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ABSTRACT. Objective/context: We assess the effect of turnout in multiparty-coalition 
presidential primaries on the electoral support for the primary winner in two-round 
presidential elections. Does holding presidential primaries have a positive impact 
on the vote share received by the primary winner and/or political party in the 
corresponding presidential election? Methodology: We use municipal-level data in 
the three election cycles (2013-2021) since adopting optional presidential primaries in 
Chile to estimate ordinary least squares (OLS) models and assess the effect of turnout 
in the primaries on vote share in the general election. Conclusions: We identify a 
positive association between turnout in the primaries and vote share for the coalition 
candidate in the presidential election, with a higher impact on the runoff than in the 
first round. Originality: As primaries mobilize more ideological voters, the effect of 
primary turnout is stronger in the runoff when voters are more likely to align along 
clearly defined ideological lines than in the first round when primary voters normally 
have more than one option that matches their ideological preferences. 
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El impacto de la participación en las primarias 
simultáneas y opcionales en la votación del 
candidato de la coalición en la elección presidencial: 
evidencia del sistema de dos vueltas en Chile

RESUMEN. Objetivo/contexto: evaluamos el efecto de la participación en las 
primarias presidenciales de coaliciones multipartidistas en el apoyo electoral al 
ganador de las primarias en elecciones presidenciales de dos vueltas. ¿Las primarias 
presidenciales tienen un impacto positivo en la proporción de votos recibidos por el 
ganador en la elección presidencial correspondiente? Metodología: utilizamos datos 
a nivel municipal en los tres ciclos electorales (2013-2021) desde la adopción de 
las primarias presidenciales opcionales en Chile y estimamos modelos de mínimos 
cuadrados ordinarios (MCO) para evaluar el efecto de la participación electoral en 
primarias sobre la proporción de votos en las elecciones generales. Conclusiones: 
identificamos una asociación positiva entre la participación en las primarias y 
el porcentaje de votos recibido por el candidato de la coalición en las elecciones 
presidenciales, con un impacto más fuerte en la segunda vuelta que en la primera. 
Originalidad: a medida que las primarias movilizan a votantes más ideológicos, 
el efecto de la participación en primarias es más fuerte en la segunda vuelta. En 
ese momento es más probable que los votantes se alineen con líneas ideológicas 
claramente definidas, que en la primera vuelta, cuando los votantes normalmente 
tienen más de una opción que coincida con sus preferencias ideológicas.

PALABRAS CLAVE: Chile; democracias multipartidista; participación electoral; 
primarias presidenciales opcionales. 

O impacto da participação em primárias presidenciais 
simultâneas opcionais na porcentagem de votos 
para o candidato da coalizão na eleição geral: 
evidências do sistema de dois turnos do Chile

RESUMO. Objetivo/contexto: avaliamos o efeito da participação nas primárias 
presidenciais de coalizões multipartidárias sobre o apoio eleitoral ao vencedor 
das primárias em eleições presidenciais de dois turnos. A realização de primárias 
presidenciais tem um impacto positivo na parcela de votos recebida pelo vencedor 
das primárias e/ou pelo partido político na eleição presidencial correspondente? 
Metodologia: usamos dados a nível municipal nos três ciclos eleitorais (2013-
2021) desde a adoção de primárias presidenciais opcionais no Chile para estimar 
modelos de mínimos quadrados ordinários (OLS) e avaliar o efeito da participação 
nas primárias sobre a parcela de votos na eleição geral. Conclusões: identificamos 
uma associação positiva entre a participação nas primárias e a parcela de votos 
para o candidato da coalizão na eleição presidencial, com um impacto maior no 
segundo turno do que no primeiro. Originalidade: como as primárias mobilizam 
eleitores mais ideológicos, o efeito da participação nas primárias é mais forte no 
segundo turno, quando os eleitores têm maior probabilidade de se alinhar de acordo 
com linhas ideológicas claramente definidas, do que no primeiro turno, quando os 
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eleitores das primárias normalmente têm mais de uma opção que corresponde às 
suas preferências ideológicas.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Chile; democracias multipartidárias; participação eleitoral; 
primárias presidenciais não obrigatórias.

Introduction

The decision by political parties to participate in a multiparty coalition presiden-
tial primary involves significant strategizing. In presidential democracies with 
two-party systems, regardless of how the party selects its presidential candidate, 
there will likely be just one rival in the general election. But in democracies with 
an institutionalized party system and stable multiparty coalitions, parties can 
choose to run as a single party in the general election or as a part of a multiparty 
pre-electoral coalition. Parties can also decide to participate in multiparty coali-
tion primaries to select their presidential candidates.

For parties, joining a multiparty coalition presidential primary implies 
downside risks and potential upside gains. There is the risk of losing the primary 
to a candidate from another party and, thus, not having a candidate in the first-
round vote—which presumably denies its legislative candidates a presidential 
coattail vote effect. There is also the potential upside gain that, by having its 
candidate win the presidential primary, the party will have an edge, affording it 
stronger electoral support in the first-round vote, which will benefit down-the-
ballot legislative candidates from the coattail vote effect of the party’s presidential 
candidate. In the runoff election, in case the party’s candidate makes it that far, 
there are additional benefits, as it is easier to bring together likeminded parties 
and voters when the multiparty coalition is formed before the election than when 
coalition formation takes place between the first- and second-round votes. 

