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Abstract 

The overarching question of this dissertation is what explains the prevalence of 

clientelistic practices in emerging democracies, and do these represent a threat to the 

quality of the regime. This research seeks to contribute to the literature on clientelism and 

democracy by providing an assessment of the voter’s role in encouraging clientelistic and 

vote-buying practices. By focusing on the demand side of clientelism and vote-buying, 

this dissertation portrays voters as active agents in the clientelistic exchange as opposed 

to mere price-takers as they have been primarily depicted in the extant literature. 

Additionally, it provides important insights into the potential mechanisms underlying the 

voter’s decision to sell her vote.    

Evidence for this dissertation is based on public opinion data from Mexico using a 

mixed-method approach composed of surveys, focus groups and in-depth interviews. The 

main hypothesis refers to the relationship between the structure of competition and the 

incidence of clientelism and vote-buying. Mexico represents a very useful scenario to 

study this hypothesis because it is politically decentralized at the state level and thus 

exhibits wide variation in political competition across subnational units while holding the 

national structural variables constant.  

The first part of this dissertation uses a national survey with state-level 

representativeness to assess the incidence of clientelism and vote-buying across different 

structures of competition and the types of goods used to buy votes. The main findings of 

suggest that the incidence of clientelism and vote-buying varies significantly across 
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different structures of competition. Systems where two clientelistic parties compete 

exhibit higher levels of vote-selling than systems where there is a programmatic 

competitor, while multiparty systems of competition are associated to the highest 

incidence of clientelism and vote-selling overall. Additionally, the types of goods used to 

buy votes also vary across structures of competition.  

The second part of the dissertation uses evidence from list experiments to measure 

the amount of vote-buying that took place in Mexico’s past presidential election. List 

experiments are a survey instrument used to curtail desirability biases commonly 

associated to sensitive issues. Additionally, this section makes use of qualitative evidence 

to uncover the causal mechanisms leading voters to engage in vote-selling in the 

aforementioned election. The findings suggest that clientelism is very much a common 

practice in today’s Mexico. Moreover, the parties classified as more clientelistic made 

use of their local political machines to buy votes to benefit their respective candidates. 

Findings also indicate that perceiving no difference between competing parties and 

perceiving little or no benefit from a programmatic offer tend to make voters more 

clientelistic, ceteris paribus.  

Finally, the research also looks at potential inhibitors of clientelistic behavior, in 

particular, conditional cash programs and low-cost health benefits. Whereas conditional 

cash programs have the benefit of insulating their beneficiaries from clientelistic parties, 

affiliates of other types of entitlements are more susceptible to the implementation of 

each program and thus provide mixed results.  
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1. Introduction  

“The PRI stole but they doled out the goods.1 These guys [those of the PAN] steal 
only for themselves and, on top of that, they are incompetent.” (Focus group, 
Cuernavaca, Morelos, November 2011)   
 

Do citizens in democratic politics sometimes have to choose between the lesser of 

two evils? Should the quality of gifts parties distribute matter more than the party 

platforms and government programs? What if those platforms and programs are not going 

to be implemented? Who is the main culprit of undemocratic practices in democracies: 

parties or voters? Is it reprehensible for somebody to sell her vote for a meal? What about 

a washing machine? Or, better yet, a job?   

The presidential election of July 2, 2000 marked the culmination of a gradual 

process of breakdown in the political system that had prevailed in Mexico for over seven 

decades. When the long-standing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) was forced 

into the opposition, the Mexican transition to democracy was crystalized. The corporatist 

structures (Collier and Collier 1991) and clientelistic practices that characterized the 

PRI’s hegemonic rule (Bruhn 1996; Díaz-Cayeros, Magaloni and Weingast 2001; Hiskey 

and Bowler 2005; Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez 2007 and forthcoming) had 

declined, giving way to a new form of government. 

Several theories put forth before the election date of 2000 argued that the decline 

of PRI hegemony was inevitable (Domínguez and Poiré 1999; Díaz-Cayeros, Magaloni 

and Weingast 2003; Middlebrook 2004; Magaloni 2006), particularly due to important 

������������������������������������������������������

1 “El PRI roba pero reparte” is considered the unofficial slogan of the PRI.  
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modifications in its traditional bases of support (Moreno 2003) and the birth of new 

generations of voters that did not respond to the revolutionary legitimacy that this party 

championed. Without a doubt, the severe economic crises the country faced in the 80’s 

and 90’s, the institutionalization of a more competitive electoral system, and the 

consolidation of opposition parties paved the way for an inevitable turnover at the 

national level (Molinar 1991; Becerra, Salazar and Woldenberg 2000; Lujambio 2000).  

It is important to underscore that the uniqueness of the Mexican transition resides 

in its “bottom up” and electoral nature. In contrast to the transitions to democracy under 

military or Communist rule, the Mexican transition began at the most local levels of 

government and slowly evolved to the national level. In other words, it was a transition 

from below.2 The Partido Acción Nacional (PAN) won its first municipal election in 

1947, then started gaining leverage in local legislatures, the Federal Congress and finally 

won its first governorship in 1989. In the subsequent years, it became the first minority in 

the lower chamber of Congress and counted increased victories at the local and state 

levels. The process of electoral change was accelerated by the defection of one of the 

most prominent members of the PRI, Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas (son of the beloved ex-

president, Lázaro Cárdenas), in 1987 followed by the creation of what later became the 

most important left wing party in the country, all crucial to understanding the process of 

party formation and competition in this country. Additional pressures for change came 

from the Zapatista movement, which highlighted the conditions of poverty and social 

������������������������������������������������������

2 Argument taken from Lujambio (2000).  
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repression a segment of the population was living in and placing an additional dent in the 

already hampered regime (Trejo 2012). These changes eventually culminated in the 

election of 2000, when the PRI was voted out of the presidency.  

Studies drawing upon analyses of electoral behavior seek to explain this result by 

arguing that voters coordinated along a single dimension: pro-PRI versus anti-PRI 

inclinations (Molinar 1991; Domínguez and McCann 1996; Magaloni 1996), making the 

traditional left-right ideological dimension irrelevant. The PRI had long positioned itself 

at the center of the left-right ideological spectrum, making it unfeasible for either the 

PAN on the right, or the PRD on the left to construct an electoral majority capable of 

defeating the PRI hegemony in any of the previous elections. In addition to this, the 

absence of information on how either opposition party would govern (Magaloni 1999) 

helped facilitate the prevalence of the PRI in power even after the economic crises 

already cited.  

Nonetheless, the conjunction of the factors mentioned above made the pro-PRI 

versus anti-PRI dimension (also known as the democratic/authoritarian dimension) 

become more salient, allowing voters from the left and right to coordinate in support of 

the candidate most likely to defeat the PRI, Vicente Fox. After the 2000 election, the 

PAN consolidated itself as the second force in both chambers of Congress, and the 

number two party in terms of control of governorships and municipal governments 

around the country. However, the PRI still governed 21 of the 32 states and close to 60 

percent of the municipalities.  



�

��

The construction of PRI hegemony and its demise have been extensively studied 

by many scholars. This dissertation's time frame begins after the year 2000 and focuses 

primarily on the years 2006 to 2012. It seeks to explain the resilience of the clientelistic 

and vote-buying practices that underpinned authoritarianism in Mexico and persisted 

after the transition of 2000. Two factors are central to this analysis: the decentralized 

system of government that exists in Mexico and the structure and degree of party 

competition both at the federal and subnational levels of government.  The PAN faced an 

important dilemma when it became the new party in power and consolidated it strength as 

the second largest electoral force in the country: it could emulate the practices of the old 

system and fashion its own clientelistic organizations, or it could dismantle the remaining 

PRI electoral structures and try to invigorate democratic practices and institutions in the 

country. Part of the explanation asserts that the PAN did not succeed at either of these 

options.  

Mexico is a federal country with 32 states and close to 2500 municipalities. Not 

all of the states or municipalities have experienced turnover, reflecting major variations 

in political competition among them. This scenario presents a setting of widely varying 

political competition within a single polity, which facilitates the exploration of how 

clientelistic linkages and politics at the subnational level can perpetuate and even 

exacerbate undemocratic competition. While the national structural variables remain 

constant, and important rules and procedures for subnational government finance are 

homogenous, variation in the political factors, including the level of state and local fiscal 
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accountability, create opportunities for the testing of hypotheses regarding the resilience 

of authoritarian political practices in the wake of democratic transition.  

The main object of study of this dissertation is clientelism. It makes use of the 

literatures on democratization and decentralization to enrich our understanding of 

clientelistic practices and their prevalence. Clientelism is best described in the literature 

by affirmations like “…it is one of those social science things that mean different terms 

to different people” (Medina and Stokes 2007: 68), and a term exhibiting great “lack of 

conceptual clarity and consensus” (Hicken 2011: 290). In spite of the tacit agreement 

among scholars to disagree on the subject at hand, studies of clientelism have proliferated 

over the past decades worldwide. By delving into clientelistic and vote-buying practices 

in Mexico, this work intends to shed further light on the incentives facing individuals 

when they decide to “sell” their votes.  

This dissertation argues that increasing party competition at the federal and 

subnational levels paradoxically led to a proliferation of clientelistic and vote-buying 

practices, establishing the basis for the defeat of the PAN twelve years after it had taken 

office and the return of the PRI to the presidency. After the July 1, 2012 elections, the 

PRI reemerged as the dominant force in both chambers of Congress, and it gained control 

over the majority of states and municipalities in the country. This striking reversal of 

electoral fortunes was linked to the strengthening of clientelistic influences. Whereas 

after the 2006 presidential election only 9 percent of the population was willing to admit 

being privy to a clientelistic exchange taking place, in the aftermath of the 2012 

presidential election 23 percent of the population acknowledges being aware of these 
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practices. In addition, 38 percent of the population believes that all parties engaged in 

vote-buying and thinks that these did not alter the end result.  

Clientelism and vote-buying are perhaps not viewed as socially undesirable by 

Mexican voters, or have come to acquire a cynical connotation in the eyes of a fair share 

of the population. As a housewife explained when asked about a gubernatorial candidate:  

“Promises impoverish no one. We once believed them. But the only ones that are 
better off are them; the politicians. The party makes no difference. So we judge 
them by what they give us during the campaign. Who cares about the programs 
that never get here or the roads they never build. A bird in hand is worth two in 
the bush”. (Focus group, Tezuitlán, Puebla, April 2008) 
 

This evidence of the rising importance of clientelism in the wake of democratic 

transition reflects the relative weakness of incentives for politicians in Mexico to make 

programmatic electoral appeals under conditions of rising electoral competition.   

 

1.1 What Makes Voters Clientelistic? 

Democracy is considered the most desirable system of government. It is routinely 

linked to increased redistribution and provision of public goods (Dasgupta 1993; Persson 

and Tabellini 1999; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003). Many of the world’s greatest nations 

underwent painful processes of war and reformation to acquire the right to self-

government, and international institutions increasingly attempt to enforce this right.  

Citizens, by definition, are entitled to choose their leaders and vote them out of office to 

ensure democratic accountability. Why would some people be willing to sell their right to 

choose who governs them? 
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Most of the literature on clientelism and vote-buying focuses on the supply side of 

the equation. What motivates parties to turn to the delivery of particularistic, targetable 

goods to ensure their triumph at the polls? How do parties discriminate between 

clienteles? Do they target swing voters or core supporters? Do they approach moderate 

opponents or less politicized actors? Do they distribute particularistic goods, club goods 

or only withhold public goods?  

However, clientelistic transactions would not be possible without the consent of 

the voters who sell their right to choose. Vote-buying is a simple economic exchange. 

Candidates buy and citizens sell votes to the highest bidder (Schaffer 2007: 17). Citizens 

represent a crucial part of the expenditure bargaining process by providing – or failing to 

provide – support to programmatic or clientelistic parties. Citizens who are able to 

differentiate between clientelistic and programmatic parties will be in a better position to 

demand specific policies from them and to reinforce the effects of competition from a 

programmatic party. But, as suggested by Lyne (2007), much depends on citizens’ 

preferences regarding the allocation of public as opposed to targeted goods.  

The classic literature on rational choice tells us that people will vote for the 

candidate who is closest to their ideological position (Downs 1957). Further 

developments in the public opinion literature tell us that voters make more complex 

choices that include past performance of a candidate or party, the perceived credibility of 

their promises and even a sophisticated calculus of the probability of that party being 

elected and the positive and negative consequences this entails for the voter (Fiorina 

1981; Popkin 1991; Zaller 1992; Alvarez 1997; Cox 1997).  
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The literature on clientelism, on the other hand, roughly contends that for specific 

groups of the population and/or under specific conditions, the vote can be traded for a 

handout, a gift, or even a job in government. This outcome is characteristically attributed 

to the voter’s socioeconomic status, ideology, and/or interest in politics. In other words, 

not all citizens can afford to vote ideologically in accordance to the party’s platform they 

most agree with. Some voters engage in a patron-client relationship in which they expect 

to be materially and individually rewarded if they vote for a specific party or candidate 

and this outcome has nothing to do with having the programs that the party offers voters 

in electoral campaigns.  

The puzzle is why does a country like Mexico, which took over seven decades to 

oust a very clientelistic and authoritarian party from government, restore that party to 

power twelve years later? How does the electoral calculus of voters help explain this 

outcome? Did democracy fail? Did the incumbent fail? Did the party of authoritarianism 

undergo an extraordinary reformation that made it an appealing choice to voters? Or did 

clientelism turn out to be an equilibrium that is, after all, not as undesirable as normative 

theory would say?  

In addressing these questions, this dissertation attempts to shed new light on the 

politics of clientelism through and in-depth study of the Mexican case. In the process, it 

puts forward several original contentions. First, clientelism and vote-buying are still 

common practices in today’s Mexico, as they are in many developing countries 

considered democratic. Second, clientelism has evolved into all the different variations 

that have been studied by the literature: turnout-buying, abstention-buying, and vote-
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buying. These can either coexist or one can dominate, depending on the structure of the 

competition and the competitiveness of the system. Third, clientelism not only prevails 

under conditions of poverty; voters that can afford not to sell their vote end up voting 

clientelistically because they do not commit ideologically to any option and they might as 

well receive a benefit anyhow. Fourth, newly incoming parties facing clientelistic 

competition may become clientelistic as a response to the electorate they are facing. 

Finally, the transition from a clientelistic to a programmatic system will only occur if 

voters’ perceive benefits in programmatic politics and organize collectively to demand 

this change. The latter is, significantly contingent on the success of programmatic parties 

in communicating effectively with the electorate.  

�

1.2 Structure of the Dissertation 

The dissertation is organized as follows. Chapter two provides an overview of the 

extant literature on clientelism and pinpoints some of the unsolved debates and questions 

that are yet to be explored. This chapter constitutes the basis for the theory and testable 

hypotheses developed in the subsequent empirical chapters. It is divided into two 

sections. The first section discusses the relevance of the study of clientelism and its 

implications for both democratic and economic development. It addresses the 

implications of introducing competitive elections, such as the effects of competition, 

difficulties with monitoring voters, and new forms of undemocratic practices like vote-

buying, turnout-buying and abstention-buying. The second section looks into the different 
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methods that have been utilized to study clientelism, from aggregate expenditures and 

transfers, to expert surveys and public opinion techniques. 

Chapter three develops the theory and testable hypotheses of the dissertation. It 

includes a brief overview of the Mexican case and the main theoretical argument 

regarding the case of study. It then explains the main data and methodology to be used in 

looking at the determinants of the demand side of clientelism and vote-buying. Using a 

2007 national survey with state-level representativeness, it analyzes the likelihood of 

individuals to engage in vote-selling exchanges and its variation across different political 

constellations. Chapter four uses the same survey data to examine variation in voter 

reservation prices – the price at or above which voters would be willing to sell their vote 

– across different structures of competition.  

Chapter five provides quantitative evidence on clientelism and vote-buying 

practices in Mexico using evidence from a list experiment conducted in a post electoral 

national survey in 2012 and two state surveys which also include list experiments. List 

experiments have become increasingly regarded as a useful tool for the analysis of 

sensitive items that are traditionally underreported due to social desirability biases. This 

study makes use of this technique to measure the incidence and magnitude of clientelistic 

and vote-buying practices in recent elections and to gain purchase on the size of the 

social desirability bias associated to these practices.  

Chapter six analyzes the effects of social programs on the likelihood of vote-

selling and on voter reservation prices, in particular the conditional cash transfer program 

Oportunidades and the low-cost health care program Seguro Popular. Important vote-
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selling deterrents can be found in recipients of Oportunidades. However, beneficiaries of 

Seguro Popular seem to connect to the political system in a more clientelistic manner.  

Qualitative evidence from focus group sessions with citizens and from in-depth 

interviews performed on government officials at the state and federal levels and on party 

representatives is used throughout these chapters to complement the quantitative 

evidence. This information also provides confirmation of the increasing incidence of 

turnout-buying and the potential it represents with the rising difficulties in monitoring 

electoral choice.  

This dissertation seeks to advance the current state of the literature by exploring 

the demand side of clientelism and vote-buying and its effects on the mechanisms parties 

use to build electoral support. It uses a mixed method approach combining quantitative 

and qualitative instruments in order to enhance our understanding of undemocratic 

electoral practices, and to avoid the potential biases of only favoring one methodology. 

The limitations of this study and future research avenues are addressed in the concluding 

chapter.  

Studies focusing on subnational levels of government, like the present 

dissertation, have become more prevalent in the field of comparative politics because 

national factors do not always suffice to explain electoral patterns of behavior, the birth 

and demise of parties, or the different rates of success some policy initiatives have 

compared to others. Local politics should not be set aside as determinants of national 

outcomes. The return of the PRI as the party in power is in great part explained by the 

strength it managed to retain at the state and municipal levels even after being ousted 
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from power twelve years ago. This strength is significantly attributable to the enduring 

clientelistic linkages it built during its heyday and that it expanded over the past decade.  
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2. Theoretical Perspectives on the Study of Clientelism 

2.1 Relevance of the Study of Clientelism 

The economic and political effects of clientelism have been widely studied. The 

economic consequences of clientelistic practices include “deficit spending, public sector 

inefficiency, resistance to market-oriented reform, macroeconomic instability, state 

predation, and reduced economic growth” (Remmer 2007: 363) along with lower public 

good provision and important market distortions (Kitschelt 2000). From the political 

standpoint, clientelism correlates with increased corruption and rent-seeking behavior, 

fragile political institutions, ineffective political participation, inequality (Hagopian 1996; 

Wantchekon 2003: Schaffer 2007) and the reinforcement of a vicious poverty cycle 

(Perry et al 2006). In a nutshell, clientelistic practices inhibit both democracy and 

economic development.  

The deleterious effects of clientelism on the political and economic development 

of countries where it is a dominant practice impinge directly on the study of emerging 

democracies and their possibilities of survival. Many findings of the students of 

clientelism in new democracies are not framed or even contemplated in the classic 

literature on advanced industrial democracies, even the literature that looks at pork-barrel 

and patronage spending (Hagopian 2007). Scholars have expressed concern about the 

failure of democratic institutions to eradicate clientelistic practices (Auyero 2001; 

Brusco, Nazareno and Stokes 2004; Stokes 2005; Schaffer 2007; Rosas and Hawkins 

2007; Hagopian, Gervasoni and Moraes 2009). Although there are several structural, 

institutional, behavioral, and rational explanations for the existence of clientelism, there 
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is no consensus on why clientelism prevails in some instances and not in others. In other 

words, we know that there are variables that are related to the nurturing of clientelism 

(e.g. poverty), but we still do not know which variable or combination of variables best 

predicts the existence of clientelism or its resilience in the face of electoral competition.   

Building upon the literature on clientelism and vote-buying, this dissertation seeks 

to enhance our understanding of the party-voter relationship in new democracies. In 

particular, it approaches clientelism and vote-buying as an interaction between the 

electoral “demand” and party “supply”. On the one hand, it focuses on how voters 

evaluate the parties’ offers and what factors may induce them to engage in vote-selling 

practices. On the other hand, it examines the parties’ choices when faced with a particular 

electorate and type of competition. More broadly, this dissertation seeks to contribute to 

the growing literature on the politics of development by addressing outstanding questions 

about the impact of competition on democratic accountability and electoral behavior.  

One of the most important tacit agreements of the students of clientelism is that 

there is no unique conceptual or methodological definition of the term (Stokes 2007a; 

Hicken 2011). Hence, clientelism encompasses an almost infinite array of practices, from 

voting for a party in exchange for a meal to a more permanent exchange such as 

patronage. Moreover, the presence and survival of clientelism, among other things, 

depends on the electoral calculus voters make as a result of the offers they receive from 

the different parties. Such offers, in turn, are a function of many critical variables like 

electoral laws, budgetary restrictions, discretionary spending rules, and the nature of 

electoral competition.  In spite of these drawbacks, a better understanding on the side of 
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scholars and politicians of the causes of clientelism and its prevalence may lead to 

solutions capable of enhancing democratic experience. 

�

2.2 The Demand and Supply Sides of Clientelism 

The literature on clientelism examines the way in which citizens’ dependence on 

private goods creates opportunities for parties monopolizing government resources to 

engage in vote-buying exchanges (Medina and Stokes 2002; Keefer 2005; Keefer and 

Vlaicu 2005; Díaz-Cayeros and Magaloni 2004; Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez 

2007). It explains the asymmetrical exchange between a patron that holds a monopoly 

over a specific private good and a client that can acquire this good by performing a 

service (i.e. vote). “Clientelism involves reciprocity and voluntarism but also exploitation 

and domination” (Kitschelt 2000: 849).  

The term “vote-buying” presupposes an economic exchange, and therefore may 

be studied using a simple demand and supply model. It builds on the common conception 

that voters are more likely to sell when their reservation prices are very low and when 

their voting behavior is highly elastic (Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007).  Reservation price 

refers to “the price at or above which (the voter) will trade her vote for an excludable 

benefit and become a client” (Lyne 2007: 163). The reservation price also refers to the 

price at which a voter will be willing to modify her turnout choice in exchange for a 

particularistic benefit (Corstange 2010). Elasticity in the voter’s behavior, on the other 

hand, depends on the ability of contenders to provide the same excludable benefit and the 
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intensity of the ideological preferences of the voter (Stokes 2005; Kitschelt and 

Wilkinson 2007; Van de Walle 2007).  

Certain conditions must be in place for a clientelistic exchange to occur. On the 

demand side, the client must be unable to acquire the good on his own and must be 

willing to engage in certain political behavior to obtain it (Calvo and Murillo 2004). As 

the client’s income level rises, his need for this excludable good diminishes, which is 

why clientelism is usually associated with poverty (Brusco, Nazareno and Stokes 2002; 

Stokes 2005). Consequently, ceteris paribus, less ideological, low skilled and poorer 

voters tend to engage more in clientelistic practices (Calvo and Murillo 2004; Stokes 

2005). In other words, voters that are more dependent on the good that is monopolized by 

the patron will have lower reservation prices.  

On the supply side, a party’s decision to engage in clientelistic behavior depends 

on its access to discretionary control over the allocation of public resources and its 

capacity to monitor the clients’ compliance (Keefer and Vlaicu 2005; Stokes 2005; 

Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez 2007). The power of the patron to selectively 

exclude certain individuals from benefiting from a particular good enables them to punish 

defection or non-compliance. Consequently, a clientelistic party with monopoly power 

over public resources faces important incentives to distribute private goods that can be 

withheld in case of defection or non-compliance (Robinson and Verdier 2003). From a 

political and institutional standpoint, weak parties, politicized bureaucracies, and 

candidate-centered electoral systems that encourage the cultivation of a personal vote 

tend to be associated with clientelistic practices (Hicken 2007).  
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2.3 Whom do Clientelistic Parties Target? 

Many vote-buying models have focused on the strategies parties choose in order 

to effectively buy votes from willing recipients. The greater part of these studies unfolds 

from two initial opposing theories. The “core voter model” by Cox and McCubbins 

(1986) argues politicians will choose to benefit core supporters with targeted goods, 

whereas the “swing voter model” by Lindbeck and Weibull (1987)1 contends parties will 

instead target swing voters and lowball core voters that will support them regardless of a 

material reward. A third group of works has instead focused on cases where parties favor 

mobilization strategies, otherwise known as the turnout hypothesis (Nichter 2008; Cox 

2009).  

Scholars seeking to widen the scope of their hypotheses have provided evidence 

of mixed-strategy schemes or portfolio diversification models (Chhibber and Nooruddin 

2004; Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez 2007; Rosas and Hawkins 2007; Gans-

Morse, Mazzuca & Nichter 2010) in which parties consider the voters’ political 

preferences and their intention to vote to decide which strategies to favor: rewarding 

supporters, targeting swing voters, turnout-buying of weak supporters or politically 

disinterested voters, abstention-buying of weak opposition voters and so on, usually 

engaging in more than one of these strategies. In contrast to the swing or core voter 

models that focus on the distribution of private goods, the mixed-strategy models suggest 

������������������������������������������������������

1 See also Dixit and Londregan 1996. 
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that parties make use of public, club and private goods to maximize their vote share and 

differentiate rewards given to core and swing voters.  

Although these attempts to generalize about vote-buying strategies represent a 

useful advance over the past dominance of country-specific empirical studies, the 

literature offers few attempts at addressing clientelism from the individual level of 

analysis. One such attempt is adopted from microeconomic theory and is structured in 

Corstange’s (2010) study of the 2009 Lebanese elections. Corstange suggests that voters 

as sellers may diverge ideologically from their buyers, but this divergence becomes 

irrelevant when considering specifically low reservation prices. However, weak 

supporters or opponents of a party tend to be the most elastic voters and therefore the 

most appealing targets of vote-buying strategies. Only highly ideological voters will have 

high reservation prices and will be the least likely to engage in vote-selling practices.2 

One strong assumption included in Corstange’s study is that “critical” elections may have 

an impact on the ideological intensity of activists, as well as the amount of people 

interested in politics.  

As a result, clientelistic buyers will prefer more elastic voters that will have lower 

reservation prices. In an economic rationale, clientelistic parties will initially target 

constituencies with more elastic voters and, if necessary, will shift to constituencies 

where voters have higher reservation prices until they obtain the necessary votes to win 

the election. The vote-buying strategies of parties will be a function of their capacity to 

������������������������������������������������������

2 See also Nichter 2008.  
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price discriminate. Non-competitive systems can be viewed as monopsonic systems 

where there exists perfect discrimination of vote prices, whereas competitive systems 

reduce price discrimination practices and increase overall reservation prices (Corstange 

2010).  

Schaffer (2007) explores additional factors that explain the origins of vote-buying 

and suggests that viewing it only as a general equilibrium to a supply and demand 

problem is not the optimal approach. Vote-buying includes socioeconomic, institutional 

and anthropological factors that go beyond the economic-transaction explanation. Such 

factors include the perceptions of voters of gifts offered by patrons; the induction of fear 

of defection instead of the retribution of electoral support; party cohesion and discipline; 

executive-legislative relations; and electoral laws. Nonetheless, moving away from the 

supply and demand model also pulls the literature on clientelism and vote-buying towards 

case specific studies and away from further generalizations.  

