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Anger, Partisanship, and the Activation 
of Populist Attitudes in Mexico

Rodrigo Castro Cornejo, Sandra Ley and Ulises Beltrán*

ABSTRACT: This article analyzes the populist activation of the electorate during the 2018 presidential 
election in Mexico, which requires a set of conditions. First, voters need to report grievances about 
the country’s political, economic, and social situation. Moreover, it is necessary the role of ambitious 
politicians to make those grievances salient among voters, in order for voters to be responsive to 
candidate’s populist rhetoric and translate their anger into electoral behavior. However, as opposed to 
previous studies, we argue that not every voter will be mobilized as a response to populist rhetoric, 
even if they register the same level of populist attitudes. Consistent with the political behavior litera-
ture, we argue that voters’ party identification constitutes a filter of information that makes co-parti-
san voters more likely to accept the populist rhetoric when it is consistent with their political predis-
positions. In other words, if the populist rhetoric contradicts voters’ partisanship, voters will reject 
the candidate’s populist rhetoric even though those voters report a high level of populist attitudes.
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RESUMEN: Este artículo estudia la activación populista del electorado en la elección presidencial de 
2018 en México, la cual requiere una serie de condiciones. Por un lado, los votantes deben sentir un 
agravio sobre la situación política, económica o social en el país. Además, es necesaria la capacidad 
de políticos ambiciosos para hacer relevantes esos agravios entre el electorado y así los votantes 
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respondan a la retórica populista para traducir su enojo en movilización electoral. Sin embargo, a 
diferencia de otros estudios, argumentamos que no todos los votantes son movilizados por igual 
como respuesta a la retórica populista, incluso si registran un nivel similar de actitudes populistas. 
De acuerdo con la literatura sobre comportamiento político, argumentamos que la identidad parti-
dista de los votantes constituye un filtro de información que hace más probable que los electores 
acepten la retórica populista si es consistente con sus predisposiciones políticas. Por el contrario, si 
la retórica populista contradice su identidad partidista, los votantes rechazarán la retórica del candi-
dato populista a pesar de que esos votantes registren un nivel alto de actitudes populistas.

PALABRAS CLAVE: populismo, identidad partidista, elecciones, México, campañas.
 

T he literature on populism has focused mainly on explaining the populist supply 
among political elites through the analysis of political manifestos and speeches, 

along with the behavior of populist candidates and leaders (Jagers and Walgrave, 
2007; Hawkins, 2009; Rooduijn and Pauwels, 2011). However, few studies have 
been devoted to understanding the role that populist attitudes have among voters, 
particularly during political campaigns. This study is part of a growing literature 
that seeks to explain populism on the side of political demand. Specifically, we seek 
to answer the following related questions: How do populist attitudes affect voters 
during campaigns? What is the effect of such attitudes on their voting behavior? Do 
populist attitudes affect all voters equally?

In this article, we argue that three conditions are required for populist activation 
of the electorate: a national context that hurts the electorate, a populist framing, 
and mobilization of anger among the electorate (Akkerman et al., 2014; Aguilar and 
Carlin, 2017; Hawkins et al., 2018). First, it is necessary for voters to feel a grievance1 
about the political, economic, or social situation in the country. Given that discon-
tent, it is equally necessary for ambitious politicians to make such grievances sa-
lient among the electorate so that voters can respond to a populist framing and their 
anger can translate into electoral support. However, unlike other studies, we argue 
that not all voters are mobilized equally in response to populist framing, even if 
they register a similar level of populist attitudes. Consistent with the voting behav-
ior literature (Zaller, 1992; Green, Palmquist y Schickler, 2004), we argue that the 
partisanship of voters constitutes an information filter that will make voters more 
likely to accept a populist framing that is consistent with their political predisposi-
tions. Or, conversely, if the populist framing contradicts their partisanship, voters 
will reject the populist candidate’s framing despite their relatively high degree of 
populist attitudes.

To analyze the argument of this article, we focus on the 2018 presidential elec-
tion in Mexico. The 2018 National Electoral Study, which is part of the Comparative 

1 Grievances can arise in two ways: a lack of fulfillment of political promises or a lack of representa-
tion. The first may give rise to the second, and hence this study uses “grievance” as a general term for 
these two distinct, but interrelated possible alternatives.
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Study of Electoral Systems (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020), included ques-
tions about the political context in Mexico and the populist framing of Morena’s 
candidate for the presidency, Andrés Manuel López Obrador, as well as a battery of 
questions measuring the degree of populist attitudes of voters in Mexico. The pres-
ent study finds that partisanship constitutes a moderator of populist framing: voters 
whose political predispositions are at odds with López Obrador do not see their 
populist attitudes translated into electoral mobilization. In contrast, populist atti-
tudes both among co-partisans and among independent voters were activated in 
the presidential campaign and translated into electoral mobilization. 

This work contributes in different ways to the study of the demand for populism 
and the conditions that allow translating populist attitudes into electoral behavior. 
First, this research represents, to the best of our knowledge, the first attempt to 
analyze in one case study the three conditions necessary for populist activation of 
voters; namely, context, populist framing, and mobilization. Second, this work in-
troduces a variable that is rarely considered in the study of populist attitudes, but 
that is central to the acceptance of populist framing and activation of the electorate: 
voters’ partisanship. 

The article is organized as follows. In the first section, we describe the growing 
literature on populism in comparative politics. In the second section, we present 
our theory of populist activation of the electorate and derive hypotheses. In the 
third section, we analyze the context that led to the success of a populist candidacy 
in the 2018 presidential election in Mexico. Later, we present the empirical strate-
gy of this study based on Module 5 on populism of the Comparative Study of Elec-
toral Systems (cses). Finally, we discuss the results of this study and its implications 
in comparative perspective.

POPULISM, VOTERS, AND PARTIES

The comparative literature on populism has focused primarily on explaining the 
populist offer among political elites through the analysis of partisan manifestos, 
campaign speeches, and the media (Jagers and Walgrave, 2007; Hawkins, 2009; 
Rooduijn and Pauwels, 2011; Rooduijn, 2014; Rooduijn, De Lange y Van der Brug, 
2014). The growing electoral success of populist parties in various regions of the 
world has prompted a broader debate about what populism entails. In general, there 
are four different definitions of populism: structuralist, economic, institutional-po-
litical or strategic, and ideational (Hawkins and Rovira, 2017). Both the structuralist 
and the economic approaches define populism in terms of the actions and interests 
of political leaders towards the implementation of a macroeconomic model that 
seeks short-term growth through economic policies such as import substitution in-
dustrialization, with the populist candidate aiming to mobilize his or her voters 
(Cardoso and Faletto, 1979; Oxhorn, 1998; Vilas, 1992; Dornbusch and Edwards, 
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1991). According to the strategic definition, populism is built through charismatic 
leadership with an anti-elite discourse that appeals to direct democracy or a style of 
government more closely aligned to the best interest of the people (Barr, 2009; 
Weyland, 2001). Thus, these two approaches to populism focus mainly on political 
discourse and supply, limiting the possibility of understanding the diffusion and 
prevalence of populist attitudes in the electorate. 

In contrast, the ideational approach has become the most widely used theoretical 
framework in political science to understand the growing number of populist move-
ments, parties, and candidacies in various regions of the world (Laclau, 2005; Mudde 
and Rovira, 2012). The ideational approach defines populism as a unique set of ideas, 
in which politics is understood as a Manichaean struggle between the people’s good-
will and a conspiratorial elite (Hawkins, 2009, 2010; Mudde and Rovira, 2012). Fol-
lowing the ideational logic, there are three factors that make up populism: 1) a 
Manichaean and moral cosmology; 2) a proclamation of the “people” as a homoge-
neous and virtuous community; and 3) a representation of “the elite” as corrupt, 
selfish, and self-serving. Contrary to structuralist or strategic definitions, according 
to the ideational approach, the reference to the “people” as a superior entity for 
the identification of populism is not enough; instead, these three characteristics 
must be jointly present. One of the main advantages of the ideational approach is 
that it makes possible to identify the populist elements present in the speeches and 
attitudes of political leaders, as well as their manifestation and prevalence among 
the electorate. In this way, going beyond support for populist leaders, the most re-
cent literature has examined the factors behind populist attitudes among voters, 
following the ideational view and thus complementing the dimension of populist 
demand (Aguilar and Carlin, 2017; Hawkins et al., 2018; Meléndez and Rovira, 2017, 
among others). 

Previous studies on populist attitudes have identified, in general terms, three 
conditions for their activation: context, framing, and mobilization. It should be not-
ed that, although these three different elements have been considered as crucial for 
the activation of populist attitudes, empirical studies in this regard usually focus on 
a particular element —context, framing, or anger— without analyzing them as a 
whole or referring to the processes by which they are activated during campaigns. 
Furthermore, it is important to also emphasize that most of the works do not usu-
ally use survey data and their geographical coverage is usually limited to European 
countries (Spruyt et al., 2016; Tsatsanis et al., 2018). Therefore, we still know little 
about the logic of its emergence and prevalence in Latin American countries. The 
limited evidence in the region has been concentrated in the Chilean case (Aguilar 
and Carlin, 2017; Hawkins et al., 2018), along with general reviews of support for 
populist leaders in Latin America (Doyle, 2011), although without an understand-
ing at the individual level.
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The next section details our theory of populist activation of the electorate. As we 
explain, unlike previous studies that have analyzed populist attitudes, the present 
study focuses on the conditions that allow the activation of such attitudes among 
voters. We argue that populist attitudes are not relevant in themselves, but require 
both an activation under a given context and the work of ambitious politicians with 
the capacity to effectively politicize the grievances of the electorate. Likewise, our 
theory argues that the voters’ response to populist framing depends not only on the 
populist attitudes prevailing among voters, but also on the political predispositions 
of the voters. Specifically, we argue that partisanship can hinder or facilitate voters’ 
responses to this populist framing during political campaigns, depending on wheth-
er or not that identity agrees with the candidate of the party that represents it.

