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Institutions, governmental performance and the rise of political newcomers
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Abstract. This article analyses the institutional and contextual factors that facilitate the election of political
newcomers as heads of government in democratic regimes. Using data from 870 democratic elections
between 1945 and 2015, it is found that political newcomers are more likely to be successful in presidential
systems, in new democracies and when party systems are weakly institutionalised. The election of politically
inexperienced candidates is also related to governmental performance. Political newcomers are more
successful when the economic performance of the government is bad and when the government engages
in high-level corruption.
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Introduction

Political systems since ancient times have tended to create institutional mechanisms tomake
sure that the people occupying positions of political authority have the right combination
of skills, connections and expertise. During the period of the late Republic in Ancient
Rome, aspiring politicians had to respect a sequential order of public offices, known as
‘cursus honorum’ (‘course of honours’). Public officials had to be elected to lower offices
if they wanted to be eligible for the more prestigious offices. This institutionalised system
ensured that individuals reaching positions of high authority had a long and diverse political
experience, having occupied various positions in public administration during their careers
(Petit 1974; Beck 2012).

While voters still value political experience in candidates running for positions of high
political authority inmost contemporary democracies (Page 1978;Johnston et al.1992), there
have been many political neophytes elected as heads of government in the last 30 years.
Several political newcomers have been elected in weakly institutionalised democracies
(Corrales 2008; Carreras 2012b), but the electoral appeal of newcomers is increasing in
robust democracies as well. For instance, a businessman and real estate developer with no
political experience (Donald Trump) became the Republican Party presidential nominee
after winning the primaries in 2016 in the United States. In the same year, a business
journalist with very limited political experience (Christian Kern) became Chancellor of
Austria.

Political newcomers often exploit citizens’ malaise with career politicians and run
successful anti-establishment campaigns. The recent success of politically inexperienced
candidates appears to suggest that being a political newcomer (not tainted by belonging
to the political establishment) has increasingly become a positive trait, rather than a
liability.
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Given the growing global tide of anti-political feelings and the rise of ‘newcomer
politicians’ (defined here as politicians with a maximum of three years of political
experience), it is important to have a better understanding of the factors that contribute
to their electoral success. In this article, I analyse the different institutional and contextual
factors that may facilitate the rise of political newcomers in democratic countries. I test
these explanations using a database including biographical information on all the heads of
government that arrived in power following parliamentary and presidential elections in all
democratic countries in the period 1945–2015.

It is also essential to know more about the factors that contribute to the rise of political
newcomers because the election of politically inexperienced candidates carries important
risks for the quality of democracy and institutional performance. First, political neophytes
climb to the top political position with very limited political and administrative experience.
They also lack a pool of persons with experience in office that can compensate for their
amateurism (Suárez 1982;Linz 1994;Levitsky&Cameron 2003). Second, the rise of political
newcomers increases the risk of the personalisation of power. Since independent candidates
can appeal directly to the citizenry and govern through a small political clientele composed
of cronies and friends, they may destabilise political institutions and threaten fragile party
systems (Suárez 1982). Third, newcomers tend to come to power with weak support in the
legislature, which increases the risk of executive-legislative conflict (Kenney 2004; Carreras
2014).

The article proceeds as follows. First, a definition and operationalisation of the term
‘political newcomer’ are provided. Second, a theoretical discussion of the rise of political
newcomers is presented and several institutional and contextual factors that are expected
to increase the likelihood of success of politically inexperienced candidates are identified.
Third, the research design and the empirical strategy used in the article are discussed before
the main findings are presented. The penultimate section discusses in detail one example
of a paradigmatic political newcomer (Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori) that perfectly
illustrates the causal factors identified in the article. The final section discusses some of the
key findings and concludes.

Political newcomers: Definition and operationalisation

The literature on political outsiders has tended to define candidates as outsiders when they
become politically prominent from outside the national party system (Kenney 1998; Barr
2009; Miller 2011; Seawright 2011). This definition is somewhat problematic because it is
too restrictive and excludes politically inexperienced candidates who are characterised as
outsiders by the media and the general public. For instance,Donald Trump has been widely
portrayed as an outsider by the media (Corrales 2016; Roberts 2016), but would not be
classified as an outsider if we used the definition described above.

