
VOLUME XXVII · NUMBER 2 · II SEMESTER 2020      ePYG1275  1Política y gobierno
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in the 2018 Presidential Election 

Campaign Issues and Electoral Preferences in Mexico
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ABSTRACT: Throughout Enrique Peña Nieto’s administration and during the 2018 presidential cam-
paign, three problems stood out among the Mexican electorate: the limited economic growth, a 
sustained increase in violence, and multiple corruption scandals. Therefore, based on the cide-
cses 2018 National Electoral Study, we analyze the simultaneous effects of individual evaluations of 
the economy, violence and corruption on electoral preferences. Our findings indicate the prevalen-
ce of a retrospective economic vote that coexists with a security vote, but without clear support 
from crime victims. Although corruption was widely discussed during the electoral campaign, this 
issue did not play a major role in voter preferences.
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RESUMEN: Durante la administración de Enrique Peña Nieto y la campaña presidencial de 2018 resal-
taron tres problemas entre el electorado mexicano: un limitado crecimiento económico, un aumento 
sostenido de la violencia y múltiples escándalos de corrupción. Con base en el Estudio Nacional 
Electoral de México (cide-cses) 2018, analizamos los efectos simultáneos de las evaluaciones indivi-
duales respecto a la economía, la violencia y la corrupción sobre las preferencias electorales. Nues-
tros hallazgos indican la prevalencia de un voto económico retrospectivo que coexiste con un voto de 
seguridad. Las evaluaciones negativas de la seguridad favorecieron al candidato puntero, aunque sin 
un claro respaldo de las víctimas. A pesar de su centralidad en la campaña electoral, el tema de la co-
rrupción no afectó sustantivamente las preferencias del votante.
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Enrique Peña Nieto’s administration was permeated by multiple controversies re-
garding the economy, security and corruption. The implementation of labor, en-

ergy, economic competition, and telecommunications reforms, among others, placed 
president Peña Nieto on the cover of Time magazine in early 2014. In the fall of that 
year, however, his administration was facing its worst crisis, due to the disappearance 
of the 43 students from the Ayotzinapa Teachers’ College and the conflict of interest 
investigation also known as the Casa Blanca scandal. As a result, the country’s econo-
my and security, in addition to corruption, were three issues that did not go unno-
ticed by the media and were constantly discussed throughout the 2018 presidential 
campaign. The economic reforms implemented during the six-year term were sub-
ject to constant public discussion. In contrast to the 2012 election, security became 
a major topic of presidential debates, with diverging proposals, ranging from an iron 
fist approach, to social prevention policies. Also, the candidates from the three major 
parties were involved in corruption scandals during the election campaign. 

Given this multiplicity of debates and concerns, it is important to understand how 
Mexican voters took the country’s economic, security and corruption situation into 
account to define their electoral preferences. What factors mediated the consider-
ation of economic, political and social issues in voting decisions? Which issues pre-
vailed in the evaluation of the different candidates for voting intentions, particularly 
for the winning candidate? And, for which group of voters was one issue more impor-
tant than another when casting their vote? These are some of the questions we ad-
dress in this article, with a specific focus on the 2018 elections in Mexico. The analysis 
of the determinants of electoral preferences is crucial to understand the results of this 
electoral process, which points to a reconfiguration of Mexico’s party system. How-
ever, at a theoretical level, our motivation and research questions revolve around the 
simultaneous role that economic and non-economic issues play in voting decisions, 
and the possibility of identifying the different issue publics that are mobilized in re-
sponse to three important topics: the economy, security and corruption. 

The analysis of these features of the electoral behavior among voters during 
Mexico’s past presidential election is relevant for both theoretical and practical rea-
sons. Multiple studies have revealed the limitations faced by voters when demand-
ing accountability from their government authorities due to a lack of information 
(Holbrook and Garand, 1996; Aidt, 2000) and the subsequent media interpretation 
of the available information (Hetherington, 1996), along with the complex respon-
sibility attribution processes voters face when deciding who to reward or punish at 
the polling station (Gélineau and Remmer, 2006; Arceneaux, 2006; Hobolt et al., 
2013). Additionally, although the economy is usually a major factor in electoral deci-
sions, recent works show that, in times of political crisis, other priorities define vot-
ing decisions (Singer, 2011), though these may differ from voter to voter (Krosnick, 
1990). Together, these findings suggest that electoral behavior may have important 
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consequences related to accountability and to the policies that will prevail among 
subsequent governments. In the longer term, electoral preferences and outcomes 
have fundamental implications for the citizens’ future well-being. 

One limitation of this literature, however, has an empirical nature. Due to the re-
strictions in the design and availability of surveys, it is difficult to simultaneously 
evaluate the role that different social problems —beyond the economy— play in 
electoral behavior. However, these issues rarely arise in isolation. For example, crim-
inal violence in Latin America is often accompanied by corruption and can also have 
profound economic effects. In terms of accountability, it is then necessary to identify 
which dimension weighs most heavily on the electorate. Without a rigorous and com-
parative analysis, we could over or underestimate the effect of each issue on electoral 
results. In this article we analyze the post-electoral survey of the cide-cses 2018 Na-
tional Electoral Study,1 an instrument that allows us to examine, within the same 
study, the effects of voters’ evaluations of the economy, security, and corruption on 
electoral preferences and to weigh their impact on individual voting decisions.

In order to understand the logic of the Mexican vote in the last presidential elec-
tion, we organized the article as follows. First, we present a brief review of the lit-
erature on economic and non-economic voting and the main findings that guide our 
work. Next, we present our argument and hypotheses. Later, we review the main 
issues that marked the 2018 presidential campaign and their evolution. We then 
describe our research design and present our results. Finally, we discuss our conclu-
sions and the implications of our findings. 

Our results allow us to understand the Mexican voter at a historic political junc-
ture. The evidence presented here points to the prevalence of a retrospective eco-
nomic vote among the Mexican electorate, a finding in line with previous analyses 
of past elections (Buendía, 1996, 2000; Poiré, 1999; Beltrán, 2003, 2015; Singer, 
2009). However, given the increase of violence in the country, we also find that such 
an economic vote coexists with a security vote: negative evaluations due to the situ-
ation of insecurity favored the leading candidate, Andrés Manuel López Obrador 
(amlo), for Morena, although crime victims seem to have had reservations about his 
proposals and did not widely support him. Furthermore, although the issue of cor-
ruption was present in the campaign, particularly in the winning candidate’s dis-
course, this was not the main issue on which Mexican voters based their electoral 
decision, nor was it a determining factor in Andrés Manuel López Obrador’s victory. 
Therefore, this article contributes to a strict evaluation of the logic of the economic 
and issue voting and offers the possibility of identifying the different issue publics 
that prevailed or lost relevance in the 2018 election.

1 Given the panel design of this survey, we took advantage of some of the data collected in different 
waves to complement information on some variables.
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ECONOMIC VOTING VS. NON-ECONOMIC VOTING

Previous works on economic voting predict that voters, characterized as rational 
individuals, will decide to reward the ruling party during economic good times and 
punish it during an economic crisis or decline (Fiorina, 1978). This prediction is 
based on two assumptions: 1) that economic conditions provide voters with infor-
mation about political actors and 2) that economic conditions indicate government 
capacity (Dorussen and Palmer, 2002). In addition, economic voting models as-
sume that voters can easily evaluate economic performance, because the conse-
quences are tangible and reflected in their daily lives. Despite the rationality of 
economic voting and the vast empirical evidence related to it, there are important 
limitations.

To analyze the impact of economic conditions on electoral outcomes, one must 
take into account the political, institutional and social contextual features in which 
elections take place (Powell and Whitten, 1993; Pacek and Radcliff, 1995; Ander-
son, 2000, 2007). For economic models to work, the management of the economy 
must be a major concern. However, this depends on the individual psycho-socio-
logical context (Krosnick, 1990; Dorussen and Palmer, 2002).

During economic good times or periods of great political or institutional turmoil, 
voters are more likely to turn their attention to other non-economic issues (Singer, 
2011). Comparative policy research has shown that in elections that occur in the 
midst of government crises involving corruption, human rights violations or terror-
ist attacks, voters do not pay as much attention to the economy (Bali, 2007; Kibris, 
2011; Singer, 2011).

Even in the midst of a major governance crisis, voters assign varying degrees of 
importance to an issue, depending on their own personal concerns and experiences 
(Krosnick, 1990). The importance of issues is critical to accountability. If a non-
economic issue is not relevant to voters, they will not take it into account when de-
ciding who to vote for or when evaluating the authorities in office. According to 
Krosnick (1990), this means that there are multiple “issue publics” within the elec-
torate —each of them is composed of citizens who are especially concerned with a 
single issue, either because it affects a relevant interest or a personal value. For ex-
ample, a teacher might be more focused on the candidates’ proposals for education 
and decide his or her vote based on that dimension. 