We use the case of Chile, a presidential democracy with an institutional-
ized multiparty system, stable coalitions, and, since an electoral reform in 2012, 
optional simultaneous presidential primaries organized by the national electoral 
authority. We assess whether the turnout in the coalition primary impacts the vote 
share received by the primary winner in the first-round election and by the can-
didate supported by the coalition in the runoff vote in all the elections held since 
the alternative of optional primaries has existed. In 2013, two multiparty coalitions 
held competitive presidential primaries. In 2017 and 2021, two of the three multi-
party coalitions held presidential primaries. Thus, out of eight possible multiparty 
coalition presidential primaries, there were six instances held in those three 
election cycles. In three cases, the coalition primary winner made it to the runoff 



62

Colomb. int. 118 • issn 0121-5612 • e-issn 1900-6004  
abril-junio 2024 • pp. 59-84 • https://doi.org/10.7440/colombiaint118.2024.03

election. In all six cases, the coalitions that held the primary made it to the runoff 
or endorsed another candidate in the runoff election. Using data from Chile’s 345 
municipalities, we evaluate whether turnout in presidential primaries impacts the 
vote share in the general election received by the presidential candidate who won 
the primary and the vote share in the runoff election received by the candidate 
supported by the respective coalition. Altogether, we have 2,760 datapoints of 
turnout at the municipal level in multiparty coalition presidential primaries, first-
round vote, and runoff vote in three election cycles (2013-2021) in Chile.

In what follows, we review the reasons why parties hold primaries and 
the potential upside gains and downside risks associated with holding multi-
party coalition primaries. Then, we discuss the determinants of turnout and 
vote choice and the potential effect of turnout in primaries on the electoral 
support for a party in the general election. We postulate two hypotheses. After 
discussing our methodology, we present the case of Chile between 2013 and 
2021 and then describe the results of our models and the implications of our 
findings for the debate on the pros and cons of holding presidential primaries 
in multiparty democracies. 

1. Pros and Cons of Holding Presidential Primaries

The set of rules for selecting candidates is part of the institutional design of 
democracies (Alcántara Sáez 2002; Freidenberg 2003; Hazan and Rahat 2010; 
Siavelis and Morgenstern 2008; Rahat and Hazan 2001). In democracies with 
institutionalized party systems, candidate nomination has historically been a 
prerogative of political parties. Increasingly, in recent decades, in a push to make 
themselves more accountable to voters and reduce political disaffection, many 
parties have opted to hold primaries to select their candidates, thus renouncing 
their historical prerogative (Hazan and Rahat 2010).

Parties tend to hold primaries to unify political factions and reduce internal 
conflicts (Kemahlioglu, Weitz-Shapiro, and Hirano 2009). They have primaries 
when “a dissenting faction threatens to pursue its favored policy outside of the 
party” and “to pull an existing faction into the party if each is sufficiently close 
ideologically” (Hortala-Vallve and Mueller 2015, 290), as well as to select more 
competitive candidates (Adams and Merrill III 2008). Similarly, parties are 
more likely to hold primaries when they are in the opposition or after losing an 
election (Cross and Blais 2012).

Primaries reduce the discretionary power of parties to select candidates 
(Cutright and Rossi 1958; Ranney 1968, 1972). Nevertheless, when there is low 
turnout in the primaries, the power of the party elites is not transferred to the 



63

The Impact of Turnout in Optional Simultaneous Presidential Primaries on the Vote Share...
Hugo Jofré and Patricio Navia

general public but to interest groups that can mobilize voters or resources to 
influence the primary results (Gallo 2005; Kenney and Rice 1985). Since prima-
ries attract a lower turnout than general elections, the candidates who prevail in 
primaries can be more distant from the median voter than candidates nominated 
by the party leadership; thus, they might be potentially less electable (Brady, Han, 
and Pope 2007, 80; Ranney 1968). In addition, primary conflicts among party 
leaders might harm the electoral performance of the primary winner in the gen-
eral election (Lengle, Owen, and Sonner 1995; Polsby 1983). Primary campaigns 
might also have negative consequences as they might deepen intra-party divisions 
and conflicts (Buquet and Chasquetti 2008; Ansolabehere, Iyengar, and Simon 
1999). In fact, while, in some cases, primaries promote intraparty competition 
and often more options to voters, in other cases, they hinder competition and 
allow elites to reduce the options for voters (Buquet and Gallo 2022).

A potential disadvantage of holding a primary is that its winner is the 
candidate who best reflects the views of the primary voters, not the candidate 
who can best reflect the views of the general public (Aldrich 1995; Ranney 1968). 
However, since primary voters are also concerned with winning the general elec-
tion, they might take into account a candidate’s electability when voting in the 
primaries (Abramowitz 1989; Geer 1988). Moreover, candidates are also interested 
in winning the primary and the general election; thus, they are also concerned 
about the general election median voter when campaigning for their party pri-
maries (Brady, Han, and Pope 2007, 80). Still, because both types of candidates 
have different priorities, candidates in primaries must decide whether they will 
target only primary voters or the voters who will likely participate in the general 
election later in the year (Brady, Han, and Pope 2007). As candidates need to 
protect their reputation and avoid flip-flopping, they normally stand away in 
the primaries from taking positions that are too radical and cost them voters 
in the general election (Brady, Han, and Pope 2007, 82). When incumbents can 
run for re-election, they might also face challengers in the primaries who adopt 
more radical positions, which underlines the ongoing problem of having to face 
two different electorates—the general public and the likely primary voters (Brady, 
Han, and Pope 2007, 82). 

Holding primaries alters the convergence to median voter dynamics asso-
ciated with a two-person race. In party primaries, candidates have incentives 
to deviate from the national median voter and seek the support of the primary 
median voter. As a result, in the primary campaign, candidates adopt positions 
that diverge from the median voter in the general election. When a party pri-
mary is highly competitive and turnout levels are expected to be low—either 
because other primaries are held on the same day or because the party usually 
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commands limited popular support—the incentives for candidates to deviate 
from the median voter are higher. In turn, when a competitive primary is held 
by a more popular party, or there are no other primaries on the same day—and 
all voters are allowed to participate in the primary—a higher expected turnout 
might induce candidates to deviate less from the median voter. The dynamics of 
a primary campaign might also motivate parties to use negative campaigning to 
drive moderate voters away while targeting specific support bases (Ansolabehere 
and Iyengar 1995).

