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Abstract

Existing research illustrates how electoral incentives shape candidates’ decisions
to reduce ambiguity by cultivating specific group identities. Extending this lit-
erature, I argue that electoral contexts may instead incentivize candidates to
cultivate ambiguity around their group identities. Drawing on theories of policy
platform ambiguity, I argue that by cultivating an ambiguous identity candidates
enhance their ability to attract voters across groups by reducing aversion they
would otherwise experience from out-group voters. Accordingly, candidates will
tend to cultivate ambiguous identities when electoral victory requires attracting
voters across social groups, which will tend to be the case under less propor-
tional rules and when their group is small. I examine this theory in the context
of Brazilian municipal elections and show that office-seeking Evangelical Chris-
tian clergy tend to cultivate Evangelical identities when electoral victory can be
achieved by narrowly targeting Evangelical voters, but ambiguous identities when
victory requires attracting both Evangelical and non-Evangelical voters.
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Existing research demonstrates how electoral incentives shape candidates’ decisions to
cultivate specific, non-partisan group identities. The canonical example of this behavior is
that of Zambian candidates who respond to variation in electoral rules and the size of groups
by cultivating either narrowly-held tribal identities or broadly-held linguistic identities (Pos-
ner 2005). Although these theories have been largely elaborated in the African (McCauley
2014; Adida 2015; Horowitz 2016) and Indian (Chandra 2004) contexts by scholars of ethnic
politics, their lessons apply across many geographies and to group identities that may not
classify as “ethnic” under conventional definitions (Chandra 2006). For example, a rich lit-
erature demonstrates how presidential candidates in the United States strategically cultivate
particular religious identities that are either narrowly or broadly attractive (Kaylor 2011;
Coe and Chapp 2017).

Seminal theories of strategic identity cultivation build from the assumption that voters’
preference for in-group candidates is instrumental: voters prefer in-group candidates because
they believe these candidates will favor their group once in office (Ferree 2006; Ichino and
Nathan 2013). These theories relate to broader arguments around voting behavior, which
highlight the role of group identities in reducing the uncertainty voters face in an “ambigu-
ous” political world (Conover and Feldman 1989). With limited time or cognitive resources
to learn, let alone evaluate, candidates’ policy platforms, voters rely on group identity cues
to decide between candidates. There is evidence that by employing specific religious (Boas
2014; McLaughlin and Wise 2014; Albertson 2015), tribal (Adida 2015; Posner 2005), or
racial (Boudreau 2009; Janusz 2021) cues, candidates can reduce ambiguity and attract
victory-giving, in-group voters.

I argue, however, that rather than responding to electoral incentives by cultivating spe-
cific, ambiguity-reducing identities, certain electoral contexts may instead incentivize candi-
dates to strategically cultivate ambiguity around these identities. This is accomplished by
altogether eschewing cues that would signal affiliation with any particular social group. In

doing so, candidates may lose the votes of in-group voters who are unable to discern their



identity, but will benefit by reducing the disproportionate aversion they would otherwise face
from out-group voters. Borrowing logic outlining the effects of electoral rules on strategic
platform positioning (Cox 1990; Matakos, Troumpounis and Xefteris 2016), I argue that
candidates will tend to cultivate this ambiguity when electoral victory requires support from
voters across groups, which will tend to be the case under less proportional electoral rules
(which correspond to higher “winning thresholds,” meaning the share of votes needed to
win office), and especially when the candidate’s own group is relatively small. T conclude
that this strategy is especially germane to candidates from minority groups that are viewed
unfavorably by out-group voters.

In presenting this theory of strategic identity ambiguity, I build on work which has high-
lighted the advantages of strategic policy ambiguity in electoral competition (Tomz and
Van Houweling 2009; Hersh and Schaffner 2013; Chapp et al. 2019). A key argument in this
literature is that, due to false consensus bias (Ross, Greene and House 1977), voters hold
overly-optimistic beliefs regarding congruence between their policy preferences and a candi-
date’s ambiguous policy platform. Similar biases plausibly operate with respect to identity
ambiguity. Presented with a candidate’s ambiguous identity, voters may over-optimistically
infer this candidate does not belong to a group they dislike. Thus the chief advantage of an
ambiguous identity is protecting candidates from the disproportionate aversion they would
otherwise face from out-group voters. I substantiate this logic of disproportionate aversion
with reference to literature suggesting voters’ attraction towards co-partisan candidates is
smaller in absolute terms than their aversion towards out-partisan candidates (Goren, Fed-
erico and Kittilson 2009; Nicholson 2012) as well as more fundamental theories of negativity
bias (Baumeister et al. 2001; Rozin and Royzman 2001).

I examine this theory by analyzing whether Evangelical leaders running for office in
Brazilian municipal elections cultivate ambiguous or Evangelical identities in response to the
contrasting electoral incentives created by different electoral rules and electorate demograph-
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like the tribal and caste identities commonly examined in studies of strategic identity cultiva-
tion, is exceptionally attractive to Evangelical voters, but repellent to non-Evangelical voters
(Boas 2014) and is a key base for political mobilization that operates largely outside of the
formal party system (Smith 2019). Second, Brazilian Evangelical leaders have the unique
option of explicitly cultivating their Evangelical identity via Evangelical ballot names or
cultivating an ambiguous identity by eschewing these names. Third, voters in municipal
elections simultaneously elect city councils via open list proportional rules (where winning
thresholds are relatively low) and mayors and vice mayors via majoritarian rules (where
winning thresholds are relatively high). This allows me to examine whether, compared to
candidates in city council races, candidates in mayoral races, where there is a stronger incen-
tive to attract non-Evangelical voters, are more likely to cultivate ambiguous, rather than
Evangelical, identities. Finally, there is considerable variation in the share of the Evangelical
population across Brazil’s nearly 5,600 municipalities. This provides even richer variation
in electoral incentives, allowing me to test whether the tendency to cultivate an ambiguous
identity in mayoral races shrinks in municipalities with relatively larger shares of Evangelical
voters.

Consistent with my theory, I find that, even after controlling for a wide range of election,
candidate, and municipality characteristics, candidates are more likely to cultivate an am-
biguous identity in majoritarian mayoral races compared to proportional city council races,
and that this difference shrinks as the proportion of Evangelical voters increases. I show that,
even among candidates running in the same municipality in the same year, those running in
city council races are more likely to use Evangelical ballot names, and that this relationship
also significantly shrinks with the share of the Evangelical population. I show that candi-
dates who run in both mayoral and city council races are more likely to use Evangelical
ballot names when running in city council races. I complement these tests with sensitivity
analysis (Oster 2019) and analysis of placebo Doctor and Catholic ballot names. These
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Evangelical identities when victory can be achieved by narrowly targeting Evangelical voters
and ambiguous identities when electoral victory requires attracting both Evangelical and
non-Evangelical voters.