Hence, in this article I focus on a different but related concept: ‘political newcomer’. In one
of the rare large-N studies of the causes of the emergence of political newcomers in Latin
America, Corrales (2008: 5) defines ‘newcomers’ as ‘those who run for president with no
prior electoral experience (running for political office) and no major public administration
experience’. In a recent contribution,Samuels and Shugart (2010a) also focus on the previous
political career of presidents and prime ministers. They consider politicians with limited

C⃝ 2016 European Consortium for Political Research



366 MIGUEL CARRERAS

previous political experience (in the party, in the cabinet or in the legislature) as newcomers
(or outsiders).

I build on these previous works and define political newcomers in national executive
elections as candidates who lack substantial political experience in the legislative or the
executive branches of government. I use the term ‘newcomer’ rather than the term ‘outsider’
in order to avoid confusion with other studies that define ‘outsidership’ by focusing
on the party system origin of candidates, rather than their prior political experience.
My definition encompasses both inexperienced candidates running as independents and
political neophytes that run within established parties.

Operationalising the variable ‘political newcomer’ is challenging because it is not self-
evident what ‘substantial’ political experience means across different contexts. In order to
construct the dependent variable in this study, I built on a database of presidents’ and prime
ministers’ careers created by Samuels and Shugart (2010b).1 This database includes details
on the political experience of presidents and prime ministers for all democratic countries
in the period 1945–2005.2 It has information on whether the heads of government had
been party leaders, cabinet members and legislators before becoming presidents or prime
ministers. It also includes information on howmany years the heads of government occupied
each role before arriving in power. I expanded this database by gathering additional
biographical data. I included three other variables in the database to have a more accurate
picture of the previous political career of heads of government. The first variable measures
whether they occupied an executive position at the regional or local level before coming to
power. The second variable measures whether they had been presidents or prime ministers
in the past.3 The third variable is labeled ‘other posts of political importance’, and considers
politically relevant experience that is not included in the previous variables (e.g., the vice-
presidency). These dummy variables are also accompanied by continuous variables that
measure how long each head of government occupied these positions before arriving in
power.

At the most basic level, a political newcomer is someone who has never occupied any
legislative or executive position before running for the highest office. In 2016, two neophyte
politicians with no previous experience in politics became heads of government: Jimmy
Morales (a comedian) in Guatemala, and Tihomir Orešković (a businessman) in Croatia.
There are 28 cases of heads of government that were elected or selected without any
previous involvement in executive or legislative politics in the period between 1945 and
2015.

However, this operationalisation is also overly restrictive. Some presidential or prime
ministerial candidates who had a brief political experience before running for office will
also be considered political newcomers inmy study. It would be problematic to exclude some
relevant cases because they had a very limited political experience before the campaign that
brought them to power.Hence, in this article, heads of government are considered ‘political
newcomers’ when they had at most, three years of political experience before reaching
office – combining executive and legislative experience. The three-year rule is somewhat
arbitrary, but reasonable. The objective is not to consider as ‘insiders’ presidents or prime
ministers who did not have a political career before coming to office but occupied a political
position for a limited period of time immediately before the elections that took them to
power – often as a building block to be able to run successful campaigns as newcomers
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in national elections.4 The empirical results presented below are not an artifact of this
operationalisation choice. The results are almost identical if we adopt a more restrictive
operationalisation of ‘political newcomer’.5

Using this definition and operationalisation, I have identified 73 political newcomers
elected (or selected) as heads of government following national elections around the world
in the period 1945–2015. The sample includes 870 democratic national elections. In other
words, more than 8 per cent of national elections in democratic countries have led to the
election of a political newcomer as head of government. Table A1 in the Online Appendix
provides a list of all newcomer presidents and prime ministers, as well as the number
of years of political experience these political neophytes had before becoming heads of
government.

Figure 1 shows the main professional activity of these newcomers before entering
the political arena. This figure shows that there are a variety of paths that may lead
from political obscurity to political prominence. One professional activity that appears
to be a good platform to engage in politics is business. Almost a third of the political
newcomers who became presidents or prime ministers had a successful career in the
business or banking worlds. This suggests that personal business success might serve as
a heuristic, indicating to voters that candidates will be able to replicate that success
at the political level. Interestingly, 18 per cent of political newcomers were academics.
Prominent academics often become public intellectuals, which might sometimes lead to
more active political involvement. However, other professional backgrounds that allow
individuals to develop a public profile (military officers, television personalities, public
servants,first ladies) are also possible avenues for newcomers to become actively involved in
politics.

