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Abstract
Isolation is a hallmark of authoritarian regimes. In this paper, I provide evidence
on the effects of a policy that leads to increased contact between citizens living in
democratic and authoritarian political systems. I exploit quasi-random, spatial variation from former East Germany: In 1972, East Germany agreed on a local border
traffic policy with West Germany which reduced travel restrictions for West German
citizens visiting a subset of East German districts. Districts subject to the policy experienced more protest and lower electoral support for the Communist party during
East Germany’s democratic transition. Individuals living in treated districts differentially reject values promoted by the East German regime. The results suggest that
democratic governments can shape views of individuals in non-democratic countries by
fostering interactions between citizens living in both types of societies.
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Introduction

How should democratic governments deal with authoritarian regimes? This question is subject to large controversy: on the one hand, there are those who advocate to only address
governance issues in foreign countries in case that it immediately affects the national interests of a democratic country. On the other hand, others argue that it is in democratic
governments’ own interests to broaden the circle of democratically governed countries to
ensure the predictability and stability of international politics. Critics of the second view
emphasize doubts about an approach that is based on “change through rapprochement”
as increased economic integration and political cooperation seemingly failed to bring about
positive changes in domestic governance in authoritarian states. In contrast, proponents of
this view point to the threat for global peace and security originating from authoritarian
regimes that face few checks and balances, as well as to the need for coordination in the light
of global issues such as climate change. If one agrees with the perspective that promoting
democracy abroad should be a central foreign policy objective of democratic governments,
another question emerges: what types of policies should democratic governments guided by
this objective pursue?
To inform this debate, this paper addresses the question of whether a reduction in the
degree of isolation of its population, a hallmark of authoritarian states around the world,
reduces the support for the regime within non-democratic societies. More precisely, I provide causal evidence on the effects of a policy that leads to increased contact between citizens living in different political systems on both the emergence of mass protests demanding
democracy, as well as attitudes held within an authoritarian society.
Specifically, I study the effects of a local border traffic policy which led to a reduction
in travel restrictions for West German citizens travelling to visit family and friends in East
Germany. These regulations were introduced in 1972 by the Transit Agreement between the
Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) and the German Democratic Republic (East
Germany). In particular, this local border traffic policy offered citizens residing in West
German districts near the inner German border simplified bureaucratic procedures to obtain
short-term visas to visit individuals living in a total of 54 East German districts, on the
opposite side of and also in proximity to the inner German border. Moreover, East German
authorities established four additional border crossing points that operated exclusively under
the local border traffic regulations and reduced the effective distance to destinations within
the districts subjected to the local border traffic policy. Set against the backdrop of general
reductions in travel restrictions for West German citizens travelling to any district within
East Germany introduced by the Transit Agreement, such as an increase in the permitted
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days of stay, this policy thus affected opportunities for interpersonal contact to West Germans
in the treated East German districts on the intensive margin.
It is important to note that assignment to the local border traffic policy occurred at the
district level. This implies that the eastern borders of treated districts form a boundary at
which travel restrictions and applicable entry procedures changed discontinuously: On the
one hand, while all districts were situated in East Germany and therefore subject to a high
level of travel restrictions, all districts on the western side of this discontinuity were included
in the local border traffic policy. These districts could therefore receive West German visitors
taking advantage of the additional reduction of travel restrictions granted by the local border
traffic regulations. On the other hand, all districts on the eastern side of the discontinuity
were subject to the standard entry requirements and procedures.
Exploiting this multidimensional discontinuity in longitude-latitude space created by the
local border traffic policy, I implement a spatial regression discontinuity (RD) approach to
evaluate the effects of the reduction in the degree of isolation. To assess the validity of the
main identifying assumption that all relevant factors must vary smoothly at the discontinuity,
I document the absence of statistically significant differences in pre-determined political,
economic and demographic outcomes. In particular, the vote shares for political parties in
the last free election on East German territory in 1946, most notably the vote share for
the SED (Socialist Unity Party of Germany), East Germany’s ruling Marxist-Leninist party
during the period 1949 to 1989, as well as protest incidences during the East German uprising
of 1953, the average share of the population who were SED members in the five-year period
prior to the introduction of the local border traffic policy, i.e. from 1967 to 1971, as well as
the availability of West German television broadcasting are statistically identical across the
discontinuity that this study focuses on. This supports the notion that all relevant factors
besides treatment vary smoothly at the discontinuity, which renders the RD design as valid.
Given that the available data on political behavior and attitudes does not provide observations at a lower level of aggregation than the district, I use a semi-parametric RD approach
that limits the sample to districts within 25 to 75 km bands around the discontinuity. Moreover, by explicitly controlling for districts that directly border West Germany and given that
there is no variation in treatment status for this set of districts, treatment effects are identified exclusively from variation in assignment to the local border traffic policy within the
set of hinterland districts. This approach addresses concerns about potentially confounding
border effects.1
I complement this spatial RD design with a randomization inference approach, exploiting
1

In case of the sample that restricts to districts that fall within a 25 km band around the discontinuity,
almost all districts that share a border with West Germany are not included in the sample.
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the fact that there were many possible treatment assignment configurations. This randomization inference approach has the advantage of imposing a more compelling counterfactual
and also addresses concerns about spatial correlation in the computation of standard errors.
In particular, I identify feasible counterfactual spatial treatment configurations and then
re-estimate the empirical specification for 500 of these configurations that were randomly
selected among the feasible configurations. I then use the position of the actual treatment
effect in the distribution of counterfactual treatment effects to show that the observed empirical patterns described below would have been unlikely to arise in the absence of the actual
policy.
My first set of results documents that being subjected to the local border traffic policy
indeed lowered the degree of isolation that East German districts experienced. More precisely, using archival data from formerly classified East German police reports, I document
that the local border traffic policy increased the number of West German visitors received
in 1975, on average, by approximately 13.5 to 17.4% in districts that were subjected to the
policy.
Second, I examine the effect of the local border traffic policy on support for East Germany’s non-democratic regime by testing whether it affected protest incidences during the
East German revolution in the fall of 1989 as well as electoral results during the democratic
transition in March 1990. Using the spatial RD approach and daily data on protest incidents during the fall of 1989 originating from district-level police reports, I estimate that the
assignment to the local border traffic policy increased the number of protest days by 25% to
31%, on average. Moreover, the analysis of newly digitized electoral data from March 1990
(i.e. 4 months after the Berlin Wall fell and the regime had crumbled), shows that assignment to the local border traffic policy lowered the vote share of PDS (Party of Democratic
Socialism, legal successor party of the SED) by 9.6 to 12% over the respective unconditional
sample mean. I further document that this effect on electoral support for PDS persists during both the 1994 as well as the 1998 federal legislative elections in unified Germany, i.e.
until about 9 years after the beginning of the East German revolution.
Against the backdrop of these empirical results, I argue that a plausible explanation for
these results that is consistent with the qualitative literature on the East German democratic transition is that increased interpersonal contact to West German citizens weakens
individuals’ acceptance of the values promoted by the East German regime, and therefore
the ideology underlying its policies. This rejection of the East German ideology ultimately
undermines authoritarian rule and sets the scene for mass protests and a rejection of the
regime. To support this argument, I examine differences across the discontinuity in the degree to which individuals approve of values heavily propagated by the East German regime.
3

To discipline the analysis, I begin by conducting a text-analysis exercise to further substantiate the content of East German propaganda and identify relevant measures of attitudes
to serve as outcomes in the empirical analysis. Using a corpus of text consisting of articles
published on 250 randomly selected days in the SED’s official party newspaper, I estimate
a Latent Dirichlet Allocation model with 40 topics. I then show that a large number of the
topics and therefore articles are related to the values of being dutiful and being successful
at work. More specifically, these results confirm that instilling a high sense of duty was
one of the prime objective of the East German propaganda. Portraits of East Germans’
role in society were frequently evolving around the mandate to be dutiful and live up to
the party-state’s demands and expectations. In particular, the East German propaganda
emphasized and glorified the value of performance at work, coining terms and awards such
as the “Held der Arbeit” (hero of labor). Workers’ high levels of dedication and performance
were frequently stressed as being crucial for the evolution and progress of the East German, Socialist society. Thereby, the dimensions of duty and success at one’s workplace were
frequently connected and blended together.
Accordingly, in the empirical analysis of the effect of the local border traffic policy on
attitudes, I focus on these two values as key dimensions of East Germans’ value system that
are likely to govern important political and economic decisions. Specifically, using householdlevel survey data collected in June 1990 (i.e. 7 months after the fall of the Berlin Wall and 4
months prior to German reunification), I investigate attitudes towards the social desirability
of being dutiful and being successful at one’s workplace. To begin with, I estimate a strong,
negative effect on attitudes towards the desirability of being dutiful. Similarly, I also estimate
a significant, negative effect on attitudes towards the desirability of being successful at one’s
workplace.
Next, I examine the degree to which the strength of the effects varies across cohorts. The
results indicate that the differential negative treatment effects are particularly pronounced
for individuals who were between the ages of 20 and 50 at the time when the local border
traffic policy was introduced. This is interesting for two reasons: First, this result implies
that the effects were stronger for individuals that, based on their life experience, were able
to engage in profound discussions and exchanges of social conceptions during these visits.
Second, these cohorts were growing up before the East German regime implemented strong
measures to isolate its population and restrict individuals’ freedom of movement. As a result,
these individuals are likely to have more social ties to West Germany than younger cohorts
as migrating to West Germany was still feasible while these individuals were coming of age.
In addition to documenting that individuals in treated districts are differentially more
likely to reject values promoted by the East German regime, I investigate preferences for
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democracy. In particular, I document that there is a negative effect on individuals’ satisfaction with democracy as it exists in East Germany during the democratic transition.
Moreover, individuals in districts that were subject to the local border traffic policy show
a higher tendency to favor democratic policy objectives (such as increasing citizens’ influence on a government’s decisions or protecting liberty of speech) over the policy objective
to maintain price stability, a central feature of East German economic policy. Overall, these
results suggest that the local border traffic policy reduced approval of the East German
ideology and nurtured democratic preferences.
Subsequently, I document a second interesting heterogeneity in the results on the approval
of the East German ideology. Specifically, I show that individuals that held a position
of executive rank in the public sector and live in a treated district exhibit differentially
less support for the values promoted by the SED regime, when compared with individuals
that held similar roles in control districts. While these individuals likely differ from the
remaining population along other dimensions, it is plausible that they were, on average,
more strongly associated with the establishment and therefore more exposed to the party’s
propaganda, procedures and policy decisions. The empirical results also suggest that this
group of individuals was, on average, more likely to approve of the values promoted by
the regime, consistent with the idea of stronger exposure to propaganda. One potential
explanation for the differential, negative treatment effect for this group would thus be that
interacting with West German visitors weakened the effectiveness of propaganda and raised
doubts about the values promoted by the regime.
Following this, I examine to which degree beliefs about how an individual would fare
under a different political and economic system played a role in shaping the approval or rejection of the values promoted by the East German regime. To this end, I use individual-level
data on economic concerns and expectations about the evolution of one’s professional career
measured during the democratic transition, at a time when East Germany’s transition to a
free market economy was certain. The empirical results suggest that, while individuals that
occupied positions of executive rank held substantially different beliefs about their professional future and personal economic situation when living in treated districts, there were no
significant differences across the discontinuity for members of the remaining population in
these dimensions. Overall, the results thus suggest that differential economic expectations
as a result of increased interactions with West German visitors play at most a limited role
in weakening the acceptance of the East German ideology.
Finally, I provide further empirical evidence to assess the validity of competing mechanisms such as grievances about differences in past economic growth, differential structural
weaknesses of East Germany’s security apparatus or mass organizations, differential levels
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of repression or a differential desire for national unity. The analysis of additional empirical evidence suggests that none of these alternative mechanisms is consistent with and can
plausibly explain the empirical patterns documented in the paper.
My findings contribute to a vast social science literature that studies the determinants
of individuals’ beliefs, preferences and political ideology. This literature has devoted considerable attention to understanding the role of parent-child transmission in the formation
of people’s attitudes, e.g. Bisin and Verdier (2001). Sacerdote (2001, 2011) has studied
the influence of peers on beliefs. Cantoni, Chen, Yang, Yuchtman and Zhang (2017) study
the influence of educational content on students’ political attitudes and beliefs. Alesina and
Fuchs-Schündeln (2007) study the effects of living in a communist system on policy preferences later in life. Finally, Di Tella, Galiani, and Schargrodsky (2007), Malmendier and
Nagel (2011), and Guiliano and Spilimbergo (2014) study the role of individuals’ experiences
in shaping attitudes and beliefs. This paper adds to this literature by studying the effect of
interpersonal contact between citizens that live in different political systems, a novel form
of individuals’ experiences, on both attitudes and political behavior.
Beyond identifying the causal effect of typically endogenous contact between individuals
living in different political systems, the particular setting is of great interest. The variation
in contact that we observe is naturally occurring and was introduced on a massive scale
by an agreement between a democratic government and the leadership of an authoritarian
regime. Whether a policy that fosters those types of interpersonal interactions can shape
political attitudes and behavior under these circumstances is difficult to know ex-ante. On
the one hand, the East German regime was greatly concerned with surveilling and monitoring
any forms of political opposition and had consequently established a large and sophisticated
security apparatus. On the other hand, almost all individuals living in East Germany had
access to information via West German television or radio broadcasting. Thus, an important
question is whether contact between individuals living in different political systems can affect
political behavior and attitudes even when those individuals have access to information via
different types of foreign media and when individuals expect their actions to be closely
monitored and potentially prosecuted by the authoritarian regime.
My results suggest that democratic governments can shape views of citizens in nondemocratic societies by fostering interactions between citizens living in both types of societies, even when individuals in non-democratic societies already have access to undistorted
media. These findings therefore contribute to and complement a growing empirical literature
on persuasion (DellaVigna and Gentzkow, 2010), which has mainly focused on the persuasive effects of media communications on political views (Strömberg, 2004; DellaVigna and
Kaplan, 2007; Yanagizawa-Drott, 2014; Chen and Yang, 2018). In addition, this paper also
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relates to the literature that studies the relationship between media bias and the influence
of the media on political attitudes (Chiang and Knight, 2011; Bai, Golosov, Qian and Kai,
2015). In particular, I show that the empirical results can be rationalized by East Germans
perceiving different media sources differentially more biased relative to West German visitors. This emphasizes that, in order to shift attitudes, not only does it matter what is being
said, but also who says it.
In the light of the East German regime’s emphasis on negatively portraying aspects of
the West German society, my overall results contribute to a large social science literature
on Gordon Allport’s original contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954) which held that prejudice
may be greatly reduced by interpersonal contact between majority and minority groups.
Paluck, Green and Green (2018) provide a recent literature review and meta-analysis of
the empirical evidence on this hypothesis and conclude that, while contact typically reduces
prejudice, “given the narrow scope and mixed findings of the policy-relevant contact literature,
[. . . ] the jury is still out regarding the contact hypothesis and its efficacy as a policy tool.”
Moreover, this study conceptually relates to work that studies the interaction between
democratic values and institutions (Besley and Persson, 2018). This literature argues that
there is a natural complementarity between values and institutions creating persistence
without assuming any form of commitment. Empirically, Spilimbergo (2009) shows that
foreign-educated individuals promote democracy in their home country, but only if the foreign education is acquired in democratic countries; Fuchs-Schündeln and Schündeln (2015)
show that individual experience with democracy raises support for democracy. My findings
complement these studies in important ways: by investigating the causal effect of contact to
citizens living in a democratically governed country on political behavior, support for democracy and attitudes in a unified, micro-setting, my results provide empirical support for the
notion that the strength of democratic values is an important, slow-moving state variable
that affects institutional choices of the current incumbent, consistent with the conceptual
framework proposed by Besley and Persson (2018).
Lastly, another related body of work examines the role of foreign interventions and foreign
influence in shaping domestic political and economic outcomes (see Dell and Querubin (2017)
for foreign military interventions in Vietnam, Kern and Hainmueller (2009), DellaVigna,
Enikopolov, Mironova, Petrova and Zhuravskaya (2014) as well as Bursztyn and Cantoni
(2016) for the influence of cross-border media, Berger, Easterly, Nunn and Satyanath (2013)
for the influence of CIA interventions on international trade). I contribute to this literature
by examining the effect of a different type of a foreign intervention, specifically a policy
facilitating cross-border contact between individuals living in different types of political
systems, on political behavior and attitudes.
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The paper proceeds as follows: section 2 describes the historical and institutional background; section 3 describes the data and empirical strategy used in this paper; section 4
investigates the relation between the local border traffic regulations and the extent to which
there was interpersonal contact between East and West German citizens; section 5 examines the relation between the local border traffic policy and political behavior during East
Germany’s democratic transition; section 6 provides a plausible explanation for the patterns
observed in the data, providing details on number of empirical results in support of this
mechanism alluded to in this introduction, and discusses alternative mechanisms; section 7
discusses a series of robustness checks; section 8 provides concluding remarks.