Drawing boundary conditions, I specify that the ability to successfully cultivate an am-
biguous identity will be circumscribed by the nature of both the identity and election in ques-
tion. Successful maintenance of an ambiguous identity will be more feasible with respect to
identities without clear physical denotations or unique names, especially in low-information
elections, and in contexts where members of large and/or popular groups do not explicitly
signal their group identity. These strategies will also be less feasible where election-specific
norms require candidates to demonstrate their social identity (Coe and Chapp 2017, p.112).
Moreover, I do not argue that every failure to cultivate a group specific identity is strategic.
Instead, a candidate’s failure to cultivate a group identity may be considered an attempt
to cultivate ambiguity around this identity when (1) the identity in question is electorally
salient and (2) other office-seeking members of the focal group commonly undertake action
to cultivate this identity.

This paper contributes to multiple literatures. First, it extends literature around strate-
gic identity cultivation, which has examined how candidates cultivate group identities in re-
sponse to electoral institutions and electorate demographics. Existing literature in this area
has illustrated that candidates can attract voters across groups by cultivating cross-group,
umbrella identities (Posner 2005). This paper presents strategically ambiguous identities as
an alternative solution to this same problem, which, since it does not depend on the existence
of these umbrella identities, is perhaps more generalizable. Additionally, this paper advances
literature regarding strategic ambiguity in electoral competition. It presents group identity
as an additional dimension, beyond policy platforms, on which candidates can cultivate
ambiguity. Existing research has considered how partisan identities may shape the effects
of platform ambiguity (Tomz and Van Houweling 2009), but has not treated non-partisan
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contribution is especially important at a moment when many scholars question policy- or
ideology-based conceptions of voter behavior in favor of those based on social identity (Achen
and Bartels 2016).

This paper also relates to literature examining the use of religious rhetoric in United
States elections, which has shown cases of certain candidates adjusting the specificity of
their religious appeals in response to audiences’ religious demographics (Coe, Domke and
Schmidt 2015; Coe and Chapp 2017). This paper provides systematic, large-sample evi-
dence that candidates strategically manage their religious identity not only with respect to
religious demographics, but also electoral rules. In doing so, it adds to growing literature
demonstrating the importance of Evangelical Christianity in Brazilian politics (Smith 2019).
Furthermore, it encourages scholars of comparative politics, who have generally focused on
ethnic identities, to consider strategies whereby candidates manage non-ethnic identities.
Given the growing political significance of Evangelical Christianity across Latin America,
Africa, and Southeast Asia, research on the strategic management of Evangelical identity
represents a potentially fruitful line of future research (Why Protestantism 2017; Evangeli-

calism is Spreading 2018).

Theory

Strategic Identity Cultivation A growing literature demonstrates candidates’ efforts to
cultivate specific group identities in response to electoral rules and electorate demograph-
ics. Canonical “counting heads” models compare group sizes to the winning thresholds
established by electoral rules. Groups that are sufficiently large relative to these thresholds
become targets of politicians and parties who cultivate corresponding identities, and favor
these groups once in office (Chandra 2004; Birnir 2006). In the African context, this logic
helps explain when and why Zambian politicians cultivate narrowly held tribal identities or
more broadly-held linguistic identities (Posner 2005). In the Indian context, it helps explain
why parties associated with certain castes succeed in some geographies but not in others
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their racial self-identification in response to variation in electoral rules and electorate demo-
graphics (Janusz 2021).

Analogous patterns of strategic identity cultivation have been documented in other ge-
ographies with respect to identities that do not fit conventional definitions of ethnicity. A
prominent example is the case of presidential candidates in the United States, who in some
cases appear to strategically employ narrow religious rhetoric when facing sectarian audi-
ences but revert to broader civil religious or Christian “confessional” rhetoric when appealing
to more diverse groups (Kaylor 2011; Coe, Domke and Schmidt 2015; Coe and Chapp 2017).
Similarly, Collet (2008) finds that candidates in the U.S. “toggle” between racial identities
according to the particular audience they are facing. These literatures recognize that can-
didates hold multiple identities, some of which are politically salient and many of which are
not. Throughout these studies, candidates are shown to cultivate the identities of specific,
victory-giving social groups.

Seminal theories of identity cultivation build from the assumption that voters are instru-
mental: voters’ preferences for in-group candidates are driven by the expectation that these
candidates will favor them once in office (Bates 1983; Ferree and Horowitz 2010; Ichino and
Nathan 2013). Group identity cues serve as ambiguity-reducing heuristics with which voters
develop expectations regarding future policy behavior. These heuristics are vital for voters
who frequently face great difficulty in learning candidates’ policy platforms. This value is es-
pecially high in many young democracies where the weakness of party systems mean partisan
cues convey little information. In these contexts, candidates can strategically use language
(Posner 2005), photographs (Moehler and Conroy-Krutz 2016), ballot titles (Boas 2014),
names (McConnaughy et al. 2010), family connections (Adida et al. 2016), or explicit claims
of group belonging (Adida 2015) to reduce ambiguity and attract victory-giving groups of
voters.

From Platform Ambiguity to Strategic Identity Ambiguity: A separate line of re-
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ambiguity. These arguments examine policy platform ambiguity and originated with Downs’s
observation that, in contrast with the perfectly observable platforms assumed in his classic
model of electoral competition, many candidates “becloud their policies in a fog of am-
biguity” (Downs 1957, p.136). Subsequent models have demonstrated that by cultivating
ambiguous policy platforms, candidates might defeat competitors that commit to specific
platforms (Shepsle 1972; Page 1976; Alesina and Cukierman 1990). More recently, exper-
iments demonstrate that voters often prefer candidates who take ambiguous rather than
specific policy positions (Tomz and Van Houweling 2009; Hersh and Schaffner 2013).

Recent studies have identified “false consensus bias” as a key mechanism driving voters’
attraction towards ambiguous policy platforms (Tomz and Van Houweling 2009, p.84). This
refers to the well-documented tendency to overestimate the extent to which the unknown
beliefs and preferences of others match one’s own and seems to stem from a deeper tendency
to overestimate the likelihood of desired events (Rosenhan and Messick 1966; Ross, Greene
and House 1977; Krosnick 2002). Applied to the situation of voters confronting a candidate’s
ambiguous policy platform, it suggests that voters optimistically infer congruence between
this ambiguous platform and their own policy preferences. It follows that by eschewing a
specific policy position, a candidate can attract a range of voters who simultaneously believe
that, if elected, the candidate will pursue their respective, diverging preferences. Consistent
with this theory, work in the United States demonstrates that candidates are more likely
to espouse ambiguous policy positions in districts that are more politically heterogeneous
(Chapp et al. 2019) or less aligned with their own ideological placement (Milita, Ryan and
Simas 2014).

I draw on this logic of strategic platform ambiguity to develop a theory of strategic
identity ambiguity. The same biases which lead to voters’ overly-optimistic interpretations
of ambiguous policy platforms plausibly lead to overly optimistic interpretation of ambiguous
identities. Specifically, when voters observe a candidate without a clear group identity, false
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group they dislike and overestimate the likelihood that she belongs to a group they like. For
voters from relatively large groups, this will frequently mean assuming the candidate belongs
to their own group. It follows that, by avoiding action that might denote a specific group
identity and instead cultivating an ambiguous identity, a candidate can attract out-group
voters, who, if they knew the candidate’s true identity, would spurn her.

