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Abstract

There is a growing interest to evaluate the political aftermath of the pandemic. We study
how parties attract voters under the redistributive pressure created by COVID-19,
looking into the 2021 Ecuadorian elections. We classify the messages that candidates
sent, evaluate if and how candidates used COVID-19 to mobilize voters, and assess
how voters reacted to them. We followed 858 virtual events and gathered more than
1’575.000 tweets from candidates and their communities. We find that candidates did
not place COVID-19 at the center of their strategies but used it to connect with sym-
bolic messages about the capabilities of parties and candidates. Twitter users had a lim-
ited engagement with COVID-19-related content. These findings nuance our
expectations of the pandemic. COVID-19 was only an element rather than the core
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of electoral strategies. Our empirical approach can be easily extended to other cases
where in-person events are still limited.

Resumen

Existe un creciente interés por evaluar el desenlace politico de la pandemia. Nosotros
estudiamos como los partidos atraen votantes bajo la presion redistributiva creada por
la COVID-19, mirando las elecciones generales ecuatorianas del 2021. Clasificamos los
mensajes que los candidatos enviaron, evaluamos si los candidatos utilizaron a COVID-19
para movilizar votantes y cdmo lo hicieron, y evaluamos si los votantes reaccionaron a
ellos. Seguimos 858 eventos virtuales y recogimos mas de 1°’575.000 tuits de los candidatos
y sus comunidades. Encontramos que los candidatos no ubicaron a COVID-19 en el centro
de sus estrategias, pero lo conectaron con mensajes simbolicos sobre las capacidades de los
partidos y candidatos. Los usuarios de Twitter se involucraron limitadamente con contenido
relacionado a COVID-19. Estos hallazgos matizan las expectativas de la pandemia. COVID-
|9 fue solo un elemento y no el nicleo de las estrategias electorales. Nuestro abordaje
empirico puede ser facilmente extendido a otros casos en lo que eventos en persona
aun son limitados.
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Introduction

Elections are the essence of democracy, and electoral campaigns are par excellence poli-
tical parties’ preferred field to promote their ideas, position their agenda and mobilize the
electorate. Political organizations employ multiple strategies to achieve these ends,
ranging from promoting public policy to establishing emotional ties with voters using
symbolic content. The pandemic has affected all aspects of democratic life, including
elections. Yet, studies focused on how the pandemic affected the nature of political com-
petition remain scarce.' Research on elections during this period has focused on electoral
processes and outcomes (Gatto and Thome, 2020; Sircar, 2021), rather than the campaign
and parties’ electoral strategies. Thus, we have yet to understand political parties’ treat-
ment of this issue within electoral contests.

Questions about how the pandemic might affect electoral processes are multiple: will
parties focus on advancing programmatic offers, like strengthening public health systems
geared to address the entrenched inequalities highlighted by the pandemic? Will parties
opt for clientelist offers? Or, by contrast, will parties and candidates focus on presenting
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themselves as the best possible managers of the crisis? Did the COVID-19 pandemic feature
in the parties and candidate campaigns? We aim to empirically answer some of these queries
by exploring the campaign strategies put forth by political parties in the 2021 Ecuadorian
general election, held in a highly competitive field in one of the Latin-American countries
hardest hit by COVID-19. This combination of factors makes the Ecuadorian elections
the perfect case to study the new phenomenon of elections in times of Covid. Our research
contributes to the knowledge about parties and candidates’ behavior (henceforth parties) in
times as critical as the pandemic. Thus, our first, and more general research question, is Q1.
How prominent is COVID-19 in campaign strategies?

To answer this question, we focus on the appeals parties employed to mobilize the
voters. We conceptualize appeals as the “reasons [given] for citizens to offer their
support to a party or politician” (Barr, 2009: 31), i.e., what the candidates and parties
say. These appeals fall into four categories: programmatic, clientelist, symbolic, and vote-
buying (Mustillo, 2016). Candidates and parties may use appeals within a single category
or employ a mix of them. As such, a party using a single appeal will have, for example, a
programmatic mobilization strategy; on the contrary, a party using various appeals will
have multiple mobilization strategies, e.g., programmatic and symbolic strategies. How
parties mobilize voters determines their linkages, specifically the accountability
between politicians and voters (Kitschelt, 2000). For example, using programmatic
appeals is expected to increase accountability and responsiveness; voters are likely to
know what they were promised and can thus hold parties accountable. Our work adds
to this research agenda by exploring the types of appeals used amid the pandemic. Of par-
ticular interest is to examine whether parties campaigned on pandemic-related issues —
e.g., vaccination campaigns — and, if they did, whether these were all the same. Hence
our following research questions are Q2a. Did parties campaign on pandemic-related
programmatic offers? Q2b. Did parties make similar offers?