2

Local Border Traffic

2.1
2.1.1

Historical Background
Brief History of East and West Germany

Germany was separated at the end of World War II. The borders between East and West
Germany were the result of negotiations between the Allies and were settled at the Yalta
Conference in 1945. In 1949, the Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) and the
German Democratic Republic (East Germany) were officially founded on the territory of the
respective occupation zones. Until 1989, the East German regime developed as one of the
most rigid and stable of the former Eastern European Communist regimes.
Communist rule in East Germany was based on an implicit social contract that rewarded
political acquiescence with steadily improving living standards (Dale, 2005). Yet during the
1980s, the East German regime became increasingly incapable of delivering on this promise.
The structural weaknesses of East Germany’s centrally planned economy were revealed by
the 1970s oil shocks, rising interest rates, and reduced Soviet subsidies: the economy’s focus
on heavy industry, a significant lack of investment and the extensive use of factor inputs
severely limited the extent to which it could benefit of the technological revolution that was
underlying growth in Western capitalist economies. (Kopstein, 1997) By the late 1980s,
stagnation had become evident. Many East Germans sensed that their standards of living
were stagnating, if not declining, as they experienced nominal wage increases that did not
compensate for inflation as well as frequent shortages of goods and supplies. (Kowalzcuk,
2009; Wolle, 2013)
The SED regime did not tolerate political dissent and had established a highly militarized
security apparatus to persecute dissidents.2 Many dissatisfied East Germans thus left the
2

In 1989, the security apparatus included the Ministry of State Security with 91,000 official employees
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country, either legally after they were granted exit visas or illegally.3
Small groups of political activists concerned with issues of peace, sustainable development, the environment, and human rights were supported by the Protestant church which
provided them with access to meeting sites and limited resources to print (Dale, 2005; Kowalczuk, 2009; Neubert, 1998). However, these groups’ advocacy of a “third way”, a reformed
“socialism with a human face” did not resonate with the majority of East Germans. (Dale,
2005). Accordingly, organized opposition groups did not play an important role in the
protests that began in September 1989 (Opp, Voss and Gern, 1993; Opp and Gern, 1993).
The first protests were predominantly led by East Germans who had applied for exit visas
and were hoping that the regime would allow them to leave the country in order to reduce
public protest and maintain stability. (Dale, 2005)
In contrast to Hungary and Poland, no significant call for reform emerged from within
the ruling SED party. The party’s top-level leadership insisted on a narrow and inflexible
interpretation of Marxist-Leninist ideology and enforced strict norms of party discipline.
Following Mikhail Gorbachev’s rise to the leadership of the Soviet Communist Party in
1985, relations between East Germany and the Soviet Union quickly deteriorated. The
SED distanced itself from Gorbachev’s reform program.4 Most East Germans in contrast
welcomed Gorbachev’s reforms and hoped for similar changes in East Germany (Kowalczuk,
2009; Süss, 1999). The international situation became increasingly difficult for the East
German regime when Hungary started to dismantle its border fortifications with Austria in
May 1989 after effectively leaving the Soviet bloc. Throughout the summer, thousands of
East Germans vacationing in Hungary used this opportunity to escape to West Germany.
Others occupied West German embassies in Prague, Warsaw, and Budapest to force their
emigration. It was this mass exodus and the dogmatic response of the East German regime
that significantly fueled public protests (Hirschman, 1993; Lohmann, 1994; Pfaff and Kim,
2003). On November 9, 1989, following an attempt by the East German regime to introduce
temporary regulations that would allow permanent exit and were aiming at reducing tensions,
and 110,000 unofficial informants, the Ministry of the Interior with 127,000 employees, among which 67,000
were police officers, the National People’s Army with 92,400 career officers and 75,600 conscripts, the East
German border troops with 47,000 members, half of which were conscripts, as well as smaller units such as
the transport police with 5600 career officers and 800 conscripts or the customs agency with 8,000 employees.
In addition, there were multiple paramilitary organizations. Overall, almost half a million individuals were
under arms at all times - not even considering the 500,000 soviet troops that were stationed on East German
territory. The overall costs for this military and security apparatus in the GDR amounted to at least 11
percent of East Germany’s national income. (Kowalczuk, 2009)
3
Exit visas were issued after a waiting period that could last up to 10 years. Meanwhile the application
for an exit visas caused - oftentimes severe - discrimination against applicants and their families.
4
The SED’s rejection of Gorbachev’s path of reforming socialism culminated in an interview that SED
chief ideologist Kurt Hager gave the West German magazine stern where he stated: “would you, by the way,
in case that your neighbour repapers his apartment, feel obliged to repaper your apartment as well?”
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the Berlin Wall fell. Continued mass protests led to the first free and democratic election on
March 18, 1990. The results were clear: 75 percent of the electorate voted for a party that
was supported by West German parties and in favor of German reunification which then
took place on October 3, 1990. The SED had changed its name to “Party of Democratic
Socialism” (PDS) after a realignment of its senior leadership and political program. The
PDS obtained 16.4 percent of the votes which was generally considered a success by its
leadership and political observers. PDS then contested federal German elections until 2005
when the party merged with a West German Socialist politcal party to form the new party
“Die Linke”.
2.1.2

Cross-Border Traffic between East and West Germany

Shortly after East Germany’s official foundation, the East German regime swiftly implemented measures to restrict mobility and exchange across both German states. A first
marked step towards isolation was closing off the German-German border in May 1952.
East Germany created a 5 km wide protective strip and restricted zone along the 1,400 km
long inner German border. East German citizens required a special permit to enter this zone
and more than 11,000 persons that were considered potential spies or escape helpers were
forcibly resettled. Further measures were consistently undertaken in the years that followed.
In 1960, for instance, East German soldiers had started to place landmines to further fortify
border installations. In August 1961, East Germany started to build the Berlin Wall; this
effectively closed the last remaining loophole used by East Germans to leave and migrate to
West Germany. Thus, by 1972, the border regime had reached an unprecedented level and
consequently cross-border contact was severely reduced. (Ritter and Lapp, 2006; Schultke,
1999).
Reductions in cross-border traffic restrictions between East and West Germany were
established in the Transit Agreement. This treaty was signed by state secretaries Egon Bahr
(West Germany) and Michael Kohl (East Germany) on May 26, 1972. Building on an earlier
transit agreement of 1971, the treaty governed all practical issues regarding transit from
West Germany to West Berlin and other forms of cross-border traffic (including traffic via
roads, railways or waterways). The signing of the Transit Agreement preceded the signing
of the Basic Treaty on December 21, 1972 in which West and East Germany recognized each
other as sovereign states for the first time.
The signing of both treaties between West and East Germany occurred amidst a short
period of general easing in the geo-political relations between the Soviet Union and the
United States starting in 1969. In this environment, West German chancellor Willy Brandt
pursued policies that would ease tensions between the two German states. His proposed
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new Ostpolitik held that collaboration with the Communists would foster German-German
encounters that would undermine the Communist government over the long term.
Yet this foreign policy stance towards East Germany, in particular the Basic Treaty, was
highly controversial as it implied the abandonment of West Germany’s Hallstein doctrine
which aimed at internationally isolating East Germany. The Hallstein doctrine prescribed
that West Germany would view it as an unfriendly act if third countries were to recognize
East Germany. The response to such an unfriendly act was often understood to mean a
breaking off diplomatic relations.
In West Germany, the conservative CDU (Christian Democratic Union of Germany)
opposition party in the Bundestag refused the Basic Treaty because they thought that the
government gave away some West German points of view too easily. In particular, the
Brandt government, a coalition of Social Democrats and Free Democrats, lost a number of
members of parliament to the CDU opposition in protest over the Basic Treaty. In April
1972, it even seemed that the opposition had enough support to recall Brandt and elect a
new Chancellor. However, in the parliamentary vote, the opposition came two votes short.
Finally, new general elections in November 1972 gave the Brandt government a victory, and
on May 11, 1973 the Federal Parliament approved the Basic Treaty.
In contrast, achieving international recognition as a sovereign state was East Germany’s
guiding foreign policy principle ever since founding of the German Democratic Republic in
1949. At the same time, the East German leadership intended to stabilize the regime by
reducing out-migration, isolating the East German population, and limiting the extent to
which there was cross-border exchange. Accordingly, East Germany’s security apparatus
actively accompanied the negotiations and aimed to prepare for potentially destabilizing effects of the gradual opening. However, historians describe that, despite the presence of these
concerns, the East German leadership assessed the perceived potential stabilizing effects of
the imminent international recognition as valuable enough to make certain concessions towards West Germany with respect to cross-border traffic. In 1973, following the mutual
recognition as sovereign states, both West and East Germany joined the UNO and by the
end of the 1970s, East Germany had established diplomatic relations to almost all countries
of the world. (Kowalczuk, 2009)
The magnitude of the private visitor flows in the period after the easing of travel restrictions had been implemented, was substantial. In Appendix Table 1, I present a short
quarterly time series on the magnitude of these visitor flows for the years 1975 to 1980. This
information was retrieved from quarterly reports produced within the East German Ministry
of the Interior. The data indicates that between 3.4 and 3.7 million West German citizens
visited East Germany per year in this time period. The pattern across quarters within a year
11

appears fairly stable, with the second and third quarter of a year representing peaks in the
number of West German visitors received. In particular, in the time period covered by the
data, more than 1 million West German visitors were hosted by East Germans during each
of these quarters, respectively. These flows are sizeable when compared to East Germany’s
population of 16.7 million (of which 12.6 million were above the age of 18) as of 1981.

2.2

Local Border Traffic

Prior to 1972, private citizens could enter East Germany only by invitation. The rules
that governed this entry process were modified and become more generous as a result of
the Transit Agreement. In particular, West German citizens could visit East German hosts
residing in any district of East Germany on the basis of the private entry by invitation
regulations once or multiple times per year for a maximum of 30 days. The treaty also
affected East German refugees that had emigrated to West Germany prior to January 1,
1972. The East German authorities revoked their citizenship and guaranteed their exemption
from punishment, thereby enabling these persons to visit family and friends who had stayed
behind in East Germany.
In order to enter East Germany under this policy, East German hosts had to apply for
a warrant on behalf of their West German visitors. The application had to be submitted
at least 4 weeks prior to the date of entry to the state authority responsible for the host’s
residence. East German hosts had to produce detailed personal information (name, data
and place of birth, address, name and address of employer as well as license plate number)
to complete the application. The application was then examined and, if approved, a warrant
as well as an additional form was sent to the West German visitors via mail. The form
required visitors to list any items and currency that they were planning to bring into East
Germany. These forms were then checked thoroughly, supposedly at random, at the border
crossing point. In case of no objection due to incorrect declarations, an entry visa was then
granted at the border crossing point. This procedure had to be repeated for every entry to
East Germany.
In addition to rendering the rules governing entry by invitation more generous, the Transit Agreement also introduced a set of local border traffic regulations. These regulations
provided an additional way to enter East Germany and exclusively applied to East German districts in proximity to the inner German border. Eligible West German visitors that
planned to visit a locality within this designated set of East German districts could apply
for a warrant directly. Importantly, if approved, the warrant was valid for up to 9 entries
into East Germany. In addition, East German authorities established four additional bor-
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der crossing points that operated exclusively under the local border traffic regulations and
greatly reduced the effective distance to destinations within the districts subjected to the
local border traffic regulations. Entry had to occur at the border crossing point that was
closest to the destination. Initially, the warrant granted under the local border traffic regulations granted one-day visas. From 1984 onwards, the permitted length of stay was increased
to two days. (Ritter and Lapp, 2006; Schultke, 1999)
What was the rationale for introducing these special local border traffic regulations in
East German districts located in proximity to the inner-German border? Egon Bahr, West
German state secretary and chief negotiator for the Transit Agreement, entered the negotiations with the ambition to achieve significant easing of constraints on cross-border mobility.
On the other hand, the East German delegation feared that increased cross-border traffic
would weaken its border regime. (Petrick, 2011) The resulting compromise contained the
special provisions for districts in proximity to the inner German border described above as
it was generally assumed that more social ties across the German-German border were cut
off as a result of the division in this area.
How did East German authorities determine which districts to subject to the local border
traffic regulations? While the bargaining was secret and, to the best of my knowledge, there
is no official justification for the assignment of districts to the local border traffic regulations,
historians have argued that geography was an important factor. In particular, since visas
granted under the local border traffic policy were initially limited to one day, visitors had to
exit East Germany prior to midnight through the border crossing point through which they
had entered earlier the same day. Hence, this suggests that distance to the nearest border
crossing point was a relevant factor in determining treatment assignment. Appendix Figure
?? provides a visual representation of the assignment to the local border traffic region.
While the literature does not mention additional criteria or factors, concerns remain that
other underlying characteristics influenced assignment of local border traffic regulations.
Under these circumstances, identification is not a forgone conclusion and will be examined
further in section 3.3.

2.3

Visits & the Nature of Interactions

How did the typical visit by West Germans proceed and who were those visitors? The
surviving records of the East German police allow to point out the following broad patterns:
First, data from the East German region of Leipzig indicates that a large share of the
West German visitors were indeed previously residing in East Germany. More specifically,
the data for the first half of 1974 shows that 52.9% of visitors entering the region of Leipzig
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had previously been East German citizen.
Second, the available statistical data on the social background of both visitors and hosts
indicates that all social classes were well represented among both groups.
Given the lack of more comprehensive data on the visits, I included a number of questions
about the structure of the typical visit in the qualitative interviews that I conducted as part
of this research project in order to be able to provide a somewhat more detailed description
of the typical interactions between East German visitors and West German hosts.
In particular, the qualitative evidence discussed next comes from detailed, open-ended
interviews with five respondents that lived in former East Germany and eight respondents
that lived in former West Germany prior to November 1989. All of the respondents experienced cross-border, interpersonal contact either as a host or a visitor at the time. Please refer
to section 14 in the Online Appendix for further information on the sampling procedure.
This qualitative evidence suggests that most of the visits took place quite regularly in
the period between 1972 and 1989. While the visits occurred on a yearly basis in some cases,
the majority of visits happened regularly, but not every year. All but one respondent did
not experience any interpersonal cross-border contact prior to 1972. Typically, visitors spent
between three days and one week, in a few cases even more than one week in East Germany.
In terms of the relation between visitors and hosts, the qualitative evidence suggests
that there was broadly speaking slightly more contact between family members, but there
is also a substantial share of individuals that interacted with friends. The share of visitors
that had previously resided in East Germany before returning to visit East Germany as
a West German citizen in the small sample is consistent with the levels reported in the
administrative, statistical data described above.
Both East German hosts and West German visitors report that for the majority of the
time, both groups interacted at the hosts’ home. However, a substantial share also visited
restaurants and went on small trips to nearby sights or the outdoors as part of these visits.
However, only a small minority left the district of residence of the East German hosts on
these occasions. In case that they did, the distance travelled was relatively small.
An extensive, then contemporary description of these visits is provided in Böhme (1983).5
Consistent with the qualitative evidence presented earlier, Böhme emphasizes the private nature of the conversations during these visits. In particular, she points out that the visits
provided a specific, communicative situation of exchanging positions and social conceptions
between East German hosts and West German visitors. In other words, interpersonal contact
and ensuing conversations provided an opportunity for a profound comparison of economic
5

Please refer to Online Appendix 14 for a detailed description of retrospective interviews with both former
East German hosts and West German visitors on the nature of these conversations.
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and political systems. Individuals’ reflection on the own and foreign society shaped issues of
discussion, questions and perspectives. Böhme describes these conversations as very intense,
sometimes difficult and often characterized by misunderstandings. She contrasts, for instance, a passionate depiction of the efforts undertaken, and the pride that an East German
host takes in his personal achievement of overcoming a variety of obstacles at his workplace,
with the West German visitor’s reaction, who perceives this as “an empathetic description
of devastating conditions”, and concludes that “the only valid explanation for this attitude
could be that the East German state breaks its people.”
Recently, researchers have also obtained access to reports compiled by Infratest, a West
German opinion research institute, which, on behalf of the West German Ministry for InnerGerman Relations, secretly surveyed West German visitors upon returning from East Germany. Given that Infratest considered it methodologically and politically unfeasible to directly survey East German citizens, the institute opted for an indirect procedure in which
interviews were conducted with a surrogate. In particular, Infratest surveyed West Germans
who had visited East Germany about the attitudes of specific East German contact persons
that the West Germans had visited and spoken to extensively. The objective of this opinion
polling, which was implemented annually in the period 1968 to 1989, was to learn about
attitudes and behaviors of the East German population. (Gieseke, 2015)
Clearly, this methodology has a number of important limitations: First, there is an
issue of representativeness. The reports only include West German visitors’ perspectives
on the attitudes held by those East German individuals that had received visits from West
Germany. This is equivalent to stating that the survey data lacks information on the control
group, i.e. the set of individuals that were not exposed to West German visitors. Moreover,
East German hosts on whose attitudes the West German visitors were asked to provide
information are not randomly drawn from the East German population and could therefore
be selected along important dimensions.
Second, the indirect surveying is problematic as the answers could be severely influenced
by West Germans’ own attitudes and perspectives. In addition, it is plausible that East
German hosts did not express their opinions truthfully when discussing with their West
German visitors. In the light of the anecdotal evidence on the sometimes complicated nature
of the conversations during the visits, both of these concerns appear relevant.
Last, the indirect opinion polling did not consider the possibility that receiving visitors
from West Germany could have an important effect on underlying attitudes and support for
the East German Communist regime.
Despite all these important drawbacks, the analysis of this data remains interesting: it
allows to examine the evolution of attitudes and values for the section of the East German
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population that experienced interpersonal contact with West German visitors for a long
time period and at a relatively high frequency. While the Infratest surveys elicited indirect
opinions on a large number of dimensions along which the East and West German economic
and political systems could be compared, I focus on two salient aspects discussed in the
analysis of the Infratest data conducted by Gieseke (2015):
Firstly, the share of East German hosts that West German respondents experienced and
classified as either “viewing the political system as generally positive, but criticizing specific
aspects” or as “totally convinced of the rightness of the political system” exceeded 30 percent
by 1972. It then declined steadily over the course of the 1970s and remained fairly stable
at around 20 percent throughout the 1980s before strongly declining in 1989. Similarly,
the share of East German hosts that was regarded as “rejecting the political system and
criticizing the government and the political situation” was oscillating around 10 percent in
the years prior to 1972. In 1973/1974, the respective share increased to about 20 percent
and then steadily increased to reach almost 30 percent throughout the 1980s.
Secondly, there was a similar dynamic in the share of East German hosts that - according
to their West German visitors - viewed the living conditions in East Germany as bad. In
particular, the share of individuals which reportedly expressed this opinion doubled from
around 15 percent in the 1970s to oscillating around 30 percent for most of the 1980s.
While these patterns are interesting and intriguing, due to the absence of a control group
and the lack of plausibly exogenous variation in contact to West German visitors, it is
impossible to learn about the effects of the visitors’ program on attitudes towards the East
German regime. In the next section, I turn towards addressing these challenges.

