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ARTICLE

Investigating Elite Behavior through Field
Experiment in Brazil: do candidates
answer more to core or swing voters?'

Paolo Spada

Ash Center for Democratic Governance and Innovation, Harvard Kennedy
School, USA

Feliciano de Sa Guimaraes
Escola Superior de Propaganda e Marketing (ESPM), Brazil

This paper explores recent advances in experimental methodology to an-
alyze elite behavior. Using an email experiment conducted in the context of the
Brazilian 2008 municipal elections, we studied whether candidates target “swing”
or “core” voters during campaigns. Candidates from all parties — 1,000 candidates
in all — were contacted by randomly generated citizens who identified themselves
as either core or swing voters. Additionally, we randomized senders’ past voting
behavior and their gender. To identify the baseline answer rate, we employed a
placebo treatment with no reference to the elections. Our results show that Bra-
zilian candidates target any sender as long as she identifies herself as a potential
voter. Within this general finding, models with city-specific fixed effects indicate
that Brazilian politicians tend to target core voters. The paper contributes to the
general experimental literature by providing an easily replicable design that can
test the behavior of elite interaction with the public. At the same time, the paper
extends the literature on core versus swing voters by providing an empirical test
that can shed light on the effects of a specific political environment (type of elec-
tion, voting rule, and party structure), and how it affects the relationship between
candidates and voters during elections.

Keywords: Experimental analysis, Electoral Studies, Urban Politics, Meth-
odology
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Introduction

he literature on how politicians allocate resources in order to optimize elector-

Tal performance has generated intense debate in the social sciences. Some lean
towards Cox and McCubbins’ 1986 model in which politicians allocate resources to core
voters (Calvo and Murillo, 2004; Ansolabehere and Snyder 2006; Nichter, 2008; Magaloni
et al., 2008; Cox, 2009). Others prefer Lindbeck and Weibull’s 1987 model (Schady, 2000;
Case, 2001; Dahlberg and Johansson, 2002; Stokes, 2005) where politicians focus on un-
decided or swing voters.

Empirical tests of the two models using non-experimental methods present mixed
results (Schady, 2000; Dahlberg and Johansson, 2002; Calvo and Murillo, 2004; Stokes,
2005; Ansolabehere and Snyder, 2006; Magaloni et al., 2008). Our study is the first to
apply a field experiment in order to further test some of the claims in this ongoing debate.
Through a modified “email experiment” we implemented a test in order to shed some light
on candidate behavior. This article is based on a field experiment conducted in the con-
text of the 2008 Brazilian municipal election. We aim to elucidate if candidates are more
responsive to swing or core voters’ demands, or if they answer indiscriminately.

It is important to mention that these empirical studies focus on traditional clientelistic
practices and distributive politics; they look to understand how resources are allocated to
certain group of voters through clientelistic practices. Our paper has a different approach,
which is to understand how candidates answer to voters’ demands. We want to verify
whether politicians target voters trough signaling mechanisms rather than resource distri-
bution. Answering to voters’ demands is different from resorting to clientelistic practices.
Generally, we are interested in the discussion of distributive politics. However, we tackle
it via communication rather than spending or patronage because our research design al-
lows us to better gauge politicians’ strategies from that perspective. Therefore the results
may shed light on the clientelism agenda because the allocation of candidates’ scarce time
may mimic the process of allocation of other resources, although this argument cannot be
made based on our experiment candidates’ use of clientelistic practices towards certain
voters. We can argue, however, that candidates have a preference to communicating with
voters that present specific ideological characteristics.

Using an experiment design we directly measure the candidates strategies towards
voters, while avoiding problems with endogeneity, collinearity, and self-selection of the
traditional distributive politics literature. Experiments are complementary to more tradi-
tional empirical methods because they have a higher degree of internal validity and ability
to derive causal inference, as well as a more precise measurement of the variables of inter-
est (Gerber et al., 2004; Gerber and Green, 2012).
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The logic of the “email experiment” design we propose is quite simple. We measure
the probability of a candidate or a candidate’s staff to respond to emails sent by different
types of voters. During the weeks previous to the election, time is a scarce resource for
candidates and staff. If we consider the allocation of time as an “investment”, then a can-
didate seeking to win the election would invest time where he or she expects to obtain the
highest return, i.e. the highest probability of gaining a vote. Therefore if the candidates
consistently targeted one type of sender it would mean this type of sender was considered
on average a better “investment”.