Consequently, the general consensus in the literature is that poverty and 

clientelism are tightly related and even mutually reinforcing. To a lesser degree, scholars 

agree that less informed or politicized voters are also more likely to engage in clientelistic 

practices. In addition, studies of clientelism all point to the patron having some type of 

ability to monitor a specific voter’s behavior, or a specific group of voters’ behavior, for 

clientelistic exchanges to take place. Contrary to this, the vote-buying strategies parties 

engage in – whether targeting core, swing or opposition voters – is far from settled.  

This dissertation argues that the demand and supply model can be complemented 

with the following considerations. First, consider decentralization of public good 
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provision and elections: vote monopsonies not only exist at the municipal, state or federal 

levels but the type of currency utilized to “pay” voters may also vary across these levels. 

Whereas the federation “controls” the distribution of federal public goods, municipalities 

and state governments control other types of goods and may be better at mobilizing 

complementary coercive mechanisms as well. Second, interest in politics may not be the 

only variable, aside from income, that determines the willingness to sell one’s vote. The 

criticality of an election, the perception of the decisiveness of one’s vote and the 

differentiation that voters perceive between competing parties may all enter a voter’s 

calculus in deciding how to behave. For example, if a voter perceives that there is no 

clear difference between which party governs, she will be more inclined to sell her vote 

than if she considers the competing parties will deliver very different results once in 

power. 

 

2.4 Monitoring and Compliance 

“Clientelism, however, is a form of reciprocal exchange. Politicians must deliver 

in order to sustain the support of their clienteles, and clients must support their patron 

with votes” (Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez 2007: 184). As explained by Schaffer 

(2007), material inducements to voters range anywhere from shoes, to dental services, 

cash, food or public sector employment. What distinguishes clientelistic goods from other 

types of benefits is that they are targetable – individuals or groups of voters receiving the 

benefit can be geographically located; particularistic – the benefit can be granted to a 

specific individual in a community and exclude the rest of the members of the community 
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even if they share the same characteristics; and reversible – include a credible threat of 

exclusion under conditions of non-compliance. Clientelistic benefits are distributed under 

one main criterion: did you vote for me? (Hicken 2011: 294).3  

The commitment problems facing both vote buyers and sellers have been 

scrutinized by Stokes (2005). Parties face the challenge of voters reneging on their 

promise to support them if they deliver the benefit prior to Election Day, while voters 

have no guarantee that parties will actually deliver the benefit once in office. However, in 

this clientelistic equilibrium patrons can hold voters accountable by excluding them from 

the promised benefit, or punishing them in different forms, whereas voters can only hold 

the patron accountable if they organize collectively, which is difficult (Lyne 2007). This 

results in what has been called “perverse accountability” (Stokes 2005; Kitschelt and 

Wilkinson 2007) through which politicians have the capacity to hold voters accountable 

instead of the other way around.  

Furthermore, in an era of increased democratization where many countries are 

adopting methods of electronic voting and the secret ballot has become institutionalized, 

monitoring has become increasingly difficult. Some studies argue that parties have turned 

to rely on social networks to identify supporters and monitor compliance (Brusco, 

Nazareno and Stokes 2004; Stokes 2005). Other scholars suggest that elections should be 

viewed as iterative games (Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007; Hicken 2011) where voters and 

parties will be interacting again many times in the future as more elections are held. This 

������������������������������������������������������

3 Citing Chandra 2004.  
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results in reputation building and the possibility of retribution for past non-compliance, 

which creates incentives to cooperate or not renege on their promises in order to avoid 

damaging their reputation, or being punished in the future.  

Rising complications with monitoring have resulted in a wide array of studies 

seeking to explain either new forms of supervision, or modifications to the traditional 

exchange – fundamentally the increased use of club goods as opposed to targeted goods, 

or parties moving away from their traditional strategies and favoring tactics focused on 

turnout. This dissertation follows the mixed-strategy model and argues that parties will 

diversify their purchasing strategies depending on their monitoring capacities and this, in 

turn, will affect whether the goods will be awarded prior to or after the day of the 

election. In this scenario, different support building strategies available to parties – 

whether focused on turnout, loyal or swing voters – can coexist depending on the nature 

and level of competition.  

 

2.5 Vote-Buying, Turnout-Buying and Abstention-Buying 

The increased difficulties of monitoring individual voter choices have resulted in 

clientelistic parties having to expand their support building strategies. In addition to the 

traditional means of persuasion that occur in clientelistic practices, politicians also resort 

to the mobilization of supporters and the promotion of abstention by opponents in order 

to circumvent the obstacles to monitoring created by the secret ballot. In electoral 

systems where results are reported and made public at the most basic level (e.g. the 

electoral district, section, or even the number of the electoral booth as is the case in 
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Mexico) rewards can be given to groups of voters who supported the clientelistic party. 

The traditional debate on whether machines should target swing voters or core supporters 

(Dixit and Londregan 1996; Cox 2009) has been challenged by new research that 

explores the prevalence of clientelism under more difficult monitoring conditions and 

increased competition.  

Bueno de Mesquita and Smith (2012) suggest a model in which voters are 

rewarded contingent on electoral results. This type of monitoring is less expensive and 

results in the distribution of a club good in more densely populated areas, or a private 

good in less populated areas, once the patron takes office. According to the authors, this 

provides incentives for voters to coordinate in support of the party promising the specific 

benefit. Remmer (2010) explains the economic rationale of politicians in seeking to 

reduce costs and maximize votes by recurring to clientelistic mobilization, which is 

facilitated in small communities by the existence of networks. Turnout-buying of core 

supporters is less expensive than vote-buying from swing voters (Corstange 2010).  

This strand of literature contradicts the assumption made by some of the formal 

literature on clientelism which argues that rewarding supporters is a waste of resources, 

and that machine politics should focus on swing voters and weak opponents. Nichter 

(2008), for example, argues that particularistic benefits should be intended to reward 

supporters and that turnout-buying will tend to overcome vote-buying. Dunning and 

Stokes (2007) instead argue that turnout-buying will prevail as voting procedures become 

less discretionary, but argue that politicians will try to engage in a mixture of turnout-

buying and vote-buying depending on the capacity they have to monitor compliance.  
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Finally, a few scholars have incorporated practices of abstention-buying in their 

analyses of clientelism (Schaffer 2007; Nichter 2008; Gans-Morse, Mazzuca and Nichter 

2010). As Schaffer (2007: 188) argues: “For a variety of reasons… buying abstention is 

not a widespread form of vote-buying around the world”. It is interesting to note, 

however, that abstention is as easy to monitor as turnout and requires that the patron 

possess the same type of information – namely, do the voters in a specific electoral unit 

tend to support a specific party or not. However, the beneficiaries of abstention are 

fundamentally the local brokers and not the potential voters that refrained from voting. In 

addition, there are other instruments used to deter participation, like spreading rumors of 

violence in specific districts during Election Day, which are not particularly costly. This 

strategy is used in some states in Mexico by parties seeking to inhibit electoral 

participation in districts that are particularly unfavorable to them.   

This dissertation argues that vote-buying, turnout-buying and abstention-buying 

are all part of the purchase strategies parties engage in to circumvent monitoring 

problems. The key distinction to be made between clientelism and vote-buying is the 

ability of the patron to withdraw the benefit per non-compliance.4 Conditional cash 

transfer programs, like Oportunidades, should be considered entitlements and not 

clientelistic benefits; when given as a reward to voters after being screened for their 

electoral support, they constitute vote-buying instruments. In contrast, government jobs, 

or discretionary social programs (e.g. scholarships) are clientelistic goods because they 

������������������������������������������������������

4 I thank Federico Estévez for stressing this point.  
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can be withdrawn at the patrons’ will. What strategies parties favor will be contingent 

upon several factors: costs of monitoring, costs of mobilization or de-mobilization, the 

nature of the electorate, the reservation prices of voters, the resources available to parties, 

and the type of competition they face.  

�

2.6 The Impact of Competition on Clientelism 

The literature on the political economy of democracy has identified an increase in 

public good provision as electoral competitiveness rises (Alesina and Rosenthal 1995; 

Persson and Tabellini 1999). However, research on democratic transitions has 

demonstrated that electoral competition may instead exacerbate clientelistic spending and 

reduce the provision of public goods (Medina and Stokes 2002; Stokes 2005; Díaz-

Cayeros and Magaloni 2004; Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez 2007; Remmer 2007; 

Rosas and Hawkins 2007). Many vote-buying models rely on a “Single Machine 

Assumption” (Stokes 2009), where only one dominant party– usually the incumbent – 

controls the resources to buy votes and faces no real opponents. Such would be the case 

of Mexico during the PRI’s prime years. In these systems, any voter that wishes to sell 

can only sell to the monopsonist and the nature of the goods distributed in exchange for 

votes will tend to be targeted and particularistic.   
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When faced with emerging competition, the advantage of a dominant party will 

continue to reside in its monopoly control over public resources.5 However, competitive 

pressures will almost inevitably introduce some form of accountability relative to the 

previously hegemonic system, and a growing electorate will increase the costs of 

allocating private goods. This may reduce the relative cost of public good provision and 

therefore increase its incidence (Díaz-Cayeros and Martínez-Uriarte 1997). Furthermore, 

studies drawing on models of portfolio diversification contend that public goods will be 

distributed along with private and club goods as a strategy of clientelistic parties to build 

electoral support. For instance, public goods will be distributed to promote turnout among 

supporters, private goods to recover support from turncoats, and under-provision of 

goods to punish radical defectors (Rosas and Hawkins 2007). Consequently, under 

competitive pressures, even the most clientelistic systems tend to exhibit some type of 

investment in public goods (Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez 2007).  

A different strand of research posits that, contrary to the single machine 

assumption, many new democracies exhibit increasingly fierce competition between two 

or more parties that possess significant resources (Dekel, Jackson and Wolinski 2008; 

Corstange 2010). The result of this competition is an overall increase in the reservation 

price as a result of the monopsonic machine being subdued. In the presence of a 

monopsonic machine, vote-buying occurs until the sufficient number of votes is gathered 

to win the election, leaving inelastic voters and voters with high reservation prices 
������������������������������������������������������

5 In this sense, it is important to note that even in advanced capitalist democracies, the existence of safe-
seats or incumbency advantage is a widespread phenomenon, mostly attributed to control of government 
resources. 
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excluded from the clientelistic exchange. However, when there is a competitor with the 

capacity to engage in vote-buying, price discrimination becomes harder and the number 

of potential sellers increases. Parties are now compelled to pay higher reservation prices 

and seek the support of less elastic sellers (Chandra 2004; Chhibber and Nooruddin 

2004). This is the case in current Mexican politics.  

In decentralized systems of governance, on the other hand, the increase of 

clientelistic expenditures can be more evident at the subnational level where the delivery 

of Federal Government programs is contingent on local government intervention, which 

can be discretionary (Besley et al 2004). Studies using subnational comparisons have 

provided evidence that spending allocations exhibit curvilinear relationships with degree 

of competitiveness as part of the spending strategies followed by clientelistic parties 

(Díaz-Cayeros and Martínez-Uriarte 1997; Remmer 2007). Hence, states and localities 

exhibiting middle levels of competition are targeted differently than states and localities 

that present very low or very high levels of competition.  

Most of the models that identify an increase in clientelistic spending as a result of 

competitive pressures acknowledge that parties will try to maximize the buying of 

cheaper votes (Brusco, Nazareno and Stokes 2004; Calvo and Murillo 2004; Chandra 

2004; Chhibber and Nooruddin 2004). Corstange (2010) adds political disinterest as a 

factor determining low reservation prices (keeping in mind the additional incentives 

needed to drive uninterested voters to the polls). In addition, his findings suggest that 

voters are willing to sell regardless of their levels of income when competition increases 

and parties are compelled to approach more expensive sellers.  
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Recent studies have also focused on the effect that competition has on electoral 

participation in clientelistic settings. Remmer (2010) finds that turnout decreases when 

faced with competition because the credibility of rewards is reduced, in spite of the 

monitoring effects.  In addition, she finds that income has a negative association with 

turnout in local election, which impinges on the possible mobilization of poorer voters in 

mayoral elections as opposed to participation in national level elections. This article 

opens a research agenda that needs to be considered in further studies of clientelism.  

In sum, the evidence about the effects of competition on a clientelistic system 

with a dominant party is inconsistent. In some cases, competitive pressures lead to the 

introduction of accountability and some form of public good provision. In other cases, 

such pressures may lead to an increase in clientelistic spending on the side of both the 

dominant party and challengers. One of the most important factors to consider is the type 

of competition and not only the level of competition being observed – whether the 

competitor is a credible clientelistic buyer or a programmatic competitor. Prior research 

on the relationship between partisanship and government policy (Hibbs 1977; Alesina 

and Rosenthal 1995; Alesina, Roubini and Cohen 1999; Boix 1998 and 2001; Chhibber 

and Nooruddin 2004) suggests that the impact of competitiveness on public spending 

depends on the partisan complexion of competition and not just on the degree of 

competition.  

�
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2.7 Programmatic versus Clientelistic Linkages 

Having already discussed the problematic definition of clientelism, looking into 

the term to which it is compared – programmatic politics – is no simpler. As Schaffer 

(2007: 5) mentions, we can think of two ideal types of distribution of goods but what is 

observed is usually somewhere along the continuum between these two extremes. 

Analyses of the difference between how politicians and parties relate to their 

constituencies can be traced back to Weber (1919) who made the distinction between 

charismatic, traditional and rational-legal leaders. Kirchheimer (1966) studied the 

transformation of party systems in Western Europe as parties had to abandon their 

ideological identities to appeal to a growing electorate in more competitive elections. 

More recently, Cox (1987) analyzed how patronage politics became displaced by 

programmatic competition in England as a result of the professionalization of 

bureaucracies. John Aldrich’s (1995) important contribution analyzes the 

institutionalization of parties and the use of policy programs to appeal to a changing 

electorate.  

Kitschelt (2000) and Kitschelt and Wilkinson (2007) scrutinize the linkages 

between politicians and their constituencies as a result of instances of corruption and lack 

of party cohesion. “At the most fundamental level, the difference between clientelism and 

programmatic linkages has nothing to do with the regime divide between democracy and 

authoritarianism. Neither clientelism nor programmatic linkages are phenomena 

exclusive to democracy” (Kitschelt 2000: 853). However, the main difference between 

the types of goods provided in clientelistic versus programmatic politics refers to 
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rewarding supporters and punishing opponents. Consequently, programmatic politics is 

related to a higher distribution of public goods and the delivery of these goods is not 

conditioned on whether the voters supported the politician or party at the polls. Most 

conditional cash transfer programs (De Janvry and Sadoulet 2004 and 2006), which are 

based on need and cannot be taken away as a result of political behavior are related to 

programmatic policies. Other types of goods like public schools, roads, bridges, drinking 

water and sewage, where exclusion is not particularistic, are also related to the more 

programmatic end of the continuum.  

Hence, it is the contingent nature of the clientelistic exchange that brings along 

undesirable consequences: perverse accountability and lower public good provision. In 

contrast, programmatic politics tend to be more desirable from a normative point of view 

because they are associated with higher delivery of public goods, less corruption, 

accountability of the parties instead of perverse accountability, and longer term benefits 

for voters. The lack of conceptual clarity in the literature regarding the definition of 

clientelistic and programmatic politics is compounded by the opportunities parties have 

to become clientelistic or programmatic. This dissertation addresses such caveats by 

incorporating the voters’ perspectives on the parties and their platforms. The way voters 

perceive parties, the credibility of their appeals, and the electoral calculus that voters 

make as to how their policy performance may affect them will play a role in shaping the 

decision of parties to incline towards more programmatic or clientelistic linkages.  

�
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2.8 Why Parties Become Programmatic 

Viewed from the supply side, there is abundant literature on why parties change 

their strategies to establish more programmatic linkages with their constituencies. 

Mainwaring and Scully (1995) provide an institutional explanation by means of which 

changes in electoral laws and modifications to the organizational rules of parties provide 

incentives for politicians to become more programmatic. Ames (2002) explores the 

interaction between the executive and legislative politicians in Brazil that leads to 

increased party discipline and the growing importance of party platforms. In more recent 

works, Lyne (2007) explains that the inability of politicians to maintain the rent-seeker 

income to pay for votes in a clientelistic setting will make parties turn to programmatic 

strategies. In other words, programmatic strategies are less expensive for parties to 

undertake.  

On the demand side of the equation, there are several explanations as to why 

voters might prefer more programmatic parties. Modernization theory (O’Donnell 1973; 

Collier 1979; O’Donnell, Schmitter and Whitehead 1986) contends that poor and 

uneducated citizens have short time horizons which are consistent with clientelistic 

politics. Under conditions of greater development, voters are less dependent on 

immediate rewards and place more value on medium to long term policies. However, 

there are important caveats to these arguments as they fail to explain differences between 

countries with similar levels of development. Theories of democratization explain that 

enfranchisement forces politicians to attend to new selectorates that demand more 

accountable spending (V.O. Key 1964). In addition, public opinion theories on the 
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responsiveness of parties to a changing electorate (Erikson, Mackuen and Stimson 2002) 

suggest that politicians will react to the electorate’s requests and will in turn deliver 

policies that citizens prefer (e.g. the civil rights movement). Lyne (2007) argues that 

voters will choose a programmatic party over a clientelistic one when the clientelistic 

benefit offered has insignificant value to the voter, which is in line with most of the 

studies relating clientelism to poverty (Medina and Stokes 2002; Keefer 2005; Stokes 

2005; Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007). Nonetheless, the inability of the literature to 

explain significant differences in political practices in countries with similar 

characteristics can be expanded to the subnational level of study.  

In summary, the existing literature on clientelism effectively highlights the 

importance of political competition and the ability of clientelistic parties to face new 

opponents. At the same time, it leaves open a key set of questions of importance for 

understanding the resilience of clientelism under certain conditions. In particular, what 

factors shape the electoral demand for clientelistic rewards? Does political 

decentralization facilitate the endurance of clientelism? How do electoral demands shape 

the decision of incoming parties to build support either through more clientelistic or more 

programmatic appeals? Each of these questions is crucial for the study of clientelism and 

will be addressed in the subsequent chapters. 

�
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2.9 The Empirical Study of Clientelism 

2.9.1 Measuring Clientelism 

Major inconsistencies characterize the operationalization of clientelism. Hagopian 

accurately claims: “the particularistic forms of party-citizen linkage are easier to charge 

than prove” (Hagopian 2007: 587). Thus, is it is difficult to demonstrate empirically that 

a party or candidate awarded particularistic benefits to a voter or group of voters as a 

result of their specific electoral and/or turnout behavior. This form of quid pro quo 

involves all of the following: the existence of a particularistic agreement between the 

patron and the client, even if it includes the presence of a broker; the capacity for the 

patron to effectively monitor the clients; and the targeting and distribution of private 

goods obeying electoral parameters or, in other words, rewarding or punishing electoral 

behavior.  To complicate matters further, it also involves knowledge regarding the 

motivation of the voter, particularly whether or not a material reward had an impact on 

her vote or turnout choice.  

Serious efforts have been made to build empirical knowledge about clientelism 

across different developing countries and/or specific regions in relation to the different 

waves of democratization. In addition, country studies analyzing subnational differences 

have made important contributions to the literature on the structural and political factors 

affecting clientelism. On the other hand, large-n studies with reliable data on clientelism 

have been scarce because cross-country variations regarding the existence of good quality 

data or even comparable data is overwhelming. Similarly, longitudinal studies are 

practically inexistent. Unlike the stock of information on advanced industrial 
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democracies, most of the data covered in this chapter has been generated by the authors 

themselves or is only recently made accessible to the public by government or 

autonomous public institutions and is not available for more than a limited time period.  

Consequently, students of clientelism in emerging democracies have gone to great 

lengths to develop empirical measures. These include studies of government spending, 

party platforms, electoral volatility, social programs, elite surveys, public opinion 

surveys, and in-depth interviews, among others. This section organizes the main findings 

of the literature according to the nature of the dependent variable used: studies that are 

based on type and size of government expenditures, and studies that rely on the use of 

surveys and public opinion data to measure clientelism.6 Although the empirical evidence 

of this dissertation pertains to the second strand of studies, it incorporates hypotheses and 

findings from the first strand of research to enhance the analyses.   

�

2.9.2 Government Expenditures and Social Programs 

The literature on expenditures focuses fundamentally on the proportion of private 

vis-à-vis public goods distributed in reference to elections. Its main findings point to the 

use of public resources to build and/or reward electoral support and face competition. The 

resources available to politicians to reward and punish voters are mostly comprehended 

in the social and infrastructural rubrics of the budget and range anywhere from 

scholarships, pensions and credits, to pavement, schools, electricity and hospitals. Studies 

������������������������������������������������������

6 A very thorough and useful classification of the operationalization or proxies used to measure clientelism 
is presented by Hicken (2011). 
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of patronage politics, in particular, focus on public sector employment or size of 

government, given that government jobs have historically formed part of the most valued 

rewards provided to brokers who play a critical role in mobilizing and monitoring 

clients.7  

The initial focus on private goods, like scholarships, food-based benefits and 

income transfers, that the “core voter model” and the “swing model” exhibit lies in their 

exclusionary, reversible and targetable nature. These types of benefits also tend to be 

most valued by the poorest segments of society, which speaks directly to the relationship 

between clientelism and poverty. The implementation of more regulated poverty relief 

aids like the conditional cash transfer programs Oportunidades in Mexico, Bolsa Familia 

in Brazil, and Familias en Accion in Colombia, have directly undermined the reversibility 

and political conditionality of a large part of social expenditures in many developing 

countries (De Janvry and Sadoulet 2006), thus increasing public good distribution and 

raising the reservation prices of voters.   

Club goods, on the other hand, are more directly identified with pork-barreling, 

and their somewhat exclusionary nature is explained by geographical or membership 

factors. Some examples of these are local health clinics, local infrastructure works and 

cash transfer programs for specific groups of people. Income subsidies for farmers who 

belong to a certain union, grow specific crops, or live in a specific municipality are 

������������������������������������������������������

7 An exhaustive categorization of the array of goods politicians make use of to cater to the different clients 
is undertaken by Magaloni et al (2007) in their study of the Programa Nacional de Solidaridad (Pronasol) in 
Mexico during the PRI's heyday.  
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examples of club goods. Health clinics or schools to which only citizens who reside in a 

specific district or state can have access also can be categorized as club goods. As a result 

of the more limited monitoring capacities we observe in emerging democracies, the 

literature has increasingly registered club goods as an important part of clientelistic 

spending. The decision to build a health clinic or to provide electricity to one 

municipality over another can be traced back to rewarding electoral support (Rosas and 

Hawkins 2007) or fencing off competition (Chhibber and Nooruddin 2004; Magaloni, 

Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez 2007;). Specifically in decentralized systems of government 

where inter-governmental transfers are discretionary, evidence shows that resources at 

subnational levels of government are often targeted according to electoral criteria (Díaz-

Cayeros, Magaloni and Weingast 2003; Díaz-Cayeros 2006;). 

Finally, public goods are non-exclusionary and are generally associated with 

poverty reduction, economic growth and democratic accountability (Oates 1977; Breton 

1990; Shah 1994; Alesina and Rosenthal 1995; Schneider 2003). Public universities, 

libraries, hospitals, and airports are categorized as public goods. It is important to note 

that there is ambivalence in the studies on clientelism regarding other types of benefits 

like electricity, paved roads, drinking water, sewage, and housing because sometimes 

these are subjected to electoral criteria, as exemplified above. While Díaz-Cayeros, 

Estévez and Magaloni (forthcoming) differentiate between local public goods – where 

exclusion is only territorial in nature – and extensive public goods, Rosas and Hawkins 

(2007) would classify some local public goods as club goods because they can be 

distributed according to electoral calculations of politicians.  
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2.9.3 Operationalization and Main Findings 

In one of the first studies of government expenditures and political competition 

using data from Mexican municipalities, Díaz-Cayeros and Martínez-Uriarte (1997) study 

changes in state finances as a result of increased competition and accountability. Their 

findings suggest that turnout increases provision of public goods, which the authors 

interpret as government responsiveness to a more politically active population. However, 

this could also be measuring a form of clientelistic payoff. Competitiveness, as measured 

by margin of victory, exhibits a non-monotonic effect on discretionary expenditures, but 

no effect on public good provision. The number of parties seems to have no impact on the 

structure of expenditures.  

More recent studies on portfolio diversification in emerging democracies include 

Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez (2007) using Pronasol funds in Mexico, Chhibber 

and Nooruddin’s (2004) analysis of state-level budget allocations in India, and Rosas and 

Hawkins (2007) study of vote purchasing politicians in Venezuela. These works 

introduce important nuances to the previous literature on the core voter and the swing 

voter models as well as the postulates from Bueno de Mesquita et al (2002) regarding the 

response of politicians to changes to the size of the minimal winning coalition with 

respect to the “selectorate.” They analyze government expenditures and their relationship 

with growing electoral competition taking into consideration multi-tier systems of 

governance. In addition, these studies focus on the supply side of the clientelistic 

exchange by examining the behavior dominant parties exhibit when confronting 
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competition. Chhibber and Nooruddin introduce an important distinction in their 

expectations between bipartisan local competition and multiparty constellations, thus 

emphasizing the structure of competition. Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez innovate 

on the risk perception of the hegemonic party. Finally, Rosas and Hawkins take into 

account the growing monitoring difficulties parties face and the way politicians adapt 

their vote-buying behavior to the changing environment.  

Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez (2007) argue politicians will target private 

goods to their core constituents in order to ensure their support over the long term. The 

authors underscore a distinction between hegemonic municipalities with so little 

opposition that they are practically monopsonic (the PRI wins with large margins of 

victory and there is no presence of opposition), and hegemonic municipalities where the 

PRI wins but there is also a credible opposition. They suggest the hegemonic party is 

facing different electorates in these municipalities – a more heterogeneous electorate 

where voters can defect to the opposition in the latter, and a homogenous electorate in the 

former. In the presence of competition, targeting of private goods will increase in order to 

engage in a screening process between loyal and opposition voters. In contrast, in 

monopsonic municipalities, the dominant party will deliver public goods because there is 

no need for the excludability of private goods. The authors also argue that public goods 

will be used to cater to swing voters and there will be an overall increase in public good 

provision in the presence of competition. Their findings suggest that clientelism 

decreases as competition increases; however it increases in municipalities where the party 

is facing higher risk. The authors conclude that “…political competition has a virtuous 
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effect in generating incentives for politicians to shift their investments toward public 

good provision in such environments” (Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez 2007: 201-

202).  

In the study of Pronasol, it was fundamentally clear that the hegemonic party had 

monopoly control over state resources. The authors argue that “the voter is confronted 

with the choice of backing an incumbent with funds or the opposition without funds” 

(2007: 202). The scarcity of funds is explained by the control of resources from the 

Federal Government. Nonetheless, this scenario changed radically when experiencing 

turnover at the national level.  There is also a very important difficulty in identifying 

swing voters and opposition voters ex ante. Although the use of surveys (Calvo and 

Murillo 2004), networks (Stokes 2005), and electoral vote returns has been documented, 

during the time of PRI erosion voters and brokers were not revealing their preferences. In 

addition, much depended on the competition the PRI was facing – whether it was from 

the right or from the left – because the appeals these parties made have been very 

different over time and this also has an impact on whether the competition actually 

needed funds from the central government or not.  

