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Abstract 
Competitive elections are thought to pose unique challenges to political stability in 
multiethnic societies. The reason, according much of the existing literature, is that 
electoral competition encourages rival parties to focus narrowly on mobilizing their 
respective core ethnic coalitions, a strategy that exacerbates ethnic divisions. Focusing on 
campaigns, this article develops an alternative account that proposes that in highly-
diverse societies an exclusive focus on core mobilization is likely to be an unattractive 
strategy. It argues that for party leaders, campaign strategy will be animated principally 
by the pursuit of swing voters outside of core strongholds, while the mobilization of core 
ethnic supporters will be delegated to lower-level actors. To support these propositions, 
the article draws on data collected during Kenya’s 2007 presidential election. The results 
suggest a need to re-examine the mechanisms that connect electoral competition to 
polarization and violence. 
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  A central concern in research on democratization is the divisive potential of ethnic 

cleavages. According to numerous scholars and policy analysts, elections create 

incentives for political leaders to mobilize rival ethnic coalitions by appealing to ethnic 

interests and antipathies in ways that sharpen communal antagonisms (Snyder 2000; 

Horowitz 1985; Reilly 2001). By these accounts, the electoral game is about mobilizing 

the ethnic core, not reaching across the ethno-political boundary that divides the 

electorate. Despite the powerful appeal of these claims, few empirical studies of election 

strategy in multiethnic settings exist, particularly in Africa’s emerging democracies. 

Moreover, nearly all of the research on electoral strategy in the ethnic politics literature 

focuses on parties’ efforts to shore up support within core ethnic support bases, while 

efforts to bridge such divides have received less attention (e.g., Mendelberg 2001; de 

Figueiredo and Weingast 1999; Dickson and Scheve 2006). This article develops an 

alternative account of campaign strategy in highly-diverse societies, focusing on contexts 

where no single ethnic group makes up a majority of the population, as is the case in most 

parts of Africa. It builds on the observation that parties in Africa typically must attract 

support from multiple ethnic groups to be competitive in national elections, and examines 

how this imperative affects campaign strategies. 

Studies of campaign strategy typically distinguish between mobilization (seeking 

to increase turn-out among core supporters) and persuasion (seeking to convert potential 

swing voters). This article proposes that in diverse societies, the sole focus on mobilizing 

voters in core ethnic constituencies is unlikely to be an attractive strategy for parties 

seeking to win national elections. Rather, it argues that in diverse societies the goal of 

attracting support from potential swing voters leads to a dual strategy by which parties 



 2 

use campaign effort both to mobilize voters in core ethnic strongholds and to pursue 

voters outside these bases. Second, it proposes that uncertainty about the responsiveness 

of voters in potential swing groups encourages the adoption of broad, inclusive strategies 

over narrow ones, leading parties to converge on the same set of ethnic groups. As a 

result, it is the competition for swing voters – rather than the mobilization of rival 

coalitions – that principally animates campaign strategy at the national level. Finally, it 

proposes that the need to seek support from multiple communities leads parties to divide 

campaign duties between party leaders and lower-level actors, with presidential 

candidates delegating the job of mobilizing co-ethnic supporters to lower-level agents in 

their ethnic strongholds, leaving party leaders free to devote the bulk of their time on the 

campaign trail to the pursuit of potential swing voters. 

To support these propositions, I examine campaign dynamics in Kenya, an 

emerging democracy where ethnicity is central to politics. The analysis draws on two 

types of data from the 2007 presidential election that allow for a fine-grained 

examination of campaign strategy. I use data on the location of presidential campaign 

rallies overlaid on ethnic demography to study campaign targeting across ethnic 

communities. I complement this analysis with survey data on household-level canvassing 

from a large national survey carried out after the election. 

The analysis of presidential rallies shows that, contrary to conventional theory, 

campaigns are built around the pursuit of potential swing voters (members of groups that 

do not have a co-ethnic leader in the race), not the mobilization of voters in parties’ 

respective ethnic strongholds. Moreover, it demonstrates that the leading parties converge 

on the same set of swing communities rather than targeting opposing ethnic coalitions. 
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The data on household-level contact shows that while presidential aspirants prioritize the 

pursuit of swing voters, they do not neglect the task of mobilizing their most staunch 

supporters: voters in their respective core ethnic areas. Taken together, these findings 

challenge the prevailing view that where ethnic identities are politically salient 

campaigns are fated to devolve into competing efforts to mobilize rival ethnic coalitions.  

This article contributes to the literature on electoral politics in multiethnic 

societies in several ways. First and foremost, it adds to a growing literature that uses 

quantitative approaches to study campaign strategy in Africa’s emerging multiparty 

systems (Wantchekon 2003; Wantchekon and Fujiwara 2013; Bleck and van de Walle 

2012; Feree 2011; Casey 2015; Posner 2005; Scarritt 2006). In doing so, it shows that the 

competition for swing voters can be central to electoral dynamics in settings where 

ethnicity is salient, a finding that contrasts with existing scholarship that has primarily 

emphasized the electoral benefits of core ethnic mobilization (e.g., Horowitz 1985, 

Rabushka and Shepsle 1972, Chandra 2004; Posner 2005). This finding has broader 

relevance to theories of conflict in multiethnic societies, which typically assume that the 

divisive potential of electoral competition in plural societies stems from the single-

minded focus on ethnic mobilization by office-seeking elites (Snyder 2000; Horowitz 

1985; Reilly 2001). The results reported here call into question this assumption and 

suggest that theories linking electoral competition to ethnic polarization merit renewed 

attention. Second, the results have implications for the larger ethnic politics literature, 

which finds that societies characterized by high levels of ethnic diversity develop less 

quickly, face greater challenges in provided public goods, and are less likely to address 

public health challenges (e.g., Easterly and Levine 1997; Habyarimana et al. 2007; 
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Lieberman 2009). Much of this work argues that the purported ills of ethnic diversity 

stem from the choice by political leaders to seek support from narrow ethnic 

constituencies and to favor core supporters once in office. The findings in this article 

indicate that the need to court voters from across ethnic lines may be more important than 

commonly assumed. Finally, the analysis demonstrates the value of disaggregating 

campaign strategy by treating presidential rallies and the ground game as complementary 

activities. Making sense of the logic of either activity requires appreciating the ways in 

which the two may serve distinct but related purposes.  

 

Campaign Strategy in Africa’s Diverse Societies 

This section develops a series of related propositions about campaign strategy in 

Africa’s diverse societies. Given the high levels of ethnic diversity across the continent, I 

focus on contexts where no single ethnic group makes up a majority of the population, as 

is the case for nearly three-quarters of African countries.1 The arguments offered here 

build on existing literature on distributional politics (Cox and McCubbins 1986; Dixit and 

Londregan 1996) as well as research on the allocation of campaign resources in advanced 

democracies (Shaw 2007; Stromberg 2008). The core insight from these works, on which 

I build, is that if the goal of campaigning is persuasion, parties ought to focus their efforts 

on areas where potential swing voters are concentrated. If, on the other hand, the goal is 

mobilization, parties ought to target areas where existing supporters are concentrated. 

                                                 
1 Data compiled by Fearon (2003) show that only 28% (12 of 43) of countries with a 

population larger than one million people contain a single ethnic group that on its own 

makes up 50% or more of the population. 
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Extending these insights to political systems where ethnicity is the central electoral 

cleavage requires developing a conceptualization of core and swing groups in such 

settings. I argue that core voters are defined as members of ethnic groups that have a co-

ethnic leader in the election while swing voters are defined as members of ethnic groups 

that do not. This proposition rests on the assertion that voters in settings where ethnicity 

is politically salient rely on ethnic cues to form electoral preferences and that the 

informational value of such cues varies across groups.  

A large body of research on ethnic politics demonstrates that in settings where 

ethnicity is politically salient voters choose between alternative candidates according to 

beliefs about how well prospective leaders will represent the interests of one’s ethnic 

community (Bates 1983; Chandra 2004; Ferree 2011; Posner 2005; Ichino and Nathan 

2013). Where expectations of ethnic favoritism are widespread, ethnicity serves as a 

useful cue to voters seeking to divine the intentions of alternative candidates and their 

parties. Ethnicity provides important information about how candidates will behave once 

in office – which groups they will favor and which they will neglect. Thus, knowing 

nothing about candidates other than their ethnicity, voters will prefer co-ethnic leaders 

over non-co-ethnics simply based on shared ethnic identity.  

However, ethnic cues may not be equally informative for members of all ethnic 

groups in presidential elections (nearly all African countries are presidential regimes). A 

common feature of presidential elections across the continent is that some groups 

typically have co-ethnic candidates in the race while others do not. In Kenya, for 

example, a small number of ethnic groups (often making up less than half of the 

population) typically have co-ethnic leaders in the race, while voters from most 
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communities face a choice between two or more non-co-ethnics. The Kenyan case is 

characteristic of African elections more broadly. Across Africa’s multiparty systems, the 

modal presidential election features a small number of major candidates drawn from 

different ethnic groups, none of which face serious competitors from within their own 

ethnic groups.2 

For voters from groups with a co-ethnic in the race, there is likely to be little 

uncertainty about which candidate will best represent one’s ethnic community, 

particularly when the leading candidates are drawn from different groups, as is frequently 

the case. For voters without a co-ethnic leader in the race, the choice is between two (or 

more) non-co-ethnics, and uncertainty about which of the alternatives will best represent 

the interests of one’s community is likely to be higher. These voters may look to the 

broader ethnic profiles of the parties, “counting heads” of co-ethnic leaders arrayed 

across the various parties to make inferences about each leader’s ethnic intentions 

                                                 
2 Data collected from multiparty presidential elections between 1990 and 2010 show that 

on average groups with one or more co-ethnic candidate in the race make up only about 

43% of the population. Further, the top two contenders came from different ethnic 

communities in 83% of elections, and the leading candidates (top two) only faced a 

significant co-ethnic competitor (defined as one or more candidate who received 5% or 

more of the vote) in 24% of races. This data is based on elections in 38 African countries 

for which it was possible to determine the ethnic identity of the main candidates (those 

that received 5% or more of the vote), and for which it was possible to estimate the 

population share of the candidates’ ethnic groups using the ethnic classifications in 

Fearon 2003.  
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(Chandra 2004). Specifically, elite coalitions formed before the election may provide 

useful signals to voters that do not have a co-ethnic in the race. And in Africa, pre-

election coalition building is a central feature of electoral competition (Arriola 2012). 

However, the ethnic identity of coalition partners and lower-level actors more generally 

is a weak signal in the this context, relative to the signal provided by the ethnicity of 

presidential aspirants. This is because parties in Africa remain highly centralized, and 

party leaders yield considerable discretion over the distribution of state-controlled goods 

once in office while lower-level actors typically have less influence over government 

action (e.g., Randall and Svasand 2002). As a result, the identity of presidential aspirants 

is highly informative while that of lower-level officials and coalition partners provides 

less information.  

If ethnic cues are less useful for voters from groups that do not have a co-ethnic in 

the election, relative to those that do, then such voters may be more receptive to the 

parties’ efforts at persuasion during campaigns. Instrumental theories of ethnic voting 

imply that parties will seek to increase vote share during campaigns by altering voters’ 

perceptions of which party will best represent their communal interests. Prior research in 

Africa shows that candidates and their parties employ numerous strategies in the effort to 

do so, including rhetorical appeals made at public rallies, the distribution of handouts and 

other favors, and symbolic gestures made on the campaign trail (Ferree 2011; citation 

redacted). It is the greater potential responsiveness to these attempts at campaign 

persuasion that defines groups without a co-ethnic in the race as potential swing voters, 

making them a more appealing target for efforts to increase vote share during the 
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campaign relative to members of groups that have a co-ethnic in the race.3  

The treatment of ethnic coalitions in this approach differs from that found in 

prominent works, particularly Horowitz’s (1985) landmark study of ethnic politics. 

