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What makes African voters “up for grabs”? Existing approaches to the swing voter have several liabilities. This article
introduces a new measure enabling a more comprehensive assessment of swing voting, including the differentiation between
clientelistic and collective goods motivations. The issue of swing voting is then brought to an environment where voters are
rarely considered persuadable: Africa. Using a count-model estimation technique and original survey data from Ghana’s
critical 2008 elections, the analysis challenges the near consensus in African politics on clientelism as the only electoral
strategy. When voters perceive politicians as providing collective, developmental goods, the efficacy of clientelism as a tool
to win over voters is reduced. Many persuadable voters can also be won over by both clientelistic and collective goods, thus
contradicting the literature presenting these as mutually exclusive. Finally, the analysis shows that incumbents do better
when they provide collective goods even in highly clientelistic environments.

What makes voters “up for grabs” in elec-
tions? The question of how parties and can-
didates win over persuadable voters has re-

ceived extensive attention in competitive elections and
developed democracies around the world. This article
brings the literature to the context of a new democ-
racy in Africa—a continent where political competi-
tion exists alongside widespread clientelism, poor de-
velopmental performance, and programmatically weak
parties (van de Walle 2003). Voters in these emerg-
ing democracies are typically assumed to vote based
on ethnic cleavages (e.g., Burnell 2001; Nugent 2001;
Posner 2005) or entrenched clientelistic networks (e.g.,
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Vicente 2010), rather than based on the performance of
politicians in delivering collective or public goods. Swing
voting—that a voter’s ballot is up for grabs for any number
of political parties—should thus be an empirical anomaly,
especially along nonclientelistic lines. And yet, elections
in a number of new African democracies are increas-
ingly competitive. At the end of 2010, 33 African coun-
tries had conducted three or more successive elections
without interruption, and about 30% of the continent
had experienced legislative and/or executive turnovers
(Lindberg 2009b; Weghorst and Lindberg 2011).1 Even
where dominant parties prevail, their representatives
frequently do not: the reelection rate of legislative seat
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holders is often lower than 50% in African elections
(Barkan 2009).2

This article makes three contributions. It offers a
count measure to the swing-voting literature that com-
bines behavioral measures of past voting with a series
of attitudinal items aimed to capture latent propensities
to swing vote in order to place voters on a continuum
of more or less persuadable. This measure importantly
differentiates between policy dimensions and clientelism
as two distinctive motivations for swing voting. Second,
using original survey data collected ahead of Ghana’s crit-
ical 2008 elections (N = 1,600), the analysis shows that
more than half of respondents were “up for grabs” in the
months before the polls. Third, employing a conceptu-
ally appropriate estimation technique (a negative bino-
mial regression model), we present an empirical analysis
of what makes these voters persuadable. The findings
demonstrate that swing voters differ in how they evaluate
politicians, calling into question views of the African voter
as unidimensionally clientelistic and devoid of interest in
policies and performance. The analysis does show that
clientelism influences swing voting. However, this arti-
cle is among the first to test the impact of performance
evaluations alongside clientelism, finding that evaluations
of incumbent legislators’ performance in providing col-
lective and developmental goods also shape many swing
voters’ decisions.

The results suggest that empirical accounts of African
elections as a “clientelistic harvesting season” overlook
the increasing sophistication of voters. Rather, there exist
diverse campaign strategies for winning over voters in
Ghana. This article offers evidence that in one of Africa’s
new democracies, many critical voters place importance
on collective goods when deciding which candidate will
receive their ballot. In this sense, they resemble voters in
advanced democracies more than previously thought.

Theorizing and Measuring the Swing
Voter

The intuitive understanding of a swing voter is an in-
dividual who is persuadable and hence “up for grabs”

2Dominant party regimes are still common in Africa (e.g., Bogaards
2008), but even these regimes have competitive contests over leg-
islative seats. Ghana has notably competitive primary elections, one
other means by which leaders may be ousted prior to election day.
However, the most competitive primaries tend to be in constituen-
cies where the party is strong (Ichino and Nathan 2013), suggesting
that primaries contribute little to driving (or, conversely, reducing
the occurrence of) turnover of the party that controls legislative
seats in Ghana.

(Campbell 2008, 118). In Mayer’s words, a swing voter
is one “who is not solidly committed to one candidate
or the other as to make all efforts of persuasion futile”
(2007, 359). This consequently distinguishes the swing
voter as conceptually distinct from the “core voter.” Yet,
there exists a diversity of approaches towards measuring
swing voting and among them little consensus over which
is superior: self-reported ambivalence (e.g., Hoffman
et al. 2009), lack of party affiliation (e.g., Eldersveld 1952;
Linbeck and Weibull 1987), or past voting behavior (e.g.,
Lindberg and Morrison 2005; Shaw 2008).

The first approach treats swing voters as individuals
who express indifference or ambiguity about their pre-
ferred candidate or party for an upcoming election (e.g.,
Abramowitz 1999; Collier and Vicente 2008; Enelow and
Hinich 1981; Nichter 2008, 20). The polling industry (An-
nenberg, Gallup, Pew) similarly tends to equate swing
voters with undecided ones. One issue with this measure
is that it can fluctuate dramatically based on the proximity
of an election, introducing temporal variation that limits
the comparability of studies of swing voting in different
contexts. Secondly, while it is intuitive that undecided
voters might be more likely “up for grabs,” deciding on a
candidate does not necessarily preclude the possibility of
being convinced to change to another under a certain set
of circumstances.

Another class of studies defines swing voters as non-
partisans (e.g., Eldersveld 1952; Lindbeck and Weibull
1987; Stokes 2000). Yet, identifying as an “independent”
can signify traits unrelated to voting behavior, such as not
paying party membership, being a “leaner” but not seeing
oneself as a partisan per se, concealing one’s party identi-
fication, or an ideological desire to be seen distinct from
party stalwarts (Bartels 2000; Keith et al. 1992; Mayer
2008; Miller 1991). Given the widespread skepticism to-
wards political parties in Africa (van de Walle 2003), we
have reservations against using this approach as the sole
measure of willingness to switch votes in the continent.3

The third approach constructs a link between the
concept of swing voting and past voting patterns, owing
its origins to Key’s (1966) distinction between “standpat-
ters” (core voters) and “party switchers” (swing voters).
For example, Shaw (2008, 88) classifies voters from the
American National Election Studies as “core” if they sup-
ported the same party in three consecutive elections and

3Hoffman and colleagues’ (2009) study of “swing voters” in Ghana’s
2008 election codes all voters who did not cast their vote for one
of the two main parties in the last elections as persuadable voters.
Yet, studies show that substantial portions of the individuals who
in a particular election vote for either of the two parties also are
persuadable and have indeed switched parties in the past (Fridy
2007; Lindberg 2012; Lindberg and Morrison 2005, 2008).
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otherwise as swing voters. Lindberg and Morrison (2005)
introduced the same procedure in a study of Ghanaian
voters. A behavioral measure of either switching parties
across elections or splitting a ballot between parties is em-
pirically straightforward.4 Its weakness is that any mea-
sure requiring participation in two or three previous elec-
tions excludes almost a decade, or more, of the new voting
age population. Given that election research commonly
finds that new voters differ systematically from older vot-
ers, consequently this measure can introduce selection
bias. Further, the latent propensity to swing vote may not
be observable in actual vote choice. A voter who chooses
the same party in three consecutive elections may never-
theless have been “up for grabs” in all of them. Conversely,
a voter who was up for grabs in the past may have turned
into a true core supporter at present.