POPULIST ACTIVATION OF THE ELECTORATE 

The growing academic consensus around the ideational approach argues that pop-
ulism characterizes the public sphere as divided between the “people” and a type 
of elite or political establishment (Laclau, 2005; Mudde and Rovira, 2012). Popu-
lism unites the demands and grievances around the “people”, which can only be 
successfully mobilized if there is a favorable context for populist rhetoric (Borschi-
er, 2010; Roberts, 2012), which varies in each country or region. Some studies sug-
gest that perceived socioeconomic vulnerability (Spruyt et al., 2016) is associated 
with a higher prevalence of populist attitudes among individuals, probably be-
cause the perception of economic failure weakens the democratic legitimacy of 
the political class. For example, in the cases of Europe and the United States, this 
context is constructed from the growing relevance of cultural and identity cleav-
ages (“cultural backlash”, Mudde, 2007; Kriesi, 2010; Inglehart and Norris, 2018), 
as well as the effects of globalization (“losers of globalization”, Bornschier, 2010; 
Kriesi et al., 2012; Teney et al., 2014; Rama and Cordero, 2018), both of which are 
triggers of populist demand among voters. Populist candidates in such contexts 
have been able to take advantage of both significant representation deficits —pol-
icies that voters support but have not been successfully channeled by parties and 
elites— and valence deficits —economic prosperity, good governance, security, 
etc.— that political elites have been unable to address (Hawkins et al., 2017; 
Roberts, 2012).

It is important to mention, however, that not just any context constitutes an op-
portunity for populist mobilization. As explained by Hawkins et al. (2018), fertile 
grounds for populism are the scandals that show deeply rooted behavior such as, for 
example, systemic corruption (Hanley and Sikk, 2014; Hawkins, 2010; De la Torre, 
2010), which generates citizen dissatisfaction with democracy (Kriesi, 2014). Large-
scale scandals can vary in each party system, but what is relevant is the generation 
of a perception of the political elite as a group colluded against the “people”. This 
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context weakens the democratic legitimacy of the parties and the political class and 
makes a populist candidacy an option in response to that crisis of legitimacy. 

It should be noted that populism studies tend to assume that voters effectively 
perceive the failures that the populist candidate denounces in the country, which are 
in turn translated into negative evaluations of the national context. However, these 
negative evaluations must be verified empirically —for example, through opinion 
polls— to identify whether such a context conducive to populist mobilization is in-
deed recognized among the electorate. Furthermore, it is necessary to consider that 
it is possible that the electorate’s populist attitudes (Akkerman et al., 2014; Hawking 
et al., 2018) exacerbate the negative evaluation of the national situation, so that vot-
ers with a lower degree of populist attitudes see this context as less negative. This 
means that this context is limited not only by objective conditions of the economy, 
security, or corruption in each country, but also by the perceptions with which voters 
view that national context. Thus, the first hypothesis of this study is the following: 

H1 (context). The greater the degree of populist attitudes among voters, the greater the 
probability of reporting negative evaluations of the national context. 

It is important to acknowledge, however, that the political context and the corre-
sponding evaluations do not in themselves generate populist mobilization. Many 
voters may indeed possess populist attitudes, but these can remain latent (Hawkins 
and Rovira, 2017) and not manifest themselves. For this reason, the capacity of am-
bitious politicians is necessary to politicize the country’s grievances and make them 
salient. To do this, consistent with the ideational approach of populism, populist 
politicians often present the country’s problems as a struggle between the people 
and a corrupt elite. Such populist rhetoric or framing has several functions. First, it 
fosters a common in-group identity that makes citizens feel identified as part of the 
“people” (Hawkins and Rovira, 2017), beyond their particular interests (for exam-
ple, class consciousness or religion). Second, populist rhetoric or framing conveys the 
perception of the existence of a collusion among the corrupt elite against the inter-
ests of the “people” (Hawkins et al., 2018). And third, this rhetoric also identifies 
people as honest and virtuous and, therefore, as victims of the corrupt elites that act 
in detriment to their best interests. As Hameleers et al. (2016) explains, populism 
inherently blames elites for negative events and completely absolves the people. 

Various studies have additionally found that a populist framing that refers to an 
anti-establishment identity represents fertile ground for the emergence of populist 
attitudes (Melendez and Rovira, 2017). It is important to note that the literature of 
populism tends to assume that the electorate effectively believes in the existence 
of that corrupt elite that conspires against the will of the people, but few studies 
have empirically verified such belief regarding the elite. In this sense, in order to 
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study populist activation of the electorate, it is necessary to identify that said fram-
ing effectively permeates the electorate and, in turn, interacts with the populist at-
titudes of voters. Therefore, the second hypothesis of this study is the following:

H2 (populist framing). The greater the degree of populist attitudes among voters, the 
greater the probability of believing in a corrupt elite.

Up to this point, we have exclusively referred to the perceptual effect of populist 
attitudes, without necessarily leading to political behavior. The context and fram-
ing through which political reality is interpreted are necessary but not sufficient 
conditions to effectively mobilize populist attitudes electorally. For this purpose, it 
is necessary that there be anger among the electorate so that these populist griev-
ances and attitudes can be activated (Hawkins et al., 2018). It is possible that there 
are voters who have a negative evaluation of the country’s situation and even con-
sider that the elite is colluding, but that do not necessarily have a motivation to 
translate these variables into electoral mobilization. In this sense, as previously sug-
gested and consistent with the literature in participation, anger represents a central 
variable that allows translating populist attitudes into political behavior. 

Anger in politics tends to increase the political participation of individuals (Valen-
tino et al., 2011; Weber, 2013), including protest (Van Troost et al., 2013), while other 
types of emotions, such as fear or anxiety, makes individuals more risk-averse and 
open to compromise (Mackuen et al., 2010). In this case, populism uses emotions to 
assign blame and anger motivates action against the elites responsible for failures in 
a country. As Rico et al. (2017) explain, anger is also accompanied by a normative 
judgment that encourages a response from those who feel aggravated. And more-
over, the populist inclination to divide society into two antagonistic groups neces-
sarily makes anger polarizing and facilitates responsibility attribution, which also 
motivates action against elites (Arceneaux, 2003; Javeline, 2003). In this sense, the 
third set of hypothesis of this study is the following:

H3a (anger). The greater the degree of populist attitudes among voters, the greater the 
probability of reporting more anger about the country’s situation. 
H3b (mobilization). The greater the degree of populist attitudes among voters, the 
greater the probability of their mobilization. 

Finally, on the side of political demand, there is a variable that will allow the transla-
tion of populist rhetoric and anger into electoral behavior, but which has been 
scantly studied in the literature on populism: partisanship. The most important 
variable to understand voting behavior is partisanship, as it constitutes the filter 
through which voters give meaning to the political world (Green, Palmquist and 
Schickler, 2004; Lewis-Beck et al., 2008). Moreover, partisanship is an information 
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filter that makes voters absorb information in a biased way: voters often accept in-
formation that is consistent with their political predispositions and reject informa-
tion that is contrary to their way of understanding the political world Lodge and 
Hamill, 1986; Kuklinski and Hurley, 1994; Zaller, 1992). 

Following recent studies in Latin America that find that partisanship is stronger 
than previous analyses have assumed (Baker and Renno, 2019; Castro Cornejo, 
2019; Lupu, 2015), this study argues that voters’ partisan attachments constitute a 
moderator that will allow or will reduce the likelihood that voters will accept populist 
rhetoric. This means that even if voters have a similar level of populist attitudes, the 
activation of those attitudes will be conditioned by partisanship. For the same rea-
son, voters who share partisanship with the populist candidate participating in a 
given election are more likely to accept a populist framing that considers that there 
is a corrupt elite and that the situation in the country is very serious. Likewise, these 
voters will be more likely to mobilize electorally, increasing their anger and turnout 
in the election. In contrast, voters who do not share the partisanship of the populist 
candidate —even those with a high degree of populist attitudes— will reject a popu-
list framing and will not mobilize electorally based on populist rhetoric or attitudes. 

H4a (co-partisans). Voters who share partisanship with a populist candidate are more 
likely to accept a populist framing and mobilize electorally. 
H4b (out-partisans). Voters who do not share partisanship with a populist candidate are 
less likely to accept a populist framing and mobilize electorally.

In summary, we argue that populist attitudes translate into electoral mobilization 
when there is an ideal context to politicize the grievances suffered by voters, which in 
turn is exploited through an effective rhetoric that persuades an angry electorate to 
mobilize against the political establishment. However, depending on their partisan-
ship, voters will have a different response to populist framing. For the evaluation of 
this argument, we focus on the 2018 presidential election in Mexico, where the win-
ning candidate relied on populist framing consistent with the ideational approach, 
apparently benefiting electorally from the electorate’s activation of populist attitudes.

THE “POWER MAFIA” AND POPULIST ACTIVATION IN MEXICO

Before the 2018 presidential election, the party system in Mexico was one of the 
most stable in Latin America (Mainwaring, 2018).2 Since the transition to democ-
racy in 1997, the pri, the pan, and the prd had remained the main parties in Mexico. 