Figure 1. The professional background of political newcomers.
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Theoretical considerations

This section reviews the relevant literature and identifies a series of institutional and
contextual factors that are expected to lead to the electoral success of political newcomers.
The empirical section below assesses these different explanations with data from 870
democratic elections around the world between 1945 and 2015.

Quality and consolidation of democracy

The first important factor that may be associated with the rise of political newcomers is the
quality of democratic institutions. When democracy is robust, citizens may be less inclined
to support a political neophyte because existing democratic institutions provide a channel
for them to express their political demands and their political frustrations.Moreover, when
the quality of democracy is high and civil liberties are respected, political institutions are
more legitimate and voters are less tempted to vote for political newcomers with an anti-
establishment discourse.

Another characteristic of democratic institutions that may affect the success of
political newcomers is their ‘newness’. The age of democracy is critical because new
democracies have a much more fluid institutional environment and might lack a strong
political class. In new democracies, political parties have yet to establish programmatic
linkages with voters, especially when the new democratic institutions come after a long
and repressive authoritarian period. This institutional fluidity creates opportunities for
politically inexperienced candidates to run successful campaigns in national elections. Their
personal appeal might be based on charismatic linkages with disoriented voters. Moreover,
in new democracies, citizens are also more politically inexperienced and less attached to
political parties. This might increase their likelihood of supporting politically inexperienced
candidates. As democracies consolidate, a new political class is established and electoral
competition becomes more institutionalised, which might make it harder for political
newcomers to be successful.

Institutional factors

There are many other institutional factors beyond the quality and the age of democracy
that may affect the success of political newcomers in national elections. First, the rise to
power of political neophytes may be associated with the type of political system. I argue
that political newcomers are more likely to come to power in presidential systems because
presidential elections favour a more personalised link between voters and candidates,which
may facilitate the rise of politically inexperienced candidates. In presidential systems, voters
have to decide which candidate has the better ‘personal’ qualification to become the head
of state irrespective of his or her links with a party (Suárez 1982; Linz 1994). According to
Kitschelt (2000: 860), presidential systems ‘personalize competition for the highest office
and attract ambitious politicians who are often distinguished only by their personal support
networks buttressed by personal charisma or relations of clientelism but not by policy
programs’. Since programmatic linkages are weaker in presidential systems, and voters tend
to focus on candidates rather than parties, political newcomers with no political experience
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are less disadvantaged in presidential elections than in parliamentary elections. On the
contrary, if voters are disenchanted with political parties and political elites, candidates with
no previous involvement in politics may benefit from this inexperience.

Another key factor that may explain the rise of political newcomers is the weakness of
party systems. In strong and institutionalised party systems, political parties develop strong
roots in society and there is a considerable degree of stability in party competition (low
electoral volatility).Moreover, the existing political parties are seen as legitimate by voters.
Finally, strong party systems are characterised by the existence of solid party organisations
independent of individual leaders (Mainwaring & Scully 1995). A stable party system with
political parties that have developed strong ties with society makes the rise of a political
newcomer unlikely since voters feel attached to (and represented by) the existing parties. In
the same vein, strong party organisations create obstacles to the rise of political newcomers
within established parties.According to some scholars, the decline of the party system is the
main explanation for the emergence of neophyte politicians (Mayorga 2006). In fact, the
crisis of party systems paves the way for the rise of political newcomers, directly appealing
to unorganised mass constituencies (Roberts 2007).

The success of political neophytes might also be related to the institution of mandatory
voting.Disaffected individuals who are not satisfiedwith the performance of political parties
tend to abstain when voting is voluntary. Under a compulsory voting system, citizens who
are disenchanted with the political establishment do not have the option to stay home on
election day. Hence, they may choose to vote for a political newcomer in order to sanction
the traditional political class (Carreras 2012b).

