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Presentation  

In recent years, Latin American politics has witnessed profound changes in how politicians seek to 

engage with voters and the citizenry at large. At times, these changes have followed global trends, such 

as the decline of partisan channels of linkage or the rise of the extreme right. In other cases, these 

changes have taken on forms and dynamics specific to our region (Rennó 2020; Castro Cornejo 2023). 

The rise and subsequent fall of left-wing parties and leaders in government, the emergence of 

phenomena of massive social protest, and the transformation and realignment of party systems have 

led to significant changes in the way politicians seek to connect with citizens in general and with 

voters in particular. In this context, it is relevant to investigate the causes and consequences of these 

changes and, above all, what we can learn from them and how best to approach them theoretically 

and empirically. How have linkage mechanisms evolved in Latin America in recent years? How have 

politicians used these mechanisms to carry out their actions and maximize their objectives? What 

implications have these changes had for democratic representation? 

Political science has made considerable progress in recent decades in identifying, conceptualizing, 

and measuring the different linkage mechanisms between politicians and voters (Kitschelt 2000; 

Kitschelt et al. 2010; Stokes et al. 2013). However, beyond the existence of ideal types (Kitschelt 2000), 
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diverse possible combinations, and even the segmentation that politicians can make of the different 

linkage types (Luna 2014), little is known about how these have evolved in recent years in Latin 

American democracies. There are some indications about how politicians have leveraged particular 

events to innovate how they connect with the public (Luna et al. 2021). The health crisis caused by 

COVID-19 has opened the opportunity for unmediated connections between politicians and citizens 

(Blofield, Hoffman, and Llanos 2020). In addition, innovations in linkage mechanisms have been 

driven by the expansion of social networks and mobile applications as increasingly common modes 

of access to information and political exchanges, leading to the rise of personalistic linkage 

mechanisms and charismatic leadership (Andrews-Lee 2021). 

At the same time, the health crisis has highlighted the limits of state action to assist large social groups. 

The provision of social assistance based on universalist foundations, typical of the programmatic 

modality, has shown its limits in many cases due to the deficit in state capacities necessary for such 

provision. Instead, provision modalities based on discretionary use by national, subnational, and local 

governments have become evident, which has once again brought to the table the validity of 

clientelistic links (Calvo and Murillo 2014). 

Amid this panorama, sometimes partisan ties refuse to disappear and even increase their validity. 

Despite all the difficulties it faces in our region, the (re)creation of party identities has shown to be 

resistant to the emergence of new modalities of linkage between politicians and voters (Cyr 2017). In 

some cases, these identities survive on the basis of the parties' ability to engage with the public based 

on consistent programmatic and ideological positionings, as observed, for example, in Uruguay. In 

other cases, the permanence of party identities is based on adherence to a series of laxer principles, 

coexisting with appeals with personalistic elements as in Argentina, Colombia, or El Salvador, or 

clientelistic as in the case of Paraguay (Dosek 2023). 

Finally, cases of mass social protest have forced traditional parties and politicians to incorporate a 

series of demands not yet present in their appeals to citizens. To this end, they have sought to establish 
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contacts with social movements and other more or less organized forms of social mobilization, giving 

rise to significant innovations not foreseen by the specialized literature on linkage mechanisms. 

In this context, this special issue seeks to update the discussion on recent transformations in linkage 

mechanisms between politicians and voters. To this end, we take as an initial reference the classic 

distinction originally proposed by Kitschelt (2000), expanding, at the same time, the set of alternatives 

present in the original formulation and subsequent literature. Based on the study of new forms of 

linkage, this issue aims to update, expand, and complement the knowledge available in this field. 

Topics covered by the thematic issue: 

• Major innovations in linkage mechanisms between politicians and voters, including case and 

comparative studies; 

• Personalism, electoral mobilization, and new political identities in Latin America; 

• Particularism, clientelism, and political parties, including case studies, small and large-number 

comparative studies, and theoretical studies; 

• Modalities of linkages between political parties, social movements, and civil society organizations; 

• Programmatic linkages, ideology, and electoral mobilization; 

• Studies on mixed, hybrid, and segmented linkages, in particular those that empirically address 

such mixed linkage strategies. 
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