2 For the period 1990-2015, the party systems of Mexico, Uruguay, the Dominican Republic, and Chile 
registered almost perfect stability in the main contenders in their presidential elections. When additional 
indicators (interparty electoral competition and stability of the parties’ ideological positions) are added, 
Uruguay, Mexico, and Chile are the most stable party systems in Latin America (Mainwaring, 2018).
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However, the 2018 presidential election represents a break with the traditional 
party system. Morena and its candidate, López Obrador, managed to win the 
country›s presidency with 53 per cent of the votes and the legislative majority to-
gether with its partisan allies in the Chamber of Deputies and Senate.

López Obrador had already been a presidential candidate in 2006 as a prd candi-
date when he lost the election to Felipe Calderón, the candidate for the National 
Action Party (pan), by less than one per cent of the vote share. At the time, López 
Obrador argued that a corrupt elite, the so-called “mafia del poder” (power mafia), 
had swindled the presidency away from him. This mafia, which, according to 
López Obrador’s perspective, is composed of pan and pri politicians and business-
men, is the cause of poverty in Mexico and the state of “national disaster” resulting 
from rampant corruption and unbridled neoliberalism in the nation during the last 
30 years. In 2012, when López Obrador lost by just over five points to the pri can-
didate —Enrique Peña Nieto— the former denounced the electoral result again as 
a fraud, this time, organized by the power mafia to buy votes, on a massive scale, in 
support of the pri campaign. 

After the 2012 presidential elections, relations between López Obrador and his 
party deteriorated markedly after the prd’s decision to join the “Pact for Mexico” 
(“Pacto por México”, in Spanish) —with the participation of the pan and the pri— 
which sought to create an understanding between political forces to approve vari-
ous structural reforms in Congress. López Obrador denounced the prd for betraying 
its militants by joining the same “power mafia” as the “prian”, the term he uses 
colloquially to conflate the pri and the pan. Following his resignation from the prd, 
López Obrador founded, along with his political allies, a personalist party —the 
National Regeneration Movement or Morena— which backed his third bid for the 
presidency. In 2018, his campaign focused primarily on denouncing the corruption 
of the pri and pan governments, energizing the internal market, and repealing the 
neoliberal structural reforms approved by the “Pact for Mexico” during the six-year 
term of Enrique Peña Nieto. 

Consistent with the ideational approach of populism, López Obrador seems to di-
vide society in two. On the one hand, in López Obrador’s view, “the people” are virtu-
ous as evidenced by his comments that “the greatest wealth of Mexico is the honesty 
of its people”3 and that his movement is built on “the conviction that the people are 
good —they are honest” (Páramo, 2020). At the same time, the “power mafia”4 is 

3 “La mayor riqueza de México es la honestidad de su pueblo. Conferencia de prensa matutina”, 
February 19, 2019. Available at: https://lopezobrador.org.mx/2019/02/19/la-mayor-riqueza-de-mexico-
es-la-honestidad-de-su-pueblo-conferencia-de-prensa-matutina/ [accessed on: December 10, 2019].

4 Populist framing is usually adapted to the local context. For example, Hugo Chávez named the 
corrupt elite in his country the “rancid oligarchy”. Pablo Iglesias in Spain often denounces the corrupt 
elite as “the caste”.
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the framing that López Obrador has used to label the corrupt elites who, from his 
perspective, “believe they own the country” and have conspired among them-
selves since 1982, when the country passed through a neoliberal phase, which 
reached its peak during the presidency of Carlos Salinas de Gortari, beginning 
in1988. From his perspective, “Salinas handed over the nation’s wealth” to a small 
number of entrepreneurs who have become real masters of the country, as he as-
serted in his first presidential campaign in 2006:

Let’s bring up those on the bottom, and bring down those on top. What we have to do is 
unite the people; this is a fight that must be taken up by all Mexicans to defend our in-
terests, against a group that has perpetuated its stranglehold on power and has ruined 
Mexico. Those at the top do not want to give up power. They are not satisfied. They 
want to continue devouring the country, but enough is enough. Now it is the people’s 
turn. It is time for the people to rule this country in a way that benefits the people. 
Money and power will never win over the dignity and moral character of our people, 
and we will demonstrate this on July 2 (Bruhn, 2012).

Similar to his rhetoric from the 2006 presidential campaign (Bruhn, 2012), López 
Obrador in 2018 denounced the pan, the pri, and the political establishment as part 
of a “power mafia” that has impoverished the country with its neoliberal policies 
and its corruption. It is important to note that the belief that there is a corrupt elite 
ruling Mexico is not limited only to López Obrador’s rhetoric but has also spread to 
a significant proportion of the electorate. In fact, according to the cide-cses, 2018 
National Electoral Study, 38 per cent of voters in Mexico believe that it is “very 
true” that there is a “power mafia made up of the pri, pan, and businessmen”, while 
an additional 32 per cent consider this perception to be “somewhat true” (Beltrán, 
Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). The prevalence of this perception then becomes 
fertile ground for populist mobilization.

Likewise, unlike 2006, the 2018 situation in Mexico represented an ideal con-
text to mobilize voters through populist framing. According to the cide-cses, 2018 
National Electoral Study, the Mexican electorate was quite critical of the situation 
in the country, registering the most negative results since the study was first con-
ducted in 1997: two thirds considered that the economic situation of the country 
was worse than in the previous government (see Figure 1). Likewise, the presi-
dent’s approval ratings are the lowest recorded by the cses: only 18 per cent of vot-
ers approved of the way Enrique Peña Nieto governed, well below previous 
presidents such as Vicente Fox (67%) and Felipe Calderón (54%; cses, 2018). At the 
same time, most voters reported being angry with the country’s situation. On a scale 
of 0 to 10, where 0 means “not angry” and 10 “very angry”, the average is 7.1 (7.5 
among independent voters; 7.2 among voters who identify with Morena; 6.8 among 
pan members; 6.7 among pri members; Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020).
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The Mexican electorate is also increasingly critical of the party system resulting 
from the transition to democracy. According to the same National Electoral Study 
(cide-cses), at the beginning of the 2018 presidential campaign, 52 per cent of vot-
ers expressed that they would never vote for the pri and 23 per cent that they would 
never vote for the pan, while only 11 per cent stated that they would never vote for 
Morena. Moreover, 46 per cent of voters considered that the pan, the pri, and the 
prd represented “the same thing”.5 Therefore, López Obrador had an ideal context 
to politicize and electorally mobilize the grievances suffered by voters, which he 
took advantage of through effective framing that rhetorically denounced corrupt 
elites as culpable of all the country’s ills.

POPULIST ATTITUDES OF THE ELECTORATE IN MEXICO: EMPIRICAL STRATEGY

To measure populist demand among voters, this work is based on the 2018 cide-
cses National Electoral Study, which is part of the Comparative Study of Electoral 
Systems. The study was carried out as a panel survey with four waves of the same 
sample of voters. This work focuses on the questions that were measured in the 
first wave6 that had 2 600 interviews with a representativeness at the national level. 
Module 5 of the cses that was conducted in this edition included a battery of ques-

5 Forty-six per cent considered that it was true that the “pan, pri, and prd represent the same thing”; 
36 per cent considered such a conflation as false; and 11 per cent, neither true nor false. 

6 The first wave of this study was raised between May 26 and June 4, 2018.

FIGURE 1. Evaluation of the country’s economic situation (2000-2018)

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020).
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tions consistent with the ideational approach to measure the populist attitudes of 
voters in various countries of the world. Based on a factor analysis, the questions 
that registered a common latent dimension of populism were evaluated (Table 1 
includes the questions that were part of the index).7 Subsequently, an additive in-
dex was constructed with those that were part of the populism dimension. This 
index reports a high degree of reliability based on Cronbach’s alpha (0.72). Subse-
quently, the index was rescaled from 0 to 1 to facilitate its interpretation.

Figure 2 highlights that the level of populist attitudes among the electorate is 
quite high: 0.70 on a scale that goes from 0 to 1.8 Likewise, as Table A1 in the Appen-
dix shows, the level of populism is not significantly different among voters across 
partisan groups: not only pan and pri partisans (henceforth panistas and priistas, re-
spectively), but also Morena voters (henceforth morenistas) and independents have a 
high level of populist attitudes. Panistas and independent voters tend to report slight-
ly more populist attitudes, but the magnitude is neither statistically (p> 0.05) nor 
substantively significant (Figure 2, Table A1 in the Appendix). As explained earlier, 
this study argues that populist attitudes do not in themselves translate into electoral 
behavior. As discussed further below, voters, depending on their partisanship, will 
have a different response to populist rhetoric as we discuss in the next section.

The analysis also highlights that no socioeconomic variable is a significant pre-
dictor of a high level of populist attitudes. Neither the gender of the respondent, 
nor the type of electoral area they live in (rural or urban) or their civil status are 

7 The following questions were excluded because they did not belong to the same common latent 
dimension: “When politicians agree on a negotiation, making concessions, they are actually selling their 
principles”; “Most politicians can be trusted”; and “Having a strong leader in government is good for 
Mexico, even if this leader violates some laws to get things done”.

8 Given the variation in the operationalization of populism in the literature, it is difficult to establish 
whether it is at a higher level than the average for the electorate of other countries. In each study, opera-
tionalization tends to vary, as does the phrasing of the questions.

TABLE 1. Variables that make up the populist attitudes index (first wave)

“Tell me if you totally agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly 
disagree …”

 Totally agree
(percentage)

Most politicians don’t care about the people 36

Politicians are the main problem in Mexico 35

The people, not the politicians, should make our most important policy decisions 31

Most politicians only care about the interests of the rich and powerful 37

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020).
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variables associated with their level of populist attitudes. Only the educational  level 
and employment status of voters reaches a statistically significant relationship, but 
the magnitude is not particularly large: university-educated voters report 4 percent-
age points more than those with only an elementary school education (p < 0.05), 
while unemployed voters report 6 percentage points less than employed voters 
(p < 0.05). This finding is consistent with recent works that show that the electoral 
bases of populist parties are not concentrated in a specific socioeconomic group 
(Rooduijn, 2018) and that, in general, socioeconomic variables tend to have little 
explanatory power in the variance of populist attitudes (Ivarsflaten, 2008).