Governmental performance

While institutional factors certainly matter, the performance of democratic governments
in office also affects the likelihood of success of political newcomers. The most important
explanatory factor is the ability of democratic governments to provide economic security.
I argue that the rise to power of political newcomers is much more likely during periods
of economic duress when voters are disenchanted with the political establishment. The
retrospective voting literature indeed predicts that voters will punish incumbent parties
when they suffer the consequences of an economic crisis (Fiorina 1981). In addition to
explaining how the vote is distributed among the established parties, a pervasive economic
crisis may contribute to the rise of politically inexperienced outsiders.According toMayorga
(2006), socioeconomic problems constitute a ‘critical context’ for the success of political
newcomers in the Andean countries. Corrales (2008) argues that voters suffering from
economic anxieties are more prone to support newcomers in presidential elections. His
empirical analysis shows that outsiders tend to bemore successful when the level of inflation
is high. In a similar vein, Benton (2005) argues that voters develop long and sophisticated
economic memories. When both incumbent and non-incumbent traditional parties are
blamed for economic hardship, voters are more likely to vote for small parties or outsider
candidates in order to punish all the established political parties.

Policy failures in the economic area certainly contribute to explaining the malaise of
citizens with political parties. But this is not the whole story. Citizens’ disenchantment
with political parties might also result from a feeling of moral failure associated with
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the perception of widespread corruption in government institutions. In the words of
Hawkins (2010: 94), ‘legitimacy is ultimately a normative attribute of the regime, and only
significant moral failures can weaken this legitimacy enough for it to become a true crisis’.
This argument is corroborated by empirical studies that demonstrate that perception of
corruption is negatively associated with trust in democratic institutions (Seligson 2002;
Morris & Klesner 2010). Since corruption affects regime legitimacy, it can also increase
the likelihood of success of political newcomers in presidential elections. In fact, Hawkins
(2010) argues that the widespread corruption of Venezuela’s political class was the main
factor leading to the election of a politically inexperienced candidate (Hugo Chávez) in the
1998 presidential election. In a recent study of party system collapse in Peru and Venezuela,
Seawright (2012) reaches similar conclusions. Using experimental evidence, he shows that
corruption scandals increase voters’ level of anger, which in turn increases voters’ degree
of risk acceptance and leads to a greater likelihood of success for politically inexperienced
outsiders.

Research design

Data

The level of analysis in this article is elections in the world in the period between 1945 and
2015.All national democratic elections leading to the popular selection (or the confirmation
in office) of the head of government were included in the sample. Following conventional
practice, and in order not to bias the results, I include elections only in periods when
countries had a Polity IV score equal to or higher than 5. Table A2 in the Online Appendix
shows all the elections included in the database.

The statistical model estimates the impact of several institutional and contextual factors
on the success of political newcomers in national elections. The election of political
neophytes may be due to the fragility of democratic institutions in some countries. In order
to measure the quality of democratic institutions, I include the Polity IV score (Marshall
et al. 2008) in the model. The Polity IV score is based on an evaluation of electoral
competitiveness and openness, the nature of political participation and the extent of checks
on executive authority.The electoral success of political newcomersmight also be associated
with the ‘newness’ of democracy. In order to assess this possibility, I include a variable ‘age
of democracy’ in the model which measures the number of years since the last democratic
transition. Since only a few countries have been democracies for a very long time, the
distribution is severely skewed. Hence, the variable ‘age of democracy’ is logged in all the
models.

The other institutional variables considered are the political system (parliamentary
versus presidential), compulsory voting and party system institutionalisation. I first
hypothesise that the election of political newcomers is more likely in presidential systems.
In order to assess this hypothesis, I created three dummy variables to capture different
types of political systems: ‘presidentialism’, ‘semi-presidentialism’ and ‘parliamentarism’.6

I built these variables with information taken from the database of Samuels and
Shugart (2010a). I include the variables ‘presidentialism’ and ‘semi-presidentialism’ in
the models (‘parliamentarism’ is the reference variable). The data on compulsory voting
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were obtained from the IDEA compulsory voting database available online.7 Compulsory
voting is particularly consequential when sanctions for non-voting exist and are enforced
(Panagopoulos 2008). Hence, the compulsory voting variable included in the models in
this article is trichotomous (0 = voluntary voting, 1 = compulsory voting–not enforced,
2 = compulsory voting–enforced). Finally, I include a lagged measure of electoral volatility
to assess the link between party system institutionalisation and the success of neophyte
candidates. This measure is lagged to avoid a potential endogeneity problem because the
rise of political newcomers often accelerates the decomposition of the party system (Dietz
& Myers 2007). The volatility data comes from several recent databases (Tucker & Powell
2014; Dassonneville 2015; Emanuele 2015;Mainwaring et al. forthcoming).8