A New Way to Measure the Swing Voter

Existing approaches thus have weaknesses but also
strengths that one can draw upon to create a better mea-
sure. The new measure of swing voting proposed here
has two key innovations that make it particularly suited
for emerging democracies. First, it combines behavioral
traits of swing voting—past party switching and split-
ticket voting, being undecided over one’s preferred can-
didate, and nonmembership in a political party—with
other self-reported reasons individuals would swing vote.
Surprisingly, the approach of simply asking voters to iden-
tify reasons why they have voted split ticket, switched their
vote in the past, or might consider doing so in the future
has virtually never been used. Such questions can ad-
dress a number of shortcomings in the measures discussed
above. By learning what sorts of reasons and how many of
them might lead individuals to change their votes, one can
gain insight on what circumstances make a voter swing,
even if they have not to date. The second key innovation
identifies two principally different reasons for which in-
dividuals would swing vote: to elect either politicians who
focus on collective goods and policies that produce them
or those who provide immediate clientelistic, private ma-
terial goods. This is an essential distinction for exploring
voting in “patronage democracies” that abound in Africa
and Asia (Chandra 2004, 7).

We introduce a count index where each instance of
self-reported willingness to change one’s vote and of ac-
tually having changed parties in the past results in a one-

4We know that respondents who did not vote in elections some-
times misreport voting and others which party they supported in
previous elections (Bernstein, Chadha, and Montjoy 2000; Duff
et al. 2007). Our experience in Ghana suggests that the latter issue
is only a marginal problem.

unit increase in the predisposition towards being a swing
voter. This first swing-voting measure is a count of the
total number of items for which an individual has or
would swing vote. Using the same questions, two addi-
tional measures of swing voting are generated: one based
only on motivations for clientelistic and private goods
and one only for collective goods and policy-driven rea-
sons. The components of the count index are summarized
below, and the online appendix provides further details.

For each instance where a respondent exhibited one
of the following traits, the value of his or her swing-voting
index rises by one unit:

(1) Voting split ticket in any of the three prior na-
tional elections (1996, 2000, 2004).

(2) Each reason a respondent offered for voting
split ticket in recent elections, up to three rea-
sons. If the reasons were clientelistic, they con-
tributed to the overall measure and the clien-
telistic one; if the reasons were collective goods
driven, they contributed to the overall and the
policy swing-voting measures.5

(3) Voting for different political parties across any
of the three prior national elections.

(4) Each reason a respondent offered for switching
parties in recent elections, up to three reasons.
These were added to each respective swing mea-
sure as described in (2).

(5) Being “undecided” about which party’s MP
candidate a respondent would vote for in the
2008 elections.

(6) Identifying specific reasons a respondent would
switch his or her projected vote. The survey in-
cluded questions that covered both clientelistic
and policy motivations. It also allowed respon-
dents to offer up to three reasons in addition to
those presented.6

This produces three distinct count measures with a
theoretical range of total swing [0, 16], policy swing [0, 14],
and clientelistic swing [0, 13].7 They have some overlap—
one would anticipate that extremely persuadable voters
are likely winnable across all the measures—but also are

5The findings are robust to count index specifications that include
only one reason for the components discussed in (2), (4), and (6)
in the current section of the text. Online Appendix A contains
all information on different dependent variable constructions and
Appendixes D, E, and F the results of robustness tests.

6Details on the specific survey items and question wording can be
found in online Appendix A.

7The measure is not sensitive to ideology or differences in political
platforms other than to distinguish politicians who use clientelism
as a campaign strategy to a greater extent than others.
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distinctive conceptually and, as the analysis will show,
empirically.8

This measure is more complex than frequently used
dichotomies of “swing” and “core” voters. We argue that
it is theoretically superior in how it indicates the central
tendency of a voter to change his or her ballot in the ag-
gregate and that it distinguishes between clientelistic and
policy dimensions. Further, the online appendix shows
that analyzing swing voting using the conventional mea-
sures discussed before produces far less consistent results
than our new measure. The magnitude and direction of
even standard control variables like age and gender on
voting behavior differ among the dichotomous measures
of swing voting. A detailed description of all component
items, a description of how the three swing measures were
constructed, and robustness checks with alternative mea-
sures are found in online Appendixes A and E.

Explaining Swing Voters in
Africa—MPs Performance?

There are two distinct themes in the literature on per-
suadable voters that have largely operated independently
of one another. The first identifies reasons why voters in
advanced democracies are persuaded by political parties
and candidates to swing their vote, focusing particularly
on fierce interparty competition and the accountability
mechanism of elections. The second literature is specific
to elections in new democracies like those in Africa. This
literature points to ethnic cleavages, programmatically
weak political parties, lack of voter sophistication, and
voter rent-seeking as reasons why political competition
found in advanced democracies has yet to materialize. By
bringing these together in a study of voters in Africa, this
article joins a growing literature that challenges views of
elections on the continent as “ethnic censuses” or simply
opportunities for voters to extract rents from politicians.

Yet, it remains rare to consider performance-based
evaluations of politicians while also accounting for the

8Respondents take on actual values of total swing [0, 10], clientelistic
swing [0, 5], and policy swing [0, 7], and greater detail is found in
the appendix. We find that the clientelistic swing and policy swing
measures are statistically related (X2 (35)=1700, p= .000), but they
are far from mirrors of one another. For example, of respondents
with counts of “2” on clientelistic swing, 21.3% of them had a “2”
on policy swing, while 17% of them fall lower on policy swing and
the remaining above. For scores of “3” on clientelistic swing, by
contrast, over half of the respondents have values of 3 or lower
on policy swing. The measures, particularly by using open-ended
questions, ensure that they are distinct. When a respondent offers
a clientelistic reason for changing votes, it imposes an opportunity
cost in that he or she cannot offer a policy reason for that question.
For more details on this, see online Appendix A.

factors emphasized by the literatures of identity politics
and clientelism in Africa. This article blends these litera-
tures along three points: the role of partisanship, political
performance, and clientelism.

Partisanship and Parties

Swing voters and their impact on elections have been
studied in detail (e.g., Feddersen and Pesendorfer 1996;
Fraga and Ramirez 2001; Leech 2003; Mayer 2008; Powell
and Whitten 1993) but remain underexplored in new
democracies. In advanced democracies, candidates and
their parties offer competing policy platforms to voters
(Fiorina 1991; Kramer 1971) as strategies to court them
(Ferejohn 1986; Kramer 1977; McKelvey 1975). However,
in the African context, it is commonly argued that par-
ties with coherent platforms and debate over policy are
“virtually non-existent” (e.g., van de Walle 2003, 304).

Partisanship is sometimes used as a measure of swing
voting, but following Mayer (2008, 378–79), we argue that
it makes more sense to treat partisanship as an explana-
tory variable. At the core of this is the recognition that
even party identifiers often have a nonzero probability of
swing voting, and consequently whether partisanship de-
termines being a core voter should be verified empirically
rather than assumed.