A two-person primary with a higher turnout should produce winners 
whose positions are closer to the median voter than two multi-candidate primaries 
held by parties on the opposite end of the political spectrum. Thus, when there 
is a multi-person primary, a plurality winner might still be far away from the 
median voter. Since the dynamics of two-party systems are different from those of 
multiparty systems—even when those parties might end up forming multiparty 
coalitions or when runoff provisions turn the second round into a two-person 
race—the findings reported for how primaries in two-party systems (as in the 
United States) impact the first-round vote for the primary winner should not be 
expected to be the same as in multiparty systems. In short, holding a primary 
does not always need to have the same effect on the vote share in the first-round 
election for the primary winner. 

2. Presidential Primaries in Latin American Democracies

Since the mid-1960s, holding Democratic and Republican presidential primaries 
in the United States has become a benchmark for other presidential democra-
cies. Primaries were not widely held in Latin American democracies for the first 
decades after the transitions to democracy in the late 1980s (Colomer 2002), 
although there were cases of primaries held at the local, regional, and, occasion-
ally, the national level (Alcántara Sáez 2002; Freidenberg 2003; Gallo 2005). In 
some countries, such as Argentina, presidential primaries became mandatory in 
the first decade of the twenty-first century—although parties have managed to 
turn those primaries into an expensive non-competitive confirmation process for 
the parties’ presidential nominees (Buquet and Gallo 2022). In other countries, 
primaries are organized by each party or coalition outside the institutional legal 
electoral process, like Paraguay or Chile before 2013. 

The adoption of presidential primaries in Latin American democracies has 
been “touted as moves toward openness and internal party democracy” (Carey 
and Polga-Hecimovich 2006, 530). However, since parties are aware of the poten-
tial negative externalities of primaries, there is concern that holding primaries 
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might be “an electoral handicap” (Carey and Polga-Hecimovich 2006, 530). 
Presidential primaries have been criticized because they produce weak presiden-
tial candidates who might struggle to appeal beyond the party base (Chasquetti 
and Buquet 2004). A study on Uruguayan primaries warns that primary winners 
tend to be more extremists; however, the rules of the primary can minimize the 
chances of selecting candidates who are too polarizing and can foster the election 
of competitive candidates (Altman 2013). It also matters whether primaries are 
mandatory for all parties or optional (Altman 2013; Buquet and Gallo 2022; Cruz 
2021). A study on optional primaries in Mexico concluded that rules matter: 
“Weaker organizations combined with low entry requirements for aspiring pre-
candidates resulted in primaries that were costly for the parties’ general election 
efforts” (Bruhn 2010, 28). Nevertheless, the study also warned that primaries 
might induce more negative campaigning (Bruhn 2010, 29). Another study found 
that primary candidates with closer ties to the party apparatus do better due to 
their ability to mobilize voters in the optional primaries (Ascencio 2021). Previous 
research has also focused on what accounts for the decision by parties to hold 
primaries (De Luca, Jones, and Tula 2002) and on the impact of incumbency 
status on how competitive primaries are (Skigin 2022). 

The concerns over holding primaries in Latin America mirror those 
raised by the literature in the United States, but so do the pros of replacing a 
party-centered mechanism to nominate candidates with a process that allows 
for popular participation (Carey and Polga-Hecimovich 2006). A key difference 
between the US and Latin American primary processes is that, in the US two-
party system, both parties hold presidential primaries; on the contrary, in those 
Latin American countries where primaries are optional or held outside the formal 
institutional setting, not all parties that comprise the often unstable and deinsti-
tutionalized party systems have presidential primaries. When each party in the 
system holds primaries, negative externalities can be minimized as all parties are 
exposed to them (Buquet and Gallo 2022). However, when parties can opt in or 
out of holding primaries, both the positive and negative externalities are unevenly 
distributed (Carey and Polga-Hecimovich 2006, 531). 

In Latin America, the potential centrifugal incentives of primaries that 
would drive candidates away from the median voter might be exaggerated, as 
that concern is more relevant in two-party systems and institutionalized party 
systems where voters assign ideological positions to the different parties. When 
multiparty systems are not institutionalized, parties do not have clear ideological 
positions, and voters will have difficulties identifying which parties or candidates 
are closer to the median voter, regardless of whether the party holds competitive 
primaries. In presidential democracies with runoff provisions and multiparty 
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systems, convergence to the median voter might not be a priority in the first-
round vote. In those cases, spatial models are not predictors of the type of 
competition that takes place among the several presidential candidates in the first 
round (Carey and Polga-Hecimovich 2006, 532). Moreover “primaries may be 
general election assets rather than liabilities” (Carey and Polga-Hecimovich 2006, 
533). Primary voters might be better at identifying more competitive candidates 
than party insiders, and general election voters might value candidates elected in 
primaries more than those selected by party elites (Carey and Polga-Hecimovich 
2006, 542). The positive externalities of primaries can be summarized as follows: 
“If voters value openness, transparency, and internal party democracy in the 
selection of presidential candidates, and if primaries deliver those qualities in 
larger measure than other candidate selection procedures, then primaries should 
also provide a stamp of legitimacy that is an asset to candidates relative to rivals 
selected by other procedures” (Carey and Polga-Hecimovich 2006, 534). 

3. The Effect of Primaries and Other 
Determinants of Vote Choice

There are three dominant schools that account for electoral behavior and political 
preferences (Bartels 2011). The Columbia School underlines the importance of 
social cleavages as the base for the structure of the party system and determi-
nant of electoral preferences and vote choice. Based on the work of Lipset and 
Rokkan (1967), the Columbia School predicts stable electoral preferences that 
are well-aligned with institutionalized political parties. The Michigan School, or 
the school of political socialization, builds on the work of Campbell et al. (1960) 
and focuses on the impact of socialization processes on electoral preferences and 
political behavior. Finally, the Rochester School, or the economic vote theory 
school, places more importance on short-term economic perception determi-
nants to account for the voters’ decision to punish or reward incumbents (Duch 
and Stevenson 2008).

