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discussion This paper explores the influence of political discussion networks on vote
networks; choice. We ask two questions: What type of discussion networks influence
vote choice; vote choice? And, what are the mechanisms through which discussion net-
information; works influence voting behavior? We argue that discussing politics with others
social pressure; affects electoral decisions when citizens are surrounded by discussants whose
Colombia political views are homogeneous and that this influence can operate through

two mechanisms: information and social pressure. Using data from a two-wave
panel study conducted in Bogota before and after the 2011 local elections, we
find evidence of the effects of social networks on voter behavior. The homoge-
neity of discussion networks is correlated with a change in vote choice, and this
link appears to be driven both by information and social pressure.
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Resumen

redes de Este trabajo explora la influencia de las redes de discusion politica en las deci-
discusion; siones electorales. Las siguientes preguntas guian nuestra investigacion: ;qué
decisién tipo de redes de discusion afectan las decisiones electorales?, y ¢a través de
electoral; qué mecanismos se da esta influencia? Argumentamos que discutir de politica
informacién; con otros afecta las decisiones de voto cuando las personas estan rodeadas por
presién social; interlocutores cuyas visiones politicas son homogéneas. Esta influencia pue-
Colombia de darse a través de dos mecanismos, uno de informacion, y otro de presién

Palavras-chave:

social. Usando datos de panel de un estudio llevado a cabo en Bogota antes
y después de las elecciones locales de 2011 encontramos evidencia sobre los
efectos electorales de las redes de discusion. La homogeneidad de las redes de
discusion esta correlacionada con cambios en la decision de voto y ese vinculo
parece darse tanto a través de la provision de informacion como via la presion
social.

Resumo

redes de Este artigo explora a influéncia das redes de discussao politica nas decisdes
discussdo; eleitorais. As seguintes questdes orientam a nossa investigacdo: que tipo de
decisées redes de discussao afetam as decisdes eleitorais e através de que mecanismos
eleitorais; ocorre essa influéncia? Defendemos que discutir politica com outros afeta as
informacdo; decisdes de voto quando as pessoas estdo rodeadas de interlocutores cujas
pressdo social; opinides politicas sdo homogéneas. Esta influéncia pode ocorrer através de dois
Colémbia mecanismos, um informativo e outro de pressao social. Utilizando dados de
painel de um estudo realizado em Bogota antes e depois das eleicoes locais
de 2011, encontramos provas dos efeitos eleitorais das redes de discussdo. A
homogeneidade das redes de discussao esta correlacionada com alteracées nas
decisoes de voto, e esta ligacdo parece ocorrer tanto através do fornecimento
de informagado como através de pressao social.
INTRODUCTION*

Political choices rarely occur in a social vacuum. “Voting is essentially a group
experience. People who work or live or play together are likely to vote for the
same candidates” (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948: 131). Despite the centrality of social
influences on voting, traditional theories of electoral behavior have emphasized
the explanatory power of variables such as personal traits, partisanship, or evalu-
ations of the economy (Bartels, 2000; Lewis-Beck & Stegmaier, 2007). Research

* The authors acknowledge the superb research assistance of Andrés Mauricio Ortiz and Andrés
Felipe Barinas. We also thank the participants in the Comparative Politics Discussion Group at the
Department of Political Science, Universidad de los Andes, for their helpful insights. Lila C. Mack read
earlier versions of the paper and helped us make our argument clearer and our prose sharper. The
anonymous reviewers at RLOP provided immensely helpful comments that aided in reshaping and
strengthening the paper. Finally, we express our gratitude to the Social Sciences School at Uniandes
for providing funding for this project through the FAPA funds.
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focused on the Global South has indicated that, on average, there is both partisan-
ideological and economic voting in regions such as Latin America, and Africa (Car-
lin, Singer, and Zechmeister, 2015; Ishiyama and Fox, 2006). However, there is
also evidence of tremendous variation in the influence of partisanship and evalu-
ations of the economy on vote choice (Gélineau and Singer, 2015). For instance,
while 80 % of Uruguayans who identify with a party voted for their party, this
percentage is less than 40 % in Colombia (Lupu, 2015). On the other hand, the
influence of citizen perceptions of the economy on voting behavior are strong in
countries such as the Dominican Republic, El Salvador and Uruguay while they are
quite weak in Brazil, Colombia and Ecuador (Gélineau & Singer, 2015).

The Latin American literature on the effects of social networks has reinforced
the idea that individual level factors such as partisanship, social identities, and
evaluations of the economy, do not fully explain electoral decisions, particularly in
contexts of low partisanship (Ames, Garcia-Sanchez & Smith, 2012; Baker, Ames &
Renno, 2020), and where economic issues are superseded by other concerns, such
as public safety. However, such conclusions are derived from the study of only two
cases: Brazil and Mexico. Therefore, expanding the study of the electoral effects of
discussion networks to other cases is much needed if we want to make claims about
the social logic of voting in a region so politically diverse as Latin America. In addi-
tion, there is weak evidence on the mechanism that drive the effect of discussing
politics with others on the electoral decisions of Latin-Americans. Baker, Ames and
Renno (2020) suggest that in the region such mechanism is informational; unfortu-
nately, they support their conclusion using anecdotal evidence.

Thus, using evidence from Colombia -a case never studied by scholars de-
voted to exploring the sociological logic of voting—-, we ask the following two
guestions. What type of discussion networks influence voting choice? And, what
are the mechanisms through which such discussion networks influence voting be-
havior? We argue that discussing politics with others affects electoral decisions
when citizens are surrounded by discussants whose political views are homoge-
neous. In other words, people are more likely to vote for a given candidate when
most of their discussion network favors that candidate. We are agnostic as to
the mechanism through which networks may influence electoral decisions, so we
explore two alternatives: information and social pressure.

To test our claims, we use a two-wave panel study conducted in Bogotd, Co-
lombia, before and after the 2011 local election. This data allows us to test the
influence of discussion networks on vote choice by modeling two outcome vari-
ables: vote decisions reported in wave two and changes in electoral choice from
wave one to wave two. Our data show that people were more likely to report
having voted for the winning candidate when a high percentage of the discus-
sants they reported in the first wave had favored that candidate. We also provide
evidence that discussion networks influence changes in voting preferences. More
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specifically, as the percentage of discussants in a voter’s network who support a
particular candidate increases, so does the likelihood of the voter changing their
vote from wave one to wave two, away from other candidates and towards the
candidate supported by most discussants in their network. Therefore, discussion
networks may persuade people to change their electoral preference during the
last weeks of the electoral campaign. Finally, we find consistent evidence that the
influence of political discussion networks on vote choice is driven by information.
We also find that there is a social pressure mechanism operating. However, com-
pared to the informational mechanism, the role of the social pressure is modest.

Consequently, this paper adds to the existing Latin American literature by ex-
panding the analysis of the of social logic of voting to a novel case, and by con-
ducting a rigorous test of the mechanisms behind the electoral effects of social
networks.

Our paper proceeds as follows. The first section presents our analytical frame-
work and expectations. The second section describes our case selection. Then,
the third section presents the data and analytical strategy we employ. In the
fourth section, we lay out our analysis and present results. Finally, we discuss the
implications of our findings.

CONTEXTS, POLITICAL DISCUSSION NETWORKS, AND VOTE
CHOICE

One of the most important contributions of the sociological approach to the
analysis of electoral behavior, dating back to the seminal work of Lazarsfeld, Be-
relson and Gaudet (1948), is that citizens form their political attitudes and make
their electoral decisions under the influence of social contexts that expose them
to social and political structures, political events, and interpersonal interactions
(Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993). In other words, individual characteristics such as
partisanship, social identity, or evaluations of the economy cannot fully elucidate
people’s political actions and opinions (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1987; Zuckerman,
2005; Sinclair, 2012; Baker, Ames & Renno, 2020).

