
Popular Reactions To External Threats in Federations

Sandra León∗

Amuitz Garmendia Madariaga†‡

May 30, 2020

Working Paper (Version 1)

Abstract

Exogenous threats pose a formidable coordination challenge to federations, as they compel govern-

ments at all levels to cooperate to prevent a collective risk. As the vertical fragmentation of powers

complicates a coordinated response, we here argue that the central government becomes the focal

point of the solution. In search of a more effective response against the threat, citizens coordi-

nate their preferences around the centralization of authority boundaries in the federation. We test

this argument using an on-line survey experiment in Spain, a country where the threat caused by

COVID-19 has operated on top of non-negligible internal threats. The empirical analysis shows

that exposure to vertical coordination failures prompt citizens to support a centralized redrawing

of authority boundaries, though this effect is importantly conditioned by respondents’ ideology and

territorial preferences. Our findings suggest that shocks may represent turning points for the stability

of federations, as citizens demands for a redrawing of authority might be followed by beneficial or

opportunistic adjustments of authority.
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“The most important forces of a political, or psychological, order which serve as efficient agents in the

creation of federation are fear, a calculated expectation of advantage, and a response to some unifying

ideal or myth. Of these three, the most important motivation is probably fear. Fear may develop from

direct attempts at intimidation, or from a sustained and profound feeling of insecurity.”

– Maddox (1941, 1122)

1 Introduction

The outbreak of the COVID-19 has shaken federal governance around the world.1 Some governments

have temporarily chosen to re-centralize certain powers, such as Switzerland or Spain, and in most

federations intergovernmental conflict on when and how to emerge after the shutdowns has ensued. In

the midst of the crisis, the President of the United States, Donald Trump, claimed “total authority over

state decisions” in the pandemic,2 whereas in Brazil, state governors rose up against Jair Bolsonaro’s

inactivity by imposing their own measures to close businesses, schools and public spaces.3 Even in the

quintessential model of cooperative federalism, the German chancellor Angela Merkel warned early on

in the pandemic against a “passing the buck” dynamic: “Federalism is not there so people can push away

responsibility. It is there so that everyone takes responsibility in their area.” Coronavirus represents

the greatest threat to states since the World War II and the most formidable coordination challenge

for federal structures. Yet threat lies at the core of the federal momentum, as fear has been the most

powerful driving force of federalism.

Federal entities have emerged out of different types of perils, but all of them have prompted political

elites to consider that giving authority up, either upwards (to a centralized government) or downwards

(to new regional units) was less costly than the realization of the specific threat. For instance, in coming-

together federations, the centralization of authority into a federal union is explained by the existence

of an external military (Riker, 1964) or economic (Dikshit, 1971; Garrett and Rodden, 2006) threat;

whereas in holding-together federations (Stepan, 1999), the devolution of powers to subcentral units is

the result of internal ethno-regional heterogeneity (Birch, 1966) or even ethnic conflict or secessionist

1See OECD’s “The Territorial Impact of COVID-19: Managing the Crisis across levels of Government”
2POLITICO, 2020/04/13: “Trump claims total authority over state decisions”
3The Guardian, 2020/04/01: “Bolsonaro ignored by state governors”
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challenges (Amoretti and Bermeo, 2004).

Once established, federal contracts do not remain stable over time. Centripetal or centrifugal dynam-

ics may develop, challenging the equilibrium in which the stability of a federation is grounded and that

Bednar (2008) defines as ‘federal robustness’: a balance between a federal government powerful enough

to ensure redistribution and macroeconomic stability but not too powerful to encroach upon subcentral

authority; and a set of subcentral units with sufficient authority to accrue the benefits of decentralized

governance but not too independent to free-ride on the collective goods (Riker, 1964). Changes in the

distribution of powers within federations have been mostly accounted for in the literature as the result of

political dynamics where party systems, coordination among elites and electoral strategies play a funda-

mental role (Filippov, Ordeshook and Shvetsova, 2004). Yet the study of the impact of external shocks

either of a short-term (economic crisis) or long-term nature (globalization) has lagged behind (Beramendi

and Rogers, 2019; Beramendi and Stegmueller, 2020; Garrett and Rodden, 2006; Jurado and León, 2020).

The literature also exhibits a bias towards elite bargaining and party competition when accounting for

adjustment in the distribution of authority between central and state governments, whereas, with the

exception of secessionist popular movements (Muñoz and Tormos, 2020), the role of public preferences

and demands for changes in authority boundaries has been overlooked.

This paper purports to fill this literature gap by providing a better understanding of the impact of

an external shock - the sanitary threat caused by the COVID-19 pandemic - upon citizens’ preferences

towards vertical distribution of authority in federations. We argue that the sanitary threat pose a

formidable coordination challenge in federations. By signaling cooperation as a crucial mechanism to

prevent collective risk, threats turn intergovernmental relations into a salient issue for citizens. As the

vertical fragmentation of powers complicates a coordinated response, the central government becomes

the focal point of the solution. In search of a more effective response against the threat, individuals

will demand a stronger role of the central government, that is, an entity that is organizationally able to

coordinate smaller autonomous jurisdictions to avoid “anarchy” (Madison, Federalist Papers n. 51). We

also expect this centralizing drift to be moderated by the existing dimensions of political competition in

a federation.

We explore this question in one of the most affected countries during this crisis: Spain. In this quasi-
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federation, 4 the external threat caused by the pandemic has operated on top of the internal threats

posed by the various regional level incumbent pro-independence parties, for instance, in the Basque

Country and Catalonia. In this sense, Spain represents a least likely case scenario for our theoretical

argument, as the potential centralizing drift associated to an external shock might be moderated by

internal threats that push the distribution of authority in the opposite direction. Drawing on an on-line

survey experiment analysis, our paper shows that exposure to vertical coordination failures in the context

of a particularly salient external threat prompt citizens to support a centralized redrawing of authority

boundaries.

