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politicians and brokers, and how types of brokers vary across contexts. The article con­
cludes with a discussion of possible avenues for future research.

What Is Clientelism?
Clientelism is a type of linkage strategy that parties deploy to win elections (Kitschelt, 
2000).1 We define it as the .&,+($#/03&*'#$*'*0+!,&10($#,4'&5!"#$%&'()'%((*+'(,')#-(,+')(,'
.(/010!#/'+2..(,1.2 The characterization of the clientelistic exchange as personalized or in­
dividualized (and often face-to-face) helps distinguish clientelism from other forms of dis­
tributive politics in which the exchange involves groups of voters. In pork-barrel politics, 
for example, everyone who lives in a certain area receives a benefit. Politicians target 
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Although all of the above examples are private goods, it is of course possible to distribute 
private goods through programmatic politics rather than through clientelism.5 In pro­
grammatic politics, a set of rules stipulates the conditions under which citizens should re­
ceive certain benefits, and all citizens who satisfy those requirements receive the benefit, 
without any bias or discretion. The group is defined in abstract terms—for instance, the 
poor, the unemployed—and all people thus defined receive the benefit. No member of the 
group can be excluded. More importantly, in programmatic politics there is no explicit ex­
pectation that recipients will reciprocate with political support. By contrast, patrons ex­
pect clients to engage in a number of activities, including turning out on Election Day, 
voting for a specific candidate, attending rallies, or helping out with the campaign. More­
over, the clientelistic exchange is discretionary because patrons (or brokers) enjoy consid­
erable leeway in deciding who receives the benefit or can make clients believe they have 
such leeway. There are no formal rules governing the distribution of goods or favors. Bro­
kers and politicians target benefits based on the perceived responsiveness of certain vot­
ers, the need to sway some voters in order to win, to maintain the electoral base, or for 
personal and career goals.

Most definitions of clientelism emphasize the quid pro quo nature of the exchange in a 
very specific way: the provision of the goods and services is contingent upon the actions 
of the client. For instance, for Stokes et al. (2013, p. 13), “the party offers material bene­
fits only on the condition that the recipient returns the favor with a vote or other form of 
political support.” Similarly, Kitschelt and Wilkinson (2007) consider a clientelistic ex­
change to be made up of three components: “contingent direct exchange, predictability, 
and monitoring” (p. 9).6 From this perspective, two more conditions are necessary before 
an exchange can be classified as clientelistic. First, the patron must know, infer, or (at the 
very least) be able to make the client believe that it is possible to monitor political behav­
ior. This may involve some mechanism that violates the secrecy of the ballot or that 
makes the client believe that this is a real possibility. In these cases, party machines with 
an army of politicians and brokers “deeply embedded in social networks” are required to 
select appropriate clients and monitor their behavior (Stokes, 2009, p. 14). Second, the 
client should believe that she could be punished if she reneges on her side of the agree­
ment. In other words, for a clientelistic exchange to take place, the patron should be able 
to identify noncompliers and credibly commit to punish them.
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model and survey data from Argentina, Stokes (2005) jump-started this debate in Latin 
America arguing that rational parties disproportionally target weak supporters and swing 
voters. Resources are wasted if parties invest in core supporters, who presumably will 



Clientelism in Latin American Politics

Page 11 of 29

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, POLITICS (oxfordre.com/politics). (c) Oxford University Press 
USA, 2019. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited. Please see applicable Privacy Policy 
and Legal Notice (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: University of Notre Dame; date: 28 August 2019

broker-mediated distribution. Far from being a distortion that brokers introduce to the 
distribution plan, targeting core supporters is often what party leaders want.
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there are other types of brokers. Holland and Palmer-Rubin (2015) propose a typology of 
brokers based on their relationships to parties and interest groups. Party brokers are 
those who mobilize voters for a single party and are not embedded in any organization, 
such as most Peronist Party operatives in Argentina (e.g., Auyero, 2001; Levitsky, 2003; 
Stokes et al., 2013; Szwarcberg, 2015; Zarazaga, 2014). Organizational brokers, in turn, 
are those embedded in an organization who have weak (or no) party ties. Leaders of 
street vending associations in Colombia, who negotiate blocs of votes with multiple par­
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just one element in the nonprogrammatic toolkit and parties tend to diversify campaign 
portfolios (Calvo & Murillo, 2019; Diaz-Cayeros et al., 2016). How do the prevalence and 
dynamics of clientelism change when we take into account the use of other strategies? 
We know, for example, that electoral intimidation is an effective, and much cheaper, form 
of demobilization, which on Election Day may prove the mathematical equivalent of buy­
ing votes (Collier & Vicente, 2014; Gonzalez-Ocantos et al., FORTHCOMING). In this 
sense, the availability of violence infrastructures may reduce brokers’ incentives to en­
gage in clientelism because prioritizing violence can free resources for personal enrich­
ment. But party bosses presumably want voters to like them and not to fear them, and 
prefer brokers to use carrots rather than sticks. An interesting question is therefore how 
bosses varying monitoring capacities affect the mix of clientelistic and intimidatory tac­
tics that brokers choose in such environments. Exploring how clientelism works amid vio­
lence is particularly relevant given the worsening security situation in many Latin Ameri­
can countries, as well as processes of democratic erosion across the region that lead to a 
rise in repression.

Third, recent developments in the field take seriously the agency of clients vis-à-vis the 
machine. This is an especially promising area for future inquiry. Most of the literature on 
clientelism has focused on elite-level strategies and “usually portrays clients as passive, 
myopic, nonstrategic, or mainly driven by short-term reactions to the actions of 
politicians” (Oliveros, 2018
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Notes:

(1.) This section largely draws on Oliveros (2018, chapter 1).

(2.) This definition follows Kitschelt and Wilkinson (2007), and Stokes (2007). For a dis­
tinction between clientelism and other forms of electoral strategies (including program­
matic ones) see Stokes et al. (2013, pp. 6–18).

(3.) Nichter (2014) distinguishes “electoral clientelism,” in which the clientelistic ex­
change takes place around elections, from “relational clientelism,” in which the exchange 
is not restricted to the electoral period.

(4.