It is sometimes argued that partisanship reflects vot-
ers’ social identities (e.g., Green, Palmquist, and Schickler
2002) and, thus, parties map onto social cleavages. Par-
ties in Africa are no different. However, even in societies
where ethnicity is a key political cleavage, evidence that
ethnic identifiers are consistent voters for any one par-
ticular party is mixed (Ishyama and Fox 2006; cf. Norris
and Mattes 2003). Partisans of smaller parties can of-
ten be persuaded to support another party’s candidate
for offices that their own party has little chance of win-
ning (Chandra 2009). Partisan attachments also tend to
be weaker in such environments (Dalton and Wattenberg
2000). In short, while partisans should be less persuad-
able than nonpartisans, it is an important component of
explaining why individuals swing vote rather than being
an indicator of it.

Part of the complexity of partisanship concerns the
role of ethnicity. In Africa, geographically concentrated
ethnic groups affiliated with particular political par-
ties can be a mechanism for mobilizing political sup-
port (Barkan 1979; Fridy 2007; McLaughlin 2007; Posner
2007; cf. Lipset 1961). Ethnicity is a multifaceted identity
(Chandra 2004; Chazan 1983; Fearon and Laitin 1996;
Horowitz 1985; Young 1976), and voters can be expected
to be more or less “ethnic” in their perceived identity.
Scholars note how this often reduces the persuadability of
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voters, who can receive “psychic benefits” for supporting
candidates like themselves (Chandra 2004) and use coeth-
nicity as a cognitive shortcut to estimate candidates’ oth-
erwise poorly advertised policy preferences (Ferree 2006;
Habyarimana et al. 2007; Lijphart 1999; Snyder 2000).
In Ghana, the Ewe and the Ashanti are politicized ethnic
groups9 that have historically been nested within oppos-
ing political parties (Ferree 2010; Fridy 2007), and hence,
we expect that members of these dominant ethnic groups
are more likely are core voters and hence less persuadable.

Political Performance

Another key intuition to draw from the literature lies in
the intersection of political performance and accountabil-
ity. Democracy is an institutional framework of rights and
procedures that should make rulers responsive to citizens
in order to gain and hold on to power, with voting in peri-
odic elections the central mechanism (Barro 1973; Bollen
and Jackman 1989, 612–18; Coppedge and Reinicke 1990;
Dahl 1971, 8 and 1989, 316–17; Diamond 1996, 53; Lind-
berg 2009a, 11–13). A more democratic political system
expands citizens’ abilities to ensure that rulers act for
the betterment of individuals and society, and competi-
tive elections give citizens a chance to pressure elites to
provide higher-quality desired goods in greater quanti-
ties. This gives us reason to expect that if voters eval-
uate the performance of their elected representatives—
in this case, Members of Parliament (MPs)—then their
propensity to switch vote choice depends on how well
incumbent MPs do their jobs (Key 1966).10 The most
commonly considered dimension in this literature is eco-
nomic performance, where voters assess changes in eco-
nomic conditions (either in ego- or sociotropic terms)
and cast ballots retrospectively (Fiorina 1981; Key 1966;
Krause 1997). Additionally, performance of legislators can
be assessed on delivery of clientelistic private goods (e.g.,
paying school fees and hospital bills, cash, bags of rice,
soccer uniforms); as development agents with responsi-
bility for economic conditions in the constituency and

9The Ashanti make up the majority and also the cultural core of
the ethno-linguistic group called Akans. Most other Akan tribes
typically associate closely with the Ashanti. In the sample, that
includes the Akyems. Another Akan tribe is also in the sample—
the Fanti—but they are more of an exception among the Akans
since their affiliation with the Ashanti is much weaker and to some
extent historically antagonistic. Hence, to avoid misunderstanding,
we refer to Ashanti and Akyems as “Ashanti” rather than “Akan”
and keep Fanti separate in the analysis.

10We grant that some voters will never change their ballots, irre-
spective of how poorly leaders of their party or how well leaders of
another party perform, and remain “core” voters.

mediating dispute resolution handled by traditional au-
thorities; on general lawmaking performance; or on the
national concern of oversight over the executive. Measures
of performance should therefore be multifold.

Clientelism

The final area one needs to consider is the role of clien-
telism. Two stylized facts can be extracted from this litera-
ture. First, African states have been particularly incapable
of producing collective goods enabling development (e.g.,
Acemoglu and Robinson 2006; Barro 1998; Bates 1981;
Englebert 2000; Herbst 2000; Hyden 1980; Jackson 1990;
Krieckhaus 2006; Lemarchand 1972; Medard 1982; van de
Walle 2001). Scholarship from advanced democracies, as
discussed above, expects this to translate to punishment
of incumbents.

The second stylized fact is that “throwing the rascals
out” does not take place because clientelism subverts the
logic of democratic accountability (Kitschelt and Wilkin-
son 1966; Stokes 2000). Clientelism is based on a contin-
gency of political loyalty (Hicken 2011, 194). It is impor-
tant to note that all clientelism is not quid pro quo, but it
is always a personalized and sometimes also a diffuse ex-
change of private goods for loyalty called upon at a much
later date (Kaufman 1974; Powell 1970; Scott 1972). Pro-
viding small-scale collective goods like a community well
or a school building are targeted but not personal private
goods and as such is not clientelism. On the other hand, it
is well known that Ghanaian politicians hand out private
goods like cash, foodstuffs, wax print cloth, schoolbooks,
bill payment and the like—known as “small chops”—to
individuals and families in their constituency (Lindberg
2003). We are not arguing that clientelism is necessarily an
effective campaign strategy for the purposes of winning
office. Rather, we observe that it is a ubiquitous prac-
tice in elections in Africa (Kramon 2011; Vicente 2010;
Wantchekon 2003) and elsewhere (Gonzalez Ocantos et
al. 2011; Stokes 2000) with the potential to sway voters.11

The expected empirical implications of more or less
pervasive use of clientelistic offers are complex, however.

11A lot can be said about the irrationality of using clientelism as
an electoral strategy in the first place given that the cost of buying
enough votes to win is likely to be much greater in most places than
the cost of providing collective goods, and we wish to thank one
of the reviewers for pointing that out. While we share that view,
all evidence points to virtually all viable candidates for legislative
office in Ghana and most other African nations distributing large
amounts of clientelistic goods. The focus here is on the possible
effects of such activities, not the explanation for variation in levels
of clientelistic goods provision.
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It is unclear whether parties more effectively win voters
by targeting persuadable “swing voters” (Magaloni et al.
2007; Schady 2000; Stokes 2000), by rewarding core sup-
porters (Yarahuan 2006), or through some combination
of both (Dunning and Stokes 2010). Further, whether po-
litical organizations can effectively monitor voter choices
shapes the enforceability of the clientelistic exchange (Cox
and McCubbins 1993; Stokes 2000). In the context of
swing voting, however, as clientelistic offers from parties
abound, the more incentive individuals have to be—or at
least appear to be—persuadable.