Researchers have highlighted that, in Latin America, parties employ multiple strate-
gies to mobilize voters (Anria, 2013; Calvo and Murillo, 2019; Luna, 2014). Using multi-
ple strategies means combining different appeals while communicating with voters, e.g.,
candidates may talk about policy offers (programmatic appeals) while highlighting how
good a candidate is or how the party is well known for delivering promises (symbolic
appeals). It is common for parties to make use of symbolic appeals to differentiate them-
selves from the pack. Hence our following research questions are Q3a. Did parties
combine programmatic offers with symbolic content? Q3b. How prevalent was the sym-
bolic content as a campaign strategy? Q3c. What type of symbolic content did parties use
(if any)? Q3d. How did voters react to different electoral frames?

Overall, we find that parties use multiple mobilization strategies, yet COVID-19-related
issues were not salient. Electoral messages were mainly a combination of symbolic and
programmatic appeals that aimed to convey candidates’ potential to manage the problems
created by the pandemic. In what follows, we present the empirical strategy we used,
including our data sources. We then present and analyze our results. In the last section,
we come back to our original questions considering our findings, acknowledge some
limitations and propose areas for further study.
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Ecuador, Electoral Strategies, and Twitter

To study parties’ strategies during the Ecuadorian campaign, we looked at the presence
of programmatic and symbolic appeals and whether they were used independently or
combined. The Ecuadorian case provides an ideal scenario to explore how the
context of the pandemic shaped parties’ mobilization strategies. Ecuador comes
across as a case where the COVID-19 should have featured strongly in the electoral
campaign. The elections occurred almost a year after the first measures taken by
the government (Castellanos Santamaria, et al., 2021). The spread of the virus
caused the collapse of the public health and funeral systems, forcing the government
to extend confinement measures until September 2020 with considerable social
and economic effects. By December 2020, the country registered an excess death
rate of 46%, and the state continued to impose limitations on social gatherings
(Cevallos-Valdiviezo, et al., 2021).

The electoral campaign took place from December 31, 2020 until February 4,
2021, for the first round, and between March 6 and April 8, 2021, for the runoff.
The legislative and presidential first round took place on February 7, while the presi-
dential runoff was on April 11. Political parties faced each other in a highly competi-
tive field. There were 16 presidential candidates and 87 parties competing for one of
the 137 seats in the National Assembly. Though it was the first time in the country’s
history to observe such high levels of fragmentation, the Ecuadorian party system has
consistently been described as inchoate (Mainwaring, 2018), littered with weakly
institutionalized organizations that ambitious politicians borrow and use as electoral
vehicles and others more institutionalized that often struggle with party discipline
(Vallejo Vera, 2021).

The measures adopted to safeguard public health forced parties to combine traditional can-
vassing and other indirect electoral activities with digital media use. Thus, in a competitive,
short, and pandemic-constrained campaign, Twitter, Facebook, and WhatsApp were used to
replicate messages and inform wider audiences of parties’ different activities. We leveraged
the use of these multiple platforms to set up our data collection project. In the following sub-
section, we motivate and describe our data sources, including how we followed candidates’
public interventions during their campaigns and coded their messages. Finally, we explain
why and how we collected Twitter data to study parties’ messages, the extent of engagement
it produced, and provide a snapshot of what we found.

Mobilization Strategies Data

The atypical circumstances of the 2021 national elections shaped our data collection strategies.
Since the national government and electoral authorities prohibited large gatherings,
we focused on online broadcasted public interventions by parties (excluding inter-
views) on Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube and the candidates and parties’
activities on Twitter. The only social media platform that we did not gather data on
was Whatsapp.
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We monitored the broadcasted events of 88 candidates to the legislature (the first and
the second candidate of the list) from four parties in the four provinces (eleven electoral
districts) with the largest populations (Azuay, Guayas, Manabi, and Pichincha). The
parties were the electoral vehicle UNES (Union por la Esperanza), the indigenous
party Movimiento de Unidad Plurinacional Pachakutik (MUPP-18), the party Creando
Oportunidades (CREO) and the party Izquierda Democrdtica (ID). As for the presiden-
tial campaign, we focused on the three most optioned candidates: Andres Arauz (UNES),
Guillermo Lasso (CREO), and Yaku Pérez (MUPP-18). The incumbent president, Lenin
Moreno, did not participate in the elections, and his party had little electoral presence.

