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tHe types of appeals candidates present to voters and the means 
by which they mobilize support carry great import for the qual-

ity of new democracies around the world. electoral strategies matter 
for whether citizens exercise real influence over the political agenda or 
whether they respond in a plebiscitarian fashion to options presented by 
politicians. campaign styles affect whether people participate enthusi-
astically in democratic politics or whether apathy and abstention remain 
high. approaches to campaigning help determine whether elected offi-
cials can be held accountable for their promises or whether instead they  
claim a right to govern at will based on a vague mandate for “change.”

Despite the substantive importance of campaign strategies in new 
democracies, political scientists have not offered a satisfactory explana-
tion for how and why these strategies evolve over time. existing argu-
ments often draw upon studies of the United states and Western eu-
rope, which have decades or even centuries of democratic experience. 
such studies typically posit a process of cross-national convergence, 
variously described as modernization, professionalization, american-
ization, or the rise of political marketing.1 scholars of latin america 
who have addressed this topic have generally adopted these existing 
theoretical perspectives, rather than positing that campaign strategies 
in the region’s new democracies should follow a different path.2
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i argue that the evolution of presidential election campaign strate-
gies in three new democracies—chile, Brazil, and Peru—contradicts 
the claims of cross-national convergence in the existing literature. 
in the first two countries major candidates across the political spec-
trum have converged upon nationally unique styles of electioneering. 
in chile both left- and right-wing candidates privilege direct ties to 
voters, avoid divisive appeals, and stress their empathy with popular 
concerns rather than specific proposals to solve them. Brazilian candi-
dates also pursue direct ties and eschew divisive appeals, but they place 
much more emphasis on policy than do their chilean counterparts. 
Meanwhile, Peru differs from both chile and Brazil because candi-
dates across the ideological spectrum have failed to adopt a common 
model of campaign strategy. some Peruvian candidates emphasize pol-
icy, while others avoid doing so; some seek to exacerbate societal divi-
sions, while others make appeals to unity; and some pursue exclusively 
direct ties to voters, while others also rely on organized intermediaries.

in this article i draw upon the experiences of chile, Brazil, and Peru 
to build a theory of success contagion that can explain the evolution of 
campaign strategies in third-wave presidential democracies. i argue 
that the first presidential candidate to combine a victorious electoral 
strategy with a successful term in office establishes a model that other 
major candidates across the ideological spectrum will adopt in the fu-
ture. as illustrated by chile and Brazil, this process of within-country 
convergence can be sustained in two distinct ways: a direct mecha-
nism whereby politicians imitate each others’ strategies and an indirect 
mechanism whereby independent campaign professionals play a crucial 
intermediary role. By contrast, when victorious campaign strategies are 
continually delegitimated by the disastrous governing record of elected 
presidents, candidates will not converge upon a common approach be-
cause they are wary of adopting strategies that voters associate with dis-
credited politicians. rather, they are likely to choose their approaches 
through an inward-oriented process of reacting to prior errors—a pat-
tern exemplified by Peru. initial testing of the theory, reported in the 
conclusion, suggests that it is generalizable to other new presidential 
democracies in latin america and africa that have at least moderate 
organizational continuity across elections.

this article develops its argument by drawing upon two original 
sources of data: quantitative content analysis of television advertising 
and interviews with key campaign actors. for the content analysis i 
coded advertisements for nearly all major presidential candidates in 
chile, Brazil, and Peru since their transitions to democracy—a total 
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of over fifty hours of video. Details on the nature of this content and 
the procedure for analysis are contained in the appendix. in addition, 
i conducted more than 170 semistructured interviews with key par-
ticipants in these various campaigns, including party leaders, campaign 
managers, and political consultants.

in the sections that follow i lay out the theory of success contagion 
and then illustrate its key mechanisms by examining specific electoral 
campaigns in chile, Brazil, and Peru. space considerations do not al-
low for a discussion of every campaign that was included in the content 
analysis and interview components of the research project. rather, i 
focus on those in which key events occurred, such as the first clear evi-
dence of contagion across the ideological spectrum.

dimensions of campaign strategy

the distinct patterns of electioneering that have developed in chile, 
Brazil, and Peru can be characterized in terms of three dimensions 
of campaign strategy—cleavage priming, linkage, and policy focus—
which jointly constitute the dependent variable of this study. i define 
cleavages as the fundamental lines of division in society that gener-
ate distinct group identities and can potentially structure competition 
among parties and candidates. common cleavages include traditional 
social divides such as class, language, ethnicity, and religion, as well as 
the division between “the people” and “the political class” that is the 
subject of neopopulist appeals.3 “the people” may be an amorphous 
rhetorical category, but neopopulists effectively seek to unite specific 
sociological groups—primarily the urban informal sector and the rural 
poor—against a ruling oligarchy that includes not only those in power 
but also the interests they serve and the system that perpetuates their 
rule. i also consider that cleavages can be formed around long-standing 
partisan divides not grounded in sociological distinctions—such as the 
apra/anti-apra divide in Peru4—as long as these generate a cultural 
sense of belonging or exclusion that leaves little room for societal indif-
ference.

Unlike some scholars, i do not limit the category of cleavage to so-
cietal divides that are active in the sense of structuring voting behav-
ior or political mobilization. rather, i am concerned with politicians’ 
attempts to activate these cleavages by priming them during electoral 

3 Weyland 1996.
4 graham 1992, 13–14, 26–27, 36.
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campaigns. to measure cleavage priming, i draw on both content anal-
ysis of television advertising and interviews with campaign strategists 
to assess whether a candidate explicitly emphasizes one or more of the 
above-mentioned societal divides.

a second dimension of campaign strategy—linkage—can be de-
fined as the channels between citizens and political elites that allow for 
mobilization and vote seeking during campaigns. the key feature of 
linkages that concerns me is their degree of organizational mediation. 
Direct linkages connect politicians to citizens as individuals; examples 
include television advertising and candidates’ personal interaction with 
voters during visits to public markets. intermediated linkages connect 
politicians to voters via an organization that plays a key role in mobi-
lizing its members and aggregating individual preferences into group 
demands. examples of intermediated linkage include unions, churches, 
social movements, and political party structures themselves.

to operationalize the linkage dimension of campaign strategy, i rely 
on interviews with campaign strategists, as well as on coverage of the 
campaign in the print media. When these sources characterize a can-
didate as seeking to circumvent existing party structures and connect 
with voters on a personal level, it is evidence that direct linkages are 
being employed. By contrast, the following are all indicators of an in-
termediated linkage strategy: drawing heavily on ties to labor unions, 
working with party operatives, placing less emphasis on the mass me-
dia, and subordinating the image of the individual candidate.

a third dimension of campaign strategy is the degree to which a 
candidate’s appeals focus on policy. a campaign message can be seen as 
policy focused to the extent that it provides insight into what the candi-
date intends to do in office. the most basic measure of this dimension 
is the share of a candidate’s total television advertising time devoted to 
policy versus time devoted to other categories such as personal image 
or partisan affiliation. Within the range of policy-relevant appeals, i 
also consider distinctions such as specific versus general, acclaims ver-
sus criticism, and future-oriented versus retrospective statements. the 
first category in each of these dichotomies is considered more policy 
focused than the second. the least policy focused way of discussing 
substantive issues involves diagnosis—identifying problems or stating 
the importance of an issue without mentioning plans, describing prior 
achievements, or placing blame for others’ failures.

it is important to distinguish policy focus from a programmatic 
stance or a position on a left-right ideological continuum. a candi-
date whose campaign centered on a series of detailed yet centrist policy  
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proposals might be thought of as less “programmatic” than one who 
was clearly leftist, but who denounced class inequalities without pro-
posing solutions. yet in the present measurement scheme, the leftist 
candidate would receive a high score only on the cleavage-priming di-
mension; the centrist candidate would be considered to have greater 
policy focus.

theories of convergence, evidence of diversity

existing arguments about the evolution of campaign strategies tend to 
posit that countries either move in parallel along one or more dimen-
sions of campaigning or converge upon common scores on all three. 
contrary to such predictions, the evolution of campaign strategies has 
followed very different trajectories in chile, Brazil, and Peru since their 
transitions from authoritarian rule. in this section i begin by examin-
ing existing arguments in the literature and then document the distinct 
paths these three countries have taken over time. in chile and Brazil 
candidates of left and right have converged on distinct national models 
that differ from one another with respect to policy focus. and in Peru 
strategic heterogeneity has persisted over several decades; candidates’ 
strategies were no more similar in 2006 than in 1980.

classic theories of change in parties’ electoral strategies predict ei-
ther cross-national convergence on particular values of linkage, cleav-
age, and policy focus or a process of parallel evolution along one or 
more of these dimensions. Duverger argued that middle-class parties 
were imitating the electorally successful techniques of mass parties, 
particularly the use of party branches as a form of intermediated link-
age.5 epstein countered this “contagion from the left” thesis with a 
claim of “contagion from the right,” maintaining that parties in West-
ern democracies were adopting the successful mediacentric campaign 
techniques initially implemented by conservative parties.6 arguments 
about the rise of catchall and electoral-professional parties similarly 
predict a broad transformation toward less emphasis on cleavage and 
more use of direct linkages.7

More recent theories of change in the nature of electoral campaigns 
also advance claims of convergence or parallel evolution across coun-
tries. scholars embracing the notion of campaign modernization have 
described a series of stages, such as premodern, modern, and postmod-