3

Data and Empirical Specification

3.1

Data

I investigate the impact of the local border traffic regulations by testing whether they affected
East Germans’ value system and political behavior. I obtained a list of the districts that
were subjected to the local border traffic regulations from Lapp and Ritter (2006). East
German districts are in most cases small political entities that consist of a district capital
and its surrounding countryside. The assignment to the local border traffic zone varies at
the district level.6
I measure attitudes and values using the East Germany sample of the 1990 round of the
German Socio-Economic Panel (GSOEP), georeferenced to the district. I use two indepen6

Due to the special status of East and West Berlin, the city is always excluded from the sample.
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dent datasets to measure political behavior. District-level information on protests during the
East German revolution in 1989 is obtained from Grdesic (2014). I also utilize data on the
electoral results for the first free elections in East Germany that took place in March 1990. In
particular, I digitized this data at the polling station-level using digital reproductions of the
archival records of the electoral results provided by the German Federal Archives. This data
is then georeferenced to the district using the first 4 digits of the official identifier assigned to
each polling station. In addition, to examine the persistence of the impact on electoral outcomes, I also rely on data on the electoral results for the federal legislative elections in 1994
and 1998. This data is provided by the office of the German Federal Returning Officer. I use
information on the historic administrational affiliation from the German Federal Statistical
Office (1995) to assign the electoral results at the municipality-level to the respective, former
East German districts. More information on these datasets and the outcome variables used
in the analysis is provided throughout the paper as they become relevant.
To obtain controls for socio-economic characteristics, I digitized and utilize district-level
data on the 1971 East German census from the German Federal Statistical Office (1994).
Furthermore, in section 3.3, I rely on a number of additional datasets to test for balance.
I introduce and describe these datasets in more detail as they become relevant. Finally, to
obtain controls for exogenous geographic characteristics, I calculate distance to the nearest
regular border crossing point, distance to the spatial discontinuity boundary as well as latitude and longitude of the district centroids using GIS software. More specifically, distance to
the nearest regular border crossing point is calculated in the actual road network as of 1977,
i.e. shortly after the Transit Agreement was negotiated. To this end, I digitized the complete German network of East German roads from Michelin (1977). Section 12 of the Online
Appendix contains more detailed information about these data and the data construction.

3.2

Regression Framework

This study exploits the discontinuous change in exposure to local border traffic regulations,
comparing outcomes in areas that were subjected to the local border traffic regulations in
1972 to outcomes in areas which were subject to the standard border traffic regulations.
This boundary forms a multi-dimensional discontinuity in longitude-latitude space. Hence,
regressions take the following form:
Yk = α + γTk + f (locationk ) + δr + β 0 Wk + k

(1)

where Yk is the outcome variable of interest in Kreis k, an East German administrative
district, and Tk is an indicator equal to 1 if district k was subjected to the local border traffic
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regulations introduced in 1972 and equal to zero otherwise. f (locationk ) is the regression
discontinuity (RD) polynomial that controls for smooth functions of geographic location.
P
The ni=1 δi 1{ik = i} terms are region fixed effects.7 Effectively, they split the boundary
in smaller segments. The region fixed effects ensure that the specification is comparing
districts across the same segment of the boundary. Finally, Wk controls for further observable
characteristics at the district level. One potential concern with the specification presented
here is that the results could be confounded by border effects. To address that, Wk includes
an indicator that equals one if district k shares a border with West Germany. Since there is
no variation in Tk for the districts that directly bordered West Germany, the effect of the Tk
indicator, γ, is identified only from the comparison of hinterland districts on both sides of the
local border traffic regulations boundary that did not share a border with West Germany.
This conservative approach is warranted to preclude confounding border effects. The support
for the SED regime in these districts might be affected by the immediate proximity of the
fortified border to West Germany. Moreover, municipalities in the restricted 5 km strip
near the border were subject to favourable supply of goods. In addition, districts that
directly bordered West Germany were affected by a large scale, population resettlement
policy in 1952 (“Aktion Grenze”) and many municipalities within these counties were either
completely excluded from the local border traffic regulations or could only be visited after
additional permits were granted.
In the ideal RD setup, the treatment effect is identified using only the variation at
the discontinuity. Given that the available data on attitudes and political behavior does
not provide observations at a lower level of aggregation than the district, following Dell
(2010), I use a semiparametric RD approach that limits the sample to districts within 25
to 75 km of the local border traffic boundary.8 This approach identifies the causal effects
by using a regression model to distinguish the treatment indicator, which is a nonlinear
and discontinuous function of longitude (x) and latitude (y), from the smooth effects of
geographic location. It is important for the regression model to approximate these effects
well, so that a nonlinearity in the counterfactual conditional mean function is not mistaken
for a discontinuity, or vice versa (Angrist and Pischke (2009)).
Accordingly, I report estimates from three baseline specifications of f (geographic locationk ).
The baseline approach projects geographic location into a single dimension. In particular,
this approach controls for a cubic polynomial in distance to the nearest regular border crossing point (measured in the actual road network as of 1977), a dimension which was important
7
East Germany consisted of 15 regions, so-called “Bezirke”, which were created after the abolition of
states (“Länder”) in 1952. Each of these regions was comprised of a number of administrative districts,
so-called “Kreise”.
8
I provide a visual representation of these discontinuity samples in Appendix Figures ?? to ??
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for the allocation of a district to the local border traffic region. Thus, a polynomial in distance
to the nearest border crossing point is likely to capture variation in relevant unobservables.
However, this approach does not map well into the traditional RD approach, although it is
similar in controlling for smooth variation and requiring all factors to change smoothly at
the boundary.
I also report estimates from two additional specifications. The second approach uses
a cubic polynomial in latitude and longitude.9 . This parametrization is relatively flexible
and analogous to the standard single-dimensional RD approach. However, this approach is
also very demanding as not all datasets provide the power to precisely estimate this flexible
specification. The two alternative, single-dimensional specifications therefore provide useful
checks on this multidimensional RD.
The third approach represents another single-dimensional specification. In particular, I
also examine a specification that controls for a cubic polynomial in distance to the local
border traffic boundary. I report this specification because it is similar to traditional onedimensional RD setups, but to the best of my knowledge neither historical nor qualitative
evidence suggests that distance to the local border traffic boundary is economically or politically important. Thus, this specification is most informative when examined in conjunction
with the other two.
Lastly, in order to document robustness to functional form assumptions, I also report
estimates from specifications that control for linear and quadratic polynomials in these three
dimensions of geographic location.

3.3

Identifying Assumption & Balance

The RD approach used in this paper requires the following identifying assumptions. First, all
relevant factors besides treatment must vary smoothly at the local border traffic boundary.
That is, letting c1 and c0 denote potential outcomes under treatment and control, x denote
longitude and y denote latitude, identification requires that E[c1 |x, y] and E[c0 |x, y] are
continuous at the discontinuity threshold. This assumption is needed for districts located
just outside the local border traffic boundary to be an appropriate counterfactual for those
located just inside it. To assess the validity of this assumption, I examine the following
potentially important characteristics: (a) vote share obtained by the SED, East Germany’s
ruling, Leninist-Marxist Socialist Unity Party of Germany between 1949 and 1989, as well as
other political parties and turnout in the 1946 state assembly election, (b) protest incidents
during the East German uprising on June 17, 1953, (c) availability of West German television
9

Letting x denote longitude and y denote latitude, this polynomial is x+y+x2 +y 2 +xy+x3 +y 3 +x2 y+xy 2
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and (d) a number of socio-economic characteristics measured during the East German census
of 1971.
To examine political attitudes and support for the Communist regime at baseline, I use
data on the vote shares obtained by the SED during the state assembly elections in 1946.
I compute vote shares obtained by the SED and other political parties at the municipality
level.10 Until March 1990, the state assembly elections in 1946 in the Soviet occupation zone
were the only elections in East Germany that were considered to generally satisfy democratic
principles. The SED, which was founded in 1946 by forcibly merging the SPD (Social
Democratic Party in the GRD) and the KPD (Communist Party of Germany), became the
strongest party. However, the SED was able to secure the absolute majority only in one state,
despite being heavily favoured by the Soviet military administration during the electoral
campaign. This disappointing outcome, from the point of view of the Soviet occupation
force as well as from the perspective of the SED itself, in turn contributed to important
modifications of the electoral laws. In particular, starting from the state assembly elections in
1950 onwards, voters could only express their approval or refusal of a single list of candidates.
The results are presented in Table 1. The columns of Table 1 restrict the sample to
districts for which the centroid is located within a 25, 50 and 75 km band around the local
border traffic boundary, respectively. The first row of Table 1 shows that support for the
SED in 1946 is statistically identical across the local border traffic boundary. Moreover,
rows 2 to 4 indicate that there are no statistically significant differences in the vote share
obtained by the remaining political parties.11 While row 5 shows a marginally statistically
significant difference in turnout during the 1946 state assembly election, the magnitude of
the coefficients suggests that the difference is small.
Next, I investigate protest incidences during the East German uprising on June 17, 1953.
The uprising was preceded by the SED’s successively intensifying campaign to construct
socialism in East Germany. In particular, the regime initiated measures to eliminate the remaining, private industrial sector and introduced an uncompensated increase in work norms
in April and May 1953, respectively. However, when the grievances of a large share of the
East German population grew and the SED leadership came under strong criticism of the
Soviet leadership in Moscow, most of the policy measures - with the exception of the uncompensated increase in work norms - were reversed. At first, discontent from upholding
the uncompensated increase in work norms led to sporadic strike events in the beginning of
10

More specifically, I impose the administrative boundaries of municipalities in 1952
The state assembly elections in 1946 were contested by the LPD (Liberal Democratic Party of Germany),
CDU (Christian Democratic Union of East Germany) and the VDGB (Peasants Mutual Aid Association).
The VDGB was a mass organization for the rural population in the GDR. It was dominated and directed
by the SED.
11
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June. However, these dynamics then accelerated and finally culminated in the East German
uprising on June 17, when workers in hundreds of East German cities, towns and villages
marched and protested in the streets. The magnitude of the uprising and the speed by
which it spread across the country took the SED leadership by complete surprise and the
regime could only be buttressed due to the deployment of Soviet occupation troops. Row
6 of Table 1 examines an indicator for protest incidents during the 1953 uprising. I match
a list of villages, towns and cities which experienced protests during the uprising, obtained
from Kowalczuk (2003), to the list of all municipalities in existence in 1952. The results
show no statistically significant differences in the likelihood of protest occurrence.
Moreover, I use data on the share of the population that was, on average, a member of
the SED in the years 1967 to 1971. Importantly, this variable is measuring the strength of
the SED prior to the introduction of local border traffic and subsequent to the construction
of the Berlin Wall, i.e. at a time when the East German regime had stabilized. Row 7 of
Table 1 shows the absence of statistically significant differences in the share of the population
that was a member of the SED in the above time period across districts which were and were
not included in the local border traffic regime.
The absence of statistically significant differences in both predetermined political attitudes, party strength and protest incidences suggests that the East German regime did not
(at least on the margin) specifically provide concessions - by means of assigning districts to
the local border traffic region - to districts that had higher underlying tendencies to engage
in protest or reject the Socialist government.
I also examine the availability of West German television. In particular, I obtained information on the signal strength of West German television broadcasting for all municipalities
in existence as of 1992 from Bursztyn and Cantoni (2016). I use the same threshold as the
one established in Bursztyn and Cantoni (2016) in order to determine whether a particular municipality had a signal strong enough to receive West German television. Row 8 of
Table 1 examines an indicator for reception of West German television broadcasting as of
1989. While the results indicate a significant, positive difference between districts that were
and were not subjected to the local border traffic regulations in the samples that restrict
to districts within a 50 km or 75 km band around the discontinuity boundary, the mean
level of West German television exposure is beyond 99% and 97%, respectively. Given this
ubiquitousness of foreign media exposure, it is unlikely that differences in outcomes across
the two sets of districts are driven by West German television broadcasting.
Lastly, I examine district-level characteristics and demographics. The point estimates in
rows 9 and 10 of Table 1 show that districts subjected to the local border traffic regulations
have a lower propensity to be urban or the administrative center of a district, respectively.
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However, these differences are not statistically significant in the samples that are restricted
to counties for which the centroid is located within a 25, 50 or 75 km band around the local
border traffic boundary.
Row 11 of Table 1 shows that there are no statistically significant differences in the log
of the number of refugees, originating from a given East German district k, that arrived to
West Germany by 1955. This result is noteworthy for the following reasons: on the one hand,
the early 1950s saw intense efforts by the SED leadership to implement Socialist policies to
fundamentally transform East Germany’s economy and society at large. A lack of differences
in the amount of people that left East Germany during this time period is thus indicative of
the absence of differences in political attitudes towards this transformation or the absence of
differences in the manner in which the SED leadership advanced this initiative. On the other
hand, in the light of the fact that a large share of the West German visitors that entered
East Germany after 1972 used to be former East German citizens, measuring no statistically
significant differences in the number of refugees that arrived to West Germany by 1955 is
suggestive of the absence of differences in social ties to West Germany across the local border
traffic boundary.
Likewise, row 12 of Table 1 indicates that there are no statistically significant differences
in the log population (as measured in the 1971 census). Next, I examine the level of education
prevailing the respective district populations in 1971. While rows 13 and 14 indicate that
there are no statistically significant differences in the share of apprentices or skilled workers
within the population, row 15 shows that there is a statistically significant difference in the
share of the population that completed a tertiary degree (i.e. either held a university degree
or a degree from a professional college in 1971). In particular, this difference is statistically
significant at the 10% and 5% level in the sample that restricts district centroids to lie within
a 50 or 75 km band around the local border traffic boundary, respectively. Finally, rows 16
to 19 indicate that the share of the population in the work force as well as the sectoral,
industrial composition is statistically identical across the local border traffic boundary.
Overall, Table 1 reveals only very modest differences: when the sample is restricted to
fall within 75 km or 50 km from the local border traffic boundary, we see that a smaller
share of the population within districts subjected to the local border traffic regulations had
a tertiary degree as of 1971. Moreover, there appear to be small differences in the turnout to
the 1946 state assembly election. Lastly, there are some, albeit insignificant, differences in
the propensity of a district subjected to the local border regulations to be an administrative
center of the enclosing region. All but the differences in turnout disappear as the sample
is limited to fall within a 25 km range to the local border traffic boundary. Given these
findings and to be conservative, in all analysis, I include indicators in Wk that equal 1 if a
22

county is an administrative center of a district and 0 otherwise. Moreover, Wk also includes
the log number of population in 1971 as well as the log number of population that held a
tertiary degree in 1971 as additional control variables.

3.4

Randomization Inference

Estimating the effects of the local border traffic policy requires identifying a plausible set
of counterfactual local border traffic areas. I exploit the fact that there were many possible
treatment assignment configurations. In particular, I identify feasible counterfactual spatial
local border traffic configurations by imposing the following requirements:
1. The number of districts included in the local border traffic area equals the actual
number of districts that formed the actual local border traffic zone.
2. The districts in the local border traffic area are adjacent to each other and form a
contingent and connected geography (without holes or gaps).
3. At least one of the districts borders West Germany to serve as an entry point.
4. The length of the implicit local border traffic boundary defined by the assignment at
the district level falls within a 250 km band around the true length.
5. The mean distance of the implicit border traffic boundary defined by the assignment
at the district level to the West German border lies within a 25 km band around the
true distance.
Appendix Figure ?? presents a heatmap showing where the resulting counterfactual local
border traffic areas are concentrated.
I then re-estimate the specification introduced and discussed in the previous subsections
for 500 randomly selected counterfactual treatment assignment configurations that match
above criteria. I then use the position of the actual coefficient on Tk , γ, in the distribution
of counterfactual coefficients to compute a p-value. Small p-values imply that the patterns
observed for the actual assignment to the local border traffic zone would have been unlikely
to arise in the absence of the actual policy. This randomization inference approach has the
advantage of imposing a more compelling counterfactual and also addresses concerns about
spatial correlation in the computation of standard errors.
For robustness, I also construct a set of alternative, counterfactual local border traffic
areas. This second set of counterfactuals is tightly linked to the actual spatial treatment configuration by emphasizing the north-south extension of the treated area. In particular, these
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alternative, feasible counterfactual spatial local border traffic configurations are identified
by the following requirements:
1. The number of districts included in the local border traffic area equals the actual
number of districts that formed the actual local border traffic zone.
2. All the East German districts that directly border West Germany are included in the
local border traffic area.
3. The length of the implicit local border traffic boundary defined by the assignment at
the district level is at most 75 percent larger than the actual distance.
4. The mean distance of the implicit border traffic boundary defined by the assignment
at the district level to the West German border lies within a 5 km band around the
true distance.
Analog to the main randomization inference exercise, I then re-estimate the specification
introduced and discussed in the previous subsections for 500 randomly selected counterfactual
treatment assignment configurations that match this second set of criteria. I then use the
position of the actual coefficient on Tk , γ, in the distribution of counterfactual coefficients
to compute a p-value again.