Vote choice determinants also influence electoral participation, but 
turnout is impacted by other determinants as well. Electoral participation is a 
collective phenomenon, but the decision to vote in an election is made at the 
individual level (Franklin 2004). More people might be convinced to turn to vote 
when those persons believe that others will also vote (Ferejohn and Fiorina 1974); 
however, the determinants for why people participate in elections can also be 
associated with socio-demographic indicators and event-specific conditions and 
events (Brady, Verba, and Schlozman 1995; Franklin 2004). In fact, “the factors 
most strongly associated with the likelihood that someone will vote are their age 
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(young people are less likely to turn out), their education […] and the extent 
to which they are embedded in social structures (people who are members of 
churches, unions, and other organizations are more likely to vote; loners are less 
likely to do so)” (Franklin 2004, 16). 

Studies on electoral participation in Latin America usually focus on insti-
tutional and circumstantial factors that impact electoral participation (Fornos, 
Power, and Garand 2004; Pérez-Liñán 2001). Socio-demographic indicators—like 
education, age, and income—are more significant predictors of turnout than 
subjective motivations—like trust, interest in politics, or political efficacy—and 
civic mobilization networks play a more relevant role than clientelist networks or 
religious congregations (Carreras and Castañeda-Angarita 2014, 1098).

Participation and vote choice are also endogenous to the nature of the 
election. More competitive elections attract more voters. The intensity of the com-
petition tends to increase when the economic conditions are less favorable (Franklin 
2004, 111) and when voters are dissatisfied with the government and want to punish 
the incumbent (Ferejohn and Fiorina 1974). Finally, electoral participation is also 
associated with institutional incentives (Lijphart 1997; Powell Jr. 1986). Mandatory 
voting, automatic registration, or easier access to registration and scheduling 
elections on holidays and during good weather seasons promote higher turnout 
(Lijphart 1997). In turn, registration requirements, short voting hours, and a longer 
travel time required for people to vote negatively impact turnout (Lijphart 1997).

Turnout in primaries is influenced by the same variables that account 
for turnout in general elections, like the socioeconomic characteristics of voters, 
legal restrictions on participation, campaign spending, and the political context 
(Kenney and Rice 1985, 101). Since the determinants of turnout are a constant for 
all parties, the decisions by some parties to opt in and others to opt out cannot 
be associated with institutional rules. Parties will look at the base of likely voters 
and decide whether they are in a better position to mobilize their base and attract 
other voters than their potential rivals. Thus, the decision by a party to participate 
in a primary is more likely explained by its capacity to mobilize voters and the 
tradeoff expectations associated with winning or losing the primaries. 

A primary election allows parties to mobilize their base and build electoral 
support. Presumably, when parties mobilize voters in a primary, those voters will 
also be more likely to participate in the general election and vote for the party’s 
candidate. But when primaries are part of the institutional design of the electoral 
process, there might be institutional incentives for parties to participate in the 
process—like free television time or additional public funding for campaigns. As 
mobilization networks are central to explaining turnout (Carreras and Castañeda-
Angarita 2014), when parties participate in primaries, they can develop tools to 
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mobilize their electoral base. We would expect that parties participating in a coa-
lition primary have already used or will use the primaries to develop a stronger 
set of mobilization strategies. 

The ability of political parties to mobilize voters impacts the vote share 
received by the party candidate in the primary (Ascencio 2021). It would 
follow that the turnout in a primary should positively impact the turnout for 
the primary winner in the general election. This association is justified by the 
assumption that the parties that mobilize voters in a multiparty primary will 
also mobilize them in the general election even if their candidate does not win 
the primary. When parties lose the primary, they are required to formally support 
the winning candidate of the multiparty coalition. In fact, the losing parties become 
minority partners in the multiparty coalition. Indeed, those parties might not be as 
enthusiastic about the coalition presidential candidate; however, it is safe to assume 
that they still prefer, by a long shot, that their coalition wins the presidential elec-
tion. Thus, we propose a hypothesis associating turnout in the coalition primaries 
with the vote share for the coalition candidate in the general election. 

H1: Turnout in a multiparty coalition presidential primary is positively 
associated with the coalition’s presidential candidate’s vote share in the 
first-round and, when applicable, the runoff election. 

When a coalition holds a primary and the winning candidate either drops 
out of the race before the first-round vote or fails to make it to the runoff election, 
the coalition has a difficult decision to make. Typically, parties nominate an alter-
native candidate for the first-round vote, and when their candidate does not make 
it to the runoff, they endorse a candidate who does. In the case of multiparty coa-
litions, the coalition might split as some of its parties support one candidate, and 
others support the other candidate or abstain in the runoff. Since the coalition’s 
primary winner has not made it to the runoff, the support transfer from the party 
to either of the two candidates in the runoff might not be as clear-cut. Still, in an 
institutionalized party system with stable coalitions, the parties comprising the 
coalition tend to act in blocs, and coalitions normally endorse candidates for the 
runoff election. Moreover, as the electorate in such systems is normally aligned 
along a left-right scale, voters will support the runoff candidate that most closely 
represents their views. In that sense, runoff elections are more likely to reflect 
political divides or social cleavages than first-round elections. In the first round, 
voters might have more than one option that is ideologically close to their own 
views. In the runoff election, campaigns are usually more polarized; thus, voters 
are more likely to align along the same lines as their likeminded parties. 
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That would lead us to expect that the bulk of support for the coalition can-
didate that lost in the first-round vote will go to the runoff presidential candidate 
supported by the coalition. Thus, we would expect that the parties that comprise 
that coalition will mobilize voters to help their runoff candidate—even if that 
candidate did not participate in the primaries. As primary voters are already more 
likely to hold strong political views, they will more easily align behind the candi-
date supported by the parties these voters identify with and have voted for in the 
primaries. As a result, we would expect that turnout in presidential primaries would 
be positively associated with the vote share received by the candidate supported by 
that coalition in the runoff. Our second hypothesis formally states the following: 

H2: When a multiparty coalition candidate fails to make it to the runoff 
election, the vote share received by the candidate supported by that coa-
lition in the runoff is positively associated with the turnout in multiparty 
coalition primaries. 