There are two non-economic issues that have attracted the attention of experts 
in electoral behavior in recent years: crime and corruption.2 These are visible issues 

2 Other non-economic issues that have generated research on their impact on electoral preferences 
include natural disasters: Arceneaux and Stein (2006), Gasper and Reeves (2011); terrorism: Bali (2007), 
Berrebi and Klor (2008), Kibris (2011); and war casualties: Gelpi et a. (2005); Karol and Miguel (2007), 
among others.



VOLUME XXVII · NUMBER 2 · II SEMESTER 2020      ePYG1275  5Política y gobierno

THE ECONOMY, SECURITY, AND CORRUPTION IN THE 2018 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION 

with profound economic, social, and political consequences for voters.3 Both issues 
are also widely covered by the media and are often mentioned by politicians in 
their speeches, so that voters are often exposed to what is happening in terms of 
both insecurity and corruption, making them more aware of these issues (Chiricos 
et al., 2000; Altheide, 2002; Ferraz and Finan, 2008; Chang et al., 2010).

Despite the relevance of these issues, the existing evidence suggests that it is 
only under very particular conditions that voters punish parties for criminal violence 
or corruption and that, consequently, the chances of making the government elec-
torally accountable for these issues are relatively limited. On the one hand, voters 
punish their rulers when insecurity is associated with organized crime and there is a 
partisan alignment that facilitates their accountability attribution process (Ley, 
2017). Additionally, previous works reveal that victims of crime do not show statisti-
cally significant effects on electoral support (Ley, 2017) or presidential approval 
(Romero et al., 2016), perhaps because victims tend to disengage from the electoral 
process and stop participating in elections (Ley, 2018). On the other hand, when 
corruption is widespread —as it is in Latin America— it is difficult for voters to iden-
tify politicians who are not corrupt; because of this, they disregard this issue (Pavão, 
2018), and prioritize other social needs in their electoral decision (Boas et al., 2018). 
Thus, the issue of corruption can influence the vote only when the source reporting 
on corruption scandals is credible (Botero et al., 2015) and voters are politically so-
phisticated enough to process such information (Weitz and Winters, 2017). 

Considering the limitations that voters have in considering the different issues 
that directly affect them when casting their votes, this article seeks to examine the 
extent to which perceptions of economic performance, security, and corruption de-
termined the voting decision in the 2018 Mexican presidential election. 

ARGUMENT

This article seeks to contribute to the literature on economic and issue voting based 
on the Mexican case and the most recent presidential election (2018). 

Based on the theories of economic voting, we assume that economic evaluations 
were among the most important determinants of the electoral preferences in Mex-
ico’s 2018 electoral process, particularly those regarding the national economy, giv-
en our focus on the federal election. In fact, evidence on the Mexican case points to 
the widespread prevalence of an economic vote among the electorate since the 
1990s (Buendía, 1996, 2000; Poiré, 1999; Beltrán, 2003, 2015; Singer, 2009). How-
ever, considering that, in recent years, economic fluctuations coexist with non-eco-

3 On the socio-economic and political consequences of criminal activity, see Ashby and Ramos (2013), 
Robles et al. (2013), Carreras (2013), Caudillo and Torche (2014), Brown and Velásquez (2017), Brown 
(2018), Ley (2018), and Trejo and Ley (2019). On the economic and political effects of corruption, see 
Mauro (1995, 1998), Rose-Ackerman (1999), Wei (1999), Mishler and Rose (2001), and Seligson (2002).
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nomic phenomena such as criminal violence and corruption scandals —following 
the theory of issue publics (Krosnick, 1990)—, we consider it likely that Mexican 
voters also directed their attention to non-economic issues when defining their vot-
ing intentions, particularly toward those issues affecting them directly and that 
were relevant during the campaign. Based on these theoretical expectations, we 
propose to explore the following hypotheses. We first focus on electoral preferences 
regarding the candidate of the incumbent party:

H1a. The better the evaluation of economic performance, the greater the likelihood of 
supporting the ruling government’s candidate. 
H1b. The better the evaluation of public safety performance, the greater the probabil-
ity of supporting the ruling government’s candidate. 
H1c. Direct experiences with crime and insecurity (victimization) are associated with 
diminished support for the ruling government’s candidate. 
H1d. The better the evaluation of performance in corruption, the more likely it is to 
support the ruling government’s candidate.

In a complementary manner, and focusing on the factors that could have influenced 
the victory of the winning opposition candidate in the 2018 election, we propose 
the following:

H2a. The better the evaluation of economic performance, the less likely it is to support 
the winning candidate of the opposing party.
H2b. The better the evaluation of public security performance, the less likely it is to 
support for the winning candidate of the opposing party.
H2c. The better the evaluation of performance in corruption, the less likely it is to sup-
port for the winning candidate of the opposing party.

Although the hypotheses presented here follow the logic of consolidated studies in 
the literature on electoral behavior, we reiterate the value of analyzing the impact 
of three topics of major theoretical and practical importance on electoral prefer-
ences within the same study, and thus to be able to evaluate their effect in a com-
parative fashion. As we explain in detail below, the data on which this study is based 
offers this possibility. Beyond this empirical contribution, we propose the identifi-
cation of issue publics (Krosnick, 1990) for each of these concerns, whose character-
istics —as we argue— could enhance the relevance of each topic and its effects on 
electoral preferences. 

First, with respect to the economy, we consider that, given the structure of the 
labor market in Mexico, the informal sector is the most vulnerable group due to 
the lack of access to health care, retirement savings plans, housing loans and childcare 
services, among others (Alba Vega and Kruijt, 1995, Altamirano, 2019). Therefore, 
we argue that informality conditions the effect of economic evaluations.
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H.3a. Individual economic vulnerability conditions the effect of economic evaluations.

With regard to security, we propose that it is especially the direct victims of criminal 
violence who give greater weight to their security assessments when expressing 
their electoral preferences. 

H3b. Direct experiences with crime condition the effect of security evaluations.

Finally, while it is difficult to identify a group that is particularly affected by corrup-
tion due to its wide dissemination within the Mexican political system, the existing 
evidence clearly points to political sophistication as a relevant individual character-
istic that conditions the effect of corruption issues on electoral behavior (Weitz and 
Winters, 2017). Politically sophisticated voters have the capacity to process infor-
mation about acts of corruption and to incorporate it into the definition of their 
vote. Therefore, although there is not a specific issue public with respect to corrup-
tion, we propose the existence of a possible public that is particularly sensitive, at-
tentive, and mobilized regarding the issue of corruption. 

H3c. Individual information levels condition the effect of corruption evaluations. 

Overall, we argue that performance evaluations of the economy, security, and cor-
ruption influenced the electoral preferences of the Mexican electorate in 2018, but 
with particular impact among voters in the informal sector, victims of crime and 
politically informed individuals, respectively. Based on these theoretical expecta-
tions, we provide a brief account of the 2018 presidential campaign and present our 
empirical analysis in the following sections. 

THE ISSUES OF THE 2018 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION

The balance of Enrique Peña Nieto’s administration
Between 2012 and 2014, the Congress approved 11 structural reforms: fiscal, finan-
cial, energy, education, telecommunications, economic competition, transparency, 
labor, criminal justice, political-electoral, and a new legal protection (amparo) law. 
In general terms, the purpose of these initiatives was to accelerate the country’s 
economic growth and development. Thus, this set of reforms won former president 
Enrique Peña Nieto the cover of Time magazine, emphasizing his work toward 
“saving Mexico.” These initiatives, however, faced many problems in terms of 
implementation (Flores-Macías, 2016; Arroyo et al., 2018). The fiscal reform fell 
short of its tax collection objectives; the energy reform was affected by the decline 
in oil prices; the education reform faced enormous protests and consequent prob-
lems in the implementation of the proposed teachers’ evaluation; and the telecom-
munications reform lent itself to clientelistic practices, among other problems 
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(Flores-Macías, 2016). More importantly, overall, poverty, inequality, and lack of 
social mobility continued to mark the Mexican economy (Arroyo et al., 2018). Ad-
ditionally, by 2017, gasoline was no longer subsidized, resulting in Peña Nieto’s 
lowest level of presidential approval during his administration.

In terms of security, president Peña Nieto’s administration had multiple chal-
lenges. In his first year of government, he faced the flourishing of self-defense 
groups in 13 of the country’s 32 states (Phillips, 2017), thus generating non-govern-
mental armed organizations that added to the complexity of violence in the country. 
Although Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán was captured in February 2014 —in parallel 
to the series of reforms that strengthened the president’s image—, the drug trafficker 
escaped a year later, in July 2015. His escape followed the biggest disaster of the Peña 
Nieto’s presidency: the disappearance of the 43 students from Ayotzinapa, with clear 
involvement of authorities at different levels of government, in collusion with orga-
nized crime. A clumsy and unfortunate handling of the events by Attorney General 
Jesús Murillo Karam further complicated this scenario when he infamously declared 
he had “had enough” and was “fed up” (ya me cansé) in front of the media and thou-
sands of victims who had tirelessly searched for their relatives for years, along with 
the parents of the 43. In fact, during the Peñista administration, homicides rose to 
more than 100 000 and more than 21 000 people disappeared (Cacelin, 2018), making 
it the most violent six-year period in recent history. 