The trade-off, however, in cultivating an ambiguous identity is that a candidate may
not attract in-group voters to the same extent had she instead cultivated her specific group
identity. Existing literature suggests, however, that the extent to which signaling a group
identity attracts in-group voters is likely smaller in absolute terms than the extent to which
signalling this identity repels out-group voters. Work on partisan identities, for example,
has shown that the increase in attraction a voter feels towards a candidate upon learning she
is a co-partisan is smaller in magnitude than the decrease in attraction from learning that
she is an out-partisan (Goren, Federico and Kittilson 2009; Nicholson 2012). Similarly, work
on targeted campaign appeals suggests that any benefit from pandering to specific groups is
more than offset by the aversion demonstrated by “mistargeted” voters outside these groups
(Hersh and Schaffner 2013). This disproportionate aversion to out-group members seems to

Y

stem from a more general “negativity bias,” in which, bad outcomes, in this case mismatches
between voter and candidate group identities, have a greater psychological impact than good
outcomes (Baumeister et al. 2001; Rozin and Royzman 2001).

A candidate’s efforts to cultivate ambiguity around her identity may thus be understood
as a defensive strategy in which she gives up support from in-group voters who are less
able to recognize her as a fellow group member, but benefits from a proportionately larger
reduction in aversion from out-group voters. The decision to cultivate an ambiguous identity
will thus depend on the extent to which electoral victory requires attracting voters from
out-groups. When victory can be achieved by targeting a candidate’s specific group, this

candidate will benefit by cultivating the corresponding group identity. When victory instead

requires attracting voters across multiple groups, however, she will benefit by cultivating



an ambiguous identity. These incentives to target either a single group or multiple groups
will depend on the winning threshold established by electoral rules in conjunction with the
relative sizes of these groups.

On one hand, when the minimum winning threshold is low, as is the case under relatively
proportional electoral rules (Carey and Hix 2011), it is more likely that a single group can
deliver victory. If the threshold is sufficiently small, a candidate can win by cultivating
her specific identity, even if this group is small and candidates from her group are viewed
unfavorably by out-group voters. This logic is essentially the same as that laid out by Posner
(2005) in describing when Zambian candidates cultivate narrowly-held tribal identities, and is
analogous to the formal arguments developed by Cox (1990) and Matakos, Troumpounis and
Xefteris (2016) illustrating why greater electoral rule proportionality encourages platform
positions relatively far from the preferences of the median voter. It is also similar to the logic
of “narrowcasting” identified in the religious rhetoric of some candidates in U.S. presidential
races (Coe and Chapp 2017).

On the other hand, when the winning threshold is high, as is the case under relatively
disproportional electoral rules, a candidate will likely need to attract voters across groups.
In this case, a candidate is incentivized to forgo a specific group identity, and instead cul-
tivate an ambiguous group identity, which, as per the logic above, is more likely to attract
voters across groups. The precise incentive created by high threshold rules, however, again
depends on the relative size of the focal group. If a candidate’s group identity is widely
held, she need not fear censure from out-group voters and can cultivate her specific identity
even under high thresholds. If the identity is not widely held, however, ambiguity is a better
strategy. Thus, for candidates from small groups that are viewed unfavorably by out-group
voters, strategic ambiguity is an especially effective way to improve electoral performance by
neutralizing the aversion this identity would otherwise attract. Strategic ambiguity thus rep-
resents a theoretically novel solution to the problem of attracting voters across social groups.

Rather than cultivating a cross-group umbrella identity (Posner 2005; Kaylor 2011) or even



toggling between identities according to the particular audiences faced on the campaign trail
(Collet 2008; Coe and Chapp 2017), a candidate can similarly appeal to a wider range of
voters by altogether eschewing actions that would create an association with any specific
group. As I elaborate in more detail in the Research Context section below, the case of
Evangelical clergy in Brazilian municipal elections is especially amenable to testing for this
behavior. Evangelical candidates are viewed favorably by Evangelicals but unfavorably by
non-Evangelicals, city council races (which have relatively low thresholds) and mayoral races
(which have relatively high thresholds) are concurrent, and there is considerable variation
in the share of the Evangelical electorate across municipalities. I can thus examine whether,
as my theory predicts, candidates are more likely to cultivate ambiguous, rather than Evan-
gelical identities in mayoral races, and whether this effect is larger in municipalities where
Evangelical voters comprise a smaller share of the electorate.

Boundary Conditions: The feasibility of this ambiguity, however, depends on the
specific group identity and election in question. In terms of group identities, it is more
difficult to maintain ambiguity regarding identities with clear manifestations such as dis-
tinguishing names, accents, skin tones, or facial features. Identities based on beliefs, such
as the Evangelical identities I will examine in this paper, will be easier to conceal. This is
not to say that it is impossible to cultivate ambiguity around identities with clear physical
markers. Candidates with identity-revealing accents or facial features, for example, might
avoid television or radio interviews with the express purpose of maintaining an ambiguous
identity. In terms of elections, it will be difficult to maintain ambiguity when information
regarding candidates is readily available. Although this feasibility must be considered on
an election-by-election basis, strategically ambiguous identities will tend to be more feasible
in low-information, local elections, rather than national elections with high levels of media
attention. In these high profile elections, voters’ interest in a candidate’s background, per-
sonal beliefs, or family will likely reveal group identities, even if candidates would prefer for

these to remain ambiguous. Where candidates can learn their opponents’ group identities,
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they are especially likely to highlight identities that are viewed unfavorably by large parts of
the electorate. Moreover, strategically ambiguous identities, and for that matter any form of
strategic identity cultivation, will be less feasible for candidates who are already well-known
to the electorate. This might explain the inefficacy of Mitt Romney’s attempts to downplay
his already well-known identity as a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints in the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections (Smith 2014; Kaylor 2011; Salek 2014).

Moreover, context-specific norms may preclude the sort of strategic silence whereby I
argue candidates can cultivate ambiguous identities. For example, it is impossible for presi-
dential candidates in the United States to simply avoid talking about religious identity (Coe
and Chapp 2017, p.112). In these contexts, voters will be more inclined to react negatively to
candidates’ ambiguity, either discounting the candidate as illegitimate or taking extra effort
to learn her identity. In these cases, it may still be possible to build cross-group winning
coalitions, but this will be achieved by strategies that are closer to those elaborated by Pos-
ner (2005), which might include alternating between narrowly-held or widely-held identities
depending on the particular audiences faced during the campaign (Collet 2008; Coe and
Chapp 2017), or using coded rhetoric to target specific in-groups without raising suspicions
among out-groups (Calfano and Djupe 2009; Albertson 2015).

