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The Fear
of Supporting
Political Reform

Laura Paler, Leslie Marshall, and Sami Atallah

Executive Summary

This brief examines the extent to which people are willing to
support political reform in Lebanon. Using a randomized petition
experiment with 2,496 citizens across the country, it is
demonstrated that, although people wish to abolish the
confessional political system, they are less willing to express

that publicly. This is largely due to fear of being sanctioned by
their family members, community, and political leaders. Looking at
various socio-economic groups, lower income citizens—Tlike their
upper income compatriots—do not support sectarian politics.
However, the former is less willing to take public political action.
Concerning confessional groups, Christians express more support
for confessional politics than their Sunni and Shia counterparts
but Sunnis are less likely than other confessional groups to take
public action. The study suggests that an effort to effect change
would either need to target those who are less fearful of voicing
support for reform or would need to reduce the level of fear among
sections of Lebanese society that otherwise would support reform.
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Introduction
Since Lebanon's elections in June 2009, the country’s political elite has not
addressed a series of socio-economic challenges facing the country. Not only
have they failed to create jobs or manage the Syrian refugee crisis, they have
also failed to address more fundamental issues such as producing an adequate
amount of electricity, ensuring sufficient water supply to the country’s
residents, maintaining road networks, and providing solid internet connections
for the population. This of course leaves aside broader issues such as the rising
cost of education and healthcare. Their failure to address challenges facing
citizens and ensure their well-being was epitomized by the 2015 garbage
crisis, when trash was left on streets across greater Beirut as a result of the
. political leadership’s inability
The electoral system has provided |, .4 5 solution on how
no incentive for political parties to best to collect and dispose of
serve citizens "ast®-

While this state of affairs
has been worsening for years, political elites have not bothered to improve
public services. This is largely due to the practice of confessional politics and
the electoral system, which has provided no incentive for political parties to
serve citizens. With a majoritarian electoral system in place and frequent
gerrymandering, political elites have been able to influence electoral outcomes

1 using clientelistic tools as well as sectarian rhetoric.? Furthermore, the electoral
Lebanor's electoral system was system is embedded in a power sharing system under which political institutions
governed by a majoritarian : ) o i

system until June 2017, when are allocated to various confessional groups. This is best illustrated by the
the parliament adopted a division of top positions in the executive and legislative branches, where the
proportional representation ] : o )

system with preferential presidency, the speaker of the house, and the prime ministership are reserved

voting. for the Maronite, Shiite, and Sunni communities, respectively. In addition,

parliamentary seats are equally divided between Christians and Muslims

. . . and sub-divided to various
While the system is built denominations. Consequently,

on confessional representation, it has resources are proportionally
produced little in the way of shared actoss these groups,

tabilit failing to take into account
accountability people’s needs. While the

system is built on confessional representation, it has produced little in the
way of accountability.

Against this background, this brief seeks to identify the level of support
among citizens for reforming the political system and abolishing confessional
politics. Although on the surface this may seem like a straightforward exercise,
it is more complex, as people may falsify their true feelings. People may support
their sectarian group in public because it is socially and politically correct
do so and out of fear of losing material benefits they receive from confessional
leaders to whom they are beholden at the ballot box. On the other hand, they
may pretend to support political reform because it is the ‘right’ thing to say
under certain conditions while they actually prefer supporting their respective
confessional groups.
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Using an opinion survey will not allow one to unpack these two types of
persuasions or convictions on the part of Lebanese citizens. Therefore, this study
employed an experimental method using petitions. In other words, the study’s
authors attempted to measure preference falsification under which people may
misrepresent what they believe ,
due to some public/social pressure, *** the study’s authors attempted to
This was done by examining both Mmeasure preference falsification under
the extent of private support for ywhich people may misrepresent what

reform and the willingness of . . .
Lebanese citizens to make that they believe due to some public/social

position public. pressure

Designing the experimental survey

The study upon which this brief is based employs the use of a petition
experiment in which respondents were invited to sign a petition at the end
of a nationally representative face-to-face survey conducted with 2,496
citizens across the country in winter 2016. The drafted petition calls for
abolishing confessional politics, dropping the sectarian division of power,
exercising accountability, reducing the role of sectarian political parties, and
ensuring that revenues are spent based on need and priorities (refer to the
box for the full text of the petition).

Cross Sectarian Petition for System Change in Lebanon
We, the undersigned, demand that a constitutive entity be formed and tasked
with radically revising the political structure in such a way that confessionalism
is phased out and the nation’s interests are put ahead of sectarian, regional,
and personal interests. We specifically call for:

1. Abolishing confessional politics in accordance with the Lebanese consti-
tutional amendment, which states that: ‘The abolition of political confes-
sionalism shall be a basic national goal and shall be achieved according to
a staged plan.

2. Dropping the sectarian division of power and positions for the three heads
of state as well as eliminating quotas related to the parliament, government
positions, public servant jobs, the judiciary, and the military.