Chhibber and Nooruddin (2004) focus on the effect of party systems on state-level 

expenditures by underscoring the difficulties of cross-national studies where institutional 

and structural variables cannot be isolated. The main contribution of their work refers to 

the emphasis on the type (and not the level) of competition and its impact on private 

versus public good distribution.  The authors hypothesize that reliance on clientelistic 

rather than public good distribution can be predicted using Bueno de Mesquita et al 
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(2000) concept of minimal winning coalition. Bipartisan systems that compete over larger 

minimal winning coalitions will result in higher public good distribution, while 

multiparty competition will lead to the delivery of private goods. Their main findings 

demonstrate that multiparty systems deliver more private goods and exhibit a smaller 

increase in public good delivery over time, while bipartisan competition is associated 

with public good provision in general.  

Rosas and Hawkins (2007) take into consideration the increasing difficulties in 

monitoring vote choice individually and contend that politicians will turn to monitoring 

turnout levels using the Venezuelan example. Their expectation is that portfolio 

diversification will result not only in influencing swing voters, but also levels of turnout. 

Thus, the more expensive goods – private goods – will be targeted to swing voters in 

order to persuade them to vote for the incumbent and also provide incentives for them to 

go to the polls. On the other hand, public goods will be targeted to the core voters only to 

increase their turnout probabilities. This line of argument contrasts directly with the logic 

structured in Magaloni et al. From the incumbent’s point of view, the authors explain that 

calculations are made in two levels – locality level and voter level, fundamentally 

emphasizing the difficulties in monitoring on the latter level. Their findings suggest 

incumbents reward swing voters with particularistic benefits and core supporters with 

club or public goods.  

The work by Rosas and Hawkins underlines the importance of the manner in 

which politicians have circumvented monitoring difficulties to continue using public 

resources to gain electoral support. More recent studies have followed this line of 
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research focusing on ramifications of clientelistic politics (Nichter 2008; Remmer 2010).  

A very illustrative exercise carried out by Armesto (2009) compares hypothetical 

government expenditures under programmatic behavior with actual government 

expenditures in Argentina and Mexico. She supports the logic of Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros 

and Estévez by suggesting that private goods will be used to reward loyal voters while 

public goods will be used to persuade swing voters.  

Two additional studies of relevance that take into account multi-tier levels of 

governance to explain the Peronista party allocation of government jobs as electoral 

rewards or incentives shed further light on the complexity of the issues discussed so far. 

Calvo and Murillo (2004) combine both demand and supply variables to demonstrate 

partisanship has an effect on preference for patronage spending and is also related to the 

characteristics of the voters – fundamentally low skilled voters that depend on 

government jobs. Remmer (2007) uncovers that economically insecure constituencies 

exhibit higher patronage spending and that unemployment leads to higher administrative 

spending overall. Her research also discerns a U-shaped relationship between the size of 

the public sector and competition, and an inverted U-shaped relationship between public 

good provision and competition.  

The studies appraised above underscore the resources available to parties in 

decentralized systems of governance to maintain their electoral strength and the factors 

comprehended in the strategic calculus parties make resulting in specific policy decisions. 

They reveal the use of particularistic goods by politicians at the subnational level to 

strengthen their clientelistic linkages and the conditions or incentives that lead to greater 
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or lesser provision of public goods. Nonetheless, research on expenditures and 

government programs tends to present voters as price takers or passive agents and does 

not address the role they play in demanding policy changes. In addition, while they 

sketch the underlying causal mechanisms that lead parties to provide more public goods 

vis-à-vis private goods, they do not speak directly to the incentives parties respond to in 

moving from a clientelistic to a more programmatic way of building electoral support.  

In spite of the existence of common conditions for all parties to benefit from 

particularistic policies in certain systems, some parties fail to become clientelistic and 

instead offer more programmatic approaches to voters. Potential explanations for this 

phenomenon can be found in the same logic of supply and demand for patronage politics 

outlined by Calvo and Murillo. Reliance on a core clientele (Cox, McCubbins and 

Sullivan 1984) where demand for patronage goods is low reduces the possibility of 

affecting voting behavior through targeted concessions.8 Similarly, weakness in the 

ability to monitor client compliance undermines the credible commitment to punish 

turncoats or defectors (Medina and Stokes 2002; Stokes 2005), thus weakening the 

clientelistic linkage.  

What will be the effect of programmatic competition on existent clientelistic 

practices? The main argument regarding the benefits of competition refers to the 

introduction of accountability mechanisms and an increase in public good provision. 

However, some of the literature reviewed suggests that competition may have ambivalent 
������������������������������������������������������

8 This is related to the increased sensitivity of low-income voters to clientelistic transfers: a one peso 
increase provides more utility to a low-income voter than a high-income one (taken from Calvo and 
Murillo 2004, p 743). 
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effects on clientelistic practices. In addition, none of these studies contemplate the nature 

of competition: if the main competitor is another clientelistic party promising the delivery 

of private goods, the accountability that results from increased competition will revolve 

around which party is better at delivering handouts. This can happen when programmatic 

parties promising public good provision are not necessarily found appealing by the voters 

(Keefer and Vlaicu 2005).  

Reconciling the different findings and causal mechanisms posited in the literature 

reviewed leaves the following questions largely unanswered. First, what incentives do 

incoming parties have to follow programmatic policies? Second, how will this modify the 

behavior of a monopsonic clientelistic party? Third, what role do voters play in 

reinforcing clientelistic vis-à-vis programmatic linkages? Finally, what are the effects of 

a decentralized system of governance on clientelism? 

 

2.9.4 Elite Surveys and Public Opinion 

The second major strand of the literature on clientelism draws on public opinion 

and elite surveys to overcome some of the problems highlighted above, but is not without 

difficulties of its own. “Politicians as survey respondents will always conceal their own 

clientelist practices, blame other parties for engaging in patronage and corruption, and 

generally voice a commitment to programmatic competition, while rejecting clientelist 

inducements and charismatic appeals as bad for democracy. Compliance with 

programmatic competition is a valence issue that politicians in each party claim to adhere 

to, whereas their adversaries allegedly do not” (Kitschelt 2000: 869). This statement by 
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Herbert Kitschelt illustrates the main problem with measuring clientelism through 

surveys, not only when applied to politicians, but also to ordinary citizens. Measuring 

individual perceptions of different issues has been the object of study of the literature on 

public opinion for decades. The different biases surveys can suffer from – sampling 

(O’Muircheartaigh 2008), question framing and ordering, survey application, interviewer 

effects, among others – have been thoroughly documented (Traugott 2008; Weisberg 

2008,) in order to improve the quality and accuracy of this method of research. 

Additional problems attend survey research in emerging democracies where the public 

opinion industry is fairly recent because many respondents can be intimidated by the use 

of surveys (Moreno and Sánchez Castro 2000; Alvarez and Brehm 2002).  

Further potential biases refer to sensitive issues that may provoke social 

desirability effects. In this case, respondents will underreport attitudes and behaviors that 

are considered illegal, politically incorrect or stigmatized. Vote-buying suffers from this 

social desirability bias so the propensity of respondents who may have engaged in these 

practices but will not report it can be very high (Gonzalez-Ocantos et al 2012). Problems 

with desirability bias have been documented in studies of racial issues (Kuklinski, Cobb 

and Gilens 1997; Kuklinski et al 1997), drug consumption, and health studies (Nederhof 

1985).  

In the literature on clientelism, surveys have been used to measure two 

phenomena: party policy positions (also used to classify more programmatic and more 

clientelistic parties) and actual vote-buying. Most of the studies referencing party 

positions are based on expert or elite surveys while vote-buying surveys are based more 
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on general public opinion surveys. This section will first review the studies pertaining to 

the first technique and will later focus on public opinion surveys and the different 

methodological advances that have been developed in this field.   

Laver and Hunt (1992) and later Laver and Benoit (2006) use expert surveys to 

classify and compare political parties in different countries, including some emerging 

democracies, by estimating the relevance parties assign to specific issues that compose 

the general policy dimension.9 The authors do not include a strong underlying thesis; 

however, they uncover several different forms of classifying party systems. Altman et al 

(2009) do a similar exercise for Latin American parties, where they study parties through 

expert perceptions, indicating those that are more cohesive, disciplined, ideological, and 

those that have a closer connection with the electorate, although their study tends to 

imply that few parties present this characteristic.10   

Kitschelt and Freeze (2010) construct a survey applied to experts in 88 

democracies to identify the existence of clientelistic or programmatic linkages. Although 

the study exposes the presence of significant bias in experts’ evaluations, it carefully 

incorporates measurements to test most of the theoretical postulates surrounding the 

differences between clientelistic and programmatic parties as well as some pending 

questions in the literature. The authors test whether the relationship between 

programmatic appeals and clientelistic strategies is zero-sum, neutral or mutually 

reinforcing. Among the variables incorporated in the study are party organization, 

������������������������������������������������������

9 The data can be found and downloaded at http://www.tcd.ie/Political_Science/ppmd/ 
10 Data available at http://www.icp.uc.c./daltman/index_archivos/Page1255.htm 
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financial transparency, monitoring possibilities, mobilization strategies, positions and 

actual policies on different issues (i.e. redistribution, economy, health insurance, among 

others). Although the data are still underutilized, this method of party evaluation 

represents a very serious contribution to the literature attempting to operationalize 

clientelism. Nevertheless, it still ignores the possibility that a key explanation for the 

choice of parties to become programmatic or clientelistic can be found in the electorates’ 

perceptions and demands. Therefore, their study can be very much complemented by 

expanding the survey to the open public.  

Hagopian and Gervasoni (2007) draw on a line of argument similar to Kitschelt 

and Freeze, but focus on the strength of parties relative to politicians in the legislative 

arena in Brazil. They contend that party unity and discipline as displayed in congressional 

voting is an indicator of a party becoming more programmatic. That is, politicians have 

more incentives to invest in their party’s reputation than in their own and therefore 

become more dependent on the party’s resources. Nonetheless, unity and discipline can 

be explained by institutional factors regardless of whether a party is programmatic or 

clientelistic (e.g. the case of Mexico).  

Kitschelt et al (2010) combine the use of both expert surveys and public opinion 

surveys to study party systems in Latin America. They theorize about the creation of 

programmatic parties or what they define as programmatic party structures arguing that, 

contrary to classic literature on party politics, Latin American party formation is separate 

from the institutionalization of political parties. They use survey data to tap into all the 

possible aspects affecting party structures such as: political dimensions (ideology, 
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partisanship and competition), ideological placement, low uncertainty in positioning on 

issue dimensions, and cohesion. The competitive aspect establishes that voters have to 

prefer programmatic policies although this measurement is not included in the dataset and 

only theoretically addressed. This study also outlines very interesting causal mechanisms 

to predict the possible formation of parties given the current economic conditions in Latin 

America, regime changes, and institutionalization processes.  

This combination of elite and individual surveys is very valuable in measuring 

differences in perception between citizens and elites. In addition, individual surveys have 

also proven to be useful in elucidating the existence and classification of political-citizen 

linkages. Nonetheless, the research in this book relies on Latin America Public Opinion 

Survey Data (LAPOP), which asks directly about vote-buying practices, thus potentially 

igniting the desirability bias discussed above (Gonzalez-Ocantos et al 2012). The virtue 

of LAPOP is that it is somewhat, albeit only partially, comparable across countries and is 

available for a series of years, allowing for longitudinal evaluations.11  

LAPOP indicators suggest that vote-buying is uncommon in Latin America, but 

the accuracy of this data is open to question. When asked indirectly about vote-buying, as 

phrased with respect to a third party, the level of incidence rises. This is known as the 

third person effect through which individuals find it more acceptable to report having 

knowledge of another individual engaging in socially undesirable activities when they are 

actually responding drawing from their own experience as a reference (Gunther, Perloff 
������������������������������������������������������

11 The LAPOP series does not control for cross-cultural comparability issues that refer to cases where 
respondents interpret identical survey questions in different ways. Survey instruments, such as anchoring 
vignettes, have been developed to tackle this problem (see King et al 2004).  
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and Tsfati 2008). For this reason, recent public opinion surveys that ask about vote-

buying include both a direct question and an indirect question (Bratton 2008).  

Brusco, Nazareno and Stokes (2004) make use of individual-level surveys to 

measure the frequency and effectiveness of vote-buying in Argentina and to obtain a 

socioeconomic profile of individuals that have a higher propensity of engaging in 

clientelistic exchanges. They attempt to limit desirability bias by framing several 

questions indirectly and asking them in different terms. Although this represents a very 

comprehensive study, the data should be interpreted with caution. Asking an individual 

whether they have requested help from a party operative or whether they have received 

gifts from politicians during campaigns can be interpreted differently across respondents. 

While some may actually perceive this as a clientelistic linkage, others may consider a 

pamphlet or a common advertising object (e.g. a pen or a cap) a gift. The study's 

measurement of effectiveness revolves around answers to questions as to whether any of 

these actions influenced the vote of the respondent, which is also ambiguous. Some 

individuals say that everything influences their vote while others would prioritize 

between television ads, a personal handshake with the candidate and becoming 

acquainted with the party platform.  

Nichter (2008) uses the same survey implemented by Stokes (2005) to 

demonstrate that it is a more accurate measurement of turnout than vote-buying. This 

author is very successful in illustrating the difficulties in measuring the monitoring 

problems vote-buying politicians face. His findings suggest that gifts are directed towards 

turnout-buying, which is more easily monitored.  
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In a recent innovative  study, Calvo and Murillo (2010) use individual surveys to 

measure political networks and thus explicate the possibility of monitoring and 

mobilization activities. In this case, the relevant questions do not contain sensitive issues 

so there is no concern regarding social desirability bias. In addition, the hypotheses built 

around the use of networks in clientelistic settings open very relevant new avenues for 

research. As the empirical section of this dissertation points out, networks are very 

important in the different forms of clientelism: turnout-buying, abstention-buying and 

vote-buying.  

 

2.9.5 Curtailing Desirability Bias in Clientelism 

Pioneering research using surveys to study clientelistic practices in emerging 

democracies has drawn from the methodology used in other field areas seeking to study 

sensitive issues. The method employed by Kuklinski, Cobb and Gilens to study racial 

prejudice in the United States’ south has proven very effective to “eliminate the 

respondent’s motivation to convey a false impression during the interview” (1997: 327). 

This method requires an experimental design in which the sample is equally divided into 

two groups: the treatment and the control group. The control group is given a list of three 

items and respondents are asked to respond how many of these they identify with. The 

list can consist of activities, statements or objects. For example, respondents might be 

asked how many of the activities they have performed in the past month, how many 

statements make them angry or how many objects they possess. The treatment group 

receives the same list of items but with the sensitive item added to the list. The method of 
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analysis is a difference in means test.  “Subtracting the baseline from the experimental 

mean and multiplying by 100 provides an estimate of the level of” engagement with the 

sensitive item (Kuklinski, Cobb and Gilens 1997: 328).  

Studies in political science using this technique are beginning to grow. Corstange 

(2010) employs it to study vote-buying in Lebanon; Glyn (2010) use it to measure 

propensity to vote for a woman president; Blair and Imai (2012) expand on the racial 

study by Kuklinski, Gilens and Cobb (2007) to differentiate between Southern and non-

Southern states; Holbrook and Krosnick (2010) use it to measure turnout; and Gonzalez-

Ocantos et al (2012) use it to study clientelism in Nicaragua. In the case of turnout, 

respondents are inclined to give affirmative answers because it is considered a socially 

desirable activity so the desirability bias consists of overestimating turnout rates. All of 

these studies report significant variation in the measurement of the sensitive issue when 

compared to direct questions. In particular Corstange and Gonzalez-Ocantos et al 

compare the results using both techniques and make the case for a higher presence of 

clientelism and vote-buying than was originally registered. Even indirect questions fall 

short of capturing sensitive items when compared to the use of list experiments.  

The subsequent empirical chapters build on these many interesting findings of the 

literature on clientelism and vote-buying in order to address outstanding questions. A 

variety of different survey techniques and qualitative instruments are used in an effort to 

dissect the propensity of voters to engage in clientelistic and vote-selling practices and to 

explore how the latter relate to the structure of competition, competitiveness, and 

characteristics of voters.  
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3. The Determinants of Vote-Selling 

“Well, in Durango it is almost impossible for the PAN to ever win. It is very 
simple: when the two candidates show up, they both promise very good things. 
One party makes promises and also hands out gifts [those of the PRI], and the 
other party makes promises but gives you nothing [those of the PAN]. I know 
neither of them is going to deliver on their promises, so I am going to go with the 
one that gives me a gift, whatever it is”. (Focus group, Lerdo, Durango, January 
2008) 
 

In ascertaining the questions left unanswered by the literature on clientelism and 

vote-buying, the previous chapter raised several key points for further analysis. First, in 

decentralized systems of governance not only do political constellations vary at lower 

political levels, but the type of currency used to “pay” voters for their support is also 

likely to present important variation. Second, several factors, aside from income and 

interest in politics, may shape a voter’s willingness to sell her vote. Third, electoral 

demands are bound to influence the decision of incoming parties to build support through 

more clientelistic versus more programmatic means. Fourth, all of the above will also 

shape the behavior of a monopsonic clientelistic party.  

This chapter provides evidence to support these contentions by looking at how 

voters’ willingness to engage in vote-selling activities varies according to the structure of 

partisan competition.  The chapter is structured as follows. The first section provides an 

overview of the Mexican case and explains why it represents a useful setting in which to 

analyze the contentions outlined above. The second section develops the theoretical 

arguments and testable hypotheses to be explored. The third section explains the data and 

methodology employed. The fourth section presents statistical results analyzing voter 
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“willingness” to engage in vote-selling through the use of parametric and non-parametric 

techniques.  

�

3.1 Mexico: Political Decentralization and Fiscal Liberty 

Mexico is politically decentralized into 32 states and close to 2500 municipalities. 

States hold gubernatorial elections every six years while municipal governments are 

renewed every three years.1 Each state has its own electoral calendar although some of 

the states have modified their electoral laws to be concurrent with the federal elections, 

which is why in the presidential election of 2012 seven states also held their gubernatorial 

elections.2 Mexico was dominated by a hegemonic party for seventy years – the Partido 

Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) – which was not challenged at the state level until 

1989. It elected its first non-PRI president only twelve years ago and some of its states3 

and municipalities have never experienced electoral turnover. The first municipality to be 

won by the opposition was in 1947 in the state of Michoacán, while the first state to 

defect from the PRI was the northern state of Baja California in 1989, both to the right of 

������������������������������������������������������

1 Coahuila is one exception that extended the mayoral terms to four years instead of three in its 2001 
electoral reform.  
2 Chiapas, Distrito Federal, Guanajuato, Jalisco, Morelos, Tabasco, and Yucatán.  
3 Over one fourth of the states have never experienced turnover: Campeche, Coahuila, Colima, Durango, 
Hidalgo, México, Quintana Roo, Tamaulipas and Veracruz have always been governed by the PRI. An 
additional state, Tabasco, had also never experienced turnover, but in the gubernatorial elections of 2012 
elected its first opposition governor.   
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center party, Partido Acción Nacional (PAN). Reelection is proscribed in Mexico for the 

president and governors.4  

During the 1990s more states and municipalities began voting for the opposition 

as the PRI experienced a weakening of its bases due to severe economic crises, social 

upheaval (i.e. the Zapatista movement of 1994), and the birth of new generations of 

voters (Molinar 1991; Domínguez and Poiré 1999; Moreno 2003; Magaloni, Díaz-

Cayeros and Weingast 2003; Magaloni 2006; Trejo 2012). By the year 2000 one third of 

the states and close to one fourth of the municipalities were governed by the opposition. 

Over the past decade, competition has increased in all three tiers of government.  

At the national level there are three major parties in Mexico5: the previously 

dominant PRI, the right of center PAN, and the left-oriented Partido de la Revolución 

Democrática (PRD). The PRI was founded in 1929 (under the name Partido Nacional 

Revolucionario) as a result of an agreement between the surviving military leaders of the 

Mexican Revolution that began in 1910. Under the banner of revolutionary legitimacy, it 

was said to have institutionalized the peaceful distribution of power among the prevailing 

elites.6 The PAN, on the other hand, was born from a middle-class opposition group in 

1939, under the Christian democratic ideology (Loaeza 1999). During its early years, it 

������������������������������������������������������

4 Immediate reelection was banned for all executive and legislative positions in all levels of government 
until recent reforms have been made to allow federal legislators to seek reelection. Other modifications are 
being looked into for state and municipal-level positions. However, the President and all governors are still 
forbidden from reelection.  
5 In the 2012 presidential election seven parties competed: PRI, PAN, PRD, Partido Verde de México 
(PVEM), Partido del Trabajo (PT), Movimiento Ciudadano, and Nueva Alianza.  However, there were only 
four presidential candidates since PT and Movimiento Ciudadano nominated the PRD candidate, and 
PVEM nominated the PRI candidate. All the small parties, however, have seats in Congress.   
6Paraphrased from Zaid (1995). 
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was primarily based in the North and Center-West of the country, also known as the 

Bajío. 7 This party, aside from the PRI, is the only one to have occupied the Presidency 

since the 1917 Constitution that set the foundations for the current political regime.  

The PRD was founded in 1989, following the desertion of one of the most 

influential members of the PRI, Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, in protest for not being 

nominated8 the party’s presidential candidate for the elections held the previous year. 

Cárdenas was supported by some of the most important PRI corporate structures, like the 

petroleum workers, and ran an opposition campaign as the candidate of the Frente 

Democrático Nacional (FDN), which later became the PRD. The 1988 elections marked a 

very important decline in the PRI-supremacy after the party was accused of having 

committed electoral fraud to conceal the victory of Cárdenas and to declare Carlos 

Salinas de Gortari the winning candidate. Having emerged from PRI defectors, the PRD 

and PRI, to a large extent, have shared the same bases of support although recently the 

PRD has found support in new groups.  

As mentioned earlier, the PRI went virtually uncontested for decades in both 

national and local elections. While several small parties were at times present during the 

history of elections in Mexico, the only systematic opposition the PRI faced came from 

the PAN. The PRD was considered the third electoral force in the country until the 2006 

presidential elections when its candidate, Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, practically tied 

������������������������������������������������������

7 The Bajío is located in the center west region of Mexico and is composed of the following states: 
Guanajuato, Querétaro, Aguascalientes, Jalisco and Michoacán.  
8 The PRI nominated its presidential candidates through an obscure method known as el dedazo, which can 
be translated as the fingermark, a decision made by the president in office and some close advisors.  
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with PAN candidate Felipe Calderon, who was later declared President by the electoral 

authorities after weeks of impasse and a vote recount in several districts. In that election 

the PRI vote share amounted to a distant third place. Six years later, and by the time this 

dissertation is completed, Calderon will have returned power to the PRI after a little over 

a decade of what was considered the completion of the Mexican transition to democracy. 

In the 2012 elections, the PAN finished in third place, six points behind the PRD and 

more than twelve behind the PRI.   

The central theoretical argument underlining the remaining pages of this 

dissertation is that the return of the PRI is not explained by the transformation of this 

party into a better option than it had been in the past. It was instead the result of several 

other factors. First, the PAN was incapable of dismantling the PRI’s clientelistic 

structures or controlling its undemocratic practices. If anything, it created a clientelism of 

its own but failed to utilize it very effectively. Second, the PAN and all of the remaining 

opposition parties were unable to construct a democratic discourse that voters found 

appealing. Voters were either fearful of a radical left, disenchanted with twelve years of 

inferior performance from the PAN, ready to go back to familiar territory with the PRI, or 

skeptical of democracy. Third, the very much needed transformation of Mexico’s 

institutions was neglected by the PAN in favor of beating the PRI at its own electoral 

game. As the party in power, the PAN displayed greater concern for winning elections 

and even backed former members of the PRI if they had a higher probability of winning 

at the polls than traditional PAN candidates. It also engaged in clientelistic and vote-

buying practices where and when necessary.  
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In parallel, the PRD fell short of becoming something more than an organization 

that primarily serves the purposes of its factual leader and two time presidential 

candidate, Lopez Obrador. Through its social programs and a creatively designed 

monitoring social network, the PRD has developed its own clientelistic structures. It is 

remarkable to see, for instance, that in one of its main strongholds – Distrito Federal – 20 

percent of the voters directly report taking part in clientelistic and vote-buying practices, 

as chapter five will illustrate.  

As a result, all three parties have resorted to clientelistic offers to voters. This 

chapter explains this outcome by focusing on the demand side of clientelism and vote-

buying because it is one of the main elements shaping the support building strategies of 

parties. By looking at the determinants of vote-selling and how these interact with 

different political constellations, we gain traction in understanding the mechanisms that 

have been at work in an emerging democracy after the introduction of competitive 

elections.  

Decentralization is an important part of this story. Given the federal fiscal 

arrangements prevailing in Mexico, the fact that the PRI held on to several governorships 

after losing the Presidency allowed it to nourish its political machines. The PRI regained 

its strength first at the state level and then at the national level. This is why the 

subnational level of analysis is fundamental. 
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3.1.1 State-Level Elections 

At the state-level, the PAN, PRI and PRD are also the key players. Smaller parties 

participate in some state elections and more so in municipal elections. Nonetheless, in the 

period covered in this analysis they have consistently finished in fourth place or lower. In 

addition, the smaller parties frequently participate in coalitions or electoral alliances with 

the three larger parties.9 This is why the arguments and causal mechanisms revolve 

around the PRI, PRD and PAN. Figure 1 presents the effective number of parties in 

gubernatorial elections for the period between 2000 and 2012 as measured by the Laakso 

Taagepera index (1979) using vote share data. As the figure shows, elections at the state 

level are contested by at least two parties and a few states exhibit multiparty races.   
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9 Jalisco is the one exception where the candidate of a smaller party, Movimiento Ciudadano, reached 
second place in the 2012 gubernatorial election. Although this is considered in the figures, it is not 
considered in the data analysis conducted in this chapter because it ranges from 2000 to 2007.  
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Figure 2 presents the K-density distribution in margin of victory for the same 

gubernatorial elections measured by the vote share of the winner minus the vote share of 

the party in second place. As can be appreciated, very few elections exhibit large margins 

of victory. 
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Albeit the political competition patterns for each state vary significantly, the 

following assertions can be made. First, all states exhibit the presence of at least two 

major parties. Second, most elections for governor are fairly competitive, with only a few 

elections being won by large margins of victory. Third, bipartisan constellations are more 

common than multiparty ones, although these exist in some states. Regarding this point, 

the presence of two large parties and one smaller third party is considered bipartisan. 
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Finally, with only a few exceptions where the PAN and the PRD have presented common 

candidates10 or where the three major parties have significant presence, bipartisan 

political competition at the state level involves the historically dominant PRI and either 

the PAN or the PRD; there are virtually no states during this period where the PRD and 

the PAN compete head-to-head.11  

Most structural explanations for this phenomenon have traditionally focused on 

geography or region, level of development, and the like. In a nutshell, PAN-PRI 

competition emerged more strongly in the North and Bajío regions while PRI-PRD 

competition prevailed in the South and Center. For a while, region was a strong predictor 

of electoral support in most statistical models, fundamentally because states in the 

different regions share common patterns of economic activity, growth and poverty. 

However, in the more recent local elections these patterns have transformed as the PRD 

is beginning to increase its presence in the North and Bajío while the PAN has grown in 

the South and Center.  

