3 in the
supplementary online Appendix.
14 See Table A1 for descriptive statistics and Table A4 for bivariate
correlations, both in the supplementary online Appendix.
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to capture dependence on central government benefi-
cence. In addition, percentage of provinces with paved
roads is used as a proxy for development and gov-
ernment public service delivery, and percentage of sec-
ondary school graduates captures education and human
capital. We provide a dummy variable for whether a
province is located south of the 17th parallel to capture
the regional component of cooptation.15

EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS

We use a negative binomial (NBREG) specification
for analyzing variance in number of speeches and ques-
tion count based on the specific features of the Viet-
namese electoral and legislative system. In this case,
the NBREG is preferable to a Poisson distribution
for capturing the count nature of the data because the
high number of delegates with zero speeches leads to
overdispersion in the data. In both cases, the uncondi-
tional variance is higher than the mean, which violates
the Poisson assumption that they are equal (Meron
and Trivedi 1998). For the percentage of critical and
local-oriented questions that delegates ask, we use an
ordinary least squares specification after transforming
the dependent variable using a natural log.16 Because
delegates are nested within the provinces they repre-
sent, we use robust standard errors, clustered at the
provincial level in all specifications.

Table 3 displays the results for number of speeches
(column 1) and questions asked (column 2). Both pan-
els display five models. Model 1 provides demographic
data, model 2 adds the delegate’s electoral perfor-
mance, and model 3 controls for provincial character-
istics. Model 4 adds dummy variables for each career
in a fixed effects framework to ensure that our causal
results are generalizable across delegate career types.
Finally, model 5 interacts the dummy variable for cen-
tral nomination with that of full-time delegates.

Results for Frequency of Activity

The first thing to notice is that both centrally nomi-
nated and full-time variables are significant and in the
hypothesized directions (H1 and H2). Centrally nomi-
nated delegates speak about 0.6 fewer times and ask 0.7
fewer questions than locally nominated delegates. Full-
time delegates average about one more speech and one
more question than their part-time counterparts.

Confirming H3, the interaction term is statistically
significant and negative, indicating that the impact of
full-time delegates is conditional on whether they are
central nominees. Delegates who are based in provin-
cial representative offices on a full-time basis are more
active than their full-time colleagues staffing VNA

15 Although not displayed, gross domestic product per capita and
agricultural share of output were also used as control variables, even
though these were never associated with delegate activity in the VNA
and did not affect the coefficients on other variables.
16 The log transformation [ln((y/100 – y) + 1)] is necessary because
proportional data do not reflect a normal distribution and can com-
plicate hypothesis testing.

committee offices. Table 4 displays the estimated ef-
fects from the interaction term across a range of depen-
dent variables. Column 1 displays the number of dele-
gates in each cell. Although part-time local delegates
are the largest group (55%), there are sizable num-
bers of the other delegates (accounting for between
14% and 16% of total delegates), indicating that the
interaction effects are not driven by the behavior of a
few observations in a particular cell. Addressing only
columns 2 and 3 for the time being, it is clear that full-
time, local delegates are substantively different than
others. They speak and question ministers at nearly
three times the amount of any other delegate. The dif-
ferences between the other three types of candidates,
part-time local, part-time central, and full-time central
are not statistically significant.

Note that the vote share in the 2007 election is not
statistically significant in Table 3, indicating that a por-
tion of H4—that delegates in more competitive districts
are more active—does not stand up to multivariate
analysis. The second portion of H4—that delegates in
nonsafe seats challenge more often—is tested further,
later in this article.

Most control variables are in the hypothesized direc-
tion, but their coefficients are not statistically different
from zero. A few controls, however, are robustly sig-
nificant across specifications. Members of the VCP are
significantly less active than their counterparts, asking
about 0.75 fewer questions. This provides additional
evidence for the cooptation theory of delegate behav-
ior, in that the parliament provides opportunities for
nonregime delegates to find their voice. We should be
a bit careful about leaping to this conclusion, how-
ever, because there are so few nonparty candidates and
because the vetting process so heavily discriminates
against those who can truly challenge VCP orthodoxy.
Also notice that candidates from southern provinces
ask about 0.4 more questions, even after controlling
for other structural conditions of the provinces.