By the end of the campaign, there were 2,415 records of campaign activities and
858 registered observations of candidates’ public interventions. This information was
collected with the support of 17 research assistants who worked under the project
“Political Parties in Ecuador: The Use of Multiple Strategies to Mobilize Voters.”
Research assistants registered parties’ appeals present in transmitted events, organizing
them into four categories: programmatic, clientelistic, vote-buying, and symbolic. We
used Mustillo’s (2016) definition of mobilization strategies focusing on the payoffs of dif-
ferent appeals. Programmatic appeals relate to non-excludable payoffs, for example,
appeals referring to “education for all” or “a new tax law,” which entail benefits for
the general population. Clientelistic and vote-buying appeals relate to payoffs with spe-
cific beneficiaries with the difference in the timing of delivery. Vote-buying appeals need
to be accompanied by an in situ transaction wherein the party delivers a specific good to
voters, e.g., personal protective equipment (PPE) delivered in campaign rallies, free bags
ofrice, and free COVID-19 tests. Clientelistic appeals relate to payoffs that depend on the
election result, e.g., constructing a bridge to benefit a particular community. Lastly, sym-
bolic appeals relate to non-material payoffs that aim to mobilize expressive voting, i.e.,
the act of attaching oneself to a particular outcome, party, or candidate without a material
payoff as a reason (Schuessler, 2000). Symbolic appeals can relate to (1) the “charisma”
of candidates and their competence; (2) the party’s brand and competence; and (3) ethnic
identities or ethnic symbols.

Regarding parties’ Twitter activity, we collected various waves of Twitter data
between January 1 and April 15. Twitter is one of the two social media outlets with
the largest user base in Ecuador (Latinobarémetro, 2018). We used two politically
neutral terms -elecciones and ecuador- to capture much of the online conversation
around the presidential and legislative campaigns during the first round. Additionally,
we downloaded a second collection of tweets from legislative and presidential candidates
and party Twitter accounts that covered the runoff between Guillermo Lasso and Andrés
Arauz.> We connected rtweet (Kearney, 2018) to Twitter’s backward search application
programming interface (API) to collect both sets. The data from the first collection
includes 1,559,461 posts by 50,788 unique Twitter users.” For the analysis, we selected
only those accounts that participated multiple times and were in the primary connected
network.* From the second collection, we gathered 78,755 tweets from 471 unique leg-
islative candidates, 15,961 tweets from 23 unique presidential candidates, and 8191
tweets from 26 unique party accounts. The first collection of tweets allows us to study
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the reaction of Twitter users to political frames advanced by candidates; with the second
collection, we can identify the frames advanced by candidates.

The #EleccionesEcuador Network Data. The availability and fine-grained nature of
Twitter data allow us to estimate links between politicians and voters (users) and
analyze the content of the message produced. In social media, users tend to cluster
around like-minded peers, which Himelboim et al. (2013) describe as selective exposure.
Selective exposure leads to homogenous communities. During the Ecuadorian elections,
we expect political communities to form around the leading presidential candidates. In
Twitter, this roughly translates into pro-Arauz users to mostly interact (retweet) with
other pro-Arauz users or pro-Lasso users to interact primarily with other pro-Lasso
users.” Each user is a node in our Twitter network, and an edge is created when a user
H (hub) retweets user A (authority). Figure 1 shows a diagram of how a network
forms in Twitter.

A starting point for analyzing this information is to identify communities--clusters of
nodes where the same information (tweets) is shared. We implemented the following pro-
cedure to create the layout and identify the communities in the Ecuadorian Twitter
network. First, we loaded all the edges from the first collection of tweets with the
author of the original tweet set as the authority (4) and the author of the retweet set as

RT Tweet A

Figure |. The formation of a network in twitter. Caption: In Figure |, @userA tweeted two
tweets: “Tweet A” and “Tweet B.” @userH_I| and @userH_2 retweeted “Tweet A,” while
@userH_3 retweeted “Tweet B.” Each user is a node in our network. When a user (node)
retweets another user (node), a link (edge) is created between them. In the diagram, each arrow is
an edge. Since @userH_| retweeted a tweet from @userA, @userH_| is called a hub, and
@userA is the authority. Users (nodes) can be both hubs (when they retweet other users) and
authorities (when other users retweet them).
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the hub (), such that H,.,, — A,,; second, we estimate the layout of node coordinates
using the Fruchterman-Reingold (FR) force-directed algorithm in R 3.5. igraph (Csardi
and Nepusz, 2006) and identify communities in the Ecuadorian network by random-walk
community detection.® The FR algorithm facilitates the visual inspection of the network,
communicating information about the proximity between nodes (data reduction pull)
while preventing nodes from overlapping (force-directed push).’