4. Presidential Primaries in Chile’s Multiparty Democracy

After the return of democracy in 1990 and until the 2017 elections, the political 
party system in Chile was structured around two large competitive multiparty 
coalitions: the right-wing Alianza and the left-wing Concertación (Sehnbruch 
and Siavelis 2014). The political system was defined as uprooted but stable in the 
first decades of post-authoritarian democracy (Luna and Altman 2011), with some 
authors questioning the strength of the party system (Luna and Mardones 2010). 
In 2017, partially as a result of an electoral reform that increased the district magni-
tude for legislative elections (Gamboa and Morales 2016), the number of coalitions 
increased. The 2019 social uprising was seen as evidencing a crisis of democratic 
representation and manifesting the lack of societal ties among institutionalized 
parties (Heiss 2021; Morales Quiroga 2020). The debate on the strength of the 
party system and the alleged popular discontent with democratic representation 
in Chile has been a source of debate for decades (Castiglioni and Kaltwasser 2016; 
Lechner 1998; Moulián 1997). In the past 20 years, several texts suggested adopt-
ing institutional reforms—including primaries—to strengthen the link between 
parties and voters (Luna et al. 2012). 

Optional presidential primaries were first adopted in an electoral reform 
introduced in 2012. However, the history of presidential primaries in the current 
democratic period dates to the 1990s in Chile. In 1993, the right-wing multiparty 
coalition Alianza held a convention comprised of party delegates to nominate 
its presidential candidate. The left-wing Concertación coalition held primaries 
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that required prior registration for party militants and sympathizers. In 1999, 
Concertación organized open presidential primaries, which proved a success as 
1.2 million people—19 % of those who voted later in the general election—par-
ticipated (Navia and Rojas Morales 2008). In 2005, presidential primaries in the 
ruling Concertación were canceled when one candidate dropped out, and Michelle 
Bachelet, from the Socialist Party (PS), automatically became the coalition can-
didate. In 2009, the ruling Concertación held limited presidential primaries that 
confirmed former President Frei (PDC) as the Concertación candidate. 

An electoral reform established optional presidential primaries in 2012 
(Law #20640 enacted on December 6, 2012). The national Electoral Service 
(Servel) organizes the primaries for those parties and coalitions that choose to 
hold them 30 days before the registration deadline for the upcoming presidential 
and legislative election. Parties that participate in the primaries can legally raise 
funds according to the finance campaign legislation, have access to public cam-
paign finance, and can use free television time in the weeks before the primaries. 
Primaries are binding, which means that participating parties cannot abandon 
the multiparty coalition after the primary and that the primary winner cannot 
be replaced unless they withdraw from the race. 

We include the three electoral cycles since the adoption of legal 
optional presidential primaries. In 2013, the two dominant multiparty coali-
tions, Concertación (renamed New Majority that year) and the ruling Alianza 
(renamed Let’s Go Chile), held presidential primaries. In the Let’s Go Chile 
primaries, Andrés Allamand, a former legislator and minister from National 
Renewal (RN), faced Pablo Longueira, a former legislator and minister from the 
Independent Democratic Union (UDI). Longueira won with 51.4 % and a 6.0 % 
turnout among registered voters. In the opposition New Majority coalition pri-
maries, former president Michelle Bachelet (PS) (2006-2010) easily defeated three 
rivals with 73.1 % of the votes. Turnout in those primaries was 15.8 % of registered 
voters (Castiglioni 2014). 

In 2017, the ruling New Majority nominated Senator Alejandro Guillier, 
a left-wing independent, as its presidential candidate without holding primaries. 
The opposition Let’s Go Chile coalition held a three-person primary. Former 
President Sebastián Piñera won with 58.4 % of the votes. An emerging left-wing 
coalition to the left of New Majority, Broad Front, also held a two-person presi-
dential primary. News anchorwoman Beatriz Sánchez, who had no prior political 
experience, won with 67.6 % and became the Broad Front candidate. 

In 2021, the ruling Let’s Go Chile coalition and Broad Front held primaries, 
but New Majority did not. In the Let’s Go Chile primaries, right-wing indepen-
dent Sebastián Sichel defeated the candidates of the three established parties. In 
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the Broad Front primaries, former student leader and legislator Gabriel Boric 
defeated the frontrunner candidate, Mayor Daniel Jadue, from the Communist 
Party (PC), the largest party in the coalition. Boric came in second (25.8 %) in the 
first-round vote, while Sichel received a disappointing 12.7 % in the first round. In 
the runoff election, Boric won by defeating right-wing independent José Antonio 
Kast—who did not participate in the Let’s Go Chile primaries. 

Table 1 shows the presidential primary results for the 2013, 2017, and 2021 
elections, turnout rates, and the share of registered voters that participated in the 
primaries. Turnout ranged from highs of 22.2 % in 2013 and 20.9 % in 2021 to a 
low of 13.4 % in 2013. The level of competitiveness varied in the six primaries held 
in those three election cycles. The most competitive race was in the Let’s Go Chile 
coalition in 2013, while the least competitive race was in the 2013 New Majority 
coalition when Bachelet received an overwhelming 73.1 % of the votes (and about 
half of all votes cast in the primaries that year). 

