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Issue convergence theories posit that, in a two-person race, the messages of the
candidates converge to the same priorities. Conversely, issue ownership theory
argues that candidates will emphasize issues where they, or their parties, hold
a reputational edge. In multi-candidate, two-round presidential elections, the
first-round campaign normally allows for greater issue divergence. However,
in the runoff campaigns, the two candidates should be more likely to converge
on the issues. Through content analysis of television ads, this study examines
four Chilean presidential election campaigns from 2005 to 2017. Employing a
regression discontinuity design (RDD), we explore if candidates converged on the
issues mentioned in their campaign messages in the runoff compared to the first
round. The findings indicate that right-wing candidates more frequently address
crime, pensions, and employment, whereas left-wing candidates focus more on
education during the first-round campaign. In the runoff, we find convergence on
campaign messages on education and pensions, but in other issues, the candidates’
messages continue to show divergence.

KEYWORDS

issue convergence, issue ownership, two-round presidential elections, campaign
messages, television ads, Chile

Introduction

Issue convergence theory suggests that in a two-person race, campaign messages will align
with the electorate’s top priorities. Conversely, issue ownership theory predicts that candidates
will highlight issues where they or their parties are deemed more trustworthy. Based on the
long standing literature that discusses the differences in campaign strategies and dynamics in
democracies with two-round presidential elections, we expect that the campaign messages of
presidential candidates in the first round will present more issue divergence and prioritize
issue ownership while the campaign messages in the ballotage will be more likely, following
the need to cater to the median voter, to present issue convergence.

This study examines the case of Chile, a multiparty presidential system with runoft
provisions, where candidates receive equal free daily television time during the campaign.
We explore the mentions of issues in the television campaigns by the candidates that made it
to the runoff in every election round to identify whether there is convergence on some issues
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in the runoft campaign. In 2017, right-wing candidate Sebastidn
Pifiera averaged 0.53 daily mentions of crime in the first-round
campaign. In the 12 days of the runoff campaign, Pifera’s television
ads mentions of crime increased to 1.47 times per day. In contrast, his
center-left opponent, Alejandro Guillier, mentioned crime 0.18 times
per day in the first round and 0.07 in the runoff. With crime being a
significant concern for voters that year, the two candidates diverged in
their mentions of crime in their television ads. Pifiera leveraged the
right-wing’s perceived issue ownership advantage on crime and
secured victory in the runoff with 54.6% of the vote.

Across four presidential campaigns from 2005 to 2017,
we analyzed 29.7 h of campaign ads aired during the 40-day franja
electoral in Chile. We compare the daily average mentions of different
issues in television ads by the rightwing and leftwing candidates in
every election cycle to identify convergence and divergence on six
different issues in the first-round campaign and in the runoff
campaign. Using a regression discontinuity design (RDD), we also
explore if the mentions of six different issues between the first-round
and runoff in the television campaign ads.

In the ensuing sections, we delve into the concepts of issue
convergence and divergence in campaign messages. We postulate
a hypothesis and proceed to test it by comparing the mentions
candidates made of six issues in their first-round and second-
round television ads. We report issue convergence in the runoff
campaign television ads, but only on certain issues. There is
evidence of issue divergence in both electoral rounds, as candidates
strategically emphasize issues where their parties possess
issue ownership.

The impact of television ads on
presidential campaigns

Defined as “the process of planning and executing activities in an
attempt to win votes” (Simon, 2002, p. 35), campaigns are central to
elections, although the technological tools available have changed over
time and the means of communication between candidates and voters
constantly evolve (Graber, 2001). Since they were first incorporated
into the repertoire of electoral campaigns in the 1960s, television ads
have remained an important component of presidential campaigns
(Petrocik et al., 2003). Though in recent years, online networks and
phone apps have become an increasingly popular tool in campaigns
(Borah, 2016; Aparaschivei, 2011), television remains an important
media for candidates to communicate with voters, especially in lesser
developed countries (Boulianne, 2015).

In Latin American emerging democracies, television ads have also
played a critical role in presidential campaigns (Boas and Gans-Morse,
2009; Boas, 2005; Boas, 2010; De la Torre and Conaghan, 2009).
Although the impact of television ads on vote choice is a subject of
debate (Kaid and Johnston, 1991; Franz et al., 2020), the importance of
television ads in electoral campaigns cannot be understated, especially
in emerging democracies where there is more limited access to online
networks and where candidates have free access to prime time
television to disseminate their message (Boas, 2010, 2016; Posner, 2003).