5 Duverger 1959, 25.
6 epstein 1967, 257–60.
7 Kirchheimer 1966; Panebianco 1988.
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ern, through which all Western democracies are thought to pass.8 this 
process involves declining emphasis on cleavage and a shift from inter-
mediated to direct linkages. arguments about the professionalization 
of electioneering draw upon Panebianco’s notion of the electoral-pro-
fessional party and similarly emphasize a broad, cross-national trans-
formation.9 likewise, recent work on the rise of political marketing 
argues that opinion polls and focus groups allow candidates to map 
the preferences of the electorate and craft a broadly resonant political 
appeal—generally, deemphasizing cleavages.10

the evolution of presidential campaign strategies in chile, Brazil, 
and Peru tells a different story from the predictions of the existing lit-
erature. figure 1 illustrates how campaigns in the first two countries 
have evolved since the 1980s in terms of policy focus. in the 2005–6 
elections Brazilian presidential candidates on both sides of the political 
spectrum devoted a similar proportion of their television advertising to 
policy content, as did chilean candidates. in each case, left and right 
differed by no more than a few percentage points. However, there was 
a 38 percentage point spread between the average policy focus of chil-
ean candidates in 2005 and of Brazilian candidates in 2006. rather 
than converging cross-nationally, presidential candidates from chile 
and Brazil devoted a similar proportion of their advertising to policy 
content in the late 1980s and have diverged in subsequent years.

strategic contagion has also come from opposite sides of the ideo-
logical spectrum in chile and Brazil. table 1 scores five presidential 
campaigns in each country with respect to all three dimensions of cam-
paign strategy. in chile the left was the first to avoid cleavage priming, 
emphasize direct linkages, and campaign with a limited policy focus. 
it has consistently adhered to this approach over time, except in the 
first round of the 1999 election. the right, however, fully embraced 
this strategy only in 1999 and 2005. in Brazil, by contrast, strategic 
contagion has gone from right to left. in 1994 the right was the first 
to utilize direct linkages, avoid cleavage priming, and focus heavily on 
policy. right-wing candidates continued with this strategy in subse-
quent elections, while the campaigns of Workers’ Party (pt) leader 
luiz inácio lula da silva steadily gravitated toward it.

in contrast to chilean and Brazilian candidates’ convergence on 
unique national models of campaign strategy, presidential candidates 
in Peru have continued to employ very different approaches from one 

8 Blumler and Kavenaugh 1999; norris 2000.
9 farrell 1996; Mancini 1999.
10 scammell 1999.
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another. figure 2 shows the policy focus of major candidates in Peru’s 
1985, 1990, 2001, and 2006 elections.11 candidates from different po-
litical sectors have not converged over time on either high or low policy 
focus. the range of this variable, from 0 to 70 percent, is much larger 
than in chile or Brazil. none of these parties or political sectors illus-
trates anything resembling a stable trend over time. on the contrary, 
candidates have tended to implement major changes in campaign strat-
egy vis-à-vis their predecessors and even vis-à-vis the previous rounds 
of their own campaigns.

table 2, which scores Peruvian candidates’ strategies on all three di-
mensions, shows that there has also been no convergence over time 

11 i was unable to obtain television advertisements from the 1980 election and from one major can-
didate in the 1985 election (Barrantes). i also excluded the 1995 and 2000 elections from the content 
analysis portion of the study, since they occurred under alberto fujimori’s semiauthoritarian regime 
and involved widespread fraud and corruption (conaghan 2005). However, the proceeding analysis of 
Peru does discuss each of these elections based on secondary literature.

Brazilian right

Brazilian left

figure 1 
percentage of television advertising devoted to policy:  

over-time variation in chile and Brazila

aseparate points represent the first and second round of a single election. lines connecting 
points are to facilitate interpretability and are not meant to suggest intermediate values. in chile’s 
December 2005 election, data for two right-wing candidates are combined.
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with respect to linkage and cleavage.12 the shifting back and forth 
between alternate strategic extremes has affected not only the policy 
dimension but also cleavage priming (on the center-left between 1980 
and 1990 and on the right during the 1990 campaign) and linkage (on 
the right, particularly during the 2006 election).

institutional and structural differences across chile, Brazil, and 
Peru cannot easily account for these patterns of campaigning. all three 
countries have compulsory voting and use the majority runoff formula 
in presidential elections. they have also generally held concurrent leg-
islative contests. Brazil differs from the other two in that it has allowed 
presidential reelection for most of the period; incumbents might natu-
rally focus on their prior accomplishments and thus run more policy-
focused campaigns. However, similarly policycentric appeals prevailed 
in 1994 and 2002, when no one was running for a second term. in 
terms of structural variables, chile has much higher average levels of 
education than Brazil, so it is somewhat counterintuitive that chilean 
candidates should focus much less on the details of proposed policies. 

12 there were no major outsiders prior to 1990, and there was no major right-wing candidate in 
1985.

taBle 1
contagion from the left in chile and the right in Brazila

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ascore1/score2 represents a major strategic shift within a single campaign. Dark shading indicates 
a strategy fully consistent with the national model; light shading indicates one that is partially 
consistent. scoring of policy focus is based on the data presented in figure 1, as well as other 
indicators.

Chile 1988 1989 1993 1999 2005

left

cleavage no no no yes/no no

linkage direct direct direct direct direct

policy low low low high/low low

right

cleavage yes yes no no no

linkage direct direct direct direct direct

policy medium low high low low

Brazil 1989 1994 1998 2002 2006

left

  cleavage yes some no no no

  linkage intermediated intermediated both both direct

  policy medium medium high/low high high

right

  cleavage yes no no some no

  linkage direct direct direct direct direct

  policy low high high high high
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likewise, despite substantial inequalities among different social classes 
and ethnicities in both Brazil and Peru, cleavage priming remains com-
mon only in the latter.

Potential explanations for within-country convergence in electoral 
strategies also cannot distinguish between the very different forms that 
this process has taken in chile and Brazil. one might be tempted to 
invoke structural explanations for the moderation of the left—the end 
of the cold war, economic globalization, and changes in the composi-
tion of the workforce—to explain contagion from right to left in Brazil. 
But such arguments cannot account for convergence in the opposite 
direction in chile. nor can the spatial tradition associated with Downs 
differentiate between these outcomes.13 changes in electoral strategies 
in both Brazil and chile have certainly involved shifts to the center; 

13 Downs 1957.

figure 2 
percentage of television advertising devoted to policy:  

over-time variation in perua

aseparate points represent the first and second rounds of a single election. lines connecting points 
are to faciliatate interpretability and are not intended to suggest intermediate values. Data for the 
1995 and 2000 elections under the fujimori regime are not shown.
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major left- and right-wing candidates in each country are now quite 
similar in their programmatic stances. But a theory predicting con-
vergence on the policy preferences of the median voter does not ex-
plain why Brazilian candidates should campaign by emphasizing their 
essentially identical policy proposals while chilean candidates should 
campaign with a low policy focus.

admittedly, there are some commonalities in terms of how presiden-
tial campaigns have evolved in chile, Brazil, and Peru. true mass party 
campaigns relying exclusively on intermediated linkages have largely 
disappeared. even candidates like Peru’s alan garcía, who make use 
of party machinery in their electoral efforts, utilize direct linkages as 
well. though cleavage-priming campaigns still exist, they may be less 
prevalent today than in the era of mass politics. But even accounting 
for these common trends, there is still substantial evidence that nation-
ally distinct patterns of electioneering have emerged in chile, Brazil, 
and Peru since their transitions to democracy.

What might explain the diversity of campaign strategies in chile, 
Brazil, and Peru, especially when there has been so much convergence 
in public policy across these and other latin american countries?14 
campaigns often touch upon policy, but the process of policy-making 
in latin america is very different from the way candidates choose their 
strategies. examining these differences can explain why cross-national 
strategic convergence is less likely than is commonly predicted.

14 Weyland 2006.

taBle 2
continued heterogeneity in perua

Peru 1980 1985 1990 2001 2006

center-
left

cleavage yes no yes no no
linkage intermediated both intermediated both both
policy high low high high high

right cleavage no no/yes no no

linkage (direct) direct (intermediated) direct/interm.

policy (low) high/low high low/high

out-  
sider

cleavage yes yes yes

linkage direct direct direct

policy low high low/high

ascore1/score2 represents a major strategic shift within a single campaign. Parentheses indicate a 
higher degree of uncertainty because of limited data. Blank cells mean there was no major candidate 
from that sector. scoring of policy focus is based on the data presented in figure 2, as well as other 
indicators.
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first, campaign strategies employed by another candidate within 
one’s own country are much more proximate than strategies utilized 
abroad and thus more likely to serve as models. the cross-national 
diffusion of policy innovations tends to cluster geographically, as well 
as within groups of countries that have similar history, cultural back-
ground, political regimes, and socioeconomic conditions. Weyland at-
tributes this pattern to the “availability heuristic”: some innovations 
have disproportionate influence on the decisions of foreign policymak-
ers because they constitute such obvious examples.15 a given country 
can have only one national policy for pensions or health care, so the 
most available model for emulation will always be found abroad.

in contrast to national policymakers, presidential candidates have 
multiple examples of alternative strategies in their own country, drawn 
from current or recent elections. these domestic models are more 
“available” than foreign ones by every possible metric: they are closer 
geographically and have been employed in the exact same historical, 
cultural, political, and socioeconomic context. strategies that debuted 
during dramatic political moments such as the founding election of a 
new democracy are even more likely to be influential in this regard.

second, political campaigning lacks several features that have facili-
tated international convergence in the policy realm. Policy models that 
diffuse internationally tend to coincide with a dominant global policy 
paradigm, such as economic nationalism in the 1930s–60s or neoliber-
alism in the 1980s and 1990s.16 Many policymakers are directly social-
ized into these paradigms through academic training abroad, where 
they also learn a methodology that encourages evaluating and adopting 
innovations from other countries. in addition, foreign training estab-
lishes professional networks, so that the architects of antipoverty pro-
grams in two developing countries may know each other personally 
from graduate school.

these facilitating conditions—a dominant global paradigm, for-
eign academic training, and international professional networks—are 
largely lacking when it comes to campaign strategy. there are no global 
paradigms of electioneering, much less a dominant one; numerous ap-
proaches are consistent with liberal democracy. in terms of training, 
politicians always gain their campaign experience at home. and while 
a few academic programs for political consultants exist in the United 
states, attending one is not the typical career path for campaign pro-
fessionals in new democracies.