Looking closer at the coefficients on the career fixed
effects, we also see that professions not connected to
future employment with the regime tend to be the
most active speakers. They include delegates from
research institutes, private enterprise, and law firms.
Their prevalence offers evidence that cooptation could
take place along both functional and geographic lines.17

Criticism of Regime Policy

Frequency of participation is a useful and objective
gauge of delegate activity, but it lacks nuance as a mea-
sure of responsiveness. There are certainly delegates
who come to praise Cabinet members, as well as those
who come to bury them. In the second stage of the anal-
ysis, we seek to differentiate those who ask hard-hitting
questions of Cabinet members from those who simply
enjoy the limelight of televised performances. These
results are presented in Table 5. Models 1 through

17 See Online Appendices 5 and 6 for graphical depictions of career
fixed effects.
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TABLE 3. Participation in Vietnamese Query Sessions (Determinants of the Number of Speeches & Questions Asked)

1. Number of Speeches 2. Number of Questions
Independent/Dependent (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

Central-nominated candidate −0.618∗∗ −0.580∗∗ −0.569∗∗ −0.280 0.284 −0.733∗∗∗ −0.702∗∗ −0.665∗∗ −0.381 −0.042
(0.246) (0.250) (0.263) (0.245) (0.378) (0.281) (0.284) (0.307) (0.287) (0.423)

Full-time member 0.974∗∗∗ 0.966∗∗∗ 1.010∗∗∗ 0.932∗∗∗ 1.200∗∗∗ 1.077∗∗∗ 1.063∗∗∗ 1.143∗∗∗ 1.042∗∗∗ 1.254∗∗∗

(0.218) (0.218) (0.211) (0.223) (0.204) (0.234) (0.235) (0.229) (0.234) (0.234)
Vote share in 2007 election −0.008 −0.005 −0.002 −0.004 −0.006 0.001 −0.002 −0.005

(0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.009) (0.010)
Central-nominated ∗ full time −1.133∗∗∗ −0.795∗

(0.432) (0.471)
Age (years) 0.015 0.017 0.019 0.015 0.007 0.015 0.016 0.017 0.011 0.007

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.013) (0.014) (0.013) (0.013) (0.014) (0.014) (0.015)
Male −0.116 −0.109 −0.127 −0.130 −0.173 −0.085 −0.082 −0.110 −0.112 −0.157

(0.192) (0.190) (0.189) (0.170) (0.182) (0.175) (0.175) (0.175) (0.170) (0.176)
Education 0.087 0.074 0.055 0.203∗ 0.214∗∗ 0.142 0.128 0.105 0.275∗∗ 0.287∗∗∗

(0.121) (0.117) (0.114) (0.108) (0.103) (0.128) (0.122) (0.119) (0.110) (0.107)
South of 17th parallel 0.602∗∗∗ 0.552∗∗∗ 0.389∗ 0.377∗ 0.333 0.737∗∗∗ 0.700∗∗∗ 0.525∗∗ 0.465∗∗ 0.445∗

(0.186) (0.201) (0.220) (0.205) (0.206) (0.190) (0.206) (0.221) (0.227) (0.229)
Party member −0.856∗∗ −0.820∗∗ −0.767∗∗ −0.729∗∗ −0.571∗ −0.939∗∗ −0.903∗∗ −0.799∗ −0.736∗ −0.606

(0.365) (0.360) (0.372) (0.340) (0.330) (0.436) (0.419) (0.436) (0.386) (0.388)
Incumbent 0.123 0.131 0.073 −0.033 −0.040 0.056 0.056 −0.021 −0.129 −0.123

(0.210) (0.210) (0.201) (0.220) (0.213) (0.204) (0.204) (0.200) (0.226) (0.222)
Population (millions) −0.101∗ −0.124∗∗ −0.121∗∗ −0.098 −0.097 −0.099

(0.056) (0.059) (0.058) (0.068) (0.081) (0.081)
Central transfers/provinical revenue −0.004∗∗ −0.004∗∗ −0.004∗∗ −0.005∗∗ −0.005∗∗ −0.005∗∗