4
4.1

Local Border Traffic and Interpersonal Contact
Data

To establish a relationship between being subjected to the local border traffic regulations
and the intensity of interactions with West German citizens, I examine the short-term effect
of the local border traffic regulations on the number of visitors received in 1975, i.e. 3 years
after the regulations had been introduced. To the best of my knowledge, the year 1975 was
not special in any important dimension related to the local border traffic regulations, but it
is the year with most complete archival data coverage. More specifically, I collected districtlevel data on visitors from West Germany from reports of the East German police that were
classified at the time. In particular, the department “Pass- und Meldewesen”, which was in
charge of the passport and registration system within the region-level police organization,
regularly compiled statistical reports about the entry of West German citizens into the
different districts within the region. Since these reports were prepared at various frequencies
(yearly, quarterly, monthly, daily for special occasions such as Christmas or Easter) and given
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that only a fraction of the written records were preserved, this data collection effort yielded
spell data of varying length for the year 1975. If the spell does not cover the entire yearly
period, I therefore need to extrapolate from the existing information to generate estimates
for the total number of visitors in the year 1975. I describe this in more detail in section
12.1.1 of the Data Appendix.

4.2

Results on Exposure to West German Visitors

I begin by documenting a relationship between being subjected to the local border traffic
regulations in 1972 and the degree to which isolation of East German districts was reduced,
using the log number of West German visitors received in 1975 as the dependent variable.
This analysis serves as a sanity check in order to demonstrate that the policy indeed led to a
differential extent of contact to West Germans. The results are presented in Table 2. Panel
A reports the specification that uses a cubic polynomial in distance to the nearest border
crossing point, Panel B reports the specification that includes a cubic polynomial in latitude
and longitude, and Panel C reports the specification that includes a cubic polynomial in
distance to the local border traffic boundary. Column 1 of Table 2 restricts the sample to
districts within a 25 km band around the local border traffic boundary, and columns 2 and
3 restrict it to lie within 50 and 75 km bands, respectively.
The baseline specification presented in Columns 1-3 of Table 2, Panel A, indicates that
a short-term effect of the local border traffic regulations was an increase in the number of
West German visitors received in 1975 by approximately 13.5 to 17.4% in districts that were
subjected to the regulations. Similarly, the point estimates derived from the two alternative
RD estimates imply that the number of West German visitors received in 1975 was 8.5 to
20% higher in areas subjected to the local border traffic regulations, compared to unaffected
areas. Moreover, the point estimates remain fairly stable as the sample is restricted to fall
within narrower bands of the local border traffic boundary. Figure 1 shows the distribution
of counterfactual treatment effects and contrasts it with the estimated effect under the
actual policy assignment. All actual treatment effects lie in the right tail of the distribution
of counterfactual treatment effects. More precisely, all randomization inference p-values are
equal to 0.01 or lower, when using single-dimensional RD polynomials (Panels A and C). The
estimates obtained from a specification that builds on a multi-dimensional RD polynomial
are marginally significant in the 25 km sample, but generally less precisely estimated.
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5
5.1

Local Border Traffic and Support for the Regime
Data

I examine the effect of the local border traffic policy on the support for East Germany’s nondemocratic regime by testing whether it affected protest incidences during the East German
revolution in the fall of 1989 as well as electoral results shortly after the revolution in March
1990. In the remainder of this section, I will describe the data used to examine these main
outcomes.
First, I measure protest incidences using an event catalog for the revolution in East
Germany, covering the period between September 1, 1989 and March 18, 1990. The event
catalog is based on the list of events in Schwabe (1999) and was assembled by Grdesic (2014).
This dataset is geo-referenced to the district. It includes daily reports of local, district-level
police forces to the East German Ministry of Interior, records of the Ministry of State Security
as well as numerous secondary sources such as newspaper articles. This daily event catalog
allows me to construct the following outcome measure of interest: to explore the intensity of
protest during the East German revolution, I calculate the number of days during which a
given district experienced protest events over the course of the aforementioned time period.
Second, I use the vote share obtained by PDS (Party of Democratic Socialism) in the legislative elections on March 18, 1990, as a measure of electoral support for the East German
regime. To this end, I digitized the official reports about the election results for all East German polling stations drawing upon archival records from the Federal Archive of Germany. A
more detailed description of the underlying data source and the data construction procedure
is provided in section 12.1.4 of the Data Appendix. The unit of observation is thus a polling
station in East Germany. Each polling station is in turn geo-referenced to the district-level
using the first 4 digits of the official identifier assigned to each polling station.
The election on March 18, 1990 was, at the same time, the first and last democratic
election to the Volkskammer. The PDS was the legal successor of the SED. The party had
changed its name on February 4, 1990 after a realignment of its senior leadership and political
program. In particular, in December 1989 Erich Honecker, General Secretary of the SED
until October 13, 1989, Erich Mielke, Minister for State Security, as well as Egon Krenz,
General Secretary of the SED from October 13, 1989 onwards, were expelled from the party.
The new leadership was comprised of Gregor Gysi, a lawyer who had been a member of the
SED since 1967, Wolfgang Berghofer, a top-level SED politician and mayor of Dresden, and
Hans Modrow, member of the SED since 1954 and leader of the SED in the region of Dresden
since 1973. All of them were considered reformist within the SED. The election program of
the PDS was entitled “democratic freedom for all - social safety for everyone”. The program
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included, among other items, that societal values and achievements of the GDR, understood
inter alia as the existence of people’s property in the economy, should be preserved. Instead
of German reunification, the party advocated for the formation of confederate structures
while maintaining sovereignty and the successive transition to a neutral and demilitarized
German confederation.
Lastly, I use the vote share obtained by PDS in the elections to the Bundestag, the German federal parliament, in the years 1994 and 1998 at the polling station level to investigate
the degree of persistence of a potential effect on electoral support. This data was provided
by the German Federal Returning Officer. Each polling station is in turn linked to the
respective district it was located in prior to 1989.

5.2

Results

In this section, I document the effects of being subjected to the local border traffic regulations
on the support for the SED regime. Firstly, I study differences in protest incidences in the
period from September 1, 1989 to March 18, 1990. The baseline results are presented in Table
3. This table reports the baseline specification that uses a cubic polynomial in distance to
the nearest border crossing point. Appendix Tables 2 and 3 report the specifications that
include a cubic polynomial in latitude and longitude and a specification that includes a
cubic polynomial in distance to the local border traffic boundary, respecttively. Column 1 of
Table 3 restricts the sample to districts within a 25 km band around the local border traffic
boundary, and columns 2 and 3 restrict it to lie within 50 and 75 km bands, respectively.
The baseline specification presented in Panel A of Table 3 estimates that local border
traffic increased the number of days during which a district experienced protest events by
about 25% to 31% compared to a district that was not affected by the local border traffic
regulations. Point estimates obtained from the alternative specifications imply that the
number of days with protest events was about 28% to 43% higher in the former type of
districts. The point estimates remain fairly stable as the sample is restricted to fall within
narrower bands around the local border traffic boundary. Figure 2 shows the distribution
of counterfactual treatment effects and contrasts it with the estimated effect under the
actual policy assignment. All actual treatment effects lie in the right tail of the distribution
of counterfactual treatment effects. More precisely, for the baseline specification, the null
hypothesis of no treatment effect can be rejected at the 5 and 10 percent level for districts
within a 25 km and 50 km or 75 km band around the discontinuity boundary, respectively.
Secondly, I examine differences in electoral support for the SED regime during the democratic transition. The baseline results are presented in Panel B of Table 3. Panels B of
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Appendix Tables 2 and 3 report the specifications that include a cubic polynomial in latitude and longitude and a specification that includes a cubic polynomial in distance to the
local border traffic boundary, respectively.
The baseline specification presented in Panel B of Table 3 estimates that being subjected
to the local border traffic regulations reduced the vote share obtained by PDS by 1.1 to 1.3
percent points which corresponds to a 9.6% to 12% decline over the sample mean. Point
estimates obtained from the alternative specifications imply a very similar reduction in the
electoral support for PDS. Moreover, the point estimates remain fairly stable as the sample
is restricted to fall within narrower bands around the local border traffic boundary. Figure 3
shows the distribution of counterfactual treatment effects and contrasts it with the estimated
effect under the actual policy assignment. All actual treatment effects lie in the left tail of the
distribution of counterfactual treatment effects. More precisely, for the baseline specification,
the null hypothesis of no treatment effect can be rejected at the 1 percent level for all
bandwidths.
Lastly, I confirm that the effects on the electoral support for PDS persisted until 1998,
that is for (at least) 9 years after the beginning of the East German revolution. In particular, Panels C and D of Table 3 show that, for the baseline specification, the reduction in
the vote share for PDS is 7.6% to 10.1% and 5.4% to 7.2% over the sample mean for the
federal parliamentary elections of 1994 and 1998, respectively. Moreover, Figures 4 and 5
demonstrate that, while the effect size is decaying as time passes, the null hypothesis of no
treatment effect can be rejected for all specifications and samples at conventional levels of
statistical significance. In particular, for the federal parliamentary election of 1994, when
focusing on the baseline specification, the randomization inference p-values range from 0.020
in the sample that restricts to a 25 km band around the discontinuity boundary to 0.002
in the sample that includes districts that are at most 75 km away from the discontinuity
boundary.

6

Mechanism

In this paper, I provide empirical evidence that districts that were subject to local border
traffic, and consequently experienced a reduction in the degree of isolation of the local population, exhibit significantly more protest and lower electoral support for the East German
Communist regime during and after the democratic transition.
I argue that a plausible explanation for these results that is consistent with the qualitative
literature on the East German democratic transition is that increased interpersonal contact to
West German citizens weakens individuals’ acceptance of the values and ideology underlying
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the policies promoted by the East German regime. This reduction in the acceptance of the
East German ideology ultimately undermines authoritarian rule and sets the scene for mass
protests and a rejection of the regime. To support this argument, I examine differences across
the discontinuity in the degree to which individuals approve of values heavily propagated by
the East German regime.

6.1

Data

In this section, I investigate the effect of the local border traffic policy on the value system,
i.e. attitudes and beliefs shared by East Germans in the affected districts. These outcomes
are taken from the 1990 socio-economic panel (SOEP) household survey data. The SOEP
survey existed in West Germany since 1984 and was conducted in June 1990 in East Germany
for the first time. The survey was thus fielded only 7 months after the fall of the Berlin Wall
and 4 months prior to German reunification, i.e. right during East Germany’s democratic
transition.
The main outcomes of interest measure an individual’s attitudes towards the desirability
of different forms of behavior in a society. In particular, I focus on the following two modes of
behavior: behaving dutifully as well as being successful at one’s workplace. In particular, the
survey question - in the case of being dutiful - reads as follows: “Everyone has conceptions
about which modes of behavior are desirable and which are not in our society. One of these
conceptions would be, for instance, that one should be dutiful. Please indicate for each of the
following conceptions, how desirable you think it is that individuals in our society generally
act accordingly. How desirable do you think it is that one is dutiful?”
Similarly, the question used to elicit the importance of being successful at one’s workplace
reads as follows: “How desirable do you think it is that one is successful at one’s workplace?”
I focus on these two values as they govern important dimensions of political and economic
behavior in a society. Moreover, I provide evidence in favor of the perspective that the discussion of these values was salient at the time in East Germany. In particular, dutiful and
obedient forms of behavior were strongly emphasized and a central theme in East Germany’s
society and daily life. Historians describe in detail various examples and situations in which
the state regularly mandated individuals to behave dutifully. These situations include, for
example, the participation at elections, regular parades, obligatory military education at
school and universities, compulsory military service as well as forced classroom discussions
about a variety of topics. In all of these circumstances, individuals within the East German society were continuously reminded of their duty to live up to their respective roles.
(Kowalczuk (2009), Wolle (2013))
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In addition, personal accounts by contemporary witnesses such as Roland Jahn, the
current Federal Commissioner for the Stasi Records and a former East German dissident,
emphasize the need to be dutiful and describes the following typical ways of behaving within
the regime: Be silent, accustom, run alongside, subordinate, collaborate.12 This emphasis
on dutiful behavior was echoed by respondents in a series of qualitative interviews that I
conducted in July 2018 with contemporary witnesses in East Germany.13
Lastly, I am conducting a text analysis exercise using a corpus of East German text. The
results support the notion that calls to behave dutifully were highly salient in East German
media and propaganda. Individuals that fulfilled their respective roles were publicly honored.
Similarly, this analysis reveals and supports the notion that the East German propaganda
emphasized and glorified the value of performance at work, coining terms and awards as
the “Held der Arbeit” (hero of labor). Workers’ high levels of dedication and performance
were frequently stressed as being crucial for the evolution and progress of the East German,
Socialist society. Thereby, the dimensions of duty and success at one’s workplace were
frequently connected and blended together.14
I thus argue that the G-SOEP questions highlighted above are good measures of the
degree to which individuals have internalized the critical values propagated by the East
German Communist regime in their belief system. In other words, these measures effectively
provide a measure of the effectiveness of East German indoctrination. Beyond this focus on
indoctrination, it is plausible that rejection of the East German Communist regime comes
along with a change in attitudes towards democracy. To investigate this issue, I also study
the following outcomes:
First, I investigate individuals’ satisfaction with democracy in the GDR measured during
the democratic transition in 1990. In particular, respondents were asked: “How satisfied
or unsatisfied are you with democracy in the GDR as it exists today?” Unfortunately, the
precise wording of the question and the timing of the G-SOEP survey during the democratic
transition impedes a clean interpretation of the survey responses. More precisely, the complication arises due to the fact that the question explicitly specifies the presence as the relevant
context for this question, i.e. a time period after the first free and democratic elections in
East Germany had been held in March 1990. However, it is unclear whether and to what
extent respondents anchored their answers exclusively on this - then - recent episode in East
Germany’s history or whether they based their assessment on the longer-term experiences
they made with democracy in East Germany. The G-SOEP online documentation does not
12

These are some of the chapter titles of Jahn (2014).
Please see section 14 of the Online Appendix for a detailed description of these qualitative interviews.
14
Preliminary results available upon request.
13
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highlight this issue and treats the variable as if it elicits general satisfaction with democracy
in the GDR, ignoring the temporal restriction discussed above.
Lastly, I also examine individuals’ preferences over a set of important policy goals. To
this end, I rely on data that was collected during the 1996 round of the SOEP. In particular,
respondents in the 1996 wave were asked to rank the following 4 policy goals according to
their individual perceptions of their relative importance.15 To be more precise, individuals
were presented with the following cue: “In politics, there are always trade-offs. We will now
present you with some policy objectives that one can aim at achieving in politics. If you had
to choose among those different objectives, which objective appears to be the most important
one to you personally? Which one would be the second-most important? Which one would
you rank third? Which one would you rank fourth?”
The policy goals provided are: “maintaining law and order, increasing citizens’ influence
on the decisions of the government, fighting increasing prices and protecting liberty of speech”.
Among these objectives, I focus on increasing citizens’ influence on the decisions of the
government as well as protecting liberty of speech. I label these objectives democratic policy
goals. I then construct an indicator that equals 1 if an individual ranks both of these
democratic policy objectives higher than efforts to reduce price inflation. Note that the
objective to fight inflation is of particular interest here for the following reason: Inflation
was one of the key aspects highlighted in East German public discourse to paint a negative
impression and bleak picture of life in West Germany in particular, and in capitalist societies
more generally, while the East German leadership emphasized and pointed out price stability
as a key feature of living in a Socialist system.

