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Abstract

Populist discourse is conceptually anti-establishment. Extensive research has found
that political dissatisfaction is associated with populist support. However, most tests
have been in cases with populist parties in opposition. This paper asks what happens
to anti-establishment populist supporters once their candidate wins a national election.
Based on cognitive dissonance theory, I argue that these supporters change their view
of which actors constitute the political establishment, so that their leader is not part
of it. The hypothesis is tested with survey data from Bolivia and Ecuador collected
when two populist presidents (Evo Morales and Rafael Correa) were elected. Results
confirm that populist supporters dissociate the federal government from other political
institutions once a populist is elected president, and that this dissociation can last for a
few years. This has theoretical implications for understanding how individuals continue
to support anti-establishment governments, important in a time of populist victories in
several countries.
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Populist discourse frames politics as a moral opposition between the good “people” and

an evil elite (Mudde, 2004). It is considered anti-establishment by nature, and a common

empirical finding is that support for populists is strongly correlated with political dissatis-

faction (e.g. Doyle, 2011). A question that remains, however, is how do individuals with

populist attitudes (therefore anti-establishment) continue to support a populist politician

once in office – meaning, once they are part of the political establishment. This paper

addresses this question based on two cases of successful populists in Latin America: Evo

Morales in Bolivia and Rafael Correa in Ecuador. Using a measurement invariance test and

Latinobarometro data (Latinobarómetro, 2015), I show that populist supporters, once their

candidate is elected, stop seeing the federal government as a political institution on the same

level as parliaments or parties, and that this cognitive dissonance can last for a few years

after the elections.

Solving a Cognitive Dissonance

Cognitive Dissonance Theory proposes that individuals feel psychological distress when they

act in a counterattitudinal manner, and in response will act to reduce that uncomfortable

feeling (Festinger, 1957). This can be done in one of three ways: by changing one’s behavior,

changing the original attitude towards that behavior, or changing one’s beliefs about the

object of that attitude (Festinger, 1957; Simon et al., 2004). Imagine someone who has a

populist latent disposition, voting for a respectively anti-establishment party. If this party

wins the election and becomes the executive head, it joins the political establishment. This

creates a situation of cognitive dissonance for the partisan, who a) identifies herself as an

anti-establishment person but also b) identifies herself with that political party which is now

(part of) the establishment.

The first option would be to change her behavior and stop supporting that party. Two

points make this a very unlikely alternative. First, the strength of partisanship even in new
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and uninstitutionalized party systems (Conroy-Krutz et al., 2016). And second, the fact

that individuals tend to change their prior beliefs to avoid being on the losing side after an

election, not to leave the winner’s camp (Atkeson, 1999). The second possibility would be

to change her belief about the prior attitudes, or not see her politics as anti-establishment

any longer. However, self-verification theory (Swann, 1983) suggests that individuals will

not change their perceptions about themselves easily. Therefore, our imaginary voter will

not suddenly think of herself as a pro-establishment person.

The most likely way out is updating perceptions about the object of their attitude and

behavior. In this case, it means changing the perception of what constitutes the political

establishment. Even though there is a new government, old political forces are still considered

strong and seen as the real elite, against which the recently elected administration has to

work. The locus of anti-establishment feelings continues to be on the same actors, even if

their roles in the political system changed. This can also happen because, as individuals

grow to despise the old political system while forming their preferences, they associate it

with specific groups and individuals. The problem is not an abstract “political elites”, which

can be filled by anyone who is an actual political elite at a certain point in time, but actually

a specific party or actor (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017).

The Supply Side

The two governing populist movements studied in this paper are the Movement Towards So-

cialism (Movimiento al Socialismo, MAS), headed by Evo Morales in Bolivia, and the Proud

and Sovereign Fatherland Alliance (Alianza PAIS) created by Rafael Correa in Ecuador.

Both won electoral victories by landslide margins, in 2005 and 2006 respectively, and have

remained in power for at least ten years,1 holding a left-populist ideology mixing defense of

indigenous’ rights and 21st Century socialism, and rose in a moment of party system col-

lapse (Madrid, 2008). Moreover, the two leaders continued to use a strongly anti-establishment

1Correa stepped down in favor of his chosen successor in 2017.
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and populist appeal even years after being in office (Hawkins and Castanho Silva, forthcom-

ing). After coming to power, the two leaders focused their attacks on foreign elites, corpo-

rations, banks, and independent media, among other groups (de la Torre, 2013), offering a

credible alternative villain for voters to fall into the cognitive dissonance of not seeing the

government as an elite. If this discursive change (or marketing strategy) worked, we should

see the expected cognitive dissonant scenario described above among voters: their supporters

should change their perception of who constitutes the political establishment, removing their

newly elected leaders from it.2

Data and Method

Attitudinal change over time is ideally tested with panel data. Unfortunately, this is not avail-

able for these cases. Therefore, to test individuals’ conception of political institutions, I use