The random-walk community detection algorithm identified two primary communities
in the Ecuadorian network. The first one is a pro-Correa/pro-Arauz (UNES) network,®
including 16,344 nodes for the first electoral round and 13,861 nodes for the second elect-
oral round. The second community is an anti-Correa/pro-Lasso (CREO) network,’ with
25,545 and 12,319 nodes for the first and second electoral rounds. Figure 2 presents the
basic FR layout for both instances of the Ecuadorian elections network (pro-Arauz com-
munity represented with orange triangles and pro-Lasso’s with blue circles). The size of
the nodes is proportional to the nodes’ in-degree, with larger ones indicating users who
were retweeted by a greater number of followers.

As Figure 2 shows, there were two distinct user communities organized around the
leading presidential candidates (UNES and CREO) during the campaign. The horizontal

Main Network Ecuadorian Election 2021: First Round Main Network Ecuadorian Election 2021: Second Round
o o
8 8
=] 2
2 o |
3 2
o o
Q Q
3 3
) I
8 . 8 |
El -
CREOIPK/ID CREO
4 UNES 4 UNES
T T T T T T T T T T T T
150 -100 -50 0 50 100 150 -150  -100 -50 0 50 100 150

Figure 2. The main communities during the first and second rounds. Caption: Twitter
communities formed around political events often have at their center political leaders. In the
Ecuadorian network for the first and second electoral rounds the pro-Arauz community had at its
center the presidential candidate @ecuarauz (Andrés Arauz) and the de-facto party leader
@mashirafael (Rafael Correa). In contrast, the pro-Lasso community had at its center, in addition
to @LassoGuillermo, @yakuperezg (Yaku Pérez, Pachakutik presidential candidate), and
@xhervas (Xavier Hervas, ID presidential candidate).
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dimension captured by the algorithm, rather than solely ideological, is a reflection of the
political divide. It is also worth noting that the anti-Correa community from the first
round is more dispersed than the anti-Correa community from the second round. This
suggests that the numerous candidates positioning different frames during the first
round did not lead to a unified anti-Correa message (something that happens for the
second round).

Candidate Frames and User Reactions. We are interested in how parties framed their
electoral campaigns around COVID-19. We are also interested in how users reacted to
these frames. For the former, we use the tweets collected from the party, legislative
and presidential candidates’ accounts and explore their focus on different topics. To iden-
tify the issues mentioned in each tweet, we constructed a dictionary (list) of topics with
words associated with each topic, then searched for the presence of those words in our
Twitter data. We searched for the major themes covered across the elections and analyzed
COVID-19’s prominence'® and its variation across parties.

For user reactions, we use the collection of tweets from broader online conversations.
We analyzed how prominently COVID-19 appeared among users. We also wanted to
know which topics propagated in the network. In social media, “acceptance equals
propagation” (Aruguete and Calvo, 2018)."" Twitter users are exposed to frames from
like-minded peers. However, not all content will resonate with users equally. Users con-
suming messages on Twitter will propagate content from their community peers more
quickly when these are cognitively congruent. Aruguete and Calvo (2018) show that
time-to-retweet, the number of seconds elapsed from the time a user (authority) posts a
tweet to the time a second user (hub) retweets the same post, is a proxy for cognitive con-
gruence. Thus, to operationalize acceptance, we test whether latency increases or
decreases for frames related to COVID-19 (and other frames).

Finally, we are also interested in what each political party (and community) focused on
when addressing COVID-19. Also, and perhaps more importantly, how they differed one
from the other. We estimate the relative frequency (i.e. Keyness) of terms in each group
(e.g. party or community) to test this. Keyness is used to define the levels of differenti-
ation across two corpora, expressed by words that are most different across corpora.

Results

This section presents how parties tried to attract voters during the campaign. We provide
an overview of the topics that candidates mentioned the most, including the salience of
COVID-19 relative to other topics. We also examine how candidates framed the pan-
demic by looking into the content that accompanied COVID-19 mentions. Lastly, to
study the pandemic’s relative importance for Twitter users, we describe how they
engaged with COVID-19-related messages. Overall, we find that COVID-19 was not
the more salient issue of the campaign, but its salience increased in the second round.
Also, parties and candidates developed their programmatic agendas, bringing an
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unexpected diversity to policy offers. Nonetheless, programmatic offers were not at the
center of the campaign; symbolic offers took the spotlight of parties and appeals.
Lastly, while Twitter users’ engagement with COVID-19-related messages changed
over time, gaining importance towards the end of the presidential campaign, these did
not become the main topic of focus over the course of the elections.

Issues and Programmatic Appeals

To answer our first and second research questions (Q1. How prominent is COVID-19 in
campaign strategies? Q2a. ;Did parties campaign on pandemic-related programmatic
offers? Q2b. Did parties make similar offers?) we look at the content produced by
parties and the frames they advanced more eagerly. Figure 3 shows the topics mentioned
by legislative candidates covered during the first electoral round. After their party’s pre-
sidential candidate name, all candidates prioritized the economy, which was the most
mentioned policy topic. While COVID-19 appears as one of the most popular issues, it
is not paramount in legislative messages. In all parties, COVID-19 falls behind health
or education (for Pachakutik and CREO) or their former leader Rafael Correa (for
UNES).