I also evaluate the effect of government performance on the likelihood that a political
newcomer will be elected.The rise of politically inexperienced candidates may be associated
with the countries’ economic performance in the years leading to the national elections. I
use two different variables to measure economic performance. First, I include a variable
measuring the mean three-year gross domestic product (GDP) growth (two years prior
to election year plus the election year) to capture economic performance. This variable
was built with data from Maddison (2010) and the World Bank’s World Development
Indicators.9 Second, I include a measure of percentage change in the unemployment rate
between the year preceding the election and the election year. The unemployment data
comes from the International Monetary Fund’s World Economic Outlook database10 and
from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators. The statistical models also control
for the level of economic development by including a measure of GDP per capita.

I also use two indicators from the World Bank’s Worldwide Governance Indicators11 to
assess the impact of governmental effectiveness and the level of corruption among public
officials on the election of political newcomers. Following the theoretical discussion above,
I expect political neophytes to be more successful in countries in which governments are
responsible for policy and moral failures. The first indicator (‘government effectiveness’)
captures perceptions of the quality of public services, the quality of the civil service and
the quality of policy formulation and implementation. The second indicator (‘control of
corruption’) captures perceptions of the extent to which public power is exercised for private
gain, including both petty and grand forms of corruption, as well as ‘capture’ of the state by
elites and private interests. These two aggregate indicators range from –2.5 to +2.5, and
I expect both of these variables to be negatively correlated with the election of political
newcomers.

Model estimation

Given that the dependent variable in the analysis is binary, logistic regression is the most
suitable statistical method of analysis. However, the empirical analysis is conducted with
cross-sectional time-series data. Hence, I estimated a series of random effects logistic
regressions to test for temporal sensitivity. The random effects logistic regression has many
advantages because it takes the unique structure of the data into account. First, the error
term in the model is partitioned into error across time within countries, errors across
countries and random error. Second, the standard errors of the estimates are corrected to
take into account repeated observations for each country. Third, this procedure produces
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robust parameter estimates in situations where countries have valid data in some years but
not others (i.e., unbalanced data; Pendergast et al. 1996). Since the outcome analysed is a
rare event (less than 10 per cent of national elections resulted in the rise to power of a
political newcomer), I also ran statistical models using a rare events logistic regression as
the estimator as a robustness check. This estimator develops corrections for the biases in
logistic regression that occur when predicting or explaining rare outcomes (King & Zeng
2001).12

Results and analysis

I estimated the impact of democratic quality, age of democracy, presidentialism, compulsory
voting, party system institutionalisation, economic performance, corruption and economic
development on the election of political newcomers with a series of logistic regression
models. The results presented in Table 1 provide strong support for several of the arguments
advanced in this article, while also casting doubt on some of the hypotheses.

The first interesting result is that the rise of political newcomers appears to be related to
the age of democracy,but not to the quality of democratic institutions.When other structural
and contextual factors are controlled for, the quality of democracy does not predict the
election of a political newcomer.The Polity IV democracy score is not statistically significant
in any of the five statistical models in Table 1. On the contrary, the age of democracy
is consistently associated with the election of political neophytes. The coefficient of the
variable capturing the age of democracy is negative and statistically significant in four out of
the five models, which suggests that newer democracies with a less well-established political
class facilitate the emergence of political newcomers in national elections.

The models also assess the impact of two institutional factors (compulsory voting and
presidentialism) on the electoral success of political newcomers. One of the most robust
findings is that the election of political newcomers is more likely in presidential systems
than in parliamentary systems. The variable ‘presidentialism’ is positive and statistically
significant in the five models. This result appears to confirm the concerns of the critics of
presidentialism regarding the possible rise of political newcomers in presidential systems
(Suárez 1982; Linz 1994). The variable ‘semi-presidentialism’ is positive and statistically
significant in models 1 and 2, which suggests that the rise of political newcomers is slightly
more likely in semi-presidential systems than in parliamentary systems.However, this effect
disappears when corruption and government effectiveness are included in themodel (as can
be observed in models 3 and 4).

The results do not support the hypothesis that the election of political newcomers is more
likely in countries with mandatory voting systems. The coefficient of the compulsory voting
variable has the unexpected sign in four out of the five models, but never reaches statistical
significance. The result is puzzling, but it suggests that electoral institutions are not the main
factors driving the success of politically inexperienced candidates.