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) on data from the Latinobarómetro (Latinobarómetro,

2015). This dataset conducts interviews in all Latin American countries, every year, on social

and political topics, with representative samples of around 1,000 per country. While a new

sample of individuals is interviewed every year, the random probability sampling method

used by the survey still allows a before-after comparison of group baseline characteristics,

which should not have different systemic biases from one year to the next and, importantly,

from one political group to the other within the same survey. While this design does not
2The assumption that populist supporters have anti-establishment feelings is tested in

Table S1 in the Online Supplementary Materials. It contains vote-choice models for Morales

and Correa prior to their elections, including a measure of anti-establishment attitudes. It

is a significant predictor of support for Morales, even after several controls. It is not for

Correa, however, which can be explained by its very high baseline level in Ecuador: the

vast majority of respondents have anti-establishment feelings. Nevertheless, in both cases

populist supporters had anti-establishment attitudes prior to populists’ elections.
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allow for strong causal claims, it is a second-best option when panel data is not available.

The generic model tested is specified as follows: first, data from two waves of the survey

are taken, the one right before the election won by a populist (Bolivia 2005 and Ecuador

2006), and the one right after (Bolivia 2006 and Ecuador 2007). Then each data set is split

into two groups: one with populist supporters, and one with those who support any other

party or intend to cast an invalid ballot. In each I fit a CFA model with a single latent vari-

able representing institutional trust based on six indicators: respondents’ reported level of

confidence in parliament, political parties, army, judiciary, police, and government.3 If pop-

ulists change their conception of the political establishment once their party gets to power,

the hypothesis is that they will not associate their trust in government with their trust in

other state institutions anymore. Formally, among the group of populist supporters after the

election the factor loading of confidence in government for the institutional trust latent vari-

able should be significantly lower than for all other groups. This test is known as invariance

testing (Jöreskog, 1971). To confirm whether the difference in factor loadings between groups

on that one indicator is statistically significant, I use the Alignment Method (Asparouhov

and Muthén, 2014), with results available in the Online Supplementary Material.

The focus on government is explained by the presidential system in these countries,

in which there is a clear distinction between legislative and executive, and also between

president and party. While MAS won a parliamentary majority in 2005, the personalistic

character of Morales’ leadership and of the presidency as an institution suggests that views of

him in office may be dissociated from those of political parties in general (which, as a generic

3Response scale from 1 (Very much) to 4 (None at all). The choice of items reflects

the idea of the “protective trust” model, including both political institutions and protective

ones like military and police, under the same dimension. Schneider (2017) finds it is a cross-

nationally valid measurement of trust across 29 countries. Given the constant involvement

of armed forces with politics in Latin America, it seems appropriate to add them into this

factor.
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Table 1: Four-groups CFA for Bolivia and Ecuador

Bolivia Ecuador

NS-B S-B NS-A S-A NS-B S-B NS-A S-A
Parties ← Trust .58 .47 .58 .58 .69 .77 .68 .56
Judiciary ← Trust .70 .47 .49 .47 .80 .82 .76 .77
Police ← Trust .62 .42 .59 .62 .42 .46 .43 .32
Parliament ← Trust .60 .69 .68 .60 .72 .76 .63 .66
Army ← Trust .51 .41 .36 .32 .19 .35 .10 .15
Government ← Trust .65 .59 .41 .11 .62 .73 .53 .15
N 363 220 386 325 701 201 252 455
Model fit: χ2 = 74.362, df = 36, p <

.001, RMSEA: .057, CFI:

.961, TLI: .934

χ2 = 108.834, df = 32, p <
.001, RMSEA: .077, CFI:
.961, TLI: .927.

Standardized estimated factor loadings from two multigroup confirmatory factor
analysis models with loadings allowed to vary across groups. Estimator: Maxi-
mum Likelihood Robust. Four groups in each country: NS-B: non-supporters of
populist, before election; S-B: supporters of populist, before election; NS-A: non-
supporters of populist, after election; S-A: supporters of populist, after election.

term, for many people would still be associated with old parties) and from the legislature

as a body. Both of these may still be considered part of the political establishment, even if

MAS’ supporters views of these institutions might have improved after their party rose to

power.4

Empirical Results

Table 1 shows the four-group CFA models for Bolivia and Ecuador with loadings free to

vary across groups. In both countries the latent variable predicts most indicators, across all
4A few waves of the survey have also “the president” as an option in the trust question.