The study of the interaction between television ads and electoral
campaigns has focused on the impact of the former on electoral results
(Boas, 2010; Boas, 2005; Sides et al., 2022; Fowler et al., 2016). Here
we focus on changes in issues prioritized in the content of television
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campaign messages between the first-round and runoff campaigns in
presidential elections.

Issue divergence and issue
convergence in campaign messages

The issue ownership theory postulates that, because of the policies
they have pursued in the past, political parties have a stronger reputation
as being more competent and credible in handling some issues (Petrocik,
1996; Budge and Farlie, 1983; Petrocik et al., 2003). As Damore explains,
“the theory of issue ownership rests on the proposition that because of
long standing party reputation, candidates’ are more likely to
be perceived as credible over issues owned by their party [...] For
instance, voters see Republicans as being better able to handle foreign
policy and government management issues, while the Democrats are
perceived as more capable on civil rights and social welfare issues”
(Damore, 2004, p. 392). Some studies suggest that issue ownership is
based on the policy priorities of party elites more than on the
experiences of voters with how parties have handled certain issues when
in control of the government (Fagan, 2021). Issue ownership advantage
leads candidates to produce messages that resonate with the public
based on past experiences and expectations. As Damore argues,
“candidates should focus their attention on issues that either play to their
strengths or their opponents’ weaknesses” (Damore, 2004, pp. 391-392).
Issue ownership might be extended to individual candidates. Where the
rules generate incentives to cultivate a personal vote (Cain et al., 2013),
individual traits and experience can be useful for candidates to claim
issue ownership over certain priorities (Greene and Baker, 2011).

Issue ownership can be associated with two dimensions that are
analytically different: competence, when the party has shown to
be better at handling an issue, and association, when people have
observed a party championing an issue over time (Walgrave et al.,, 2012;

Jalgrave et al., 2015). The sources of issue ownership are associated
with partisanship, attitudes, perceptions of the societal development as
indicating parties’ performance, and perceptions of linkages between
specific parties and specific constituency groups (Stubager and
Slothuus, 2013). Studies show that issue ownership changes over time
and that parties can impact the issues they own through strategic
campaigning (Walgrave and Lefevere, 2017) and resist engaging with
issues raised by their opponents where the opponents presumably have
electoral advantages. More recently, some have questioned traditional
definitions of the concept by showing that issue ownership is comprised
of multiple distinct dimensions of public opinion and cannot be reduced
to a single concept independent of other political concerns (Therriault,
2015). But in general, when asked about issue positions, voters easily
associate specific issues with specific parties (Goggin et al., 2020).

Candidates aspire to win by priming issues where they exercise
ownership and by minimizing issues where their rivals exercise
ownership (Sides, 2006; Damore, 2004; Petrocik et al., 2003).
Moreover, as public priorities sometimes differ from the issues owned
by their parties, candidates will seek to respond to popular priorities,
thus resulting in demand-driven issue convergence (Damore, 2005).
As the number of candidates in the race affects the dynamics of the
campaign, the incentives to exert issue ownership also vary. In multi-
candidate first-round elections, candidates will strategically campaign
to optimize their chances of making it to the runoft (Cox, 1999). Thus,
we would expect candidates in a multi-person race to diverge in their
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campaign messages in the first round more than in the runoff election,
where there are only two candidates.

Because candidates seek to minimize their rival’s advantage, they
might engage on issue trespassing, addressing policy priorities that have
been traditionally owned by their opponents (Damore, 2004; Karlsen
and Aardal, 2016; Greene and Baker, 2011). If a leftwing party exercises
ownership over educational policy or poverty reduction, the rightwing
party candidate will need to engage in issue trespassing to respond to
popular concerns over those issues (Nickelsburg and Nortpoth, 2000).

The literature on candidates’ campaign strategies has been heavily
influenced by the median voter theorem which suggests that, given
fixed policy preferences in the electorate, in a two-person race,
candidates’ messages converge to the median voter (Downs, 1957;
Grofman, 2004; Fowler et al., 2021, p. 132). In a static approach to
campaign messaging, candidates seek the support of the median voter
to win the election (Simon, 2002, pp. 45-51). To do so, candidates
embrace the preferred policy positions of the median voter. Even in
democracies where the electorate is polarized, the decisive voters—
those that are equated with the median voter—have policy preferences
that candidates seek to embrace to win their vote.