This article also argues that the rise of political newcomers is more likely when
governments are discredited as a result of policy and moral failures. The results strongly
support this hypothesis. First, models 1 and 2 show that the election of a political neophyte
tends to occur during bad economic times. While the coefficient of the variable ‘economic
growth’ is negative and statistically significant in model 1, the coefficient of the variable
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‘change in unemployment’ is positive and statistically significant in model 2. In other words,
the likelihood of electoral success of a political newcomer decreases when the economy
grows, but it increases when the unemployment rate increases.

Model 3 similarly shows that the rise of political newcomers is less likely when
government effectiveness is high. The coefficient of the variable ‘government effectiveness’
is in fact negative and statistically significant. This suggests that politically inexperienced
candidates gain electoral support when governments do not deliver quality public policies
and good public services.

The effect of ‘control of corruption’ is also the expected one.The coefficient capturing the
effect of this variable is negative and statistically significant, as can be observed in model 4.
This shows that the election of political newcomers ismore likely when governments directly
engage in graft or when they fail to control and sanction corruption in public administration.

Finally, model 5 assesses the impact of party system institutionalisation on the rise of
political newcomers by including a measure of lagged electoral volatility. As expected,
the coefficient of this variable is positive and statistically significant. This shows that the
electoral success of politically inexperienced candidates ismore likely when the party system
is weakly institutionalised and electoral volatility is high. The effects of age of democracy
and economic growth disappear once this variable is included in the model, but this is
hardly surprising since there is a high level of multicollinearity between these variables.
New democracies tend to have weaker party systems and bad economic performance often
contributes to party system deinstitutionalisation. Model 5 suggests that low party system
institutionalisation is an intermediate variable connecting poor economic performance and
the ‘newness’ of democracy with the rise of political newcomers, although further research
should be conducted to examine the exact causal sequence.13

Alberto Fujimori: A paradigmatic political newcomer

The empirical models in the previous section show that a series of factors – presidentialism,
age of democracy, bad economic performance and high levels of (perceived) corruption –
increase the likelihood of success of political newcomers. This section will show how these
different factors contributed to the election of a politically inexperienced candidate in Peru
in 1990: Alberto Fujimori.

Fujimori can be considered to be the paradigmatic example of a successful political
newcomer. He was an agricultural engineer and mathematics professor at the Universidad
Nacional Agraria (UNA) and the son of Japanese immigrants. He ran for president in 1990
with a new and weakly organised political party called Cambio 90 (Change 1990). Fujimori
had no political experience,no political connections and no clear programmeof government.
His rise to power was meteoric and is often characterised as a tsunami because it shook the
political system in Peru. In earlyMarch 1990, Fujimori was one of five minor candidates who
altogether had less than 1 per cent support in public opinion polls. Yet in the presidential
election on 8 April, Fujimori was the second most voted for candidate with a stunning
29.1 per cent of the votes. He was elected president when he won the runoff election by
a landslide on 10 June (Schmidt 1996).

Fujimori’s democratic inexperience and lack of political socialisation created significant
political instability in Peru during the 1990s. He governed in a semi-authoritarian fashion,
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curtailing political freedoms (e.g., freedom of the press) and bypassing other political
institutions. In 1992, he staged a self-coup (autogolpe) against the legislature which
effectively ended democracy in Peru until his downfall over a corruption scandal in 2000
(Kenney 2004).

Peru is a presidential system and this was an important factor in the rise of this
inexperienced outsider. The personalised nature of the electoral contest in a presidential
system allowed Fujimori to win this election even though his electoral movement was
very weakly institutionalised. In the concurrent legislative elections, his party obtained
very little support. In fact, Cambio 90 obtained only 17.7 per cent of the seats in the
Chamber of Deputies. Such a low level of support in the legislature would have probably
blocked Fujimori’s possibility of becoming the head of government in a parliamentary
system.