Horowitz views coalition partners as part of parties’ core support bases. By contrast, I 

argue that it is useful to distinguish core co-ethnic supporters from “allied” groups that 

make up a broader coalition. Specifically, I argue that when voters in allied ethnic groups 

express high levels of support for a particular candidate at the start of the race (and these 

preferences are common knowledge), these communities will be treated as core groups. 

However, where preferences within allied communities are less uniform or where there is 

uncertainty about preferences, such groups will be viewed as potential swing groups. 

Because in practice allied groups may fail to vote as uniform blocs, I treat these groups as 

part of the potential swing. In the empirical tests that follow, however, I show that the 

arguments developed here are robust to operationalizing parties’ respective core support 

bases as their broader ethnic coalitions rather than as co-ethnic voters. 

The conceptualization of core and swing groups developed here implies that there 

will be few potential swing voters available for conversion in parties’ ethnic strongholds 

or in opponents’ core ethnic areas. Given the geographic concentration of ethnic groups 

across much of Africa, this means that if the goal of the campaign is to attract new 

                                                 
3 This conceptualization of swing voters differs from that found in much of the existing 

literature on campaigns, which variously defines swing voters as non-partisans, 

ideological moderates, or “cross-pressured” voters (Campbell 2001, Hillygus and Shields 

2008, Campbell et al. 1960). Such approaches, however, have little relevance to emerging 

democracies in Africa where policy positions and partisan allegiances are less central.  
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supporters, parties will target areas primarily inhabited by groups that do not have a 

candidate in the race. If, on the other hand, the goal is mobilization, then parties will 

target areas where there is a high density of strong supporters, and the highest 

concentration of existing supporters is typically in their core co-ethnic strongholds.  

How, then, do parties allocate campaign effort and resources across ethnic 

communities? Much of the existing literature on electoral strategies, particularly work on 

distributive politics, argues that parties will invest only in persuasion or mobilization 

(e.g., Cox and McCubbins 1986; Dixit and Londregan 1996). I propose, by contrast, that 

in the presence of uncertainty about the likely return from each activity, diversification is 

a more appealing approach. In Africa’s emerging democracies there are likely to be 

potential gains both from persuasion and mobilization. As noted above, in most elections, 

a sizeable share of the electorate generally does not have a co-ethnic in the race, meaning 

that a non-trivial portion of the electorate may be available for persuasion and 

conversion. At the same time, turnout in Africa’s multiparty elections is sufficiently low 

that mobilization may also yield positive returns.4  

Parties, however, are likely to face considerable uncertainty regarding the relative 

return on these alternative investments. Within the scholarly literature on campaigns, 

there are important on-going debates about the effectiveness of mobilization and 

persuasion (Gerber and Green 2000; Imai 2005; Gerber and Green 2005; Arcenaux 2007; 

Bailey, Hopkins, and Rogers 2013). These debates attest to the fact that even in 

consolidated democracies considerable uncertainty exists regarding the returns from each 

                                                 
4 Kuezni and Lambright (2007) show that the average turnout in African multiparty 

elections between 1990 and 2004 was 64% of registered voters.  
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type of campaign activity. In emerging democracies, where uncertainty is likely to be 

greater, investing in both persuasion and mobilization is a useful hedging strategy. If 

parties knew with certainty that persuasion, for example, would yield the greater return, 

they might invest solely in the pursuit of swing groups. Absent this knowledge, parties 

invest in both persuasion and mobilization, seeking to increase both vote share and 

turnout. 

Regarding the targeting of persuasive efforts, I propose that in diverse societies, 

an inclusive approach is preferable to a narrow strategy that focuses on a limited subset 

of swing groups. The reason is that targeting decisions, like decisions about how to 

allocate resources between mobilization and persuasion, are made in the context of 

pervasive uncertainty. Parties lack information about the responsiveness of voters in 

different swing communities. In Kenya, for example, it is not uncommon for groups that 

do not have a co-ethnic in the race to divide their support across candidates, making it 

difficult to anticipate ex ante the extent to which members of particular communities will 

be receptive to persuasive appeals. Further, in emerging democracies, the conventional 

tools used to target persuasive efforts – voter files, past election results, and public 

opinion polls – are often unavailable or less informative than in advanced democracies. 

Accordingly, parties face a formidable challenge in estimating the likely return on 

investment from campaign efforts that target voters in different swing groups. In this 

context, diversification is a more attractive strategy than concentrating effort on a subset 

of communities. One implication is that if the leading parties all pursue a diverse strategy, 

they will converge on the same set of swing communities rather than courting rival ethnic 

coalitions. 
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A final question relates to the division of labor between persuasion and 

mobilization. Presidential candidates, I propose, delegate the job of mobilizing core co-

ethnic supporters to lower-level actors – including elite coalition partners, candidates for 

lower-level offices, local party operatives, and allied civil society groups – within their 

ethnic strongholds, leaving the candidates free to focus their efforts on potential swing 

groups. This division of labor stems from the parties’ need to garner support from 

multiple ethnic communities. To do so, presidential aspirants must project inclusive 

images. If a candidate is viewed as the “champion” of her own group or a narrow subset 

of groups, she will have little appeal to members of other communities. Moreover, when 

candidates hold rallies in their home ethnic areas, these events tend to be well attended by 

the most loyal and ardent supporters. The massive outpouring of support at these 

“homecoming” rallies conveys the wrong message to voters from other communities, 

reinforcing the connection between the candidate and her own ethnic group. The need to 

project an inclusive image therefore discourages presidential candidates from 

campaigning extensively in their home ethnic areas. At the same time, presidential 

candidates have less need to attend to campaign activities in their ethnic strongholds 

relative to other parts of the country. Parties enjoy an advantage in recruiting high-quality 

candidates for lower-level races within their home ethnic areas (citation redacted). This 

means that within these strongholds, the presidential candidates are assured that they 

have a capable team working on their behalf, unlike swing areas where the battle on the 

ground may be more evenly fought with rival parties. Given the advantage at home, 

presidential candidates can delegate mobilization duties in their ethnic strongholds more 

fully than is possible in swing areas.  
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One qualification to the above argument is necessary. To this point, the argument 

has assumed that presidential candidates enter the race with universal support from co-

ethnic voters. In practice, however, there may be variation in this regard, as was the case 

in Kenya’s 2007 election described below. The extent of support among co-ethnic voters 

affects campaign strategies in two ways. First, when a candidate’s co-ethnic support is 

less secure, there will be potential swing voters within their own ethnic communities. As 

a result, candidates will have greater incentives to invest in persuasion within their core 

ethnic strongholds, increasing the amount of time they allocate to campaigning in their 

core ethnic areas. Second, when a candidate’s co-ethnic support is weak, opponents are 

more likely to believe that members of the candidate’s group will be available for 

conversion, increasing the likelihood of incursions on the candidate’s home terrain. In 

short, candidates who enter the race without the full support of their ethnic community 

will spend more time in their ethnic strongholds and will face a greater challenge from 

rivals on their home turf. 

To summarize the above discussion, I outline four testable hypotheses related to 

the conduct of campaigns in Africa’s diverse societies: 

 

H1: Presidential candidates will concentrate campaign effort in swing areas inhabited 

primrarily by groups that do not have a co-ethnic leader in the race, devoting less effort to 

core areas inhabited primarily by groups that have a co-ethnic leader in the race. 

 

H2: Presidential candidates will converge on the same set of swing communities.  
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H3: At the household level, parties will contact members of their core co-ethnic 

communities at higher rates than they contact members of non-co-ethnic swing groups.  

 

H4: Presidential candidates who enter the campaign with weaker co-ethnic support will 

devote more effort to core co-ethnic areas relative to candidates that start the race with 

more uniform co-ethnic support.  

 

Kenya’s 2007 Presidential Election 

To explore campaign strategies, I draw on data from Kenya’s 2007 presidential 

election. As is typical of elections in Kenya, the race featured a small number of principal 

contenders drawn from different ethnic communities. The election was primarily a 

contest between the incumbent president, Mwai Kibaki, a Kikuyu, who headed the Party 

of National Unity (PNU) and Raila Odinga, a Luo, who headed the Orange Democratic 

Movement (ODM). The race also included a minor-party candidate, Kalonzo Musyoka, a 

Kamba, who led the Orange Democratic Movement of Kenya (ODM-K). Pre-election 

polls show that Kibaki and Odinga were locked in a close race throughout the campaign 

period, while Musyoka’s support hovered around 8-10% throughout the campaign. The 

final results showed Kibaki winning by a narrow margin, though election fraud is thought 

to have marred the vote count. 

Kenya’s 2007 race provides an especially interesting context in which to examine 

the ethnic logic of campaign strategies. The election sparked a period of intense ethnic 

conflict in which at least 1,000 people were killed and another 350,000 were displaced 

from their homes (KNCHR 2008). Accounts of the post-election violence point to the 
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divisive nature of the campaigns as one of the root causes of the conflict, making this a 

particularly important case in which to examine campaign strategies and tactics (KNCHR 

2008; International Crisis Group 2008). Moreover, Kenya’s 2007 election provides a 

tough case for the argument that efforts to pursue support outside of parties’ core ethnic 

constituencies constitute a central aspect of campaign strategy. Accounts of the race 

typically characterize the leading parties as narrow ethnic coalitions that employed 

divisive rhetoric to mobilize voters within their core ethnic groups around shared 

grievances, antipathies, or fears (Barkan 2008; KNCHR 2008).  

As in most parts of Africa, ethnic groups in Kenya are relatively small; the largest 

group, the Kikuyu, make up only about 21% of the population. As a result, coalition 

building is central to electoral competition. The incumbent president at the time of the 

2007 election, Kibaki, had been elected in 2002 at the head of a diverse multi-ethnic 

coalition, the National Alliance Rainbow Coalition (NARC). After coming to power, 

however, disputes between Kibaki and several prominent leaders from other communities 

led to the collapse of NARC (Elischer 2013). In the run-up to the 2007 election, 

opposition leaders from several of Kenya’s larger ethnic groups coalesced in the Orange 

Democratic Movement of Kenya (ODM-K), a party that emerged out of a failed 2010 

constitutional referendum. The party splintered in the run-up to the 2007 election into 

ODM, headed by Odinga, and ODM-K, headed by Musyoka. 

While all of the parties presented a diverse slate of candidates to the electorate, 

the leading opposition party, ODM, was most successful in forging an elite coalition of 

senior leaders – dubbed the “Pentagon” – from across the ethnic spectrum (Elischer 

2013). By contrast, Kibaki’s party, PNU, was dominated by politicians from Kibaki’s 



 15 

own group, the Kikuyu, and leaders from the Meru and Embu communities, two closely 

related groups to the Kikuyu. Musyoka’s party, ODM-K, attracted few prominent leaders 

from outside of his own Kamba community.  

The initial distribution of support at the start of the campaign likely reflects the 

elite coalitions cobbled together before the race. Table 1 shows the results of a national 

public opinion poll conducted in September 2007, about three months before the election 

and before the main period of campaigning. The two leading candidates – Kibaki and 

Odinga – entered the race with near-universal support from their respective ethnic 

communities, with 90% of Kikuyus intending to vote for Kibaki and 94% of Luos 

expressing an intention to vote for Odinga. For the third-place candidate, Musyoka, 

support within his own community was less secure, but the majority (59%) of Kambas 

nonetheless expressed an intention to vote for him. The data also shows that at the start of 

the race, PNU drew overwhelming support from Merus and Embus, while ODM entered 

the campaign with strong backing from Luhyas, Kalenjins, and Kisiis.  