However, it is absent in several years used for the cross-country validation and longitudinal

analyses. Table S2 (Online Supplementary Material) shows the relation between each trust

variable and presidential approval. The highest association, for both countries before and

after elections, is with trust in government, confirming that this indicator captures trust in

the chief executive.
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Figure 1: Evolution of Trust in Government Factor Loading after Populists Election.

groups, with the notable exception of trust in government for the group of populist partisans

after the elections (S-A). In Bolivia, the standardized factor loading drops to .11 among

2006 Morales supporters, in comparison to .59, .65, and .41 in other groups. This indicates

very little covariance between trust in government and trust in other political institutions

for his voters. In Ecuador the drop is also substantive, with a factor loading at .15 for

Correa’s supporters in 2007, contrasted to .73, .62, and .53 for the other three groups. In

both cases, populist supporters’ confidence in the federal government is not associated with

trust in political institutions after their election. This difference between supporters after

the election to all other groups is statistically significant, based on an invariance test using

the Alignment Method (Asparouhov and Muthén, 2014, full results in Table S3 in the Online

Supplementary Materials).

Figure 1 shows the evolution of factor loadings for “trust in government” in the two

countries, for each group, using data from every Latinobarometro survey wave after their

elections. The effect in Ecuador was short-lived: in 2008, Correa’s supporters perceived the

government as related to other political institutions, in similar levels to non-supporters. In

Bolivia, however, the effect was long-lasting: it was not until 2010, five years after Morales’

first election, that the loading got up to 0.4 for his supporters. This discrepancy is a puzzle

which can be tentatively explained by different post-election contexts in the two countries:
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while Correa was elected in an open war against all institutions, the constitutional assembly

elections and process that followed were a substantive rupture with the established order,

and led him to quickly consolidate power over all institutions. While MAS in Bolivia also

quickly came to control the legislature and judiciary, also approving a new constitution, it

did so without such an institutional rupture as in Ecuador. That may explain why Morales

supporters’ cognitive dissonance took a longer time to fade away in comparison to Correa’s.

This causal mechanism, however, cannot be formally tested here, and it is possible that

voters simply take a few years to process the significant systemic change and to see the new

leader as part of the political elite.

Is It not just Partisanship?

A fair objection at this point is that such change might not be restricted to populist support-

ers. Everywhere, once a party gets to power, its partisans might dissociate their evaluation

of the government from that of other political institutions. It would be a partisanship effect,

and not populists cognitive dissonance. To evaluate that, I applied the same model to all

instances in Latin America, between 1995 and 2015, in which there was a shift in power

following a presidential election5 – meaning, the newly elected president was neither from

the same party nor supported by the incumbent. This yields a total of another six elections.

Figure 2 has the factor loading of trust in government from CFA models applied to all

eight elections – the six plus Bolivia 2005 and Ecuador 2006. In no other case we observe

such a difference between post-election winning supporters and the other three groups. In

Peru 2005 this group is the lowest, but a factor loading of around .4 still indicates a high

amount of correlation between trust in government and other indicators of political trust.

In Paraguay 2007 the loading is small, around .25, but this also happens for non-supporters
5Except for cases between 1998 and 2004: in 1999 there was no wave of the Latino-

barometro, and between 2001 and 2004 there was no question on prospective voting. This

is why Hugo Chavez, elected in 1999, is absent from this study.
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after the election, suggesting it was not a change restricted to partisans. In the others,

supporting a recently elected party does not make respondents less likely to dissociate their

confidence in government from that of other political institutions.

Discussion

This paper explores what happens with populist supporters’ views of the political estab-

lishment once a populist comes to office. Using measurement invariance tests, I show that

populist supporters stop seeing the federal government as a political institution. For pop-

ulist partisans, their leader, even if he is now the president, is not a part of the political

establishment. No doubt, causal interpretation of attitude change in the absence of panel

or experimental data must be made with care. Nevertheless, the temporal analysis, the

comparison to other countries, and the robustness checks lend credibility to the proposed

explanation of a cognitive dissonance in these two cases.

These findings shed light on issues that had been overlooked by previous research. First,

the apparent puzzle of governing parties and leaders that keep a successful anti-establishment

appeal even being the establishment. While it was clear that populists’ ideas of ‘elites’ could

go much beyond national governments, it had not yet been investigated if individuals did

go as far as not considering their own government a political elite. For example, Barr

(2009) argues that insiders cannot be populist, because they “cannot credibly offer anti-

establishment appeals” (p. 38). However, if outsiders are able to be perceived by their

followers as such even years after being in power, such as in the case of Morales, nothing

stops a sitting president from being populist, as clearly he can still articulate a credible anti-

establishment discourse. Thinking of implications and extensions to other contexts, one is

immediately reminded of Donald Trump’s successful bid to be a champion of common people

after living a full life within powerful circles. Political actors in high positions are able to

symbolically dissociate themselves from the actual power they have. In which specific cases
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that is successful, however, should be subject to future studies.
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Figure 2: Trust in Government as part of trust in political institutions

Notes: NS-A: non-supporters of winning party after the election; NS-B: Non-supporters of

winning party before the elections; S-A: Supporters of winning party after the elections;

S-B: supporters of the winning party before the elections. Results from a multiple group

confirmatory factor analysis with one latent variable and six indicators of trust: political

parties, judiciary, police, parliament, government, and Armed Forces. Values on the Y-axis

are standardized factor loadings for trust in government.
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