Our experimental test is specifically designed to identify systematic patterns in the
candidate answering rate. The treatment is the voter type. Some voters identify themselves
as loyal supporters that will certainly vote for the candidate (core), while others state that
they are undecided (swing). We also employ a “no identification” email, or placebo, in
which the sender simply asks a question with no reference to the coming election. This
treatment aims to capture the baseline-answering rate to a generic email during the elec-
toral period. Additional treatments investigate the effects of other characteristics of the
senders, such as past voting behavior, gender, and profession.

We ran the experiment during the Brazilian municipal elections of October 2008.
The unique Brazilian institutional setting was the inspiration for the choice of the Bra-
zilian local election. In Brazilian elections parties often change coalitions, and electors
regularly vote on a personal basis. We sent an email to each mayoral candidate in all the
cities above 50,000 inhabitants. The email asked if the candidate had the intention to
lower the IPTU tax, a local tax on property. A total of 1181 emails were sent, and 1051
responses were obtained. Focusing on the difference between a treatment effect and the
placebo effect allows us to safely drop the missing values from the sample. The answer rate
of candidates demanded by core voters (123/358 = 34.3%) is only slightly higher than the
rate for candidates questioned by swing voters (103/340 = 30.2%). The senders that did
not offer any identification received a significantly lower proportion of answers statistical-
ly (74/353 = 20.9%). The Brazilian results shows that emails referring to the elections in
the subject had a higher probability of being answered, but also that Brazilian politicians,
at first glance, seem not to differentiate between swing and core voters when allocating
time to answering emails.

With some simple modifications our design can be used to investigate any type of
elite interaction with the public. As long as the researcher can alter the signals received
by the elite and treatments can be easily hidden among many other similar signals from

the public, it is possible to implement an experimental design for studying elite behaviors.
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The article will proceed as follows. Firstly, we will review the political economy lit-
erature on politicians’ behavior. Secondly, we will describe the design in detail. In conclu-

sion we will propose an experimental research agenda on elite behavior.
The debate on core voters and swing voters

As mentioned in the introduction, the literature on candidate behavior presents two
main models: the Cox and McCubbins (1986) model and the Lindbeck and Weibull (1987)
model. For the former, vote-maximizing politicians focus their resources on core constit-
uencies. In this framework, politicians perceive swing voters as a risky investment, while
core voters that have declared their preferences are perceived as a safe investment. In
addition, politicians seek to prevent voters from abandoning their party. Contrastingly,
in Lindbeck and Weibull’s framework, money spent on ideologically proximate voters is
wasted, since they will vote for the candidate’s party regardless. The intuitive logic behind

this model is clearly summarized by Stokes (2005: 317):

Voters who are predisposed in favor of a party on partisan or programmatic
grounds cannot credibly threaten to punish their favored party if it withholds dis-
tributive rewards. Therefore the party should not waste rewards on them.

These initial papers generated equilibrium results in which parties focused all their
resources either on swing or core voters (Cox and McCubbins, 1986 and Lindbeck and
Weibull, 1987). Subsequent papers expanded this analysis to allow parties and candidates
to adopt additional strategies. The current literature focuses on four strategies; rewarding
loyalists (core voters who will turnout); vote buying (swing or opposition voters that will
turnout); turnout buying (a core voter that may not turnout) and double persuasion (swing
or opposition voters that may not turnout) (Nichter, 2008). Interestingly, while the earlier
literature had a clear equilibrium prediction, the more recent literature does not present
definite results. According to the modern literature, in equilibrium we should observe dif-
ferent strategy portfolios depending on the characteristics of the polity (e.g. voter loyalty,
collective action costs, propensity to turnout and existence of a party machine) that in-
fluence the relative payoff of each strategy. Most current papers still propend towards one
main strategy, but contend that the party would also follow others.