Table 1. Presidential primary candidates in Chile, 2013-2021

Candidate
Coalition 
primaries 
votes (N)

Vote sha-
re among 
registered 

voters

First 
round 
votes
(N)

First round 
vote share 

among regis-
tered voters

Runoff 
votes
(N)

Runoff vote 
share among 

registered 
voters

2013

Michelle Bachelet 
(PS) 1,565,269 11.5 3,075,839 22.7 3,470,379 25.6

Others 576,801 4.3

New Majority total 2,142,070 15.8

Pablo Longueira 
(UDI) 415,087 3.1

Andrés Allamand 
(RN) 392,915 2.9

Evelyn Matthei 
(UDI) 1,648,481 2,111,891 15.6

Let’s Go Chile total 808,002 6.0

Others/null/blank 60,818 0.4 1,944,691 115,481

2013 Total voters 3,010,890 22.2 6,669,011 49.1 5,697,751 58.8

2013 Registered 
voters 13,573,143 100.0 13,573,143 100.0 13,573,143 100.0
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Candidate
Coalition 
primaries 
votes (N)

Vote sha-
re among 
registered 

voters

First 
round 
votes
(N)

First round 
vote share 

among regis-
tered voters

Runoff 
votes
(N)

Runoff vote 
share among 

registered 
voters

2017

Sebastián Piñera 
(Ind) 828,397 6.1 2,418,540 17.8 3,796,918 27.9

Manuel Ossandón 
(RN) 372,626 2.7

Felipe Kast 
(Evopoli) 218,682 1.6

Let’s Go Chile 1,419,705 10.5

Beatriz Sánchez 
(Ind) 221,550 1.6 1,338,037 9.9 3,160,628 23.3

Alberto Mayol 
(Ind) 106,265 0.8

Broad Front 327,815 2.4

Null/blank 66,168 0.5

Total voters 1,813,688 13.4 6,600,280 48.6 6,957,546 51.3

2017 Registered 
voters 13,573,143 100.0 13,573,143 100.0 13,573,143 100.0

2021

Joaquín Lavín 
(UDI) 416,604 2.8

Mario Desbordes 
(RN) 131,622 0.9

Sebastián Sichel 
(Ind) 660,250 4.4 898,635 6,0

Ignacio Briones 
(Evopoli) 131,996 0.9

José Antonio Kast 
(Republicanos) 1,961,779 13.1 3,650,088 24.3

Let’s Go Chile + 
Kast 1,340,472 8.9

Daniel Jadue (PC) 693,862 4.6

Gabriel Boric (CS) 1,059,060 7.0 1,815,024 12.1 4,620,890 30.7

Apruebo Dignidad 1,752,922 11.7

Null/blank 48,010 0.3

Total 3,141,404 20.9 7,028,345 46.8 8,270,978 55.0

2021 Registered 
voters 15,030,974 100.0 15,030,974 100.0 15,030,974 100.0

Source: Own elaboration with data from the Electoral Service.  
Vote shares are estimated as a percentage of registered voters. 
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5. Methodology

We assess the effect of turnout in primaries on the vote share received by the 
coalition candidate in the first-round and runoff presidential elections in Chile. 
We use the three elections (2013, 2017, and 2021) after the introduction of optional 
and centrally organized individual party and multiparty coalition primaries. Our 
unit of analysis is the municipality, given that this allows us to assess variance 
across municipalities in each electoral cycle and between electoral cycles. Since 
our objective is to evaluate the effect of turnout in the general election, we use a 
subnational unit of analysis to have variance within each electoral cycle. We have 
built a dataset with information from the 345 municipalities in the country on 
presidential primary election results, first-round and runoff presidential election 
results, and socio-demographic indicators. The dataset includes turnout rates in 
the primaries, first-round vote, and runoff election (as a percentage of registered 
voters). In 2013, two multi-party coalitions held primaries—the center-right Let’s 
Go Chile (Chile Vamos) and the center-left New Majority. In 2017, Let’s Go Chile 
and an emerging left-wing coalition, Broad Front (Frente Amplio), held presi-
dential primaries, but not New Majority (Nueva Mayoría). In 2021, presidential 
primaries were again held by Let’s Go Chile and Broad Front, but not by the 
parties that previously comprised New Majority. 

As we assess the effect of turnout in primaries on the vote in the general 
election, we have data for six primaries in 345 municipalities (2,070 observa-
tions). Our dependent variable takes two values: the vote share received by the 
coalition candidate in the first-round election and the vote share received by the 
coalition candidate in the runoff election (or, if the coalition candidate did not 
make it to the runoff, by the candidate supported by that coalition in the runoff). 
Since voting in the primaries and general election was optional, and all eligible 
voters were automatically registered in those three cycles, for comparison purposes, 
we assess the proportions over the number of registered voters rather than over 
those who turned out to vote. After all, we are interested in the effect of turnout in 
the primaries over the vote share for the coalition candidate in the general election. 

For H1, the independent variable is the turnout rate in the coalition pri-
maries. We estimate the turnout rate based on the number of registered voters 
in each municipality. We measure turnout as the proportion of votes received by 
all coalition candidates in each primary. As null and blank votes are reported for 
the entire primary and not for each coalition, we do not consider those votes as 
part of the turnout for each coalition. We expect a higher turnout in the respec-
tive multi-coalition primaries to positively impact the vote share received by the 
primary winners in the first-round election.



74

Colomb. int. 118 • issn 0121-5612 • e-issn 1900-6004  
abril-junio 2024 • pp. 59-84 • https://doi.org/10.7440/colombiaint118.2024.03

For H2, the independent variable is whether the coalition candidate made 
it to the runoff election. This indicator takes the value of 0 when the coalition 
candidate did not make it to the runoff election. We expect that when the coali-
tion candidate did not make it, the impact of the turnout in the primaries would 
be lower than when the coalition candidate made it to the runoff. 