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Proportion of roads with asphalt 0.010 0.139 0.067 −0.001 0.325 0.307

(0.406) (0.450) (0.456) (0.439) (0.486) (0.488)
Secondary school graduates −0.011 −0.010 −0.010 −0.010 −0.010 −0.011

(0.011) (0.012) (0.012) (0.013) (0.013) (0.014)
Constant −0.789 −0.305 0.804 −1.962 −1.434 −0.233 0.098 1.036 −1.557 −1.140

(0.686) (0.975) (1.338) (1.828) (1.837) (0.771) (1.043) (1.486) (1.917) (1.974)
Career fixed effects No No No Yes Yes No No No Yes Yes
N 492 492 492 492 492 492 492 492 492 492
R squared/pseudo R squared 0.084 0.084 0.087 0.173 0.209 0.100 0.1012 0.107 0.165 0.196
Log likelihood −569.7 −569.3 −565.7 −536.4 −623 −704.8 −704.7 −700.8 −676.7 −676
Chi2 48.91 49.40 53.89 1960 2749 52.63 52.50 60.03 1811 3609

Notes: Robust standard errors, clustered at provincial level, in parentheses.
Models 1–10 employ a negative binomial specification.
∗∗∗p < .01, ∗∗p < .05, ∗p < .1.
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TABLE 4. Frequency and Predicted Effects (by Nomination and Status of Delegates)

1. Number of Delegates 2. Number of Speeches 3. Number of Questions

Nomination Part Time Full Time Part Time Full Time Part Time Full Time

Local 273 67 0.42 1.41 0.75 2.48
(0.31 0.55) (1.02 1.86) (0.54 1.00) (1.71 3.46)

Central 80 73 0.52 0.54 0.87 0.94
(0.27 0.90) (0.30 0.96) (0.44 1.64) (0.50 1.62)

4. Critical Questions (%) 5. Local Questions (%) 6. Cite Constituency (%)

Nomination Part Time Full Time Part Time Full Time Part Time Full Time

Local 9.56 26.20 3.79 16.07 5.49 19.45
(6.12 13.09) (15.42 37.77) (1.59 6.21) (8.94 24) (3.09 7.98) (10.4 28.7)

Central 9.88 8.80 2.48 6.21 6.74 10.70
(3.21 16.72) (2.89 15.11) (−0.19 5.22) (1.40 11.39) (2.18 11.7) (3.92 17.6)

Notes: Column 1 displays the number of delegates in each cell. The other columns display predicted effects with 95% confidence
intervals from the fully specified regression results for each dependent variable. Regressions control for delegate demographics
(age, sex, education, career fixed effects), delegate status (incumbent, central nominee, full time), and provincial characteristics
(net transfers, size of population, share of agricultural output). Results are derived from models 5 and 10 (Table 3), model 5
(Table 5), and models 5 and 10 (Table 6). Columns 4 (Critical Questions), 5 (Local Questions), and 6 (Cite Constituency) were
log transformed in the regression. For the dispalyed predicted effects, the log transformations have been undone by taking the
exponent (at base e) of the predicted value, subtracting one, and multiplying by 100. This was done to ease interpretation of results.

5 present results with a log-transformed dependent
variable of the proportion of critical questions. Model
1 presents standard demographic measures, model 2
adds delegate vote share, model 3 brings in provincial
controls, model 4 adds career fixed effects, and model 5
provides the interaction effect between centrally nom-
inated and full-time delegates. Here, we once again
find evidence for H3; full-time delegates speak more
critically, asking 8% more critical questions than part-
time members. After adding for career fixed effects, the
difference is reduced, but it is still strongly significant.
In contrast with the previous analysis, central nominees
are no less critical than locally nominated members in
the fixed effects specification. Although the sign on the
coefficient is negative, the standard errors are quite
large, indicating a high degree of variance in central
nominee criticisms.