However, in a multi-candidate first-round race, convergence to
the median voter might not happen or, alternatively, the candidate
favored by the median voter might not win (Romer and Rosenthal,
1979, p. 146). Multicandidate elections are full of uncertainty resulting
from the different candidate strategies (Simon, 2002, pp. 51-55).
Varying voter preferences over certain issues, unanticipated events,
including scandals, and technological developments that afford
candidates new tools to reach voters (Fowler et al., 2021, p. 130)
impact the dynamics of presidential campaigns across elections and
over time. As a result, presumptive losers in a two-person race might
end up winning if they pivot their campaign issues in strategic and
electorally relevant ways (Amords and Puy, 2004).

The number of candidates affects the incentives to cater to the
preferences of the median voter in the first-round vote. In turn, in a
runoff election, where there are only two candidates, the incentives to
cater to the median voter are stronger (Cox, 1999). Thus, while the
literature on issue ownership centers on the factors that lead
candidates to differentiate on their campaign messages, explanations
on what leads candidates to embrace campaign messages that are
based on the median voter theorem point to the motives behind the
candidates adopting policy positions and campaign pledges that
mirror those of the decisive voters in the election. Thus, while the
literature on issue ownership admits that candidates occasionally
engage in issue trespassing, the literature that emanates from the
median voter theory expects that the electoral incentives to convince
the median voter will inevitably produce centripetal effects in the
messages that candidates prioritize in their campaigns. For the lack of
a better concept, we refer to those centripetal incentives of the median
voter theory as issue convergence. This brings us to our hypothesis:

Hypothesis: There is more issue divergence in the first round and
more issue convergence in the runoff campaigns.

The case of Chile, 2005-2017

Prior studies on presidential campaigns in Chile provide a
descriptive view of the issues prioritized by the candidates
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(Lopez-Hermida Russo, 2017) or highlight idiosyncratic issues, like
gender affinity (Morales, 2008; Lopez-Hermida, 2009), newspaper
coverage of candidates (Porath et al., 2015; Portales, 2009), and the
online reach of campaigns (Cardenas et al., 2017). A study on the
impact of free television time reports high citizen approval for that
campaign feature and declining, but still significant, impact for
candidates in reaching national audiences (Uribe et al., 2018). Another
study describes the presence of issue ownership in television ads in
presidential campaigns (Lisbona and Navia, 2018). Television has been
widely used in Chile as a mechanism to access political news
(Valenzuela and Arriagada, 2011)—even given the growing of usage
of online networks (Espinoza Bianchini et al., 2021). The consumption
of media impacts vote choice, especially among the youth (Scherman
and Arriagada, 2012).

Since 1980, Chile has had a multiparty presidential democracy.
Presidential elections use majority rule, with runoff provisions if no
candidate receives more than 50% in the first-round vote. Thus,
electoral rules are conducive to the formation of large multiparty
coalitions—at least in the presidential election runoff. When they
complete a four-year term, presidents can run again after sitting out
for one term. The leftwing Concertacion coalition won the presidency
4 consecutive times between 1989 and 2005 and again in 2013 (under
a new name, New Majority). In 2009 and 2017, the rightwing coalition,
Alianza, won the presidential election. Table 1 shows presidential
election results for the 4 elections held between 2005 and 2017. In
2005, there were 4 first-round candidates—two from the Alianza.
Concertacion’s Michelle Bachelet received the highest vote share in the
first round and went to defeat Alianza’s Sebastidn Pinera with 53.5%
of the vote in the runoff. In 2009, Piflera received a plurality in the
first-round vote among 4 candidates and defeated the Concertacién
candidate, former president Eduardo Frei (1994-2000) in the runoff.
In 2013, New Majority’s Bachelet received a plurality in the first round
among 9 candidates and defeated Alianza’s Evelyn Matthei in the
runoff. In 2017, among 8 candidates, Pifiera won a plurality in the
first-round vote (36.6%) and defeated New Majority’s Alejandro
Guillier in the runoff.

Thus, the 8 candidates that made it to the runoff in those 4
elections were from the Concertacién/New Majority (NM) and
Alianza coalitions. In three of those elections, the Alianza candidate
in the runoff was Pifiera. In 2005 and 2013, the Concertaciéon/NM

TABLE 1 Presidential election results in Chile, 2005-2017.

Candidate 2005 2009 2013 2017
First round vote %

Concertacion/NM 46.0 29.6 46.7 22.7
Alianza 48.4 44.1 25.0 36.6
Others 5.6 26.3 283 40.7
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Runoff vote %

Concertacion/NM 53.5 48.4 62.2 45.4
Alianza 46.5 51.6 37.8 54.6
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

First place candidate in bold.
Source: Authors based on official data of presidential results in Chile from the Electoral
Service of Chile, https://www.servel.cl/.
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candidate was Bachelet. In 2013 and 2017, the winning candidates
were former presidents, Bachelet and Pifera, respectively. In 3 of the
4 contests, the results produced alternation in power, as the ruling
coalition candidate lost in the runoft with the candidate of the
opposition coalition.