Nichter (2008) and Cox (2009) have strengthened the “core vote model” by relaxing
some of its assumptions. Nichter questions the assumption that all voters turnout to vote
as some may abstain. Consequently, the party machine has to spend resources among
proximate voters in order to buy turnout, instead of simple vote buying. In this model, pol-

iticians have to invest resources to convince a latent core constituency to go to the polls.
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Similarly, Cox notes that models on distributive politics focus solely on persuasion. Once
coordination (lowering similar competitors in the ballot) and mobilization (taking voters
to the polls) are included, it is possible to confirm that parties allocate benefits to indi-
viduals who can provide coordination and mobilization services, rather than brokers who
are experts at identifying swing voters (Cox, 2009). What Nichter (2008) and Cox (2009)
show is that the “core vote model” can be reinforced by questioning its unidimensionality.
These authors demonstrate that it is possible to strengthen the model by refining voter
types and politicians’ behaviors.

In a more recent paper, Dunning and Stokes (2008) seek to bridge the gap between
the swing and core voter models. They demonstrate that Nichter (2008) and Cox (2009)
are correct in questioning the fact that not all voters actually vote, but they argue that
these critics have not gone as far as they could in challenging the unidimensionality of
the “core vote model”. They present a full two-dimensional model. In their view, a party
chooses how to distribute resources based on two dimensions of voter difference: propen-
sity to vote or abstain and ideological position. The results are three-fold. Firstly, under
general conditions parties tend to buy both votes and turnout. Secondly, among support-
ers who go to the polls anyway (non-abstainers) the party is better off targeting swing and
weakly opposed voters. When it comes to non-abstainers, the machine can gain additional
votes by spending resources on swing voters only. Thirdly, among potential voters (those
who may turn out if offered a benefit) the party will target supporters. In other words, the
party will try to take to the polls only those who are likely to vote for it.

As was mentioned in the introduction, empirical studies on the two models based on
non-experimental methods have had so far mixed results. There are empirical records sup-
porting the “swing voter model” (Schady, 2000; Dahlberg and Johansson, 2002) and oth-
ers more consistent with the “core voter model” (Calvo and Murillo, 2004; Ansolabehere
and Snyder 2006, and Magaloni et al., 2008). In order to identify the voter groups (swing
or core), these studies employ either surveys estimating the distribution of political pref-
erences among voters (Dahlberg and Johansson, 2002; Stokes, 2005), or aggregate voter
returns biased by clientelistic actions of party patrons (Schady, 2000; Calvo and Murillo,
2004, 2009; Magaloni et al., 2008).

As previously stated, these empirical studies are focused on distributive politics (cli-
entelistic practices). They attempt to understand how different clientelistic practices work
in different political environments, especially resource allocation towards a group of vot-
ers. This paper has a different goal, which is to understand how candidates answer to vot-
ers demands. Answering to voter demands is clearly different than resorting to clientelistic

practices, although the results might shed light on the topic of clientelism due to the fact
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that the allocation of candidates’ scarce time might mimic the allocation process of other
resources.

Additionally, it is important to keep in mind that our paper employs an ideological
definition of core and swing voters. This is different from some of the definitions encoun-
tered in the relevant literature. As Calvo and Murillo (2004) note, among the different
definitions some authors highlight an adherence dimension, for example a special identity
between the party and a defined group of voters (Cox and McCubbins, 1986). Others
stress the loyalty of voters, such as the ideological proximity to a party’s political platforms
(Stokes, 2005). Some works emphasize the physical proximity to party networks (Cal-
vo and Murillo, 2004), and others the relative riskiness of voters (Diaz-Cayeros, 2008).
This can be simplified into three main definitions; (a) Core voters have an ideological
preference toward a party; (b) Core voters are those that parties may target more easily
or cheaply (i.e. the leaky bucket is less leaky for them) and (c) Core voters are less risky
(due to their steady and certain behavior through time) (Calvo and Murillo, 2009). How-
ever, mathematically the three concepts lead to similar mechanics of altering the expected
net-cost of buying out voters. Thus, the current generation of models cannot distinguish
among them. It is also unclear if our experiment can clear these differences out.

In this article, following Stokes 2005, we define core voters as loyal voters whose
ideological proximity to a party’s political position prevents defection based on tactical
redistribution of benefits by other parties. Our test explores the effect of the ideological
position of voters (core and swing) on candidates allocation of time and resources. Appar-
ently, this core voter definition should only be tested in countries where core voters have
partisan or programmatic (not clientelistic) links to parties. While weak partisan identi-
ties would render Brazil an inappropriate setting to conduct the experiment, the fact that
we are manipulating voters ideological positions and that the communication is individual
should enhance the message credibility in the minds of candidates (Samuels and Zucco,
2012).