The descriptive content analysis aligns with Twitter data. Out of the 858 observed
campaign events: 31 per cent addressed economic issues such as unemployment and

by Legislative C
Primera Vuelta, Elections Ecuador 2021
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Figure 3. Main contents of the legislative campaign by party during the first round.
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loan conditions, 17 per cent mentioned matters related to education and university access,
14 per cent talked about the public health and pension systems. Only nine per cent
referred directly to the pandemic. Half of these messages were related to the vaccination
process, while the other half was related to the delivery of “help” to ameliorate the pan-
demic’s effects.

A similar trend can be observed when looking at parties and presidential accounts
(Figures 4 and 5). All party accounts, for example, focused on the economy, health, or
justice, before mentioning COVID-19. Interestingly, presidential candidates strayed
farther away from COVID-19, suggesting that, despite its potential salience, candidates
were not crowding the topic. Instead, it seems that COVID-19 was a given, and candi-
dates addressed other issues with potential longer horizons.

Again, content analysis is consistent with Twitter data. Presidential and legislative
campaigns emphasized socio-economic problems rather than COVID-19. When parties
addressed COVID-19, they did so with ambiguous electoral offers. For example,
UNES promised “to give an alleviating hand” by creating 8,000 jobs, promising to
reduce interest rates, and restructuring debt for all senior debtors. CREO invited voters
to take on Guillermo Lasso’s “flag of change” while offering two million jobs, public
health, and education systems total reengineering. MUPP-18 and ID made similar
offers. Thus, the answer to our questions about the pandemic’s prominence and the stra-
tegic use (in the formation of different appeals) is that parties did develop positions and
proposals related to the pandemic. Still, these were not at the center of the campaign.

Mentions by Party Accounts
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Figure 4. Main contents during the first round (by party accounts).
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Mentions by Presidentials Accounts
Primera Vuelta, Elections Ecuador 2021
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Figure 5. Main contents during the first round (by presidential accounts).

There were also different levels of coordination across legislative, presidential, and
party accounts. Figure 6 shows that the density distribution of COVID-19 mentions
across all Twitter accounts varies between parties and within party lines. The ID party,
for example, had a highly coordinated message. Not only is the variation in the distribu-
tion of mentions smaller, but the median of the percentage of distributions coincides with
the percentage of mentions by the presidential candidate and the party account. Similar
yet different levels of coordination were observed for CREO and Pachakutik. UNES
has, by contrast, a less coordinated message. The distribution has a higher variation,
and the presidential candidate mentions twice as much COVID-19 than the party
account and the median legislative candidate.

There was a change in the focus from the first to the second round (Figures 7 and 8).
Both parties and presidential candidates’ accounts increased their COVID-19 mentions.
This increment coincides with a spike in COVID-19 cases in March 2021 and a disastrous
roll-out of the vaccines. The presidential candidates’ strategy shifted towards a more prag-
matic and policy-oriented message, including mentions of COVID-19 and solutions to
address its spread. While UNES candidates frequently mentioned vacunas (vaccines)
and dosis (doses), they also focused on pointing out members of the Moreno administration
to link the government’s shortcomings to CREO’s candidate, Lasso. By contrast, CREO
candidates emphasized words linked to policy proposals, mostly economy-related: #pro-
puestasdelasso (Lasso’s proposal) and empleo (jobs).
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Distribution of Mentions by Legislative Candidates, Presidential Candidates, and Party Accounts

Primera Vuelta, Elections Ecuador 2021,
Red vertical line shows percentage of Covid-19 mentions by party account;
black vertical line shows percentage of Covid-19 mentions by presidential account.
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Figure 6. Distribution of mentions during the first round (by presidential candidates and party
accounts).

Symbolic Appeals: Keyness and Symbolic Content

While there are certain similarities in the topics that parties addressed and their frequency,
we are also interested in how parties frame them. As discussed, parties often accompany
policy offers with symbolic appeals. These appeals can have more than one purpose: to
assure voters that policy offers can effectively be accomplished (competence) or broaden
the pool of possible voters, especially when using ethnic symbolic content.