Another key boundary condition regards the extent to which candidates from relatively
larger and/or more popular groups signal their identities. In theory, strategic identity am-
biguity will lose its efficacy if all voters cast their votes based solely on group identities, and
candidates from these popular groups signal their group identities. Under high threshold
rules, in this case, candidates from relatively more popular groups would always beat can-
didates from smaller, less popular groups (i.e., candidates who are incentivized to cultivate
ambiguous identities). In reality, however, popular group identities are frequently the most
widely held and are thus taken for granted rather than explicitly signaled. Moreover, even if
these popular identities are commonly signaled, a candidate who does not signal this identity

may not be universally perceived as lacking this identity. So even if strategic ambiguity shifts
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the beliefs of only a small portion of the electorate, it can enhance electoral performance.
In these cases, ambiguity ameliorates, rather than eliminates, the liability associated with a
given identity. In short, even where its efficacy might be limited, cultivating an ambiguous
identity will often represent the best response for candidates from small social groups that
are viewed unfavorably by most voters.

Finally, I emphasize that not all instances of inaction vis-a-vis a focal group identity
are deliberate attempts to cultivate ambiguity. Political candidates posses myriad charac-
teristics (religious beliefs, racial identities, places-of-origin, etc.) that correspond to group
identities but are irrelevant to electoral competition. Failing to cue a certain identity can
only be considered strategic when (1) this identity is salient to voter behavior and (2) other
office-secking members of that group commonly cultivate this identity. In these cases, the
conspicuous avoidance of these actions is more likely a conscious decision by the candidate

to cultivate ambiguity.

Research Context

I examine this theory in the context of Brazilian municipal elections where office-seeking
Evangelical clergy face incentives to cultivate ambiguous or specific identities. Consistent
with Smith (2019, p.10-14), I use the term “Evangelical” in reference to Brazilians who iden-
tify as Pentecostals or Mainline Protestants. While in 1980 only 6.6% of Brazilians identified
as Evangelicals, this rate, driven mostly by growth in the number of Pentecostals, climbed
steadily from 9.1% in 1991 to 15.4% in 2000 to 22% in 2010. By the mid-2020s, Evangelicals
will likely outnumber Catholics in Brazil (Lessa 2018). Evangelical political power is visible
in the increasingly influential Evangelical congressional caucus and the group’s central role
in delivering victory to Jair Bolsonaro in the 2018 presidential election (Tavares and Mali
2014; Oualalou 2019).

Like tribal and caste identities commonly examined in studies of strategic identity cultiva-
tion, Evangelical identity is attractive to Evangelical voters but repellent to non-Evangelical

voters (Boas 2014). And like tribal and caste identities, Evangelical identity plays an out-
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sized role in adherents’ day to day lives, with many Evangelicals attending church multiple
times per week and conforming to strict requirements regarding dress, such as requirements
for women to wear skirts, and behavior, such as prohibitions against dancing or listening
to certain music (Martin 1990). Most importantly, Evangelical identity, like other group
identities in young democracies, is a key basis for political mobilization outside of the party
system (Smith 2019, p.4,80-96). In a context of fragmented, weak parties, Evangelical leaders
rally followers’” support for Evangelical candidates while marshalling opposition to abortion,
LGBTQ+ rights, and sex education in schools (Smith 2019). Thus, although many Evangeli-
cals gain their religious identity through conversion rather than descent, meaning Evangelical
identity in Brazil violates one tenet of the conventional definition of ethnicity (Chandra 2006,
p.400-401), the political function of Evangelical identity is equivalent to that of the ethnic
identities studied in past treatments of strategic identity cultivation.

But although there exists a nationwide Evangelical identity (Novaes 2001, p.73), there is
no single Evangelical party through which candidates consistently signal Evangelical identity
(Borges 2007).! Instead, Evangelical politics, like much of Brazilian politics (Mainwaring
1991, p.23), and contexts with weak party systems more generally (Carey and Shugart 1995),
is highly personal rather than partisan. Voters do not support Evangelical parties, but rather
Evangelical candidates. Evangelical leaders who run for office, in turn, frequently signal their
religious identity through campaign speeches, public signals of faithfulness (such as publicized
church attendance and prayer), and by gaining the endorsement of other Evangelical leaders
(Tavares and Mali 2014).

This paper, however, leverages a somewhat unique way Brazilian Evangelical clergy com-
municate their religious identity: ballot names, or the names, often different from legal
names, with which candidates identify themselves on the ballot (Romero 2012). Prior to
election day, voters see these names on flyers and campaign posters, and hear them in cam-

paign jingles that blare from roadside and car-top speakers. On election day, voters see the

LA few small parties including The Republicans (formerly the Brazilian Republican Party), The Christian
Social Party (PSC), and Social Liberal Party (PSL) have been explicitly associated with Evangelicals.
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Table 1: Legal names versus ballot names for a selection of six candidates

Ballot Name Legal Name Contested Position Occupation
Missionary Tereza  Terezinha Martins De Souza City Council Pastor
Pastor Gumercindo Gumercindo Oliveira da Silva Mayor Librarian
Doctor Licia Licia Macieira Freire de Andrade Mayor Doctor
Rubinho Rubens Esteves Roque Mayor Retired

Didi Valdir Meireles De Oliveira Mayor Veterinarian
Cilene Aquino Cilene Felipe de Aquino City Council Farmer

name on the electronic ballot screen after punching in the candidate’s electoral code. Table 1
compares the legal and ballot names for a selection of six candidates who competed in mu-
nicipal elections between 2000 and 2016. The first two candidates use the titles “Missionary”
and “Pastor,” which are titles of Evangelical leadership. The third candidate uses the title
“Doctor,” demonstrating that ballot names may denote secular professions. The fourth and
fifth candidates, with ballot names “Rubinho” and “Didi,” demonstrate that such names are
commonly nicknames. The final candidate uses a simple variation of her legal name.

A pair of survey experiments provide evidence that Evangelical ballot names elicit strongly
divergent responses from Evangelical and non-Evangelical voters. Boas (2014) randomly ex-
posed Brazilian respondents to otherwise identical candidates with different ballot names
and found that candidates with Evangelical ballot names attracted Evangelical voters while
repelling non-Evangelical voters. Lacerda (2017) conducted a similar experiment with simi-
lar results, again showing the existence of a “tradeoff” where signaling Evangelical identity
“guarantees more votes among [Evangelical] voters but decreases support among other voters
(p.128).”

This paper considers these Evangelical ballot names in the context of municipal elections,
which are held every four years in each of Brazil’s nearly 5,600 municipalities. In these elec-
tions, voters simultaneously choose city council members through open list proportional rules
and mayors and vice mayors through simple majoritarian rules. Different from national elec-

tions, these local races are marked by low information and since Brazilians’ legal names do
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not convey information regarding Evangelical identity, these Evangelical ballot names trans-
mit information regarding candidates’ religion that would likely otherwise remain unknown
(Boas 2014). The theory outlined above predicts that Evangelical clergy will tend to use
Evangelical ballot names in proportional city council races (where victory can be achieved
by narrowly targeting Evangelical voters), and avoid these names in majoritarian mayoral
races (where victory requires attracting both Evangelical and non-Evangelical voters). It
also predicts that in municipalities with a larger share of Evangelical voters, the propensity
to cultivate an Evangelical identity in the mayoral races will rise, since a relatively larger
Evangelical population means that, even in these higher-threshold races, candidates may be

able to achieve victory by narrowly targeting Evangelicals.