The next section explores the experiment in detail. The same design may be em-
ployed to test the reaction of candidates to voters that are more or less proximate, or their
riskiness, but in the current implementation we focus purely on ideology and propensity

to vote.

The experimental design

The “email experiment” design is a modification of the “cv experiment”. In a “cv
experiment” different applications (e.g. CVs and housing applications) are sent to multi-

ple recipients to see if they respond in differently depending on the characteristics of the
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sender, such as gender, race, and ethnicity (e.g. Firth 1981; Weichselbaumer 2003; Oreo-
poulos, 2009).

In the “contacting the candidate” design the recipient is not an employer but a can-
didate running in political elections. The treatments randomly alter the characteristics of
the sender to investigate the behavior of aspiring politicians during electoral campaigns.
The variables that can be easily recorded by the researcher are the answer rate, the content
of the answer, and the time taken to receive an answer. In the examples reviewed we will
focus only on the answer rate. When using emails as media, as in our implementations,
failure to contact is easily identified, and usually comes with an identification code (e.g. a

spam filter blocked the email, the mailbox was full or the email did not exist).

The experimental design: the Brazilian municipal elections of 2008

The Brazilian electoral system for city Assemblies is rather unique: while an open
list allows voters to cast a vote for an individual candidate, it also gives them the option
of voting exclusively for the party (vofo de legenda). Mayors are chosen in single member
districts, through a plurality system in cities with a population of less than 200,000 and
a majoritarian run-off system in cities over that threshold. The Brazilian literature shows
that politicians’ personal reputation is key to shaping voters’ preferences (Nicolau, 2002;
Carreirdao and Kinzo, 2004; Carreirdo, 2007). Parties constantly struggle to establish
themselves and retain a set of loyal supporters. More importantly, the highly fragmented
party system induces the creation of large government coalitions (Nicolau, 1996; Amorim
Neto, 1998). It is very common to observe traditional leftist parties, such as the Workers’
Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores) and the Socialist Party (Partido Socialista Brasileiro)
establishing coalitions with right wing parties, especially at a local level. In such a sce-
nario, it is more difficult for Brazilian voters to differentiate left from right and vice versa
(Ames and Smith, 2010). As we will hypothesize in the conclusion, another possible con-
sequence is that this very unique institutional setting makes it more difficult for Brazilian
candidates to retain voter support between elections.

The experiment was conducted on September 227 2008, two weeks before the Mu-
nicipal elections in Brazil. All emails were sent in one day using newsletter software elim-
inating the possibility that an external shock would change the answer rate of different
days. We used 18 aliases, 9 males and 9 females. The structure of the email was identi-
cal for all name.surname@gmail.com. We randomized the most common names and sur-
names found on a Brazilian website. In the event that the email would not be available we

added a number after the surname.
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The experiment focused on the mayoral candidates in every city with more than
50,000 inhabitants (~550 cities). Candidates’ emails were obtained from the Brazilian
Electoral Tribunal, with access to a list containing the majority of the candidates. The
number of candidates varies between two and more than 10 per city, but not all candidates
have an email account. Thus in our sample the number of candidates varies between 1
and 7.

A total of 1181 emails were sent. We excluded 173 emails from the sample: 103 due to
miscoding of the email and 70 because of sending duplicate emails to the same recipient.
Finally, 7 emails arrived after the Election Day. The total available sample is 1008.

An interesting characteristic of this experiment is that it allows recording contact
failures and analyzing their reasons (e.g. the email account does not exist, the email ac-
count is full). Probably due to the nature of the experiment we had very few treatment
failures. Candidates monitor their email accounts frequently and thus no email bounced
back due to a full email account. Given that we are studying the difference between the
treatment effect and the placebo effect, and we do not have a traditional control group, we
can simply drop these missing values or contact failures from the sample. Thus the results
we present only apply to politicians who have an active email account.

Given that the Brazilian experiment was conducted during a municipal election, it
was necessary to find a baseline question concerning local politics. One important and
constant issue of electoral campaigns in Brazilian cities is the reduction of taxes, in partic-
ular the reduction of real estate tax (IPTU). Therefore each alias asked the same question
regarding the reduction of IPTU. The reduction of taxes is usually a non-neutral question,
because it is more strongly advocated by right-wing coalitions. The presence of a placebo
treatment, in which the senders did not provide any identification, addresses this problem.
A comparison between the answer rates in the treatment groups and the placebo illumi-
nates the potential bias induced by the question itself. The placebo group identifies the
baseline effect of the message, which is an average of all the potential effects of the ele-
ments of the email that were not considered as a treatment (the question itself, the specific
name of the sender, the email provider and the time of the day the email was received).