To evaluate the three conditions for populist activation of the electorate, the 
analysis relies on various questions included in the National Electoral Study (see 
Table 2). First, to analyze voters’ evaluations of the situation in Mexico (context), 
we based our work on the questions that measure evaluation of the country’s situa-
tion regarding the economy, security, and corruption. To analyze the populist fram-
ing, we inquired whether voters consider the existence of the power mafia to be 
true or false. Finally, to analyze the populist mobilization, we measured the levels 
of voters’ anger over the situation in the country as well as the probability said vot-
ers would participate on election day (turnout). Table A2 in the Appendix reports 
the descriptive statistics of the variables included in this study. To measure parti-
sanship, we rely on the following question from the National Electoral Study: 

FIGURE 2. Populist attitudes of the electorate by partisanship

PAN PRI Morena

Populism index (0 = nothing populist; 1 = very populist)

Independent
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Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Note: dependent 
variable = populism index (from 0 to 1).
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 “Regardless of the party you have voted for or plan to vote for, do you normally 
consider yourself panista, priista, perredista (prd constituent), or do you identify with 
Morena or some other party?” In the first wave of the panel survey, partisanship is 
made up as follows: Morena (22%), pan (17%), pri (14%), other parties (6%), inde-
pendent voters (39%), do not know / did not answer (1%). Therefore, we have 
enough observations to separate the models across partisan groups.

The models that we present in the following section include the control vari-
ables that we list below, in order to ensure the robustness of our analysis, as well as 
to show that our results are not derived from omitted variables. We include socio-
economic variables such as age, gender, level of education, employment status, and 
the type of electoral area where the interviewee lives (rural, urban, and mixed) 
since it is possible that it is not their populist attitudes but a position of vulnerabil-
ity what motivates the respondent to develop a negative evaluation of the economy, 
security, and corruption and consider that there is an elite that colludes against the 
people. Likewise, the models contain political variables such as presidential ap-
proval, the opinion of the interviewees about the pan, pri, prd, and Morena (favor-
ability from 0 to 10), as well as the strength of partisanship (weak/strong partisan),9 
to be sure that populism is the factor that motivates negative evaluations or belief 
in the power mafia and that it is not the result of the perception about the party 
system or the government of president Enrique Peña Nieto.

9 “On a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 means that you don’t like that party at all and 10 means that you re-
ally like it, how would you rate (name of the party)?”; “In general, do you agree or disagree with the way 
President Enrique Peña Nieto has governed?”

TABLE 2. Populist activation of the electorate

Assessment of the 
situation in Mexico
(Context)

1. Would you say that, during the last twelve months, the economic situation in 
Mexico has improved, remained the same, or worsened?

2. Would you say that, during the last twelve months, the security situation in 
Mexico has improved, remained the same, or worsened?

3. Regarding the previous six-year term, do you believe that corruption in Mexico 
has increased, is the same as always, or has decreased or do you believe there 
is no corruption?

Corrupt elite 
(Framing)

4. Based on what you know, how true or false is it that… there is a “power mafia” 
made up of businessmen and politicians?

Anger and 
participation
(Mobilization)

5. On a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 means not at all angry and 10 very angry, how 
angry are you about the current situation in the country?

6. How sure are you that you will vote in the next presidential elections: totally 
sure, fairly sure, somewhat sure, fairly unsure, or completely?

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020).
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RESULTS

In what follows, we present the results of our ordinary least squares (ols) models, 
which, consistent with the argument of this research, are displayed in aggregate 
terms and across partisan groups. As previously discussed, populist attitudes are ex-
pected to have a different effect on each partisan group. First, we assess the context 
that makes populist activation of the electorate possible based on the assessment 
that voters make of the country’s situation, in particular on the state of the economy, 
public security, and corruption. In the case of the economy (Figure 3, Table A3 in 
the Appendix), a statistically significant relationship is observed between populist 
attitudes and the evaluation of the economy in the aggregate (p  <    0.01). However, 
when the analysis separates voters by partisanship, there is a relevant substantive 
variation, which the aggregate analysis tends to hide. For example, among panistas, 
morenistas, and independents, evaluations of the economy are more negative as pop-
ulist attitudes increase. The relationship is statistically and substantially significant 
(p  <    0.01) among morenistas, for whom the probability of reporting a negative evalua-
tion of the economy increases by about 15 per cent (from 0.67 to 0.81) when the 
populist attitudes index increases from 0 to 1. Among independents, the magnitude 
is quite similar (from 0.73 to 0.87, p   <   0.01), while in the case of the pan it increases 

FIGURE 3. Negative evaluations of the economy and populist attitudes

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Note: In Table A3 in 
the Appendix we report the ols models including control variables.
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from 0.58 to 0.73 (p  <    0.05). On the contrary, among priistas, there is no relation be-
tween the evaluation of the economy and its populist attitudes (p  >  0.05). These re-
sults are robust even when socio-economic and political variables are included in 
the models as seen in Table A3 in the Appendix. In the case of public security, quite 
similar results are recorded (Figure 4, Table A4 in the Appendix). While the popu-
list attitudes of panistas (p  <    0.05), morenistas (p  <    0.01), and independents (p  <    0.01) 
are associated with a negative evaluation of the security situation, among priistas no 
statistically significant relationship is reported between the two variables (p > 0.05). 
Only in the case of the perception of corruption (Figure 5, Table A5 in the Appen-
dix), there is a significant relationship between populist attitudes and evaluations of 
the country’s situation both in the aggregate and across partisan groups. 

Overall, there are differences in the perception of the country’s situation accord-
ing to voters’ partisanship, which is consistent with the argument of this study. 
Among priistas, except for the perception of corruption, populist attitudes do not 
exacerbate a negative evaluation of the country’s situation. In the case of the panis-
tas, morenistas, or independents, the first necessary condition for populist mobiliza-
tion is present: very critical evaluations of the situation in the country and which are 
exacerbated by populist attitudes (Hypothesis 1). It is important to emphasize that 

FIGURE 4. Evaluations of security and populist attitudes

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Note: In Table A4 in 
the Appendix, we report the ols models including control variables.
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this difference is found despite the fact that the priistas, panistas, morenistas, and 
independents have a very similar level of populist attitudes (Figure 2). However, 
consistent with Hypothesis 4, populist attitudes have a differentiated role in this 
first condition between priistas and other partisan groups. 

A second condition that the literature argues occurs in the process of activating 
populist attitudes refers to the voters’ reception of a populist framing regarding the 
existence of a corrupt elite, which has rarely been measured in studies on populist 
demand among the electorate. In particular, this study analyzes the perception of 
the existence of a “power mafia” within the electorate. The aggregate results show 
that there is a significant relationship between the populist attitudes of the voters 
and the belief that the “power mafia” exists (p  <    0.01) (Figure 6, Table A6 in the Ap-
pendix), but again we see some degree of variation across partisan groups. As the 
level of populist attitudes among panistas, morenistas, and independents increases, 
the belief in the “power mafia” increases substantially as well. For example, among 
morenistas, it increases from 0.38 to 0.85, a change of almost 50 percentage points 
(p  <    0.01). This result is robust even when controlling with political variables such as 
presidential approval and the opinion of the interviewees on the political parties, as 
well as strength of partisanship (Table A6 in the Appendix). The result is particu-
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Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Note: In Table A5 in 
the Appendix, we report the ols models including control variables.

FIGURE 5. Evaluations of corruption and populist attitudes
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larly interesting among panistas, among whom belief in a “power mafia” increases 
from 0.37 to 0.76 as their populist attitudes increase (p  <    0.01). Among panistas, 
 populist framing also seems to be successful despite the fact that, according to 
López Obrador, various pan politicians are part of the “power mafia” that has im-
poverished the country. However, it is possible that panistas have their own defini-
tion of this “power mafia”, distinct from López Obrador’s interpretation, which 
might explain why a significant proportion of panistas believes that there is such a 
mafia in Mexico.10 Among priistas, again, there is no relationship between populist 
attitudes and belief in the existence of a corrupt elite. In summary, we find that the 
second requirement for populist mobilization is registered among panistas, moreni-
stas, and independents, but not among priistas (Hypothesis 2), which again high-
lights the important role of partisanship as a moderator of the relationship between 
populist and political attitudes (Hypothesis 4), in this particular case, of belief in a 
corrupt elite.

10 Although analysis of the concept of “power mafia” among panistas is beyond the scope of this work, 
it is possible to propose that the resonance of this concept has its origin, in part, in the history of the pan’s 
electoral struggle as political opposition to the pri and the former’s own post-election protests in the 
1990s (Eisenstadt, 2003). 