Data and Descriptive Statistics

Candidate Data I evaluate these predictions using a dataset of all candidacies in the 2000,
2004, 2008, 2012, and 2016 Brazilian municipal elections. In total, this includes 2,091,796
candidacies of 1,626,314 unique candidates competing in 55,035 elections across 5,560 dif-
ferent municipalities. The large majority of observations (about 1.9 million) come from city
council races. For each candidacy, my data includes the municipality and state of the election,
the contested position, as well as each candidate’s legal name, ballot name, primary occupa-
tion, education level, birthplace, and sex. This data is publicly available from the Brazilian
Electoral Commission. The chief dependent variable is whether or not a candidate in a given
election uses an Evangelical ballot name, defined as a ballot name featuring an Evangeli-
cal leadership title. These include “Pastor,” “Bishop,” “Missionary,” “Prophet,” “Apostle,”
or “Presbyter.” I also identify those candidates whose ballot names include “Doctor,” or
the Catholic monikers “Father” or “Friar,” which I use as placebo outcomes in robustness
analysis below. Table Al in the appendix provides descriptive statistics for the universe of
candidates. In the time period studied, Evangelical ballot names were used 12,580 times
or in 0.60% of cases. This low rate reflects the fact that these names tend to be used by

Evangelical clergy and that these clergy represent only a small fraction of all candidates.
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To establish that these Evangelical ballot names are in fact commonly used by Evan-
gelical clergy, I identity the subset of 4,090 candidacies where, when registering with the
electoral commission, the candidate indicates their primary occupation as “leader or mem-
ber of a religious order or sect.” Since Brazil’s only substantial religious population besides
Evangelicals are Catholics (in the time period studied around 90% of Brazilians identified as
either Catholic or Evangelical) and since Catholic leaders almost always abide by the Vati-
can’s directive discouraging clergy from running for office (Baroni 2014; Mendonca 2016), it
is safe to assume that this population is almost entirely composed of Evangelical clergy. The
use rate of Evangelical ballot names among these candidates is very high (61%), suggest-
ing these monikers are a common mechanism whereby Evangelical clergy cue their religious
identity. This population, however, does not represent the universe of Evangelical clergy
since there are almost certainly many Evangelical clergy for whom religious leadership is not
their primary occupation. Furthermore, the decision to report religious leadership as one’s
chief occupation may in itself be a strategic decision, potentially adding additional bias to
this sample. Thus, I use this population, hereafter Evangelical clergy candidates, only for
supplementary analysis, with the main analysis focusing on the use of Evangelical ballot
names across the universe of candidates.

The chief independent variable is whether a candidate runs in an open list proportional
city council race (where winning thresholds are relatively low) or a majoritarian mayoral
race (where winning thresholds are significantly higher). In city council races, voters cast
a single vote for an individual candidate and parties receive a number of seats equal to
the sum of votes for their candidates times the so-called “electoral quota,” which is the
inverse number of city council seats contested. The number of city council seats is nine for
municipalities with fewer than 15,000 voters, and increases by two seat increments at pre-
defined population thresholds. Table A2 in the appendix summarizes the correspondence
between population size and number of city council seats. Figure Al shows the distribution

of electoral quotas across all candidacies in city council races. Candidates, on average, faced
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a quota of 8%. Note that candidates from relatively successful parties can win office even if
their personal vote totals are below this electoral quota. The only restriction is a so-called
“barrier clause,” which requires a victorious candidate to win a vote share equal to at least
10% of the electoral quota.

Compared to these city council candidates, victorious mayoral candidates must capture a

significantly higher share of votes. For mayoral races, municipalities with more than 200,000
voters follow a two-round runoff procedure in which a victorious candidate must eventually
win over 50% of votes. Municipalities with fewer than 200,000 voters use simple majority
rule. Figure A2 shows the distribution of vote shares with which mayoral candidates in these
simple majoritarian races won office. These victorious candidates, on average, captured 51%
of votes. Together, Figures Al and A2 demonstrate that compared to candidates in city
council races, candidates in mayoral races need to attract a significantly larger (on average
over fives times larger) share of the electorate in order to win office.
Local Religious Demographics I merge candidate-level data with the share of the munic-
ipal population that identified as Evangelical as measured in the 2000 and 2010 demographic
censuses. These figures are publicly available through the Brazilian Institute of Geography
and Statistics. I link candidates to estimates from the census conducted closest to the year
of their candidacy. This is the 2000 census for candidates in the 2000 and 2004 municipal
elections, and the 2010 census for candidates in the 2008, 2012, and 2016 municipal elections.
Figure A3 illustrates significant variation in this value across the universe of candidates, with
a mean of 18%. In many cases, the share of the Evangelical population is larger than the
maximum threshold that, on average, a city council candidate must win to take office, but
in nearly all cases this share is substantially below the vote share typically captured by a
victorious mayoral candidates. This suggests that narrowly targeting Evangelical voters via
an Evangelical ballot name may enhance performance in city council races, but will likely
reduce performance in mayoral elections.

Figure 1 reports patterns consistent with the strategic behavior theorized above. When
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Figure 1: Candidates are more likely to use Evangelical ballot names in City Council versus
Mayoral Races, but this difference shrinks as the share of the population that is Evangelical

increases.
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NOTES: Each point represents the fraction of candidates that used Evangelical ballot names in the respective
race type (mayoral or city council) that ran in municipalities with Evangelical shares across the designated
ranges. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

Figure 2: Evangelical clergy candidates are more likely to use Evangelical ballot names in
City Council versus Mayoral Races, but this difference shrinks as the share of the population
that is Evangelical increases.
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NOTES: Sample includes only candidates who indicate “member or leader of a religious order or sect” as
their principal occupation in the given election. Each point represents the fraction of these candidates that
used Evangelical ballot names in the respective race type (mayoral or city council) that ran in municipalities
with Evangelical shares across the designated ranges. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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the municipal Evangelical population is relatively small, the proportion of candidates in city
council races that use Evangelical ballot names is over twice as large as the the proportion of
candidates in mayoral races that use these names. As the size of the Evangelical population
increases, this difference shrinks and, for municipalities with the largest share of Evangelicals
(i.e., those with over 30%), disappears. Figure 2 illustrates this same pattern for the sub-
population of Evangelical clergy candidates, and shows a similar pattern. For municipalities
with the smallest share of Evangelicals, Evangelical clergy candidates in city council races
are over ten times more likely than Evangelical clergy candidates in mayoral races to use
Evangelical ballot names, but this difference again shrinks as the Evangelical share of the

population grows.