Accordingly, it speaks to what probably represents the most important theoretical question in the

area of federal studies: federal stability and its main drivers. One of the most important challenges

in this sense is a poor match between the distribution of authority in a federation and its needs and

potential (Bednar, 2008); a shortcoming that might become particularly evident when the federation is

exposed to an external threat. The distribution of authority might adapt after the shock, but little is

known about whether these changes are prompted by (or aligned with) a change in citizens’ preferences

over authority boundaries. In fact, we demonstrate that the mentioned average treatment effect in our

experiment is significantly conditioned by respondents’ political preferences regarding ideology and their

overall territorial preferences. This paper contributes to shed some light into this question by theorizing

on popular reactions to external threats in federations and showing that shocks open an opportunity for

a centralizing drift. Our findings suggest that shocks may represent turning points for the stability of a

federation and, ultimately, a test for its safeguards if citizens demands for a redrawing of authority are

followed by opportunistic adjustments of authority.

4According to (Bednar, 2008, 18), a country is quasi-federal if it meets two of the following three structural criteria:
“1. Geopolitical Division: The territory is divided into mutually exclusive units, and their existence, is constitutionally
recognized and may not be unilaterally abolished. 2. Independence: The state and national governments have independent
bases of authority. In general, this independence is established constitutionally through electoral independence, where each
government is held accountable to its constituents, although nondemocratic forms of independence may be available. 3.
Direct Governance: Authority is shared between the state and the national governments: each governs its citizens directly,
so that each citizen is governed by at least two authorities. Each level of government is sovereign in at least one policy
realm. This policy sovereignty is constitutionally declared.” Spain fails to meet requirement 1, since the structure of its
regional geopolitical divisions are absent of the constitutional text.
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2 Exogenous Threats and Federal Centralization

External threats have often been deemed as one of the most “efficient agents in the creation of a fed-

eration” (Maddox, 1941, 1122). According to Riker (1964, 12), two necessary conditions have always

been present in all the empirical cases of federal bargains since 1786, including the United States: 1)

the expansion condition and 2) the military condition. The first one refers to those politicians offer-

ing the federal bargain and speaks to their willingness to exchange concessions to constituent units for

territorial expansion, “usually either to meet an external military or diplomatic threat or to prepare for

military or diplomatic aggression and aggrandizement.” The second one characterizes the behavior of

those politicians accepting the bargain; that is, their willingness to “give up some independence for the

sake of union and they do so because of some external military-diplomatic threat or opportunity.” Dikshit

(1971, 189) questions Riker’s military interpretation of federal constitutions by suggesting that rather

than necessary, the mentioned predispositions are absent in the origin of modern examples of centralized

federations. Yet, he does not deny the power of external challenges in the origin of federal bargains. On

the contrary, he praises modern centralized federations as complex structures born to deliver centralized

national planning in the new global context of large-scale industrialized economies.

The First Generation of Fiscal Federalism (FGFF) developed this idea thoroughly: federalism was

thought to combine the different advantages which result “from the magnitude and the littleness of na-

tions” (Tocqueville, 1835). Oates’ (1972) ‘Decentralization Theorem’ is based on two assumptions (Oates,

1999, 1121): on the one hand, decentralized levels of government have a unique capacity to tailor the

provision of goods and services to the particular preferences and circumstances of their constituencies;

on the other hand, central governments have a basic macroeconomic stabilization responsibility, which,

in the presence of highly open economies, implies redistributing income to avoid horizontal fiscal imbal-

ances, controlling monetary and exchange rate prerogatives and their fiscal stimuli, and providing those

public goods, like national defense, that become efficient under the economies of scale or greater coor-

dination. Public Choice scholars re-examined the normative conception of governments as ‘benevolent

planners’ underlying FGFF theories. Authors under this approach emphasized instead that governments

had a natural tendency towards excess, capture and overspending and correspondingly, supported de-

centralized decision-making in federations, as a small jurisdiction-based competition for fiscally efficient
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policy delivery (Brennan and Buchanan, 1980). However, none of these critics challenge the potential

stabilizing power of centralized federations when facing external threats.

Quite the contrary, there seems to be an agreement on the fact that globalization has made coun-

tries more vulnerable to external shocks and thus that macroeconomic stabilization and interregional

risk sharing via the enhancement of central government’s fiscal authority continue to be the most suit-

able choices for federations under the mentioned circumstances (Garrett and Rodden, 2006, 278). For

instance, a recent study in 21 OECD countries finds that, in the years following the Great Recession,

fiscally decentralized nations, given their weaker redistributive mechanisms, saw increased interpersonal

inequality and lower redistribution, while preserving market-driven declines in high productivity areas

that increased regional convergence (Beramendi and Rogers, 2019). Probably as a way of preemptively

tackling this empirical regularity, in the aftermath of the Great Recession, several economically advanced

federations and quasi-federations went through reforms that led to the establishment of limits to sub-

national units’ debt5, the recentralization of certain policy areas6 or the rationalization of the number

of jurisdictions in a certain territory7. Moreover, the literature on the breakup of nations (Alesina and

Spolaore, 1997; Alesina, Spolaore and Wacziarg, 2000) has established that growing international trade

provides regions or constitutive units with a substitute for the scale benefits of being part of a large

country, lowering their exit costs and thus increasing their likelihood of secession. This potential effect

seems particularly challenging for those federations that are subject to large centrifugal forces (Bakke

and Wibbels, 2006; Kymlicka, 2005; Sambanis and Milanovic, 2014). In fact, as a way of buying out

powerful regions against their exit options (de Figueiredo Jr and Weingast, 2005), another recent study

shows that there is a strong and positive empirical relationship between economic globalization and

decentralization in countries with a high presence of regionalist parties (Jurado and León, 2020).