A final consideration not addressed in these litera-
tures is that voters themselves are diverse and, thus, differ-
ent groups of swing voters can be persuaded by different
goods. Being willing to shift one’s vote for private goods
is equivalent to swing voting for clientelistic reasons.
Being won over by constituency and national-level goods,
as well as policy shifts from parties, constitutes policy
swing voting. The principle distinction among goods that
politicians offer is that private goods are divisible, exclud-
able, and distributed to individuals in a private exchange.
Cash handouts, bags of rice, a contract, bags of cement,
or roofing sheets are a few examples of goods commonly
used for clientelistic exchanges in Africa. Collective goods
coming as club goods include village bore holes and im-
proving local road quality and access but also include
broader goods such as bringing constituency needs to the
attention of national media, being active in legislative ses-
sions on issues beneficial to the constituency, improving
economic performance, and oversight of the executive
to prevent corruption and other forms of malfeasance.12

Swing voters who value private goods are susceptible to
political clientelism, while others value collective goods
and policy, and the analytical strategy presented here re-
flects this.

The central focus of the empirical investigation here
provides a novel take on the role of the evaluation of
politicians’ performance in African politics. The focus
is on voters’ perceptions of performance by the incum-
bent while distinguishing between an MP’s performance
in terms of private goods versus collective goods and also
the general “supply” of clientelism in constituencies prior
to an election. To what extent do performance evalu-
ations and clientelism determine the persuadability of
voters?

12A recent trend (e.g., Kitschelt and Wilkinson 1966) has been to
equate any form of targeted benefits (including club goods such
as “constituency development”) with clientelism. We prefer to pre-
serve the crisper view towards the concept and understand clien-
telism to be a personalized, face-to-face exchange of goods for
political loyalty (Kaufman 1974; Powell 1970; Scott 1972).

Research Design

In what follows, the topic of swing voting is explored us-
ing survey data from a new democracy in Africa. Ghana
is one of the more democratic countries on the conti-
nent and has held five uninterrupted elections since 1992
and is (at the time of writing) on her way towards the
sixth election in December 2012, giving citizens the nec-
essary experience to develop critical and sophisticated
political choices. Elections in Ghana are highly compet-
itive: the vote shares for two main parties have shifted
drastically since 1992, resulting in alternations in power
following the 2000 elections and in 2008. In the latter,
the incumbent NPP lost a presidential run-off by 0.5%
of votes after leading by 1.2% in the first round. In other
words, Ghana presents the appropriate kind of context
to investigate swing voting in Africa’s new democracies.
What is found in Ghana may not be fully generalizable
to the rest of Africa, but it represents a suitable place to
engage in one of the first systematic analyses of swing
voting on the continent and in new democracies more
generally.

The original survey was carried out in Ghana in
August 2008, four months before the concurrent pres-
idential and legislative elections on December 7, 2008.
The survey included 1,600 subjects sampled in nine of
the 10 regions in Ghana. Sampling was stratified across
constituency competitiveness in order to ensure the sam-
ple reflected a wide range of districts from safe havens to
hotly contested constituencies, with a random sample of
citizens interviewed in each constituency.13 Several of the
questions were open-ended, providing subjects abundant
space to elaborate on their replies in order to guarantee
that every reason why a subject could switch his or her
vote was captured. These answers were then postcoded
and informed by the theories of clientelism and collec-
tive goods discussed previously. In this way, we sought
to generate the truest possible representation of people’s
actual views that is possible to capture in quantitative for-
mat. Descriptive statistics on all the variables are found
in online Appendix B. This appendix also includes a table
providing more detail on swing voting across the con-
stituencies validating the present theoretical interest, con-
ceptualization, and measurement of the phenomenon.
Between 44 and 53% of the citizens surveyed were per-
suadable, but they differed in terms of their orientation
towards policy and clientelistic motivations, thus demon-
strating the need for the measurement strategy employed
here.

13See online Appendix G.
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Independent Variables

The main empirical interest of this article is to test whether
incumbent MP performance—as distinct from clientelis-
tic or ethnic affiliation reasons—can win over voters in
one of Africa’s new democracies.

The key independent variables seek to capture these
performance dimensions.

Incumbent Performance: Five variables encompass-
ing evaluations of the incumbent MP are included. Four
of these concern collective goods and one of them pri-
vate goods. The variable Patron Assistance is based on a
response assessing the performance of an MP in provid-
ing private goods and personal benefits to constituents.
Constituency Development measures delivery of collective
goods to the respondent’s community (“club goods”).
Lawmaking captures how well a respondent views an
incumbent MP’s performance proposing, debating, and
passing laws in Parliament. Executive Oversight measures
the respondent’s evaluation of the incumbent MPs’ per-
formance in terms of holding the head of state to account.
Finally, we also expect voters to evaluate economic perfor-
mance and to hold MPs responsible for the nature of their
economic livelihoods. To capture economic performance,
an egotropic retrospective economic voting question is
included in its conventional form, asking respondents to
evaluate their economic state at the time of the interview
compared to 12 months prior.

The effect of these variables on swing voting propen-
sity is expected to depend on whether or not one voted
for the current MP. The effect of a very positive evalua-
tion of the performance for a voter who supported the
incumbent should decrease the individual’s propensity to
swing vote. The anticipated effect of a positive evaluation
of the incumbent MP for those who voted against him
or her is the opposite: one expects him or her to become
more likely to swing vote. To capture this, the evaluation
measures were rescaled such that all incumbent voters
who had positive evaluations of the incumbent MP align
with challenger supporters and neutral individuals who
held negative evaluations of the same incumbent. This
yields five measures that capture the effect on incumbent
performance, rescaled based on the sympathies of a voter
towards or away from that incumbent MP.14

14We also constructed similar five-value ordinal scales created by
reversing the scale of voters who did not support the incumbent
MP in the previous election, and a three-value variable identified
positive, negative, and neutral evaluations. We opt for the dichoto-
mous variable for two reasons. First, while we believe that negative
and positive evaluations broadly conceived (as dummy variables)
can compare conditionally based on sympathies for a candidate,

The last is a key independent variable that captures
how much exposure a voter had to clientelistic offers
in the lead-up to the election. In new democracies
like Ghana, competing parties allegedly flood some
constituencies with private goods to court voters. We
anticipate that greater exposure to clientelism is associ-
ated with higher propensities to swing vote. Clientelism
Supply is constructed as the weighted average of exposure
to “small chops”—small gifts, cash, handouts, and
similar things doled out by candidates ahead of elections.
We recognize one of the greatest barriers to studying
clientelism are incentives respondents have to misreport
information, particularly about things like vote buy-
ing and election fraud (Kramon and Weghorst 2012;
Weghorst 2012). To address these challenges, respondents
were asked a series of questions about their personal
experiences with clientelism and also their observation
of clientelism in their neighborhood and with friends,
family, and acquaintances during the 2004 and 2008
election campaigns, as well as comparisons between the
two periods. This approach follows with evidence from
Nicaragua that exposure-based evaluations of clientelism
in the neighborhood tend to have less downward bias
than direct questions about receiving material transfers
(Gonzales-Octanos et al. 2011). The index measure
ranges from 0 (no exposure) to 5 (highest level of
exposure). This is the measure of the absolute exposure
to clientelism—from both incumbent and opposition
parties. We expect that, regardless of past voting be-
havior, more exposure to clientelism makes one’s ballot
preference less stable. It does not necessarily follow that
“clientelism supply” is effective in making voters change
their ballots, but rather the extent to which they consider
other candidates is greater. Additional detail on how this
variable was constructed is found in online Appendix B3.