Following the failure of structural reforms and the escalation of violence, the 
president faced two major corruption scandals involving two of his closest associ-
ates: the first lady, Angélica Rivera, and the Secretary of Finance, Luis Videgaray. 
Several news reports revealed that both individuals acquired expensive real estate 
through Grupo Higa, a company that had benefited extensively from contracts with 
the federal government (Aristegui Noticias, 2014; Montes, 2014). The president or-
dered an investigation into the matter, but also chose the person in charge, Virgilio 
Andrade Martínez. Andrade’s final report did not identify any conflict of interest. 
Thus, any commitment made by the president to the fight against corruption and 
impunity was publicly perceived as completely empty. 

As a result of this series of scandals and problems, Enrique Peña Nieto’s presi-
dential approval rating quickly plummeted from 56 per cent at the start of his ad-
ministration in February 2013 to 26 per cent just before the presidential election in 
May 2018 (Buendía&Laredo, 2018). Thus, not only did the pri arrive to the elec-
tion with a huge credibility deficit in the eyes of the electorate, but, given the per-
formance of the federal government, economic problems, violence, and corruption 
were, to some extent, present in the minds of voters. 

According to data from cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study, one month be-
fore the presidential election, 44 per cent of Mexicans considered that insecurity 
and other associated problems such as crime, homicides, and drug trafficking were 
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the country’s main problem; while for 36 per cent, economic issues such as unem-
ployment, inflation, and poverty were the main concern. Despite wide coverage 
and discussion of corruption, only 9 per cent of the population considered it to be 
the country’s main problem, although it is important to note that 82 per cent consid-
ered corruption to be widespread in the country. From Krosnick’s (1990) point of 
view, this would suggest that there was a public widely concerned with the issues of 
insecurity and economy, probably due to direct effects on personal and family wel-
fare, while corruption, having more diffuse effects, might not have generated a 
public specifically mobilized by the issue.

Regardless of the priorities within the electorate, given the diverse agenda and 
scandals of the Peña Nieto administration, it is crucial to know how these different 
issues were addressed during the presidential campaign. It should be noted that, 
although in this study we do not intend to evaluate the effect of the campaigns,4 
knowing their contents is fundamental in order to identify the possible differentia-
tion between candidates for each of the three issues we examine here and to better 
understand their impact on electoral preferences. In the following section, we brief-
ly examine the candidates’ attention and proposals on the issues of economy, secu-
rity, and corruption.

The 2018 presidential campaign
The 2018 electoral process was characterized, among other things, by three ele-
ments that, to some extent, distinguish it from previous processes: 1) the first pan-
prd alliance for a presidential candidacy; 2) the participation of independent 
candidates; but, above all, 3) a new party (Morena) that not only competed in the 
presidential election, but also, despite its short history, led the polls from the begin-
ning of the campaign. With respect to this last element, it is important to note that 
the electoral success of new parties in both recent and established democracies has 
been associated, to a large extent, with their ability to take advantage of problems 
of representation in the face of the emergence of new cleavages among the elector-
ate (Harmel and Robertson, 1985; Kitschelt, 1988), as well as of the poor perfor-
mance of ruling authorities (Tavits, 2007). Therefore —and given the low approval 
of Enrique Peña Nieto—, it becomes even more relevant to consider the proposals 
made by the different candidates, particularly Morena, in the 2018 campaign. 

On the economic front, the leading candidate, Andrés Manuel López Obrador 
(Morena) offered to return to the stabilizing development model of the 1960s, refo-
cusing priorities in current spending and favoring investment in scholarships for 
young people who neither study nor work, therefore placing “the poor first”. The 

4 The analysis of the exposure and impact of the campaign messages is beyond the scope of our 
study. However, other articles in this special issue focus specifically on those effects.
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Morena candidate also emphasized the need to revise the structural reforms imple-
mented by the Peñista administration, particularly those related to energy and edu-
cation. In contrast, José Antonio Meade (pri) did not propose changes but rather a 
continuity of the Peñista administration’s economic model and reforms. Ricardo 
Anaya’s (pan) economic proposal focused on establishing a universal basic income 
and raising the minimum wage, while independent candidate Jaime Rodríguez 
Calderón proposed eliminating the minimum wage. 

Although security is an issue where candidates and voters converge on the im-
portance and necessity of the fight against crime (a valence issue), this was also an 
issue of wide contrasts in terms of the candidates’ proposals. While Ricardo Anaya 
and José Antonio Meade insisted on maintaining the participation of the armed 
forces to fight organized crime, Andrés Manuel López Obrador’s emphasis was on 
addressing the root causes of insecurity: corruption and poverty. López Obrador’s 
proposal also included an amnesty law for those who participated in illegal activities 
out of necessity or forced by organized crime —e.g. peasants who grew poppies or 
teenagers who collaborated with drug trafficking gangs. López Obrador’s offer con-
trasted sharply with that of independent candidate Jaime Rodríguez Calderón, 
who, among other measures, proposed militarizing high schools to discipline teen-
agers, and cutting off criminals’ hands. 

It is possible that the Morenista candidate’s differentiation in terms of his secu-
rity proposals, focused on addressing the roots of violence and an amnesty law —in 
contrast to the pri and pan candidates’ bet on the continuity of the military strategy 
or the heavy-handed option of “El Bronco”— placed him in the position of being 
evaluated among voters on this particular issue. The expectation in this regard, 
however, is ambiguous. Despite offering a different proposal in terms of security, a 
large sector of victims rejected the idea of an amnesty (Barragán, 2018), which be-
came the subject of multiple debates and political ad spots (Reporte Índigo, 2018).

As far as corruption is concerned, it was the candidate for Morena in particular 
who focused much of his discourse on this issue, emphasizing the importance of 
removing privileges for high-level officials, the possibility of prosecuting the pre-
sident and revoking his mandate through a referendum. In this regard, López 
Obrador tried to characterize himself as an outsider of the political system in order 
to make his commitment to the fight against corruption credible, and to position 
the issue in his campaign platform. At the same time, the pri candidate focused on 
the presentation of seven different types of tax returns and official statements for 
public servants in order to inform of their personal and family wealth. The pan 
candidate’s proposal highlighted his insistence on the elimination of the use of 
cash in government operations. Finally, “El Bronco” captured the media attention 
with his proposal to cut off the hands of officials involved in embezzlement of 
public funds. 
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It should be noted that, despite their proposals to fight corruption, the four can-
didates were confronted personally for being involved in scandals of greater or less-
er scope throughout the campaign or during their periods of public service. Ricardo 
Anaya was accused of money laundering. José Antonio Meade was questioned for 
diversion of public resources in the Ministry of Social Development (Sedesol) dur-
ing his tenure as head of the agency. López Obrador formed alliances with people 
who were controversial because of their history of fraud accusations, such as Na-
poleón Gómez Urrutia. Jaime Rodríguez Calderón was accused by the electoral 
authority of forging signatures to obtain his candidacy.

Thus, the perception of high and widespread corruption and allegations of cor-
rupt practices among the four candidates may have diminished the weight of this 
problem (Pavão, 2018), in addition to making it difficult to differentiate between 
candidates, which is crucial for a specific issue to become important in an election 
(Krosnick, 1990). However, the leading candidate’s emphasis on the issue of cor-
ruption may have made it relevant to the voters’ decision or at least to the evalua-
tion of Morena as a viable electoral alternative. 

The balance
In the 2006 election, the campaign focused mainly on the characterization of López 
Obrador as a danger to Mexico. In 2012, contrary to expectations, the issue of security 
was not a prominent theme of the campaign, despite the escalation of violence 
throughout the previous administration. However, in 2018, both issues —the per-
ceived “threat” of López Obrador and insecurity— were present, along with broader 
debates about the economy and corruption. Moreover, as surveys show, the econo-
my, security and corruption were somehow present in the minds of the voters. And 
whether these public concerns shaped the candidates’ references to them or, on the 
contrary, the candidates encouraged voters to think about these issues, the fact is 
that all three issues were present from the beginning to the end of the election cam-
paign, with significant contrasts among the four candidates. It is therefore crucial to 
understand the extent to which perceptions of the economy, security and corrup-
tion played a role in the electoral preferences of the electorate.

It is also worth noting that it was particularly the candidate for Morena —as part 
of a new party in the political arena at the federal level— who offered the greatest 
contrast of proposals on the three issues reviewed, seeking to address specific 
groups of the electorate who might have felt relegated or underrepresented under 
the government in office. This behavior is in line with the expectations of the lit-
erature on new parties, which tend to address new cleavages among the electorate 
and have a greater chance of electoral success in a context of poor or deficient gov-
ernment performance (Tavits, 2007). Thus, our empirical analysis also seeks to ex-
amine the extent to which the different dimensions of disapproval or dissatisfaction 
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of Mexican voters, given the performance of the Peña Nieto administration, con-
tributed to the electoral victory of Andrés Manuel López Obrador. 