Chilean law prohibits the purchase of television time for
campaigns, mandating instead a 20-min free prime time slot on all
open access networks for 28 days before the first-round vote and
12 days before the runoff (Uribe et al., 2018; Garcia Rodriguez, 2013).
This allocation, divided equally among candidates, varies per election
based on the number of contenders. Television time gives candidates
autonomy over the content of their messaging, in contrast with
debates or interviews where the agenda is set externally. Additionally,
the lead time for ad production means candidates cannot swiftly alter
their messages in reaction to competitors or campaign developments.

Understanding the factors that drive changes in campaign
message content and priorities during the frenetic pace of election
season is complex. Candidates must navigate a myriad of influences
including real-time events, both positive and negative feedback, poll
results, and their own perceptions and intuitions. Moreover, the
production cycle of television ads introduces a lagged effect, with
content often being finalized days before airing.

The ads, sourced from the National Television Council, provide
data for 8 candidates. Table 2 details the television time distribution
for each candidate across four election cycles, highlighting the inverse
relationship between the number of candidates and the individual
airtime allotted.

Methodology

We explore whether the mentions of policy priorities in the
television ads of the presidential candidates in four election rounds in
Chile changed between the first-round and the runoff campaigns.
We first identified the policy priorities for Chileans by looking at
public opinion polls. The Center for Public Studies (CEP), a private
public interest think-tank, has conducted national polls for over
40 years. CEP polls include a question on which 3 issues people
believe should be the most important priorities for the government.
The closed list of policy priorities includes crime, pensions, health,
education, salaries, jobs/employment, poverty, corruption, drugs,
housing, inequality, judicial system, environment, transportation,
human rights, and constitutional reforms. Over the years, the list of
policy priorities has varied. We reviewed CEP polls since 2002 to
identify the 5 issues that were constantly among the most important

10.3389/fp0os.2025.1548670

for public opinion in the 4 election cycles. In addition, we included
pensions, a policy priority added to the CEP polls before the 2017
election cycle. Since pensions immediately climbed as a top priority
for Chilean public opinion, we added it to the 5 other priorities. Since
polls were conducted a few months before each election, we assume
that those priorities remained in voters’ minds on election day.

Figure 1 shows the policy priorities that were most important over
the years (education, health, crime, salaries, jobs) and pensions, the
most important priority for the 2017 election cycle. For visual
purposes, we grouped the 6 priorities into social and economic
priorities. Crime remained the most important priority over the four
election cycles. Education also experienced an upward trend, reaching
a peak in 2013—when Bachelet ran for a second term. Health also
gained relevance over time. On economic issues, jobs became
decreasingly relevant. By 2013, salaries had become the
leading concern.

Following Petrocik (1996, p. 832), we classify the 6 public opinion
priorities according to whether they are owned by left or rightwing
parties. In Chile, rightwing parties tend to promote economic growth
and employment as poverty reduction and economic inclusion tools.
In turn, leftwing parties favor a state-centered approach and promote
government subsidies and social programs. For that reason,
we consider Education, Health, and Pensions as issues where leftwing
parties exert ownership and Jobs/Employment, Crime, and Salaries as
issues where rightwing parties exert ownership.

To determine whether presidential candidates mentioned these
priority issues in their campaigns, and building on previous research
that coded issue mentions in television ads by party association
(Petrocik et al., 2003; Lisbona and Navia, 2018), we coded the
television ads for the 28 days of the first-round campaign and the
12 days of the runoff campaign for the 8 candidates that made it to the
runoff in the four presidential elections. Thus, the unit of analysis is
the day of free television ads during the presidential campaign for each
presidential candidate. In total, we have 320 daily observations.
We estimate a different model for each of the six public opinion
policy priorities.

To code the issues mentioned in the ads, we recruited 10
political science students from our university in May of 2018.
We provided guidelines and then allowed coders to work
independently. Coders were provided with the entire set of
television ads for the 8 candidates and asked to watch the ads
independently to code the messages. Altogether, the coders
watched 892.2 min of televised campaign ads. Following Boas
(2015), coders were instructed to identify if the mention in the
television ad was on public policy, the candidate’s personal traits,

TABLE 2 Minutes of television ads for each presidential candidates in Chile, 2005-2017.