Demographic variables have also been successful forecasters of electoral behavior 

(Moreno 1999; Poiré 1999). Nonetheless, these have recently been replaced or 

complemented by other variables such as attitudinal factors, evaluation of government 
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10 Namely Chiapas 2000, Chihuahua 2004, Colima 2003, Durango 2010, Guerrero 2011, Hidalgo 2010, 
Oaxaca 2004 and 2010, Puebla 2010, Sinaloa 2010, and Yucatán 2001. 
11 The only exception is Distrito Federal in 2000, where the PRD came in first place and the PAN came in a 
close second place. However, in the 2006 and 2012 elections, the PRD defeated the other two parties by a 
large margin.  
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services and performance, insecurity, and violence, among others (Moreno 2003).12 In 

addition, as the different parties have increased their presence at the national level, their 

bases of support have been modified. A good example of this trend is the southern state 

of Campeche where the habitually middle-class PAN is more identified with the working 

classes while the PRI is known as the party of the wealthier classes.  

To date, politics in the country is represented by a collage of different issues 

superimposed on the varying state-level conditions. When asked about what issue 

concerns them the most, public opinion refers mainly to the economy, unemployment, 

poverty, or insecurity and drug-related violence, as seen in Figure 3. This data is taken 

from a national survey with state-level representativeness conducted in 2007, which is 

described in more detail below.  
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12 Specifically the war on crime initiated by President Felipe Calderon introduced a new dimension in 
electoral behavior as many voters adamantly oppose it and blame it for the increased violence in the 
country.   
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It indicates that 35 percent of the population is mostly concerned about insecurity, 

while 60 percent prioritizes economic issues, including poverty and unemployment. The 

remaining 5 percent of respondents point to local issues, such as public services. The 

regional distribution of these concerns can be ascertained by looking at Figure 4.   
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In the map above, issues were classified as security-related or economy-related 

according to the question “what issue concerns you the most” and then localities were 

grouped according to which issue predominated. This map shows that security issues 

predominate in areas where the drug-related violence is more prevalent, and the rest of 

the country is focused on economic matters and the like. It also exhibits some of the 

geographical variations present in the country.  

�

3.1.2 Fiscal Decentralization 

The federal fiscal arrangement of Mexico provides for revenue sharing across the 

different levels of government. All subnational units – states and municipalities – rely on 

central government transfers to finance at least 50% of their budgets (Sour 2004), and 
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some up to 90%. Transfers from the central government are twofold: aportaciones, which 

are disbursed following a compensatory logic and earmarked by the Federal Government 

to be spent on specific rubrics (essentially social and law enforcement areas), and 

participaciones which follow a non-compensatory logic and can be spent freely. 

Aportaciones are progressively assigned according to specific indicators (mainly social 

development and poverty and to a lesser extent incidence of violence), which sometimes 

results in the generation of perverse incentives.13 Participaciones follow the opposite 

logic and are given to the states that collect the most federal taxes, thus the wealthier 

states. In addition, health and education spending has been decentralized and most of 

these expenditures are controlled at the state level. However, disbursements for specific 

programs like the universal health care program, Seguro Popular, become complex given 

that the states are sometimes required to provide matching funds and for some titles only 

receive the money to cover beneficiaries’ expenses but the services are provided by the 

local hospitals and clinics. This, in turn, results in great quality variation across and even 

within states.  

States regulate their own debt, which is subject to approval by the local 

legislatures and financed by central government transfers. According to the law,14 debt is 

allowed if destined for “productive public works” that can range from anything between 
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13 A former governor congratulated himself on increasing the poverty indicators in his state during his term 
and thus being entitled to a higher share of aportaciones (Interview conducted by the author, June 2009).  
14 See the Fiscal Coordination Law (Ley de Coordinación Fiscal) and the Law of Government Accounting 
(Ley de Contabilidad Gubernamental).  
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paving roads to constructing a government building.15 This has resulted in the fiscal 

design being severely questioned, in particular when recent reports from international 

agencies have raised alarms regarding the nonexistence of such public works and the high 

indebtedness of some states.16 A recently well documented case is the state of Coahuila 

where the former PRI governor, Humberto Moreria, finished his term with an 80 percent 

approval rating due to his abundant social programs. He was later denounced for having 

forged documents approving a debt of close to 300 percent more that when he assumed 

office and the public works supposedly financed did not exist.  

Several modifications have been introduced to lock down formulas that clearly 

define the logic of intergovernmental transfers since the 1990s. Additional measures have 

been taken to make intergovernmental transfers between the central government and the 

states and municipalities more transparent.17 To date, however, there remains a great deal 

of discretion in the way state governments allocate their resources in spite of the many 

efforts to improve the local organisms of accountability that supervise state budgets 

(Scott 2004; Pardinas 2006). For instance, yearly state budgets reveal tremendous 

heterogeneity in the methodology they follow to report their expenditures. Some 

disaggregate resources transferred from the central government and separate expenditures 

on salaries from expenditures on services. Others, in contrast, aggregate all expenditures 

������������������������������������������������������

15 Each state has its own law regarding how much long-term debt is allowed, and it is usually framed as the 
proportion of aportaciones that can be destined each year to pay it.  
16 Mexico and the Distrito Federal, the two most populated states in Mexico and also the ones that receive 
the most transfers, are currently the states with the highest debts in the country.   
17 Specifically, transfers from the states to the municipalities are not entirely homogenized and the 
mechanisms of accountability have not been strengthened (see Scott 2004). 



�


	�

on a general development rubric without distinguishing administrative from other types 

of expenditures. 

The federal agency that oversees expenditures, Auditoria Superior de la 

Federación, is also administratively decentralized. The representatives in each state are 

required to follow specific procedures in presenting their evaluations of spending by 

states and municipalities. However, there are two severe complications in the oversight 

procedure. First, the agency presents evaluations and recommendations but these are not 

binding; it does not possess the legal capabilities to sanction actions of corruption.18 

Secondly, the politicization of the agency’s representatives is common knowledge across 

the country.19  Some representatives have even been on the payroll of state governments, 

which severely undermines the credibility of their evaluations.  

In summary, the hegemonic party system that existed in Mexico from 1917 to 

2000 was sustained in great part due to the ability of the PRI to build and maintain 

clientelistic structures, as many scholars have thoroughly documented (Bruhn 1996; 

Magaloni 2000 and 2006; Hiskey and Bowler 2005). After the pillars of this regime 

eroded as a result of the factors already mentioned, voters took the risk of supporting a 

different party for the first time at the national level.20 Due to the decentralized system of 

governance that exists in Mexico and the lack of fiscal transparency at the subnational 

level, however, political differences across states were sustained if not exacerbated. The 
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18 The recently established new Senate is currently discussing modifications to grant these powers to the 
agency.   
19 Interviews conducted by the author (December 2007-June 2008).  
20 They used their previous experiences with state and municipal non-PRI governments as proxies to form 
ideas around how parties would govern at the national level (Magaloni 2000).  
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PRI retained its strongholds, and although it faced an increase in competition, it managed 

to hold on to a significant portion of its electorate through the activities of state 

governments. Many of the former PRI constituents were clientelistically oriented and 

they continued to respond to clientelistic appeals, shaping the pattern of electoral 

competition at the state-level. The resulting political scenario thus represents a setting of 

widely varying political competition within a single polity that holds national structural 

variables constant while allowing for comparison across states. In the subsequent sections 

we will explore these variations to gain purchase on the propensity of voters to become 

clients or vote-sellers.  

�

3.2 Theory and Testable Hypotheses 

This dissertation contends that the strategies parties use to compete for political 

power are shaped by the demands of the electorate. Where these demands are 

predominantly clientelistic, the ideology of the governing parties or the competitiveness 

of the party system matter less than the effectiveness of the competing parties in building 

support through clientelistic linkages. In other words, clientelistic voters make 

clientelistic parties. Voters should not be construed as mere price-takers. They play an 

active role in ensuring the prevalence of clientelistic and vote-buying practices.  

Voters recognize that the PRI has traditionally resorted to clientelistic parties, as 

the following statement from a citizen in Durango, a state that has never experienced 

turnover, illustrates: 
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“Those of the PRI buy all the votes. The other parties do not win because they 
don’t give voters anything.” (Focus group, Guadalupe, Nuevo León, November 
2009) 
 

Some voters view the PAN as a programmatic party that does not engage in vote-

buying and makes clean electoral appeals, like a young female student manifested: 

“If the PAN gets nine thousand votes – just to say a number – they are nine 
thousand clean votes. They don’t go around buying votes like those of the PRI.” 
(Focus groups, Lerdo, Durango, January 2008) 
 

However, other voters in states that have experienced turnover, or that can judge 

the performance of a different party – in this case, the PAN – at the municipal-level, 

conclude that they are not better off than they were with the PRI in spite of its corrupt 

practices. A 45 year old male former government employee complained: 

“Yes, when the PRI governed here they at least let us work. They took money 
from us, but at least we could work. If you had a job, for instance, they would 
charge ‘taxes’, but they would not take your job. With this new major from the 
PAN you can’t even sell oranges out of a bag. They want everything for 
themselves.” (Interview, Monterrey Nuevo León, January 2010) 
 

Likewise, some voters have come to consider the PAN a more corrupt party than 

the PRI ever was: 

“The PAN, as it turns out, was the worst option. Here we called them the happy 
family. They would have the wife as the secretary, the brother as advisor, and the 
other brother as something else. All financed by taxpayers.” (Focus group, 
Tlalnepantla, Estado de México, September 2010) 
 

On the other hand, voters in systems where the three main parties have a 

significant presence, or compete head-to-head, have in some cases formed a very 
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particular rationale by which to judge which party is the better option or the most likely 

to deliver once in government. A young man from the state of Morelos candidly 

explained: 

 “When you see all these parties asking for your vote, they have to give you 
something. That is the way to make their promises credible, because they give 
away things and then they say ‘when we win we will give you this much more’.” 
(Focus group, Cuernavaca, Morelos, January 2012) 

 
Similarly, another voter from Tabasco expressed: 

“They [politicians] never do anything in government anyhow; none of them. The 
only time they ever pay attention to us is when they want our vote. So we have 
learned to ask them for anything we can think of – construction material, food, 
prepaid cards – and whoever gives us the most is who we vote for.” (Focus group, 
Villahermosa, Tabasco, February 2010)  
 

Some voters also believe that the PRI and the PRD are indistinguishable from one 

another both in their undemocratic practices and in their bad governments:  

“They [those of the PRD] are terrible. All this party knows how to do is follow the 
steps of its cousin – the PRI – in buying votes and stealing all they can. It’s like 
they take advantage of the people’s needs, give money in exchange for the vote 
and then don’t do anything in government.” (Focus group, Ecatepec, Estado de 
México, April 2011) 
 

Finally, a significant number of voters, as will later be further illustrated in 

chapter five, are disappointed by the performance of the PAN in the Federal Government: 

“He [President Felipe Calderon] has done nothing good. We feel completely 
scammed. He called himself the employment president, and now we can’t even 
make it to the end of the month on our salaries.” (Focus group, Saltillo, Coahuila, 
September 2010) 
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The quotes above were gathered from a series of interviews and focus groups in 

different states of Mexico throughout several years. They illustrate how voters regard 

parties in their vote-buying efforts, their performance in government, and when compared 

to each other. They also reveal two interesting views of voters regarding the gifts they 

receive from parties during elections: while some voters disregard all campaign promises 

a priori and believe the only benefit they will receive is in exchange for their vote, others 

consider that gifts make campaign promises credible.  

 If voters perceive no clear benefit in a programmatic offer or perceive no 

difference between competing parties, they will lean towards more clientelistic practices 

in order to increase the probability of receiving a benefit, regardless of the electoral 

outcome. This does not necessarily imply that mechanisms of accountability will be 

absent or that there will only be a system of perverse accountability (Stokes 2005; 

Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007). When faced with increased electoral competition, the 

construction of enduring electoral support will become crucial for the survival of all 

parties (Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez 2007). As a result, if electoral support is 

built through clientelistic mechanisms, parties will not have incentives to renege on their 

promises. The credible threat of voters defecting to the opposition in the next election as 

punishment for a party’s noncompliance in the present election will become the main 

instrument of political accountability. Likewise, if electoral support is mainly built 
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through vote-buying, parties will have incentives to deliver the valued goods.21 

Consequently, framing elections as iterative games is essential to the understanding of 

clientelistic linkages (Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007).  

Given the incentives facing parties to build enduring electoral support, they will 

cater to loyal voters primarily, and to swing voters when needed to increase their vote 

share. This hypothesis is in line with the portfolio diversification model outlined in the 

previous chapter. However, there are three qualifications. First, the percentage of loyal 

and swing voters that form part of the electorate will vary across different political 

constellations, depending on the level and structure of party competition. Second, the 

reservation prices (Lyne 2007), or the price at which voters will be willing to engage in a 

clientelistic exchange, will vary for both loyal and swing voters, depending on the 

structure of competition. Lastly, the proportion of loyal and swing voters in the electorate 

and the reservation prices they exhibit will affect the behavior of both the monopsonic 

party and its competitors. This leads to the following testable hypotheses.  

�

3.2.1 Willingness to Engage in Clientelism and Vote-Selling 

H0 (Null Hypothesis): The willingness of voters to sell their vote is unrelated to the 

political constellation of subnational units as shaped by the level and structure of party 

competition.  

������������������������������������������������������

21 The theoretical chapter addressed the conceptual and methodological ambiguity related to clientelism. It 
also stated that the main difference between clientelism and vote-buying that this dissertation stresses is the 
reversibility of clientelistic goods as opposed to vote-buying goods. Goods that can be withdrawn by the 
party in case of voter noncompliance are clientelistic. Goods and benefits that are delivered to voters to 
gain electoral support but cannot be withdrawn are considered instruments of vote-buying.  
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Corollary 1: The willingness of voters to sell their vote is explained by the socio-

demographic characteristics of the voters.  

Corollary 2: The willingness of voters to sell their vote is explained by economic 

and socio-demographic conditions of the subnational units.   

 

H1: The willingness of voters to engage in vote selling activities will vary systematically 

across different subnational political constellations depending on the level and structure 

of partisan competition.  

It is expected that states with a monopsonic party, which in the Mexican case 

means states that have not experienced turnover from the PRI, represent systems where 

this party has been effective at fencing off competition by strengthening its clientelistic 

linkages. Therefore, voters in these states can be considered part of the PRI’s enduring 

base of support and should be less willing to renege on their patron and will consequently 

exhibit a lower likelihood to sell their vote. This does not mean that voters in these states 

do not engage in vote-selling. It means that they are not for sale to the competition, and 

they sell their votes only to the PRI. This is further illustrated with an example from 

Estado de México in chapter five.   

Competitive states in which two relatively similar parties compete, which in 

Mexico implies competition between the PRI and the PRD, are expected to exhibit high 

levels of voter propensity to engage in clientelism because  these parties draw on similar  

bases of electoral support and present indistinguishable programmatic choices. The 

reasons are twofold: (1) the PRD will tend to follow the same support building strategy as 

the PRI, relying mainly on clientelistic and vote-buying appeals; and (2) voters will likely 

perceive little difference between these two parties, and thus respond to clientelistic 
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appeals in casting their ballots. These states are labeled as non-programmatic competition 

states.  

On the other hand, in competitive states where the major contenders differ in their  

bases of electoral support, which in Mexico would be states dominated by PRI versus  

PAN competition, voters will exhibit less likelihood of engaging in clientelistic activities 

because the electoral strategies of the parties differ. This is not to say that the PAN will 

not be clientelistic or will not buy votes. As mentioned earlier, voters are likely to be 

prone to clientelism and vote-selling if they do not perceive a clear benefit from a 

programmatic offer or if they perceive no difference between competing parties. 

Clientelistic voters in PRI-PAN constellations will be triggered by the lack of appeal of 

programmatic offers that the parties, in particular the PAN, can make. These states are 

categorized as programmatic competition states.   

Finally, states where the three main parties have significant presence, which in 

Mexico would be states where the PRD and the PAN have formed electoral coalitions to 

defeat the PRI or states where the three parties compete head-to-head, will exhibit the 

highest levels of willingness to sell the vote. In these states, voters are catered to by two 

different sets of appeals. In states where the PRD and the PAN have formed an electoral 

coalition to defeat the PRI, these two ideologically opposing parties have campaigned 

mainly on negative issues (i.e. ending authoritarian rule, combating corruption from the 

PRI) or on deepening democracy, with no real programmatic offers due to their 

fundamental ideological differences. On the other hand, in states where the three main 

parties compete head-to-head, the PRI has failed to fence off competition and even 
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though parties are each expected to possess loyal bases of support, they will increase their 

margins of victory by persuading non-supporters or swing voters through clientelism and 

vote-buying. In addition, given the presence of two more clientelistic competitors – the 

PRI and the PRD – we expect a greater part of the electorate to be more inclined towards 

vote-buying and clientelistic practices. These states will be referred to as multiparty 

competition states.  

It is important to emphasize that these hypotheses do not imply that all voters in 

Mexico are clientelistic. They do, however, imply that the failure of parties to make 

meaningful appeals through ideological or programmatic approaches led to the prompting 

of clientelistic exchanges.22 Hence, the following set of testable hypotheses.  

H1A: Voters in monopsonic systems will exhibit a lower willingness to sell their 

vote.  

H1B: States facing competition that is not programmatic will exhibit higher levels 

of voter willingness to engage in clientelism and vote-buying than states facing 

programmatic competition.  

H1C: States with multiparty competition will exhibit the highest levels of voter 

willingness to engage in clientelism.  

�

������������������������������������������������������

22 This assertion is different from the research developed by Keefer and Vlaicu (2005). I contend that 
clientelism prevails in response to a failure of programmatic parties to perform well in office or to make 
significant programmatic appeals to voters. Although reputation building is a relevant factor, the party 
classified as more programmatic in this dissertation had built a reputation through its state and local 
governments (Magaloni 2000).  
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3.2.2 Voter Reservation Prices 

Differences in voter reservation prices – or the goods and benefits for which 

voters would be likely to exchange their vote – are also expected to vary across political 

constellations. Voters in states with a monopsonic party will exhibit higher reservation 

prices because they have already entered into an enduring agreement with this party. 

Getting them to renege on this contract will likely be expensive. Alternatively, voters in 

states where the PRI faces an electoral coalition formed by the two major opposition 

parties, or states where the three major parties have significant presence, will likely 

exhibit the lowest reservation prices. In these states coalitions will be more ad hoc, as 

opposed to enduring, and because the voters that will be targeted will not be part of an 

enduring coalition with any of the parties. Voters in states where the PRI and the PAN 

are the main competitors are expected to show different reservation prices than states 

where the PRI and the PRD compete exhibiting both, their different bases of support, and 

their particular support building strategies.  

H2: Voter reservation prices will vary across different structures of competition.  

H2A: Voters in monopsonic systems will exhibit higher reservation prices.  

H2B: States facing competition that is not programmatic will exhibit lower 

reservation prices than states facing programmatic competition.  

H2C: States with multiparty competition will exhibit the lowest reservation prices 

across the different structures of competition.  

�

3.2.3 The Demand Side of Clientelism and Vote-Buying 

The hypotheses stated this far refer to variations in two main variables – 

likelihood to engage in clientelism and vote-buying, and the reservation prices of voters – 
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and how these vary across different political constellations according to level and 

structure of competition. In order to test the hypotheses that voter demands will shape the 

strategies of parties into more clientelistic, two causal mechanisms are outlined: (1) 

voters in systems facing more programmatic competition will become likely to engage in 

clientelism and vote-selling if they perceive no benefit from programmatic offers; and (2) 

voters in systems facing non-programmatic competition will become likely to engage in 

clientelism if they perceive no clear difference between the competing parties. This leads 

to the following testable hypotheses.  

H3: Voters who perceive they are not better off with a government emerged from 

programmatic competition or who perceive no benefit from a programmatic offer 

will be prone to clientelism and vote-selling.  

H4: Voters who perceive no difference between competing parties will be likely 

to sell their vote in order to increase the probability of receiving a good.  

 

The first set of hypotheses is tested in the following section. The second set of 

hypotheses is tested in the subsequent chapters. The hypotheses regarding the 

mechanisms through which voters may engage in vote-selling and clientelism are 

examined in chapter five.  

�

3.3 Data and Methodology 

The research drawing on public opinion and elite surveys has consistently 

measured clientelism and vote-buying by asking politicians and individuals whether they 

have engaged in these types of exchanges. Other empirical works have looked instead at 
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already delivered goods and services to determine the existence of clientelism and vote-

buying and to identify the types of voters politicians target (Brusco, Nazareno and Stokes 

2004; Calvo and Murillo 2004; Chhibber and Nooruddin 2004; Stokes 2005; Rosas and 

Hawkins 2007; Magaloni, Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez 2007). This study moves away from 

these empirical routes and looks instead at the “willingness” of voters to sell their 

electoral support in exchange for a specific good or benefit (i.e. the voter’s reservation 

price). By asking respondents whether they would be willing to support a party in 

exchange for different types of goods and benefits, we gain a more accurate 

understanding of the demands parties face from the electorate and how “expensive” an 

electorate is. As a political operative expressed:  

“You go to the North and they want laptops in exchange for their vote. At least 
here in El Olivo23 they are happy with baskets of goods, a set of kitchen knives or 
maybe even a blending machine. That’s why I prefer to work here. Those 
norteños [people who live in the North] are impossible.” (Interview, Distrito 
Federal, May 2009)   
 

The evidence presented comes mainly from a national household survey with 

state-level representativeness conducted in Mexico between November and December 

200724. The total number of respondents rises to 25, 214 which allows for statistical 

inferences at both the state and the national level. Potential bias problems associated to 

survey methodology research, such as social desirability bias, spiral of silence, and 

nonresponse, were considered. Although a lower rate of response is possible in states 

������������������������������������������������������

23 A colony (i.e. a neighborhood) in Estado de México.  
24 No federal elections were held in Mexico during this year.  
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exhibiting certain characteristics (e.g. drug-related violence), it is not systematically 

distributed across the variables of interest to this dissertation. For instance, some states 

that have not experienced turnover exhibit the same average frequencies in these 

variables as states that have experienced turnover to both the PAN and/or the PRD. 

Moreover, survey techniques in Mexico have been sufficiently tested in order to assuage 

these problems. This particular questionnaire was designed to avoid the inclusion of 

sensitive issues by testing several pilots before the survey was placed in the field in order 

to make sure the investigation was as accurate as possible.  

The dependent variable is constructed from the following set of questions: If a 

political party offers you [Item X] in exchange for your vote, would you be willing to 

vote for that party or not? Responses were coded yes or no and the no-response option is 

coded but not read out to the respondent as an option. The following items were included 

and rotated randomly with each respondent in order to avoid question ordering biases:  

ITEM 
Item A cash  
Item B a social program 
Item C baskets of goods25 
Item D construction material or cement 
Item E a job in government  
Item F scholarships for your children 
Item G food  

 

������������������������������������������������������

25 One of the most traditional and well-known gifts in Mexico are baskets of goods that usually include 
canned meals, non-perishable goods, kitchen instruments and appliances, and sometimes even alcoholic 
beverages or grocery store coupons.   
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This variable is coded one for individuals who responded affirmatively to at least 

one of the items listed above. This dichotomous variable is the dependent variable used 

as a proxy for willingness to sell the vote. The models in the next chapter, which look at 

voter reservation prices, use each of these variables separately in order to ascertain the 

variations in vote-selling tendencies as the individuals are presented with the options of 

different goods and benefits.    

Figure 5 presents the frequencies in likelihood to sell the vote for each of the 32 

states, for the national sample, and for households that are classified as belonging to the 

poorest segment of the population (explained in detail below). As we can see from the 

figure, there is significant variation across states regarding this variable. In addition, 

households from the poorest segment do not present higher averages when compared to 

the national sample.  

�
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Regarding the state political constellations, the following proxies are tested. A 

dichotomous variable is used for states that have not experienced turnover in order to 

explore willingness to sell the vote in monopsonic systems (Hypothesis H1A). All the 

states that had not experienced turnover by 2007 were coded as one. Figure 6 compares 

the percentage of people who show likelihood to sell their vote in states with no turnover 

as compared to states with turnover. The latter show a slightly higher percentage of 

respondents indicating willingness to sell the vote.  
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Competition within states is classified according to the last two gubernatorial 

elections and taking into account the intermediate local elections where state legislatures 

and municipal governments are elected. A higher weight is placed on gubernatorial 

elections. Three dichotomous variables are included: states where the PRI and the PRD 

have been dominant in those elections are coded as PRI-PRD competition in order to test 

states that have non-programmatic or more clientelistic competition; states where the PRI 

and PAN and consistently dominant are classified as PRI-PAN competition to test states 

where competition is more programmatic; the elections where the PAN and the PRD 

have presented common candidates against the PRI and states where the PRI, PAN and 

PRD have competed head-to-head are coded as multiparty states and are treated 

differently because they include programmatic and non-programmatic parties. Figure 7 

shows the percentage of respondents willing to engage in vote-selling activities across 

these three different types of political constellations.  
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These numbers point to higher likelihood to engage in vote-selling being observed 

in multiparty states and significantly lower in states where the PRI faces the PAN as the 

main competitor. States where the PRD and the PRI are the stronger parties are in 

between.  

 

3.3.1 Control Variables 

Following the literature on clientelism and vote-buying, several indicators of state 

economic performance and population characteristics are included in the analysis to 

control for alternative determinants of willingness to sell the vote. State size is 

represented by the log of state population as measured by the National Population 



�

���

Agency (CONAPO). 26 The literature has pointed to two contradicting causal 

mechanisms regarding the relationship between population and clientelism. On the one 

hand, scholars have argued that more populated states make vote-buying more expensive 

because the number of votes that need to be acquired to win an election increases (Cox 

and McCubbins 1986; Stokes 1995). These studies are mostly in line with the swing voter 

model that argues particularistic goods will be targeted to swing voters in other to gain 

their support while loyal voters will not be rewarded. As a consequence, votes will be 

more expensive. An opposing mechanism is drawn from studies following a portfolio 

diversification model, which make the case that larger populations can be catered to with 

public goods and therefore the relationship between population and clientelism is non-

monotonic (Díaz-Cayeros and Magaloni 2004; Chhibber and Nooruddin 2004; Rosas and 

Hawkins 2007).  

A dummy variable is also included for urban locations as classified by the 

National Census Bureau (INEGI) 27 in order to control for population density. Studies 

following the swing voter model and other studies focusing on monitoring have argued 

that more densely populated areas will make monitoring more difficult and thus result in 

less clientelism and vote-buying (Brusco, Nazareno and Stokes 2004; Calvo and Murillo 

2004). Alternatively, the portfolio diversification models cited above argue that 

population concentration also reduces the cost of rewarding voters, particularly through 

public and club goods, and eases mobilization.  
������������������������������������������������������

26 I use the projected population data for 2007.  
27 All economic information is constructed based on datasets from A-regional, INEGI and the Ministry of 
Finance (www.shcp.gob.mx).  
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To attend to the theories arguing that there is a strong relationship between 

clientelism and poverty, several variables are added (Brusco, Nazareno and Stokes 2002; 

Calvo and Murillo 2004; Stokes 2005). State wealth is measured using the log of per 

capita GDP. A measure of state poverty using the Social Gap Index constructed by the 

National Council for the Evaluation of Social Development Policy (CONEVAL). This 

index includes measurements on access to health and education services, quality of basic 

infrastructure and housing conditions, among others. Thus, it represents an adequate 

comparable measurement of overall poverty and living conditions across states. It is also 

important to note that this variable is more useful than a direct individual survey response 

regarding level of household income for several reasons: it is an exogenous classification, 

household income is significantly correlated to level of education which is included in the 

model, and because household income in Mexico is associated to an extremely high level 

of nonresponse, which presents a systematic bias.  