15 Weyland 2004; Weyland 2005a; Weyland 2005b; Weyland 2006a.
16 Weyland 2004.
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Many arguments about cross-national convergence in campaign 
strategies mention foreign political consultants’ direct participation 
in campaigns abroad. there have certainly been cases of consultants 
from advanced democracies advising candidates in latin america and 
elsewhere.17 But it is much more common for candidates to receive 
no foreign advice. even where international consultants are involved, 
their visits are typically sporadic and brief; local campaign managers 
implement strategies on the ground, and they may not follow recom-
mendations based on a model of campaigning that they deem ill suited 
to local conditions.18

to summarize the argument of this section, chile, Brazil, and Peru 
exhibit no cross-national convergence in campaign strategies, con-
tradicting the claims of existing theories. structural and institutional 
differences among countries do not readily correspond to the distinct 
patterns of electioneering that have emerged, and potential explana-
tions for within-country convergence cannot distinguish between the 
different forms this process has taken in chile and Brazil. Moreover, 
an examination of the factors that have facilitated international policy 
diffusion suggests that cross-national convergence in campaign strate-
gies should be much less common. Hence, a new theory is necessary to 
explain why chile, Brazil, and Peru have adopted such distinct variet-
ies of electioneering in the decades since democratization.

the theory of success contagion

in this section i develop a theory of success contagion that can account 
for distinct national patterns of electioneering in new democracies. the 
theory of success contagion is inspired by the literature on institutional 
isomorphism, particularly as it is applied to competition among firms. 
as a theory derived inductively from case knowledge, it also draws sub-
stantially upon the history of campaigns in chile, Brazil, and Peru. 
after presenting the theory, i illustrate its key elements with specific 
examples from these three countries.

the theory of success contagion holds that major candidates, re-
gardless of ideological orientation, are likely to adopt the first victori-
ous campaign strategy subsequently legitimated by a successful term in 
office for the elected president. the contagion of this model can occur 

17 for example, séguéla 2000; Harding 2008; and greenberg 2009.
18 a few latin american consultants have begun working in other countries of the region (for 

example, Mendonça 2001), presumably proposing models that are more “available” than those from 
the U.s. or europe. this phenomenon has been limited so far, but might prompt some future cross-
national convergence if it expands.
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through two distinct mechanisms: a direct mechanism, whereby poli-
ticians explicitly imitate the strategies of previous candidates, and an 
indirect mechanism, whereby a national community of campaign pro-
fessionals plays a key mediating role. success contagion also implies a 
corollary: failure avoidance. strategies that lead to electoral victory may 
be delegitimated by ensuing failure in office, prompting future candi-
dates to avoid them. and when one president after another proves to 
be highly unpopular, candidates are likely to choose strategies through 
an inward-oriented process of reacting to previous errors within their 
own political camp.

in cases of success contagion, candidates’ convergence on national 
models of campaign strategy creates isomorphic outcomes, just as or-
ganizations often converge upon forms and procedures that are similar 
to those of their peers.19 a central claim of the isomorphism literature 
is that actors are motivated to seek legitimacy, particularly when faced 
with uncertainty about the consequences of their actions. legitimate 
strategies and behaviors are those that are most common among one’s 
organizational field or that are employed by the most prestigious or 
successful organizations. nonprofit organizations and government bu-
reaucracies are often motivated by legitimacy concerns, but such be-
havior has also been identified in studies of competing firms, where 
straying from established norms may have a negative impact upon a 
company’s performance.20 even when there are competitive pressures 
to deviate from an industry’s standard operating procedure, the space 
in which firms choose to do so may be bounded by legitimacy con-
cerns.21

i argue that legitimacy is likely to play at least as large a role in presi-
dential elections as in competition among firms. as with firms worried 
about customers’ reactions to their behavior, performance and legiti-
macy can be intimately connected in the political realm if candidates 
perceive that voters’ decisions are influenced by concerns about legiti-
macy. During the compressed time frame of a campaign, with height-
ened media attention and a smaller number of relevant actors than in 
most competitive markets, the appropriateness of candidates’ actions is 
likely to be more highly scrutinized. if voters disapprove of candidates’ 
deviation from the informal rules of the game, the punishment they 
exact will be much more immediate than the similar effect of public 
opinion on a firm’s sales. While pursuit of legitimacy is often seen as 

19 DiMaggio and Powell 1983.
20 lieberman and asaba 2006.
21 Deephouse 1999.
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inimical to the pursuit of interests, in the present theoretical perspec-
tive they are linked by candidates’ expectations of voter behavior.

like firms entering a new marketplace, presidential candidates in a 
new democracy face uncertainty about the unwritten rules of the game 
and the strategies that might bring electoral victory. When taking part 
in a “founding election,” many political actors have no prior campaign 
experience, while others are competing in a context far removed from 
that of previous democratic episodes. all candidates are confronted 
with new technologies that have scarcely been used in the past, such 
as television advertising and opinion polls in the 1980s. given this 
uncertainty, initial campaign strategies are likely to be heterogeneous, 
responding to the whims of candidates, the long-buried instincts of 
older democratic actors, and existing endowments such as a large vol-
unteer labor force. strategic diversity is likely to decline, however, once 
the strategy of a particular candidate is demonstrated to be effective at 
winning elections and also gains legitimacy among relevant campaign 
actors.

of the three sources of institutional isomorphism identified by 
DiMaggio and Powell, mimetic and normative mechanisms are most 
relevant to a theory of candidates’ strategic behavior.22 Mimicry in-
volves actors voluntarily modeling themselves on their peers. in the 
management literature mimetic isomorphism plays a central role in 
theories of bandwagons, managerial fads, follow-the-leader strategies, 
and the existence of strategic groups, whose business models resemble 
one another.23 often the targets of mimicry, or those that set the pat-
tern in motion, are the largest, most visible, most successful, or most 
prestigious firms.24

Mimetic isomorphism is related to what i term the direct mecha-
nism of success contagion. Direct success contagion involves presiden-
tial candidates and their close political advisers imitating the strategies 
of peers who have been most successful and prestigious—namely, the 
winners of prior presidential elections who then maintained a positive 
public image while in office. this combination of electoral and govern-
ing success confers legitimacy on a previous candidate’s political strat-
egy. thus, for instance, if the current president had been elected on a 
pledge of national reconciliation and then maintained popularity for 
uniting a fractious country around a common national project, future 

22 DiMaggio and Powell 1983. the third source of isomorphism, coercion, involves pressure from 
an external actor and is thus less relevant to candidates’ choices of electoral strategies.

23 abrahamson and rosenkopf 1993; abrahamson 1991; Haveman 1993; Deephouse 1999.
24 Haveman 1993; Haunschild and Miner 1997; Henisz and Delios 2001.
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candidates are likely to emulate these unity appeals not only because 
they helped win an election but also because they are associated with a 
prestigious incumbent.

for its part, the normative mechanism of isomorphism focuses on 
standard operating procedures that develop within professional com-
munities and come to influence the behavior of organizations through-
out a particular field. normative isomorphism is distinct from outright 
mimicry because of the intermediary role played by these professional 
communities. though applications of mimetic isomorphism have been 
most common in the management literature, normative mechanisms 
have also been used to explain the behavior of competing firms.25

in the indirect mechanism of contagion, akin to normative isomor-
phism, a national community of campaign professionals plays a key 
mediating role in the spread of particular campaign strategies. Political 
consultants in new democracies often sponsor training seminars and 
annual conferences or publish how-to books conveying the wisdom of 
their craft to colleagues and potential clients. as a result, strategies 
that were successful and became associated with prestigious politicians 
are likely to become institutionalized as standard operating procedures 
within the professional community. such strategies can then readily 
spread across the political spectrum as these professionals are employed 
by candidates of varying ideological stripes. When indirect success 
contagion is at play, candidates do not explicitly copy the tactics of a 
predecessor. rather, they adhere to the recommendations of profes-
sionals whose standard approach incorporates a strategy initially intro-
duced by the other side.

the theory of success contagion does not require that all major can-
didates converge upon the appropriate national model at the first op-
portunity but rather requires that their strategies more closely adhere 
to this model over time. change should be slower among certain types 
of candidates, such as those from parties with highly institutionalized 
internal rules and procedures.26 in such organizations candidates and 
their close confidants may favor strategic changes but confront internal 
obstacles, such as rules that prevent a candidate from handpicking the 
campaign team. some institutionalized parties also have greater sunk 
costs, which can slow the pace of change, such as cadres of militants 
whose available volunteer labor predisposes candidates toward the use 
of intermediated linkages.