Typically candidates for the mayor office in Brazil are supported by large electoral
coalitions. These coalitions vary in composition dramatically. Parties that are allied in
one city are often running in opposite coalitions in other cities. In addition, parties switch
coalitions over the years in the same city. For these reasons the concepts of left and right
are difficult to apply in Brazil at the municipal level. Therefore, we have phrased the treat-
ment to investigate past support. Some senders declared they have “always voted for the
party of the candidate”. Others declared they have “never voted for the party of the candi-

date”. Finally, a group of senders did not provide any information regarding past support.
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We also investigated the effect of gender. The treatment scheme was therefore 3x3x2x2.
The following three examples exemplify some of the treatments. The original text was in

Portuguese.

Example 1: Swing; Right; Entrepreneur; Male

SUBJECT: A question from an undecided voter

How do you do? My name is B and in the past I have always voted for your party.
In this election I am still undecided and I am not sure if I will vote for you or for another
candidate. I have a question regarding the IPTU. In the past few years I have paid a lot
of IPTU and I would like to know if you will lower the tax rate. I believe that this could
increase the tax revenue of the city. Do you have any proposals concerning this matter?

Best Regards

Mr. B

Small Entrepreneur

Example 2: Core; placebo; placebo; Female

SUBJECT: A question from one of your supporters

How do you do? My name is C. In the next election I will vote for you. I have a ques-
tion regarding the IPTU. In the past few years I have paid a lot of IPTU and I would like
to know if you will lower the tax rate. I believe that this could increase the tax revenue of
the city. Do you have any proposals concerning this matter?

Best Regards

Ms. C

Example 3: placebo; placebo; placebo; Female

SUBJECT: A question

How do you do? My name is B. I have a question regarding the IPTU. In the last few
years I have paid a lot of IPTU and I would like to know if you will lower the tax rate.
I believe that this could increase the tax revenue of the city. Do you have any proposals
concerning this matter?

Best Regards

Ms. B

Additionally, in order to capture the possibility that the political dynamic in cities
with more than 200,000 registered voters may differ from the smaller cities (between
50,000 and 200,000 registered voters) we have stratified the treatments by electoral sys-

tem. Electoral rules in Brazil depend on the size of the municipality. In cities with more
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than 200,000 registered voters there is a second round (run off). That is, if in the first
round a candidate does not receive more than 50% of the valid votes, a second round is
held a couple of weeks later. In cities with less than 200,000 registered voters, the candi-
date with the most votes wins, regardless of the 50% margin. In Brazil voting is compul-
sory, but the law is not stringently enforced and there are still a considerable number of
people that do not vote. In our sample 269 candidates were running in cities with a two-

round system, while the remaining 789 were running in smaller cities with a single round.

The results

289 candidates responded to the email. This corresponds to 28.7% of the 1,008 con-
tacts. Candidates from cities with more than 200,000 registered voters and, consequently,
with a run-off election answered slightly more than candidates from smaller cities (33.4%
vs. 27%). Table 1 summarizes the design and displays the answer rate for each treatment.

Core voters received more answers (123/359=34.3%) than swing voters
(92/294=31.3%), but this difference is not statistically significant. Voters in the “no iden-
tification” group receive significantly fewer replies than both groups (74/355=20.8%). A
t-test of difference in means between the no identification group and the swing voters
group (-10.4%) always rejected the null. The 95% confidence interval on the difference is
contained between -3% and -17%. Additionally, the difference between the no identifica-
tion group and the core treatment group (-13.4%) is significantly different from zero, while

the 95% confidence interval on the difference is contained between -6.9% and -19.9%.