Social contexts affect electoral behavior through various routes. First, social
and political events and institutions may influence electoral behavior by structur-
ing and limiting people’s experiences and choices (Huckfeldt, 1986). Second, social
networks may influence electoral behavior (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1987) insofar as
interactions with other individuals shape the context in which they make political
decisions (Burt 2000). The contextual influence in this case depends primarily on
the existence of interpersonal communication and contacts (Verba, Schlozman,
& Brady, 1995; Campbell, 2013). In this paper we focus on the second route of
contextual influence, in particular on political discussion networks.
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Previous research has offered evidence that political discussion networks have
different political effects. They contribute to the diffusion of political information
(Kitts, 2000), motivate people’s participation in social movements (Passy, 2003), and
political networks also model electoral behavior (Zuckerman, 2005; Sinclair, 2012;
Campbell, 2013). Concretely, discussing politics with others increases the chance of
voting (Kotler-Berkowitz, 2005; Knoke, 1990; Huckfeldt Mendez & Osborn, 2004;
Nir, 2011; Sinclair, 2012) and it influences electoral decisions (Beck et al., 2002; Huck-
feldt, Mendez, & Osborn, 2004; Kenny, 1998; Levine, 2005; Sinclair, 2012).

In Latin America, the political effects of discussion networks have been studied
mainly for the cases of Brazil and Mexico. This research demonstrated that social
networks contributed to the diffusion of information that allowed citizens to learn
about candidates (Ames, Baker & Smith, 2016), and that helped the political coordi-
nation of voters (Arias et al., 2019). In terms of electoral decisions, research focused
on the case of Brazil showed that political discussion networks are a major force
promoting stability and change in voting decisions (Ames, Garcia-Sanchez & Smith,
2012). More specifically, a recent work by Baker, Ames & Renno (2020) offered
evidence that the propensity to switch vote intentions during a campaign is a posi-
tive function of network disagreement. Specifically, the likelihood of changing vote
preference between the early stages of the campaign and the election was higher
among those surrounded by disagreeing political discussion partners.

Following prior research on the behavioral effects of political discussion net-
works in Latin America, we argue that discussion networks exert an influence on
people’s vote choices when such networks are politically homogeneous (Baker,
Ames & Renno, 2020). This is when most or all political discussion partners share
the same political or electoral preferences. In this type of discussion networks
citizens are more likely to be exposed to a single political view, so individuals will
align their electoral decisions with the dominant political preference in their dis-
cussion network. Such alignment may imply changing preferences, when there is
divergence between one’s (ego) preference and the preference of the discussion
partners (alters) (Baker, Ames & Renno, 2020). On the other hand, there will be
a reinforcing of an existing political view when there is preference convergence
within the network. In contrast, people surrounded by politically heterogeneous
discussants are exposed to contrasting political views or “cross-pressures” (Mutz,
2002). So, discussion networks may have no influence on vote choices given the
lack of a dominant political preference with which to align.

Unlike those works that focus on modeling the impact of social networks on
the change in electoral decisions, regardless of the direction of this change (Baker,
Ames &Renno, 2020), the aim of this paper is to incorporate the role of discussion
partners into an electoral choice model. Consequently, we formulate our argu-
ment in relation to a specific electoral decision. Thus, we claim that when most or
all of an individual’s discussion partners express a preference for candidate A, or as the
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homogeneity of the discussion network increases, there is also an increase in the prob-
ability that such a person will vote for candidate A (Hypothesis 1).

What is the process through which politically homogenous networks affect
electoral decisions? First, we must consider that political conversation is an easy
and effective way to obtain information about politics because people believe in
their peers more than other sources (Ross & Nisbett, 2011). By discussing politics
with others, individuals may acquire relevant information about the political sys-
tem, the competing candidates, and their proposals (Burt, 2000). Such information
can be very valuable when making an electoral decision. Furthermore, political
discussion networks also inform people about the political tendencies, opinions,
and possible electoral decisions of their peers. Consequently, by talking politics
with others, people get to know the prevailing social and political norms within
the group of discussants.

Then, we explore two routes through which homogeneous networks affect
electoral decisions. The first one is based on the idea that political networks are
avenues of information. The second one relies on the notion that discussion net-
works channel social pressure (Sinclair, 2012). The informational mechanism as-
sumes that an electoral decision is a time-consuming process that requires gath-
ering and sorting information about the candidates and their proposals. Political
discussion networks facilitate this process because people can aggregate informa-
tion through conversations, as an efficient substitute for individually gathering
information about the candidates and the electoral process to make an informed
decision. Thus, political networks are important in reducing the informational
costs associated with voting.

If this is the mechanism by which discussions networks exert their influence,
then “individuals who experience higher cost of cognition should have larger social
network effects” (Sinclair, 2012: 105). This is the case, for instance, of less sophisti-
cated voters. Our hypothesis here will be that the effect of homogeneous discussion
networks on vote choice should be stronger among those individuals who have lower
levels of political information (Hypothesis 2), as they are more likely to benefit from
the information that is aggregated through the network of political discussants.!

On the other hand, the social pressure mechanism relies on the idea that in-
dividuals are strongly motivated to conform to social norms existing in their im-
mediate contexts (Cialdini, 2007; Ross & Nisbett, 2011). Political behaviors tend

1. Alternatively, politically informed citizens may be driven to obtain information due to factors such
as their interest in politics or access to resources like time and education. As a result, these individuals
may be more susceptible to the impact of political discussion networks. However, our data shows no
significant relationship between political interest and sophistication, and those with lower levels of
political sophistication tend to have lower levels of education. Therefore, we consider it unlikely that
this is the driving force behind the relationship between political information and voting behavior.
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to be very contagious within discussion networks as individuals want to maintain
their social identity with their peers. For this social contagion to occur, discussants
must express a political preference that turns into a political norm when most of
the discussants share such point of view. However, exposure to a social norm
may not be sufficient for this mechanism to materialize, as it is also necessary
that some social pressure be exerted. Following Sinclair (2012), individuals are
exposed to social pressure through repeated interactions with peers or intimate
network ties. In other words, individuals are more susceptible to social pressure
when people interact frequently with others or when such interactions occur with
close peers (i.e., close friends or family members) rather than when they talk to
strangers. We hypothesize that among those who have repeated interactions or in-
timate ties with their political peers, the effect of a homogeneous political discussion
network on their vote decisions is expected to increase (Hypothesis 3).

Which of these two mechanisms is expected to be dominant? Evidence from
the United States suggests that social pressure is the mechanism driving the po-
litical networks effect (Sinclair, 2012). However, Ames, Baker & Renno (2020)
argue that the mechanism of peer influence is informational, because social pres-
sure to conform is often implicit, so it does not necessarily involve the intentional
exchange of relevant content through conversation. However, they offer only an-
ecdotal evidence to support such a claim. Therefore, due to the large political and
social differences between our case and the United States, and the lack of strong
empirical evidence to support one mechanism over the other in the context of
Latin America, we remail agnostic about the dominant mechanism.