Television minutes for candidates that made it to the runoff

# Candidates First round ads Runoff ads Total minutes Minutes for
(28 days) (12 days) candidate
2005 4 140.0 120.0 260.0 130.0
2009 4 140.0 120.0 260.0 130.0
2013 9 62.2 120.0 1822 91.1
2017 8 70.0 120.0 190.0 95.0
Total 25 4122 480.0 892.2 446.1

Source: Authors based on data coded from presidential television ads in Chile in each election.
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TABLE 3 Mentions of public policy priorities in television campaign ads in Chile, 2005-2017.

Issues Issue ownership Total mentions Daily average
Education Left 261.6 0.8
Jobs/employment Right 231.4 0.7
Health Left 191.1 0.6
Crime Right 178.6 0.6
Pensions Left 79.1 0.2
Salaries Right 64.7 0.2
Other priorities identified by coders
Inequality 49.2 0.2
Drugs 41.0 0.1
Poverty 406 0.1
Environment 39.7 0.1
Housing 314 0.1
Transportation 23.7 0.1
Constitutional reforms 20.5 0.1
Judiciary 14.9 0.0
Human Rights 5.3 0.0
Corruption 33 0.0
All mentions - 1,241.9 39

Source: Authors based on data coded from presidential television ads in Chile in each election and issue ownership criteria proposed by Petrocik (1996).

or political divides present in Chilean society. Policy issues are
those associated with legislative initiatives, executive action, or
government goals. Coders were asked to pay attention only to the
spoken and written messages in the ads—not to images, symbols,
or other forms of communication. We sought to replicate a real-
life scenario where different viewers interpret television ads
differently. We sought to replicate what television viewers would
have interpreted as references to specific campaign issues in the
ads, not what would be accurately reported by objective coders.
We averaged all the mentions recorded by the coders for each
issue each day. While our approach is prone to an overreporting of
mentions by some coders that identify many mentions of any given

Frontiers in Political Science 05

issues, alternative coding techniques—such as counting only the
references that at least 80% of coders report—might risk
underreporting mentions of specific issues. Thus, if the 10 coders
reported one mention of education on a given day, the value for that
candidate that day is 1. Since candidates can mention the same issue
more than once, the range goes from a low of 0 to a high of 5.2
mentions per day. While some coders can interpret that a candidate
made one or more references to crime in the television ads, others
might not see those mentions. Table 3 shows the number of
mentions and the daily average for the 8 candidates in the 4
presidential cycles. To complement this information, Table Al in
the appendix shows the average mentions for the first-round and
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runoff campaigns for each of the 8 candidates indicating whether
the candidates were left or rightwing, belonged to the incumbent
coalition or were opposition candidates, and whether they were
leading or trailing in the polls.

Our dependent variable is the average number of daily mentions
of each priority issue. We compare the average number of daily
mentions of each of the 6 issues in the first-round for the 4 leftwing
and 4 rightwing candidates with the number of daily mentions of the
6 issues in the runoff. We expect that the number of mentions will
converge in the runoff between leftwing and rightwing candidates.

Additionally, we estimate a regression discontinuity design (RDD)
to explore whether the focus on certain issues changed between the
first-round and the runoff campaigns. Formally, a RDD allows us to
identify the effect of the treatment assuming that all the other variables
are randomly assigned on the closest area to the cutoff or treatment
point (Shadish et al., 2002, pp. 208-211). We include third order
polynomials to allow the curves to better capture the data variance
over time (Broockman, 2009; Gelman and Imbens, 2019; Imbens and
Kalyanaraman, 2012; Imbens and Lemieux, 2008; Lee, 2008; Lee and
Lemieux, 2010). The size of the coeflicient at the cutoff point is the
quasi-causal effect of the discontinuity (Angrist and Pischke, 2009).

RDD has been used for studies on differences in voting behavior
in two-round elections in France (Pons and Tricaud, 2018) and on the
impact of an electoral victory on the subsequent election (Feierherd
and Lucardi, 2022). We innovate by exploring whether the focus in the
issues prioritized by the candidates changed between the first-round
and the runoff campaigns. In our design, we expect a discontinuity
between the first-round and runoff campaign priorities. Thus, if the
coeflicient of the discontinuity indicator in the RDD models are
significant, we can safely conclude that the priority of the issue in the
runoff campaign ads diverges from the priority candidates gave to the
same issue in the first-round campaign ads.