Birch (1966) was the first to present internal threats as equally relevant necessary conditions in the

origin of some federal bargains. He identified instances in which the divisive characteristics of the po-

litical and ethno-religious geographic makeup of a territory make federations alternative institutional

choices to unions (Amoretti and Bermeo, 2004; Ziblatt, 2006). As Stepan (1999) emphasizes, top-down

5In the summer of 2011, the two major political parties in Spain (PSOE and PP) agreed on an express reform of the
Constitution that limited de jure Spanish debt, by linking it to its GDP, and that had direct consequences for the borrowing
autonomy of its regions.

6See Beramendi and Stegmueller (2020) for more on this issue.
7For instance, while France went through a territorial transformation that reduced the number of regions from 22 to 13

in 2016, a similar reform was rejected in Renzi’s Constitutional Reform Referendum that same year in Italy.
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or holding-together federations include much of the twentieth century trend towards decentralization of

authority worldwide. Obviously, these federations or quasi-federations (Bednar, 2008) are different if we

take into account who holds the agenda-setting power. In bottom-up or coming-together federations,

“the constituent states design the federation and will attempt to choose institutions that capture the rents

for themselves”, whereas, in top-down or holding-together federalism, “the central government controls

the design and will bias institutions in its favor ” (de Figueiredo Jr and Weingast, 2005, 128). Interest-

ingly, the latter federations coexist with both types of potential threats, which represent centripetal and

centrifugal sources of stress for the system, resulting in an evidently more unstable federal contract.

3 The Popular Roots of Federations

As it appears, most of the academic research on the origin and evolution of federal bargains is largely

elite focused and has revolved around federal institutional design, change and derived macroeconomic

outcomes. To the extent to which elites are partisan in democracies, federal institutions alone do not have

a significant impact on the stability of the federal bargain, and it is the structure of the political parties

and their interests the ones shaping the statu quo (Filippov, Ordeshook and Shvetsova, 2004; Riker,

1964). Consequently, the Second Generation of Fiscal Federalism (SGFF) has taken more seriously than

previous approaches the role of preference aggregation through voting and lobbying in accounting for

the stability and change in federations (Amat and Falcó-Gimeno, 2014; Beramendi, 2012; Dixit and

Londregan, 1996; Gibson, Calvo and Falleti, 2004; Inman and Rubinfeld, 1997; Oates, 2005; Qian and

Weingast, 1997; Rodden, 2006; Rodden and Wibbels, 2002; Wibbels, 2005).

Still, studies on the role of public’s preferred vertical distribution of authority in the stability and

change of federations are scarce in the literature (Kincaid and Cole, 2011, 2015) and they have been typ-

ically indirectly approximated through the analysis of party strategies in a second (territorial) dimension

of electoral competition (Toubeau and Wagner, 2015)8, particularly in countries where this second di-

mension is relatively salient (Alonso, 2012; Dandoy and Schakel, 2013; Elias, Szöcsik and Zuber, 2015)9.

8Toubeau andWagner’s (2015) findings suggest that parties on the economic right are more supportive of decentralization
than parties on the economic left, while culturally liberal parties favor decentralization more than culturally conservative
parties, although contextual factors such as interregional economic inequality, the degree of regional self-rule, or the presence
of regionalist parties, all shape the position of these parties when determining the territorial distribution of power.

9Drawing on the increasing trend towards decentralization in several holding-together federations and quasi-federations,
a corpus of studies on territorial politics has identified the centrifugal stress to which state-wide parties are exposed when
competing against especially strong, electorally successful, regional parties (Amat and Falcó-Gimeno, 2014; Massetti and

7



Federations with a salient territorial dimension have electorates that show an active and politized posi-

tion about the statu quo form of the state and the potential alternative vertical distributions of authority

(Pardos-Prado and Sagarzazu, 2019).

The scant literature on citizens’ attitudes towards the federal bargain contrasts with Madison’s con-

cerns on public approval. In Federalist 46, he wondered which level of government “will have the advan-

tage with regard to the predilection and support of the people”. Wheare (1946, 36) also emphasized that

federal polity’s constituent political communities must have “the capacity as well as the desire to form

an independent general government and to form independent regional governments”. More generally, a

large part of the existing contemporary theories on the promise of federalism are democratic, and thus

rest in the assumption of politics representing citizens’ preferences. As Bednar points out, the role of

citizens’ attitudes towards federal and state authority boundaries is specially relevant when federations

experience shifts in the distribution of authority, as they often do. Should centripetal or centrifugal

dynamics ensue in a federation, we should expect popular support to play a significant role in accounting

for the changing nature of the federal bargain, either as a specific driver of the reforms, or as a safeguard

to prevent authority adjustments to result in opportunistic transgressions (2008, 107).

Exploring the role of citizens in supporting the federal bargain is particularly intriguing when feder-

ations are exposed to a threat. Even the most resilient federation might not be immune to an external

shock; the latter may uncover flaws in federal design or a mismatch between the existing distribution of

authority and the federation’s needs. Federations may react by adapting authority distribution in the

fight against the shock (Bednar, 2008, 14-15). Yet little is known on popular reactions to these threats.

We ignore whether federal adjustment is prompted by – or at least aligned with – a change in citizens’

preferences over authority boundaries in the context of a shock. Tackling the challenges posed by an

external threat should count on the popular awareness of the threat, as well as on the awareness of the

benefits of a redrawing of authority boundaries to better respond to the threat.

Schakel, 2013; Meguid, 2008; Swenden and Maddens, 2009).
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3.1 Hypotheses

External threats make governments face a coordination challenge that is acknowledged by citizens and

that makes general agreement upon the necessity of a solution apparent. Given our genuine interest in

the popular side of the reactions to an external threat, the obvious question here is how will the public

move from considering that there is a problem in managing the response to the threat to a consensus on

a specific solution. In Bednar’s theoretical model, this would entail moving from stage (III), where there

is general agreement on how to solve the problem, but this general agreement is not commonly known,

to (IV), where the public agrees with both the problem and the solution and this general concurrence is

publicly known (2008, 190).