CASE SELECTION

Bogota is an interesting case in which to explore the role of discussion networks
on electoral behavior for a few reasons. First, in 2011 only 26.4 % of Bogotanos
identified themselves with a political party, and political identities seem to be very
volatile. Furthermore, in Bogota there seems to be a stronger influence of candidate
preference on party preference than the other way around (Angulo, 2016). Second,
one of the candidates with the greatest chances of winning, Gustavo Petro, ran with
no partisan support.? Third, according to our survey, in 2011 the economy was not
the main concern for people in the city. Most citizens considered public safety to

2. Prior to running for mayor of Bogot4, Gustavo Petro was a member of Congress (representative
and senator) from 1991 until 2010. In the 2011 local election Petro ran on a leftist platform with no
official support from Polo Democrdtico, the most prominent leftist party by that time. On the other
hand, Enrique Pefalosa was running for a second term as mayor of Bogot4, as he held this position
from 1998 to 2000. Peialosa a center-right politician, ran with the support of the Green Party in 2011.
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be the city’s main problem, followed by basic services and the economy.® Fourth,
unlike previous races, the 2011 election was extremely competitive as it featured
several candidates with strong chances to win. It was a true toss-up and the winner,
Gustavo Petro, claimed victory with just 32 % of the vote, seven percentage points
more than Enrique Pefalosa, the runner-up (Resultados Finales Alcaldia, 2011).
Fifth, during the last weeks of the campaign one of the four candidates with the
most support in the polls (Antanas Mockus) resigned his candidacy. Therefore, the
political dynamics of the election led many voters to readjust their preferences dur-
ing the last part of the race. In summary, the 2011 mayoral election in Bogota was
volatile, highly competitive, and took place in a context in which partisan identities
were weak and evaluations of the economy had a relatively minor influence on
voter preferences. Considering these conditions, we believe that the case of Bogota
offers a likely scenario in which citizens looked to their discussion networks for
guidance when deciding who to vote for. This type of electoral context is common
in the region, so results from this paper may be applicable to cases, local or national,
that share the political characteristics of Bogota.

In addition, this analysis of Bogota may offer a window into understanding the
political behavior of Colombians and Latin Americans more broadly -in particular
those who live in large cities. First, by sheer size Bogotd is a microcosm of the whole
country. Inhabitants of the capital city comprise about 16 % of the country’s total
population. Second, Bogot3, similarly to other large Latin American cities such as
Lima, Mexico City or Sdo Paulo, constantly receives an influx of migrants from every
corner of the country; and people of different social strata frequently relocate to
the capital to seek economic opportunities and to access better public services. In
sum, our case offers a valuable opportunity to explore the role of discussion net-
works on vote decisions in a politically and socially diverse context.

DATA AND ANALYTICAL STRATEGY

To test our hypotheses, we use data from a two-wave panel study of voters
conducted during the 2011 local elections in Bogota. In the first wave, we asked
participants about their vote intention in the local election, whether they dis-
cussed politics with other people, and about the characteristics of their discussion
networks. In the second wave, we gathered data on whether they participated
in local elections and about their vote decisions. The first wave took place about

Given the prior political trajectories of both candidates and that they represented opposite political
projects, these candidates enjoyed of a high visibility among voters.

3. Forty-six percent of respondents were concern about public safety, 20 % about basic services and
13 % about the economy.
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four weeks before the election, and the second set of surveys was administered a
week following the election. We were able to interview 713 individuals in the first
wave and 601 in the second one; the mortality rate was therefore about 15 %.4
Information was gathered using a self-weighted stratified probability sample, rep-
resentative of adults residing in the city. All interviews were face-to-face.®

In order to explore the effects of discussion networks on individual decisions,
we included a network generator in the first wave of the panel. We asked inter-
viewees the number of people with whom they frequently talked about politics.
We also asked them to give us the first names or initials of up to four of said dis-
cussants.® For each of the people in their network, we included a series of ques-
tions about the political views of their peers, the frequency of contacts with each
member of the network, if discussants were friends or family members, and the
level of agreement they had when discussing politics. We were thus able to meas-
ure different aspects of the individuals’ discussion networks.” Many studies on the
influence of social networks use network generators that measure conversation
partners with whom people discuss important matters (Small, 2017). However,
since our objective is to capture the influence of discussing politics with others on
political behavior, we think a network generator of political discussion partners is
preferable to a more generic one.

The network generator indicated that 60.1 % of participants reported discuss-
ing politics with others and that the average number of discussants is two. But
this mean value may be misleading in the sense that the number of discussants
declines considerably. While almost a quarter of respondents confirmed that they
talk about politics with one other person, the percentage of people talking about
politics with two people is 11.4 %, 7 % for those talking with three people and
10.1 % for those talking with four peers. We observe a deep decline between
talking to just one other person and talking with more than one person, but the

4. We imputed missing data on the independent variables and only gained about 25-30 observations
which did not affect the results of our estimations. Thus, we decided to keep the simpler, unimputed data.
5. See appendix for a discussion of the representativeness of the sample, descriptive statistics, and
more details about the survey.

6. We asked for up to four discussants because there is evidence that political discussion networks
tend not to be very large. Only 18 % of survey respondents in the US could name four political dis-
cussants (Sinclair, 2012). By gathering up to four political interlocutors we go deep enough into the
discussion network to pick up discussants with weaker ties (Granovetter, 1978).

7. Although this is a common form of measuring discussion networks (Klofstad, McClurg & Rolfe, 2009),
itis not free of limitations, one being its reliance on people’s recollection about their discussants and their
opinions. However, prior evidence indicates that approximately 80 % of all respondents were able to
correctly identify the political preferences of their discussants (Fowler et al., 2011), and that people tend
to discuss politics with individuals with whom they have strong social ties and talk about “important mat-
ters” (family and very close friends) (Klofstad, McClurg & Rolfe, 2009; Sinclair, 2012). These are individu-
als available in people’'s memory. Therefore, there are reasons to think that there should be an important
coincidence between memory recall of peer networks and the actual peer networks.
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percentages remain relatively stable for the other number of discussants. In turn,
47.2 % of all participants discuss politics exclusively with family members, 42.8 %
of the sample only discuss politics with friends, and the remaining 9.8 % have
discussion networks composed of both relatives and friends.

A key variable to consider when attempting to measure the influence of peer
effects on individuals’ political attitudes and decisions is homophily, or people’s
tendency to associate with others who resemble them (Small, 2017). Individuals
choose their social networks based on shared traits, including many common so-
cioeconomic or demographic characteristics such as race, ethnicity, age, religion,
education, occupation, and gender (McPherson, Smith-Lovin & Cook, 2001). Prior
research has demonstrated that political characteristics correlate with these fac-
tors, so they are also likely to be shared among members of a network (Lazer et al.,
2008). However, many social ties emerge from random factors beyond personal
selection, so homophily fails to characterize all of individual’s social relationships
(Fowler et al., 2011).

The challenge of capturing the impact of political discussion networks on vote
choices due to homophily is to identify the factors that drive the relationship be-
tween changes in political preferences that result from political discussions with
others. In the absence of random assignment of individuals to their discussion
networks, any association between discussing politics with others and vote choice
could be equally explained by either the causal effect of peer influence or by the
selection process that drove people to establish a relationship with their discus-
sants (Molano & Jones, 2014).