Empirical Strategy

I estimate a series of linear probability models to better examine whether these stylized
facts reflect a strategic response on the part of candidates to variation in the electoral
incentives created by this variation in electoral rule proportionality and electorate religious
demographics. Causal identification in these models relies on the selection on observables
assumption, meaning that, conditional on a set of controls, a candidate’s decision to run
in a city council or mayoral race is “as if” random. More concretely, I control for factors
that plausibly affect both a candidate’s propensity to run in one type of race rather than
the other (i.e., city council or mayoral race) and their propensity to use to an Evangelical
ballot name. These include controls at the candidate, race, municipal, and temporal level.
At the candidate level, I control for the candidate’s gender, the number of races previously
competed in, and whether or not the candidate identifies as Evangelical clergy. I control
for party by creating dummies for each of the five parties with the greatest number of
candidates fielded across my sample? and a dummy for candidates in all other parties. At
the race level, I control for the municipality’s population in the nearest census, the share of

the population that identified as Evangelical in the nearest census, as well as the number of

2These include the PDT, PMDB, PSDB, PT, and PTB
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candidates competing in the race. Additionally, I include municipality fixed effects, which
address time-invariant, municipality-specific confounding processes. Year dummies account
for election-cycle-specific sources of confoundedness including secular trends in the use of
Evangelical ballot names.

My main specification is of the form

Evangelical Name; ,, ; = BCityCouncil; it + Y Ximt + A + Mt + €imut, (1)

where Evangelical Name is a dummy equal to 1 if candidate ¢ running in municipality m in
year t uses an Evangelical ballot name, CityCouncil is a dummy equal to 1 if the candidate in
that year is running in a city council (proportional) race and 0 if she is running in a mayoral
(majoritarian) race, X is a vector of the candidate and election level controls described
above, \,, are municipality fixed effects, A\; is a dummy for the year in which the election
took place, and € is the error term. I cluster standard errors at the municipality level. The
coefficient of interest, 3, is the difference in a candidate’s propensity to use an Evangelical
title in a proportional city council race relative to a majoritarian mayoral race.

As a supplementary test, I estimate

Evangelical Name; s = B1CityCouncil; 1 + BoEvangelical Share; ,, 1+ )

BsCityCouncil; 1 X Evangelical Share; pm+ + v Ximt + A + M + €imt, 2
where FvangelicalShare is the share of the population in the municipality where the election
took place as measured by the census (either 2000 or 2010) conducted closest to the time
of the election. f3 is the coefficient of interest and represents the change in the association
between electoral rule and the propensity for candidates to use Evangelical ballot names
for a given change in the proportion of the municipality’s population that is Evangelical.
This provides an additional check as to whether variation in candidates’ use of Evangelical

ballot names is in fact a response to variation in electoral incentives. If this is the case,
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the propensity for candidates to use Evangelical titles should not only be greater when the
minimum winning threshold is lower (i.e., in the proportional city council races), but this
difference should shrink as Evangelicals come to comprise a larger share of the electorate
since candidates in mayoral races will find it increasingly attractive to target Evangelical
voters.

Models 1 and 2 in Table 2 report the estimates of Equations 1 and 2. Column 1 shows that
city council races are associated with a 0.11 percentage point (p < 0.001) greater propensity
to use an Evangelical ballot name. Given that the overall use rate of such names is 0.60%,
the size of this association is not trivial. Additionally, the interaction term in Column 2
shows, as predicted, that this relationship shrinks significantly (p < 0.001) as the share of
the population that is Evangelical increases. To visualize this relationship, I use Equation 2
to estimate the difference in predicted probability that a candidate uses an Evangelical ballot
name in a city council versus mayoral race across a range of values for the Evangelical share
of the population. These differences are shown in Figure 3 and illustrate that candidates
are more likely to use Evangelical titles under proportional rules, but that this predicted
difference shrinks from around 0.80 percentage points to just over 0.20 percentage points
as the share of the Evangelical population increases from 0% to 45%. Models 7 and 8 in
Table A3 show these same estimates for the sub-population of Evangelical clergy candidates.
Among this population, city council races are associated with a 22 percentage point greater
propensity to use an Evangelical ballot name (p < 0.001). This difference also shrinks as the
Evangelical share of the population grows, but this relationship is not significant.

Within Municipality-Year Comparisons: As a first robustness check, I examine
whether candidates in city council races were more likely to use Evangelical ballot names
compared to candidates in mayoral races in the same municipality in the same year. I achieve
this comparison by re-estimating Equations 1 and 2, replacing the municipality fixed effects
and year dummies with municipality-year fixed effects. This specification has the advantage

of removing all sources of confoundedness at the municipal-year level, but has the downside
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Table 2: Use of Evangelical Ballot Names among All Candidates

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
City Council Race 0.0011***  0.0027***  0.0008***  0.0025*** 0.0005 0.0001
(0.0002) (0.0003) (0.0002) (0.0003) (0.0003) (0.0003)
Evangelical Share 0.0236***  0.0334*** - - 0.0186***  0.0165***
(0.0031) (0.0038) - - (0.0033) (0.0038)
City Council Racex Evangelical Share -0.0106*** -0.0124*** 0.0024
(0.0024) (0.0025) (0.0024)
Municipality Fixed Effects v v
Municipality Year Fixed Effects v v
Municipality Candidate Fixed Effects v v
Candidate and Election Controls v v v v v v
Year Dummies v v v v
Observations 2,091,796 2,091,796 2,091,784 2,091,784 767,191 767,191

NOTES: Outcome in all models is dummy variable equal to one if candidate uses Evangelical ballot name. All
models are linear probability models. Standard errors clustered on municipality in parentheses. * p < 0.05,
* p < 0.01, ** p < 0.001. The difference in sample sizes across the different models reflects the facts
that they use different fixed effects and that singleton observations are dropped when using Stata’s reghdfe
command.

of significantly reducing the effective sample size with which the relationships of interest are
estimated. To enhance the precision and enhance comparability with the main specifications
(Models 1 and 2), I estimate this model on the full sample. The results of these regressions
are presented in Models 3 and 4 of Table 2 and are similar in both size and significance to
the main estimates from Models 1 and 2. Looking at only Evangelical clergy candidates, the
estimates in Models 9 and 10 are in the same direction as those in Models 7 and 8 but are
not statistically significant.