The independent variable of interest is whether the ads were
broadcast in the first-round or in the runoff. We expect that candidates
will focus on different priorities in their first-round and runoff
television ads. We also care about the political ideology of the
candidates and thus distinguish between left and rightwing candidates.
In the four election cycles, there was a leftwing candidate from the
Concertacion/NM coalition and a rightwing from the Alianza
coalition. Table 4 shows the descriptive statistics for the variables
we use in the models and figures.

TABLE 4 Descriptive statistics for dependent and independent variables.

10.3389/fp0os.2025.1548670

Campaign messages in the first round
and runoff in Chile in 2005-2017

Table 5 presents the average daily mentions of social and economic
issues in the television campaign messages for the 8 presidential
candidates who made it to the runoff in the four election rounds. To
be sure, as there are only two candidates in the runoff, there is more
television time allotted to each candidate in the runoff than in the
first-round campaign. Thus, in general, candidates make more
mentions of issues in the runoff than in the first-round campaign. Still,
the increase in mentions in the runoff campaign is not uniform across
issues. Some candidates choose to prioritize more issues than others
relative to the number of mentions they had made in their first-
round ads.

There is convergence in the runoff messages on crime and
education. In the runoff, rightwing candidates made more mentions
of education, thereby reducing the first-round advantage by leftwing
candidates, while the opposite occurred in mentions of crime. Yet,
there was no convergence in the runoff on the other four issues. In
fact, the gap in mentions of health, jobs, pensions, and salaries was
wider in the runoff than in the first-round campaign. As expected,
rightwing candidates make more mentions of crime, jobs, and salaries,
but contrary to what we expected, leftwing candidates did not make
more mentions of health or pensions. Leftwing candidates made more
mentions of education, but only in the first-round campaign. In the
runoff campaign, rightwing candidates made more mentions of
education than leftwing candidates. The data on Table 5 is only
partially consistent with the expectation that there will be issue
convergence in the runoff campaign. We observe issue convergence,
but only on crime and education, not on the other 4 issues.

The results in Table 5 also presents partial evidence that candidates
take advantage of issue ownership in their campaign mentions. While
rightwing candidates promote the issues where they exercise
ownership—like crime, jobs and salaries—leftwing candidates make
more mentions of health and education—issues that the literatures
associated with leftwing parties—but only in the first-
round campaigns.

For a more reader-friendly representation of the results in Table 5,
Figure 2 shows the change in the absolute value of the difference in the
mentions of campaign issues between the leftwing and rightwing
candidate in the first-round and runoff campaigns. There was

Variable N Mean Median Std. Dev Min Max
DV: Education mentions (Left) 320 0.818 0.600 0.9558 0.0 52
DV: Crime mentions (Right) 320 0.558 0.200 0.7572 0.0 3.8
DV: Health mentions (Left) 320 0.597 0.200 0.8028 0.0 4.9
DV: Pension mentions (Left) 320 0.247 0.000 0.4937 0.0 3.0
DV: Jobs mentions (Right) 320 0.723 0.500 0.7449 0.0 39
DV: Salaries (all) 320 0.202 0.000 0.9557 0.0 1.8
Rightwing candidate 320 0.50 0.500 0.501 0 1
Incumbent coalition candidate 320 0.50 0.500 0.501 0 1
Front runner 320 0.50 0.500 0.501 0 1

Source: Authors based on data coded from presidential television ads in Chile in each election.
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TABLE 5 Average mentions of campaign messages by candidate Chile, 2005-2017.

First round/ Candidate Crime Health Jobs Pensions Salaries

runoff

FR Left 033 0.87 0.57 0.50 0.05 0.05
Right 0.61 0.55 0.52 0.80 0.23 0.30
(FR)Abs value diff 0.28 0.32 0.05 0.30 0.18 0.25

RO Left 0.61 1.00 0.65 0.46 0.34 0.10
Right 0.88 1.10 0.77 131 0.61 0.43
(RO)ADbs value diff 0.17 0.10 0.12 0.85 0.27 0.33

More issue convergence RO RO RO FR FR FR

Most mentions for each issue in bold. RO, Runoff; FR, First Round.
Source: Authors based on data coded from presidential television ads in Chile in each election.
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FIGURE 2
Daily mentions of selected issues in first-round and runoff campaigns for leftwing and rightwing presidential candidates in Chile, 2017-2021. Absolute
value of the difference in mentions between leftwing and rightwing candidate. Source: Authors based on data coded from presidential television ads in
Chile in each election.
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TABLE 6 RDD models for public opinion priority issues presidential campaign messages in the first and runoff rounds in Chile, 2005-2017.