25 for example, greenwood, suddaby, and Hinings 2002.
26 Panebianco 1988.
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Parties and party systems not only affect the speed with which stra-
tegic change can occur; they may also influence how much change is 
possible. candidates without well-organized parties or ties to estab-
lished interest groups will probably not be able to construct such link-
ages in the course of a single campaign. yet they may be able to build 
campaign-specific networks of volunteers or establish intermediated 
linkages via alternative organizations, such as churches, that have not 
previously been active in national politics. likewise, cleavage-priming 
strategies may be more viable in multiparty systems, where one can 
profit from appealing to a minority of the electorate, than in two-party 
systems. Under majority runoff rules, however, these incentives also 
vary across rounds of the election; cleavage priming may work in a first 
round even if it is less advisable in the runoff. in general, there will be 
room for candidates to move in the direction of a dominant national 
model even if they never fully embrace it.

success contagion does not imply that candidates adhere mechani-
cally to a single model of campaigning without trying to compensate 
for their own weaknesses, attack an opponent’s vulnerabilities, or take 
advantage of opportunities arising during the campaign. in some in-
stances, responding to these sorts of candidate-specific or conjunctural 
incentives may constitute partial deviations from the predominant na-
tional model of campaign strategy. such deviations, however, are al-
most always small in magnitude when compared to differences across 
countries or to differences within a single country before and after con-
vergence. the “anchoring heuristic” is likely to discourage actors from 
significantly altering models of campaign strategy, just as it does with 
policy models.27 Moreover, the causes of such deviations tend to be 
candidate- or election-specific factors that are unlikely to recur system-
atically over time.

nor does success contagion mean that candidates do not seek to 
distinguish themselves from their opponents. Within a given model 
of campaign strategy, there is plenty of room for differentiation: one 
cleavage-priming candidate may emphasize ethnicity while another 
focuses on religion, or one policy-focused candidate may stress social 
protection while another says more about public works. competition, 
even bitter competition, will surely take place even when the range of 
strategies on the table has been limited.

in cases where success contagion has led major candidates to con-
verge on a standard approach to electioneering, it is important to con-

27 Weyland 2006.
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sider how long into the future this model should remain in place. short 
of another prolonged episode of authoritarian rule, strategic conver-
gence is most likely to be dislodged by a significant change in a coun-
try’s party system, such as realignment or collapse, that affects the or-
ganizational continuity of the major actors competing in presidential 
elections.28 outsiders often have little prior experience in politics and 
may enter the race with entirely new ideas, rather than taking their 
cues form previous patterns of success and failure. With the demise 
of one or more established parties, one loses a group of political lead-
ers who have internalized the lessons of prior political campaigns and 
have often formed durable relationships with the national community 
of campaign professionals.

if a country’s electoral dynamics are not interrupted by authoritarian 
rule or severely altered by party system realignment or collapse, the pro-
cesses set in motion by success contagion should continue, despite the 
occasional failed presidential term in the future. once politicians have 
converged upon a single approach to electioneering and numerous suc-
cessful presidencies have become associated with that strategy, candi-
dates’ uncertainty is greatly reduced. it is unlikely that one unsuccessful 
presidency would lead them to deviate from an established approach, 
unless that failure also contributed to significant party system change. 
one can think of the process as involving Bayesian updating, where  
multiple prior successes weigh more heavily than a single recent failure.

if presidential candidates are likely to adopt campaign strategies as-
sociated with prestigious incumbents, they will also tend to avoid strat-
egies that were subsequently delegitimized by a president’s abysmal 
record in office. for instance, if the current president had been elected 
based on specific policy proposals and then failed miserably to deliver, 
the next round of candidates will be wary of appearing as “politicians 
who promise too much.” conversely, a governing failure following a 
campaign that was imagecentric rather than policycentric will encour-
age future candidates to be specific about their policy intentions. What 
matters is the perception of how the electorate will respond to a new 
candidate whose tactics are reminiscent of a disgraced incumbent. as 
explained by Peruvian political consultant José Ventura egoávil, “voters’ 
evaluation of the previous government’s performance and the situation 
of the country has an important influence on the decision to vote for or 
against the government or a candidate who has similar characteristics.”29

28 Party system change is thus akin to the paradigm shifts that can prompt a new round of policy 
diffusion; Weyland 2004.

29 egoávil 2002, 10, emphasis added.
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Why might a candidate’s advisers expect voters to remember the 
prior campaign strategy of an unpopular president? in the new democ-
racies to which the theory of success contagion applies, the first several 
elections after a political transition tend to be dramatic, foundational 
moments in which major issues are at stake, including economic sta-
bilization, human rights abuses under military regimes, or even the 
durability of democracy itself. the relevant electorate is quite distinct 
from the unengaged citizens of advanced democracies where “politics is 
boring.” and even if public memories of the last campaign have grown 
fuzzy, a candidate who seeks to woo voters with the playbook of a dis-
graced incumbent is likely to find his opponents more than willing to 
point out the similarities.

Presidents in new democracies also frequently govern in a manner 
that is consistent with their campaign styles, so public memories of an 
incumbent’s electoral strategy may be much fresher than the previous 
campaign itself. reasons for this congruence between campaigning and 
governing strategies include habit, the elevation of campaign advisers 
to cabinet positions, and the constraints that a particular campaign 
strategy places upon the president’s strategic maneuverability. for in-
stance, one who campaigns as an antiestablishment outsider cannot 
easily change course once in office and make deals with the organized 
interests alienated during the election.

in countries where one president after another is unsuccessful in of-
fice, candidates are unlikely to converge upon a single campaign strat-
egy. lacking an attractive external model, they will instead tend to 
choose their strategies through an inward-oriented process of reacting 
to prior errors within their own party or political camp, rather than the 
outward-oriented search that generates contagion across the ideologi-
cal spectrum. Drawing different lessons from these previous efforts, 
the candidates of different political tendencies may move in opposite 
directions from one campaign to the next, even leapfrogging each other 
in successive elections. over time, these reactions and counterreactions 
can generate a zigzag trajectory in which candidates alternate between 
distinct strategies, even within the course of a single campaign.30

as governing failures accumulate in a new democracy, it becomes 
increasingly unlikely that a successful presidency will generate strategic 
convergence in the future. Uncertainty decreases as successive candi-
dates learn to choose their strategies by reacting against the perceived 
errors of their predecessors. looking across the ideological spectrum 

30 this pattern resembles the “swing of the pendulum” between alternative policy approaches that 
Weyland (2002, 253) has identified in cases where successive leaders fail to solve economic crises.
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for an example of how to campaign is more natural in the second elec-
tion after democratization than in the seventh. thus, there is probably 
a limited window of time in which success contagion can occur in any 
country before a pattern of inward-oriented reactions is set in place.

in the remainder of the article i draw upon specific electoral cam-
paigns in chile, Brazil, and Peru to illustrate the theory of success con-
tagion in greater detail. in chile and Brazil, where convergence has 
occurred, i examine the campaign in which the dominant national 
strategy debuted, as well as the first time it was decisively employed 
on the opposite side of the political spectrum. in both cases contagion 
occurred in the second rather than the first election after a successful 
presidency, indicating that strategic adaptation may be slower among 
institutionalized parties but is still possible. the campaigns examined 
in chile and Brazil also illustrate the direct and indirect mechanisms 
of success contagion, respectively. in Peru i discuss why a limited form 
of success contagion was ultimately contained in scope after alberto 
fujimori’s downfall in 2000 and why the longer-term evolution of 
campaign strategies of the center-left apra has involved inward-ori-
ented reactions to prior errors. Because the campaigns examined here 
are intended to be illustrative of the mechanisms involved in success 
contagion and failure avoidance, i focus on the specific dimensions of 
campaign strategy that are most relevant to each case.

chile: direct contagion from the left

the strategy that has come to dominate presidential election campaigns 
in chile was initially employed by the campaign for the “no” option 
in the 1988 plebiscite that brought an end to the Pinochet dictator-
ship. a first key feature of this campaign, organized by the concert-
ación de Partidos por el no (coalition of Parties for the no), was its 
effort to circumvent existing intermediary organizations and establish 
direct linkages to individual citizens. in the lead-up to the 1988 plebi-
scite, opposition leaders made a decision to bypass the various institu-
tions—from labor unions to political party structures themselves—that 
had acquired a radical image by supporting an earlier wave of protest 
against the military regime.31 instead, the no campaign established an 
alternative and functionally separate network of municipal campaign 
headquarters, which “replaced the previous system of political leader-
ship of the masses.”32 it also brought politicians as close as possible to 

31 oxhorn 1994; roberts 1998.
32 Montes 1989, 42.
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unorganized individuals and facilitated a relatively new activity—door-
to-door campaigning.

a second key characteristic of the no campaign strategy was that it 
placed very little emphasis on policy. in the lead-up to the plebiscite, a 
group of chilean social scientists affiliated with the research consortium 
cis recommended that the no campaign convey only minimal policy 
content and that whenever politicians did discuss policy, they should do 
so primarily in a diagnostic sense.33 this strategy responded both to the 
difficulties of achieving programmatic consensus among the disparate 
political forces in the opposition and to a desire to avoid threatening 
the interests of the economic elite. rather than advancing a program of 
government—the initial instinct of most concertación leaders—the no 
campaign ultimately sought to communicate politicians’ understanding 
of people’s everyday problems and an empathy with their concerns.34 of 
the 28.1 percent of the no campaign’s television advertising that was 
devoted to policy, simple diagnostic content accounted for more than 
half (15.1 percentage points). Policy acclaims, including proposals, took  
up a comparative minuscule amount of time (2.1 percentage points).