What explains the electoral appeal of Fujimori in the first place? This political newcomer
came to power in the midst of the most severe economic and sociopolitical crisis of Peru’s
contemporary history. On the economic front, the two democratic administrations of the
1980s (Belaúnde between 1980 and 1985 [Acción Popular] and García between 1985 and
1990 [APRA]) were unsuccessful at redressing a failing economy. The real GDP per capita
in the 1980s in Peru dropped 28 per cent in ten years from US$5,314 in 1980 to US$3,839 in
1990. The heterodox policies attempted by García during the late 1980s had catastrophic
consequences as they resulted in hyperinflation and a major increase in foreign debt
(Kenney 2004;Murakami 2012: 159–178).

In addition to these economic problems, Peru suffered the rise of a violent insurgency
(the Shining Path), and governmental efforts to defeat it were unsuccessful. The Shining
Path was the deadliest insurgency in Peru’s modern history. Between 1980 and 1992, this
terrorist group killed more than 25,000 people (Gorriti 1990; Kenney 2004: 24). The failure
of the Belaúnde and the García administrations to address this internal conflict undermined
support for these presidents and the political system as a whole.

In sum, in the early 1990s Peru was facing a multifaceted crisis that was partly the result
of the failure of established parties to govern effectively after the democratic transition.
The disenchantment of Peruvian citizens with the political class paved the way for the
election of a complete neophyte. Fujimori exploited that disenchantment by running an
anti-establishment campaign, portraying the political class as corrupt and inefficient. The
electoral success of Fujimori was also facilitated by the ‘newness’ of Peruvian democracy.
The Peruvian democracy was only ten years old when Fujimori was elected president.
This was the third democratic presidential election since the return to democratic rule in
Peru, and the fourth democratic presidential election in the country’s history. Peruvian
citizens were inexperienced voters, so it is not entirely surprising that they opted for an
inexperienced politician in the context of a severe sociopolitical crisis.

Discussion and conclusion

The empirical results in this article lead to several important conclusions regarding the
rise of politically inexperienced candidates in national elections. In particular, three main
factors appear to be closely associated with the election of political newcomers. First, the
most robust result is that the electoral success of political neophytes is more likely in
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presidential systems. Second, political newcomers tend to emerge in new democracies in
which democratic institutions are weakly institutionalised and voters are still politically
inexperienced. Third, politically inexperienced candidates are more likely to be elected
when governments are perceived as responsible for policy and moral failures. In particular,
themodels above suggest that political newcomers do well whenmacroeconomic conditions
are bad and when the level of corruption is high.

The finding regarding the impact of presidentialism is important because it contributes
to a larger theoretical discussion on the ‘perils of presidentialism’. In the wake of the
euphoria generated by the Third Wave of democratisation during the 1980s, a group of
scholars studying Latin America were more pessimistic about the prospects for democratic
consolidation of the countries in the region. These scholars argued that there were a
series of ‘perils of presidentialism’ that created obstacles for the healthy functioning of
democratic regimes in countries with presidential systems. Among the main perils, these
scholars mentioned the dual democratic legitimacy, the temporal rigidity of presidentialism,
the winner-take-all logic of presidential elections and the principle of non-re-election (Linz
1990;Lijphart 1992;Linz 1994). Since the early 1990s, several scholars of political institutions
and Latin American politics tested most of these claims. The current consensus is that these
perils of presidentialism were greatly exaggerated in these early studies (Carreras 2012a).
However, the critics of presidentialism also claimed that the rise of political newcomers is
a peril associated with presidential systems. This issue has been neglected until recently,
and the main empirical implication – that newcomers are more likely to come to power in
presidential systems – has never been tested before.

The empirical analysis in this article demonstrates that Linz and the other critics of
presidentialismwere right about this particular claim.It appears that the personalised nature
of presidential elections indeed facilitates the rise of politically inexperienced outsiders.But
how exactly can presidentialism lead to the rise of political newcomers? I postulate that
there are three causal mechanisms that may explain the connection between presidentialism
and the electoral success of political newcomers. First, the organisational efforts that are
necessary for leaders to become contenders for the top executive position differ significantly
in presidential and parliamentary democracies. Political newcomers need to create a
formidable party organisation and recruit viable legislative candidates in many districts in
order to have a chance of becoming prime minister. Politically inexperienced candidates in
presidential elections do not face equally insurmountable obstacles. Presidential elections
are much more personalised, and political newcomers may win with very little support in
the legislature (and without the support of any traditional party), especially in moments
of deep economic and sociopolitical crisis that create a loss of confidence in the political
establishment.