RESEARCH DESIGN

To study the effect of campaign issues on electoral preferences, we used individual 
data from the cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study . This project consisted of 
panel surveys conducted at three points in the 2018 federal election process: two 
pre-election surveys and one post-election survey.5 The survey we used corresponds 
to the post-electoral period and is representative of the Mexican population at a 
national level.6 In addition to information on the electoral decision of the voters, 
this wave includes questions that refer to the evaluation of the situation of the 
economy, security, and corruption, the three thematic dimensions that we address in 
our argument. Therefore, as we have previously mentioned, this survey has unique 
characteristics that allow us to evaluate the impact of three crucial issues —from a 
theoretical and public policy standpoint— on electoral preferences in the most ob-
jective and comparative way.

We conducted our analysis in two stages. First, we used a multinomial model to 
estimate the effect of issue evaluations on electoral preferences with respect to the 
ruling party candidate. This analysis allows us to compare the differentiated weight 
of each of the issues in voters’ decisions to change or keep the ruling party in the 
government and the relative gains of the opposition parties in each of the thematic 
agendas. The second set of models deepens the analysis of the determinants of the 
vote for the candidate representing Morena to explore the specific effect of percep-
tions on the economy in comparison with the issues highlighted in his campaign: 
corruption and security. 

Dependent variable: Electoral preferences
Consistent with previous studies, we measure citizens’ electoral preference with a 
question that asks respondents to indicate the party or candidate for which they 
voted in the last presidential election. This question is posed with a paper ballot 
similar to the one used on Election Day. Interviewees mark their choice and place 
the ballot in a box, so that the interviewer cannot immediately see which option 
they chose. Compared to other possible question formats, this option increases the 
likelihood that respondents will genuinely indicate how they voted. On the basis of 
this question, we first generate a variable that takes different values according to 

5 The two pre-election surveys were conducted in March and June 2018, respectively, and the post-
election survey was conducted one week after the July 2018 election.

6 The enem, 2018 post-electoral survey consisted on the application of 1 239 effective surveys to re-
spondents over 18 years old and was conducted face-to-face in households across the national territory. 
The survey was carried out on the basis of a probability sample of electoral sections.
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the interviewee’s electoral preference: 1 if they voted for pan/Ricardo Anaya; 2 if 
they voted for pri/José Antonio Meade; 3 if they voted for Morena/Andrés Manuel 
López Obrador, and 4 if they voted for the independent candidate Jaime Ramírez 
“El Bronco”. This categorical variable is the dependent variable in our multino-
mial model. For the logistic models of electoral preference for the winning candi-
date, we generate a new dependent variable from the previous one, which takes a 
value of 1 if the interviewee voted for Morena/Andrés Manuel López Obrador and 
0 if he voted for any other party or candidate.

Independent variables: Evaluation of the economy, security, and corruption
To operationalize citizens’ perceptions on key issues in the electoral process, we 
use evaluations of the national situation and, if available, of the personal situation 
or the voter’s direct experience. Higher values of these variables indicate more 
negative evaluations. In the case of questions related to the economic situation, we 
used two standard questions for retrospective evaluation. First, the sociotropic 
evaluation (“Would you say that during the last 12 months the economic situation 
of Mexico...?”), with a response scale ranging from 1 (improved) to 4 (worsened); 
and, second, the egotropic evaluation (“Would you say that during the last 12 
months your personal economic situation...?”), with a response scale ranging from 1 
(improved considerably) to 5 (worsened considerably).7 To measure the effect of 
economic vulnerability associated with the informal sector, we constructed a variable 
that takes a value of 1 if the interviewee is a beneficiary of either of the two major 
public health care systems (imss or the issste) and 0 if he or she does not have access 
to the services provided by these institutions. Given the structure of the labor mar-
ket in Mexico, eligibility for either social security institution indicates membership 
in the formal sector, which is associated with a series of benefits such as health care, 
retirement savings plans, housing loans, and childcare services, among others 
(Ghai, 2003; Benería and Floro, 2006). Therefore, the economic vulnerability is 
greater among the population that lacks access to social security services. 

For the issue of security, we include the national retrospective evaluation 
(“Would you say that, during the last twelve months, public security in the coun-
try...?”) with a response scale ranging from 1 (improved considerably) to 5 (wors-
ened considerably). To assess the effect of personal experiences with crime, we use 
the following question: “Please tell me if you or a family member or friend have 
been a direct victim of any of these crimes in the last 12 months” Affirmative re-
sponses take a value of 1 and a value of 0 is assigned if no victimization experience 
is reported in the last year. 

7 The evaluation of the personal economic situation was not included in the third wave of the enem 
2018 panel, so we used the question that was included in the first wave.
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To capture perceptions regarding the issue of corruption, we used a question 
that asks about the situation of this problem in the country: “With respect to the 
previous six years, do you think that corruption in Mexico has decreased or in-
creased?” Possible responses follow a scale of 1 (decreased) to 5 (increased). In the 
set of models that deepen the analysis of the electoral preference for the candidate 
representing Morena, we include an item asking about the credibility of specific 
accusations in his case: Tell me, how true or false do you think it is that Andrés 
Manuel López Obrador got together with corrupt politicians like Elba Esther Gor-
dillo and Napoleón Gómez Urrutia in exchange for support for his campaign? This 
variable takes the value of 1 if the interviewees believe that the accusation is true/
very true, and 0 if they consider it to be false.8 

Finally, we constructed a variable that takes the value of 1 if the interviewee con-
siders the accusations of corruption involving Ricardo Anaya and José Antonio Meade 
to be credible (true/very true), and 0 if the accusations do not seem credible in either 
case.9 With this variable we seek to capture the effect of a widespread perception of 
corruption among the candidates who competed against Andrés Manuel López Ob-
rador. Specifically, we are interested in finding out if this perception conditioned a 
possible negative electoral impact of the accusations against the leading candidate.

Controls
Previous studies show the relevance of several individual political characteristics in 
order to understand the logic of the voters’ electoral decisions. One of the main 
determinants of voting is party identification. In the multinomial models we in-
clude dichotomous variables to indicate the identification with each of the main 
parties: pan, prd, pri and Morena (with a value of 1 if the interviewee identifies with 
the party and 0 if not). In addition to party identification, the ideological orientation 
of the voters can have an independent effect on their electoral decision. To mea-
sure this dimension, we include the position of the interviewee on the liberal-con-
servative scale (with a value of 0 if the interviewee identifies with the left and 10 if 
he or she identifies with the right). 

We also control for a set of sociodemographic variables. We include the gender of 
the interviewee and his/her age. The variable of years of formal education can ap-
proximate the effect of the level of information and political sophistication of the 
interviewees.10 Finally, we include an index that captures the level of political 

8 The survey did not include questions on respondents’ direct experiences with corruption.
9 The specific questions for both candidates are: 1) Tell me, how true or false do you think it is that 

José Antonio Meade covered up government corruption scandals? and 2) Tell me, how true or false do 
you think it is that Ricardo Anaya used his political career to get rich?

10 While the education variable captures part of the socioeconomic status in Mexico, we ran a series 
of additional models with two measures that approximate the level of wealth of individuals. First, we 
added a self-reported income variable (which, by its nature, has a high level of non-response). In an-
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awareness of the interviewee. This is an additive index based on three questions 
regarding knowledge of the Mexican political system.11 Table A1 in the Appendix 
shows the descriptive statistics of the variables included in the models.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents the results of the multilevel model of electoral preferences. The 
reference category is the vote for the ruling party, pri/José Antonio Meade. The esti-
mate shows that a negative evaluation of the economy increased the preference for 
Ricardo Anaya and Andrés Manuel López Obrador, compared to the ruling party’s 
candidate. The negative perception of the personal economic situation, however, 
only favored López Obrador. In this model, the negative evaluation of corruption 
had a positive effect on electoral support for Ricardo Anaya and López Obrador, 
compared to the candidate of the pri. 

TABLE 1. Multinomial model: Campaign and voting issues regarding the 
governing party in 2018

  PAN/Anaya Vote Morena/AMLO Vote Independent/Bronco
Vote

National economy 
evaluation

0.405
(3.18)

** 0.655
(5.55)

*** 0.372
(1.26)

Personal economy 
evaluation

-0.0214
(-0.21)

0.246
(2.61)

** -0.291
(-1.28)

National security 
evaluation

0.0783
(0.74)

0.251
(2.59)

** 0.254
(1.00)

Victim 0.193
(0.78)

-0.142
(-0.61)

1.415 
-2.89

**

National corruption 
evaluation

0.263
(2.46)

* 0.216
(2.24)

* -0.0813
(-0.32)

pan identification 0.503
(1.73)

-0.291
(-1.01)

-0.889
(-1.28)

prd identification 0.627
(1.19)

0.085
(0.17)

-14.46
(-0.01)

Morena identification -0.283
(-1.02)

0.0819
(0.34)

-1.002
(-1.64)

pri identification -1.068
(-3.56)

*** -1.345
(-4.93)

*** -15.77
(-0.02)

other set of models, we added an index of socioeconomic level calculated from a battery of questions 
about goods and services available in the respondent’s home. The results of these specifications are re-
ported in Tables A2-A5 in the Appendix.