the no campaign achieved a 55–45 percent victory in the 1988 
plebiscite, ushering in open presidential elections the following year. 
the concertación won this election as well, with a campaign that was 
in many ways the “second round” of the plebiscite effort. the appeals 
of its candidate, Patricio aylwin, focused largely on intangible values 
such as dignity and justice, prompting political analyst tironi to argue 
that “the aylwin government will be evaluated for its style, not for the 
literal content of a program.”35 aylwin went on to serve four years as a 
highly regarded president; at the end of his term, 51 percent approved 
of his performance and only 18 percent disapproved.36 given his pres-
tige while in office, the concertación’s approach to campaigning gained 
broader legitimacy and was established as an attractive model for future 
presidential candidates.

the chilean right’s first wholehearted embrace of the concertación’s 
model of campaigning occurred in the 1999 campaign of Joaquín lavín, 
an example of success contagion through the direct mechanism of imi-
tation. the primary objective of lavín’s campaign was to communicate 
closeness to the common people and an empathy with their problems, 
as the concertación had consistently done in previous elections.

33 Puryear 1994.
34 cis 1988a; cis 1988b.
35 tironi 1990, 108.
36 cep 1993.
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lavín’s strategy implied, first and foremost, an effort to circumvent 
existing intermediary organizations in favor of direct contact with the 
people. lavín’s party, the Unión Democrática independiente (udi), was 
largely hidden from public view during the campaign, with party flags 
prohibited at his rallies.37 circumventing the party was partially an effort 
to move to the ideological center, but it also was inspired by an explicit 
direct linkage strategy. During the campaign lavín sought out frequent 
personal contact with individuals and then ensured that images of these 
connections were broadcast directly to the nation on the evening news. 
one common technique involved lavín spending the night in the house 
of a shantytown dweller—always with the media present. such vis-
its were carefully orchestrated by the campaign’s production specialist,  
who was also in charge of megaevents such as the closing rally.38

lavín also sought to communicate closeness to the common people 
through his television advertising, which privileged “man in the street” 
testimonials and diagnosis of problems rather than specific proposals 
for solving them. During lavín’s travels around the country, campaign 
staff filmed thousands of short comments from people who attended his 
events. over two hundred of these clips were ultimately used in lavín’s 
television advertising, taking up a fifth of the total time. although 
these testimonials often mentioned policy issues, they rarely discussed 
lavín’s proposals; rather, a testimonial might bemoan the terrible state 
of crime and express confidence that lavín would somehow solve the 
problem. overall, lavín’s advertising privileged general over specific 
policy discussion (16.1 percent versus 5.2 percent), and it devoted a  
large share of time to the diagnosis of current problems (12.1 percent).

in addition, lavín’s television advertising sought to convey close-
ness to the common people through empathy appeals, arguing that he 
intimately understood their challenges and what it was like to live life 
in their shoes. in one such message, lavín argued:

after traveling thousands of kilometers, embracing and sharing the feelings of 
thousands of people, i truly have chile under my skin. today i know what a 
miner or a fisherman feels. today i know what it is like to have no job or noth-
ing to eat.

empathy appeals of this sort were also conveyed through testimonials, 
such as a university student opining that lavín understands the prob-
lems of today’s youth.

37 Juan Pablo Moreno. 2004. interviewed by author. santiago, chile, December 14.
38 Jorge Mackenna. 2006. interviewed by author. santiago, chile, January 23.
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lavín’s 1999 campaign is an example of direct success contagion be-
cause his strategy of conveying closeness and empathy with the com-
mon people involved imitating the prior efforts of the left. as lavín’s 
campaign manager explained, taking the campaign to the streets to 
establish direct contact and empathy with the common people was 
something that only the concertación had done previously. “in 1999, 
we copied them in that regard,” he asserted. “the closeness [strategy] 
originated on the left.”39

Brazil: indirect contagion from the right

in contrast to chile, the first direct presidential election after Brazil’s 
transition to democracy did not establish a model of campaign strategy 
for future candidates. the winner of Brazil’s 1989 election, fernando 
collor, represents the country’s first and only neopopulist president.40 
like all neopopulists, collor sought to circumvent existing intermedi-
ary organizations, establish direct contact with the people, and prime 
a cleavage between “the people” whom he claimed to represent and 
the economic and political elite he blamed for Brazil’s crisis. collor’s 
campaign was also vague with respect to policy; his advisers were much 
more concerned with conveying a style and image that would most 
broadly appeal to voters.41 collor won the election, but his political 
success was short-lived, and his name ultimately became synonymous 
with governing disaster. after failing to control hyperinflation, he was 
removed from the presidency when a congressional inquiry implicated 
him in a corruption scheme. By the time he left office in 1992, his ap-
proval rating stood at 9 percent.42

collor’s miserable governing experience had an impact on public 
opinion in the lead-up to the 1994 election, leaving potential voters 
wary of any candidate who appeared similar to the disgraced former 
president. Brazilian campaign professionals detected this shift in pub-
lic opinion and recommended against any approach that would remind 
people of collor. Based on a series of surveys and focus groups, a re-
port prepared in november 1993 maintained that “the ideal candidate 
should not . . . have a profile that is reminiscent of the ex-president.”43 
consultant ney lima figueiredo argued before the election that the 

39 francisco de la Maza 2005. interviewed by author. santiago, chile, november 16.
40 Weyland 1996; Boas 2005.
41 Marcos coimbra. 2006. interviewed by author. Belo Horizonte, Brazil, october 31; Belisa ri-

beiro. 2006. interviewed by author. rio de Janeiro, Brazil. october 9.
42 http://datafolha.folha.uol.com.br/po/ver_po.php?session=23.
43 figueiredo 2002 [1994], 187.
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best presidential candidate would be one with “the capacity to bind 
people together, in contrast to the strategy used by collor in ’89.”44

in accordance with the theory of success contagion, therefore, the 
negative feedback effect of collor’s disastrous presidency took neo-
populism off the table as a viable campaign strategy in 1994. Prior to 
even contemplating the candidates involved in the 1994 election and 
the circumstances in which they found themselves at the start of the 
campaign, we can say that no major candidate would be likely to adopt 
a strategy of neopopulism.

the specific strategy that would come to dominate electoral cam-
paigns in Brazil was introduced not by collor but rather by fernando 
Henrique cardoso of the Party of Brazilian social Democracy (psdB).
cardoso won the 1994 election and went on to serve a positively evalu-
ated first term in office. cardoso had been appointed finance minister 
in 1993 by interim president itamar franco, with a primary mission 
of solving the country’s inflation problem. Unlike his predecessors, 
cardoso succeeded at this task; inflation dropped dramatically and re-
mained low after his real Plan went into effect on July 1, 1994. Build-
ing upon the success of this program, which debuted at the start of the 
electoral campaign, cardoso’s strategy was to emphasize the compe-
tence that he would bring to numerous other policy areas and his abil-
ity to unify Brazilians around a common national project.

in contrast to the pattern commonly seen in chile, cardoso’s cam-
paign focused heavily on policy. His television advertising devoted 30.5 
percent of its time to proposals or current policies that would be con-
tinued under a cardoso presidency; his opponent lula engaged in such 
discussion much less frequently (14.1 percent). on television and in 
his stump speeches, cardoso often contrasted his own detailed policy 
platform with lula’s resort to criticism and failure to offer clear alter-
natives.45

a second key feature of cardoso’s campaign was its message of na-
tional unity rather than cleavage priming. cardoso’s choice of an open 
hand as a campaign symbol was intended as a symbolic contrast with 
the clenched fist of radicalism and cleavage politics. Unlike lula, car-
doso did not resort to any divisive appeals in his television advertising. 
rather, he often contrasted his call for national unity with a cleavage-
priming approach that he considered illegitimate.46

44 figueiredo 2002 [1994], 187.
45 for example, graziano 1995, 33.
46 Miguel 2000, 187–92.
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it was cardoso’s model of electioneering, not collor’s, that major 
Brazilian candidates would adopt in future elections. the presiden-
tial term to which cardoso was elected in 1994 ranks as a clear ex-
ample of governing success. cardoso’s approval rating remained steady 
throughout his first term, always higher than his disapproval rating, 
and it ended only slightly lower than when he took office.47 cardoso’s 
strategy was thus legitimized in a way that collor’s was not, creating an 
incentive for future candidates to adopt a similar approach.

in contrast to chile, where contagion across the ideological spectrum 
involved a right-wing candidate directly imitating the tactics of the left, 
success contagion in Brazil has occurred indirectly, through the medi-
ating influence of campaign professionals. Because of Brazil’s size and 
federal system of government, the country holds numerous elections 
and has developed a particularly strong community of campaign pro-
fessionals who advise candidates on both sides of the political spectrum. 
in the years since cardoso’s 1994 victory, his policycentric and unity-
oriented strategy has become the preferred approach among Brazilian 
political consultants. rather than explicitly imitating cardoso, lula 
converged on this model of campaigning in a more indirect fashion,  
as he gave greater weight to the advice of outside professionals.