Table 1. Answer rate

Sender’s type

Sender’s Voting history No identification Core Swing Total
Undeclared 20/119 43/117 32/122 95/348
(16.8%) (36.7%) (28.5%) (27.3%)
Supporter in the previous elections 23/117 40/120 19/56 82/293
(19.7%) (33.3%) (33.9%) (27.9%)
Non Supporter in the previous election 31/119 40/122 41/126 112/367
(26%) (32.8%) (32.5%) (30.5%)
Total 74/355 123/359 92/294 289/1008
(20.8%) (34.3%) (31.3%) (28.7%)

The lower answer rate to senders in the no identification group could be due to the

fact that the subject of the email (“a question”) contains no reference to the election, while
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the two other groups contain explicit references (“a question from one of your supporters”
and “a question from an undecided voter”).

On inspection of Table 1 two things stand out. Firstly, among the voters with no de-
clared voting history, those that sent a core voter message received a higher answer rate
(36.7%) than those that sent a swing message (28.5%). The usual battery of tests reveals
that we cannot rule out the possibility that the difference in the answer rate is zero. The
one tail t-test rejects the null at the 10% level (Pr=0.094), but the one tail Fisher exact
test does not reject the null (Pr=0.119). Thus there is only a weak indication that the core
group mean is larger than the swing group mean. The 95% confidence interval on the dif-
ference is contained between -4% and 20%.

If we now turn our attention to the first column we can see that among the voters
that sent a message with no identification, those that sent a “non supporter in the past”
message received a higher answer rate (26% vs. 19.7%). This difference is not statistical-
ly significant in our sample. When considering the treatment gender and the treatment

“small entrepreneur” and all the possible interactions we find no effect.

The Brazilian case: main considerations

The results of our analysis point out that Brazilian candidates did not target either
swing or core voters specifically. They instead targeted any sender that could have been a
potential voter. As illustrated in Table 2, those senders that did not clearly identify them-

selves as potential voters received on average 10% less answers:

Table 2. Answer rate in the Brazilian Experiment

Sender’s type

No identification Potential voter (Core or Swing) Total
74/355 215/653 289/1008
(20.8%) (32.9%) (28.7%)

These results could reflect either the personalistic nature of Brazilian local elections
(Nicolau, 2002; Carreirao and Kinzo, 2004; Carreirdo, 2007), the smaller amount of votes
required for election in small cities, or concerns regarding voters’ turnout. Therefore, to
shed additional light on the Brazilian case we present a multivariate analysis in Table 3
that controls pre-treatment covariates that might correlate with the answer rate. We also
show a Linear Probability model corrected for heteroskedasticity. To control unobserved

municipality characteristics we use city-specific dummies. The dependent variable is the
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rate of answers to the senders. The placebos for the first and second treatment group are
the baseline reference, thus the first four coefficients must be interpreted as the difference
between the treatment effect and the placebo/no identification email.

The first column is our basic model using only the experimental treatments. As ex-
pected the model recovers the treatment effects we discussed in the previous section. In
the second column we observe that when introducing city-specific fixed effects, the swing
coefficient becomes insignificant; the model does not detect any statistical difference be-
tween the answer rate to senders that identified themselves as swing voters or that did not
provide any identification. The core coefficient decreases instead, but remains positive
and statistically significant (+10%, with a p-value of 0.017). The 95% confidence interval
for this estimate is contained between 1.8% and 18.3%. The other treatments (past voting
behavior, the sender identifying themselves as a small entrepreneur) are not statistically
significant, apart from “Male”. If the sender identified themselves as a male, the proba-
bility of receiving an answer was slightly lower. This result is borderline significant at the
10% level, and the 95% confidence interval for this estimate is contained between -12%
and 0.9%.

The third column introduces three additional controls. The first (“Education”) is a
measure of the education of the candidate; it assumes value 1 if the candidate has complet-
ed high school. The second is the age of the candidate, while the third identifies incum-
bents that were running for re-election. While education has no significant impact on the
answer rate, the age of the candidate has a small negative impact and the incumbency has
the largest negative effect on the probability of receiving an answer. The core coefficient
remains positive and statistically significant (+10.7% with a p-value of 0.011). The 95%
confidence interval suggests a slightly higher value contained between 2.5% and 18.9%.