11 The questions are 1) Can you please tell me the name of the current Governor of your state? 2) In 
general, how many years does a congressperson’s term last? and 3) Given what you know, which are the 
chambers of the Mexican Congress?
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  PAN/Anaya Vote Morena/AMLO Vote Independent/Bronco
Vote

Liberal-Conservative 0.023
(0.54)

-0.0763
(-1.98)

* -0.136
(-1.54)

Female -0.33
(-1.58)

-0.458
(-2.39)

* -0.477
(-1.01)

Age -0.0151
(-2.02)

* -0.0135
(-2.01)

* -0.0423
(-2.30)

*

Education 0.146
(1.24)

-0.00681
(-0.06)

-0.177
(-0.62)

Constant -1.672
(-1.96)

-2.112
(-2.69)

** 0.702
(-0.36)

Number of observations 966
Pseudo R2 0.12

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study (Beltrán, Ley and Castro 
Cornejo, 2020). Note: Multinomial model with pri/Meade vote as reference category. The variables of party 
identification and personal economic situation were included in wave 1.  *p < 0.05,  **p < 0.01,  ***p < 0.001, 
t-statistics in brackets.

The security evaluation is not significant in the comparison between José Antonio 
Meade and Ricardo Anaya, but it is significant in the decision to vote for López 
Obrador instead of supporting the ruling party.

Direct experiences with crime did not have a significant effect in the case of Ri-
cardo Anaya and Andrés Manuel López Obrador, but they did have an effect in the 
comparison with independent candidate Jaime Rodríguez. Finally, as expected, 
voters who identified with the pri were less likely to vote for the candidates of the 
pan and Morena-led coalitions. 

The results of this first multinomial model point to a differentiated effect of the 
issues that were at the center of the 2018 federal election campaign. The first find-
ing is that perceptions about the state of the economy were a central dimension in 
voters’ decisions.

Dissatisfaction with the state of the country’s economy favored candidates from 
opposition parties (H1a). The worsening of the personal situation translated into 
specific support for the candidate representing Morena, taking the ruling party as a 
reference. The deterioration of the security situation also had an uneven effect on 
the relative loss of support for the pri (H1b).

The negative evaluations of national security favored the candidate for Morena, 
but not that of the pan. When compared to the ruling party’s candidate, those with 
direct experience of crime tended to favor the independent candidate. It is possible 

TABLE 1. Multinomial model: Campaign and voting issues regarding the 
governing party in 2018 (continuation)
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that this last finding can be explained by the iron fist proposal of “El Bronco”, which 
would resonate with recent work such as that of Visconti (2019), who finds that vic-
tims are more likely to support this type of security policies. Finally, voters who 
perceived a worsening of corruption did favor candidates Anaya and López Obra-
dor over candidate Meade (H1d). 

TABLE 2. Logit model: Campaign issues and voting for the candidate representing 
Morena

  Modelo 1 Modelo 2 Modelo 3

National economy 
evaluation

0.442
(4.49)

*** 0.472
(4.25)

*** 0.380
(3.25)

**

Personal economy 
evaluation

0.322
(3.80)

*** 0.370
(4.01)

*** 0.326
(3.26)

**

National security 
evaluation

0.210
(3.12)

** 0.249
(3.03)

** 0.281
(2.64)

**

Victim -0.346
(-2.56)

* -0.320
(-2.35)

* -0.250
(-1.53)

National corruption 
evaluation

0.0627
(0.74)

0.106
(1.19)

-0.0261
(-0.25)

Corruption amlo -1.309
(-6.12)

*** -0.552
(-2.68)

**

Corruption opposition 
(Anaya and Meade)

1.843
(6.59)

***

Corruption amlo x 
Corruption opposition

-1.546
(-3.31)

***

Morena identification 0.550
(2.58)

** 0.508
(2.23)

* 0.420
(1.70)

Liberal-Conservative -0.0743
(-2.30)

* -0.0802
(-2.53)

* -0.0509
(-1.46)

Female -0.229
(-1.62)

-0.323
(-1.86)

-0.270
(-1.50)

Age -0.00283
(-0.72)

-0.00464
(-0.96)

-0.00378
(-0.74)

Education -0.0625
(-0.74)

-0.0788
(-0.84)

-0.000623
(-0.01)

Constant -2.801
(-4.38)

*** -2.670
(-3.81)

*** -2.987
(-4.09)

***

 
Number of observations 966 865 804
Pseudo R2 0.09 0.17 0.23

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study (Beltrán, Ley and Castro Cornejo, 
2020). Note: Logit model.  The variables of party identification and personal economic situation were included in 
wave 1. *p < 0.05,  **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, t-statistics in brackets.
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The second set of models deepens the analysis of the factors underlying the 
specific vote for the candidate representing Morena. Table 2 presents the logistical 
estimates of the electoral preference for Andrés Manuel López Obrador. Model 1 
considers the effects of the independent variables included in the multinomial 
specification. Model 2 includes the additional variable of credibility of the accusa-
tions regarding possible links between the candidate for Morena and characters 
identified in corruption scandals. Model 3 introduces the perception of corruption 
allegations against candidates opposing López Obrador and an interactive term for 
the two variables (credibility of amlo’s corruption allegations and credibility of Ana-
ya/Meade’s corruption allegations). 

The results confirm the centrality of the economic dimension in the electoral 
support of the candidate for Morena. Individuals with negative evaluations of the 
national economic situation were more likely to express that they voted for López 
Obrador, as are those who perceived a deterioration in their personal economic situ-
ation —according to our expectations under H2a.12 The effect of both evaluations 
is significant and robust to alternative specifications (see Tables A4 and A5 in the 
Appendix). Table A6 reports similar results controlling for the (dis)agreement with 
President Peña Nieto’s administration.

Figure 1 reports the estimated probabilities of voting for the candidate repre-
senting Morena for different levels of evaluation of the national economic situation 
(Panel a) and the personal economic situation (Panel b), keeping the rest of the 
variables at their average values. The panel on the left (a) shows that the main effect 
occurs between the “equally good  ” category and the most negative evaluation: 
“worsened  ”. The intervals corresponding to the most positive evaluation (“im-
proved ”) are larger and overlap with the intervals estimated for the other evalua-
tions. It should be noted that the most positive category has a small number of cases, 
as the observations on this variable are concentrated at the most negative end. 

The panel on the right (b) shows the probabilities for the evaluations of per-
sonal economic status. The perception of deterioration in the personal situation is 
clearly associated with increased electoral support for the candidate for Morena. 
The effects of the more negative evaluations on the probability of voting for López 
Obrador are significantly higher than those corresponding to the more positive 
evaluations.

12 To test the robustness of these findings, we added several controls in additional estimations. We 
included a variable to consider the level of urbanization of the location of the individuals. In other mod-
els we added variables corresponding to the ethnic-racial identity of the respondents (indigenous, mes-
tizo and white, the latter as a reference category). Finally, we tested the effect of the frequency of news 
consumption by different media (TV, radio, newspapers, Facebook, Twitter, and WhatsApp) separately 
and also using two additive indices: one for consumption in traditional media and another for consump-
tion in social networks. Our main findings hold with these alternative specifications. These results are 
reported in Table A7.
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Regarding the security dimension, the findings are mixed. The negative evaluation 
of the national security situation had a positive effect on electoral support for the 
candidate representing Morena —consistent with H.2b. The effect of direct expe-
riences with crime is less evident. In the first two specifications the victimization 
variable was negatively associated with voting for amlo-Morena (p < 0.05). How-
ever, this result is sensitive to alternative specifications, as Model 3 shows.

Figure 2 shows the estimated probabilities of voting for the candidate represent-
ing Morena according to the perception of the security issue and the victimization 
experience. Panel (a) presents the probabilities corresponding to the different as-
sessments of the security situation at the national level. The figure indicates that 
there are no major differences in the electoral support of citizens who positively or 
negatively assessed the country’s security situation at the extremes of the scale. 
However, the probabilities clearly differ between those who considered that it “im-
proved somewhat” and “worsened considerably”. Panel (b) shows that while respondents 
who have been victims of crime are less likely to support the candidate for Morena 
than those who have not had direct experience with crime, this effect is less robust 
than the contextual assessment. The figure shows an overlap in the confidence inter-
vals of the estimated probabilities (amlo/Morena vote) for victims and non-victims.