In the case of a sanitary threat such as the one posed by COVID-19, curbing the spread of the

virus in a federal state poses a particularly salient collective action problem that can only be overcome

with intergovernmental cooperation. A coordinated response to prevent a collective risk is logically

more difficult where authority is vertically fragmented, as difficulties in coordination increase with the

number of bargaining actors.10 The sanitary threat requires an urgent and coordinated response that is

hampered by the vertical fragmentation of powers. We here argue that as the threat uncovers problems

for coordinated action, central governments in federations become a focal point for citizens (Schelling,

1980).11 Consensus with the solution is facilitated by the specific nature of the commonly acknowledged

problem: because the fragmentation of authority causes a deficient response to the threat, citizens

coordinate their preferences around a prominent and more efficient decision-maker even if this requires

redrawing authority boundaries.

As we know, threats might influence perceptions about who should lead the way out of the crisis.

A recent literature trend has connected stealth democracy attitudes (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse, 2002),

that is, the idea that people prefer political decisions to be made via expert-based governing arrange-

ments to promote higher levels of efficiency and effectiveness, with the economic reforms and political

10Due to the importance of successful coordination for the functioning of firms, organizations, or industries (Camerer and
Knez, 1997; Friedman, 2012; Schelling, 1980), there is a large body of research in economics on coordination games. Since the
determinants for coordination failure or success can be more easily controlled for and identified in laboratory studies than in
field studies, most of the work on coordination has relied on controlled experiments (Cooper et al., 1990, 1992; Van Huyck,
Battalio and Beil, 1990, 1991). While first studies demonstrated that coordination failure among participants was frequent,
subsequent research has identified structural factors that facilitate efficient coordination in firms and organizations; among
others, financial incentives, communication, and groups’ size (Devetag and Ortmann, 2007).

11Under normal circumstances, constitutions provide a guide to acceptable behavior; a focal point that coordinates
citizens regularly (Hardin, 1989)
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transformations in the aftermath of the Great Recession (Alexiadou and Gunaydin, 2019; Lavezzolo and

Ramiro, 2018; Lavezzolo, Ramiro and Fernández-Vazquez, 2020). These studies suggest that when facing

particularly negative and salient economic contexts, in the search of efficient and effective governing so-

lutions, voters’ resort to technocratic types of profiles in federal governance. An even more recent group

of, mostly experimental, pieces on the political consequences of COVID-19 crisis find that the pandemic

has been associated, at least in the short term, with greater support for the incumbent government (Blais

et al., 2020; Leininger and Schaub, 2020; Merkley et al., 2020), a strong activation of selective evaluation

– with partisanship very relevantly determining support – (Gadarian, Goodman and Pepinsky, 2020;

Grossman et al., 2020) and a strong national bias coupled with higher demands for techno-authoritarian

decision-making (Amat et al., 2020). The latter piece demonstrates that, at least in the case of Spain,

people demanded a national rather than a global response, and suggests the external threat posed by the

COVID-19 may provide a window of opportunity for incumbents to centralize and accumulate power.

We believe all of the above findings, which present paradigmatic shifts in public attitudes in times of

crisis, as well as the still ongoing pandemic, present a unique opportunity to investigate, for the first time

in the literature, the effect of external threats on preferences towards vertical distributions of authority

in federations. Particularly, we develop an online survey experimental design to explicitly model this

causal relationship by randomly assigning information to participants and measuring their reactions to

these stimuli in the context of COVID-19. Below we outline three sets of testable hypotheses. The

first one examines the main average effect of interest in the paper. The rest delve into heterogeneous

treatment effects, trying to capture the conditional effect of the main dimensions of party competition

for respondents in the sample.

H1. In a context of a particularly salient external threat, giving people in a federation information

about multilevel coordination failures will affect how they think vertical authority should be distributed,

favoring centralizing reforms.

H2. In a context of a particularly salient external threat, giving people in a federation information

about multilevel coordination failures will affect how they think vertical authority should be distributed,

dependent on their territorial preferences.

Specifically:
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• Exposure to the treatment will have a higher effect on centralization among those with centripetal

preferences than among those with centrifugal preferences.

H3. In a context of a particularly salient external threat, giving people in a federation information

about multilevel coordination failures will affect how they think vertical authority should be distributed,

dependent on their partisanship.

Specifically:

• Exposure to the treatment will have a higher effect on centralization among federal incumbent

partisans than among opposition parties’ partisans.

4 Experimental Design

Federations and quasi-federations with a salient territorial dimension of competition represent particu-

larly interesting cases in which to study popular reactions to an external threat, whether this is military,

economic or sanitary. First, as countries with multilevel governments, they face the same coordination

and scale problems previously identified in the literature. Second, unlike in federations where the ter-

ritorial dimension is uncontested or subsumed in a broader all-encompassing left-right dimension, these

are countries where there are various alternative coalitions of voters across dimensions.

In this sense, the Spanish case represents a particularly good example. As a centrifugal holding-

together quasi-federation, in the last decade it has suffered an exceptional process of conflict extension

(Layman and Carsey, 2002). There has been an extreme process of first ideological, and then territo-

rial preference polarization, particularly after the interconnected consequences of the Great Recession

(Vidal, 2018), the secessionist crisis in Catalonia (Simon Cosano, 2020), and the electoral success of

VOX (Turnbull-Dugarte, 2019), the first radical right party in the recent democratic history of the coun-

try. Consequently, the case gives us the opportunity to identify the popular reactions to a particularly

devastating external shock as the one of COVID-19, in a country characterized by frequent internal

threats.12

12For instance, in the autumn of 2019, as a reaction to the Spanish Supreme Court’s ruling in the case against the
secessionist leaders that promoted a unilateral referendum and independence declaration in 2017, Catalonia experienced
days of protests and riots: https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/18/world/europe/catalonia-separatist-belgium.html

11

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/18/world/europe/catalonia-separatist-belgium.html


We test our hypotheses using an online survey questionnaire to a representative sample of the Spanish

voting-age population (N=2,600) with a priming manipulation.13 The survey was developed in mid-April,

when Spain had been locked down for a month,14 and was ranking second in the world regarding the

total number of infectious cases and first regarding number of per capita deaths. The treatment in the

randomized survey experiment consists of a statement in which we expose a randomly selected group of

participants to information about World Health Organization’s (WHO) recommendations with respect to

governmental coordination and experts’ judgment on the difficulties of multilevel cooperation in Spain.15

The exact wordings are as below:

Treated group. The World Health Organization has warned countries about the importance of collabo-

ration and coordination between governments in the fight against the COVID-19. However, experts have

pointed out that the management of the crisis is being particularly difficult in Spain due to the collabo-

ration and cooperation problems between the central government and the regions. Which should be the

actual power distribution between the central government and the regions?