FIGURE 6. Power mafia and populist attitudes

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Note: In Table A6 in 
the Appendix, we report the ols models including control variables.
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So far, there are three groups of voters reporting two of the three conditions neces-
sary for populist activation: panistas, morenistas, and independents. Next is the third 
necessary condition for the electoral activation of populist attitudes and which refers 
to the anger of voters and their subsequent electoral participation. In other words, not 
only do voters need to assess the country’s situation (context) poorly or belief in a cor-
rupt elite (framing); these perceptions must also translate into anger and turnout (mo-
bilization). As reported in Figure 7, in the aggregate, populist attitudes are 
significantly associated with voters’ anger, but this result is only recorded among 
morenistas and independents (p  <    0.01, Figure 7, Table A7 in the Appendix) and does 
not hold true among panistas and priistas, for whom there is no significant relationship 
(p > 0.05). Moreover, between morenistas and independents there is a statistically sig-
nificant relationship between populist attitudes and the probability of voter turnout. 
Again, populist attitudes do not make the voting among panistas and priistas more 
likely (p  >  0.05, Hypothesis 3b, Figure 8). In this sense, only among morenistas and in-
dependents are the three conditions for populist activation present and in accordance 
with the hypotheses of this study (see summary in Table 3). Only these two partisan 
groups translate their populist attitudes into mobilization and are not limited to a 
negative perception of the situation in the country and the existence of a corrupt elite.
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FIGURE 7. Anger and populist attitudes

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Note: In Table A7 in 
the Appendix, we report the ols models including control variables.
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The previous results corroborate the hypotheses of this study: among voters who 
identify with Morena and independents, the populist attitudes of the electorate 
exacerbate a negative evaluation of the situation in the country, the belief in a cor-
rupt elite, and the anger over the country’s situation, which constitute the three 
conditions necessary for the populist activation of the electorate. This activation is 
not registered among priistas who do not meet any conditions, despite showing a 
similar level of populist attitudes as morenistas and independents. Among panistas, 

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Note: In Table A8 in 
the Appendix, we report the ols models including control variables.

FIGURE 8. Participation and populist attitudes

0 .25 .50 .75 1.0

Populism (0-1)

Aggregate

1.0

.9

.8

.7

.6

.5

1.0

.9

.8

.7

.6

.5

1.0

.9

.8

.7

.6

.5

1.0

.9

.8

.7

.6

.5

1.0

.9

.8

.7

.6

.5

0 .25 .50 .75 1.0

Populism (0-1)

PAN

0 .25 .50 .75 1.0

Populism (0-1)

PRI

0 .25 .50 .75 1.0

Populism (0-1)

Morena

0 .25 .50 .75 1.0

Populism (0-1)

Independent

DV = Turnout (0 not likely - 1 very likely to vote)

TABLE 3. The three requirements for populist activation (p < 0.05)

Context Rhetoric Mobilization

Economy Security Corruption Corrupt Elite Anger Participation

Priistas — — ✓ — — —
Panistas ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ — —
Morena ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Independents ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). 
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only two of the three conditions are met, which are limited to the negative percep-
tion of the situation in the country and the belief in corrupt elites forming a “power 
mafia”, but do not display anger or electoral participation (Table 3). Consistent with 
the literature on political behavior, partisanship represents a moderator, as it is 
morenistas who accept López Obrador’s populist framing, which is consistent with 
their political predispositions. One of the successes of López Obrador’s candidacy 
is that his rhetoric also succeeded among independent voters who also met all three 
conditions and were activated by López Obrador’s populist framing.11 Therefore, it 
is not entirely surprising that, also according to the National Electoral Study, re-
garding voting intention, the majority of independent voters supported López Ob-
rador during the presidential campaign.12 The results that we reported in the 
previous paragraphs are based on the first wave of the panel survey that was con-
ducted before election day. If, as the argument of this article holds, populist atti-
tudes are activated by the context and by ambitious elites using a populist framing, 
such attitudes should exhibit an increase during the campaign, followed by a de-
crease after the elections, since the context changed radically after the victory of 
Morena’s candidate, López Obrador. In other words, while populist attitudes may 
be stable among voters, the connection those attitudes have to other variables —for 
example, the evaluation of the country’s situation, the belief in a corrupt elite, or 
anger— should be stronger during the campaign, given the role of political elites 
(López Obrador’s populist framing) that would reinforce this connection. As Zaller 
(1992) maintains, political opinions are a marriage of political predispositions of vot-
ers and the signals sent by political elites, making political campaigns a key mo-
ment for the candidates’ message. This process is very similar to that described by 
Gelman and King (1992) and which activates partisanship during political cam-
paigns. As election day approaches, the connection between partisanship and vot-
ing intention grows stronger, so that by the end of the campaign the vast majority of 
partisans vote for their party’s candidate.

Although we do not have pre-campaign data to estimate the stability of the con-
nection between populist attitudes and political attitudes before the electoral cam-
paign, Table 4 reports the statistical significance of the same models presented in 
the preceding paragraphs, but with data that measures the context, rhetoric, and 
mobilization during the third wave of the panel survey that was conducted after  the 

11 According to the cide-cses, 2018 survey, in the first wave, 55 per cent of those who declared them-
selves independents expressed their intention to vote for López Obrador. In the third wave, 57 per cent 
declared that they voted for López Obrador. 

12 Although it is not the central question of this article, an important point is to understand how the 
model described in this work (context, framing, mobilization, and partisanship) is translated in terms of 
voting intention. To do this, Figure A1 in the Appendix reports the probability of voting according to 
different types of context assessments, belief in a corrupt elite, anger, and partisanship. 
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election. Unlike the previous results, after the election in which López Obrador 
won the presidency, the populist attitudes of voters are a less important predictor 
than before election day. Among voters that identify with Morena, populist atti-
tudes practically lose predictive power in each item studied in this article—they 
only maintain a predictive power in relation to the belief in the power mafia (see 
Table 4). It should be noted that this change is not due to change in partisanship 
between the first and third waves of the survey, since the sample is restricted to re-
spondents who self-identify as morenistas during the first wave. Although the effect 
is not as marked among independents (for context and framing, the statistical sig-
nificance remains), populist attitudes are also less predictive of the different items 
analyzed in this study.

These data suggest that populist attitudes seem to have been deactivated once 
the context changes after the historic result of the presidential election, and this 
effect is particularly important among people who share partisanship with López 
Obrador. In fact, the connection between these variables is not the only variable 
that tends to decrease; even among morenistas, the belief in a power mafia and anger 
over the country’s situation tends to decrease with respect to the start of the cam-
paign and even the evaluations of the situation in Mexico are somewhat more fa-
vorable. For example, the percentage of voters who believe it is “very true” that 
there is a power mafia fell from 44 to 28 per cent, while anger over the situation in 
the country decreased from 7.2 to 6.8 (on a scale from 0 to 10) between the first and 
third waves of the poll among voters who identified with Morena in the first wave. 
As discussed earlier, the context that makes populist activation of the electorate 
possible is not permanent, but the situation of the country and the perception that 
citizens have about it are essential in this process.

TABLE 4. Statistical significance before and after the presidential campaign
Morena Independents

Pre-electoral Post-electoral Pre-electoral Post-electoral

Context Economy *** Not significant *** Not significant 
Security *** Not significant *** **
Corruption *** Not significant *** ***

Framing Power mafia *** *** *** ***

Mobilization Anger *** Not significant *** Not significant
Participation ** Not significant ** Not significant

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). ***p  <  0.01, **p  <  0.05.
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DISCUSSION

This work contributes to an understanding of the success of Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador’s campaign in 2018, his third bid for the Mexican presidency. The populist 
framing that divides Mexican society in two —the “people” vs. the “power  mafia”— 
had moderate success in 2006 and 2012, when López Obrador finished in second 
place. It was not until 2018 that conditions were particularly conducive to the suc-
cess of his candidacy and, specifically, to López Obrador’s populist framing. Unlike 
the candidate’s first two presidential campaigns, this time the electorate found it-
self aggrieved and angry at the country’s situation, and he successfully mobilized 
voters to take their grievances to the polls, securing a victory that represents the 
breakdown of a party system installed at the beginning of the transition to democ-
racy in Mexico.

This work also contributes to the literature on populism, particularly on the de-
mand side. Firstly, unlike previous studies that tend to focus on the conditions that 
allow populist activation of the electorate in isolation, our article analyzes three 
conditions that make populist activation of the electorate possible. In this article, 
we find that populism requires an enabling context for populist activation of voters 
to be possible. It is also necessary that voters feel aggrieved by their country’s situ-
ation. And given that context, the capacity of ambitious politicians is equally neces-
sary to make such grievance salient. In this case, López Obrador activated populist 
attitudes among morenistas and independent voters. Second, this study also contrib-
utes to the populism literature by including a variable that is rarely analyzed but 
that moderates the relationship between populist attitudes and voting behavior, 
namely partisanship. Specifically, we find that not all voters are mobilized equally 
in response to populist framing, even if they register a similar level of populist atti-
tudes. Voters’ partisanship constitutes an information filter that makes it more like-
ly that they will accept populist framing and mobilize, as long as this framing is 
consistent with their political predispositions. 

There are several aspects that this study has not investigated that could be rel-
evant to understanding the conditions conducive to populist activation. For exam-
ple, future studies should analyze in depth the moderating role of partisanship. 
While our theory proposes that partisanship is a political predisposition that condi-
tions voters’ attitudes and electoral behavior —consistent with Lupu (2015)— some 
voters may self-identify with Morena (a personalist party-movement) because they 
have populist attitudes and not because partisan self-identification is a political 
predisposition that precedes such populist attitudes. However, our results suggest 
that this is not the case. First, the correlation between populist attitudes and self-
identification with Morena is not significantly different from correlation with other 
parties (pan, pri, and independents). Likewise, the fact that the relationship be-
tween populism, self-identification with Morena, and the three conditions for pop-
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ulist mobilization (context, framing, and anger) decreased after Election Day also 
suggests that self-identification with Morena and populist attitudes are empirically 
and conceptually distinct phenomena. These results are not entirely surprising 
given that although Morena is a new party, it inherited the political brand of Andrés 
Manuel López Obrador, who has led the political opposition in Mexico since 2000 
and whose 2018 presidential campaign was his third bid for office. Now, if this re-
search was replicated in countries with less institutionalized party systems (Main-
waring, 2018) in which new political parties emerge in each electoral period or 
outsider candidates pursue populist mobilization of the electorate, it is possible that 
both the populist attitudes and political self-identification with those parties are 
conceptually and empirically intertwined.