Exploring the conditional effect of full-time status
in Table 4 (column 4), we find, once again, that full-
time, local delegates exhibit the most critical behavior.
Although statistically insignificant, the second most vo-
cally critical category, however, is part-time, centrally
nominated delegates. The least critical are the full-
time, centrally nominated delegates—precisely those
who have the most to lose from directly challenging
central authority.

Another difference between frequency of activity
and regime criticism in this analysis is the role of
vote share. Across all candidate types, delegates from
competitive districts put significantly more pressure on
Cabinet officials. For each 1% increase in vote share,
delegates ask 0.3% less critical questions of central offi-
cials. This confirms the second portion of H2—delegates
in competitive seats are more likely to demonstrate
responsiveness to voters through criticism of central
officials.

A final distinction to note about criticism of the
Vietnamese Cabinet is the role of provincial trans-
fers. All else being equal, delegates from provinces
dependent on central beneficence are less likely than
other delegates to criticize Cabinet ministers. Every
10% increase in the ratio of central transfers to provin-
cial own-source revenue leads to 0.3% less criticism of
government performance. This finding mirrors results
in more democratic settings regarding redistributive
policies. Controlling for southern location, represen-
tatives of wealthier donor provinces tend to be more
likely to oppose redistribution than poorer neighbors.
This provides additional evidence for responsiveness
to voters.

Career fixed effects are very similar to the frequency
of activity. Members of research institutes and private
entrepreneurs ask critical questions significantly more
often than their peers.

Sensitivity Analysis

The particular specification we used to model criticism
of ministers is vulnerable to a few objections. First,
calculating the percentage of critical questions may
conflate different types of speakers. Delegate A, who
asks a large number of hard-hitting critical questions,
but an equal number of expository questions, will re-
ceive the same score as delegate B, who asked only one
critical and one innocuous question. Both delegates
would rank below delegate C, who asked only a single
critical question. This downplays the active role played
by delegate A in the assembly. To make sure that our
results were not an artifact of relying on the proportion
of critical questions, we also used the total count of
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TABLE 5. Criticism of Central Policy in Vietnamese Query Sessions (Determinants of the Proportion of Critical Questions Asked)

Standard Robust Heckman Two-Step

Percentage of Critical Questions (ln) Count Journalists No Zeros Any Query Critical (ln)
Independent/Dependent (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

Central-nominated candidate −0.0805∗∗ −0.0673∗ −0.0723∗ −0.059 0.0033 0.088 −0.062 0.0548 −0.329 0.207
(0.0375) (0.0401) (0.0404) (0.040) (0.0377) (0.431) (0.115) (0.1664) (0.240) (0.155)

Full-time member 0.0863∗∗∗ 0.0854∗∗∗ 0.0804∗∗∗ 0.080∗∗∗ 0.1426∗∗∗ 1.605∗∗∗ 0.684∗∗∗ 0.0588 0.939∗∗∗ 0.004
(0.0283) (0.0288) (0.0282) (0.028) (0.0456) (0.257) (0.117) (0.0862) (0.170) (0.164)

Vote share in 2007 election −0.0033∗ −0.0032∗ −0.003∗ −0.0033∗∗ −0.032∗∗ −0.007 −0.0113∗∗ −0.003 −0.012∗∗∗
(0.0017) (0.0017) (0.002) (0.0015) (0.015) (0.005) (0.0048) (0.008) (0.004)

Central-nominated ∗ fulltime −0.1522∗∗ −0.977∗ −0.507∗∗∗ −0.1240 −0.684∗∗ −0.311∗
(0.0607) (0.505) (0.153) (0.2086) (0.286) (0.177)

Age (years) 0.0028 0.0032 0.0039 0.004 0.0030 0.024 0.002 0.0074 0.002
(0.0026) (0.0026) (0.0028) (0.003) (0.0023) (0.022) (0.005) (0.0066) (0.011)

Male −0.0614 −0.0542 −0.0590 −0.059 −0.0588 −0.262 −0.213∗∗ −0.0205 −0.363∗∗
(0.0435) (0.0432) (0.0436) (0.043) (0.0376) (0.304) (0.105) (0.0881) (0.147)