The results on the issue of insecurity suggest, first, that sociotropic evaluations 
of security and personal experiences with crime can have differentiated effects on 
electoral preferences. This finding is consistent with previous works that analyzed 

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study (Beltrán, Ley and Castro 
Cornejo, 2020). 

FIGURE 1. Effect of the sociotropic and egotropic economic evaluations on the 
voting probability for the candidate representing Morena
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their effects on the 2012 election (Romero et al., 2016; Ley, 2017). However, in the 
specific case of López Obrador’s campaign, it is possible that the campaign discus-
sion about a possible amnesty had a counterproductive effect among voters who 
had already been personally affected by violence. This result resonates with the 
rejection of a potential amnesty previously expressed by victims’ organizations dur-
ing the presidential campaign (Barragán, 2018). 

The evaluation on national corruption is not significant in the level of support for 
the candidate representing Morena —contrary to the expectation in H2c. Although 
dissatisfaction with the worsening of corruption was a component of the rejection of 
the ruling party, it does not appear to have been the central issue that mobilized a 
specific electorate in favor of López Obrador. Since it had a diffuse effect, the prob-
lem of corruption did not generate a clearly defined issue public (Krosnic, 1990). 
Despite being a central theme in the winning candidate’s discourse, the dissatisfac-
tion and indignation regarding this issue does not seem to have been decisive in the 
individual considerations of the voters who elected him. 

However, Model 2 shows that the perception of the existence of possible links 
between López Obrador and people accused of corruption did affect the electoral 
support for the candidate representing Morena. This means that the credibility of 
specific accusations seems to have come at a cost to the leading candidate. In order 
to identify the prevalence of such an effect in the face of the multiple accusations of 

FIGURE 2. Effect of national security evaluations and personal experience with 
crime on the voting probability for the candidate representing Morena
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corruption against the other candidates, Model 3 introduces the interactive term 
between the perception of amlo’s corruption and the credibility of the corruption 
accusations against the pri and pan candidates. 

Figure 3 shows the interactive effect of both variables, which is significant in the 
model. Those who consider the accusations against the candidate for Morena to be 
false (value of 0 on the horizontal axis) are much more likely to vote for him when 
the accusations against his opponents seem credible to them (dotted line).13 How-
ever, the probability of voting for amlo decreases significantly when the accusations 
against him gain credibility (value 1), especially for those who consider that their 
opponents are also corrupt —that is, when there is a perception of widespread cor-
ruption. Finally, most of the political and socio-demographic variables are not sig-
nificant in these models. As expected, those interviewed who self-identified as 
morenistas voted for their party.

In order to explore in detail the conformation of electoral preferences and to 
identify a possible conditional effect of the sociotropic and egotropic evaluations 
according to the direct experiences with each topic and/or the individual character-
istics of the interviewees (H3a-H3c), we present a series of interactive models. 

13 The probabilities shown in Figure 3 come from the estimates of Model 3, which includes the 
Morena party identification as a control variable.

FIGURE 3. Effects of the credibility of the accusations against pri and pan candidates, 
according to the credibility of the accusations against the candidate for Morena
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These examine the joint effect of evaluations of the economy, security, and corrup-
tion according to the individuals’ insertion in the informal market, their experience 
of victimization, and their level of information, respectively. The logic of these 
statistical tests is the identification of issue sectors or publics that have been mobi-
lized to a greater extent due to characteristics that make them more sensitive to 
each topic, either because of direct effects on the specific topics of economy (eco-
nomic vulnerability) or security (victimization) (Krosnick, 1990), or because of their 
greater knowledge and information regarding the country’s situation (Gomez and 
Wilson, 2001) —for which we use the political information index described above. 
Table 3 shows the results of this set of models. 

TABLE 3. Logit model: Campaign issues and voting for the candidate representing 
Morena. Interactive models

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

National economy evaluation 0.431
(4.36)

*** 0.357 
(2.17) 

* 0.448
(4.62)

*** 0.442
(4.51)

***

Personal economy evaluation 0.591
(4.67)

*** 0.327
(3.86) 

*** 0.320
(3.80)

*** 0.319
(3.68)

***

National security evaluation 0.219
(3.25)

** 0.212 
(3.09) 

** 0.180
(2.32)

* 0.211
(3.14)

**

Victim -0.364
(-2.64)

** -0.344 
(-2.56) 

* -0.828
(-1.17)

-0.339
(-2.42)

*

National corruption 
evaluation

0.0727
(0.83)

0.0715 
 (0.82) 

0.0599
(0.70)

0.0512
(0.29)

Index of political information 
(ipi)

-0.0537
(-0.19)

Informal sector 1.833
(3.04)

** -0.295 
(-0.49) 

Informal * Personal economy 
evaluation

-0.431
(-2.95)

**

Informal * National economy 
evaluation

0.130
(0.76) 

Victim * National security 
evaluation

0.131
(0.74)

ipi National * corruption 
evaluation

0.00415
(0.06)

Morena identification 0.557
(2.57)

* 0.556 
(2.58) 

** 0.555
(2.62)

** 0.548
(2.59)

**

Female -0.227
(-1.61)

-0.224 
(-1.59) 

-0.218
(-1.51)

-0.228
(-1.61)

Age -0.00292
(-0.72)

-0.00269 
 (-0.67) 

-0.00276
(-0.70)

-0.00267
(-0.66)
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  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Liberal-Conservative -0.0748
(-2.31)

* -0.0w748 
(-2.32) 

* -0.0743
(-2.30)

* -0.0731
(-2.27)

*

Education -0.0635
(-0.78)

-0.0591 
(-0.71) 

-0.0630
(-0.75)

-0.0572
(-0.66)

Constant -3.977
(-5.36)

*** -2.678
(-3.56) 

*** -2.706
(-4.15)

*** -2.662
(-2.52)

*

Number of observations 966 966 966 966

Pseudo R2 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.09

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study (Beltrán, Ley and Castro 
Cornejo, 2020). Note: Logit model. The variables of party identification and personal economic situation were 
included in wave 1. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, t-statistics in brackets.

TABLE 3. Logit model: Campaign issues and voting for the candidate representing 
Morena. Interactive models (continuation)

Models 1 and 2 study the effect of evaluations of national and personal economic 
conditions in terms of their interaction with the economic vulnerability associ-
ated with informality. Figure 4 shows the estimated voting probabilities for López 
Obra dor for both interactive terms. Economic vulnerability does not seem to con-
dition the effect of the evaluations of the national economic situation (Panel a). 
However, consistent with our expectation under H3a, the interactive term be-
tween individual economic vulnerability and personal economic evaluation is 
significant.

Panel (b) in Figure 4 shows that, in the range of positive or neutral assessments 
of personal economic status, individuals in the formal sector are less likely to ex-
press their electoral support for the candidate representing Morena as compared to 
those in the informal sector. However, as the perception of personal economic well-
being deteriorates, the intervals overlap between individuals in both sectors and 
support for López Obrador increases significantly for those in the formal sector as 
well. This finding provides additional evidence on the economic micro-founda-
tions of support for the candidate representing Morena. For voters, the perception 
of a decline in their personal well-being was decisive in their support for the leading 
candidate. The results suggest that the perceived decline in the personal economic 
situation implied a convergence between the preferences of voters in the formal 
sector and those of the most economically vulnerable one (the informal sector). 
Previous studies have explored the differentiated weight of economic evaluations 
on the electoral preferences of voters in the formal/informal sector in Argentina 
(Singer, 2016). Consistently, the results for the federal election in Mexico in 2018 
suggest that economic vulnerability conditioned the effect of pocketbook evalua-
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tions of the economy. However, contrary to the Argentine case, Mexican voters in 
the informal sector who made positive assessments of their personal situation did 
not favor the ruling party.14 Support for the candidate representing Morena tended to 
be greater among the most vulnerable voters across the scale and increased slightly 
as the egotropic evaluation worsened. In contrast, the preferences of formal voters 
were particularly sensitive to the deterioration in their personal economic situation, 
which benefited candidate López Obrador.

Model 3 explores the combined effect of victimization and the assessment of the 
national security situation. The interactive term is not significant, indicating that 
direct experiences with crime did not necessarily condition the effect of evalua-
tions of insecurity on the probability of voting for the candidate representing More-
na —contrary to our hypothesis H.3b. 

To find out whether the assessment of corruption had a differentiated effect on 
voters according to their level of information, Model 4 tests the effect of an interac-
tive term between political information and the evaluation of the situation of cor-

14 An important difference with the Argentine election analyzed by Singer (2016) is the ideological 
orientation of the party in power. His results indicate that voters with positive economic evaluations in 
the informal sector favored Néstor Kirchner in 2005. While informality does not appear to have had a 
direct effect on electoral support for president Kirchner, his party may have had a relative advantage in 
capitalizing on economic improvement in the pockets of vulnerable voters. 