[0-10 scale provided to respondents where 0 means “Grant more power to the regions”, 5 “Statu quo” and

10 “Grant more power to the central government”]

Control group. Which should be the actual power distribution between the central government and the

regions?

[0-10 scale provided to respondents where 0 means “Grant more power to the regions”, 5 “Statu quo” and

10 “Grant more power to the central government”]

In order to study the effect of exposure to multilevel coordination failures on public preferences

towards vertical distribution of power, we estimate a set of OLS models, with standard errors clustered

at the individual level, that include individual controls as well as a set of regional fixed effects. The

inclusion of individual controls and regional fixed effects is important for several reasons. First, because

individuals’ reaction to the virus might be driven by individual characteristics. Specifically, we control for

13The online survey was implemented by Netquest between April 15th and 18th. Respondents were recruited using age,
gender and region quotas in order to mirror the actual distribution of these variables

14In order to make the lock down effective, Spanish government adopted the state of alarm, a measure that allows central
government to suspend regional powers temporarily.

15The experiment was pre-registered at Evidence in Governance and Politics, EGAP.
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age, gender, education, being unemployed, being affected by a lay-off as a consequence of the pandemic,

as well as individual exposure to the COVID-19 shock (it takes the value 1 if someone in the personal

network of the respondent dies after infection). Second, because the intensity of the virus outbreak in

Spain had significant variation across the regions. Third, there might be a compound treatment effect

between the outbreak and the slightly varying political and institutional responses to fight it across

regions.

5 Results

5.1 Average Treatment Effects

In Figure 1, we show the average treatment effect of the priming manipulation experiment we presented

above for the whole sample, with control variables. The mean of the reported preferred vertical distribu-

tion of power is around 5.5 in a scale from 0 to 10 for the whole sample, which suggests that, on average,

our respondents located themselves around the statu quo in Spain. Moreover, the ATE is around 0.75,

which also confirms that, in the particular context of the pandemic, those who were exposed to multi-

level coordination failures significantly chose to grant more power to the central government.16 But how

representative is this effect? One of the potential criticism to this result could be that this average effect

is just an artifact of pooling together respondents that live in very heterogeneous regional contexts.

16Table A1 in the Appendix reports covariate balance tests across our treatment and control groups. Because of ran-
domization, there are almost no statistical differences across groups. This also shows up across models in this manuscript
and in the Appendix: the estimates are very stable after including a number of additional covariates.
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Figure 1: Average Treatment Effect on Preferred Territorial Distribution
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One of the advantages of our design is that the treatment and the control groups were built by

dividing regional samples in half, which grants us the possibility of testing for this effect by focusing on

specific regions of interest. Testing for regional heterogeneity becomes particularly relevant in the case

of Spain, where the 1978 Constitution established both fiscal and expenditure types of institutionalized

asymmetries among its regions. While the Basque Country and Navarre are still today fiscally semi-

sovereign, the constitution recognized, at that time, a higher level of expenditure autonomy to the seven

regions in Table 1. With the aim of identifying the potential existence of institutional legacies, we choose

to estimate the ATE in region specific samples. As results indicate, the effect is positive and significant

in most of the regions, which confirms the territorial pervasiveness of the results.

Table 1: The Effect in Seven Regions

Andalusia Basque
Country

Canary
Islands Catalonia Galicia Madrid Valencia

Treatment 0.625**
(0.311)

.760
(0.710)

1.393**
(0.637)

0.944**
(0.363)

1.183**
(0.535)

0.633*
(0.333)

0.951**
(0.383)

Control Variables
Mean Dep. Var. 5.705 4.102 5.123 3.347 5.259 6.544 6.112
N 371 97 98 352 124 282 218
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Likewise, in Table 2 we consider the validity of the effect by linking the treatment to specific pol-

icy domains. Particularly, right after the general question on preferred vertical distribution of power,

we asked respondents about their preferred multilevel distribution of power on Health Care, Taxes and

Security. We believe that these results should be connected to the nature of the external threat. The

treatment seems to have a particularly significant effect on policy domains that are managerial and san-

itary in essence. The treatment shows a marginally significant effect on the centralization of security

competences, but when estimated with a more conservative specification in the Appendix loses its sig-

nificance. This policy domain seems to be perceived by respondents as less necessary in the fight against

the COVID-19. This result becomes particularly relevant in light of the previous theoretical discussion

on the necessary conditions for a centralized federal bargain to happen when facing an external threat.

In the context of the pandemic, respondents seem to favor some particular measures over others.

Table 2: The Effect Across Policy Domains

Health Care Taxes Security

Treatment 0.358**
(0.146)

0.443***
(0.139)

0.256*
(0.138)

Control Variables
Region Fixed-Effects
Mean Dep. Var. 5.490 5.186 4.874
N 2,176 2,145 2,181

5.2 The Moderating Effect of Territorial Preferences

Our second hypothesis explores the extent to which the existence of a second dimension of competition in

Spain conditions the treatment. In Figure 2, we use a five point ordinal variable that categorizes respon-

dents’ preferred territorial distribution of power, using the actual statu quo as a baseline. Respondents

are asked to choose a position from a range of options along a single dimension whose extreme points are

“I prefer a state where regions have the right to secession” and “I prefer a unitary state without regions”.