 

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Measuring Campaign Strategy 

To measure campaign strategy, I collected data on the two main components of 

campaigns in Kenya: presidential rallies and door-to-door contact. First, to examine how 

presidential candidates allocate campaign effort across ethnic communities, I compiled 

information on the location of rallies held by the three main presidential candidates in the 

months prior to the election, following an approach used in studies of U.S. campaigns 
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(e.g., Shaw 2007; Stromberg 2008). Because ethnic groups are geographically 

concentrated in Kenya, data on the location of campaign rallies provides a useful 

indicator of which groups the candidates targeted. I collected all articles about campaign 

events from Kenya’s two leading daily newspapers, The Nation and The Standard, during 

the four months prior to the election (August 27 to December 26, 2007). In total I 

collected 449 articles, yielding a dataset with information on 279 individual rallies 

(additional details on the coding of rallies and concerns about bias are presented in the 

on-line appendix). 

To determine which groups the parties targeted at rallies, I geocoded each 

campaign event and plotted the rallies over demographic data. Because Kenya’s census 

data is not sufficiently detailed for this analysis, I use survey data to create estimates of 

the ethnic composition of parliamentary constituencies, which serve as the unit of 

analysis in the tests that follow (details on the construction of these estimates can be 

found in the on-line appendix). One limitation is that in diverse constituencies, it is not 

possible to determine which group(s) a candidate sought to reach. This problem, 

however, is mitigated by the relative homogeneity of parliamentary constituencies. The 

average size of the largest ethnic group across all constituencies is 81%, and most 

constituencies (178 out of 210) contain a majority ethnic group. In most cases, then, it is 

possible to determine with a high degree of certainty which groups the candidates sought 

to reach at their rallies. 

Second, to study household-level contact during the campaign, I rely on 

information from a large, national public opinion poll conducted between December 2008 
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and January 2009, about a year after the 2007 election.5 Survey respondents were asked 

the following question: “Did a candidate or agent from any party come to your home 

during the campaign before last year’s election?” A follow-up question recorded all 

parties mentioned by those who gave an affirmative answer.  

 

Analysis of Presidential Rallies 

The analysis of presidential rallies proceeds in three steps. I begin by examining 

targeting across core and swing groups where the parties’ respective core groups are 

defined narrowly as co-ethnic voters. I then re-estimate the main models using an 

alternative definition that treats core groups as the parties’ broader ethnic coalitions. 

Finally, I examine the extent to which the three leading presidential aspirants converged 

or diverged across swing groups.  

The argument outlined above predicts that presidential aspirants will focus their 

effort on swing areas – those areas inhabited by groups that do not have a co-ethnic 

                                                 
5 This data come from a survey that was conducted as part of an evaluation of Kenya’s 

national civic education program (Finkel, Horowitz and Mendoza 2012 provides 

additional details). Because the sample frame was designed to oversample particular 

groups, it was necessary to re-weight the data to approximate a sample of the Kenyan 

population. To determine how the sample should be weighted, I compared the data to a 

random-sample survey conducted by the Afrobarometer in 2005. I found that it was 

necessary to weight by province, urban/rural location, and gender. On other variables – 

age, education, and community group membership – the data closely resembled the 

Afrobarometer sample, and no weighting was necessary. 
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leader in the race. As a first cut, I plot the rallies held by each of the leading candidates in 

the 2007 race – Kibaki, Odinga, and Musyoka – on maps showing the leaders’ respective 

core co-ethnic strongholds. For the purposes of this preliminary analysis, I define ethnic 

strongholds as all parliamentary constituencies in which a candidate’s own ethnic group 

made up 75% or more of the population (in the tests that follow I show that the key 

findings are not driven by the choice of this cutoff).  

A simple overlay (Figure 1) demonstrates that all three candidates devoted the 

bulk of their campaign effort to swing areas, constituencies where groups without a co-

ethnic in the race made up 75% or more of the population. As shown in Table 2, which 

provides the data in tabular form, Kibaki held 75% of all rallies in swing areas, Odinga 

92%, and Musyoka 70%. The candidates held relatively few rallies in their own ethnic 

areas and generally avoided their opponents’ core ethnic strongholds. Additional analysis 

in the online appendix show that similar results obtain using alternative thresholds to 

define the parties’ core co-ethnic areas. 

 

[FIGURE 1 AND TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

 

To examine campaign targeting more rigorously, I use regression analysis to 

estimate the relationship between ethnic demography and targeting decisions for each of 

the three candidates. I do so because ethnic demography may be correlated with other 

factors that affect campaign targeting, and it could be these other factors, not ethnicity, 

that explain the observed patterns. Using negative binomial regression models, which are 

appropriate for event count data characterized by overdispersion, I estimate a separate 
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model for each candidate (Long and Freese 2006).6 In each model the dependent variable 

is the number of rallies held by the candidate in each constituency during the four months 

prior to the election. While parliamentary constituencies serve as a convenient unit of 

analysis for this analysis, an inherent limitation is that the approach assumes that all 

residents within a constituency are being targeted and that rallies are meant to reach only 

residents of a single constituency. In practice, of course, a single campaign event may 

aim to attract only certain types of residents from a particular constituency and may also 

attract voters from neighboring constituencies. There is, however, little reason to expect 

that these limitations will systematically bias the analysis for or against the main 

hypotheses. And in additional analysis, I show that the key findings hold when I use 

districts (a larger geographic unit) rather than constituencies as the unit of analysis.  

I define the key independent variable – swing group share – as the share of the 

population from groups that did not have a co-ethnic leader in the race (i.e., all groups 

other than the Kikuyu, Luo, and Kamba). All models control for the number of registered 

voters per constituency and population density to account for the likelihood that 

candidates target more populous.7 I also include a measure of constituency size (in square 

kilometers) and the distance from Nairobi, Kenya’s capital city. Given that candidates 

may target population centers, I include a measure of the number of major towns per 

                                                 
6 For each of the outcome variables, the variance is greater than the mean. For Kibaki, the 

mean number of rallies per constituency is .57 and the standard deviation (SD) is 1.1; for 

Odinga, the mean is .38 and the SD is .73; and for Musyoka, the mean is .33 and the SD 

is .69.  

7 Population density is calculated using data from the 2009 census. 
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constituency (defined as towns larger than 5,000 people in the 1999 census).8 Finally, I 

include a dummy variable for Starehe constituency, which contains the central area of 

Nairobi. Starehe may be an outlier because it contains Uhuru Grounds, the city park 

where candidates hold rallies geared for broadcast on national television and radio, not 

local consumption. 

The results are shown in Table 3 (models 1-3) and Figure 2, which plots the 

estimated effect of increasing the key independent variable – swing group share – from 

its minimum to its maximum, holding other factors at their mean or median values. The 

results are consistent with H1: for all three candidates, the number of rallies held in a 

constituency is positively associated with the population share from groups that do not 

have a co-ethnic in the race. It should be noted, however, that the effect on swing group 

share is significant at conventional levels (p<.1) only for the two front-runners, Kibaki 

and Odinga, and not for Musyoka, the minor-party candidate. In substantive terms, the 

effect of going from the minimum to the maximum value on swing group share is 

associated with an 86% increase in the predicted number of Kibaki rallies (from .35 to 

.65), a 725% increase in the predicted number of Odinga rallies (from .08 to .66), and a 

33% increase in the predicted number of Musyoka rallies (from .27 to .36), though it is 

again important to bear in mind that the effect for Musyoka is not statistically 

distinguishable from zero. 

 

[TABLE 3 AND FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

                                                 
8 For urban parliamentary constituencies in Nairobi and Mombasa, I code the number of 

major towns as 1. 
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In the pursuit of swing voters, presidential candidates largely avoid both their own 

core co-ethnic areas and opponents’ ethnic strongholds, as demonstrated by models 4-6 in 

Table 3, which include measures of the population share of the three communities that 

had a co-ethnic in the race, the Kikuyu, Luo, and Kamba, and the same set of covariates 

used in the previous models. Specified in this way, the reference category is the swing 

group share variable used in the previous models. Figure 3 plots the estimated effect of 

these variables separately for each candidate, again holding all covariates constant. The 

results show that the candidates were less likely to hold rallies in constituencies inhabited 

by the three core groups, including their own communities. Two exceptions, however, are 

noteworthy. First, Kibaki did not avoid Musyoka’s core Kamba area; he was more likely 

to hold rallies in Kamba areas relative to swing areas, though the effect is not statistically 

significant. Second, Musyoka was more likely to hold rallies in his core ethnic area than 

in swing areas, as can be seen by the positive and significant effect of Kamba share on 

the number of rallies held by the candidate. These exceptions are consistent with the 

expectation (H4) that because Musyoka’s co-ethnic support was weaker at the start of the 

race, he and his opponents had greater incentives to hold rallies in his home ethnic area. 

 

[FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE] 

 

The analysis presented so far demonstrates that the three main presidential 

aspirants concentrated their campaign efforts on swing groups and did not target 

campaign effort narrowly toward the mobilization of their respective core co-ethnic 
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supporters. Yet, for the two leading contenders – Kibaki and Odinga – support at the start 

of the race was not confined solely to their co-ethnic communities. It is important, 

therefore, to test whether these candidates employed a core mobilization strategy aimed 

at the groups in their respective ethnic coalitions. 

Looking at the distribution of support at the start of the 2007 race (shown in Table 

1), it is sensible to treat PNU’s core ethnic coalition as the Kikuyu, Meru and Embu – 

groups in which Kibaki enjoyed near-universal support at the start of the race. While 

PNU drew support from other major groups, it would not be reasonable to treat groups 

like the Mijikenda or Luhya as core coalition partners. Likewise, one might define 

ODM’s core ethnic coalition as the Luo and the Kalenjin, the two groups in which 

Odinga started the race with three-quarters or more of the vote. While ODM is often 

treated as broader coalition party, the data in Table 1 show that Odinga started the race 

with commanding support only within these two communities. 

To test whether either candidate focused on their broader ethnic coalitions, I 

estimate campaign targeting models for Kibaki and Odinga, defining the key independent 

variable as a measure of each candidate’s core ethnic coalition share at the constituency 

level and again including the same controls used in previous models. The results in Table 

3 (models 7 and 8) show that neither candidate employed a strategy focused narrowly on 

the mobilization of their core ethnic coalitions. For Kibaki, the coefficient on PNU’s core 

ethnic coalition share is negative and significant, again confirming that the candidate was 

less likely to campaign in areas where he enjoyed strong support at the start of the race. 

For Odinga, the coefficient on ODM’s core ethnic coalition share is positive but 

insignificant, indicating that the candidate did not concentrate on reaching voters in  
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existing strongholds. In sum, there is no evidence in favor of the proposition that the 

parties deployed presidential rallies in an effort to bolster turnout among their existing 

supporters, regardless of whether core groups are defined in terms of co-ethnicity or in 

terms of broader ethnic coalitions. 

The analysis of presidential rallies demonstrates that the presidential candidates 

spent the bulk of their campaign effort courting voters from groups that did not have a co-

ethnic leader in the race. One question that remains is whether the candidates converged 

on the same set of swing communities or diverged, each seeking support from a different 

subset of groups, as much of the existing literature would predict. To answer this 

question, I examine the share of each party’s rallies held in the ethnic areas of the 10 

largest ethnic communities that did not have a co-ethnic in the race. Each group’s core 

ethnic area is again defined as those parliamentary constituencies in which the group 

made up 75% or more of the population. Consistent with H2, Figure 4 shows that while 

there is some variation across parties, the candidates largely converged on the same 

communities, rather than targeting distinct, non-overlapping coalitions. All parties chose 

an inclusive strategy that aimed to reach voters in the largest swing groups and generally 

allocated little effort to smaller swing communities. Additional analysis in the online 

appendix shows that similar results obtain when alternative thresholds are used to define 

ethnic areas.  