Salaries
(6)

Health
(3)

Pensions

(5)

Education
(2)

Independent

variables

FR-RO Discontinuity 0.420% 0.300 0.220 0.270 0.250%* 0.130
(0.260) (0.200) (0.220) (0.190) (0.120) (0.091)
Rightwing —0.180* 0.270%%* 0.003 0.480%%* 0.210%%* 0.280%%*
(0.100) (0.082) (0.090) (0.078) (0.049) (0.037)
Days 0.023 0.034 0.028 —0.019 —0.0001 —0.012
(0.050) (0.039) (0.043) (0.037) (0.024) (0.018)
Days’ —0.002 —0.003 —0.001 0.001 —0.0003 0.001
(0.003) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001)
Days’ 0.00004 0.0001 0.00002 —0.00002 0.00001 —0.00001
(0.00004) (0.00003) (0.00004) (0.00003) (0.00002) (0.00002)
Constant 0.280 0.066 0.079 0.420 —0.150 —0.170
(0.400) (0.310) (0.340) (0.290) (0.190) (0.140)
Observations 320 320 320 320 320 320
R’ 0.078 0.089 0.026 0.150 0.220 0.210
Adjusted R* 0.055 0.065 0.001 0.130 0.200 0.190

Rk HHED < 0,01

Source: Authors based on data coded from presidential television ads in Chile in each election.

convergence in the first round and the runoft campaigns in the
number of mentions of crime and education, but divergence in
mentions of health, jobs, pensions, and salaries. Notice that since there
are only two candidates in the runoff—as opposed to several
candidates in the first-round vote—one could expect that, given that
candidates have more time in the runoff than in the first round,
candidates will systematically make more references to all issues in the
runoff campaign than in the first-round campaign ads. Yet, as Figure 2
shows, when compared to the mentions in the first-round ads,
candidates increased the number of mentions in the runoff in some
issues and decreased the number of mentions in the runoff in
other issues.

Regression discontinuity design
analysis

Table 6 shows RDD models on the mentions in the television ads
of the six priority issues in the presidential campaigns in Chile. The
results show that the mentions of education and pensions present a
discontinuity between the first-round and the runoft ads. Candidates
made more mentions of those issues in their runoff campaign ads than
in the first-round ads. In turn, the other issues—crime, health, jobs
and salaries—present no discontinuity between the first-round and
the runoff campaigns. Two of the six RDD models are consistent with
the claim that candidates update their campaign priorities between the
first round and the runoff, altering some of the emphasis they place
on the issues they mention on their television ads.

The results also show that rightwing candidates make more
mentions than leftwing candidates of crime, jobs, pensions and
salaries. In turn, leftwing candidates make more mentions of
education than rightwing candidates. This is somewhat consistent
with the claim that rightwing candidates exert issue ownership over

Frontiers in Political Science

08

economic dimensions and crime while leftwing candidates dominate
over social issues. Pensions can be considered a social issue, but in the
context of Chile, where the pension system was privatized more than
40 years ago, the debate over pensions crosses traditional boundaries
as people save money for their retirement in individual accounts. In
recent years, the state has acquired a more active role in supplementing
individual pensions with a solidarity pillar funded with the public
sector budget. Still, with the possible exception of pensions, the
models show results that are consistent with the claim that candidates
exert issue ownership. Rightwing candidates emphasize economic
issues and crime-related issues in their campaigns and leftwing
candidates emphasize social issues, like education.

In the appendix, we included two additional models with different
cutoff points to identify possible discontinuity. We do so to confirm
that the discontinuity identified in Table 6 is not just a random
observation. Table A2 presents the results of the first RDD model, with
an 8-day cut point for the social and economic issues respectively, and
Table A3 presents the results for the RDD model with a 32-day cut
point. As expected, neither model shows significant impact on the
content of the television campaign messages.

For an easier visualization of the results, we plotted the values
for the observations—the average number of mentions of every
issue on a single day by all the respective candidates—and estimated
two linear models with polynomials to identify the presence of a
discontinuity between the first-round and runoff campaign
messages. In the figures, we use the same scale for all the issues to
simplify the visuals. Figure 3 shows the RDD results for the
differences in campaign ads for leftwing candidates and rightwing
candidates on the selected social and economic priorities. There is
evidence of issue ownership and issue convergence in the runoff
campaigns. For example, leftwing candidates made more mentions
of education in the first-round campaign. But there is a discontinuity
in the runoff campaign whereby all candidates make more mentions
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of education in the runoff ads than in the first-round ads. As
education is identified in the literature as an issue where leftwing
candidates exercise ownership and, in the case of Chile during the
period education was a priority for voters, as reported in the CEP
polls, the evidence from Figure 3 shows that candidates in the
runoff converged in their message as they equalized their mentions
of education in their campaigns. Thus, on education, the evidence
is consistent with our hypothesis. Leftist candidates make more
mentions of education, but all candidates also make more mentions
of education in the runoff campaign than in the first-
round campaign.