In order to control for the level of need of the individual, a dummy variable per 

household belonging to the poorest segment of the population is also incorporated. This 

variable is constructed from the categorization developed by the National Census Bureau 

and coded one for the poorest of the poor. We expect clientelism to prevail in poorer 

states, where the need of voters is higher and therefore their reservation prices are lower.  

Level of state unemployment is added to the model as a measurement of 

economic insecurity. This variable is related to higher patronage expenditures and is 

therefore expected to hold a positive relationship with clientelism and vote-selling: more 
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economically insecure voters should exhibit higher willingness to sell their vote (Remmer 

2007 and 2010).  

Also included is a proxy of public good provision measured by the proportion of 

public works expenditures relative to total expenditures per state. States exhibiting a 

higher provision of public goods are expected to present voters with a lower likelihood to 

sell the vote and higher reservation prices because their level of need should be lower 

(Díaz-Cayeros and Martínez-Uriarte 1997; Chhibber and Nooruddin 2004; Armesto 

2009; Gans-Morse, Mazzuca & Nichter 2010).  However, some empirical studies have 

also demonstrated that public works expenditures as they are operationalized in Mexico 

can also be a measure of delivery of club goods (Scott 2004; Pardinas 2006; Magaloni, 

Díaz-Cayeros and Estévez 2007).   

Level of development is represented by the percent of the population involved in 

tertiary sector activities (i.e. commerce and services). States that are more developed 

should be less inclined to engage in vote-selling activities because the level of need of 

their population is lower than that in states with lower levels of development (Díaz-

Cayeros, Magaloni and Weingast 2003).  

Additional individual-level controls are incorporated. Age is coded as a 

continuous variable with the lowest value at 18 years of age. Gender is coded one for 

female. Level of education is a five point categorical variable where the individual is 

asked how many years of schooling he or she completed. Education is correlated with 

two variables: income and information and/or interest. Individuals with higher levels of 
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education should be less likely to sell their vote because they have either lower levels of 

need or higher levels of political information or ideological commitment.  

In order to incorporate hypotheses from the swing and loyal voter models, 

variables for partisan identification are added. These variables are constructed from the 

following question: Regardless of which party you have voted for in the past, which party 

would you say you identify with the most? Then the respondents were asked if they 

identified very strongly or only moderately with the party indicated. Soft PAN, PRI and 

PRD leaners are used as proxies for swing voters and coded as dummy variables. Strong 

PAN, PRI and PRD leaners are used as proxies for loyal supporters. A dummy for 

independents is also used as a potential proxy for disaffection with politics.28 Individuals 

who report identifying with smaller parties are used as the base category. It is important 

to note that the decision to separate soft leaners by party responds to the hypothesis that 

parties will cater to their potential swing voters. In order to test this we need to assess 

whether soft PAN leaners, for instance, are more or less likely to sell in systems where 

the PAN is one of the main competitors or in systems where competition revolves around 

the PRI and the PRD.  

Lastly, two variables regarding political competition are also used as controls: the 

effective number of parties, as measured by the Laakso Taagepera index using party vote 

share for the last gubernatorial election, in order to control for level of competition, and 

the margin of victory in the last gubernatorial election to control for electoral 
������������������������������������������������������

28 Individuals who report to be independent are not a homogenous group. Survey research in Mexico 
indicates that a subset of these individuals is politically disinterested, however, another subset can be highly 
politicized. A measurement of political information is unavailable in this survey to separate both groups.   
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competitiveness. As closely reviewed in the previous chapter, studies have reached mixed 

conclusions regarding the effects of competition on clientelism. Most empirical works 

find a curvilinear relationship between these variables. Nonetheless, this dissertation 

contends that the structure of competition will be a better predictor of the incidence of 

clientelism.  

3.4 Results: Likelihood to Sell the Vote 

Table 1 presents logistic regression estimates of willingness to sell the vote 

measured by the dependent variable discussed earlier. The regressions are clustered per 

polling point in order to control for potential biases in sample design.29  

�
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29 Mainly, individuals within the same polling point systematically share common characteristics that could 
bias the results. Models specific for survey designs using the svy command in STATA were also examined 
with little variation in the result. Similarly, results were clustered at the state level with no significant 
variation in the estimations. The decision to cluster per polling point results in a more robust statistical 
analysis.   
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The baseline model includes a test of the control variables and the variables 

regarding the core voter model and the swing voter model. The second model includes 

the variables to test the hypotheses regarding willingness to sell the vote.  

The control variables that show a significant association with the dependent 

variable present no surprises, except for the variable identifying households that belong 

to the poorest segment of the population. It is not a significant predictor of likelihood to 

sell the vote. Unemployment and state poverty, as measured by the Social Lag Index 

discussed above, are the state-level control variables that present a significant relationship 

with the likelihood of vote-selling. As expected, individuals in states with higher levels of 

unemployment are more economically insecure and therefore more likely to sell their 

vote. Likewise, states with a greater social lag in basic service provision and access to 

health and education will present individuals with a higher willingness to engage in 

clientelistic practices. Both population and urban locality present a consistent negative 

sign but are not statistically significant. The remaining measurements on levels of 

development and state wealth are not significant predictors of the dependent variable 

either.  

Regarding individual-level characteristics, level of education holds a significant 

and negative association with willingness to sell the vote; individuals with a higher level 

of schooling are less willing to sell their vote either because they tend to have higher 

incomes or are more politically involved. Women are less likely to engage in vote-

selling, and younger voters are more prone to clientelistic practices, consistent with other 

empirical accounts of vote-buying (Stokes 2005; Nichter 2008).  
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The proxies of swing and loyal voters exhibit very interesting results. Soft PRD 

leaners – or swing voters that favor the PRD – are likely to engage in clientelism and 

vote-buying. Loyal PAN and PRI voters, in contrast, are significantly less likely to sell 

their vote. Swing voters that lean in favor of the PRI become significant when we add the 

political constellation variables probably because this variable exhibits important aspects 

regarding the presence of a monopsonic system, although this is further explored in the 

next chapter. In contrast, PAN soft leaners do not possess a significant relationship with 

the dependent variable. Similarly, being an independent does not seem to be a significant 

predictor of likelihood to sell the vote.  

In the absence of the variables measuring structure of competition, the number of 

parties competing in the system is a significant predictor of willingness to sell the vote. In 

contrast, margin of victory is non-significant. This would indicate that the number of 

parties is more important than the competitiveness of the system (Chhibber and 

Nooruddin 2004). However, when we introduce the proxies for structure of competition, 

the competitiveness of elections becomes a significant predictor of the dependent variable 

and number of parties loses its relevance.  

The results indicate that more competitive elections are less likely to exhibit vote-

selling; in other words, higher margins of victory are related to greater willingness to sell 

the vote. This is related to the decisiveness of the election and how definitive individuals 

perceive their vote to be. In elections where individuals perceive they can make a 

difference they are more likely to become politically involved or ideologically committed 

(Corstange 2010).  
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The main variables of interest lend support to the hypotheses previously laid out. 

Monopsonic party systems are associated with a lower likelihood of voters selling their 

vote. Thus, voters in these systems are part of the PRI enduring electoral base and 

unlikely to renege on their contract. Voters in PRI-PRD systems of competition, in 

contrast, are associated with a higher willingness towards vote-selling either because 

voters perceive less difference between them or because they follow similar support 

building strategies. States where the PAN and the PRD have joined forces against the 

PRI, or where the three parties have significant presence, show the highest likelihood in 

vote-selling. Voters in PRI-PAN states show no significant relationship with willingness 

to sell the vote. In the next chapter we will dissect voter reservation prices to further 

explore conditions in these states.  

In order to ascertain the size of the effect that the independent variables of interest 

have on the willingness to engage in vote-selling activities, results for simulations are 

presented in Table 2. This exercise simulates the expected probability that a person will 

sell his or her vote according to the structure of competition he faces.30 The row titled 

overall presents the predicted probability values across the different political 

constellations. Although the PRI-PAN competition structure was not significant, values 

are included to illustrate its effect. Additionally, predicted probabilities for partisan 

strong and weak leaners are also modeled for each political constellation.  

������������������������������������������������������

30 Based on simulations modeling the change in Pr(Y=1) as the independent variables change from 0 to 1. 
All simulations are executed with the Clarify Program (King, Tomz and Wittenberg 2003). The remaining 
independent variables are treated as follows: all the continuous variables are held at their mean and the 
dichotomous variables are held at their minimum level.  
�



�


��

�

0������	����/��
�/����������
�������2�3���"��/�
��, ����
"����
���

�
��
������
��
����
�
��
	
�
��
����

���
����
��
������
���
�
���
�
�
��

.
�)
��
������
���
�
���
�
�
��

	��
����
���
�
���
�
�
��

4%������ ���-&� ���&/� ������ ��-* �

"
�
����(.�������� ������ ���
�� ������ ������

"
$
��(.�������� ������ ������ ����� ������

"
�
����12�������� ������ ���

� ���� ������

"
$
��12�������� ������ ����� ������ ������

"
�
����13�������� ������ ������ ����
� ������

"
$
��13�������� ���� ���

� ������ �����

�

States with multiparty competition are, by far, the ones that exhibit the highest 

incidence of vote-sellers. Additionally, the swing voters are, in general, more likely to 

sell their vote when compared to loyal voters of the same party. The likelihood of vote 

sellers increases for both soft leaners and loyal voters in states where the PRI faces 

competition from both parties. Individuals who identify with the PAN, on the other hand, 

present a slightly higher predicted probability of selling their vote in states where the PRI 

and the PAN are the main contenders than in monopsonic states or PRI-PRD states. PRD 

leaners are also the ones with the highest predicted probabilities of engaging in vote 

selling across all political constellations. Finally, PRI soft leaners are more likely to sell 

their vote in PRI-PAN states than in monopsonic systems or PRI-PRD states.  

�

3.4.1 Non-Parametric Estimations for Likelihood to Sell the Vote 

A non-parametric technique based on matching is now applied to the data in order 

to more robustly evaluate the magnitude of the relationship between these variables. Non-
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parametric estimations have the virtue of countervailing specific biases proper to 

parametric models as a result of their assumptions. In this case in particular, specific traits 

associated with the independent variables can be non-randomly distributed, which could 

lead to a bias in the estimations. For instance, some of the socioeconomic variables 

related to partisan identification are the same variables that might influence a person’s 

likelihood to sell his or her vote. Similarly, state economic and demographic 

characteristics might be related to the structure and level of competition. Matching 

techniques allow us to simulate a quasi-experimental scenario where we control for these 

particular variables and measure causal effects through counterfactuals or average 

treatment effects (Blackwell et al 2009; Iacus, King and Porro 2012). Thus, we can 

hypothetically compare two individuals with the same socioeconomic characteristics and 

living in states with similar socio-demographic conditions and evaluate the impact of the 

treatment variable – in this case, structure of competition – on the likelihood to engage in 

vote-selling. This is particularly useful when dealing with dichotomous variables both in 

the dependent variable as well as in the main independent variables as is the case of this 

study.  

Matching techniques, like propensity score matching and exact matching, have 

been increasingly used by the social sciences to analyze survey data and experimental 

data (Rosenbaum and Rubin 1983). The recently developed method known as Coarsened 

Exact Matching (CEM) is particularly useful for large datasets like the one currently 

being used. Contrary to other matching techniques where the propensity scores are 

derived from parametric techniques, this method draws on a global imbalance algorithm 
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that considers all the coarsened covariates in conjunction with one another. Individuals 

are matched according to the proximity they present on specific covariates31 and they are 

grouped into strata that show similar characteristics on the group of covariates selected. 

They are then differentiated within each stratum on the value they exhibit in the treatment 

variable. Each stratum therefore includes its particular treatment and control groups. The 

causal effect of the treatment variable can then be evaluated through a difference in 

means test.  

The following covariates are used to evaluate the impact of the structure of 

competition on the likelihood to sell the vote: population, per capita GDP, level of 

unemployment, Social Gap Index, gender, level of education, and belonging to the 

poorest segment of the population. Hence, individuals will be matched on the proximity 

they exhibit on these covariates. The different competition structures are each used as 

treatment variables. Therefore, once the individuals are matched on the specific 

covariates, the treatment and control groups will be created depending on whether 

individuals are located or not in each structure of competition. After the different strata 

are created, we also assess the differences in the effect of partisanship within each 

matching scheme. Finally, the overall effect of partisanship is also evaluated by using 

these variables as treatment variables to conduct a different set of matching models. The 

effect of treatment variables – structure of competition and partisan identification – on 

the likelihood of vote-selling is interpreted through a difference in means tests using the 
������������������������������������������������������

31 Through this method, the user chooses which covariates to match the individuals on and the number of 
cut-points to be used for each covariate in order to generate greater balance between the matched 
observations. 
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control and treatment groups obtained from each CEM estimation model. The summary 

statistics for these models and the overall imbalance L1 statistic are included in Appendix 

A. Results for the difference in means test are presented in Table 3.  
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These results are consistent with the nature of the association between the 

dependent and independent variables uncovered in the logistic regressions. The highest 

effect is observed in states where the PRI and the PAN are the main competitors: 

individuals in these states are 27.3 percent less likely to sell their vote than individuals in 

other systems of competition. Similarly, voters in monopsonic states are 9.6 percent less 

likely to sell their vote than individuals in states that have experienced turnover. The 

effect of multiparty competition on vote-selling is the highest: individuals living in these 

states are 17.2 percent more likely to sell their vote than individuals in either monopsonic 

or bipartisan states. 

The effect of partisan identification is also very interesting. Loyal PAN and PRI 

supporters are less likely to sell their vote overall than individuals who do not identify 
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strongly with either of these parties. In contrast, soft PRD leaners are more likely to sell 

their vote than individuals who do not report identifying slightly with this party. When 

we examine the effect of partisan identification within structure of competition we 

observe that loyal supporters of the PAN and the PRI become less likely to sell their vote 

in monopsonic systems than in other systems of competition. This is not the case for PRD 

strong supporters, who become less likely to sell their vote only in states where 

competition revolves around PRI and the PRD than in other competition structures. Soft 

PAN leaners are more likely to sell their vote in states where there is multiparty 

competition than in monopsonic states or systems with bipartisan competition. Likewise, 

PRI soft leaners are more inclined to sell their vote in settings of clientelistic competition 

and in multiparty states than in monopsonic states or systems where competition revolves 

around the PRI and the PAN. Individuals who are soft PRD leaners exhibit the highest 

positive coefficients across all different political constellations making them the most 

accessible voters to buy.  

These results are consistent with the hypotheses previously established. 

Individuals in monopsonic states are not for sale to the competition. On the other hand, 

individuals facing a multiparty offer are the most likely to engage in clientelism and vote-

selling. Moreover, variations in the structure of competition make a difference in voter 

willingness to sell their vote. Individuals in programmatic structures of competition are 

less likely to sell their vote than individuals where competition is more clientelistic.  

 



�



�

3.5 Concluding Remarks 

The data examined in this chapter lends support to the following claims. The 

structure of party competition is significantly related to the likelihood of individuals to 

engage in vote-selling and clientelistic activities. Although important variables regarding 

state-level conditions and characteristics of individuals are also relevant, the willingness 

of individuals to exchange their vote for a particularistic good is better explained by the 

nature of the political competition he or she faces, than by the level of competition 

present in the political system. Individuals who have remained in a monopsonic system 

show a lower willingness to sell their vote than those who have experienced turnover. 

This means that those states where the monopsonic party has been successful at retaining 

its electoral bases have done so through an enduring agreement with their constituents 

who are not likely to renege on their agreement with this party. In other words, these 

voters are not for sale.  

Contrary to this, voters in states with a multiparty structure of competition exhibit 

the highest probability of selling their vote. In these states, the previously monopsonic 

party was unable to maintain its base of support. Since these states exhibit challenges 

from competitors with different offers, it can be interpreted by the voters abandoning the 

previous monopsonic party for a better clientelistic offer or for a programmatic appeal 

they considered would be more beneficial. However, the swing voters in these states 

exhibited the highest propensity to engage in clientelism and vote-selling, which indicates 

that in spite of the existence of loyal bases of support for each party, the elections are 
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won through margins of victory provided by the buying off of these swing voters. In 

other words, swing voters in multiparty systems are up for grabs.  

Voters in systems where competition is between the PRI and the PRD are 

considered non-programmatic. In these states, the two parties compete for similar bases 

of support. The fact that voters in these states exhibited more likelihood to sell their vote 

shows that these two parties have gained electoral strength by catering to the clientelistic 

demands of these electorates.  

Finally, systems where competition revolves mainly around the PAN and the PRI 

are considered to be more programmatic. Additionally, these parties do not compete for 

the same electoral bases. Voters in these states show a lower propensity to sell their vote, 

which indicates that the strategies parties have to follow to gain electoral strength are 

very much different from those where the PRI and the PRD are the main competitors.  
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4. Voter Reservation Prices and the Structure of Political Competition 

“She [the governor] gives the handicapped their own house. Well it’s not theirs, 
but they pay a monthly rent of 200 or 300 pesos1 because they voted for her. She 
is aunt Ivonne, that’s what they call her.”2 (Focus group, Mérida, Yucatán, June 
2010) 
 
“Nati has done a very good job. He gives my grandmother a pension and a basket 
of goods each month. When she voted, they marked down that she voted for the 
PRI so she gets all this.”3 (Focus group, San Nicolás, Nuevo León, October 2008) 
 
“The PRD handed out cash throughout the entire city all day during Election Day, 
even though they were winning by a landslide here.” (Interview, party broker, 
Distrito Federal, July 2006) 
 
“The PAN promised that if they won the election they would give a laptop to 
every household, and they even gave out coupons, but they were only promises. 
The candidate from the PRI gave out prepaid cards, water tanks and house paint 
and that was it.” (Focus group, Torreón, Coahuila, September 2010) 
 
“It is very sad, but here in Michoacán some people will be persuaded to vote for 
whichever party gives them a basket of goods.” (Focus group, Churintzio, 
Michoacán, November 2011) 
�

4.1 The Price of Votes 

The quotations above represent some of the different vote-buying and clientelistic 

exchanges that take place in states across Mexico. The houses rented out at such low 

costs to the physically impaired characterize one of the most expensive prices to pay for 

votes, while the situation in Michoacán illustrates the more inexpensive votes. The 

promises of laptops competing against the actual distribution of gifts, alternatively, 

������������������������������������������������������

1 Amounts to approximately 15 to 25 US dollars.  
2 Referring to former PRI Governor Ivonne Ortega Pacheco, who governed the state from 2007 to 2012.  
3 Referring to former PRI Governor José Natividad González Parás, who governed the state from 2003 to 
2009.  
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exemplify how some voters judge the different party offers by how much they can deliver 

prior to the election.  

The previous chapter explored the relationship between the likelihood of 

individuals selling their vote and the structure of political competition. The following 

findings were made evident. First, individuals in monopsonic systems, measured as states 

that have not experienced turnover from the PRI, are less likely overall to sell their vote. 

This is interpreted as the successful construction of an enduring base of support by the 

PRI, whereby individuals are unwilling to renege on their agreement with their patron. 

Second, individuals in states where a more programmatic competitor is present, measured 

as states where the main competitors are the PRI and the PAN, have a lower likelihood of 

selling their vote than individuals where competition revolves around two clientelistic 

parties, measured as states where the PRI and the PRD compete. Third, multiparty 

systems – measured as systems where the three main parties have significant presence 

either through the formation of an electoral alliance between the ideologically opposed 

PRD and PAN to defeat the PRI, or in cases where the three parties compete head-to-

head – show the highest levels of voter likelihood to engage in clientelism and vote-

selling.  

This chapter examines the reservation prices of voters, defined as the price at or 

above which a voter is willing to exchange his vote for a particular good or benefit (Lyne 

2007). The dependent variable analyzed in the previous chapter is now dissected into the 

different items it includes. It is based on the following survey question: If a political party 
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offers you [Item X] in exchange for your vote, would you be willing to vote for that party 

or not?4  

ITEM 
Item A cash  
Item B a social program 
Item C baskets of goods 
Item D construction material or cement 
Item E a job in government  
Item F scholarships for your children 
Item G food  

 

Each affirmative response is coded one and each negative response is coded zero. 

Nonresponses are taken as missing values. Answers are taken to represent two things: 

credibility and previous knowledge and experience of the voter. More specifically, voters 

will respond affirmatively if they believe this to be a credible offer and also if they have 

had some direct or indirect experience with these types of exchanges taking place or 

knowledge of them happening. Therefore, each item will be indicative of the reservation 

price of voters but also of the most common exchanges taking place across each structure 

of competition.  

It is important to reiterate that even though most of the literature uses clientelism 

and vote-buying interchangeably,5 this dissertation differentiates between clientelism and 

vote-buying mainly through the reversibility of the goods and benefits distributed in 

������������������������������������������������������

4 Although the strict definition of voter reservation prices implies a monetary or numeric figure, I use these 
different items as a proxy of reservation prices and their ordinal relationship is explained throughout this 
section. I thank John Aldrich for stressing this clarification.   
5 The lack of conceptual clarity surrounding clientelism and the different strategies parties use to buy 
electoral support, like turnout-buying and vote-buying are developed more in detail in the theoretical 
chapter.  



�

����

exchange for votes. Goods that can be withdrawn by the party in case of voter 

noncompliance are considered clientelistic. They also entail a deeper agreement between 

the voter and the party, including the capacity of the latter to monitor the voter’s 

behavior. In contrast, goods distributed in exchange for electoral support but that cannot 

be withdrawn are considered instruments of vote-buying. This differentiation is important 

because the results in this chapter regarding the different items used to purchase votes 

allow us to draw conclusions regarding what strategies parties use: clientelistic, vote-

buying or turnout-buying.  

Figure 8 shows the percentage of individuals nationwide (controlling for state 

size), who indicate that they would be willing to sell their vote in exchange for each of 

the items in the list above. In this figure, we can observe that the highest percentage of 

people willing to sell their vote would be in exchange for a job in the government, 

followed by scholarships for their children, and thirdly by cash. Construction material 

also seems to be a valued good, perhaps because it can either be sold or used by people to 

improve their homes.  

In contrast, food, baskets of goods, and social programs show the lowest 

percentage of affirmative responses. Food mostly refers to a meal given to people on 

Election Day, when they are mobilized by parties to turnout, so it is reasonable for this 

item to be the least valued. Likewise, baskets of goods are usually distributed close to or 

on Election Day to purchase votes or as a reward for individuals who have voted for a 

specific party.  
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Alternatively, social programs can be less valued for either of two reasons. On the 

one hand, with the rising number of social programs – such as the conditional cash 

transfer program Oportunidades, or the social assistance program for senior citizens 

(distributed through the Federal Government program known as 70 y mas for all citizens 

age 70 and above in rural communities) – and many states implementing their own 

entitlement programs (e.g. social welfare for single mothers, unemployment benefits, or 

agricultural subsidies), these items have become less common in an exchange of 

clientelistic and vote-buying practices. On the other hand, people may perceive promises 

to deliver social programs as non-credible, therefore having a negative incidence on the 

responses to this question.  
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Figure 9 graphs the frequencies for each of these items across the different 

structures of competition. It indicates that states with multiparty competition and states 

where competition is more clientelistic have the lowest reservation prices. That is, voters 

in these states are more willing to exchange their vote for almost any item, including food 

and baskets of goods. Additionally, states with a programmatic competitor and those with 

a monopsonic party exhibit the highest reservation prices. Mostly, voters willing to sell 

their vote in these systems will do so in exchange for patronage, scholarships, 

construction material and cash.  
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The differences in the items being studied not only refer to how expensive they 

are; they also refer to the nature of the relationship that exists between the voter and the 

party and on whether or not they are reversible. Food and baskets of goods are non-

reversible and have low costs of delivery. These goods do not imply an enduring 

relationship between the voters and the party handing them out, thus they are mostly used 

to buy votes and are not always conditioned on the verification of how voters casted their 

ballot. In contrast, government jobs are reversible and contingent upon the electoral 

result. Patronage implies a long-term relationship between the voter and the party, it is a 

limited resource, and it is based on the dependence of the voter. Thus, jobs in government 

are the clientelistic item, par excellence, included in the list. On the other hand, social 

programs and scholarships are not necessarily reversible. If they are entitlements that are 

delivered contingent upon electoral screening, they are vote-buying items. They are only 

clientelistic if they can be withdrawn as punishment for non-compliance. Construction 

material is mostly used for vote-buying, particularly in rural areas where it is highly 

valued, and where it is easier to monitor votes and turnout. Finally, cash can be handed 

out to persuade voters to support a specific party regardless of monitoring capabilities, or 

it can be conditioned on verification of the ballot. It is also used for mobilization 

purposes.  

As a politician from Tlaxcala enthusiastically explained:  

“In the ‘easy’ sections [to monitor], you just need to bring trucks full of goodies 
and tell them that they will stay in the section6 where we get the most votes. In the 

������������������������������������������������������

6 Referring to the second to smallest unit where votes are counted. The smallest unit is the polling place.  
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‘hard’ sections you give each person100 or 2007 pesos and tell them they will get 
an equal amount if they prove they voted for you. Jobs are for the brokers and 
close friends. They know they have to deliver votes or they are not getting a piece 
of the cake when we win.” (Interview, Tlaxcala, Tlaxcala, June 2009) 
 

Monitoring techniques, in turn, vary from anything between the party 

representatives being able to observe the ballot being marked, to voters taking pictures of 

their votes with a cellular phone or digital camera that is handed to them by the party 

brokers. A creative method that deserves mentioning was illustrated by party brokers in 

Estado de México: One of the voters brings a white sheet of paper into the voting booth 

and marks it pretending it is the ballot, while at the same time stealing the official ballot. 

The unmarked ballot is then handed to the party broker waiting outside. The broker 

marks the ballot and gives it to the next voter to place inside the urn. That voter has to 

bring the unmarked ballot that is handed to him by electoral authorities so the rotation 

can continue.  

It is also important to underscore that the rising difficulties in monitoring votes 

have resulted in parties focusing more on turnout and abstention-buying (Dunning and 

Stokes 2007; Remmer 2010). This requires the creation and consolidation of a solid 

network that can identify the sections most favorable to the party in order to promote 

turnout in those sections. Some parties have also developed methods to increase 

abstention in sections that are unfavorable to them. Examples of these are actually paying 

������������������������������������������������������

7 Equivalent to somewhere between 8 and 15 US dollars.  
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people to stay home, spreading rumors of violence at the polling stations, and some 

parties even resorting to violence:  

“It is very easy to just dump two bodies in that neighborhood on Election Day 
morning, or the night before, and nobody will show up to vote or even try to leave 
their homes.”8 [Party broker]  
 

Nonetheless, turnout-buying, is currently the most common and it is mostly done 

through the use of non-reversible goods on Election Day or a few days prior to it. Cash, 

food, baskets of goods and perhaps construction material would be the types of goods 

used for these purposes.   