 

[FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE] 
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In sum, the results in this section indicate that that goal of reaching potential 

swing voters was a central objective for all three parities and that the presidential 

aspirants did not court unique, non-overlapping coalitions (whether defined as co-ethnic 

voters or broader ethnic coalitions). Instead, they actively competed for the same sets of 

voters arrayed across communities that did not have a co-ethnic in the race. 

 

Analysis of Household Contact 

One might conclude from the results presented so far that parties in Kenya’s 2007 

election prioritized persuasion over mobilization, focusing their campaign efforts on the 

pursuit of non-co-ethnic swing voters rather than the mobilization of core ethnic 

supporters. I argued, however, that parties should be expected to engage in both 

persuasion and mobilization, delegating the job of mobilizing core supporters to lower-

level actors. To test this proposition, I turn to survey data on campaign contact at the 

household level. The data show that 40% of respondents were contacted by PNU; 41% by 

ODM; and 13% by ODM-K in the 2007 campaign.9 

To examine the ethnic targeting of the parties’ grassroots efforts, I estimate a logit 

model of campaign contact for each of the three leading parties. The dependent variable 

is a dichotomous measure of household contact. The key independent variable is co-

                                                 
9 PNU was a coalition that included several smaller parties. For these tests, I define voters 

who have been contacted by PNU as those who reported having been reached by PNU or 

any of its main partners (KANU, DP, FORD-K, FORD-P, Safina, FORD-A, and NARC-

K). The substantive findings of the tests do not change when PNU’s coalition partners are 

excluded. 
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ethnicity (Kikuyu for Kibaki/PNU, Luo for Odinga/ODM, and Kamba for 

Musyoka/ODK-K). The models control for several covariates that could confound the 

relationship between ethnicity and household targeting. To ensure comparability between 

these results and the analysis of presidential rallies, I include the same constituency-level 

covariates from the previous tests: the number of voters, the size of the constituency, 

population density, and a dummy variable for Starehe constituency. I exclude two 

variables used in the analysis of presidential rallies that are not relevant: distance to 

Nairobi and the count of major towns. I add a control for the margin of victory in the 

previous parliamentary elections in 2002 to account for the possibility that local-level 

actors may invest more effort in grassroots contact when they expect local races to be 

competitive. Because these tests use individual-level data, I also control for respondent 

characteristics to account for the possibility that parties may be more likely to contact 

certain types of voters at the local level. Specifically, I control for the number of 

community groups to which respondents belong and whether respondents serve as leaders 

in one or more of these groups.10 I do so to account for the possibility that the parties may 

seek out influential community leaders and that civic participation might be correlated 

                                                 
10 To measure membership in community groups, the survey asked respondents whether 

they belonged to each of the following groups: a church or religious group, a youth or 

sports group, a trade union, a women’s group, a cultural or school organization, a burial 

society, a civic organization, a tribal or clan association, a business or professional 

society, a political party, and other. The measure of group membership is a sum of 

positive answers. The measure of leadership comes from a question that asked whether 

respondents were presently or had ever been a leader in one or more of these groups. 
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with ethnic group. I also include basic demographic variables: gender, age, and 

education, and whether respondents reported that they were registered to vote in the 2007 

election. Standard errors are clustered by constituency. 

The results in Table 4 show that, consistent with H3, the parties did not neglect 

core co-ethnic voters. Figure 5 plots the estimated effect of co-ethnicity on the probability 

of being contacted by PNU, ODM, and ODM-K respectively, holding covariates 

constant. All three parties contacted voters from their respective core co-ethnic 

communities at higher rates than voters from other groups. In substantive terms, co-

ethnicity is associated with a 32% increase (from .34 to .45) in the predicted probability 

of being contacted by PNU; a 74% increase (from .34 to .59) for ODM; and 100% 

increase (from .10 to .20) for ODM-K. 

 

 [TABLE 4 AND FIGURE 5 ABOUT HERE] 

 

In sum, these findings confirm that while the presidential aspirants spent 

relatively little time in their own ethnic areas during the race, their parties did not ignore 

the need to mobilize co-ethnic voters. This job was left to lower-level actors working in 

support of the parties within their ethnic strongholds. 

 

Robustness Tests and Alternative Explanations 

Additional results presented in the online appendix show that the findings related 

to presidential rallies are robust to a variety of alternative specifications. One concern, 

noted above, is that parliamentary constituencies are an arbitrary unit of analysis. To 
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address this, I re-estimate the models of presidential rallies using districts (a larger 

geographic division) as the unit of analysis and find that central results remain. Second, 

throughout the analysis I have defined Kibaki’s core co-ethnic group as Kikuyus. Some 

scholars treat the Kikuyu as part of one group that also includes the Meru and Embu, as 

in Fearon’s (2003) dataset on ethnic diversity. To demonstrate that the results are 

unaffected by my decision to treat the Meru and Embu as distinct groups, I re-estimate 

the main models of presidential rallies with Kibaki’s ethnic group defined as the Kikuyu, 

Meru, and Embu bloc. Third, one limitation of the above analysis is that it relies on 

survey data to estimate the ethnic demography of parliamentary constituencies in lieu of 

census data, which is not available at this level in Kenya. To address possible concerns 

about this, I also show that the main findings are robust to using an alternative data 

source (the 2003 and 2008 Demographic and Health Surveys) to estimate constituency 

demographics. Finally, I test whether ease of access via Kenya’s road network affects 

targeting decisions by including a measure of whether constituencies are connected to 

Kenya’s major roadways. The results show that ease of access is never significant and the 

main results are robust to the inclusion of this variable.  

Next, I address a series of alternative explanations. One of the main findings in 

this article is that the leading parties in Kenya’s 2007 election converged in their pursuit 

of voters from potential swing groups. To account for this pattern, I point to the 

imperative of attracting support from multiple ethnic groups and uncertainty about the 

relative responsiveness of voters in groups that do not have a co-ethnic leader in the race. 

There are, however, a number of alternative explanations that merit consideration. First, 

at the time of the 2007 election Kenya’s constitution stipulated that to win the 
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presidential race in the first round a candidate needed to gain at least 25% of the vote in 

five of Kenya’s eight provinces. If the leading candidate did not satisfy the “five of eight” 

rule, a second round run-off would be held between the top two candidates. It is possible 

that this requirement, not the factors identified above, led the presidential candidates to 

spend a large portion of their time outside their home ethnic areas. 

This institutional explanation, however, is unable to explain the observed patterns. 

Data collected prior to the campaign show that the rule was not a binding constraint. The 

data, presented in the online appendix, show that Kibaki had already cleared the 25% 

mark in at least five provinces by the start of the campaign. Had Kibaki been concerned 

about the 25% hurdle, he would have in all likelihood concentrated his campaign efforts 

on the two provinces where his support hovered near the 25% mark, Western and 

Northeastern. There is no evidence, however, that he did so. Kibaki held 10% of all 

rallies in Western Province, but held a similar or larger share of rallies in provinces where 

he was well above the 25% mark, for example, holding 18% of his rallies in Eastern 

Province where he enjoyed considerable support (51%) at the start of the race. Likewise, 

there is little evidence that Kibaki aggressively sought to increase his vote share in 

Northeastern Province where he enjoyed only 27% support at the start of the race. Kibaki 

held only four rallies (3% of the total) in the province in the months prior to the election.    

Likewise, institutional requirements are unable to explain the targeting decisions 

made by the opposition candidates. The leading contender, Odinga, had cleared the 25% 

mark by a wide margin in six of the eight provinces well before campaigning got under 

way. To be sure, he would not want to see his support erode in these provinces, but it 

seems unlikely that his campaign decisions were driven by concerns about falling below 
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the 25% threshold, given that his support was well above the institutional requirement at 

the start of the race. Similarly, institutional explanations offer little insight into 

Musyoka’s choices. The candidate was nowhere near the 25% threshold at the start of the 

race in any province other than Eastern, where co-ethnic Kambas are concentrated. It is 

unlikely, therefore, that Musyoka’s strategy was driven by the five of eight rule, given 

that he had little chance of realistically clearing the 25% threshold outside of Eastern 

province. More plausible is that the candidates held rallies in areas where they thought 

their chances of picking up votes were greatest, targeting multiple groups that did not 

have a co-ethnic leader in the race because they lacked information needed to assess the 

relative responsiveness of voters in potential swing groups accurately.  

Moreover, an institutional approach cannot explain why parties would divide 

labor between different types of actors. If the parties were concerned about clearing the 

25% hurdle in particular provinces, they would presumably have concentrated campaign 

resources in the same areas. Yet, as I have shown, the targeting of presidential rallies and 

grassroots effort were deployed in complementary ways, particularly by the two leading 

parties – ODM and PNU – that had a realistic chance of winning the race in the first 

round. The institutional approach cannot explain why these parties targeted swing areas 

with presidential rallies while allocating a disproportionate share of local-level resources 

toward core co-ethnic voters.  

A second alternative explanation points to the possibility of cross-cutting 

identities that might bridge ethnic divisions. The notion that cross-cutting cleavages may 

alter ethnic political dynamics has a long tradition (e.g., Lipset and Rokkan 1967), and 

recent research from other parts of Africa has confirmed that superordinate identities can 
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alter ethnic voting patterns in ways that might affect parties’ electoral strategies (Dunning 

and Harrison 2010; Koter 2013). Where cross-cutting identities exist, we might expect 

that the incentives for parties to engage in narrow ethnic mobilization during campaigns 

will be weakened. Yet, Kenya lacks the types of bridging identities that scholars have 

identified elsewhere. There is no tradition of “joking cousins” of the kind that exist in 

some parts of West Africa (Dunning and Harrison 2010). Nor do religious traditions 

serve as the foundation for political organization, as in Senegal (Koter 2013). While 

sectarian divisions within Christianity (Catholic, Protestant, Adventist, etc.) do cross-cut 

ethnic groups, there is no evidence that these divisions serve as the basis for political 

mobilization. Islam, on the other hand, has emerged as an alternative political cleavage in 

recent elections (Ndzovu 2012). However, only about 10% of the population in Muslim, 

and Islam does not cut across the major tribal divisions. Finally, while Kenya’s tribes can 

be grouped into three broad language families – Nilotic, Bantu, and Cushite – based on 

ancestral origins, there is no evidence that these identities are politically salient. In the 

post-independence era, the organizing principle for ethnic politics has been the tribal 

cleavage, not the linguistic cleavage (e.g., Throup 1987; Branch 2011; Horsnby 2013). 

 A third alternative relates to variation in the extent to which subordinate identities 

are salient within ethnic groups. It is possible that presidential aspirants focus their 

campaign efforts on some groups because these groups are more divided internally than 

others due to the salience of sub-tribe identities. The argument is most relevant to the 

Luhya community, which has historically been riven by sub-tribe divisions (MacArther 

2008). While this explanation may help to explain why the Luhya were an attractive 

target for the leading parties in 2007, it does not provide a general framework for 
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conceptualizing core and swing. As shown above, the three leading presidential aspirants 

also courted the Kalenjin, Kisii, and Meru – all groups that have acted as relatively 

unified political blocs in recent elections (Throup and Hornsby 1998; Rutten, Mazrui and 

Grignon 2001). Thus, while subordinate identities may be relevant for some groups, the 

primary factor that distinguishes core and swing is whether groups have a co-ethnic 

leader in the race. 