There are various empirical strategies that can be used to capture the influ-
ence of political discussion networks on electoral decisions (Fowler et al., 2011;
Sinclair, 2012) without overestimating this causal relationship. First, since homo-
phily is most likely to occur among those who share socioeconomic and demo-
graphic characteristics (McPherson, Smith-Lovin & Cook, 2001) accounting for
these factors enable us to control for the selection of networks. If network vari-
ables remain significant after accounting for these shared characteristics that gen-
erate homophily, there is observational evidence of peer influence. Second, analy-
ses should use panel data so that it is possible to model change in respondents’
electoral preferences over time. If there was peer influence, over time individuals
converge towards the preferences of their political discussion networks.®

In this paper we use the two strategies described above. Specifically, we
model voting decisions and changes in electoral preferences. Both the vote and
change models include sociodemographic controls that account for homophily;
also, we take advantage of panel data, so the “treatment” and outcome variables

8. Sinclair (2012) suggests using randomized field experiments to test the influence of “others” on
electoral decisions.
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are observed at different moments in time. Finally, the change model allows us to
test preference convergence due to peer influence.

For the vote models our dependent variable is a measure of whether a re-
spondent voted for the winning candidate in the mayoral election as reported
in wave two, that is, reporting to have voted for Petro.” In the change models,
we use two dependent variables that capture whether a respondent changed her
electoral preference from wave one to wave two. The dummy variable changed
to Petro indicates whether someone who had stated in wave one the intention
to vote for other candidates (or not knowing for whom to vote), then reported in
wave two having voted for Petro. Likewise, changed to Pefalosa captures those
who did vote for Pefalosa but had stated a different vote intention in wave one.
We use binomial logistic models to evaluate both voting decision and change of
electoral preferences. The appendix includes the survey questions used to build
our dependent variables.

In both types of estimations, the main independent variables are measures of
the percentage of discussants supporting either of the top two contenders in the
election. One variable indicates the percentage of people in an individual's net-
work that were going to vote for Petro (network support for Petro). Similarly, we
use a variable that measures the percentage of people in the network supporting
the candidate that finished in second place (network support for Pefialosa).

To account for the factors that drive the selection of personal relationships
(Fowler et al., 2011), our models include the following sociodemographic controls:
gender, socioeconomic status (SES), age, marital status, employment status and
having offspring.’® We also include other controls that the literature on vote choice
has found to have an impact on voting decisions. These variables are partisanship,
closeness to leftist and closeness to rightist parties,** and sociotropic and pocket-
book evaluations of the economy. All these variables were measured in wave one.

9. Overreport of voting for the winning candidate was of about 12 points. This distortion may in-
crease the importance of independent variables that are related in the same direction to both over-
reporting and voting and decrease the importance of independent variables related in opposing direc-
tions to those two variables (Bernstein, Chadha and Motjoy, 2001). We don't think this may affect the
effect of discussion networks on vote choice as there is no reason to believe that discussing politics
with others is correlated to overreporting. Evidence from the US case shows that overreporting is cor-
related to socioeconomic factors.

10. Gender, marital status, employment status and having offspring are dichotomous variables that
take the value of one for: males, married and employed people, and respondents with children. Age is
a continuous variable that ranges from 18 to 89 years of age. Socioeconomic status is an index of indi-
viduals’' ownership of nine consumption goods. These goods are television, refrigerator, conventional
telephone, cellular telephone, automobile, washing machine, microwave, indoor running water, indoor
bathroom, and personal computer. This index is measured on a O to 100 scale.

11. Despite that closeness to parties is not a direct measure of partisanship, we use it as a proxy of par-
tisan identity because only 26 % of our sample identifies as members of a political party. By measuring
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To evaluate the mechanisms behind the potential influence of political peers
on people’s vote choices our models include various interactions. We assess the
informational mechanism with interactive terms between the network variables
and political sophistication. If information drives the influence of peers on peo-
ple’s vote decisions, the network effect should be larger among the less politically
informed individuals (Sinclair, 2012). In turn, the social pressure mechanism oper-
ates through repetitive interactions or intimate ties (Sinclair, 2012). Thus, if social
pressure moves the influence of peers on political decisions, the network effects
should be larger among those who have either frequent contact with their discus-
sion partners or those who have a larger share of close ties in their network. We
are aware that getting at social pressure is challenging as it operates through dif-
ferent ways that may depend on the type of information discussed in the network
or its tone. However, we did not measure such characteristics as it would have
made the survey too complicated. Instead, we relied on frequency of contact,
which is a prerequisite for the social pressure to be exerted. We realize this may
not be the best way to assess social pressure, but it is one that allows us to move
in the appropriate direction.

To measure the effect of political sophistication, we use an index based on the
correct answers given by respondents to six questions about general and specific
political knowledge. For ease of interpretation, we recoded the variable so that it
ranges from O (no correct answers) to 100 (all answers correct). In turn, frequency
of contact measures how often respondents talked about politics with the people
in their network. Our measure of frequency of contact is based on a wave one
survey question that asked respondents how often they talked about politics with
each reported member of their network. The answers were collected using a five-
point scale that ranged from “almost daily” to “less than once a year”. We recoded
the variable to range from 0-100, with zero being minimum contact and 100 being
maximum contact. To capture the share of close ties we use the variable Family
members in the discussion network, which measures the percentage of discussion
partners comprised by members of the respondent’s family.*? This variable was
constructed using a question that asked respondents if discussants were: “spouse
or permanent partner”, “family member” or “friend”. We coded as family members
the first two options. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics.*®

closeness or sympathy towards parties, we have a proxy of partisanship for our entire sample.

12. We assume that in the context of Latin American societies, people tend to have close ties with
their families, and families are a source of social pressure. However, we are aware that people can
develop very close ties with individuals outside their families.

13. The varying number of observations from one variable to another are explained by: (i) the wave in
which the variable was measured. Variables measured in wave 2 have at least 15 % less observations
due to attrition. And (ii) whether the variable measures an attribute of discussion networks. About
40 % of respondents did not report discussion partners.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics

Mean Std. dev. Min Max N
Voted for Petro 0.44 0.50 0 1 344
Network support for Petro 0.16 0.32 0 1 380
Network support for Penalosa 0.13 0.28 0 1 380
Changed to Petro 0.16 0.37 0 1 629
Changed to Penalosa 0.04 0.21 0 1 638
E:;:sntage of network supporting 0.16 0.32 0 1 380
Eg;ﬁgzzge of network supporting 0.13 0.28 0 1 380
Partisanship 0.27 0.44 0 1 710
Closeness to rightist parties 40.89 32.12 0 100 689
Closeness to leftist parties 29.86 27.71 0 100 684
Sociotropic evaluation 43.98 21.53 0 100 710
Pocketbook evaluation 56.87 18.39 0] 100 710
Political sophistication 48.20 21.73 0 100 666
Frequency of contact with network 63.80 22.77 0 100 380
E:{\ff(;‘rtlfge of family members in 3720  41.65 0 100 380
Age 4291 17.54 18 89 712
Education 10.97 5.18 0] 22 712
Employed (yes=1) 0.52 0.50 0 1 712
SES 62.9 19.1 0] 100 713
Married (yes=1) 0.55 0.50 0 1 711
Has offspring (yes=1) 0.73 0.44 0 1 698
Source: Own elaboration.
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RESULTS
Vote decision

The first column of table 2 displays a base model without interaction terms.
To test the informational mechanism, models 2 and 3 include interactions be-
tween network variables (percentage of network that supports Petro and per-
centage of network that supports Pefalosa) and political sophistication. Models
4 to 7 include interactions between the measurements of network homogeneity
and frequency of contact with political discussants, and the percentage of family
members in the discussion network.