Controls

All estimations also include a set of controls. The first
is Relative Wealth. Research suggests that poorer citi-
zens are more likely to be persuadable by private goods
offers than other voters (Dixit and Londregan 1996).

it is not obvious that a “very negative” evaluation for a voter who
supported the incumbent is computationally comparable to one
who did not support the incumbent and had a “very positive” eval-
uation. Further, comparison of the Akaike Information Criterion
for the dummy, three-value, and five-value measures shows that
the dummy variable approach has the best model fit. Finally, we
ran both NBRM and ZINB model estimations with the full set of
evaluations by plus-interaction terms for incumbent and oppo-
sition supporters’ evaluations. The results did not contradict the
main findings we present in this article. The fit of a model with
interaction terms is also poorer, and it substantially complicates
the analysis presented here.
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For the very poor, immediate improvements of material
conditions (even a small cash handout or a bag of rice)
take priority over collective goods that come with credi-
ble commitment problems (Desposato 2007; Scott 1977).
In new democracies, low trust in politicians has been
found to exacerbate risk aversion of poorer voters, and
low-information environments erect additional barriers
for poor voters to enforce collective goods promises (e.g.,
Stokes 2000). Given the difficulties of reliably measuring
absolute wealth, we adopted a measure used by the Afro-
barometer.15 This measure asks respondents to evaluate
their personal economic situation relative to other citi-
zens and provides fairly reliable information about the
relative economic condition of the respondent. The mea-
sure has five values and ranges from much poorer than
average to much better off than average.

Partisanship: Partisanship is expected to make vot-
ers less likely to swing vote. It is measured as a dichoto-
mous variable that is coded as 1 if the respondent indi-
cated being active in a political party.

Voted for Winning MP: Whether or not the respon-
dent voted for the incumbent MP in the last election is
used to condition the hypothesized effects of performance
evaluations as indicated above, but we also expect it to
have an independent effect. In the first instance, support-
ing a candidate who ultimately won may bias evaluations
positively. In the second instance, one can expect that bad
performance can push voters away from their candidate
who won the previous elections. For challenger voters,
poor performance may make them swing towards an-
other candidate but certainly not the one in power who
did a bad job of delivering goods. This is particularly
important in Ghana, where MPs frequently report that
constituents hold them responsible as agents of develop-
ment (Lindberg 2010), and because all MPs have equally
sized discretionary constituency development funds. Re-
spondents who supported the candidate who won the
2004 elections are coded as 1 and all other respondents
(voters for losers and nonvoters) as 0.

Male: In the control for gender, men are coded 1 and
women are assigned 0. Research suggests that women have
higher levels of risk aversion in political and economic

15Other strategies include asset identification (whether respondents
have bicycles, TVs, etc.), measure of scarcity (e.g., how frequently
a respondent has lacked funds for medicine, fuel, and so on), and
occupational prestige (skilled vs. unskilled labor, employed vs. un-
employed, salaried vs. hourly worker). These have the disadvantage
of limiting cross-national comparability, since they all likely covary
with national-level development.

activities (Eckel and Grossman 2008), and we thus expect
them to exhibit more stable voting behavior.

Age: The controls for the age of a subject-group’s
cohorts are 18–22, 23–35, 36–55, and 55 and older.16 We
expect older individuals to have more entrenched voting
habits and consequently are less likely to change them
(Franklin 2004).

Education: To capture formal education, the sub-
jects’ highest level of schooling is included. This ordinal
variable with five levels ranges from no formal schooling
to post-secondary/university education. Better-educated
voters will have more adept reasoning skills and, all else
equal, are more critical and evaluative. Hence, we expect
clientelistic swing voting to be negatively associated with
level of education while the intuition is that its relation-
ship with policy swing voting should run in the opposite
direction.17

Information: We expect that more informed voters
will have greater confidence in their own political views
and consequently are less likely to swing vote. An index
capturing a subject’s exposure to news media based on the
frequency with which she gets information from radio,
newspapers, and television is included.

Ethnicity: Two dummy variables derived from a
question that asks respondents to identify their tribe, with
1 in both cases indicating being Ashanti or Ewe, respec-
tively, were employed.18

Safe Havens: In safe havens, a single voter’s ballot
impact on electoral outcomes is close to 0, and thus the
appeal of switching parties to obtain some end should

16As a robustness check, models were run with the actual age of
respondents instead of the categorical measure. The results remain
the same, but this measure complicates the interpretation of the
substantive effect of age, hence our choice to use the categorical
measure.

17While there is some correlation between education and wealth
(Pearson’s R = .25), they are empirically and conceptually distinct.

18As a robustness check, we also constructed an index variable
measuring how strongly individuals from these two ethnic groups
identified with their tribe rather than with being Ghanaian. We
used an ordinal variable ranging from 0 (“Only Ghanaian”) to 2
(“Only Ethnic”), and tribal origin was then interacted with this
identification question to distinguish individuals who not only be-
long to one of the politically relevant ethnic groups but also identify
strongly with it. The results reported in the text were substantively
the same with respect to the key performance variables. In the pol-
icy swing model with this ethnicity term, ethnic identifying Akans
were (narrowly) more likely to swing vote (the interaction term).
Since the model fit was better, we used the simpler measure.
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TABLE 1 Frequency Distributions of the Dependent Variables

Total Swing Voting Policy Swing Voting Clientelism Swing Voting

Count Value % Respondents N Count Value % Respondents N Count Value % Respondents N

0 46.8 749 0 48.5 776 0 55.6 889
1 19.6 313 1 22.6 361 1 30.8 493
2 10.4 166 2 10.6 170 2 10.6 169
3 8.6 137 3 13.1 210 3 2.3 37
4 6.2 99 4 2.9 46 4 0.6 9
5 5.6 90 5 1.8 28 5 0.2 3
6 1.7 27 6 0.4 7
7 0.7 11 7 0.1 2
8 0.3 5
9 0.1 2
10 0.1 1

be marginal.19 Constituency competitiveness is measured
with a dummy variable where safe havens are coded as 1
when one party has won the last several elections with a
margin of victory exceeding 20%. Other constituencies
are coded as 0.20 Other measurement strategies and the
robustness of the findings using other approaches towards
this variable are detailed in online Appendix E.6.

Estimation Strategy and the Choice of
Count Regression Model

We begin by outlining the intuition behind using a nega-
tive binomial regression model (NBRM) for the estima-
tion strategy. Such models are more common in pub-
lic health and epidemiological studies (e.g., Agrawal,
Gefland, and Citron-Pousty 2002; Brown, Pagan, and
Rodriguez-Oreggia 2005; Minami et al. 2006; Yau and
Lee 2001), but this article seeks to demonstrate the value
of a count-model approach for studying voting behavior
and more broadly for the discipline of political science. A
more detailed description of the differences between the
various count regression models and the justifications for
using the NBRM over other alternatives can be found in
Appendixes C and D.

Table 1 above shows the distribution of the three dis-
tinct swing-voting measures. These dependent variables
are count measures that are nonlinear, suggesting that

19We recognize that this does not preclude the possibility that lead-
ers are still held accountable and being responsive through, for
example, intraparty mechanisms.