 A fourth alternative explanation is that parties target voters in ethnically diverse 

areas and that these happen to be places where ethnic groups without a co-ethnic in the 

2007 election were concentrated. One reason to doubt that ethnic diversity is driving the 

main findings, however, is that, as noted above, most parliamentary constituencies in 

Kenya are relatively homogenous. The median size of the largest group at the 

constituency level is 91%, and only 32 out of 210 constituencies (15%) do not contain a 

majority group. Nonetheless, to test whether the results presented above are driven by 

ethnic diversity, I rerun the models of presidential rallies and include a measure of ethnic 

fractionalization. The results (shown in the online appendix) demonstrate that ethnic 

diversity is associated with an increase in campaign rallies only for one of the three 

candidates (Odinga) and that the main results presented in Table 3 are robust to the 

inclusion of this variable.11 

                                                 
11 I also test another variant of this alternative explanation by examining whether 

candidates target areas where the vote was “split” at the start of the race due to ethnic 

diversity or other factors by generating estimates of each candidates’ vote share by 

constituency from survey data collected at the start of the race. The results (in the online 

appendix) show that, as with ethnic fractionalization, the candidates did target split 
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 A final alternative is that core mobilization (increasing turnout among existing 

supporters) may have been more central to the campaigns than I allow. If correct, I would 

expect that party leaders would target major rallies toward areas where core supporters 

were concentrated and where they expected turnout to be low. To test this, I re-estimate 

models of presidential rallies that include measures of turnout in prior elections and an 

interaction between prior turnout and the estimated vote share of the candidates at the 

start of the race. The results in the online appendix show that neither turnout nor the 

interaction between turnout and estimated vote shares are significant, casting doubt on 

the idea that the parties used presidential rallies to increase turnout among core voters.  

 

Conclusion 

 This article extends research on electoral politics in settings where ethnicity is 

politically salient. Drawing on data from Kenya’s 2007 presidential election, the analysis 

demonstrates that the salience of ethnicity does not compel parties to focus their efforts 

on the mobilization of narrow ethnic constituencies. To the contrary, the analysis shows 

that Kenya’s 2007 election was characterized in large part by the competition for swing 

voters in groups that did not have a co-ethnic leader in the race. In doing so, this study is 

among the first to apply methods common in studies of campaign strategy in advanced 

democracies to an emerging democracy where ethnicity is the principal electoral 

cleavage.  

                                                                                                                                                 
constituencies where no single candidate held majority of the vote at the start of the race. 

However, the main findings on ethnic composition are again robust to the inclusion of 

this variable.  
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 While the empirical analysis in this article is based on a single country, the 

argument offered here should be relevant to other multiethnic contexts in Africa and 

elsewhere. Like Kenya, most African countries are highly diverse and lack a single ethnic 

group that can capture power by voting as a unified bloc. Data compiled by Fearon 

(2003) shows that across African countries the median size of the largest ethnic group is 

38% of the population. The implications of ethnic diversity have been studied extensively 

by scholars focusing on coalition politics (Ariolla 2012), public policies (Lieberman 

2009) and development (Easterly and Levine 1997). The implications for campaign 

strategies, however, have so far received less attention. This research demonstrates that 

when the leading candidates in presidential contests are drawn from different ethnic 

groups (as is typically the case), we should expect that the competition to gain vote share 

during the campaign will incline the aspirants to converge on the same set of swing 

groups – those that do not have a co-ethnic in the race.  

At the same time, the argument developed here is likely to be less relevant to 

some contexts. In countries like South Africa, Namibia, or Zimbabwe, where the largest 

ethnic group makes up a majority, a core mobilization strategy may be a more attractive 

option than a broad inclusive effort to court non-co-ethnic swing voters. Second, in cases 

where the leading contenders are drawn from the same ethnic community (as in Kenya’s 

2002 election), competition for voters in that group may incline the aspirants to devote a 

greater share of campaign effort to co-ethnic voters. And the arguments outlined here 

may be of less relevance to cases like Tanzania, where ethnicity is thought to be less 

politically salient. 
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The results in this article have several implications for the broader ethnic politics 

literature. First, the finding that competition for swing groups may exist in settings where 

ethnicity is politically salient suggests that long-standing assumptions common to the 

ethnic politics literature should be amended. It is wrong to assume that parties that have 

strong roots in particular ethnic communities will automatically focus their electoral 

efforts around the mobilization of voters from those groups. While ethnic mobilization is 

likely to be an important campaign goal in most elections and may be the primary goal in 

some contexts, this article demonstrates that in settings like Kenya an exclusive focus on 

increasing turnout among existing supporters in core ethnic constituencies will typically 

hold little appeal. 

 This finding has implications for the broader literature on democratization in 

multiethnic societies, much of which cautions that electoral competition sets in motion 

divisive forces that can undermine democratic stability. The results presented in this 

article do not so much challenge this hypothesis as suggest that the mechanisms that lead 

from electoral competition to polarization and breakdown merit renewed exploration. 

This point is vividly illustrated by the Kenyan case, where divisive campaigns are widely 

thought to have contributed to ethnic violence and the near-collapse of the democratic 

system after the 2007 election. The findings presented in this article suggest that if the 

campaigns contributed to these outcomes, it was not because the leading parties sought 

only to mobilize their respective ethnic constituencies. 

 The results presented here are also relevant to scholarship on ethnic favoritism in 

multiethnic societies. Studies from sub-Saharan Africa suggest that favoritism is 

widespread across the continent (Franck and Rainer 2012; Burgess et al. 2015; Kramon 
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and Posner 2014; Jablonski 2014). It is typically assumed that the inclination to favor co-

ethnic supporters follows from the narrow mobilization strategies used by office-seeking 

elites to gain power. The findings from this article, however, show that multiparty 

competition in diverse societies can create incentives for more inclusive electoral 

strategies that target a broad spectrum of the population. It follows that the imperative of 

seeking support from many ethnic groups during elections may lead to more broad-based 

distributive strategies after elections. Consistent with this speculative proposition, 

Burgess et al. (2015) show that ethnic favoritism with regard to road construction in 

Kenya has prevailed only during the single-party era but not during periods of multiparty 

competition. The potential effects of multiparty competition on distributive strategies in 

Kenya and elsewhere in Africa merits further exploration. 

Finally, the results highlight the value of disaggregating campaigns by looking at 

multiple aspects of campaign strategies simultaneously. Much of the exiting literature on 

campaigns implicitly assumes that parties can be treated as unitary actors. This paper 

demonstrates, however, that in some cases distinct components of the campaign may 

follow different logics. Studies of campaign strategy may reach inaccurate conclusions 

from examining a single aspect in isolation. Indeed, if one were to look only at 

household-level canvassing in Kenya’s 2007 election, one might conclude that the 

leadings parties prioritized the mobilization of co-ethnic voters. Looking solely at the 

location of presidential rallies, one might reach the opposite conclusion. A more accurate 

assessment emerges when these two components are analyzed together. 
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Table 1. Voting Intentions by Ethnic Group in September 2007 (percentages) 

  
Kibaki 
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Other /    
Undecided 

Kikuyu 90 6 1 4 
Luo 4 94 0 2 
Kamba 24 9 59 8 
Luhya 22 68 3 6 
Kalenjin 13 76 2 9 
Kisii 26 68 0 7 
Meru/Embu 88 5 1 5 
Mijikenda 33 52 5 10 
Other (each < 5%) 35 57 0 8 
TOTAL 39 48 8 6 
Notes: Data come from a survey conducted by the Steadman Group on September 8-20, 
2007 (n=2,020). 
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Figure 1. Presidential Rallies Held by Leading Candidates 
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Table 2. Location of Presidential Rallies (percentages) 

  
Kikuyu 
core area 

Lou  
core area 

Kamba 
core area 

Swing 
areas 

Kibaki (Kikuyu) 8.3 0 12.4 79.3 
Odinga (Luo) 1.3 5.1 0 93.8 
Musyoka (Kamba) 1.4 0 28.6 70 
Notes: Core ethnic areas are defined as parliamentary constituencies in which Kikuyus, 
Luos, or Kambas make up 75% or more of population. Swing areas are defined as all 
other constituencies. 
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Table 3. Negative Binomial Regression Models of Presidential Rallies 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 
 Kibaki  

(PNU) 
Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Swing group share 0.614* 2.089** 0.286      
 (0.049) (0.000) (0.497)      
Kikuyu share    -0.85+ -2.93** -3.00**   
    (0.06) (0.00) (0.01)   
Luo share    -2.79** -1.15* -5.25+   
    (0.01) (0.04) (0.09)   
Kamba share    0.48 -2.96* 1.24**   
    (0.18) (0.02) (0.00)   
PNU ethnic coalition share       -0.653+  
       (0.065)  
ODM ethnic coalition share        0.032 
        (0.931) 
Voters (10,000) 0.085** 0.105** 0.049 0.10** 0.11** 0.08 0.090** 0.099* 
 (0.005) (0.008) (0.391) (0.00) (0.01) (0.14) (0.003) (0.019) 
Area (sq. km.) 0.000 -0.000 0.000 0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.000 -0.000 
 (0.178) (0.744) (0.500) (0.56) (0.89) (0.89) (0.123) (0.598) 
Population density 0.000 0.000 -0.000 0.00 0.00 0.00 -0.000 -0.000 
 (0.997) (0.927) (0.322) (0.45) (0.94) (0.96) (0.896) (0.756) 
Distance to Nairobi -0.001 -0.000 -0.000 -0.00 -0.00 0.00 -0.001 0.002* 
 (0.302) (0.833) (0.982) (0.90) (0.39) (0.56) (0.313) (0.020) 
Number of major towns 0.512** 0.477** 0.309 0.56** 0.50** 0.45* 0.497** 0.378* 
 (0.000) (0.003) (0.163) (0.00) (0.00) (0.02) (0.000) (0.029) 
Starehe constituency 2.380* 2.247 5.419 2.00* 2.20 3.10 2.438* 2.823+ 
 (0.021) (0.139) (0.134) (0.04) (0.16) (0.23) (0.021) (0.100) 
Constant -1.957** -3.612** -1.878** -1.66** -1.35** -1.93** -1.462** -2.630** 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.001) (0.00) (0.01) (0.00) (0.000) (0.000) 
         
Observations 210 210 210 210 210 210 210 210 
Pseudo R-squared 0.156 0.152 0.0337 0.204 0.165 0.196 0.156 0.0809 
p-values in parentheses       
** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1  
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Figure 2. Estimated Effect of Swing Group Share on Rallies 

 
 
Notes: This figure shows the estimated effect of increasing swing group share from its 
minimum to maximum value (0 to 1) on the predicted number of rallies held by each of 
the presidential candidates, based on the models 1-3 in Table 3. Estimated effects are 
calculated with the number of voters, population density, area, and distance to Nairobi at 
their means, and the number of major towns, and Starehe constituency at their medians. 
Error bars show 90% confidence intervals. 
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Figure 3. Estimated Effect of Core Group Shares on Rallies 

 

Notes: This figure shows the estimated effect of increasing Kikuyu share, Luo share, and 
Kamba share from their minimum to maximum values (0 to 1) on the predicted number 
of rallies held by each of the presidential candidates, based on models 4-6 in Table 3. 
Estimated effects are calculated with the number of voters, population density, area, and 
distance to Nairobi at their means, and the number of major towns, and Starehe 
constituency at their medians. Error bars show 90% confidence intervals. 
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Figure 4. Rallies Held in Major Ethnic Areas 
 