Recall that our theoretical expectation is that the percentage of discussants
favoring the winner ought to be positively correlated with the decision of voting
for this candidate. Results from the base model support our first hypothesis. As
the percentage of the network that supports Petro increases, so does the likeli-
hood of voting for him. Similarly, as the percentage of the network that supports
Pefalosa increases, the probability of voting for Petro decreases significantly.
Since the model controls for the variables that drive the selection of personal rela-
tionships, it is possible that the observed significant effects of political discussion
networks on vote choice exist beyond those resulting from correlations based on
selection into the network (Sinclair, 2012). Of course, such effect may be due to
an unobserved characteristic (Fowler et al., 2011).

The remaining models (4 to 7) include the interaction terms that test the pro-
posed mechanisms through which discussing politics may have an influence on
vote choices. To facilitate the interpretation of interactions, we estimate the av-
erage marginal effects of the homogeneity of the network at different levels of
the three variables used in the different interactive terms (see figures 1, 2 and 3).

As can be seen in figure 1, we find evidence to support the informational
mechanism (H2). As expected, the positive effect of the network variables is larg-
er among less sophisticated individuals and decreases as people’s sophistication
increases. In other words, for those respondents who are more informed about
politics, the effect of their discussion network on their vote decision is negligible,
but there is an important effect for those who are less savvy about politics. The
effect on the probability of voting for Petro (left panel) is positive and statistically
undistinguishable from zero for sophistication levels ranging between 0 and 82
out of 100. The average marginal effect on the probability of voting for decreases
about 20 points, from 0.45 when sophistication is reported at O to 0.24 when it is
reported at 82 and above. Thus, networks are more persuasive for those individu-
als with lower levels of political knowledge. On the other hand, the informational
mechanisms do not appear to influence penalosistas as the effect of the network is
not different from zero for any value of political sophistication, as the confidence
interval in the right panel shows.

Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca / CC BY-NC-SA RLOP. Vol. 12, 1 (2023), 159-201

[172 |



GARCIA SANCHEZ AND BOTERO
THE POWER OF POLITICAL DISCUSSION

(19€°0) (¢se0) (ese0) (rSE°0) (69€°0) (¢Le0) (¢se0) (T=8lew) Jopuss
T0€0 04€0 L6C0 7620 5148 98%°0 [4%540)
(c100) (110°0) (c100) (c100) (c100) (c100) (€100) | onenjers yooqiespog
9000 900°0- S00°0- S00°0- S00°0- ¥00°0- S00°0-
&oo..ov &oo..ov &oo..ov &oo..g &oo..ov &oo..ov &oo..g uouen|eas 21dos3o0s
800°0- £00°0- £00°0- 800°0- 900°0- 900°0- 800°0-
(900°0) (900°0) (900°0) (900°0) (900°0) (900°0) (900°0) sonJed
G100 .L100 .ST00 Y100 Y100 F100 .ST00 ISIY3| 0} SS_USSO|D
(900°0) (900°0) (900°0) (900°0) (900°0) (9000) (900°0) sanJed
..L20°0- ..0€0°0- ..820°0- ..8¢0°0- .L20°0- L20°0- .L20°0- 3s1Y3LI 0} SSBUBSO|D
(€8€°0) (¥8€°0) (08€0) (¢8€0) (T6£0) (68€°0) (2LE0) diysuesieq
£200 9€00 9100 €000 Zr1o €110 £€0°0-
(89€°1) (18£°€) (890°1) (6107) (Teo1) (0v0°1) esojeyad Suoddns
T61°¢C- 6L0°€- 6L9°C- [4TA .£9¢°¢- .609°¢C- Yomiau Jo a8ejuadiad
(ceq0) (t2L0) (€€50) (065°T) (625°0) (059°T) (c150) 0J39d 8uyJoddns
6567 ..£99°C ..900°C 6650 L L8'T T16C ..C987 IoMm3BU JO S5eIUaIAd
)0M38U Ul Jlomiau 10eU0D uonesnsiydos
slaquiaw Ajiwey ulsiaquisw  Jo Aduanbauy 10D |eanjod x uoyeaystydos
Jo Aduanbauy x |eanijod x
X esojeudd Ajlwey x xesoleydd T o dns esojeudd onad uoddns  1PPowW ased
yloddns 04}9d Hoddns yioddns 1ed 1 yoddns 113d M
MI0MIaN )40MIaN
)I0MIaN JI0MISN JI0MIaN I0MISN

(2) (9) (s) (¥) (€) (@ (1)

wisiueydaw aunssaid [e10g wISIuUBeYd3W [euoljeurioju]

(i7/T) 921042 930A Jo s|opow d1siS0T “Z 3|qeL

RLOP. Vol. 12, 1 (2023), 159-201

Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca / CC BY-NC-SA

[173]



GARCIA SANCHEZ AND BOTERO
THE POWER OF POLITICAL DISCUSSION

uonesysiydos |eanijod
x 04394 8uuoddns
340M]aU JO a8ejuadiad

uoneoysiydos [eonijod

(T=S9A) Sulidsyo seH

(T=S9A) paAojdw3

(T=S9A) paLueln

uoyeonpy

23y

S3s

(920°0)

8T0°0-

(TT00) (zT00)

1T0°0- 010°0-
(195°0) (S¥S°0) (955°0) (655°0) (995°0) (¥95°0) (£¥5°0)
ey o- ¥¥C0- £€9€°0- 98€°0- £95°0- ¥G5°0- 9%Z°0-
(9T¥°0) (0T¥°0) (0T¥'0) (TT¥°0) (Sz¥0) (T2 0) (90t°0)
8790 9€5°0 6950 8650 Z190 %90 6250
(69%°0) (€9%°0) (€9%°0) (691°0) (69%°0) (e£¥°0) (SSt70)
9150 ¥Z€0 YI¥°0 0L¥°0 2250 0050 9¢€0
(T%00) (T¥00) (ov00) (0v0°0) (¢v00) (zv00) (0v0°0)
620°0- €v0°0- €200~ 220°0- 100°0- Z00°0- 8T0°0-
(¥10°0) (¥10°0) (¥10°0) (#10°0) (¥10°0) (¥10°0) (#10°0)
Z00'0 000°0- Z00'0 Z000 1000 1000 0000
(z100) (z100) (z100) (c10°0) (€100) (€10°0) (c10°0)
¥00°0- 000~ 000°0- 0000 9000~ £00°0- 2000~

J}4oMmiau Ul jIoMiau Joejuod uoneosnsiydos
slaquiaw Ajlwey ulsiaquisw  Jo Aduanbauy s0 >qumw.c . |eanjod x :J_MMM_“M_M__MOm
X esojeuad Ajlwey x X esojeuad Ay - esojeusd e o - |opow aseg
yloddns 04}9d Hoddns jloddns uv_._nn_unumz yoddns uv_._nn_v“\.,_umz
dIoMIaN HI0MilaN P ElNETN| HI0M}aN

(2) (9) (s) (¥) (€) (@ (1)

wisiueydaw aunssaid [e10s wISsIueyd3W [euonjeurioju]