6.2

Results

In this section, I document the effects of being subjected to the local border traffic regulations
on individuals’ attitudes towards the desirability of different forms of behavior in a society.
First, I study differences in attitudes towards being dutiful. The results are presented in
Panel A of Table 4 which reports the specification that uses a cubic polynomial in distance to
the nearest border crossing point. Appendix Table 4 reports estimates for the specifications
that include a cubic polynomial in latitude and longitude and a cubic polynomial in distance
to the local border traffic boundary, respectively. Column 1 of Table 4 restricts the sample
to districts within a 25 km band around the local border traffic boundary, and columns 2
and 3 restrict it to lie within 50 and 75 km bands, respectively. The outcome variable is
standardized to have a mean of zero and standard deviation of one.
15

I focus only on individuals in the 1996 wave that are already observed in the 1990 wave in order to be
able to geo-reference individual observations to the districts in existence prior to German reunification
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The baseline estimates presented in Panel A of Table 4 suggest that being part of the local
border traffic area reduces the degree to which individuals approve of dutiful behavior as a
desirable mode of conduct in society by 0.167 to 0.303 standard deviations. Point estimates
obtained from the alternative specifications imply a similar reduction in the desirability
of being dutiful in districts that were exposed to local border traffic. Moreover, the point
estimates remain fairly stable as the sample is restricted to fall within narrower bands around
the local border traffic boundary. All of the point estimates are precisely estimated and
statistically significant at conventional levels of significance.16
Second, I study the effects of being assigned to the local border traffic area on the
desirability of being successful at one’s work. The results are presented in Panel B of Table
4. The baseline estimates imply that the effect of the local border traffic policy is negative and
reduced the degree to which individuals declare that being successful at one’s job is desirable
by 0.120 to 0.194 standard deviations. The point estimates derived from alternative RD
specifications yield similar results.17 Moreover, point estimates are fairly stable as the sample
is restricted to ever narrower bands around the discontinuity boundary (with the exception
of the results derived from the multi-dimensional RD polynomial). The point estimates
derived from the single-dimensional RD specifications are (marginally) significant in the
samples that restrict to districts within either a 25 or 50 km band around the discontinuity
boundary, while the estimates derived from the multi-dimensional RD specification are more
imprecisely estimated.
Next, I examine the degree to which the strength of the effects on these dimensions of the
value system varies across cohorts. To this end, I interact the local border traffic indicator
with measures of age in 1972, i.e. when the local border traffic regulations were implemented.
In particular, I present the results from a specification that interacts the local border traffic
indicator with dummy variables for 10-year bins of age in 1972. The results for the desirability
of being dutiful are shown in Appendix Table 5. Similarly, Appendix Table 6 displays the
results for desirability of being successful at one’s workplace. While there appears to be
limited variation across samples and outcomes, the differential, negative treatment effects
are particularly pronounced for individuals that were between ages 20 and 50 in 1972. This
finding is consistent with the notion that experiencing visits predominantly affected attitudes
of adults that had made substantial experiences with life under East Germany’s Communist
regime. It is plausible that this section of the population was more prone to discuss and
16

Please note that randomization inference p-values are not yet available for the results discussed in this
section due to the restricted access to the confidential SOEP data.
17
Panels B and D of Appendix Table 4 report estimates for the specifications that include a cubic polynomial in latitude and longitude and a cubic polynomial in distance to the local border traffic boundary,
respectively.
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reflect upon differences in lifestyles and individuals’ opportunities within both political and
economic systems.
The results presented thus far show that individuals in districts that were subjected to
local border traffic regulations rejected key values, that were emphasized and propagated by
the East German regime, more strongly than individuals living in nearby districts that were
excluded from local border traffic. This suggests that increased contact and interpersonal
exchange with West German citizens undermined acceptance of the ideology promoted by
the East German regime. Next, I proceed to investigate whether there are differences in
individuals attitudes towards democracy across the discontinuity.
More specifically, I study the effects of being included in the local border traffic area on
individuals’ satisfaction with democracy in the GDR. The results are presented in Panel A
of Table 5.18 The baseline estimates suggest that the effect of the local border traffic policy
reduced the share of respondents that are satisfied or very satisfied with democracy in the
GDR by 6.3 to 11.5 percentage points. This corresponds to a 14% to 25% reduction over
the sample mean. Most of the point estimates are marginally significant and the magnitude
of the point estimates declines substantially when the sample is allowed to contain districts
which are located more distant from the discontinuity boundary.
Finally, I investigate the effects of the local border traffic policy on individuals’ propensity
to rank two democratic policy goals higher than efforts to ensure price stability in 1996. The
results are presented in Panel B of Table 5. The point estimates obtained from the baseline
RD specification suggest that being subject to the local border policy increases the share of
individuals that attach a higher degree of importance to democratic policy goals compared
to attempts to curb inflation. In particular, the point estimates range from 0.047 to 0.094
which is equivalent to increases in this share between 20% and 42% over the respective
sample mean. Point estimates derived from alternative RD specifications yield similar point
estimates.19 While the point estimates in the sample that restricts to districts within 25 km
of the discontinuity boundary are positive, they are imprecisely estimated. However, point
estimates in the samples that restrict to districts within 50 and 75 km bands around the
discontinuity boundary are statistically significant at conventional levels of significance.
Next, I document an intriguing heterogeneity in the results on the acceptance of values
promoted by the East German regime. In the absence of individual-level SED membership
data, I use the following proxy to distinguish between individuals that were likely associated
18

Appendix Table 7 presents the corresponding results for the specifications that include cubic polynomials
in latitude and longitude and cubic polynomials in distance to the discontinuity boundary, respectively.
19
Panels B and D of Appendix Tables 7 present the corresponding results for the specifications that include
cubic polynomials in latitude and longitude and cubic polynomials in distance to the discontinuity boundary,
respectively.
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with the party establishment and those that were not: I classify individuals as being more
strongly associated with the party establishment if they work in a state-owned entity and
occupy executive ranks within the respective sector.20 The rationale for this choice is that an
important part of the party’s base was comprised of individuals that held these lower rank,
managerial roles. (Pannen, 2018) This followed from the fact that, starting in 1948/49, the
party’s organization followed the structure of the production sector. This implied that basic
organizations were typically attached to industrial entities. (Prieß, 1997a) Moreover, party
membership was essentially a prerequisite to advancement into these types of positions.
(Prieß, 1997b; Wolle, 2013) SED members met regularly during three types of monthly,
general meetings which regularly took place Monday evening. Once all SED members of a
given industrial entity met, once all members of a basic organization came together and once
all members of a particular “Parteilehrjahr”, a seminar group led by a trained propagandist
to specifically debate relevant political-ideological material, convened. The fourth Monday
of a month was reserved for special party activities. (Böhme, 1983; Prieß, 1997b) These
general meetings regularly consisted of discussions and presentations on resolutions made
by higher-ranked party institutions such as the Central Committee of the SED. Participants
were required to reproduce these resolutions as well as to draw conclusions for the respective
workplace or entity. Participation at these general meetings was mandatory. (Wolle, 2013) It
is therefore likely that these individuals were more intensively exposed to the East German
ideology and party decisions.
Using this classification, I empirically conduct the following analysis:
Yik = α + γTk + ηRi + λ(Tk × Ri ) + f (locationk ) + δr + β 0 Wk + ik

(2)

where Yik is a measure of individual-level attitudes towards values emphasized by the
East German regime for individual i living in district k, and Ri is an indicator that is equal
to 1 if the individual held a position that is classified as executive rank and equal to zero
otherwise. Following the notation in equation 1, Tk is an indicator equal to 1 if district k was
subjected to the local border traffic regulations introduced in 1972 and equal to 0 otherwise.
The estimates presented in Panel A of Table 6 imply that residing within the local
border traffic area reduces the degree to which individuals approve of dutiful behavior as a
20

More precisely, I classify individuals as occupying an executive rank if they hold any of the following
positions: If the sector is agriculture and farming, I classify individuals as executive rank if they hold
a position as a master craftsman or in middle or upper level management. Among blue-collar workers,
I classify individuals as executive rank if they hold a position as foreman or master craftsman. Among
white-collar workers, I classify individuals as executive rank if they hold a position as industrial foreman,
qualified professional (e.g. medical doctors or teachers) or a position of managerial type. Individuals who are
currently in training or completing their education or who are self-employed are classified as not occupying
an executive rank.

34

desirable mode of conduct in society in general. However, the effect is especially pronounced
for individuals that hold executive positions at their respective work place. Note that the
estimates of η, i.e. the effect of occupying a position of executive rank at the workplace
is always positive and sizeable. One potential explanation consistent with this pattern is
that a key difference between these individuals and the general population was the higher
exposure to the East German regime’s indoctrination. Point estimates obtained from the
alternative specifications imply a similar heterogeneity in the reduction of the desirability of
being dutiful in districts that were exposed to local border traffic. Similarly, the estimates
presented in Panel B of Table 6 suggest that individuals that lived in districts that were
subjected to the local border traffic regulations agreed less with the social desirability of
being successful at one’s workplace. The effect is substantially stronger for individuals that
occupied executive ranks though. Moreover, the point estimates for the effect of occupying
a position of executive rank at the workplace are positive and sizeable again, albeit less
precisely estimated. Overall, this evidence is consistent with the idea that interpersonal
contact with West Germans raises doubts and concerns about the values propagated by
the East German Communist regime. As a result, individuals are less likely to accept the
ideology constituted by this set of values. Accordingly, when individuals are called upon to
stand up in favor of the regime, their motivation is rapidly fading away.
Yet, a cautious interpretation of this evidence is warranted due to the absence of random
selection into executive-rank type of roles and positions. Moreover, individuals occupying
these executive ranks certainly differ in more dimensions than the extent to which they were
exposed to the East German propaganda. More specifically, to address the chief concern
of different selection patterns into these positions across treatment and control districts, I
show that the point estimates are robust to the following measures: First, I exclude from the
sample individuals that began working in their current position after September 1989. In
particular, one plausible concern would be that, as the mass protests emerged in September
1989, the East German regime started to promote more critical individuals into positions
of executive rank precisely in districts in which the local population displayed stronger discontent. Likewise, it is possible that ardent supporters of the regime were transferred into
less prominent roles as the revolution unfolded. Second, I also allow for the potentially differential effect of a number of demographic characteristics. To be precise, in a robustness
check, the empirical specification explicitly accounts for the impact of age in 1972, gender,
education, as well as for all the respective interaction terms with the local border traffic
indicator.21 The results indicate that the point estimates are fairly stable, yet less precisely
estimated, when these additional checks are implemented.
21

In particular, I include dummies for 20-year age ranges and the respective interaction terms.
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Another concern is that, in principle, party members and officials were discouraged or
outright prohibited to have any contact to the West Germans. Thus if there would have been
perfect compliance with these instructions, individuals that occupied these executive-rank
type of positions within state-owned enterprises would not have been able to uphold interpersonal contact to West German family members and friends, which would render interpersonal
contact as a channel through which the effectiveness of indoctrination is weakened, at least
for this section of the population, implausible. However, anecdotal evidence from a series of
qualitative, open-ended interviews with former East German hosts suggests that these rules
were not strictly followed.22
It is challenging to empirically evaluate whether individuals in executive-rank positions
obtained relatively more visits from West Germany in districts that were part of the local
border traffic area due to data limitations. In particular, the 1990 G-SOEP wave does not
provide individual-level information on the intensive margin of contact to West Germans.
Yet, the survey data contains information on whether the respondent’s household has family
and friends in West Germany and whether the household regularly received gifts, financial
transfers or other forms of support from family and friends residing in West Germany in the
years prior to 1989. To the extent that these gifts were often exchanged during personal
visits, this variable can thus serve as a proxy for interpersonal contact. However, the measure is not fully adequate as it is unable to capture intensive margin differences in contact
to West Germany. Moreover, the proxy measure also suffers from the fact that gifts could
and reportedly also were sent frequently via mail. Similarly, investigating an indicator for
having family and friends in West Germany is only able to potentially uncover differences in
the potential for visits. Against the background of these limitations, I present the results analyzing differences in these measures in Appendix Table 8. The point estimates are positive,
but imprecisely estimated. Overall, the evidence suggests that individuals residing in treated
districts were relatively more likely to have family and friends in West Germany, as well as
to have regularly received gifts and financial transfers from West Germany in the years prior
to 1989. The estimates associated with the interaction terms are smaller in magnitude and
insignificant which indicates that there are no differences in the intensity for both sections
of the population. In conjunction with the anecdotal evidence, these results are suggestive
that individuals occupying executive rank-type positions within districts that were subjected
to local border traffic regulations had similar levels of exposure to West Germans as other
citizens in the treated areas.
22

Respondents who held executive-rank type of positions at the time (or who had family members that
did), for instance a medical doctor or members of the local party administration, indicated that they regularly
received visits by West German friends and relatives. Some of the respondents stated that, as a general rule,
the family did not talk about these visits outside of the private family setting.
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In the light of the empirical results discussed in this section, it is a natural question to
ask why the visitors programme was able to weaken the acceptance of values promoted by
the East German regime, and for what reason it was particularly effective in challenging the
attitudes of individuals that held executive ranks and therefore likely played an important
role within the system? In order to provide insight into the necessary conditions for these
effects to arise, I develop a simple theoretical framework in section 11 of the Online Appendix.
The framework relates to and builds on work by Suen (2004). Consider a setup in which
there are two possible states of the world {s1 , s2 }, and two possible actions to take, {a1 , a2 }.
Payoffs are such that action a1 is the appropriate action if state s1 is true, while a2 is
appropriate if s2 is true. In particular, I define c to be the cost of incorrectly choosing a1
relative to the cost of choosing a2 .
In the context of this study, state s1 can be interpreted as “the values promoted by the
regime are desirable for society as a whole”, while state s2 can be thought of as “the values
promoted by the regime are not desirable for society as a whole”. Accordingly, action a1 can
be interpreted as “support the values promoted by the regime”, whereas action a2 can be
understood as “do not support the values promoted by the regime”.
Moreover, I assume that there are two types of individuals: members of the establishment that held executive ranks (labelled with superscript r) and outsiders (labelled with
superscript o). Individuals can reside in two types of districts, treated or control districts.
The difference between the two types of districts is that the former subjected to a visitors
programme (e.g. the local border traffic policy examined in this paper). The share of the
local population that belongs to either type is assumed to be constant and the same for both
treated and control districts.
Individuals associate prior probabilities π and 1 − π with states s1 and s2 , respectively.
In addition, there is signal Y which is distributed on the support [y, ȳ], with differentiable
density function f1 and cumulative distribution function F1 under state s1 , or density function f2 and cumulative distribution function F2 under state s2 . A high value of y is evidence
in favor of state s1 .
A basic ingredient of this theoretical framework is information coarsening. In particular,
individuals do not directly observe the signal Y . Instead they have to rely on information
suppliers to provide information for their decisions. In order to model this crucial part of
the communication process, I assume that the continuous signal Y is coarsened into a binary
signal in the communication process. While individuals do not observe the realized value
y of the random variable Y , they are being informed by an information supplier whether
Y ≥ t or Y < t for some threshold t ∈ (y, ȳ).
To adapt the framework to the specific East German context, I assume that individuals
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can receive signals from the following three different information suppliers: East German
media, West German media as well as West German visitors. More specifically, individuals
residing in control districts have access to information provided by both the East and West
German media. Individuals that reside in treated districts additionally receive information
from West German visitors. The relevant thresholds are tre and toe for information received
from the East German media, trw and tow for information received from the West German
media, and trv and tov for information received from West German visitors, respectively. I
assume that individuals residing in both types of districts are identical ex-ante, i.e. prior to
the introduction of the visitors program. Accordingly, these thresholds do not differ between
treated and control districts.
I assume that tre ≤ trw as well as toe ≤ tow . This implies that both types of individuals
expect that the East German media is more inclined to send a positive message about state
s1 , i.e. a message in favor of the social desirability of the values promoted by the East
German regime. In contrast, both types of individuals believe that the West German media
will only provide evidence in favor of state s1 when the underlying signal Y is large. Finally,
I assume that beliefs about the information provided by West German visitors are more
balanced and are therefore situated in between te and tw , respectively.23 The assumption
that East Germans perceived West Germans as a more balanced source of information is
critical to derive treatment effects that qualitatively match the empirical estimates.
In order to replicate the empirical context studied in this paper, I focus on a situation
where the realization y as well as the above listed thresholds are such that the East German
media is perceived by both types as sending a positive message in favor of state s1 , whereas
the West German media is perceived by both types as sending a negative message, i.e. not
in favor of state s1 . Lastly, I also assume that West German visitors are experienced by both
types of individuals as sending a negative message about state s1 .
This information allows individuals to derive bounds on the actual realization of Y . In
particular, individuals residing in control districts will understand that the following is true
for the value of y:
te ≤ y ≤ tw
Similarly, individuals living in treated districts will be able to derive bounds on the
actual realization of Y by evaluating information received from both East and West German
media as well as from West German visitors. The assumption that West German visitors
are perceived to be more balanced by both types of individuals implies that the following is
23

In the remainder of the section, I will drop the superscripts p and o when a statement is valid for both
types of individuals.