 
Notes: This figure shows the share of rallies held by each of the three leading presidential 
candidates in the ethnic areas (defined as parliamentary constituencies in which each 
group made up 75% or more of the population) of the 10 largest groups that did not have 
a co-ethnic leader in the 2007 race. The x-axis shows the population size of each ethnic 
group as a percentage of the national population as measured in the 1989 census.
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Table 4. Logit Models of Household Contact  
 PNU ODM ODM-K 
Kikuyu 0.457**   
 (0.004)   
Luo  1.039**  
  (0.001)  
Kamba   0.883** 
   (0.001) 
Voters (10,000) -0.054+ -0.070+ -0.073 
 (0.080) (0.090) (0.147) 
Area (sq. km.) 0.244 -0.050 0.565 
 (0.358) (0.874) (0.179) 
Population density 0.000* 0.000 0.000* 
 (0.014) (0.121) (0.020) 
Margin of victory (2002) -0.582* -0.463 -0.032 
 (0.048) (0.271) (0.942) 
Group memberships 0.128** 0.147** 0.214** 
 (0.003) (0.000) (0.000) 
Group leader 0.224+ 0.099 0.211 
 (0.053) (0.492) (0.187) 
Female -0.141 -0.054 -0.228 
 (0.216) (0.658) (0.207) 
Age -0.009 -0.010 -0.000 
 (0.144) (0.104) (0.983) 
Education -0.017 -0.021 0.030 
 (0.580) (0.469) (0.373) 
Registered to vote 0.408+ 0.548** 0.428 
 (0.078) (0.008) (0.156) 
Constant -1.308* -0.859 -4.546** 
 (0.047) (0.207) (0.000) 
Observations 3503 3503 3503 
Pseudo R-squared 0.030 0.043 0.053 
p-values in parentheses; standard errors clustered by constituency    
** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1  
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Figure 5. Estimated Effect of Co-ethnicity on Household Contact 
 

 
 
Notes: This figure shows the estimated effect of co-ethnicity (defined as sharing the 
ethnic identity of each party’s presidential nominee) on the predicted probability of being 
contacted at home by each party during the campaign, based on the models in Table 4. 
Estimated effects are calculated with the number of voters, population density, margin of 
victory, the number of civic groups, age, and education at their means and group leader, 
female, and registered to vote at their median values. Error bars show 90% confidence 
intervals. 
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1. Presidential Rally Data 
 

I counted a campaign rally as any public event at which a candidate spoke to the 

public, regardless of the size of the audience. Church attendance and funerals were not 

included, unless the candidate addressed the crowd. Press conferences were not included, 

as these were geared toward the media, not a local audience.  

It is important to address two possible concerns about bias in the campaign event 

data. One is that the newspapers might have covered rallies in urban areas more 

extensively than in hard-to-reach rural locations. Given that urban areas are more 

ethnically diverse, over-reporting of rallies held in urban centers could bias the data in 

favor of confirming the proposition that the leading candidates focus their campaign 

efforts outside their core ethnic strongholds. It seems unlikely, however, that this was the 

case. The newspapers relied on an extensive network of freelance writers who were 

stationed throughout the country and could be called upon to cover rallies in remote 

areas. For this reason, coverage of rallies in outlying areas is likely to have been on par 

with coverage of rallies in urban centers. Moreover, the data show that the papers had 

little trouble covering rallies outside Kenya’s two major urban areas: only 16.5% (44 of 

271) of mentioned rallies were held in the 12 constituencies that comprise Nairobi and 

Mombasa, Kenya’s two largest cities. 

A second concern is that the papers may have devoted more space to particular 

candidates. The data shows that the papers did report more rallies held by the incumbent 

president than the opposition challengers. Of the 271 coded rallies, the distribution across 

the candidates was as follows: Kibaki 49%, Odinga 29%, and Musyoka 25%. It is 

impossible to know whether this reflects bias on the part of the papers, or whether Kibaki 
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actually held more rallies than the other candidates. What matters more than whether the 

papers covered the three candidates equally, however, is whether the papers exhibited any 

systematic bias in covering rallies in different types of areas. The argument outlined 

above is that the candidates focus their efforts on swing areas and avoid holding rallies in 

core areas. Thus, the critical concern regarding bias is whether the papers were more or 

less likely to cover rallies in core or swing areas. If the papers, for example, 

systematically under-reported rallies held in the parties’ ethnic core areas, the tests would 

be biased in favor of confirming the hypothesis. I suggest, however, that the opposite was 

the case. When the parties held rallies in their strongholds or in opponents’ strongholds, 

these rallies tended to be major events that were carefully watched by the media. By 

contrast, a rally in a swing area was more likely to be another in a long string of relatively 

similar events. Thus, to the extent that coverage may have been biased, the papers in all 

likelihood over-reported rallies in the parties’ strongholds relative to the swing areas, 

biasing the data against confirming the argument outlined above. 
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2. Constituency-level ethnicity estimates 
 

To generate estimates of the ethnic composition of Kenya’s 210 parliamentary 

constituencies, I merged data from 12 nationally-representative surveys conducted 

between November 2006 and January 2009, yielding a total sample of 39,065 

respondents. The data came from surveys conducted by three local survey firms.  

Strategic Research provided data from four polls (November 2006, March 2007, 

September 2007, December 2007); Steadman (now Ipsos) provided data from six 

(October 2007, mid-November 2007, late November 2007, early December 2007, mid-

December 2007, December 2008); and Research International (now TNS-RMS) provided 

data from one (December 2008-January 2009). A final data set came from the 

Afrobarometer (December 2007), which was conducted in Kenya by Steadman. All polls 

were nationally representative, and all included a question about ethnic identification that 

asked, “What is your ethnic community?” or a similar variant. The mean number of 

respondents per constituency was 186. 

To validate these measures, I compare the survey estimates to the 1989 census 

data at the district level. At the time of the 1989 census there were 41 districts. Because 

parliamentary constituencies are nested within districts, it is possible to create district-

level estimates from my survey data and then compare these to the 1989 census figures. 

Figure A1 plots the district-level estimate created from survey data against the 1989 

census data for all groups that make up more than 1% of the population (based on the 

1989 census) and a residual other category. Given that the survey data was collected 

nearly 20 years after the 1989 census, I do not expect a perfect match. The plots show, 

however, that the survey estimates match the census data surprisingly well.  
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As a second check, I plot the constituency-level estimates against the census data 

aggregated to the constituency level in 1989. However, because some constituency 

boundaries changed between 1989 and 2007, I am only able to include 157 out of 210 

constituencies for this. Figure A2 plots the constituency-level estimated created from 

survey data against the 1989 census data for the three groups that had a co-ethnic 

candidate in the 2007 race and a residual other category. The relatively close fit between 

the survey estimates and the census data – aggregated both to the district and the 

constituency level – suggests that it is reasonable to use survey data to estimate sub-

national ethnic demographics. 
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Figure A1. Comparison between Survey Estimates and Census Data at the District 
Level 
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Figure A2. Comparison between Survey Estimates and Census Data at the 
Constituency Level 
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3. Alternative definitions of ethnic areas 
 

For the analysis of presidential rallies in Table 2 (shown graphically in Figure 1) I 

define the candidates’ core co-ethnic areas as all parliamentary constituencies in which 

co-ethnics make up 75% or more of the population. The following tables replicate the 

analysis in Table 2 using alternative thresholds, 50% and 90%. The results are 

comparable to the estimates based on the 75% threshold, also shown here for ease of 

comparison. 

 
Table A1. Location of Presidential Rallies (percentages) – 50% threshold 

  
Kikuyu 
core area 

Lou  
core area 

Kamba 
core area 

Swing 
areas 

Kibaki (Kikuyu) 12.4 0 12.4 75.2 
Odinga (Luo) 2.5 5.1 0 92.4 
Musyoka (Kamba) 1.4 0 28.6 70 
 
 
Table A2. Location of Presidential Rallies (percentages) – 75% threshold 

  
Kikuyu 
core area 

Lou  
core area 

Kamba 
core area 

Swing 
areas 

Kibaki (Kikuyu) 8.3 0 12.4 79.3 
Odinga (Luo) 1.3 5.1 0 93.8 
Musyoka (Kamba) 1.4 0 28.6 70 
 
 
Table A3. Location of Presidential Rallies (percentages) – 90% threshold 

  
Kikuyu 
core area 

Lou  
core area 

Kamba 
core area 

Swing 
areas 

Kibaki (Kikuyu) 4.1 0 11.6 84.3 
Odinga (Luo) 1.3 1.3 0 97.5 
Musyoka (Kamba) 0 0 20.0 80.0 
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To examine whether the leading candidates converged in their pursuit of potential 

swing groups, the analysis in Figure 4 also uses 75% as a threshold to define ethnic areas. 

The figures below replicate the analysis again using two alternative thresholds, 50% and 

90%. The results using the 75% threshold area are again shown for ease of comparison. 

The use of these alternative thresholds does not alter the conclusion that the leading 

parties converged on the same set of ethnic swing communities.  

 
 
Figure A3. Rallies Held in Major Ethnic Areas – 50% threshold 
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Figure A4. Rallies Held in Major Ethnic Areas – 75% threshold 

 
 
 
 
Figure A5. Rallies Held in Major Ethnic Areas – 90% threshold 

 



 62 

4. Robustness tests:  

I present a series of robustness tests that show that the analysis of presidential rallies in 
Table 3 is robust to a variety of alternative specifications: 
 

o Table A4 uses districts instead of constituencies as the unit of analysis. The main 
results from Table 3 are unchanged.  
 

o Table A5 uses an alternative data source (the 2003 and 2008 Demographic and 
Health Surveys) to estimate the ethnic composition of parliamentary 
constituencies. The results are similar to those shown in Table 3, though the 
coefficients for Kikuyu share in models 4 and 6 fall below conventional levels of 
statistical significance. 

 
o Table A6 codes Kibaki’s co-ethnic community as the Kikuyu, Meru, Embu bloc 

rather than only Kikuyus. The results are nearly identical to those presented in 
Table 3. I do not re-estimate models 7 and 8, which are unchanged by this 
specification. 

 
o Table A7 controls for accessibility. I include a dummy variable that measures 

whether constituencies can be accessed via Kenya’s major roads. Unfortunately, 
data on road conditions is not available, so this variable is simply a dichotomous 
measure of whether the main highways or trunk lines run through each 
constituency. This variable is not significant in any of the models, and the main 
results from Table 3 are robust to the inclusion of this variable.  
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Table A4. Negative Binomial Regression Models of Presidential Rallies (districts as unit of analysis) 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 
 Kibaki  