(¥7/2) 331042 2304 Jo S|9pow SIS0 “Z 3|qeL

RLOP. Vol. 12, 1 (2023), 159-201

Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca / CC BY-NC-SA

174 |



GARCIA SANCHEZ AND BOTERO
THE POWER OF POLITICAL DISCUSSION

JJOM}aU Ul Jaquisawl

(c100) Ajlwiey a8ejuadiad
€T100- x 0439d 3upuoddns
3I0M3aU JO 93e1uddidd
(#00°0) (S00°0) YIOMIBU Ul Jaquaw
0100 .CcT00 Ajlwey 98ejuadiad
3I0MIDU YiM
(#S0°0) 19€3U09 JO Aduanbai4
£00°0 x esojeuad 3urpoddns
340M33U Jo 93e3uadiad
YIOMIBU YHM
(€200) 1083002 JO Aduanbaly
1200 x 0439d 8upuoddns
310M3au Jo 98ejuadiad
(800°0) (600°0) SIOMIBU UM
0100- ¥10°0- 10e3uU02 Jo Aduanbal4
. uopesnsiydos |eanijod
?mo. 0) x esojeudd SugJoddns
9€0°0- 310M3aU JO 98ejuddiad
J10M}au ul J40Miau Joejuod 19€3U00 :O_..—mu_..—m_r_n_Om :O_.wmu_..—m_:QOm
slaquiaw Ajlwey ulsiaquisw  Jo Aduanbauy s — |eanjod x .mu _ o.n N
X esojeuad Ajwey x X esojeuad woh o4 uiod nw.m esojeuad o.__m _..r_o ddns |2POwW asegq
Joddns 04}9d Hoddns Joddns i ._nn_un = Joddns A ._nn_vt B
M}IoMIBN }JoMmiaN }IoMIBN PHOMISN PILIVEIN] PHOMISN

(2) (9) (s) (¥) (€) (@ (1)

wisiueydaw aunssaid [e10s wISsIueyd3W [euonjeurioju]

(t7/€) 331042 9104 JO sjppow dsiZ07 °g d|qel

RLOP. Vol. 12, 1 (2023), 159-201

Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca / CC BY-NC-SA

| 175



GARCIA SANCHEZ AND BOTERO
THE POWER OF POLITICAL DISCUSSION

‘uoljelogeld UMQ :224n0s

1000>d..‘700>d,‘500>d,
sosayjualed Ul SI0.ID pJepuels

98¢0 G9C0 §/C0 8/C°0 69¢°0 £92C°0 6920 zd Opnasd
9L 01~ c98°L0T- 61¥'901- LT0°90T- €26°00T- 6v1°10T- /T[0T~ pooyijayi| 807
14%4 1474 14%4 14%4 4014 [40r4 vic suoneAlssqo
(vL6°0) (9£6°0) (690°T) (960°T) (S50T) (6£07T) (696°0) JUEISUO)
7050 L6€°0 c61'1 124" 1217 8/0°7 1€9°0
}JOMIau Ul Jaquiaw
(TS00) Allwey 93e3u9249d x
010°0- esojeuad SuygJoddns
3J0M3BU JO 3ejuadlad
)40M3aU Ul lomisu 10eU0D SR uonesnsiydos uogesnsiydos
slaquiaw Ajlwey ulsiaquisw  Jo Aduanbauy A b |eanjod x d
X esojeudd Ajlwey x X esojeudd 30 Aouanbady x esojeudd [eantoc X |opow aseg
= : = 0439d Hoddns = 0439d Hoddns
yloddns 04}9d Hoddns jloddns yoddns
MI0MIaN )40MIaN
)I0MIaN I0MISN IoMISN I0MISN

(2) (9) (s) (¥) (€) (@ (1)

wisiueydaw aunssaid [e10s wISsIueyd3W [euonjeurioju]

(/) 331042 910A JO sjppow dsi307 °g d|qeL

RLOP. Vol. 12, 1 (2023), 159-201

Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca / CC BY-NC-SA

176 |



GARCIA SANCHEZ AND BOTERO
THE POWER OF POLITICAL DISCUSSION

Figure 1. Average Marginal Effects of Network Support for Petro/Penalosa

Support for Petro Support for Pefialosa
Model 2 Model 3
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Effects on Pr(voting for Petro)
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l

Effects on Pr(voting for Petro)

-5

-1

-1

0 25 50 75 100 0 25 50 75 100
Political sophistication Political sophistication

Source: Own elaboration.

In turn, figure 2 plots the test of the social pressure mechanism (H2) as esti-
mated in models 4 and 5 in table 1. If this mechanism is behind the relationship
between political discussion networks and vote choice, the positive effect of the
network variables on vote choice would have to be larger among those who have
frequent contact with their discussants, compared to those having sporadic con-
tacts with them. As can be seen in figure 2, the positive network effect is statisti-
cally significant for higher levels of frequency of contact with discussants (left
panel). Such an effect increases as individuals report higher frequency of contact
with their network. The coefficient capturing the effect of the network variable
becomes statistically significant after frequency is higher than 40 on a 100-point
scale. The average marginal effects on the probability of voting Petro increases
about 16 points, from 0.24 when frequency is reported at 40 to 0.39 when it is
reported at 100. This result suggests that people need to be in constant contact
with their peers to discuss politics with others to have an impact on their political
choices. That is, the persuasiveness of the network kicks in after increased inter-
action with one’s peers.
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The effect of the variable that captures the percentage of discussants favor-
ing Pefalosa on voting for Petro (right panel) seems to have positive slope that
increases slightly as the frequency of contact increases. This effect is negative
throughout the range. That is, individuals who have a network that supports
Penalosa have a negative effect on their probability of voting for Petro which
increases slightly as they interact more with their peers.

Figure 2. Average Marginal Effects of Network Support for Petro/Penalosa

Support for Petro Support for Pefalosa
Model 4 Model 5

Effects on Pr(voting for Petro)
0
1

Effects on Pr(voting for Petro)

0 25 50 75 100 0 25 50 75 100
Frequency of contact with network Frequency of contact with network

Source: Own elaboration.

Finally, figure 3 shows our additional test of the social pressure mechanism.
We expected that the presence of a larger percentage of family members in a re-
spondent’s network should increase the network effect on vote choice. However,
results show the opposite: the network effect on the probability of voting for
Petro decreases as the percentage of family members increases. In turn, the effect
of the variable that captures the percentage of discussants favoring Pefialosa on
voting for Petro is negative and only significant in part of the range. We take from
this result that, at least in the Colombian case, the social pressure mechanism
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operates in a clearer fashion through the frequency of contact with the network
than through the characteristics of its membership.'

Figure 3. Average Marginal Effects of Network Support for Petro/Penalosa

Support for Petro Support for Pefalosa
Model 6 Model 7
Full sample -

0
|

Effects on Pr(voting for Petro)
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Source: Own elaboration.

Beyond the network variables, closeness to political parties on the right or left
of the political spectrum are the only two variables that are statistically significant
in all the models presented in table 2.1> As explained earlier, this election was
ideologically charged as the top two contenders represented opposing political
views. Because the leftist candidate won the election, closeness to leftist par-
ties is positively related to voting for Petro, while closeness to rightist parties
is negatively related to voting for him. Other than partisan identity, none of the
other factors considered in the literature seem to explain vote choice, in particular

14. In the discussion section we explore a possible explanation for this atypical result.

15. To discard the possibility that the inclusion of both party identification and closeness to parties
in the same model renders one of them insignificant, we run the models with only one measures. The
results do not change. Results available upon request.
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evaluations of the economy. Earlier we pointed out that variations in partisanship
are not as strong in a context such as the Colombian one. Even though these re-
sults point to their importance in explaining vote choices, it should be noted that
only about 26 % of survey respondents professed sympathy to a political party.
Thus, we do not negate their relevance, but we believe that Colombians have a
distant relationship with political parties and may need to complement their vote
choice decision process with additional information such as that provided by dis-
cussion networks.

The results presented so far meet our expectations. Now we move on to pre-
sent the results from the change models.