Another topic that future studies could analyze further is context. Firstly, it is 
possible that a negative perception of the country’s situation may increase populist 
attitudes, rather than populist attitudes exacerbating a negative perception of con-
text, as our article argues, based on the populism literature. If such a possibility is 
indeed the case, future studies may explore whether these two variables —context 
and populist attitudes— mutually reinforce each other or, alternatively, isolate the 
effect each variable has on electoral mobilization. Likewise, although our work 
shows that there was fertile ground for populist mobilization given the negative 
evaluations of the economy, security, and corruption in the 2018 presidential elec-
tion in Mexico, future studies may ask which particular issue constitutes the most 
important predictor for mobilization of López Obrador’s voters. As Altamirano and 
Ley find in this special volume, it seems that the economy and security, rather 
than corruption, are the most important dimensions to understand López Obra-
dor’s victory in terms of voting intention. This result is especially interesting given 
the centrality of López Obrador’s discourse denouncing the corruption of the pan 
and pri governments throughout his electoral campaign. Finally, something simi-
lar should be investigated in future works regarding voters’ anger. It is possible 
that there are different reasons why voters are angry about the situation in the 
country. If this is the case, it may be that identifying the nature of voters’ anger 
—which could be motivated by various issues such as representation deficits or 
perceived systemic corruption— may help understand the conditions under which 
voters will be more or less supportive of or likely to be activated by a populist 
candidate. Pg



VOLUME XXVII · NUMBER 2 · II SEMESTER 2020       ePYG1281 25Política y gobierno

ANGER, PARTISANSHIP, AND THE ACTIVATION OF POPULIST ATTITUDES IN MEXICO

REFERENCES
Aguilar, Rosario and Ryan E. Carlin (2017), “Ideational Populism in Chile? A Case Study”, 

Swiss Political Science Review, 23(4), pp. 404-422.
Akkerman, Agnes, Cas Mudde and Andrej Zaslove (2014), “How Populist are the People? 

Measuring Populist Attitudes in Voters”, Comparative Political Studies, 47(9), pp. 1324-
1353.

Arceneaux, Kevin (2003), “The Conditional Impact of Blame Attribution on the Relation-
ship between Economic Adversity and Turnout”, Political Research Quarterly, 56(1), pp. 
67-75.

Baker, Andy and Lucio Renno (2019), “Nonpartisans as False Negatives: The Mismea-
surement of Party Identification in Public Opinion Surveys”, Journal of Politics, 81(3), 
pp. 906-922.

Barr, Robert R. (2009), “Populists, Outsiders and Anti-establishment Politics”, Party Poli-
tics, 15(1), pp. 29-48.

Beltrán, Ulises, Sandra Ley and Rodrigo Castro Cornejo (2020), Estudio Nacional Electoral 
(cide-cses) 2018, Mexico: Centro de Investigación y Docencia Económicas.

Bornschier, Simon (2010), Cleavage Politics and the Populist Right: The New Cultural Conflict in 
Western Europe, Philadelphia: Temple University Press

Bruhn, Kathleen (2012), “‘To Hell with Your Corrupt Institutions!’: amlo and Populism in 
Mexico”, in Cas Mudde and Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser (eds.), Populism in Europe and 
the Americas: Threat or Corrective for Democracy? New York: Cambridge, pp. 88-112. 

Cardoso, Fernando Henrique and Enzo Faletto (1979), Dependency and Development in Latin 
America, Berkeley: University of California Press.

Castro Cornejo, R. (2019), “Partisanship and Question-wording Effects: Experimental 
Evidence from Latin America”, Public Opinion Quarterly, 83(1), pp. 26-45.

De la Torre, Carlos (2010), Populist Seduction in Latin America, Athens: Ohio University Press.
Dornbusch, Rudiger and Sebastian Edwards (1991), “The Macroeconomics of Populism”, 

in Rudiger Dornbusch and Sebastian Edwards (eds.), The Macroeconomics of Populism in 
Latin America, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, pp. 7-13.

Doyle, David (2011), “The Legitimacy of Political Institutions: Explaining Contemporary 
Populism in Latin America”, Comparative Political Studies, 44(11), pp. 1447-1473.

Eisenstadt, Todd A. (2003), Courting Democracy in Mexico: Party Strategies and Electoral Insti-
tutions, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Gelman, Andrew and Gary King (1993), “Why are American Presidential Election Cam-
paign Polls So Variable when Votes are so Predictable?” British Journal of Political Science, 
23(4), pp. 409-451.

Green, Donald, Bradley Palmquist and Eric Schickler (2004), Partisan Hearts and Minds: 
Political Parties and the Social Identities of Voters, New Haven: Yale University Press.

Hameleers, Michael, Linda Bos and Claes H. de Vreese (2016), “They Did It”: The Effects 
of Emotionalized Blame Attribution in Populist Communication”, Communication Re-
search, 44(6), pp. 870-900.

Hanley, Seán and Allan Sikk (2016), “Economy, Corruption or Floating Voters? Explaining 
the Breakthroughs of Anti-establishment Reform Parties in Eastern Europe”, Party 
Politics, 22(4), pp. 522-533.

Hawkins, Kirk A. (2009), “Is Chávez Populist? Measuring Populist Discourse in Compara-
tive Perspective”, Comparative Political Studies, 42(8), pp. 1040-1067.



Rodrigo Castro Cornejo, Sandra Ley and Ulises Beltrán

VOLUME XXVII · NUMBER 2 · II SEMESTER 2020       ePYG1281 26Política y gobierno

Hawkins, Kirk A. (2010), “Who Mobilizes? Participatory Democracy in Chávez’s Bolivari-
an Revolution”, Latin American Politics and Society, 52(3), pp. 31-66.

Hawkins, Kirk A. and Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser (2017), “The Ideational Approach to 
Populism”, Latin American Research Review, 52(4), pp. 513-528. 

Hawkins, Kirk A., Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser and Ioannis Andreadis (2018), “The Activa-
tion of Populist Attitudes”, Government and Opposition, 55(2), pp. 1-25.

Inglehart, Ronald and Pippa Norris (2018), Cultural Backlash: Trump, Brexit and The Rise of 
Authoritarian Populism, New York: Cambridge University Press.

Ivarsflaten, Elisabeth (2008), “What Unites Right-wing Populists in Western Europe? Re-
examining Grievance Mobilization Models in Seven Successful Cases”, Comparative 
Political Studies, 41(1), pp. 3-23.

Jagers, Jan and Stefaan Walgrave (2007), “Populism as Political Communication Style: An 
Empirical Study of Political Parties’ Discourse in Belgium”, European Journal of Politi-
cal Research, 46(3), pp. 319-345.

Javeline, Debra (2003), “The Role of Blame in Collective Action: Evidence from Russia”, 
American Political Science Review, 97(1), pp. 107-121.

Kriesi, Hanspter (2010), “Restructuration of Partisan Politics and the Emergence of a New 
Cleavage Based on Values”, West European Politics, 33(3), pp. 673-685.

Kriesi, Hanspeter (2014), “The Populist Challenge”, West European Politics, 37(2), pp. 
361-378.

Kriesi, Hanspeter, Edgar Grande, Martin Dolezal, Marc Helbling, Dominic Hoglinger, 
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APPENDIX 

TABLE A1. ols Model
Dependent variable = Index of populist attitudes (0-1)

Gender: woman -0.01
(0.01)

Education: elementary -0.01
(0.01)

Education: high school -0.01
(0.01)

Education: college+ 0.04
(0.02)

**

pid: pan 0.03
(0.02)

pid: Morena 0.02
(0.02)

pid: Independent 0.03
(0.01)

Electoral precinct: mixed -0.01
(0.02)

Electoral precinct: urban 0.01
(0.01)

Married: widow -0.03
(0.02)

Married: divorced 0.01
(0.02)

Married: single 0.00
(0.01)

Employment: unemployed -0.06
(0.03)

**

Employment: housewife 0.01
(0.01)

Employment: student -0.01
(0.02)

Employment: retired 0.01
(0.03)

Constant 0.69
(0.02)

***

Observations 2 305
R2 0.01

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Standard 
errors in parenthesis; ***p  <  0.01, **p  <  0.05.
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TABLE A2. Descriptive statistics

Variable N Mean St. Dev. Min. Max.

Anger 2 511 0.71 0.24 0 1
Turnout 2 509 0.77 0.30 0 1
Populism Index 2 523 0.71 0.24 0 1
Evaluation of the economy 2 461 0.75 0.26 0 1
Safety assessment 2 478 0.76 0.26 0 1
Corruption assessment 2 439 0.72 0.26 0 1
Woman 2 527 0.52 0.50 0 1
Education 2 516 2.13 0.98 1 4
Employment status 2 493 2.08 1.22 1 5
Type de electoral precinct 2 527 2.52 0.74 1 3
pan favorability 2 527 3.87 3.43 0 10
pri favorability 2 527 2.93 3.25 0 10
prd favorability 2 527 3.12 2.70 0 10
Morena favorability 2 527 4.82 3.66 0 10
Partisans (strong/weak) 1 471 0.54 0.50 0 1
Presidential approval 2 527 1.76 1.16 1 6
Partisanship 2 360 2.89 1.14 1 4

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). 
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TABLE A3. Modelo mco
Dependent variable = Evaluation of the economy

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Aggregate Panistas Priistas Morena Indep.