Education 0.0140 0.0104 0.0130 0.014 0.0144 0.131 0.037 0.0321 0.044
(0.0158) (0.0162) (0.0163) (0.016) (0.0157) (0.130) (0.040) (0.0495) (0.091)

South of 17th parallel 0.0684∗∗ 0.0394 0.0029 0.000 0.0040 0.072 −0.042 −0.0263 0.084
(0.0292) (0.0293) (0.0337) (0.034) (0.0346) (0.277) (0.107) (0.0835) (0.191)

Party member −0.0416 −0.0257 −0.0335 −0.031 −0.0279 −0.475 −0.142 −0.0244 −0.086 −0.044
(0.0528) (0.0512) (0.0511) (0.051) (0.0493) (0.370) (0.136) (0.0918) (0.232) (0.098)

Incumbent 0.0024 0.0083 0.0052 0.003 −0.0004 0.344 0.017 −0.0240 −0.019 −0.126
(0.0328) (0.0321) (0.0320) (0.031) (0.0302) (0.250) (0.083) (0.0895) (0.140) (0.082)

Population (millions) −0.0130 −0.013 −0.0126 −0.148 −0.008 −0.0314 −0.024 −0.014
(0.0093) (0.009) (0.0084) (0.111) (0.027) (0.0237) (0.056) (0.019)

Central transfers/provinical revenue −0.0004∗∗ −0.0004∗∗∗ −0.0004∗∗∗ −0.007∗∗∗ −0.001∗∗ −0.0022∗∗∗ −0.002∗ −0.002∗∗∗
(0.0002) (0.000) (0.0002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.0006) (0.001) (0.001)

Proportion of roads with asphalt −0.0950 −0.101 −0.1053 −0.715 −0.186 −0.1603 −0.219 −0.099
(0.0673) (0.068) (0.0714) (0.526) (0.206) (0.1749) (0.373) (0.154)

Secondary school graduates −0.0015 −0.002 −0.0017 −0.014 −0.003 −0.0126∗∗∗ −0.006 −0.013∗∗∗
(0.0012) (0.001) (0.0011) (0.013) (0.004) (0.0044) (0.009) (0.004)

Constant −0.0051 0.2135 0.4284∗∗ 0.439∗∗ 0.4910∗∗∗ 2.419 1.578∗∗∗ 2.1106∗∗∗ 0.582 2.939∗∗∗
(0.1055) (0.1630) (0.1797) (0.182) (0.1693) (1.650) (0.447) (0.5683) (0.895) (0.383)

Career fixed effects No No No No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 479 479 479 479 479 496 496 149 496 496
R squared/pseudo R squared 0.0479 0.0604 0.0739 0.079 0.1485 0.115 0.125 0.386 0.1742 0.1375
Root mean squared error 0.275 0.274 0.273 0.272 0.269 1.25 0.809 0.183 0.44221 0.266
Log likelihood −422.2 −331.17
Chi2 92.6 0.025
Wald Test of Independent Equations (p) −0.8744

Notes: Robust standard errors, clustered at provincial level, in parentheses. Models 1–5 employ ordinary least squares (OLS) on a log-transformed dependent variable
“Percentage of total questions that were critical.” Model 6 employes a negative binomial specification on the dependent variable “Total number of critical questions.” Model 7
uses OLS an an alternative measure of criticical questions derived from a survey of journalists. Dependent variable is average criticism derived from a 1- to 4-point Likert scale.
Model 8 uses OLS on a log transformed “Percentage of total questions that were critical,” but drops all delegates who did not ask any questions. Models 9 and 10 are the first
and second stages of a Heckman 2-Step Selection bias test. Model 9 shows the determinants of asking any question at all, whereas model 10 shows the second stage that
predicts percentage of critical questions. Age, male, education, and south are used as instruments in the selection model.
∗∗∗p < .01, ∗∗p < .05, ∗p < .1.
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critical questions, which we analyzed using an NBREG
specification in model 6. The general findings remain.