Consequently, the items being utilized to measure voter reservation prices are 

significantly representative of the different relationships that exist between voters and 

parties in vote-buying and clientelistic exchanges. Understanding how these relate to the 

different structures of competition will provide important information regarding the 

demand side of vote-buying and clientelism. Table 4 presents logistic regression 

estimates for each of the items measuring the different voter reservation prices. For 

visualization purposes, standard errors are omitted from the table, and can be consulted in 

the complete tables included in Appendix B. 

�

������������������������������������������������������

8 Interview, May 2009.  
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4.2 Results: Voter Reservation Prices 
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Looking first at the control variables, population and the dummy for urban 

locality are significantly and negatively related to the distribution of construction 

material. As mentioned earlier, this good would be used in rural areas where it is highly 

valued and where monitoring vote and turnout would be more feasible.  

Public works expenditures – used as a measurement for public good provision – 

are significantly and positively related to scholarships, social programs and baskets of 

goods. This is inconsistent with the expectation that higher public good provision should 

lead to higher voter reservation prices because the level of need of the individuals should 

be lower. On the other hand, it could also signify that public works expenditures are not 

an accurate measurement of public good provision and could instead be including the 

distribution of pork or club goods, also associated with turnout-buying (Díaz-Cayeros and 

Martínez-Uriarte 1997).  

Unemployment is positive and significant in all cases, which indicates a positive 

relationship between the level of economic insecurity of individuals and their likelihood 

to engage in vote-selling with very low reservation prices (Remmer 2007). In other 

words, high levels of unemployment not only facilitate clientelistic and vote-buying 

exchanges, they also make votes less expensive.  

Size of the tertiary sector – used to measure level of state development – is 

positively and significantly related only with the distribution of cash. This reinforces the 

notion that cash is representative of a high reservation price and in more developed states, 

the only “currency” acceptable to pay for votes.  
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The Social Gap Index – used to measure level of state poverty – is positively and 

significantly associated to all items, except for social programs. This indicates that poorer 

states have lower reservation prices – consistent with the studies underlining a 

relationship between poverty and clientelism (Brusco, Nazareno and Stokes 2002; Calvo 

and Murillo 2004; Stokes 2005) –, and that social programs are not a desired benefit in 

those states. Consequently, it confirms the notion that social programs are not valued 

because they are already widely available. The relationship between social programs and 

likelihood to sell the vote is further explored in chapter six. Once again, it is interesting to 

see that households belonging to the poorest segment of the population are not 

significantly related to any of these items.  

The negative relationship between both female and age is once again present, in 

this case for almost all goods. In these models, age is only non-significant for social 

programs and baskets of goods. On the other hand, education is significantly and 

negatively related to all goods except jobs in government. Individuals with higher levels 

of education have the highest reservation prices or their votes are simply not for sale. 

However, patronage is not related to level of education.  

Regarding the variables of political competition, the number of parties is 

positively and significantly related to the two least expensive goods – baskets of goods 

and food – and to cash. All these goods are used for turnout-buying and vote-buying, and 

do not imply a long-term relationship between the parties and the voters. In other words, 

the higher number of parties present in the system relates to less expensive goods being 

distributed to voters. This is opposite to the findings of Chhibber and Nooruddin (2004) 
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that indicate that multiparty systems have higher expenditures on particularistic or more 

expensive goods.  

The competitiveness of the election – measured by margin of victory – is positive 

and significant across all items. This indicates that more competitive elections exhibit 

higher voter reservation prices, consistent with the finding that vote-selling is less likely 

in close-race scenarios detailed in the previous chapter. In other words, voter reservation 

prices decrease as they perceive an election to be less competitive or as they estimate 

their votes to matter less. This is consistent with Corstange’s (2010) findings.9  

Loyal PAN and PRI supporters have the highest reservation prices. Strong PAN 

leaners exhibit a non-significant association with jobs in government only, which 

indicates patronage is perhaps a benefit that they would be inclined to exchange for their 

vote. Conversely, strong PRD leaners are non-significant across all goods, which possibly 

speaks to the highly clientelistic nature of this party. On the other hand, there are 

important variations across swing voters. Soft PAN leaners are willing to exchange their 

votes for jobs in government, consistent with the relationship exhibited by the strong 

PAN leaners. Soft PRI leaners, instead, are willing to exchange their vote only for cash. 

Swing voters that lean for the PRD, are the ones exhibiting the lowest reservation prices 

as they are willing to sell their votes for social programs, construction material, patronage 

and scholarships. Finally, independents are not willing to exchange their vote.  

������������������������������������������������������

9 Studies have previously found mixed results regarding number of parties and competitiveness of the 
election. A curvilinear relationship was explored for these models but did not produce significant 
relationships.  
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Regarding the main variables of interest, states with monopsonic systems exhibit 

higher reservation prices. In other words, voters in these states are not willing to 

exchange their vote even for patronage. This is interpreted as these voters being part of an 

enduring coalition with the monopsonic party who has been successful at retaining its 

voters. Likewise, voters where there is a more programmatic competitor – measured as 

states where the main competitors are the PRI and the PAN – are only willing to 

exchange their votes for job patronage. This is also consistent with the non-significant 

relationship exhibited by strong PAN leaners and the positive and significant relationship 

between soft PAN leaners and jobs in government. Apparently, individuals who lean 

towards the PAN, and in states where competition revolves around this party and the PRI, 

would be willing to exchange their vote for a job. This finding can also be indicative of 

the importance of this mechanism for the rise of the PAN in these states.  

States where competition is non-programmatic – coded in these models as states 

where the main competitors are the PRI and the PRD – exhibit lower reservation prices 

than states with a monopsonic party or states where competition is more programmatic. 

Individuals in these non-programmatic states are willing to exchange their vote for cash, 

social programs and scholarships. It is also interesting to note that patronage does not 

exhibit a significant coefficient in these states. Thus, the mechanisms used to buy votes 

are entitlements and direct payments only. This is in line with the wide amount and 

diversity of social programs the PRD distributes, explored further in the next chapter.  

Finally, states where there is multiparty competition – that is, states where the 

PRD and the PAN have formed an alliance against the PRI, or where these three parties 
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compete head-to-head – show the lowest reservation prices across all different structures 

of competition. Voters in these states are willing to exchange their vote for all the items 

on the list, including food, baskets of goods and social programs.  

These findings are consistent with the hypotheses posited in the previous chapter 

regarding voter reservation prices. They confirm that voters in monopsonic states are 

basically not for sale, very likely due to a long-standing agreement with the dominant 

party. They also suggest that, where voters are willing to sell their vote, the types of 

goods or benefits they would demand in exchange differ significantly across structures of 

competition. Whereas PAN leaners would demand jobs, PRD leaners would demand 

entitlements. Finally, states where several parties have significant presence exhibit voters 

that are for sale and whose reservation prices are quite low. They are willing to accept 

food and baskets of goods in exchange for their vote.  

The relationships uncovered also point to the potential clientelistic, vote-buying 

and turnout-buying practices in place. Whereas high voter reservation prices and low 

willingness to sell the vote in monopsonic systems are suggestive of an enduring 

coalition, patronage points to the existence of clientelism in systems where the PAN is 

one of the two dominant competitors. In contrast, where the PRD and the PRI compete, 

vote-buying and possibly clientelism exist through the delivery of social programs and 

scholarships. Additionally in these same systems, the use of cash points towards pure 

turnout-buying and vote-buying. Finally, because of the goods that can be used to acquire 

votes, multiparty systems would provide more evidence of vote-buying and turnout-

buying, although potential clientelistic exchanges might exist for the loyal voters.  
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4.2.1 Ascertaining the Effects of the Main Variables 

Table 5 presents simulation results for predicted probabilities of selling the vote in 

exchange for each item across the different structures of competition to illustrate the size 

of the effect that independent variables have.10 All structure of competition variables are 

simulated, and the ones that hold a significant relationship in the models are marked in 

boldface. The highest effects are observed in multiparty systems of competition, where 

individuals have a predicted probability of 29 percent of selling their vote for 

construction material, 27 percent for cash, 23 percent for food and 25 percent for social 

programs, baskets of goods and scholarships. Additionally, individuals in PRI-PRD states 

have a 20 percent predicted probability of selling their vote for cash and a 15 to 16 

percent predicted probability of exchanging their vote for scholarships and social 

programs.  

In contrast, individuals in monopsonic systems have the lowest predicted 

probabilities of selling their vote overall. Individuals in systems with non-programmatic 

competition are more likely to sell their vote in exchange for cash, social programs and 

scholarships, when compared to systems with more programmatic competition.  Finally, 

individuals in systems with programmatic competition have a 17 percent predicted 

������������������������������������������������������

10 Based on simulations modeling the change in Pr(Y=1) as the independent variables change from 0 to 1. 
All simulations are executed with the Clarify Program (King, Tomz and Wittenberg 2003). The remaining 
independent variables are treated as follows: all the continuous variables are held at their mean and the 
dichotomous variables are held at their minimum level.  
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probability of selling their vote for patronage, which is the highest predicted probability 

for this structure of competition across all items.  
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Additional simulations were conducted for partisanship variables across the 

different structures of competition. Once again, the significant variables in the models are 

indicated in boldface. Table 6 presents the predicted probabilities of selling votes in 

exchange for cash. Here we can observe that soft leaners always have a higher predicted 

probability of selling their vote when compared to strong leaners. Individuals with the 

highest predicted probability of selling their vote for cash are those in multiparty systems 

of government, again with PRD soft leaners exhibiting the strongest relationship. Strong 

PRI and PAN leaners presented a significant relationship with this item and they have 

only a 9 percent predicted probability of accepting cash in monopsonic systems, a 10 

percent predicted probability where the two parties they incline for are the main 

competitors, and a 21 percent predicted probability of selling their vote for cash in 

multiparty systems. Soft PRI leaners also presented a significant relationship with this 

item and they exhibit a predicted probability of vote-selling of up to 28 percent in 

multiparty systems, and 13 percent in monopsonic systems.  
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Table 7 presents simulations for vote-selling in exchange for a social program. 

The strongest relationship is exhibited by soft PRD leaners in multiparty systems, and 

secondly in systems where the PRD and the PRI are the main competitors. PRI-PRD 

structures of competition and multiparty systems also exhibited a significant relationship 

with this item. Regarding these, we can observe that the most likely individuals to sell 

their vote are PRD leaners in general and PAN and PRI soft leaners. Individuals in 

monopsonic systems and in systems where the PRI and the PAN are the main 

competitors, exhibit the lowest predicted probabilities of vote exchange for social 

programs overall.  
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Table 8 shows the predicted probabilities associated with baskets of goods. The 

structure of competition that presented a significant and positive relationship with this 

item refers to multiparty systems.  Overall, individuals in these systems have a 25 percent 

predicted probability of selling their vote for a basket of goods. The highest are swing 

voters who identify with the PRD with a 29 percent predicted probability of vote-selling. 

Again, PAN and PRI loyal supporters exhibit the lowest predicted probabilities of selling 

their vote for baskets of goods.  
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In Table 9 we can observe the simulation coefficients for vote-selling in exchange 

for construction material. Individuals in multiparty competition systems have a 29 

percent predicted probability of accepting this item in exchange for their vote. Likewise, 

strong PRI and PAN leaners present the smallest coefficients within these systems, while 

swing voters that favor the PRD exhibit the highest predicted probability of vote-selling. 

Individuals in monopsonic systems have a 14 percent predicted probability of selling 

their vote in exchange for this item, while individuals in systems where the PRI and the 

PAN compete have a 15 percent predicted probability. Within these structures of 

competition, PRD soft leaners are again the most likely to engage in vote-selling.  
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The predicted probabilities for patronage are presented in Table 10. This item is 

very important, as we previously regarded it as the better measurement of clientelism 

across the list. Individuals in systems where the PRI and the PAN compete have a 17 

percent predicted probability of engaging in patronage, which is comparable to 

individuals in systems with multiparty competition, who present an 18 percent predicted 

probability of participating in this exchange. Once again, it is interesting to note that soft 

PAN leaners have a predicted probability to sell their vote which ranges from 15 percent 

to 25 percent across these different structures of competition. It is also important to 

emphasize that the highest predicted probabilities for soft PAN leaners are related to 

patronage. These individuals will demand jobs in government in exchange for their 

support.  
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In Table 11 we can appreciate the simulation effects related to scholarships. 

Individuals in systems where the PRI and the PRD are the main competitors have a 16 

percent predicted probability of selling their vote in exchange for this benefit. 

Additionally, soft PRD leaners exhibit a predicted probability of 19 percent of engaging 

in this type exchange in non-programmatic systems, and a predicted probability of up to 

30 percent in multiparty systems.  
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Lastly, the predicted probabilities of individuals selling their vote in exchange for 

food can be viewed in Table 12. Once again, the highest predicted probabilities are in 

multiparty systems of competition, whereas the lowest are in systems with a monopsonic 



�

��
�

party or more programmatic competition. The differences between PAN leaners, both 

soft and strong, and PRI loyal supporters are practically nil within each structure of 

competition.  
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Overall, individuals in monopsonic systems and states where the PRI and the 

PAN are the main competitors exhibited half the size of the effect when compared to 

multiparty competition across all items, except for jobs. Patronage seems to be the good 

more likely to be exchanged where the PRI and the PAN compete, and for voters that 

identify weakly with the PAN. Strong PRI leaners exhibit the lowest predicted 

probabilities across all structures of competition and all items when compared to the rest 

of the party identifiers. Additionally, they do not present a high variation in the size of the 

effect across items. This indicates once again that PRI loyal supporters are not for sale. 

PRD soft leaners, on the other hand, show the strongest inclination towards entitlements, 

patronage and construction material.  
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4.2.2 Non-Parametric Estimation: Voter Reservation Prices 

In order to corroborate these findings and control for potential biases related to 

parametric models, a non-parametric analysis similar to the one in the previous chapter is 

conducted. The same matching covariates are used: population, per capita GDP, level of 

unemployment, Social Gap Index, gender, level of education and belonging to the poorest 

segment of the population. Once again, the different competition structures and partisans 

inclinations are taken as treatment variables. Summary statistics can be consulted in 

Appendix A. Table 13 presents the results for difference in means tests or sample average 

treatment effects across voter reservation prices when matching individuals on the 

covariates listed above and using the different structures of competition as 

counterfactuals. 
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These results are consistent with the findings from the parametric models. Once 

again, states with a monopsonic party and states where the PRI and the PAN compete are 

the least likely to exhibit clientelism and vote-buying. However, patronage present the 

smallest coefficient for these two structures of competition, indicating that clientelist 

exchanges are the main ones that could take place. States where there are two non-

programmatic parties, in other words states where the PRI and the PRD are the main 

competitors, exhibit vote-buying mainly using cash, social programs and scholarships. 

Individuals in these systems are 8.7 percent more likely to sell their vote for cash and 9.8 

percent more likely to sell their vote for social programs than individuals in other systems 

of competition or in monopsonic states. This confirms once more that the PRD has been 

able to gain electoral strength through the use of its social programs.  

Voter reservation prices in multiparty systems can be better appreciated through 

the use of the Coarsened Exact Matching technique. Here we observe that individuals in 

these states are always more likely to sell their vote than individuals in any other 

structure of competition. Additionally, voters in these systems are 10 percent more likely 

to sell their vote for food and 8 percent more likely to sell their vote in exchange for 

baskets of goods and construction material than voters in monopsonic states or in states 

with bipartisan competition. As previously stated, these goods are used more commonly 

in vote-buying and turnout-buying strategies, and food and baskets of goods are 

considered the least expensive. This once more lends support to the hypotheses 

previously outlined contending that individuals in multiparty systems of competition will 

have lower reservation prices and a higher propensity to sell their vote.  
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Strong PAN and PRI supporters exhibit large and negative coefficients across all 

items. The smallest coefficient for PAN strong leaners refers to patronage: individuals 

who identify strongly with the PAN are 27 percent less likely to sell their vote for cash 

and 25 percent less likely to sell it for baskets of goods than individuals who do not 

identify strongly with this party. However, strong PAN leaners are only 6 percent less 

likely to exchange their vote for a job in government than individuals who do not present 

this type of partisan identification. Instead, loyal PRI supporters are well above 20 

percent less likely to sell their vote in exchange for any of the items than individuals who 

do not identify strongly with the PRI. In contrast, PRD strong supporters are likely to 

exchange their vote for social programs, jobs in government and scholarships. Although 

they have higher reservation prices than soft PRD leaners, their votes can certainly be 

bought more than those of PRI and PAN strong identifiers.  

Again, PRD soft leaners are by far the most prone to sell their vote, mostly for 

social programs and scholarships, and thereafter for cash and food. An individual who 

identifies weakly with the PRD is 44 percent more likely to sell his vote for a social 

program than individuals who are not soft PRD leaners. Similarly, PRD weak identifiers 

are 40 percent more likely to sell their vote in exchange for scholarships than individuals 

who do not identify moderately with this party. In contrast, the remaining partisan 

identifiers all present significantly lower coefficients in all of these rubrics.  

�
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4.3 Concluding Remarks 

The analyses conducted throughout this chapter provide support to the hypotheses 

regarding voter reservation prices that were previously outlined. Monopsonic systems 

exhibit the highest reservation prices because the dominant party in these systems has 

successfully built an enduring electoral agreement with its voters. Similarly, voters where 

the PAN and the PRI are the main competitors point towards clientelistic exchanges 

fundamentally through patronage. This is confirmed by PAN soft leaners being more 

inclined to exchange their vote for a job in government overall, and by loyal PAN 

supporters showing a weak relationship only with this item, and a strong negative 

likelihood to sell their vote in exchange for any other item.  

Individuals in multiparty systems of competition exhibit the lowest reservation 

prices overall. In these systems, the previously monopsonic party was unable to maintain 

its clientele, and competition sprung from both the PAN and the PRD. Although loyal 

supporters in these systems can be rewarded through expensive items, the swing voters 

are catered to by inexpensive items like food and baskets of goods.  

Systems where competition revolves around the PRI and the PRD exhibit higher 

reservation prices than those where the PAN competes against the PRI, but lower 

reservation prices than multiparty systems. Individuals in these systems are mostly 

bought off through social programs, scholarships, and cash. This explains the wide net of 

entitlements that the PRD campaigns on and has implemented in its strongholds.  

Regarding partisan identification, PRI loyal supporters are the party identifiers 

with the highest reservation prices; in other words, they are not for sale to the competition 
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or would be for sale only for more expensive goods. Contrary to these, PRD strong 

leaners seem to be for sale, although they present higher reservation prices than PRD soft 

leaners: they can more likely be bought through entitlements and patronage only. As 

mentioned earlier, PAN loyal supporters and weak identifiers incline towards patronage. 

PRD soft leaners are the ones who have the most purchasable votes, particularly in 

multiparty systems of competition.  

These results also point towards more vote-buying and turnout-buying taking 

place in multiparty systems of competition, where goods like cash, food and baskets of 

goods are used to purchase votes and turnout and no enduring relationships are 

established with vote-sellers. Interestingly, PRI-PAN competition systems appear to have 

created a clientelistic system where patronage is distributed. This implies a more 

enduring relationship between the parties and their bases of support, and obviously more 

expensive demands on the side of the voters. Finally, entitlements, like social programs 

and scholarships, are more characteristic of systems where the PRD is one of the main 

competitors. Cash is also used to buy votes in these systems, therefore implying a mix 

between more clientelistic and hence long-lasting relationships through entitlements, and 

vote-buying of swing voters through cash.  

It is important to reiterate that these findings do not imply that all voters in 

Mexico are clientelistic. They do imply, however, that voter demands in exchange for 

their vote vary depending on the competition they face. Voters who are only willing to 

sell their vote only in exchange for patronage are no less clientelistic than those willing to 

vote for a party that gives them food. The differences in these demands, however, do 
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shape the structure of competition and therefore have an influence on the support 

building strategies of parties and, more importantly, on which parties can succeed or fail. 

We now turn to this in the next chapter.  

�

�

�

�

�



�

��
�

5. Why Voters Become Clientelistic 

“Who knows the truth?! We believe nobody [none of the parties] anymore. They 
never do anything.” (Focus group, Yautepec, Morelos, January 2012) 
 
“I think all parties are the same. We have run out of options.” (Focus group, La 
Piedad, Michoacán, May 2011) 
 
“Everybody has had a chance in this state – the PAN, the PRI and the PRD – and 
they are all just one big disappointment.” (Focus group, Lázaro Cárdenas, 
Michoacán, May 2011) 
 
 “If all the parties gave out nice gifts, we would look at their proposals and judge 
them by which one is better. With a gift we can believe that they may do what 
they are saying. But a candidate who asks for your vote and gives you nothing in 
return is either a miser or he is destitute. How can you believe anything he says?” 
(Focus group, Monclova, Coahuila, September 2011) 
 

 
Are clientelism and vote-selling understandable? If voters evaluate the parties that 

represent the only governing options as they do in the quotations listed above, is it 

justifiable for them to ask for a gift in exchange for their vote? Demanding such gifts and 

failing to evaluate the parties based on their platforms or government proposals has the 

long-term effect of making competitors for government office unaccountable for anything 

other than the goods they distribute. But, who is to blame for this?  

Clientelism hinders democracy (Hagopian 1996; Wantchekon 2003; Schaffer 

2007). But when citizens believe they cannot trust elected governments to improve their 

lot, it is plausible that they will view their vote solely as an item they can exchange for 

concrete and immediate benefits. The present chapter explores the mechanisms through 

which individuals may have incentives to engage in clientelism and vote-selling. This 

dissertation argues that the mechanisms are twofold: (1) voters facing programmatic 
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competition will be more likely to engage in vote-selling if they perceive no clear benefit 

from a programmatic offer, or if they perceive they are not better off with a programmatic 

government; and (2) voters will engage in clientelism and vote-selling when they 

perceive no difference between competing parties in order to increase the probability of 

receiving a benefit.  

The first section of this chapter explores the incidence of vote-buying in the past 

presidential election in Mexico through a list experiment conducted in a national post-

electoral household survey. The incentives facing voters to engage in vote-selling are 

analyzed through their disapproval of the party in power and through their opinion 

differentials regarding the competing parties. The second section looks into the incidence 

of vote-buying in the presidential elections, but zooming in on two states: Distrito Federal 

and Estado de México. Distrito Federal is the most important stronghold of the PRD1, and 

Estado de México is the state where Mexico’s incoming president, Enrique Peña Nieto, 

governed before he became his party’s candidate.  

 

5.1 Clientelism and Vote-Buying in the 2012 Presidential Election 

5.1.1 A Programmatic Offer and Its Failure 

 

������������������������������������������������������

1 Distrito Federal was not modeled as a monopsonic state because the concept of monopsony handled by 
this dissertation refers exclusively to the traditionally dominant PRI. Treating the PRD as a potentially 
monopsonic party introduces a series of complications regarding specific arbitrary cut-points as to how 
many times a party has to be reelected in order to be considered monopsonic.     



�

����

Below are some representative quotations of the way people have evaluated the 

PAN and the Calderon administration. The quotations were collected over several years 

of field research across various states in Mexico:  

“Well, the PAN has not governed here, but with Calderon and Fox we can have an 
idea of what they are like, we need nothing more. They are scoundrels, like all the 
rest of them.” (Focus group, Saltillo, Coahuila, September 2010) 
 
“From what we have seen, nothing, really. Nothing has improved [with the PAN 
in the Federal Government]. Nothing has changed. It’s as if the PRI had never left 
office.” (Focus group, Sahuayo, Michoacán, May 2011) 
 
“He [Felipe Calderon] had his chance and he wasted it. He didn’t do a good job. 
He worked, but he kept none of his campaign promises.” (Focus group, 
Cuernavaca, Morelos, January 2012) 
 
“Wasn’t job creation a [Calderon] campaign promise? What happened?” (Focus 
group, Uruapan, Michoacán, November 2010) 
 
“He [Calderon] just focused on his ‘little strife’ against insecurity and forgot 
about his people. He has not invested in agriculture, education, or anything else.” 
(Focus group, Lázaro Cárdenas, Michoacán, November 2010) 
 
“Imagine we are all in this room and it is full of bugs. What would we do? We 
would join forces and try to kill them, but we would not spread DDT all over the 
place. That is what the President did, he spread DDT all over the country, and he 
didn’t care if the bad guys or innocent people died.” (Focus group, Cuernavaca, 
Morelos, May 2011) 
 
“In my opinion, they are not handling it well [the war on crime]. I think it’s 
ridiculous that we have reinforced [police] personnel during the day and nothing 
at night. Here in Galerías they came to hang dead people at 3 a.m.” (Focus group, 
Cuernavaca Morelos, May 2011)  

 
“This is no war on crime. It’s paranoia. And we are in the middle of the crossfire: 
either the criminals kill me or the Army does.” (Focus group, Uruapan 
Michoacán, May 2011)  
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The thorough disappointment with the party that voters elected over a decade ago 

to end 70 years of PRI dominance, and the poor performance of President Calderon in 

office, made the Mexican public feel they were not better off than two decades ago. By 

June 17, 2012 – two weeks prior to the presidential election – 50 percent of the 

population considered insecurity and drug-related violence to be the main issues facing 

the country, while 33 percent considered the economy, unemployment and poverty to be 

the main issues, as documented in a national household survey commissioned by the 

Office of the President.2 The war on crime initiated by President Calderon at the 

beginning of his term turned into one of the most controversial aspects of his 

administration. On this same survey, the percentage of people who approved of the way 

he handled the war was the same as those who disapproved.  

Similarly, 43 percent of the population disapproved of the way the President was 

handling the economy compared to only 32 that approved of it. Moreover, Calderon's 

evaluation in terms of job creation was the poorest across all issues: 49 percent 

disapproval with only 28 percent registered approval. More to the point, 46 percent of the 

population believed the economy was worse off compared to the previous year, and only 

17 percent believed it was better off. Furthermore, 44 percent of the population thought 

that security had worsened compared to the previous year as compared to 21 percent who 

responded that it had improved.   

������������������������������������������������������

2 Conducted between June 15 and 17, 2012. N=1104.  
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Needless to say, the President had little to no credibility when he talked about the 

economy or job creation. At the beginning of 2012, the President delivered an address to 

the nation in which he reported the main achievements of his administration. Most of his 

affirmations were later tested on a national household survey commissioned by the Office 

of the President. He claimed that his government consolidated the Mexican economy as 

one of the strongest in job creation, but only 26 percent of the population believed this 

statement to be true against 49 percent who believed it to be false. When he indicated that 

inflation had been the lowest of all the most recent governments, 55 percent disagreed 

and 31 percent agreed.3 If we go back to the map presented in chapter three, this means 

that regionally speaking Calderon had tremendous weaknesses by failing to do well in the 

economy or job creation. Simultaneously, the problems associated with the unsuccessful 

war on crime also undermined the standing of the president and his party with the 

Mexican public.  

Two of the most common and recurrent phrases used to describe the PRI are the 

following:  

“They [those of the PRI] robbed, but they distributed the goods. At least we made 
it to the end of the month and we had food on our tables.” (Focus group, San Luis 
Potosí, San Luis Potosí, June 2008) 
 
“With all these institutions and all this democracy we are supposed to be better 
off. But it’s not true. We were better off when we were ‘worse off’: with the PRI.” 
(Focus group, Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua, May 2009) 

 
 

������������������������������������������������������

3 Conducted between March 30 and April 1, 2012. N=1002.  
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At some point during the Calderon administration, a critical mass of citizens 

began to believe that they were choosing between the lesser of two evils. The 

programmatic offers from the PAN had failed to bring better governance, so people were 

willing to tolerate corruption by the PRI if this meant they would benefit from it, either 

through handouts, particularistic benefits, or by sharing in the corruption.  