20The country in which the survey data was collected—Ghana—
uses the first-past-the-post plurality rule in single-member con-
stituencies and has two parties that regularly capture 96% or more
of the total vote.

some type of the generalized linear model should be used
(McCullagh and Nelder 1989). The aim is to employ a
class of regression models that can estimate likelihoods of
a respondent having a certain count value, given a number
of explanatory factors.

Like many count measures, the three swing measures
are overdispersed (the variance is greater than the mean),
and the negative binomial count model can accommo-
date nonnormal, heteroskedastic distributions by includ-
ing a dispersion parameter (Cameron and Trivedi 1998;
Elhai, Calhoun, and Ford 2008; Long 1997, 236; Rose
et al. 2006, 464). The idea of a zero count captures the
idea that certain voters are never persuadable (Atkins and
Gallop 2007; Cameron and Trivedi 1998; Long 1997), and
up to 55% of respondents had a zero count on one of the
three dependent variables—what is meant here by “core
voters.” Goodness-of-fit tests (in online Appendix D)
indicate that this model is similarly well suited for an-
alyzing the data at hand to the more complex alter-
native of a zero-inflated negative binominal regression
model.21 More importantly, the measures of the depen-
dent variable represent a world of voters made up of swing
voters at various levels of persuadability indicated by
counts of swing characteristics and core voters. Thus, this

21Note also that we carried out analyses with the zero-inflated neg-
ative binomial regression model (ZINB) and found similar results,
but we opted for the negative binomial regression (NBRM) be-
cause the computational complexity of the ZINB model resulted in
nonconvergence problems for some maximum likelihood estima-
tions. The nonconvergent models nonetheless yielded results that
are consistent with the main findings presented in this article. We
also find that there is a value to the simpler estimation procedure
for both greater ease of presentation and interpretation, but non-
convergence dictated our choice of the NBRM. For further details
on the results using a ZINB estimation, see online Appendix F.
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TABLE 2 NBRM Count Equation: Estimates and Percentage Change in Expected Count for Swing
Characteristics

Total Swing Policy Swing Clientelistic Swing

Robust Robust Robust
b. SE P>|z| % b. SE P>|z| % b. SE P>|z| %

MP Performance- Constituency
Based Voting Development −.096 .115 .405 −9.1 −.130 .065 .045 −12.2 −.096 .164 .559 −9.1

Lawmaking −.064 .008 .000 −6.2 −.064 .015 .000 −6.2 −.122 .002 .000 −11.5
Executive Oversight −.160 .161 .322 −14.8 −.089 .123 .471 −8.5 −.207 .206 .316 −18.7
Economic Vote −.102 .008 .000 −9.7 −.100 .016 .000 −9.5 −.053 .051 .296 −5.2

Clientelism Patron Assistance .057 .015 .000 5.9 .048 .034 .158 5.0 .093 .280 .001 9.7
Degree of Supply .060 .006 .000 6.1 .041 .004 .000 4.2 .037 .005 .000 3.7

Controls Relative Wealth −.060 .009 .000 −5.8 −.057 .010 .000 −5.6 −.065 .002 .000 −6.3
Partisan −.128 .012 .000 −12.1 −.164 .011 .000 −15.1 −.191 .008 .000 −17.4
Voted for Winning

MP
−.108 .224 .629 −10.3 −.085 .260 .745 −8.1 .041 .246 .868 4.2

Male .162 .031 .000 17.6 .214 .002 .000 23.9 .075 .056 .184 7.8
Age −.068 .070 .329 −6.6 −.033 .071 .641 −3.3 .021 .040 .600 2.1
Education .055 .012 .000 5.7 .113 .032 .000 12.0 −.011 .010 .279 −1.1
Information −.089 .034 .010 −8.5 −.072 .013 .000 −7.0 −.121 .051 .018 −11.4
Tribe: Ashanti .039 .117 .741 4.0 −.009 .057 .874 −0.9 −.042 .175 .809 −4.1
Tribe: Ewe .037 .031 .238 3.7 .093 .014 .000 9.7 −.058 .077 .455 −5.6
Safe Haven −.239 .058 .000 −21.2 −.337 .055 .000 −28.6 −.232 .109 .034 −20.7
Constant .735 .373 .049 n.a. .303 .381 .426 n.a. −.028 .387 .943 n.a.
N 1268 1268 1268
Log Likelihood −2089 −1837 −1328
Alpha 1.274 .340 0.843 .305 0.252 .131

Note: % = percent change in expected count for unit increase in X (based on eˆb = exp(b)).

estimation technique is true to the nature of swing vot-
ing in the real world. For the estimations of the three
dependent variables (total swing, policy swing, and clien-
telistic swing), Table 2 reports raw coefficients, standard
errors, and p-values for each explanatory variable. When
interpreting the results of negative binomial regression
models, it is also helpful to have the percent change in
expected counts side-by-side with the other statistics, so
these are also included in the table.22

Results

The first and perhaps most important finding is that
across the three specifications of the dependent variable,
three out of the five measures of MP performance-based
voting come out as substantially important and statisti-
cally significant. The indicator for evaluation of executive
oversight never approaches significance, but this is unsur-

22Percentage change is calculated based on the factor changes indi-
cating changes in expected counts of swing voting characteristics for
each unit increase in the independent variable. Additional model
and fit statistics, as well as robustness tests, are reported in online
Appendix E.

prising because MPs in Ghana generally have only a small
role in constraining the president. More surprising is that
in the total swing model, evaluations of constituency de-
velopment do not impact swing voting.

For the overall total swing measure, three of the five
key hypothesized effects of MP performance-based vot-
ing explain differences in propensity to swing vote: the
incumbent MP’s performance as a patron delivering per-
sonal assistance, as a lawmaker, and in economic voting.
Accordingly, two indicators of politicians’ performance
in provision of collective goods influence voter persuad-
ability. The negative coefficients indicate the combined
effect of positive evaluations by those who voted for the
MP leading to a lower expected count and negative eval-
uations of the incumbent by those who did not for both
economic voting and lawmaking. Contrary to much of
the inherited wisdom on African politics, the analysis here
finds evidence that swing voters in Ghana display features
of critical performance-based and even economic voting.
Everything else being equal, a shift from a negative to a
positive (for incumbent MP supporters) or from a posi-
tive to a negative evaluation (for neutral and challenger
voters) of the MP in terms of lawmaking drives down the
expected count of voter swing characteristics by 6.2%. A
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change from a negative to a positive evaluation of one’s
own economic conditions over the last 12 months drives
down the propensity to swing even more, by almost 10%.