(PNU) 
Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Swing group share 1.143** 2.714** 0.836      
 (0.004) (0.000) (0.203)      
Kikuyu share    -1.381* -3.972** -4.224**   
    (0.012) (0.000) (0.007)   
Luo share    -3.059** -1.456* -2.476+   
    (0.008) (0.020) (0.065)   
Kamba share    -0.348 -5.797+ 0.862   
    (0.458) (0.072) (0.105)   
PNU ethnic coalition share       -0.524  
       (0.148)  
ODM ethnic coaltion share        0.607 
        (0.240) 
Voters (10,000) 0.007 -0.009 0.039* -0.004 -0.013 0.009 0.012 0.009 
 (0.376) (0.400) (0.019) (0.680) (0.272) (0.482) (0.163) (0.481) 
Area (sq. km.) 0.036** 0.011 0.041* 0.026* 0.020 0.013 0.026* 0.006 
 (0.001) (0.373) (0.032) (0.027) (0.137) (0.376) (0.013) (0.719) 
Population density -4.958 -2.283 -8.945 -3.794 -2.784 -4.820 -3.218 0.053 
 (0.240) (0.612) (0.161) (0.373) (0.533) (0.326) (0.436) (0.992) 
Distance to Nairobi -0.000** -0.000* -0.000 -0.000* -0.000** -0.000 -0.000+ 0.000 
 (0.004) (0.035) (0.666) (0.027) (0.004) (0.309) (0.070) (0.497) 
Largest town population (10,000) 0.055** 0.033 0.006 0.057** 0.048+ 0.008 0.037** -0.011 
 (0.000) (0.128) (0.858) (0.000) (0.055) (0.780) (0.009) (0.663) 
Number of major towns 0.120 0.241** -0.204 0.210* 0.252* -0.020 0.057 0.124 
 (0.116) (0.010) (0.163) (0.011) (0.012) (0.859) (0.480) (0.287) 
District contains Starehe constituency  -16.035** -8.419 -3.282 -15.828** -12.508+ -1.372 -10.642** 4.092 
 (0.000) (0.188) (0.742) (0.001) (0.080) (0.871) (0.010) (0.594) 
Constant -0.608 -1.650** -0.970 0.633 1.577** 1.029 0.218 -0.678 
 (0.161) (0.006) (0.183) (0.210) (0.005) (0.110) (0.660) (0.288) 
         
Observations 41 41 41 41 41 41 41 41 
Pseudo R-squared 0.232 0.217 0.109 0.287 0.271 0.304 0.194 0.0734 
p-values in parentheses; ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1       
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Table A5. Negative Binomial Regression Models of Presidential Rallies (alternative measure of ethnic demography) 
    (1)    (2)    (3)    (4)    (5)    (6)    (7)    (8) 
 Kibaki  

(PNU) 
Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Swing group share 0.576+ 1.752** 0.143      
 (0.051) (0.000) (0.723)      
Kikuyu share    -0.497 -1.798** -0.941   
    (0.182) (0.002) (0.126)   
Luo share    -2.896** -1.287* -3.007*   
    (0.007) (0.035) (0.035)   
Kamba share    0.456 -3.207* 1.545**   
    (0.241) (0.045) (0.000)   
PNU ethnic coalition share       -0.543+  
       (0.084)  
ODM ethnic coalition share        -0.090 
        (0.814) 
Voters (10,000) 0.081** 0.086* 0.048 0.092** 0.088* 0.049 0.087** 0.098* 
 (0.007) (0.024) (0.402) (0.002) (0.020) (0.374) (0.003) (0.023) 
Area (sq. km.) 0.000 -0.000 0.000 0.000 -0.000 -0.000 0.000+ -0.000 
 (0.137) (0.558) (0.429) (0.448) (0.680) (0.852) (0.089) (0.543) 
Population density -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -- -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 
 (0.857) (0.748) (0.300)  (0.819) (0.415) (0.759) (0.741) 
Distance to Nairobi -0.001 0.000 0.000 0.000 -0.000 0.002 -0.001 0.002* 
 (0.308) (0.905) (0.939) (0.996) (0.899) (0.243) (0.392) (0.017) 
Number of major towns 0.479** 0.478** 0.257 0.515** 0.473** 0.429* 0.477** 0.393* 
 (0.000) (0.003) (0.243) (0.000) (0.004) (0.031) (0.000) (0.027) 
Starehe constituency 2.659* 3.223* 5.671 2.845** 3.082+ 5.423+ 2.718* 2.889+ 
 (0.012) (0.047) (0.125) (0.000) (0.058) (0.084) (0.013) (0.098) 
Constant -1.856** -3.309** -1.740** -1.598** -1.491** -2.042** -1.460** -2.629** 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.002) (0.000) (0.003) (0.001) (0.000) (0.000) 
         
Observations 198 198 198 198 198 198 198 198 
Pseudo R-squared 0.156 0.142 0.0318 0.196 0.148 0.137 0.154 0.0838 
p-values in parentheses; ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1   
Notes: Model 4 excludes population density becaue the model fails to converge with its inclusion. 
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Table A6. Negative Binomial Regression Models of Presidential Rallies (Kibaki’s co-ethnic group coded as the Kikuyu, Meru, 
Embu bloc) 
    (1)    (2)    (3)    (4)    (5)    (6) 
 Kibaki  

(PNU) 
Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Swing group share 0.619+ 1.716** 0.234    
 (0.050) (0.000) (0.589)    
Kikuyu/Meru/Embu share    -0.676+ -1.767** -1.128+ 
    (0.095) (0.001) (0.069) 
Luo share    -2.927** -1.230* -6.300 
    (0.009) (0.031) (0.109) 
Kamba share    0.449 -3.093* 1.423** 
    (0.239) (0.021) (0.001) 
Voters (10,000) 0.088** 0.109** 0.053 0.107** 0.110** 0.090 
 (0.004) (0.005) (0.357) (0.001) (0.005) (0.132) 
Area (sq. km.) 0.000 -0.000 0.000 0.000 -0.000 -0.000 
 (0.179) (0.722) (0.504) (0.597) (0.905) (0.643) 
Population density -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 0.000 -0.000 -0.000 
 (0.901) (0.771) (0.311) (0.531) (0.747) (0.907) 
Distance to Nairobi -0.001 -0.000 0.000 -0.000 -0.001 0.002 
 (0.267) (0.795) (0.980) (0.968) (0.585) (0.205) 
Number of major towns 0.488** 0.403* 0.294 0.520** 0.400* 0.359+ 
 (0.000) (0.011) (0.181) (0.000) (0.011) (0.055) 
Starehe constituency 2.456* 2.624 5.544 2.076* 2.650 3.446 
 (0.020) (0.108) (0.132) (0.035) (0.108) (0.199) 
Constant -1.888** -3.145** -1.859** -1.647** -1.323* -2.208** 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.001) (0.000) (0.013) (0.000) 
       
Observations 210 210 210 210 210 210 
Pseudo R-squared 0.156 0.135 0.0331 0.203 0.142 0.169 
p-values in parentheses; ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1    
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Table A7. Negative Binomial Regression Models of Presidential Rallies (including road variable) 
    (1)    (2)    (3)    (4)    (5)    (6)    (7)    (8) 
 Kibaki  

(PNU) 
Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Swing group share 0.624* 2.082** 0.262      
 (0.046) (0.000) (0.536)      
Kikuyu share    -0.846+ -2.931** -3.002**   
    (0.064) (0.000) (0.008)   
Luo share    -2.831** -1.101* -5.269+   
    (0.007) (0.048) (0.089)   
Kamba share    0.492 -2.977* 1.239**   
    (0.172) (0.018) (0.002)   
PNU ethnic coalition share       -0.654+  
       (0.065)  
ODM ethnic coalition share        0.073 
        (0.842) 
Connected to road network -0.108 0.188 0.268 -0.282 0.265 0.088 0.009 0.360 
 (0.737) (0.650) (0.561) (0.386) (0.523) (0.834) (0.979) (0.397) 
Voters (10,000) 0.086** 0.102* 0.044 0.107** 0.105** 0.082 0.090** 0.093* 
 (0.005) (0.011) (0.445) (0.001) (0.009) (0.156) (0.003) (0.028) 
Area (sq. km.) 0.000 -0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 -0.000 0.000 -0.000 
 (0.165) (0.694) (0.601) (0.479) (0.964) (0.868) (0.131) (0.522) 
Population density 0.000 0.000 -0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 -0.000 -0.000 
 (0.990) (0.930) (0.318) (0.432) (0.945) (0.953) (0.895) (0.738) 
Distance to Nairobi -0.001 -0.000 0.000 -0.000 -0.001 0.001 -0.001 0.002* 
 (0.292) (0.839) (0.966) (0.916) (0.390) (0.563) (0.314) (0.018) 
Number of major towns 0.517** 0.470** 0.293 0.571** 0.495** 0.441* 0.497** 0.364* 
 (0.000) (0.004) (0.187) (0.000) (0.002) (0.021) (0.000) (0.036) 
Starehe constituency 2.373* 2.254 5.431 1.980* 2.213 3.102 2.439* 2.862+ 
 (0.022) (0.137) (0.130) (0.042) (0.152) (0.230) (0.021) (0.092) 
Constant -1.882** -3.739** -2.061** -1.477** -1.542* -1.987** -1.468** -2.894** 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.001) (0.002) (0.010) (0.003) (0.001) (0.000) 
         
Observations 210 210 210 210 210 210 210 210 
Pseudo R-squared 0.157 0.153 0.0348 0.206 0.166 0.196 0.156 0.0832 
p-values in parentheses; ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1   
Notes: Model 4 excludes Number of major towns becaue the model fails to converge with its inclusion. 
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5. Alternative explanations 

 
5.1. Institutions 
 
Table A8 shows that at the start of the campaign the two leading candidates – Kibaki and 
Odinga – had already satisfied the “five-of-eight” rule which stipulated that to win the 
election in the first round a candidate needed at least 25% of the vote in five of Kenya’s 
eight provinces.  
 
Table A8. Voting Intentions by Province in September 2007 (percentages) 

 
Kibaki Odinga Musyoka 

Other/ 
Undecided 

Nairobi 38 52 5 4 
Central 82 12 1 4 
Coast 36 50 6 8 
Eastern 51 7 35 7 
Nyanza 8 90 0 2 
Rift Valley 35 54 3 7 
Western 26 67 4 3 
Northeastern 27 70 3 0 
Notes: Data come from a survey conducted by the Steadman Group on September 8-20, 
2007 (n=2,020). 
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5.2. Ethnic diversity 

Table A9 re-estimates the main models of presidential rallies and includes a 

measure of ethnic fractionalization, created from the survey data used to estimate the 

ethnic composition of parliamentary constituencies. The coefficient on this variable is 

positive and significant in several models suggesting that parties do target more diverse 

areas. More importantly, the main findings from Table 3 related to the targeting of 

campaign effort across core and swing groups are largely unaffected by the inclusion of 

the ethnic fractionalization measure, demonstrating that the main findings presented in 

Table 3 cannot be attributed to parties focusing on ethnically-diverse areas 

Table A10 examines a variant of the argument that parties target areas where the 

vote was split at the start of the race. For this, I estimated voting intentions by 

constituency at the start of the campaign using data from a national survey conducted in 

early September, prior to the main period of campaigning. From this, I generated 

estimates of voting intentions by ethnic group. Then, to create constituency-level 

estimates of support for the candidates I multiplied the group-level data by the ethnic 

composition of each constituency. Finally, I created a dummy variable that takes on a 

value of 1 for any constituency in which no candidate had more than 50% of the vote 

share at the start of the race. This measure provides a reasonable way of distinguishing 

areas where the vote is “split” from those where one candidate is dominant. I then 

replicate the main analysis of presidential rallies from Table 3. The results in Table A10 

indicate that while the “split constituencies” variable is significant in several models, the 

main findings on ethnic composition are largely unaffected by the inclusion of this 

variable. I interpret these results to mean that “split” areas are one type of swing area. But 
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what makes these areas attractive targets is that they are inhabited primarily by groups 

that do not have a co-ethnic leader in the race, not the fact that they are ethnically diverse. 