We use controls for the number of candidates in the coalition presi-
dential primaries and the primary vote share of the coalition primary winner. 
We expect a higher value to positively impact the candidate’s vote share in the 
presidential election. We also include controls for the margin of victory of the 
coalition winner; that is, we estimate the proportion of votes received by the 
winner with respect to the runner-up. We also control for the coalition vote in 
the previous presidential election. For the case of Broad Front—a coalition that 
first ran in 2017—we use the combined vote share for all left-wing candidates 
(excluding Bachelet) in the 2013 election as a proxy for the Broad Front vote 
share in the previous election. Finally, we also use controls for the poverty level 
and the proportion of the population that lives in rural areas in the municipality. 
We finally include controls for the election cycle, using 2013 and our reference 
category. Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics for the dependent, independent, 
and control variables used. 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the dependent and independent variables

Variable Obs. Mean SD Min. Max.

First-round vote 2,074 .1433 .1015 .0031 .6583

Runoff vote 2,074 .3432 .1311 .0153 1.3081

Coalition primary turnout 2,074 .0624 .0462 0 .6272

# Candidates in coalition 
primaries 2,076 2.833 .8977 2 4

Primary winner vote share 2,074 .05094 .0445 0 .3979

Coalition vote share in 
previous election 2,075 .5353 3.6421 0 90.5359

Margin of victory in 
coalition primaries 2,067 2.3656 1.9501 .0509 19

Coalition candidate in 
runoff 2,075 .6665 .4715 0 1

Poverty level 2,070 .1536 .0764 .0003 .5024

Rural population 2,070 .3577 .2913 0 1

Note: SD: standard deviation.
Source: Own elaboration with data from Servicio Electoral.
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6. Results

We estimated ordinary least squares (OLS) models where the dependent variable 
is the vote share for the coalition candidate in the first-round (Models 1 and 4 
in Table 3) and runoff (Models 2, 3, 5, and 6 in Table 3) presidential elections. 
In Models 1-3, we include as a control variable the vote share received by the 
coalition in the previous presidential election. In Models 3 and 6, we include an 
interaction effect between the presence of the coalition candidate in the runoff 
and the impact of the coalition primaries turnout on the vote share for the coa-
lition candidate in the runoff.

H1 associates the participation rate in the coalition primaries with the 
vote share received by the coalition presidential candidate in the first-round vote 
and in the runoff election. All the models show a positive and significant effect. 
A higher turnout in the primaries is associated with a higher vote share for that 
coalition candidate in the first-round presidential vote. Notice that the effect is 
stronger for the runoff than for the first-round coalition candidate vote. Since 
there are only two candidates in the runoff, their individual vote share is always 
higher than the vote share of candidates in the first-round vote. Still, the posi-
tive association indicates that in all the municipalities where the coalition had a 
strong turnout in the primaries, the vote share for the coalition candidate in the 
general election is higher. 

The models that include the vote share for the coalition in the previous 
presidential election (Models 1-3) and that exclude it (Models 4-6) show similar 
coefficient magnitudes. This suggests that the vote share in the previous election 
for the coalition presidential candidate is not driving the association between 
the primary turnout rate and the vote share for the coalition candidate in the 
general election. In fact, the effect of the vote share for the coalition candidate 
in the previous election on the vote share in the current election is marginally 
negative. This points to the fact that the turnout in the coalition primaries is a 
better predictor of the vote share for the coalition presidential candidate than the 
vote share received by the coalition candidate in the previous election. 

H2 associates the vote share in the coalition primaries with the vote 
share for the coalition candidate in the runoff election, distinguishing between 
elections where the coalition candidate made it to the runoff and where the 
coalition candidate did not make it to the runoff (and the coalition endorsed a 
different candidate). Among the six coalition primaries included in the study, 
the coalition candidate that won the primaries did not make it to the runoff on 
two occasions (Broad Front in 2017 and the right-wing coalition in 2021). 
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The models show two things. First, the magnitude of the effect of turnout 
in the primaries is stronger for the runoff vote than for the first-round vote. As 
we discussed, the individual vote share for the two candidates in the runoff is 
typically higher than the vote share received by each of the multiple candidates 
in the first-round vote. Second, the impact of having the coalition candidate in 
the runoff is positive on the vote share for the coalition candidate in the runoff. 
Nevertheless, the interaction variable of having the candidate in the runoff and 
the effect of turnout in the primaries is negative on the vote share for the coali-
tion candidate. That means that when the coalition candidate does not make it 
to the runoff, the turnout level in the primaries has a stronger positive impact on 
the vote share of the coalition candidate than when the coalition candidate makes 
it to the runoff. As runoff elections are more polarizing, voters are more likely 
to align along ideological lines. Given that runoff elections are usually seen as a 
choice between the lesser of two evils for many voters, ideologically mobilized 
voters support the candidate they dislike least.

In strongholds for the left or right, the turnout in the primaries is positively 
associated with the vote for the respective candidate in the runoff. For example, in 
2021, when right-wing independent José Antonio Kast—who did not participate 
in the Let’s Go Chile right-wing coalition primaries—made it to the runoff and 
Let’s Go Chile threw its support behind him in the runoff after its candidate had 
failed to make it to the runoff, he did better in those municipalities with high 
turnout in the Let’s Go Chile primaries was higher than in municipalities where 
the turnout for the Let’s Go Chile primaries was lower. Similarly, wherever the 
Broad Front candidate in 2017, Beatriz Sánchez, did well, the left-wing candidate 
in the runoff, New Majority’s Alejandro Guillier, had strong support as well. In 
the municipalities with higher participation in the Broad Front primaries in 2017, 
Guillier was more likely to do better in the runoff election than in municipalities 
in those where the Broad Front primaries attracted fewer voters. 