The effect of evaluations of the MP’s performance as
a patron who takes care of voters’ personal needs runs
in the opposite direction of the other evaluations, with a
more moderate substantive effect (5.9% increase in ex-
pected count). While it may seem contradictory at first,
we think it actually makes sense in the following way.
Incumbents have limited resources, and buying votes on
a large scale to shift the outcome of an election can be
extremely costly. Evidence from Ghana (Lindberg 2010)
and our own experiences there show that when MPs are
pressured to give out gifts and cash and take care of hospi-
tal bills and the like, these services are more likely to go to
known supporters. At the same time, any incumbent who
spends more time and resources on providing personal
assistance to individuals will necessarily have less time and
other resources to attend to constituency needs and do
well in terms of lawmaking. These factors together seem
to account for why the coefficient operates in a direction
different from the other performance variables.23

Moving beyond the performance-based indicators,
the results show as expected that greater exposure to
clientelism increases the expected count of swing char-
acteristics consistently over the three specifications of the
dependent variable (as well as in all robustness checks).
Clientelism supply leads to more voters being susceptible
to swing, with a 3.7 to 6.1% increase in expected counts
across all models for each unit increase of the ordinal
variable (19–30% across the range of the variable). Yet,
as evidenced by the coefficients for lawmaking and eco-
nomic voting, these voters tend to value several aspects
of MP performance—in addition to their exposure to
clientelism. The substantive message is that incumbent
supporters who see a leader as delivering on lawmaking,
economic development, as well as on patron assistance
are more difficult to persuade to change their vote choice,
while neutral voters and opposition supporters are more
likely to switch to the incumbent.

Among the controls, there are also several notable re-
sults. Poverty has an independent substantive effect where
each step on the scale of relative wealth is associated with
a predicted reduction in the expected count by 5.8%. Sub-
stantively, this means that a Ghanaian who views his or her

23An alternative view towards this finding is that the variable is dif-
ficult to interpret because, unlike performance evaluation variables
like development where positive evaluations are clearly linked to
higher performance in providing development, patron assistance
may generate positive and negative evaluations at high levels of per-
formance. In other words, individuals who hold generally towards
the role of clientelism in politics may offer a negative evaluation of
patron assistance for an MP who extensively delivered patronage.

economic status as “much worse” than other Ghanaians
has a 23% higher swing count compared to a Ghanaian
whose status is “much better.” Being a partisan reduces
one’s expected count of swing characteristics by 12.1%.
Given the received wisdom from the literature on par-
tisanship and voting behavior, it is interesting to find
that voters in Africa behave just like voters in established
democracies in this respect.

Other factors among the controls are noteworthy for
different reasons. A higher level of education is associ-
ated with greater propensity to swing (each unit increase
is associated with a 5.7% increase in expected counts),
capturing how high-education brackets of voters have
more critical reasoning and evaluation skills. On the other
hand, the most politically knowledgeable voters are well
informed about candidates and likely develop stronger
candidate preferences, with each unit increase in access
to news information being associated with an 8.5% de-
crease in a respondent’s swing count. Being a resident in
a safe haven unsurprisingly decreases the likelihood of a
greater number of swing characteristics, and the effect is
substantial at 21%; male respondents have 17.6% higher
swing counts as expected.

It is notable that when accounting for performance of
the incumbent MP, members of politicized ethnic groups
like the Ewe and Ashanti have no more stable vote prefer-
ences than other Ghanaians. This finding stands in con-
trast to many accounts of the nature of African voting
behavior. Yet, claims about the salience of ethnicity in
voting have rarely been explored alongside performance
evaluations of incumbent politicians and other factors
found to influence voting behavior in advanced democra-
cies. Likewise, when controlling for the above-mentioned
factors, having voted for the incumbent MP in the past
election and the age of the respondent do not matter for
the likelihood of being among the persuadable voters.

Comparing Policy and Clientelistic Swing
Voting

The second and third columns of Table 2 display the
results of the negative binomial count regressions using
the dependent variables restricted to characteristics that
are related to provision of policy/collective goods (policy
swing) and clientelism (clientelistic swing), respectively.
About half of the respondents in the sample are core
voters who would not consider switching parties for any
of the reasons included in the survey. But among the
swing voters, many more are willing to swing on policy
grounds than for clientelistic offers. Hence, that many
more are “up for grabs” on policy grounds in at least one
new democracy in Africa is noteworthy.
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For several variables, the results are similar to the
analysis using total swing as the dependent variable, while
some of the dissimilarities give us further leverage on the
hypotheses. Starting with the five measures of MP per-
formance evaluations, Table 2 highlights the importance
of performance-based evaluations alongside clientelism
again. The performance of MPs in terms of constituency
development has both a statistically significant and sub-
stantively meaningful reductive effect (12.2%) on policy
swing, while the impact on clientelistic swing is not sig-
nificant. At the same time, the impact of lawmaking is
robust to both models, with a reductive effect of 6.2%
for policy swing and even more—11.5%—for clientelistic
swing. This suggests that incumbents who invest more in
delivery of collective goods in the form of constituency
development and lawmaking for the good of the country
improve their chances of staying in office.

The results for retrospective economic voting corrob-
orate the impression of Ghanaian voters as being relatively
sophisticated, with evaluations of economic performance
influencing their propensity to swing. An improvement in
an incumbent supporter respondent’s personal economic
situation compared to one year earlier, and the mirror
depreciation of a neutral or challenger voter, drives down
their swing count by 9.5% for policy swing. This means
on one hand that those who voted for the MP who think
they are better are much less likely to be persuaded by the
current challenger. Past challenger voters who think they
are better off, on the other hand, are more likely to switch
and vote for the incumbent. In either case, improving the
economic situation for voters in the constituency pays off
for an incumbent MP in terms of increasing reelection
chances. But in the model estimating clientelistic swing,
retrospective economic voting plays no role. Separating
different types of swing voters thus has also given us fur-
ther leverage on one of the old hypotheses in this field.
In short, economic voting explains how individuals who
care about policy vote, but not clientelistic voters.

A greater supply of clientelism increases the expected
persuadability of voters along both policy and clientelism
swing dimensions, meaning the analysis above must be
supplemented with the understanding inherited from the
canon of African politics. When all candidates increase
the supply of clientelistic offers, it increases the likeli-
hood of voters to be persuadable, and this phenomenon
exists alongside performance-based voting. The effect is
substantively meaningful—each unit change moves the
expected count by 4.2 and 3.7%, respectively. In other
words, a respondent in a constituency where clientelis-
tic offers are rife has a 20% higher clientelism swing count
compared to a voter exposed to no clientelism. The emerg-

ing picture is not only that greater supply of private goods
can induce voters to switch, as conventional wisdom on
African politics suggests, but also that this exists alongside
performance considerations of development and collec-
tive goods provision.

Poorer voters are systematically more persuadable
along lines of policy and clientelistic swing. In Ghana,
poorer voters value both clientelistic immediate goods
and longer-term policy-related goods. This is an impor-
tant corrective to the canonical expectation that poor
voters only value immediate gratification. Men are more
open to be convinced to switch parties (almost 24% in-
crease in the expected count) than women, but only in the
policy swing measure. There is a similar pattern with edu-
cation, indicating that more educated people are likely to
be persuadable on policy grounds. This finding, however,
is not robust to clientelistic swing voting and actually runs
in the opposite direction of total and policy swing voters.
Educated voters are more critical, place greater weight
on policies and performance, and are unconvinced by
short-term clientelistic rents.