 

5.1.2 The Other Option: A Clientelist Party with Little to Offer  

Don’t even mention that party to me. In my opinion, the Peje4 [Andres Manuel 
Lopez Obrador] has lost his marbles.” (Focus group, Monclova, Coahuila, March 
2011) 
 
“Most of the news I hear about the PRD are: ‘and they got into a fight over here 
and another fight over there’. They are only trouble-makers. Besides, they don’t 
really have an ideology. They are a B minus version of the PRI.” (Focus group, 
Cuernavaca, Morelos, January 2012) 
 
“All the PRD knows how to do is hold political rallies and buy votes.” (Focus 
group, Distrito Federal, March 2009) 
 
“Ever since they [the PRD] have governed the state we are all worse off.” (Focus 
group, Apatzingán, Michoacán, May 2011) 

 
 

The PRD was tied with the PAN in the 2006 presidential race in which Lopez 

Obrador had come to be viewed as the Robin Hood of Mexican politics. However, after 

his disastrous performance in occupying one of Mexico’s City’s main avenues – Paseo de 

la Reforma – during months in protest over allegations of electoral fraud, he became one 

������������������������������������������������������

4 This is the most common nickname used for Lopez Obrador, the two-time presidential candidate of the 
PRD. The complete word is pejelagarto and it is a fish that lives in the Gulf of Mexico. People use it to 
refer to Lopez Obrador in a derogatory manner.  
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of the most polarizing politicians in the country.5 In the 2012 presidential election, he 

came in second place, ahead of the candidate from the PAN, Josefina Vázquez Mota.  

The quotations above illustrate how the PRD is either judged by the image people 

have of its most emblematic figure, Lopez Obrador, or by its closeness to the PRI, having 

been founded by a former PRI member. Moreover, the PRD in general is not perceived to 

be a party that governs well and is not identified with any particular issue. Figure 10 

shows a comparison between the issues people think each party would be best at 

accomplishing or handling. 6 

 

 

������������������������������������������������������

5 During the 2006 campaign he was accused of being a Mexican version of Hugo Chavez, the now third-
time reelected president of Venezuela. Chavez’s nationalization policies and the weakening of checks and 
balances in Venezuela made the comparison with Lopez Obrador a primary factor in his defeat.  
6 National household survey conducted between January 6 and 8, 2012. N=1104. Non-respondents are 
omitted.  
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The PRD is perceived to be better than the other parties on these issues by only 10 

percent of the population. Even worse, the percentage of people who think none of the 

parties is a good option is higher than the percentage of respondents who think the PRD 

is better.   

 

5.1.3 The PRI: The Lesser of Two Evils? 

Overall, voters do not believe the PRI to be a better option than the rest of the 

parties. The national post-electoral household survey that will be used in the statistical 
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analyses in this section reveals that public opinion does not believe the PRI is a panacea 

for the country. The survey, which is described further below, was conducted in August 

2012, a month after the presidential elections.  

When assessed in terms of a three-way comparison, the three parties are not 

perceived to be that much different from each other. The feeling thermometer for each 

party included in the survey yields the following results (Figure 11). People are asked to 

indicate, on a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 is a very bad opinion of the party and 10 is a 

very good opinion, how they would grade each party. Questions are rotated to avoid 

question-ordering biases.  
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The party with the best average grade is the PAN with a 6.1, but not much 

superior than the average grade of the PRI (5.8) or the PRD (5.4). Likewise, the 

distribution across the scale is very similar for the PRI and the PRD, whereas the PAN 

does slightly better with a higher concentration in the middle to high grades.  

The party feeling thermometers are a more accurate indicator of how voters assess 

parties in general, as opposed to placement on the left-right ideological scale. To begin 

with, party positions in Mexico have come to vary significantly across states as they have 

attempted to make themselves more appealing to the local electorate. Feeling 

thermometers capture how individuals perceive each party in general, whether taking the 

federal, state or local arena as their reference, and taking whatever factor each individual 

utilizes to grade each party. For instance, one individual may base its grade on the party’s 

performance in office, but another individual may base it on his personal experience with 

a party representative. The feeling thermometers are a summary measurement of all these 

factors and individuals will tend to behave in accordance with their perceptions of each 

party. On the other hand, left and right are more sophisticated concepts that not all voters 

are familiar with. Asking an individual to place a party on a left-right scale this is not 

necessarily a measurement of whether the voter thinks this party is better or worse than 

another party. Consequently, feeling thermometers are used in the statistical section of 

this chapter to evaluate how voters perceive parties and the differences or similarities 

between them.   
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In order to measure what were the voters’ expectations from the incoming PRI 

government, the following open-ended question7 was included: What phrase or word best 

describes what you most remember about the PRI when it held national office? Most 

respondents – 21 percent – replied corruption. An additional battery of questions 

prompted individuals to indicate whether they believed the following issues would 

improve or worsen with the PRI in the Presidency, in comparison to the PAN. The results 

are presented in Figure 12.  
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7 Open-ended questions provide no possible answers for respondents and are intended to measure their top-
of-mind responses (Zaller 1992).  
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As the figure shows, the majority – between 40 and 47 percent – of respondents 

believe things will remain the same. The important differences relate to the economy, 

health services and public education, where people actually think the PRI will make a 

change. The highest of these are health services, with a 13 point differential between 

those who think this issue will improve, followed by public education with a 10 point 

differential. The remaining differences are quite small. Surprisingly, on security issues 

there is no difference between the number who think it will improve and the number who 

think it will be worse. Likewise, no greater percentage of people believes democracy will 

decline with the triumph of the PRI.  

A similar battery is shown in Figure 12, asking respondents to evaluate whether 

they expect the following problems or issues to increase or decrease with the new PRI 

administration. Corruption in government and food prices are expected to increase by 41 

and 39 percent of the population, respectively, both with more than 20 percentage point 

differentials between those who believe they will increase and those who expect them to 

decrease. Similarly, 28 percent of respondents think drug-related homicides will rise 

while 23 percent believe they will drop. Only 31 percent of respondents expect poverty to 

rise while 24 percent believe it will decline. Violence is also expected to increase with a 5 

point differential between those thinking it will increase and those expecting it will 

decrease.   
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When looking at positive issues, social programs are expected to increase with a 9 

point differential between those who expect them to increase and those who believe they 

will be reduced. Equally, 31 percent of respondents think job creation will rise while 21 

percent consider it will decline, yielding a 10 point differential.  

Finally, respondents were also prompted to indicate which party they think is 

better overall at governing. The results are presented in Figure 14. The PRI is not thought 

to be better at governing than the PAN, and more people believe no party is better at 

governing than those who think the PRD is better. These numbers beg the question: why 

did people vote for the PRI? 
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The next section will argue that vote-buying has a significant part in explaining 

the results of the 2012 presidential election. The voters believed they were not better off 

with a programmatic offer and perceived no significant differences between the parties. 

Even though all parties engaged in vote-buying, the PRI seemed to dominate. The PAN’s 

programmatic offer failed to attract voters and the party did not manage to create its own 

clientelistic structures capable of appealing to voters. The PRI, on the other hand, was 

considered a better option for the majority of the population than the PRD.  
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5.2 Data and Methodology 

The analysis developed in this section is based on a national-post electoral 

household survey conducted between August 3 and 7, 2012, precisely one month after the 

presidential elections had been held. Sampling is done based on the official catalogue of 

electoral sections provided by the Federal Electoral Institute (IFE), yielding a nationally 

representative sample of the voting age population, age 18 and above, and registered to 

vote. The number of cases reaches1200 and statistical inferences can be made across age 

groups, gender, and level of education. In the survey a list experiment was included to 

more accurately measure the incidence of vote-buying. List experiments have become a 

common technique used in the social sciences to curtail desirability biases associated 

with attitudes and/or behaviors considered illegal or undesirable by the population. 

Viewing attitudes or behaviors as illegal or undesirable can result in dishonest answers 

from the survey respondents, who will tend to underreport their participation in them 

(Kuklinski, Cobb and Gilens 1997). Desirability bias in vote-buying has been 

documented by studies in Lebanon (Corstange 2010) and Nicaragua (Gonzalez-Ocantos 

et al 2012).  

In order to conduct the list experiment, the sample was split in half to create two 

randomly assigned groups to be the treatment and the control group. This results in both 

groups sharing the same observable and unobservable characteristics (Gonzalez-Ocantos 

et al 2012: 205). The control group is asked the following question: People decide whom 

to vote for based on several reasons. I will now hand you a list that contains some of the 

most common reasons other people have said influence their vote choice, and I would 
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like for you to tell me how many of these influenced your vote choice. Please do not tell 

me which ones, only how many. The treatment group receives the list and the interviewer 

is trained to inform the respondents that complete anonymity is guaranteed and that the 

results of this question will be used for research purposes only.  

The list contains 3 non-sensitive items: 

,������.���	"����%#��!��������������	��������	"���� .��
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The treatment group receives the same list but with the additional sensitive item 

marked in boldface8:  
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The incidence of vote-buying is then determined through a difference in means 

test. The difference between the control and treatment groups amounts to the actual 

percentage of vote-selling.  

������������������������������������������������������

8 Marked in boldface here for purposes of the reader, but it was not marked in the list given to the person 
being interviewed.  
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In this case, an additional set of questions was included regarding each of the 

items on the list and a yes or no answer on whether it influenced their vote choice. The 

sensitive item was included in this set of questions in order to measure how much vote-

buying respondents will willingly admit to when asked directly. An indirect question was 

also included: Do you have knowledge of any relative or person you know having 

accepted a gift, a job, cash, or some type of benefit in exchange for their vote? This 

question represents an alternative measurement of vote-buying through which individuals 

will more likely report having knowledge of a third person engaging in a socially 

undesirable activity by drawing from their own experience (Bratton 2008; Gunther et al 

2008).  

The percentage of respondents willing to admit having voted for the party that 

offered them a gift, job or benefit when asked directly is 13.8. In the indirect question, 

this number rises to 22.8 percent. Finally, the difference in means test from the list 

experiment yields a significant difference of 0.267 with a 95percent confidence interval. 

This means that the real amount of vote-buying that took place was close to 27 percent. 

Therefore, a little over one fourth of the voters engaged in vote-selling activities during 

the past presidential election. The numbers also confirm that the incidence of vote-buying 

as measured by the indirect question is much closer to reality than the direct question.  

As previously mentioned, this dissertation contends that clientelism and vote-

buying will increase where voters perceive no clear benefit from a programmatic offer, or 

no difference between competing parties. In turn, an increase in clientelistic demands will 

shape the support building strategies parties will follow because the competitors will 
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adapt to the demands of the electorate they face: voters will judge parties according to the 

gifts they receive in the campaigns and will reward the ones that offer the better gifts. 

Figure 15 presents a simplified sketch of how these variables would interact in 

determining, first a higher incidence of clientelism and vote-selling, and then an electoral 

choice based on gifts. The lack of distinction between competing parties and the 

perceived failure of a programmatic offer, however, also have a direct effect on vote 

choice.  
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In order to test these mechanisms and to distinguish between the direct and 

indirect effects of both, the failure of the programmatic offer, and the lack of distinction 

between competing parties, on vote choice, the Coarsened Exact Matching (CEM) 

technique used in previous chapters will be applied. As mentioned in chapter three, 

parametric estimations may sometimes present specific biases as a result of their 

underlying assumptions. In this particular case, the variables that may increase 

clientelism and vote-selling will also have an effect on vote choice. In addition, other 

covariates (e.g. socio-demographic characteristics of voters or partisan inclinations), also 

affect the propensity of voters to engage in vote-selling and/or have an effect on whom 

individuals vote for. CEM is a non-parametric technique that allows for the simulation of 

a quasi-experimental design where we can control for the relationship between these 

variables, and accurately assess their causal effects.  

The following effects will be estimated: (1) The effect of disapproval of the 

programmatic proposal on clientelism and vote-selling; (2) The effect of the perceived 

differences between competing parties on clientelism and vote-selling; (3) The direct 

effect of both of the previous variables on vote choice; (4) The indirect effects of these 

variables on vote choice through clientelism; and (5) the effect of electoral choice based 

on gifts.  
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5.2.1 Main Variables and Covariates 

Clientelism is measured using a dichotomous interaction term between 

individuals who responded affirmatively either to the direct question asking whether they 

participated in vote-buying or clientelistic exchanges, or to the indirect question. This 

yields a figure of 27.3 percent, very similar to the incidence of vote-buying obtained 

through the list experiment.  

Vote choice based on the delivery of particularistic benefits is constructed using 

the following question: What was more relevant for your decision on whom to vote for: 

the parties, the candidates, or the gifts and souvenirs you received during the campaigns? 

In this case, 20 percent of respondents indicated that the gifts were the most important 

factor.  

Two variables are used to estimate the evaluation of the programmatic offer: 

presidential approval and the assessment of the performance of the PAN during its 12 

years in the Presidency. Presidential approval is measured through a standard question: 

Do you generally approve or disapprove of the job Felipe Calderon is doing as President? 

Likewise, the evaluation of the PAN is elicited on the basis of the following question: 

After 12 years of PAN governments, do you think it did a good job in the Presidency or a 

bad job? In order to test for the effects of the failure of the programmatic offer, the 

variables are coded 1 when individuals disapproved and 0 when they approved. 

Individuals who completely disapprove of the President’s performance amount to 24 

percent of the respondents, while respondents who disapprove of the 12 years of PAN 

governments equal 42 percent.  
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The perceived differences between the parties are measured using a difference in 

the feeling thermometers illustrated above where parties were given a grade between 0 

and 10, depending on the opinion the individual had of each one of them. When 

subtracting the grade a voter gives to party B from the grade it gives to party A, the 

resulting variable ranges from -10 to 10. Those individuals whose differentials ranged 

between -1 and 1 were coded as voters who perceived little difference between the 

parties. From these variables, 35 percent of the population perceives no difference 

between the PRD and the PRI, and up to 41 percent do not differentiate between the PRI 

and the PAN.  

Vote choice is measured through the use of a simulated ballot identical to the one 

used by the Federal Electoral Institute (IFE) and respondents are prompted to mark the 

party or candidate that they voted for in the past presidential election.  

The covariates used to conduct the matching are the following socio-demographic 

variables: Gender is included as a dichotomous variable indicating 1 for female. Age is 

included as an interval variable with a minimum value of 18. Level of education is 

included as an ordinal variable according to the level of schooling each individual reports 

to have reached. A dummy for urban locality is included. Level of household income is 

used as an ordinal variable where individuals are asked to indicate their salaries on a 

scale including different intervals. Individuals are also matched according to partisan 

identification with any of the three largest parties in order to control for political 

attitudes.  
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In order to measure causal effect, each variable is used as the treatment variable to 

match the different respondents. For instance, individuals are grouped according to their 

proximity on age, gender, level of education, the type of locality where they live in, 

household income, and partisan identification, and the treatment applied to differentiate 

them is the dichotomous variable measuring presidential approval. The effect of 

presidential approval on vote choice and on vote-selling is then assessed through a 

difference in means test between the two different groups of individuals. In order to 

measure the indirect effects of programmatic failure and party differential, individuals 

were matched on the indicated covariates, but the treatment variable used in this case was 

the incidence of clientelism and vote-selling. Thus, in these scenarios, individuals are 

matched according to their similarities on the socio-demographic and partisanship 

covariates and then differentiated according to their engagement in vote-selling. The 

results are presented in Table 14 and the summary statistics for each of the Coarsened 

Exact Matching models can be consulted in Appendix C.  

 

5.2.2 Results: Explaining Clientelism 

The first set of numbers indicates the effects of the programmatic offer and the 

party differentials on clientelism and on vote choice. The second set of numbers exhibits 

causal effects of programmatic offers and party differentials on vote choice through 

clientelistic and vote-selling practices. Lastly, the third group of numbers presents the 

effects of clientelism and vote-buying, and of electoral choice based on gifts, on vote 

choice.  
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All else equal, individuals who considered that the PAN governments did a bad 

job are 7.8 percent more likely to engage in clientelism than individuals who considered 

these governments did a good job. On the other hand, individuals who disapprove of the 

performance of the President are only 3.9 more likely to sell their vote than individuals 

who approve of his performance in office. In contrast, individuals who perceive no 

difference between the PRD and the PRI are 8 percent more likely to engage in 

clientelism than individuals who perceive these parties to be different. Individuals who 

perceive no difference between the PRI and the PAN, alternatively, are 13 percent more 

likely to engage in clientelism than individuals who might perceive a difference between 

these parties. This finding makes sense if we consider that both the PRD and the PRI are 

highly clientelistic. However, it is important to note the effect that the failure to 

differentiate between what is considered a programmatic offer from a clientelistic one has 

on vote-selling.  
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The indirect effects of these variables on vote choice are almost twice as large as 

their direct effects. While the disapproval of PAN governments increased electoral 

support for the PRI by 8 percent, when measured through engagement in vote-selling this 

effect increases to 19 percent. It is also not surprising to observe that a small differential 

between the PRD and the PRI yields a favorable outcome for the PAN, and a small 

differential between the PRI and the PAN benefits the PRD, measured both directly and 

indirectly.  

The small differential between the PRI and the PRD did not seem to particularly 

hinder either of these parties. On the other hand, the small differential between the PAN 
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and the PRI undermined the PAN tremendously when compared to the PRI: individuals 

who sold their vote while grading these parties equally were 20 percent less likely to vote 

for the PAN and only 3 percent less likely to vote for the PRI than individuals who 

graded these parties differently.  

Finally, voters who based their decision mostly on the gifts they received during 

the campaigns were 15 percent more likely to support the PRI, 7 percent to support the 

PRD, and 6 percent less likely to vote for the PAN than individuals who based their vote 

choice on the candidates or parties. These results indicate that clientelism and vote-

buying favored the PRI and to a lesser extent the PRD, but weakened the PAN. This 

lends support to the many charges voiced against the PRI during the campaigns and after 

the election accusing this party and its candidate, Enrique Peña Nieto, of shameless vote-

buying. Lopez Obrador offered a press conference shortly after the election accusing the 

PRI of handing out perfumes, mobile phones, prepaid cards, and even farm animals in 

exchange for votes. There is also an ongoing accusation involving a national chain of 

discount department and warehouse stores called Soriana, in which the PRI allegedly 

handed out prepaid cards containing around 100 US dollars to purchase votes, and the 

day after the election when people went to try to cash in their reward, the cards contained 

no more than 8 US dollars. Not surprisingly, this retail store held one of the largest 

government contracts during Enrique Peña’s administration in Estado de México.  

The results presented above point to the increase in vote-selling as voters become 

dissatisfied with the options they have to choose from. When parties that promised huge 

benefits perform poorly, or when there is simply no difference between competing parties 



�

�	��

in the eyes of the voter, the incentives to exchange their vote for a benefit increase. This 

implies that voters will focus on the leverage they have over their rulers during elections 

by demanding a reward for their support, while placing less emphasis on party proposals. 

As a frustrated young politician commented:  

“It makes no difference to them [the voters] what my proposals are. Most people 
won’t open the door unless I come bearing gifts. It is impossible to win an 
election anymore without lots of money and dirty vote-buying practices.” 
(Interview, Mexico, Distrito Federal, February 2012)  
 
 
This is perhaps the reason that the PAN attempted to begin building its own 

clientelistic structures and even compromised its foundational principles in order to try to 

compete with the PRI. Between 15 and 20 percent of survey respondents indicate that 

they have received vote-buying offers from the PAN, either directly through party 

representatives or through federal and/or state government officials promising some type 

of benefit.9 Clearly, these attempts were not successful.  

The next section uses list experiments to assess the incidence of vote-buying in 

two states: Estado de México and Distrito Federal. The first represents an important 

monopsonic state, while the second is the most important PRD stronghold. Evidence 

from chapters three and four indicates that in monopsonic states voters exhibit a lower 

willingness to sell their vote and higher reservation prices. However, one of the main 

contentions made throughout this dissertation is that this is not an indicator that there is 

less clientelism in these political systems; it is instead and indicator that in monopsonic 

������������������������������������������������������

9 Figures from the national survey with state-level representativeness used in chapters three, four and six.  
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systems voters sell mainly to the PRI. Looking into this state will provide evidence 

regarding this contention. On the other hand, results also indicated that PRD leaners and 

voters in states where this party is one of the main competitors are highly clientelistic, 

particularly in exchange for entitlements. This evidence will also be further examined.  

 

5.3 Vote-Buying at the State-level 

This section looks at the main PRD stronghold – Distrito Federal – and a 

monopsonic state where the incoming President of Mexico previously governed for 6 

years, the Estado de México. Both of these states are located at the center of the country 

and adjacent to each other. Gubernatorial elections were held for the first time in Distrito 

Federal in 1997 and the PRD has governed ever since. The head of the Distrito Federal 

government is known as chief of government, to differentiate him from the rest of the 

governors. In contrast, the, Estado de México has never experienced turnover from the 

PRI and in the last gubernatorial election Enrique Peña Nieto’s successor won by a 

landslide.  

Peña Nieto ran a presidential campaign based on all his fulfilled campaign 

promises as a governor, which he signed before a notary. The PAN challenged him both, 

on the campaign promises he allegedly signed, and on the statistics and public works he 

used to confirm his fulfillment of them. Peña Nieto won the presidential election in his 

state by a 9 percent margin over Lopez Obrador and by a 16 percent margin over the 

PAN candidate. To this day, allegations of vote-buying across the state are still made. In 
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contrast, Lopez Obrador defeated Peña Nieto in Distrito Federal by a two to one ratio and 

in the concurrent elections for chief of government the PRD candidate won by a 40 

percent margin.  

In order to estimate the incidence of clientelism and vote-selling in these two 

states, list experiments were introduced on state-level household surveys conducted 

between August 3 and 7, 2012, representative of the voting age population of individuals 

registered to vote. The number of cases in each survey is 550. The methodology used for 

the list experiment and the direct and indirect questions on clientelism and vote-buying is 

the same as that employed in the national post-electoral survey described above, and they 

ask about vote-buying in the presidential election only.  

In the case of Estado de México, only 11 percent of respondents were willing to 

admit to vote-selling when asked directly, and 20 percent when asked indirectly. The 

difference in means test using the list experiment, however, yields a significant difference 

of 29 percent with a 95 percent confidence interval. In contrast, in Distrito Federal 20 

percent of respondents are willing to admit having exchanged their vote for a good or 

benefit when asked directly, and 23 percent when asked indirectly. The list experiment 

yields a significant difference of 23.5 percent with a 95 percent confidence interval. Thus, 

the social desirability bias against vote-selling is less for Distrito Federal, as opposed to 

Estado de México or the country in general.  

We will assess the effects of clientelism on vote choice in order to detect which 

party or parties were most favored by these practices. In the case of Estado de México, 

we also introduce the following question: In your opinion, which party distributes the 
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best gifts during campaigns? The distribution of responses is the following: 47 percent 

PRI, 5 percent PAN, and 8 percent PRD. Individuals are first matched on the standard 

covariates and then on a covariate constructed from this question.  

In Distrito Federal, on the other hand individuals were asked if they were 

beneficiaries of any of the social programs or benefits that the state government offers. 

This will permit us to evaluate whether the likelihood of engaging in clientelistic 

practices and the inclination of voters to respond they would exchange their vote for 

social programs in systems where the PRD is one of the main competitors can be 

explained through this variable. The PRD has implemented a rather impressive social 

assistance structure in Distrito Federal. Through what is known as the Red Angel (or 

Angel Network), the PRD in Distrito Federal offers all sorts of benefits to practically any 

individual who applies: persons with disabilities, single mothers, any citizen above age 

68 that can demonstrate she resides in the state, scholarships for students of all ages, and 

medical benefits, among others. Focus groups and interviews reported that information 

about beneficiaries of Red Angel is used for mobilization and vote-buying purposes.10 

Estimations based on Coarsened Exact Matching are conducted using the 

following covariates: gender, age, level of education, household income and partisanship. 

In the case of Distrito Federal, type of locality is not included because all localities are 

classified as urban. In Estado de México this covariate is included.  

������������������������������������������������������

10 Most of the information points to this network being used to know which voters to target and which 
sections to mobilize. In the past presidential election, groups of senior citizens and persons with disabilities 
were provided transportation assistance by the state government or by the PRD to attend to the polling 
places and were given priority access to vote, naturally.  
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Additionally for Estado de México, individuals are matched with a dichotomous 

variable constructed from the question regarding which party distributes the best gifts. 

Individuals whose reply indicated it was the PRI are coded one.  

Individuals who report being beneficiaries of any program offered by the Distrito 

Federal government are coded one. In this survey, 35 percent of respondents reported that 

they are beneficiaries of these programs.   

Clientelism is measured by the interaction term between individuals who 

responded affirmatively to either the direct or indirect question regarding their 

participation or knowledge of vote-buying and clientelistic exchanges. In Estado de 

México this results in a 21 percent incidence of clientelism, 8 points lower than the 

measurement attained through list experiments. In Distrito Federal, on the other hand, it 

yields a 23 percentage of affirmative responses.  

Electoral choice is measured by the party or candidate individuals report having 

voted for in the past presidential elections using the simulated ballot method. Results for 

the difference in means tests are presented in Table 15 and summary statistics for the 

CEM models are available in Appendix C.  
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The results indicate that clientelism and vote-selling benefited the PRD 

presidential candidate in Distrito Federal and the PRI candidate in Estado de Mexico. 

Individuals who engaged in vote-selling in Distrito Federal were 16 percent more likely 

to vote for Lopez Obrador and 12 percent less likely to vote for the PRI candidate than 

individuals who did not engage in vote-selling. In this case, the PAN candidate was not 

hurt by vote-buying practices, perhaps because this party was able to engage in vote-

buying in this state as well.  

In stark contrast, the PAN was seriously weakened in Estado de México by 

clientelistic practices. In this state, individuals who engaged in vote-selling were 19 

percent more likely to vote for the PRI, 27 percent less likely to vote for the PRD and 8 

percent less likely to vote for the PAN than individuals who did not engage in this 

practice.  
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The perception that the PRI gives the best gifts had an effect on the PRI vote but 

did not seem to undermine the PAN or the PRD further in Estado de México. In contrast, 

the difference between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries of social programs offered by 

the Distrito Federal government made an ample difference on vote choice. Beneficiaries 

were 30 percent more likely to vote for the PRD and 22 percent less likely to vote for the 

PRI than non-beneficiaries. This lends support to the notion that the social assistance 

structure that the PRD has consolidated in Distrito Federal serves this party well for 

electoral purposes. These results also indicate that both the PRI and PRD made use of 

their clientelistic networks to increase their possibilities of success in the past presidential 

election while the PAN failed to benefit from these practices and was instead 

significantly undermined by them.  

 

5.4 Concluding Remarks 

This chapter looked into the actual incidence of vote-buying and clientelism in the 

most recent presidential elections where the PRI succeeded in returning to the presidency. 