Finally, in the fourth column we introduce a measurement of the political stance of
the coalition supporting the candidate. Due to the extreme regional differences and the
nature of municipal politics, coalitions are rather fluid in Brazil. Our simple classifications
of Left, Mixed and Right are rather crude. Therefore we present these results separately,
and we caution the reader to take them cum granu salis. From column 4 we can see that
the core treatment effect remains strongly significant and around 10%, with a 95% con-
fidence interval contained between 2.5% and 18.5%. The effect of incumbency remains
most prominent, -22%, with a 95% confidence interval contained between -32% and
11.8%. Finally, the age of the candidate and the leaning toward the extreme right of the
candidate’s coalition have a minor negative effect on the answer rate. These effects have
a weak significance. The 95% confidence interval for Age is contained between -0.07%
and +0.001%, while the one for the leaning of the coalition toward the extreme right is

contained between -7.5% and +0.01%.
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Table 3. Multivariate Analysis, Brazil 2008, Municipal Elections

Dep. Variable: receiving an answer

LPr baseline LPr LPr LPr
Swing 0.101%** 0.060 0.058 0.051
(2.89) (1.33) (1.28) (1.14)
Core 0.131%%* 0.101%* 0.17%%** 0.105%**
(3.97) (2.40) (2.68) (2.58)
Past Supporter 0.021 0.044 0.048 0.047
(0.58) (0.97) (1.09) (1.05)
Past Opposer 0.04 0.06 0.061 0.061
(1.16) (1.37) (1.27) (1.27)
Male -0.035 -0.058* -0.053 -0.055
(-1.25) (-1.69) (-1.55) (-1.61)
Small Entrepreneur 0.027 0.066 0.067 0.068*
(0.85) (1.57) (1.63) (1.65)
Education 0.003 -0.003
(0.008) (-0.001)
Candidate Age -0.004%* -0.003*
(-2.42) (-1.91)
Incumbent _0.23%%% 0. 22%
(-4.39) (-4.19)
Coalition -0.037*
(-1.96)
District Dummies Included included Included
Constant 0.194%%%* 0.194%%* 0.43%%* 0.119
(4.85) (3.83) (3.91) (1.42)
Joint Test F(6;1001)=3.72 F(6;426)=2.03 F(9;426)=4.49 F(9;426)=5.69
0.001 0.06 0.00 0.00
Groups 427 427 427
N 1008 1008 1008 1008

The first four coefficients consider as a baseline the respective placebo, and thus they must be interpreted as differ-
ences from the no identification email.

“Education” is a dummy that assumes value 1 in case the candidate has completed high-school.

“Coalition” is a measure of the coalition ideology; it assumes 3 values, -1, for left, 0 for unclear, +1 for right.
T-statistics are shown in parenthesis below each estimated coefficient.

The significance level is identified by asterisks: ***1%; **5%; *10%.

The variance is calculated with the Huber-White sandwich estimator to correct for heteroskedasticity.

The multivariate analysis reveals that our experimental results concerning the an-
swer rate to a swing voter are due to city-specific effects. When we control for city-spe-
cific effects the answer rate to senders that identified themselves as swing voters is not
statistically different from the answer rate to those that did not provide any identification.
The difference between the answer rate to the core voters and the placebo voters, instead,
remains large and statistically significant. Thus, we conclude that in the 2008 Brazilian
municipal elections candidates were systematically targeting core voters rather than voters

(2013)7(1) = 56-73



pSr = Investigating Elite Behavior through Field
Experiment in Brazil: do candidates answer more
to core or swing voters?

that did not provide any identification. Regarding swing voters our model is silent, not
identifying any statistical difference either between core and swing voters, or between
swing and placebo voters.

If we focus on the core voter effect, combining the swing and the placebo treatment,
we are able to identify a significantly positive difference between voters that identified them-
selves as core and the others. This difference is positive at around 8%, and robust across
specifications as can be observed in the first row of Table 4. Thus we can display some evi-
dence that during the Brazilian municipal election of 2008 candidates were targeting more

core voters, although it is difficult to argue that such a pattern is widespread and systematic.