Contrary to our expectation, the effect of the treatment is not only restricted to centripetal territorial

preferences but is extensible to the whole range of positions. That is, randomly treated respondents

favored centralizing positions regardless of their previous territorial preferences. In fact, paradoxically,

the magnitude of the effect is relatively larger among respondents with centrifugal positions than among

those with centripetal ones (from a 1.3 point jump among those that favor secession to barely 0.3 among
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those that want a unitary country). Two relevant observations should be made here. First, we are not

dealing with any ceiling effect; the mean of this independent variable is 3.23 (1-5) and its distribution, if

something, is skewed to the left. Second, given the steep increase in centralizing preferences as territorial

preferences become more centripetal, we might be just facing the fact that pro-centralization positions

are reaching a saturation point in the scale.

Figure 2: The Effect Across Respondents’ Previous Territorial Preferences
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In Figure 3 we try to delve deeper into the identity side of this dimension by using the so-called

Linz-Moreno question. This question, first developed by Linz in the context of Spain (1981, 519–48),

asks respondents to choose a position from a range of options along a single dimension whose extreme

points are “I feel only [regional] ” and “I feel only [national] ”. Despite its widespread use, the measure

has been the focus of some validity oriented criticism lately (Guinjoan and Rodon, 2015; Sinnot, 2006).

While we recognize the pertinence of most of these remarks, given its tradition in Spain and the absence

of a widespread used alternative, we believe it still presents a necessary complement to the previous

purely distributional moderator. Actually, the results in Figure 3 present interesting caveats that deserve

further comment. Mainly, we see a similar effect to the one in the previous figure. That is, the treatment

increases pro-centralization preferences across alternative identities, especially, again, among those with
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moderate identities. Interestingly, for those with extreme identities the treatment loses its significance,

suggesting that a different, and non-territorial, logic might be in place.

Figure 3: The Effect Across Respondents’ Territorial Identities
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5.3 The Moderating Effect of Partisanship

Our third hypothesis investigates the potentially selective process of distributing power to different levels

of government. Particularly, we are interested in testing for the role of partisanship when shaping the

treatment. To that end, we asked respondents to report the party to which they would be willing to vote

at that specific moment. In Figure 4, we present the results for PSOE and Podemos voters, both coalition

partner parties at the central government. Specifically, we compare the behavior of PSOE voters to the

rest of the respondents’ in the sample (including those that are willing to vote to Podemos) – we do

exactly the same thing with Podemos voters.
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Figure 4: The Effect among Central Government Coalition Parties’ Voters
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The results strongly support our expectation. Treated PSOE voters significantly differ in their pro-

centralizing preferences from non-treated ones, who are already significantly more pro-centralization than

the rest of the respondents. The latter issue becomes particularly relevant in the case of Podemos, a party

that, on average, has voters that are more pro-decentralization than the rest of the respondents. Even if

this is the case, the effect of the treatment on Podemos voters follows the same positive and significant

path than the one found among PSOE voters: indeed, there is a 1.8 point difference between treated

and non-treated Podemos voters. These findings provide an extremely neat graphical evidence of the

way in which partisanship and, in this case, willingness to vote to federal incumbent parties, influences

the way in which people distribute vertical power when exposed to a coordination failure. Centralization

becomes a suitable measure for individuals when those elites that are closer to their preferences are in

charge of delivering a coordinated solution.

We find an additional proof of this behavior in Figure 5, where we see the moderating effect of

partisanship among PP and VOX voters. PP and VOX represent the second and the third largest

parties respectively in Spanish Lower Chamber and have shown a fierce opposition to almost every single

measure developed by the government. We also choose to pool these two groups of respondents together
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given that they both represent the winning choice among those who see themselves on the right of the

political spectrum, right in the opposite side of PSOE and Podemos voters. PP and VOX voters in

the control group show a more centralizing position than the rest of respondents in the control group.

Interestingly, the graph shows that among the treated, learning about multilevel coordination failures

activates a partisan based selective attribution of power that leads to a negative effect, that is, to a

pro-decentralization tendency that leaves the average position around the statu quo.

Figure 5: The Effect among Some Opposition Party Voters
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Does this effect follow a territorial pattern? In Figure 6 we distinguish between respondents pertaining

to regions governed by the PSOE and regions governed by the opposition parties. In Spain, 14 out of the

17 total regions had a premier that belongs to PSOE (9) or to PP (5), alone or in coalition, at the time

of the survey. The other 3 (Basque Country, Cantabria, and Catalonia) had regionalist premiers. The

graph shows that on average, regions governed by PSOE are more pro-centralization than the rest —

in fact, non-treated respondents in PSOE regions have preferences toward centralization that resemble

those of treated respondents in the rest of the regions. These results speak relevantly to the very essence

of federalism: in any purely N+1 player model, where N represents the number of federal units and

1 the central government, and in which the costs and benefits along with its structure are subject to
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renegotiation and the primary motives of the N+1 players is expressed in terms of the outcomes of this

renegotiation, the only mechanism whereby units can defend their interests is through coalition formation

(Filippov, Ordeshook and Shvetsova, 2004, 27). Figure 6 shows a perfect example of these dynamics by

identifying the agglutinating mechanism: partisanship. The Spanish Prime Minister, Pedro Sánchez, did

not only have the support of a majority coalition of aligned units at the time of the crisis, on average,

citizens in these units did also show a significantly more pro-centralizing behavior than the rest. This

might be the reason why in the aftermath of the approval of the state of alarm in March 14th, as a

measure implemented to make the lock-down effective in the whole territory, the central government

did not face a major challenge from any regional government, and cooperation with opposition regional

governments has been smoother than with central level opposition party elites.