Change in vote choices

Our empirical strategy to test the influence of peers on vote choice, in the ab-
sence of random assignment of individuals to their discussion networks, includes
change in people’s electoral preferences over time. The panel structure of our
data allows us to do just that, which is what we report in table 3. As our dependent
variables, we used two dummy variables that recorded change in electoral prefer-
ences between waves one and two, as described earlier. We estimated a series
of logistic models that contain the same independent variables included in previ-
ous models (models 8 and 9). To test the mechanisms through which networks
influence individual's behavior, we estimated a series of models using change to
Petro as the dependent variable and included interactions between the network
variables and the same variables used in the previous set of models: political so-
phistication (models 10-11), frequency of contact (models 12-13) and percentage
of family members in the network (models 14-15).

Results presented in models 8 and 9 support our first hypothesis (H1). As the
percentage of discussants favoring either candidate increases the likelihood of
people switching to vote for the candidate preferred by their discussion networks
also increases. Similarly, the likelihood of changing to a given candidate decreases
as the percentage of discussants that favor a different candidate increases. In
terms of marginal effects (figure 4), the likelihood of changing to vote for Petro
increases slightly more than 20 points, from 0.15 to 0.36, as the percentage of
political discussants supporting Petro increases from zero to 100 %. Similarly, the
probability of changing to vote for Petro decreases rapidly as the percentage of
Penalosa supporters increases. It drops from about 0.20 to about 0.0. This effect
ceases to be statistically significant when the percentage of penalosistas reaches
66 %. This may be an intriguing result because a more homogeneous network
should have a stronger effect on its members. We believe that two things might
explain the loss of significance. The probability of changing the vote in favor of
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Petro is rather small to begin with. So, it doesn't require many people reinforc-
ing the message of not changing the vote for it to have an effect. Also, there are
probably very few people in our sample who considered changing the vote for
Petro and were in a network where everyone was a penalosista, which may explain
the increased width of the significance interval for higher levels of homogeneity.
Nevertheless, both for Petro and Penalosa networks, we observe persuasiveness
reflected in changes in voting behavior.

Figure 4. Average Marginal Effect of Changing Vote Decision
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Source: Own elaboration.

These results show that, in the case of Bogota, a more homogenous network
was more persuasive as respondents were more likely to change their initial pref-
erence towards that candidate. Thus, homogenous political discussion networks
incited voters to revise their vote choices in favor of those of their peers, although
the effect is stronger for those respondents whose network favored Petro.

Additionally, as expected, closeness to leftist parties decreases the likelihood
of changing the vote for Peialosa. Closeness to rightist parties increases the likeli-
hood of changing to vote for Pefalosa and decreases the likelihood of changing
to vote for Petro.
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Models 10-15 in table 3 explore the interactions between the network vari-
ables and political sophistication, frequency of contact with political peers and
percentage of family members in the network. We estimated the marginal effects
of the interaction terms and produced graphs to ease the interpretation of our
results. These results are shown in figures 5-7.

Figure 5 shows our test of the informational mechanism (H2) by assessing the
effect of the network variables on the probability of changing the vote to Petro
for varying levels of political sophistication. The effect of a network more homo-
geneously in favor of Petro on the probability of changing to vote for him is clearly
conditioned by political sophistication. As in the models of voting decision, the
effects are larger for those with lower levels of political sophistication, and it loses
statistical significance, for those more informed about politics. Substantively, the
conditional effect is quite large, it falls about 33 points, from a high of 0.48 when
people score zero on political sophistication to about 0.15 when sophistication
reaches 61, beyond this sophistication level the effect ceases to be significant-
ly different from zero. More sophisticated voters are likelier to know who they
support and do not seem to be affected by their network to change their vote
in support of Petro. Again, networks have more power of persuasion for those
people who have little political knowledge.

On the other hand, regardless of the level of political sophistication, a pena-
losista network does not explain the decision to change the vote for Petro. This
makes sense, people surrounded by peers supporting Pefalosa are unlikely to
change their vote for the opposing candidate.

As discussed earlier, we believe discussion networks may also operate through
a social pressure mechanism as well (H3). Figure 6 presents evidence that seems
to support our claim: the effect of a network that becomes more homogeneously
in favor of Petro on the probability of changing the vote to him is statistically
significant only for those individuals with higher frequency of contact with their
political discussants. The effect becomes significant after the frequency of con-
tact reaches 50 on a 100-point scale ranging from minimum to maximum contact.
The magnitude of this effect is rather modest, going from 0.15 to 0.20 in the range
for which it achieves statistical significance. Unsurprisingly, a pefialosista network
does not influence the decision to change the vote to Petro.

Finally, figure 7 shows the effect of discussion networks conditioned by the
percentage of family members in such networks. Results from this interaction do
not support the idea that the effect of a discussion network on the likelihood of
changing vote decision increases for those whose networks are largely composed
of family members. In fact, the effect of a network that more homogenously sup-
ports Petro on the dependent variable is almost flat, and it ceases to be signifi-
cant when the percentage of family members in the network is about 70. For
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Figure 5. Average Marginal Effects of Changing Vote Decision
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the pefalosista network the conditional effect is not statistically significant. In the
discussion section, we explain why this may be the case.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Aware that nobody makes political decisions in an informational vacuum,
in this paper we studied the influence of others on people’s electoral decisions.
More specifically we explored what type of discussion networks may have shaped
those decisions and the mechanisms through which individuals’ vote choices were
influenced by others. We set out to study the influence of discussion networks
on vote decisions using panel data from the 2011 local elections in Bogota. That
is, we modeled the influence of discussion networks on vote choice, as reported
in wave one, and change of electoral preferences from wave one to wave two of
our panel.
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Figure 6. Average Marginal Effects of Changing Vote Decision
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Results from both the vote choice and change models gave us evidence that
politically homogeneous discussions networks have significant effects on peo-
ple’s electoral decisions (H1). Concretely, having a greater percentage of political
discussants that support a particular candidate increases: (i) the likelihood that a
person votes for the candidate preferred by her discussion network, and (ii) the
probability of changing her electoral preference from a different candidate to the
candidate preferred by most of her peers.

We also found evidence that discussion networks operate through both in-
formational and social pressure mechanisms (and H3). First, we showed strong
evidence that networks work as information disseminators, particularly for indi-
viduals with lower political knowledge. Our results showed a large gap between
the less and more informed in terms of the magnitude of the network effect on
electoral decisions. In other words, those who are more likely to pay high infor-
mational costs associated with voting are largely benefited from the information
that is aggregated and disseminated through the network of political discussants.
In contrast, the highly informed are “immune” to the influence of their peers.
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Figure 7. Average Marginal Effects of Changing Vote Decision
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Second, our data also gave us evidence that social networks influence vot-
ers through social pressure. However, compared to information the role of social
pressure seems modest, at least for the case of residents of Bogota in this elec-
tion. Since the social pressure mechanism operates through repetitive contacts or
intimate ties with political peers, we ran interactions between the network vari-
ables and measures of intensity of contact with peers and the percentage of fam-
ily members in the network. Respondents who were in greater contact with their
networks exhibited a higher chance of voting for Petro or changing their electoral
preference, in favor of this candidate, when their network was more homogene-
ously in favor of this candidate. In contrast, we did not find the same effect when
the percentage of family members in the network increased. We even found an
atypical result as the effect of the network variable on the probability of voting for
Petro decreased as the percentage of family members in the network increased.