To answer our third group of research questions (Q3a. Did parties combine program-
matic offers with symbolic content? Q3b. How prevalent was the symbolic content as a
campaign strategy? Q3c. What type of symbolic content did parties use (if any)?) we esti-
mated the Keyness of twitter’s communities most used terms. Keyness is a measurement
that determines the probability of differentiating one corpus from another by looking at
the terms that make it up. In Figure 9, we compare the corpus of all the tweets published
by legislative candidates from two parties, CREO and UNES. Every term maximizes the
probability of identifying each party. The differences across parties are revealing: when
talking about the COVID-19, CREO frequently mentions symbolic managerial
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Mentions by Party Accounts
Segunda Vuelta, Elections Ecuador 2021
1-5 UNION POR LA ESPERANZA MOVIMIENTO CREO, CREANDO OPORTUNIDADES

Menton: Andrés Aratz Mention: Guilermo Lasso

Menson: Economy Mention: Economy

Mention: Health

Mention: Guillermo Lasso

Mention: COVID (Shorthand) Mention: Education

Mention: Justice Mention: COVID (Shorthand)

Mention: Health Mention: CREQ
Menton: Education Menton: Justice
Venmon: Etnnie

Nenton Eihnc

Mention: UNES Menton: Security

Mention: COVID Andrés Arauz

Mention: Corruption Mention: COVID

Mention: Descentralzaton

Menton Correa
Menton: Comuption

Menzion: Security

Mention: CREQ Mention: Correa

Mention: Descentralization - Menson: UNES

o

o

2,
)
o

Figure 7. Main contents of the campaign during the second round (by party).
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Figure 9. Relative frequency analysis for the legislative campaign during the first round.

and service-related content: capacidad (capability), calidad (quality), and carisma
(charisma). In turn, UNES focuses more on highlighting the party and the candidates:
@ecuarauz (Arauz), @mashirafael (R. Correa), @rabascallcarlos (C. Rabascall, vice-
presidential candidate).

Content analysis again is consistent with findings obtained from Twitter data. More
than 60 per cent of all the observations registered the presence of symbolic content.
The analysis shows that UNES tried to position their candidates as members of a party
with prior and successful governmental experience, a reliable alternative to improve
the current sanitary and socio-economic crisis and assure a better future. This party’s
campaign constantly reminded their audiences about Correa’s former administration
(2007-2017), signaling it as a period of prosperity and an example of know-how. In
fact, 49 per cent of UNES content was related to the party’s suitability to lead the gov-
ernment, and 20 per cent highlighted the organization’s previous political experiences
(as representatives or in public service).

CREQO, in turn, emphasized the experience of its presidential candidate. The party
highlighted Lasso’s experience in becoming a successful entrepreneur and used it as
an example of the party’s strength and capacity to generate positive outcomes amidst
adverse contexts. During the first round, CREO’s campaign promoted their candidates’
alleged “capacity to change”; 36 per cent of coded contents related to the party’s suitabil-
ity to rule. At the same time, legislative candidates carried out an intense clientelist (vote
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buying) agenda to position the idea of also being a party that “delivers.” Content analysis
shows that candidates and activists went to popular sectors to deliver food baskets and
other goods, along with CREO’s medical brigades that administered free covid tests.
All these activities were public and promoted through social media.

MUPP-18 and ID also used symbolic appeals. MUPP-18 was the only party that
openly promoted previous legislative and other representative experience of its candi-
dates (19 per cent of the party’s coded contents). The party also highlighted candidates’
capacities (66 per cent) and indigenous content (86 per cent). The organization built its
electoral platform claiming to represent the original, hardworking, honest, and solidary
people: “we do not have money, but we do have big hearts, thought of fighting for a
better world” (Perez, December 31, 2020). In contrast, ID remembered the party’s suc-
cessful experience with Rodrigo Borja’s government (1988-1992) in combination with
the idea of a generational renovation: “we know how to do it” was promoted along
with “We are ID, we are new people.” From all its coded content, 20 per cent of the
ID’s messages related to the party’s prior political experiences, 31 per cent with the
party’s suitability, and 34 per cent with the promotion of the candidates’ capabilities
and experiences.

These findings answer questions 3a, 3b, and 3c: Parties used programmatic appeals,
but not as the keystone of their campaign; instead, the campaign’s primary appeal was
symbolic. That is, parties consistently focused on presenting themselves as the best pre-
pared, more likely to deliver, while remaining unclear (i.e. not mentioning) what exactly
they would deliver.

The Effects of Mobilization Strategy: User Activation on Twitter

Thus far, we have focused on candidates and parties, but social media also allows citizen
interaction. Regardless of the effort a party or a candidate makes to position and frame a
topic, in social media, users decide the frames that will propagate and those that will not
as they are the ones who decide whether to spread content or not and its speed (Bennett
and Iyengar, 2008; Chaffee and Metzger, 2001). To answer our final research question
(Q3c. How did voters react to different electoral frames?) We now turn our attention
to the broader Twitter network and the two communities identified before, the
pro-Correa/pro-Arauz and the anti-Correa/pro-Lasso communities.