Figure 6: Aligned and Non-Aligned Regions
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6 Conclusion

This paper explores popular reactions to external shocks in federations. We use the outbreak of the

COVID-19 pandemic to explore whether citizens’ preferences over authority boundaries in a federation
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change as a result of the sanitary threat. Our main argument is that external threats turn intergov-

ernmental coordination into a salient issue for citizens because they compel governments to provide a

rapid coordinated response. As citizens acknowledge that coordination represents a problem to tackle the

threat, the central government emerges as a focal point in the solution. Citizens coordinate their pref-

erences around a more efficient decision-making process that consists in the centralization of authority

and thus the reduction of the number of decision-makers.

Using a survey experiment analysis based on an on-line sample in Spain, we show that citizens that are

primed on problems of intergovernmental cooperation in fighting the COVID-19 are more likely to support

centralization. Results also show that this centralizing drift is moderated by territorial preferences and

ideology.

These empirical findings have some implications regarding one of the most important theoretical

question in the area of federal studies: the stability of the federation and its drivers. Although shifts

in citizens’ preferences over authority boundaries may have a short-term nature and fade away when

the exposure to a shock ends, popular reactions to external threats may have an impact over the federal

bargain that outlasts them. Once popular preferences for a redrawing of authority boundaries are publicly

acknowledged, changes in the distribution of authority may follow in the form of beneficial adjustments

but also in the form of opportunistic transgressions. As Bednar (2008, 8) states “distributing authority

requires rules, and rules may be broken”.
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Covariate Balance

Table A1: Covariate Balance, Multilevel Coordination Failure Treatment

Variables
Control
Group

Treatment
Group

T-Test
Difference

F-Test for Joint
Orthogonality

(p-value)
Controls
Female
(N=1,296/1,315)

0.498
(0.014)

0.488
(0.014)

0.010 0.601

Age
(N=1,296/1,315)

42.978
(0.360)

43.194
(0.358)

-0.215 0.671

Education
(N=1,296/1,315)

4.853
(0.037)

4.809
(0.038)

0.044 0.412

Unemployed
(N=1,296/1,315)

0.168
(0.010)

0.182
(0.011)

-0.014 0.337

Lay-off
(N=1,296/1,315)

0.126
(0.009)

0.120
(0.009)

0.006 0.620

COVID exposure
(N=1,144/1,194)

0.218
(0.012)

0.188
(0.011)

0.031** 0.063

Territorial
Preferences
(N=1,155/1,194)

3.230
(0.039)

3.227
(0.039)

0.002 0.964

Identity
(N=1,189/1,221)

3.028
(0.028)

3.042
(0.026)

-0.014 0.715

Partisanship
Ideology
(N=1,157/1,195)

4.062
(0.074)

4.072
(0.075)

-0.010 0.927

Close to PSOE
(N=1,296/1,315)

0.193
(0.011)

0.211
(0.011)

-0.018 0.260

Close to Podemos
(N=1,296/1,315)

0.136
(0.009)

0.150
(0.010)

-0.014 0.307

Close to the right
(N=1,296/1,315)

0.085
(0.008)

0.083
(0.007)

0.002 0.855

Aligned to PSOE
(N=1,296/1,315)

0.325
(0.013)

0.321
(0.013)

0.004 0.830

***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
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Regression Tables

ATE with Different Model Specifications

DV: Vertical Distribution of Power
Model A1 Model A2 Model A3* Model A4

Treatment
0.665***
(0.133

0.647***
(0.124)

0.725***
(0.130)

0.748***
(0.113)

Age
0.015***
(0.005)

-0.001
(0.004)

Gender
-0.391***
(0.134)

-0.222*
(0.118)

Education
0.127**
(0.051)

0.096**
(0.044)

Unemployed
-0.438**
(0.190)

-0.270
(0.170)

Lay-off
0.175
(0.195)

0.161
(0.176)

COVID exposure
-0.049
(0.169)

-0.144
(0.146)

Terr. Preferences
1.310***
(0.063)

Terr. Identity
0.599***
(0.076)

Ideology
-0.105***
(0.027)

constant
5.201***
(0.090)

5.360***
(0.158)

4.263***
(0.391)

-0.833**
(0.405)

Fixed-Effects No Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.01 0.14 0.16 0.46

Obs 2,344 2,344 2,119 1,824

Marked with a star models graphed in the manuscript
Standard errors clustered by respondent | ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
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ATE Depending on the Policy Domain

DV: Vertical Distribution of Power
Model A4*
Health Care

Model A5
Health Care

Model A6*
Taxes

Model A7
Taxes

Model A8*
Security

Model A9
Security

Treatment
0.358**
(0.146)

0.298**
(0.136)

0.443***
(0.139)

0.465***
(0.132)

0.255*
(0.138)

0.187
(0.136)

Age
0.010*
(0.005)

0.005
(0.005)

0.008
(0.005)

-0.006
(0.005)

0.019***
(0.005)

0.005
(0.005)

Gender
-0.445***
(0.148)

-0.157
(0.139)

-0.431***
(0.140)

-0.284**
(0.134)

-0.783***
(0.140)

-0.631***
(0.139)

Education
0.211***
(0.056)

0.198***
(0.053)

0.138**
(0.054)

0.097*
(0.051)

0.155***
(0.540)

0.151***
(0.053)

Unemployed
-0.372***
(0.148)

-0.232
(0.194)

-0.387**
(0.190)

-0.265
(0.183)

-0.466**
(0.198)

-0.361*
(0.204)

Lay-off
-0.091
(0.228)

-0.323
(0.216)

0.037
(0.228)

-0.082
(0.226)

0.138
(0.210)

0.052
(0.209)

COVID exposure
0.079
(0.187)

-0.012
(0.170)

-0.012
(0.170)

-0.286*
(0.164)

-0.060
(0.180)

-0.247
(0.173)

Terr. Preferences
1.236***
(0.072)

1.122***
(0.071)

0.954***
(0.075)

Terr. Identity
0.577***
(0.086)

0.508***
(0.083)

0.472***
(0.088)

Ideology
-0.147***
(0.146)

-0.099***
(0.030)

-0.040
(0.031)

constant
3.915***
(0.441)