Morover, the finding that the main measures of ethnic composition are robust to the 

inclusion of this measure indicates that swing areas also include more homogenous 

constituencies that are inhabited by a single group that does not have a co-ethnic in the 

race.
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Table A9. Negative Binomial Regression Models of Presidential Rallies (including ethnic fractionalization) 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 
 Kibaki  

(PNU) 
Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Swing group share 0.522 2.214** 0.313      
 (0.111) (0.000) (0.471)      
Kikuyu share    -0.795+ -3.407** -3.593*   
    (0.096) (0.000) (0.010)   
Luo share    -3.327* -1.097+ -8.169   
    (0.016) (0.058) (0.103)   
Kamba share    0.729+ -3.244* 1.432**   
    (0.056) (0.033) (0.001)   
PNU ethnic coalition share       -0.619+  
       (0.092)  
ODM ethnic coalition share        0.026 
        (0.945) 
Ethnic fractionalization 0.648 0.976* -0.156 1.071* 1.157* 1.229+ 0.739+ 1.091* 
 (0.117) (0.049) (0.805) (0.011) (0.026) (0.067) (0.069) (0.028) 
Voters (10,000) 0.069* 0.086* 0.051 0.085** 0.090* 0.093 0.070* 0.070+ 
 (0.029) (0.032) (0.380) (0.009) (0.025) (0.112) (0.028) (0.099) 
Area (sq. km.) 0.000 -0.000 0.000 0.000 -0.000 -0.000 0.000 -0.000 
 (0.354) (0.479) (0.477) (0.979) (0.748) (0.642) (0.295) (0.402) 
Population density -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -- -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 
 (0.678) (0.716) (0.363)  (0.687) (0.972) (0.556) (0.376) 
Distance to Nairobi -0.001 -0.000 -0.000 0.000 -0.001 0.001 -0.001 0.002* 
 (0.354) (0.769) (0.960) (0.998) (0.305) (0.488) (0.308) (0.035) 
Number of major towns 0.496** 0.463** 0.316 0.535** 0.497** 0.434* 0.485** 0.364* 
 (0.000) (0.004) (0.158) (0.000) (0.002) (0.020) (0.000) (0.031) 
Starehe constituency 2.664* 2.716+ 5.269 2.490** 2.729 3.374 2.772* 3.586* 
 (0.014) (0.095) (0.148) (0.000) (0.104) (0.210) (0.013) (0.048) 
Constant -1.969** -3.806** -1.867** -1.850** -1.434** -2.256** -1.508** -2.640** 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.001) (0.000) (0.005) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 
         
Observations 210 210 210 210 210 210 210 210 
Pseudo R-squared 0.162 0.163 0.0339 0.218 0.179 0.207 0.163 0.0943 
p-values in parentheses; ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1   
Notes: Model 4 excludes population density becaue the model fails to converge with its inclusion. 
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Table A10. Negative Binomial Regression Models of Presidential Rallies (including “split” constituencies) 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 
 Kibaki  

(PNU) 
Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Swing group share 0.535+ 2.123** 0.245      
 (0.093) (0.000) (0.565)      
Kikuyu share    -0.737 -3.001** -3.152**   
    (0.110) (0.000) (0.009)   
Luo share    -2.825** -1.126* -5.657   
    (0.009) (0.045) (0.104)   
Kamba share    0.578 -3.305* 1.293**   
    (0.113) (0.029) (0.001)   
PNU ethnic coalition share       -0.562  
       (0.120)  
ODM ethnic coalition share        0.158 
        (0.665) 
“Split” constituencies 0.482+ 0.699* 0.379 0.563* 0.748* 0.518 0.487+ 0.807** 
 (0.058) (0.018) (0.330) (0.024) (0.014) (0.131) (0.057) (0.009) 
Voters (10,000) 0.073* 0.091* 0.046 0.093** 0.095* 0.083 0.076* 0.082* 
 (0.016) (0.018) (0.414) (0.002) (0.015) (0.137) (0.012) (0.044) 
Area (sq. km.) 0.000 -0.000 0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 0.000 -0.000 
 (0.721) (0.232) (0.785) (0.681) (0.388) (0.519) (0.616) (0.183) 
Population density -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -- -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 
 (0.842) (0.818) (0.271)  (0.815) (0.931) (0.747) (0.459) 
Distance to Nairobi -0.001 -0.000 0.000 0.000 -0.001 0.001 -0.001 0.002* 
 (0.364) (0.843) (0.981) (0.985) (0.402) (0.569) (0.378) (0.030) 
Number of major towns 0.525** 0.504** 0.312 0.570** 0.529** 0.467* 0.513** 0.417* 
 (0.000) (0.002) (0.159) (0.000) (0.001) (0.013) (0.000) (0.014) 
Starehe constituency 2.284* 2.305 5.630 2.349** 2.263 3.166 2.355* 3.067+ 
 (0.036) (0.167) (0.128) (0.000) (0.185) (0.250) (0.034) (0.090) 
Constant -1.902** -3.629** -1.876** -1.702** -1.338** -1.969** -1.466** -2.612** 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.001) (0.000) (0.008) (0.001) (0.000) (0.000) 
         
Observations 210 210 210 210 210 210 210 210 
Pseudo R-squared 0.164 0.167 0.0366 0.214 0.181 0.203 0.163 0.0993 
p-values in parentheses; ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1   
Notes: Model 4 excludes population density becaue the model fails to converge with its inclusion. 
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5.3. Core mobilization as an alternative explanation 
 

The results in Tables A11-A13 test whether the pattern of campaign rallies could be 

attributed to efforts to increase turnout among core supporters. I use a measure of average 

turnout in the two previous elections (1997 and 2002). From this data, I create a dichotomous 

measure of areas with low turnout, defined as constituencies where average turnout in the two 

prior races was below the median (65%). I interact this turnout measure with the estimates of 

constituency-level vote shares for each candidate described above. If the goal was core 

mobilization, I would expect that parties would target constituencies that were characterized by 

high levels of initial support and a history of low turnout. The results in Tables A11 do not 

support a core mobilization story; neither the low-turnout variable nor the interaction between 

vote share and low turnout is significant. Table A12 includes a continuous measure of turnout 

and likewise shows no evidence in favor of the mobilization story. Finally, Table A13 replicates 

the original analysis of rally targeting from the main text and shows that the key findings on 

ethnic composition are robust to the inclusion of the low turnout measure and its interaction with 

vote share at the start of the campaign. I interpret these results to mean that presidential aspirants 

did not use rallies to target existing supporters in low-turnout areas. While mobilization was 

important in the 2007 race, the broader results in the paper (including those that focus on 

household contact) suggest that the job of mobilizing the core is left to lower-level actors. 
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Table A11. Negative Binomial Regression Models of Presidential Rallies (including turnout) 
 (1) (2) (3) 
 Kibaki  

(PNU) 
Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Candidate vote share at start of campaign -0.625 0.668 4.281** 
 (0.215) (0.301) (0.000) 
Low turnout  -0.123 -0.138 -0.700+ 
 (0.737) (0.813) (0.058) 
Candidate vote share * Low turnout  -0.014 0.044 -0.257 
 (0.988) (0.963) (0.815) 
Voters (10,000) 0.095** 0.107* 0.077 
 (0.004) (0.016) (0.192) 
Area (sq. km.) 0.000+ 0.000 0.000 
 (0.100) (0.950) (0.817) 
Population density 0.000 -0.000 -0.000 
 (0.965) (0.788) (0.694) 
Distance to Nairobi -0.000 0.002 0.004** 
 (0.634) (0.165) (0.004) 
Number of major towns 0.494** 0.380* 0.352+ 
 (0.000) (0.027) (0.061) 
Starehe constituency 2.345* 2.700 4.083 
 (0.026) (0.117) (0.141) 
Constant -1.505** -2.835** -2.994** 
 (0.001) (0.000) (0.000) 
    
Observations 210 210 210 
Pseudo R-squared 0.152 0.0855 0.142 
p-values in parentheses 
** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1       
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Table A12. Negative Binomial Regression Models of Presidential Rallies (including turnout) 
 (1) (2) (3) 
 Kibaki  

(PNU) 
Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Candidate vote share at start of campaign -3.932 0.782 -0.021 
 (0.313) (0.861) (0.998) 
Turnout  -2.141 1.181 3.597+ 
 (0.386) (0.750) (0.098) 
Candidate vote share * Turnout  4.914 -0.210 6.535 
 (0.384) (0.975) (0.554) 
Voters (10,000) 0.091** 0.114* 0.086 
 (0.010) (0.014) (0.149) 
Area (sq. km.) 0.000 0.000 0.000 
 (0.101) (0.915) (0.725) 
Population density -0.000 -0.000 0.000 
 (0.930) (0.954) (0.924) 
Distance to Nairobi -0.001 0.002 0.004** 
 (0.456) (0.141) (0.003) 
Number of major towns 0.506** 0.380* 0.378* 
 (0.000) (0.027) (0.049) 
Starehe constituency 2.449* 2.513 3.154 
 (0.026) (0.143) (0.210) 
Constant -0.072 -3.749 -5.764** 
 (0.967) (0.168) (0.002) 
    
Observations 210 210 210 
Pseudo R-squared 0.153 0.0862 0.134 
p-values in parentheses 
** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1       
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Table A13. Negative Binomial Regression Models of Presidential Rallies (including turnout) 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (7) 
 Kibaki  

(PNU) 
Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Musyoka 
(ODM-K) 

Kibaki  
(PNU) 

Odinga 
(ODM) 

Swing group share 0.613+ 2.095** 3.118**      
 (0.055) (0.000) (0.001)      
Kikuyu share    -0.430 -2.943** -3.187**   
    (0.479) (0.000) (0.004)   
Luo share    -3.239** -1.213+ -4.932+   
    (0.005) (0.057) (0.055)   
Kamba share    0.374 -2.987* 19.481*   
    (0.319) (0.024) (0.032)   
PNU ethnic coalition share       -2.535*  
       (0.024)  
ODM ethnic coalition share        -0.630 
        (0.215) 
Candidate vote share at start of campaign -0.460 0.241 8.307** -0.596 -0.144 -31.538* 2.591+ 1.385 
 (0.371) (0.715) (0.000) (0.412) (0.830) (0.049) (0.091) (0.109) 
Low turnout  0.101 -0.364 -0.557 0.344 -0.047 -0.464 -0.090 -0.226 
 (0.798) (0.581) (0.121) (0.443) (0.944) (0.189) (0.818) (0.705) 
Candidate vote share * Low turnout  -0.478 0.881 -0.573 -1.275 0.302 -0.688 -0.565 0.040 
 (0.629) (0.425) (0.600) (0.284) (0.786) (0.520) (0.596) (0.967) 
Voters (10,000) 0.094** 0.107** 0.085 0.120** 0.106* 0.110+ 0.105** 0.110* 
 (0.004) (0.009) (0.147) (0.001) (0.011) (0.058) (0.002) (0.011) 
Area (sq. km.) 0.000+ 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 -0.000 0.000 0.000 
 (0.097) (0.854) (0.565) (0.321) (0.927) (0.496) (0.246) (0.838) 
Population density 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 -0.000 
 (0.977) (0.984) (0.843) (0.348) (0.972) (0.796) (0.949) (0.741) 
Distance to Nairobi -0.001 -0.001 0.001 -0.000 -0.001 0.002 -0.001 0.001 
 (0.183) (0.473) (0.494) (0.838) (0.369) (0.153) (0.210) (0.410) 
Number of major towns 0.522** 0.497** 0.453* 0.554** 0.512** 0.499** 0.507** 0.367* 
 (0.000) (0.002) (0.015) (0.000) (0.002) (0.009) (0.000) (0.029) 
Starehe constituency 2.323* 2.281 2.859 1.850+ 2.244 2.799 2.311* 2.752 
 (0.028) (0.148) (0.250) (0.062) (0.155) (0.260) (0.030) (0.112) 
Constant -1.760** -3.677** -5.089** -1.583** -1.268* -1.885** -1.863** -2.848** 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.002) (0.029) (0.002) (0.000) (0.000) 
         
Observations 210 210 210 210 210 210 210 210 
Pseudo R-squared 0.161 0.157 0.206 0.210 0.165 0.229 0.164 0.0900 
p-values in parentheses; ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1     