Within Municipality-Candidate Comparisons: I next examine whether candidates
who ran in both city council races and mayoral races in the same municipality in separate
years were more likely to use Evangelical ballot names when running for city council. More
concretely, I test whether the behavior of Iranil De Lima Soares from the municipality of
Ladario in the state of Matto Grosso do Sul, who used the Evangelical ballot name “Pas-

tor Iranil” when running for city council in 2008 and 2012 but used the non-Evangelical

ballot name “Iranil Soares” while running for mayor in 2016, is indicative of a more gen-
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Figure 3: Estimates of predicted probabilities from Equation 2 showing that candidates are
more likely to use Evangelical ballot names in city council versus mayoral races, but this
difference shrinks as the Evangelical share of the population increases.
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NOTES: Each point represents the difference in the predicted probability that a candidate uses an Evangelical
ballot title in a city council race compared to a mayoral race for a given fraction of the municipal population
that identifies as Evangelical. These probabilities are calculated with the linear probability estimation of
Equation 2. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Regression results associated with these predictions
can be found in Model 2 in Table 2.

eral pattern. I re-estimate Equations 1 and 2 but replace the municipal fixed effects with
municipality-candidate fixed effects. These fixed effects eliminate time-invariant candidate-
level confounders, while the continued inclusion of controls and full sample of candidates
serves to address possible time-varying confounders which might violate the strict exogene-
ity assumption needed for causal inference in fixed effects regression (Imai and Kim 2019).
This approach provides perhaps the most stringent test of my theory, but has the downside
of limiting the effective sample with which my parameter of interest is measured to the very
small number of candidacies featuring candidates who ran under both rules (83,873 candi-
dacies representing just 4% of the full sample). The results of this regression are presented
in Models 5 and 6 of Table 2. Model 5 shows that when the same candidate runs in a city
council and a mayoral race in separate years, she is 0.05 percentage points more likely to
use an Evangelical ballot name in the city council race. This value is marginally statistically

significant (p < 0.10). Model 11 estimates this same relationship among candidates who in

any election identify as Evangelical clergy and shows that when the same clergy candidate
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Table 3: Sensitivity Analysis Using Oster’s Approach

Estimates of Oster’s ¢
Specification Variable Rarodet  Rumaz = Ryodel  BRiatar = 1.3 X Rpyrodet Rapaz =1

Model 1 City Council Race  0.1225 -2396.5146 -79.1411 -3.4228

NOTES: Calculations based on methodology developed by Oster (2019) and executed using the associated
Stata package ‘psacalc.’” Larger values of |§] indicate that unobserved covariates are relatively less important
than observed (i.e., controlled for) covariates in explaining variation in the use of Evangelical ballot names.
runs in city council and mayoral races, she is 10 percentage points (p < 0.10) more likely to
use an Evangelical ballot name in the city council race.

Quantifying Sensitivity to Unobservables: Next, I conduct sensitivity analysis on
the estimated relationship between city council election and use of Evangelical ballot names
reported in Model 1. This exercise does not eliminate sources of bias, but instead approx-
imates how much bias would need to exist in order to erase this relationship. Using the
methodology, notation, and implementation software developed by Oster (2019), I calculate
a parameter J, representing the amount of variation these unobserved variables would need
to explain in order to completely erase the relationships estimated above. A value of |§| = 1
means these unobserved variables would need to explain as much variation as the controls
included in the model, a value of |0 greater (less) than 1 would mean they would need to
explain more (less) variation than these controls. Accordingly, absolute values below 1 sug-
gest greater concern that the estimated relationship is an artifact of unobserved confounding
processes.

Estimating this value requires specifying a value R,,.., which represents the R-squared
from a hypothetical regression including both observed and unobserved covariates. Following
recommendations outlined in Oster (2019, p.189), I calculate ¢ for R,,.. = Ry, where Ry is
the R-squared for my estimated model, and R,,,, = 1.3 X Ry;. As an especially conservative
test, I also calculate 0 or R,,.. = 1. These results are presented in Table 3. The large
estimates of |d| indicate that, in order to fully erase the relationship between Evangelical

ballot names and electoral rules, unobserved covariates would need to explain significantly
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more variance than the included controls. It is difficult to imagine variables beyond those
already included in the model that could explain this much variation in use of Evangelical
ballot names.

Examining Placebo Outcomes: The analyses above demonstrate that proportional
rules are associated with a significantly greater propensity to use Evangelical ballot names,
and that this relationship is not likely an artifact of unobserved sources of confoundedness. It
may be the case, however, that city council races cause candidates to use Evangelical ballot
names, but not for the reason theorized above. I consider three alternative explanations.
First, Evangelical ballot names may function not as signals of religious identity, but simply
as nicknames. Neighbors or associates may know these candidates exclusively by these
nicknames and have no knowledge of their legal names. Given lower winning thresholds in
city council races, candidates may face extra incentives to narrowly target these neighbors
and associates who are familiar with this nickname. Second, it may be counter-normative
for candidates to use these relatively informal nicknames in the more prestigious mayoral
races. A third alternative explanation is that candidates in mayoral races may simply have
more exposure to the electorate, providing more opportunities beyond ballot names to convey
their religious identity. In this telling, Evangelical clergy in city council races use Evangelical
ballot names simply because they lack an alternative mechanism for revealing this identity.
Any combination of these processes would create a greater propensity for candidates to use
Evangelical ballot names in city council versus mayoral races. I address these alternative
explanations by examining the use patterns of two types of placebo ballot names: Doctor
ballot names and Catholic ballot names.

First, I examine use-patterns of ballot names that include the title “Doctor.” This is a
useful placebo outcome for multiple reasons. First, like Evangelical ballot names, these bal-
lot names also plausibly constitute nicknames. Second, like Evangelical ballot names, these
names transmit information about the candidate’s profession that is more easily dissemi-

nated in ways outside of ballot names in mayoral compared to city council elections. Third,
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and most importantly, Doctor names, unlike Evangelical names, are viewed positively by
both Evangelicals and non-Evangelicals (Boas 2014). This means that, when it comes to
using Doctor names, candidates are not incentivized to undertake the patterns of strategic
ambiguity theorized above. If the use pattern of Doctor ballot names and Evangelical ballot
names match, this would suggest that candidates’ use of both of these titles simply reflects
attempts to attract the votes of friends and associates, conform to the relative formality
of mayoral races, and/or disseminate a professional identity that would otherwise remain
unknown. To test this possibility, I re-estimate Equations 1 and 2 substituting the outcome
FEvangelicalTitle with DoctorTitle, a dummy variable which is equal to one when candi-
dates use the title “Doctor” in their ballot name. These results are presented in Table A4
and summarized visually in Figure A4 in the appendix. In contrast to the use patterns of
Evangelical ballot names shown in Table 2, “Doctor” titles are used at a lower rate in city
council compared to mayoral races.