FIGURE 4. Effects of economic vulnerability at different levels of economic 
evaluation
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ruption. The model includes the set of control variables incorporated in the 
previous models. Contrary to our expectations under H.3c, the results do not show 
a significant interactive effect of the information and the socio-political evaluation 
of this dimension. Hence, there is no evidence that the most informed voters were 
particularly sensitive to the issue of corruption when they cast their vote.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The 2018 presidential election in Mexico marked the arrival of a new party in of-
fice. This historic party alternation necessarily requires a clear and timely explana-
tion of the elements that allowed the triumph of a candidate who ran for president 
for the third time. In this article we have focused on an explanation based on the 
public policy elements that were present in the previous administration and that 
could have impacted López Obrador’s electoral success on this occasion. 

Based on the extensive literature on issue voting, we explore three themes that 
permeated the political agenda prior to the presidential election: the economy, se-
curity, and corruption. We found that the economy was a particularly important 
factor in the definition of electoral preferences in favor of the candidate for Morena. 
Certainly, economic reforms were among the most controversial issues of Enrique 
Peña Nieto’s administration, and our findings suggest that, given the high expecta-
tions for such changes along with the poor economic performance, amlo benefited 
the most from these negative economic evaluations. 

As previous work has documented, it is particularly difficult for the electorate to 
exercise consistent accountability on the dimension of security. The results pre-
sented here indicate that López Obrador was also favored by those who had nega-
tive evaluations of the national security, but victims —precisely the group less 
favored by the country’s security situation— did not show an equally consistent sup-
port for the winning candidate. As we noted, one possibility is that López Obrador’s 
amnesty proposals may have backfired on his campaign, at least among victims. 

In this study we also found that general evaluations of the state of corruption at 
the national level did not have a direct effect on electoral preference for López Obra-
dor. Consistent with studies on the electoral effect of corruption, our results confirm 
the difficulty of voters in using this dimension in the final definition of their elec-
toral preferences, which can have negative effects on electoral accountability. In fact, 
our extended analysis showed that the possibility of punishing candidates for an 
allegation of corruption depends both on the perceived credibility of such observa-
tions, and on their comparison with the rest of the candidates —even after control-
ling for party identification. This finding resonates with the work of Botero et al. 
(2015), reiterating the importance of understanding the logic of such notions of 
credibility, particularly in a context where corruption scandals prevail across politi-
cal fronts, regardless of the ideological spectrum.
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Thus, in general terms, it is possible to say that the electoral victory of president 
Andrés Manuel López Obrador is largely the result of the dissatisfaction of an elec-
torate in matters regarding economy and security, although it is likely that some of 
his proposals in the second area have alienated or divided the sector most affected 
by insecurity: the victims. And, although the candidate for Morena tried to capital-
ize on the issue of corruption and make it a banner of his campaign, the reality is 
that this was not an issue that permeated the final definition of electoral prefer-
ences. The reasons behind this may be many: the complexity of the issue, the wide 
prevalence of corruption throughout the political system, and the difficulty of eval-
uating the information and accusations regarding corruption, among others. 

Beyond the ability to explain an important dimension of a historical electoral 
result in Mexico, this study contributes to existing analyses of thematic voting, in-
corporating three issues that have been widely discussed in the literature on elec-
toral behavior, but that can rarely be studied together and in a comparative manner. 
Moreover, our work expands the traditional approach of studies on issue voting, 
identifying the different publics particularly mobilized around each topic. Our find-
ings also point to the importance of deepening certain aspects of the non-economic 
vote on which political science still needs greater understanding, such as the politi-
cal behavior of victims; the conditions under which victims demand accountability 
from government authorities on the specific issue of security; and the difficulty 
with which problems which are both generalized, as well as complicated in terms of 
political attribution —such as corruption— can become a determining factor in an 
election. Pg
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APPENDIX

TABLE A1. Descriptive statistics

Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.

Morena/amlo Vote 966 0.52 0.50 0 1

Vote for candidates 966 2.32 0.87 1 4

National economy evaluation 966 3.07 0.90 1 4

Personal economy evaluation 966 3.95 0.99 1 5

National security evaluation 966 3.49 1.14 1 5

National corruption evaluation 966 3.85 0.98 1 5

Victim 966 0.23 0.42 0 1

Liberal-Conservative 966 5.58 2.51 0 10

Female 966 0.56 0.50 0 1

Age 966 40.55 14.89 18 86

Education 966 2.26 0.93 0 4

Informal 966 0.63 0.48 0 1

Morena identification 966 0.25 0.43 0 1

pan identification 966 0.16 0.37 0 1

prd identification 966 0.04 0.20 0 1

pri identification 966 0.14 0.34 0 1

Index of political information (ipi) 966 3.01 1.05 1 4

Corruption amlo 865 0.41 0.49 0 1

Income 636 2.08 0.76 1 7

nse Index 920 4.17 1.55 1 7

Corruption of opponents 
(Anaya and Meade)

857 0.37 0.48 0 1

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study (Beltrán, Ley and Castro 
Cornejo, 2020). 
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TABLE A2. Multinomial model: Campaign a nd voting issues with respect to the 
party in government in 2018 (+ income)

  pan/Anaya
Vote

Morena/amlo
Vote

Independent/
Bronco Vote

National economy evaluation 0.231
(1.45)

0.508
(3.37)

*** 0.426
(0.99)

Personal economy evaluation 0.164
(1.34)

0.362
(3.13)

** -0.127
(-0.42)

National security evaluation 0.0791
(0.60)

0.282
(2.28)

* 0.152
(0.44)

Victim 0.303
(0.96)

-0.240
(-0.79)

1.493
(2.29)

*

National corruption evaluation 0.365
(2.74)

** 0.355
(2.91)

** 0.321
(0.90)

pan identification 0.764
(2.04)

* -0.0733
(-0.20)

-2.035
(-1.80)

prd identification 0.981
(1.55)

-0.0252
(-0.04)

-14.08
(-0.02)

Morena identification -0.278
(-0.79)

0.104
(0.34)

-1.911
(-2.26)

*

pri identification -0.934
(-2.57)

* -1.460
(-4.30)

*** -15.66
(-0.02)

Liberal-Conservative -0.00746
(-0.14)

-0.0777
(-1.58)

-0.198
(-1.73)

Female -0.292
(-1.12)

-0.624
(-2.58)

** -0.0158
(-0.03)

Age -0.0152
(-1.58)

-0.0173
(-1.97)

* -0.0582
(-2.25)

*

Education 0.265
(1.65)

0.0244
(0.16)

-0.106
(-0.29)

Income 0.172
(0.91)

0.119
(0.67)

0.419
(1.14)

Constant -2.688
(-2.36)

* -2.679
(-2.53)

* -1.269
(-0.46)

Number of observations 636

Pseudo R2 0.14

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study (Beltrán, Ley and Castro 
Cornejo, 2020). Note: Multinomial model with pri/Meade vote as reference category. The variables of party 
identification and personal economic situation were included in wave 1. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001,  
t-statistics in brackets.
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TABLE A3. Multinomial model: Campaign and voting issues with respect to 
the party in government in 2018 (+ nse index)

  pan/Anaya
Vote

Morena/amlo
Vote

Independent/
Bronco Vote

National economy evaluation 0.372
(2.83)

** 0.629
(5.19)

*** 0.274
(0.90)

Personal economy evaluation -0.0205
(-0.19)

0.224
(2.26)

* -0.33
(-1.40)

National security evaluation 0.105
(0.96)

0.284
(2.84)

** 0.286
(1.12)

Victim 0.357
(1.39)

-0.0626
(-0.25)

1.449
(2.87)

**

National corruption evaluation 0.277
(-2.53)

* 0.234
(-2.37)

* -0.0852
(-0.34)

pan identification 0.679
(2.24)

* -0.208
(-0.70)

-0.762
(-1.09)

prd identification 0.646
(1.21)

0.0572
(0.11)

-14.52
(-0.01)

Morena identification -0.213
(-0.74)

0.117
(-0.47)

-0.913
(-1.49)

pri identification -0.945
(-3.08)

** -1.288
(-4.62)

*** -15.72
(-0.02)

Liberal-Conservative 0.0431
(0.98)

-0.0572
(-1.44)

-0.119
(-1.31)

Female -0.37
(-1.72)

-0.474
(-2.41)

* -0.347
(-0.72)

Age -0.0149
(-1.92)

-0.0136
(-1.95)

-0.0469
(-2.45)

*

Education 0.265
(-1.96)

0.0868
(-0.7)

-0.0193
(-0.06)

nse Index -0.137
(-1.76)

-0.125
(-1.78)

-0.198
(-1.14)

Constant -1.617
(-1.77)

-1.937*
(-2.30)

1.53
-0.74

Number of observations 920
Pseudo R2 0.12

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study (Beltrán, Ley and Castro 
Cornejo, 2020). Note: Multinomial model with pri/Meade vote as reference category. The variables of party 
identification and personal economic situation were included in wave 1. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001,  
t-statistics in brackets.
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TABLE A4. Logit model: Campaign issues and voting for the candidate 
representing Morena (+ income)

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

National economy evaluation 0.384
(2.98)