We analyze the determinants of time-to-retweet to understand the response of users to dif-
ferent frames. Higher values of time-to-retweet mean longer times between the authority’s
original tweet post and the retweet by the hub. We estimate the proportional Hazard Cox
model, with unstandardized coefficients describing changes in the hazard rate of
time-to-retweet. Positive coefficients indicate increased hazard rates (faster time-to-retweet)
and cognitive congruence with the frames, while negative coefficients indicate slower
times and cognitive dissonance (Aruguete and Calvo, 2018).

Twitter users did not appear engaged with COVID-19. Table 1 shows the results from
the proportional Hazard Cox model.'? For an intuitive interpretation of the magnitude of
the effects, consider the coefficient of our variable of interest, “Mentions: COVID,”
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which takes a negative and statistically significant value (p <.01) for both communities
during the first electoral round, and a positive and statistically significant value for
both communities during the second electoral round. The exponentiated values of the
first round coefficients for UNES and CREO (0.95 and 0.89, respectively) are the inci-
dence rates and can be interpreted as the (instantaneous) change in time-to-retweet
when a tweet mentions COVID-19. One minus the incidence rates is 0.05 and 0.11,
showing that the time-to-retweet for posts mentioning COVID-19 during the first elect-
oral round is about 5 per cent and 11 per cent slower than other posts. Thus, users
were not engaging with Covid-related tweets, suggesting that COVID-19 content did
not produce cognitive congruence among users. To better illustrate the effect, we plot
the survival probability curves for our variable of interest in the left-hand panels of
Figure 10.
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Figure 10. Survival probability curves for COVID-19 in first and second election rounds.
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This trend flips during the second electoral round. In the right-hand panels of Figure 9,
we can observe how time-to-retweet for Covid-related posts decreases, suggesting this kind
of content became cognitively congruent among users of both communities in the second
round. Again, this might be a reflection of the broader political and social context. During
the first electoral round, the pandemic had partially subdued, and there was no vaccination
plan yet. For the second round, the government could not coordinate a vaccination plan
while coronavirus cases increased again. Thus, COVID-19 became more relevant, and
the reaction of Twitter users reflects this reality.

The reaction of Twitter users might also explain why parties refrained from engaging
directly and prominently with topics related to the pandemic.'® While the two leading
candidates (Arauz and Lasso) proposed different policies to the same issues, Their man-
agement capabilities related to the pandemic and the society’s reaction to them were more
homogenous. On the one hand, candidates could not differentiate themselves by suggest-
ing solutions to the spread of the virus. On the other hand, users’ engagement (and prob-
ably voters’ engagement) with topics related to the pandemic was linked to events outside
the control of the candidates.

As previously suggested, neither CREO nor UNES placed COVID-19 as the primary
policy topic of their campaign strategy, even when voters were increasingly worried
about the pandemic. Rather, parties framed issues related to the topic differently, either
pragmatically or symbolically. Mentions to COVID-19 revolved around opponents’
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perceived weaknesses. Figures 11 and 12 show the relative frequency analysis for the
Ecuadorian network during the first and second electoral round, respectively. In both
cases, the communities focused on pointing out the limitations of the other side when
managing other issues as a signal to the limitations they will have when managing the
pandemic. For example, when mentioning COVID-19, the UNES community frequently
mentioned Lasso and Moreno, advancing the connection between both and linking Lasso
to the mismanagement of Moreno. In the second round, the CREO community framed
their COVID-19 mentions around Arauz’s controversial amount of severance pay
received after leaving the Central Bank. Thus, frequently mentioned words include
Arauz, ddlares (dollars), and cobrd (got paid). For their part, the UNES community
framed their COVID-19 mentions around a controversy surrounding members close to
Lasso who were able to get vaccinated ahead of the official schedule. Frequently used
terms were vacunados (vaccinated), listas (lists), and vip (VIP).

Discussion and Concluding Remarks

The emerging literature on the politics of COVID-19 has paid limited attention to how the
pandemic shapes elections. This research note contributes to filling this gap by analyzing
candidates’ mobilization strategies in the context of a pandemic. To do so, we use two
sets of data, a recollection of tweets produced during the electoral process and the
content of campaign events streamed online. We also explored if the observed
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Figure 12. Relative frequency analysis for the Ecuadorian network during the second round.
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mobilization strategies had any effect on the activation of voters. To this end, we looked
at Twitter communities’ reactions to different types of content. Ecuador’s 2021 general
elections provided an ideal setting to study how parties and voters reacted and dealt
with the pandemic.