Populism index 
(0-1)

0.06
(0.02)

*** 0.15
(0.06)

** -0.06
(0.06)

0.12
(0.05)

*** 0.13
(0.03)

***

Gender: woman 0.00
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.03)

-0.06
(0.04)

0.05
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.02)

Education: 
elementary

-0.01
(0.01)

0.02
(0.03)

-0.05
(0.03)

0.01
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.02)

Education: High 
school

-0.02
(0.01)

0.01
(0.04)

-0.01
(0.04)

-0.05
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.02)

Education: 
College+

-0.02
(0.02)

-0.06
(0.05)

0.00 
(0.05)

-0.02
(0.04)

-0.01
(0.03)

Employment: 
unemployed

-0.01
(0.03)

0.05
(0.08)

-0.11
(0.07)

-0.01 
(0.05)

-0.01
(0.04)

Employment: 
housewife

-0.01
(0.01)

0.02
(0.04)

0.04
(0.04)

-0.05
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.02)

Employment: 
student

-0.01
(0.02)

-0.03
(0.05)

-0.04
(0.07)

-0.02
(0.05)

-0.02
(0.03)

Employment: 
retired

-0.02
(0.03)

-0.05
(0.07)

-0.04
(0.06)

-0.00
(0.05)

0.02
(0.05)

Electoral precinct: 
mixed

0.05
(0.02)

*** -0.02
(0.05)

0.06
(0.05)

0.06
(0.04)

0.03
(0.02)

Electoral precinct: 
urban

0.01
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.04)

0.00
(0.04)

0.03
(0.03)

0.00
(0.02)

Fav. pan (0-10) -0.00
(0.00)

** 0.00
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.00)

***

Fav. pri (0-10) -0.01
(0.00)

*** -0.00
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

** -0.01
(0.00)

***

Fav. prd (0-10) -0.00
(0.00)

** -0.01
(0.00)

** 0.01
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

0.00
(0.00)

Fav. Morena (0-10) 0.00
(0.00)

0.01
(0.01)

** -0.01
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.00)

Presidential 
approval

-0.07
(0.00)

*** -0.08
(0.01)

*** -0.11
(0.01)

*** -0.05
(0.01)

*** -0.04
(0.01)

***

Partisans (strong/
weak)

0.02
(0.03)

-0.04
(0.03)

-0.02 
(0.02)

Constant 0.87
(0.03)

*** 0.70
(0.09)

*** 1.04
(0.10)

*** 0.72
(0.07)

*** 0.86
(0.04)

***

Observations 2 419 419 349 546 940
R2 0.16 0.16 0.26 0.09 0.12

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Standard errors in 
parenthesis; ***p  <  0.01, **p  <  0.05.
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TABLE A4. ols Model
Dependent variable = Evaluation of the security

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Aggregate Panistas Priistas Morena Indep.

Populism index (0-1) 0.10
(0.02)

*** 0.15
(0.06)

** -0.01
(0.06)

0.21
(0.04)

*** 0.10
(0.03)

***

Gender: woman 0.01
(0.01)

-0.03
(0.04)

-0.08
(0.04)

** 0.09
(0.03)

*** 0.00
(0.02)

Education: 
elementary

-0.01
(0.01)

-0.02
(0.03)

-0.05
(0.03)

-0.03
(0.03)

0.03
(0.02)

Education: high 
school

0.03
(0.01)

** 0.04
(0.04)

-0.00
(0.04)

-0.01
(0.03)

0.05
(0.02)

***

Education: college+ 0.03
(0.02)

0.02
(0.05)

0.03
(0.05)

-0.02
(0.04)

0.03
(0.02)

Employment: 
unemployed

0.07
(0.03)

*** 0.11
(0.09)

-0.04
(0.07)

0.09
(0.05)

0.06
(0.04)

Employment: 
housewife

-0.01
(0.01)

0.03
(0.04)

0.01
(0.04)

-0.07
(0.03)

** -0.01
(0.02)

Employment: student -0.03 
(0.02)

-0.11
(0.06)

** -0.01
(0.07)

-0.08
(0.05)

0.00
(0.03)

Employment: retired 0.01
(0.03)

-0.02
(0.07)

-0.07
(0.06)

0.03
(0.05)

0.06
(0.04)

Electoral precinct: 
mixed

0.04
(0.02)

** 0.01
(0.05)

0.09
(0.05)

0.05
(0.04)

0.00
(0.02)

Electoral precinct: 
urban

0.01
(0.01)

0.03
(0.04)

0.04
(0.04)

0.03
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.02)

Fav. pan (0-10) -0.00
(0.00)

0.01
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

** -0.00
(0.00)

Fav. pri (0-10) -0.01
(0.00)

*** -0.01
(0.01)

0.02
(0.01)

** -0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.00)

***

Fav. prd (0-10) -0.00
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.00)

0.01
(0.01)

0.00
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.00)

Fav. Morena (0-10) 0.00
(0.00)

** 0.02
(0.01)

*** 0.00
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.00)

Presidential approval -0.07
(0.00)

*** -0.08
(0.01)

*** -0.10
(0.01)

*** -0.04
(0.01)

*** -0.04
(0.01)

***

Partisans (strong/
weak)

-0.00
(0.03)

-0.02
(0.03)

-0.03
(0.02)

Constant 0.81
(0.03)

*** 0.64
(0.10)

*** 0.73
(0.10)

*** 0.61
(0.07)

*** 0.83
(0.04)

***

Observations 2 434 418 351 552 954

R2 0.15 0.19 0.23 0.12 0.09

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Standard errors in 
parenthesis; ***p  <  0.01, **p  <  0.05.
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TABLE A5. ols Model
Dependent variable = Evaluation of the corruption

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Aggregate Panistas Priistas Morena Indep.

Populism index (0-1) 0.21
(0.02)

*** 0.31
(0.06)

*** 0.20
(0.06)

*** 0.19
(0.05)

*** 0.21
(0.04)

***

Gender: woman 0.02
(0.01)

0.07
(0.03)

** 0.07
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.03)

-0.02
(0.02)

Education: 
elementary

-0.02
(0.01)

0.03
(0.03)

-0.04
(0.03)

-0.00
(0.03)

-0.03
(0.02)

Education: high 
school

-0.02
(0.02)

-0.02
(0.03)

-0.02
(0.04)

-0.00
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.02)

Education: college+ -0.01
(0.02)

0.01
(0.05)

-0.00
(0.05)

-0.01
(0.04)

0.01
(0.03)

Employment: 
unemployed

0.01
(0.03)

0.08
(0.07)

0.04
(0.07)

-0.04
(0.06)

-0.03
(0.05)

Employment: 
housewife

-0.01
(0.01)

-0.05
(0.03)

-0.08
(0.04)

** -0.00
(0.03)

0.03
(0.02)

Employment: student -0.00
(0.02)

-0.00
(0.05)

-0.04
(0.07)

0.03
(0.05)

-0.04
(0.03)

Employment: retired -0.03
(0.03)

0.01
(0.06)

-0.07
(0.06)

-0.03
(0.06)

-0.01
(0.05)

Electoral precinct: 
mixed

0.01
(0.02)

-0.03
(0.04)

-0.03
(0.05)

-0.02
(0.04)

0.02
(0.03)

Electoral precinct: 
urban

-0.03
(0.01)

-0.02
(0.03)

-0.06
(0.04)

-0.01
(0.03)

-0.02
(0.02)

Fav. pan (0-10) -0.00 
(0.00)

0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.01)

Fav. pri (0-10) -0.00
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.00)

Fav. prd (0-10) -0.00
(0.00)

-0.01
(0.00)

** 0.01
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.00)

Fav. Morena (0-10) -0.00
(0.00)

0.01
(0.00)

0.00
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.00)

Presidential approval -0.05
(0.00)

*** -0.04
(0.01)

*** -0.06
(0.01)

*** -0.03
(0.01)

** -0.05
(0.01)

***

Partisans (strong/
weak)

-0.07
(0.02)

*** -0.01
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.02)

Constant 0.70
(0.03)

*** 0.56
(0.09)

*** 0.62
(0.10)

*** 0.53
(0.08)

*** 0.74
(0.04)

***

Observations 2 399 424 350 540 929

R2 0.10 0.16 0.14 0.07 0.11

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Standard errors in 
parenthesis; ***p  <  0.01, **p  <  0.05.
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TABLE A6. ols Model
Dependent variable = Believes in the power mafia

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Aggregate Panistas Priistas Morena Indep.