Although a count of critical questions is more objec-
tive and easier to code, it underplays salience. Query
criticisms range from relatively minor policy objections
to direct accusations of corruption. In an attempt for
objectivity, our coding labeled a question with any
criticism, no matter how minor, as a critical question.
To determine whether adding strength of criticism af-
fected results, we asked four well-known Vietnamese
journalists, who cover the VNA, to read over each
question and provide their own ranking of criticism,
ranging from 1 (not critical at all) to 4 (very critical).
We created a new dependent variable by averaging first
across the journalists and second across every question
asked by each delegate. The new variable, average level
of criticism, varies between 0, for delegates who asked
no questions at all, and 3. Although many delegates
asked very critical questions, no delegate asked solely
such questions, which is why we do not observe any
scores of 4. Model 7 displays these results, where we
find similar results for full-time members, central nom-
inees, and provincial transfers. This new specification
leads to an interesting deviation. Vote share is not sig-
nificantly different from zero, indicating that delegates
facing competitive pressure may be willing to demon-
strate frequent critical activity, but limit the amount
of highly critical questions they ask. This may indicate
that delegate responsiveness is more a performance for
voters than an attempt to truly alter ultimate regime
policy and authority.

Third, our results may be biased by the high number
of nonspeakers. Delegates who did not speak at all are
treated the same as delegates who spoke but did not
criticize. Dropping nonspeakers in model 8, we find
very similar results. But it is important to note that the
measures for full-time, central nomination, and their
interaction, although possessing roughly the same size
coefficients and signs, do not meet standard thresholds
of statistical significance.

Dropping nonspeakers is a theoretically insufficient
correction, however, because not making a speech may
represent a self-selection out of the possibility of criti-
cism. To address this issue, we use a Heckman two-stage
selection model, where we first determine whether a
delegate asked any question at all using the covari-
ates from Table 5, and then correct the coefficients in
the second stage according to the role they played in
selection.18 We find similar results after employing this
procedure. Coefficients change slightly, but the hypoth-
esized signs are upheld.

Local Responsiveness

Our third set of dependent variables gauges the level of
local responsiveness directly. Which of the tested fac-
tors make delegates more likely to cite local interests

18 Because age, male, education, and South were all correlated with
the propensity to ask questions and not with criticism, we employ
them as instruments in the first stage, allowing us to solve for the
second-stage coefficients.

or to refer to their constituency directly in their
queries? Citing local constituency is perhaps the best
measure of responsiveness because it indicates that the
delegate is responding to some type of voter signal,
such as direct contact or local polling. Our analysis of
these variables is displayed in Table 6. As with criticism,
our primary models (models 3 and 9) involve the inter-
action of central nomination and full time with career
fixed effects. We also test to make sure our results are
robust to dropping nonspeakers and a count of total
mentions.19

We find that full-time, local delegates are more
than three times more likely to deal with local issues
than full-time, central delegates. They are also more
than twice as likely to cite their constituencies or voters
in speeches. Part-time, local delegates are not signifi-
cantly different from centrally nominated candidates
(see Table 4, columns 5 and 6, for predicted effects
from the interaction). Vote share and transfers play no
role in the citation of local issues.

Most other determinants are insignificant, except for
two control variables. All else equal, male delegates are
7% less likely than female representatives to use the
term “constituency” in their speeches. This result holds
even after taking into account career, party status, and
competitiveness of the district. Why female delegates
demonstrate a closer connection to voters is certainly
a question for further research. Second, provinces with
higher-quality infrastructure are less likely to cite local
problems in their speeches, presumably because they
have less need for central assistance.

Career fixed effects for local representation differ
dramatically from the previous models. Not surpris-
ingly, the most active proponents of local issues are
local government officials and provincial representa-
tives of the VFF. However, private entrepreneurs and
lawyers—although willing to ask critical questions of
the regime—do not do so in the name of local con-
stituents. This suggests that these delegates may be
representing functional constituencies rather than a
specific geographic constituency.