As expected, being a partisan decreases the likeli-
hood of having swing characteristics (by 15.1% on policy
swing and by 17.4% on clientelistic swing). It is notable
that self-identification with a politicized tribe does not
systematically affect in particular clientelistic swing vot-
ing, given that so much of the literature assumes that
clientelistic goods are channeled through informal net-
works structured by affiliations such as kinship and tribe.
The findings lend support to some recent research that
questions the view of African elections as ethnic censuses
(Cheeseman and Ford 2007; Fridy 2007; Hoffman et al.
2009; Lindberg and Morrison 2008) and suggests that the
issue needs revisiting. Finally, age and having voted for
the incumbent in the past election are irrelevant, while
an individual in a safe haven again has a much higher
likelihood of being a core voter than individuals in other
areas.

Overall, the MPs’ performance matters more (pre-
dictably) in a new democracy like Ghana for voters who
are persuadable on the grounds of provision of pol-
icy/collective goods. But it is important to note that
these voters exist in significant numbers. The type of
voters who swing their ballot for clientelism are less per-
suaded by incumbents’ performance in economic man-
agement and public and collective goods provision in
the same way. This corroborates the argument that one
needs to distinguish between different types of swing
voters.

Figure 1 illustrates the impact of each of the five
key independent variables on the probability of being a
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FIGURE 1 Performance-Based Voting vs. Clientelism
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core voter (having a swing count of 0) across the three
swing-voting measures. The graphs demonstrate the sub-
stantive effects of voting based on performance in terms
of collective goods (evaluations of constituency develop-
ment, lawmaking, and economic voting) compared both
to performance evaluations of clientelistic personal assis-
tance provision and the pervasiveness of clientelistic offers
in the constituency. In the eyes of incumbent support-
ers, good performance in terms of provision of collective
goods by the MP increases the probability of them being
core voters. For those who did not vote the current MP to
power, it is a negative evaluation of the incumbent MP’s
performance that has the same effect—making them less
likely to consider switching over from their party’s can-
didate. On the other hand, a challenger supporter with a
positive evaluation of the incumbent MP’s performance
in terms of collective goods becomes a more likely swing
voter. It is noteworthy that the analysis here finds fairly
consistent evidence of voting based on performance of
collective goods provision in a new democracy in Africa.
The gray solid and dashed lines demonstrate the effects
of clientelism in terms of the evaluation of the incum-
bent MP as a patron and the measure of the pervasiveness
of clientelistic offers in the area of the respondent. Their
effects run in the opposite direction and are also substan-
tial.

Figure 2 contains two graphs providing an alterna-
tive illustration of the results for policy and clientelistic
swing, respectively. In each of the graphs, the prior mean
predicted count value is shown with the horizontal dot-
ted line. Each point estimate is the predicted count given
specific values of the evaluations of the incumbent on con-

stituency development, lawmaking, and the economy.24

Figure 2 demonstrates that while clientelism obviously
works in this new democracy in Africa (higher predicted
counts across all measures for both dependent variables
in an area with a high level of exposure to clientelistic
offers), an incumbent always does better when providing
collective goods—regardless of what other candidates do
and even if they flood the constituency with clientelistic
goods. When incumbent politicians are considered to do
well on provisions of these goods, the predicted count
of swing characteristics always decreases. This holds for
all measures across the dependent variables and in most
cases at conventional significance levels.

For policy swing, the expected counts go down when
the evaluation of lawmaking changes from bad to good,
in both an area with clientelism at the lowest level and
in an environment where clientelistic offers are rife. The
pattern is the same for the other variables. The magni-
tude of the changes are in some instances even greater
for the clientelistic swing measure, but the precision of
the estimates is lower given the smaller number of in-
dividuals in this group and the fewer characteristics of
swing the respondents have on average. Nonetheless, it
is interesting to note that even voters who are persuad-
able on clientelistic grounds can to some extent be won
over, or made to stay, by incumbents who do well in the

24As noted in the figure, we generate the predicted count values
for “Positive” when setting lawmaking, constituency development,
and economic voting at 1 and “Negative” setting them at 0. We
generate predicted counts for “High exposure” to clientelism by
setting the value of clientelism supply at 5 and “No Exposure” by
setting it at 0.
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FIGURE 2 Effect of Collective Goods Provision in High and Low Clientelistic Environments
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provision of collective goods. This reminds us that citizens
respond to varying issues when they consider switching
parties and candidates and that it is important to capture
the full range of them when analyzing swing voters. It
also points to the fact that the literature on vote buying
and clientelism that has portrayed collective and private
goods as mutually exclusive strategies may be misleading.
Many voters are open to be persuaded on a mixture of
both, but to a varying degree.

While an extensive literature claims that clientelism
and “big man” politics are the main ways to gain and hold
power in Africa, the results presented here thus challenge
the primacy of that account. The implication is also that
clientelism is not the only viable option for politicians
in emerging democracies like Ghana and that it is pos-
sible to compete for many voters by providing collective
goods and development, even in highly clientelistic envi-
ronments.

Conclusions

This article joins a growing number of attempts to bring
established scholarship on voting behavior to the con-
text of emerging democracies, focusing on the puzzle of
what makes voters persuadable. It establishes an impor-
tant distinction between policy and clientelistic demands
of citizens underlying swing voters’ behavior, with im-
portant implications. If swing voters put a premium on
collective goods provision in making their choice, the iter-
ation of competitive elections can nurture development.
If persuadable voters instead demand clientelistic, private
goods in exchange for their support, iterative elections
can contribute to a further predation of state resources.

The analysis is based on a survey (N = 1,600) show-
ing that as many as about half of voters now have swung

in the past and/or are open to switching parties. Advanc-
ing a new, more comprehensive and more theoretically fit
measure of the inclination to be persuaded and analyzing
the determinants of swing voting in Ghana’s 2008 elec-
tion, the present article offers evidence supporting part
of the literature’s theoretical arguments regarding voting
behavior in new democracies while also challenging some
of the current orthodoxies in African politics. In line with
extant scholarship, the results show that clientelistic goods
increase the extent to which people are likely to consider
switching political loyalties. However, there is less evi-
dence that incumbents obtain their only voting rewards
for providing private goods, such as cash handouts, pay-
ing for school fees, giving jobs to particular individuals,
and other private transfers.

The article thus challenges the conventional wisdom
of African politics that clientelism alone determines elec-
toral outcomes. The analysis demonstrates that signifi-
cant numbers of swing voters evaluate incumbent MPs in
terms of collective constituency goods, lawmaking, and
improvement of the economy. The greater the dissatis-
faction with performance on collective goods, the more
likely these citizens will support challenger MPs, and the
other way around. In addition to the measures of direct
performance by the incumbent, retrospective economic
voting plays an important role, alongside factors that are
standard in the literature on voting in established democ-
racies, such as partisanship, level of education, and access
to information.

Clientelism may be ubiquitous in Africa, but as
democracy matures in Ghana, voting decisions are shaped
by many factors, including MP performance-based eval-
uations. Evidence in this article suggests that even in
highly clientelistic environments, incumbents who wish
to get reelected should seek to meet voter demands,
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including delivering collective goods. As such, the process
of winning elections in the new democratic dispensation
ought to drive competitors to provide higher quality or
more of collective goods. In the long run, iterative elec-
toral processes in new democracies can create the kind of
learning mechanism democratic theory anticipates, lead-
ing politicians to behave in ways more aligned with the
interests and needs of the people.
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