Results from the test of the different mechanisms through which networks
operate deserve further discussion due to their implications. In the first place, our
data indicate that, unlike other cases such as the United States (Sinclair, 2012),
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networks in Colombia operate more via the aggregation of information than via
social pressure. The relevance of this mechanism may indicate that in Bogota dis-
cussion networks compensate, more than in other contexts, for a deficit of politi-
cal information. Prior research has demonstrated significant variation in sophis-
tication levels across countries, and that such differences are caused by factors
such as the proliferation of parties, or large income and education gaps (Gordon
& Segura, 1997; Gronlund & Milner, 2006). We think some of the conditions that
decrease citizens’ levels of political sophistication may be present in Bogota as
well as in many Latin American nations: more and unstable political parties, large
income gaps and poor educational systems. In these types of contexts, one can
expect comparatively lower levels of political sophistication and more widespread
scores of this indicator.?® Therefore, the informational costs that citizens must
pay, especially those in the lower extreme of the distribution, when making elec-
toral decisions, are comparatively higher than in countries with higher sophistica-
tion averages, so the role of discussion networks as channels of information is
more relevant, as we demonstrated in this paper. More studies are needed on this
matter.

The atypical result of the one test of the social pressure mechanism deserves
further discussion. Against our expectation, the network effect decreased or re-
mained flat as the percentage of family members in the network increased. What
might be driving this result? One possibility is that family members should not be
regarded as more intimate than friends, and therefore closer and more influen-
tial. On the other hand, the influence of family members on individuals may be
conditioned by age. A recent study conducted by Observatorio de la Democracia
of Universidad de los Andes revealed that 58.4 % Colombians between the ages of
18 and 25 disagree on political issues with their parents. Therefore, the atypical
result we observe may be driven by young respondents and their resistance to
complying with the opinions of their relatives. To test for this possibility, we re-
peated the vote and change models excluding those between 18 and 25. Results
that are presented in the appendix support our claim. For those older than 25 the
effect of the network variable on vote choice ceased to be negative, and now
is flat. In the case of the change model, after excluding young respondents, we
observed a positive and significant effect of the network variable as the percent-
age of family members in the network increases. The social pressure exerted by

16. The contrast between the sophistication levels of our sample versus those of the United States is
illustrative. We estimated a simplified measure of sophistication using two questions that were includ-
ed in the 2010 LAPOP study for the United States and in our panel. Such questions were the length
of the presidential term and the number of states / departments. The average sophistication level in
the United States was 88.36 (in a O to 100 scale) with a standard deviation of 24.9; in our sample the
average was 75.1 with a standard deviation of 26.2.
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family members on vote decisions seems to work, in the expected direction, only
for older voters, while for young individuals the effect of more family members
among their political peers seems to trigger a process of resistance. This exten-
sion of our results highlights the necessity to explore the factors, scenarios, and
situations in which a negative to comply with the electoral preference of peers is
activated, particularly among young voters.

Thus, along with Baker, Ames, and Renno (2020) we can also claim that, in
Latin America, the mechanism that drives the effects of political networks is in-
formational. However, evidence presented in this paper contradicts the claim of
these same authors, that the electoral influence of discussion networks does not
occur via a social pressure mechanism. Our evidence indicates that in the region
network effects seem to work through both the informational and social pressure
mechanisms. Further tests in other cases are needed to generalize this claim to
the region.

Our results also showed that, among the usual suspects that traditionally have
explained vote decisions, in our case, only partisan identity played a significant
role; evaluations of the economy appeared to be irrelevant. They highlight the
necessity to consider multiple factors to explain vote choice. Along with the “the
fundamentals” we need to continue exploring other factors to understand vote
decision, especially in contexts in which party identities are very fluid and de-
creasing, and people’s concerns go beyond the economy.

Finally, we must mention that our results apply to the case of Bogota and may
be also apply to Colombia and political scenarios like Bogota. They showed clear
differences with research conducted in the Global North, in the way discussion
networks affect electoral decisions. To have more solid conclusions on the link
between discussion networks and voting behavior in Latin America -beyond the
most studied cases of Brazil, Mexico and now Colombia-, we need to continue
accumulating new data and knowledge on a topic that is still in an early stage of
development in the region.
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APPENDIX

REPRESENTATIVENESS OF SAMPLE

Table 1 and Table 2 below compare our sample with that of a much larger of-
ficial study conducted by Colombia’s National Bureau of Statistics (DANE). This
is a household survey and the units of analysis are the household and the people
that inhabit it.

Our study reflects quite well the distribution of the population with regards to
gender and age, but not concerning education. The Living Standards study codes
education as a categorical variable such that O=no schooling, 1=some primary,
2=completed primary, 3=some secondary, 4=completed secondary, 5=one or
more years of vocational education, 6=completed vocational education, 7=some
college, 8=completed college, 9=graduate school. In contrast, in our survey we
asked for the number of years of education received. Thus, the mean values of
education in the Living Standards study suggest that household fathers and moth-
ers were educated beyond primary. This would translate to slightly more than 5
years of formal education. In contrast, in our sample, people received on average
almost 11 years of formal education. That is, the average respondent almost fin-
ished high school.

Table 1: Descriptive statistics of key demographic variables in Living Standards
Measurement Study Bogota

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
Gender 54614 0.53 0.49 0 1
Age 39243 41.60 16.76 18 99
Education level of father 33493 2.84 2.35 1 10
Education level of mother 27553 2.33 2.02 1 10

Source: Encuesta Multipropésito para Bogota Distrito Capital - EMB - 201. http:/
formularios.dane.gov.co/Anda_4_1/index.php/catalog/189/study-description
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Table 2: Descriptive statistics of key demographic variables in our survey

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
Gender 712 0.48 0.50 0 1
Age 712 42.90 17.53 18 89
Education 712 10.97 5.18 0 22
SURVEY QUESTIONS

Here are the questions that we use as our dependent variables in the model.
We provide in brackets the actual Spanish language version of the question that
was presented to respondents. For the models about participation, we used the
following question from the first wave:

COLVBLOC.
Do you think you are going to vote in the local elections next October?

[¢Piensa votar en las elecciones locales de octubre préximo?]

(1)Yes (2)No (88) DK (98) NA

For the models about voting we used the following question from the second
wave:

VB3_2.
Did you vote on the elections of the past October 30, 2011 for Bogota’s Mayor?

[¢Voté usted en las elecciones del pasado 30 de octubre de 2011 para alcalde de
Bogotd?]

(1) Did vote (2) Did not vote (88) DK (98) NA

Here is the question used as dependent variable for the models about voting:
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COLVBLOC1B_2.

For which candidate did you vote in the elections of the past October 30, 2011? {Do
not read list; accept answer if just a party is mentioned}

[¢Por qué candidato voté en las elecciones de Alcalde de Bogotd del pasado 30 de
octubre? {NO LEER LISTA, Aceptar si mencionan un partidoj]

(802
(803
(804
(805
(807
(808

Aurelio Sudrez (Polo Democratico Alternativo)

Carlos Fernando Galan (Cambio Radical)

Carlos Guevara (MIRA)

David Luna (Partido Liberal)

Enrique Pefalosa (Partido Verde / Partido de la U)

Gina Parody (Gina Parody Alcaldesa)

(809) Gustavo Alonso Paez (Partido de Integracion Nacional / PIN)
(810) Gustavo Petro (Progresistas)

(811) Jaime Castro (Autoridades Indigenas de Colombia / AICO)
(77) Other

(88) DK

(98) NA

(99) VOID

o=
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EXTENSIONS

Figure Al. Average Marginal Effects of Voting for Petro for Respondents 25
Years of Age and Older
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Figure A2. Average Marginal Effects of Changing Vote Decision to Petro
for Respondents 25 Years of Age and Older
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