CONCLUSION

The evidence from our analysis of query sessions gives
us the first, delegate-level analysis of the cooptation
theory for authoritarian parliaments. We show that
voices from outside the central leadership do win
seats to the parliament and that these delegates hail
from different geographic areas and functional back-
grounds, providing strong evidence for the theory’s mi-
crologic. Regarding geographic representation, a sub-
stantial majority of the delegates are local government
and party officials, whose interests may not be aligned
with the central leadership. Similarly, many delegates
have careers in a range of functional areas that do not

19 Unfortunately, the total percentage of local (17%) and con-
stituency (20%) queries provides too little variance in the second-
stage dependent variable to yield precise estimates with a two-step
Heckman selection test.
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TABLE 6. Testing Local Representativeness in Vietnamese Query Sessions (Determinants of the Proportion of Time Local Issues or the
Term Constitutency Were Cited in Questions)

Percentage of Critical Questions (ln) Percentage of Times “Constituency” Cited (ln)

Baseline FE Interact Zero Count Baseline FE Interact Zero Count
Independent/Dependent (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

Central-nominated candidate −0.0527∗∗ −0.0457∗∗ −0.0134 −0.0887 0.334 −0.0334 −0.0235 0.0122 0.1444 0.227
(0.0210) (0.0215) (0.0200) (0.0864) (0.550) (0.0254) (0.0263) (0.0261) (0.1490) (0.490)

Full-time member 0.0814∗∗∗ 0.0812∗∗∗ 0.1131∗∗∗ 0.0991 1.608∗∗∗ 0.0867∗∗∗ 0.0864∗∗∗ 0.1222∗∗∗ 0.1041 1.399∗∗∗
(0.0220) (0.0222) (0.0343) (0.0636) (0.330) (0.0268) (0.0269) (0.0422) (0.0769) (0.261)

Vote share in 2007 election −0.0007 −0.0006 −0.0007 −0.0012 −0.016 −0.0006 −0.0005 −0.0006 −0.0033 −0.019
(0.0013) (0.0013) (0.0012) (0.0039) (0.013) (0.0014) (0.0014) (0.0013) (0.0038) (0.014)

Central-nominated ∗ fulltime −0.0770∗ 0.0418 −1.220∗∗ −0.0856 −0.1178 −0.892
(0.0459) (0.1211) (0.607) (0.0576) (0.1945) (0.607)

Age (years) 0.0001 0.0001 −0.0003 −0.0013 0.002 0.0003 0.0003 −0.0003 −0.0023 0.020
(0.0011) (0.0011) (0.0010) (0.0034) (0.020) (0.0016) (0.0016) (0.0016) (0.0046) (0.021)

Male 0.0109 0.0106 0.0102 0.0888∗ 0.336 −0.0677∗∗ −0.0682∗∗ −0.0688∗∗ −0.1011 −0.380
(0.0204) (0.0203) (0.0178) (0.0445) (0.354) (0.0329) (0.0329) (0.0300) (0.0747) (0.244)

Education 0.0168 0.0173 0.0176 0.0563 0.178 0.0214∗ 0.0222∗ 0.0225∗ 0.0749∗ 0.219
(0.0122) (0.0121) (0.0121) (0.0414) (0.166) (0.0121) (0.0121) (0.0126) (0.0379) (0.139)

South of 17th parallel 0.0100 0.0085 0.0102 0.0491 0.368 −0.0057 −0.0079 −0.0060 −0.0370 0.170
(0.0167) (0.0165) (0.0186) (0.0451) (0.332) (0.0332) (0.0338) (0.0303) (0.0726) (0.347)

Party member −0.0006 0.0007 0.0016 0.0007 −0.288 0.0208 0.0230 0.0246 0.1509 0.234
(0.0185) (0.0182) (0.0182) (0.0560) (0.429) (0.0284) (0.0283) (0.0308) (0.0920) (0.368)

Incumbent −0.0042 −0.0052 −0.0064 −0.0307 −0.052 −0.0002 −0.0016 −0.0028 −0.0180 −0.079
(0.0192) (0.0194) (0.0190) (0.0541) (0.262) (0.0199) (0.0199) (0.0225) (0.0534) (0.224)

Population (millions) −0.0030 −0.0031 −0.0028 −0.0092 −0.064 0.0055 0.0055 0.0059 0.0167 −0.111
(0.0042) (0.0042) (0.0058) (0.0149) (0.125) (0.0082) (0.0083) (0.0082) (0.0222) (0.105)