Populismindex (0-1) 0.36
(0.03)

*** 0.38
(0.08)

*** 0.15
(0.08)

0.46
(0.06)

*** 0.35
(0.04)

***

Gender: woman 0.01
(0.02)

0.06
(0.04)

0.00
(0.05)

-0.05
(0.03)

0.02
(0.03)

Education: 
elementary

-0.01
(0.02)

-0.06
(0.04)

-0.07
(0.04)

0.01
(0.03)

0.01
(0.02)

Education: high 
school

0.00
(0.02)

-0.04
(0.05)

-0.01
(0.06)

0.01
(0.04)

0.02
(0.03)

Education: college+ 0.01
(0.02)

-0.04
(0.06)

0.03
(0.06)

0.08
(0.05)

-0.00
(0.03)

Employment: 
unemployed

-0.02
(0.03)

-0.18
(0.10)

-0.02
(0.10)

0.06
(0.07)

-0.02
(0.05)

Employment: 
housewife

-0.01
(0.02)

-0.01
(0.05)

-0.07
(0.05)

0.00
(0.04)

-0.01
(0.03)

Employment: 
student

-0.07
(0.03)

*** -0.12
(0.07)

-0.11
(0.09)

-0.02
(0.06)

-0.06
(0.04)

Employment: 
retired

0.00
(0.03)

0.06
(0.09)

-0.11
(0.09)

-0.03
(0.07)

0.03
(0.06)

Electoral precinct: 
mixed

0.01
(0.02)

0.01
(0.06)

-0.02
(0.07)

-0.06
(0.05)

0.05
(0.03)

Electoral precinct: 
urban

0.01
(0.02)

0.04
(0.05)

-0.04
(0.06)

-0.08
(0.03)

** 0.05
(0.03)

Fav. pan (0-10) -0.01
(0.00)

*** 0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.00)

***

Fav. pri (0-10) -0.01
(0.00)

*** -0.01
(0.01)

-0.00
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.00)

**

Fav. prd (0-10) -0.01
(0.00)

0.00
(0.01)

0.02
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

** -0.01
(0.00)

**

Fav. Morena (0-10) -0.00
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

0.00
(0.00)

Presidential approval -0.03 
(0.01)

*** -0.03 
(0.01)

** -0.02
(0.02)

-0.04
(0.01)

*** -0.03
(0.01)

***

Partisans (strong/
weak)

-0.00
(0.03)

-0.03
(0.04)

0.05
(0.03)

Constant 0.58
(0.03)

*** 0.37
(0.12)

*** 0.71
(0.13)

*** 0.64
(0.09)

*** 0.55
(0.05)

***

Observations 2 242 394 327 515 864

R2 0.14 0.14 0.05 0.23 0.16

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Standard errors in 
parenthesis; ***p  <  0.01, **p  <  0.05.
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TABLE A7. ols Model
Dependent variable = Anger (scale 0 to 10)

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Aggregate Panistas Priistas Morena Indep.

Populism index (0-1) 0.18 
(0.02)

*** 0.00
(0.06)

0.12
(0.06)

** 0.18
(0.04)

*** 0.23
(0.04)

***

Situation of the 
economy

0.08
(0.02)

*** 0.15
(0.05)

*** 0.04
(0.06)

0.03
(0.04)

0.05
(0.04)

Safety assessment 0.09
(0.02)

*** 0.07
(0.05)

0.14
(0.06)

** 0.12
(0.05)

*** 0.01
(0.04)

Corruption assessment 0.10
(0.02)

*** 0.19
(0.05)

*** 0.06
(0.05)

0.12
(0.04)

*** 0.05
(0.03)

Gender: woman 0.01
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.03)

0.01
(0.03)

-0.02
(0.03)

0.04
(0.02)

Education: elementary 0.01
(0.01)

0.00
(0.03)

0.02
(0.03)

0.03
(0.02)

0.00
(0.02)

Education: high school 0.02
(0.01)

0.02
(0.03)

0.03
(0.04)

0.01
(0.03)

0.01
(0.02)

Education: college+ -0.01
(0.02)

-0.04
(0.05)

0.01
(0.04)

-0.01
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.03)

Employment: 
unemployed

0.05
(0.03)

0.15
(0.07)

** 0.02
(0.07)

0.01
(0.05)

0.01
(0.04)

Employment: 
housewife

0.00
(0.01)

0.09
(0.03)

*** -0.02
(0.04)

0.01
(0.03)

-0.02
(0.02)

Employment: 
student

-0.01
(0.02)

0.05
(0.05)

-0.07
(0.06)

-0.03
(0.04)

-0.02
(0.03)

Employment: retired 0.06
(0.03)

** 0.06
(0.06)

0.03
(0.05)

0.08
(0.05)

0.05
(0.05)

Electoral precinct: 
mixed

-0.03
(0.02)

-0.01
(0.04)

0.01
(0.04)

-0.05
(0.04)

-0.03
(0.03)

Electoral precinct: 
urban

-0.00
(0.01)

0.01
(0.03)

0.00
(0.04)

-0.02
(0.03)

-0.00
(0.02)

Fav. pan (0-10) 0.00
(0.00)

0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

0.00
(0.00)

Fav. pri (0-10) 0.00
(0.00)

0.00
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

** -0.00
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.00)

**

Fav. prd (0-10) 0.00
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.00)

-0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.00)

0.00
(0.00)

Fav. Morena (0-10) 0.00
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.00)

0.01
(0.01)

0.02
(0.01)

*** 0.00
(0.00)

Presidential approval -0.01 
(0.01)

** -0.03 
(0.01)

*** -0.01
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

Partisans (strong/weak) -0.05
(0.02)

** -0.02
(0.03)

0.04
(0.02)

Constant 0.38
(0.04)

*** 0.35
(0.09)

*** 0.33
(0.11)

*** 0.21
(0.08)

*** 0.50
(0.06)

***

Observations 2,313 407 342 525 888
R2 0.11 0.23 0.11 0.16 0.09

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). Standard errors in 
parenthesis; ***p  <  0.01, **p  <  0.05.
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TABLE A8. ols Model
Dependent variable = Turnout (scale 0-10)

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Aggregate Panistas Priistas Morena Indep.

Populism index (0-1) 0.24
(0.03)

*** 0.09
(0.05)

0.11
(0.05)

** 0.24
(0.04)

*** 0.12
(0.05)

**

Situation of the 
economy

-0.02
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.04)

0.05
(0.05)

0.04
(0.04)

0.06
(0.06)

Safety assessment -0.05
(0.03)

0.12
(0.04)

*** 0.01
(0.05)

-0.04
(0.04)

-0.07
(0.06)

Corruption assessment 0.00
(0.02)

0.05
(0.04)

0.02
(0.04)

-0.01
(0.03)

0.05
(0.05)

Gender: woman -0.01
(0.02)

-0.04
(0.03)

-0.05
(0.03)

0.02
(0.02)

-0.01
(0.03)

Education: elementary -0.02
(0.01)

-0.02
(0.02)

-0.01
(0.02)

-0.03
(0.02)

0.00
(0.03)

Education: high school -0.00
(0.02)

-0.03
(0.03)

0.04
(0.03)

0.01
(0.03)

-0.00
(0.03)

Education: college+ -0.00
(0.02)

0.02
(0.04)

0.07
(0.03)

** -0.01
(0.03)

-0.02
(0.04)

Employment: 
unemployed

-0.01
(0.03)

-0.03
(0.06)

-0.02
(0.05)

0.01
(0.05)

-0.02
(0.06)

Employment: 
housewife

-0.00
(0.02)

0.01
(0.03)

0.09
(0.03)

*** -0.03
(0.03)

-0.03
(0.03)

Employment: 
student

-0.04
(0.02)

-0.00
(0.04)

0.01
(0.05)

-0.05
(0.04)

-0.02
(0.04)

Employment: retired 0.00
(0.03)

0.05
(0.05)

0.03
(0.04)

-0.07
(0.04)

-0.11
(0.07)

Electoral precinct: 
mixed

0.02
(0.02)

0.03
(0.04)

0.02
(0.04)

-0.00
(0.03)

0.00
(0.04)

Electoral precinct: 
urban

0.04
(0.02)

** 0.02
(0.03)

0.00
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.02)

0.02
(0.03)

Fav. pan (0-10) 0.01
(0.00)

*** 0.02
(0.01)

*** -0.00
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.01)

0.02
(0.00)

***

Fav. pri (0-10) 0.01
(0.00)

*** -0.01
(0.00)

0.01
(0.00)

-0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.00)

**

Fav. prd (0-10) 0.00
(0.00)

0.00
(0.00)

0.00
(0.01)

0.01
(0.00)

** -0.00
(0.01)

Fav. Morena (0-10) 0.02
(0.00)

*** 0.00
(0.00)

-0.00
(0.00)

0.01
(0.01)

*** 0.03
(0.00)

***

Presidential approval 0.02
(0.01)

** 0.00
(0.01)

0.02
(0.01)

-0.01
(0.01)

0.02
(0.01)

Partisans (strong/weak) 0.08
(0.02)

*** 0.09
(0.02)

0.03***
(0.02)

Constant 0.44
(0.04)

*** 0.51
(0.08)

*** 0.58***
(0.09)

0.58
(0.07)

*** 0.29
(0.08)

***

Observations 2 313 407 342 527 886
R2 0.11 0.18 0.18 0.16 0.16

Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro, 2020). Standard errors in parenthe-
sis; ***p  <  0.01, **p  <  0.05.
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Figure A1 simulates the probability of voting for Andrés Manuel López Obrador as 
the level of populism of voters increases under three scenarios: (1) voters who have 
a very bad evaluation of the economy, security, and corruption, a very strong belief 
in a “power mafia”, and a very high level of anger; (2) voters who have a bad evalu-
ation of the economy, security, and corruption, a strong belief in a power mafia, and 
a high level of anger; finally, (3) voters who have a moderate evaluation of the econ-
omy, security, and corruption, a moderate belief in a power mafia, and a moderate 
level of anger. 

Consistent with the argument of this work, substantive differences are observed 
between groups with different partisan identities. No matter the scenario, there is 
a difference between voters who self-identify with Morena and independents of 
more than 10 percentage points, and around 20 percentage points between the 
former and priistas and panistas (there is no difference between priistas and panis-
tas). This is relevant because among panistas and priistas, even in the face of a very 
negative evaluation of the context, a very strong belief in a corrupt elite, or a very 
intense anger at the country’s situation (maximum values in each case), these con-
ditions do not translate automatically into support comparable to that of voters who 
self-identify with Morena, the party of Andrés Manuel López Obrador.

FIGURE A1. Probability of Voting for amlo (under different scenarios)
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Source: National Electoral Study, cide-cses, 2018 (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 2020). 