3. Holding accountable, based on sound mechanisms for investigation and
fair trial, individuals (including leaders and politicians) who are proven
guilty of crimes and mismanagement of public resources.

4. Reducing the influence of sectarian parties and encouraging the emergence
of programmatic parties that organize along economic interests and need-
based development.

5. Ensuring that revenue and services from the state - including all future
revenue associated with oil and gas - are allocated on the basis of need
and priorities for economic development and not the basis of traditional
confessional politics. This means that no MP, political party, or Zaim should
dictate the allocation of public funds nor directly receive any income from
public resources.
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Our survey method ensured that a random group of Lebanese citizens
representing the entire population of Lebanon—including all confessional
and regional backgrounds—would have the opportunity to sign.

All participants in the study were invited to sign the same petition, but
the brief’s authors randomly varied whether participants received a “public’ or
‘private’ version. In the private version, signatories were only asked to provide
their age, confession, and electoral district. In the public version, they also
were asked to provide their name. In both cases, participants were informed

2 - that the petitions would be shared with their party and confessional leaders.?

gf n?\{?ﬁﬁ:?ﬁg&ﬁg%ﬁi: It may seem unusual to solicit support for reform through a petition that

https://drive.google.com/ope contains no actual names (the ‘private’ version), but there is good reason to
21d=

Miﬁ:gﬁﬁgggzzmwnb think that more people in Lebanon support an alternative to sectarianism

than are willing to admit so publicly. By randomly assigning participants to

either the public or the private version of the petition and then comparing

. . . response rates, it is possible

Lower levels of signing 1in the to estimate not only the level

public than in the private version are of true support for reform

interpreted as evidence that people but also get a sense of how

. many people would like to
want reform and systemic change, .+ and reatize change

but fear taking pIIbllC political action but are reluctant to say so
on the issue orenty

The analysis focuses on

whether, given the opportunity, participants signed the ‘public’ or ‘private’

version of the petition. Lower levels of signing in the public than in the

private version are interpreted as evidence that people want reform and

systemic change, but fear taking public political action on the issue. Using

other measures adapted from questions in the face-to-face survey, it is possible

to understand how different types of social pressure—such as that from

. . politicians, family, and the
There is a high level of support for broader community—affects

reforming the status quo as 70% of ine decision to sign the
respondents in the sample were willing petition. The following sec-

. exe . . tion attempts to determine
to sign the petition in private whether willingness to sign

in public varies by key demographic characteristics, for instance by gender,
by income level, and by confession.

How much support is there for reform?

The results of the survey demonstrate a desire for reform but there are key
variations based on one’s own confessional community as well as their socio-
economic status.

People do want reform ...
There is a high level of support for reforming the status quo as 70% of
respondents in the sample were willing to sign the petition in private. In
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other words, they want to abolish confessional politics as proclaimed in the
Taef Accord, drop sectarian divisions of power, hold leaders accountable, reduce
the influence of sectarian parties and encourage the emergence of programmatic
parties, and ensure that revenues from the state, including those from petroleum
revenues, are allocated on the basis of need and priorities for economic
development and not on basis of traditional and confessional politics.

... but they fear being socially sanctioned
However, high support for reform drops by 20 percentage points (to 50%)
when such support is made public, suggesting fear of social sanctioning reduced
willingness to take public political action. In other words, making support
public is costly, which effectively leads to a reduction in willingness to take Z‘f . L,
I o . : ’ ear of social sanctioning
public political action despite private support. People want change but they index was created using three
: : pre-treatment survey questions:
are fearful of expressing that publicly. "How difficult would it be to

The drop is largely due to fear of social sanctioning, measured by the fact do something that you
wanted to do that did not

that they find it difficult to favor a policy or course of action that does not align S S
. o . . ) . align with the opinions of
with those of political leaders, family, friends, or a confessional community.? [your sectarian or political
The effect of public disclosure varies for those with ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ teader/your family, friends or
; o oo o > neighbors/or your confessional
fears of social sanctioning. Public disclosure significantly reduced petition community]?’

signing for everyone, including those with lower social costs. Specifically,

making petition signings public . . . o

reduced participation by 16 Public disclosure significantly reduced
percentage points for those petition signing for everyone,

with below median fear of social  jpcluding those with lower social costs
sanctioning. Yet, for those who

were more fearful of social sanctioning by their sectarian groups, public
disclosure reduced participation by 24 percentage points—a significant eight
percentage point difference.

In fact, all those who find it difficult to express their opinion that is not
in congruence with their political leader, family, friends, and neighbors, and
broader sectarian community are less willing to sign the petition for reform.