38

true for the perception of the value of y within treated districts:
te ≤ y ≤ tv
This allows individuals to update their subjective beliefs about the probabilities of both
state s1 and state s2 using Bayes’ rule. In particular, an individual living in a control district
will choose a1 if and only if
π F1 (tw ) − F1 (te )
≥ c.
1 − π F2 (tw ) − F2 (te )
Analogously, individuals living in treated districts will choose a1 if and only if
π F1 (tv ) − F1 (te )
≥ c.
1 − π F2 (tv ) − F2 (te )
Using these expressions to compare the likelihood that individuals will choose action a1
between members of the establishment and the outsiders across treated and control districts
allows to show that the weakening of the acceptance of values promoted by the East German
regime will be stronger for members of the establishment if these individuals perceive West
German media reporting as relatively more biased than the information that they receive
from West German visitors and if this perception of bias is stronger than the one held by
outsiders.
Given that visitors were typically family members or close friends it appears plausible
that East Germans expected them to be, on average, less biased than the West German
media. Moreover, given that the East German media and propaganda intensively sought
to discredit West German media reports, it appears likely that persons who were highly
exposed to these messages expected West German media reports to be differentially more
biased than West German visitors to whom they often had long-standing social ties.
Another intriguing question relates to the role of individual-level beliefs about the evolution of an individual’s personal economic and professional situation under different political
regimes in shaping the acceptance of values promoted by a given regime. In other words, do
differences in the stated desirability of values propagated by the East German regime across
districts that were and were not subjected to local border traffic coincide with differences in
expectations about the evolution of an individual’s economic situation? It is plausible that
interpersonal contact enables an individual to more accurately update her beliefs on how
she would fare under the foreign political and economic system. It is intuitive that doubts
and questions about the rightness of the system she currently lives in as well as the ideology
underlying it would emerge, in case that an individual’s personal evaluation of the foreign

39

system turns out favourable. Thus, increased interpersonal exchange with West German
citizens could undermine East German value system by modifying economic expectations of
the East German population. However, given that information on differences in economic
opportunities between East and West Germany could also be obtained through essentially
ubiquitous West German television broadcasting, it is possible that interpersonal contact to
West German citizens did not lead to differences in beliefs about an individual’s economic
prospects under the foreign system across treated and untreated districts. Consequently,
any differences in the acceptance of the East German value system could not be explained
by differential perceptions of the economic benefits accruing from living under the foreign
economic and political system.
To investigate this point more thoroughly, I examine a set of economic and professional
expectations measured during the democratic transition.24 While one might not measure
systematic differences in economic and professional expectations for the general population,
it is possible that such differences were particularly important to shift the minds and attitudes
of individuals that held executive rank-type positions and could be considered pillars of the
regime. On the one hand, these individuals typically worked in high-skill occupations and
might eventually expect to differentially benefit from a change in the political and economic
system. On the other hand, an important fraction of these individuals might have been
motivated to support the East German regime and ideology by the prospect of social and
professional advancement in the first place. Consequently, a comparison of benefits derived
under different political and economic systems might therefore be particularly relevant in
shaping the ideology of these individuals.
Using equation 2, I thus examine whether, during the democratic transition, individuals
living in districts that experienced local border traffic, and specifically individuals in positions
of executive rank, differentially hold more positive or negative beliefs about the evolution of
their personal economic and professional situation. The results presented in Appendix Tables
9 and 10 display that, on average, members of the general population in treated districts
were not differentially concerned about the general or their personal economic situation,
job security and the potential loss of property rights. Furthermore, there is only limited
empirical evidence that individuals in executive roles were relatively less concerned about
the economic development. In particular, the estimates imply that these individuals were
relatively less concerned about their personal economic situation in districts that experienced
local border traffic. In addition, Appendix Tables 11 to 13 show that members of the general
24

Ideally, one would measure these expectations prior to the democratic transition and when there is still
uncertainty about the institutional path ahead. Due to data availability, I measure economic and professional
expectations during the democratic transition and at a time when German reunification had not yet been
implemented, but had been agreed upon.
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population do not exhibit systematically different expectations about the future evolution
of their professional career in treated and untreated districts. More specifically, there are no
systematic differences in expectations about future layoffs at one’s workplace, the likelihood
of losing one’s job or the likelihood that an individual will start searching for a new job
herself. Similarly, these individuals do not differentially expect to change occupations or
experience career advancements or setbacks in the future. Lastly, they do not differ in their
beliefs about the chance to become self-employed or drop out of the workforce. In contrast,
the estimates reveal that individuals occupying positions of executive rank at the workplace
were relatively less likely to expect negative developments for their professional future when
residing in treated districts. In particular, these individuals were relatively less likely to
anticipate layoffs at one’s workplace and that they will lose their own jobs. Furthermore,
these individuals were also relatively less alert to the possibility of changing occupations or
dropping out of the workforce. Finally, this group of individuals was also relatively less likely
to expect a career setback in the future when living in districts that experienced local border
traffic.
It thus appears that, while members of the general population were not differentially
more optimistic or pessimistic about the economic situation and their professional career,
individuals occupying positions of executive rank held substantially different beliefs about
the evolution of their professional career. This evidence poses a variety of interesting questions for future research on the relation between ideology and beliefs about an individual’s
economic situation in different political and economic systems. The empirical results suggest that in this particular context, economic expectations played at most a limited role in
differentially weakening the acceptance of the East German value system.

6.3

Alternative Mechanisms

In the previous section, I present evidence in favor of the view that the local border traffic
program reduced support for the East German regime by weakening the support for the
values promoted by the East German regime. However, there are a number of competing
mechanisms that warrant further inspection.
First, one such competing mechanism might be that the East German authoritarian
regime and the values it propagated lost support and appeal after differentially failing to
deliver economic growth. While the results presented in the previous section show that
differential beliefs and expectations about the future economic development are unlikely to
explain the difference in attitudes towards key values emphasized by the East German regime,
it is plausible that differences in past economic development led to the decline in support.
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It is important though to recall that both treated and control districts were balanced at
baseline in terms of sectoral composition and the skill levels present in the local work force.
To investigate this more closely, I examine whether there are differences in income as of
May 1989 and May 1990, respectively. More precisely, apart from eliciting current income,
the socio-economic panel survey asks individuals to retrospectively report their income from
one year ago. The survey considers a large number of different sources of income.25 I add up
all of the available income sources for an individual in a particular month and thus investigate
differences in total available income prior to the onset of the East German revolution as well
as during the democratic transition.
Systematic, negative differences in income could reflect that economic stagnation was
more severe in districts that were also subject to local border traffic which could in turn fuel
grievances towards the East German regime. On the other hand, it also appears plausible
that individuals residing in areas that were included in the local border traffic area, on average, disposed of higher incomes as a result of the increased exchange with West Germans. It
is possible, for instance, that these individuals had access to goods that were in high demand
and could be sold or traded in at favorable terms. Following a modernization hypothesis,
individuals that are economically better off could then start to demand an extension of
political rights from the East German regime.
The empirical evidence presented in Appendix Table 14 does not lend support to either
of these potential channels. While individuals in positions of executive rank consistently
command a substantial premium compared to workers in regular positions, there are no
differences in average incomes across the discontinuity boundary. It is therefore unlikely
that differences in past economic growth and development can account for the differential
support for the East German regime and the values it propagated.
Second, even if economic crises did not affect individuals in both types of districts differentially, the fiscal impact of the economic crises that East Germany experienced throughout
the 1980s might have rendered the regime structurally or organisationally too weak to repress
the population and hold on power. Similarly, the fiscal situation might have also affected the
regime’s ability to coopt individuals by offering them a role in the party establishment or engage them in Communist mass organizations. To the extent that these structural weaknesses
differ across the discontinuity boundary, as the regime might, for instance, have focused on
using its resources away from the periphery, the difference in support for the regime and its
ideology might also be explained by any of these supply factors.
25

In particular, the income categories elicited in the survey are the following: wages, maternity benefits,
income from self-employment, income from a second job, old-age/invalid pension, widow/orphan benefits,
student grants, unemployment benefits, social welfare, other income sources, as well as income received from
persons not living in the household.
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To address these concerns, in Panels A to C of Appendix Table 15, I show that the
log average number of informants working for the Ministry of State Security (“Stasi”) in
the 1980s, the log average number of SED party members in the second half of the 1970s
as well as the average share of workers that were members of the the Free German Trade
Union Federation (FDGB), an East German mass organization that was part of the socalled National Front and also sent representatives to the East German Volkskammer, does
not differ statistically across the discontinuity boundary. This evidence is at odds with an
explanation that builds upon a differential weakening of the East German organizational
and repressive apparatus. In contrast, this seemingly stable situation is consistent with the
forms of preference falsification described by Kuran (1995).
Third, an alternative mechanism could be that individuals with more contact to West
Germans were more frequently bothered and harassed by the regime and subsequently differentially developed grievances that facilitated mobilization against the Marxist-Leninist
regime. To assess the plausibility of this channel empirically, I assess the extent to which
there were differences in the number of arrests due to a number of different forms of protest
or the exercise of free speech. The evidence presented in Appendix Table ?? shows that
there are, if anything, indeed fewer rather than more arrests in the treated districts. This
is inconsistent with the view that residents of districts that were subjected to local border
traffic experienced more repression in response to increased exchange with West German
citizens.
A potential explanation for this pattern might be that tools of violent oppression and
repression became more costly to the regime due to the ability of visitors to more easily communicate abuses. Consequently, the regime’s reaction might have been constrained by concerns about the international reaction to the use of these measures. It is worth emphasizing
that the main suggested mechanism, i.e. a weakening of the effectiveness of indoctrination,
is also consistent with these results: if officials are more doubtful about party’s policies, they
might be more inclined to react less forcefully to individuals gathering to express critical
opinions.
A last alternative explanation might be that all the dynamics presented in previous
sections are driven by a differential strength of social ties and a desire for national unity.
In other words, interpersonal contact to West Germans might have spurred the rejection
of the East German regime and the values it propagated not by discrediting aspects of
authoritarian rule and promoting a demand for more political influence, but by evoking
individuals’ desire to re-unite with their West German families and friends. Table 1 already
presented evidence in favor of the view that - at the margin - there were no such statistically
significant differences in social ties to West Germany as treated and unaffected districts did
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not differ in terms of refugees that came to West Germany from the respective districts
in East Germany. Moreover, if all the unrest and rejection of the regime’s ideology was
driven by a desire to re-unite with family and friends in West Germany, we would expect to
see differential emigration flows from districts that were subject to the local border traffic
regulations when emigration becomes feasible. Yet, Panel A of Appendix Table 17 shows
that this is generally not the case, despite positive point estimates. Similarly, Panels B to D
of Appendix Table 17 indicates that respondents in the socio-economic panel survey did not
indicate that family members, close friends or colleagues at work left for West Germany at
different rates in both types of districts.

7

Robustness Checks

In this section, I provide evidence that the results presented in the previous sections are
robust to using different functional forms to control for geographic location. In Appendix
Tables ?? and ??, I show that the results on protest as well as the electoral support during the
first free election in 1990 are robust to using linear or quadratic polynomials of distance to the
nearest border crossing point, latitude and longitude as well as distance to the discontinuity
boundary.

8

Concluding Remarks

In this paper, I analyze a unique natural experiment in the context of former East and
West German to provide causal evidence on the effects of a policy that leads to increased
contact between citizens living in different political systems on both the emergence of mass
protests demanding democracy, as well as attitudes held within a non-democratic society.
I document that districts subjected to the policy exhibited significantly more protest and
weaker electoral support for the legal successor of the previously governing Communist party
during and after East Germany’s revolution and ensuing democratic transition.
I provide a plausible explanation for these results: I argue that increased opportunities for
interpersonal contact to West German citizens weakens individuals’ acceptance of the values
and ideology promoted by the East German regime. This reduction in the acceptance of the
East German ideology weakens the support for policies implemented by the East German
regime. This, in turn, undermines authoritarian rule and sets the scene for mass protests
and rejection of the regime.
To support this argument, I provide additional empirical evidence consistent with this
mechanism. I show that differences in political behavior coincide with a number of impor44

tant differences in attitudes measured during East Germany’s democratic transition. More
specifically, I estimate a Latent Dirichlet Allocation model on a large set of articles published
in the Communist party’s official newspaper to substantiate East German propaganda and
discipline the empirical analysis. Consistent with a large, qualitative literature, the results
of this analysis identify both dutiful behavior as well as high performance at work as key
values that were heavily emphasized by the East German regime. I then proceed to empirically investigate differences in the approval of these values between individuals living
in districts that were and were not subject to the local border traffic policy. I estimate a
strong negative effect of the local border traffic policy on the stated desirability of being
dutiful. Likewise, individuals living in treated areas also express less favourable attitudes
towards being successful at one’s workplace. In addition, I document stronger preferences
for democracy within districts that were subject to the local border traffic policy.
First, this paper adds to the literature that studies the determinants of individuals’
beliefs, preferences and political ideology. In particular, the paper examines and underscores
the importance of a novel form of individual experiences in shaping beliefs and ideology:
it identifies the causal effect of interactions between individuals living in different political
systems on both attitudes and political behavior.
Second, this paper contributes to a growing empirical literature on persuasion. While a
large share of this literature has focused on the persuasive effects of media communications on
political views, the results documented in this paper suggest that democratic governments
can also shape views of individuals in non-democratic societies by fostering interactions
between citizens living in both types of societies, even when individuals in the non-democratic
society already have access to undistorted media. Moreover, a simple theoretical framework
to rationalize my empirical results underscores that, in order to shift attitudes, not only does
it matter what is being said, but also who says it. This result connects the study to the
literature that studies the relationship between media bias and the influence of the media.
Third, this paper also relates to work that studies the interaction between democratic
values and institutions. It provides empirical support for the notion that there is a natural
complementarity between values and institutions creating persistence without assuming any
form of commitment.
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Visitors in 1975.
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Figure 2: Distribution of counterfactual treatment effects on the log number of days with
protest events during the fall of 1989.
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Figure 3: Distribution of counterfactual treatment effects on the vote share obtained by PDS
in the election to the X. Volkskammer on March 18, 1990.
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Figure 4: Distribution of counterfactual treatment effects on the vote share obtained by PDS
in the parliamentary election in 1994.
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Figure 5: Distribution of counterfactual treatment effects on the vote share obtained by PDS
in the parliamentary election in 1998.
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Table 1: Balance Table
Sample restricted to administrative districts within ... of discontinuity boundary
50 km

25 km

75 km
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(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

(8)

(9)

(10)

(11)

(12)

Estimate

S.E.

Mean

N

Estimate

S.E.

Mean

N

Estimate

S.E.

Mean

N

(1) Vote share - SED - 1946

-0.007

0.013

0.418

3,094

-0.010

0.014

0.424

5,197

-0.011

0.013

0.417

6,483

(2) Vote share - LDP - 1946

0.008

0.017

0.220

3,094

0.015

0.017

0.198

5,197

0.015

0.017

0.192

6,483

(3) Vote share - CDU - 1946

-0.014

0.011

0.215

3,094

-0.018

0.013

0.237

5,197

-0.018

0.015

0.250

6,483

(4) Vote share - VDGB - 1946

0.009

0.008

0.074

3,094

0.009

0.008

0.069

5,197

0.009

0.008

0.0659

6,483

(5) Turnout - 1946

-0.007*

0.004

0.930

3,094

-0.007*

0.004

0.929

5,197

-0.006*

0.004

0.931

6,483

(6) Protest - 1953

-0.011

0.016

0.078

3,093

-0.016

0.015

0.075

5,201

-0.021

0.015

0.074

6,487

(7) Share of population in SED - 1967-1971

-0.003

0.004

0.101

66

-0.003

0.004

0.101

110

-0.001

0.004

0.098

135

(8) West German TV - 1989

0.008

0.007

0.998

2,482

0.020**

0.010

0.991

4,155

0.032**

0.015

0.975

5,134

(9) Urban district

-0.126

0.105

0.152

66

-0.113

0.089

0.127

110

-0.102

0.088

0.119

135

(10) Administrative center

-0.067

0.081

0.076

66

-0.091

0.075

0.073

110

-0.103

0.072

0.0741

135

(11) Log(refugees to West Germany) - 1955

-0.115

0.170

7.207

66

-0.196

0.149

7.253

110

-0.204

0.142

7.257

135

(12) Log(population) - 1971

-0.034

0.167

11.09

66

-0.164

0.148

11.12

110

-0.191

0.140

11.12

135

(13) Share of apprentices - 1971

-0.001

0.001

0.029

66

-0.001

0.001

0.029

110

-0.000

0.001

0.029

135

(14) Share of skilled workers - 1971

0.003

0.005

0.315

66

-0.003

0.005

0.313

110

-0.003

0.004

0.311

135

(15) Share of workers with tertiary education - 1971

-0.004

0.003

0.047

66

-0.005*

0.003

0.047

110

-0.006**

0.003

0.047

135

(16) Share of population in work force - 1971

0.003

0.005

0.505

66

-0.001

0.005

0.505

110

-0.001

0.005

0.504

135

(17) Share of population in agriculture - 1971

-0.000

0.009

0.075

66

0.006

0.008

0.075

110

0.008

0.008

0.0772

135

(18) Share of population in manufacturing - 1971

0.007

0.011

0.231

66

-0.002

0.011

0.231

110

-0.003

0.011

0.227

135

(19) Share of population in crafts - 1971

0.005

0.004

0.069

66

0.002

0.004

0.068

110

0.002

0.004

0.069

135

Notes: The unit of observation is the municipality in rows 1 to 6 and 8. In particular, rows 1 to 6 refer to the set of municipalities in existence as of 1952, while row 8 uses the set of municipalities in existence s of 1992. In
rows 7 and 9 to 19, the unit of observation is the district. All regressions include region fixed effects and a dummy for districts that directly border West Germany. Rows 1 to 6 and 8 present standard errors clustered at the
district-level. In rows 7 and 9 to 18, robust standard errors are shown. The coefficients that are significantly different from zero are denoted by the following system: *10%, **5%, and ***1%

Table 2: Effects on Exposure to West German Visitors

(1)

Dependent Variable: Log(Number of Visitors in 1975)
(2)

Sample < 25 km

Sample < 50 km

(3)

Sample < 75 km

Panel A. Cubic Polynomial in Distance to the Closest Border Crossing
Local Border Traffic

0.146

0.135

0.174

p-value

(0.059)
[0.010]

(0.056)
[0.006]

(0.054)
[0.000]

Observations
R-squared

66

109

134

0.953

0.943

0.934

Panel B. Cubic Polynomial in Latitude and Longitude
Local Border Traffic

0.119
(0.063)

0.085
(0.048)

0.084
(0.050)

p-value

[0.080]

[0.174]

[0.160]

Observations
R-squared

66
0.962

109
0.952

134
0.944

Panel C. Cubic Polynomial in Distance to Kleiner Grenzverkehr Boundary
Local Border Traffic
p-value

0.180
(0.059)
[0.002]

0.174
(0.050)
[0.002]

0.202
(0.050)
[0.000]

Observations
R-squared

66
0.951

109
0.941

134
0.934

Notes: The unit of observation is a Kreis , an administrative district in the GDR. In Column 1, the sample consists of all districts
that fall within a 25 km band around the discontinuity boundary. In Columns 2 and 3, the sample consists of all districts that fall
within a 50 km and 75 km band around the discontinuity boundary, respectively. The regression discontinuity polynomials are cubic
polynomials in the measures of geographic location specified in the panel headings. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
Randomization inference p-values in square brackets.
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Table 3: Effects on Support for the Regime
Measure of Geographic Location: Distance to the Closest Border Crossing
(1)
(2)
(3)
Sample < 25 km

Sample < 50 km

Sample < 75 km

Panel A. Dependent Variable: Log(Number of Protest Days)
Mean of Dependent Variable †
Local Border Traffic
p-value
Observations
R-squared

16.03

15.31

14.81

0.319

0.255

0.274

(0.158)
[0.048]

(0.141)
[0.078]

(0.136)
[0.054]

65

108

133

0.792

0.724

0.672

Panel B. Dependent Variable: Vote Share PDS - 1990
Mean of Dependent Variable
Local Border Traffic
p-value
Observations
Clusters
R-squared