On crime, rightwing candidates make more mentions in their
first-round campaign than leftwing candidates, but there is no

10.3389/fp0os.2025.1548670

discontinuity between the first-round and runoff campaigns. Thus,
the evidence is inconsistent with the issue convergence expectations
and consistent with the issue ownership claims. On health, there is
no issue ownership difference between left and rightwing candidates
and no discontinuity effect between the first-round and runoff
campaigns. Health is an important concern for the population, but
candidates did not present differences in how they primed the issue
in the first-round and runoff campaigns or whether they were left or
rightwing candidates. On pensions, there is evidence of issue
ownership, but unlike what we expected, rightwing candidates make
more mentions of pensions than leftwing candidates—who
supposedly exert issue ownership on pensions. There is also evidence
of a discontinuity effect between the first-round and runoff
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Frontiers in Political Science

09

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2025.1548670
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

Leiva et al. 10.3389/fpos.2025.1548670
. .
Pensions Pensions
Pensions Pensions
Leftwing candidates Rightwing candidates
5 5
4 4
03 . 03
2 2
2 K}
7] 7]
g . g . :
Qs a, .
1
o] v v
[ 10 20 30 40 0 10 20 30 40
days days
Jobs Jobs
Jobs Jobs
Leftwing candidates Rightwing candidates
5 5
4 4 .
.
3 3 . .
a 0 . N .
s, s .. . T .
2] .
e.oe 8
! t .. .
o o
of Tteser il.s.an
[ 10 20 30 40 0 10 20 30 40
days days
. .
Salaries Salaries
Salaries Salaries
Leftwing candidates Rightwing candidates
5 5
4 4
3 3
@ @
2 2
& &
T ©
3 3
2 2
- . . . ° °
1 . 1 © ° . . ‘ N ° : ® e
° o . \.e—_-_:—'—.T—-—.—‘.\":' /'—\_//'
0 - < 0 eeeltosleseseestoee’? cloelcslleee’ 222..
[ 10 20 30 40 0 10 20 30 40
days days
FIGURE 3

RDD on campaign ads by the candidate’s ideology, Chile, 2005-2017. Source: Authors based on data coded from presidential television ads in Chile

in each election.

campaigns. Candidates make more mentions of pensions in their
runoff campaigns than in the first-round messages. On jobs and
salaries, there is evidence of rightwing candidate issue ownership,
but no discontinuity effect between the first-round and the runoft.
Rightwing candidates make more mentions of those issues, but there
is no significant change between the first-round and the runoff
campaigns in how candidates prime those issues.

Conclusion

We leverage a case of a presidential system with runoff provisions
where candidates have access to free television time to broadcast their
campaign messages to explore whether candidates converge or diverge

Frontiers in Political Science

in the mentions of issues in their first-round and run-off campaign
messages. We analyze data with mentions of 6 priority issues in the
television ads of the candidates who made it to the runoff in 4 presidential
election cycles in Chile between 2005 and 2017. We find evidence that
candidates converge in mentions of crime and education in the runoff
campaign while in health, jobs, pensions and salaries, candidates diverge
based on their ideological identification and prior issue ownership.

We show evidence that, in two-round presidential systems, is
consistent with the claim that candidates modify their campaign
messages between the first round and the runoff in some, but not all
issues. While there is evidence of issue ownership in the messages that
candidates prioritize in their first-round campaigns, there is also
evidence that candidates tend to converge on other issues in their
messages in the runoff campaigns. Although the number of overall
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mentions of all issues increase in the runoff campaign compared to
the first-round campaign, the increase is not uniform across issues.
Candidates increase the number of mentions of some issues more than
the number of mentions of other issues.

Future studies should explore other forms that candidates use to
prime priority issues in their television campaign messages—such as
visuals or other references beyond spoken words. Studies should also
focus on the predominance candidates give to specific issues relative
to other issues. The mentions of a specific issue as a share of all the
mentions of policy issues a candidate makes in the campaign would
allow for a diachronic analysis of the most prominent issues for a
candidate in the first round compared to the runoff campaign.
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