The second and related factor is the impossibility of popular inexperienced candidates
to transmit their charisma or popularity. The deep popular dissatisfaction with the political
establishment tends to be embodied by one or a few political leaders. Legislative candidates
may ride on the coattails of very popular political newcomers irrespective of the type of
political system,but the probability of themwinning is always lower than the probability the
charismatic candidate has of obtaining an electoral victory. Thus, in parliamentary systems,
the probability of an allied legislator winning a seat is always lower than the probability
of the political newcomer winning a seat. In presidential systems, a charismatic neophyte
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candidate may become the president even if the party represented by the newcomer obtains
poor results in legislative elections.

The third factor is the possibility to split the ticket in presidential elections. In presidential
systems, voters normally have the possibility to vote for a legislative candidate of one
party and for the presidential candidate of another party. Sometimes, this leads to a high
discrepancy between the votes received by a party in concurrent legislative and presidential
elections (Ames et al. 2009; Helmke 2009). The possibility to split the vote facilitates
the election of a political newcomer in presidential systems because it allows ambitious
politically inexperienced public figures to run in presidential elections with a new party or
a new electoral movement. These candidates may win, even if they are not associated with
a single legislative candidate.

While this article has demonstrated that the rise of political newcomers is related
to presidentialism, my research design cannot adjudicate between these different causal
mechanisms. Future research should take on that important task. The literature on political
newcomers and political outsiders should also benefit frommore detailed qualitative studies
illustrating how the different factors identified as important in this article (presidentialism,
party system institutionalisation, age of democracy, corruption and economic performance)
play out in different contexts. Particular attention should be paid to the causal sequence that
connects these different factors with the rise of political newcomers.

Supporting Information

Additional Supporting Information may be found in the online version of this article at the
publisher’s web-site:

Table A1. Newcomer presidents and prime ministers (1945-2015)
Table A2. Elections included in the statistical analysis
Table A3. Rare events logistic regressions
Table A4. Determinants of electoral success of political newcomers (0 years of political
experience)
Table A5.Determinants of electoral success of political newcomers (up to 1 year of political
experience)
TableA6.Determinants of electoral success of political newcomers (up to 2 years of political
experience)

Notes

1. This database was used by these scholars in the third chapter of their book (Samuels & Shugart 2010a).
It is available online at: http://laderafrutal.com/academic/samuels-shugart.html

2. I extended the database until 2015. I also reorganised it to have one observation per election, instead of
one observation per prime minister or president.

3. Including this variable is important because ‘incumbent former newcomers’ in presidential systems may
be re-elected without any kind of experience in the cabinet or in the legislature.However, it would be a
mistake to consider them as political newcomers if they are running as incumbent presidents.

4. Two interesting examples areRafael Correa inEcuador andMarcRavalomanana inMadagascar.Correa
was an economist with no political experience when he briefly joined the cabinet as Minister of Finance
in 2005. After less than a year in the cabinet, he broke with the government and positioned himself as
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one of the main contenders in the 2006 presidential elections. Ravalomanana rose to prominence as the
founder and chief executive officer of a series of successful companies in Madagascar. In late 1999, he
won themunicipal elections and becameMayor ofAntananarivo as an independent.Less than two years
after he became mayor, he won the presidential elections – also as an independent. I consider that the
political experience of these two candidates is too limited not to consider them as political newcomers.

5. These additional models are presented in Tables A4–A6 in the Online Appendix.
6. In semi-presidential systems in which both the president and the prime minister are elected (or selected

on the basis of electoral results), I only consider the elections for the most prominent executive position
in each country.For instance, the sample includes French presidential elections and Polish parliamentary
elections.

7. See http://idea.int/vt/compulsory_voting.cfm
8. I thank Scott Mainwaring for sharing with me a new database on lower chamber volatility in Latin

America.
9. Available online at: data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators
10. Available online at: www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2016/01/weodata/index.aspx
11. Available online at: http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/#home
12. The results do not change when these alternative models are estimated so I do not report them in the

article, but they are available in the online appendix (Table A3).
13. Party system de-institutionalisation,however, can also occur in long-lasting democracies.Theweakening

of party systems in stable democracies (e.g., in parliamentary democracies in Western Europe) has
facilitated the rise of newcomer politicians in the past two decades, which suggests that party system
institutionalisation might be even more important than democracy age in terms of explaining the
election of political neophytes.
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