Central transfers/provinical revenue −0.0001 −0.0001 −0.0001 −0.0000 −0.003 −0.0002 −0.0002 −0.0003∗ −0.0007 −0.005∗
(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0005) (0.002) (0.0002) (0.0002) (0.0001) (0.0006) (0.003)

Proportion of roads with asphalt −0.0438 −0.0463 −0.0485 −0.1016 −1.138∗ −0.0374 −0.0409 −0.0426 −0.0407 −0.457
(0.0372) (0.0366) (0.0429) (0.1001) (0.640) (0.0660) (0.0683) (0.0589) (0.1425) (0.702)

Secondary school graduates −0.0000 −0.0001 −0.0001 −0.0004 −0.002 −0.0014 −0.0016 −0.0016 −0.0063 −0.019
(0.0006) (0.0006) (0.0007) (0.0026) (0.012) (0.0011) (0.0011) (0.0012) (0.0041) (0.014)

Constant 0.0912 0.0973 0.1218 0.2348 −0.136 0.2401∗ 0.2489∗ 0.2779∗ 0.9326 0.789
(0.0850) (0.0850) (0.0880) (0.3557) (1.512) (0.1391) (0.1376) (0.1597) (0.6005) (1.366)

Career fixed effects No Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes

N 483 483 483 153 496 484 484 484 154 496
R squared 0.0623 0.0656 0.0873 0.1077 0.0914 0.0573 0.0615 0.0723 0.1020 0.0862
Root mean squared error 0.176 0.176 0.178 0.284 0.767 0.224 0.224 0.2283 0.347 0.873
Log likelihood −280.3 −327.9
Chi2 3319 63.75

Note: Ordinary least squares regression with robust standard errors, clustered at provincial level, in parentheses.
∗∗∗p < .01, ∗∗p < .05, ∗p < .1.
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rely on central authorities for success, such as private
business, education, medicine, and law.

Within these groupings, we find that particular types
of delegates demonstrate greater responsiveness to un-
derlying constituents. Most dramatically, full-time del-
egates nominated at the local level achieve the highest
ratings for responsiveness, no matter what measure is
used. These delegates are the most willing to challenge
the government and ask questions of local concern.
Delegates more closely associated with the central
VCP leadership are far less likely to speak. These
findings provide evidence that elections can be used
to identify advocates for outside groups, whereas par-
liaments provide them with some policy influence. As
additional evidence of cooptation, we find that non-
party members, southern delegates, and those from
provinces not receiving central transfers, precisely the
actors who would be expected to be most independent
of the VCP, tend to be more active and critical. Our data
also show that, similar to democratic systems, increased
electoral competitiveness enhances the likelihood that
a delegate will respond to constituent demands.

Our findings have further relevance for the claims
of cooptation theorists that parliaments are a useful
forum for the airing of social demands in a controlled
manner. In this article, we show that the VCP leader-
ship has control of the parliamentary rules that create
needling (phê phán) or silent (nodding) delegates. By
increasing the local control over nominations, electoral
competitiveness, and number of full-time delegates,
regime leaders can increase the amount of responsive
parliamentary delegates. If the regime wants to reduce
the level of assertiveness in query sessions, however,
it can simply place more restrictions along these
dimensions.

As a result, the high number of nonspeakers in the
VNA illustrates how cooptation is constrained to take
place without threatening regime control or stability.
Active and critical delegates are always swamped nu-
merically by those dependent on the regime. Non-
speakers can be relied on to block dangerous initiatives
or push through votes that are critical to VCP elites. Be-
cause parliamentary and electoral rules are ultimately
regime decisions, these findings provide tentative evi-
dence that their use to constrain the power of poten-
tially dangerous delegates is the intention of regime
leaders. Although more archival research is necessary
to prove this point satisfactorily, our analysis provides
insight into how regimes may use institutional design
to parameterize the effectiveness of policy cooptation.
Depending on its needs, an authoritarian regime may
choose parliamentary rules that augment or constrain
the proportion of needling delegates.
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