since 1994 Brazilian campaign professionals have clearly come to 
prefer policycentric strategies. all the recent how-to books written by 
Brazilian consultants characterize policy content as an essential com-
ponent of campaigning.48 consultants also frequently highlight specific 
proposals that their candidates emphasized during prior campaigns.49 
reflecting on the state of the industry, consultant Malfitani says that 
“today what i see everywhere is a standardization . . . of campaigns—
you just create the school fund, the Work fund, let’s Begin again, 
Project singapore, the Health care Plan—give this thing a name, ex-
pand that [program] over there, and the people eat it up.”50

lula’s first decisive embrace of the recommendations of a campaign 
professional occurred in 2002, when the pt hired Brazil’s most cel-
ebrated marketing expert, Duda Mendonça. as with the advice that 
consultants were offering to other candidates, Mendonça recom-
mended a policycentric approach:

47 http://datafolha.folha.uol.com.br/po/ver_po.php?session=21.
48 Mendonça 2001, 114; santa rita 2001, 32–33; iten and Koyabashi 2002, 19; ferraz 2003, 60, 

64; oliveira 2006, 50, 61.
49 santa rita 2001, 32–33; iten and Koyabashi 2002, 195–207.
50 Malfitani 2001, 9.
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it’s necessary to talk about dreams, but also about reality. instead of saying “to-
gether we will change Brazil,” start to speak more objectively about what will 
be done to change Brazil. . . . the pt needs to alter its discourse a little, com-
municating more clearly with the population, presenting concrete proposals for 
Brazil’s problems, so that society can understand and trust in its project.51

consistent with Mendonça’s recommendations, lula’s 2002 cam-
paign placed substantial emphasis on his proposals and ability to im-
plement them. acclaims about future or present policies took up 19.6 
percent of lula’s television advertising, much more than in his previous 
campaigns, and the technical qualifications of his advisers were promi-
nently featured. Many of the episodes began with images of experts 
poring over charts and computer screens, followed by an announce-
ment of the issue of the day and a summary of the relevant experi-
ence of several advisers. criticism also virtually disappeared from lula’s 
campaign; blaming the government for its policy failures took up only 
3 percent of his advertising time.

another of Mendonça’s recommendations implemented in 2002 
was to present lula as a unity candidate, in contrast to the cleavage-
priming image he had conveyed in prior campaigns. this conciliatory 
stance was reflected in the former union leader’s choice of a well-known 
industrialist as his running mate. similarly, lula’s television advertising 
emphasized his desire to bring together disparate parties in pursuit of 
common national goals. one episode reported on lula’s recent meet-
ing with businessmen, bankers, union leaders, and ngo representatives 
to discuss a proposed economic and social development council. in an 
excerpt from a speech at the event, one of the participants argued that 
“we need to set aside our individual interests—not forgetting them, but 
aligning them with a greater project.”

the finding that lula’s campaigns became more policycentric over 
time might seem to contrast with the common view that he went from 
clear leftist in 1989 to wishy-washy centrist in 2002. But lula was 
clearly identifiable as a leftist in his early campaigns largely because 
of his cleavage-priming denunciations of the “dominant class,” not 
because of his specific proposals. His campaign in 2002 was certainly 
less ideologically coherent than in the past; it also conveyed a positive, 
upbeat image of the candidate that contrasted with his prior reputa-
tion for anger and intransigence. But the campaign, while sometimes 
viewed as “lula lite” for these reasons, was as heavy hitting as cardoso’s 
1994 effort when it came to policy detail.

51 Mendonça 2001, 43.
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in sum, the process of success contagion in Brazil differs from that 
in chile in several ways. a left-wing candidate converged on the strat-
egy of a right-wing predecessor, rather than the other way around. the 
strategy adopted also involved much more emphasis on policy. finally, 
the mechanism of contagion was distinct. rather than lula directly 
copying cardoso’s prior strategy, success contagion occurred indirectly, 
as lula gave greater weight to campaign professionals whose standard 
operating procedure was to recommend such an approach.

peru: limited contagion and inward-oriented reactions

the evolution of presidential campaign strategies in Peru contrasts with 
that of chile and Brazil in that there has been no long-term convergence 
among candidates of different political tendencies. During the 1990s, 
when alberto fujimori enjoyed high levels of public approval, Peru ex-
perienced a form of success contagion, with other presidential candidates 
of varying stripes emulating his linkage strategy. this phenomenon was 
ultimately contained, however, after fujimori’s downfall in 2000 and an 
ensuing change in Peru’s party system; use of similar strategies has been 
limited to a single candidate in both 2001 and 2006. the broader pattern 
in Peruvian politics, dating back to the 1980 transition to democracy, has 
been repeated governing failures, which has prompted a different form 
of strategic innovation. every modern Peruvian president—including 
fujimori, if one examines his final month in office—has had approval 
ratings below 25 percent at the start of the campaign that would re-
place him.52 lacking a clear model of electoral as well as governing 
success, candidates have tended to choose strategies via an inward- 
oriented process of reacting to prior errors within their own camp.

the argument that Peruvian candidates have failed to converge upon 
a single dominant campaign strategy stands in contrast to recent argu-
ments emphasizing the recurrence of neopopulism. alberto fujimori 
introduced neopopulism to Peru with his 1990 presidential campaign 
and ensuing presidency.53 subsequently, scholars have pointed to the 
continuity of fujimori’s tactics during his 1995 and 2000 reelection 
bids,54 the imitation of his organizational strategy by other candidates 
during the 1990s,55 and even the prevalence of fujimori-style cam-
paigns after his fall from power in 2000.56

52 Kenney 2003, 1235; carrión 2006, 129; apoyo opinión y Mercado 2006.
53 roberts 1995; Weyland 1996.
54 roberts and arcé 1998; schmidt 2000; conaghan 2005.
55 levitsky and cameron 2003.
56 roberts 2006; Weyland 2006b.
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existing arguments tell an important part of the story of how Pe-
ruvian presidential campaign strategies have evolved since 1990. fol-
lowing his surprise victory in that year’s election, fujimori was able 
to maintain generally high levels of popularity throughout the decade, 
in part due to having tamed hyperinflation and defeated the shining 
Path terrorist insurgency early in his presidency.57 thanks to this gov-
erning success, Peru experienced a limited form of success contagion 
in the 1990s, as candidates challenging fujimori’s reelection imitated 
his strategy of circumventing established intermediary organizations.58 
the major opposition candidates in 1995 ( Javier Pérez de cuéllar) and 
2000 (alberto andrade, luís castañeda, and alejandro toledo) were 
all supported by personal electoral vehicles similar to those fujimori 
had created during his political career.59

recourse to fujimori-style strategies has continued on a limited 
scale after his fall from power in 2000, but “serial populism”60 has ef-
fectively been confined to the antiestablishment portion of the political 
spectrum, occupied by a single major candidate in each of the 2001 
and 2006 elections. Both alejandro toledo and ollanta Humala relied 
on direct linkages and primed cleavages in their respective campaigns 
in 2001 and 2006, just as fujimori had done in 1990. in contrast to 
several recent studies, however, i argue that the presidential bids of 
apra’s alan garcía and right-wing candidate lourdes flores in 2001 
and 2006 do not represent a generalization of the phenomenon of neo-
populism, even with respect to the linkage dimension.61 fujimori’s ma-
neuverings in the 1990s temporarily removed apra and the partisan 
right from the ranks of serious contenders for the presidency, but his 
political demise in 2000 returned Peru’s party system to a configuration 
that was much closer to that of the 1980s.62

57 carrión 2006.
58 Peruvian political analyst rospigliosi 1994 specifically links the rise of independent candidates 

in the 1995 campaign to fujimori’s high approval ratings at the time.
59 sanborn and Panfichi 1996; levitsky and cameron 2003; conaghan 2005.
60 roberts 2006.
61 Much of the debate hinges on whether flores and garcía should be considered independent 

candidates or candidates of established parties in these two elections. roberts’s (2006) typology of 
independent politicians places flores in the category of “defector” from an established party because 
she ran for office on the ticket of the newly created national Unity (Un) alliance. However, flores 
never resigned her membership in a traditional party as did andrade and castañeda, the other major 
occupants of this category. rather, she remains a major figure in the Popular christian Party (ppc) 
and was elected to consecutive terms as party president in 2003 and 2007. the ppc also serves as the 
backbone of the Un alliance. Meanwhile, arguments that the resurgence of apra is nothing more 
than garcía’s personal comeback (for example, Weyland 2002, 195, 199; levitsky and cameron 2003; 
and roberts 2006) ignore the extent to which garcía’s 1985 campaign was also highly personalistic, 
as well as the degree to which apra historically revolved around the figure of its charismatic leader 
Víctor raúl Haya de la torre.