Support for confessional policies is sustained by pressure from family
and friends, confessional leaders and one's confessional community
There is clear evidence that public disclosure had a significant effect on
reducing participation for those who feared disagreeing with their family and
friends, leaders, and confessional community. More precisely, looking at the
three mechanisms, which are all significant, the following can be determined

(figure 1):

m Making a petition signing public reduced participation by 17 percentage
points for those who were less afraid of sanctioning by sectarian leaders
and by 10 percentage points more for those who were more afraid, a
significant point difference.

m Making a petition signing public reduced participation by 16 percentage
points for those who were less afraid of sanctioning by a sectarian community
and by 24 percentage points for those who were more afraid, a significant
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9 percentage point difference.

m Making a petition signing public reduced participation by 14 percentage
points for those who were less afraid of sanctioning (below median fear of
social sanctioning) by family, friends, and neighbors and by 28 percentage
points for those who were more afraid (above median fear of social sanc-
tioning), a significant 14 percentage point difference.

Figure 1
Effects of public disclosure on petition signings

Main Treatment effect
Public petition (versus private) —_——

Fear Sanctionning (Index)
No —
Yes —
Difference L4

Fear Sanctionning by Elites
No ——
Yes @
Difference L

Fear Sanctionning by Family

No - &
Yes . J——
Difference ®

Fear Sanctionning by Community

No —_—
Yes . S—
Difference ®
Percentage Points Difference -40 -30 -20 -10 0 10

While public disclosure reduced participation for both men and women,
there is little evidence of a differential effect by gender (figure 2).

Lower income Lebanese do not support sectarian politics but are less
willing to take public political action

The evidence suggests that public disclosure had a bigger effect on reducing
participation for lower income groups compared to upper income ones. For
instance, results for the sample suggest that public disclosure caused a greater

. . divergence between public
The evidence suggests that public e P
and private behavior for

disclosure had a bigger effect on those with lower incomes (25
reducing participation for lower income Ppercentage points) compared

r mpared t ¢ income ones o those with higher incomes
groups comparea to upper Heome ONES 17 percentage points). This

difference of eight percentage points is nearly significant at the 95% confidence
level (figure 2). Interestingly, while one might expect lower-income individuals
to support confessional politics more because they benefit the most from
sectarian-based clientelism, results in the private condition show that this is
not the case. The rate of signing in the private condition appears to be about
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the same for lower- and upper-income individuals, whereas public disclosure
makes the poor significantly less willing to express that preference. Importantly,
these findings indicate that the effects of public disclosure are greatest for a
group that could benefit the most from systemic reform but is also the most
vulnerable to being cut off from sectarian benefits.

Figure 2
Effects of public disclosure on petition signings across socio-economic
cleavages, confessional groups, and gender

Main Treatment effect
Public petition (versus private) ——
By Wealth Status (Index)
Rich ——
Poor —_——
Difference —_—
Christian
Sunnis and Shia ——
Christian —_——
Difference ®
Sunnis
Christian and Shia ——
Sunnis —— @———
Difference @
Shia
Christian and Sunnis ——
Shia L
Difference @
By Gender
Men - S—
Women —
Difference [ B
Percentage Points Difference -40 -30 -20 -10 0 10

Christians are more likely to support confessional politics on average,
Sunnis are least likely to take public action
In investigating variation by confessional group, there was a particular focus
on whether public disclosure has a bigger effect on Christians because they
stand to lose the most from confessional system reform. In fact, Christians
are less likely to sign the petition in private than Sunnis or Shias—only 56%
signed in private compared to 84% for Shias and 82% for Sunnis. This is
consistent with the notion that system reform would potentially be more
harmful to Christian interests, as, for example, Christians hold half of the
seats in parliament despite constituting roughly one-third of the population.
In terms of the effect of signing a petition that is made public, Sunni
support for reform drops significantly. More specifically, the evidence suggests
that public disclosure reduced petition signing by 19 percentage points for
Christians, 18 percentage points for Shia, and 29 percentage points for Sunnis
(all significant). The 13 percentage point difference between Sunnis and all
others in the population (including minority sects) is very significant. One
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possible explanation for this pattern is that many Sunnis perceive their
community as facing a serious threat to their sectarian status at present due
to a number of changes in recent years, including the war in Syria, a collapse
in support from Saudi Arabia, a weakening sectarian party, and a rise in
Shia strength. This brief’s
conclusions are consistent

petition in private than Sunnis or with a narrative in which

Shia—only 56% signed in private
compared to 84% for Shias and 82%
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many Sunnis might be disaf-
fected by the status quo but
. remain reluctant to admit so
for Sunnis publicly.
Concluding remarks

The study shows that public political action can be socially costly and that
it has effects across sectarian and socio-economic cleavages. By administering
a survey in an experimental manner, a number of conclusions were reached:
In general, Lebanese people support reform and a change from the status quo
in the country as pertains to confessional allotments of political positions as
well as holding the country’s leaders to account. Despite generally widespread
support for such reform, considerably fewer people would publicly support such
reforms, primarily as a result of fear. Such fears are fostered and amplified
by various, related actors including family and friends, sectarian leaders, and
one’s own confessional community. Socio-economic status and sectarian
affiliation also affect the level of fear that one has regarding public support
for reform. This suggests that an effort to effect change would either need
to target those who are less fearful of voicing support for reform or would
need to reduce the level of fear among those sections of Lebanese society
that otherwise would support reform.
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