Table 4. Multivariate Analysis, Brazil 2008, Municipal Elections

Dep. Variable: receiving an answer

LPr baseline LPr LPr LPr
Core 0.086%** 0.075* 0.085%* 0.083**
(2.83) (1.95) (2.25) (2.21)
Past Supporter 0.014 0.039 0.044 0.043
(0.39) (0.87) (1.0) (0.97)
Past Opposer 0.053 0.07 0.065 0.065
(1.40) (1.48) (1.37) (1.35)
Male -0.028 -0.054 -0.05 -0.052
(-1.0) (-1.56) (-1.43) (-1.51)
Small Entrepreneur 0.04 0.075* 0.075* 0.075*
(1.31) (1.81) (1.85) (1.86)
Education 0.008 -0.002
(0.02) (-0.06)
Candidate Age -0.004%#* -0.003*
(-2.44) (-1.91)
Incumbent -0.23%%* -0.22%%:%
(-4.36) (-4.18)
Coalition -0.038%*
(-2.05)
District Dummies Included Included Included
Constant 0.227%%%* 0.215%%* 0.45%%%* 0.471%%*
(5.86) (4.38) (4.19) (3.78)
Joint Test F(5;1002)=2.45 F(5;426)=1.98 F(8;426)=4.77 F(9;426)=4.98
0.03 0.08 0.00 0.00
Groups 427 427 427
N 1008 1008 1008 1008

The first four coefficients consider as a baseline the respective placebo, and thus they must be interpreted as differ-
ences from the no identification email.

“Education” is a dummy that assumes value 1 in case the candidate has completed high-school.

“Coalition” is a measure of the coalition ideology; it assumes 3 values, -1, for left, 0 for unclear, +1 for right.
T-statistics are shown in parenthesis below each estimated coefficient.

The significance level is identified by asterisks: ***1%; **5%; *10%.

The variance is calculated with the Huber-White sandwich estimator to correct for heteroskedasticity.
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Discussion

The experiment indicates that politicians at the municipal level in the Brazilian 2008
election cared equally about swing and core voters, but when we introduced pre-treatment
controls and city fixed effects, the results changed (Tables 3 and 4). We obtained some
evidence that Brazilian politicians were focusing more resources on core voters. However,
it is difficult to argue that Brazilian politicians definitely target core voters based on these
findings. Despite the fact that there might be a tendency for candidates to target core vot-
ers, only additional data can confirm such a hypothesis. It is in fact more likely that our
results reinforce models that either consider two-dimensional strategies (Dunning and
Stokes, 2008) in which the politicians have a more refined utility function that targets
both core and swing voters at the same time, or an indiscriminate strategy resulting from
an institutional setting that makes it more difficult for candidates to concentrate their
resources in one type of voters.

As mentioned before, we hypothesize that the unique Brazilian institutional envi-
ronment makes it more difficult for politicians to rely on voter loyalty. Carey and Shugart
(1995) show that certain electoral rules create different incentives for personal vs. parti-
san votes. They argue that in open list systems there is an incentive for voters to seek per-
sonalistic strategies, while in closed list systems there are incentives to vote for partisan
behavior. Therefore, it is possible that such patterns are affecting Brazilian majoritarian
elections, but we cannot precisely argue in which direction the institutional characteristics
of Brazilian elections are leading the results. However, we can argue that Brazilian can-
didates seem to have invested resources on core voters, while also targeting swing voters.
Additionally, the indiscriminate way of answering to voters could portray difficulties in
formulating efficient electoral strategies in a very complicated institutional setting.

Only further replications of the same experiment and in-depth interviews could clar-
ify if Brazilian candidates truly target voters indiscriminately, and more importantly how
the institutional settings affect the results. Additional replications of our design could
elucidate potential behavioral patterns that correlate with specific types of election and
different political environments. Although the impossibility of randomly assigning elector-
al rules will make it unfeasible to experimentally identify such effects, these replications
could further the understanding of candidates’ behavior and the possible effects of specific
political environments!.

It is important to remember that although the overall response rate of candidates is
considered low (around 30%); this number shows some impressive and unexpected mobi-
lization from candidates in targeting potential voters. A question that arises from this is,

given that “talk is cheap” (and email even cheaper), why are politicians not responding
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to everyone? If they answer indiscriminately, why is the answer rate low since all emails
received are potential voters? Do candidates care about communicating with constituents
who have specific questions? Are there embedded costs in responding electronically to
voters in Brazilian politics that prevent candidates from presenting higher response rates?

These questions require further studies to be properly answered.
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Notes

1 We performed a similar experiment in the 2010 national election. Although the national election
has a rather different institutional setting compared to the municipal election, we found no
differences in answering rates between core and swing voters. It is important to remember,
however, that the 2010 experiment was also testing other factors such as race and gender that
might have biased the results (Spada, Guimaraes, Cepaluni and Kern, 2010).
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