Next, I examine the use of ballot names that include Catholic clergy titles. Specifically,
I identify instances where ballot names include “Father” or “Friar.” These titles appear
only around 1,208 times, or in slightly over 0.06% of cases (about 1/10 as frequently as
Evangelical ballot names). The rarity of these titles reflects the fact, mentioned above,
that the Vatican discourages Catholic leaders from running for political office. The added
advantage of this placebo outcome relative to the “Doctor” outcome is these ballot names
are explicitly religious. The key difference between Catholic and Evangelical identity is that
whereas Evangelical identity is a minority identity, Catholic identity is a majority identity,
accounting for well over 50% of the electorate in the vast majority of elections in my dataset.
This suggests that when it comes to cultivating ambiguity around their religious identity,
Catholic clergy running for office do not face the same incentives as Evangelical clergy,
and thus should not display the same use patterns with their religious ballot names. To
test this possibility, I re-estimate Equation 2, replacing the outcome FuvangelicalTitle with

CatholicTitle, a dummy variable which is equal to one in instances where candidates use
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Figure 4: The difference in the predicted probability of victory in mayoral versus city council
races is significantly lower when candidates use Evangelical ballot names.
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NOTES: Points represent predicted probability of victory in mayoral or city council races when eschewing or
using an evangelical ballot name. These probabilities are calculated with a linear probability estimation of
a version of Equation 2 in which the outcome is equal to one if the candidate won and FvangelicalShare is
replaced with FvangelicalTitle. Regression results associated with these predictions can be found in Model
27 in Table A6 in the appendix. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

a Catholic clergy title in their ballot name. These results are presented in Table A5 and
summarized visually in Figure A5. Again in contrast with the use patterns of Evangelical
ballot names shown in Table A5, Catholic titles are used at a slightly lower rate in city
council compared to mayoral races. This analysis of placebo Doctor and Catholic ballot
names suggests that the unique relationship between electoral rule, Evangelical population,
and use of Evangelical ballot is not likely a result of the alternative explanations outlined
above.

Supplementary Analysis of Electoral Outcomes: The theory developed above pre-
dicts that, all else equal, candidates who fail to cultivate ambiguous identities in mayoral
races will suffer significantly decreased electoral performance. Causally identifying the rela-
tionship between Evangelical ballot names, electoral rules, and electoral victory, of course,
is complicated by the fact that a candidate’s propensity to cultivate a specific or ambiguous
identity is likely correlated with additional, unobservable aspects of electoral strategy which

independently affect electoral victory.

With this word of caution, I measure the association between Evangelical ballot names,
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electoral rules, and electoral victory. I re-estimate Equation 1, replacing the outcome
FEvangelical Name with a binary variable Win, which is equal to 1 if the candidate won,
and replacing Fvangelical Share with EvangleicalTitle on the right-hand side of the equa-
tion. These results are presented in Table A6. The association between Electoral victory
and using an Evangelical ballot title is 8 percentage points greater in city council versus
mayoral elections (p < 0.001). Figure 4 charts the predicted probabilities from this model,
illustrating that whereas using an Evangelical ballot title in a mayoral race is associated
with reduction in the probability of victory from around 18% to 8%, this reduction is only
13% to to 11% in city council races. These supplementary findings are consistent with the
theory outlined above inasmuch as the benefit associated with an ambiguous identity (or,
equivalently, the downside associated with cultivating an Evangelical identity) appears to be

significantly greater in mayoral races.

Conclusion and Discussion

I propose that certain electoral contexts cause candidates to cultivate ambiguous, rather
than specific, group identities. Specifically, I argue that candidates will tend to cultivate
ambiguous identities when electoral victory requires attracting candidates across different
groups, which will tend to be the case when electoral rules create high winning thresholds,
especially when the focal candidate’s group is relatively small. I examine these predictions
in the context of Brazilian municipal elections where office-seeking Evangelical clergy face
the decision to cultivate either ambiguous or specific identities in response to varying in-
centives created by variation in electoral rule proportionality and the electorate’s religious
demographics. Consistent with my theory, I find that candidates tend to cultivate ambigu-
ous identities under less proportional rules, especially when the Evangelical share of the
electorate is small.

This paper highlights the role of ambiguity in identity-based conceptions of electoral com-
petition. Whereas previous literature demonstrates how candidates seeking to attract voters

across groups can cultivate specific cross-group, umbrella identities (Posner 2005; Kaylor
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2011), this paper presents strategic ambiguity as an alternative solution to this problem.
Moreover, whereas past literature has largely examined ethnic identities in the African and
Indian contexts, this paper demonstrates strategic identity cultivation in Brazil and with
respect to an identity that, given its non-hereditary nature, does not meet Chandra’s (2006)
definition of ethnic identity. The context of Brazilian municipal elections further enhances
the generalizability of these results since the vast majority of elections held worldwide are
similarly small-scale and characterized by low-information.

This paper also extends literature regarding ambiguity in electoral competition by pre-
senting group identity as an additional dimension, beyond policy platforms, on which can-
didates cultivate ambiguity. This contribution is notable at a moment when many scholars
question policy-centric models of voter behavior in favor of those that center on group iden-
tities (Achen and Bartels 2016). If group identities, rather than policy platforms, are the
key drivers of voter behavior, it is necessary to understand if and how candidates create
ambiguity around these identities. These findings, moreover, relate to emerging literature
demonstrating the growing population of ethnically ambiguous populations in Africa (Harris
and Findley 2014; Dulani et al. 2021) and the United States (Davenport 2016, 2018; Ostfeld
and Yadon 2021). Given evidence that candidates from these groups face a default of ambi-
guity, this paper outlines conditions under which they might attempt to reduce or maintain
this ambiguity.

By operationalizing this theory with Evangelical clergy, this paper also relates to litera-
ture examining religious rhetoric in U.S. elections (Coe and Domke 2006; Coe and Chenoweth
2013; Hughes 2019, 2020). Whereas research in this area has provided evidence of some can-
didates strategically adjusting their rhetoric in response to variation in audiences’ religious
demographics (Coe, Domke and Schmidt 2015; Coe and Chapp 2017), this paper provides
systematic evidence that candidates strategically manage their religious identity not only
in response to electorate demographics, but also electoral rule proportionality. Future work

can examine whether and how candidates strategically cultivate Evangelical identity in other
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non-U.S. contexts, such as parts of Africa, Southeast Asia, and other parts of Latin America,
which are similarly experiencing significant Evangelical growth (Why Protestantism 2017;
Evangelicalism is Spreading 2018). In light of past research on Evangelical rhetoric in the
U.S., this research will do well to examine specific rhetorical strategies as well as how the ef-
ficacy these strategies might vary according to candidate race or gender (Calfano and Djupe
2011; Albertson 2015; McLaughlin and Thompson 2016).

Finally, this work extends growing literature around the role of Evangelicalism in Brazil-
ian politics (Smith 2016, 2019). Future work can provide further insight into additional
strategies whereby office-seekers in Brazil build cross-religious coalitions. Jair Bolsonaro, for
example, has sought to attract both Catholics and Evangelicals by cultivating dual religious
identities. Bolsonaro is Catholic, but in 2016 he was re-baptized in Israel’s Jordan River by
the prominent Evangelical politician Everaldo Pereira. His marriage to Michelle Bolsonaro
was officiated by the Evangelical televangelist Silas Malafaia. These moves have cultivated
a “Catholic-Evangelical ambiguity” (Oualalou 2019). Future work in Brazil and elsewhere
might examine the prevalence and efficacy of this dual-identity cultivation. In past U.S.
presidential elections, Barack Obama and Pete Buttigieg managed impossible-to-hide iden-
tities that were disproportionately attractive to the Black and LGBTQ+ communities by
not making these identities an explicit focus of their campaign. Future work might examine
to what extent these or related strategies cause out-group audiences to become less fixated

on identities that, prima facie, they may have found unattractive.
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