62 Kenney 2003.
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over the long term the evolution of Peruvian electoral strategies has 
been characterized by a very different pattern than the limited stra-
tegic contagion that took place during the 1990s. given the repeated 
governing failures of elected presidents, candidates from traditional 
parties on the right and center-left have not chosen their strategies 
by imitating prior campaigns or adopting any standardized approach 
recommended by Peruvian campaign consultants. rather, their innova-
tions in campaigning both before and after the fujimori interregnum 
have resulted from an inward-oriented process of reacting negatively to 
prior errors within their own camp.

inward-oriented reactions are crucial for explaining why long-term 
convergence in campaign strategies has not occurred in Peru as it has in 
chile and Brazil. Because they are not responding to the same external 
stimulus, but rather to entirely different, internal ones, the strategies of 
candidates from apra and the right have neither become more similar 
to one another over time nor come to approximate the strategies of 
neopopulist outsiders like toledo and Humala.

in the case of apra, the oldest and most significant political party in 
Peru, inward-oriented reactions have produced something of a zigzag 
pattern, with presidential candidates alternating between distinct cam-
paign strategies in five successive elections. in Peru’s 1980 election the 
appeals of apra presidential candidate armando Villanueva were con-
frontational and sectarian, seeking to prime Peru’s long-standing apra/
anti-apra cleavage with phrases such as “apra or anarchy” and “apra 
or civil war.”63 the campaign also relied heavily on intermediated link-
ages: party machinery played a prominent role, and apra also sought to 
make inroads into unions and shantytown organizations that were tied 
to Peru’s left parties.64 finally, Villanueva’s television advertising con-
veyed a number of specific proposals, particularly with respect to social 
policy.65 While this campaign succeeded in mobilizing the historical 
apra vote, Villanueva lost by a wide margin to center-right candidate 
fernando Belaúnde, a disappointing performance.

in the lead-up to the next presidential election in 1985, apra can-
didate alan garcía employed a strategy that was nearly opposite that 
of Villanueva in 1980: inclusive and nonconfrontational, vague in 
terms of policy, and seeking direct, personal connections to voters. as 
a participant in the 1980 campaign, garcía had embraced Villanueva’s 

63 oviedo 1981, 111.
64 sanborn 1991, 223.
65 oviedo 1981, 103.



664 world politics 

cleavage-priming stance,66 but as a presidential candidate in 1985, he 
sought to convey an image of openness with slogans such as “apra 
extends its hand to you” and “my commitment is to all Peruvians.” 
the campaign was characterized by a “studied ambiguity on policy de-
tails”:67 apra’s government program was not released until after the 
election, and garcía’s television advertising said nothing about propos-
als beyond such vague assertions as “i raise my voice to defend the jobs 
of Peruvians.” and while the apra party machinery continued to play 
an important intermediary role in the campaign, garcía also actively 
reached out to independents with a campaign-specific, personalistic 
linkage structure known as independents with alan.68

apra’s strategic about-face between 1980 and 1985 was the first of 
several shifts that are best understood as reactions to perceived errors of 
the past. garcía’s 1985 strategy was not inspired by Belaúnde’s victori-
ous campaign in 1980. rather, the change resulted from an inward-
oriented reaction: garcía and his chief strategist, Hugo otero, had 
both participated in the unsuccessful 1980 campaign and deliberately 
sought to employ a radically different strategy in 1985.69 similarly, in 
1990 the presidential campaign of apra candidate luís alva castro 
was largely a counterreaction to garcía’s 1985 effort and a return to 
the sort of strategy Villanueva had employed in 1980.70 in particular, 
alva castro cast himself as a defender of the poor against a wealthy 
elite represented by his opponent Mario Vargas llosa; his signature 
line from the campaign was “if the rich don’t vote for the poor, are the 
poor going to vote for the rich?”

after the fall of fujimori, alan garcía’s repeat presidential bids in 
2001 and 2006 involved a crucial reorientation with respect to his 1985 
strategy. in place of the policy-vague approach he had employed in his 
first contest, garcía’s 2001 and 2006 campaigns conveyed a series of 
tangible, center-left proposals that sought to scale back fujimori’s more 
radical market reforms and reaffirm some of the policy achievements 
of the prior apra government. examples include requiring employ-
ers to respect the eight-hour workday and pay workers for overtime or 
the sierra exportadora initiative that sought to stimulate export agri-
culture in the Peruvian highlands. While the sample of garcía’s 1985 
television advertising analyzed for this project barely discussed policy 

66 oviedo 1981, 99, 111.
67 sanborn 1991, 336.
68 augusto lanatta. 2006. interviewed by author. lima, Peru, april 19.
69 Hugo otero. 2006. interviewed by author. lima, Peru, March 9.
70 alfonso salcedo. 2006. interviewed by author. lima, Peru, March 22.
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at all, the portion devoted to policy in the first and second rounds of 
2001 and 2006 ranged from 43 to 70 percent.71

the decision to emphasize policy in 2001 and 2006 makes sense 
only as an inward-oriented reaction to garcía’s prior strategy, not as 
contagion across the ideological spectrum. other policy-oriented Pe-
ruvian presidential campaigns, such as that of Vargas llosa in 1990, 
had always fared poorly in the past and should not have prompted 
emulation.

in sum, the evolution of campaign strategies among presidential 
candidates from Peru’s apra does not show any evidence of strategic 
contagion. given the repeated governing failures of Peruvian presi-
dents, apra’s natural response was to look inward for inspiration on 
how to approach the next election, rather than adopting a model previ-
ously employed by another party’s candidate.

conclusion

existing theories of change in the nature of electoral campaigns predict 
cross-national convergence, driven by the diffusion of specific models 
of campaigning or contagion from one side of the ideological spectrum. 
contrary to these predictions, the prevailing national patterns of cam-
paign strategy in chile, Brazil, and Peru have actually diverged from 
one another during the past two decades. the process of transforma-
tion in each country also differs: major presidential candidates in chile 
have converged upon a strategy initially employed by the left, Brazilian 
candidates have adopted a model first introduced by the right, and Pe-
ruvian candidates have retained a heterogeneous mix of strategies. not 
only do these outcomes differ from the predictions of the comparative 
literature on electoral campaigns; they also cannot be accounted for by 
structural and institutional differences across countries or alternative 
explanations for within-country strategic convergence.

in this article i have developed a theory of success contagion that can 
explain these cross-national differences in campaign strategy. i argue 
that the first politician to combine a victorious campaign with a posi-
tively evaluated term as president establishes a model of electioneering 
that candidates across the ideological spectrum are likely to adopt in 
the future. the political context of the election in which this model is 
established is likely to vary across countries, such that candidates ulti-

71 other aspects of garcía’s prior strategy, such as the unity-oriented message and simultaneous 
use of direct and intermediated linkages, were carried over from 1985 to 2001 and 2006, so these most 
recent campaigns do not represent a complete about-face.
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mately converge upon a nationally distinct set of campaign practices. 
success contagion is driven by candidates’ desires to adopt strategies 
that are viewed as legitimate in the eyes of voters. campaign strategies 
are likely to be delegitimized if they help elect presidents who go on 
to govern disastrously, and major candidates in the next election will 
avoid them because of their association with an unpopular incumbent. 
if such governing failures occur on a repeated basis, strategic conver-
gence is much less likely because there will be no single model that 
candidates across the ideological spectrum are driven to adopt.

the chilean, Brazilian, and Peruvian campaigns examined in this 
article illustrate the different varieties of electioneering prevailing in 
these countries, as well as three distinct mechanisms of strategic change 
associated with the theory of success contagion. in chile the strategy 
of the center-left concertación in the 1988 plebiscite relied on direct 
linkages and placed little emphasis on policy. in 1999 right-wing can-
didate Joaquín lavín adopted a similar strategy through outright imi-
tation of the concertación’s prior tactics. in Brazil, collor’s neopopu-
list approach to the 1989 election did not generate success contagion 
because it was delegitimized by his disastrous presidency. rather, it was 
cardoso’s 1994 campaign that established the prevailing model of elec-
tioneering in Brazil—one that avoids cleavage priming and empha-
sizes specific proposals. left-wing candidate lula adopted a similar 
approach in 2002, largely by accepting what had become the standard 
operating procedure in Brazil’s community of campaign professionals.

Peru illustrates a different pattern of strategic evolution—a pattern 
in which candidates have failed to converge over the long term. During 
the 1990s, when neopopulist president alberto fujimori enjoyed high 
approval ratings, candidates challenging his reelection also sought to 
circumvent established intermediary organizations and promote direct 
linkages to the people. But this imitation of fujimori’s strategy ended 
with his downfall in 2000. the broader pattern in Peruvian politics has 
involved recurrent governing failures. lacking an attractive external 
model, candidates have tended to choose strategies in successive elec-
tions through an inward-oriented approach of reacting to prior errors. 
in the case of the center-left apra, this process has produced strategic 
zigzags over the course of five elections from 1980 to 2006.

the theory of success contagion was developed inductively based on 
the experiences of chile, Brazil, and Peru, but this theory should be ap-
plicable to presidential election campaigns in other cases of third-wave 
transition from authoritarian rule. elsewhere, i have drawn on sec-
ondary literature to test the theory in ten additional new democracies:  
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argentina, Benin, ecuador, ghana, Honduras, Mali, nicaragua, the 
Philippines, south Korea, and Uruguay.72 as summarized in table 3, 
the theory’s predictions are supported in seven out of ten countries, and 
partially supported in an eighth. Major presidential candidates in Be-
nin, Mali, ghana, and nicaragua converged upon national unity strat-
egies and have avoided priming cleavages in their electoral campaigns. 
strategic convergence in each of these countries can be linked to the 
legitimating role of either the successful transition government or first 
successful elected government. three additional cases—argentina, 
Uruguay, and Honduras—show evidence of back-and-forth shifts in 
campaign strategy that suggest inward-oriented reactions. as predicted 
by the theory of success contagion, we see this particular zigzag pattern 
in countries where there have been repeated governing failures. like 
Peru, argentina also illustrates limited strategic convergence during 
the 1990s, following Menem’s successful first term in office. finally, 
ecuadorian candidates converged on a strategy of high policy focus in 
the 1980s, an outcome that is consistent with success contagion. only 
after the collapse of ecuador’s party system does the theory become 
less useful for explaining campaign dynamics.