11.15

11.74

12.14

-1.337
(0.409)
[0.004]

-1.130
(0.444)
[0.008]

-1.312
(0.422)
[0.000]

6,062
64
0.201

10,530
107
0.247

13,412
132
0.243

Panel C. Dependent Variable: Vote Share PDS - 1994
Mean of Dependent Variable

15.82

15.65

15.78

Local Border Traffic

-1.203
(0.459)

-1.368
(0.569)

-1.605
(0.549)

p-value

[0.020]

[0.004]

[0.002]

5,140
66
0.251

8,440
108
0.200

10,618
133
0.211

Observations
Clusters
R-squared

Panel D. Dependent Variable: Vote Share PDS - 1998
Mean of Dependent Variable

20.36

20.27

20.09

Local Border Traffic

-1.094

-1.100

-1.439

p-value

(0.419)
[0.064]

(0.503)
[0.058]

(0.526)
[0.004]

5,033
66
0.192

8,657
110
0.203

10,941
135
0.192

Observations
Clusters
R-squared

Notes: In Panel A, the unit of observation is a Kreis, an administrative district in the GDR. In Panels B, the unit of observation is a
polling station. In Panels C and D, the unit of observation is the municipality (as of 1994 and 1998, respectively). In Column 1, the
sample consists of all districts that fall within a 25 km band around the discontinuity boundary. In Columns 2 and 3, the sample
consists of all districts that fall within a 50 km and 75 km band around the discontinuity boundary, respectively. The regression
discontinuity polynomials are cubic polynomials in the distance to the nearest border crossing point. Panel A shows robust standard
errors in parentheses. Panels B, C and D display standard errors clustered at the district-level in parentheses. Randomization inference
p-values in square brackets. † This row displays the mean of the dependent variable in absolute terms.
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Table 4: Effects on Values Promoted by the East German Regime
Measure of Geographic Location: Distance to the Closest Border Crossing
(1)
(2)
(3)
Sample < 25 km

Sample < 50 km

Sample < 75 km

Panel A. Dependent Variable: Desirability of Dutiful Behavior
Local Border Traffic

-0.303

-0.211

-0.167

p-value

(0.076)
[]

(0.068)
[]

(0.066)
[]

Observations

1,333

2,307

2,877

50

83

102

0.043

0.021

0.016

Clusters
R-squared

Panel B. Dependent Variable: Desirability of Being Successful at Workplace
Local Border Traffic

-0.194

-0.137

-0.120

p-value

(0.076)
[]

(0.079)
[]

(0.077)
[]

Observations
Clusters
R-squared

1,331
50
0.027

2,304
83
0.012

2,871
102
0.007

Notes: The unit of observation is the individual. In Column 1, the sample consists of all districts that fall within a 25 km band
around the discontinuity boundary. In Columns 2 and 3, the sample consists of all districts that fall within a 50 km and 75 km band
around the discontinuity boundary, respectively. The regression discontinuity polynomials are cubic polynomials in the distance to
the nearest border crossing point. Standard errors clustered at the district-level in parentheses. Randomization inference p-values in
square brackets.
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Table 5: Effects on Democratic Attitudes
Measure of Geographic Location: Distance to the Closest Border Crossing
(1)
(2)
(3)
Sample < 25 km

Sample < 50 km

Sample < 75 km

Panel A. Dependent Variable: Satisfied with Democracy in GDR
Mean of Dependent Variable

0.46

0.46

0.45

Local Border Traffic

-0.115

-0.087

-0.063

p-value

(0.063)
[]

(0.051)
[]

(0.048)
[]

Observations
Clusters

1,332
50

2,312
83

2,877
102

R-squared

0.040

0.022

0.023

Panel B. Dependent Variable: Ranked Democratic Goals higher than Price Stability
Mean of Dependent Variable

0.23

0.22

0.22

p-value

0.047
(0.042)
[]

0.092
(0.040)
[]

0.094
(0.037)
[]

Observations
Clusters
R-squared

967
50
0.024

1,659
83
0.018

2,093
102
0.015

Local Border Traffic

Notes: The unit of observation is the individual. In Column 1, the sample consists of all districts that fall within a 25 km band
around the discontinuity boundary. In Columns 2 and 3, the sample consists of all districts that fall within a 50 km and 75 km band
around the discontinuity boundary, respectively. The regression discontinuity polynomials are cubic polynomials in the distance to
the nearest border crossing point. Standard errors clustered at the district-level in parentheses. Randomization inference p-values in
square brackets.
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Table 6: Effects on Values. Heterogeneity by Professional Rank
Measure of Geographic Location: Distance to the Closest Border Crossing
(1)
(2)
(3)
Sample < 25 km

Sample < 50 km

Sample < 75 km

Panel A. Dependent Variable: Desirability of Dutiful Behavior
Local Border Traffic

Executive Rank

Local Border Traffic x Executive Rank

Observations
Clusters
R-squared

-0.378

-0.141

-0.109

(0.116)

(0.100)

(0.092)

0.159
(0.126)

0.247
(0.071)

0.194
(0.078)

-0.289

-0.248

-0.178

(0.307)

(0.180)

(0.184)

860
49

1,496
82

1,855
101

0.054

0.038

0.033

Panel B. Dependent Variable: Desirability of Being Successful at Workplace
Local Border Traffic

-0.091
(0.134)

-0.010
(0.098)

-0.008
(0.096)

Executive Rank

0.153
(0.114)

0.094
(0.082)

0.066
(0.084)

Local Border Traffic x Executive Rank

-0.263
(0.243)

-0.152
(0.164)

-0.110
(0.164)

860

1,497

1,854

49
0.048

82
0.030

101
0.021

Observations
Clusters
R-squared

Notes: The unit of observation is the individual. In Column 1, the sample consists of all districts that fall within a 25 km band around the
discontinuity boundary. In Columns 2 and 3, the sample consists of all districts that fall within a 50 km and 75 km band around the
discontinuity boundary, respectively. The regression discontinuity polynomials are cubic polynomials in the distance to the nearest border
crossing point. Standard errors clustered at the district-level in parentheses. Randomization inference p-values in square brackets.
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APPENDIX (For Online Publication Only)
11

Theoretical Framework

For additional clarity and to assist interpretation of the empirical results, I provide a theoretical framework describing how different sources of information and East Germans’ views
on these actors interact in treated and control districts to determine the extent to which
East Germans accept the values promoted by the East German regime. In this regard,
the framework relates to and partially follows both work by Suen (2004) and Durante and
Knight (2012). The framework provides a detailed description of the assumptions underlying
the interpretation of the empirical results. It is the objective of this section to allow for a
thorough discussion of the suggested mechanism in the light of these assumptions and the
historical context.

11.1

Preliminaries

Consider a setup in which there are two possible states of the world, {s1 , s2 }, and two possible
actions to take, {a1 , a2 }. The payoffs to choosing different actions under the two states are
displayed in the table below. I assume α > β and δ > γ. That is, action a1 is the appropriate
action if state s1 is true, while a2 is appropriate if s2 is true.
State-contingent Payoffs for Different Actions
Action
State a1 a1
s1
α β
s2
γ δ

In the context of this study, state s1 can be interpreted as “the values promoted by the
regime are desirable for society as a whole”, while state s2 can be thought of as “the values
promoted by the regime are not desirable for society as a whole”. Accordingly, action a1 can
be interpreted as “support the values promoted by the regime”, whereas action a2 can be
understood as “do not support the values promoted by the regime”.
Moreover, I assume that there are two types of individuals: members of the establishment,
i.e. individuals that hold executive ranks at their respective workplace (variables that refer
to this group are designated by superscript r) as well as outsiders (labelled with superscript
o). Individuals can reside in two types of districts: treated or control districts. The difference
between the two types of districts is that the former are subjected to a visitors programme
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(e.g. the local border traffic policy examined in this paper). The share of the local population
that belongs to either type is assumed to be constant and the same for both treated and
control districts.
Prior probabilities that an individual associates with states s1 and s2 are denoted by π and
1 − π, respectively. Both they payoffs and the subjective prior probabilities may differ across
individuals. For simplicity, I will assume that they are the same for both types of individuals
discussed here. In the absence of further information, an individual supports the values
promoted by the regime, that is chooses action a1 if and only if πα+(1−π)γ ≥ πβ +(1−π)δ.
This can be rewritten as
δ−γ
π
≥
.
1−π
α−β
Following Suen (2004), I define c = (δ − γ)/(α − β) to be the cost of incorrectly choosing
a1 relative to the cost of incorrectly choosing a2 .
A signal Y is distributed on the support [y, ȳ], with differentiable density function f1 and
cumulative distribution function F1 under state s1 , or density function f2 and cumulative
distribution function F2 under state s2 . A high value of y is evidence in favor of state s1 .
A basic ingredient of this theoretical framework is information coarsening. In particular,
individuals do not directly observe the signal Y . Instead they have to rely on information
suppliers to provide information for their decisions. In order to model this crucial part of
the communication process, I assume that the continuous signal Y is coarsened into a binary
signal in the communication process. While individuals do not observe the realized value y
of the random variable Y , they are being informed by an information supplier whether Y ≥ t
or Y < t for some threshold t ∈ (y, ȳ). Importantly, both types hold potentially different,
fixed beliefs about the threshold t associated with a given information supplier.
To adapt the framework to the specific East German context, I assume that individuals
can receive signals from the following three different information suppliers: East German
media, West German media as well as West German visitors (family members and friends).
More specifically, individuals residing in control districts have access to information provided
by both the East and West German media. Individuals that reside in treated districts
additionally receive information from West German visitors. The relevant thresholds are thus
tre and toe for information received from the East German media, trw and tow for information
received from the West German media, and trv and tov for information received from West
German visitors, respectively. I assume that individuals residing in both types of districts
are identical ex-ante, i.e. prior to the introduction of the visitors program. Accordingly,
these thresholds do not differ between treated and control districts.
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For simplicity, I do not explicitly model how both types of individuals form these beliefs
about the underlying thresholds applied by the various information suppliers. Instead I
assume that tre ≤ trw as well as toe ≤ tow . This implies that both types of individuals expect
that the East German media is more inclined to send a positive message about state s1 ,
i.e. a message in favor of the social desirability of the values promoted by the East German
regime. In contrast, both types of individuals believe that the West German media will only
provide evidence in favor of state s1 when the underlying signal Y is large. Finally, I assume
that beliefs about the information provided by West German visitors are more balanced and
are therefore situated in between te and tw , respectively.26 While tv could also be located
elsewhere, I will show below that the assumption that East Germans perceived West Germans
as a more balanced source of information leads to treatment effects that qualitatively match
the empirical estimates. In particular, I will use the subsequent subsections to further
describe the conditions that have to hold for this to be true.
In the following discussion, in order to replicate the empirical context studied in this
paper, I will focus on a situation where the realization y as well as the above listed thresholds
are such that the East German media is perceived by both types as sending a positive message
in favor of state s1 , whereas the West German media is perceived by both types as sending
a negative message, i.e. not in favor of state s1 . Lastly, I also assume that West German
visitors are experienced by both types of individuals as sending a negative message about
state s1 .
This information allows individuals to derive bounds on the actual realization of Y . In
particular, individuals residing in control districts will understand that the following is true
for the value of y:
te ≤ y ≤ tw
Similarly, individuals living in treated districts will be able to derive bounds on the
actual realization of Y by evaluating information received from both East and West German
media as well as from West German visitors. The assumption that West German visitors
are perceived to be more balanced by both types of individuals implies that the following is
true for the perception of the value of y within treated districts:
te ≤ y ≤ tv
This allows individuals to update their subjective beliefs about the probabilities of both
26

In the remainder of the section, I will drop the superscripts r and o when a statement is valid for both
types of individuals.
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state s1 and state s2 using Bayes’ rule. In particular, an individual living in a control district
will choose a1 if and only if
P (s1 |Ic )α + P (s2 |Ic )γ ≥ P (s1 |Ic )β + P (s2 |Ic )δ,
where Ic represents the information set available to the local population of control districts. This leads to
R tw
f1 (y)dy
π
t
≥ c,
R tew
1−π
f2 (y)dy
te

which can also be expressed as
π F1 (tw ) − F1 (te )
≥ c.
1 − π F2 (tw ) − F2 (te )
Analogously, individuals living in treated districts will choose a1 if and only if
P (s1 |It )α + P (s2 |It )γ ≥ P (s1 |It )β + P (s2 |It )δ,
where It represents the information set available to the local population of treated districts. This ultimately leads to the following expression:
π F1 (tv ) − F1 (te )
≥ c.
1 − π F2 (tv ) − F2 (te )

11.2

The Comparison across Treated and Control Districts

The expressions derived in the previous subsection can be used to compare the likelihood
that individuals decide to pursue action a1 , i.e. decide to support the value system promoted
by the East German regime, across treated and control districts.
Note that given the assumption of common prior probabilities and common payoffs, it
w )−F1 (te )
v )−F1 (te )
suffices to compare the terms FF12 (t
and FF12 (t
, respectively. In particular, for
(tw )−F2 (te )
(tv )−F2 (te )
individuals living in treated districts to be less likely to support the values promoted by the
East German regime, the following has to hold:
F1 (tw ) − F1 (te )
F1 (tv ) − F1 (te )
<
F2 (tv ) − F2 (te )
F2 (tw ) − F2 (te )
This condition implies that having access to a negative message from the visitors programme (in addition to the status-quo information suppliers) will reduce the likelihood that
an individual takes action a1 , i.e. supports the values promoted by the East German regime,

65

if beliefs about the thresholds are such that receiving a negative signal by West German
visitors when the state is s2 compared to state s1 is relatively more likely than receiving a
negative signal from West German media when the state is s2 compared to state s1 . In other
words, the equation states that West German visitors have to be perceived as relatively less
biased compared to West German media.

11.3

The Difference-in-Differences Analysis

In this subsection, I use the expressions derived above to compare the difference in the
behavior of individuals of type r and o when residing in treated and control districts, respectively. In other words, the objective of this exercise is to derive an expression that guides
the interpretation of the empirical results discussed in section ??.
First, I focus on comparing members of the establishment, i.e. individuals of type r,
to outsiders o within control districts. The difference in their likelihood to choose a1 and
support the values promoted by the regime can be expressed as follows:
π
1−π



F1 (trw ) − F1 (tre ) F1 (tow ) − F1 (toe )
−
F2 (trw ) − F2 (tre ) F2 (tow ) − F2 (toe )



Second, the difference in the likelihood to support action a1 of individuals of type r and
individuals of type o that live in treated districts can be written as follows:
π
1−π



F1 (trv ) − F1 (tre ) F1 (tov ) − F1 (toe )
−
F2 (trv ) − F2 (tre ) F2 (tov ) − F2 (toe )



Accordingly, the difference-in-differences takes the following form:

π
1−π



F1 (trv ) − F1 (tre ) F1 (tov ) − F1 (toe )
−
F2 (trv ) − F2 (tre ) F2 (tov ) − F2 (toe )




−

F1 (trw ) − F1 (tre ) F1 (tow ) − F1 (toe )
−
F2 (trw ) − F2 (tre ) F2 (tow ) − F2 (toe )



F1 (tov ) − F1 (toe ) F1 (tow ) − F1 (toe )
−
F2 (tov ) − F2 (toe ) F2 (tow ) − F2 (toe )



This expression can be rearranged as follows:

π
1−π



F1 (trv ) − F1 (tre ) F1 (trw ) − F1 (tre )
−
F2 (trv ) − F2 (tre ) F2 (trw ) − F2 (tre )




−

This difference-in-differences estimate will be negative and therefore imply that the weakening of the acceptance of values promoted by the East German regime was relatively stronger
for members of the establishment under the following conditions: as discussed in the previous
subsection, both of the terms in parentheses will be negative if West German visitors are
perceived as relatively less biased compared to the West German media by both members
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of the establishment as well as outsiders. However, the effect of having access to a negative
message sent by West German visitors will be stronger (in absolute terms) if this difference
in perceived bias between West German visitors and the West German media is larger for
individuals of type r than for individuals of type o. If this is the case, the expression in
the first set of parentheses will be more negative than the expression in the second set of
parentheses, rendering the difference-in-differences estimate negative.
In short, the weakening of the acceptance of East German ideology will be stronger for
members of the establishment if these individuals perceive West German media reporting
as relatively more biased than the information that they receive from West German visitors
and if this perception of bias is stronger than the one held by outsiders.
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Data Appendix

12.1

Data Sources

12.1.1

Data on Entry of West German Visitors

More details available on request.
12.1.2

Data on Values and Attitudes

More details available on request.
12.1.3

Data on Protest Incidences in the Fall of 1989

More details available on request.
12.1.4

Data on Volkskammer Election on March 18, 1990

More details available on request.
12.1.5

Data on Bundestag Elections

More details available on request.
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13
13.1

Text Analysis
Text Data

In order to provide a quantitative description of the topics discussed and emphasized by
the East German propaganda, I obtained all articles that were published on the frontpages
of the SED’s official party newspaper “Neues Deutschland” between January 1, 1949 and
December 31, 1989. These articles are available in the online-archive established by the
“Neues Deutschland” and were digitized using a machine-based algorithm. I then randomly
select 250 days in the period between the construction of the Berlin Wall on August 13, 1961
and the fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989 to provide a broad overview of relevant
topics of discussion. All articles published on the first two pages of the newspaper for these
randomly selected days form the East German corpus of text that forms the basis for this
descriptive text analysis exercise.