Our results reveal that parties conveyed messages to generate trust. Symbolic mes-
sages highlighted parties’ competence, experience, and trustworthiness. Even though
COVID-19 related content was present as one of the four most cited topics of the cam-
paign, candidates and parties did not focus on it. While this topic became more salient
during the second round, it was not as salient as the economy, education, or health.
These results show that the COVID-19 was not at the center of the political debate
even in critical times.

Another key result is that parties combine mobilization strategies. That is, they com-
bined symbolic messages along with programmatic content. As parties offered to increase
jobs, improve public education or ensure universal access to a high-quality public health
system, they also focused on positioning themselves and their organizations as the best
alternatives. Furthermore, even though COVID-19 was a peripheral issue in the electoral
agenda, there were differences in how parties combined the pandemic issues with policy
and non-policy content. For example, when talking about it, UNES used symbolic mes-
sages while CREO opted for policy-oriented ones.

Twitter users’ reactions to mobilization strategies confirm that COVID-19 was not the
most salient topic. Despite this, the analysis also shows that users’ interest in the pan-
demic increased during the ballotage campaign, suggesting that broader socio-political
and economic contexts are key in attracting people’s attention. Hence, the pandemic
might not have been at the center of the voter mobilization strategies because it did
not attract people’s attention disproportionately. Another finding is that COVID-19 men-
tions appear to be related more to symbolic than programmatic content.

Studying elections and electoral campaigns under COVID-19 is paramount to grasp if
and how the pandemic has affected the nature of political competition within Latin
American democracies. This research note contributes to understanding how political
parties use mobilization strategies. Results support the argument that parties resort to a
mixture of political strategies to mobilize voters. In the Ecuadorian case, these strategies
involved both symbolic and programmatic content. As the latter was similar amongst
parties, symbolic messages were essential to help voters differentiate between candidates.

Finally, we foresee at least two directions for further research. The first would be an
extension of this work that could address why parties used COVID-19 as an element
instead of the core of their strategies; this path would require more extensive fieldwork.
The second would be a comparative design that could help us understand to a better
degree how parties used COVID-19 in their electoral strategies and why.
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Notes

1.

The emerging literature on the politics of COVID-19 has shed light on the factors that shaped
government reactions (Blofield et al., 2020; Napolio, 2020) and the potential effects of the pan-
demic on different arenas (Lustig et al., 2020).

. While all presidential candidates had Twitter accounts, not all legislative candidates or parties

had active Twitter accounts. We collected tweets from 471 legislative candidates accounts, and
26 party accounts.

. For the first round we collected 963,160 tweets and for the second round we collected 596,301

tweets.

4. We selected tweets with in-degree >2 and eliminated unconnected nodes.

10.

11.

. Andrés Arauz and Guillermo Lasso were the two presidential candidates who advanced to the

second round.

. A random-walk community detection algorithm is based on the idea that a random walk

(walking randomly from one connected node to another) will tend to stay within communities
instead of jumping to other communities (Pons and Latapy, 2005).

. For visualization, data reduction pull will cluster together nodes from the same community, and

force-directed push will avoid nodes overlapping and reduce the number of overlapping edges.

. In reference to former president Rafael Correa who sponsored Andrés Arauz.
. In the first round, the anti-Correa network was an amalgamation of the pro-Lasso, pro-Pérez,

and pro-Hervas users; Yaku Pérez and Xavier Hervas were two other presidential candidates.

2 "

The words associated to COVID-19 were: “covid”, “coronavirus”, “pandemia”, “gripe”,

9 < 2 <

“virus”, “pruebas covid”, “pruebas pcr”, “mascarillas”, and “bioseguridad”’. We also included
words used as shorthand to refer to COVID-19 topics, such as: “vacuna”, “salvar vidas”, “tele-
medicina”, “brigada”, “internet gratuito”, “educacion virtual”, “ley humanitaria’, “toque de
queda”, “‘estado de excepcion”, and “reactivacion”. For a complete list of the terms in the dic-
tionary and the words associated with them, see Appendix A.

Using time-to-retweet has additional empirical benefits. Given the network structure of Twitter,
a tweet from a candidate might not reach all users. The exposure to a message is closely linked
to the number of followers each user has. Thus, depending on the source, there are users that
will not be exposed at all, and therefore not have the opportunity to engage with these tweets.

By looking at time-to-retweet we can see the differences in reactions, independent of exposure.
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12. Proportional Hazard Cox models explain survival rates, which in our case explain
time-to-retweet.

13. CEDATOS (2021) opinion poll carried out between March 12 and 16 shows that Ecuadorians’
most pressing concerns were related to the economy, mainly poverty and debt (42 per cent),
unemployment and informality (29 per cent). COVID-19 was the most important issue for
only 13 per cent of respondents.
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