the evolution of presidential campaign strategies in the Philippines, 
south Korea, and post-1990 ecuador contradicts the predictions of 
success contagion in important ways. in both ecuador and Philippines 
a series of outsiders have employed neopopulist strategies in recent 
elections even though no prior neopopulist president has governed 
successfully. in both countries the rise of neopopulism occurred after 
successful presidencies that should have prompted convergence on a 
distinct campaign strategy (and that, in the case of ecuador, did gener-
ate convergence in the 1980s). for their part, south Korean presiden-
tial candidates have largely converged on a strategy of direct linkage, 
low policy focus, and minimal cleavage priming. However, prior presi-
dents always ended their terms highly unpopular, so success contagion 
would predict inward-oriented reactions and a zigzag trajectory rather 
than strategic continuity.

these disconfirming cases underscore certain situations in which 
the theory of success contagion has less explanatory power. all three 
countries have highly personalistic party systems, where existing par-
ties are largely the fiefdoms of a few powerful individuals and dissent-

72 Boas 2009, chap. 5. i selected cases meeting the following criteria: (1) a freedom House political 
rights score no higher than 3 for any year between 2000 and 2006; (2) a presidential system of govern-
ment; (3) a transition from authoritarian rule after 1974; (4) four or more peacetime democratic presi-
dential elections (given that convergence in chile and Brazil did not occur until the fourth democratic 
election). i eliminated the seychelles for lack of secondary literature.
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ing elites routinely craft personal electoral vehicles when they cannot 
secure the nomination of established parties.73 this characteristic has 
meant that there is relatively little organizational continuity in each 
country’s electoral politics; that, in turn, limits the potential for lessons 
to be transmitted from one campaign to the next. Moreover, both ec-
uador and the Philippines have seen significant political space opened 
up within their party systems, either by the reluctance of the left to 
embrace electoral competition74 or by the withering of traditional par-
ties on both sides of the ideological spectrum after repeated failures in 
office. as in Peru, the partial or total collapse of a country’s traditional 
party system may create unoccupied space that neopopulist candidates 
are able to fill on a repeated basis, regardless of whether this strategy 
was ever legitimated by a successful governing experience.

though cases of party system collapse have often attracted scholars’ 
attention, they appear to be the exception rather than the rule among 
new democracies. Moreover, where only part of a country’s party sys-
tem has suffered long-term demise, as in Peru, the theory should be 
useful for explaining campaign dynamics among the surviving political 
sectors. and among new democracies with at least moderate organiza-
tional continuity from one election to the next—a more common sce-
nario, judging from the cases examined here—success contagion offers 
a generalizable explanation for why candidates of left and right tend to 
converge on nationally unique styles of campaigning over time.

73 Heo and stockton 2005; Brownlee 2007, 196–201; sánchez 2008.
74 Quimpo 2005.

taBle 3
testing the generality of success contagion

Country Theory Supported Candidates Converge

Benin yes yes
Mali yes yes
ghana yes yes
nicaragua yes yes
argentina yes yes: ’90s; no: ’80s, ’00s
Uruguay yes no
Honduras yes no
ecuador partially yes
Philippines no no
south Korea no yes
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appendix

content analysis of television advertising

television advertising formats

chile, Brazil, and Peru differ somewhat in the form of television ad-
vertising allowed during electoral campaigns. in chile and Brazil can-
didates are not allowed to purchase ads; instead, they receive blocks of 
government-sponsored airtime that run simultaneously on all broadcast 
television channels during the thirty to sixty days before the first-round 
vote and two to three weeks before the second-round vote. individual 
programs are typically between two and ten minutes long, depending 
on the number of contenders and, in Brazil, the size of each candidate’s 
congressional delegation.75 in recent elections Peru has also allocated 
free time to presidential candidates, but it also permits paid advertis-
ing, which is far more prominent. the typical campaign ad in Peru, 
therefore, is a thirty-second spot interspersed among commercial ad-
vertisements.

in chile and Brazil the same presidential advertisements are broad-
cast nationally. in Peru candidates may buy ads in local media mar-
kets, though such targeting is rare in presidential elections. campaign 
advertising programs in Brazil are aired both at midday and during 
prime time, though broadcasts in these time slots are often quite simi-
lar, and campaigns always treat the prime-time slot as more important. 
in chile presidential campaign advertising typically alternates between 
a midday and a prime-time slot on successive days.

population and sample

in Brazil i analyzed only the evening electoral broadcasts, following 
existing studies.76 i was able to obtain most of the evening broadcasts 
for every major candidate since 1989; in no case was i missing more 
than 25 percent of episodes, and in most cases, the figure was closer to 
5 percent. for candidates who had broadcast more than four hours of 
advertising in any one election, i analyzed a systematic random sample 
(that is, distributed evenly throughout the period of advertising) of half of 
the episodes from that campaign. in other cases, i analyzed all episodes.

in chile i obtained all broadcasts (daytime and prime time) for ma-
jor candidates except for the first four days of Büchi’s advertising in 

75 since 1996 Brazil has also allowed campaign spots of fifteen, thirty, and sixty seconds to be aired 
for free at various times throughout the day. i did not examine these spots.

76 for example, Porto and guazina 1999; Porto 2007.
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1989. i analyzed all of this material, except for the 1988 plebiscite, in 
which i analyzed a systematic random sample of half of the episodes.

in Peru i analyzed all spots i was able to obtain, including those 
available to the candidates as free time. Because of the nature of cam-
paign advertising in Peru—broadcast at various times throughout the 
day and on different channels—it is more difficult to assess the com-
pleteness of this collection. During the 2006 campaign i was able to 
record all advertisements except for a handful of spots aired only two 
to four times. from a variety of archival sources, i was also able to 
acquire what i consider to be the vast majority of spots broadcast in 
the 1990, 2001, and 2006 elections, as well as a handful of spots from 
alan garcía’s campaign in 1985. While unavoidably a sample of con-
venience, this collection of Peruvian advertising is more complete than 
any other that i am aware of.

unitizing and coding

following Porto’s approach for Brazil, i used a combination of the ap-
peal and the segment as the recording unit.77 segments typically change 
with a change in speaker, but within individual segments there may be 
multiple distinct appeals. for example, a candidate might criticize the 
incumbent government for its failure to control inflation (one appeal) 
and then discuss his own policy proposals in that area (a second appeal). 
spots, because they are shorter than free electoral broadcasts, contain 
fewer distinct segments or appeals. across all content analyzed, the 
average length of a unit was twenty-five seconds.

a common coding scheme was used for the analysis of all three coun-
tries. the principal categories relevant to the present article include 
whether the segment was devoted to policy (versus image, ideology, val-
ues, partisan affiliation, jingles, or the conduct of the campaign itself ) 
and whether it engaged in cleavage priming. among segments devoted 
to policy, relevant subcategories include whether the appeal conveyed 
criticism, an acclaim, or diagnosis; whether it concerned the future, pres-
ent, or past; and whether the policy discussion was specific or general.

presentation of results

the summary statistics presented in this article concern the percent-
age of a candidate’s total advertising time that falls into the categories 
and subcategories listed above. in calculating these figures, i weight 
each coded unit according to its elapsed time, as well as according to 
the frequency (or estimated frequency) with which the corresponding 

77 Porto and guazina 1999; Porto 2007.
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spot or episode was broadcast. in Brazil and chile data on broadcast 
frequency can be readily obtained because broadcasts occur at a specific 
time of day on all channels. in Peru such data are more difficult to come 
by since spots air at different times on different channels. for the 2006 
election i use data from the tracking firm Mediacheck, which gives 
broadcast frequency for all campaign spots on all over-the-air television  
stations in lima. for the 2001 election i use the frequency with which 
each spot appeared in an archival collection of daily recordings of morn-
ing and evening news broadcasts during the campaign, housed at the 
instituto Prensa y sociedad in lima. for earlier elections i assume that 
broadcast frequency is inversely proportional to length; a thirty-second 
spot is broadcast twice as often as a sixty-second spot.

intercoder reliaBility

reliability was assessed by having undergraduate research assistants 
recode a sample of advertising from each country using written cod-
ing instructions. one coder worked on Brazil, and another on chile 
and Peru; each was a proficient but nonnative speaker of the relevant 
language. after an initial training round for each country, i randomly 
sampled one video for each candidate and election year in chile and 
Brazil, and two videos in Peru, from among those that the coders had 
not yet seen. in terms of elapsed time, these videos amounted to 4.2 
percent of the material analyzed for Brazil, 4.9 percent for chile, and 
10.4 percent for Peru.

for most countries and coding categories, reliability ranged from ac-
ceptable (agreement with 79 percent of my coding decisions for spe-
cific versus general policy in chile and Peru) to excellent (better than 
95 percent agreement on cleavage priming in each country). for the 
distinction between policy and nonpolicy, agreement was 82 percent 
for Brazil, 88 percent for chile, and 92 percent for Peru. coders also 
reliably identified past policy versus present or future (82–89 percent 
agreement) but had difficulty distinguishing between the latter two 
categories, so i collapse them when presenting summary statistics. Un-
satisfactory results were obtained only for specific versus general policy 
in Brazil (59 percent); i refrain from citing figures in this category in 
the corresponding section.
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