13.2

Vocabulary and Model Selection for LDA

Prior to estimation I preprocess the raw text in several steps. The purpose is to reduce
the vocabulary to a set of terms that are most likely to reveal the underlying content of
interest, and thereby support the estimation of more semantically meaningful topics. During
preprocessing the text data, I closely follow Hansen, McMahon and Prat (2017).
The first step of preprocessing is to remove common stopwords like “the” and “of” that
appear frequently in all articles. The second step is to convert the remaining terms into
their linguistic roots through stemming so that, for example, “arbeiter”, “arbeiten”, and
“arbeite” all become “arbeit”, i.e. the German word (and stem) for work. The outcome of
stemming need not be a German word. After this step, I remove a large list of erroneous terms
from the corpus that entered the text data due to the imperfect machine-based recognition of
characters. These incorrectly recognized terms do not support the estimation of semantically
meaningful topics and I chose to remove them accordingly. In addition, I remove names of
persons that are not persons of historic interest (e.g. head of states) as well as names of
places that are not either capital cities or region capitals within East Germany. Finally, I
follow the suggestion of Blei and Lafferty (2009) and rank the remaining words using term
frequency-inverse document frequency (tf-idf), a measure of informativeness that punishes
both rare and frequent words. Appendix Figure XXX plots the tf-ifd values for each word;
based on inspection I drop all terems ranked 30,000 or lower. Appendix Table XXX shows
the effect of preprocessing ono the size of the data. Although reductions are substantial, the
problem is still inherently high-dimensional.
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For values of the hyperparameters, XXX
An important challenge in unsupervised learning in the context of text analysis is the
choice of the appropriate number of topics K, i.e. the dimensionality of the latent-space. In
particular, in probabilistic topic modeling, there is typically a trade-off between the interpretability of the model’s output - which favors a lower K - and its statistical goodness of
fit - which favors a higher K. Given the descriptive purpose of this exercise, I place more
emphasis on the former and choose K = 40 after experimenting with different values. The
difficulty lies in the fact that if one chooses too few topics, each topic tends to be a mix
of underlying themes and therefore become very general, while the topics become highly
specific to the particular content of a few articles if one settles for too many.

13.3

LDA Output

13.3.1

Estimated Topics

The first LDA output of interest is the topics themselves. Topics are probability vectors
over the 30,000 unique terms in the vocabulary that remain after preprocessing. Appendix
Figure XXX represents each topic by listing the terms with highest probability for each topic.
Overall, topics form natural groupings of words, as can be seen by the interpretable output.
Although nothing in the estimation procedure guarantees this, topics appear to have natural
labels: topic X is...; and so on. It is important to note, however, that these interpretations
are subjective insofar as they rely on judgments of the researcher and are outside of the
statistical model.

13.4

14

Estimated Content

Qualitative Survey Evidence

In this section, I will describe qualitative evidence on the way in which interactions between
East and West Germans proceeded. By carefully documenting the experiences of a small set
of respondents, I provide further evidence on the context of these interactions and identify
a number of themes that are also discussed in the quantitative, aggregate analysis presented
in the paper.
I conducted this survey in the month of July 2018. I selected individuals at random and
in public. In particular, I randomly selected two former regions of East Germany as study
sites. Furthermore, I interviewed individuals that visited the memorial site at the former
border crossing point Marienborn - Helmstedt, the largest border crossing point between
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East and West Germany at the time. Lastly, I interviewed randomly selected individuals in
one region of former West Germany.

14.1

More Details on Visits

14.1.1

Perspective of East German Hosts

I interviewed a total of five former East German citizens that received visits from West
Germany prior to November 1989. Those five individuals were born between 1942 and 1965.
Moreover, four of the respondents were female.
Two out of these five individuals indicated that they had regularly hosted West German
visitors in the period between 1972 and 1989. For two more individuals the interpersonal
contact began later, in 1976 and in 1981, respectively, but also continued to 1989. Lastly,
one respondent indicated that the contact only occurred in the second half of the 1970s and
then stopped. None of the respondents had contact to West German citizens prior to 1972
though.
Moreover, according to the survey responses, the visits occurred quite frequently with
one respondent receiving multiple visits per year and two more yearly visits throughout
these time periods. The remaining two respondents indicated that they received multiple
visits, but not yearly. The responses also indicate that East German hosts spent substantial
amounts time with their West German visitors as three respondents indicated that the typical
visit would last for more than a week and one more respondent declared that the visitors
stayed for a couple of days, but less than a week. Lastly, one of the respondents typically
received visits only for one to two days.
It appears that visitors were mostly family members or relatives of the East German
hosts. In particular, four of the five respondents received visits from family members and
relatives. One of these respondents as well as the remaining individual received also hosted
friends. Consistent with the limited statistical data recovered from archives, a large share
of the visitors were former East German citizens: specifically, three out of five respondents
indicated that some of their visitors had previously resided in East Germany.
While all of the respondents indicated that they spent the majority of time with their
visitors at home, i.e. in their apartments and houses, two out of the five respondents indicated
that they also visited restaurants and bars, and 3 out of the five respondents pointed out
that they also engaged in small trips to nearby sights or the outdoors with their visitors.
However, all of the respondents declared that while spending time with their visitors outside
of their homes, they never left the district of residence.
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14.1.2

Perspective of West German Visitors

I interviewed a total of eight citizens of former West Germany that visited East Germany
prior to November 1989. Those eight individuals were born between 1938 and 1968. Moreover, six of the respondents were male. Only three of the eight individuals had previously
been East German citizens and lived in East Germany for some period.
Six out of these eight individuals indicated that they had regularly visited East Germany
in the period between 1972 and 1989, one of these respondents visited East Germany even
prior to 1972. Moreover, one respondent declared that he had visited East Germany regularly
in the period between 1976 and 1989. Finally, there was one respondent that visited East
Germany only in the period between 1981 and 1985.
Moreover, according to the survey responses, the visits occurred quite regularly with seven
of the respondents indicating that they visited East Germany multiple times, but not yearly
and another respondent declaring yearly visits to East Germany within those respective time
periods. The responses also suggest that West German visitors spent substantial amounts
of time with their respective East German hosts as five of the respondents indicated that a
typical visit lasted between three days to a week. Moreover two respondents declared that
they spent more than a week in East Germany during a typical visit. Lastly, there was one
respondent who visited East Germany only for short one-to-two day trips.
The large majority of respondents described the entry process into East Germany as
frightening, oppressive and taxing. The entry process entailed the checking of entering individuals’ personal documents and a brief interrogation about the purpose and destination of
the visit. In some cases, visitors had to undergo a strip body search. In addition, entering
individuals’ cars were thoroughly checked, which sometimes included the removal and disassembly of several parts of the vehicle. Accordingly, none of the respondents indicated that
they made any attempts to cross the inner German border carrying any prohibited items
(e.g. certain books, newspapers or flyers with politically sensitive content) with them.
It appears that West German visitors were hosted pretty equally both by family members
and friends: four respondents declared that they were hosted by family members and five
respondents were hosted by friends, with two cases in which visitors stayed both with family
and friends. Lastly, there was one case where a West German visitor visited a church
community in East Germany that had established a partnership with a West German church
community.
While all of the respondents indicated that they spent the majority of time during the
visits at the hosts’ home, five out of the eight respondents indicated that they also visited
restaurants, and went on small trips to nearby sights or the outdoors. While doing so, three
out of the respondents declared that they also left the district of their hosts’ residence. They
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declared to have traveled about 70 to 100 km during these occasions.

14.2

Details on Interpersonal Contact

14.2.1

Perspective of East German Hosts

While the experiences of East German respondents that received visitors from West Germany
vary greatly within this small sample, possibly in response to experiencing these visits at
different ages and due to occupying different positions in the East German society at the
time, a few common themes emerged in the interviews.
First, with respect to the topics discussed, given that in most cases family ties existed
between visitors and hosts, most respondents emphasized that a large share of the conversations dealt with family affairs. In particular, commonly mentioned themes were the
educational paths and choices of children, health of elderly family members as well as the
job situation of both hosts and visitors.
Another commonly mentioned topic was the economic situation in East Germany as well
as the economic differences between both countries. Some respondents declared that they
(or their parents) frequently complained to their visitors about the lack of goods as well as
the general quality of goods and services offered in East Germany. Moreover, they shared
their frustrations with the prevailing economic system, in particular, regarding the fact that
many goods could not simply be purchased, but had to be sourced through predominantly
personal connections.
Some respondents explicitly expressed that they were oftentimes impressed when visitors
talked about the variety of goods that they could purchase and choose from. This feeling was
further strengthened as visitors frequently brought gifts along. All respondents declared that
those gifts were exclusively basic consumables such as coffee, chocolate or other food that was
difficult to find in East Germany. Moreover, other typically mentioned items were clothes
that followed Western fashion trends. However, most respondents also described that their
visitors stressed that, while there is more choice and higher quality products in West Germany, not every citizen can buy all of these products and that one requires a corresponding
income to do so. Broadly speaking, respondents mentioned that they learned about income
levels in different occupations and the costs of living in West Germany throughout these
conversations. Some respondents then explained that they had made detailed calculations
about how they would fare under both systems. They stated that these personal conversations were helpful and illuminating in the light of West German television broadcasting and
advertising which - according to the respondents - was misleading. Multiple respondents
also explained that, at the time, they could not relate to the concept of unemployment and
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feared it when indirectly confronted with it through the account of their visitors.
The qualitative evidence suggests that discussions about the political system or politics
in general were more difficult and experiences varied more. Some respondents said that they
had frequent and open conversations about the political situation, whereas others remember
only limited discussions of politics during these visits.
In one particular case, for instance, an East German medical doctor reported that he and
visiting family and friends, who were all former East German citizens, typically made fun of
propaganda events and political trainings that she had to attend. This person remembered,
for example, that she was yelled at in front of the entire staff and that the political officer
threatened her with the words: “Don’t believe that you get any more leeway here just because
you are a medical doctor! We’ll make sure to bring you back into line!” This person stated
that she talked about such instances with her visitors and that jointly ridiculing those events
comforted her. Furthermore, this person explained that she and her visitors would talk about
their impression that East Germany increasingly resembled the Soviet Union (or how they
imagined it) and that she disagreed with a system in which progress in life strongly depends
on personal connections.
Most East German hosts declared that they could speak freely and openly with their
visitors, even if some of them stated to have talked less frequently or only rarely about the
political circumstances. Respondents indicated that there was generally no mistrust towards
West German family members and friends and one respondent stated that she “never even
considered that any of them would use anything [she] said against [her]”. Only in one case
did a respondent state that she and her family had to be very careful when receiving visitors
at home as they had strong reasons to believe that neighbors could listen in on conversations
due to the housing situation and were reporting to the Ministry of State Security. Another
piece of evidence for this trusting relationship is that all hosts declared that they either had
a good or very good relation with their visitors.
In case that respondents indicated to have talked only rarely about politics, there were
two different types of cases: One set of cases can be described as showing signs of resignation. Typically, these households had adapted to the political circumstances and had access
to some degree of privileges, for example, by having one member of the household that
was a low-ranked member of the SED. Those individuals expressed that there was a tacit
understanding with the West German visitors about the nature of the political constraints
that the members of the household faced. At the same time, those respondents expressed
that they - at the time - did not think that there was a chance for the circumstances to
change. Accordingly, they talked only rarely about the political situation and sought to
avoid situations that could potentially put those privileges at risk.
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The other case in which a respondent declared that her family had talked only rarely
about the political situation was characterized by the following circumstances. The respondent stated that members of her family typically sought to avoid discussions about politics
as several family members were member of the SED and (at least partially) committed Socialists. This person described that often arguments, for instance about the East German
education system, would erupt and seriously damage the family relationship.
Apart from this case for which the respondent declared that she felt that visitors were
actively trying to influence her and other members of her family, most respondents denied
that visitors tried to convince them of a different viewpoint and stated that this would not
have been necessary as their perspectives, at large, were aligned.
In line with the different experiences that respondents made with respect to discussing
or addressing the political circumstances they lived in during these visits, respondents also
provided varied answers to the question of how these visits affected them after the visitors
had left. One group of respondents felt sad and partially angry that they were not allowed
to cross the border to West Germany themselves. One respondent declared that at times
he seriously entertained thoughts of escaping to West Germany, but never followed through
due to the high risks associated with attempts to break through the highly fortified inner
German border. The remaining respondents shared the same sentiments declared that, while
in many cases knowing others that had thought about escape, could never have imagined
escape as an option as they did not want to leave their parents or other family members
behind.
One respondent said that for her, being a child or an adolescent at the time of the visits,
the visits were - to a certain extent - confusing as both the visitors and the hosts considered
themselves German, yet they lived in different states and had to cross a border to see each
other. Moreover, she stated that she always thought that the West German family and
friends of her parents were so similar to her own family and friends which was inconsistent
with the representation of West Germans in civics education at school.
The last group of respondents stated that they had adapted to the situation and considered the visits as a normal, regular part of their life. In particular, they knew that the visits
would occur regularly and they stated that they therefore did not necessarily reflect much
upon the significance of each visit.
In addition, almost all of the respondents stated, that while it was common to have
West German visitors and although they personally knew others who experienced contact
with West Germans, hosts typically did not talk about these visits. In particular, many
respondents compared the situation to strictly unwanted by the regime, but tolerated in
practice. More specifically, many respondents declared that they had - to varying degree
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- contact with state officials which directly or indirectly tried to influence the family and
urge them to end being in contact with West German family and friends. Some respondents
mentioned that they were reprimanded at work, but none of the respondents declared to
have suffered more serious consequences.
14.2.2

Perspective of West German Visitors

While the experiences of West German respondents that visited East Germany vary as well
within this small sample, the individual accounts mimic each other more closely and suggest
a few common themes. Importantly, the answers given by West German respondents are
broadly consistent with the accounts of East German respondents.
First, with respect to the topics discussed, given that in many cases family ties existed
between visitors and hosts, most respondents stated that a large share of the conversations
dealt with family affairs. In particular, commonly mentioned themes were the educational
paths and choices of a family’s children, health of elderly family members as well as the job
situation of both hosts and visitors. These topics were also frequently discussed when hosts
and visitors had no family connection.
The second commonly mentioned topic was the economic situation in East Germany as
well as the economic differences between both countries. Some respondents declared that
their hosts frequently complained about the lack of goods as well as the general quality of
goods and services offered in East Germany. Multiple West German respondents declared
that they remember feeling the need to educate their East German hosts on the economic
situation of an average household in West Germany. In particular, they emphasized that
they typically had to counter misconceptions about standards of living in West Germany
in response to a perception of West German lifestyles portrayed by advertisement on West
German television.
In line with the responses by East German respondents, I find suggestive qualitative
evidence that discussions about the political system or politics in general were more difficult
and accordingly experiences differed more. Some respondents said that they had frequent
and open conversations about the political situation, whereas others remember only limited
discussions of politics during these visits.
For instance, one West German visitor was visiting East Germany with her parents as
a teenager and young adult. This person declared that, while she sometimes encountered
prejudices and exaggerated conceptions about the wealth of an average West German household, the most salient themes in her recollection of interactions with peers at the time was
the lack of civil liberty, in particular the freedom to move. This respondent stated that she
interacted frequently with young East Germans that were completing the compulsory mil75

itary service. The respondent stated that, in some instances, she had conversations about
both the constraints that individuals faced and the options that these individuals had to
navigate those circumstances. In her personal account, this respondent mentioned, for example, that individuals she interacted with contemplated joining the so-called “Bausoldaten”
(construction soldier), i.e. serve as a non-fighting member of the units of East Germany’s
National People’s Army. The service as a construction soldier offered East German citizens
a possibility to refuse military service with weapons. Conscripts who chose this option often
faced discrimination later in life, including denial of opportunities for higher education.
Another West German respondent reported on a situation during which West and East
Germans interacted and discussed the East German propaganda with respect to the value of
labor. In particular, this visitor, who had been a citizen of East Germany as a child, had met
with an old friend from school who was about to go out to the fields on a farm tractor. The
visitor noticed that one of the rear wheels was about to come off and accordingly warned
his friend, to which his friend replied: “If I get that fixed now, I’ll have to get to the garage.
Then I’ll be labeled as a shirker and a slacker. However, if I go out on the field and that wheel
really comes off, I’ll be called a hero of labor, one who works with full effort and dedication,
pushing the limits.” The respondent vividly reported on the ensuing discussion between him
and his host about the “senselessness” and “perverseness’ of the system.
A third, former West German visitor stated that his host would oftentimes angrily state
that “this is all stuff that nobody talks about. These problems do not even exist in a Socialist
system.”, when talking about conditions in East Germany. In particular, this respondent
vividly remembered an episode when both hosts and visitors were taking a walk outside of
the hosts’ apartment and saw a number of heavily-drunk men in the streets before noon.
The respondent stated that the host then commented on this scene in the following way:
“Look at this! Dead drunk at bright daylight! People are frustrated, but nobody would talk
about it. This is not allowed to exist in our Socialist society.”
More generally speaking, all the West German respondents stated that their East German
hosts were very explicit about the fact that one cannot talk freely to other people. Many
respondents described that they were instructed specifically whom to talk to and whom to
avoid. Overall, former visitors frequently mentioned an extensive degree of mistrust that their
hosts displayed to other individuals they interacted with during the visits. Consequently and
consistent with the recollections collected from former East German hosts, this fear of being
monitored or surveilled and evoking negative consequences for the hosts was one of the main
reasons cited by respondents who declared that they typically tried to avoid talking about
the political situation during their visits in East Germany.
Another group of respondents stated that they talked only rarely about the political
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situation as both hosts and visitors accepted the status quo and did not see a viable perspective for change at the time. However, even in this case, one respondent stated that he
still always felt that his visits directly reminded his hosts about the limitations of their own
opportunities which he personally struggled with.
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