-0.848*
(0.493)

4.606***
(0.421)

0.354
(0.460)

3.910***
(0.421)

-0.001
(0.492)

Fixed-Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.15 0.37 0.13 0.33 0.13 0.29
Observations 2,176 1,855 2,145 1,834 2,181 1,852

Marked with a star models graphed in the manuscript
Standard errors clustered by respondent | ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
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Heterogeneous Treatment Effects: 1. Territorial Preferences

DV: Vertical Distribution of Power
Model A10* Model A11

Treatment
1.438***
(0.303)

1.420***
(0.303)

Age
0.004
(0.004)

0.001
(0.004)

Gender
-0.229**
(0.115)

-0.224*
(0.076)

Education
0.156***
(0.044)

0.090**
(0.045)

Unemployed
-0.372**
(0.171)

-0.273
(0.171)

Lay-off
0.118
(0.173)

0.160
(0.175)

COVID exposure
-0.085
(0.143)

-0.136
(0.146)

Terr. Preferences
1.691***
(0.137)

1.630***
(0.142)

Treatment#Terr. Preferences
-0.210**
(0.090)

-0.209**
(0.090)

Terr. Identity
0.587***
(0.076)

Ideology
-0.104***
(0.026)

constant
-2.014***
(0.543)

-2.545***
(0.562)

Fixed-Effects Yes Yes
R2 0.42 0.46

Observations 2,018 1,824

Standard errors clustered by respondent
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
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Heterogeneous Treatment Effects: 2. Territorial Identity

DV: Vertical Distribution of Power
Model A12* Model A13

Treatment
1.520***
(0.411)

1.280***
(0.367)

Age
0.008
(0.005)

0.005
(0.005)

Gender
-0.355***
(0.130)

-0.157
(0.139)

Education
0.078
(0.048)

0.198***
(0.053)

Unemployed
-0.332*
(0.183)

-0.232
(0.194)

Lay-off
0.033
(0.190)

-0.323
(0.216)

COVID exposure
-0.056
(0.162)

-0.012
(0.170)

Terr. Preferences
1.308***
(0.063)

Terr. Identity
1.601***
(0.198)

0.858***
(0.179)

Treatment#Terr. Identity
-0.267**
(0.133)

0.176
(0.118)

Ideology
-0.104***
(0.027)

constant
-0.722
(0.695)

-2.356***
(0.636)

Fixed-Effects Yes Yes
R2 0.27 0.46

Observations 2,000 1,824

Standard errors clustered by respondent
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
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Heterogeneous Treatment Effects: 3. Ideology

DV: Vertical Distribution of Power
Model A14 Model A15

Treatment
1.249***
(0.260)

1.318***
(0.219)

Age
0.012**
(0.005)

-0.001
(0.004)

Gender
-0.321**
(0.138)

-0.227*
(0.118)

Education
0.099*
(0.048)

0.093**
(0.045)

Unemployed
-0.297
(0.197)

-0.267
(0.170)

Lay-off
0.143
(0.201)

0.151
(0.176)

COVID exposure
-0.082
(0.171)

-0.145
(0.146)

Terr. Preferences
1.309***
(0.063)

Terr. Identity
0.598***
(0.076)

Ideology
0.328***
(0.092)

0.108
(0.074)

Treatment#Ideology
-0.122**
(0.058)

-0.140***
(0.049)

constant
2.337
(0.560)

-2.450***
(0.504)

Fixed-Effects Yes Yes
R2 0.18 0.46

Observations 1,990 1,824

Standard errors clustered by respondent
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
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Heterogeneous Treament Effects: 4. More on Partisanship

DV: Vertical Distribution of Power
Model A16* Model A17 Model A18* Model A19 Model A20* Model A21

Treatment
0.641***
(0.152)

0.623***
(0.130)

0.583***
(0.144)

0.614***
(0.123)

0.857***
(0.135)

0.848***
(0.116)

Age
0.013***
(0.005)

-0.0001
(0.004)

0.015
(0.005)

-0.006
(0.005)

0.015***
(0.005)

0.002
(0.004)

Gender
-0.414***
(0.132)

-0.239**
(0.116)

-0.373***
(0.134)

-0.202*
(0.117)

-0.395***
(0.134)

-0.203*
(0.116)

Education
0.136***
(0.050)

0.142***
(0.044)

0.138**
(0.054)

0.097*
(0.051)

0.122**
(0.051)

0.130***
(0.044)

Unemployed
-0.430**
(0.187)

-0.319*
(0.168)

-0.387**
(0.190)

-0.265
(0.183)

-0.454**
(0.190)

-0.356**
(0.170)

Lay-off
0.128
(0.193)

0.035
(0.177)

0.037
(0.228)

0.049
(0.176)

0.174
(0.195)

0.068
(0.178)

COVID exposure
-0.044
(0.167)

-0.124
(0.143)

-0.012
(0.170)

-0.125
(0.144)

-0.058
(0.170)

-0.133
(0.145)

Terr. Preferences
1.237***
(0.060)

1.247***
(0.061)

1.239***
(0.061)

Terr. Identity
0.500***
(0.074)

0.545***
(0.074)

0.543***
(0.075)

Close to PSOE
0.956***
(0.188)

0.641***
(0.156)

Close to Podemos
-0.671***
(0.227)

0.128
(0.188)

Close to the right
0.898**
(0.347)

-0.029
(0.281)

Treatment#
0.256
(0.280)

0.425*
(0.251)

0.957***
(0.331)

0.818***
(0.294)

-1.501***
(0.501)

-1.182***
(0.435)

constant
4.099
(0.390)

-1.158***
(0.398)

4.362***
(0.393)

-1.230***
(0.398)

4.200***
(0.391)

-1.172***
(0.397)

Fixed-Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.18 0.45 0.16 0.44 0.16 0.44
Observations 2,119 1,914 2,119 1,914 2,119 1,914

Marked with a star models graphed in the manuscript
Standard errors clustered by respondent | ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
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