The control variables behave as expected, with idiosyncratic elements 
playing a role in each election cycle and with a positive impact of poverty levels 
and rural population on turnout in elections, a factor regularly mentioned in 
studies on turnout in Chile (Contreras, Joignant, and Morales 2016). 
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Table 3. OLS models of the impact of primary turnout on support for the coalition 
presidential candidate in Chile, 2013-2021

VARIABLES

Model 
1. First-
Round 

Vote

Model 2. 
Runoff 

Vote

Model 3. 
Runoff 

Vote

Model 
4. First-
Round 

Vote

Model 5. 
Runoff 

Vote

Model 6. 
Runoff 

Vote

H1: Turnout in 
coalition primaries %

0.296*** 1.044*** 1.378*** 0.291*** 1.021*** 1.354***

(0.114) (0.150) (0.155) (0.113) (0.148) (0.153)

H2: Coalition 
candidate present in 
runoff

0.097*** 0.120*** 0.098*** 0.120***

(0.008) (0.015) (0.008) (0.015)

H2: Primaries 
turnout * Candidates 
in runoff 

-0.470** -0.469**

(0.233) (0.231)

# Candidates in 
coalition primaries

0.008*** 0.026*** 0.0212*** 0.008*** 0.027*** 0.0216***

(0.00181) (0.004) (0.005) (0.002) (0.004) (0.005)

Vote share for 
coalition primaries 
winner

1.549*** 0.222 0.285* 1.555*** 0.242 0.304**

(0.0854) (0.152) (0.156) (0.085) (0.151) (0.155)

Coalition vote share 
in previous election

-0.0005* -0.002*** -0.00199***

(0.0003) (0.0007) (0.0007)

Margin of victory for 
coalition winner

-0.003*** -0.009*** -0.009*** -0.003*** -0.009*** -0.01***

(0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002)

Municipal poverty 
level

0.052*** 0.094*** 0.094*** 0.053*** 0.097*** 0.098***

(0.017) (0.022) (0.022) (0.017) (0.023) (0.022)

Municipal rural 
population %

0.017*** -0.003 -0.003 0.017*** -0.006 -0.005

(0.006) (0.009) (0.009) (0.007) (0.009) (0.009)

2017
0.044*** -0.0387*** -0.0318*** 0.045*** -0.035*** -0.028***

(0.004) (0.007) (0.008) (0.004) (0.007) (0.008)

2021
-0.079*** -0.165*** -0.166*** -0.078*** -0.161*** -0.162***

(0.004) (0.008) (0.008) (0.004) (0.008) (0.008)

Constant
0.028*** 0.208*** 0.202*** 0.027*** 0.203*** 0.198***

(0.007) (0.01) (0.01) (0.008) (0.011) (0.011)

Observations 2,063 2,063 2,063 2,063 2,063 2,063

R-squared 0.764 0.692 0.696 0.764 0.689 0.693

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.

Source: Own elaboration with data from Servicio Electoral.
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Figure 1 shows the predicted probabilities estimated from the results in 
Table 3. Figures 1A and 1B show a positive impact of turnout in the primaries on 
the vote share for the coalition candidate in the general election, but the slope of 
the curve is more pronounced for the runoff vote (1B) than for the first-round vote 
(1A). This is probably because, in the runoff, when there are only two candidates, 
voters have fewer choices to support a candidate close to their own views. Since 
primaries attract more ideological voters, there is a stronger effect of turnout in 
the primaries in the runoff election than in the first-round vote. 

In turn, Figure 1C, based on Model 3, shows the predicted probability for 
the vote share received by the coalition candidate in the runoff, distinguishing 
when the primary winner made it to the runoff and when that did not happen. 
The slope of the line is steeper when the primary winner was not in the runoff, 
but the difference is only significant at lower values of primary turnout rates. 
To clarify this effect, let’s return to the 2021 runoff election. Because its coa-
lition candidate, Sebastián Sichel, lost in the first-round vote, Let’s Go Chile 
supported independent right-winger José Antonio Kast in the runoff. The vote 
share for Kast benefited more from a marginally higher turnout in the Let’s Go 
Chile primaries in municipalities with low turnout rates in primaries than in 
those where the turnout in the primaries was higher. This is again likely asso-
ciated with turnout in the primaries being more ideological; therefore, in the 
runoff election, when the choices are more limited, ideological voters go for the 
candidate closest to their views. 

Figure 1. Predicted probabilities for the effect of turnout in primaries 
on the coalition candidate’s vote share in the presidential election

1A. First-round coalition vote
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1B. Runoff coalition vote
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1C. Runoff vote depending on whether the coalition candidate made it to the runoff
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Source: Own elaboration with data from Servicio Electoral.
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Conclusion

Prior studies have identified a mobilization impact of party presidential primaries 
on the vote share in the general election for the primary winner, but also negative 
externalities associated with the primary winner being more distant from the 
median voter in the general election. As the devil is in the details, electoral rules 
and particularities of party system institutionalization (including the number of 
parties and the presence of multiparty coalitions) make it difficult to identify 
patterns in the impact of primary turnout on the electoral performance of the 
primary winner in the general election. 

We use the case of Chile, a presidential democracy with an institution-
alized party system with stable multiparty coalitions and simultaneous optional 
presidential primaries. Turnout in the multiparty coalition primaries is positively 
associated with the vote share for the primary winner in the first-round and 
runoff elections. However, the association between turnout in the coalition pri-
maries and the runoff election is stronger than the association between turnout 
and the first-round vote. We show that in a presidential democracy with an insti-
tutionalized party system and stable multiparty coalitions, holding multiparty 
coalition presidential primaries is positively associated with a higher vote share 
for that coalition in the presidential election.

Electoral rules matter. When an institutionalized party system is struc-
tured around stable multiparty coalitions, the turnout in coalition primaries has 
a higher impact on the vote share for the coalition candidate in the runoff than 
in the first-round vote. Even when the coalition primary winner does not make it 
to the runoff, turnout in the coalition primaries positively impacts the vote share 
in the runoff for the candidate supported by that coalition. In institutionalized 
party systems, multiparty coalition primaries might have some potentially neg-
ative consequences but also a positive impact on the vote share for the coalition 
presidential candidate in the general election. 
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