** 0.411
(2.97)

** 0.332
(2.10)

*

Personal economy evaluation 0.322
(3.16)

** 0.368
(3.08)

** 0.341
(2.86)

**

National security evaluation 0.230
(2.61)

** 0.280
(2.43)

* 0.326
(2.20)

*

Victim -0.544
(-3.07)

** -0.576
(-3.09)

** -0.501
(-2.42)

*

National corruption evaluation 0.127
(1.15)

0.149
(1.28)

-0.0000805
(-0.00)

Corruption amlo -1.265
(-5.21)

*** -0.595
(-2.62)

**

Corruption opposition (Anaya and 
Meade)

1.649
(5.58)

***

Corruption amlo * Corruption
opposition

-1.089
(-2.32)

*

Morena identification 0.691
(2.56)

* 0.592
(1.99)

* 0.503
(1.60)

Liberal-Conservative -0.0524
(-1.47)

-0.0469
(-1.37)

-0.0251
(-0.61)

Female -0.432
(-2.50)

* -0.555
(-2.63)

** -0.537
(-2.32)

*

Age -0.00460
(-0.84)

-0.00686
(-0.99)

-0.00519
(-0.74)

Education -0.0773
(-0.67)

-0.0605
(-0.42)

0.0143
(0.09)

Income -0.0438
(-0.43)

-0.0516
(-0.41)

-0.0670
(-0.45)

Constant -2.735
(-3.57)

*** -2.587
(-2.79)

** -2.896
(-3.04)

**

Number of observations 636 559 521
Pseudo R2 0.10 0.18 0.22

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study (Beltrán, Ley and Castro 
Cornejo, 2020). Note: Logit model. The variables of party identification and personal economic situation 
were included in wave 1. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001,  t-statistics in parentheses.
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TABLE A5. Logit model: Campaign issues and voting for the candidate 
representing Morena (+ nse index)

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

National economy evaluation 0.439
(4.42)

*** 0.457
(3.99)

*** 0.350
(2.83)

**

Personal economy evaluation 0.304
(3.34)

*** 0.348
(3.44)

*** 0.308
(2.80)

**

National security evaluation 0.228
(3.18)

** 0.260
(2.98)

** 0.306
(2.70)

**

Victim -0.370
(-2.48)

* -0.321
(-2.21)

* -0.247
(-1.49)

National corruption evaluation 0.0731
(0.85)

0.115
(1.27)

-0.0236
(-0.22)

Corruption amlo -1.269
(-5.75)

*** -0.499
(-2.42)

*

Corruption opposition (Anaya and 
Meade)

1.845
(6.32)

***

Corruption amlo * Corruption 
opposition

-1.494
(-3.20)

**

Morena identification 0.553
(2.46)

* 0.479*
(2.03)

0.386
(1.47)

Liberal-Conservative -0.0669
(-2.01)

* -0.0703*
(-2.11)

-0.0400
(-1.12)

Female -0.239
(-1.64)

-0.330
(-1.85)

-0.268
(-1.43)

Age -0.00275
(-0.69)

-0.00487
(-1.00)

-0.00449
(-0.89)

Education -0.0342
(-0.37)

-0.0617
(-0.59)

0.0405
(0.38)

nse Index -0.0479
(-0.72)

-0.0344
(-0.50)

-0.0708
(-0.83)

Constant -2.718
(-3.86)

*** -2.560
(-3.23)

** -2.778
(-3.22)

**

Number of observations 920 824 766
Pseudo R2 0.09 0.17 0.22

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study (Beltrán, Ley and Castro 
Cornejo, 2020). Note: Logit model. The variables of party identification and personal economic situation 
were included in wave 1.  *p < 0.05, **p<0.01, ***p < 0.001,  t-statistics in parentheses.
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TABLE A6. Logit model: Campaign issues and voting for the candidate 
representing Morena (+ presidential approval)

  Model 1 Model 2

National economy evaluation 0.396
(4.08)

*** 0.431
(3.94)

***

Personal economy evaluation 0.301
(3.68)

*** 0.344
(3.81)

*** 

National security evaluation 0.193
(2.89)

** 0.220
(2.73)

** 

Victim -0.331
(-2.36)

* -0.314
(-2.22)

*

National corruption evaluation 0.0355
(0.4)

0.0796 
(0.82)

Corruption amlo -1.243
(-5.75)

***

Morena identification 0.585
(2.8)

** 0.536
(2.39)

*

Liberal-Conservative -0.0729
(-2.24)

* -0.0860
(-2.63)

**

Female -0.202
(-1.42)

-0.293
(-1.67)

Age -0.00309
(-0.84)

-0.00475
(-1.04)

Education -0.059
(-0.72)

-0.0728
(-0.78)

Disagreement with epn’s 
presidential performance

0.383
-3.56

*** 0.374
-3.06

**

Constant -3.800
(-5.73)

*** -3.589
(-4.51)

***

Number of observations 947 850
Pseudo R2 0.107 0.178

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study (Beltrán, Ley and Castro 
Cornejo, 2020). Note: Logit model. The variables of party identification and personal economic situation were 
included in wave 1. The presidential agreement variable was included in wave 2. Higher values for the variable 
of disagreement with epn’s presidential performance indicate more negative evaluations. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, 
***p < 0.001,  t-statistics in parentheses.
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TABLE A7. Logit model: Campaign issues and voting for the candidate 
representing Morena (+ additional controls)

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

National economy 
evaluation

0.442
(4.48)

*** 0.392
(3.72)

*** 0.427
(4.36)

*** 0.437
(4.52)

*** 0.424
(4.37)

***

Personal economy 
evaluation

0.335
(3.90)

*** 0.354
(4.12)

*** 0.336
(3.97)

*** 0.332
(3.91)

*** 0.342
(4.00)

***

National security 
evaluation

0.213
(3.22)

** 0.233
(3.40)

*** 0.229
(3.49)

*** 0.223
(3.40)

*** 0.216
(3.29)

***

Victim -0.343
(-2.47)

* -0.290
(-1.97)

* -0.363
(-2.38)

* -0.387
(-2.77)

** -0.311
(-2.17)

*

National corruption 
evaluation

0.0766
(0.91)

0.111
(1.23)

0.125
(1.44)

0.0967
(1.14)

0.0957
(1.16)

Morena identification 0.533
(2.49)

* 0.481
(2.26)

* 0.578
(2.67)

** 0.575
(2.71)

** 0.538
(2.52)

*

Liberal-Conservative -0.0754
(-2.30)

* -0.0931
(-2.57)

* -0.0832
(-2.65)

** -0.0774
(-2.44)

* -0.0769
(-2.37)

*

Female -0.232
(-1.63)

-0.229
(-1.57)

-0.182
(-1.19)

-0.212
(-1.45)

-0.237
(-1.69)

Age -0.00346
(-0.88)

-0.00276
(-0.73)

-0.00376
(-0.88)

-0.00290
(-0.73)

-0.00370
(-0.92)

Education -0.0884
(-1.06)

-0.0896
(-1.07)

-0.0796
(-0.99)

-0.0743
(-0.90)

-0.0899
(-1.09)

Urban 0.248
(1.32)

0.212
(1.15)

0.310
(1.67)

0.262
(1.37)

0.275
(1.48)

Indigenous   0.0677
(0.24)

     

Mestizo   -0.343
(-1.60)

     

Frequency of radio 
news consumption 

-0.0819
(-1.92)

Frequency of TV news 
consumption

0.0396
(0.86)

Frequency of print 
news consumption

0.0616
(1.44)

Frequency of news 
consumption on 
Facebook

-0.0450
(-1.07)

Frequency of news 
consumption on 
Twitter

0.0815
(1.38)

Frequency of 
WhatsApp News 
Usage

-0.00287
(-0.06)



Melina Altamirano and Sandra Ley

VOLUME XXVII · NUMBER 2 · II SEMESTER 2020       ePYG1275  38Política y gobierno

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Index of news 
consumption in 
traditional media

0.00141
(0.07)

Index of news 
consumption on social 
networks

-0.00434
(-0.25)

Constant -2.982
(-4.60)

*** -2.851
(-4.06)

*** -3.293
(-4.77)

*** -3.154
(-4.72)

*** -3.018
(-4.47)

***

Number of 
observations

966 923 945 955 952

Pseudo R2 0.097 0.100 0.106 0.100 0.097

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on cide-cses 2018 National Electoral Study (Beltrán, Ley and Castro 
Cornejo, 2020). Note: The variables of party identification and personal economic situation were included in 
wave 1. The variables of media consumption were included in wave 2. Notes: Logit model. The index of 
news consumption in traditional media includes the frequency of news consumption on radio, TV and 
newspaper. The Social Media News Usage Index includes the frequency of news usage on Facebook, Twit-
ter, and WhatsApp. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, t-statistics in brackets.

TABLE A7. Logit model: Campaign issues and voting for the candidate 
representing Morena (+ additional controls) (continuation)