The data analyzed indicate that a significant amount of vote-buying took place in these 

elections. Additionally, parties at the state-level made use of their electoral machines to 

buy votes for the candidates that represented them and both the PRI and the PRD were 

successful in doing so. Finally, we can conclude that the party that most benefited from 

vote-selling was the PRI.  
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On the other hand, the disappointment of voters with the programmatic offer and 

the performance of the PAN in office play a role in vote-selling. Similarly, individuals 

who perceive no significant differences between competing candidates have stronger 

incentives to exchange their good for a particularistic benefit in order to gain something 

from the electoral process. Individuals who incline towards selling their vote as a result 

of the lack of attractiveness of a programmatic appeal or the perception that the 

competing parties are not different, will base their electoral choice on the gifts they 

receive during campaigns and punish parties who fail to deliver or who deliver the lower-

valued goods.  

In the past presidential election voters punished the PAN for falling short of the 

offers it had made about political transformation and increased social welfare. The party 

also failed to develop the clientelistic structures that would have been necessary to 

become competitive in this election. Even more, the PAN failed to undermine the 

clientelistic structures that the PRI and the PRD have in place, as it had promised to do. 

In particular, monopsonic states like Estado de México delivered important electoral 

payoffs to the PRI through the use of vote-buying and clientelism.  

From the standpoint of this evidence, it seems understandable that voters would 

demand gifts in exchange for their vote. They perceive elections to be the only moments 

where they can exercise leverage over the parties. In this sense, it is natural for parties to 

divert public resources in order to be able to make the best offers to clientelistic voters 

and remain in power. From a normative point of view, however, this type of clientelistic 

equilibrium is obviously undesirable. Voters become skeptical and cynical about the 
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benefits of democracy and grant their electoral support based on the wrong reasons. 

Although it was only fair for the PAN to be ousted from office due to its bad 

performance, the party taking its place is not a superior option. On the contrary, it 

represents the triumph of undemocratic practices and corruption. Particularly disturbing 

is the finding that 38 percent of the population considers that all parties buy votes and 

that this does not make a difference to the electoral outcome.11  

������������������������������������������������������

11Result based on the post-electoral survey studied in this chapter.  



�

�
��

6. A Quick Look at the Impact of Social Programs on Clientelism 

The previous chapters provided evidence of an important relation between 

structure and level of competition on the likelihood of individuals to sell their vote, and 

on the reservation prices of voters. This chapter examines the effects of social programs 

on clientelism and vote-selling by focusing on two specific Federal Government 

programs. The first is the conditional cash transfer program, Oportunidades, which 

started operating in Mexico since 1997 under its previous name, Progresa. This program 

is designed to increase investment on the human capital of children by conditioning 

income transfers on regular school assistance and medical consults (De Janvry and 

Sadoulet 2004 and 2006; De Janvry et al 2006). Due to its positive outcomes on the 

development of children, it has been replicated in several developing countries across 

Latin America and Africa. The second program is known as Seguro Popular and it is a 

medical insurance program that provides low-cost access to health care for individuals 

who are not affiliated to other social security programs. This program was implemented 

in 2002 across a selected group of states and it is meant to reach full coverage by the end 

of the current year.  

The effects of Seguro Popular and Oportunidades on vote choice have been 

studied by Díaz-Cayeros, Federico Estévez and Beatriz Magaloni (2006), where they 

document that recipients of these programs favored the incumbent in the presidential 

election of 2006 by voting for the candidate of the PAN in significantly larger numbers 

than for the candidate of the PRD. Additionally, the impact of Progresa on turnout has 

been parsed out by Ana De la O (forthcoming), who concludes that the increased levels 
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of turnout observed in Progresa beneficiaries are explained by mobilization effects that 

are non-clientelistic.  

Both of these programs are meant to have an impact on the economic insecurity or 

level of need of individuals, thus making them less prone to clientelistic and vote-selling 

exchanges. However, as the data in this chapter uncovers, Oportunidades has the 

expected influence on clientelism, but the effects of Seguro Popular are not clear-cut.   

 

6.1 Program Details 

Oportunidades is controlled by the Federal Government, who is in charge of 

distributing the resources to beneficiaries and of monitoring the program’s operation 

through regional and state institutions. To date, close to 6 million families are 

beneficiaries of Oportunidades and although the program was initially focused in rural 

areas, during the Calderon administration it was amplified to urban areas and large cities. 

The program consists of giving bimonthly income transfers to the families enrolled, 

which are meant to pay for the education and food expenses of the children. These 

transfers are conditioned upon regular school assistance whereby school authorities are 

instructed to report a student after a specific number of absences which place the child in 

risk of losing her benefit. Additionally, parents are expected to attend regular 

informational talks on nutrition, health and other issues. Parents and children are also 

required to go to at least one medical checkup every six months. Children with 

Oportunidades scholarships are covered throughout high-school and once they graduated 

are offered several options to help them start a business, find a job, or go to college. 
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Other branches of Oportunidades also cover infants and senior citizens, in order to help 

with the nutritional needs of children and the living expenses of older beneficiaries.  

Recipients of Oportunidades are selected through a careful screening process 

where they are assessed based on their living conditions, income capacity and their 

possibility of complying with the program – having a nearby school and hospital or 

health clinic. Survey data indicates that 80 percent of the population is familiar with this 

program. Additionally, the proportion of the population that correctly attributes 

Oportunidades to the Federal Government amounts to 74 percent, while only 5 percent 

attribute it to state governments and remaining percentage does not know what 

government instance grants this program.1  

Seguro Popular, on the other hand, requires the collaboration of the federal and 

state governments. For some of this program’s rubrics matching funds from the state 

governments are required, whereby credit claiming problems may arise. Furthermore, 

although the program is financed by the Federal Government, the beneficiaries receive 

their health assistance in the state and local health institutions, so the quality of the 

service varies tremendously across and within states. This explains why 64 percent of 

beneficiaries approve of Seguro Popular, while the approval of Oportunidades is close to 

80 percent. By December 2007, 66 percent of the population attributed Seguro Popular to 

the federal government, and 12 percent to state governments.2 This number has increased 

������������������������������������������������������

1 Based on surveys from the Office of the Presidency.  
2 Conducted between December 14 and 16. N=1200.  
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to 74 percent for the federal government over the past years, although at the state level 

some governors have been able to exercise significant credit claiming over it.  

These programs are designed to reduce the level of economic insecurity of 

individuals.  In particular, unexpected health expenditures represent one of the most 

important drains in a family’s budget. On the 2007 national household survey used in 

previous chapters, 45 percent of the population indicates that they have had to borrow 

money over the past year to cover health expenditures. Similarly, 46 percent indicate that 

they have had to sell some of their belongings to pay for medical bills, and 49 percent 

have had to cut into their savings. Seguro Popular has been reported to alleviate many of 

these problems.  

On the other hand, Oportunidades allows for the planning of expenditures. 

Families who receive this program claim that thank to its benefits they can manage their 

budgets more efficiently as they have the certainty of perceiving an income. The 

following quotes taken from focus groups help illustrate this:   

“Oportunidades has definitely improved our quality of life. The money I received 
is exclusively used for their nutrition and anything they night need for school.” 
(Focus group, Apatzingán, Michoacán, May 2011) 
 
“I can finally plan the expenses and I use the money to buy the children’s school 
uniforms, shoes and school supplies.” (Focus Group, Netzahualcóyotl, Estado de 
México, November 2010) 
 
“Now I feel like we have a right to get sick and that is thanks to the Seguro 
Popular.” (Focus group, Jiquilpan, Michoacán, May 2011) 
 
“Before, when we got sick, we had to borrow money to pay for the medicines. 
Now for the first time in I life I have a stash!” (Focus group, San Cristobal de las 
Casas, Chiapas, February 2011) 
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Consequently, beneficiaries of Oportunidades and Seguro Popular should exhibit 

a lower propensity to engage in vote-selling and clientelism on the one hand, and higher 

reservation prices, on the other.  

 

6.2 Data and Methodology 

This section uses the national survey with state-level representativeness analyzed 

in chapters three and four in order to assess the effects of these social programs on 

clientelism and vote-buying. In this case, the dependent variable for propensity to engage 

in clientelism is used, along with its different components. The variable is constructed 

from the following question: If a political party offers you [Item X] in exchange for your 

vote, would you be willing to vote for that party or not? Affirmative respondents are 

coded as one. The list of items is following:  

ITEM 
Item A cash  
Item B a social program 
Item C baskets of goods 
Item D construction material or cement 
Item E a job in government  
Item F scholarships for your children 

 

The two independent variables of interest are included as dichotomous variables 

for respondents who indicate that they recipients of Oportunidades, and for respondents 

who are affiliated to Seguro Popular. Dual beneficiaries are excluded from the model. 

The baseline model used in chapter three is now examined in conjunction with these two 
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variables. A brief re-cap of the control variables: At the state-level, log of population is 

used to measure state size. State poverty is measured through the Social Gap Index, 

which includes indicators of access to health, education and basic services. State 

unemployment represents economic insecurity. Public good provision is measured by the 

proportion of public works expenditures relative to total expenditures per state. Level of 

development is represented by the percent of the population involved in tertiary sector 

activities. A dummy variable for urban localities is included as a control for population 

density, and a dummy variable for households pertaining to the poorest segment of the 

population is also added.   

Political competition at the state level is represented by the effective number of 

parties as measured by the Laakso Taagepera index using vote share for the past 

gubernatorial elections. Competitiveness is measured through the margin of victory in the 

same elections. 

At the individual level, age is measured through a continuous variable. Gender is 

coded one for female. Level of education is measured through an ordinal variable 

representing intervals of years of schooling the respondent completed. Partisanship is 

measured by strong and soft leaners for the three main parties, and by a dummy for 

independents.  

Before proceeding with the parametric model, it is important to note that many of 

the factors measured by the independent variables in this study have a direct effect on the 

selection of Oportunidades and Seguro Popular beneficiaries. That is, recipients of these 

programs are selected based on many of these covariates, such as households that belong 
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to the poorest segment of the population, non-urban localities, poor states, and years of 

education. In order to control for the potential bias that may result from the relationship 

between these variables, the effect of Oportunidades and Seguro Popular is later 

examined using CEM non-parametric estimations. Model estimates using logistic 

regressions with robust clustering per polling point are presented in table 16.   
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As expected, Oportunidades has a negative and significant effect on likelihood to 

engage on clientelism and holds a negative association across all items used to measure 

reservation prices. In contrast, Seguro Popular holds a positive relationship with the 

dependent variables and is significant for likelihood to sell the vote in exchange for cash, 

construction material, baskets of goods and food. In previous chapters we had identified 

these items as vote-buying and turnout-buying items, whereas jobs in government and 

entitlements indicated a more clientelistic linkage. These items also point to lower 

reservation prices. 

These findings indicate that being a beneficiary of Seguro Popular does not have 

the intended effect of reducing the economic insecurity of individuals. It could also imply 

that the links formed through relationships at the local level through the enrollment in this 

program can result in enabling vote-selling practices. In other words, Seguro Popular 

beneficiaries are incorporated into the state affiliation systems whereby they can be 

contacted by local authorities, convinced that this program is conditioned on electoral 

support, or even mobilized.  

To assess the size of the impact of social programs on the dependent variables, 

predicted probabilities were obtained through simulations.3 Table 17 presents the results, 

first for recipients of Oportunidades and then for Seguro Popular beneficiaries. 

Significant relations in the previous models are marked in boldface. Oportunidades 

������������������������������������������������������

3 Based on simulations modeling the change in Pr(Y=1) as the independent variables change from 0 to 1. 
All simulations are executed with the Clarify Program (King, Tomz and Wittenberg 2003). The remaining 
independent variables are treated as follows: all the continuous variables are held at their mean and the 
dichotomous variables are held at their minimum level.  
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beneficiaries have a 10 percent predicted probability of engaging in clientelism, whereas 

the predicted probability for Seguro Popular affiliates rises to 22 percent. Beneficiaries of 

Oportunidades overall have a higher predicted probability of exchanging their vote for 

cash, construction material, jobs in government and scholarships. In other words, they do 

exhibit higher reservation prices, as would be expected. Seguro Popular beneficiaries, in 

contrast, have a 17 percent predicted probability of exchanging their vote for cash, and an 

18 percent predicted probability of exchanging it for construction material. They are also 

prone to exchange their vote for food and baskets of goods, but not for social programs or 

scholarships.  
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Oportunidades seems to have a consistent effect of reducing the likelihood of 

clientelism and of raising voter reservation prices through a reduction of economic 

insecurity in individuals. Although beneficiaries of this program in general have a higher 

level of need than the rest of the population, Oportunidades has the positive effect of 

isolating them from undemocratic practices to which they would normally be exposed. In 

contrast, benefitting from Seguro Popular does not have a consistent effect neither on the 

likelihood to engage in vote-selling nor on the overall reservation prices of voters. In fact 
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beneficiaries of Seguro Popular present significantly high probabilities of selling their 

vote. The significant relationship that this variable holds with goods that are used in 

turnout-buying and clientelistic- exchanges is also relevant.  

 

6.2.1 Non-Parametric Analysis 

As previously mentioned, Oportunidades beneficiaries tend to share similar 

characteristics across specific variables. Although perhaps to a lesser extent due to a 

greater heterogeneity in its census, Seguro Popular affiliates exhibit a similar problem. In 

order to control for potential biases that might result from this, further analysis is 

conducted through matching estimations. The following covariates are used: population, 

per capita GDP, level of unemployment, social gap index, households that belong to the 

poorest segment of the population, age, female, level of education and type of locality. In 

order to control for partisan effects on clientelism and reservation prices, individuals are 

also matched on partisanship. The treatment variables used are the dichotomous 

indicators for program beneficiary in each case. Summary statistics are included in the 

Appendix E. Results for the difference in means are presented in Table 18.  
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The effects of social programs on clientelism are further appreciated through the 

use of this technique. Her we can observe that Oportunidades beneficiaries are only 3 

percent more likely to sell their vote than non-beneficiaries. Additionally, they are 14 

percent less likely to accept baskets of goods in exchange for their vote, 12 percent less 

likely to accept food, and 8 percent less likely to sell their vote for a social program than 

non-beneficiaries. They also present a positive but small coefficient for government jobs 

and construction material.  

In contrast, Seguro Popular beneficiaries are 15 percent more likely to sell their 

vote overall than non-beneficiaries. Moreover, these figures corroborate the findings from 

the parametric estimations: beneficiaries of Seguro Popular have a greater propensity to 

exchange their vote for goods that tend to be used in vote buying and mobilization 

strategies.  
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6.3 Concluding Remarks 

These analyses conclude this project which intended to explain the demand side 

of clientelism and vote-selling. Social programs are a very important factor to take into 

consideration in studies of clientelism because they have the capacity to exogenously 

inhibit clientelism by insulating individuals who are more prone to these practices due to 

their level of economic insecurity or need. Oportunidades seems to achieve this effect. 

Conversely, although Seguro Popular is intended to have a similar effect, the 

implementation of the program may have resulted in an opportunity for some state 

governments to incorporate its affiliates into their political machines.  

The main issue of concern to be raised here is that the political manipulation of 

social programs is still very much feasible. In spite of great efforts to shield social 

assistance from external influences, decentralization of these programs can sometimes 

have the negative effect of allowing local-level conditions to permeate. In this particular 

case, Seguro Popular was created during the Fox administration and its budget was 

amplified by the Calderon administration. Although this program may have benefited the 

PAN in the 2006 presidential election (Magaloni et al 2006), its expansion and greater 

decentralization in the subsequent years may have had the exact opposite effect in the 

past presidential elections.  
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7. Conclusions 

7.1 Overview of Project and Results 

The Mexican transition to democracy was a gradual process that originated in the 

most local levels of government where citizens began electing opposition mayors, 

legislators and governors. “Take what they give you and vote for the PAN,”1 was the 

slogan this party used to cue voters to accept the gifts from the PRI but to vote their 

conscience. The PAN was elected to national office in the year 2000, six decades after it 

was founded, and the expectations regarding the change this would bring were one of the 

main catalysts for its electoral victory.  Twelve years later, the PRI has been elected back 

in office and the most common reason voters give for their choice is the phrase 

considered to be this party’s unofficial slogan: “They steal but at least they dole out the 

goods.” 2 

The motivation in taking up this project was a concern with disturbing trends in in 

public opinion over the last decade, from a general optimism with democracy in Mexico 

to a widespread cynicism towards this type of government. The political disenchantment 

with the different parties and their performance after the year 2000, pointed to a prompt 

return of the PRI back into office. Survey respondents who report no identification with 

any party have risen from 26 percent in 2006 to almost 40 percent in 2012. Widespread 

disaffection with democracy and its alleged virtues is also evidenced via discussions with 

focus groups, as indicated by quotations from respondents cited in this dissertation. The 

������������������������������������������������������

1 Agarra lo que te dan pero vota por el PAN.  
2 Roban pero reparten.  
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number of voters who base their electoral decision primarily on the quality of gifts they 

receive from parties during campaigns is equally discouraging. Moreover, 54 percent of 

the voting age population disagrees with the following statement: the PRI is a renovated 

party because it learned from its past mistakes. Finally, in the past presidential election 

one fourth of the electorate reported that they voted for a party that offered them some 

type of good or benefit, as examined in chapter five.  

These figures are indicative of the failure of programmatic offers, on the one 

hand, and the prevalence of undemocratic practices, on the other. From the former 

standpoint, the prevalence of voters’ cynical attitudes towards parties and their 

experience with democracy cannot be disregarded. Many voters consider that gifts make 

a party’s offer credible. After all, if a party cannot deliver something during campaigns, 

how can it have any capacity to reach government, or how can voters believe that if that 

party does win the election it will do something for them? Other voters discredit 

campaign promises a priori and are willing to exchange their vote for a particularistic 

benefit because it is perhaps the only way they will receive something.  

These political attitudes, in turn, will have an effect on how parties try to build 

electoral support. Voters who focus on the campaign gifts or particularistic benefits 

competing candidates offer are signaling that these are a prerequisite or perhaps even the 

only requirement to be considered in their vote choice. This will result in a further 

increase in clientelism and vote-buying and a general acceptance of these practices. In the 

post-electoral survey analyzed in this dissertation, 60 percent of respondents believe that 

the PRI bought votes in the past presidential election; 42 percent indicate that the PRI is 
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the party that buys the most votes; and 41 percent considers the PRI to be the most 

corrupt party. In contrast, these same views amount to no more than 16 percent and, on 

average 8 percent, for the other two parties. But the PRI won the election.  

This dissertation examined the demand side of clientelism and vote-buying across 

different structures of political competition. It also provided evidence of the potential 

factors explaining party success and failure as viewed from voters’ frame of mind. 

Through the use of information from different surveys, focus groups and in-depth 

interviews, this project concludes that voters are not mere price-takers in the electoral 

competition arena. The willingness of individuals to sell their vote and the prices of votes 

vary across different political constellations, and is influenced by different factors. As 

voters perceive no benefits from programmatic offers, or perceive that the competing 

parties are indistinct, they will focus on clientelistic benefits and will become 

increasingly tolerant of mediocre performance.  

Chapters three and four provided evidence that individuals’ propensity to engage 

in clientelism is lower where a monopsonic party exists, and at the same time their 

reservation prices are higher. In these systems, the dominant party has been successful at 

building an enduring agreement with its electoral supporters, who are not willing to 

renege on their agreement with this party. Evidence that this agreement is based on 

clientelistic grounds was provided in chapter five with data from Estado de México, a 

state that has never experienced turnover from the PRI. These voters are not for sale to 

the competition, which is interpreted as evidence of an enduring clientelistic arrangement 

with the PRI.   
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States where the main competitors are clientelistic, on the other hand, are shown 

to have electorates with lower reservation prices and a higher willingness to engage in 

vote-buying. These states refer mainly to competition between the PRI and the left-wing 

party that emerged from former PRI members – the PRD. Although some enduring 

coalitions exist through the delivery of social programs, in these states vote-buying 

occurs through the delivery of cash and baskets of goods.  

In systems where there is a more programmatic competitor –in this case, the PAN 

– voters exhibit a lower willingness to engage in clientelism and higher reservation prices 

as they will exchange their vote mainly for jobs in government. This suggests that some 

of the electoral strength that this party gained can also be explained through the delivery 

of patronage. However, chapter five shows that this party was mainly judged by its poor 

performance at the national level.  

Finally, multiparty systems, in which all three parties have significant presence, 

exhibit the greatest incidences of vote-buying, the lowest percentage of long-term 

clientelistic arrangements, and the greater propensity of individuals to sell the vote. This 

is explained by the continuous purchase of swing voters during elections, although the 

loyal supporters of each party remain unavailable to the competition.  

Through the examination of clientelistic attitudes in partisan identifiers, this 

dissertation has also provided evidence that PRD identifiers are in general the most 

clientelistic, and that PAN soft leaners tend to sell their vote for the most expensive 

benefits. This project also draws on models of portfolio diversification strategies parties 

utilize to cater to different voters, which have been developed by different students of 
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clientelism seeking to explain the main target of vote-buying parties. Through the use of 

these models' main hypotheses, this dissertation lends support to the notion that parties 

will cater to their loyal supporters in order to maintain an enduring electoral coalition, 

primarily in bipartisan systems. In multiparty systems, although loyal supporters will 

receive benefits, swing voters will be targeted through vote-buying and turnout-buying 

mechanisms.  

Chapter five used evidence from an embedded list experiment in one national 

post-electoral survey to determine the amount of vote-buying that took place in the past 

presidential election. These analyses indicate that one fourth of voters at the national 

level engaged in vote-selling. It also explored the mechanisms that lead voters to focus on 

more clientelistic practices, mainly the failure of programmatic offers, and the voter’s 

perception that the competing parties are not different from one another.  

Finally, chapter six examined the impact of two social programs, delivered by the 

Federal Government, on clientelism and vote-selling. The first is the conditional cash 

transfer program, Oportunidades, which is meant to increase parents’ investment in the 

human capital of their children through income transfers conditioned on school 

attendance and medical checkups. The evidence in this chapter suggests that this 

program, directed toward lower-income families, does have the result of insulating voters 

from the temptations of vote-selling that they might engage in because of their level of 

need. The other program, Seguro Popular, is a medical insurance benefit provided to 

citizens who have no social security and is meant to take care of their medications and 

health expenditures to prevent them from falling into economic distress. However, 
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evidence related to beneficiaries of this program suggests that they are not as well 

insulated from clientelism and vote-selling as recipients of Oportunidades. This is 

interpreted as a consequence of the program’s implementation, in which state 

governments have a great level of influence, allowing for the politicization of the 

program.  

This project’s main contribution is the evidence it presents of the role played by 

voters boosting the incentives of clientelism, fundamentally through their disaffection 

with the electoral options they face. The PAN failed to deliver the promised welfare-

enhancing government and instead public opinion perceives it performed poorly on the 

economy and job creation. Many voters also disapprove of the way the war on crime was 

handled. Overall, voters perceive they are not better off than they were twelve years ago 

so they decided to go back to the PRI because at least they distribute goods. Likewise, the 

PRD did not represent a good option because this party is not perceived to be good in 

government and many think it is a mediocre version of the PRI.  

Mexico is currently at a crossroads. Political leaders need to evaluate whether the 

current situation where voters are mainly willing to choose the lesser of two evils can be 

a feasible equilibrium. In practical terms, the PAN could try to learn from its mistakes 

and create its own clientelistic structures that will allow it to return to power in the future. 

The credibility of its programmatic promises will continue to be nil for several years. The 

PRD, on the other hand, has been quite successful at consolidating clientelism in its 

strongholds so it would need to find a way to differentiate itself from the PRI. Finally, the 

PRI does not have a mandate for honesty, democracy or even good government. This 
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party will probably be evaluated on the results it presents with respect to violence and on 

the credibility it might achieve in economic performance.  

In thinking about the external validity of this project’s findings, the prevalence of 

undemocratic practices after democratization has been documented by policymakers and 

academics elsewhere. What this dissertation adds to this discussion is documentation that 

democratic competition not only may fail to eliminate clientelism but increase its 

incidence and electoral importance. By comparing subnational units exhibiting significant 

variations in political competition and voting behavior, the mechanisms underpinning this 

dynamic can be explored, creating a basis for understanding the conditions that may lead 

voters to become more tolerant of clientelistic practices in the wake of democratic 

transition. A former governor who concluded that the only way to win elections in his 

state was through vote-buying summarized this situation with the following phrase: 

“Democracy is a luxury that not all of us can afford.”3 

This dissertation examined voters as potential sellers and portrays votes as 

varying widely in this cost. Nonetheless, the broader contribution it intends to make 

refers to the responsibility of political leaders for failing to consolidate democratic 

transitions once they reach office. Voters should not have to choose between two evils, 

nor should they consider that no government will improve their quality of life. The return 

of a party like the PRI to power under the circumstances described herein represents a 

failure of democracy attributable fundamentally to the key political players in the 

������������������������������������������������������

3 Interview conducted by the author.  
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country. Voters should not want to sell their vote, and the only price to pay for votes 

should be good government. Not having been able to achieve this goal may very well 

lead to democratic setbacks in Mexico and other countries experiencing recent 

democratic transitions.  

 

7.2 Future Research 

This dissertation emphasized the lack of consensus regarding the methodological 

and conceptual definition of clientelism. By looking at the demand side of vote-selling, it 

takes a different approach than most prior clientelism studies. This research could be 

complemented and advanced with cross-national comparisons in emerging democracies 

using similar public opinion data. List experiments have proven to be a very useful 

technique to measure sensitive items. Further research on how this technique can be used 

across countries to produce comparable data on vote-selling would be useful to continue 

testing the mechanisms through which voters face incentives to sell their vote.  

Additionally, elite surveys that document the way parties perceive vote-sellers 

would greatly contribute to the arguments made here regarding how electorate demands 

shape the strategies parties follow. Although interviewed elites generally tend to self-

report as democratic and non-clientelistic, perhaps a randomized experiment could be 

used to gain purchase on how parties formulate their electoral calculus to decide how 

they appeal to vote-selling voters and, more importantly, how to make credible 

programmatic appeals.  



�

����

Finally, this research would be enhanced by expenditure data at the state level. 

Although research on expenditures has been extensively studied, inferences about 

whether parties reward core supporters, swing voters or how they punish defectors is 

drawn from the analysis of the relationship between electoral outcomes and the provision 

of public, private and club goods. The combination of survey research with expenditure 

data could portray a more complete portrait of clientelism by addressing both the supply 

and the demand side of vote-buying.  
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Appendix A 

Coarsened Exact Matching (CEM) Summary Statistics Coarsened Exact Matching 

Sections 3.4.1 and 4.2.2 

Each box presents results for each CEM algorithm using the treatment variable 

indicated. The multivariate L1 distance is the most relevant statistic, which indicated the 

overall measure of imbalance using the specified covariates. The L1 statistic takes 

measures between 0 and 1, where 1 indicates complete imbalance and 0 indicates 

complete balance. There are also L1 individual measures for each covariate, which 

indicate the balance of that covariate in the matched strata.  
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Appendix B 

Table 4 (Complete): Model Estimations of Voter Reservation Prices Part 1 
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Table 4 (Complete): Model Estimations of Voter Reservation Prices Part 2 
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Appendix C 

Coarsened Exact Matching (CEM) Summary Statistics Coarsened Exact Matching 

Section 5.2.1 
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Appendix D 
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